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DEAR READER
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Please note the map and list of Legends that follows this note. You will likely find them helpful as you read. Enjoy this tangled tale and may your fortunes be much better than those of the five cities of the Dragonblood Plains!

Sarah
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1: Summernight Procession
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Tamerlan

Legends were coming alive. 

Or at least, that was how it felt to Tamerlan as he braced himself against the jostling crowd in the rising mist of the morning. Stale water, anticipation, and the smell of feast-day cakes baking filled the air, warring for dominance. He leaned a little farther over the edge of the railing.

“Come on, little fellow! You can’t stay there or you’ll fall right in!”

He was inches from scooping up the stray dog – a small sharp-nosed black puppy with wild scared eyes. He’d been edged to the very brink of falling into the canal and if Tamerlan couldn’t scoop him up he’d fall right in. The canals of Jingen were no place for dogs. Their slick sides weren’t made for ease of climbing – especially for someone with four feet.

He pushed a little farther, smelling oranges and roses on the breeze as he hung over the railing. Was that Dathan below? His fellow apprentice hung from a sign pole below the railing, looking out over the canal. Fool! He would fall right in 

“Excuse me, Apprentice,” a merchant said, jostling past him, his conical hat knocking two other people in the face as he passed. He smelled of oil and figs and his thick belly pressed Tamerlan even closer to the railing. Quiet curses followed him but Tamerlan kept quiet, his face screwing up with concentration as he finally scooped the puppy up.  

“Got you!”

The poor little thing tucked his nose into Tamerlan’s armpit, shaking from nose to tail. He wouldn’t be able to keep it. Alchemist Apprentices were little better than property themselves. But he could find a safer place than the edge of a canal. 

He pressed through the crowd, keeping the puppy held tight to his leather apprentice apron as he searched for a quiet alley. How many more people would join the crowd before the gondola procession passed through the District of Spices? Already street vendors pushing laden box-carts pressed against priests carrying smoking braziers. Goodwives wearing crisp aprons barely managed to keep hold of bright-eyed children in the press of the crowd. 

The people of the Alchemist’s District were layered over the canal like the tiers of a cake, some looking down from red-shingled roofs, some from high windows or balconies, others from along the rail on the street, and some – like his friend Dathan, below – lined the slick, narrow walkways along the canal.

Tamerlan slipped into the alley, glad to find it mostly abandoned with the crowd so obsessed with the coming procession. There was a set of steps leading to a back door and underneath it, a safe looking shadow. 

“Will you be okay here?” Tamerlan asked the puppy, tucking him into the space under the steps. “Just keep your head down and no one will notice, yeah? That’s what I do.”

He gave the puppy a last stroke, leaving regretfully. In a perfect world, he could bring the puppy back to his lonely room in The Copper Tincture. In a perfect world, he wouldn’t have been sold as an apprentice to Alchemists, but instead he’d be a librarian or a monk. Something that required a lot of reading and thinking. Something that didn’t involve manhandling crates of spices until he thought his mind would go dull from boredom.

He slipped back into the crowd. He should check on Dathan. He’d been late with his duties three times this week and if Master Kurond caught him hanging from a flagpole, he’d be put on short-rations for a month. 

He eased through the crowd and down the crowded steps to the canal below, ignoring angry looks and fierce curses. The rock here was slick. Someone was bound to slip and fall in. It wouldn’t be Tamerlan. He kept a hold of the rockwork, his eyes fixed on the bend of the canal.

An orange cat slid through the crowd – a bad omen. Tamerlan’s mouth went dry at the thought. He wanted no more bad omens. Acid washed up into his mouth and he swallowed it down, ignoring his churning belly. The cat was grabbed by a pair of hands hanging out from a Waverunner boat and pulled inside. 

“Just a cat, Apprentice!” a goodwife laughed at his expression. Her face was bright with excitement. “And now a meal for the Waverunners! 

He didn’t believe those nasty rumors. Just because the Waverunners never left their small house-boats and gondolas didn’t mean they ate cats. Or at least, he didn’t think so. And if they did, it wasn’t important today.

The crowd murmured with anticipation, a thousand voices whispering the same hopes, a thousand eyes dancing with visions of the season. Some enterprising fool was even playing a lute beside the stone steps that led to the streets above, his tunes a litany of seasonal songs, blessing the waxing of summer, the roundness of fertility, the call of the river, and the strength of growing warmth. 

There was something about Summernight that made people forget their everyday lives as the days bled into the night, snatching minutes and hours that didn’t belong to them until the longest day of the year crowned the season.

Tamerlan made his way carefully through the crowd, trying not to step on feet or elbow anyone. He felt tight and ragged inside. He’d heard a rumor yesterday. Just something in passing. But it had him worried. If the Legends would truly rise and walk the city again on Summernight – as the tale went – then why couldn’t they rise now? Why couldn’t they come when he might need them? Legends were as useless as wishes.

Enough of that. He wasn’t a dreamy boy anymore with the luxury of imagining Legends walking the earth. He was a man with responsibilities – like keeping his friend out of trouble.

If he didn’t get to Dathan in time the fool might even break an arm - then he’d be in real trouble. He tried to keep from glancing at the canal. He’d look when the procession arrived. He’d watch then. But what if she went by and he never even caught a glimpse? Or what if it wasn’t her at all, but he never found out. What if guilt and grief still ate at his heart a bite at a time? He shook his head, trying to clear it.

“Dathan!” He called to his friend as soon as he saw him. Dathan stood out in the crowd just like Tamerlan did by wearing the uniform of Alchemist apprentices – a thick leather apron and rolled sleeves to reveal arms burned with acid scars. They were all fresh scars. Dathan had only been an apprentice for a year – bought from a destitute farm family in a landhold to the east of Jingen. He’d taken to city life better than Tamerlan had – he was more social – but it was only last week that Tamerlan had to hunt him down and help him finish his tasks before sundown. They’d traveled by gondola on this very canal. Strange how last week felt a million years away.

Dathan was stretched out along the sign pole, trying to get the best possible view of the procession when it finally turned the corner into the Spice District. Tamerlan rubbed sweating palms on his apron. He needed to get his friend down before that procession arrived. What if Dathan saw his relief when it turned out his suspicions were groundless – or watched him break when he turned out to be right? He’d never live that down. 

And he would break. 

He was close already – his nerve endings all alert, his hair on end, his senses sharper than ever. But he needed to deal with the problem in front of him first. Dathan might fall into the canal and drown if he wasn’t careful. His tools – strapped to the apron as usual – would sink him to the bottom in the blink of an eye if he lost his grip. He wouldn’t bob right back up like the street urchins across the way who even now were diving to find coins in the wrecks of ruined gondolas.

The sound of a dozen throats sucking in their breath made him stand on his toes to look. Had the procession arrived?

No. Just another fool falling from the street above to the canal ledge. A duck quacked loudly and took off, feet slapping the water as he fought to gain height. 

“Get off me you son of a -!”

Chaos swirled as some people dove for lost belongings and stooped for coins while others tried to grab for what had never been theirs.

The poor fool who fell was kicked into the canal and left to sputter and grope at the slick stone walls. Unless he found a friendly gondola, he’d have to swim a long way to find an entrance to street level again.

Tamerlan lunged forward, scrambling along the narrow stone ledge – just wide enough for a hand-cart – that rimmed the canal. 

“Dathan!” he called. He was prodded with elbows as he passed. He felt the blows – there would be bruises tomorrow – but this was his chance. That was a chance worth gambling on. “Let me help you down! It’s not safe up there!”

He tried not to flinch at the cries of pain from the crowd where he passed. He wasn’t trying to injure – but he chewed his lip as he watched Dathan rocking on the sign pole. He still hadn’t noticed Tamerlan and that perch was tenuous, the sign pole creaking under the weight.

He climbed up the side of the wall, fingers feeling for the cracks between the stone as he tried to reach his friend. The toes of his worn leather boots scraped along the side of the slick stone wall, catching any purchase they could find. Dragon’s guts, but it stank along the canal! What was rotting in those murky waters?

“Son of a Legend! Would you stay put?” one of the onlookers cursed, dodging Tamerlan’s kicking feet. “First one fool, then another!”

“Dathan!”

“Tam! Look at the view! Come on up!”

And then he was level with the sign pole. Fresher air prevailed here. Peonies and roses in garlands were strung along the rail to the street above for the Summernight Festival. He breathed them in, trying to find calm in their familiar scents.

Today was the first morning of the five-day Summernight festival. Five days of celebrating and feasting. Five nights of mystery and delight. 

Today, the city would rejoice. 

A burst of raucous laughter spilled onto the street above him as someone left a tavern. Early morning and the celebrations were already beginning. The smell of meat tarts and the local brew swirled into the street before the door was closed again. Tamerlan’s mouth watered. He could already taste the holiday cakes he loved so much, but this was not why he was here. 

“You’ve got to come down. Dathan! The sign pole is close to breaking. If you fall – ”

But his words were cut off.

A gasp drew again from a thousand throats and cries of excitement quickly followed. 

“They’re here! The procession!”

Below him, a woman’s voice pierced above the rest, “The dragon’s tribute! The Lady Sacrifice!”

She sounded almost worshipful. And of course, most of the people here were. They weren’t in the costumes of the Legends yet – that would come later in the festival when they ran through the night like the Heroes of Legend reborn – but this was just the first part. 

Bells pealed loudly, flooding the streets above and jangling in strung lines along the canal. Some were the dull throbbing sound of the big guild bells, others the tiny tinkle of shop bells, or deep bong of temple bells. Bells would ring throughout the city, District to District as the procession passed through each part before stopping at the Sunset Tower in the center of the Seven Suns Palace. Tamerlan remembered that from last year, although last year his only thoughts had been filled with drinking in the tavern and eating holiday cakes with Dathan.

This time was different. The Lady Sacrifice had arrived. And if she was who he thought she might be, then all was lost. His eyes strained to try to see down the canal as the boats of the Waverunners – long sleek boats low in the water and painted in garishly bright colors – scuttled out of the way in every direction.

Tamlerlan could almost feel the rumble of the dragon beneath them at the sound of the bells. But that was just imagination. The dragon had slept beneath the city for a thousand years – if it had ever lived at all. Perhaps it was only rocks and carvings and not a dragon at all. 

That made more sense than what the religions said. After all, why would anyone build their city on top of a dragon – literally chiseling their foundations into his scales – if he were alive? No one would be that stupid. Though mentioning that to his childhood priest had resulted in having his ears boxed and a second beating from his father when the priest had opened his fat mouth to snitch.

But if the dragon was nothing more than an interestingly shaped mountain, then why would they drain the blood of the Lady Sacrifice over those rocks? Why would they spill her life out, like water splashed across the street and running into the canals, for nothing at all?

Last year, the Lady Sacrifice had been from Pale Lily Landhold and the procession had begun with Pale Lily spearmen twirling their spears and marching in place in the gondolas in careful synchronicity. Everyone knew she was from Pale Lily after that display. 

If he saw the Pale Lily spearmen again, he would be able to breathe – or the canasta spinners of Gentle Trees Landhold who had been there the year before, or the bright purple banners of Summer Wheat. 

It was none of those. 

Tamerlan’s jaw clenched as a pair of pale bulls decked in wreaths of red roses stood steadily in the front of a wide canal-boat – a gondola would never fit them. Their corded muscled bunched under their pale flesh and their minders carried pointed sticks and wore blue tabards. Pale bulls were raised in the north – where Tamerlan had been born. 

With every new appearance his hands felt sweatier, his head lighter. Could that rumor he’d heard be true?

The flag hanging from Dathan’s sign pole began to flap as a breeze rose, pushing the gondolas a little faster down the canal. They couldn’t come quickly enough for Tamerlan. With every new glimpse, his heart sunk faster.

“I just want to see the procession. Just a minute more,” Dathan protested. His eyes gleamed with excitement. He was two years younger than Tamerlan and two years more wide-eyed.

Behind the bulls were drummers and cantonelle flute players in their own gondolas, being carefully poled forward at an even pace. The flute players spun and danced as they played, the ragged rabbit skins that hung from their belts proclaiming them to be of Long Wind Landhold.

And now Tamerlan felt an icy chill wash over him. He’d grown up in the land of cantonelle players. Their haunting tune, like the song of the water loon, had haunted his dreams when first he was banished to the glorious city of Jingen to serve in the Alchemist’s Guild as an apprentice.

“Don’t forget your family,” his mother had murmured. “Don’t forget your ancestors.”

And, of course, he hadn’t. Not when night after night of prayers and tears brought no relief to the dull ache in his belly. Not in the long days when the smoke of the Alchemists stung his eyes and the acids of their concoctions burned his skin and he wondered again and again why a household of a Landholder might need to sell a son to the Guilds ... and why they had chosen him of all his seven brothers.

And he did not forget today, as he watched the cantonelle dancers go past on sleek drifting gondolas. He did not forget when a gondola lacquered in shiny black with a black canopy and walls of flowing black silk over the passenger portion –  the gondola of the Lord Mythos, the city’s ruler – queued up in the line. 

Before the black gondola, a chain of colored gondolas and the majestic dragon – woven and sewn by the people of the Long Wind landhold, in the white and orange colors of their flags, wound along the canal supported by the colorful gondolas. Beneath the dragon were the legs of those who made the dragon dance, but they couldn’t distract from the beauty of the rippling creature.

He did not forget when the smell of home rolled off that dragon, blotting out the smell of roses, and springing up in his mind a longing so deep that it almost washed away the fear that thrummed through him closer than his own heartbeat. 

It was the last gondola that he had been looking for – the last black lacquered gondola with the emblem of the Lord Mythos on the flowing silk curtains. He almost forgot Dathan’s predicament as he watched it creep toward his perch.

Guards surrounded the curtains, practically standing on the gunwales of the gondola in their attempt to encircle the occupant of the dark boat – their gazes shot into the crowd like they were the very fists of the Gods. 

It was that gondola that made his blood turn to ice but still left it howling in his ears until he could hear nothing else. He studied it like the face of a lost love as it passed, holding his breath, waiting.

He wasn’t going to see. It was going to pass without confirming his fears. 

Not a single curtain on the gondola twitched. Not a guard moved a sword or halberd in acknowledgment. Had he been wrong? Had he been anxious about nothing? Perhaps ...

But as the carriage passed, someone parted the curtains at the back of the gondola and between the legs of the guards he caught a glimpse of huge dark eyes looking out at him surrounded by thick lashes. 

Amaryllis. 

He’d recognize those eyes anywhere. They gleamed with the same fear they’d held the morning he’d been packed away.

“You’ll be back soon, won’t you?” she’d said in a shaking voice. His only sister – his best friend. It hurt him worse to see her pain than to feel the pain himself.

“I don’t think so,” he’d said, playing nervously with the woven grass ring she’d given him. It wouldn’t last long, but it was all anyone had given him beyond cool looks and frosty ‘goodbyes.’ It still hung from a thread on his bedpost.

“But I can’t bear to live here without you,” she’d pled, tears streaking her face.

“I need to go, Amaryllis,” he’d said. “If I don’t, they’ll pick someone else to sell. Maybe even you. Besides, I don’t think they’ll just let me say no.” It had taken all his effort not to let his voice shake here. “And I don’t think I can stop them.”

“Sell? But we’re the Landholds here!”

“And you and I are just two of nine siblings. How many Landholds does a place need, Amaryllis?”

“One,” her small voice shook.

“One to inherit, one for a spare, one for the church, one for the lair,” he’d quoted the children’s rhyme. But it stopped at four because no house needed more than four children. The rest were only worth what you could trade for them and in his case, his father’s debts had been forgiven. Ten years of debts with a single son. Any Landhold would have called it a fair trade.  

And now here she was, her eyes brimming when they finally met his from that tiny gap in the curtains at the back of the gondola. Widening. Pleading.

His little sister.

The Lady Sacrifice.

In her eyes, he saw his world ending.

It felt as if someone was gripping his heart in their fist and squeezing. He could barely breathe, barely think, but one thought registered: how great a price must his father have received for the life of his sister?
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2: Advice of a Friend
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Tamerlan

Dathan fell from his perch at the same moment that Tamerlan’s heart seized in his chest. 

Smack! 

Dathan landed on someone’s shoulder and someone else’s back.

“Hey!”

“Dragon-spitting fool!”

An angry fist knocked against his head and a kick to the groin left him hunched over and retching as he leaned against the wet rock wall trying to catch his breath. 

Tamerlan hurried down, swallowing the nausea ripping through him at the thought of his sister heading up the canal in that gondola.

He grabbed Dathan by the arms, helping him stand and pulling him into one of the rare lamp alcoves along the canal wall. Curses filled the air and a heavy voice rang in his ears.

“Jingen City Watch. Make way! What’s the problem here?” Jingen City Watch Officers weren’t hard to spot. Their uniforms were haphazard leathers over white shirts with worn oilcloth cloaks, but they all wore a sewn-on embroidered badge and the same irritated expressions on their faces as if your very existence had offended the Law.

“No problem, Officer,” Tamerlan said nervously. If they got in trouble with the Watch, Dathan would see worse than docked rations. “My friend just took a fall.”

“Any trouble will be stopped with force by order of the Lord Mythos,” the Watch Officer said imperiously stroking the sheath of his long knife. “Keep to your business, citizen.”

“Yes, officer.” Tamerlan ducked his head, hiding Dathan’s slighter frame behind his height and broader shoulders. His friend was still stunned, leaning against the wall of the alcove. 

The footsteps tromped by as the Watch left and Tamerlan drew a relieved breath. He took a moment to compose himself. His head was still swimming with anger and confusion. 

Not now, Tamerlan. Later. When there was time to think.

“Hey!” He called to Dathan, shaking his shoulder gently “Dathan, are you okay?”

“Yes,” the word hissed between his teeth. 

“You need to shake out of it, Dathan,” Tamerlan said, his voice cracking under the stress. They’d sold her. They’d sold her like a pig for market. He’d never forgive them. “People are watching. They’ll report us to Master Kurond. Head up! Walk.”

Dathan shook his head to clear it, sucking in a breath as Tamerlan gently led him through the crowd. He pushed away thoughts of his sister, focusing on the smell of dank walls and sun on algae. He was still here on the crowded canal way with the shuffling crowd. He needed to remember that.  Needed to remember that he couldn’t help his sister from here. 

Gondolas filled the canal again, their gondoliers calling out prices to the watchers as if they were here to pay for a ride rather than simply to gawk. A shoal of gondolas was pushed aside by a larger barge laden with flowers and fruit and country folk peering out of the covered boat with wide eyes and round faces.

“That’s better,” Tamerlan said encouragingly, dragging Dathan along with the mass of people climbing the stairs to the streets above. The fun was over. “Here, follow me.”

He pulled Dathan behind him, up the stairs and then into an alley between two swoop-roofed buildings and a butcher’s line of hanging chickens. Wash lines crisscrossed over the crowded spaces and an old woman frowned at them from the steps where she stood hanging more steaming wash on the line. A cur growled as they passed, his curling fur greasy and dark. Hopefully that dog hadn’t found the puppy he’d stashed in the other alley. This alley smelled of stale beer and urine – the smell of a place neglected – but the dog and woman told another story. He and Dathan couldn’t stay here long. These places always looked empty until someone smelled coins or vulnerability and then suddenly, they were very popular places to be.

“Are you out on a job?” he asked Dathan, looking over his shoulder to be sure they weren’t overheard.

“Yes,” Dathan gasped, still hunched over his injuries.

“There was nothing for the guild on the message tree, so I finished mine for this morning. Why don’t you give me your job and you can go back to The Copper Tincture and recover?”

Visiting the message tree was usually his favorite chore. A chance to hear what was happening in the Landholds – maybe even at home. A chance to watch the barges coming in from upriver and the ship boats coming the other way from the sea, hulls laden with trade goods and wonders from afar. The whole of the world traded with the five cities of the Dragonblood Plains. 

But today, with Summernight almost upon them, there had been no messages from without. Orders for Nightbursts had been placed and filled weeks ago and that was the only thing that the Alchemists provided for the celebration –  other than oil for the colored flames of the canal lanterns. 

“Fine. I have to pick up a package for Master Kurond at the Queen Mer Library,” Dathan said with a moan. 

Tamerlan looked him over, shrugging uncomfortably. “Can you get home? You’re not too hurt?”

“I’ll be fine,” Dathan said. One of his hands fumbled at a belt pouch.

“Only, you don’t look too healthy. Listen, those guards weren’t joking. The Jingen City Watch will be on the lookout for anything strange. Summernight is too important to be ruined by vagabonds. Why did you climb that sign pole? You know our Guild Masters wouldn’t approve! You could be sold again, Dathan – to someone worse than the Alchemists.”

That was always the worry. Alchemy was stinky work and dangerous, but there were worse jobs. Especially in a city like Jingen.

“You’re too dirty for the Library,” Dathan protested, but he handed the small scrip he’d pulled from his belt pouch to Tamerlan. It would have Master Kurond’s orders on it.

Tamerlan looked down at the dark leather of his trousers – scuffed now and dirty from helping Dathan up –  and the length of his brown leather apron. It ended just above his knees, the pockets at the waist bulging with tools and devices just like Dathan’s. He didn’t think he’d lost any - he had the pocket-flaps buttoned – but the apron was dirty and smudged and his crisp white shirt was no longer crisp or white.  

“I’ll be okay. I have a friend in the Library District who will vouch for me. Are you sure you can walk?”

Dathan nodded shakily before clapping Tamerlan on the shoulder. 

“Master Kurond said to have them back to the Guild House as quickly as possible. Thank you.”

Dathan was already stumbling out of the alley as Tamerlan unfolded the note.

Tamerlan shook himself. It was hard not to let his mind wander to Amaryllis. She’d always loved rabbits. She would carry them around in the summers and she’d sell their little ones to the local merchants. Tamerlan had never had the heart to tell her that they were bought for food, not for pets. To Amaryllis, rabbits were just long-eared furry people.

Perhaps, if he attended to his work, he could talk to one of the Masters about finding a way to see the Lady Sacrifice. Perhaps they would show mercy.

He looked down at the note.

Dathan, 

Go to the University District to the Queen Mer Library and retrieve for us the textbooks “Materials of the Sodden Islands” and “Smoke of the Feral Cults” for use in this week’s experiments. Ask for Nabella. Do not tarry.

Master Kurond

The University District was not far, though it felt farther today with the press of the celebratory crowds around him. Tamerlan strode out of the alley with purpose, squeezing between the people gathered there. A man with clothing that screamed of the countryside haggled over a bolt of cloth at one of the market stalls, his entire family pressed up around the stall to the irritation of the shopkeeper. 

Tamerlan pressed past them, nearly bumping into the servant of a Landhold from one of the eastern districts, half his head shaved, and the other half cut in choppy waves.

“My pardon.” 

“Watch yourself, Alchemist,” the servant scowled. He wasn’t much older than Tamerlan and wearing his festival best. 

There was a time when any Landhold’s servant would bow and scrape to him but Tamerlan lost that place when he was bought by the guild. He should have paid the coin for a gondola and saved himself from the press of bodies and indignity of insults, but coins were hard to find and difficult to part with. 

The press of people in the Spice District bartering at the tops of their lungs or calling to each other as street performers danced between them holding out hats for coin, soon thinned to the stoic, calm crowds of the University District.

Tamerlan breathed a sigh of relief. Here, things were more orderly – kept so by the University Guard, dressed in impeccable white and silver. Tamerlan loved the order of the Library District. Imagine being able to spend your days in logical thought instead of mindless grunt-work? Imagine plumbing the depths of philosophy, the wonders of science, the beauty of literature and music. 

He nearly walked into a pair of guards before he noticed them as his mind drifted to what-ifs. They frowned at him when he stumbled to a halt, scanning him carefully before moving on. He’d been stopped by that pair before. They must recognize him as Master Kurond’s apprentice. Perhaps, he could use that to gain their trust. Perhaps, he could sneak into their barracks one night and steal one of those uniforms and use it to creep into the Sunset Tower at the center of the city – the place where everyone knew the Lady Sacrifice would be kept until the last night of Summernight when her blood would sate Jingen – the ancient dragon who slept beneath their city.

Tamerlan shivered. Such superstitions had always felt far away. What did they have to do with him? Now, they were too close for comfort. Like a straight-edged razor poised at his neck – one flinch and it might seal his fate – or the fate of Amaryllis. 

He was crazy to think of theft and trespass. That was as crazy as dreaming that he and Dathan hadn’t been bought and sold. Crazy as thinking he might have time to study and invent instead of grinding away his days in service. Crazy, because it would never work. 

He still remembered the man they hung in a cage beside one of the canals of the University District as a warning to anyone who dared steal from them again. He hadn’t even been dead when they put him there. Or at least, not at first. 

But what other option had they left him? If he didn’t at least try, could he live with himself for year upon year knowing he’d been useless, harmless, when what his sister needed was a defender? He wrung his hands as he tried to decide what he should do.

“Did you see the Lady Sacrifice in the procession?” a breathless voice asked him. It was Sian – one of the library apprentices hurrying forward to walk with him as he reached the lower steps of the Queen Mer Library. Her filmy Librarian robes clung to her sandaled feet as she walked, her apprentice belt clinking as the glass beads bumped one another.

“Yes,” he admitted, smiling at Sian.

“I wanted to see her, too,” she went on, tucking her stray hairs behind her ears. She had a smudge of ink on her nose as she usually did. 

Tamerlan usually liked seeing Sian. Her friendliness could warm a stone. Today, with her full lips smiling at him and her round face flushed with excitement – today she looked far too much like Amaryllis. Vulnerable. Precious. Had her parents sold her into apprenticeship? 

“They say that if you meet her eye as she goes by,” the bright girl said, “you will have good luck all year.”

Tamerlan felt his face growing hot. 

All year. 

Which meant that next year they would drag some other poor fool’s sister up to that tower and make her wait five days until they slaughtered her like livestock. He felt his fists clenching, but he couldn’t stop them any more than he could stop the angry roar in his ears.

“I have a costume for Summernight. Can you guess who I’ll be going as?” Sian asked. She had to skip to keep up to his long stride as he mounted the marble steps of the library two at a time. After a moment, she answered her own question. “Queen Mer! Doesn’t that fit, since I work in the Library here? They say she founded it herself. She picked this spot – right near the dragon’s ear!” They both glanced at the frill-like rock formation behind the library. It stood higher than even the domed blue roof of the library, blocking the streaming light of the morning sun. “It’s going to be so fun! We all – the apprentices – get every evening off this week. I will dance so hard my feet hurt and eat until my belly grows to twice its size!”

He paused for a moment to smile down at her. She shouldn’t have to suffer through Summernight just because he was broken-hearted. She was innocent. A gadfly enjoying her single moment.

“I hope you enjoy yourself, Sian.”

“Won’t you join me?” she asked, attempting to look coy. As if he could see her as anything other than a little sister.

“I’m afraid I’ll be busy for all of Summernight.” 

Now, why had he said that? He was given the evenings off for the festival, too. But he was going to be spending them in a way that Sian shouldn’t be near. He was going to find a way to break into that golden tower and rescue his sister. 

The thought that had been brewing in his heart since he first glimpsed her through the crowd solidified as he stood on the library steps looking out across the city to the single golden spire in the Government District. 

“They say that no one has ever been inside and lived to tell the tale,” Sian said, following his gaze. Which was ridiculous. Because what was the point of a tower that no one ever entered? Or that no one ever left. Surely there were guards – or at least servants – who came in and out without a problem.

He was going to enter that tower. 

He was sure of that now – as sure as he was of his own name – and when he did, he was going to make sure that they never brought another innocent girl there again. Beneath his feet, he almost thought he felt a rumble of agreement in the earth itself.
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3: Scenter
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Marielle

“You’re too obsessive. That’s her first complaint. You take things too seriously, don’t like critique, don’t understand nuance. The world is black and white to you,” Captain Ironarm said, as she read the report in her hand. 

Someone had actually written those things about Marielle. Paper was scarce and ink valuable and someone had sat with their face screwed up, quill in hand, and carefully penned those words.

About her.

Marielle felt herself sinking lower with every word. She thought she was doing a good job. She thought she was putting her training to use and helping people. She was the best Scenter trainee. She could follow any track. She practiced constantly. She didn’t eat strong foods or wear perfumes. She was even careful about her soap. Nothing was allowed to hinder her sense. Her kit was meticulously maintained. She took every citizen complaint seriously. 

And none of that had been enough. 

She could feel her eyes growing wider with every new item on the list. She chewed her lip until it hurt and silently cursed the anxious sweat that sprouted up under her clothing. The Captain would smell it. And she would know that Marielle was nervous. That wouldn’t help her case.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” Captain Ironarm’s voice was calm and even. 

She smoothed the sides of her salt and pepper hair back into the tight bun she wore. It was the only tight thing about her. The rest of her face sagged under the weight of years. She’d been the Scenter Captain here for thirty years. Spent twenty-two as a Scenter before that. Joined up at eighteen when her training was complete – just like Marielle. Just like every woman in the Scenter branch of the City Watch.

“None of us sees color,” Marielle said, carefully. She didn’t understand the insult. She was proud of who she was. Who cared that Scenters couldn’t see colors in a world roaring with the turquoise scent of the sea weaving in with the golden brown of baked bread and the gold of attraction. Green still lingered in this office from Jandela who had been in here before Marielle. She’d let off that burst of envy when she passed Marielle in the doorway. Who would want to trade that to simply see colors?

“That’s not what the report means,” Captain Ironarm said with a raised eyebrow.

Of course, it wasn’t. Marielle felt her cheeks heating.

“I understand nuance,” she said, her voice huskier than she would have liked. She shifted her stance and the leathers of her watch uniform squeaked. They hadn’t lost that squeak yet – they were still so new.

“If you understood nuance you would know that you don’t drag a Landhold before the magistrate for public drunkenness – especially not twelve hours after he was drunk!”

“I could smell it on him,” Marielle said in a small voice.

“But by then he had slept it off. Magistrate Mendyk marched in here yesterday and demanded – yes, he demanded! – that I remove you from the Watch. Don’t look at me like that! It will be a hot day in Thespar before a magistrate – any magistrate, mind! – tells me what to do in my own Watch House.”

Her hard gaze was fixed on Marielle, nailing her in place. They should have called her ‘ironeyes’ not ‘Ironarm’.

“Yes, sir.” Marielle’s voice squeaked more than she would have liked, but she kept her back ramrod straight. The Scenters were everything to her. If staying meant being more careful with Landholds well ... well, she could consider that.

“Justice, Marielle, is more important than regulation. Do you know what that means?”

Marielle felt new sweat breaking out across her scalp. If only she could wipe it away with her Scenter’s Veil! But she stayed perfectly still, her mind racing. What did you say to something like that? The regulations brought justice. And justice was the most important thing in the world. She settled on her catechism answer.

“Justice is the gift of the Dragonblooded to the after-generations. It makes it safe for men to strive and achieve but curtails corruption,” she quoted from memory. She knew her catechism. Every citizen of Jingen did. There were rumors that the other cities had different catechisms, but they were only rumors. Marielle knew better than to think so ill of people just because they lived far off.

Her gaze wandered to the map above Captain Ironarm’s desk – a map of the five cities of the Dragonblood Plains with a closeup of Jingen and her districts in the lower left-hand corner. The cities were drawn extra large for effect, looking as if you could spit and reach the next city but Marielle knew it was only to see them more easily. They were actually many days of travel from one another.

Captain Ironarm pursed her wrinkled lips. 

“I won’t be Captain here forever, Marielle,” she said sending a stab of fear down Marielle’s spine. The Captain was the anchor of the Scenter Watch. “And so, it’s important for me to impart a little wisdom where I can. Some things are right and wrong, Marielle. You know this.”

Marielle was nodding.

The Captain turned in her chair to look out her second-story window over the city below. The glass of the window was rippled in the small panes, but you could still see almost as far as the river running through the center of the city where the festivities for Summernight had already begun. Marielle almost thought she saw the Lady Sacrifice’s procession moving through the canals.

“There are rights and wrongs according to the catechism. There are rights and wrongs according to the laws of Jingen,” the captain said heavily. “You are a good student. You know these things by heart. The moral law. The city laws. I heard you recite the complete Jingen Code the day you graduated from your training. And these laws are good. But there is a greater law in place, Marielle. It’s a law that branches out over those other laws the way a great tree branches out over a garden. It supersedes them. It encompasses them. Occasionally ... it diverges from them.”

Marielle gasped. The captain hadn’t just said ... had she? She didn’t say ... Marielle could not even let the thought form in her own mind.

“I don’t know the name of this law. You sense it sometimes in the catechism. Sometimes you get a whiff of it when you are reading Jingen Law. But it’s something greater. It’s alive. It answers to something beyond us.”

“The religions, Captain?”

“I doubt it,” Captain Ironarm said wryly. “Or at least, I haven’t seen proof of that.”

“It’s not ...” Marielle began.

“Speak up, officer.”

“It’s not the dragons, is it? After all, they founded the five cities. We built them on the rocks of their bodies. Perhaps these laws came from them.”

The Captain shrugged. “I don’t know about that. What I do know, is that over time a Watch Officer gets a feel for this law – what I like to think of as the Real Law. And when it lines up with Jingen law, that’s a  good thing. It makes you certain and certainty in this world is rare. It’s a precious thing in the fleeting moments you find it. But there are other times when things are not so certain. There are times when you can sense the real law, but there’s no written code to hold it up. There’s just you, an officer of the Watch, trying to find a way to twist the written law so you can enforce the real law.”

Marielle shivered. She’d heard of City Watch like that. Men who put a bloody knife in the coat pocket of a man they knew did something wrong just before he was stopped by other Watch officers. 

“Oh, I don’t mean vigilantes,” the Captain said, catching the look in her eye. “That’s not justice either. No, when you get to know the real law, you can see things that other people can’t. Patterns. Ways it’s hinting at the truth to you. It’s alive. And it wants justice more than anything. I think that maybe the world was meant to be just. But, of course, it’s not. And that Law – the Real Law – is always working to bring that back.”

A thought occurred to Marielle. She cleared her throat and the captain looked at her expectantly.

“What about if the Real Law says someone is innocent but the City Law says someone is guilty?”

The Captain gave her an odd half-smile. “It’s those times that we see what sort of cloth you’re sewn from, officer.”

Marielle swallowed. 

“That’s what Anaala means when she says you’re too black and white. You don’t know the Real Law yet. You need time to learn it and until you do, you need to calm down a little and let more experienced Watch officers lead the way.”

Marielle felt her cheeks heating.

“Which is why,” the captain said. “I’m pairing you with Carnelian for the rest of Summernight. Listen to what she says and see if you can learn some wisdom. She’s been on the streets for long enough to wear out a pair of boots or two.”

“And if I can’t?” Marielle asked. She couldn’t help biting her lip as she waited for the answer.

“Then the City Watch is not for you. There are other things a Scenter can do. We’ll find one for you. But until then, go report to Carnelian. She’s expecting you.”
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4: The Queen Mer Library
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan had always loved the Queen Mer library. When it was built, no expense had been spared. The denizens of Queen Mer - carved in white stone – decorated every pillar of the library. Squids with a dozen arms wrapped around the base of the pillars, their arms crawling up the ivory uprights. Seaweed and shells, lobsters and crabs, swordfish and manta rays were carved in the spaces between the shelves and along decorative friezes. Waves crashed in the design of the low barriers and walls.   

But today, Tamerlan was not enjoying the library. The long shelves of scrolls, carefully tucked away from the light, didn’t make his skin crawl with anticipation like they had in the past. The collection of shelf upon shelf of bound books – a marvel of modern dedication to knowledge! – didn’t make him wish for the thousandth time that his father had sold him to the Librarians instead of to the Alchemists. 

Today, he just felt empty. 

He leaned against the desk at the entrance. No apprentice was considered trustworthy enough to go beyond that point. Certainly not the apprentice of the destructive Alchemists.

A book was laid out on the desk with a careful bookmark nestled between the pages. The Librarian at the door had left it there when she went to find Nabella. Tamerlan’s fingers tapped impatiently on the desk. He needed to get out of here so he could start gathering supplies to break into the tower. He’d need a weapon. A dark cloak. What else?

His eyes strayed over the open book, soaking in the words while his mind raced.

The Legends will return someday, or so it was foretold by Jandein. He left instruction for their return. “Greet them with open arms if you wish to taste their power,” he said, “but do not trust them, for they shall take your most precious gift as payment for their power, your own will and mind in payment for their great acts.”

Someone must have been curious about the Legends with Summernight approaching. Or perhaps they were merely planning their costume for the event. 

Tamerlan reached across the desk and picked the book up, letting his fingers skim gently through the pages, careful to touch only the edges so the oils of his skin would not hurt the delicate ink on paper. There were chapters on each Hero of Legend with detailed sketches of their clothing and weaponry. There was Byron Bronzebow with his dashing good looks and prominent bow gleaming in the light. There was Queen Mer, of course, with her queenly poise, her bodice made of overlapping shells and her necklace made of the bones of shipwrecked sailors. He flipped the book open at random and the pages fell open to the Lady Sacrifice. 

Nausea washed over him and for a moment his vision wavered. He slammed the book shut on the sketch of her lifeless corpse resting over the snout of a dragon, and a page flew out from the force of it, drifting to the floor.

“Apprentice?” the Librarian called. 

With a gasp, Tamerlan snatched up the paper and stuffed it into his apron. If he was caught having damaged a book, he would never be allowed in the Library again. Worse, a report would go to the Alchemist’s Guild and he would be placed under curfew at the very least. And if that happened, he would lose his chance to break into the tower.

“I’m here,” he called in a voice that sounded more nervous than he would have liked.

“Remember to practice great care in transporting our books,” the Librarian said rounding the corner and standing behind the desk again. If she noticed her book was out of place, she didn’t mention it, simply handing the books to Tamerlan wrapped in a sealskin. The skin alone – rare and amazing – was probably worth more than he was. “The Alchemist’s Guild will be held responsible for any damaged or lost books according to the usual tradition. Show me your hand.”

Tamerlan held out his hand. He hated this part.

The Librarian pulled out her ledger, carefully wrote his name and guild into the columns and then snatched his hand in her iron grip. Her penknife whipped out of a pocket and with practiced movements she slit the tip of his finger and pressed the print of it – in blood – on the page.

“Sealed with your blood. Any loss or damage will be recompensed with more of the same. Return the books in ten days.”

Tamerlan shivered, but the Librarian fixed him with her slit-eyed gaze. There was no mercy in those eyes. She cared far more for those books than she did for the life of an apprentice. He swallowed, glad he hadn’t admitted to the page that fell out of the other book.  

“Of course,” he said, clutching the books tightly to his chest and fleeing the marble halls of the Library into the district below.

A man dressed as King Abelmeyer the One-eyed nearly bumped into him as he flew down the stairs.

“Watch yourself, boy! It’s not Summernight just yet!” The man’s eyepatch slipped, and he hurried to correct it, pulling his long crimson cloak around him more tightly and straightening the collar so it stood high around his broken crown.

Tamerlan dodged around him, running into the main street of the University District. Servants and apprentices clustered around the great-doors of the biggest schools, hanging garlands of sweet-smelling flowers and brightly colored ribbons. Laughter broke out from the groups that felt sour against the sick feeling in Tamerlan’s stomach.

“Want to help us, Alchemist? We could use the advice of one of the Dragonblooded!” a particularly pretty girl called from where she was hanging her garlands. Tamerlan ran a hand through his pale blond hair – a telltale sign of his ancestry – and shook his head as he hurried past. He heard laughter behind him. Another young man joined the girls as they prepared for the shortest night of the year together.

The girl didn’t know it, but he knew no more than they did about what flowers to hang. His Dragonblooded ancestry was nothing but a noose around his neck. Maybe if he’d been sold to the libraries it would have helped. Maybe then, he would have the key he needed to rescue his sister.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the paper he’d picked up, smoothing out the creases as he carried it balanced on top of his valuable parcel.  

It didn’t look like a book page – or if it was one, it was old and so covered in annotations that it was hard to make out everything. There were corner designs in a gold leaf – intersecting mazes in strange shapes and a faint coloring along the edge of the page suggested that this book had painted pages. So, it was from a valuable book. He’d heard about these. They were called “illuminated texts” – books so precious that every page was a masterpiece. 

Strange. The book he had slammed hadn’t been an illuminated text.

This page looked like a recipe.

But if it was a recipe, it was a strange one. There was no distillation or compounding. No details for liquefaction. There were warnings above and below. Whoever had written down the recipe had not wanted it used. And someone had scrawled notes on it about their attempts at making the recipe. They were careful alchemist’s notes of how he had boiled the ingredients and then distilled them to a thick salve. He’d also made a granular powder and an alcohol dilution. As far as Tamerlan could tell, they had all failed. And the monster had written about them on a precious illuminated text!

‘Use for dire situations,’ the recipe read.

Tamerlan was in a dire situation.

‘For the summoning of the ancient powers and the bringing of skills not won.’

He was so intent on the recipe that he almost bumped into a procession of Smudgers. He must already be in the Temple District. He hadn’t remembered crossing the bridge over the canal here, but a quick glance at the busy streets confirmed his theory. Tall temples and churches rose up on high platforms, as if racing to reach the gods, the cathedral tops of the white churches of the Timekeepers rose delicately over the low-slung tiled roofs of the jade temples belonging to the Smudgers. 

The Smudgers who had cut him off wove in a tight line, slowly shuffling their lap around the district and wedging him in place against the canal rail. He’d timed his visit here poorly. 

The crowds were frozen on every side. No one would push through a line of Smudgers. With the smell of sage smoke hanging heavily in the air, one of the Smudgers – an old woman without any teeth – winked at him as they shuffled past. The Smudgers were a popular religion, and the crowd was quiet out of respect for their smoking braziers and waving hands. They spun and almost danced as they wove through the trails of smoke, trying to tint their spirits with its essence.

Sage stood for patience and acceptance. Tamerlan didn’t want either of those. He couldn’t afford them when the stakes were so high. He would have backed away quickly, except that he’d never believed the Smudgers claims that the smoke could change or cleanse their spirits. All they ever did was steal the best deals on herbs coming in by sea and spout their heartfelt tales to get the fresher ingredients while he was left with second best.

No, Tamerlan didn’t need the Smudgers. He needed answers. And he wouldn’t find them with the Smudgers or on this piece of crumpled paper.

The old woman winked at him again. Hadn’t she already passed once before? In her shimmering black robes, light on the breeze, who could say? All the Smudgers looked the same. 

He shivered and stuffed the recipe back in his pocket. No need to draw attention to it. 

He needed to focus and not be distracted by the lure of a mystery – even one involving books, his greatest weakness. 

He would need all the focus he could find to save Amaryllis. He had just five days until she would be sacrificed.
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5: Patrol
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Marielle

“We’re due on patrol,” Carnelian said when Marielle joined her in the armory. She was tightening the straps on her leather boots and checking her standard issue dagger and truncheon. The City Watch wasn’t meant to kill citizens, but they still went equipped for a fight – even Scenters like Marielle. 

The smell of armor polish hung heavily in the air, like a dull yellow haze that would have been imperceptible to a non-Scenter. A string of red smoke wove between the weapon racks like a ribbon. Marielle could have followed it upstairs and found whoever had committed violence last night and then come down here to stow away his gear. Maybe it had been breaking up a fight in a tavern and smashing a few noses. Maybe it had been something much grizzlier. Her nose tingled and twitched at the thought of following the trail. It was hard to have the discipline to stand still.

Carnelian ignored the scent like any non-Scenter would do. “Tighten your straps. Make sure your weapon is sharp, check your kit.”

She said that before every patrol. And she smelled the same before every patrol. A hint of cilantro anticipation mixed with the dull brown and dry wood scent of boredom or routine and just a hint of something almost-sweet that Marielle couldn’t quite place. It picked at her every time she smelled it, like she should be able to place it and just couldn’t.

Marielle checked over her uniform and kit quickly. Her weaponry was sharp and ready – not that she was likely to use it. The rest of the squad protected Scenters like a secret weapon. She’d only have to fight if things went very wrong. Her leather shirt and bracers were properly cinched, belt in good shape, warning bell tightly strapped in its pouch, boots buckled firmly. Her cloak and breeches were regulation and clean. Her Scenter’s scarf looped properly in place. It was free of smudges or dirt. Marielle liked clean things. When you were always smelling everything, cleanliness was a gift.

Carnelian leaned in close so that her words would only be for Marielle, “Don’t worry about old Ironarm. She’s got to go hard – especially with complaints from a superior Scenter like Anaala, but we all know how good you are.”

She looked right and left sneakily before giving Marielle a mischievous grin. “The rest of the squad is glad you’re with us. We’re already in the lead on the arrest lists. With you, we’ll keep that lead through Summernight. And I bet big on us. Don’t make me a loser!”

She punched Marielle’s arm playfully before saying, “Scarf up. We’re going to the Alchemist’s District to cover off a busy sector there. If you don’t hide that pretty nose, you’ll be seeing double for a week.”

Marielle complied, pulling the scarf over her nose and mouth. That wasn’t how it worked. The strong scents of the Alchemist District would give her headaches and even nausea, might even make her pass out, but they wouldn’t affect her vision. No point telling Carnelian that, though. She liked the Watch Corporal and she might be Marielle’s only ally in the Watch right now. The other Scenters were prickly and the non-Scenters usually gave her a wide berth, nervous of her ability to sniff out anything hidden. 

Marielle followed Carnelian up the Watch stairs, reveling in the excitement of the Watch House main floor above them. What might appear to be a sleepy hole for ancient Watchmen, popped and fizzled with vivid colors for Marielle. 

A bubble of deceit in greeny-yellow and a whiff of caramel in one corner mixed with longing in ribbon-like pink and a whiff of lavender which in turn blurred into the beige boredom and dust scent of the overly-large officer at the front desk. Desperation rolled through in pulsing orange waves and a ginger scent that burned her nose and violet pride that smelled of pine trees washed off Officer Sten’li as he strutted past with his newly polished armor. 

Marielle shivered in delight. She could sit all day in the corner of the Watch House and just absorb the scents ricocheting through it like shooting stars on a clear night. She still couldn’t believe she got to work here every day. Field trips into the real world had been sparse at the academy. 

“No need to rile the girls up,” she’d heard Headmistress Archari say a thousand times. 

They were all girls. All Scenters were girls, though not all girls were Scenters. Carnelian was proof of that. They said she had vivid red hair – dyed – to go with the name, though Marielle couldn’t tell. Carnelian was giving off a fresh light blue and linen scent as they made their way to the doors. Expectancy. She wanted to win that pot for the most arrests.

Marielle wanted to help her.

“Now, we all want to win, right?” Carnelian said as they exited through the tall doors onto the street. Two large braziers burned there. Word was, the Alchemists provided a special oil that kept the flames blue to indicate a Watch House. Marielle didn’t care. Light was light. Scents were where true beauty lay.  

“Of course,” Marielle agreed. She wasn’t really listening. Her nose was following a thousand scents, the scarf barely concealing their potency.

“But even though we all want to win, you need to be sure the crime is being committed in the present, okay? Unless it’s a big one. Oh, I get why you wanted to haul that noble in. I wanted to wash that smile off his face myself, but we can’t afford those kinds of mix-ups, right? We need only solid arrests if we’re gonna win. No time-wasters. You with me?”

“Yes, Carnelian.” Was that the smell of a jealous husband? It was so close to the smell of a woman noticing that another woman was prettier than her that they could be hard to distinguish without a purer sample. But she needed to get better at trace samples if she was going to be the legend on the Watch that she dreamed of being.

That was definitely the intent to steal creeping through the breeze. She could smell it – rust-like in scent – but so faint that it was impossible to tell where it originated. She spun around, searching, and was hit with a blast so hard she stumbled. 

Desperation. Raw, ragged, pulsing orange and ginger streaked desperation. It slammed against her skull like the haft of an axe. It dug into her eyes like the claws of an eagle. She grimaced, clenching her jaw against a scream and then – suddenly – it was gone. 

She struggled to breathe against a thick scarf of wool and a heavy leather glove.

“Hold on. Breathe. Oh, maybe I should move my hand,” Carnelian was saying. “You only had one layer on. You should know better than that by now, wet-ears! Two layers at the minimum! Even I know that, and I’m no Scenter!”

“Thanks,” Marielle gasped, clutching her own nose and the extra layer of scarf Carnelian had wrapped around her face. That had been close. 

Whoever had felt that ... well, gods have mercy on them! 

And that was the worst part of being a Scenter – knowing the worst and not being able to stop it. Marielle always knew. There was never any doubt for her about intentions or hopes or dreams. She could smell them as easily as burnt toast. As potently as rotting peonies. 

She could smell her worst nightmares all around her.

And the most angelic of dreams. 

She focused on Carnelian, breathing in that light blue expectancy. There was safety there. Expectancy, cheerful optimism – that was a safe emotion. That was one you could breathe all day without throwing yourself from a building.

“I can see why you stopped,” Carnelian was saying. “I can smell the ox dung from here. They should clean up after those beasts.”

Marielle nodded her head, grateful for the pretense. She could smell the dung, of course, a faint hint of fecund earth. And she could smell the nearby canal – stagnant water mixed with the scent of life from the people who lived on the barges and gondolas there. Waverunners never left the water. If they set so much as a foot on land it was said that they could never return to their people. Marielle would have called that harsh, but it was their law, and a law couldn’t be too harsh if it protected people. Maybe there were things worth fearing on dry land. Maybe they were worth making laws against.

The smells weren’t unpleasant or overpowering. Natural smells rarely were. It was emotions and intentions that bowled a person over ... or worse. But she didn’t want to think of what was worse. Not right now.

She followed Carnelian on the beat. Carnelian knew the city inside and out. At twenty-nine she’d seen everything – or so she said. She was strong – and not just for a woman. She was pure muscle and she smelled often of sweat and swill under those predictable emotions of hers. 

Marielle was none of those things. But as they followed their beat, the crowd parted, and it wasn’t for her swathed face and big eyes. It wasn’t for her waist-length plait of black hair or her slight figure. Oh no, it was for Carnelian’s eagle-eyed stare and muscled exterior. 

“Gonna dress up on your nights off?” Carnelian asked. She liked making conversation, even though Marielle was a poor conversationalist. “You can’t when you’re working. Gotta be in the right kit.”

“I don’t think I will,” Marielle said demurely.

“You should. It’s not Summernight if you don’t dress up and you need to experience a true Summernight. We can pick a Legend who covers her face. You know the Legends, right?”

“Remind me,” Marielle asked. Not because she didn’t know, but because that golden-brown scent of motherhood she was smelling as she passed the stout woman with the big basket was so overwhelming that all she wanted to do was bask in it for the rest of the afternoon.

“Well, there’s the Lady Sacrifice, but her face is clear and noble so we can see her suffering and beauty. And Queen Mer, but her face is lit with gems and a crown. Lila Cherrylocks might be a good fit. She’s a master thief and she covers her face with a deep hood.” She chuckled. “I certainly can’t see you as the Maid Chaos.”

“I’m not too proud to be a maid,” Marielle said absently. She already knew that she’d never dress as a thief or as Death’s handmaiden. She was content in the Watch Officer kit she wore.

“You’ll see what I mean tonight. On second thought ... maybe we should see how you do dressed as Maid Chaos.”

“Ooof!” Marielle sucked in her breath. She’d been so distracted by the mother-scent that she didn’t notice until too late that she’d stumbled right into someone. 

Not just someone.

That pulsing orange scent – the one that hit her only moments before – filled her nose so sharply with ginger that she fumbled for her scarf. It must have slipped when she stumbled. But no, it was still tucked around her nose and mouth. 

There were other smells underneath the desperation. Regular smells that filled the background: spices and chemicals, leather, old books, cinnamon, honey, a gentle love of beauty, and something young and masculine and musky. 

She looked up, wrestling against the maddening scent of desperation mixing with the human smells of life and occupation. Her eyes met a pair of eyes standing out light and stark against slightly darker skin. His face was chiseled despite the softness of youth and his figure was strong and lithe under the Alchemist apprentice’s apron, but it was the eyes she couldn’t stop staring at. Because it was in them that she saw what she was smelling – that desperate cocktail of need and terror.

She reached out to him, not meaning to, feeling strange when her hand steadied his trembling arm. His lips – the top one thin and the bottom full, quivered with some suppressed emotion, but it wasn’t anger or irritation like Marielle would have expected. He was hunched over a package wrapped in sealskin – something valuable – but his scent said he wasn’t worried about the package. His spiking emotions – popping and flaring with bursts of uncertain color – were about something else. He looked like a demon wrapped in an angel’s body – like a man at war with himself.

Marielle licked her lips, trying to think of something to say. Nervous orange and ginger sizzled from him as his gaze caught on her uniform and then swiveled to Carnelian.

“My apologies, Officer,” he said in a resonant voice – a voice like a full-bodied string instrument. It puffed out from him with a golden scent that tangled around her in a cloud. She knew this scent. She swallowed, trying to push it away, but the more she did, the more it slid into every crease of her uniform. “I did not watch where I was going.”

Carnelian snorted. “Watch yourself, Apprentice. The Jingen Watch has double the bodies on the streets for Summernight, but you could still stumble into people with more ... ill intent ... than you expect.”

He ducked his head respectfully, eyes flicking to where Marielle still held his sleeve. She let go with a gasp. That blasted golden scent! The smell of warm honey and cinnamon of fresh earth and sunshine. How long had it been since she’d smelled that? Had she ever smelled it so powerfully? 

“Careful, citizen,” she said through a dry mouth.

He ducked his head again, his slight smile devastating against the visceral pain of his emotions, and then he was walking away, his purposeful strides sliding through the crowd like an adder through the grass. Now, why had she thought of an adder?

“Pretty, I’ll admit,” Carnelian said, her gaze on his retreating figure. “But he won’t get our tally up today. Nose up, Scenter! Find us a good crime!”

Marielle wrenched her gaze away from the young man, her nose sniffing obediently, but it was no use. Her every sense was still drunk on that golden burst of absolute attraction, the hot honey of it sinking into her like the warmth of the noonday sun. She was certain now that she’d never scented anything like it before. And it was hard not to feel disappointed when she realized she probably wouldn’t scent it again. Things like that didn’t happen every day and she didn’t even know his name.

She shook herself irritably. 

“I think I smell violence that way,” she gestured at the red swirl heading down the street. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was better than pining for someone she didn’t even know.




First Night of Summernight
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6: Desperate Measures
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan ran a hand through his short hair. He hadn’t stopped sweating since he ran into the Watch Officer on the street. He’d seen the way that Scenter looked at him – those lovely eyes, so dark they were almost purple. Her gaze bored into him like a drill into softwood. Had she known? Had she scented his intent?

He’d been so shaken he’d nearly forgotten to bring the books to Master Kurond. So shaken he’d almost been caught when he pilfered the toolroom for a set of lockpicks and the laundry for a dark cloak. If nothing else, the Alchemists were great lovers of variety. Their toolrooms and storehouses had every item you could possibly need – even items for a thief.

There was no weapon, though.

He’d debated with himself about what to do about a weapon. He had knives. Knives for preparing solutions, for chopping ingredients, for tooling leather, for sharpening quills. None of them were for killing a man. 

Would he need to do that tonight? Why wouldn’t his dragon-cursed hands stop shaking at the thought? 

He forced his breathing to slow. He had the evening free for the First Night of Summernight. All the apprentices did. Dathan was already gone. He’d barely stopped to check on Tamerlan before he left. But he had checked. A good friend that.

Tamerlan’s thoughts skittered like butter across a hot pan. With an effort, he forced them to focus. 

He tucked his last knife – he’d taken all the ones he owned, of every size – into his belt and patted his pockets. Nothing extra to jingle or give him away. The folded illuminated page fell out of his pocket and he scooped it up again. Best to leave it here. If he failed tonight, there was a good chance it would mean he was captured by the Watch. Or dead.

Either way, he wouldn’t need a fancy page. He tucked it reluctantly beneath his pillow. Wouldn’t it have been nice if this chance page could have been the solution he needed? If it had been a map to a secret tunnel leading to the heart of the Sunset Tower or a page spelling out an old loophole to the laws and customs of Jingen.  A fanciful thought, but still one that he clung to. If only he’d had time to try the recipe on it. Maybe it would have granted him extra stealth or power. His fingers itched to gather the ingredients even now. Somehow, he knew that where the ancient scribbler had failed, he would be able to succeed.

The Bridge of Legends, the page said in the runes of the ancients, bridges the gap between life and death.

If anyone was perched on the bridge between life and death, it was Amaryllis. 

And tonight, Tamerlan would join her there. With her arrival today, tonight this was his best chance. They wouldn’t expect anyone to try to break her out the very night she arrived, would they? They’d still be sorting out the guard schedule. 

Or at least, that’s how it would be at his father’s Grandhouse.

Tamerlan just had to hope it would be the same here.

He trotted down the winding stairs – three flights – from his small closet of a room through the floors of The Copper Tincture. The smell of something acrid filled the second floor. A tincture gone wrong, perhaps. Or maybe it was meant to smell that way. There were no mistakes in the Alchemist’s Guild. Only learning opportunities.

Maybe that was true tonight, too. Not a mistake to try to save Amaryllis. Only an opportunity. 

He waited until he reached the ground floor to draw a deep steadying breath – even with enough tension to make his hands shake he wasn’t fool enough to inhale that acid – and then clenched his jaw.

He wished he was someone else. Good-natured Tamerlan wouldn’t be enough tonight. Tamerlan the buddy. Tamerlan the good-hearted. If his friends had been asked if he could penetrate the defenses of the Sunset Tower they would have laughed. 

He would have laughed if you asked him yesterday. But this wasn’t yesterday.

If only he could be someone else. Someone strong and brave. Better yet, someone who knew how to break into towers and save girls from fates worse – well, at least as bad as – death. A hero. 

He clenched his jaw and quickened his pace. 

The sun was sinking over the horizon and even though the costumes weren’t really supposed to be worn until tomorrow, there were still some people in the crowds already dressed up. The knots that moved from tavern to inn in laughing huddles contained their fair share. In one he saw a specter of Queen Mer, her face painted a sickly green and hair styled in green clay to look like she was underwater even now. He didn’t want to even guess what she’d paid for the clinging translucent dress that swirled around her. More than he made in a six-month if he had to guess. 

But that was good. He clenched his fists to steady them until the nails bit into the meat of his palms and hoped he would be taken for a reveler in costume. No thief – or at least, not a real one. Just a reveler like everyone else moving through the sunset streets and waiting for the Nightbursts to announce that the Summernight festival had begun.

It was dark by the time he reached the Government District. Even the darkness didn’t help him hide here. Large lamps were already being lit by the city workers. They carried oil up to them in massive gourds carried on poles over their bowed shoulders. And just like every time he’d smelled the fishy scent of the oil, he wondered if it was really true that they came from oilfish out in the sea – creatures so large that a single one could smash a ship in two. Queen Mer herself wasn’t so fearsome.  

Small lights were lit in colored lanterns on strings along the canals – red, orange and gold for Summernight, though the colors changed depending on the season. Their tiny fires reflected again and again over the water while the haunting sounds of the Waverunner’s nightly songs echoed back and forth over the water, the cadence oddly reminiscent of the slowly poled gondolas they manned. 

But now was not the time to daydream about the wonders of the world. This was not the night to be sensitive to the beguiling colors of the paving stones that made wave patterns through the square as if designed to look like the sea or to marvel at the smooth stone of the government buildings. Or wonder what it would be like to be a Waverunner and live his whole life in the rocking embrace of Mother Water.

He pulled his dreaming self back, deeper into the recesses of his mind, the sound of Master Kurond’s voice echoing in his mind.

“You’re smart enough, boy, if you could only stop dreaming. The world is a wonder. But it’s only useful to us if that wonder can be tapped and sold.”

It wasn’t useful to him at all right now. He didn’t dare be that day-dreaming Tamerlan tonight. 

The Sunset Tower stood at the center of the Government District, perched on the highest point of the city, the crest of the Dragon’s Spine. Tamerlan shivered as he clung to the shadows, skimming from one to the next like a water strider over a pond. 

The night birds began their wistful songs but here in the Government District, the crowds were scarce. There were no good taverns here. And the view of the Nightbursts would be poor unless you were on the roof of the palace. Or perhaps locked up in the Sunset Tower. Oh, his sister’s view would be perfect. He bit his cheek to keep from thinking about it, frowning at the metallic taste that filled his mouth.

The wall surrounding the Tower and the Seven Suns Palace was taller than he remembered. 

Of course, he hadn’t been planning to infiltrate it the last time he’d been here. The walls, purple in the descending twilight, rose like cliffs, a moat of dank water surrounding them. There were no gondolas in the moat. No fairy lights of their lanterns or murmur of their voices. The fecund scent of still water and algae filled his nose. 

He could swim it. 

And then what? 

He hadn’t thought this through well enough. 

The guards passed one another on the wall above, calling their signs to one another. All was well and all would be well, and all manner of things would be well. 

Maybe for them. 

Maybe for anyone whose sister would not die in five nights.

There was nothing for it. He circled, looking for the best place to breach the wall. There was a small door across from him here with a large padlock. He could swim across and try the door. It looked like a storm drain. Even palaces had to contend with weather, didn’t they?

And he’d brought lockpicks. He might as well use them. 

Quietly, checking his pockets to be sure he hadn’t lost anything, he slipped down to the edge of the water. It wasn’t a far swim. It was the length of one of the ponds he’d practiced in as a boy and about as clean. He’d swim it. He didn’t even need to remove his cloak or boots. 

The storm drain would be perfect.

He held his breath and slipped silently into the water.
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7: To Catch a Thief
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Marielle

“That’s the fifth pair of thieves we’ve caught tonight!” Carnelian said, clapping Marielle on the back as they handed the pair off to the patrol wagon. “I knew patrolling with you was lucky. My last two Scenters never would have picked up on a whiff so faint!”

Marielle allowed a small smile at the praise. Dusk swallowed the long shadows around them and bled into night. Howls of delight and the faint sound of music tumbled through the breeze to her ears. But to Marielle the rising of the moon was not a time with less to notice, but more. As the heat left the ground and rose into the cooling air, the scents rose up with it, causing almost a reverse sunset as the myriad colors hovered in the air over the cobblestones. 

She caught her breath just as she had a thousand times before. The smell of a city nightrise never stopped bringing wonder to her senses.

“Wind that scarf up if it’s getting to be too strong,” Carnelian suggested. “Things will die off when we get to the Government District. That’s where the route takes us next and those streets are as tan-bland as anywhere in the city – or so my Scenters always said.”

Marielle followed Carnelian’s lead through the wide arches that led to the Government District and over the narrow bridge that spanned the canal. There might not be the same potent smells here of cinnamon, cloves, or thyme that were in the Spice District or the acrid smell of chemical concoctions from the Alchemist’s District, but the Government District had its own bouquet. 

Fear was usually strongest here. Sometimes tinged with royal-blue and gardenia scented power and the bronze flecks of morning dew scented hope. Other times it hung heavy on the air, mixed with the bitter mustard-yellow and white vinegar of failure, or worse – that pulsing orange ginger desperation that clung to every ripple like mud to the soles of boots in mid-spring. 

Marielle wrapped a second layer of scarf around her face, cinching it to keep it in place. She should be proud of having caught the thieves tonight. She should be exulting in her success – they were certainly going to win the pot that Carnelian was so desperate for. 

But that was the problem. Marielle loved justice. Who wouldn’t love the law? It was so certain of itself. It divided right down through nuances to specifics. Cleaving through the difference between maiming or injury or theft and robbery. One sentence for one. One for the other. Sometimes divided by a hair of difference, but that hair was written down and codified. 

Who wouldn’t love a world so stable, so black and white, so definite that it could be written entirely down in laws and codified and enforced?

If only Marielle’s own feelings could be codified like that. If only the constant gumbo of scents swirling around her in the fog of night could be so definite. But they never were.

Take that man with the startled eyes she’d bumped into on the street today. He’d been barely older than her. That apron and the alchemical smells surrounding him made his profession plain. And yet.

That pulsing orange ginger of desperation around him had clung like the scent of death. The tiny brazen flecks of hope weaving in and out of it had been matched equally with inky black bursts of licorice despair. He was on the edge of something. Hovering. Waiting to fall one way or the other.

And then take her reaction. She shivered at the memory. She’d been overwhelmed by the golden honey scent of her attraction to him to the point where it bled into the pulsing orange ginger smell and mixed into a cocktail so potent it rivaled the stories of lovers dashing themselves from cliffs for the sheer love of one another – if you could call such a thing love. 

And it was puzzles like that that filled Marielle with the very uncertainty that she so desperately wanted to avoid. If she was uncertain, then she couldn’t predict the future. And if she couldn’t predict the future, she couldn’t prevent the worst. And if she couldn’t prevent the worst, then she’d be swept away on it like a child swept away by a tidal wave.

No. Marielle was much happier with certainties. And she was certain that tonight they were on these streets to catch people violating the certain and sure code of the law.

They patrolled the dark Government District more slowly than they did other streets. It was hard for Carnelian to see between the pools of light provided by the high towering lanterns still being lit at intervals through the district. She had only her eyes to guide her, scent-blind as she was.

Marielle didn’t mind. The architecture of the Government District was all certain lines and precise arcs. Clean cut corners, smooth stone, level steps, and uniform cobbles made her heart glad. Someone had thought this area of the city through. Someone had been certain.

Their patrolling took them around a turn to stride past the palace moat. Crowds were gathered on the roof terraces of the palace under the Sunset Tower and their cheers and calls tumbled down to Marielle. They were welcome to their fun. The ladies bright ballgowns caught the light and even from so far away – even when Marielle couldn’t see their colors – they looked like jewels strung for a queen.

“Landholds. I’d like to see them work for once,” Carnelian said just as she did every time they passed the Seven Suns Palace. She spat in the same place she spat every time. Patrols were easy with Carnelian. She was so predictable that she was almost a certainty.

But there was something different here in the street tonight. Marielle paused. It wasn’t the Landholds clustered above. It wasn’t the first Nightburst that had just erupted over the city in a shower of brilliant sparks to the cheers and amazement of the party high above. It wasn’t the guard seen meeting on the top of the wall in the light cast by the Nightburst. 

What was it?

Pulsing orange spun with gold. Just the barest trace. But combined with that slight alchemical scent of acid ...

Yes! The man from earlier. His face flashed into her mind as if carried by the scent of him.  

What was he doing in the Government District tonight? 

“Don’t tell me you’ve stopped to watch the Nightburst!” Carnelian laughed. “I thought you Scenters were practically blind. Can you even tell that it’s bright gold?”

Where was he? The trail was so faint. And yet she couldn’t get it out of her nose. She was drawn to it like flies to lit torches. It didn’t matter how dangerous it might be, she couldn’t stop looking for it. 

But that faint smell had faded almost as if it had been swallowed by water.

Marielle spun to look at the moat. There was no scent to guide her. Not if it crossed the water. Water hid scent too well – except for the grass-green scents of life growing in the rancid water.

She was watching for movement. Any flicker. Any at all. 

Something moved in the corner of her peripheral vision and her head jerked to follow it. Nothing there.

Where was it?

“There!” Carnelian yelled, her hand pointing in the direction Marielle had seen the movement. “Stop! Stop by order of the Jingen City Watch!”

Carnelian cursed and took off like a dog after a cart, stumbling after just three steps over a curb Marielle saw easily. To her, it was bright yellow where a cur had told the world his life’s story.

Marielle dashed past, still not catching the scent of their prey, just hoping Carnelian had really seen something. Her dull curses were fading behind as Marielle’s heart pounded loud and feet pounded louder where she sped along the cobbles.

There was a squelching sound and then it was as if the scent of the moat had grown legs and was darting along the streets in front of her. 

She chased the scent, her feet light on the cobbles. 

This was the heady part. Just Marielle and the scent and the chase. 

She ripped one layer of veil off as she sped up, the scent growing sharper and stronger. She could see a man-shape in the smell. A man in a cloak. His cloak tangled around his legs and fell as if he’d shed his skin like a snake.

Marielle stumbled, her nose temporarily demanding she follow the cloak and the man both at once. It took a moment to override the nose. 

Follow the man! Follow the man!

Behind her, Carnelian’s cry of discovery rang out as she scooped up the dripping cloak. And came then the wild feeling of scents blurring as she sped past them. She fumbled at her waist for the strap of her bell, pulling the clapper free so that her chase would sound itself to the Jingen City Guard everywhere.

Ding – a – ling – a – ling – da – ling!

She darted around a corner, following the scent. He’d clearly hoped to lose her here where he ducked under the footing of a bridge and then turned as soon as he was clear of it down the steps and along the rocky ledge that ran the length of a canal toward the river. 

Ha! It was not so easy to lose Marielle.

His pulsing orange scent – harsh on the nose, blurred by her golden hot-honey attraction, was mixing with the canal scent now, pulsing orange ginger leaking into grass green but the bronze of his hope was gone. Flecks of black licorice replaced it. Marielle sucked in a breath, sadness washing in with air. 

This was the part she hated. The part where she tasted the pain of the criminal. Because criminals were victims too. Some of circumstance. Most of their own selves. 

It wasn’t for Marielle to determine which this poor man was. It wasn’t for her to wonder if he labored over his work, muscles straining and despair slowly building like sawdust in a mill.

It wasn’t for Marielle to wonder if his beautiful features twisted with pain in the night as his mind drifted over broken dreams. 

It was only for Marielle to chase.    

Justice would be satisfied. Marielle would satisfy it.

She couldn’t hear Carnelian’s footsteps behind her anymore. It took a moment to realize why. They’d run under the arches leading from the Government District and into the Spice District.

Her quarry was not far ahead now. And his options were limited. The steps back up into the street were coming up and if he didn’t take them, there wouldn’t be another chance to run up to street level again. She would be able to corner him when the canal reached the river. Marielle picked up her pace, clutching at her side as the ache began to form there. She needed to run more often.

His scent swirled with a sudden burst of periwinkle and celery intelligence and then he leapt to the side toward the canal, leaping into a gondola despite the cries of the gondolier and passenger. Without pause, he leaped again onto a passing barge.

Cursing, Marielle screwed up her face and followed, her first leap into the gondola earned her a slap on the back. 

“Out! Out of my gondola!” A man in a conical hat shouted.

“Jingen City Watch!” Marielle yelled, her bell jangling and her nose filled with his puffs of mauve and sulfur irritation. She scrambled to the edge of the gondola, kicking into a leap she wasn’t sure she could make. 

She barely managed to grab the side rail of the barge, pulling herself into the larger craft to the cursing of the driver and the commotion of his cargo – a reeking mass of goats, their voices baying into the night and their organic smells a pleasant break after so much high emotion.

Where had he gone?

She pushed through the goats, her bell jangling.

“The Watch will hear from me!” the driver of the barge screamed, but she paid him no mind. 

She could see where the golden-pulsing-orange scent had leapt to the next gondola, but the gondola was too far away for her to make that leap now. Fortunately, a Waverunner family boat was right behind it in the canal. Marielle leapt from the rail of the barge onto the flat deck of the family boat.

A woman shrieked as Marielle scrambled across the deck, narrowly avoiding a burning brazier where a small chicken was roasting, ducking under the lines of wash and past a gaping child cradled in a hammock. Curses and shouts followed her as she leapt from the boat to a gondola and from there to the next gondola. 

She was losing her quarry! By the time she reached the other side of the canal, his scent was already up the steps and into the street beyond. Marielle paused, gasping for breath and then she clenched her jaw and ran again.

Up the steps. 

Into the streets of the Spice District. 

The sound swelled loud as the revelers ran from tavern to tavern, swinging with laughter from the center fountains in the squares, kissing with a lover in a hidden corner, their eyes sparkling with love or excitement or just Summernight, dancing in long swaying chains through the streets with their songs swelling loud into the night. 

There was no way to chase now but with the nose.

Marielle fought through a wall of scent, tangled, interwoven, color layered upon color and sensation on sensation. There! The one single thread she was searching for. She keep her eyes and nose focused on it.

Marielle whipped the last layer of her veil off her face, darting between dancing bodies as she followed that pulsing orange ginger and gold scent. She didn’t dare lose focus or she’d lose it in the tangle. It was more than just pulsing orange and gold to her now. She knew it like she knew the scent of her bedroom or of Carnelian. It was as familiar as a friend. If there was even the faintest whiff of it, she would find it. 

It was growing stronger. And she was growing giddy at the thought of seeing that face again.

Marielle darted around a knot of men with smiles made bright by drink and jest. One raised a mug to her as she spun by, skidding through the turn.

“To the Jingen Watch! Our faithful City servants.”

She didn’t hear the raucous laughter. Didn’t need to. 

She was almost upon him. She could smell it. 

The scent fled into an alley and Marielle’s heart leapt. There would be no way out!

Her lungs were ragged from the chase, the iron taste of blood coated her mouth, but she willed her legs to push harder, each muscle to do its part. 

The scent hit up against a door. Marielle tried the handle. Not locked. 

She flung the door open and burst inside before she could catch her breath. 

It was a step before she sucked in a long breath of air into her panting lungs.  

One more before she collapsed in a heap on the floor.
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8: Plans and Hopes
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan couldn’t get his breath to calm down even now when he was safe in his own room, stripping out of soaking wet clothing. 

His hand went to the muscles along the side of his back. He had a nasty scrape there from a fall and bruises on his shins, elbows, and side. He’d never been chased before. Not for real. The only chases he’d seen had been in childhood fun as he chased Amaryllis around the lemon trees or chased his small dog through the fields hunting orangetails and spacklefowl.

He sucked in deep, desperate breaths of the fragrant Alchemist Guild air in his rooms, glad for the tang of metal and the acrid smell of something burning that sank so deep into any cloth or leather that it never left. He shook out his short hair and threw all his clothing into a wet pile in the corner as if throwing them away could rid him of the failure of the night.

Mrs. Shen – The Copper Tincture’s washwoman – would have a fit when she saw what he’d done to his clothing. Mud streaked his white shirt and the smell of stale water hung heavy over the soaked clothing.

Tamerlan sat heavily onto his bed, trying to calm his beating heart and slow those deep sucking breaths that threatened to turn to sobs. 

He’d failed. 

He hung his head into his lean hands and drew in long breaths as he shook, naked, on the threadbare blanket. At any moment the Jingen City Watch might come banging on the door of The Copper Tincture and they’d haul him off to the barred wagon to be brought to Lord Mythos for trial. Any minute now.

But the minutes drew out long, like threads being spun from carded wool and soon his breathing calmed, and his heart was only a pounding hammer and not the battering ram it had been moments before. 

Tamerlan woke, shivering and naked on his bed. He must have fallen asleep while he was waiting to be caught. He sat up, blinking in the almost-dawn light.

One thing was clear from last night: he did not have the skills to break into the Sunset Tower on his own. He hadn’t even breached the walls of the Seven Sun Palace. A frontal assault was out of the question. And he could think of no way to sneak past the guarded entrances. Especially not now. Not now that he was a wanted man. Had his pursuers seen his face? He wasn’t sure, but he’d known that one was following him by scent.

She had a scarf around her face. He’d seen that. It was why he’d led her to the Spice District and straight into Maverick’s Warehouse where he knew they’d been grinding aniseeds yesterday. He liked their scent, but even he had a headache after his brief visit there. What would that do to a Scenter?

He hadn’t stayed to find out. Hopefully, whatever it had done had kept her from seeing where he went. It must have. If it hadn’t, then she’d already be here banging on the door and shouting “Jingen City Watch” wouldn’t she?

He began to dress. He had a single spare set of clothing. A luxury for an apprentice. A hardship for a boy raised in a minor Landhold’s house. He’d given up missing the comfort of his old life. But today he wished he had more clothing. He’d have some explaining to do about the other clothing. Maybe if he told them he got drunk and fell into the canal. But he didn’t drink. Life was hard enough without making worse troubles for yourself.

Maybe it was time to try doing something with the skills he had. But what did he have, really? He was a dreamer and a lover of old tales. He could tell you the real stories behind the old Legends everyone dressed as for Summernight. What a useless skill when it came to saving his beloved sister!

He was an Alchemist’s apprentice – and a good one. The work they gave him was too easy – boring and dry. But that was a skill of sorts. He knew ingredients and compounding. Perhaps it was time to take that old recipe seriously. It was surprising that no one from the library had come looking for it yet. Someone had been reading that book – perhaps even the librarian. Strange that they hadn’t noticed that the page was missing and looked back to see whose blood was marked on their register. Unless the page wasn’t from that book at all.

Tamerlan poured water from the jug by his basin into a cloth and washed his face, breathing deeply into the wet cloth, letting the feeling of cleanliness be the only thing he felt as he steadied himself. 

Okay. 

Good. 

Enough calm. Time to set aside emotions and attack the problem again. He felt an almost physical pang at the reminder of his failure. But no. No time for that. He’d wasted one night. And there were only four more left.

He pulled out the illuminated page from under his pillow and let his eyes run over the intricate designs. They looked like smoke rising. 

Smoke. Hmm. 

He read it again, noting again the way that the reader had tried and failed to use the formula. He shouldn’t have written his efforts right on the page. They looked like a terrible scrawl compared to the neat letters of the original page. Defacing books was never a solution. 

Tamerlan frowned, feeling the dent form in the middle of his brow that always came when he was concentrating.

If he just read the original lettering, what would it say? It wasn’t easy to read the runes. They were in the language of the Ancients. He’d always found it fascinating, reading the short texts his father’s Landhold protected with care. But he doubted many in the city could read them. The Librarians would, of course, and some Landholds here, and of course the Lord Mythos. But very few.

The Bridge of Legends, the page said at the top, the first letter set off to the side in a box with its own smoky design swirling around the letter, bridges the gap between life and death. Use for dire situations. For the summoning of the ancient powers and the bringing of skills not won. But beware. With the Bridge, comes a curse most potent. Trust not what you see or feel. Trust not your own eyes. The Bridge only opens the path, but what angel or demon may emerge cannot be told until first breath.

Creepy. And yet couldn’t he use an angel tonight to bear his sister away from the golden tower? Even a demon would be better than his own impotence. A demon could possibly be bargained with. Or, failing that, it could distract her captors.

In Tamerlan’s mind, he was striding up to the gate, head held high, hair rippling in the wind. His lean muscles clung to a massive sword. The guards shifted their stances but then the screams began as a demon hurled from the sky in a fire-laced mass of black destruction. It tore into the guards like death-come-alive and then, as they fought it, Tamerlan raced in behind him, sword swishing through the air, knocking his opponents aside.

He coughed and looked back at the page. 

Aniseed

Blue Ox Horn

Tenleaf, dried

Blood of the black squid

Ravencall

Sagebrother

Shorter mint

No quantities. And if you weren’t used to reading ancient texts, or weren’t schooled in alchemy, most people would have no idea what some of that even was. Of course, the aniseed was obvious. But no one called Orrisleaf “tenleaf” anymore. And how many people knew to ask for actual squid blood when most purveyors sold only the ink or pawned the ink off as blood when asked?

He tapped the page thoughtfully. It did say it was for use in dire situations. And was there anything more dire than this? Sure, there were warnings. Nothing powerful enough to save his sister should be used lightly. But Tamerlan had a good heart. And he only wanted to save his sister. Any gods or fates watching would know that, right? So, he shouldn’t worry too much about these warnings, because they’d never wish ill on a brother who just wanted to save a beloved sister. Right?

And even if the worst really did happen, could it really be worse than what was already happening?

He’d gather the ingredients today. And then ... well, one step at a time.

First, the ingredients.

His heart rate was almost normal when Dathan banged on his door to call him for his morning tasks.
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9: Lord Mythos
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Marielle

A thousand knives stabbed through Marielle’s skull as Carnelian dragged her through the streets by her upper arm. 

“I can’t believe you ran in there, Marielle! You should have known better! Even I know that a Scenter in a house of spices is a terrible idea! And one full of aniseed! You’re useless to me now.” Carnelian clicked her tongue, tugging Marielle roughly so that she stumbled over an uneven cobble.

She didn’t mean it – or at least not the useless part. Carnelian flashed from emotion to emotion like a ship on the sea when she was angry, letting however she felt in the moment vent through her mouth like a chimney. She would go back to being predictable when it stopped. 

Marielle let the diatribe wash over her like the rain falling over the city, washing debris from the night of partying into the runnels along the cobbles. Roses and garlands in the streets hung limply in the rain, not battered enough to fall, but too wet to look jubilant. 

After the first evening of Summernight, the alleys should be filled with drunken celebrants stumbling home, but the wash of rain had quelled jubilant spirits early and the streets were clear and empty as dawn rose over the hills. 

One of the Watch wagons pulled up short beside them. It was pulled by a boney nag too old for the job, a flea-ridden grey, flecked dark from the spraying water of the cobbles. The horse snorted, reflecting Marielle’s feelings perfectly. What she wouldn’t give for a second start to the day.

The enclosed wagon was shiny from use, the rough lumber used to build it long since worn to a polish. Inside the barred windows, a drunk slumped on the bench and from the driver’s seat, a voice called.

“The Captain says to return to the Seven Suns Palace. You two are wanted there.”

“Why?” Carnelian was never shy.

“Why’s it raining when I want sun?” the officer in the driver’s seat asked. “Why’s the Captain assigned me duty through all of Summernight? Just life. No one said you had to like it.”

And with his sweet words still hanging in the air, he clucked and flicked the reins to urge the tired nag on.

“Come on,” Carnelian said, pulling Marielle after her. “Maybe we can find a gondola to take us – if they haven’t all put you on their blacklists after that stunt you pulled last night.” 

Marielle clutched her scarf around her nose, letting the wet of the rain ease some of the burning agony inside her lungs. Her mind felt like someone was turning it round and round and randomly stabbing a knife into it as it turned. 

Aniseed. 

She really shouldn’t have been such an idiot. She should have realized that any thief running into the Spice District must know he was being chased by a Scenter. It was the kind of mistake someone too fresh to have learned would make – someone like her.

She followed Carnelian’s stream of curses back to the Government District, letting her head hang with pain and shame as they followed the patterned cobbles. They had not found a gondola to take them. Every one they saw was filled with huddled forms of tired partiers. 

Being called back to the Government District couldn’t be a good thing. No one called people back to the scene of a failure to congratulate them. 

Marielle’s heart pounded as she followed Carnelian. She was already flushing. Being dressed down would sting – not because she couldn’t handle a tongue-lashing but because she deserved it. She should have been faster. And she shouldn’t have been duped. She’d been so badly broadsided with that blast of scent that by the time Carnelian found her, picked her up off the warehouse floor, dragged her into the street, and shoved her head in a rain barrel, the scent of their quarry had long since disappeared, crossed and crisscrossed by too many other scents in a District so fragrant that it could make the nose of a statue scrunch up. 

She’d like to blame her foolishness on the irresistibleness of his golden honey scent, but that only made it worse. Like she was a silly girl instead of a Jingen City Watch Officer.

They arrived at the moat around the Seven Suns Palace before Marielle realized it. Carnelian kicked Marielle’s boots, clearing her throat dramatically. Dragon’s spit, she must be agitated. Marielle’s nose was recovered enough that she could smell Carnelian’s mood. Dusty mustard and lime poured off her in waves so strong that Marielle was having trouble catching the scent of anything else.

By the time Marielle looked up, she felt her own breath catching. It wasn’t just the Commander of the Watch waiting there. And it wasn’t just Captain Ironarm with him, either. Standing with them was a man who could only be the fabled Lord Mythos.

She could smell the faint residue of magic on him now that she was concentrating. He hadn’t used it in a long time, and yet even this tiny residue was enough to rivet her every sense on him, trying to catch even a whiff of the heady turquoise and gold that still lingered faintly on his body. It smelled of vanilla and lilac.

Marielle had made the mistake of thinking that ‘Lord Mythos’ was his name for most of her life. It wasn’t until she was in the Academy that she realized it was a title. A role. The Lord Mythos was the keeper of the city’s myths and laws and her ultimate authority.

And this Lord Mythos was young.

He was surrounded by uniformed personal guards – six of them this morning. But there was no mistaking which one he was. Tall and unnaturally pale, with dark hair curving around his perfectly sculpted face and clean-shaven jaw, he was like a raven among jays. 

Marielle – if she had pictured him at all – would have pictured him in decadent clothing and rich jewelry. It was surprising to realize that his black brocade coat was unadorned except for black embroidery on the high collar and around the cuffs. A pair of metal bracers graced his forearms, but even these were a dull steel only highlighted by gilding, not the gleaming ornaments she would have expected. His boots, trousers, and the short cape tied over one shoulder and under the other were as simply cut as a guards’ uniform, though on him they looked sharp enough to cut throats.

He studied them through narrow eyes, a ghost of a smile on his lips. “These are valiant Watch Officers who found our intruder?”

Even though his words were quiet, Captain Ironarm straightened with pride and the Commander of the Watch looked pleased. It was something about the tone. As if he could say a flower was pretty and then it would be. As if he could call the same flower a disgrace and it would immediately wilt. His words were power.

“As you say, Lord Mythos,” the Captain of the Guard said. “Corporal Carnelian Fishnetter and her Scenter, Marielle Valenspear.”

Carnelian bowed deeply, and at the tug of her hand on Marielle’s sleeve, Marielle remembered to do the same. Thank goodness for sensible Carnelian. She could meet one of the dragons of legend and she’d never look for a second like that was a strange thing. But then, she didn’t have magic tickling the inside of her nose like the sweetest embrace of a lover.

Lord Mythos took a step forward, his black eyes studying them with care. His guards shifted uncomfortably.

“I am Etienne Velendark. Your Lord Mythos. I commend you for fulfilling your duty this past night.” He stepped forward again, standing right in front of Carnelian. “Rise.”

She straightened. She didn’t even look nervous. Her head was held high, but it was possible that her usual belligerent stance was more demure.

“My thanks,” he said, placing a small purse in her hand. “And the thanks of our city. Continue to serve, and your name will be known in Jingen.”

Carnelian flushed. That was high praise. It would have been a powerful promise from a Landhold, never mind the Lord Mythos.

But Marielle was confused. Why was he congratulating them? The infiltrator had gotten clean away.

Lord Mythos stepped in front of Marielle. The faint scent of his magic making her want to lean in to catch just a little more.

“Rise.”

She stood. Surprisingly, the Lord Mythos was not much taller than her. He was whip-lean and moved like a man used to physical activity, not like one who spent his time governing. 

He tilted his head, pursing his lips at her expression and she felt her cheeks grow hot. Had he noticed her regarding him as a man and not the myth he was meant to represent? It was hard to see that he was only a bare handful of years older than her without thinking of the name he’d given. Etienne. Etienne Velendark. It was a name that caressed the tongue.

“You are the Scenter? Walk with me.”

Marielle’s eyes grew wide at the request, but the hardening of Captain Ironarm’s features when she glanced in her direction told her that even the smallest reluctance would be met with force. Perhaps he still meant to punish her for her failure.

Carefully, with as much self-control as she could muster, Marielle joined the Lord Mythos, walking with him as he led her along the moat, through the quiet morning of the Government District. Dawn burned the mist off the moat, stinking to Marielle of stale water and organic growth, but it was likely a pretty sight to a non-Scenter. 

She noticed there was no offer of a purse for her.

“Your eyes are unique,” he said as they walked. “You are of Landhold blood?”

Marielle stumbled, recovering quickly as the Lord Mythos offered a solicitous hand to steady her.

“My apologies, Lord Mythos. Your question startled me.” 

Her face was so hot it must be burning bright enough for Captain Ironarm to see from behind them. And her nose – her nose filled with his scent until she thought she’d have to pull up her scarf to make herself stop drawing it in ... in ... in.

“Oh?” he raised an eyebrow with a faint smile, but there was an edge of violence under it. The last time Marielle had seen that was when Carnelian lipped off to a guardsman from the Artificer District Watch House. He’d said ‘Oh?’ just like that and a moment later Carnelian had been on the ground nursing a bleeding nose and a chipped ego.

“I am not of Landhold blood, Lord Mythos.”

“Then who were your parents? Do they live still?” 

Marielle nearly choked. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of Variena. Of course not. She visited. Made sure she was well. They both found it awkward.

“I was raised by the Scenter Guild as a foundling.” Best to play it safe with the answer.

“But you know who you were born to.” His words were so certain. As if he already knew the answer. Did he? “And you will tell me.”

Had Marielle thought her cheeks were hot before? They burned so hotly now that surely they would be ash soon. She hadn’t been raised from birth by the Scenters, though it was convenient to pretend she was.

“I was born to Variena, a Lady of the Red Light in the Trade District.” Her words were not as loud as she would have liked. Not as bold. And she hated his knowing smile.

“And no idea of the father, I shall assume.” His smile was cold. But his eyes looked satisfied. What did he have to be satisfied with? And why did it make Marielle suddenly want to look over her shoulder to be sure that Captain Ironarm was still watching? “And the man you chased last night. Could you find him if you scented him again?”

“I hope so, Lord Mythos.” At least he was back to business. She could breathe again. She gasped in the overpoweringly sweet scent of his magic residue.

“You will watch for him. The slightest whiff of him and you will have your colleagues haul him in. Do you know how important Summernight is to Jingen?”

The way he said, ‘Summernight’ sent thrills up her spine. Awe and devotion mixed in his voice. It made her want to know whatever secret he did that made Summernight so magical. And the way he leaned in close to speak to her, the way he was breathless as he spoke, left her hanging on each breath, watching the perfect curve of his lips for each new word to fall.

“Yes.”

“Tell me why, Marielle.” And now it was her name that he was caressing with those perfect lips.

She caught her breath just in time. “Summernight is the summer festival when we remember the sleeping dragon on which our city is built. The legend says that he is bound by magic ancient and primitive – a magic now lost. Every summer, a sacrifice must be made to please the ancient magic and renew the bond.”

“And if ever we fail?” When had he drawn so close? He smelled of mandarin oranges and rusty iron under that heady scent of magic.

“If we fail,” she said, shaping her lips just as his had shaped his when he said the words, “the magic spell will break, and the dragons of the five cities will be let loose on the earth to finally embrace their revenge.”

“Yes,” he breathed and the way he said it set all her hair on end. 

“But of course,” Marielle said with a nervous laugh. “None of it is really true. It’s part of our civic duty to remind us that in life sacrifices must be made. And it’s part of the religions to remind us that the gods demand blood. But it’s symbolic. There were never really dragons. And they won’t come back if they aren’t appeased.”

“Do you believe so?” He said it slowly, drawing out every word. His gaze was locked onto hers. She couldn’t have looked away if she tried. And in the depths of his eyes was a look like a man bound to a pole ready for the first lash to strike.

“Yes?” How could she be sure? How could anyone? And yet no one had ever seen a god or a dragon. And there were many hundreds of rituals performed in the city for the religions every day. What made this one any more real than any of those?

“Interesting.” He pulled back to a comfortable distance and his eyes closed and then opened again and when they opened there was nothing there except for pure professionalism. “I will remember you, Marielle of the Scenters. And I will watch with interest as you find this infiltrator. But find him quickly. Nothing and no one must stop us from celebrating Summernight this year. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” she breathed. 

He spun, his short cape whipping up with the speed of his turn and flashing a shining satin lining at her. 

And then he was striding back to his guards, issuing curt orders and Marielle was trying to make her knees lock so they would stop trembling like dried leaves in the autumn winds. The turquoise and gold-flecked lilac scent of magic left the air around her, leaving everything else dull in comparison.
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10: Now or Never
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Tamerlan

“Honor the ancestors!” the man said, whirling by in the dusty streets. He was one of the few people not already in costume as the day drew to another close. One lonely Smudger, worshiping as his religion demanded while the rest of the city burst into riotous celebration as the second night of Summernight descended.

Dathan pushed past the wrinkled man, “No offense, but you look like an ancestor already!”

The man ignored him, but he shot Tamerlan a piercing look. 

“Do you need wisdom? Do you lack guidance? Seek the spirits of the ancestors! Bathe in smoke with us tonight. Purify yourself. Honor the ancestors.” 

Tamerlan held up his hands peaceably, trying to smile politely as Dathan pulled him past.

“As if we’d be doing that tonight!” his friend chuckled. “Oh, we missed you last night, Tam! Holden and Jez had a bet going that they could each find someone dressed as Lila Cherrylocks to kiss. It took most of the night, but Jez found one willing and Holden owes him a month’s wages!”

“A month!” Tamerlan repeated. He would have been laughing, too, if it had been a week ago. It was hard to pretend to find something so trivial charming right now. In the bottom of the basket he carried were the ingredients for the recipe. Every one of them. It had taken most of the day to sneak them one at a time from the vendors he visited for the Guild, but buried under the lavender he was delivering, were all the items on the list. Someone would notice they were gone – he was sure. 

He hadn’t even had a good reason to go into Madame Chee’s shop for the orrisleaf. He’d had to pretend he was looking for something he knew she didn’t have on hand to get her to leave the counter long enough to steal it. And that was a risk. Madame Chee was sure to notice. And she was sure to think it was him. He should have paid. But she’d definitely know it was him, then. And what excuse could he give for wanting his own herbs when they had nothing to do with guild business?

“You need to cheer up. Who are you dressing as tonight?” Dathan pressed.

“Maybe I’ll dress as Lila Cherrylocks just to make Holden and Jez choke,” Tamerlan said with a smile. Keep up the pretense. Don’t let anyone see what’s under the surface. There was already enough reason for the Watch to suspect him, to find him, to arrest him before he even had a chance to save her.

He peered after the man carrying the smoking brazier and shouting warnings to turn to the ancestors. Was he a watchman undercover? Could he be watching them now, comparing Tamerlan to the description the Scenter would have given her fellow officers? 

He forced a laugh, joining Dathan’s snorted chuckles. Nothing to see here. No reason to suspect anything.

They hurried back to The Copper Tincture, passing a winking King Abelmeyer with his one good eye. A spy, perhaps? Or only a man preparing for the night’s celebrations?

“You’re coming to Master Juggernaut’s tonight, aren’t you?” Dathan asked.

“Juggernaut?” Tamerlan’s eyes snapped back from red eyepatch strung across the scarred face of the costumed King. Perhaps that was how he would dress tonight. Something brazen and bold. No one would expect him to be hiding behind that, would they?

“Don’t tell me you haven’t heard! Every apprentice and most of the masters will be there. The Landholds throw a scavenger hunt through the city every year on the second night of Summernight. You know this, Tamerlan!”

“Sure,” he agreed.

“And every year we form teams to try to win the prize. It’s not just gold this year. It’s access. If we win, we join the Landholds at their Legend Ball in the Seven Suns Palace.”

Tamerlan blinked. He’d forgotten all about that. If he was in the palace, he would be one more step closer to the tower.

“The whole city will be after the prize this year. Between the money and the contracts for your guild, a year of credit in the Trade District, and a chance for a real Landhold Ball thrown by Lord Mythos? You could set yourself up for life! Every Guild in the city will be fighting for it, Tam. Not just guilds, either. I heard the Librarians will have a team. Even the Watch is rumored to have a team!”

“The Watch?” 

But how could he search for scavenger items and try this recipe at the same time? He’d have to choose. If this worked – if it was real magic like he hoped it was – then he didn’t need special access to the palace. 

“Tell me you’re coming, Tamerlan! You’re good at puzzles – when you’re paying attention.”

“Sure, Dathan. I just need to get into costume first. I’ll meet you at Master Juggernaut’s.”

Dathan punched his arm. “Good! We’re winning that one, Tam. And then you and I are going to swagger around a Landhold Ball and dance with girls so rich they bleed gold and so pretty you’d die for a single glance from them.”

“I’m not ready to die,” Tamerlan said. But tonight he might die. If the magic didn’t work, he still needed to rescue Amaryllis somehow and the only other option would be to storm the tower gates.

“You take these things way too seriously! Besides, there’s no reason for anyone to fear. The Watch have doubled their patrols tonight. The whole city will be out on the hunt tonight!”

Tamerlan’s mind was so focused on what was coming next that the return back to The Copper Tincture  and dropping off the delivery of lavender flew by, and he found himself in his room. He shut his door behind him, the basket with his supplies in the bottom still clutched to his chest as he leaned his forehead against the door and caught his breath. 

If this worked – if this magic really came when called, then he wouldn’t go running off like a fool tonight. Not with the whole City Watch on alert. Not with patrols doubled. He’d practice somewhere safe. He’d make sure he had the skills this time before he launched himself on the palace. 

But would it work?

With shaking hands, he pulled the ingredients out of the basket, placing them on the shelves of his wardrobe. He had more than twice what he needed if he’d calculated correctly. Some to test. More to use when he needed it if the test worked. He had a feeling about this recipe. A feeling of how it should go as if he were making a soup he’d eaten a thousand times but never made. Maybe it was in his blood or in the memories passed down from his ancestors. Maybe it was just a trick of his mind.

He didn’t need to panic. He didn’t need to run around like a boy with a half-hatched plan like last night. He needed to take deep breaths and do this carefully. One step at a time. 

He stripped out of his guild uniform and down to his smallclothes. First things first. No need to ruin his uniform if the first experiment didn’t work.

His door crashed open and he jumped, dropping the uniform on the floor.

Dathan strode into the room, his steps rolling as he displayed his Deathless Pirate costume, a pile of cloth in his arms. “Great, isn’t it? Where’s yours?”

He pushed past Tamerlan, looking into the wardrobe. Tamerlan held his breath. If Dathan saw ...

He looked around the room. There were no weapons. No rope. If his friend saw the illicit haul, he had no way to stop him from reporting what he’d seen. Could he even stop Dathan if he wanted to? Tamerlan had never hit another person in his life. He didn’t want to start with Dathan.

“There’s nothing in here!” Dathan spun around.

Tamerlan held his breath.

“You know you can’t go as naked-boy, right?” Dathan reached out with his pirate hook and jabbed Tamerlan’s ribs. Tamerlan tried not to look too relieved as he laughed. 

“I’m twenty. I’m not a boy.”

“Sure. Tell that to your beardless face. And then thank Dathan, your rescuer!”

“What?”

Dathan shoved the bundle of cloth at him. “I had an extra costume – Lila Cherrylocks. You’re going to be the life of the party! Don’t take too long. I can’t wait to see their faces!”

He closed the door behind him and Tamerlan threw the clothing onto his small cot and pulled a chair from the wall to shove against the door. 

He sat down on it, head in his hands. What if someone else burst in before he finished? He’d thought his heart might seize up when Dathan looked into the wardrobe.

With a shudder, he mentally pulled himself back together. If he was worried about being caught, his best option was to do what he had to do quickly and while everyone else was distracted. The sun was already setting outside.

Voices and laughter passed in the hall beyond his door, steps on the stairs and banging doors as the other apprentices and masters prepared for a night of fun, searching for treasure.

Tamerlan waited until the voices faded and the laughter stopped before standing up again on trembling legs and reaching for the illuminated page under his pillow. 

It was now or never.




Second Night of Summernight 
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11: Bridge of Legends
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan pulled out the small set of scales and the clay bowl he’d snatched from the workshops earlier that day and placed them on the tiny washstand in the corner of the room, chopping, weighing and mixing ingredients into the clay bowl. With no quantities written into the recipe, he was trying to add them by feel. But how did you get a “feel” for something you’d never done before?

He was working only on instinct, using less of the more potent ingredients, more of the less potent ones and hoping he was doing it right. When he had the ingredients arranged as he liked, he carefully lit a tiny fire in the grate in his room. It was for winter. No one would light a fire on a heat-clinging night like tonight which meant that if anyone saw the fire, they would be suspicious. Hopefully, the chimney wasn’t blocked by bird’s nests or the smoke didn’t alert someone to what he was doing. 

Feeling guilty, he opened his paned window to the outside world. If there was extra smoke, maybe it could help to vent it. He was already sweating, and the fire was just a single licking flame. Sweat slicked his forehead and back as he worked over the fire, building it gently.

And now it was decision time. Should he try to light the ingredients in the bowl with some of the lit wood, or should he wait until there were proper embers to place in the bowl like the Smudgers did?

He should wait. 

But as the seconds ticked into minutes, worry wriggled in his belly like an asp. Impatiently, he seized one of the fiery sticks and stuck it into the bowl. The flame went out. The ingredients were too wet – too fresh – to simply light from a small flame.

The fire popped and spat in the grate, mocking him.

But now the orrisleaf was smoldering in the bowl. If he waited much longer, that ingredient would be gone while the others still wouldn’t be lit. This wasn’t the right way to test a new recipe. He was working too quickly, too hastily. He’d lost his opportunity. And if he used the rest of the orrisleaf he’d stolen and it didn’t work, he’d have lost his chance tonight entirely and he might as well be out hunting in the scavenger hunt with the others. 

Tamerlan bit back a curse. He could see himself losing the chance, being caught tomorrow for the supplies he stole. Or being caught by the Watch or by Master Kurond. 

His breath was coming too quickly. He was panicking. He should grab a hold of himself and calm down.

But instead, he grabbed the bowl of ingredients and threw it into the fire, sticking his head into the fireplace over the grate and breathing deeply. That’s all it took for the Smudgers, right? A lungful of this stuff?

Tamerlan sucked in the acrid smoke. It stung his lungs, burning, irritating.

Gasping for breath, he scrambled back, coughing with lungs so raw he thought they would seize up. A sweet but bitter scent swirled around him.

This was a terrible idea. 

Terrible. 

He tried to straighten, but he doubled over in a fit of coughing, his fingers grasping at the floor, trying to brace himself against the heaving coughs, growing bloody as the nails tore on the stone.

Why couldn’t he get a breath of fresh air? The window was open. He should be able to breathe, but as he gasped, wheezing, his lungs couldn’t seem to take a full breath. They screamed in his chest demanding oxygen.

What’s this charming little hovel?

He fell to the ground, rolling to look at the bare beams of the ceiling as he sucked in shallow breaths. He must have almost blacked out. 

It was the only way to explain the female voice that spoke in his mind.

Not the only way.

Tamerlan got to his feet, his movements smooth and graceful. Even his breathing seemed to slow, the hammering of his heart calming. He looked down at his shaking body, dirty from where dirt on the floor had stuck to nervous sweat.

This won’t do.

He was moving to the wash basin before he knew why, washing carefully.

Aren’t you a pretty man? I don’t think there’s enough fat to even pinch on this body of yours. And there are muscles besides. What do you do to build these lean muscles, potion-boy?

He craned his head as if trying to see himself from behind.

Oh yes, I like you. But as pretty as you are to admire, we can’t go out like this. Ugh. Those aren’t your clothes, are they?

Tamerlan looked at his clothing sprawled across the floor where he’d left them. The second set still wasn’t clean from yesterday’s river adventure. He spun, noticing the clothing on the bed and quickly picked them up, looking them over.

Good stitching. Nice fabric. Hmmm. I wouldn’t have expected someone as clearly down-and-out as you to be able to find these, but I do like them – even if they have a bit too masculine of a cut for me. And a long red wig? Really? Fake hair is never as good as the real thing.

He was dressing before he knew it. Why? He didn’t want to wear the Lila Cherrylocks costume or go on a scavenger hunt.

Is that what this is? I suppose I should be flattered, but honestly, you’re far too broad-shouldered to make a good female. And these trousers are going to be loose in all the wrong places and tight in all the right ones.

Tamerlan stopped dressing. Or at least, he told his body to stop dressing. And yet, his boots were slipping on his feet and the wig was going on his head. Wait! Help!

He was stuck inside his own body as the throaty, sultry voice in his head continued to dress.

I suppose we shouldn’t use the door. Too conspicuous. But that window looks tempting. Shall we?

And then he – they? – were out the window like a flash and climbing easily down the stone wall as if Tamerlan just scrambled up and down walls spider-style all the time. Instead of wanting to throw up at the very thought of it.

We are not throwing up. Get a hold of yourself. You’re riding with Lila Cherrylocks tonight! 

Ha! That was a joke! Tamerlan might be dressed as Lila Cherrylocks – dressed like a woman! They needed to turn back before someone saw him like this! - but he was riding in his own head like a passenger while some horrific demon ran his body and chattered in his ears. Who knew what she would have him do?

Party? Steal a few things? Maybe win this scavenger hunt you’ve been telling me about. What are you looking for?

Tamerlan didn’t know and he definitely wasn’t going to take her to Master Juggernaut’s to find out. First, he needed to see if she really could break into locked buildings. Then, if she proved she could, they’d need to break into where his sister was being held. He could dress like a girl all night if he could do that.

I like the idea of visiting this Juggernaut. He has the list for the game? I haven’t been in a scavenger hunt in ages and I love a good chase!

No. Positively not. What a waste that would be! He’d done all this to save his sister, not to give a demon an evening of fun.

They were sauntering down the lantern-lit street almost as if the demon already knew which way to find Master Juggernaut. Tamerlan fought against the sway in his walk. He did not walk like that!

I’m no demon, pretty man. I’m who we’re dressed as – Lila Cherrylocks – and I walk with a sway in my hips.

It couldn’t be true. The real Lila Cherrylocks had been a famous thief and brigand.

Yes.

She’d made her fortune outsmarting the nobles of her time and taking every magical item in the city hostage to store in her haunted catacombs under the city.

Yes.

And then she’d died when a rival feigned love for her and seduced her into a deadly trap.

Indeed.

So, she couldn’t be here in Tamerlan’s head, controlling his body.

And yet I am. What did you think would happen when you opened the Bridge of Legends? 

The what?

They sliced through the streets like a fish through water, Lila sniffing the air and taking in the sights like she was drinking in the city itself, eating its atmosphere, reveling in the excited squeals and hushed whispers of the huddled groups scouring the city with blue rolls of parchment in their hands. 

The Bridge between this world and the next life? The Bridge to the heroes of Legend – to me. You opened it wide and called and it just so happened that I was nearby.

It was meant to help him. It was meant to be for times of great need. 

Maybe it is. How would I know? I haven’t seen anyone use it in all the time I’ve been a Legend.

Why the smoke, though?

Don’t you know that the smoke ceremonies open you up to spirits?

Wasn’t that a figure of speech?

Nope. Isn’t learning fun?

But it was useless if Lila was just going to use it as a chance to have a night out. Worse than useless when Tamerlan only had a few days left until Summernight. They were wasting one of them.

Ah! Don’t you know that Festivals are a time when magic comes closer to the world? All that belief out there – all that hope! – it opens doors that don’t open at other times. 

And it opened the chance to have my world end.

Are you always such a gloomy companion?

She’d found her way through the winding city streets to Juggernauts’ Alchemical Tonics as if she knew the way. 

It’s in your memory.

The massive building, built of green jade pillars and steps inlaid with brass, polished to look like gold, had a wide-peaked roof with corners that turned up at the ends. Ruddy red roof tiles clashed with the green jade. Like Master Juggernaut, it was bold and eye-catching.

Its owner stood on the top step, holding his arms up for silence. They had arrived just in time for him to speak. Dragon spit! Dragon spit and the fires of the underworld! He’d been seen. 

Dathan shot him a grin from the crowd, motioning Tamerlan over. Lila moved to join him and Tamerlan gritted his teeth – figuratively. He couldn’t even do that in his own body. He couldn’t even blush as every eye turned toward him with grins and snickers at his costume. Couldn’t even hang his head in shame. She was going to ruin everything.

Look, you’re spoiling this for me. How about a deal? You go along with my fun and I’ll break into something for you tonight as a ‘test’ just like you want. Then we both get something out of this. Deal?

What choice did he have?

Well, I could skip the part that makes you happy and just do what I want.

Deal.

Get ready, pretty man! This is going to get good.

I’m Tamerlan.

Like I need to know your name. Her mental snort made him want to weep.

“Alchemists!” Master Juggernaut roared.

Around him, cheers rose.

“Are we going to win this hunt?”

“Yes!” the answer soared from every throat, including Tamerlan’s. 

Beside Master Juggernaut, even Master Kurond was grinning.

“It’s not going to be easy, boys and girls,” Juggernaut called out. He was loving the spotlight. “They don’t give you a list like this and expect it to be easy! Do we want easy?”

“No!”

Great. Lila was yelling, ‘no’ right along with the rest. She was loving this.

“Do we want to be challenged?” He made a fist. “Do we want to have to slug our way to victory?”

“Yes!”

“We have until dawn! Collect your parchment from Kaviness. Bring your treasures here at the end of the night. I expect to see every one of them when gold lights the horizon! Now, tell me, who is going to win this year’s hunt?”

“Alchemists!” we roared and then Juggernaut was joining Kurond and the other masters, patting each other on the backs and laughing and poor Kaviness who was balding at twenty-two and who jumped if you said his name too loud, was handing out parchment slips to everyone.

Tamerlan grabbed his as Lila made his heart race with anticipation.

“This is crazy!” Dathan said from beside Tamerlan. But he didn’t sound disappointed. He sounded eager. “There are hundreds of things on this list. How will the smaller teams even do half of this?”

“I don’t know,” Tamerlan said, reading the list. It wasn’t just common things on the list. There were also some things that could only be acquired illegally. 

“A human hand?” Dathan asked skeptically. “Where would we even get that?”

Tamerlan shuddered. But it wouldn’t have to be taken from the living. There were crypts beneath the city. There were sarcophaguses above it.

“The Satyr’s Diamond? What is that?” he asked, amazement dripping from his tone. “A Grimoire? I don’t even think those exist! Are you reading this, Tamerlan?”

Tamerlan was. Lila was reading it, too. He hated how she clutched that scrap of parchment, like she wanted to keep it forever.

This is going to be great. We just need to lose this guy. I can tell you know where the libraries are.

Libraries?

For the grimoire, obviously.

If the libraries made you stamp your blood on the pages to take out a book, what would they do to someone who tried to take one?

Tamerlan clapped Dathan on the shoulder as Lila spoke with his tongue. “I’ll get the grimoire. You work on that hand. You’re friends with that kid who works for the crypt-keeper, aren’t you?”

Dathan looked as ill as Tamerlan felt.

Well, you are the one who wanted to break into something. Let’s go try out my lockpicking and theft skills, shall we? And maybe we can find a grimoire in the process!
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12: Grimoire
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan had expected the University District to be nearly empty at this time of night. The only district not to use street lights at all, and the district with the largest plazas and open spaces, the University District was wreathed in shadows made long by moonlight, but it was far from empty.

Groups of people – anywhere from knots of five to single individuals – roamed the streets, checking the doors and windows of the Libraries, seeking a way inside.

“Are you here for the Hunt?” A woman asked from a mysterious booth set up against the Queen Mer library.

The booth hadn’t been there yesterday. It didn’t look like something the Librarians would approve of. They liked things that fit their rules. The garish colors of the booth and the glowing green lantern set on the front table were not the kinds of things they would approve of. Neither was the young woman with hair pulled back under a high hat, her figure hidden under a floor-length black coat with a high collar. It was partly unbuttoned to show a golden waistcoat and a green scarf around her neck. I knew this legend. She was dressed as Grandfather Timeless.

“I might be,” Tamerlan answered, smiling. He should be avoiding attention, not speaking to someone who might remember him later. But Lila had other plans. “Can you help me with it?”

The woman smiled mysteriously. “Time knows no beginning and no end. No master and no friend.”

“And does ‘Time’ happen to know where I can find a grimoire?” Tamerlan asked, leaning in a little closer than he would have liked as a blush crept up on the woman’s face. She was young, he realized. Not much older than he was.

“All things are the same to time. What is a grimoire now was a sheep and berries before it was parchment and ink. What it will be hereafter is dust and then maybe brick or road or house. What it will be after that ... who can say? Perhaps a seed will sprout and pull from it enough life to rise into a tree. Perhaps a man will eat of the fruit. Perhaps what is a grimoire today will be a king tomorrow.” She held out a handful of dust on a velvet-gloved hand. “Grimoire for your thoughts?”

It was just religious talk. The Timekeepers were popular around here. And they all said the same thing – embrace the all. Everything is inside everything else. Time is timeless. Life is lifeless. 

“Maybe I’ll be back,” Tamerlan said with a wink, hating himself for it.

The girl laughed and the dust was back under the counter. He wondered how many people had bought a handful of dust tonight. He didn’t care if Lila wanted to buy dust as long as she did what she needed to do and stopped wasting time talking to cultists as they swindled hopeful treasure seekers. 

As Tamerlan turned away, another group of seekers strode up to the booth, laughing and jostling one another impatiently. One of the girls – dressed like Maid Chaos, winked at him as he sauntered by. She elbowed her friend – a laughing Deathless Pirate and they both doubled over in laughter.

Yeah, yeah. What was a guy doing dressed as Lila Cherrylocks? He knew he looked ridiculous.

So ridiculous that no one saw me swipe the lockpicks from that huckster selling dust.

She stole lockpicks? From a thief?

What did you think we were doing there? Flirting?

Ummm ... yes?

Ha! I like men with broad shoulders and not a pinch of fat, Tamerlan. I don’t like girls in Grandfather Time outfits.

Tamerlan was still blinking in surprise when he ducked into a thick shadow and rushed up the stairs to the Queen Mer Library. The octopuses and curling waves carved into the friezes around the main doors seemed to be mocking him as he sidled up to the doors – twice his height and carved of stone – and pulled a set of gleaming tools out of a velvet bag in his pocket. 

She hadn’t been lying. She really had picked the pocket of Grandfather Timeless. And she’d done it without being caught ... even by Tamerlan.

See? They don’t call you ‘Master Thief” because you bake great bread. I earned my reputation.

The picks sank into the lock, maneuvered by his expert fingers and with a series of clicks and a gentle hand on the door handle, the door swung silently open.

Tamerlan gasped as he tucked the lockpicks away and slid into the doorway. 

The library was dark. Instinctually, he slipped to the front desk, lit in a circular halo by the round window in the wall of the lobby. Moonlight gilded the desk in silver and velvet black. And on the desk, bright in the light of the moon, was the logbook with his own name and fingerprint on the ledger. His thumb pricked where it had been poked to make the mark. 

Tamerlan reached past the logbook to a set of books so massive that they were chained to the desk along its length. He’d never opened one before, but Lila seemed to know her way. He lifted the front cover of the first, his index finger sailing down a list. Closed the cover. Moved on. The next book was the same and then the next and then on the fourth book, Lila paused, noting a series of letters and numbers beside a single entry.

Books of Magic, practical XIV34 Z26 A53

He opened the book further, turning four inches of thick paper all at once, his finger twisting the top corner closer to get a better angle on the moonbeam.

XIV13

He flicked through the pages, licking his finger to turn them more easily.

XIV34

There was a list:

Magic: A Chronicle

Magic of the Neverworlds

Magic Potions: a practical primer

It carried on across both pages and probably further still. 

Tamerlan’s finger skimmed along until it found:

Magic: Grimoire of the Taslan Empire

He was moving before he realized what Lila had come for, slipping into the library beyond. He’d never set foot so far into the library! The shelves loomed like mountain ranges waiting to be mined for golden secrets and silver sorrows. He felt a thrill of delight just looking at them all. If only he could spend all night flipping through them and investigating what the Library held. 

He ghosted along the corridors between them. How did he even know where to go?

Don’t you see the numbers on the plaques?

And there they were B16 D42.

A little farther.

And farther they went, into the mouth of the library. Tamerlan felt as if he were being swallowed by an ancient beast, a creature of imagination and memory, a creature that would swallow him whole. Perhaps in time, it would spit his body back into the land of the living, but it would never again relinquish his mind.

It was the teeth, he decided. The teeth carved along the tops of the shelves between the glowing, moonlit skylights.

Are you always so fanciful?

He’d reached his destination.

Z26 A53

And now his hands skimmed along the leather-bound books, stroking them like the hair of a lover as his fingertips skimmed their bindings. Thick, thin, rough, smooth, each a repository of a world known only within the pages of that one tome – that one, momentary glimpse into the nebulous mind of the one who penned it.

You’re a daydreamer. I should have known. A practical person would never have opened the Bridge of Legends.

His hand snatched a book off the shelf – a small book, no bigger than his hand, but thick as his wrist. On the cover, the title was stamped: Grimoire of the Taslan Empire.

Success!

They were already rushing down the aisles back the way they came, Tamerlan wishing he could stay just a little while longer. Lila ready to bring her prize back to Master Juggernaut.

I’m surprised you want to stay. After all, I proved I could break into anywhere. Isn’t that what you wanted? Didn’t you have somewhere else you wanted us to go?

He did! 

If they hurried, there would still be time!

He skidded around the shelf and right into a shadowy figure. He tucked the grimoire into his belt in a fluid motion and then his hands came up, grabbing the figure by the neck and slamming her against the end of the bookshelf. 

His victim cried out, her voice sharp and muted at the same time. He was cutting off her breath. He could feel her kicking and fighting against his hands.

Stop! Please, stop! Didn’t Lila Cherrylocks have a conscience?

Are you kidding?!

Dragon’s blood! What kind of monster was she? He didn’t kill innocent bystanders!

I – 

And then suddenly his hands were his own. He released the choking girl and her dark hair fell away from her face as she sucked in a breath. 

Sian! He’d almost killed Sian.

With a moan of misery, he ran. At any moment, Lila would seize control of him again and when that happened, he needed to be far from here – far from Sian, far from this library, far from everything.

He ran out the front door of the library, stumbled down the steps, crashing into a party of searchers. He didn’t see faces or even costumes as he clawed his way free and back to his feet, darting into the night. 

It wasn’t until he reached the Alchemist District that he realized Lila Cherrylocks was gone. Gone completely. 

His chance to steal anything else had fled with her.
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13: A Curious Crime
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Marielle

“And then he ... he choked me ... I thought I was going to die!” the round-faced girl sobbed as she told her story. Marielle tried to school her features to sympathy, but it was as hard as pushing a ship up a hill. 

She smelled magic everywhere. It tingled, turquoise and gold, vanilla and lilac, and bright sparkles still puffing in the air even though the scent trail was hours old. It made her feel more alive, more real, able to see every ambition come true. It made her senses sharp and every nerve on her body tingle. To call it addictive, would be an understatement. 

It was hard to pay attention to any other scent. The scents of Carnelian – the usual rust and spring grass – and the sobbing girl – dust and ink and some sort of shattered hope in a pale blueberry – faded into monochrome in comparison. Though there was a faint whiff of something deceitful about the girl.

“And you can’t remember anything about him? You didn’t see a face or clothing?” Carnelian pressed. 

She was barely holding back her impatience. Like Marielle, she’d already been up all night patrolling, but the patrols in the University District were caught up in something bigger than this. On the other side of the District, a Librarian had been murdered in the night and then dressed to look like the Lady Sacrifice. Something like that required all the Watch Officers and Scenters assigned to this district, as well as the District Guard in their fancy uniforms. So, after a long shift, Carnelian and Marielle had been stopped on their way back to the Watch House and sent to the University District to investigate.

“He was dressed like Lila Cherrylocks. Long red hair and all,” the girl said. She kept looking toward the Head Librarian for help, but the severe woman standing by the doors to the Queen Mer Library seemed more concerned about having watchmen in her precious library than about any apprentice.

“It was a valuable book,” she stated for the fourth time. “A grimoire. Priceless. It must be found.”

“We’ll do everything we can to find it,” Carnelian assured her gruffly. She didn’t care about books, but she also didn’t like it when people questioned her competence. Carnelian was all Jingen City Watch.

“Are you sure there isn’t more?” Marielle asked the girl – Sian. Yes, that was her name. She thought she could almost smell something familiar under the buzz and pop of magic. But it was hard to concentrate on anything else when the addictive scent of magic swirled in the air. Was that a hint of the pulsing orange ginger and gold she’d smelled on her elusive prey, or was she just hoping that she smelled it again? She inhaled sharply, trying to pull it in, but the magic was too strong. It sizzled through her brain like popping Nightbursts.

“I’m ... I’m sure,” the girl said nervously.

“He didn’t perform some kind of magic?” Marielle pressed. 

“No!” the girl squeaked.

Carnelian sighed. “Okay, we’ll do what we can, but with the Summernight Festival unfolding around us there will be any number of people in Lila Cherrylocks costumes.”

“But will all of them smell of magic?” a resonant voice asked from behind them. 

Before Marielle even turned, she knew who it was. Oranges and cloves mixed in with the heady scent of magic. Oddly, his presence seemed to make the magic scent even stronger, thicker, more alive.

“You smell it, don’t you, Scenter?” the Lord Mythos asked Marielle.

“As you say, Lord Mythos,” she agreed.

Why was he here? If he was going to arrive unexpectedly, wouldn’t it make sense that he’d be at that horrific murder on the other side of the District and not here at a simple library for the theft of a book?

“Walk with me, Scenter,” he said. 

Carnelian shot Marielle a warning glance. Was she warning her not to go or that she had better go?

Marielle swallowed and followed him out of the Library and onto the wide steps that looked out over the plaza below all the way to the hazy sea in the distance. The call of seabirds over the ocean was barely audible as the air slowly warmed to the rising sun.

“You are wondering why I’m at the site of a simple theft,” he said, raising a single eyebrow. 

For some reason, his given name came back to her. Etienne. When he drew her in so personally, she almost forgot he was Lord Mythos and not simply Etienne Velendark – the young man with the concerned look on his face and a scent both fresh and compelling.

“You can speak. I’m not a god.” He smirked at her suddenly-wide-eyes and she felt her cheeks heating.

In the background, she could hear Carnelian trying to assure the Librarian that they would do their jobs while disentangling herself from the dusty woman.

“I might have been wondering,” Marielle admitted.

“You can smell the magic here. Recent. Intense.”

She nodded. She could hardly smell anything else. He smiled at her nod.

“I can sense it, too. Oh, not like you can, of course,” his smile was charming. Inviting. Marielle suddenly wondered about the rumors she’d heard about the Lord Mythos. Sometimes when people were drunk or angry you heard things. ‘He loves girls,’ they said. Which wasn’t so bad except that they followed it with silence or stories about girls who had gone missing. Girls who had never been found dead or alive. “No, I sense the residue the way any magic wielder can. You know that I guard our city, do you not?”

Marielle nodded.

“Do you know that I don’t just guard us from trouble without, but also from trouble within? From the disasters that could befall us if we fail in our duties? Or if we stir up trouble in other realms – other realities beyond this one?”

“Are you saying you’re some kind of magical guardian of the city? That there are laws for magic, too?”

That would be appealing. Laws made everything simpler.

She could smell a whiff of arrogance – of deep pride – of certainty. It was violet and smelled of pine and mint, but it was hard to parse it exactly from the heady smell of magic clinging to him and flooding the air around him with the caress of promise.

He laughed. It was a sweet sound. 

“I suppose you could call it that. And I suppose you could call our traditions laws. And that is why this investigation is important to me. We can’t have loose magic running through this city doing whatever it pleases – or undoing it. Do you understand?”

She nodded. Stability was important. Maintaining order made life safe for everyone.

“It’s more important even than the break-in attempt at the Seven Suns Palace.” He leaned in close, but his look was more than confidential. It was as if he were studying her even now. “I’m relying on you, Marielle. Sniff out this magic for me. Help me bring it to the light.”

“I won’t fail you.” She thrilled with the task. Her job was always important – always vital. Without laws, a city failed. Without laws, the people of Jingen would be stunted and warped. But this ... this was bigger, more important still. Someone out there wasn’t just breaking the laws of the city. They were breaking the laws of the world. Was this the Real Law Captain Ironarm had talked about?

“Good. I need to tell you more about what we are up against. To help the investigation. I will have instructions sent to your Watch House in the Government District.”

Marielle nodded but he was already leaving with a flick of his small cape and a rattle of the scabbarded rapier at his side. With a wave of his hand, his guards materialized from the shadows around the library, surrounding him like a pack of wolves around a magnificent stag.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Carnelian said wryly from behind Marielle. 

Marielle turned to her with a lifted eyebrow. The light streaming from around Carnelian’s face as she blocked the dawn from view should have made her look angelic. Instead, it only highlighted the way her lip curled in suspicion.

“I’m keeping us on the most important investigation in Jingen,” Marielle said. “I’m getting you a win that your fellow Watch Officers will be buying you drinks to celebrate for months to come.”

“From where I stand, it looks like you’re flirting with death,” Carnelian muttered.

But she was wrong. Marielle could tell this was just as important as Lord Mythos said it was. And he didn’t mean her harm. He was just as ambitious and devoted as she was. They both just wanted to see the city stay safe and the laws upheld.

They both served something greater than themselves. What could be better than that? Marielle smiled as the minty scent of certainty wafted up from her own pores. She loved that smell.
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14: A Curioser Invitation
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Marielle

“What is the meaning of this, Marielle Valenspear?” Captain Ironarm was waiting when they returned to the Guardhouse. 

She stood in the middle of the main room where the desks were piled with ledgers and ink interspersed with teapots and cups, cans of armor polish and sharpening stones. Only the On-Watch Officer at the front desk was in the room with them. Everyone else was either in their beds or out on the streets. Marielle and Carnelian had missed the change of watch this morning. 

Marielle fought a yawn. She needed her blankets. It had been a long night and now a long morning. Captain Ironarm had a small notecard in her hands with gold edging. 

“This arrived for you from the Lord Mythos. It’s an invitation to the Legend Ball at the Seven Suns Palace tonight. More than that, there is a box with it. A box – I have no doubt – that contains a dress for that same event.”

Captain Ironarm’s face was flushed and her grey hair looked frizzier than usual. She’d been up all night, too. Didn’t she want to crawl under her blankets instead of standing here in the middle of the guardhouse dressing Marielle down in front of everyone? Electric blue sizzled around her as she spoke.

“You,” Captain Ironarm continued, “are nothing special, Marielle Valenspear. You are a Scenter – and barely that! Do you think you have the right to consort with Landholds?”

“No, Captain Ironarm,” Marielle said weakly. She was too tired for this conversation. She hadn’t expected the invitation or the dress. Truth be told, they both made her nervous. What sort of expectations would go along with a gift like that? Marielle was not a girl from the Red Light Streets at the west end of the Trade District and she didn’t want to be reminded how close she’d come to that fate.

“And you, Carnelian,” Captain Ironarm spun to look at Marielle’s fellow officer. “You couldn’t keep a better eye on your fellow officer?”

Carnelian’s face turned dark, camphor filling the air around her, and Marielle felt a spike of fear. The look Carnelian shot her promised retribution and the garnet scent of rage and pitch told her she had every reason to be fearful.

“I’m a Watch Officer, not a babysitter,” she spat.

“You’re what I say you are,” Captain Ironarm said, her voice hard as a hammer driving spikes into rock. “Just like I am what the Watch Commander says I am. And he says I’m to do whatever is necessary to avoid offending the Lord Mythos. Now that the two of you have put us in this mess, it is up to you, Marielle,” here she looked back at Marielle, her tone of command ringing, “to meet the Lord Mythos’ expectations. You will go to the party. You will do as he expects. You will keep yourself from any further entanglements, and then promptly return to your post. And it is up to you, Carnelian,” she shifted her cantankerous glare to Carnelian, “to manage patrol without your partner tonight. Find an unassigned watchman to join you. I think Dacrin is on clean-up duty. You can take him.”

“Dacrin! But Captain – !” Carnelian practically vibrated with emotion.

“Cool it, Carnelian Fishnetter. I’ve heard it all. And you’re lucky that’s the only thing I’m assigning you. You should know better than this.”

She thrust the box and card into Marielle’s stunned arms and then strode away, banging the door to her office shut behind her.

Marielle scurried to the stairs. She wanted to read the card for herself and look at what was in the box. She’d been ordered to comply, but she still had no idea what that might mean, and the roiling scents of scarlet anger and vermillion humiliation smelling of burnt wood and camphor hung heavy in the large room.

“You know why the Captain is angry, don’t you?” Carnelian asked from two stairs behind her on the staircase. As fast as Marielle climbed, her fellow officer kept up. “You’ve heard the rumors.”

“I’ve been a bit too busy to listen to rumors,” Marielle said, her face hot with embarrassment. She had been busy. Scenter training was grueling and started when a child was only seven years old. But that didn’t mean she didn’t have ears. And on the rare occasion that her mother visited her, the only thing she ever wanted to talk about was city gossip. She had heard.

“You won’t be the first girl to fall for Lord Mythos. They say he makes girls fall in love with him and then they’re never seen again.”

“I’m in no danger of having my heart broken,” Marielle argued, speeding up. She was getting breathless. It didn’t help that the walls felt like they were closing in. The closer that Summernight got, the more she felt like fate was playing a merry game with her, dragging her down a path she never meant to be on.

“That’s what they all say. But they all fall in love. And then they all disappear.”

Marielle stumbled on the next step and then froze, spinning to confront Carnelian. “And what? He hangs them up in his wardrobe and keeps them there like a collection of dresses?”

“I never –”

“He eats their hearts to gain their maiden power?”

“I – ”

“He uses their souls to fuel his magic while he feasts upon their bodies? I’ve heard all those rumors and more! Or do you forget who I was born to?”

Now Carnelian was the one with the darkening countenance, both of them gasping for breath. Anger clouded Marielle’s vision so that all she could see was the cynical twist of Carnelian’s mouth and the emerald musk jealousy of her scent sinking into the walls around them so strong it was almost as strong as the scent of magic.

“I’m just saying that I can protect you,” Carnelian said. “I can go in your place. I’ll make sure that nothing happens to you.”

She looked really upset and a small pleading, worried thread joined the jealousy. A barely distinguishable strain of ochre and smoked paprika in the jade clouds around her.

“I can take care of myself,” Marielle said. And she knew it would be true because it had to be. The Captain wouldn’t say no to anything Lord Mythos asked for. Carnelian, fueled by jealousy might get in her way, but she didn’t think that would stop Lord Mythos from getting anything that he wanted. And she was worried. She was worried because the scent of him still clung to her and every inch of her was desperate to breathe in that magic again.

Maybe the rumors were true. Maybe that scent alone could drive women mad and make them fling themselves from the tops of buildings or take poison because they could not have the magical ruler of the city. But it wouldn’t be true of Marielle.

She slipped into her room, ignoring Carnelian’s farewell and shutting the door firmly behind her, latching it before she placed the box on her bed and tiredly read the note. It was an invitation, printed on a shiny card. 

ADMIT ONE

To the Seven Suns Palace

For the Ball of Legends

On the third night of Summernight.

And then in a fine, flowing hand was penned:

Marielle,

I hope that you have considered my offer and will join me at the Seven Suns Palace tonight. Present this to the guards to receive entry. I have provided adequate attire. Everything will become clearer once you see what I have to show you.

Lord Mythos.

Marielle opened the box, her heart pounding with nervous fear. Inside, laid carefully in the box was a Summernight costume. A filmy, gauzy white dress with a white brushed-silk corset and a pale tulle skirt dipped at the bottom in some light color that Marielle could not see. It swept up to the sides with shining ribbons. The very essence of sweet innocence – the costume of the Lady Sacrifice.

Marielle shivered. Of all the Legends, this is the costume that he sent her?

Was there something he was trying to tell her? Marielle chewed her lip nervously and thought about all the things she couldn’t possibly know.

Maybe Carnelian had been right after all.

Maybe she was in real trouble.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




15: Noxious Threat
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan prepared the concoction carefully, following the directions that Master Kurond had written in his spiky script.

“After you finish with that, go to bed, Tamerlan,” Master Kurond said tiredly. “You did well in the scavenger hunt. The whole Alchemist Guild is walking on clouds today. We’re the only ones to fill the complete list. Or at least, that’s what they told Master Juggernaut when he turned in our chest and list at the Seven Sun Palace. No one else had a grimoire. No, don’t tell me where you got it. I still don’t want to know. And no one else had Dathan’s stroke of genius and managed to turn in a skeletal hand. You’re both doing me proud. Mrs. Shen will leave fresh clothes hanging on your door for tonight.”

“Tonight?”

“Did you forget? One of our rewards for winning is an invitation to the Legend Ball, and you can hardly go in your apprentice clothing. I went ahead and purchased clothing for all the apprentices. Wear it so you don’t disgrace us.”

The door creaked behind him when he left and Tamerlan lost himself in the routine work of compounding the ointment from the recipe. Easy enough. And a way for the guild to make money to fund their other projects.

He didn’t even look up when the door creaked open again or when a pair of soft slippers whisked across the wood floor. 

“Ahem.”

Tamerlan almost dropped his stone pestle when he did look up. 

Sian!

His eyes went wide, his breath choking in his throat. 

“I know it was you,” she said in a wavering voice. 

Her hood was up, wreathing her face in shadows, but Tamerlan could still see the ugly bruises ringing her neck. Bruises he was responsible for. He made a sound in the back of his throat and took a step forward on impulse.

She stepped back, slamming into a workbench behind her and scattering herbs across the floor.

“Don’t come any closer!”

Tamerlan froze. “I won’t. I promise. I’m so sorry!”

He felt like he had lost a tiny piece of himself at the look in her eyes.

“So, it was you,” the words were almost a sob. “I didn’t tell the Watch. I don’t want you to be in trouble, Tamerlan. I used to think ... I always thought ... You used to be a nice boy. The kind of boy a girl felt safe around.”

“Sian,” he said, hands raised defensively. Her every word was a blow. He’d hurt her. He’d almost killed her. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t.” She flinched from his words. “I didn’t tell them this time, but if I ever see you again outside of Library business, I will tell. I’ll tell anyone who will listen. Don’t ever come near me again, Tamerlan!”

Her eyes were wet with unshed tears and her voice shook in a way that begged him to still it, to iron out the wrinkles of her crumpled heart. But she was already leaving, her threat still hanging in the air like a noxious smell.

Tamerlan clenched and unclenched his fists in frustration. There was nothing he could do to make this right. He couldn’t even apologize. And he couldn’t even tell himself it wouldn’t happen again, because as soon as he was done compounding this ointment he was going to go up to his room and weigh and measure the rest of his ingredients so he could bathe in smoke again tonight.

Should he stop? Should he think about what might happen if he used the smoke again?

Lila Cherrylocks had almost murdered that poor girl with his hands, but she’d also done what she said she could – she’d broken into the Library with ease. It would be just as easy for her to break into the Sunset Tower, especially now that he had an invitation to the Legend Ball. If he chose not to do that, his sister would die. And he hadn’t actually killed Sian. He had stopped Lila in time. 

He would just have to stop her again if things got out of hand. Until Lila Cherrylocks broke his sister free from the Sunset Tower, Tamerlan would just have to eat his guilt and let it haunt him from the inside while he did what he had to on the outside.

He ran his hand through his hair. None of this was what he’d planned, but with only three nights left, what other option was there?




Third Night of Summernight
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16: Legend Ball
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Marielle

When Marielle had been a little girl her favorite story had been the story of Queen Mer because Variena had been excellent at telling it. Her mother had draped long scarves around herself like water and seaweed as she told the story.

“The Queen of the Sea is as moody as the sea herself,” her mother had said, waving her arms under the scarves like the shifting tides. “And like the sea, she claims the lives of men and swallows their fortunes. Like the sea itself, she rises up to judge wickedness on the earth and swallow up the haughty.”

“Like the Dragonblooded?” young Marielle had asked, wide-eyed.

“Some,” her mother agreed, “But Queen Mer is not concerned with individual guilt. She swallows a ship for the sake of one man in it. Swallows a city for the sins of just a few. Beware the vengeance of the Queen! Her wrath is great! A woman, little flower, a woman never forgets a wrong done to her!”

And then her mother’s eyes would go wide and she would wave her arms like a giant octopus and chase small Marielle around the room until Marielle folded into a little bundle of laughter and delight and her mother would scoop her up and put her to bed for the night while she entertained her guests.

That was the closest that Marielle had ever come to a re-enacted Legend. 

Until tonight.

Marielle straightened her scarf carefully. She wasn’t used to such a loose, gauzy scarf, but using her uniform scarf wouldn’t make sense at a party and the one that Lord Mythos had provided matched the dress.

The dress felt too pretty to wear. It had been too pretty when she put it on in her room – all clinging, filmy cloth like soft silken clouds – and it was too pretty here. Worse, it smelled of magic – just enough that it made her head whirl and pound. The other Scenters in the barracks had shied away when she walked past, shooting her nervous looks – but she didn’t think it was the dress that was magical, just the residue that the Lord Mythos left on it.

She’d felt so awkward that she’d left the fancy slippers in the box, leaving her knee-high boots on instead. They were covered by the dress, but she was beginning to regret that decision now that she was so close to the Seven Suns Palace and the wonders beyond. Someone was sure to notice the iron-reinforced soles of her Watch boots.

She stood in the gently rocking gondola with eight other people as it skimmed across the inky water – one boat in a line of a hundred – waiting for its chance to travel through the Water Gate into the palace.

A menacing portcullis hung over the Water Gate and dragons had been carved in the wall on either side of it – a ward, no doubt to keep back spirits. But the humans guarding the gates were even more of a deterrent. Their long polearms were tipped with blades as long as Marielle’s arm and they gleamed razor-sharp. The guards smelled of watchful determination, a crisp blue with a hint of peppermint.

Raucous laughter spilled from the gondola ahead of Marielle’s as it passed through the Water Gate.

“I don’t care if they won the Scavenger Hunt,” a woman in Marielle’s gondola said with a sniff. “Alchemist Guild members shouldn’t be allowed into the Seven Suns Palace.

Compared to the crowd of party-goers in her boat and the others, Marielle’s dress was actually quite simple. A man in her boat was dressed as Deathless Pirate with real skulls strung on a rope around his waist and his short-cape slung over his shoulders completely covered in what she thought might be blood-rubies. The feathers in his hat were made of gems and silk and they flashed as if by magic. The woman with him – the one angry about the Alchemists – was dressed as a Lady Sacrifice, just like Marielle, but she wore a white dress sewn all over in tiny bits of mirror and metallic thread that barely clung to her swaying curves. They both smelled of arrogance and anticipation.

Marielle’s eyes had widened at the sight of them when she had joined them in the gondola, but they were only the first of many. It turned out that her “elaborate” dress was quite plain in comparison to those around her. Maybe she should have worn the slippers that went with them. If anyone saw her City Watch boots under the dress, she’d look like a fool – though she was a lot less likely to twist an ankle than the woman ahead of her who was dressed like Queen Mer and wore slippers with heels so high that she tottered worse than a ship on high seas.

A loud gong sounded as they entered the Water Gate. The deep throbbing sound reverberating from a long way away. Marielle knew it was the great gong that stood in the central square of the Government District but even knowing that didn’t keep her from being startled at the sound.

A loud splash from a gondola behind them suggested that someone else had been startled by the gong.

“I don’t know why they have to ring that old gong every Summernight. It gives me a headache,” the other Lady Sacrifice complained as their gondola finally reached the landing inside the walls of the Seven Suns Palace and they began to disembark.

Already, just steps into the palace, Marielle was in awe, her eyes as large as they had been in those days when her mother playacted Queen Mer. She had no time for the critical complaints of the Landholds arriving with her. Bright lanterns hung along the water’s edge, lighting the water with a thousand tiny lights like the stars in the sky. They hung in long chains from the walls of the inner palace.

Marielle and the others entered through a wide arched door and into the space beyond where painted silks of landscapes were hung with lights fastened behind them, throwing colorful lights out from the cloth and long, dark shadows. 

Between the lights and shadows, characters in costume with painted faces mimed the stories of Legend. Marielle recognized Queen Mer with her dripping crown and vengeful countenance – but this Queen Mer wore a dress bedecked with sewn glass beads that reflected the colored lights and flashed with her fury.

Byron Bronzebow stood proud and noble as he redistributed wealth to the commoners – wealth he’d stolen from the Landhold of his city when he challenged him to an archery contest and won. And then more wealth that he stole again when he fooled the Landhold and made him a public disgrace.

The spectacles went on as the crowd grew, slowing down as they reached a pair of shadowed doors lit with flickering torches. 

Marielle felt edgy. The wonder of the crowd – a delicate ivory tinged with the sent of warm fir trees – filled her nose, but with it came a thousand smaller scents. Irritation, impatience, lust, anger, hope, ambition. They flooded her senses so that she could hardly take a breath. She pulled up the scarf, letting a single layer wind around her mouth and nose, but even that was not enough to do more than dull the ache of so many humans with so many hearts throbbing their own orchestral strains and clashing against each other like warring swords.

A burst of sparks rained out of the torches and then, from above, a wide sheet descended, the corners tied with silken ropes and suspended from above. A woman lounged on the sheet. Her garb was that of Maid Chaos, the breast-plated warrior with a crown of dying roses who stood at the right hand of Death and while this Maid Chaos was cheerfully eating grapes while brandishing her silver shears, Marielle couldn’t help but shiver. Maid Chaos was her least favorite of the Legends. Wherever she went, Death followed.

“Welcome to the Legend Ball on the Third Night of Summernight,” she proclaimed. “Take care, for on this night, Legends walk the halls with you and the man you speak to, or the woman you dance with, may be no man or woman at all, but a Legend from the past come back for just one night to bid us a merry Summernight.”

“Do you think it’s true?” an eager girl from beside Marielle asked. Her Maid Chaos outfit was almost as elaborate as the woman in the sheet, but with a more buxom breastplate. “Wouldn’t it be lovely to dance with a Legend?”

Marielle gave her a tight smile, realizing too late that she couldn’t see it from under the veil. It would most certainly not be lovely. Marielle had a bad feeling that any Legends walking the earth today would need to be arrested before they broke every single city law.

The sheet was pulled back up into the shadows and the doors were flung open. Music spilled from the great room beyond, accompanied by so many scents that Marielle was forced to wind two more lengths of scarf around her face. It wasn’t thick enough to suppress so many hopes and fears and disappointments mingling into a powerful deluge that threatened to crush her.

She stumbled to the side, grabbing at a carved pillar to steady her as she choked on the cloying scents. Other bodies, jostling to enter the room, swept her along in their movement until she was in the Grand Hall, the vaulted ceiling soaring above her where hundreds of candles were set in each hanging chandelier and hundreds of chandeliers hung over the room. Just paying the chandler bill for a single night would take more money that Marielle could earn in a year.

She couldn’t see far into the room with so many people crushed against her, but there were hints overhead of spectacles to be viewed and intricate devices.

And then suddenly, the other scents were all swept away as a fresh, over-powering smell washed over them, not just overpowering them but almost burning them away. The scent of magic.

“I’m glad that you accepted my invitation, Marielle,” Lord Mythos’s cultured voice said from beside her. 

Marielle looked up, her breath catching in her throat at his perfect dress. Alone, of all the guests, he was not dressed as anything at all. He simply wore all black in perfect, precise tailoring that made everyone else’s elaborate costuming look garish in comparison.

“I do apologize,” he said, concern lacing his tone, but never touching his icy eyes. “I forgot what a powerful effect an event like this might have on a Scenter. They’re about to start the entertainment, and I’m afraid it will only get worse.”

He did not look sorry. The way his eyes weighed her made Marielle wonder if he had planned that effect. Had he given her such a light filmy scarf because he knew it could not protect her from the onslaught of scents? Or was she being narcissistic to think that any of this was about her?

“Entertainment?” Marielle asked, cursing herself for her waving voice.

Gleaming bird cages descended from the ceiling, but these were not for birds. They were sized for people.

“It’s not real magic – of course,” the Lord Mythos said with a tiny smile. “You could smell that immediately, I’m sure.” Then where was the overpowering scent of magic coming from? “But with this much belief in the room, this much hope, this many fears, and nerve-sizzling anxieties, well anything might look like magic.”

There was a flash and a pop in the golden cages, eliciting small screams and gasps from the crowd and an electric-blue and ivory scent of excited wonder burst up into the air like puffing clouds. Each cage now contained one of the Legends, perfectly costumed. 

“It’s a game,” Lord Mythos said. “My guests will ask the people in cages questions to discover which is the real Legend and which ones are merely play-acting. A magical game in some ways, but it is not why I asked you to meet me here. Come.”

He didn’t really mean that he thought he had a true Legend in one of those cages ... did he?

He strode past her, his short-cape swirling as he passed and his rapier scabbard rattling. He turned back after two steps and raised a single eyebrow.

Oh. Yes. He was waiting for her.

With a start, Marielle adjusted her face-scarf, glad that it protected her from both the scents in the room and the embarrassment of a blush, and hurried after him. 
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17: Unexpected
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan ground his ingredients with the pestle as quickly as he could, his hands slipping on the rough stone in his haste. He’d overslept. The Alchemists and apprentices were already heading out to the gondolas that would take them to the Seven Suns Palace. Unless he hurried, they would leave without him.

He’d been left a costume as promised – a ridiculous Deathless Pirate costume, complete with purple short-cape, a hook to hold in one hand, and a belt of gleaming skulls. He dressed before he started combining the ingredients. He didn’t want Lila Cherrylocks to try to dress as herself again. Maybe if he was already in costume, she’d just accept how he was dressed. 

He could hear apprentices leaving, their loud voices carrying up through the open window into his room. He needed to hurry, or he would miss the gondolas and he was counting on them to bring him right into the heart of the Seven Suns Palace. This time, Lila Cherrylocks could enter easily and then she could help him sneak down the halls and find the Sunset Tower.

His heart was already beating faster, his breathing accelerating with excitement and anticipation. It was going to work. He’d already seen her do something just as difficult and she loved parties. She would be easy to work with this time. 

This time, he had all the opportunity he needed to steal his sister away from the tower and run away with her. Before he slept, he’d packed away essentials along with food and water and the extra orrisleaf he’d stolen – he had far more than he needed of that. The bundles were in the corner of his room just waiting to be used. 

This time, he was ready. This time, he felt confident and hopeful instead of despairing. It was going to work. He could feel it in his bones.

He finished grinding the herbs – he’d used up all of them except for that orrisleaf - and hurried to the grate. He’d borrowed wood from Dathan’s room when he wasn’t there. It wasn’t like Dathan would be needing it in the middle of summer anyway. 

Sparking a fire with his steel and flint, he tucked them into his pocket and blew gently on the sparks as they lit the tiny ball of dried grass and twigs he’d prepared. He fidgeted with the silly purple cape as he waited for the fire to grow. Fashion demanded that short capes be worn tied over one shoulder and under the other to give the impression of broad shoulders and chests. A ridiculous fashion.

When the flames finally leapt high enough – their flame in the wood strong enough not to go out when the herbs and powder were added – he dumped the concoction hastily on the fire. Hopefully, he’d done it right – just like last time. Hopefully, it would work again. 

With every nerve tingling, he stuck his head over the fire. He’d meant to gulp in a huge breath of smoke but after a single half-breath he fell back from the fire, his stinging eyes slamming shut as he gasped for fresh air and retched on the smoke. Had it been that strong last time? Coughs ripped through his body, scouring his lungs until he fell to his hands and knees, trembling from the effects. He should have had a bigger breath than that, but when he looked back at the fire, the ingredients were gone, burnt up by the flame. Only woodsmoke remained.

He panted there, waiting. It had been quick last time, but this time there was no voice in his head. He stood up, looking worriedly at the stone bowl. He’d used the same ingredients. He’d done it the same way. What had gone wrong? Was it because he hadn’t taken a big enough breath?

No man would wear such a ridiculous costume. Any fool could see you sneaking in the night.

Strong hands ripped off the skull belt and purple cape. And then Tamerlan was kicking the hook to the side and reaching into his wardrobe to find the old worn cloak he’d worn the first night. He shrugged it on as relief filled him. He’d drawn in enough smoke. It had worked.

I suppose the rest of the clothes will do. 

But the voice in his head was rasping and masculine, not at all the voice of Lila Cherrylocks. What had he done wrong?

Nothing. When you open the Bridge of Legends you get whoever will come – or whoever can come. You opened. I came over the Bridge. And now here we are. I assume things are dire.

Finally! A Legend who understood!

Your city is ruled by corruption and evil.

Yes!

Freedom is what you need most.

Freedom for my sister.

Freedom for all who live under the chains of oppression.

Sure. But after my sister is saved.

Come. We fight tonight! Where is your bow?

There weren’t any bows in the Alchemist’s Guild.

We will make do. A weapon will come when we need it.

That seemed like a haphazard way to plan.

“Tamerlan? Are you ready?” Dathan called through the door. “Last call for the gondolas!”

“I’m coming!” Tamerlan threw the door open and Dathan’s eyebrows rose. He was wearing a Byron Bronzebow costume. A dashing outfit of close-fitting leathers and a curved bronze bow in his hands.

He looks more of a man than your outfit did, but that bow is a forgery. An arrow would not go five paces from so weak a draw.

Um. Sure. But we needed to go with Dathan now.

“You look just like Byron Bronzebow,” Tamerlan said with a smile, surprised that the Legend was letting him speak. Lila Cherrylocks had done all the talking when she took him over. 

She’s like that. And he’s supposed to be me? I wouldn’t wear such tight clothing. It makes movement difficult. And I would pay better attention to the quality of my weaponry. A man is nothing without the correct equipment.

“And you look terrible,” Dathan said, as they ran down the corridor and the back steps to join the others below. “What happened to your costume?” 

“I improved it.” This time Byron took over my voice.

“If by ‘improved’ you mean that you look like a street beggar, then sure, you improved it.”

We followed a group of other apprentices through the streets toward the nearest canal, words pouring out of Dathan like a flowing fountain as we went.

“I heard there is gambling so I brought extra coin, and it’s customary to dance. Do you know how? And...”

Tamerlan tuned him out. Dathan didn’t want replies. He was just nervous about going to the Palace. Everyone was. And now Tamerlan was, too, because he was realizing that it might be harder to break into the Sunset Tower with Byron Bronzebow in his head than it had been with Lila Cherrylocks. Byron was no master thief. He might not have the skills Tamerlan needed.

You were planning to steal? I can do that.

I need to save my sister from the Sunset Tower tonight.

To rub defeat into the face of the Landhold that runs this city?

We could do that. But mostly I need to save Amaryllis.

Bronzebow was concerningly quiet about that.

Could he help?

We shall see when we get there.

Sweat broke out along Tamerlan’s hairline. It had been such a foolproof plan! 

But it was foolproof no more. He should have broken into the Sunset Tower that first night with Lila instead of insisting that she prove her skills first. Now he was stuck with Byron and there was no way to know if Byron could do the job.

I find your lack of faith insulting.

They stepped onto the waiting gondola, tipping the gondolier with coins, and let the city flow around them. Tiny lights reflected on the water, and around the canal, the sounds of merrymaking filled the air. The canals were filled with people – decadent Landholds and the invited Alchemists were richly dressed as they skimmed along the water heading for the Seven Suns Palace.

In Tamerlan’s mind, Byron muttered and grunted with every sight of elaborate wealth in the costuming. And with him directing Tamerlan’s eyes, Tamerlan’s gaze was drawn inexorably to the darker boats along the sides of the river. The ones that were not filled with elaborate decorations and arrogant partygoers but were instead the modest homes of the Waverunners, or the run-down gondolas peddled by lesser classes. Had there always been so many of them?

“We’re almost there, Tam!” The excitement rang in Dathan’s voice as he bounced on his toes trying to look into the Seven Suns Palace from their line of gondolas. The gondola two ahead of them was disembarking and there was a flash of rubies from the costume of a man dressed as Deathless Pirate. Maybe it was a good thing that Tamerlan had left most of his costume behind. He’d look like a fool next to a man in rubies. They might even throw him out.

They were almost at the Water Gate of the palace, an impressive gate guarded by men with even more impressive polearms – there would be no sneaking past them – when a loud gong sounded, startling Tamerlan.

But he was even more startled when Byron shed his cloak, slipped off his boots and shirt and leapt from the side of the gondola into the water.
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18: Sunset Tower
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Marielle

When Marielle had been a small child, the story she had hated most of all was the story of the Lady Sacrifice. 

“But why does she have to die,” she would ask her mother again and again.

“It’s tradition,” her mother said. “Someone must die for the city. And it’s best to do it in a civilized manner. They don’t just grab someone off the streets, they let the people choose. It’s a choice. We believe in choice in Jingen. The Lord Mythos purchases the sacrifice of the people’s free choice. That makes it different than just killing someone. It’s someone who was sold at the choice of the people.”

Marielle had gasped. “You can’t sell people.”

Her mother’s laugh held no humor at all.

“Yes, little frog, you can.”

“But who would sell a person?”

Her mother’s voice had been sad. “Someone who has nothing else to sell.”

“But you said it was a free choice. What if the sacrifice doesn’t want to be chosen?”

“Oh, it’s not her choice. It’s the choice of the people around her. No one said it was a nice thing, but not everything necessary is nice.”

And after that, Marielle had done what every person in Jingen did. She tried very hard not to think about why they had so many parties on Summernight or why they kept their sacrifice locked away in a high tower where no one could hear her screams. And she tried to only think of the bright lights and the pretty Nightbursts and the wild costumes. 

But like everyone else in Jingen, she still knew.

***
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“THE BOOTS ARE AN EXCELLENT touch,” the Lord Mythos said as he led Marielle to a door guarded by two men with long halberds. They opened it before he arrived, ushering him from the grand hall with its noise and excitement and into a warren of rooms and passages intriguing in their own way. 

Marielle’s face felt hot. “I didn’t mean to offend. It’s just easy to turn an ankle in delicate slippers and I’m an officer of the City Watch.”

They passed a door lit with low lights and hushed words. Marielle glanced at the opening as they passed. It looked like a game of cards was going on, but the expressions around the table were so intent and sober that she couldn’t imagine what might be riding on the games.

“That’s not where we’re headed,” the Lord Mythos – Etienne – said and his scent was of wood smoke and fuchsia. Danger and a warning not to cross him. “And I was not finding fault with you. One of the laws Junfa wrote in The Clash of Spirits is this, ‘Perfection carries a sting.’ He commends the use of a single minor flaw to disarm the enemy and keep him off balance.” He regarded her with a smoldering look in his eye that made her insides squirm like river eels. “Consider me disarmed.”

Marielle met his gaze, refusing to flinch from the intensity of it. She swallowed, still meeting his eyes.

What did she see in their depths? There was determination there and charm, but something else, too, something hard that made her wonder if he really did hang the dried skins of women he had seduced on hooks in his closet. She should not be away from the main party with him. It was like following a viper into his pit. But would she be any safer there? She had a feeling that if Lord Mythos wanted someone dead he could kill them in a crowded room as easily as a lonely hallway. And he’d get away with it, too.

She clenched her hands at her sides. Being ready for an attack wouldn’t be much of an advantage when she had half the muscle power of her attacker, but it was better than being caught completely unaware of what was coming.

“You are wondering why I brought you here in these deep corridors, aren’t you?” he asked as they passed a red door. 

A man dressed in a closely fitted Byron Bronzebow costume winked as they went by, placing a single finger to his lips before slipping through the door and closing it behind him.

The actions made Marielle’s heart beat faster. She had smelled corruption and a sickly green mist as he’d entered. He had something twisted on his mind. Every instinct within her demanded that she open that door and prevent anyone inside it from breaking the law. But what if it wasn’t the City Law that they were breaking? What if it was the moral law or the Real Law? She shivered. 

The further she followed Lord Mythos into this warren of back rooms, the more complicated things seemed to be and darker the scents that she smelled. The red door was not the last door she thought hid dangerous secrets and not the last one that closed suddenly when they appeared, though often those who were closing the doors winked or nodded at Etienne Velendark.

“The managing of a city-state of this size takes a certain ... flexibility,” the Lord Mythos said. “I might not like it any more than you do, but that is how cities are run.”

If he felt the way she did, he would have already rooted out every infraction in these rooms and sent the people in them back to their homes – or to the jails to be prosecuted and likely executed. His words were empty – a veil to hide his approval of what happened. There were only two stances when it came to breaking the law – opposition, which was always strong and definite, or approval which could be strong or weak and hidden. Agreeableness, keeping the peace, these things were not the same thing as morality.

She gritted her jaw, but now a new scent washed over the scents of rust-red depravity which smelled like blood, pink-purple deception smelling of fragrant lilies, and the foaming yellow-orange of greed that burned the nose like washing soda.

The new scent was all vanilla and lilac and turquoise with little golden sparks bursting from it. It joined the magic of the Lord Mythos, amplifying it, increasing it and overpowering everything else. Like the drunks they pulled from city gutters or kicked into the canal, Marielle stumbled, suddenly in a stupor as if she had drunk too deeply into her cups and now her mind was both dull and marvelously sensory.

“What is that?” she asked, trying not to slur her words. She was not certain that she had succeeded, but the wide smile on the Lord Mythos’ face, still open and welcoming despite the predatory flash in his eyes told her that she had failed.

“Magic lets our city continue to thrive and flow like the Albastru River that feeds our canals and allows the gondolas and barges access to every part of the city. Have you ever wondered about why there are so many types of names in Jingen?”

“Names?” It seemed like a strange turn for the conversation to take.

“Some names are of the ancients who were here before, like the name of our city, ‘Jingen’ or the ‘Albastru’ river and some are parts of the Smudger religion. Other names sound like they are from another place entirely, like my name, Etienne. Or the words used by the Timekeepers’ religion. Or your name, Marielle.”

“The cultures of the mountains came down and joined the people along the river many generations ago,” Marielle answered by rote. “That the whole would become more than the sum of its parts.”

“That is the catechism,” the Lord Mythos remarked as he led her to a dark staircase that led upward, winding around huge gears bigger than the house Marielle had grown up in. 

He grabbed a candle in a candleholder from the wall beside the staircase and began to lead her up into its spiraled tangle. It made Marielle’s skin crawl. It made her want to turn and run. And yet, with every step the scent of magic grew stronger, pulling her feet down step by step. 

The Lord Mythos kept talking, unaffected by the magic swirling around them. “In the time of the dragons, men had to form strange bonds. And when the dragons were finally bound, we were forced to stay near them to keep them ever held in our thrall. The Dragonblooded of the mountains – people like you with violet eyes, and often with pale blond hair – and the people of the plains and sea with their dark skin and curls. They made blood-oath together, formed the five cities and vowed to keep our promises together. For every year, to renew the bond and keep the dragons captive, the blood of a Dragonblooded must be spilled.”

Marielle clenched her jaw as he spoke. She didn’t believe the old legend about the dragons. Everyone knew the cultures had melded and that the five cities had been formed and everyone knew that someone died for tradition every year, but no one really believed those tales about dragons. They were just things people had made up a long time ago to justify how they did things. They were no more real than the stories of Queen Mer or Byron Bronzebow. Tales for children to teach them bigger things. Tales to delight or horrify. Tales to explain the inexplicable. But not truth. Never close to truth.

Probably, they’d executed a criminal the first time they “sacrificed” the “lady” or perhaps it had been some barbaric way to force one group under the heel of the other. It had been so long since the first time no one knew what really had happened, and no one had to be told that the official story was just that ... a story. Something interesting for the religions to talk about and paint on their walls or set in glass. Nothing of real value to anyone.

Nevertheless, he’d asked her if she was Dragonblooded when he met her. He mentioned it again now. That was worrying.

The staircase curved around something and then began to head downward again, skirting more large gears wreathed in shadow.

“I thought you already had your dragon sacrifice,” she said through gritted teeth.

“We do,” he said. “Sold of her family’s free choice. We are below the Sunset Tower right now. Below the spot where she awaits her service.”

Marielle felt a stab of pity mixed with horror. Above them, some poor girl waited, knowing that her family had sold her like an ox to be slaughtered. It could just as easily be her. That was what Lord Mythos was hinting. Did anyone mourn that girl? Was there anyone out there who wished it didn’t have to be this way? Anyone other than Marielle? 

Even in her magic-drunk state she felt torn by the thought of the unknown girl. A tiny voice in the back of her head suggested that if she was so troubled, then why didn’t she offer to switch places with her? The rest of her mind received that advice with trembling fear, begging Marielle to ignore it. 

“Then why have you brought me here?” Marielle asked and she was proud of herself that her voice did not shake with fear, though her chin trembled a little.

“There is magic missing.”

“Missing? Are you suggesting there has been a theft? Of magic?”

“I’m suggesting that somewhere in the city someone is performing magic and that what he or she is doing has drawn some from the supply I have built here. We siphon it off carefully and store it for the needs of the city, but magic is drawn to magic.” That explained the way his magic seemed amplified around this other magic. “And so, some has escaped its confines and gone to find that other magic. I think someone wants to steal more from my store. And that cannot be allowed to happen, or the next time that a tidal wave threatens the city I will not have the power to turn it aside. The next time a fire rages and homes and people burn, I will not have the magic to quell the fires. The theft of the grimoire in the Library – by someone in the Alchemist’s guild. Did I mention that they turned it in for their prize? And the attempt to break into the Seven Suns Palace – these things are all tied to what I am sure is a plot to steal the rest of the magic from this store.”

They had finally reached the end of the stairs – Marielle thought that perhaps they were just a little lower than ground level – and now the magic was so strong that the scent made Marielle reel and cling to the wall. She felt as though she might be sick.

“And now we reach the spine of the dragon. See his scales where your boots stand on the floor?” the Lord Mythos asked.

Oddly, the stone here did almost look like scales – if dragon scales were twice the size of Marielle curled in a ball. But rock often formed strange shapes and patterns and the room was small, much smaller than she would have imagined, though by the echoes the ceiling was very high. Dark stains splashed over the slick rock of the ‘scale’ puzzling Marielle for a half-a-heartbeat until the smell of old blood rose up from them.

“And this is where you slaughter your sacrifice,” she said coldly.

“One could say so. Follow me.”

He led her to the other side of the room where a railing was set up even though the wall was only an arm’s width away.

“Look down,” he said as they reached the rail and suddenly the reason for the rail seemed to make sense. 

The floor fell away in an arch as if the rock were rounded and this wall didn’t quite meet the rounded arc of the rock. In the narrow drop between them, a bright light filled the space revealing a drop so far down that Marielle could not see the bottom.

Magic swirled heavy in the air – so heavy that Marielle was almost blinded by the scent, but underneath it was something else – something faint, something she couldn’t quite place.

“I know that Scenters can’t see colors,” the Lord Mythos said. “So trust me when I tell you that the light you see in that crevice is bright red. It’s the breach in the dragon’s scales and the way to tap his magic. It’s the wound that must be kept open by the added sacrifice.”

Marielle had heard of something else that might explain an open, roiling bright wound like that. Something else could explain the way it felt hot and the way that the rock around it was smooth and dark. She had heard tales of volcanic openings before. She was not such a fool as to think that they were wounds in the back of a dragon. Everyone knew they were made of lava bubbling and boiling from the belly of the earth.

“And I am showing you this,” the Lord Mythos said, “to help you in your investigation of the crimes in our city. Because if you fail to solve this crime – if for some reason the Lady Sacrifice is not sacrificed on Summernight, or if so much magic is drawn away that her sacrifice is not enough, then I want you to know that I care more about this city than anything else. Do you understand that, Marielle?”

The gleam in his eye was hypnotizing, like looking into the eye of a snake.

“Yes,” Marielle said, her head whirling from the scent of magic and her vision swimming with it.

“And I know exactly where I can find a backup sacrifice, Marielle.” 

A wash of cold ran over Marielle as his meaning penetrated through the fog of her magic-drunk mind. 

“And I’ve been told that Variena – that’s the name of your mother, isn’t it? – is open to negotiating a price for just about anything. I wonder what her price would be for your blood?”

Marielle did not know, but she was just as certain as Lord Mythos was that with Variena, anything could be negotiated for the right price. Something pulled at her like a string leading from her belly to the floor and it felt as if all her blood was rushing to her feet.

For the second time in the week of Summernight, Marielle’s consciousness fled, and she dropped heavily to the floor.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




19: Byron Bronzebow
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Tamerlan

By the blood of the dragon, move!

Byron was yelling in Tamerlan’s head – as if he had any control over his own body. Ha! He was nothing but a ghost haunting his own body.

Byron leapt from the gondola, grabbed the top of a pole held by the surprised gondolier beside them, swung in a full arc from the pole, his feet slicing through the air like a knife, and then rolled into a flip while airborne to land on a third gondola. His feet slapped on the wood of the boat as he ran from stern to nose, kicked up on the bow and leapt to the peak of the ferro, balancing there for the barest sliver of a second before kicking off to summersault forward through the air to land on the deck of a houseboat pulled against the canal wall. 

They were going the wrong direction! They needed to go to the palace! This was their only chance to get through those doors with an invitation in hand. No guards to stop them. Nothing to turn them around!

First, we right this wrong.

What wrong?

He was already scrambling up the sheer stone face of the canal wall, his fingers and toes finding cracks to climb that he hadn’t even known were there.

He reached the top of the wall, climbed onto the street rail and began to run down the narrow rail with the balance of an acrobat, sprinting into the darkness in the exact opposite direction he wanted to go. What could possibly be down here?

This.

Below him were two Watch Officers. One of them – a red-headed woman with short hair – seemed familiar. They both held axes in their hands, grim expressions on their faces. 

In front of them, a Waverunner family boat filled with water while the family desperately tried to pull chickens and heirlooms and bedding from the boat as the water filled it. They hung from the sides of another house-boat, the people in the second boat all speaking in a loud jumble while someone wailed at the top of her lungs.

“It’s our home! Don’t you understand?”

The red-headed guard was speaking. “You are hereby in violation of City Law 214-a stating that all boats in the City of Jingen shall – ”

Tamerlan’s mind was flooded with a much louder voice.

SEE? Injustice! They take from these people their homes and livelihood. Those are The Forerunners of the Retribution!

We just called them Waverunners. 

The sacred people of Queen Mer. They are relentlessly peaceful. Killing them or taking anything from them used to be a crime punishable by death!

They weren’t the only people who had been pulled up to the small jetty where the City Watch Officers stood. A small craft that looked like a gondola but was smaller, narrower, and sleeker was pulled to one side and the other guard held up a writhing boy who stood on the deck of the sleek craft a long oar in his hand.

Tamerlan leapt from the wall, landing between the guards.

“Unhand the boy!”

“On whose authority?” the red-headed woman asked, her eyebrow arching arrogantly.

“The authority of the Real Law,” he said. Where was Bronzebow getting this stuff? He sounded like a story.

“We’re the law around here,” the redhead said coolly. “There’s no room for the boy on that houseboat. Take him to the Watch House.”

“Please!” the boy begged. He was maybe fourteen or fifteen. “If I leave the water I can never return. Please!”

“You should have thought of that before you forgot to pay your watercraft tax,” the guard said, pulling at the boy.

Tamerlan’s jaw snapped shut and he gritted his teeth as his fist balled at his side. 

No! This was a bad idea! Don’t do it!

And then his fist crashed into the guard’s jaw and the guard’s hand dropped the boy at the same moment that the houseboat suddenly sunk the last few inches into the canal with a loud glop.

The guard cursed, but he wasn’t fast enough. Tamerlan grabbed his truncheon from his belt with one hand, seizing his cloak with the other and pulling it over his head before whacking him hard on the skull with the truncheon. 

There was a moan of pain and then Tamerlan spun just in time to duck under the swinging fist of the red-headed guard. She spat at him, drawing a wicked knife from her belt, but he shoved the other guard at her so hard that they both staggered over the edge of the jetty and into the murky canal water.

“Boy!” the boy was calling him, gesturing urgently. He was small and thin, his skin covered by nothing but a pair of baggy breeches tied around the waist with a bit of red rope. “Come on, boy, before they get you!”

“Be safe on your way, good citizen!” Tamerlan said, rolling his eyes internally. No one talked like that. No one.

I do.

But as Tamerlan straightened, chest thrust out, a look of satisfaction filling his face, the guards began to pull themselves back up onto the jetty.

“You’d better not be there when I get up on shore,” the red-head warned, ringing her watch bell above her head. 

From the distance a second bell replied. Reinforcements were on the way.

“Come on!” the boy called. “They get you and you’ll be locked up till they send you sinking!”

And he was right. A favorite execution style was to tie a man to a rock and sink him into the river.

Tamerlan shivered.

He shivered. Not Byron Bronzebow. 

The blood drained from his face and his head was suddenly light. He knew it was bad that he hadn’t managed to breathe a full lungful of the smoke. 

The Legend had already fled his mind.

He looked around, frantic as the first guard climbed wetly up the side of the jetty, throwing murderous looks at Tamerlan. With a half-disguised yelp, he dashed to the boy’s boat and leapt aboard.

“Hurry!” he called. 

“That’s what I’m, saying, boy!”

They darted into the night, the craft so fast that every stroke of the boy’s oar took them four times further than any other boat.

“Your names and faces will be on every Watch House notice board in Jingen!” the redhead called. “Justice will be served!”

They skimmed along the water, heading toward the river, dodging spills of colored lights along the way. With so much traffic, their boat was soon lost in the shoals of gondolas going to and from parties all over the city. 

The boy clung to the shadows, even shooting the locks along the canal like rapids in a river, ignoring the shouts and raised fists of the lock workers. From the spine of the dragon where the Seven Suns Palace was to the river, it was all ‘downhill’ but even still it was a wild ride when they shot over a full lock into one already at the lowest point, the bottom of the boat slapping the water when it hit.

Tamerlan clung to the ferro at the front of the little boat, stretched out across it like a rug along the floor. The boy seemed to know where he was going. All Tamerlan could hope was that he really did.

Nothing had gone according to plan and now he had only two nights left to try to save Amaryllis before it would be too late.
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20: Scent of a Name
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Marielle

It had been gray the morning that Marielle’s mother had taken her to live in the Scenter Academy. Marielle’s emotions had been the spring green of anticipation, leaving a taste on her tongue like cilantro. Her mother’s had been the soft pink and orange blossom of infatuation.

“Why can’t I stay with you,” Marielle had asked.

“You’re a big girl now, honey frog. You’re big enough to learn and grow. Scenters have good lives. Useful careers. You have more options. You won’t have to live behind a red door.”

“But you aren’t going to live behind a red door for much longer, are you?” Marielle had said.

“Not if Hez’ng does what he promises,” her mother said with a smile, the melting pink of her scent, sweet as honey cakes, drifting through the air. 

“Why do you love him so much?” Marielle asked. “Jazmeer’s mama says he is not a nice man.”

“Oh, honey frog, we can’t choose who we love. Someone who other people might think is bad could be just the right fit. Someone other people can’t see as precious might be just life and water to you. You just see the good in them, the human part no one else can see, and you just can’t live without it.”

“But you can’t bring me with you when you go live with him, can you?” 

“The Scenters will be good for you, honey frog,” Varienna had said, kissing Marielle on the forehead. Her scent told Marielle that her mind was already back on Hez’ng and the future they would have together. 

Marielle had gone to live with the Scenters, but the next time she saw Varienna that scent was gone, and the red door was back. And Varienna never spoke again of love – or at least not in connection to herself. 

***
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MARIELLE STRAIGHTENED her tunic for the third time as they waited at the door of The Copper Tincture. She still felt rumpled, hours after dressing and hitting the streets with Carnelian.

“Remind me again why I found you in bed still dressed like a partier?” Carnelian asked with a smirk.

Marielle blushed. She’d fallen asleep in the pretty dress when she’d stumbled home and cried herself to sleep. There was no hiding from fate in Jingen. She of all people knew that. There was nothing a Scenter couldn’t sniff out, nothing the Watch couldn’t unearth, no place that rumor did not touch or that prying eyes did not see. If, in just two days time, the chosen Lady Sacrifice was not killed and her blood sprinkled on those warm rocks Marielle had seen, then they would come for Marielle. And there would be no stopping them.

She had shivered all night from the cold and from that thought, tossing and turning, sweating with fear and horror. All these years, she’d known what they did to girls on Summernight. All these years, she’d tried not to think about it, but it was coming for her now – or it would if anything happened to stop the sacrifice of the girl they’d bought in the countryside.

Had she been sleeping like Marielle? Had she been tossing and turning in her bed as the hopes and dreams bled out of her long before the life did? Had she cried every tear until even tears abandoned her? Marielle had clung to the sweaty sheets, shaking like a leaf, knowing right down to her bones that there was no way she could hide from this and no way she could outrun it. If she failed to keep the Lady Sacrifice safe from whoever was stealing this magic, then she was going to die in just two days.

“Remind me again why we’re out during the daytime when we are on Night Watch?” Marielle replied. She was too tired to let Carnelian push her around. She hadn’t slept a wink last night.

“You’re sure that the scent led here, right?” Carnelian asked with a grimace. She’d dragged Marielle up out of bed, barely waiting for her to dress before marching her out to a jetty along the canal in the Government District and demanding that she catch a scent there. “I don’t lose criminals. At least not for long. And those two escaped from right under Dacrin’s nose while you were out galivanting!”

Carnelian had been there, too. But it wouldn’t be very wise to point that out to her. Just like it wouldn’t have been wise to mention it on the jetty where Carnelian had raged about the fool she’d been partnered with and how she’d slipped out of first place on the tally board because he’d let some shadowy figure get away. 

“It’s up to you to track him!” she’d demanded, shoving Marielle forward as if she wouldn’t have been able to smell that scent from across the canal, never mind right on the jetty.

But that was the problem. She smelled two scents. 

One, was the heady, intoxicating scent of magic – the scent from the Library and under the Sunset Tower – the scent that the Lord Mythos insisted was the key to keeping his ceremonies safe. The scent her very life hung from like a last petal on a dying flower. Lilac and vanilla, turquoise and golden sparks.

The other scent was the one she’d smelled before: bright and golden like hot honey but mixed with a ginger popping orange and in this case, a soft lavender of compassion. And stranger than finding both scents there – distinct and yet together – was the feeling that despite the addictiveness of the magic scent, what she really wanted was to follow the gold and orange and lavender.

“Of course, I’m sure that this was where the scent led,” she said, admiring the carvings in the door of The Copper Tincture. They told the story of Xe’li and her desperate desire to stop time, how she drank a tincture of copper and was youthful for a thousand years. But the day she told a lie, her youth fell away and she crumpled into dust. And now, as Marielle ran a finger over Xe’li’s intricate robes, she was lying too. Because she hadn’t taken Carnelian to where the golden scent led – streaking away from the conflict like an arrow from a bow, but rather to where the turquoise and gold of the magic had come from. The lilac scent of it still hung in the air like a banner.

“If it is, they’ll be able to identify the picture,” Carnelian said. 

“Picture?”

“Dacrin’s good with a pen.” Carnelian pulled a folded parchment from her pocket and shoved it at Marielle. 

She was still unfolding it when the door opened, and a smiling young man greeted them. 

Marielle felt her eyes widen at the picture in her hands. Dacrin was good. He’d drawn a perfect likeness of the face she’d seen in the crowd when she first caught a whiff of that intoxicating golden honey scent. Her eyes traced the face in the sketch, trying to burn it into her mind. 

Carnelian snatched the parchment away from Marielle.

“Jingen City Watch,” she said to the young man in the doorway. “Do you know this man?”

She handed him the parchment and the young man took it in trembling hands.

“Is he hurt? Dead?”

“Not that we know of,” Carnelian said curtly. “What’s his name.”

“That’s Tamerlan,” the man said. “Tamerlan Zi’fen of the Zi’fen Landholds. He’s an apprentice here.”

Marielle swallowed. It was as if the name made the scent more real. He was a real person. An apprentice here at this Alchemist House. And somehow, he had brought magic from this place but lost it on the jetty when he fought with Dacrin and Carnelian. 

Where did magic go when it left? Did it waft away like smoke, or melt like ice, or did it still linger like the scent of death? Perhaps, they were about to find out. She felt excitement frizzling through her like bubbles in water. They were about to finally get some answers.

“We need to speak to the Master Alchemist here,” Carnelian said. 

“And we need to see Tamerlan’s room,” Marielle added, trying to look calm when inside she was anything but calm. The residue of magic washed out the door all around the young apprentice’s scent of ochre and smoked paprika worry, overpowering the smell of metals and chemical mixtures in the Guild House beyond.

“Of course,” the young man said, looking shaken.

He led them into the Guild House, past a stylish anteroom, and down a long corridor to a room where things in glass bottle bubbled and smoked. Marielle had known to expect the smell – she’d wrapped the veil around her face four times to try to combat it, but it still rode over every sense so that she had to stay outside the room, clutching the wall for support as Carnelian went inside to speak to the master.

She was still shaking there, her head pounding and her nose on fire with the acidic scent of the place when Carnelian and a Master Kurond came out of the room and he began to lead them back through the corridors to a staircase. 

The Guild House walls were white plaster, uneven but clean. Metal twisted into interesting shapes served as art hung on the walls and heaps of tools and fragrant herbs and oily bottles lined shelves anywhere there was room to set them up.

“Don’t mind the clutter,” the man said as he led them. He was fit for a man of his age – mid-forties – and he strode through the halls like a king in his castle. “Things seem more turbulent than usual with the Festival going on. You’re certain that Tamerlan has committed some crime?”

“Not certain,” Carnelian said. “Not yet, at least. What we know is that the trail led us here and the man we saw looks like your apprentice.”

Master Kurond wiggled his fingers impatiently – a man not used to waiting – and Carnelian handed him the charcoal sketch of his apprentice. 

“It does look like Tamerlan. Did he return to his bed last night, Dathan?” he called behind him. Marielle jumped at the sudden shout. She hadn’t realized that the dark-haired apprentice was still following them. He smelled of The Copper Tincture with a small hint of cranberry guilt.

“No, Master Kurond,” Dathan said, his young face crinkling. “I’ve been worried, but I thought maybe he just had too much to drink.”

Master Kurond waved a dismissive hand irritably. “He’s not a drinker, Tamerlan. Worth every penny I paid for him. He does his work conscientiously. He gets along with others. He’s well-mannered and well-groomed. He has an excellent memory and good deductive skills. Everything you would expect from a Landhold’s son and everything required in an Alchemist’s apprentice. With application, he could run his own Guild House someday.”

They had reached a small door and already Marielle knew it was Tamerlan’s. The residue smell of magic poured from it in waves of turquoise and lilac and the golden vanilla-scented sparks danced like the tips of waves on the river under the noonday sun. 

The powerful, addictive sweet hot honey and cardamom scent filled her up like a cold drink of water on a hot day – the smell of the man she had run into on the street, all clean masculinity laced with tarragon and lavender, cinnamon and honey. It was lavender compassion mixed with orange pulsing desperation, a sparkle of flashing cleverness and a deep, throbbing strain of bronze hope rolling through the rest like a banner on the wind. It was too much.

Everything inside her was drawn to it. Everything she knew told her that letting this anywhere close to her spelled disaster. She was not here to enjoy a scent. She was not here to fall in love.

She was here to catch a master criminal – a thief of magic and a threat to her life.

“Here’s his room,” Master Kurond said. “I doubt you’ll find much there. He doesn’t have many possessions.”

He opened the door and Marielle pushed past Carnelian to be the first inside. Her partner crooked an eyebrow cynically and stayed by the door to speak to Master Kurond.

“Bought from a Landhold, hmm? Any chance he might try to steal a boat to run back home?” she asked him. 

Marielle went over to the washstand. Nothing there. Just a simple comb and basin. The wardrobe held a single set of clothing – well worn – and a Lila Cherrylocks costume. Her heart sped up. Hadn’t the girl at the library claimed she had been attacked by a man in a Lila Cherrylocks costume? 

She pulled her scarf down and buried her nose in the folds of the costume, trying to get past the magic scent, and then trying not to be bowled over by Tamerlan’s enticing smell. But under all of that – yes! – there was a hint of books and seaside winds. Dust and stamps and vellum. It was the smell of the Library District. 

“I doubt he would,” Master Kurond said. “He had opportunities here. Memories there – but none good unless I miss my guess.”

“Any other reason he might have to attack two guards and steal a gondola?” Carnelian asked.

By the fireplace, Marielle noticed a mortar and pestle. They were empty. The fire grate was a different matter. Most grates were clean in mid-summer awaiting use when the weather turned cold again. This grate had a fire in it recently.

“A gondola?” Master Kurond sounded surprised. “He’d have no use for that. The guild will pay for a gondola if that’s necessary.”

“And the guards?” Carnelian pressed. “Any reason to attack them out of nowhere?”  

Despite her light-headedness from the heavy magic smell – heavier here at the fire grate – Marielle could smell the smoke. Strange. That wasn’t just wood smoke. There were herbs and other things in there. Was that orrisleaf? She hadn’t smelled that in a long time. And a little aniseed. She shivered. He’d led her to an aniseed shipment when he’d wanted to overwhelm her before. And now here it was thick and heavy in the air. Interesting.

“Depends on what they were doing,” Dathan said from where he stood out of Marielle’s sight.

“What is that supposed to mean?” Carnelian asked with a warning note in her voice. The boy had better shut up. Carnelian was spoiling for a fight.

“He’s soft-hearted. If they were hurting someone or being unfair... ” his voice trailed off. 

“I think you have things to attend to, Dathan,” Master Kurond said carefully.

Marielle ignored them, studying the room while she could. 

The golden scent of Tamerlan was strongest on his bed. She sat on it, letting his scent fill her up and feeling just a hint of guilt at how much she liked it. She would recognize it now anywhere she went. Even the smallest trace and she would know it was him. She spread her hands out over the blanket, fingers spread, breathing in every last trace of him – a whirl of color and scent and emotion stronger than anything she’d ever felt – stronger even than the addictive smell of the magic.

Carnelian and Master Kurond were still talking and she wasn’t listening to a single word. Her mind was popping and fizzling with a scent so overpoweringly right that it made everything else in the world feel wrong. She wanted more. She would follow that scent anywhere.

Stop, Marielle! You are a Jingen Watch Officer, not a girl with her hair up for the first time!

Something crinkled under her palm. She pulled the blanket back. A small page of paper was there. Carefully, she tucked it behind her belt. She’d look at it later.

“Got his scent?” Carnelian asked. 

“Yes,” Marielle said, feeling like she was lying. Did she have his scent? Could you keep the wind captive? Could you nail down the sun? Could you hold back the years and unwind the hours? Could you make what was outside you come inside and what was inside come out? She had his scent like you had a memory – not nearly as powerful as you wished it to be and fainter the more you grasped for it.

“Then we’ll go for now. Tell us if he returns,” Carnelian said as they left. 

It was all Marielle could do not to stay. The scent called to her as she followed Carnelian, but tucked away in her belt was something just as interesting – the folded piece of paper. Perhaps it would be what she needed to find this Tamerlan and prevent him from stopping the Summernight sacrifice before it was too late.

Because no matter how addictive his smell was and no matter how compelling the trust of his friends or his story of being sold into apprenticeship was, if the Lord Mythos was right about Tamerlan and he really did want to stop the death of the Lady Sacrifice, then Marielle was the one who would be sacrificed tomorrow night. 

She shivered.

There was nowhere to run from that and no way to hide. 
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21: Queen Mer’s Son
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan awoke huddled in the bow of the sleek little gondola. Waves rocked the boat with an almost comforting motion. It defied his troubled heart and tangled emotions. What sort of world was it where simple things like the motion of water could feel so good when everything else about life hurt like a shard of glass wedged in your flesh? Every thought tore at that shard, tugging against the wound and shooting jagged throbs of pain through him like waves of fire. 

He was running out of time. And he’d almost been caught. What if Byron had slipped from his mind even a minute sooner? What if he had done something even wilder than saving the boat of a kid? He’d smoked the recipe in the hopes of finding aid for his sister, but there was no controlling the Legends. There was no way to determine what they did when they arrived or how they did it. Byron had been willing to help, but he hadn’t been able to pass up the chance to help someone else, too. Lila had been willing to help, too – for a price. And both times had been just too short for what he’d needed.

Maybe that was the key. Maybe he needed to smoke a deeper, greater lungful – or several lungfuls. What he needed was to have them take over his body for longer. And he needed the Legend who came to be Lila Cherrylocks. She was the one with the ability to break into things and she could be reasoned with. At least a little.  

“What you gonna do now, boy?” 

Tamerlan startled as the boy sat up from the stern of the gondola, blinking at him in the growing morning light. Was he really calling Tamerlan ‘boy’? The kid was fourteen if he was a day. Maybe fifteen if he was a slight fifteen. 

“You burned your boat to ash last night, boy.”

Tamerlan blinked at his rapid speech. He’d dealt with gondoliers before. He’d seen Wavereunners from afar. But he’d never really talked with them for long and the boy’s rapid speech – intonations different from what Tamerlan was used to – was not what he was accustomed to. He squinted, concentrating at the next burst of rapid-fire speech.

“You’re not welcome back on land, boy. You don’t have your own boat. You don’t have a future. No Jingen for you. Where will you go? Where are your people?”

“I don’t have people,” Tamerlan said quietly, realizing it was true. When the guild found out what he’d done he wouldn’t be welcome there. They’d cut their loss with him and buy a new apprentice. And his family had sold him. He wasn’t ever going back home again. “Where did you get this boat?”

The boy grinned, flashing perfect white teeth. “This boat is mine. All mine. I designed it. I built it. My home.”

“You built this? It looks different from other gondolas.”

He nodded sagely. “Faster. Sleeker. Smaller. ‘No good for houseboat’ they say. ‘No good for passengers’ they say. Who says I want passengers? Who says I want a house? I want to be fast. I was fast last night.”

“You were very fast,” Tamerlan agreed, standing up in the boat.

Around them, the other people under the bridge began to stir. They’d tied the gondola to a line hanging down from the Spine Bridge at the west end of the city. It linked the Alchemist and Artificer Districts for traffic that didn’t move well on barges or gondolas. During the days, it was filled with stinking carts, stomping horses and angry drivers. At night, the lamps along it were lit and traffic was mainly carriages or foot traffic.

They’d found it easily in the dark of night, joining hundreds of others who lurked under the bridge – small boats tied to hanging lines, and hundreds of hammocks, some huge woven baskets that made small huts dangling on ropes from under the bridge. 

The sounds of people waking and rolling up hammocks filled the air. 

“I didn’t know this place existed.”

“You never see the bridge before?” the kid gave him a long look, twisting his mouth like he was speaking to an idiot.

“I’ve seen the Spine Bridge. I just didn’t know that people lived under it at night.”

“You don’t know much, boy.”

“I think I might be older than you,” Tamerlan said mildly. “And my name is Tamerlan.”

“Names are earned,” the boy said. “Why did you save the boat last night?”

“Did you want it to sink?” Tamerlan asked. He was beginning to like the boy. He was less shaken by the night before than Tamerlan was, and yet he didn’t seem to have any family or friends to rely on. It was just him and his little craft.

“Fool. Boat sinks, I die. There was no room on the other boat. And if I leave the boats, I die.”

“What do you mean?” Tamerlan asked. “Because your people won’t let you return to the boats? You could still live on the streets.”

“Nothing away from the water is real,” the boy said, rolling his eyes. “You leave the boat, you join the dead.”

“I’m real,” Tamerlan said. 

“You see yourself last night? You were like a spirit of the dead springing up. You tore through the enemy like a demon of the night. I think maybe you’re only real now because you slept on the boat all night.”

The kid rummaged through a cloth bag that had been hidden under a panel at the back of the boat. He pulled out a tunic that was slightly less grimy than his pants and quickly pulled it over his head. His thin body was crisscrossed with scars. Tamerlan felt a tug at the sight. He knew what those felt like.

“That’s a theory, alright,” Tamerlan said. And in fairness, he hadn’t felt very real the last few nights. And he wasn’t even sure what real was anymore. He could have sworn he dreamed of Lila Cherrylocks last night. But he didn’t know if it was a dream of if he had really heard her laughing at him in his mind.

“So, where will you go now, boy?” The boy was tucking his cloth bag back into the recesses of the hidden panel.

Tamerlan clenched his teeth, thinking. Where did he go, now? He had to try again. He’d have to go back to the Guild House and see if he could grab some of his things there. And he needed more ingredients. Those he could get around the city today if he was careful. If he wasn’t seen or caught. 

He had to hope that Master Kurond didn’t know he was in trouble with the law. If the Alchemists knew and they found him first, they’d punish him in their own way before they gave him to the City Watch. He flinched at the thought of the acid they used to etch a mark of shame on the backs of the hands. He’d seen that before. Old Jand who hauled waste from the Guild House was marked like that. He’d been caught stealing from the Guild. And that would only be the beginning. Worse, their punishments would take time and time was the one thing he didn’t have.

“If I haven’t earned your name, is there something I can call you until I do,” he asked the boy. “It feels disrespectful to call you ‘boy.’”

The boy snorted. “You can call me Jhinn, boy.”

Tamerlan bowed respectfully. He might not be a Landhold anymore, but if being sold had taught him one thing, it was that all people preferred to be treated with dignity. 

“Do you know a place where we could hide a few things, Jhinn?”

Jhinn grinned. “For a price, maybe.”

“Okay, for a price.”

Jhinn gestured at the line hanging from the bridge. “Untie the boat. We’ll talk price while we go.”

Tamerlan untied the boat, his mind on the list he was forming of where he could go to buy or steal the items he was going to need to smoke again. He’d need a lot of them. He’d need to stockpile. If it mattered how much he actually breathed in, then next time he needed to breathe in as much as possible and he needed to keep on doing it until he got what he needed. And for that, he was going to need a lot of spices and a place to keep them.

“It needs to be somewhere that I can store a lot of things,” Tamerlan said.

“Valuable things?” Jhinn asked.

“To me.” 

“Ten percent. You keep them in my place. I get ten percent.”

Maybe he wasn’t as young as he looked. 

As they skimmed along the morning water watching the white river birds fishing along the edges of the reed clumps, their long legs scissoring through the water, Tamerlan let the cool morning breeze and the warmth of the sun on his face lull him for a moment. 

It would be okay. He just needed to change his plans and adapt. He hadn’t lost his chance. Next time, he would smoke a lot and next time, he would get a better Legend for the job. 

And now he had an ally. Sort of. 

And that was something, wasn’t it?




Summernight Eve

(Fourth Night of Summernight)
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22: To Catch a Law Breaker
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Marielle

Marielle shifted on the three-legged stool. It was hard to stay still when the scents slipping in through the window were so enticing. 

Oranges and sweet buns, roast pork and sweet peppers, fried cakes and puffy pastries – every mouth-watering food you could buy in the nearby streets and inns were there. And mixed in were the freesia, roses, and mandarins hanging in garlands on the streets, all forming a sparkling tangerine and warm brown sugar symphony on Marielle’s vision. Her mouth watered. 

Excitement and delight spiked in reds and electric blues smelling of electricity and sweet apple. On Summernight Eve, the tradition of Jingen was to dress as the Legends and give gifts door to door. People filled the streets below with baskets and barrows and carts heaped with baking and treats, fruits and trinkets. The more a person could afford to give, the better luck in the year to come. Tomorrow night, on the shortest night of the year – Summernight – the year would begin afresh and with it, the luck that came from giving.

Marielle would have no such luck. She wasn’t lying in wait to give anyone anything. She was waiting here to take – take a man’s freedom, his future, his life. 

Master Kurond had been very accommodating, allowing Marielle to sneak in when the other apprentices were preoccupied with dressing for the evening. No one had seen her arrive. No one had seen her sit quietly on the stool and with the sun setting soon, it wouldn’t be long until dusk fell and with it, Marielle was certain that Tamerlan – the golden scented apprentice – would return to his rooms to retrieve anything he’d left there. 

He would probably want the book page Marielle had found. Or at least, she was hoping he would. It seemed valuable. And people rarely hid things under their blankets unless they were personal to them. She felt for it in her belt. It was still there.

Her every sense was focused on the window. By the scent trail, that was how he’d left. It would make sense that he would return that way, too. In a world where everyone else thought in circles, Marielle couldn’t help but think in a straight line.

The door to the room creaked as it opened and Marielle jumped, rising from her seat so quickly that the stool wobbled. She fumbled for her truncheon and then froze when the man walking in the door was not the one that she expected.

“Marielle Valenspear,” the Lord Mythos said, entering with a swirl of magic residue and a puff of plum arrogance.

“L – Lord Mythos!” What was he doing here? He was hosting a party tonight – one for the Landholds of the city and the Guild leaders. He’d even invited Marielle to it again, sending her a second dress.

“This is not where I expected you to be tonight, Marielle.”

Marielle felt sweat breaking out along her spine. “You said it was vital to find the person who tried to break into the Seven Suns Palace.”

“So it is,” he said, quirking a single eyebrow. That single change to his face changed the entire thing, taking him from sober and angry to mysterious and possibly intrigued. 

Marielle tried to explain. “So, I’m making it my top priority. I’m waiting to see if the apprentice of The Copper Tincture returns tonight. We followed his scent here. He’s the one who tried-”

She was babbling. She felt like a fool. But when those eagle-eyes swept over her, they rattled her. Those were the eyes that might be the last ones she saw if she failed.

“You remember what’s at stake here.” It was a statement, not a question. It was almost as if he had read her mind. He leaned in close, so that his eyes were level with hers and only inches away. “Because I haven’t forgotten, Marielle.”

His gaze should have been intimidating. It should have made her quake with fear, but instead, it was the Lord Mythos who looked vulnerable. 

“I believe in the law, Lord Mythos. I believe in defending it. That’s why I’m here and that’s why I sent Carnelian in my place to report to you at the party tonight.”

He waved his hand like that wasn’t important but something in his eye gleamed in a way that contradicted the gesture. “I don’t need a report. I know how things are progressing.”

She cleared her throat nervously. Best not to have any misunderstandings. “Then why did you invite me. Why did you send me a fancy dress?”

He scoffed. “It’s not enough that I might want to see you? Would that be such a crime?”

His eyes were haunted with something, like he was being stretched between two trees and the ropes were growing tighter.

Marielle swallowed, careful with her words. “Do you really have to kill that poor girl on Summernight?”

His lower lip trembled when he replied. How old was he? He was barely older than she was, she thought. And right now, he looked younger still.

“It takes blood, Marielle. It takes blood to save us all. And if I don’t give it – if I fail in my duty – so many more will die. The streets will run with blood and the dead will wash up along the shore for months.”

He ran a hand over his face like he was wiping the thought away.

Marielle shivered. He really believed this mystic stuff. He really believed the old catechism. Marielle didn’t think that she’d ever met anyone who truly believed – who didn’t just say the words by rote, mouthing the traditions because that was what was expected.

“You believe in the law,” he said. “You feel it in your bones. It pulses through your veins. Each day is purposeful because you love it, because you defend it, because it makes the insignificant things you do – the steps of your patrol, the care of your uniform, the glance you lay over every citizen – it makes all that full of meaning. Isn’t that true?”

And when his eyes met hers, she felt like he really did understand.

“Yes,” she breathed, feeling her pulse drumming in her cheeks.

“That’s how I feel about Jingen. I live to defend this city. I spend every moment of every day thinking about her health and prosperity. I would die – gladly! – in her defense. Can you understand that?” 

He had grown paler as he spoke, his hands gripping the hilt of his rapier until they were white-knuckled.

“Yes,” Marielle said. Because she really did understand. If Lord Mythos – if Ettiene Velendark  - loved Jingen like she loved the law, then no wonder he was so obsessed with the Summernight sacrifice. Her love of the law filled her up. It called to her on dull days and shone brightly when she’d feared she’d lost her way. It made her warm inside with a fire that didn’t stop burning. She could quote every law of Jingen. They ran through her head when she polished her boots and brushed her hair. They tickled her memory when she rode on a gondola or watched the water lap in waves around the waterlilies. The law was life. And it kept all things and people in Jingen safe as long as it was followed. And she loved that she was a part of that.

And if Etienne felt the same way about this city, then she respected that. More than that, she understood him. 

He was looking away now, looking out the window to where the sun was growing dimmer. Perhaps it was a colorful sunset. Marielle would never know, and she wouldn’t care because not seeing the colors of sunset meant she could see the colors blooming up from Lord Mythos, the crimson and birch smoke of passion and the deep rose of obsession, bursts of creativity in peacock blue with the scent of peaches and something almost like the gold of attraction sprouted up from him in splashes of intensity. And mixed in it all was the heady clove and mint smell of him mixing and strengthening.

He turned back to her, hawk-fast, his eyes dark with intensity. “For the first time in my life, I feel torn, Marielle. I must make sure that the Lady Sacrifice does her duty. I must not let anything stop it.”

“Then why wait until Summernight?” Marielle asked. “Does one more day make so much difference?”

“The timing must be precise,” he said, shaking his head. “If it is not done at midnight on Summernight, it will be for nothing.”

Marielle swallowed.

He turned back to her, eyes haunted. “Do you think I revel in it? Do you think I desire it?” His voice lowered. “My own cousin died as a Lady Sacrifice while I watched. It haunts me to this day.”

Marielle’s mouth was too dry to swallow. 

“But this time, Marielle – this time is worse.” The look in his eyes echoed his words.

“Why? Haven’t you done this before?”

He scoffed. “Every year, I do this again. But this year there are fewer choices for the Lady Sacrifice, Marielle. And you are one of those choices.” His voice grew so quiet it was barely above a whisper. “And I do not want you to die.”

His whisper tickled her ear, raising the small hairs along the back of her neck.

Flattering. But why her? He barely knew her. 

Marielle’s eyes narrowed as she watched him. But it wasn’t fear that filled her. It was a gut-wrenching horror that someone else was going to die and that likely, she was the one person who could stop it. Because if Marielle offered to take her place, wouldn’t she be a perfectly acceptable replacement?

She should say something. She should offer herself in the place of the other girl. 

But no matter how many times the thought echoed through her mind, she couldn’t voice it. It was as if her very voice was betraying her. It stuck in her throat like a fish bone. 

“I must leave,” Lord Mythos said eventually. He was looking at the door, but he bowed his head over his white-knuckled grip as if he was trying to keep a hold on himself. “Catch this thief. Neither of us can live with the alternative.”

He left without looking back at her, his short cape swirling in the wind of his passage. The door shut softly behind him and with it, the warmth seemed to leave the room. Marielle wrapped her arms around herself and sunk back into the stool, but now she felt haunted as if one of the Legends really had come back to life and was standing there jabbing at her with a stick. 

She could end someone else’s pain if she was bold enough. But while it sounded noble when she thought it the first time, she didn’t know this girl. She didn’t know anything about her. Maybe she wasn’t a good person. Maybe she didn’t deserve to live any more than Marielle did. But what filled Marielle with shame was the realization that even if she did know her and even if the Lady Sacrifice was the perfect paragon of all virtues, Marielle’s tongue would stay silent. She didn’t want to die. And she wasn’t ready to give up her own life for anyone else – even an innocent victim of an ancient tradition.

The minutes ticked by far too slowly and with every one Marielle smelled her own bitter disappointment as it filled the room like a brown haze and hung over her head like a cloud, tasting of sharp turmeric.

She was a terrible person.
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23: A Gamble
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Tamerlan

“This is more stuff than you need, boy. Dried up plants and stinky goo. I would never promise a place for them if I knew what you wanted to hide.” Jhinn shuffled the ingredients deep into the hull of the small skiff, packing them down under an oiled canvas. 

Tamerlan carefully arranged the smaller bunches of ingredients he’d kept for tonight, stuffing them one at a time into a small leather satchel at his side.

“When you told me that you had a hiding spot, I had no idea that you meant it was another boat,” he said. 

This boat was smaller than the sleek gondola that Jhinn steered everywhere. Stubby, but with a low profile, the top completely wrapped in oilcloth, this little boat wasn’t made for people. It was made for supplies.

“What do you think happens if the city gets attacked? What if we have to run fast? I have a plan. You have stinky plants.”

Jhinn did have a plan. He’d taken Tamerlan out of the city and down the river to a little dip in the bank under the roots of a pair of Da’shal trees. The tiny craft was tucked in there, filled mostly with water in skins and glass bottles and dried foods wrapped in oilcloth. 

“Thank you for letting me keep my supplies here,” Tamerlan said. “I don’t know why you’re so kind to me.”

The boy rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why you want to store stinky plants like they’re made of gold. But I do know why I helped you. And not just because you saved my boat.” He paused. “I can see your friends.”

“Friends?”

“The two people looking over your shoulder all the time. The one with the long red hair and the one with the bronze bow. They want things from you. They haunt you. No man should live like that. My people have ways of dragging unwanted spirits out. You want to find a Spirit Singer? I can take you.”

Tamerlan swallowed. Jhinn could see Lila Cherrylocks and Byron Bronzebow when he looked at Tamerlan? That was concerning. He’d never believed all the talk about the Waverunners being from another world but talk like that made a person think it might be true. 

“It’s a generous offer,” Tamerlan said. “Thank you.”

“No, not generous. Necessary. You can’t let spirits take you. They use you for their own reasons. Evil.”

“I need them right now. I need to save my sister, and without the spirits, I’ll lose my chance.”

Jhinn clicked his tongue, shaking his head. “Where will you go with your sister when you get her free?”

Tamerlan flushed. “I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I’m just trying to get her out of the Sunset Tower.”

Jhinn sighed. “You have no plan, boy? You’re lucky you met me. When you have your sister, you bring her to Jhinn and I’ll get you out of Jingen, yeah?”

“It’s a generous offer,” Tamerlan said with a smile. “Too generous. We’ll be wanted fugitives. That will bring trouble for you.”

The boy shook his head, waving his hands dismissively. “I already have trouble. I already lost my family. I’m already mocked for the boats I build. I always wanted to go look for the People of Queen Mer. Maybe now is the time. Bring your sister. We’ll go together.”

“Sure,” Tamerlan said gently. The boy was big-hearted and far too generous. Tamerlan wouldn’t involve him if he didn’t have to. But what if he had to? “We’d love to go with you.”  

If he lived that long, it would even be kind of fun. 

He’d read about the People of Queen Mer, of course. They had set out from somewhere in the north in the years that the Dragonblood Plains were first building the five cities. They had been sent by prophecy to find a story of some kind and told by the same prophecy that they must not leave the water until it was found. Most of them had passed by the five cities intent on their search, but some of them – their boats battered by the waves and in need of repair and their stores low – had stayed in the five cities, working as gondoliers or ferrymen to try to make enough money to resupply and finish the journey. Either the gondola business wasn’t as lucrative as it looked, or they’d simply decided to stay because even now, generations later, they had not continued their search for the story.  

“Okay, it’s a plan. And now you go and get what you need from your rooms, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Tamerlan said, smiling slightly. He hadn’t smiled this much in ... how long? “Let me take a turn with the oar.”

Jhinn frowned, handing it over reluctantly. “Gentle. No need to sink the boat on your first try, yeah? I could use a nap.”

They changed places and Jhinn settled in a hole-ridden blanket in the prow of the boat while Tamerlan worked the oar in the back. It was hard not to give in to the waves of panic that rolled over him when he wasn’t talking about something else, but he tried to focus on the sun setting and throwing brilliant colors over the waves. He tried to focus on the rhythmic splish of water running off his oar as he skimmed it over the waves before dipping it back in the water to pull against the water. The work was good for him. Doing anything mindless was good, though anxiety ate at him from within like a thousand beetles chewing, chewing, chewing from inside his belly, consuming him one tiny bite at a time.   

He had to go back to his rooms. He hadn’t been able to get his hands on more orrisleaf and there was some in those packs he’d made for himself and his sister. Getting the packs would be a good idea, too. 

And Jhinn was right. He needed a plan beyond just grabbing her and running. If they left the five cities with Jhinn, no one would even know who they were. No one would have any reason to come looking for them. They were unimportant. Just two spare children of a Landhold family – not special in any way. They could even take up the life of the Waverunners, living boat to boat. It wouldn’t be so bad. Tamerlan liked stories. He could spend his life looking for one. 

His thoughts were jagged as he rowed, quick bursts of memories of reading stories to his little sister while he was supposed to be cleaning the stables. He’d look up from the story to see she’d done all the work while he read. 

But the memory was marred by the stab of worry ripping through him and reminding him of the chewing beetles. He wouldn’t ever read to her again unless he succeeded. 

He’d failed too often. 

If he were only someone other than Tamerlan the dreamer – if he were a soldier, or a true Landhold, or anyone with experience – maybe he would have saved her the first night. Maybe he wouldn’t have sunk to using the Bridge of Legends. Or, if he had, then maybe he would have been able to control the Legends instead of letting them control him. 

He clamped down on the thought. ‘What-if’s’ wouldn’t help. He was Tamerlan. He couldn’t be anything else. Tamerlan the hard-working apprentice. Tamerlan who lifted and moved heavy things and built muscle that way, but whose mind was always somewhere else dreaming of what could be and what had been many moons ago. He could use that if he was clever enough. He could use a fit body and a dreamy mind if he could just figure out how to put them to his advantage.

He was coming up on the Alchemist’s District now. He hadn’t eaten all day and that was a good thing. The nausea gripping him would be worse with food inside. 

All he had to do was to sneak into The Copper Tincture and get the orrisleaf. Then he could smoke again and go save Amaryllis. He’d left the window to his room open. He could go that way. No need for anyone to see him come and go. It was a gamble, sure, but a gamble worth taking. If he was just careful. If he could just focus. If he could just find a way to steer everything right this time, then he would finally succeed and he and Ama and Jhinn would row off into a distant future of sea and stories. He could already smell the salt on the air as he tied the gondola to the jetty and shook Jhinn awake.

“I’ll be back soon.”

“I’ll be sleeping,” Jhinn muttered irritably.

“Thank you for everything.”

“Don’t get caught by the Watch.”

And then he was slipping through the dusk shadows and toward The Copper Tincture, slipping between costumed groups of people as they carried baskets and pushed carts, laughing and pronouncing blessings on anyone in their path.

“A candied plum, hooded one?” a woman with round cheeks and bright eyes dressed in a shabby Maid Chaos costume asked as he passed her. “It comes with a blessing!”

“Another time, Maid Chaos,” he said politely, ducking around her and into the shadows again. The streets were packed with people and he stood out in his simple clothing. He should have thought to try to bring a costume. He dodged from shadow to shadow trying to avoid curious eyes and proffered gifts as politely as possible. He was breathing hard by the time he reached the dark alley beside the Copper Tincture.

He shouldn’t do this. He should find the orrisleaf somewhere else.

Just do it. Stop overthinking everything.

Had that been Lila Cherrylock’ voice in his mind? He shook his head to try to clear it. He was imagining things – obviously. He hadn’t even smoked, so there was no way there could be a Legend in his mind. He wiped his sweating palms on his trousers and tried to forget the voice in his mind and concentrate on the job ahead. He’d need every ounce of focus to get this right and not get caught doing it – if anyone was watching. There was no guarantee of that. He stopped his spiraling thoughts before he changed his mind.

Time to roll the dice. 

He climbed the stonework carefully, grateful to see that the window to his room was still open. 

Almost there. 

Almost there.

His foot slipped, but he recovered, pushing hard with the other foot and flipping himself over the window ledge and into the dark room beyond.

“Gotcha,” a melodious female voice said, and a hand gripped his arm in the darkness.
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24: For a Sister 
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Marielle

Marielle’s mouth was dry and her hands shook as she held her dagger to the neck of the man she’d caught. 

It had worked. 

It was him!

His scent was so strong that she could almost taste it – warm honey, lemongrass, cardamom, and tarragon all mixing into a heady scent that threatened to sweep her away. Her vision was temporarily blinded by the burst of gold his presence brought with it, tinged with the turquoise and gold residue of old magic and the throbbing pulse of his orange and ginger desperation. Through it all, in a bronze tinge as different to the gold of her attraction as honey was to sunbeams, was a single thread of hope smelling like morning dew.

Marielle gritted her teeth, fighting against the pull of his emotions. She didn’t dare to succumb to it. If she did, all would be lost. 

She shoved him against the wall instead, drawing her truncheon in a smooth motion and setting it against his neck as her dagger eased back. She pushed against the truncheon – not enough to choke him, but enough to pin him to the wall. She still couldn’t believe it was him. It had been such a long shot!

“Tamerlan Zi’fen?” she asked. “You’re under arrest by the Jingen City Watch.”

He moaned and the sound of his voice set every hair of her body on end as if she was a tuning fork and he’d sung her note. 

“Please,” the one word spilled from his lips like a pearl from a string. “Please don’t do this.”

“Don’t stop you?” she hissed. “You are in violation of Jingen City Law 34 subsection V – no citizen shall attempt to enter through a locked door belonging to a private citizen, a guild, a government building, or foreign entity. Do you deny that you tried to break into the Seven Suns Palace?”

“No,” he said. His voice was exactly as she’d expected – deep and husky. It thrilled her. It made her think of what sorts of things he might whisper to her in this dark room if they weren’t enemies and if she didn’t have him pressed against a wall with her truncheon.

“You are also in violation of Jingen City Law 21, subsection II – no citizen shall steal guild property, Jingen City Law 34 – again! – Jingen City Law 9, subsection IV – no citizen shall threaten the life of another citizen with violent action, including but not limited to, choking, beating, containing, assault with edged weapons, assault with – ”

He cut her off. “Could I just admit to you that yes, I stole the book at the Queen Mer Library and threatened Sian.”

“You’re admitting this?” 

Righteous anger welled up in her. He admitted his crime. No matter what attraction existed, it was clear what came next. She would march him to the local Watch House and turn him into custody. She would testify to his crimes before the Lord Mythos. It would not be comfortable to condemn him to death, but the law was clear and easy to understand, and so was her role. She would take no pleasure in it, but she would carry it out. And she would watch him sink.

“Could you light a candle?” he asked.

“What?” 

He sounded so calm even though his emotions popped and blazed. That orange and ginger pulsing of his desperation was the strongest of all. She shouldn’t light the candle. He must be planning something behind all those emotions.

“I can’t see your face,” he said gently. 

Why did he have to be gentle? She was threatening him with justice for his crimes! She had a truncheon to his neck! He shouldn’t be gentle. He should be raging and threatening or weeping. She’d seen both. She’d never seen gentle. She’d never smelled the azure and aspen scent that swirled around him when making an arrest.

“What can a little light hurt?” he pressed.

He had a point. But if she let up with the truncheon, he might escape. She put the tip of her long knife back to his throat, shifting her weight nervously.

“Feel that point? I keep it sharp in accordance with strict regulation.”

“I have no doubt.” 

Was he laughing at her? He seemed to find the comment funny.

“If you want a candle, you’ll need to light one with the edge of this knife at your throat. It’s my insurance that you won’t escape.”

“Sure, sure. Just let me walk to the washstand, please.”

There had been a candle there. She remembered that now. And flint and Firestarter. She kept her knife pressed to his throat as he struck the flint, sparking the starter grass and cupping it carefully in his hands as he blew on the tiny flame, nursing it to life. 

The flickers of light send a glow over his face that highlighted his high-born good looks. He looked like the pictures of the Dragonblooded you saw in books or statues around Jingen. Like the warriors from the mountains of old, spilling down onto the plains to fight dragons.

He lit the candle and then held it, looking at her with widening eyes.

“Don’t think that just because I’m a woman you can take advantage of me,” Marielle said. “I am a servant of the law. I will give my life to uphold it.”

“And you love good,” he said, his dreamy eyes seeming to see more of her than she planned to give. She pulled her scarf over her nose and mouth in defense. “In ancient times there were warriors of light and justice who were dedicated to doing good and honoring their god. They were called Paladins. Are you a paladin, Officer?”

“Marielle Valenspear,” she said, letting the veil drop again. 

“I didn’t know that Watch Officers were so beautiful,” he said, his eyes running over her face and hair like he was trying to memorize them.

Marielle stiffened. If he thought he could charm her with sweet words about paladins and comments on her looks, he could think again. She was no red-door woman ready to please a man for a price. She felt her cheeks heating. She shouldn’t have thought that. It was insulting to her mother. 

“Are you also compassionate?” he asked, licking his lips like he was nervous to ask the question. His lower lip was fuller than the upper lip – shaped in a way that made Marielle think of kissing.

“We’re justice,” Marielle said. “The Hand of the Law.”

“What would you say if I told you that tomorrow they are going to sacrifice a girl who doesn’t deserve to die. They’re going to spill her blood out for a dusty old ritual. They’re going to take all her smiles. They’re going to steal all her tears. They’re going to rob from the world all the ways that she would have made everything around her more beautiful.”

“I know that,” Marielle said, and her tone might have been harsher than she wanted because ringing in her mind was the thought that she could stop it all if she was just willing to give up her own life instead. “That doesn’t change the law.

Tamerlan smiled slightly at her – just one corner of his mouth lifting sadly. “Did you know that she’s my little sister?”

The words hung in the air between them as he leaned in closer, ignoring her blade, his words quiet and gentle – almost delicate. 

“My first memory is of her tiny steps toddling after me. My first heartbreak was followed by her childish hug. I think sometimes that maybe she’s the only one who’s ever known me. And pretty soon there won’t be an Amaryllis anymore and I’m pretty sure that if that’s true, then there won’t be a Tamerlan either.” He glanced into the shadows, a haunted look flashing over his face so quickly that Marielle couldn’t have sworn she’d actually seen it at all. “Is that justice?”

“It’s the law,” she said, but the words felt hollow, like for the first time in her life they didn’t matter like they used to. Because it wasn’t the Real Law. It was the thing that Captain Ironarm had warned her about. It was that moment when you realized that the City Law didn’t line up with the Real Law at all.

“What is the law, Marielle?”

“I read you the codes that you broke. Do you want to hear the section about the obtaining of sacrifices and implementation of the sacrifice system?” her voice grew fainter with every word.

“I do not,” and now his voice had steel in it. “What I want to know is this – you serve truth and justice. You love the law because it lays out the right way of things like a straight line through a maze. You are devoted to it because it sets out a wall to defend the innocent and lays a trap for the guilty. But tell me this, Marielle, is this real justice? Who are you defending when you are complicit in stealing my sister’s life? Where is truth in the lie that she is worth less than anyone else in this city? Where is the justice in taking from her what isn’t yours to take? Tell me that Jingen City Law and subsection.”

“I can’t let you break the law,” Marielle breathed, but she didn’t know anymore if she meant it. After all, who was she to say that her life was worth more than this Amaryllis? Was there anyone who would think their life had ended if she died? Lord Mythos had said he didn’t want to kill her. And Carnelian would miss the results she brought. Her mother – Variena – would probably cry. But when they gave her the redemption money for Marielle’s life, she would spend it. Variena was a survivor. “If I let anyone break it, then there is no law. And if there is no law, then no one is safe.”

“Who is safe right now? Is Amaryllis safe? I’m not asking you to let me break the law,” Tamerlan said, clearly taking a deep breath to compose himself. He bit his lip, stretching it between his teeth as he thought about his words. A sheen of sweat had broken out across his brow and he ran his calloused hand through his short light-colored hair. He probably didn’t realize how that made his muscles bulge with the movement or how that drew her eyes. 

“Then what are you asking for,” she asked, a little breathlessly. The dagger point by his throat had dropped without her realizing it. 

“I’m just asking you not to stop me – not tonight. Just one more night, Marielle. Please?”

His big eyes were liquid as he pled, like he was on the verge of tears, and the way his emotions bubbled and rolled like the sea in a storm, he could very well be.

She shouldn’t say yes. She knew that much. Saying yes was a betrayal of everything she’d ever believed about what was right and wrong and what mattered. She was a servant of the law. She was made of law from core to cusp. 

And yet.

And yet it was only her own selfishness that kept his sister in that tower at all. If she marched to the Sunset Tower tonight and demanded to be taken in Amaryllis’ place, they would take her, and it would be her life at stake. And no one, not a brother or a friend or anyone else, would bother to fight to keep her alive. 

She didn’t have the courage to give herself for a stranger. Not even a stranger with a beautiful, angst-ridden brother. She swallowed the sick feeling of shame that filled her. 

Maybe Captain Ironarm was right. Maybe what you did in that moment between the Real Law and the City Law told you who you really were.

She took a deep, shaking breath and lowered her knife, sliding it back in its sheath.

Tamerlan danced back deftly, ducking out of her range and scooping up a pair of oiled-jute packs and jamming a mortar and pestle into the top of one of them. He paused for a moment, like he was considering something, and then with a nervous half-smile, he ducked in close, kissed her cheek and breathed a gasping, “Thank you.”

He was across the room and leaping out the window before her breath steadied again. Gone before the gooseflesh erupting across her cheek and down her arm settled.

She’d made a decision. 

And now she’d live with the consequences.
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25: Rampage
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan huddled in the shadows of the canal, grinding the ingredients carefully. He was almost ready. This time, he had the lock picks and a knife in his belt. When Lila Cherrylocks – or even Byron Bronzebow – came for him, he’d be ready.

There was a loud peal of laughter overhead from the street above and someone threw a coin over the railing into the canal. Jhinn reached out with careful precision and caught the coin inches from the water.

“I think they threw it in for good luck,” Tamerlan said mildly.

“Yeah. It’s my good luck now, boy.”

Tamerlan chuckled quietly. “Okay. I’m going to go up to one of the braziers up there and smoke this stuff. I’ll be back in a few hours.”

“Yeah. Sure. I’ll be here.”

“You don’t have somewhere else you need to be?”

“I’m paid up for the night!” Jhinn held up the coin he’d caught. “See? The waves are interested in your progress. If you grab the sister, you’ll be glad I’m nearby.”

Tamerlan nodded, pouring his mixture into a small scarf – he didn’t want to lose his mixing bowl – and carefully climbing from the gondola to the stone ledge that ran along the canal. With careful steps, he followed the ledge to the stairs that led up to the street above.

The Temple District was alight with merriment, people in costume racing from temple to temple to give out small carvings and tokens of their faith – good luck for the year ahead. The elderly and small children had gone to bed hours ago and now as the night grew late, the scarier costumes appeared. A Deathless Pirate with his face painted like a skull lurched along the street followed closely by a Lady Sacrifice dripping blood as she walked. What might look like a virginal costume in the day, looked horrific in the darkness and with the added effects of makeup.

Tamerlan’s stomach turned, leaving his mouth dry. It all felt too real when he remembered that his sister would look just like that tomorrow. He skirted the costumed merry-makers, dodging a group of Smudgers promising a spirit of pleasure if he took a whiff of their smoke. He didn’t need that. He had his own spirit to consume. 

Fortunately, the Temple District had open braziers outside many of the Temples. The key was to find one that no one else would share. Tamerlan still didn’t know what would happen if anyone shared his smoke and he didn’t want to find out tonight.

“Here for a good time?” a Lady Chaos asked, lurching into him with a wide grin on her face and a tottering step. She’d either been smoking the Smudger’s pleasure smoke or drinking too heavily. Her blue eyes were glassy with intoxication. Tamerlan leaned her gently against a nearby wall and passed quickly. Hopefully, she’d find her way home safely. He didn’t have the time tonight to help her on her way.

Her blue eyes had reminded him of the purple ones that had watched him so sharply back in his room. Why had the Scenter let him go? Why hadn’t she dragged him to the nearest Watch House? He had thought she would. 

Her compassion – surprising as it was – was like a golden gift from the heavens. In any other circumstance, he would have found a way to pay her back – in friendship if nothing else. Tamerlan liked people who believed in things and if anyone really believed in the law, it was that woman – Marielle. And yet, she’d cared enough to break it. Even her name rolled easily on his tongue. Marielle.

He shook his head. Now was not the time to wonder why she’d given him that gift. Now was definitely not the time to let haunting snatches of her beautiful face flicker through his mind like glimpses of a sunset between the rooftops. He should be using his chance while he still had it.

He snuck around the side of a Smudger Temple. The front of the building bore a sign stating: All Spirits Welcome Smudge House.

A group of laughing people still shy of twenty-years-old ran up the steps, nearly tripping over their costumes to lay gifts of plants and leaves at the door. Good luck for them in coming months and years. 

“We should take some, too,” one of them laughed. “I bet someone else left something valuable!” 

Another one, dressed as One-eyed King Ablemeyer stopped him. “I don’t want to be on the Smudgers bad side, do you?”

“Ooooh! The spirits will get you!” One of the girls waved her arms like an angry spirit. 

Tamerlan half-smiled at their fun as he pulled out his scarf. The brazier at the back of the Temple was burned down to embers. But embers would be enough. 

He looked around. No one was watching.

Time to roll the dice for the second time that night. It had worked out the first time, hadn’t it?

He dumped the ingredients from the scarf to the brazier, immediately shoving his head into the puff of smoke that erupted from the hot coals. 

Breathe! Breathe, Tamerlan! He sucked in great gasps of smoke, reeling from it. He coughed and sputtered, hands on his knees, but this was no time to stop – not if he wanted to save Amaryllis. Gritting his teeth, he stuck his head into the smoke a second time and breathed another lungful of smoke, sucking the acrid blackness into his lungs like it was lifegiving air. When he thought he might pass out from it, he stumbled backward, landing roughly on the cobblestones, his head spinning.

Mine! I want him! That was Lila Cherrylocks! He’d succeeded! 

Tamerlan’s heart was racing, the blood already flooding into his brain. He’d done it! 

I don’t think so, thief. I’m taking this pretty man for a stroll around town.

There was a feeling of something puuushing in his brain and then Lila’s voice was gone, replaced by a voice as hard as a whipcrack and as dry at the bones in the crypts. 

The moon is up. I hear the sounds of life around me. 

Tamerlan grabbed his belt knife from his belt and stalked away from the brazier without a single look back. 

Whatever spirit this was seemed to be focused and intense. Good! She could get him to Amaryllis. This didn’t seem like the kind of person who let things like castle walls or guards stop her.

Nice try. Flattery will get you nowhere. I am the handmaid of death. I am the last thing a screaming victim ever sees.

Tamerlan’s skin crawled, as he tried to draw back from his own hands and feet. But he couldn’t run from his own body. He couldn’t stop gripping that belt knife even if he wanted to. Why had she drawn it? Why was it gripped so tightly in his hand, the blade running along his arm like he knew what to do with it? Why were his feet stalking toward the front of the Smudger Temple?

There was a shriek of laughter and a girl dressed like Maid Chaos ran from her group and stumbled into his arms.

“Ha! And who are you dressed as?” she asked drunkenly. Moonlight reflected from her Maid Chaos costume. “It doesn’t look very fun.”

And then Tamerlan heard his own voice saying, “Death is not fun.”

The blade flicked out and then her blood splashed hot across his face as she fell choking to the ground.

No! 

No, no, no, no, no!

He tried to scream but his own voice was inaccessible to him. His voice was too busy laughing – and it was his laugh. It felt like it would never be his again, as if it had been stolen – snatched from his throat like the life from that poor girl’s body. Her eyes glazed over as he left her like refuse abandoned along the street.

No! He did this to save Amaryllis, not to kill anyone, certainly not an innocent victim!

His body raced forward, toward a knot of screaming people in costume. He had never guessed he was so fast or so strong as he tore into them, the small knife flicking into vulnerable places and past upraised hands and terrorized eyes.

Tamerlan desperately tried to shut his eyes, but they would not close as image after image of fear and death and horror burned across them like acid thrown across metal. His internal screams rang in his ears alone. His body was running down the street, already soaked in blood up to his elbows. 

He turned over braziers as he ran – was he really so strong? He’d seen it take four men to move them into place! – letting the fire spill across the cobbles or light the edges of fleeing people’s costumes aflame. Smoke billowed into the night almost as fast and thick as the shrieks that accompanied it.

He raced down a horse as it fled, slicing his hamstring with a single motion, knocking him off his feet with the lamp post and then cutting his throat as he screamed into the night. An easy spin and slash and the carriage driver fell, clutching his ruined throat. 

And now Tamerlan was sobbing inside as Maid Chaos used his body to cut the horse’s leg from its body. He raced down the street, brandishing the leg in his left hand, his fingers wrapping around the bloody bone, swinging the leg so that the metal horseshoe struck blows to anyone in his path as he howled out curses and mad prophecies.

“Before you see two more dawns your city will be destroyed! Plead for your salvation! Cry for your unmarked graves!”

There was no way to run from yourself. No way to hide. No way to dull the sights or sounds or smells. 

All his life, Tamerlan had trained himself to notice the beauty around him, to see every tone of color, to hear the smallest sound, to take in the barest flicker of a scent and now this ... desecration ... of everything he was made him wish every one of those moments away. If he’d only chosen to dull his senses, perhaps he would have been able to do that now instead of being forced to taste every moment of this hellish descent into madness.

He swung and slashed, cut and burned, murdered and mutilated his way through the Temple District, nowhere near his sister in the Sunset Castle. Nowhere near what he’d hoped for, planned for, begged for. He’d convinced the Scenter to let him go. He’d sworn it was for the good. His sense of shame at betraying her was nothing compared to the overwhelming, sickening guilt he felt with every heartbeat as Maid Chaos worked her way from street to street, from panic-eyed look to desperate scream, from falling victim to slain defender. 

If only someone would kill him. If only someone would slide a sword through his ribs or slash his throat, but no one was as fast or strong as Maid Chaos. She seemed to wrap herself around him as if she were here even more fully than Byron Bronzebow or Lila Cherrylocks had been.

Because I am. I am greater than those fools. There are no shades of grey with me. And certainly, no white. I am black as the night, black as the pupils of my screaming victims.

Perhaps he had gone mad, for it seemed that they fought priests, seizing their staves and polearms and fighting with one in each hand before turning on Watch Officers who ran into the fray, bells jangling on their hips. 

Perhaps one had even been sweet Marielle. In the chaos, who could tell who had fallen?

I can tell.

In all the death, who could keep track of how many lives had been lost?

Me, again. I’m very good at this.

The world had gone mad. It was a hurricane of evil, a slaughterhouse that never ended.

And so it has been since the beginning, since the minds of men invented me to blame for their evil deeds. When you see trouble, look for the woman, they said. I have shown them trouble a thousand times a thousand, and I will show it to them again and again, world without end.

He’d lost hope hours ago. Lost sanity soon after. He was nothing more than a gibbering mass of agony as the hours passed and they leapt up into the roofs, burning temples and killing priests and slaughtering anyone whose path intersected with theirs.

The first light of dawn was breaking on the horizon and they were back where they started passing the All Spirits Welcome Smudge House – only this time they were on the tiled roof instead of the city street, the canal just behind them. 

I fade.

She leapt from the roof into the canal and Tamerlan closed his eyes but not his nose, letting the cloudy canal water fill his lungs. Death would be close. Would it wash him of his last hours? Could even the fires of death erase the guilt of what he’d done?

He let his body sink into the water, not fighting it, not trying to stop it at all.

Something clamped onto his shoulder, dragging him upward through the water. He was pulled up into the air and his lungs gasped for breath on their own. Traitors.

Hands hauled him upward as cursing filled the air.

“What did you do now, boy? That whole Temple District on fire! You burned more than your boat this time!”

Tamerlan sank into unconsciousness, desperate for the relief of insensibility it brought. If only he could wake up as someone else. If only he could never have been born.
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26: Shaking Shame
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan woke, shaking uncontrollably. A rattling like dice in a cup filled his ears. His teeth. That was his teeth chattering together. He shook his head, trying to dislodge the blood-soaked thoughts, but nothing could block them out. It was dark where he was and wailing sounded out from above him. He tried to sit up, but something hard hit his back.

“Stay down!” Jhinn whispered fiercely. “Keep down. I’m taking you somewhere safe.”

There were shouts from above and a gondola passed by. Someone on it was wailing. 

“My Danica! My sweet Danica! Only sixteen and gone!” and then the voice had passed in the swoosh of the oars.

Tamerlan wrapped wet arms around his head and sobbed silently until it felt his chest was cleaving in two and his heart was spilling into the hull of the little boat. The gentle beating of the water against the hull wasn’t soothing this time. It was more like the drums of war being beaten in triumph when the enemy marches by the piles of the dead.

What had he done?

He shied away from the flood of memories. He knew exactly what he had done. He was soaked with the blood of his victims. He had seen their last thoughts flash over their eyes as he took their lives. And he’d been powerless to stop it.

He was a monster. Worse, a devil.

“Stay still. We’re almost there.”

It seemed darker under the canvas tarp. Perhaps the small boat had docked under a bridge or a building. Some buildings along the canal had little channels that ran right under them so that supplies could be unloaded right into their storerooms. 

Or perhaps it was merely the blackness of his soul covering over his living eyes. The light was too good for him. Warmth too much to ask for, now.

There was a dull thunk and then the canvas ripped off him. 

They were somewhere dark and wet stonework was overhead. Jhinn stood over him and before he could move, a bucket of frigid, stale water was upended over him. He shivered against the deluge. 

“Strip and then we’ll do it again. Throw your clothes over the side.”

The boy was smart. If he was caught with a bloody Tamerlan it would be more than his boat that they would take.

“You shouldn’t be with me,” Tamerlan said through chattering teeth as he stripped out of his clothing, throwing it over the side one article at a time. 

Jhinn pushed the clothing under water with his oar, stuffing it under the edge of some rock. “You saved my boat. I will help save your sister. It’s fair.”

“You should leave your boat and go, Jhinn. You don’t want them to catch you.” Tamerlan threw his belt knife over the side. His hands throbbed with every movement. They were crisscrossed with cuts where the handle of the belt knife had slipped in all the blood and slid the blade too far down. It had cut Tamerlan’s own hands with every slash through the flesh of someone else. He looked at his palms. The flesh was ragged and bleeding. 

Another bucket of water surprised a gasp from him as Jhinn poured it over him.

“That’s better,” the boy said. “And we don’t leave the boats. I already told you that. Here. Bail the water out of the bottom.”

He shoved a rough wooden bowl at Tamerlan to bail with.

“You don’t leave because the things on land aren’t real,” Tamerlan remembered. If only that was true. If only last night had been a nightmare. But it wasn’t. It was almost more real than this moment was. He shivered as revulsion filled him. Revulsion at himself. Deep, bone-deep shame at who he had become in a single night.

“And because the land is the place of the Satan. He roams up and down and to and fro, looking for who he may devour.”

Tamerlan’s wry laugh was harsh in the silence of wherever they were. Superstitions. Old dogma. As useful as the pink-tinged water he was bailing over the side.

“Laugh all you want, boy. You think there’s no Satan out there? Then why did you fall off that roof covered in blood and shaking so hard your teeth sound like the clink of coins? Why are your eyes haunted? Why did I hear the wails of many mourners as they came to collect their dead? Try and tell me that’s not the Satan.”

Tamerlan clenched his jaw at the overwhelming pain of the thought. There were parents up there collecting children. Lovers collecting their beloved. Children their parents. And he had ruined all their lives. If he hadn’t smoked the mixture, if he hadn’t opened the Bridge of Legends, none of this would have happened. 

But you didn’t know, a part of his mind kept telling him. But he should have known. After all, hadn’t he threatened Sian’s life? Hadn’t she seen what he was capable of when he was possessed by the Spirits of the Legends? Not all Spirits were Byron Bronzebow. And to his horror, not all spirits were even Lila Cherrylocks.

No, they aren’t.

He was going mad. He was hearing her voice in his mind.

Mad?

Jhinn slid one of the rocks in the wall aside, pulling an old jute sack from the depths of it, and then another, and then another and then closing it again.

“Put these on,” he said, shoving the sacks at Tamerlan. “It’s a Seven Suns Palace guard uniform – blue cloak and all! – I found it hanging on a washing line over the canal and I thought that something like this might be important to have someday.”

Tamerlan nodded. “Thank you.”

He opened the sacks and began to dress mechanically. They were a little loose in the waist, a little tight against his broad shoulders. But they were the right length. Even the boots fit. And the cloak was warm, warmer than he deserved. When he was finished, Jhinn gathered the sacks, stuffing them in the little compartment behind him with the bags Tamerlan had brought him.

“No one will ask questions of a Palace Guard. We can leave this District before the City Watch come. Some people say they can smell you like a strong curry. We don’t want them smelling you, boy. I bet you stink of the Satan.”

Tamerlan nodded, trying one more time to send the boy to freedom. “You should not be with me.”

“Where else would I go?” Jhinn pulled a small canvas kit from his hiding spot in the stern of the boat, unwrapping it to reveal a needle and bandages. “Let’s fix those hands. You’re torn like a sail after a storm.”

Tamerlan felt like that. Torn. But unlike his hands which Jhinn could stitch, the rest of him was unrepairable.

“I just wanted to help my sister.” It came out close to a sob. 

“You haven’t failed yet, boy.”

“Tomorrow night they’re going to kill her.”

“Then you have all of today and tonight. That’s not failure yet. Unless you give up.”

Tamerlan drew a stuttering breath, sucking in his tears. Jhinn was right that there was time, but he didn’t dare smoke again. Not when it could mean the lives of dozens of people. He felt like he was a deck of black and white cards – more white than black – but he’d been shuffled and all the black were on top. Any play he made could only be black, black, black until they’d all been played. There weren’t enough hands left to find a white. 

“I can’t go back. I can’t do it again.”

“You were willing to die for your sister,” Jhinn said. “Right? That was your plan?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t have a sister.”

“That’s probably for the best,” Tamerlan said. If this was what love did to a heart, then no one should ever love again.

“I think you need to ask, what is she worth? Is she worth your life?” Jhinn asked as he pulled the needle through Tamerlan’s shredded palms. 

Of course, she was. 

Jhinn wasn’t done. “Is she worth someone else’s? And if she is – how many lives is she worth? If I could pull my parents back from the breast of Queen Mer ... if I could do that ... there wouldn’t be a price too high to pay. There wouldn’t be a limit I would put on what I would do.”

“I can’t even get the Legends to go in the palace with me,” Tamerlan said. Why was he considering this? He shouldn’t be talking about it. Talking only made it feel possible and it shouldn’t be possible. “Every time I try, they go their own way. But I need them to fight and pick locks and do the things I can’t once I get in there.”

“Try asking a hard question next time,” Jhinn said, tying a deft knot. “That one is easy to solve. You sneak in the palace in that pretty uniform I just gave you. Then you call the Legends when you get there. Can it work like that?”

“I don’t think so. I throw the mixture into a brazier or fire and breathe it in. If I did that in the palace, it would draw a lot of attention and it might affect other people, too. Who knows how many Legends can cross the Bridge at once.”

Jhinn laughed. “You’re a fool, boy. Another easy solve. Just wrap the mixture in paper and smoke it when you’re ready – real simple. No big smoke. No one else affected. Just you. And you would waste less of it that way, too.”

It was a brilliant idea. 

And a terribly dangerous one.

And Tamerlan should not be considering it at all. He kept thinking of what Jhinn said – what was his sister worth? And then seeing the images of what he’d done last night flash through his mind. Shame and hope mixed in a foul brew that nauseated him at the same time that he clenched his newly repaired hands in determination. 

It wasn’t too late to save Amaryllis. 

If he dared to try again.

There was a clinking sound in the distance and Jhinn motioned to him hurriedly. “Strip down again and put your clothes in the bag. Hurry!”

“I just got dressed!”

“Hurry!”
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27: Cold Regret 
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Marielle

Marielle woke to hurried footsteps and the door slamming open, hitting the wall. She shook herself, straightening and wiping her mouth. She hadn’t meant to sleep here, but after Tamerlan had snuck away she couldn’t just go back to the Watch House. Without him in hand, she had to wait the night out in his room. It still smelled like him.

“No luck, I see,” Carnelian said, the glow of the dawn streaming into the room around her. “Looks like we both missed the excitement tonight but come on. Captain Ironarm wants every Scenter in the Watch on this investigation and you’re going to help me turn my dry streak around.”

Marielle stood, wiping at the corners of her eyes. 

“No time for that,” Carnelian said, grabbing Marielle by the arm and pulling her behind her. She smelled of cilantro anticipation. “We’re already late. I was at that decadent party all night in your place. What a waste of time! Nothing happened there and everything happened out here.”

She was so full of pent-up energy that she practically bounced as she stormed through the quiet halls of The Copper Tincture, leading Marielle back out to the streets beyond.

“It’s a good thing you fell asleep,” Carnelian said. “Because there won’t be any sleep for anyone tonight.”

“What happened?” Marielle asked as Carnelian shoved a flask onto her hands. “It’s too early for drinking.”

“It’s water. Take a swig. Try to get your wits about you. We’re about to walk into hell.”

“In the Alchemist’s District?” Marielle took a swig of the water, using a tiny splash to clean her face and then handing it back to Carnelian. She felt like she was five steps behind her friend already.

“No, the Temple District. By the time I left that Landhold Party and all the frills and lace, it was all over except the sobbing.”

“What was all over?”

“Someone has a grudge against the religions of this city, let me tell you. Ho! Gondola!” 

A small gondola rowed by a teenage boy streaked past them without so much as looking at Carnelian’s outstretched hand. A lump of oilcloth filled the front of the gondola and the whole thing stank of a slaughterhouse. Marielle drew her veil up, flinching from the heavy scent of death even as Carnelian hailed another gondola and dragged her into the small craft.

“Temple District,” Carnelian ordered, paying the man a coin. “And right quick.”

There had been something else under the scent of all that blood. They were already into the center of the canal, the small gondola disappearing around the corner when Marielle realized what it had been. Under the cloak of blood and death and terror had been a residue of magic, potent enough to cut through blood – and that was saying something! – and just the faintest hint of honey, lemongrass, and tarragon. 

It couldn’t be ... could it?

“Marielle? Pay attention!” Carnelian was snapping her fingers. “We need to be on the alert. Last night someone – some crazy love-forsaken devils – slashed and hacked and bit – yes, bit! – their way through the Temple District. Can this thing go any faster?”

“Hurrying, Officer,” the gondolier said deferentially.

“Every Watch House is on alert. Half the temples are gone – burnt to the ground! Timeless Cathedral is half-gone. There’s just a tower and a few buttresses left. And the whole thing is blackened. Most of the Smudger Temples went up like ready torches. Doesn’t help that they have so much fire everywhere. They’re still dragging out the dead but there are hundreds, Marielle. Hundreds.”

“Temple District,” the gondolier interrupted. 

“Keep going until you see the Watch,” Carnelian instructed. “We missed it all, Marielle. Everyone did. There were hardly any guards set on the Temple District. We had them focused on the Government and Library Districts after all the threats there. And the ones here didn’t get a chance to raise the alarm. With the Seven Suns Palace Guard and everyone of any importance inside the palace – well, it wasn’t until the fires took off and alerted us all.”

“Who was stationed at the Temple District,” Marielle asked quietly. She finished braiding her hair out of the way. She needed it swept back so she could focus. She could already smell the terror and horror rolling from the burnt District like slices of raw red vinegar and stomach-acid icterine. Nausea filled her as the first members of the City Watch came into view. They stood along the rails of the street above directing traffic as gondolas came and went, packing the dock and the edge of the canal ledge. 

“One at a time, take your turn. Everyone will have a chance,” the voice of a portly Watch Officer droned. He’d done this a hundred times. “No pushing for position. Oars stay in the water, repeat, in the water. You hire the one that’s there, my lady. No holding up the lines, please.”

“A lot of the Officers were other places, pulled off this beat,” Carnelian hedged.

“Who wasn’t pulled off?” Marielle pressed softly as they waited for their turn to dock.

“Xi When, Tiya Ka’lina, Casabara Tavereaver, Linnelin Taskervale, Jin Ch’ng, Lia Tasmarina,” Carnelian said just as softly, her usually firm face softening in acknowledgment that it could have just as easily been them last night. “They say Lia might survive. Maybe. She had a belly wound. Those can be unpredictable.”

Marielle shivered. She was beginning to catch whiffs of what was up in the streets above. Gore and viscera was the primary smell. That and smoke from the fires. Water – stained red and dark with soot and ash – ran from the streets down to the canals in slow trickles, staining the water in grisly whorls of what had once been life and faith.

“Keep your nose up, Scenter,” Carnelian reminded. “I think you’re the best, and I plan to use you to catch these hounds of hell.”

Marielle tried not to look at the dark burdens being carted away on the gondola that left the dock. They varied in size and length, but they were all about the same shape – the shape of dead people wrapped in black-dyed jute.

“Here we go,” Carnelian said tugging Marielle out of the gondola as they finally bumped up against the dock. 

“Double your rate to carry my girl home,” a red-eyed woman said to their gondolier. Behind her, two grim-faced workers carried a dark jute-wrapped form. 

Marielle ducked her head in respect to the mother. She could smell the bone-deep grief in the woman like the smell of red wine and thyme. It was a washed-out blue color. 

Carnelian hardly seemed to notice the civilians on the dock. Her body was bent forward, head leading the rest like a hunting dog scenting for its quarry.

“This way.”

She tugged Marielle up the steps and into the chaos on the street above.

People were everywhere. How strange in a place where so many had died last night – where so much violence had ruled. But they were here. Ash stained and grimy, blood to the elbows or with those heart-wrenching jute rolls in their arms. Tear-stained and hand-wringing or sharply barking orders to bucket lines, they choked the street and spilled into the charred wreckage. Monks and priests in robes the deep saffron of the Smudgers, or the pure white of the Timekeepers, sifted through the wreckage, pulling out what could be salvaged.

It was hard to believe this had only happened a short time before they arrived.

Someone whistled – a piercing sound like a knife to the ear – and Carnelian tugged her to a knot of Watch Captains. Captain Ironarm was there with arms crossed over her aged chest, looking more wrinkled than ever in her exhaustion. 

“You’re on investigation, Carnelian, Marielle. Find what you can. Check with Anaala. She’s started interviewing survivors. Then see what you can sniff out.”

Carnelian saluted briskly and Marielle joined her a half-second later, but her eyes lingered on Captain Iron Arm and the other Captains. Oddly, they all smelled the same. Usually in a group like that there were ambition and infighting, wariness, mistrust, loyalty, comradery and so much more all rolled up into one. But today they all stank of a world-weariness so thick it hung heavily on them, mixing with exhaustion and absent hope. She wished she could wash it away, like the ash running into the gutters and from there to the canals.

“Anaala’s that way,” Carnelian reminded her, dragging her away. Would Marielle be so tired of the world when she was a Watch Captain someday? Would Carnelian? “It’s not our job to fix this, Marielle, so don’t get hung up on that. It’s just our job to find the people who did this and bring them to the Lord Mythos to be executed. Simple.”

Marielle nodded, but she had a feeling that there was nothing simple at all about this. And her feeling was growing worse by the moment as the turquoise of magic stood out in little pools of powerful lilac scent and burst around the ash and blood in blossoms of vanilla, threading through the fear and death and the chaos of the night. If Maid Chaos herself had walked these streets, she couldn’t have seeded more tumult in the city.

The magic clouded her mind, drawing her attention from one spot to the next as she followed Carnelian. She could almost smell the direction that these people had gone when they tore through the District killing everyone in their path. But there was a little problem. The path Marielle smelled couldn’t possibly belong to more than one person. There were many scents, sure, but they followed only one trail. No single scent broke off on its own. There were no places where it branched or converged. 

Many other scents intersected with the magic and crossed over it or crossed the path afterward. She smelled the brilliant last moments of the victims of their attack, their last scents like bright flashes in her mind, as if they had tried to dump every last emotion out at once while they still could. Over and around those scents, the smells of the mourners and rescuers, the healers and Watch Officers, the priests and the Smudgers, all wove one over the other, building the form of the scene layer upon layer in a weaving of scent. Those scents – normal scents – were simple enough to filter out, especially with the scarf over her nose, but it was the lead scent that would not make sense. 

If it had been more than one person, they must have moved in lock-step with each other. A military unit, perhaps? But she didn’t think so, and her suspicions were slowly carving a hole in her belly. Because under the smell of violence and fear was the smell of magic and under the smell of magic was a whiff of something that Marielle had smelled before. The faintest whiff of gold mixed with orange ginger – that smell she was beginning to know so well – the one laced with leather and acid, old books and cinnamon, cardamom and lavender and warm honey – the smell of the man she had let slip out the window last night like an innocent smile slipping off the face of a murderer when he was caught red-handed.

She shivered, suddenly cold. 

What had she done?

“Officer Anaala,” Carnelian acknowledged when they drew up beside the Officer. She had a hand on her hip as she spoke to a tearful young woman.

“Officer Carnelian.” Anaala made everything sound like a rebuke. Even a greeting. She turned back to the shaking young woman, little older than a girl, her Maid Chaos costume tattered and bloody. “So, it was a woman who attacked you?”   

“A wo – woman, yes,” the girl managed, her voice shaking as an older woman wrapped an arm around her. “It was Maid Chaos.”

“Maid Chaos?” Anaala lifted a single eyebrow, her expression bland. “Your attacker was dressed as Maid Chaos?”

“She wasn’t dressed as Maid Chaos. She was Maid Chaos!”

Carnelian smirked but Anaala kept a straight face. “In moments of fear, it’s easy to see things.”

“I wasn’t seeing things! It was a woman with flowing golden hair and a golden breastplate. She was tall and broad, and she swung a sword just like Maid Chaos in the stories. She was merciless. Merciless!”

“Thank you for your statement,” Anaala said. “You are free to go. Next!”

But that was a good thing, wasn’t it? Because if it was a tall blonde woman then it couldn’t be Tamerlan, which meant that this couldn’t be Marielle’s fault for letting him go. And yet, the rock of worry in her belly felt heavier by the moment as if it might carry her through the street into the fires of hell below.

“And you saw?” Anaala prompted a man who was clearly a street vendor, his apron still stained with the brown smears of whatever food he had been selling. It smelled like meat pies.

“A young man. Tall. Strapping. Short blonde hair and a lean build. He fought with a small belt knife the length of my palm.”

The stone in Marielle’s stomach grew icy cold.

“He caused all this with a belt knife?” Anaala asked wryly.

The vendor shook his head. “Seemed like it. But then sometimes he looked like a woman with a sword.”

“There were two of them?” Anaala clarified. “A man with a knife and a woman with a sword?”

The man shook his bald head like he couldn’t find words for what he’d seen. “Two, yes. But also one. Like they were the same person, if you know what I mean.”

“I really don’t.”

“Sometimes it was one. Sometimes it was the other. One would sort of fade out and then the other would surface. It was the oddest thing.”

“How much did you have to drink last night?” Anaala asked the man.

“Well, my fair share, I suppose.” The street vendor laughed nervously and Anaala gave Marielle a pointed look as if to remind her that she wasn’t supposed to be hauling off everyone for public drunkenness. Marielle felt her cheeks heat. Even she could see this was no time to enforce that law. 

No, right now was not the time for enforcing petty laws. Now was the time for Marielle to panic, because that description sounded a lot like Tamerlan. And last night she had let him go to save his sister. And now, today, there were over a hundred people dead because of her choice. Regret made the stone in her belly heavier as it pulled her down, down, down.
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28: The Chase
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Marielle

“I think we have enough to give chase,” she said quietly to Carnelian.

Carnelian’s eyes lit up. “Any other people described, Anaala?”

Anaala shook her head, waving the street vendor on. “They all mention either the man or the woman or both. No one else. It’s not much to go on.”

“But you can follow the scent?” Carnelian asked Marielle eagerly.

“With my eyes closed.”

Carnelian pumped a fist, but at Anaala’s severe look she colored, clearing her throat awkwardly.  “Lead on, Marielle.”

Once you had a scent, it was easy to follow it. Easy to block out the mother-wail of a nearby mourner and the agonized questions of a child. Or at least, it was easy to pretend you were blocking them out. It easy to forget the tragedy, the pain, the chaos. Easy to just give in to following your nose, to seeking the scent, to chasing that sensation. 

There it was, leading up the side of that building. Had he really climbed up there? And there was still no divergence where anyone had broken off. If it had been both him and a woman you would think one of them would have gone a different way up the side of the wall. Not so.

She followed the zigzagging scent through the District, every shred of thought directed at the hunt, at the trail. 

“That’s right, Marielle,” Carnelian encouraged. “Find them! Find them.” 

Marielle hurried, barely watching where she was going, she was so intent on the trail. Twice, Carnelian pulled her out of the path of a cart moments before she was hit. Another time, she’d physically picked Marielle up and swung her over a hole in the ground before she broke a leg falling in.

There was nothing but Marielle and the scent. And now she was no longer smelling the blood or death at all. In fact, she barely even smelled the pleasant call of the magic or saw its turquoise and gold. She was so narrowly focused that all she smelled was the honey gold of Tamerlan. She could have found him anywhere. She felt like she knew him. She could smell what he last ate, how he felt, who he was.

She stumbled, caught by Carnelian, and then recovered.

She could smell how he felt. She stopped for a moment, letting that sink in. He did not feel like a man on a killing spree. He felt panicked. Trapped. She could also smell horror in the golden smell, but when she drifted out of it again, she smelled glee in the turquoise magic. 

Her mind whirled, confusion bubbling up. She’d never smelled anything like this before. It really was like there were two people she was following. Two people so close that they never left each other. Had the woman taken Tamerlan captive? Had she forced him forward while she killed all those people? That didn’t make any sense. But neither did this smell.

She was barely watching her feet as she let herself drift on his scent. He was out there somewhere and either he had made her the accomplice to his evil when he convinced her to let him go, or he was somehow a victim, too. 

Or maybe she just wanted to believe that because the alternative was too terrible. 

Because if he had done this, then she was responsible for it, too. She was the one who had let him go. She was the one too cowardly to give her own life for the life of another. And these people had paid for that cowardice.

A hand yanked her back by the tail of her scarf.

“Fancy a swim?” Carnelian asked, pointing to the canal Marielle had almost walked into. For some reason, the railing was broken here. 

“The scent goes that way,” Marielle said. 

“Into the water?”

She nodded.

“Come on, then.” Carnelian led her along the shattered railing, through the access gate, and down the steps to the canal below. “Ho! Gondolier!”

They leapt onto the gondola as it pulled up and Marielle breathed deeply.

There it was. The scent.

The oar of the gondolier splashed merrily into the green canal – the only merry thing in a city of mourners – and then they were off, following the scent in Marielle’s nose. 

Was it possible that Tamerlan’s scent was almost as addictive as the scent of magic? She was being foolish. Tamerlan had likely stained her soul with a black mark she could never expunge. She shouldn’t be reveling in his scent.

They followed it down the canal and past where they had arrived, further and further out of the Temple District and across the river into the Trade District. The scent was growing fainter now, but the air was cleaner across the river and away from the tragedy. Here, a river away from the deadly rampage, trade continued as hagglers argued at the tops of their lungs along the packed streets and between the laden carts and crowded shops. 

The Trade District was everything that Marielle usually hated – crowded, loud, and chaotic, it was the source of all of Jingen’s wealth. And today it held their prize. They followed the canal under a bridge and then under a small inn – The Laughing Gondolier. 

“Are you sure you still have the scent?” Carnelian whispered.

“Yes!” Marielle could still smell it and it still made her want more and more.

They slipped into the dark cavern. A small gondola floated, empty but for the oar and a bailing bowl, tied to a peg against one wall. The scent ended at the gondola.

Marielle looked around. There was nowhere else to go. No door nearby – the door to the storeroom of the inn was further into the cavern.

“Is there a trap door?” she asked. 

Carnelian leaned out from their gondola feeling the bricks lining the canal. “I don’t feel anything. What is a gondola doing here without a gondolier?”

She looked at their gondolier pointedly. He shrugged and she leaned forward aggressively. 

“Don’t just shrug. What is it doing here?”

“It’s tied up,” he said, with another shrug. “And look, it’s little. Too little to be useful for trade or transport, yes?”

Carnelian grunted in agreement.

“Someone in the inn above us might own it. Maybe they use it to make it easier to unload barges,” he suggested. “Or maybe someone pays to tie it here. Docking fees can be very expensive.

Another grunt.

But Marielle was distracted. How could the scent have just stopped? She could have sworn she could have followed it anywhere, but it didn’t lead to the inn storeroom or out of the little docking area under the inn. It didn’t even lead to the brick wall. It just stopped with the gondola. 

“I’ve lost it. It’s gone,” she said disconsolately.

“Dragon’s blood and ashes!” Carnelian cursed.

The stone in Marialle’s belly grew again. The massacre in the Temple District there was her fault. She was the one who had let Tamerlan slip away. She was responsible for what he’d done. And now she couldn’t even bring him to justice. His scent had grown cold. 

And it was all her fault.
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29: The Others
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan sucked in a long breath as Jhinn scrambled back into the boat. Sucking air through a hollow reed just wasn’t the same. 

“See?” he said, “next time I say ‘strip’, you strip fast! You don’t want to get your pretty new guard clothes wet!”

Tamerlan sputtered, he’d sucked in some water with that breath. He wasn’t used to staying submerged so long and that reed had barely brought enough air into his lungs to keep him from drowning. It had only been Jhinn’s vice-grip on his shoulder that kept him underwater for as long as he’d been under.

“They might be back,” he said, still gasping, handing the reed back to Jhinn who stashed them in his hidden compartment. 

“I don’t think so. If they knew we were here, they would have stayed. Waited us out.”

Jhinn was almost fully dressed by the time Tamerlan pulled himself back into the boat, shaking the stinking canal water off and hurriedly dressing, too.

“Where are those scars come from, hey? Someone beat you good.” Jhinn arranged a wide red cloth around his waist. It gave him a buoyant look that fit well with his wide loose pants, and bare feet.

“Not for years,” Tamerlan said. He didn’t like to talk about his father. 

“My uncle used to beat me like that. ‘No more stealing wood and rope,’ he would say. ‘That boat you built is stupid. It’s too short to be a proper gondola and the bottom is too dished!’”

“But you still built it,” Tamerlan said, tugging on the cloak that matched his uniform. “It’s a pity this doesn’t come with a sword.”

“I have a sword in the hideaway. You need it?” Jhinn asked.

“I won’t look like much of a guard without one,” Tamerlan said with a laugh.

Jhinn pulled the gondola up to the side of the wall, opening his secret compartment again. “That red-haired Watch Officer couldn’t find it. I bet she doesn’t find much. All storms and no lulls.”

“Why did you build your boat with a ‘dished bottom’ anyway?” Tamerlan asked.

“See how I built a cap over the stern and one over the bow? You can store gear in there and close the little door. If the boat flips, it pops right back up again. Your gear is safe. Yeah, you’re wet, but you don’t lose the boat. Good, right?”

“It is.” Tamerlan’s eyebrows rose as he took the sword Jhinn handed to him, strapping it onto his belt. 

“Yeah, well, my uncle didn’t think so.” There was a long pause as they contemplated their scars. “Let’s talk about tonight.”

“I have to try to save my sister,” Tamerlan said. He was already looking down the tunnel. Maybe he should be going already.

“Don’t even think about it,” Jhinn said. “They’re looking for us. We should stay here until it gets dark. Do you think anyone saw you last night when you were in the world of the Satan?”

A lot of people had seen him. Not many of them had lived. But that wouldn’t matter to Marielle. He’d recognized her as their heads slipped under the water when her gondola turned the corner. She’d been sniffing the air. She was clearly a Scenter for the Jingen City Watch. What must she be thinking this morning, knowing she’d let him go, smelling him all over the wickedness of the night before?

“Probably,” he said.

“Then you need to wait here until it is dark enough to go. Then you will slip into the Seven Suns Palace and I will wait in the moat. You’ll smoke that stuff rolled in paper. I’ll show you how. Then, you grab your sister, get back to the boat and we row downriver to the stash, yeah?”

“Why are you helping me?” Tamerlan asked. His hands were shaking again at just the thought of trying the Bridge of Legends again. He felt like he might be sick.

“I told you. I can see them. The others.”

“What others?” Tamerlan asked.

“The night you saved me it wasn’t just you. It was a man with a bow and a hood. And then when you woke up, he was still there, but fainter. And a woman with red hair and a wicked smile. And now there’s one with golden curls and a cruel red mouth. They’re looking over your shoulder like carriage drivers looking over the back of the horse. And I can’t tell who is going to drive the carriage next.”

“Then you should row away and leave me. You shouldn’t be mixed up in this.”

The boy shrugged. “I could. I don’t want to.”

“Why not?” Tamerlan asked. He felt so tired. He wished it was all over, that the worst had already happened. The waiting was the hardest part – the not knowing and the hoping it wouldn’t be so bad next time. It was killing him.

“I want to see what happens next. This is more interesting than fishing or paddling people around for copper coins.” He shrugged. “Maybe if I hang around long enough, I’ll be in a story, too.”

“You wouldn’t like it,” Tamerlan said gently. He hated it. He wished he didn’t have to do it.

“You’re just saying that because you’re a nice boy and nice boys don’t like doing wild things. I’m a wild boy. I don’t like doing nice things.”

Tamerlan snorted a laugh and Jhinn joined him. 

“Now,” Jhinn said. “Grind up those weird ingredients in your stone dish and I’ll show you how to roll them up.”




Summernight

(Last Night of Summernight)

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




30: Summernight
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Tamerlan

The feeling of the city as the gondola slid down the canals was a strange one. The colored lights were still lit along the canals. Roses still hung in bunches, drooping a little now, their petals falling to float on the canals like red teardrops. The smells of toffee, fragrant teas, and fruit pies still drifted in the air, but the spirit of the city felt like nothing Tamerlan had ever felt before. 

The celebrations in the streets above and spilling down into the canals and gondolas below were almost manic in their intensity, as if by jubilant celebration the party-goers could erase the turmoil cast over the city last night. Everyone was wearing their costumes tonight. Even the gondoliers and the Waverunners in their strange houseboats were decked in the garb of the Legends, honoring the spirits of the dead heroes.

But there was another strange note to the celebrations. A note of violence. 

Tamerlan saw more than one wicked glare from a gondolier as they swept up the canals. When they passed the smoking wreckage of the Temple District and the heart-rending wails from above, the gondoliers rowed twice as fast with steely faces. Their passengers laughed doubly loud, their eyes glued to the water or each other but not, definitely not, to the wreckage in the streets above. 

“The celebrations at the Seven Sun Palace are going to be the best of all time,” a girl dressed as Queen Mer said in the gondola beside theirs. 

Tamerlan rowed harder. Jhinn had given him an oar, too, and the tiny craft zipped up the canal like a thrown dart. They weren’t fast enough not to catch snippets of conversations that Tamerlan wished he didn’t have to hear.

“It’s going to be lavish. The feast alone has emptied the Trade District of fresh fruits and I heard the Artificers have a special surprise!”

“Better than those golden cages? Those were sublime!”

Whatever the Lord Mythos had planned tonight was only a cover for the main event – the sacrifice of Tamerlan’s sister. And no amount of fresh fruit or fascinating displays could distract Tamerlan from that.

He watched the crowd, though, as it made its way up the canals in a flotilla of gondolas as if the partygoers were laying siege to the Seven Suns Palace. He was invisible to them in his uniform, just another piece of the city.

Dragon-send that was true when he arrived, too.

He and Jhinn rowed in silence. They had their plan. And Jhinn was set on helping. Nothing Tamerlan had said could turn the boy around. In all likelihood, Tamerlan would fail again. But this time if he failed, he would die doing it. And then, hopefully, Jhinn would get safely away. 

And even though that was almost assured, he couldn’t stop hoping that he would succeed and that in just a few hours they would be shooting down these channels with Amaryllis tucked in the little hollow in the front of the gondola. 

They paused with the other boats, waiting for the lock workers to raise all the boats up to the next level of the canal. The hydraulic pumps worked in the background and they rose upward to the next level, the level that would bring them to the Seven Suns Palace. 

Tamerlan’s eyes drifted over the crowd, taking in the elaborate costumes. No expense had been spared on these. Dyed feathers, swaths of silk, ruffled tulle, bright shining glass-work – even some real gems – bedecked the party-goers and the overly-merry looks on their faces brought out a glassiness to their eyes and redness to their cheeks that was visible even in the twilight. 

When, finally, the lock was opened again, they rushed forward, racers in an exhibition no one had planned. 

Was that – ? No. 

His mind was playing tricks on him. He had almost thought he’d seen someone dressed as the other Legend. The one no one spoke of. The one – if history was true- who had made all of this possible – the five cities of the Dragonblood Plain, Jingen itself, the peace of the five cities. None of it would be possible without him, and yet no one would speak his name. Not just because he had gone insane after his great deeds but because no one wanted anyone to get ideas. After all, in a city built on an ancient dragon – even a mythical one only true in the minds of the religious – a dragon slayer was a terrible thing.

They were in the moat now, jam-packed among the other gondolas. Tamerlan glanced back at Jhinn who lifted a single eyebrow. But the bare hint of a smile on his lips spoke of his excitement. They were there. It was now.

Tamerlan took a deep breath, patted his pockets, and this time when they slid through the portcullis with the others and skimmed to the dock, there was no Byron Bronzebow stealing away his chances. This time, he leapt from the gondola to the dock with a quick wave to Jhinn and joined the jostling crowd.

Jhinn eased his gondola into the shadows. It wasn’t going to be easy for him to sneak into the Palace moat to wait.

Tamerlan’s heart was racing. His breath coming so fast that he had to fight it back to a normal rhythm. He was here. He was further than he’d managed to get before. No one noticed him as he strode through the crowd, his blue cloak and guard uniform making him just a usual part of the celebrations. 

Now, he had to find the tower, free his sister, and end all of this.

He followed the crowd to the entrance of a Grand Hall. On either side of the entrance, musicians dressed like the Legends played a tune so frenetic and wild but compellingly beautiful that the crowd pressed ever forward, ignited by the music. 

Tamerlan pressed forward with them. He wasn’t looking at the soaring pillars or the scenes painted on the ceilings. He wasn’t marveling at the polished marble beneath their feet or at the frescoes and inlays. His mind was racing on what to do next. 

Once he reached the Grand Hall, there would be more chaos. Perhaps there he could slip away through one of the doors and find his way to the Sunset Tower. He took a deep breath as he reached the entrance.

“Landholds Chee G’hing and Sha’lain G’hing!” the steward announced, his voice ringing into the Grand Hall – as if anyone in the party could even hear it over the roar of voices. 

Music poured out from the orchestral arrangements, and couples danced in the ballroom, while on the edges of the dance floor the other party-goers feasted at over-laden tables or viewed the wonders staged around the room – set in alcoves or hanging from the ceiling on golden chains. There were strange birds with plumage that rivaled the Legend costumes with their bright colors. There were caged creatures with sharp claws and sharper fangs. Statues that sprang to life when people passed, tattooed fortune tellers, panes of colored glass in diamond patterns with light shining through while dark silhouettes behind the glass mimed the stories of the Legends. It was more than a man could take in with a single glance – and it made it hard to see the entrances and exits of the room. It obscured where his attention should be focused.

At the very center of the room, a massive, gilded grandmother clock – a diamond shaped face and gem-encrusted hands, held up on four gilded pillars – was encased in a glass dome. Around it, whirled and spun gears of every size and shape, a massive tribute to the Timekeeper religion and a reminder to Tamerlan that time was short. There were more gears than he could count ranging from the size of a gondola to the size of a marble. It glowed in a way that suggested magic was at work in the careful tick of the sparkling hands as they danced around the face of the clock.

Shaking himself, he dragged his gaze away from the clock and tucked in behind a group of five people in costumes so flamboyant that no one would notice a mere guard behind them. As the steward announced them, he slipped into the Grand Hall, skirting behind a golden cage occupied by a very life-like Deathless Pirate and a dozen colorful birds with magnificent plumage. Smoke and secrets seemed to drift out of the cage as if by magic, whispering to Tamerlan of the gold on islands far beyond the horizon.

The pirate winked as he hurried past and he jumped with surprise, dodging behind an elaborate gear-and-weights display that moved in a steady metronome rhythm as if it, too, was a time-telling device. Maybe it was, though it rose so high in the vaulted ceiling that the tip of it was completely obscured by the darkness above the chandeliers. 

Laughter from golden balconies above the Grand Hall spilled down into the room as waving silhouettes pointed down at the wonders below. 

He needed to find a place to wait where no one would be suspicious.

There. At the other end of the room a row of guards stood in front of a massive black curtain covering most of the back wall and reaching as high up as Tamerlan could see in the shadows above the chandeliers. On either side of the curtain, open braziers – as wide across as Tamerlan was tall – were alive with leaping violet flames and popping sparks. Dragons cast in metal were wrought around the sides of the braziers, standing as tall as he was, and the flames inside their silhouettes made it look like they danced and swayed. They also cast long shadows.

Tamerlan strode through the partiers, standing aside politely for anyone in his path until eventually he found one of the dark leaping shadows behind the brazier to the right of the curtain and carefully stood so that it swallowed him up.

He patted his pocket with the rolled-up spices – the recipe for the Bridge of Legends. When the time came, he could use the brazier to light it. Patience was key. It was not midnight yet. He had time to wait for the right moment if he didn’t act too soon.

This was his last chance.

Somewhere, behind that black curtain, was Tamerlan’s sister.

And somehow, he was going to get her out of here.
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31: Silk Dresses and Swords
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Marielle

Marielle’s mother loved pretty dresses. When Marielle was small, her mother would sometimes dress her up in them and paint her face with bright colors to make her “pretty” and they would take canal rides through the Trade District with all her mother’s friends ‘to remind people we exist’ her mother had said. Marielle still blushed at the memories. And when people insisted that she wear a dress, she still wondered if they were trying to remind people of something.

“You’ll wear the dress he sent, and you’ll go to the party at the time the card says, or so help me, I will throw you out of the Scenters,” Captain Ironarm had said when the dress arrived at the Watch House. “We have a District half-burnt to the ground, hundreds of dead, a band of killers on the loose who have disappeared and left no trace, and Jingen Watch Officer funerals to plan. This is not the day to test me.”

“I’m a Watch Officer,” Marielle had insisted for the third time, “not a doll to be dressed up and sent to parties on the whim of a noble.”

“You were fine with it last time.”

“Last time was different.”

Captain Ironarm had sighed. She’d been up all day sifting through the Temple District, just like Marielle and Carnelian. And just like them, she’d come back to the Watch House to find the wrapped box with the dress and the invitation.

“Marielle, I’m a fair Captain. I keep a fair rota. I don’t give out punishments lightly or turn a blind eye to bribes. But Marielle, when the leader of the city asks for assistance from a Watch Officer, I don’t say no. I don’t care if he wants you to dress up as a rat and run through a maze, you put on the clothes he sent and you go and do what he asks you to do. And you do it because you are grateful to help the city. It’s not like he’s asking for anything that might ...” she had waved her hands as if looking for words, “disrespect you. The note clearly says he wants you there close to the Lady Sacrifice in case you can smell a hint of the people who rampaged through the Temple District last night.”

“In a dress? Why can’t I at least wear my uniform?” Marielle had felt her lower lip trembling. There was something wrong about this. You didn’t ask a girl to wear a pretty dress to investigate a crime. You didn’t send it with rose petals thrown on top to make it smell nice. The whole thing made her skin crawl. Besides, if she had to stand next to the Lady Sacrifice then she’d have to see with her own eyes the one crime she wasn’t brave enough to stop.

“Maybe he doesn’t want people to know you’re a Watch Officer. A disguise will help you go unnoticed – give you a chance to notice the people you are looking for without being noticed. Or maybe he just doesn’t want to cause a panic on a night where the whole city is this,” she had snapped her fingers, “close to exploding. Or maybe he just likes girls to wear pretty dresses. Insulting? Maybe. But you could be doing worse things for your keep, and on a night where I have to go tell five orphans that their father is never coming home, I don’t really care if a junior Scenter isn’t being shown the full measure of the dignity she feels she deserves. Is that understood?”

It had been understood. Marielle had dressed in the clingy silk dress, resentful of its pale purity and the way it clung to every curve. She still wore her leather boots under it, even though they looked ridiculous. No one had left any orders about shoes. It was her one small rebellion. She also had raided the armory, strapping a knife the length of her forearm to her inner calf, tucked partway into the boot. In the other boot, she stuffed her watch badge. It made walking uncomfortable, but it made Marielle feel a little less underdressed. 

“Those boots look ridiculous,” Carnelian said as they waited to enter the Grand Hall in the Seven Suns Palace. Carnelian didn’t have to wear a dress. Carnelian had been allowed to wear her uniform. Just looking at it made Marielle want to spit. She felt naked in the thin dress. “And don’t sulk. You look five years younger when you sulk, and you already look too young for this job.”

Marielle shivered. It wasn’t just that her dress was too light. It was also the strange atmosphere of this Summernight. The parties in the streets on the way there had been wild – but not in a celebratory way. Everywhere she went, she smelled whiffs of the crackling lightning-blue and acrid smell of fear tinging thoughts of the people around her. It mixed with their festivities in a way that washed everything in the frenetic smell of magenta and lemon. It agitated Marielle, making her nose itch and her skin crawl. This city was on the edge of exploding into violence. One wrong word tonight. One wrong action, and the pretty front of costumes and lights and music would be torn away by the rabid animal within.

“You worry too much. We were invited by the leader of our city. We should be proud to represent the Jingen City Watch.” Carnelian held her head high as she spoke, but Carnelian wore a Watch uniform – clean and polished, but still a uniform. She was not dressed like a sacrificial lamb – again.

And Carnelian had no idea what was happening in the crowd around them. Marielle knew this smell. She smelled it sometimes on the docks when they were unloading next to the slaughterhouses. It was the smell of a herd ruled by fear. The smell of animals sniffing the air and wondering why they smelt death nearby. It was the smell of nerves and waiting, the smell of close violence and pervasive fear. 

There had been one other time that Marielle had smelled it. Right before last year’s Autumntide when someone near the slaughterhouses had thought it was a good idea to cut corners on the new fence. The fence had come down and the result had been a stampede through the streets of the Trade District. She’d never forget that smell. 

It was all around them here in the entrance to the Grand Hall, just like it had been all around them on their way through the streets of Jingen.

“Jingen Watch Officer Carnelian Fishnetter, and Marielle Valenspear,” the steward said as they passed through the doors into the marvels of the room beyond. But Marielle was not amused by the woman who rode by at that exact moment, balanced perfectly on her unicycle and blowing shining sparkles into their faces. Because while those around her clapped with glee, all Marielle could smell was the thick scent of fear rolling over the mob, like waves over the sand. 

She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry as Carnelian tugged her past laughing, costumed partyers and smooth-faced servants with trays. 

“This way, there is a place reserved for us,” Carnelian said. 

There was a burst of sparks from the ceiling and a wave of tambourines began to shake from the sides of the room and then colorful cloth fell from the ceiling with a whump.

Marielle flinched, sinking into a protective crouch, ready for a fight. Who had fallen from the ceiling so high above? How did they get there?

But the crowd was clapping and laughing. Carnelian pulled her back to her feet as dancers whirled through the silks and the music began to pulse from every direction. They swirled around the massive grandmother clock – taller than four people standing on top of each other, the diameter of the base wider than two people end to end.

“It’s the entertainment!” Carnelian yelled to her over the voices and shouts from the crowd. “Didn’t you see all the bright colors? It’s like the inside of a gem-encrusted crown!”

Of course Marielle hadn’t seen gem-like colors. 

“You should see all the gold! This must have cost a fortune,” Carnelian continued.

And Marielle didn’t see that, either. The only color Marielle saw was frenetic blue-lightning fear sparking and flowing from one person to the next until she wondered how anyone maintained a smile at all instead of hunkering in the corner. 

They were getting closer to a black curtain on the other side of the room, sliding between bodies of impressed people gaping up at the ceiling.

“Do you see him? He shot out of the chandelier! Have you ever seen anyone flip like that?” a woman she passed was saying. Acrobats had arrived.

Ahead of them, there was an eddy in the electric blue smell. A pulsing orange ginger laced with turquoise and sparkling gold. Marielle’s eyes widened as Carnelian pulled her closer and closer. If she could just catch a glimpse to confirm ... If she could just be absolutely sure that it was Tamerlan in the long shadow by the brazier ...

“Marielle Valenspear,” the honey-thick voice almost seemed to speak right in her ear and then she was overwhelmed by the smell of magic and musk as the Lord Mythos flourished his cape with a smile and took his hat off to her. “I’ve been waiting for your arrival.” 

The fear that rolled over the crowd intensified around him – Etienne Velendark, the Lord Mythos – forming waves so high and wide that they seemed to wash away almost every other emotion so that one person’s too-bright eyes met another’s nervous laugh which turned to watch the color drain from another’s face. 

Something was going terribly wrong in Jingen.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




32: Hope Twists
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Marielle

“You’re late,” Lord Mythos said, but his narrowed eyes were on Carnelian who seemed to shrug slightly. 

Why would she do that? Perhaps it was only a trick of the light because a moment later she was bowing deeply, pulling Marielle down with her.

“Lord Mythos,” Marielle said respectfully.

“The Canticler is about to begin, and I crave your company for the reading,” Etienne Velendark, the Lord Mythos said, extending his arm in its perfectly tailored silk coat.

Marielle froze. The Canticler was already about to begin? How late was the hour? Fear knotted in her belly. She wished she’d been able to see if that eddy in the tides of the crowd was Tamerlan. After the destruction he’d caused yesterday – after the lives he’d taken – she knew he was a danger to them all. She was here to watch for trouble, wasn’t she? She was here to enforce the law.

Carnelian elbowed her in the ribs and with a start, she realized that the Lord Mythos was still waiting, arm held out for her to take. One of his eyebrows was arched like he found her discomposure amusing, but the look in his eyes was not amusement and his beautiful features were razor-sharp and almost otherworldly as they flared with pops of colorful magic residue.

His scent, oddly enough, was the smell and color of garlic  – uncertainty. Like he was re-evaluating something. Perhaps he regretted singling out a Watch Officer like this.

Marielle hastily took his arm, surprised when Carnelian followed closely behind her. She hadn’t been invited to join Lord Mythos and it wasn’t like Carnelian to be presumptuous to Landholds – never mind the ruler of their city. Marielle shot her a warning look, but when she met Carnelian’s eyes, the other woman didn’t seem to notice her at all. 

They walked with the Lord Mythos as the crowd parted and the dark curtain ahead of them loomed. Was the Lady Sacrifice behind that curtain? She felt a little hot at the thought – sweat breaking out under her pretty dress.

This was the moment when Marielle should be walking behind the curtain and to take her place.  Because despite everything that Tamerlan did, his sister was still an innocent girl and she was going to be sacrificed. Marielle smelled magic behind the curtain – a magic so powerful that it made it hard to smell anything else, hard to smell the blue fear driving the crowd or the clove and mint smell of Lord Mythos, or Carnelian’s boot polish and beer. Hard to smell the girl who must be back there. Hard to smell anything but the pop and sizzle of living, breathing magic. She wanted more.

The black curtain was framed by a golden frieze of roses and lotuses and to one side was a raised three-tiered pulpit – each tier a little smaller than the one below – and sounding board. It was a strange contraption that looked foreign in a Grand Hall, but it could carry a voice over the crowd. 

The Canticler climbed the stairs up to the pulpit, his white Timekeeper clergy robes spotless despite the chaos in that District. As he climbed, the Lord Mythos pulled Marielle to the pulpit, taking his place on the ground level of the tall, spindly structure. Applause filled the air as he took his place, gesturing for Marielle to stand beside him. 

She felt her cheeks growing hot as she looked out at the eager faces, flushed with excitement and bright-eyed in the throes of their celebration. They turned her stomach. They were going to watch as an innocent girl died. She was going to watch. 

She leaned against the wooden rail – certain she might empty her stomach. Her head felt light.

How far was she going to let this go before she did something about it? Her mouth was dry. Her tongue thick, curling with nausea. 

She needed to speak. She needed to offer herself for the other girl. Why wouldn’t the words come when she felt so desperate to speak them? Her heart pounded in her chest and she gripped the rail of the pulpit with sweat-slicked palms. And tears formed in her eyes as her tongue stayed silent. She didn’t have the courage to give herself for another.

She was too cowardly to do what was right. 

When the Canticler reached the top, he opened a leather-bound tome. He was younger than she thought he would be – barely graying at all – but what did she know of religion? She’d never been a part of the class of people who spent time in the temples. All she knew about Canticlers was that they knew the laws of Jingen backward and forwards and they knew the holy texts. They could quote any of them at will.

And now, as the Canticler’s chant carried out over the Grand Hall, the music faded, and the last sounds of the party stopped as Marielle fought against the mounting shame of her choice to stay silent. Even the spectacles were quiet, the actors freezing in position and the wild beasts calming.   

The sound of thousands of throats drawing in breath filled the air. They waited, watching the curtain and the pulpit.

The Canticler began his recitation, “The Pact between the five cities of the Dragonblood Plains was signed and sealed under King Abelmeyer the One-Eyed and the Lords of the Five Cities. And it is from this pact that Jingen derives her laws and from it that we find our purpose, our prosperity, and our pride.”

“Our pride,” the people echoed by rote and as they spoke, the black curtain began to part and the guards who had been stationed in front of it surged forward. 

For a moment, Marielle’s eyes grew wide as lamplight flashed off their gleaming armor and blades. Were they under attack? Was it Tamerlan? Had he really been in the crowd? 

But it was only part of the show. The guards whirled in careful choreography, sword blades flashing, and then settled in place on one knee, swords held up in a salute. They were still guarding the curtain, but now the crowd could see easily over their heads.

There was a gasp as the slowly parting curtain revealed a wall with a mural of King Abelmeyer holding his sword aloft, dragons swirling in the sky above him. On the hills behind him, sword in hand, Marielle almost thought she could pick out the painted shape of the other Legend – the unspeakable killer of dragons. The wall began to slowly move, rotating the image. Marielle looked at the floor below the wall. Unseen clockwork gears turned and it was as if the entire Grand Hall were rotating – or perhaps it was just that wall with the mural. 

“The Legends stood watch over the signing of the pact,” the Canticler intoned and there were gasps of delight as the shifting wall revealed the Legends painted in their most memorable poses. “And by our catechism, we know that for blood, we give blood. For the lives of our city, we must give life. For the wrongs of our people, we must do a wrong.”

The red of the crowd – the fear and violence began to pulse with his words as if the people resonated. Yes, they seemed to say, let someone else die for us. Let them take the pain and horror and leave us free to dance. 

But how could Marielle judge that raw selfishness in their eyes? Marielle, who could take all that away from the innocent victim with just a few words? 

Her head began to swim as the scent of magic grew stronger, reaching through the room like tentacles. It made it harder to think, harder to reason, like she was drunk on it.  

The people who died in the Temple District had been her fault. She was no innocent. Not like the girl they were going to sacrifice. If she really respected tradition, wouldn’t she want to uphold it? And if she really respected the value of human life, couldn’t she admit that her guilty life should be the one forfeited, not this innocent girl’s? It all made perfect sense as the magic swirled through her lungs, making her dizzy with the pleasure of the scent, washing away her nausea with the scent of lilac and vanilla, a scent that made her suck in gulping breaths to draw in as much of it as possible.

“On Summernight, at midnight each year, we give our Lady Sacrifice. She is blood of the Dragonblooded, sacrificed for us all, to bind magic to Jingen, to save our city from the wrath of the dragon, and to grant to her people one more year. As the laws of Jingen state, ‘Each year a Dragonblooded woman of twenty-five years or fewer, unmarried, having borne no children, will be chosen from among the city and surrounding districts. She shall be purchased with blood money from her family and her blood shall be spilled upon the spine of the dragon. Any who hinder this shall be subject to prosecution and execution by Jingen City Law II A and their names shall be stricken from the books of births and remembered no more.”

It was the law. And the law was clear and easy to understand.  Marielle should have realized that when Tamerlan asked her to break it. She should have realized that there would be consequences. And now, there were hundreds dead because she had chosen to put herself over the law.  

It was so hard to think with the magic swirling through her mind. So hard to grasp what was happening, but that part was true. She could see it so clearly now – almost as if someone was speaking into her mind. How had she failed to see it before? It had been her selfishness that killed those people. And only her selfishness could make an innocent die here tonight.

“It is for this purpose that we gather. We honor the Lady.”

The crowd roared in appreciation as the wall mural finally showed the Lady Sacrifice, grim-faced but lovely, her head raised high as the Lord of the city – the Lord Mythos – raised his knife.

Someone would die tonight. 

And that person would be Marielle.

“Lord Mythos,” she said, urgently. “Take me instead.”

His dark eyes were like pools of sympathy as he gently smiled. “I thought you might ask for that, Marielle.” He bent in close until his breath raised goosebumps along her bare arms and across her neck. “I knew you were exactly what you seemed – pure of heart and noble. I knew you could never let someone else die while you lived.”

The crowd still cheered, and the scent of magic swelled ever stronger – filling her, intoxicating her, making it all feel so unreal like a tide sweeping her away.

“But trust me when I tell you, I didn’t want to do this,” he said and his hand clamped around her arm, iron tight.
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33: Breath of Ash


[image: image]


Tamerlan

“It is for this purpose we gather,” the man at the lectern said, speaking as if it was just another day of murdering innocent sisters. 

Tamerlan’s hands shook as he pulled the rolled paper out. It was time. Any moment now they were going to drag his innocent sister out from where they held her, and they were going to slaughter her here in front of everyone and he had one chance to stop them – this chance.

But he couldn’t stop the shakes that rippled through him, making his fingers clumsy. He dropped the paper, quickly scooping it back up from the ground. The ends were still twisted. He hadn’t lost the precious materials within. 

Images flashed across his eyes. Images of people fleeing for their lives while he watched himself kill them, brutally discarding their broken bodies like tattered rags flung from a workshop. 

What if that happened again? What if he slaughtered innocents again? He’d heard their mothers wailing and their fathers weeping in the streets. He still felt raw inside, like he bore a wound across his heart that would never heal. But if he didn’t at least try to save Amaryllis, he would have done all of that for nothing, right? It was a simple choice – either try again and make all the evil he had done worth it for the good he could achieve, or don’t try and it would still have been done but now Amaryllis would die, too.

Simple – but still not easy. He bit the inside of his cheek as the images rippled across his mind’s eye, biting harder at the pain that ripped through him, triggered by the memories. He could taste blood. The inside of his cheek felt ragged against his tongue, but it was hard to stop, hard to wrench himself away from the memories of that horror. 

This one thing was all that was left. He just had to do this one thing – save his sister. The thing he’d been doing all of this for. And then he could deal with the memories and the guilt. Then he could bury himself in shame, drink away the memories, hide himself from friends, slide into decrepit death. 

But first this.

He drew a long, tremulous breath, glad that it was hard for anyone to see him. He reached over to the brazier and lit the roll of paper, bringing it to his lips to draw in the smoke. It flowed over his ragged cheek, across his tongue and sucked deep into his lungs. He stifled the cough, letting the smoke drift out his nose.

There was nothing yet. He pulled again on the smoke, scanning the sights before him, ready to charge.

The moving mural was still slowly spinning and the Canticler was still speaking, “We bless the sacrifice, placing on her our debt. Placing on her our hopes.”

The mural spun into the wall and now a lattice of gold and roses was revealed as the wall continued to turn. Was that the whole base of the Sunset Tower spinning beside the Hall? Or was the Hall spinning around the tower? The ground beneath Tamerlan rumbled from the movement of weighty stone on weighty stone. Red light spilled from the lattice, flooding the front of the room as the crowd drew a wonderous breath together.

What was wrong with them? They were treating this travesty like entertainment! Their eyes sparkled, raptured looks painting their grotesque, made-up faces, their costumes looking utterly ridiculous – or maybe it was more pitiable, like children come to witness a beheading. Lost, broken children. What was wrong with Jingen?

The Legend still hadn’t come for him. Maybe smoking the ingredients this way didn’t work. Maybe he wasn’t getting enough smoke. He puffed madly on the roll of paper, his hands shaking like leaves in a thunderstorm, and his heart beating so hard that his pulse pummeled his eardrums. Come on, Tamerlan! Come on! Open that Bridge!

His eyes flitted along the rapt faces, watching them, seeing them in the crowd, trying to cement in his mind an image of who these people were who so glibly sacrificed the life of another for their own. 

Wait. 

He ran his eyes back through the crowd to the girl dressed like the Lady Sacrifice – the one with long blonde hair arranged in elaborate curls and the virginal white dress dipped in pink at the edges. The girl with flushing cheeks and excited eyes. The girl who was standing right beside his father.

Oh no.

No, no. no. 

He was wrong. The Lady Sacrifice wasn’t going to be Amaryllis at all. His sister was safe, here only to attend the celebration. They must be guests. They must have come, as Landholds sometimes did, to attend the party.

But those had been her eyes on the barge, looking at him through the curtain. That had been her desperate, tear-stained face. 

How could he have been so wrong?

He felt light-headed, suddenly, and his feet tingled as if all his blood had rushed away from his head and to his feet. They were glued in place, unable to run away from the events he had already set in motion. 

Because it was too late for Tamerlan. Too late. The smoke filling his lungs was finally working its magic.

What had he done? What would he do?

The roll of paper dropped from his hand at the same moment that the moving wall finally opened to reveal the heart of the Sunset Tower. The bright glow coming from the base of the tower filled the Grand Hall, making the bright braziers and glowing chandeliers seem like candles on a summer afternoon. The rock of the floor – shaped like dragon scales, seemed to pulse to the same rhythm as Tamerlan’s racing heart. 

At the very center of the room, a horrific metal contraption – like the ribcage of some beast of prey – stood open, the straps to hold hands and feet were loose and ready to receive a victim. The drains that ran beneath it led to the glowing chasm on the other side of the tower base.

“Accept our sacrifice, dragon!” the Canticler said as Tamerlan’s hands reached for his sword – no longer directed by him at all. “Spare us from your wrath!” 

DRAGON! a deep voice in Tamerlan’s head roared.

The massive clock at the center of the Grand Hall began to strike.
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34: Lady Sacrifice
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Marielle

The Lord Mythos had her arm in his hand, his eyes narrowing as the Canticler continued, “We bless the sacrifice, placing on her our debt. Placing on her our hopes.”

“The blessings of Jingen are upon her,” he said, his face grave.

Marielle swallowed. She’d chosen this. She’d chosen to take someone else’s place so that they wouldn’t have to die. She couldn’t back out now. She had to be strong.

As the mural faded and was replaced by a metal lattice, she strained to look through the lattice. Where was the girl?

Carnelian pushed a path through the spectators from the lower level of the pulpit and the Lord Mythos strode through it – Marielle’s arm still clamped in his hand. Seven Suns Palace guards formed up around them, obscuring Marielle’s view as she strained to see the girl whose life she would save. Where was she? A niggling voice in the back of her mind said, ‘Are you sure she’s worth it?’

Her mouth was dry, her limbs wooden and clunky. Why was Carnelian pressing in so close to her back? She glanced behind her to see her friend’s firm expression and tight eyes. She’d expected more protest from Carnelian. Instead, that sweet smell she sometimes caught a whiff of when Carnelian was around suddenly burst into a puff of fleshy-pink. It was the smell of rotting fruit. And betrayal.

And then the lattice opened up as the wall moved. 

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” the Lord Mythos asked through a cold mask. “The tower walls spin on huge gears. A genius invention. I wish I could have shown you how it works.”

And the room it revealed was the very one that the Lord Mythos had led Marielle into, but this time, as the light spilled out from the tower into the room beyond, it spread past the railing at the back of the tower and out to a black metal chair in the center of the room – a chair that looked like a giant squid, if squids had legs of blades and wickedness.

And it was empty. 

There was no Lady Sacrifice in the chair. There was no Lady sobbing in the room, her eyes looking desperately for her salvation. 

Marielle looked down at the dress she wore – the one that the Lord Mythos had insisted she wear –  and then at the empty chair and then at Carnelian, stiff and blank-faced behind her. She felt the blood drain from her head so quickly that she stumbled, her vision clouding with popping black and white stars, the smell of acid and blood in her nose.

“Etienne,” she said, her voice only a ghost of what it usually was. The voice of a child seeking reassurance.

“Marielle,” he replied gently but still pulling her along, her booted feet dragging slightly as if her body was just now realizing what her mind had concluded.

“I thought you said you didn’t want me to die.” She hated how her voice wavered. She was a Scenter. A Jingen City Guard. She was strong and capable. She was a hunter of criminals, a lover of the law. She was not a helpless sacrifice. 

Only, that wasn’t true, was it?

“I also told you that I would do anything, sacrifice anything for Jingen,” the Lord Mythos said.

“It’s just a tradition. It’s superstition.”

“Oh no, sweet Marielle. It’s very real. Your blood will save the lives of thousands.”

She tried to pull away from Lord Mythos’ grip, but she couldn’t budge his hold. Carnelian stepped up and took her other arm in a firm hand.

“But there was never another Lady Sacrifice, was there?”

A look of pain flashed across his face. “Circumstances changed. Debts were called in.”

“Accept our sacrifice, dragon!” the Canticler said as Carnelian and the Lord Mythos pulled her into the opening. Her feet were on the scales of the dragon. “Spare us from your wrath!”

She could feel the ebb and pulse of something underneath her – something alive.

The massive grandmother clock began to strike.

Bong.

The scent of magic filled the air around her until it was all she could smell. It obscured her vision, painting everything turquoise and gold.

Bong.

The crowd was chanting something she couldn’t make out. Her breath was coming in gasps.

“No,” she whispered, fighting against the iron grips that held her.

Bong.

“Shhh ... don’t fight it,” Etienne, Lord Mythos said, his young face twisted with pity as he pushed her into the horrific chair. “Remember that impulse you had to give your life for someone else? Cling to that.”

Bong.

They strapped her wrist in place.

Bong.

She could only hear the sound of the clock and the fervent cries of the worshipful crowd and a low purr in her mind like the largest cat in the world was happy.

Bong.

Both her hands were tethered now. She fought the bonds, tears streaming down her face.

Bong.

She could measure her life in seconds as she drew in the magic-laced air around her, choking on her stuttering breaths. She had five bongs of the grandmother clock left to live.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




35: Ram the Hunter


[image: image]


Tamerlan

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

It was as if that was the only thought that the Legend had as he took over Tamerlan’s body, raising his sword high and leaping from the shadows.

No! Tamerlan tried to shout as he leapt into the screaming crowds, surging forward. At least whoever this Legend was, he wasn’t slaughtering the crowd. A small mercy in a terrible mistake. He shouldn’t have smoked first. He should have waited and made absolutely certain that his sister was the one being sacrificed. He sought her through eyes no longer under his control – saw her screaming and darting behind his father, saw his father draw a blade to defend her.

But the crowd was not in danger. Tamerlan was the one in danger. A ring of Seven Suns Palace guards surrounded the base of the Sunset Tower. No longer kneeling, they sprang to their feet, swords flashing.

Screams erupted from the crowd and loud curses. They shrank away, distancing themselves from the spectacle. But there was curiosity there, too. There were looks that told Tamerlan that they still wanted to be entertained. Was this fun for them? Watching a man rush with cold steel against other men was a delight? Didn’t they realize that steel could bite and rend, could shred muscle and cleave bone. Didn’t they realize that pain and mutilation weren’t just things that happened to other people?

Tamerlan rushed toward the guards – the seconds seeming to take as long as drawn out minutes.

By the second bong his sword arm was raised and the unprotected neck of the guard – still fumbling for his sword – filled Tamerlan’s vision. He wanted to screw his eyes shut. He wanted to stop, but his body moved on its own, slashing across the guard’s exposed neck, parting the flesh in a way too gruesome for words. Bodies were meant to be whole and strong – vessels for the spirits they housed. They were not meant to be torn like rags.

By the third bong, he was sailing over the dead guard, like a grasshopper in midsummer, landing in a perfectly-balanced crouch on the other side and sliding under the boar’s tooth sword position of the guard who brandished his sword with a grim face. His sword slipped up under it like a darting snake, flicking out to sever the artery in the man’s leg. 

As blood spurted across Tamerlan and the floor and the surrounding guards, the clock bonged a fourth time and now there were five opponents, sliding over the arterial blood, leaving curving red trails where their feet skidded over polished marble. These guards weren’t surprised anymore. They weren’t fumbling. Their nods and finger gestures spoke of discipline and team training.

It was time to die. Tamerlan didn’t mind so much. After all, Amaryllis was safe. And he had sins to pay for. Perhaps, in death, there might be mercy.

Be a man. Cowards shame us all.

Encouraging words. This Legend sure had a sweet spirit.

It does me good to once again dance with death.

The fifth bong rang in Tamerlan’s ears, almost drowning out the continued screams of the fleeing crowd. By the sound of things, people were getting hurt in the madness. He hoped his father was protecting Amaryllis. He hoped that the Legend didn’t make him turn on them.

Not with a dragon near.

He kept saying that like it was true.

The nearest soldier lunged at them – clearly a feint and yet they had to dodge. If it had been Tamerlan controlling his body, he would have dodged the first blow only to be speared by the sudden jab from the left that one of the other soldiers executed with the slick precision of training. But it wasn’t Tamerlan fighting. It was this Legend. And he chose to leap straight into the air – so much higher and faster than Tamerlan could even imagine. He leapt above both feints, spinning in the air with a muscle-popping maneuver that made the Tamerlan inside Tamerlan gasp, and then landing nearly on top of one of the guards. 

He leaned forward and bit, chomping down hard on the man’s nose and while the Legend’s jaw locked, twisting and pulling like a fighting dog, the Tamerlan inside screamed and screamed.

He tried to pull away, tried to close his eyes, but he already knew it wasn’t going to protect his mind from the acid horror eating away at his sanity.

On the sixth bong, the Legend spat the nose out of his mouth, turning from the agonized cries of his victim and spun, taking in the scene around him. Tamerlan didn’t know what he was looking at – what was important enough in his mind to warrant note, to react, to plan for. 

But what Tamerlan did see, changed everything. 

They were strapping a Lady Sacrifice to that torture chair anyway. It wasn’t Amaryllis of the dark eyes and bright gold hair. It was a woman with long dark hair, deep purple eyes, and tears streaming down her cheeks. Her huge eyes seemed to plead with him for help. He knew that face. 

Marielle.

They were going to kill the Scenter who had saved his life. 

Bong.

The Legend spun him into a complicated spin, scooping up a second sword as he moved and wind-milling between the guards with lightning-fast strikes so that they fell so close on each other’s heels that they seemed to die in a single stroke.

Perhaps, perhaps this bloodthirsty monster could be convinced to save Marielle.

The woman in white? Are they offering her to the dragon?

The voice seemed as disturbed as Tamerlan at the thought.

Yes! That was exactly what they were planning to do. 

Bong

They finished fastening her last strap around her foot, tying her dress to the strap – strange that they still cared about how things looked with the crowd stampeding away like frightened animals. Her heavy boots, strapped in the chair, looked odd with her filmy white dress.

The Legend leapt to one side, narrowly dodging an attack and then spinning in a complicated defense that slapped the sword from a guard’s hand with one sword while he ran the second sword under the arm of another guard. 

Tamerlan barely noticed the moans and cries of the fallen men anymore. They were all someone’s sweetheart or husband, son or father, brother or friend. And he took their lives like a child ripping daisies from the grass and he threw them away just as carelessly.

Bong.

But if they could just save Marielle...

I do not wish to see her die.

They’d have to hurry. There were only three more strikes and then it would be midnight and they would slit her throat. 

The Lord Mythos gripped a handle at the top of the ribcage-like chair and then with a powerful pull, he turned the whole chair on a wheel so that Marielle hung upside down, her mouth open in a cry of terror and her long hair falling to the floor.

Bong.

The Legend swung away from the last soldier. When had they killed the others? Tamerlan must have been distracted. He dodged the guard’s blow, kicking out with his foot and connecting solidly with the man’s knee as they ran by. The crunch of his breaking leg was loud enough to be heard even in this chaos.

Bong.

They leapt the rest of the way to the chair in a single bound. 

No one stands in the way of Ram the Hunter.

Ram? Ram the insane? The Legend who was not to be spoken of? The dragon hunter?

He reached out, snatching the knife from Lord Mythos’s hand with Tamerlan’s left hand and grabbing a lunging red-haired guard by the throat with the other hand.

Insane? I don’t think so. Everything I do makes perfect sense to me.

He broke the redhead’s neck with a crack.
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36: Flight from the Seven Suns 
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Marielle

Marielle felt thick bands of magic rising up from the floor, reaching for her. She could smell them – their intoxicating scent a mix of such strong lilac and vanilla mixed with a cedar musk that she could smell nothing else. They drew her so that even while she knew they were deadly, she wanted them to take hold of her.

She thought she might be screaming, but she didn’t know anymore if she was screaming from fear, or rage, or from desperate desire to be swallowed up by the reaching magic. 

Her pulse pounded in her head as it hung down, close to the drain, close to where her blood would leak out and satisfy the magic. Were those other screams she heard? Probably not. She was probably just drifting so far on the intoxication of the magic scent that she was hearing her own screams. So drunk on it, that she thought she even heard the clash of steel on steel and roaring battle cries. 

Perhaps, this was what death felt like. Perhaps it wasn’t a quiet slip into another world, but a riotous roar as the life rushed out of you.

She braced herself. Her eyes and nose were so flooded with magic that she could barely see or hear a thing. Her gift, in these last moments, was a mercy. She wouldn’t see the knife coming.

There was a loud snap from beside her. Strange. Something must have broken. Whatever it was fell to the ground heavily. 

And then the wheel was turning, and her feet fell loose. 

Something must have gone wrong.

Something must have stopped the ceremony and she was still so blind from all the magic that she couldn’t see it or hear it.

Her teeth rattled in her head as she began to shake, rattling against the metal chair like a seed in a dry gourd. The magic was too much. The power was too strong. She couldn’t think, couldn’t control her own body.

Another scent slid through the magic as her right hand was released. Gold. Gold and honey and cinnamon. She breathed it in, desperately trying to pull in anything other than the magic. It cleared some of the fog, and she saw a cloudy form wrenching the restraint off her other arm. 

Through the fog of her vision, she saw a dark shape rush at the golden form but he was tossed aside like a dry leaf. Marielle tried to stand, but she was shaken off her feet, falling painfully against the metal chair. The ground rolled like the river in a storm, marble and stone rippling like the sea.

Her breath caught in her throat as she froze, uncertain what do next, but now she was being swept up and thrown over a shoulder. She blinked as something hard drove into her belly like a wooden beam. It knocked her breath out and just as she was gasping to try to release her spasming muscles it hit again. 
Again, it plowed into her and again and again. 
Her savior was running, and his shoulder was knocking the air out of her body. She felt them soar through the air, felt his muscles bunch as he delivered blows and flung enemies aside. It was like being blind in the heart of a tornado. But her vision was clearing now that the tentacles were gone, and her scent was clearing, too.

Terror spiked bright and blaring from every direction. It pulsed harder when the earth shook – what was causing that shaking? Could it be an earthquake? – and seemed to spike wherever they passed. 

They were moving upward as if they were climbing stairs. Crashes and crunches around them suggested falling furniture and masonry. What was happening out there?

And then fresh air hit her hard in the face and she could smell the open air. It cleared the worst of the magic and she could finally see clearly. She pushed up from where she was awkwardly slung across a shoulder. They were on the wall around the Seven Suns Palace.

“Put me down!” she yelled. She was no Jing urn to be stolen from a palace. No precious ruby to make off with – even by her savior.

The wall of the palace shook slightly, like a bowl wobbling after being set too roughly on a table. Below them, screaming crowds poured from the palace, screaming and fighting to leave, their decorations and costumes falling from them like the shed skin of a snake as they rushed from the palace. Wigs and hats, necklaces and capes, and trampled bodies fell in their hurried escape, landing on the moat below, under the feet of those fleeing, or flying through the breeze out across the Government District. 

A boy in a little gondola on the palace moat ducked as someone’s belt of skulls flew through the air, narrowly missing him.

Perched at the height of Jingen, the entire city could be seen from the top of the Seven Suns Palace and for Marielle, it was painted in the rainbow hues of terror, mourning, and ecstasy. 

None of this made any sense. Why was the ground shaking so badly? Why was the city so full of terror? Perhaps she really had died, and this was the next life, and for her sins, she was paying in fear.

She twisted to look up. But she didn’t need to guess who had saved her. She would have known his scent anywhere.  Even without the glimpse of light-colored hair and broad shoulders as he whirled in a dance of death, sliding from one graceful sword form to the next, she knew exactly who this was – Tamerlan Zi’fen, the murderer of the Temple District. The man who had been so desperate to save his sister.

He’d saved her instead.

Was it wrong that her heart soared with joy? Was it wrong that she was so happy to be alive?

There was some commotion she couldn’t hear and then a breathless Lord Mythos called out.

“Put the sacrifice down. You can go if you do. But we need her.”

“No.” The answer was a growl – a growl she didn’t recognize, but she knew this scent. She wasn’t wrong about who had saved her. 

“Put me down,” she whispered. “I can fight, too.”

He ignored her.

“Can’t you feel the dragon waking?” the Lord Mythos asked. His voice was ragged with emotion, desperation carrying through the wind in orange ginger pulses. “Only her blood can stop it. Only her blood can save us all.”

Tamerlan set her gently to the ground, shoving one of his swords into her hands while she was still gasping in surprise. 

They were surrounded by guards, swords held out in a guard position. And at the center of the ring, a breathless Lord Mythos held a black-gloved hand up, his beautiful face torn with anguish and his dark eyes violent. 

“Please,” he begged.

She risked a glance at Tamerlan’s face. He looked older, harder. His broad shoulders and strong chin jutted out like he was prepared to fight the entire world to save her.

“I don’t appease dragons,” he said in a low voice. “I destroy them.”

“Then you will destroy us all,” Lord Mythos said, and his voice sounded like a man who had just been set on fire. “Take her from him.”
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37: Wake the Dragon 
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Tamerlan

These fools will pay.

One thing about Ram the Hunter was that he didn’t mince words.

This body and mind are adequate for dragon slaying. We will not assuage this dragon. We will let him rise and then we will make him fall.

It was strange how his confidence buoyed Tamerlan as the guards rushed forward. His sword spun expertly before him and he danced under their swords and over their reaching arms to lunge and slash and parry. Ram fought as easily as breathing, his movements almost a dance as he worked his way through the guards. 

Tamerlan kept his concentration on watching what was happening around them. Was Marielle okay? Was Ram keeping her safe while he fought? He hadn’t expected to be saving her today – but he wasn’t sorry that he had. At least this time he hadn’t killed innocent bystanders. At least this time he was doing something good. Or at least sort of good. The tremors in the earth were troubling.

A blast of fire as thick as his wrist plunged through the air toward them from the open hand of the Lord Mythos. His face was twisted up like he was concentrating, but Ram dodged the bar of fire easily and it disappeared with a blinding flash.

He took that fire from the dragon.

He could do that?! 

Why do you think he keeps it chained here instead of dispatching it as any man of valor would? Have no fear. Magic is a deadly thing but no match to a sword, a strong arm, and courage.

Tamerlan’s heart raced. That magic certainly looked like a match for him.

Marielle grunted from beside him and Ram spared her a look, noting that she’d slain the man attacking her and then returning to the battle. She was good with that sword. That was good. Right?

It is good. 

And then everything shifted. 

The landscape began to change. Out toward the sea, past the smoking wreckage of the Temple District and across the University District to the highest point of land there where the Queen Mer Library stood, the land seemed to lift into the air, curling up toward them. Tamerlan almost choked as the Temple District of Jingen shook, people, buildings, trees and paving stones falling off of it like scale from a rock. They were far enough away to appear small. Close enough to be seen in the full horror of what was happening.

The land looked as if it had come alive, as if a rock-crusted head had lifted up and was slowly looking back and forth as the buildings and roads that had once adorned it fell off, crashing down into the burnt Temple District and the yawning blue ocean. Canal water poured off like rain on a roof, flooding the canals below and making sudden wave surges that washed across the locks and out to the river, carrying boats and debris with the surge of water.

The world teetered awkwardly and a grinding sound of stone on stone drowned out every other sound.

Tamerlan’s heart was pounding. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t possibly be real.

Dragon.

The head did look like a dragon. And as he watched, the Queen Mer Library – stretching out horizontally from the ground instead of towering over it - popped off the surface of the rock, falling down the slope and bouncing off the ground, breaking into pieces as it tumbled. Tiny bits of debris – books, he realized – fell like dust into the Spice District. All those books, gone! All those priceless treasures and grimoires and carvings. Sian and the librarians and the book with his bloody thumbprint in it. Gone.

Where the Queen Mer Library had been there was only a dark hole in the rock. And then the hole opened. A brilliant golden-irised eye with a pupil like a cat’s opened wide and then blinked.

“It’s too late,” the Lord Mythos said, his voice quivering with horror. “Too late.”

They needed to run. They needed to get into Jhinn’s gondola and run!

Gondola?

In the moat!

Ram spun, jamming the sword in his sheath in a single fluid motion and scooping a startled Marielle up by the waist. He took three long strides and on the third stride, he leapt over the wall and fell through the air. 

As they fell, Tamerlan heard him screaming.

Death to all dragons! Death to –

His voice cut off as they hit the tepid water of the moat.
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38: Gondola Dash


[image: image]


Marielle

Marielle fell through the air, her breath catching in her throat. Her emotions were bubbling and surfacing so quickly that she couldn’t process them. Had that been a dragon?  The dragon?

Because now the pleading of the Lord Mythos – of Etienne Velendark – didn’t feel so strange. He really hadn’t been pleading for her death – though, of course, he had been. He’d been pleading with her to help him save Jingen. 

She was shaking now, but not because the earth beneath them – the dragon beneath them – was, but because of the tiny distant people she had seen raining from the windows and doors and streets of the University District. They were only a tiny fraction of the people who were already dead there. How many more would be crushed by masonry, die from falls, or be washed away by the draining canals? Her heart felt like it was stuck in her throat, like she couldn’t breathe. A hollow feeling – too empty to hold her sudden grief and shock – welled up inside her, choking out her life.

She was under the water, the sounds and smells of the disaster above insulated from her mind by the murky water. Bits of plant and algae floated in the thick murk. Safe things. Things unaffected by the frights above. 

She could stay down here with them and wait until the world ended above.

A hand seized a fistful of her hair and dragged her painfully to the surface.

“I think the fall knocked her breath out,” a young man’s voice said, concern in every tone. She knew that scent. She leaned into it, breathing in the golden honey like it was her salvation, sucking in deep breaths of the wicked tinges of cinnamon and celery like they could scour out the terror of Jingen. She inhaled life and hope in his scent. She clung to it.

“Help me get her in,” he said. 

Tamerlan. Her salvation.

A second set of hands grabbed her under the arms – seaweed and cedar, flickers of strawberry genius. “What? You’re stealing party girls now?”

“I’m not sure now is the time for joking, Jhinn,” Tamerlan said mildly as they tugged her into the boat. She coughed, spewing water across the deck of a small boat. Her dress was too clingy. Her mind whirling too fast. “Look above us. Do you happen to see a large eye?”

“Mer’s spit! Come on! We’d better hurry.”

Marielle shook herself, pulling herself up to her hands and knees as the gondola lurched forward. 

“Are you okay?” Tamerlan’s voice was gentle – so different from how it had been on the walls of the Seven Sun’s Palace that she paused for half a breath.

“Why did you save me?”

The muscle on the side of his jaw clenched and the golden honey scent of him flared so strongly that it seemed to overwhelm him for a moment. 

“I went there to save a sister, but when my sister was safe, I didn’t see anyone there to save you.”

He quivered slightly, as if haunted by some awful memory and then he stole a glance behind him at the dragon head stretching in one direction and then the other in the distance behind them.

“Now is not the time for sentiment or explanations! Row!” the boy in the back of the boat – Jhinn – said. 

Marielle stood up, searching for an oar when Tamerlan’s fell to the floor. She stumbled as the boat rocked, dipping low enough into the moat that water trickled over the gunwales before it popped back up again.

“Maybe it’s not too late,” Lord Mythos said from where he balanced, gaining his balance after leaping onto the prow of the boat.

Tamerlan was already drawing his sword.

“Row!” Jhinn cried and Marielle stepped back, shoving the oar into the water and pulling against it.

But Tamerlan’s amazing prowess with the sword seemed to fail him now. The Lord Mythos lunged forward and Tamerlan barely smacked his thrust aside.

Jhinn steered the boat as he and Marielle desperately pulled with the oars, and now Marielle could see why. The water around them was rising, a wave coming up from behind. The dragon’s spine where the Seven Suns Palace perched was slowly rising. On one side of the little boat, the landscape fell away as they rose into the air.

Marielle’s eyes were fixed forward as she worked the oar. Lord Mythos’ next thrust was a hair away from piercing Tamerlan’s side when he dodged it. Lord Mythos pressed in closer.

What was wrong with Tamerlan? He’d fought like a master on the wall, but here he fought like an amateur, barely keeping his footing as he fought. Marielle could fight better. She gritted her teeth, hoping she was wrong and that he could recover and press the attack. She’d lost her own sword in the leap from the wall and the knife tucked into her boot wouldn’t be enough against a sword.

“Row!” Jhinn roared. 

Their gondola shot from the moat into the canal, gaining speed. There was something about the little craft that made it faster than the others around it and they shot past family boats and passenger gondolas moving at five times their speed as Jhinn worked his oar at the back like a rudder, artfully dodging other boats with less than an inch to spare. When they got to close to one, Marielle stuck her oar out, pushing off from the other boat and barely saving them from a crash.

They were picking up speed still as the waves behind them rose. They hit the first lock, sailing over it like a thrown javelin and landing hard on the water on the other side. Marielle and Jhinn were braced for it, but Tamerlan slipped and Lord Mythos’ sword plunged into his shoulder just above his chest. He fell to the deck of the gondola with a moan. 

Triumph flashed through Lord Mythos’s eyes. Tamerlan’s eyes were shut, face pale. 

Marielle didn’t wait for a breath before she dropped her oar in the floor of the boat and scooped up Tamerlan’s sword, standing over him in the guard position she’d been drilled to take. 

Lord Mythos kept his sword steady, but his eyes locked onto Marielle’s. “I’m a better swordsman than you, Marielle. Don’t waste your blood on this. Not when there’s still time. We can still save the city.”

“You must be joking!” the boy from the back yelled. “Look around you, fool! This city is gone!”

They passed the bridge that signaled the entry into the Alchemist’s District at the same moment that a building slammed down onto the canal wall beside them, breaking into pieces as it came apart from the impact. Marielle threw her arms up, covering her face and head, but the shattering debris still lacerated her arms and torso as it blasted across her. The thin, clinging dress she wore did little to protect her.

The sound of a building shattering and of the screams around her blocked out all sound. Puffs of scent exploded in every direction, their colors so bright and overpowering that Marielle struggled to parse one from another. She reached down for her scarf, but there was no scarf. She’d lost it somewhere. 

Lord Mythos dropped his guard, his face pale with shock and then an oar snaked out from behind Marielle, under her arm, and hit him straight in the chest, shoving him over the side of the gondola into the canal.

Marielle blinked at the spot where he’d been, stunned. It was only Jhinn’s shout that brought her back to her senses.

“At any moment the locks are going to blow and we’ll lose the water. Row! Row for your life!”
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39: Flotsam Hope
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Marielle

They shot through the masses of gondolas and family boats choking the canals. The water raced as quickly as they did, a flow of rapids like the tightening of a mighty river.

“The Dragon’s wrath is upon us!” a woman in a neighboring boat wailed as they passed her frantic paddling. 

People and furniture, horses and carts, homes and taverns and cobblestones rained from the sky like the wrath of the gods, narrowly missing them or hitting the tiny craft as they sped past. Like a rain of wrath from the Legends on high. 

Marielle’s stomach clenched in sick guilt as they barely dodged the plummeting body of an old man, already dead, his staring eyes telling the tale of horror all of Jingen felt. 

“Shove him in the forward compartment!” Jhinn screamed. 

Marielle looked back at him frantically and then at Tamerlan, lying still in the bottom of the boat, blood pooling under him. A piece of masonry had fallen on him as he lay, unable to dodge, wounding his leg.

She dropped her oar and crouched down, lifting the masonry and throwing it overboard.

The boat rocked as a fruit shop hit the canal, plunging five boats underwater in the blink of an eye. Marielle gasped. Her hands weren’t working. Her mouth wasn’t working. It was like a scream was stuck in her throat.

“Hurry!” Jhinn called over the screams and wails around them.

“Legends preserve us! Dragon have mercy! Mercy!” the voices wailed.

Marielle shook herself. The panic around them was overpowering – the scent of it thicker than the scent of magic had been in the Seven Suns Palace. It clogged her nose and threatened to wash her sanity away in a tide of awareness. With effort, she opened the hatch, dragging Tamerlan to it and then shoving him inside and closing the small door.

“Are you sure he is safe in there? He will drown if water gets in the boat!”

As she spoke, water washed over the bow, soaking her dress and filling her mouth and nose. Marielle looked up, a cry ripping from her throat at the huge wave swelling toward them. It swallowed the edges of the Alchemist District, raising the canals to street level and flooding the streets with a roar of river water.

Marielle risked a look up, up, up past the curve of the city, rising up above them like a wave to where the spine of the dragon was showing as the Seven Suns Palace slowly fell off its back like limescale chipped from a basin. The Sunset Tower hung precariously from the rest, attached by a single thread of metal gears before falling from the Palace and tumbling down, down, down to crash into the Spice District – or what used to be the Spice District. Now, it was awash with water, the boats usually lining its docks jettisoning from land like a flock of birds taking off.

She gasped, almost choking on her own vomit before retching over the side of the gondola. Nothing felt real. Not anymore.

She shuddered, willing her hands back into submission and grabbing her oar again and digging into the swirling water. Broken crates and bobbing barrels, sinking debris and screaming people filled the water. 

“We need to stop,” she said through teeth chattering from the shock. Her hands shook and her heart pounded. “We need to rescue those we can.”

“Rescue?!” Jhinn’s cry sounded like a curse. “We stop and we die. Row! Row for your life!”

She opened her mouth to argue when the river erupted, sliding toward them and swallowing up everything around her in a massive swell. Their tiny craft bobbed to the surface, water splashing over the gunwales as it buoyed up on top of the swell. 

“Drop the oar and bail!” Jhinn cried and as Marielle scrambled for a bailing bowl as what could only be described as a wing tore itself from under the river, mud, fish, human skeletons tied to heavy rocks, and sunken wrecks spilling from its leathery surface to pour back into the river. 

Their craft was sucked into the depression in the water as Marielle bailed for all she was worth, filling the bowl with water and flinging it over the side again and again. She tried to focus on the motion and to block out everything else. It was too much. Too much for the human mind to comprehend. 

The Jingen’s Glory Bridge sailed over them, shaken from the wing like an unwanted vine ripped up by a gardener. Marielle’s eyes rolled in horror as one of its massive girders passed inches over her head.

Thought had ceased. She could no longer plan, only react, no longer think about what she should do but only what she was doing. No longer hope for anything, not even to live. It was one breath to the next, one action to the next. 

Water from behind them rushed into the depression, propelling them forward down the Albastru River. There were so many vessels on the river that it seemed to be its own city, alive with a crowd of people, but Jhinn’s tiny gondola sped past all the others, riding the rising water like a horse racing down a track. 

A huge river barge loomed in front of them, when suddenly it rolled, spilling into the sea as the tip of a tail bigger than a canal skimmed a hundred boats off the river with a single flick. 

Marielle’s eyes followed the length of it to where it pulled free of the Trade District, spilling docks and cargo, ships and businesses into the mud nearby. Please, Legends grant her mother safety in the Trade District! Her home was on the mudflats there. There was a chance it wouldn’t be devastated by the tail uprooting from the ground. But even as Marielle thought that, the water of the river surged across the flats, swallowing the buildings up in the river’s ravenous swell. 

Her heart was in her throat and nausea swelled through her as the little boat shot out through the supports of the tottering hulk of the Sea Breeze bridge. On one side of it, the tail of the dragon swung, clearing buildings and ships in its path. On the other side, where once the Spice District had been was now nothing but muddy, swirling water. 

She bit down hard on her lip, tasting blood as they cleared the bridge and spat out into the brackish water beyond where the Albastru flowed into the Queen Mer Ocean and the currents beyond.

Behind them, the city continued to fall, piece by piece, life by life, destroyed by the dragon her blood was meant to appease. 

Lord Mythos had been right. 

Carnelian – the traitor! – had been right.

If she had only died, none of this would have happened at all.

The moon shone brightly above them, lighting the debris, picking out the silhouette of the dragon as his wings finally pulled fully free and he flapped them, sending the little gondola spinning with the force of air from his wings while he lifted up from Jingen and into the air.

Legends help whoever was still alive in the houses and streets on his back! Gods above help any living souls still clinging to life there.

Marielle could not help. But she sobbed helplessly as if her many tears could fix the horror she had caused. Her tears fell into the sea and swirled with the brackish water and in the depths below, something stirred.
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Epilogue
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Marielle

“He’ll survive,” Marielle said. “I think.”

She worked on Tamerlan’s wound with gentle hands. He looked so young as he slept, his head resting on the blanket Jhinn had pulled from one of his hidey holes. They’d cleared the hull of debris and water before pulling him out of the air-tight cabinet at the front and cleaning his wound. It wasn’t the first stab wound Marielle had tended or seen tended. Even before she was a Scenter there were wounds among her mother’s friends. She had a deft hand for stitching and Jhinn was surprisingly well stocked. 

Jhinn paused along one of the river banks as she sewed by the light of his small lantern, pulling a few carefully wrapped packages out of a hole along the bank and stuffing them into the space Tamerlan had occupied.

“What are those,” she asked.

“The source of all that trouble,” he said before tying a small bobbing craft behind them with a thick rope.

“A dragon?” Marielle teased. She was starting to like his intense manner and clear fondness for his friend. 

“The magic that Tamerlan used back there. The magic of the Legends.”

“Magic of the Legends?” she asked, preparing a poultice from the herbs in Jhinn’s store. It was hard to do it well in the lantern light. Even from so far downriver, the sounds and smells coming from the city kept her on edge and ill. Her head swam with the licorice black despair wafting downriver and the heliotrope of agony swirling with it. 

“He called it the Bridge of Legends. Smoke the right ingredients, and a Legend will take you over and use your body – for good or ill. He was using it to save his sister. Is that you? Are you Amaryllis?”

Marielle shook her head as she wound a clean cloth around the wound.

“Then he failed,” Jhinn said. He cleared his throat. “Not that I’m sorry he saved you. But that sister meant everything to him.”

They were both silent for a long moment as Marielle bandaged and Jhinn put his head in his hands, his first break in hours. He smelled of seaweed and cedar, of ash and salt, of hope and determination.

“I wish I had a brother like that,” Jhinn said. 

“So do I,” Marielle agreed, trying hard not to think of her mother in the Trade District and of Captain Ironarm in the Government District, of Carnelian who she thought was probably dead and of the Lord Mythos who was a better person than her – who, it turned out, loved the law like she never did.

She pulled the cloak Tamerlan wore over his body like a blanket, gently stroking his cheek. She wasn’t his sister. He didn’t need to risk everything to save her, and yet he had. And he was both beautiful and monstrous in her eyes because of it. Both the savior of her life and the demon who had ruined her city.

The sun rose in the east, kissing the water with glimmers of gold and shining warm hope over them. And far in the distance, it caught on hints of white on the horizon.

“Sails,” she breathed. “Perhaps they bring help with them.”

“I don’t think so,” Jhinn said, watching under a shading hand with tired eyes.

“Why not?”

“Those are Queen Mer’s people.”

“Waverunners?”

“What Waverunners wish they were. The Retribution. The scourge of the land.”

That didn’t sound like help at all.

“Prepare for the rise of the Legends,” Jhinn said. “Prepare for the sifting of souls.”

Marielle shivered, looking down at Tamerlan. She owed him her life. However much she might regret him saving it. She looked over her shoulder at the crumbled ruins of the city tumbled in ragged heaps far behind them and then back to the peaceful, innocent looking face of the sweet man lying on a blanket at the bottom of the boat. 

She owed him. And whatever came next, she would protect him. Maybe together, they could repay the debt they owed to Jingen, to the law, to life itself.
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Diagram of the Sunset Tower in the Grand Hall many thanks to Harold Trammel for his work on the creation of this diagram of the Sunset Tower.
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Dawnspell
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Book Two

“Dawn spells the end of fast, the cleansing of water, the newness of the coming year.” – Legends of the Dragonblooded
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1: Adrift
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Marielle

Marielle flinched before thinking – before realizing the shadow she saw was nothing more than a swooping gull. Not the dragon. Nothing more than a carrion-eater. 

Marielle’s head spun under the hot sun. It wasn’t the heat so much as it was the smell. Two days after the dragon Jingen had risen into the air and destroyed Jingen City, and the dead were still bobbing up to the surface of the sea. Two days and the brackish water still stank of chaos and fear, rising in horrible puffs of red and black scent that filled Marielle’s nose with vinegar and smoke. She coughed – again – adjusting the scarf Jhinn had given her and breaking her rhythm with the oars. The scarf wrapped around her nose and mouth wasn’t enough to break the scent – not even to mask it.

“You got to keep your oar in the water or we’re never gonna get free of this mess,” Jhinn said from the back of the gondola. 

But he was on edge, too. They weren’t the only boat to have narrowly missed the dragon’s flaming rage that first night. They’d barely managed to beat the flames from the gondola. Luckily, they hadn’t been the target. It had been another raft of people fleeing the chaos of Jingen that the dragon had targeted, another raft of desperate survivors who had gone up like a lit torch in the water.  

The gondola swayed in the high, frothy waves as water broke over its low bow. And Marielle flinched, the memories still too strong not to make her shy away from the smallest violence. The gondola wasn’t made for big water.

“If we row far enough, a current will catch us and we can drift south of the cities.” Jhinn had been saying that every hour for a day. 

Marielle pulled harder on her oars. Anything to avoid thinking about returning to the five cities. She couldn’t face them. Every bloated body that drifted by was her fault. The clouds of squawking gulls fighting bitter battles over the remains of the dead were because of her. If she had only died back there, everyone else would have lived. If she had only died back there, they wouldn’t be fleeing a raging dragon, an easy target for him as they bobbed on the rough sea.

If Tamerlan hadn’t saved her life... 

Not that she’d had much choice when he threw her over his shoulder and fought his way to the top of the Palace. 

Her gaze drifted to where he lay on the floor of the boat, sea spray soaking him, muttering under his breath as the sweat of a fever beaded across his pale forehead.

“Dragon,” he muttered, barely audible over the crashing waves as the little boat swelled up on the top of one only to come crashing down on the other side, jostling them all and clattering Marielle’s teeth together, intensifying her headache. “Must kill the dragon.”

If only he’d killed the dragon back at the Seven Suns Palace. If only he’d done that instead of setting her free. Then maybe all these people wouldn’t have died. 

She’d stopped looking at individual bodies. She couldn’t bear it after the first few. She could feel madness calling to her through the guilt and despair she felt at the sight of them. And she was worried that if she looked – if she saw one more face that was almost familiar, if she saw one more little body too small to be an adult’s – she might not keep her mind long enough to help Jhinn and Tamerlan to safety. She owed them that much at least. After all, they’d been trying to help her. They hadn’t known what that would mean for the rest of the city.

And to save them, she might have to return to the cities, despite what Jhinn thought. Despite her bone-deep shame. Tamerlan was looking worse by the hour and heading into the waves was long, slow work.

Tamerlan hadn’t known he would be freeing a dragon, letting him loose to blaze his wrath in the night on the unsuspecting. To be fair, neither had she.

“Where do you think the dragon is,” she said again. She said it almost every hour since he disappeared a day ago. She said it so much that she thought she was saying it even when she was silent.

“Not here. That’s all that matters,” Jhinn said. “I thought that perhaps he was heading to the mountains.”

What would a dragon want with mountains? There was nothing there. Nothing but cold and silence. Maybe that was what he wanted. Marielle was pretty sure there were still buildings stuck to his back like barnacles when last they’d seen him setting ships on fire.

She swallowed as their little boat hit another swell, lifting up in the waves, broken wood and tangled debris lifting up with them. From this height, she could see the distant white sails. A fleet had arrived the same night that their city had been destroyed. A fleet of mysterious ships that remained out in the distance two days after their arrival. The sight of them formed a knot in her belly. Merchants wouldn’t sail in such numbers or wait so far out. What could they want from the five cities?

She’d seen a ship leaving Jingen at dawn on the first day and Jhinn had thought that perhaps that ship was going out to greet the fleet, but it had headed north instead, toward Xin. She’d wondered if it was full of refugees until Jhinn pointed out the Lord Mythos’ banner on the flag. A ship of Landholds or government officials was much more likely than refugees. And they’d carved through the survivors in the water like they were driftwood, never pausing for a moment to haul anyone else aboard. That had made her stomach turn. The wealthy always got what they needed at the expense of the rest – even now when they were all ruined, rich and poor alike.

Despite Jhinn’s insistence that they could go south if they got far enough out, the current was dragging them ever north and east, out past the Jingen cliffs to where she could almost make out the arm of the Cerulean River flowing into the ocean in the Bay of Tears. 

Every other boat she’d seen – and there weren’t nearly as many as she’d hoped there would be – had been making toward the Bay of Tears just like that government ship. By that route, Xin City wasn’t far. Help would be in Xin – or at least commerce – and right now Marielle thought that would be a good thing. Tamerlan needed help from a real healer.

She swallowed, looking down at Tamerlan as she rowed. How long would he last with a fever like that? She’d tried to poultice his wound and keep it clean, but in the bottom of the boat, constantly sprayed by ocean water – ocean water that was filled with the dead – it was easy to see how infection had set in.

“We should turn to Xin,” she said for the third time that hour, shuddering at the thought even as she spoke the words. “I think Tamerlan needs a healer.”

“It will be impossible to find one in the surge of refugees. We can tend to him here. He can fight this off.” That was what Jhinn had said in response every time. He sounded as tired by it as Marielle was.

Their boat crashed down the wave, and Marielle’s belly turned with the spin of the little craft as Jhinn steered them into another set of breakers. She glanced back at his stony expression. He wasn’t going to change his mind on trying to flee the five cities. A boy with a look on his face like that one had made up his mind. Even with the waves and current fighting them constantly for the past two days, Jhinn remained set on the course.

“I’m not sure he has the strength to fight it.” Her belly knotted at the thought. She’d changed his dressing twice today and it was still spotted with blood and yellow puss. That couldn’t be good. 

“Why did he fight like he did when he rescued me? So strong and mighty one minute, and then weak the next?” she asked Jhinn.

“All I know is that he saved me when no one else cared. They were going to sink my gondola – two Watch Officers,” Jhinn explained as they rowed. “You know I can’t go ashore. And there were no other boats near who could take me. Maybe one would have happened by while I swam. Maybe not. It might have killed me.”

“He killed a lot of people in the Temple District,” Marielle said, still not able to balance Tamerlan the kind-hearted savior of both her and Jhinn with Tamerlan the ravening killer. 

“You sure it was him?”

“I’m sure.”

Jhinn shrugged. “All I know is that he’s only done good things around me. Only ever wanted to save people from harm.”

As they rose over another wave a small fishing trawler came into view, the sail ripped and ragged, flapping in the wind. Burn marks scarred the sides of the boat and a hunk of wood was missing from the bow, letting seawater pour into the larger craft.

“Ho!” a woman called from within the boat. At the sight of them, she scrambled up onto a bench, waving her arms above her head, her long grey hair wet and wild in the wind and spray. “Ho, there! If it’s to the sea you take, turn back!”

Marielle glanced at Jhinn. His expression hadn’t changed, his eyes still set forward.

“If you value your lives, turn back!” the woman called, while around her three others worked the oars. “We were fishing with five other boats on the shoals off the Fang when they came – a fleet of ships and not merchant ships as we see in summers, oh no! They call themselves The Retribution and we are the only ones who escaped their wrath!”

A breeze had stirred up, blowing into Marielle’s face in a way that made it hard to catch the scent of the boat. She frowned, blind without her sense of scent.

“The Retribution?” This time, when Marielle glanced back Jhinn’s face was pale. She could barely catch the worry of his scent – ochre and smoked paprika swelling into the air around him. “Queen Mer’s Retribution?”

“The very same! No ship or boat shall be allowed to pass! We were warned to return to the land. We were consulting together when they attacked. We are the only ones who survived. If you value your lives, turn back!”

“Mer’s spit!” Jhinn cursed, but he was already turning the gondola around, fighting not to be swamped by the rolling swell as he worked his oar, the smell of fear swirling in his every movement. 

Marielle swallowed, wiping her brow. She finally had a whiff of the people in the boat and it backed up the words of the people – fear in lightning blue and acid scent was laced with the sparkling silver and mint of truth. As they turned, she looked over her shoulder at the white sails in the distance. There would be no escape by sea. A fleet behind, a dragon ahead. They’d wasted two days on nothing.

“It will be faster when we aren’t fighting the swell,” Jhinn called. “Already, our speed picks up.”

“Tamerlan needs a healer,” Marielle said, despite the worry swirling in her belly. The wind was whipping up, stealing words from their mouths so that speaking was an effort but Tamerlan looked worse. His face was drained of all color and his breath appeared shallower. “If we can get him to Xin, perhaps we can find one.”

She stopped to tend to him, letting the swell speed the boat forward as she placed her oar down and crouched over Tamerlan. She wiped his brow gently as his beautiful face screwed up with pain. He hadn’t been conscious since their flight from Jingen City and if she didn’t get him to a knowledgeable healer, he never would be conscious again. And then she’d never really know if he was a kind man to whom she owed everything or a horrific killer who would need to be put down like a rabid dog.

She picked up her oar again, pulling against the waves with Jhinn, letting worry tick through her like a clock tracking the moments of their lives. If only she could speed it up and get him to safety sooner.
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2: Xin City
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Marielle

The Cerulean River flashed blue and clear – as different from the Alabastru as two rivers could be. But here in the island city of Xin, the water was high. It raged around the cliffs and harbors were few. 

Boats of every type and shape clogged the docks and moorings in a forest of masts and a jungle of seaside scents flashing white and blue and green across Marielle’s senses in a way that was almost calming. Fish and trade wares, sailors and ship-owners, hard work, hopes and dreams, longing for home, sentimental memories, all the scents of a harbor tangled together in a tapestry of sea and sun and sand.

Pigeons flew in and out of the city from every direction. Marielle longed to read the messages they carried. Were there plans about what to do next now that the dragon had surfaced? News about survivors – maybe even about her mother? She felt a tug at her heart at the thought of Variena. She was a survivor. If she was alive, she would stay that way. And yet, Marielle felt a tug like she should be heading back to Jingen and sifting through the ruins looking for her. What if she was trapped somewhere? What if she needed help? No. Thinking like that would only drive her mad. She had to stick to what was at hand.

Refugees choked the entrances to the canal system of the city, waiting in long lines to be admitted through the city’s locks, their small boats tattered and ragged and their occupants hunched desolately in the confines of their hulls, their eyes hollow and clinging and their scents black with despair.

Marielle tugged at her scarf, trying ineffectually to block out the black licorice whorls of their despair.  

Jhinn watched the lines of refugees from a distance, his eyes narrow as if looking for something specific. Occasionally they would flick up to the sky, as if watching for the dragon to emerge again. He’d been like that for the past hour as they neared the island city while Marielle tried to get Tamerlan to drink something.

Every time he squinted she followed his gaze to where shapes of cloud and sky formed hints of dragon and she shuddered.

“Time,” Tamerlan murmured. “He’s getting free. Have to stop ... time.”

“How about if we work on that when you feel better?” Marielle said gently. He looked so young like this and so vulnerable. His height and broad shoulders seemed slight when he was stretched out in the boat, as if much of his physical strength came from the struggling spirit within.

He smelled – golden. Like himself. Warm honey, cinnamon, and sunshine laced with hints of strawberry and tarragon. She had grown used to the smell over the days at sea, but that didn’t make it less potent. It still threatened to steal away her good sense if she let her self-control slip. She didn’t dare do that. She didn’t dare play with that kind of fire. Any girl who let herself obsess over a monster got the punishment she deserved.

And it didn’t help that she couldn’t tell if she were smelling him when she smelled that golden scent – or if it was her own attraction – or if it was something else. It was all such a terrible tangle, like boat lines left in the bottom of a ship. She’d watched sailors on the docks working for hours to free the tangles and knots that developed over time. Her emotions tangled with who Tamerlan was and with this insanely strong attraction she felt for him into a thing that seemed to have a life of its own. It was easiest to think of it simply as her own attraction. It was easiest to manage it that way – to shove it into the back of her mind and pretend she wasn’t drunk on it whenever she was around him. It was worse than blood. Worse than magic.

But now Tamerlan’s scent was also edged with corruption as the infection flared through it, curling the edges with hints of sickly green.

She turned up to Jhinn. “We will have to pick a place sometime, Jhinn. He needs help.”

“Cool your head, sister,” Jhinn growled. “I’m looking for something.”

“You’ve been looking for an hour.” Marielle tried to keep her tone mild, but irritation was slipping out. 

The longer Jhinn waited for his perfect opening – whatever it was! – the longer Tamerlan suffered without help. He was so hot she could have boiled a kettle on him, his cheeks flushed and his brow pale. She’d seen fevers like this before. He was well past her ability to do anything for him.

And the sun setting meant another night in the boat with the cold of night adding to the clammy water in the hull and that would only make things worse. 

The voices in the boats nearby were hushed and sedate – as if no one else hoped to make it into Xin tonight either. There were boats dotting the sea all around them as they worked their way toward Xin. Houseboats of the Waverunners, packed with their whole lives and families. Gondolas with water-soaked refugees and rafts of broken timbers and frayed ropes with people clinging to them for dear life. 

With this many near Xin, Marielle couldn’t even imagine how many would be along the jagged coastline between here and Jingen or flooding into Yan further up the Alabastru River. Anyone on foot would have headed to Yan. Likely, that city was as choked by refugees as this one was. But thank the Legends it was summer and not the depths of winter. But what would they do when the weather cooled and sleeping outside became life-threatening?

Out in the bay, the dark ship flying Lord Mythos’s flag was at anchor along with merchant vessels and two of Xin’s warships. They seemed unconcerned by the faraway white sails, as if a line of invaders hadn’t emerged from the hazy horizon only two days ago. A little further out a ships’ boat of a strange design was rolling in with the waves from far out at sea. Another fisherman, perhaps. Sent home by the fleet.

Tamerlan began to cough and she hurried to put down her oar and check him. Rasping, barking coughs shook him as his face whitened. This wasn’t good. 

She looked at the clogged locks and then back to where Jhinn piloted the boat. His lips drew a firm line and then they rocketed forward, weaving between boats and squeezing into cracks too small for a normal-sized craft. 

Curses followed them, but Marielle clenched her jaw and ignored them. 

“We all need shelter! Wait your turn!”

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“Dragon’s blood in a bowl!”

She steeled her expression, ignoring their anger and cursing. If Jhinn didn’t hurry, she didn’t think Tamerlan would survive. She held him down as he thrashed, trying to keep his arms tucked in so he didn’t damage them in his agitated state. 

Fear rolled off him in electric blue and acid scented waves, making Marielle’s stomach roll and heave. And mixed in it all was a residue of magic – turquoise and gold flecked lilac and vanilla – that reminded her constantly of how he’d been injured in the first place. The residue should be gone by now, and yet it lingered and flared with his fever.

“Escaping,” he muttered. “Escaping his binding. Coming free.”

“It’s okay,” she murmured, gently wiping his brow. “You don’t need to worry about that.”

He muttered indistinctly and worry welled up in her. His golden scent that drew her in as strongly as a ship’s cable and pulley – that scent wavered and flickered under his fever as if his life were flickering and uncertain.

“I can get you as far as the canals,” Jhinn said as he continued his determined press through the crowds of boats, dodging swings of oars and the spittle of angry refugees. “But I’ll have to leave you on edge. I can’t go on land.”

“Where will you go?” Marielle asked tightly.

“I don’t know. Somewhere close. This is bound to settle down. I’ll leave a message at the message tree – the closest one to this canal entrance.”

Marielle looked up from Tamerlan, ripping her gaze away from his tormented features. They were in a lock, rising up with the water. Already? Jhinn had been faster than she could have hoped for. She ignored the angry glares around her. She could already smell their fury and envy, swirling up to her nose in gusts of green musk and garnet pitch. She’d smelled enough fury for a lifetime already.

“No better than the rest of us,” a woman in ruined silks said from her gondola beside theirs. 

“Yes. That’s a good plan,” she said, holding Tamerlan down again as his wracked coughs shook the gondola. He gasped a breath, seeming to choke on it before coughing again. Each cough tore at her heart. They should have come here first. They shouldn’t have tried to flee for the sea.

“He had bags packed for himself and his sister,” Jhinn said, pointing to the tiny trailing craft tied to his gondola. “They’re stored in there. I’ll give them to you.”

Marielle nodded, scanning the canal as the door of the lock opened and they surged forward into the canal. There were three more locks above them before they’d reach the city. Could Tamerlan last even that long? Did she want him to? She still didn’t know if she owed him everything, or if the world would be better if she let him die like this.

A moan escaped his lips and when she took his limp hand it was cold and clammy. 

“Hold on,” she soothed. He was innocent until she proved otherwise. She needed to remind herself of that. “Just hold on, Tamerlan.”

What would she do when Jhinn dropped them off along a canal? She couldn’t even lift him on her own. Maybe there would be coin in one of the bags. Maybe she could barter for help.

She tried to keep her voice confident and soothing as they rode through the clogged waters up the levels of locks into Xin. Her attention was focused completely on Tamerlan. Was it her imagination, or had his breathing grown fainter?

It was hard not to remember that only a few days ago he’d been an Alchemist’s Apprentice. A shadowy quarry to her. A kind friend and good worker to those who knew him. And now what was he? Destroyer of cities? Killer of hundreds? And a broken, vulnerable man who looked like he was barely out of his teens, just now filling out in muscle and strength, the stubble on his jaw still short despite days without a razor. 

She ran a hand through her hair. She owed it to him to save him, but she couldn’t forget the people in the Temple District of Jingen that he’d slain. They’d been innocents. He had no reason to kill them. Had saving her made up for that? Should she really be fighting for his life? 

The gondola hit something with a jarring bump and Marielle looked up. They’d reached the inside of the City of Xin. The Trade District was on one side of the canal, by the looks of things and they had landed against the Spice District. A steep wall of rock rose behind the District, climbing up to where another wall rose. The Temple and University Districts of Xin were up in those rocks. The city was laid out just like Jingen, but on a rocky, steep island instead of a broad muddy river plain. 

People packed the edges of the canal like fish laid out for sale in a cart. There was barely room to press another body onto the canal ledge. Sounds filled the air, voices raised, people shouting to get each other’s attention. The other side of the canal looked even worse. Refugees huddled in clumps – their ruined clothing a sign of their new station in life. Marielle caught a glimpse of City Watch uniforms as Watch Officers pressed through the people, demanding order. She clutched awkwardly at her tattered silk dress. She felt undressed in the foolish thing. A single glance at the guards made her long for a uniform again, but she shook her head. A foolish thought in a moment like this. 

She tried to wind the scarf Jhinn had given her around her face one more time. There wasn’t any more length left to wind around her face but the scents here were overwhelming and she needed to focus. Jhinn was already throwing a pair of jute bags onto the stone ledge. He hurried over to her, frowning at Tamerlan. After glancing around them he leaned in low. 

“Watch out for the spirits that haunt him, okay? The one with the breastplate looks especially vengeful.”

“What?” Marielle gasped. The witness reports in the Temple District had mentioned a woman in a breastplate, too. Some of the witnesses had thought Tamerlan was two people – a maniacal woman in armor and a young apprentice.

“The spirits. They won’t leave him alone. They are here right now. They steal his choices and make him do things. Watch out for them.” She stared at him, her mouth open and he shook his head. “You’re going to help him, right? You’re not going to stop because of spirits, right? If he hadn’t brought you to me, you would be dead. You owe him.”

Marielle pressed her lips firmly together before answering. “I know.”

She leapt from the gondola to the stone ledge. She’d have to figure out what all of that meant later. Right now, she needed to find a healer. 

With Jhinn’s help – him reaching from the boat, and her standing on the shore – she pulled Tamerlan from the boat to the stone ledge, propping him against one of the jute bags. Jhinn grabbed her hand and pressed two coins into it. 

“Do what you can. I will look for your message on the tree.”

He pointed to a nearby pole, plastered with fluttering white missives, before turning his gondola and skimming away. Marielle stood up, slinging one of the bags over her shoulder, her eyes skimming the crowd looking for help as Tamerlan sagged against her knees. 

For the first time in a long time, she felt lost.  
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3: Hooded Help
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Marielle

“Can I get some help, moving my friend?” Marielle asked a man as he passed by. His arms were empty, but he didn’t even glance her way. 

“I can pay!” she offered the next man, but he shoved her aside so roughly that she nearly fell into the canal. With a grimace, she hitched up her dress, glad she had fled Jingen in her City Watch boots instead of the slippers that Lord Mythos had given her.

The Spice District smelled of resentment – a mushroom and sepia smell that made her nose wrinkle – in fact, it smelled so strongly of smug resentment that she was barely catching whiffs of the thyme and saffron, lavender and cinnamon that she expected to smell. She sighed, turning to block the way of the next traveler, a woman in Spice Merchant clothing.

“Please, can you help me get my friend to a healer?” she asked. “I’m willing to pay.”

“Stop blocking my way,” the woman replied irritably. “Three days and I’ve had all the refugees that I can stomach already.”

She pushed past Mariella as the light on the street above them flared to life. The shadows were thickening as dark descended and Marielle had a bad feeling that sleeping on the cold stones of the edge of the canal would be worse than staying in the gondola. She was already standing over Tamerlan to keep people from stepping on him – how much worse would the press of the crowd be in the dark?

A group of Timekeepers walked on the street above the canal lip, close enough to the railing to be easily seen. They walked in a tight knot, their braziers held high, the incense wafting off of them tickling her nose with hints of ylang-ylang. 

“Help, please!” she called to them.

“Your troubles mean nothing, supplicant. They are only temporary. Time is eternal. Remember, you are nothing and everything. You are one with the eternal, one with the all.”

“Could the all spare a moment to help me with my friend?” she asked, trying to keep the bite out of her tone.

“When you learn proper mindfulness, you will see no difference between your pain and joy, between want and plenty. And in that moment, you will no longer be desperate for anything,” the Timekeeper said, turning his back on her.

Easy for him to say with his healthy body, clean clothing, and perfumed brazier. Harder for the rest of them.

Desperation filled the refugees she saw. That, and the licorice black of despair. She’d hoped for a little generosity or at least a willingness to do business. Instead, she found hard hearts and self-righteousness.

She sighed, wiping her brow and tugging Tamerlan closer to the stone wall. He coughed again. Each cough tugging at her heart and complicating her emotions. Was he really plagued by spirits like Jhinn thought? Could his crimes have been their fault? 

She leaned over him, checking his forehead with her hand. Was it a good thing or a bad thing that the rage of fever had cooled? Her emotions around her were already tangled into enough of a mess. The thought of his death tangled them further.

“I’ll help you.”

She looked up at the hooded figure in black standing in front of her. That voice ...

She froze. It couldn’t be.

He pulled the hood back, his expression grim where it showed from under a bandaged wound around his temples.

“Marielle,” he said.

“Lord Mythos,” she breathed. “You survived!”

“Despite your best efforts,” he agreed, but his tone wasn’t bitter, only factual.

“I just wanted to live.” Her voice was small in her ears. Could he even hear it in the middle of the jostling bodies pressing between them and all around them?

In the street above the march of soldier’s feet thudded past.

“Let’s talk about it after we get him to the healer you’ve been asking for. I know someone.”

Her mouth fell open. He was offering to help them? What was the catch? How was he going to trap them?

She looked around as if she’d be able to see it.

He chuckled, flicking his cape so that it flared with the expression. “No trust, Marielle? That seems unfair. I’m not the one who destroyed Jingen.”

She looked around desperately, hoping that no one had heard. Why was he on the canal ledge? And alone? There were no guard anywhere nearby. No Landholds. No one of station or power but him.

“Why would you help me?”

He leaned in close, his dark eyes glittering in the light of the street lamp. It made her breath catch and her heart beat faster – like a mouse in front of a serpent. “I told you, Marielle, I didn’t want you to die. I just wanted to keep Jingen safe. And it’s too late for that now, isn’t it?”

“What are you doing out here on the docks?” She was glad that this time her voice wasn’t shaking.

“Do you want me to answer that, or do you want to get help for your friend?” He reached down and lifted Tamerlan up by the shoulders. “You get his legs.”

Marielle swallowed, slinging the second jute bag over her shoulder and then grabbing Tamerlan’s legs. Even with Lord Mythos carrying most of the weight, Tamerlan was heavy. His head lolled against Lord Mythos’ chest and the former ruler of Jingen frowned as he stalked backward along the canal. 

“You haven’t been dipping into more magic, have you, Marielle? I’m getting a feeling of a strong residue.”

Her cheeks felt hot as she replied. “I think it’s left over from the other night.”

The Lord Mythos coughed uncomfortably and they walked in silence, each focused on their work as Lord Mythos led them up the steps to the streets above and then worked his way down the street and around a corner to a place where a stone building jutted out into the street, a wide sign hanging over it. 

It was clearly an inn with a common room on the main floor, but it wasn’t to the inn that he took her but to a small door in the building just next to it. It smelled of herbs and worry – a rainbow of scents buffing out in multicolored clouds and swirls from behind the closed door. 

The strongman stationed outside the inn door watched them suspiciously. 

“No room inside,” he growled when he caught her eye. Her scarf slipped down to her chest as Lord Mythos shifted his grip on Tamerlan and she was forced to pivot to keep her grip on his legs. “And aren’t you the pretty one. There might be room for refugees in my apartments.” 

“No need for a room – or your comments,” Lord Mythos said easily, shifting awkwardly to keep Tamerlan up while he knocked on the other door.

“What is this place?” Marielle asked.

“Spellspinner’s Cures. Belonging to Allegra Spellspinner. Trader of Spices. Dealer in Cures.” He winked at her. Winked! Like they weren’t mortal enemies. Like he hadn’t almost slit her throat and spilled her blood over the spine of a dragon just two days ago.

The door opened, framing a woman in bright light. She was younger than Marielle had expected – late thirties perhaps, with a brisk manner and a simply cut dress of expensive cloth.

“Back so soon, Etienne?” she asked, flipping her dark hair behind her shoulder. 

Etienne?! She was a friend of the ruler of Jingen?

“We have need of one of your cures, Cure Mistress.” He pushed past her, and Marielle scrambled to follow without dropping Tamerlan’s legs.

“Collecting followers already, Etienne?” the Cure Mistress asked. “These two seem the worse for wear. Who put a sword in this guard of yours?”

“I did,” he replied crisply as they climbed the stairs. 

Surprise puffed up from her in a startled raspberry cloud. Ha! She might be self-confident and the Mistress of Cures, but she hadn’t seen that coming, had she? Marielle wasn’t the only one that Etienne Velendark was blindsiding tonight.

The stairs were an iron framework over the store below. A long wooden counter spread across the main shop with paper bags and glass jars filled with herbs and spices along them. Salves and potions, creams and lotions – everything you would expect from an herbalist. Marielle could smell them all, threading through the air like a tapestry of scent color, painting a picture of a thriving business – and something else. Was that orrisleaf she smelled? And flagleaf? Flagleaf was contraband in all five cities. Allegra could lose this shop if she was caught by the authorities. 

Marielle’s nose wrinkled as they kept climbing. There was tea brewing above and a man waiting at the top of the stairs. He was carrying iron – she could smell that much. A sword, perhaps, or other weapon.

“Do you have a guard here?” she said quietly, shooting her eyes toward the top of the stairs.

“Darlyn,” the Lord Mythos said with a nod. 

“And one at the back door, too?” she asked. She could smell someone there smoking puffleaf. And she could smell suspicion floating off the Cure Mistress as she spoke. With the scarf down, maybe she hadn’t realized that Marielle was a Scenter.

“Who is this girl, Etienne?” the way the Cure Mistress said the words made Marielle’s back tinkle between her shoulder blades. Would the woman plant a knife there if she didn’t like the answer? “Why is she commenting on my ... associates?”

“One of my guards,” Lord Mythos said easily. Which was true in a way. Because Marielle had been a Jingen City Guard before the dragon rose from beneath the city. And the Lord Mythos was Jingen.

The top of the stairs opened to a big loft under a vaulted ceiling of raw beams. Marielle could see where the clay tiles were secured to crisscrossing wooden slats and huge windows overlooked the Cerulean River and the ocean. She froze. Far in the distance, trails of smoke rose into the sky, spreading a dark haze across the land. She stared, paralyzed by the sight.

Lord Mythos cleared his throat. “Recognize Jingen, Marielle?”

She’d known it was gone, but her belly knotted at the sight as it finally hit her – there would be no going back to Jingen. Not ever.
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4: Cure Mistress


[image: image]


Marielle

“Put him in the back,” the Cure Mistress said briskly, tying a white apron over her silk dress. What a paradox. Was she a rich merchant or a hard-working cure-dealer? The eagle-eye she watched Etienne with suggested that there was more here than met the eye, though nothing in her scent spoke of anything other than sincerity.

Marielle followed Lord Mythos past the guard at the head of the stairs and through a tidy area filled with chairs and tables with small lamps and stacks of books to the back of the loft where four dark doors stood in a line. Lord Mythos chose the third door, leaning awkwardly with his shoulder to open it and they laid Tamerlan gently on the narrow bed. Marielle checked his forehead, running a hand across it, and trying to ignore the latent golden scent that hung over him, drawing her in with its hot honey scent. 

“So, this is the one who caused all this trouble,” Lord Mythos said.

Marielle gasped. 

“Did you think I’d forgotten his face?” his smell was intelligent and dangerous – celery and birch smoke and ... was that rose? Marielle barely bit back a gasp at that. “Or perhaps you Scent something more than I wanted to reveal.”

His jaw clenched, the small muscle in the corner of the jaw jumping as it flexed. 

Marielle looked away from the intensity of his gaze, opened the tops of the sacks she’d been carrying on her back and then setting the one with male clothing against the small washstand.

“Both of you out,” the Cure Mistress said briskly as she entered the room.

“His name is Tamerlan,” Marielle said, feeling suddenly vulnerable at the look of Tamerlan laid out and defenseless. It was as if her own happiness was dependent on his safety. She shook herself. What a foolish thought. Best to dislodge it immediately.

“It won’t matter what his name is if I can’t find him the right cure,” the Cure Mistress said, pushing aside a small jar of flowers on the washstand and pulling herbs and powders from her apron pockets to replace them with. “I did say ‘out’, didn’t I? Both of you out before I decide your credit doesn’t extend this far.”

She shot a warning look at Lord Mythos and he grabbed Marielle by the upper arms, steering her out of the room, and shutting the door behind them. 

She gasped as they entered the large loft again, shaking slightly.

“Don’t tell me I have so much effect over you, Marielle,” Lord Mythos whispered and his breath on the back of her neck was a caress that made goosebumps run along her flesh. Not the caress of a lover – the caress of a snake, sliding around its victim.

“Of course not.” She tried to scoff, but it was too hard. “It just feels familiar. The last time you held me this way you were about to slit my throat.”

“Oh.” He dropped her arms, clearing his throat. “Yes. Well, perhaps you’ve realized why that was so important.”

“Yes,” she breathed; her voice gone with her confidence. From the wide-open window, the smoke still rose, glowing in the darkness.

“Perhaps now you can see why I needed to kill you – even if I didn’t want you dead.”

“Yes.” 

“Perhaps you would like to know what you can do to make all of this right.”

A stab of excitement shot through her. Make it right? Was that even possible? She’d give almost anything to make that happen. Almost? That was a lie. She would hold nothing back, not even her life if it could undo her mistake.

And yet.

And yet he was playing her like a four-string vitara. 

She swallowed and swiveled, moving quickly to pin him to the wall with her hands. He leaned back, not resisting, his eyes widening slightly.

“Is this why you helped us, Lord Mythos?”

“Etienne.”

“What?”

“Lord Mythos is a title – and one I no longer possess. You may call me what the rest of the world must know me as – Etienne Velendark.”

“Is this why you helped us, Etienne? You want to use us for something?” her voice was low. “How did you survive the fall of the city? How did you find your way to the house of a healer and not to a palace? Why did you help me bring Tamerlan here? What are you paying the Cure Mistress? And why should I trust you?”

He laughed. “I like the bolder spirit. It suits you, Marielle. Are those all your questions?”

“No.”

He quirked a single eyebrow.

“Why did you maneuver me into offering myself as a sacrifice on Summernight when you told me that you didn’t want to kill me, and you already had the sacrifice you needed?”

“And is that all?”

“For now.”

He smiled – a dark, wicked smile full of secrets and lies. And yet, his scent was open and honest – minty fresh. “Our world may have ended, Marielle, but with it, civility has not also died. Come with me and let us talk about it over tea while my friend attends to your friend.”

Marielle swallowed, glancing at Tamerlan’s door. Should she have trusted him to the Cure Mistress? What if this friend of Lord Mythos’ let him die or even killed him on purpose?

Etienne leaned in, pushing her hands aside easily. “If I wanted him dead, I would have just kicked him into the canal.”

Marielle’s breath caught in her throat, but he grabbed her hand and pulled her after him.

“First,” he said, “tea.”

There was a small stove to the side of the big room and Etienne took a kettle from on top of the stove, pouring it into a waiting pot and placing it with cups on a tray before leading her through a door, up a twisting metal-lace staircase, and onto the roof. Marielle shivered at the view of the dark landscape beyond. The orange-tinged smoke of Jingen rose into the night sky like a banner proclaiming her sin. 

“For a merchant, Allegra lives well, don’t you think?” he said. 

“I think I would like answers.”

“So would I. Let’s trade them, shall we? I will start with your most pressing question.” He lit a fish-oil lamp, placing it on a small table beside where he’d set the tea and then he sat on a small bench, gesturing for Marielle to take a seat on the bench with him. She hesitated, waiting long moments before finally giving in. He poured their tea elegantly, like it was all he needed to do that day – like it was all he cared about. It smelled of jasmine just as he smelled of rising hope – bronze and morning dew and she could have sworn a tiny tinge of rose. 

“Why you?” He looked at her through thick lashes, like he was trying to be seductive. If he was, it wasn’t working. Marielle felt like a wren cornered by a cat. “Things change. Sometimes rapidly.  Yes, we had a sacrifice, but the price for a bride is greater than the price for a sacrifice, and I owed the Lord of Yan a favor.”

“Are you saying you were going to kill me and marry Amaryllis?” Marielle asked.

He chuckled. “No. Someone else is going to marry her. Someone to whom I owe a favor. I was only required to spare her life. But with that came the necessity of finding an alternate sacrifice – or watching my city destroyed by the dragon within.”

Marielle shivered. “That was all supposed to be a legend.”

“Who says that legends can’t be true?”

“It was just a dusty old ceremony.”

“Built on a violent truth, I’m afraid.” He sounded sympathetic. Dark shadows hung over his narrow face, steeping him in mystery.

“You sound like you don’t blame me.”

“Oh, I don’t,” he said, sipping his tea delicately. “All things strive. All things try to live. This is the nature of reality. I expected that from you. Why do you think the chair had straps? I just didn’t bet on him.” 

He looked at the floor beneath him toward where the Cure Mistress was working on Tamerlan.

“Why are you here?” Marielle asked. 

“Oh no, Marielle, for every question I answer, you must answer one for me. Did you know that man would save you when you volunteered to be sacrificed?”

“No.”

“Do you know who he is?”

“My turn, remember?” she said, sipping her own tea.

He waved a hand dismissively. “I am staying with Allegra because it is ... convenient ... for me not to be in the palace or with the Landholds. Allegra and I are old friends.”

He was an old friend of a merchant and healer? He didn’t think that was strange? Marielle longed to ask more, but she needed to be careful. She only had so many questions. 

“Do you know who he is?” Etienne pressed again.

“Yes,” Marielle said.

“And are you going to tell me?” he sounded impatient.

“I don’t know if you can use it to hurt him.”

“If I planned to hurt him, I already would have. I am a man of action – a man with fewer resources and less power, but still with the ability to kill a man on the brink of death.” He smirked as if he was enjoying the irony. “In fact, if I had simply left you along the canal, nature would have taken its course and likely he would have died in the night. No one else was going to help you, Marielle. No one else dares to bring in refugees. The city is too clogged. The resources too stretched – and it is only two days since we arrived. Two days!”

The teacup slipped from his hand, clattering to the floor and with a curse, he dove for it.

Marielle’s eyebrows rose. She’d never seen him so discomfited before.

“Before – in the base of the tower – you said you had access to power to defend the city.”

The look he shot her was murder wrapped in silk. “Yes.”

“So, can’t you use that magic now? Can’t you use that magic to restore Jingen?”

His laugh was bitter. “You stole that from me, Marielle. You stole my power with the breath of your lungs and the beat of your heart.” 

He was on his knees in front of her, picking up pieces of pottery and it felt strange to be looking down at such a powerful young man while he kneeled before her. His movements were quick and precise, like he had coiled springs inside and he was afraid to let them leap free. He looked up at her, his black eyes burning.

“You stole my city and you stole my life. You stole everything. Without the dragon chained beneath Jingen, I don’t have enough magic left to light a candle. The dragon took everything from us. And now you are going to help me make it right.” His velvet eyes burned in the night. “Forget all your other questions, because this question is the only one we need to concern ourselves with – how can we stop the dragon from returning and destroying the rest of the Dragonblood Plains?”

Marielle shivered. She’d been so concerned with surviving and with getting help for Tamerlan that she hadn’t stopped to realize that killing the dragon was now her responsibility. After all, if she was responsible for setting him free, wasn’t Etienne right that she was also responsible to bind him again?

She gazed into Etienne Velendark’s eyes, looking for any sign of deception. They were wide, reflecting the bright light of the moon through the window and the flickers of the bright rising smoke in the distance and they looked so vulnerable from where he watched her on one knee. Certainty swirled around him in silver and mint, making everything it touched more powerful, stronger, brighter. And in the certainty, there bubbled up bursts of bronze hope like morning dew.

She swallowed, her mouth suddenly feeling dry. It felt strangely like making a vow or pledging her oath to a king – though it was him on one knee and not her – when she eventually spoke.

“I will help you destroy the dragon.”

Etienne rose in one fluid motion, putting the pieces of pottery in a careful pile on the table. 

“Then it is agreed. We’ll speak more tomorrow. I think you can visit your friend now.” He nodded toward the stairs leading back down to Tamerlan’s room.

“His name is Tamerlan,” Marielle said.

Etienne smiled as if she had given him a gift.
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5: A Matter of Debt  
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Marielle

Marielle woke with a start. She’d fallen asleep in the chair beside Tamerlan’s bed. He was still now, his scent stronger than yesterday and his face angelic in the early morning light. Last night, he’d been writhing and moaning in pain, crying out so loudly that she’d chosen to sit with him instead of sleeping, holding his hand and stroking his brow. 

No wonder he had looked so tormented. His dreams were probably haunted by his crimes. And yet, if Jhinn was to be believed, then that sweet smell of innocence – the smell of soft baby’s breath and summer grass – pouring off him was true. If Jhinn was to be believed, then it was spirits who had committed those awful crimes and not the man before her.

She’d tried all night to reconcile the two things – that he was an innocent boy with a generous heart who had only wanted to save a sister and ended up saving Marielle instead – and that he was a monster who had slaughtered hundreds of people to get what he wanted. She couldn’t bring the two together – and yet she couldn’t think of him as only one or the other. When she thought of him as a monster, she could see only his innocent eyes pleading for her help in saving his sister. When she thought of him as innocent, she saw only the tear-stained faces of the bereft in the Temple District.

Allegra had come and gone quietly in the night. Giving Marielle fresh water to bathe Tamerlan’s head or pouring new doses of her concoction down his throat. She changed his dressing every hour, her work quiet and methodical.

“Do you do this often? It must take time away from your mercantile,” Marielle had said.

“I’m a competent woman. I can do more than one thing at a time,” had been her sharp response. And she was certainly competent. But Marielle thought it went beyond that. Allegra smelled of royal blue and gardenia authority – a woman who dictated the lives of others, who pulled the strings of greater events. And she was a friend of Lord Mythos’ and the person he was staying with as he fought to regain power – because whatever he said about fighting dragons, Marielle was certain that was only part of what he wanted. And if he was staying here, then Allegra must be a part of his ambitions. 

Oddly, she had not been rumpled or yawning when she entered the room through the night – as if she hadn’t slept at all in between checking on Tamerlan.

There had been no talk of payment, and that suggested that Lord Mythos was footing the bill for Tamerlan’s care. And it also suggested that Allegra was doing this as part of some longer game she was playing with the former Lord of Jingen.

Which meant that now Marielle was in debt to Lord Mythos. And he’d already indicated how he wanted to be repaid – she needed to slay a dragon.

With a yawn, she pulled herself up from her stiff seat and released Tamerlan’s hand. It was hard to do now that his scent was growing stronger again. It filled her mind so that she wanted to touch him – even when it just meant bathing his head or holding his hand. She had to fight that. Giving into it even for a moment could lead to infatuation – or worse, obsession. And Marielle Valenspear was an officer of the law. She was not a silly girl who could afford to become obsessed with a criminal. 

She needed to get cleaned up, she thought, as she finally broke contact with Tamerlan. And she needed to plan. How was she going to do that when everything about her life was so uncertain? She’d lost her career, her friends, her possessions and her purpose in one fell swoop. She did not know if she wanted the injured man on the bed to live or to die. The thought of either filled her with dread. Worse, she was an arrow with no bow, a law bringer with no law, a scent with no source. She was not the kind of person who charted her own course, she was the kind who always served someone or something, and right now she had no one to serve.

No one should feel so lost.

She pulled her badge out of her boot, looking over it with shaking hands. It was worth nothing now.

The door creaked open and Allegra strode into the room, shoving a bundle of clothes at Marielle.

“Get cleaned up. You’re a mess. There is water on the stand and the clothes are from Etienne. This man needs rest and you watching over him like a hen with one chick isn’t helping.”

Marielle looked through the stack of clothing. Lord Mythos had been thorough. The stack held everything from filmy underthings to heavy leather bracers. It wasn’t her City Watch uniform, but the styling was similar. The scarf smelled of the mollusks used to dye it – suggesting it was probably red or purple. The straps and tailoring were very similar – so similar that they were very nearly regulation. Strange that he would have this available.

Allegra raised an eyebrow.

“Do you think he’ll survive?” she asked, looking reluctantly at Tamerlan.

“Do you want him to?” the other woman asked. “Sometimes you look at him like a sleeping lover. At others, like the man you wish to sink in the sea.”

“I want him to live,” Marielle said, her face hot with a blush. Lovers? The thought! But even on her own tongue, she didn’t know if it was a lie or the truth.

“He will. But he needs rest. Dress. Go and find Etienne. He says he has work for you. I will watch over this one.”

“Tamerlan,” Marielle said, and the way his name rolled off her tongue made Allegra smirk. But she didn’t want to leave Tamerlan. Even if she couldn’t decide what she felt about him.

“Go. Or I will double your bill.”

“My bill?” So there would be a fee.

“You didn’t think this was all free, did you?” Allegra said. Her eyes narrowed speculatively. “We’ll discuss your payment later. I prefer to be paid in service – something only you can give.” 

She left Allegra reluctantly as the woman prepared to dress Tamerlan’s wound again, returning to the room she’d been assigned. 

Allegra’s words were unnerving. What sort of service would she ask of Marielle? What of Tamerlan? Their skills were dangerous in the wrong hands.

And what was she taking from Lord Mythos to house him here? He claimed his magic was gone with the dragon. Was that really true?

The bed was made in the little room she’d been allowed, and the things inside untouched. There was water in the pitcher and a silver mirror over the basin. Marielle stripped off her shredded dress – shocked by how filthy it was – and hurriedly bathed, combing her long hair out before braiding it neatly out of the way and then dressing. 

The clothing fit. That alone made her cheeks heat. How did Etienne ... how did Lord Mythos know the exact fit for her? Why had he purchased these clothes? There were even a well-made cloak and a thick wooden baton. No bell, though. And no knife. 

She had her own knife and she slipped the sheath from her leg to her belt, testing her draw to be sure she could quickly pull it from the sheath.

She fished out the badge and the scrap of paper from her boot – the one from Tamerlan’s book that she’d saved all this time – and stashed them in the pouch on the belt, wiping her dirty boots off with the hem of her ruined dress. She felt good to be clothed. It made her feel less confused, less like crying, less like a refugee. And yet, that was still what she was, wasn’t it? A ship without a sea. A bird without the wind.

A knock sounded at the door and she hurried to it, pulling it open to see Lord Mythos there with a satisfied look on his face. 

“Happy Dawnwait, Marielle.”

She’d forgotten that it was Dawnwait – the first day of purification before Dawnspell. It seemed wrong that life should go on, and that festivals should continue after their world had ended. 

And yet they did. 

Today, every house of the city would begin to turn itself upside down, cleaning every last item of the house, gathering up anything extra to give to the poor, eating the last of the food in the house before the fast began. And tomorrow they would fast for three days until the morning of Dawnspell when the new year would start – clean, fresh and with the promise of food and the regular rhythms of life beginning again. Summernight might be the end of the old year, but Dawnspell was the beginning of the new one.

For the refugees, the purge of Dawnwait meant there might be clothing and other used items given to them. But it would be a hungry next few days. Already exhausted and paupered, there would be no food given or made in all of the city. Marielle’s belly rumbled at the thought. 

“Happy Dawnwait, Etienne.”  

“You received the clothing I sent for you. Good. We need to leave at once.”

“We?” she asked, a hand on one hip. “What are you paying Allegra for her services?”

He ignored her question. “You promised to help me kill this dragon, yes? You wanted to redeem yourself from the sin of ruining your people and killing thousands? Well, you will begin as serving as one of my guards. There is an announcement in the Government District square today, which I must attend. And we must check for messages on the message tree near the canal where I found you.”

And Marielle needed to see if Jhinn had left a message for her. And she needed to see if there was some way she could repay Allegra without being in her debt. And she needed to watch for the dragon – perhaps, if she saw him in action again, she would see a way to defeat him.

She nodded.

“And Marielle?” Etienne said as he leaned in close. “Remember, as we walk through streets crowded with new beggars, that all of this was caused by you and by your friend. And it is only you who can fix it. You aren’t serving me because I demand it. You are serving me because you owe more than you can ever repay.” 

She shivered as the scent of truth and certainty filled the room with his words.




Dawnwait

Day One of Dawnspell
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6: Whorls and Maps
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Marielle

He had been right that she could never repay her debt. Marielle’s feet felt heavier with every step as they left Allegra’s shop – Spellspinner’s Cures, the sign proclaimed – and entered the streets below. The first day of Dawnwait had begun, as everyone prepared for Dawnspell – the dawning of the new year. Sweepers worked along the streets and men with barrows loaded with scraps pushed through the crowds with calls of “Make Way!” and “Dawnwait Cleaners!” 

Hollow-eyed people shuffled along the streets – that’s how Marielle could pick out the people she was responsible for. They stood idly or wandered with trailing steps, some clutching children or valuables, all with hollow eyes. And with every glance into their hollow eyes, Marielle felt more hollow as if she were trying to give a little of herself to each one of them and failing, failing, failing.

The stench of licorice despair curled around them, infecting the brighter spirits of the locals and even tinging the royal blue power of the gardenia-scented soldiers who marched through the city like they were planning to assault the local shops.

“Xin prepares for battle,” Etienne murmured as the first group of soldiers passed.

“Battle with what?” Marielle asked.

He smirked, looking significantly toward the sky.

If he meant battle with the dragon, then that felt ridiculous. The dragon was the size of a city – the size of this city. Nothing that size could be brought down with swords and bows. And it was her fault that it was loose.  

She clenched her jaw – feeling bad about the situation wouldn’t change it. She needed to solve it. She needed to kill the dragon – if not with an army, then with something else. 

Her gaze lifted upward every few minutes as she studied the sky, looking for the telltale silhouette that could appear at any moment. How did you kill a dragon? If his scales had been so thick they had built a city literally on top of him, that suggested they would be hard to penetrate. There had been that one fissure – the one that the Lady Sacrifice kept open with her blood. Would it still be there? Could they hurt him through that?

The bells of Xin called out the hour – a Dawnspell tradition. They would call out the hour every day from now until Dawnspell – a reminder of the time – a new time, a new year, a time to make changes.

Large brass bells along the city walls were the loudest, gonging the hours slowly, but with enough force to drown out the voices in the streets of the city. 

Bells of all sizes rang. Smaller brass bells on chains hung over doors – a sign of observance – bells hung from gondola lanterns by wide ribbons, bells even threaded through belts or around necks or dangling from hats – tiny silver bells for adornment and reminder of the holiday that marked the passing of time, that honored Grandfather Timeless, the only one not affected by the ravages of that nameless force.

Marielle knew the old catechism that spoke of Dawnspell: 

And why do we celebrate the passing of Grandfather Timeless? Because the time is short, and the days are numbered like the ringing of hourly bells. Because we do not know how much time is left to us or if time will ravage us or treat us with kindness. 

And she remembered what her mother always said, with a rueful laugh, “Time, Marielle, is a woman’s worst enemy. All others can be vanquished or negotiated with, but not time. In the end, time always wins.”

But Marielle wasn’t so sure about that. These days, it seemed that she was far more dangerous than time. She was a worse enemy to herself than the years could be.

She needed to shake out of this. No one would care about her self-pity and guilt.

She shook her head. She was supposed to be paying attention, sniffing the air, watching the Lord My- Etienne’s back. It wasn’t easy with the scents of the city so strong that she had to wrap her scarf four times around her mouth and nose. It was the despair that was the worst. The licorice, aniseed, thick black despair. It hung in the air like fog. And underneath it, the undercurrents were no better – there was the usual everyday feeling of a city at work, but there were other things, too – worry, nerves, uncertainty. 

“Stay close, Marielle,” Etienne said over his shoulder as they pushed onto the docks toward the message tree.

“News! Hear the city news! One copper!” a man was calling beside the tree. Etienne flipped him a coin and he smiled. “The army is looking for recruits. All able-bodied males and females who pass inspection will be paid one copper per day as salary.” Lord Mythos made a motion with his hand and the man coughed and moved on. “Lady Saga bids all the people of Xin to this year’s Dawnspell Hunt. The announcement is at noon in the Government District square. There are also sails on the horizon.”

“Sails?” a man in the crowd asked. He was dressed as a wealthy merchant. The news caller pointed at the wooden bowl at his feet. News must be paid for. 

Marielle searched the message tree as the coin clinked in the bowl and the news caller went on.

“Visitors from afar! But not merchants. They slew fishermen and sent their skeletons rowing back!” 

A bit of embellishment there for his coin, but mostly true. Marielle’s fingers sped down the lines of messages, looking for her name. Nothing. Nothing. She moved to the next branch.

“And the refugees?” a woman called. “Will Yan take their share?”

“Yan is choked with refugees. Many more went there than to Xin. It will be a hard year,” the man called back as coin clinked into his bowl. 

It would be harder for the refugees, but these people didn’t seem to be thinking about that. 

Her finger still sped along the messages. Nothing for her.

Frustrated, Marielle found the appropriate branch of the tree where it stuck out over the canal for access by gondola. She located the cluster of messages posted under “J” and carefully jammed her tiny roll of paper into the proper hole. If Jhinn stopped here, he could read it then. He hadn’t left messages for her or Tamerlan. She hoped he was safe. Where would he have spent the night? He had food and water and even coin in his little boat, but he was just one young man in a hostile city.

“Who do the sails belong to?” someone in the crowd pressed the news caller again as Marielle pushed back through the crowd to where Etienne stood, his shoulders back and his head held high. He wasn’t a large man, but his confidence made him seem larger than he was. So large that despite the press of bodies there was a clear ring around him.

He was watching the crowd, studying them as if gauging their reactions. Why did he bother? They were so easy to read that Marielle didn’t even need to rely on scent. She could see their nervous expressions, their wary, closed-off eyes, and their firmly pressed lips. These were people at the edge of comfort, afraid that they were about to permanently drop off the side.

“Brigands and Thieves, no doubt!” someone said. “Pirates and scum who would never dare set foot in this city!”

There was the sound of cursing from further down the docks and Marielle stood on tiptoes as a scent she’d never smelled before drew her attention. Or had she smelled it before? There was something oddly familiar about it, like the sound of a song from infancy.

“Ghosts!” the news caller claimed. “The Dead come back among us!”

“We could destroy them all with a few fishing boats and a gondola,” another man was saying boldly, the people around him adding their own jeers as he continued. “Show them – ”

But his words were lost to Marielle. She was completely drawn by the scent of whoever – or whatever – was coming toward them. She could smell the distinct smell of magic – vanilla and lilac – but that wasn’t all. There was a smell of salt, something floral that she couldn’t identify, and something harsh and tangy that again was past her experience. She lost her balance. She’d tried to stand too tall and toppled slightly into Etienne.

“My apologies,” she breathed, but her attention was still riveted toward that scent. She was waiting for a glimpse of who it was – and after a moment, she realized Etienne had not replied. He was waiting, too, his whole body leaning forward like a Scenter as he waited for their quarry to emerge.

An angry shout rang out from the direction of the eddy in the crowd and then something hurtled through the air. Marielle’s baton was out before she even thought, batting the projectile away – an old shoe by the look of it – just before it collided with Etienne’s head.

The crowd parted at the same instant to show five people unlike any she’d seen before. 

Three of the five were bare to the waist, their skin so covered in dark green tattoos that it made it hard to make out the features beneath them. They were made up of whorls and what looked like maps – coastlines, islands, eddies in the sea, schools of fish. But no two of them matched, even though bits of coastline seemed to repeat across the three. These three carried harpoons, wickedly sharp with handles worn for use. 

Marielle stiffened. Her baton would be no use against harpoons.

Someone from behind her threw a rotten rutabaga over her head at the strangers. A harpoon flashed out, spitting the rutabaga with ease. Was this really a city of the Dragonblood Plains? Reduced to throwing vegetables at strangers? 

Her lips firmed. These strangers were not Jingen refugees, but they were visitors here – merchants, perhaps, from faraway lands – and in Jingen the City Watch would have put a stop to this by now. Where was the Watch? She scanned the crowd, catching a glimpse of a Watch Uniform as the officer melted into the crowd. Coward!

“It’s them!” the news caller cried. “The visitors from the ships! The ghosts!”

The crowd around them pulled back at the same time that a half-rotted cabbage flew between the tattooed harpooners and toward the woman at the head of the group. She spun into a defensive leap, sword out and arcing through the morning light so quickly that Marielle hardly had time to gasp before the cabbage was sliced in two, the two halves falling harmlessly into the crowd.

There was a hiss of indrawn breath from the watchers. And no wonder. Marielle had never seen someone move so fast. 

“They don’t look like ghosts to me,” Marielle said quietly.

The woman’s face was pure fury, anger burning bright in a flushed face. Her hair was cut short except for a single long forelock at the front. A light-colored tattoo swept across her right cheek with writing Marielle did not know. Unlike the rough harpooners around her, she wore a high-necked, closely-tailored, dark coat that buttoned up the front in a double row of buttons. The coat flared where it reached her hips, widening over tight trousers and high black boots. 

How did she move so quickly in such a tightly fitted coat? Marielle squinted as she studied the coat. Ah! There were slits cut along the sides and at the joints to allow fast movement without sacrificing the straight lines of the dark uniform. She felt a small smile form on her lips. It was a good uniform. The kind of uniform someone wore when they represented order and law. The owner of the coat had a scent of pure anger, hard as flint and just as deadly.

The man behind the woman with the sword was dressed in the same way, though with a loose scarf hanging around his neck patterned in a way similar to the writing across his left cheek – a tattoo of pale letters in a wave-shaped whorl. He was a head taller than Marielle was, twice her age, and the scars across his face – one even marring his tattoo – spoke of a hard life. He smelled of the mint of certainty.

Those harpoons looked promising. What if she tried to harpoon the dragon like a great oilfish in the sea? Perhaps these men were for hire. Perhaps, they could even teach her how to do it. 

“You aren’t welcome here!” the news caller yelled as the crowd turned toward the newcomers, leaning in. 

Marielle scented the red of the mob beginning – the drive toward violence. She could feel it, electric in the air. One wrong word, one threatening action and people would die here. And where was the Watch? Where were they to stop this? She didn’t see a uniform or badge in sight. If Captain Ironarm had been here she would have scathed them with her judgment. There were no cowards in the Jingen City Watch.

Etienne caught her eye, quirking an eyebrow as if he expected her to do something here. But what? This was not her city. She had no authority here! But then, neither did he, and he’d still managed to help her last night. Maybe it didn’t matter that she didn’t have the right to act. Maybe all that mattered was that she tried to uphold the law anyway.

She pulled her Jingen City Watch badge from her belt purse, hoping it looked enough like local ones to fool the crowd. She held it above her head as she spoke, dodging a clump of thrown mud as she bellowed.

“City Watch!” Did they notice that she hadn’t said which city? “By order, you are to cease your attacks! Be about your business!”

Etienne nodded, not looking at her as he strode toward the woman with the sword, speaking quietly with her before pulling her after him. Her group followed him, hurrying toward the steps leading up to the next level of the Trade District.

“Return to your business citizens!” Marielle bellowed.

“No offense, officer!” the news caller said as Marielle hurried to follow Etienne. Where was he taking these strange visitors? Could they really be from the ships? “If I’d known it would disturb the peace, I would have stuck to happier news! Such as the good tidings that the son of the Lord of Yan will be delivering this year’s Dawnspell Quest in the speech in the Government District today!” She was almost out of earshot when he added, “Both he and his lovely bride to be, Amaryllis Zi’fen!”

She spun, stunned for a moment before asking, “Who?”
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7: A Sister’s Price  
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Tamerlan

Gulls calling from outside the open window were the first things that Tamerlan heard. His eyes popped open and he sucked in a long breath, looking at the white plaster ceiling above him. He could have sworn he would wake up in a gondola on the water – or not at all. The last thing he remembered was bleeding and pain, slumping in the small boat while the world fell apart around him. But here he was, back in the Alchemist’s Guild.

It’s not a dream, pretty man.

He gasped at the sound of Lila Cherrylock’s voice in his mind. Oh no.

He sat up quickly – or tried to – moaning at the pain that shot through his shoulder at his sudden movement. He squeezed his eyes shut against it, shaking not just at the pain, but at the memories ricocheting through his mind. He shouldn’t still be alive. He should have died in the fall of Jingen.

But where would the fun be in that, pretty man?

And the voice. Had he smoked recently?

Oh, I don’t possess you. These are only echoes.

And behind her voice, he heard another voice rumbling, Dragons! Dragons loose in the skies again! They must be stopped.

He was going mad. That much was clear. He needed to get away from people before he caused any more harm. Flee the city. Go to the mountains, maybe.

Someone had left water and a thin broth on a stool beside the bed. He gulped it down hurriedly. He’d need the energy from it to get away. 

He’d been stripped, but his clothing was hanging on pegs on the wall. And his old jute bag was in the corner. Perfect. That had a little of everything he might need. 

Dressing was not as easy as he’d hoped. His arm hurt if he moved it at all – hurt so badly that he had to stop and wait to gather the energy to keep dressing. It took long minutes to slowly drag one article of clothing on at a time and he was breathless when he was finished.

Best to fight through pain. Pain is temporary. Inaction lasts forever. 

That was Byron Bronzebow. He’d recognize those words even without the resonant voice behind them. There had to be some way to make the Legends all shut up. 

I don’t think you can, pretty man. You’re in too deep now.

He sucked in a long breath between his teeth, shuffled his boots on, and grabbed the bag. If he was going insane, then he needed to leave. Now. Before he could ruin more lives.

The window was wide open and he paused, leaning on the ledge and looking out over the unfamiliar horizon. The ocean was very near – or at least an ocean bay, fading off into blue where the sea met sky and merged into one. And a river ran past, faster and clearer than the Alabastru had been. That must be the Cerulean. He’d read about it. Which made this place Xin – the island city. It was going to be harder to flee an island, but certainly not impossible. 

Okay, time to climb down out the window.

With a hurt shoulder? You are mad!

Or he could just walk out the door. He leaned down over the ledge of the window, thinking about putting weight on his shoulder as he climbed down the wall.

You can’t even raise your hand above your waist. You definitely can’t climb. And you shouldn’t be escaping anyway. There are worse things in the world right now than your guilt.

He was getting used to Lila’s advice in his mind. 

Go to the door and peek out.

Dragon! Ram moaned in the background, like it was the name of a lost love.

He peeked out into an empty room beyond. 

Walk out but keep an eye out for movement.

There was the sound of footsteps nearby.

Go in the door to your left. 

He slipped inside. It was a storeroom for herbs. Interesting. He could see some rare ones there, too. And was that flagleaf? He was tempted to grab a handful, but wasn’t he already in enough trouble without adding theft to the list? He fingered one of the leaves, feeling the pattern on it.

You’re nervous about stealing a handful of leaves? I once stole a ruby crown with four rubies in it the size of your eyeballs. And that’s nothing compared to what the Grandfather will steal if he gets loose. 

I once stole the local Landhold’s underthings, Byron Bronzebow interjected, and hung them from the flagpole to embarrass him.

They were silenced by an ominous voice – one that hadn’t spoken yet. I’ve stolen the lives of thousands.

And just like that, Maid Chaos stole away all the fun. He dropped the leaf on the floor and snuck out, slowly making his way across the broad loft to the spiraling metal staircase. 

He should be worried about the voices in his head. But wasn’t it normal to go mad after destroying everything you loved? He’d be crazy if he wasn’t going crazy ... right?

Voices drifted up from down below, hushed but brisk. 

“Are you really going to let him stay here? Someone will want him dead and you might be killed in the attempt!”

“Who is mistress here, Danika? You or me? I will choose who stays with me as my guest, and I am not interested in your opinions on the matter.”

“Will it affect the work of The Whisper?”

“Of course not. We’ll just have to be more circumspect.”

He stepped onto the stairs, being sure to make more noise than necessary. If they knew he’d been eavesdropping, they would not be happy. Those sounded like secrets. Except for the part about people wanting him dead. That was just a given, seeing as he’d ruined an entire city and the lives of everyone in it.

The stairs were terrible. Each step a fresh agony that tore through him like being stabbed all over again.

“On your feet again, I see,” a woman said as he reached the floor of the store. That was definitely what this was. He’d been in and out of shops like these every day since becoming an apprentice. 

“What is this place?” The glass jars held leaves and powders that he recognized. They were laid out in such tidy rows – and alphabetically. He felt the corners of his mouth twitching into a smile. 

“Spellspinner’s Cures. And see? You’re cured.” The woman’s tone was dry and her dark hair was cropped at the shoulders in a blunt line. She wore a wide apron and worked at the counter, but Tamerlan thought it might be for show. Her cloth wiped the counter in a circle – not actually cleaning anything or polishing, just moving like she was pretending to work. 

Quiet voices echoed from the back where storage was likely located under the loft, and two women in white aprons were carefully dusting glass jars behind her. No, she was definitely not just a spice merchant. He’d seen her type before. Guild Masters. She was powerful in her craft and she didn’t just tend counters – or sick people.

The noises of the men in the back weren’t casual with banter either. Even though he couldn’t hear the words, the tones were sharp with purpose. 

He gave her his best smile. “It seems I owe you a debt.”

“It’s being paid,” she said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. Ah. She saw him as a pawn. But she didn’t think she needed him. She just needed the people she was using him against.

“How generous,” he said with a smile. “By who, if I may ask?”

“A girl with dark hair who either wants to marry you or kill you. I haven’t worked out which yet, but I have worked out how she’s going to pay.”

Marielle. Memories flashed through his mind of blurry glimpses of her face through fever dreams. Had she sat with him while he was ill? There was a comforting note to the memories.

“Well, a man’s debts are his own,” he said, smiling in a charming manner – or so he hoped. “Maybe there is a way I can settle the debt myself.”

She smirked, eyeing him up and down. “There would be in any other circumstances, but not this time, I’m afraid.”

She sounded almost regretful. 

“And where can I find this dark-haired beauty?” he asked.

“Did I say she was beautiful?” Offense filled her dry tone. She sighed. “She’ll be back tonight. She’s staying here. Don’t wander too far. Your shoulder will bleed if you put in too much effort and I need to finish the job I started if I’m going to collect payment.”

She waved her fingers at him as if dismissing him.

“Where can I find the Libraries?” He wouldn’t really go to the libraries, but it was a good idea to pretend he was doing something innocent, and not just running away from humanity.

“This city is laid out almost exactly the same as Jingen, except with different rock shapes and different canals. All the cities of the five plains are. Did you know where the Libraries were there?” Her answer was irritated, like he was wasting her time.

“Thank you.”

He slipped out the door, hitching his bag on his shoulder and stepped into the streets of Xin. The bells were ringing the hour, a thousand peals of silver and brass in a cacophonous salute to Grandfather Timeless. 

And doesn’t he crow about that during Dawnspell! A whole holiday dedicated just to him! Byron sounded bitter.

Along the street, someone was sweeping. Dawnwait. He’d forgotten about the beginning-of-year celebration. The cleaning and fast were always crowded out by the excitement and revelry of Summernight. This year, he’d give anything to be able to clean the memories of that festival from his mind. If only it were as easy as sweeping the streets or hauling out the trash that had accumulated over the year.

Where was that dragon now? Was it still tormenting Jingen, or had it moved on to something else? Was it about to appear in the sky here?

He tensed, looking up. 

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon. 

Thanks, Ram.

“News for a coin! News!” someone was calling from around a street corner, and someone must have paid him because his words were chipper and loud enough for Tamerlan to hear. 

“Renli Di’sham, son of the Lord of Yan is betrothed to wed Amaryllis Zi’fen, daughter of Landhold Zi’fen. Together, they will announce this year’s Dawnspell Hunt in the Government District!”

He froze against the door of Spellspinner’s Cures, his first thought one of relief – she’d survived! And his second one full of trepidation. His sister was about to marry the Lord of Yan’s son. Had she agreed to that willingly? Perhaps, before he left Xin, he should pay a visit to the Government District. If she looked happy during the announcement, then he wouldn’t have to worry. If she did not ... if she gave any sign that she was being coerced ... well, he had ways to deal with that.

Yes! Lila said in his mind. Finally, some fun again.

It wouldn’t hurt anything just to check, would it?
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8: Betrothed and Betrayed
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Tamerlan

It was harder to hike through the city than Tamerlan had expected. His wound flared with constant bursts of pain and he had to stop frequently to lean against a pole or rail just to catch his breath and stop the spinning of his head. He gritted his teeth against the nearly constant pain alerts as he climbed a long flight of stairs from the Spice District to the Government District.

Xin was a much more vertical place than Jingen had been, an island of rock and sudden spikes of granite – maybe. Or maybe not. Because if Jingen had been built on a dragon sleeping in mud, then wasn’t Xin built on a dragon sleeping on the stone? Perhaps this stairway had been chiseled into rock-hard scales along the dragon’s rib cage. Perhaps that explained why the stairway seemed to nestle between two ripples in the rock. Were they jutting ribs?

He paused for a moment, catching his breath, and turned to look behind him. From this high perch, it was easy to see the Spice and Trade districts of Xin perched on either side of the locks of the main canal. The rooftops – red tiled and beautiful – rolled out as far as the surrounding walls where small figures strode, alert and ready. There were more figures than he would have expected. Perhaps the local army was growing with the new dragon threat to defend against. Past them, the Cerulean flowed, and past that were the rolling plains that ended on a horizon plumed with smoke. 

The sight of the smoke stole his breath away. His fault. All his fault. He’d done it for Amaryllis – and then she hadn’t even needed his help. What hubris to think he was her only hope. What shocking pride. 

But he’d saved Marielle. He barely knew her – only knew that she was dedicated to the law and that she’d showed compassion to him. Would he have risked everything for her if he’d known all along that she would be the victim of that ceremony? Probably not. And there was something wrong with a heart that would care enough to save a sister but turn a blind eye to the slaughter of a stranger, wasn’t there?

If it was right to save Amaryllis, then it was right to save Marielle. Or it should have been. 

There had to be some other way to imprison dragons than to build cities on them and pour blood over them once a year. There had to be.

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

Ram’s constant mad ravings about dragons were rubbing off. Tamerlan found himself scanning the horizon for one and searching the rooftops for a hidden form. Where had the dragon gone? He was not here in Xin. Was he still ravaging Jingen?

What did dragons do other than eat and sleep? 

Kill!

And kill. 

What did snakes do? Weren’t dragons just a kind of snake but with wings and magic and malevolence?

He scanned the soft blues and greens of the summer horizon before turning back to the sweaty work of climbing the stone stairs. It was nearly noon. Nearly time for the announcement. He needed a look at his sister. He could fight through the pain for that.

He tugged at the long blue cloak he wore. He should have left it at the healers. It was only making him hot and holding him back. He could shed it, but if he did, he’d have to carry it and his shoulder wasn’t up to carrying anything.

Shed. Snakes shed their skins, didn’t they? It was called molting. Perhaps that was where the dragon was. Perhaps the massive creature was up in the mountains somewhere, trying to shed the homes and roads and bridges built into his scales. That’s what Tamerlan would do if he were a dragon.

He walked carefully through the dense crowd, barely noticing the people as thoughts of dragons filled his mind. The crowd was mostly dressed in white – the color for Dawnspell – except the refugees who had nothing else to wear. He would stand out as a refugee in his worn guard’s uniform. He should remember that. But instead, all he could think of was dragons. How could he find out how to kill one?

His eyes drifted across the people as he crested the final stairs onto the cobblestone street beyond. A woman stood to the side of the pushing crowd, her eyes hollow, two grimy children clutched in her arms. Their eyes watched the crowd hungrily.

Tamerlan felt the blood rush to his cheeks and he patted his belt pouch. No coins. Nothing to give them.  He glanced down at the silver cloak clasp with the palace insignia. That was worth something. Carefully, he pushed through the crowd wincing at every touch or jostle. He shouldn’t be out of bed. He wasn’t healed enough for what he was doing.

He had the pin out of the cloak and was handing it to the woman before he’d even reached her. Surprise widened her eyes. It shouldn’t. Someone should have taken her in by now. How selfish were the people of this city that they hadn’t? His face grew hotter. She reached for the pin but stopped before she touched it, as if she were afraid to take it. He shoved it into her outstretched hand.

“Take it. Feed your children,” he said, his voice thick. On an impulse, he pulled off the cloak, offering it, too. One of the boys pointed wide-eyed at the sword on his hip. Without the cloak, it looked a bit too obvious, but he wouldn’t change his mind. The way the woman shivered in the sea wind, she could use the cloak. And it was all he had to give.

“Thank you,” she said, clutching the cloak and pin like they were treasures.

But he couldn’t bear to look at her for a moment longer. She wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for him. She wouldn’t be wondering how to feed her children. 

Running away from all this wouldn’t fix it – couldn’t fix it. He only had one choice.

Dragon. Kill the dragon.

Yes, Ram. 

He would have to kill the dragon. He would have to make sure there were no more refugees – and then if he were still alive, he would have to spend his whole life making things right – rebuilding, giving, serving. Running away right now – that wouldn’t help anyone but himself. 

With his cheeks burning and his wound on fire, he fled the refugee crowds, head down, desperate not to see or be seen. He felt something hot on his cheeks, but he didn’t stop to brush away his tears until he was well into the Government District and down an alley, around a corner and then out beside a moat around a palace. He was so turned around that he wouldn’t have known where his desperate flight had taken him if he hadn’t seen the moat.

Roses climbed the walls of the palace and guards were ringed around the wall. From the calls and cheers, he thought that the crowd had gathered on the other side of the palace, waiting for the announcement. That’s where he should be, instead of in this lonely street, far away from anything else. The buildings here were quiet, the moat still. Lily pads floated on the top of the water. He could smell the sun on them and their faint fragrance. But he couldn’t bear to go to where the people were. He closed his eyes but all he saw in his mind were the faces of those children.

Dragon. Dragon.

A voice floated down from the palace wall.

“I thought that perhaps you would make the speech, my beauty. I shouldn’t keep your charms all to myself.”

There was a tinkling laugh. “I think that I’m starting to like you, Renli.”

Amaryllis! Tamerlan stepped out, peering up at the figures on the top of the palace wall. They stood close together, as if their words were only for each other, though their voices carried easily in the clear summer air.

“Only starting?” he feigned a hurt tone.

Tamerlin shifted nervously. She sounded playful. She sounded like she wasn’t being coerced. But she was only sixteen. She shouldn’t be marrying at all – not yet. Although, better married than sold as a sacrifice. And he’d told himself that he would just check to be sure that she was okay. He wouldn’t ruin things for her if she was well and safe. After all, it probably wouldn’t help her any to be flirting with a future husband only to have her criminal brother storm into the moment demanding that she flee with him.

Tamerlan ran a hand over his tired face.

“I won’t even know what to say!” Amaryllis protested, but she was clearly asking to be convinced.

“Just tell them about the hunt – tell them how we need to get rid of the dragon and how Abelmeyer’s Eye is the only way to bind him. Tell them that it’s a secret passed down from generation to generation.”

Tamerlan froze. Was there really a way to bind a dragon with something as simple as a relic?

Kill. Kill. Dragon.

But Lila Cherrylock’s voice pushed Ram’s aside for a moment, King Ablemeyer’s Eye – an amulet – is what put them in those trances in the first place. It won’t hold them for long – only blood can do that – but it could hold a dragon for a time. I would have stolen it if it wasn’t already lost by my time.

You would have stolen it? Byron broke in. I would have stolen it first and used it for the freedom of the masses. Such a relic belongs to the people.

Lost? How would something so precious be lost?

Maybe it isn’t lost. Maybe it was kept with King Abelmeyer’s treasures. Who can say? Lila suggested. Perhaps the other Legends know. All I know is that it wasn’t where I thought it would be.

You must join this hunt. Byron was just as intent as she was.

Where did King Abelmeyer keep his treasures?

Lila was first to answer. Hidden in the great works of art in the five cities. Or in the palace storerooms, but if it was in one of those, they would know, and there would be no hunt. You should open the Bridge of Legends and let me out. I want to find this treasure, too.

That was too big of a risk. Tamerlan watched his sister and her suitor walk down the wall, away from him. Their voices faded away as they left. She didn’t seem like someone who needed to be rescued. But this amulet showed promise. Perhaps it would be the key to redemption. 

Let me out and I will help you! Lila insisted.

Let me out and we will free the people once more! Byron demanded. Let us make payment for our sins.

He’d have to do it without smoking. These Legends were far too excited at the prospect of this hunt. His hands trembled at that thought as if his body ached to dip into the Bridge of Legends again. But he didn’t dare do that. If you let the Legends out to play, there was no telling what they might do.

Kill! Kill them all! 
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9: Windsniffer
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Marielle

Lord Mythos seemed mesmerized by the woman in the double-breasted coat, but it was the man with the large conch shell who captured Marielle’s attention.  It glowed turquoise to her, though she couldn’t tell what she was smelling when she looked at the shell, even though she sniffed hard, trying to catch the scent of it. It wasn’t the turquoise of the sea or the turquoise and gold of magic – it was different than that, almost magical but not the magic she was used to. Stranger yet, even her eyes seemed to be seeing turquoise and that made her shiver at the strangeness of the experience.

Etienne had led the group to the inn beside Spellspinner’s Cures – The Grinning Cutlass. 

“No foreigners,” the strongarm said before they even reached the door. Marielle flashed him a suspicious glare. He was the same one who had offered her a place in his bed the night before.

“An odd policy for an inn,” Etienne said mildly.

“I said – ” the strongarm didn’t get to say anything else. Etienne’s hand flashed out so quickly that Marielle couldn’t see what he did and then the strongarm was leaning against the wall gasping for breath while Etienne opened the door for his guests.

Marielle was the last to enter, watching carefully for any trouble that might come from behind. This city needed a better City Watch. She hadn’t seen a patrol yet and the few individuals she’d seen had scurried out of the way when trouble came. It made the hairs on the back of her neck rise up. A city without order was a city in trouble. Laws and order kept a place safe and prosperous. Failing to uphold them led to the kind of rot that destroyed a city. 

Her lips formed a firm line of concern. No law. Refugees. A dragon threat. Xin was like a barge of dry wood sailing too close to a port light. The whole thing could go up in flames in a matter of moments. She would have to watch for that.

The inside of The Grinning Cutlass wafted with trails of yellow-orange and washing soda scent – greed and stone-gray suspicion.

By the time she entered, the innkeeper was already leading Lord Mythos to a back room. A woman with two pitchers, beaded with cool drops on the outside, followed the trail of foreigners. 

Marielle peered at the customers, mentally cataloging them. Regular. Drunk. Two merchants eating lunch. Out of town visitors – older Landholds with business in the city. A suspicious character – petty thief perhaps? That dagger looked expensive for a man of that class. 

She was only worried about the last in the list, but she fingered the handle of her dagger, sniffing the air.

His interest was piqued, little sizzles of electric blue excitement in his scent. She’d have to keep her eyes open or he’d pick their pockets as they left. If she’d been here with Carnelian, they would have scooped him up already.

Carnelian. Her last memory of her friend was that betrayal. She’d helped Lord Mythos drive Marielle toward that death chair. How had Etienne turned her loyalty? Or had he merely laid out for her the same thing he had for Marielle – that someone had to die, and it was better that it be Marielle than everyone else. Maybe Carnelian wasn’t a traitor at all. Maybe she was a patriot? Most likely, she was just being practical. Carnelian had always been practical. Then why did it still sting to think of her?

She entered the room where Etienne and his guests were already arranged around the table where water was poured. Nothing else was allowed during Dawnwait. None of them were sitting, but they watched the serving girl and innkeeper like hawks until the two of them left. Marielle closed the door behind them and stood in front of it, playing the guard she’d promised to be.

“Who are you,” the woman demanded the moment the door was shut.

“Etienne Valenspear, formerly the Lord Mythos of Jingen.”

“The city that was burned three nights ago.”

“The very same,” he said, barely twitching at her words.

“And now you are here to welcome us to Xin – but you are not of Xin and have no authority here.” She tilted her head to the side. Careful. Considering.

“You didn’t seem to be receiving a better welcome,” Etienne said. “And it occurs to me that we can work together. Please, sit and let us talk.”

“We do not require your help.” The woman’s voice was terse. 

No one had moved. No one had sat. And yet, Marielle felt the eyes of the man with the conch shell flicking over to her from time to time. He was curious about her. She could smell his interest, bright and fresh as cut citrus. It burst through the mistrust in the room in little marigold puffs.

“Then why are you in Xin?” Etienne asked. “Why send an advance team if you don’t wish to talk – or to do something to prepare for the arrival of your people on the ships?”

There was a hiss of indrawn breath. “How did you know we came from the ships?”

Etienne raised a single eyebrow. “You don’t rule a city of the Dragonblood Plains by ignorance and blindness.”

“You aren’t a ruler anymore.” There was acid in her words. No wonder she hadn’t found a warm reception here.

If she meant to insult him, it wasn’t working. His smile remained steady, but it was Marielle who spoke up.

“You are the people of Queen Mer, aren’t you? Like the Waverunners?”

The woman spat and around her, the men cursed quietly.

“The forsaken? Looking for their lost story? We are not such fools. We don’t believe a single story will make sense of everything and bring peace to the world.” Her fierce expression backed up her words, but Marielle tilted her head to the side, watching her. There was more to it than that. Her scent held contempt, but also guilt. Did they owe the Waverunners something? Or had they done something terrible to them? It was old guilt, bred in the bones, lingering still. Hmmm. She’d have to puzzle that out.

“Why not?” Marielle pressed.

“We don’t look for stories,” the woman said, standing a little straighter. “We create them.”

Those were bold words, and Marielle liked them, but she was surprised when the man with the conch shell turned to Etienne and asked, “Who is the young Windsniffer? Is she of your ship?”

Etienne paused a moment before answering. “She is.”

He turned to her, inclining his head slightly. “I am Anglarok of Ship White Peaks, of the Shard Islands of the Eighth Sea and I see my heart in you, young Windsniffer.”

Marielle blushed. Windsniffer? Could that be like a Scenter? His nose wrinkled as she thought that. He was smelling her emotions. She fought back a burst of surprise and replied awkwardly.

“I am Marielle Valenspear a Scenter for the Jingen City Watch.”

“Have you a Wind Guide, Marielle?” he asked.

She shot a glance at Etienne. He shook his head almost imperceptibly. What did that mean? How should she answer? She opened her mouth, uncertain. It took her a moment to decide on simply answering with the truth.

“No.” After all, she did not even know what that was. 

He stepped away from the table, walking to where she was and circling her, seeming to study her from every angle, his nose wrinkling and sniffing constantly like a strange dog. Marielle shifted nervously, her belly quivering with nerves at the sudden attention.  

“And I am Ki’squall Liandari of Ship White Peaks of the Beneficent Islands of the Sixth Sea,” the woman said, “I am the Ki’Squall of the Harbingers of the Retribution. And in this city, I have found no welcome and no mercy and so we shall give no welcome and no mercy in the Retribution.”

Her words sounded like a judgment. Marielle’s blood froze with the pronouncement. It was laced with the scent of deep, royal-blue authority and a confidence so thick she could have used it to rig a sail.

“I’ve welcomed you,” Etienne said. “And I would be pleased to help you with your – ”

“We don’t require help,” Liandari said again. Anglarok clucked his tongue and for some reason, Liandari blushed. “They said there would be an announcement in the Government District. We traveled there to listen but were not admitted to the square.”

“I can grant you access there,” Etienne said. He sat down, even though the rest of them were still standing, and took a sip from his cup of water. “But surely you are not here to participate in Dawnspell.”

“There was some talk of a hunt. A city-wide search for an ancient artifact,” Liandari said carefully.

“There is always a hunt. This one should be as mundane as any other. The search for a simple trinket.”

Liandari cocked her head slightly, as she seemed to do when working something out. “You are not so certain. You fear that this hunt will be for something that you actually need. You’ve asked them to make it about the mundane instead. You are waiting to see if your request has been granted.”

Etienne smiled and Marielle couldn’t decide if this was some sort of verbal duel or a meeting of like minds. “Would you like to come as my guest?”

“It will not wash away the insult Xin has shown us. It will not make this right.” She crossed her arms over her chest, practically quivering with indignation. “We should be granted places in the palace as honored guests. We should be offered tribute and gifts. We should be begged for mercy.”

“Perhaps it will be a start, yes?” Etienne asked affably, but there was an edge to his tone. He wasn’t the begging kind. 

Memories of the rows of white sails flashed across Marielle’s memory. If that fleet was here to attack, could Xin survive such a conflict? What about right now when they were choked with refugees and under the threat of a dragon? She didn’t think so. Maybe someone should be begging for mercy.

“What is the Retribution?” she asked and both Etienne and Liandari looked at her with surprise as if they had forgotten that anyone else in the room could speak.

Liandari cleared her throat. “The Retribution brings Queen Mer’s justice to the land. As our prophecy says,

A key will unlock Queen Mer’s justice – the opening of a dam, the loosing of a river. 

A key will unlock her children’s glory – a changing of the tide, a babble of many waters.

Look for the key when the tides foam red and the dragons rise again.

Look for the key when the Legends walk the world of men and the shells sing a new song.

Look for the key in the blood of the dragon, in the dreams of the dragon, in the song of the dragon.

Look for the key in the smoke of the dragon, in the death of the dragon, in the shards of the dragon.”

She cleared her throat before continuing. “We are the Harbingers of the Retribution – the first tentacles feeling the land before we seize it. We have come looking for the key.”

Marielle shivered. If she found any keys, she would know exactly who not to give them to.

Behind her, Anglarok chucked, smelling of apricot satisfaction. “I like this one. She cares only about truth and justice. I will be her Wind Guide.”

Marielle swallowed. As if things weren’t complicated enough, now she had to find out what a Wind Guide was and what price she would need to pay to yet another creditor. 
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10: The Hunt
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Marielle

The crowd surged around them so powerfully that Marielle was almost pushed into the moat. She leaned her shoulder forward, bracing herself against the push of the crowd.

True to his word, Lord Mythos had brought them past the Government District guards to the very front of the crowd as the noon announcement was about to be made. He stood side by side with Liandari, pressed against the moat of the Palace. Landholds and important merchants angrily pressed in from behind them to regain their usurped position.

Etienne and Liandari didn’t care. They stood like two islands in an ocean storm, untouched as the harpooner guards and Marielle watched their backs.

“Watch it!”

“Foreigners!”

The mutters and curses around them were not friendly. 

Marielle’s scarf was wrapped four times around her mouth and nose and even that wasn’t enough to block out the green bursts of envy and sepia resentment. She missed Carnelian. Carnelian would have pushed people back, barking at them to make a path for her Scenter. Instead, Marielle was nearly in the moat as she tried to catch a fresh breath of air and not be overwhelmed by the scents of the crowd. 

Normal scents were bad enough – freshly baked bread, fish from the docks, tanners, alchemists, spice merchants, and the thousand other every-day scents that clung to the people as they crowded together. But threaded through that was the anticipation of the hunt, swirling light blue and bright red with expectation and sweet-apple delight, and the undertone of ochre and paprika worry. There were also the beginning plumes of rose-colored obsession, and that worried Marielle. Whatever this crowd began to hunt for was going to be taken very seriously indeed.

“Make way for the Timekeepers! Make way!” a crier called, and the crowd pressed back, pushing Marielle even closer to the tepid canal water as the white-robed time priests pushed forward, swinging their gold and silver mandalas and ringing silver bells. Only a week ago, Marielle would have ignored them – just another religion with strange beliefs – but after the rise of the dragon, she didn’t feel the same way. What if they were right about things, too? What if Grandfather Timeless was real? What if all really was one and one was all, and her past sins meant nothing because they accomplished nothing? What if all human suffering meant nothing because they were all just part of one greater whole?

She shivered. If the horrors she had caused meant nothing, then good meant nothing either. What a terrifying thought. 

“Marielle!” a hand caught at her sleeve and she almost lost her balance into the canal. She had to drop into a crouch to avoid being pulled into the water. “Marielle!”

“Jhinn!” He was in his small gondola, clinging to the side of the moat. “How did you get in there?”

“I have my ways,” he said, bright eyes sparkling. “Tamerlan?”

“Healing and safe,” she said, glancing around to be sure they weren’t caught, but no one was looking. All eyes were on the palace wall where a group of Landholds was assembling – Lady Saga the ruler of the city and her guests.

“And you?” he asked.

“I’m with them.” Marielle pointed to Etienne and the Harbingers.

Jhinn hissed in a gasp and then the bells were ringing. So many bells of so many sizes that Marielle could hear nothing else over the tinkling and gonging and bonging filling the square.

When, at long last, they stopped, her ears were still ringing.

“Marielle, they’re dangerous!” Jhinn warned, pulling her closer to him so she could hear his desperate words. “We need to get upstream and away from them. I’ve found out who they are and what they want.”

“Some kind of justice,” Marielle said, her eyes drifting up to where Lady Saga was welcoming the crowd.

“This Dawnspell marks a legendary hunt that will determine the future of our city!” Lady Saga proclaimed, her high-collared dress looking as well-made and carefully-tailored as Lord Mythos’ jackets always had been. Like him, she was ringed with guards. “And for this hunt, the prize is like none other. A handful of gold might pay for a new shop or a freshly painted gondola. An invitation to a party might get you new connections or an experience you’ve never had before. I’m offering you something more- a single wish. If the item you are hunting for is found, I will grant the finder any one thing that is in my power to grant. So, search hard and make me proud!”

Marielle glanced at Etienne. He stood leaning forward, his jaw clenched and fists balled at his side as if he could barely control himself as the next speakers walked forward. Was that worry pouring off of him in ochre waves?

The girl with the long hair joining Lady Saga on the wide balcony made Marielle gasp. She looked like Tamerlan – soft where he was hard, slight where he was broad – but her likeness to him was remarkable. That was his light hair, his distinct jawline, his dreamy eyes. She even had shoulders a little too broad for her clinging dress – like his broad shoulders. Could that be his sister? It was strange to see her, knowing that she was at the root of all the tragedy in the past two weeks. She probably didn’t even know it.

“It’s worse than that, Marielle,” Jhinn hissed as the newcomers arranged themselves. “They are coming to destroy us all. Beware any connections they make to you. They might seem helpful or benign, but any tie at all will bind you to them and you will not be able to escape. Promise me that you won’t let them offer you anything!”  

Marielle turned to him. “It’s too late. The one in the button up coat has decided to be my Wind Guide – whatever that is.”

“Mer’s spit!”

But his next words were washed away by the announcement.

“I am Renli Di’sham and this is my beloved fiancé Amaryllis Zi’fen. Amaryllis will tell you about the hunt this year!”

“Whatever you do, Marielle, don’t take any gifts from them, okay? Nothing, no matter how valuable, is worth that cost,” Jhinn hissed. 

“Okay,” she said uncertainly. “What do you mean by that?”

But he was already rowing away as Amaryllis spoke to the noisy crowd. Marielle clenched her jaw in frustration.

“The Dawnspell hunt this year will be for King Abelmeyer’s Eye,” Amaryllis proclaimed. “A ruby amulet of great power. With it, we will overthrow the dragon which destroyed our neighboring city and we will make Xin safe again!”

A cheer erupted from the crowd – a cheer so loud that Marielle clamped her hands over her ears. 

“Look for it in the hiding places of King Abelmeyer! Search his statues and drink houses. Comb his bridges and obelisks. We will find it somewhere in our city!”

There was a roar of approval and then Lord Mythos was pushing through the crowd. He grabbed Marielle by the collar, dragging her close so he could shout into her ear over the noise of the crowd. His eyes – desperate – were nothing compared to the pulsing orange and ginger of his scent.

“Take the guests to Spellspinner’s Cures. I will return when I can. Keep them safe.”

He was gone, slipping into the crowd faster than an eel through water. Marielle turned to the Harbingers, ignoring the fury on Liandari’s face. Anglarok’s mouth and nose were wrapped in a scarf just like hers, so she couldn’t see what his expression was as she spoke.

“I’ve been ordered to guide you,” she yelled over the cacophony. “Will you follow me, please?”

A knot was forming in her stomach. Jhinn’s warning had been clear – she should be avoiding these people. But she had also promised to serve the Lord Mythos and she couldn’t obey both at once. Where had he disappeared to? And why did he seem so shaken by the hunt for King Abelmeyer’s Eye?

“I don’t think your friend got his wish,” Anglarok said as they pushed a path through the crowd for the others. “But don’t worry, Windsniffer, when we reach our destination, I have a gift for you.”

And how, exactly, was she going to avoid receiving it? Things just kept getting more and more complicated. Marielle felt a twitch beginning in the corner of her eye.
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11: At Home in a Library
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan gasped, leaning against the wall to try to clear the stars from his vision. What he needed was a glass of cold water and some sleep. What he wanted were answers.

The way forward seemed surprisingly clear and he didn’t want to lose that clarity. Not when it might make redemption a possibility.

The past can’t be redeemed. But the future can be stolen. 

Lila Cherrylocks had a grim outlook on his chances, but she’d sing a different tune when he found a way to atone for his past.

This Library reminded him gut-wrenchingly of the Queen Mer library. It was Dedicated to Deathless Pirate, an ensemble of skulls and bones, shipwrecks, and artfully depicted crashing waves. And just like the Queen Mer Library, The Deathless Pirate Library was guarded by a pair of vigilant librarians, complete in long, smooth aprons with soft cloth gloves on their hands. They were as concerned with keeping finger oils off parchment as they were with keeping humans away from their books entirely. 

He wasn’t known here. He didn’t work for a guild or have a sponsor. And that meant his only hope of accessing the books would be to sneak into the library. With a wound in his shoulder that had been infected and was only just now recovering, that wasn’t going to be easy. He took a long breath, flinching from the pain of it.  

Don’t let them see you.

Yes, great advice. Don’t let the people you are hiding from see you.

Your cynicism and selfishness will be your downfall. That was Byron Bronzebow. True heroes are men of valor both in action and thought.

So, don’t be selfish and don’t let them see you. Got it.

And don’t take that tone with us! Lila snapped. Just do as I say. Wait.

He waited. Waiting was good. It let him catch his breath. 

Pick up a small stone from that crack in the masonry. 

He picked it up.

Think you can toss it past the Librarians so that they go to check on the books behind them?

Probably.

Do it.

He grabbed the tiny stone, throwing it deftly through the open main doors and to the library beyond and then dodging back to his place against the wall beside the door. His wound flared with pain and he felt a seep of fluid in his shoulder. Great. He was bleeding again.

“What was that?” one of the Librarians asked and then there was the sound of feet on marble. 

He peeked around the corner. The other Librarian was writing in her ledger, the scritch, scritch of the quill a steady sound. 

Get low. 

He couldn’t crawl, not with his shoulder the way it was.

Do your best. 

He stayed low, following Lila’s directions as she led him through the doors and past the librarian’s desk to the library beyond. 

Simple.

And yet you couldn’t have done it without me.

He really couldn’t.

Why are you here?

To look for any information on King Abelmeyer. I need to find that amulet!

He angled his steps to hug the library wall, careful not to rub against the soaring bookshelves. That other librarian was in here somewhere and he didn’t want to be caught by her.

A waste of time. Abelmeyer may have owned the amulet and it may have been named after him as ‘Abelmeyer’s Eye’ but you don’t really think that it stayed with him, do you? You don’t really think it’s on a statue somewhere or in King Abelmeyer’s grave.

Why wouldn’t it be? He was slinking along a shelf of Dragonblood Plain history. There would be something here about the Eye. If Tamerlan was at home anywhere, it was in libraries. His fingers skimmed the spines of familiar titles. 

Legends of the Five Cities

Power, War, and Inter-City Skirmishes of the Early Years

Tombs, Graves, and Markers

He pulled that one off the shelf, carefully flipping the edges of the pages, careful not to damage them. 

If you are really adamant about finding this thing, you should just ask us.

Okay, I’m asking. Where is it?

He skimmed along the book. The author had noted every tomb and grave by the name of the deceased. King Abelmeyer’s was a huge barrow on the edge of the cliffs outside the city wall. It should be easy enough to find, though he’d have to dig to get into it. Oh. But there was also a sarcophagus in the city. Well, which one was he buried in, then? And why have two gravesites? The text tangled around the subject as if it was afraid to disclose the truth.

Well, I don’t know where it is, Lila admitted as he searched through the text, but one of the other Legends will. It’s almost certain that one of us knows. Maybe even King Abelmeyer.

I don’t know where this amulet lies, Byron Bronzebow added. But if you find it, you must not keep it for yourself. Wealth is meant to be redistributed to the people.

He’d have to find it first. He’d worry about how to use it to bind dragons and help people after that.

So, smoke your herbs and call the Legends, Lila urged. Someone will know where it is. 

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon. Ram sounded heartbroken as he continued his endless chant. It was giving Tamerlan a headache.

And what? Let them destroy Xin, too? Let them slaughter innocents and destroy the peace?

Don’t blame all of that on us. Ram only wants to kill dragons. And that’s what he would have done if you hadn’t called him right before a blood sacrifice! Any fool would have known that he had to stop that. You can’t kill dragons and feed them at the same time.

Dragon! Kill!

Well, Tamerlan hadn’t known. And what other little peccadillos might the other Legends have if he called on them? Would King Abelmeyer turn out to be a conquering General who started a war? Would Deathless Pirate steal a ship and sail off to sea? Would Grandfather Timeless stop the passage of time and freeze them all in place? Who could say? And because Tamerlan couldn’t say, he certainly wouldn’t risk it. Not again.

Waves of pain crashed over him and nausea crept up. He’d better wrap this up and get back to Spellspinner’s Cures.

On a whim, he searched out the next entry about a Legend. 

Deathless Pirate is said to be buried off the Dragon’s Spit point. His corpse was never recovered from the golden cage he was locked in. They sank the cage off the point in the middle of a storm so that no one would ever be able to find that precise location again. Or so it is said. 

Helpful. 

He was skimming to the next page when he heard a footstep behind him. He ducked and felt a whoosh of air over his head before he stumbled, nearly falling to the ground. The book was dragged from his hands as he fell to one knee, coughing and clutching his chest.

“Fools, all of them. And you’re a fool, too,” a quiet voice said in a menacing tone. The owner of the voice was agitated, his grumble turning to a rant as he spoke. “I told her not to use this as a way to find the amulet. I asked her to promise. And what does she do? The opposite! And now we’ll have fools at every turn! And I told Allegra to keep you in bed and what does she do but let you out to bleed to death in the streets!”

“We’re not in the streets.” Tamerlan struggled to his feet, still gasping, his eyes widening as he saw the man in front of him. Lord Mythos! The ruler of Jingen! The man who had tried to kill Marielle and who had stabbed him through the chest!

He choked on his breath as he tried to form the words to vent his wrath, but the other man just chuckled wryly.

“Didn’t expect to see me again, did you?”

“You’re alive!”

“I’m hard to kill,” Lord Mythos said, examining the book he’d snatched from Tamerlan. “And you are reading a book about graves. Thinking of designing your own?”

He raised a quizzical eyebrow.

“No,” Tamerlan said mildly, but his mind was buzzing like a hive of bees. “What are you going to do now that you’re here? Are you going to make trouble for my sister?”

“What does that matter to you, magic thief?” Lord Mythos said and Tamerlan’s eyebrows rose as crossed his arms over his chest. He was a foot shorter than Tamerlan, but Tamerlan still remembered how quick he was with his sword and the way he was standing suggested that he might draw at any moment.

“I never stole magic. A grimoire, yes. Marielle, yes. People’s lives ... I stole those.” Tamerlan felt his voice growing heavier with each admission.

“My city,” Lord Myths growled through clenched teeth. “My people. My dragon. You stole those! I can still sense the magic on you! You took it and you used it to destroy everything that I loved.”

“Then kill me,” Tamerlan said, feeling the blood drain from his face. “I won’t deny any of it. I did all those things. I deserve death.” He paused, letting his words sink in. “Kill me.”

He spread his arms out, flinching from the pain in his shoulder. He wouldn’t run from his fate. 

“If I planned to kill you, boy,” Boy? He was barely older than Tamerlan! “You’d already be dead. No, what I want is answers. I want to know how you gathered the magic you used. I want to know where it came from and how to get it back.”

Tamerlan hissed. “Some secrets are too precious to part with.”

The Lord Mythos frowned. “Everyone has their price. Yours is the sister, yes?”

Tamerlan clenched his jaw. 

“We’ll work on the price later.” Lord Mythos flipped open the book to the page that Tamerlan had been reading.  “Deathless Pirate? King Abelmeyer? Hmmm. You are joining the hunt. Think you’re up for it?”

He looked pointedly at Tamerlan’s shoulder.

“I’ll do what I must,” Tamerlan said. He wasn’t up for it. He wasn’t up for any of this, but it was up to him to make it right. He had a debt too heavy to bear, a price too steep to pay. He’d just have to do what he could and hope it somehow sufficed.

“Your sister is betrothed to Renli of Yan,” Lord Mythos said, considering Tamerlan. “But not everyone in Xin approves of Yan. And both cities are in a precarious position. With refugees flooding in – my people, now destitute because of your recklessness – and ships on the horizon, and harvest coming soon, there are many avenues for the more ... ambitious ... among us to plant doubts or sow chaos. And if they do – if there is an uprising or a revolution – she would be collateral damage. You went to a lot of trouble to keep her from me in Jingen. What kind of trouble would you go to for her safety here in Xin?”

Tamerlan ground his teeth. He knew a threat when he heard one. And he knew that Lord Mythos planned to use him. But what did he want to use him for?

“I’ll do what I must,” Tamerlan said thickly. But what would he do if he had to choose between redemption and his sister? It would be like making the same choice a second time around. Had he chosen the wrong path last time? He thought so. But would be able to choose differently? Did he have that kind of betrayal in his heart?

“That’s good to hear. Because if you want things to remain stable, and if you want her to live, then you will have to help me.”

“Help you do what?” Tamerlan felt like he was balancing on the edge of a knife as he awaited the reply.

“Help me find Ablemeyer’s Eye before this whole city tears itself to pieces.”
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12: Chaos Bubbles
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Marielle

“This way!” Marielle led the way through the Government District toward a massive stairway that would take them down to the Spice District below. She was almost at the head of the stairs when strong arms grabbed her, pulling her from the surging crowd and dragging her against a nearby wall.

“She’s a Scenter! Look at that scarf!” He was a big man, twice her size. She fought for her knife, but her arms were pinned to the wall.

“The City Watch isn’t going to help us find the Eye,” his companion said – a smaller man and soft around the middle.

“She’s not City Watch. She’s not wearing a badge. She’ll help us whether she wants to or not. Won’t you little woman?”

Marielle spat, her belly clenching at the thought of being forced to scent for these two men. If they handled her so roughly in public, what would they do when no one was watching?

The man slapped her with his meaty palm, leaving her blinking at the stars filling her vision.

He growled, “We can – ”

His head flicked from his shoulders so quickly that Marielle barely had a chance to gasp as blood sprayed across her scarf and clothing. The head made a heavy sound as it hit the cobbles and then the grip on her arms were gone and she was sliding across the wall to avoid his tumbling corpse.

She looked up, her jaw falling open at the sight of Liandari casually flicking blood off the end of her blade. Her single forelock of hair was slightly askew and she carefully stoked it back into place.

“You said something about following you?” She tilted her head to the side, inquiring as a pair of harpoons jammed through the smaller man’s neck.

Marielle gasped, her eyes scanning the crowd for the City Watch. If this was her beat, she and Carnelian would have all of them in the hurry-up wagon before they could jab another harpoon. But no one was watching. Everyone seemed suddenly very intent on their own business, the scent of fear sizzling in lightning blue around their hurrying steps. 

“You can’t just kill people in the streets!” she protested.

“We just did,” Liandari said. “Wouldn’t your Windsniffer find them and bring them to justice if I had not?”

Marielle’s gaze flicked to Anglarok. His scarf was wrapped around his face, obscuring his expression. Windsniffer. He was just like her. He didn’t just sniff the wind, he also pursued injustice.

“Yes,” she said a little breathlessly.

“Then we have no problem here. Lead on.”

Marielle clenched her jaw and hurried through the crowd, ignoring the furtive stares of the people around her. Fear flickered along the edges of the crowd in lightning blue sizzles, but there was more than that. There was a deep throbbing yellow-orange greed, scalding her nose like washing soda. And there was more than one person looking at her with a rusty scent rising up from them. They wanted her ability. They thought it could help them find the Eye. 

Marielle quickened her pace. It would be better not to be anywhere near the crowd right now. Even with six deadly warriors at her back.

By the time they arrived back at Spellspinner’s Cures, Marielle was holding her breath. The scent was too much, even with the scarf wrapped around her head four times. She burst into the shop, gasping for breath as she walked into the clean room. 

Dust hung in the air from a recent sweeping, but a young woman was furiously scrubbing the floor and calming the dust. Another pair of women worked on the windows, carefully polishing the glass. Marielle had almost forgotten about Dawnwait, but the calm of their concentration – jasmine in slate grey puffs – soothed her. There was a faint whiff of something else, too, but in the natural scents of the cures in the back of the shop, the scent was overpowered. Hmmm. A puzzle for another time.

“What is this place? I thought you were taking us to the inn?” Anglarok said at the same moment that Allegra bustled in.

“What’s the meaning of this, Marielle? We are not a hostel.”

“Etienne sent them,” Marielle said, still gasping breaths of relief to soothe her scalded lungs.

Allegra smelled of annoyance and ... conspiracy? Deception? The pink-purple, fragrant lily scent of deception tangled around the dusty mustard color of her annoyance, but you didn’t need a Scenter to see how irritated she was. 

“And how does he expect me to house five more drifters?” Her mouth was tight.

“Drifters?” Anglarok’s face went red, his emotions escalating suddenly to scarlet fury. “You address the Ki’squall of the Harbingers, merchant, and you will pay for your insolence!”

“Wait!” Marielle yelled, leaping to get between the two of them. She felt ill at the memory of a head falling heavy off the lifeless body of the man in the District above. These people would slay Allegra without thinking. “Stop! There will be no paying for anything right now. By the authority of the Jingen City Watch, you will halt this disruption of the peace under Article V section 34, which states that no citizen may cause or threaten to cause bodily harm over an insult or perceived insult but must take their case to the arbiter for a decision.”

Allegra was looking at her wide-eyed like she’d grown a second head, surprise in raspberry clouds mixed with a sudden burst of pineapple insight.

“I’ll find a place for you all in the back while we wait for Etienne or until I can find an alternative situation,” she said, carefully. “We’ve finished cleaning there. I have no food, I’m afraid, not during the fast, but there is green tea.”

There was a long moment as Marielle held her breath. Liandari glanced at Anglarok who gave a quick nod before she looked back at Allegra. 

“We will tolerate that. For now.”

Marielle felt a stab of fear at the injured pride on both sides, washing off of them in waves of indigo blue. This was not going to end well.

“And I’ll add the cost to what you owe me,” Allegra said to Marielle through gritted teeth. And there it was. The threat that she knew was coming.

“Is Tamerlan awake yet?” she asked. 

“Awake and long gone,” Allegra said, as she led them into the back.

Marielle froze, hesitating for a moment. 

Gone? He was already gone? She needed to find him! He shouldn’t be wandering out there on his own. She had questions for him. She’d fought to keep him alive and now he was just ... gone. Didn’t he owe her more than that? 

But he didn’t, did he? He’d saved her life. She’d saved his. They were even. Except for this price that Allegra planned to exact from her. 

A hand rested on her arm. She looked up to see Anglarok’s face looking down at her over his scarf. He pulled the scarf down before he spoke and she did the same, trying not to be bowled over by the pungent scent of Allegra’s wares.

“You aren’t planning to go back out there again, are you? You could smell that crowd. It is not safe for Windsniffers outside right now. That hunt has them on edge. They see us only as bloodhounds. Stay here with us and drink tea. I have a gift for you that will be worth whatever price this daughter of a shark is demanding of you.”

He smiled a fierce but magical smile and Marielle couldn’t help but smile too, despite the shiver in her bones. Jhinn had said not to accept any gifts. But she had a creeping suspicion that Anglarok and the others wouldn’t take ‘no’ without insult. 

They found a place between bales of spices. A small table and chairs were set up there, and bales of sweet-smelling grasses were set around the edges – comfortable places to sit or lay items on. Around them, bales of spice rose to the rafters and clumps of dried herbs hung in bunches as big as Marielle, drying in the warehouse. The bales dampened sound and it felt as if they were cut off from the outside world as Allegra settled them in.

“Tea will be here momentarily,” she said through clenched teeth. “I will return to be sure that you have what you need. And now, if I may borrow Marielle for a moment.”

She seized Marielle’s arm in her vice-like grip and with a smile for the Harbingers – as false as the fragrant lily smell attached to it, she marched Marielle out of the room made of bales and into a small side room where citrus peel had been carefully sliced and was left on the table half-threaded onto drying lines.

“Did Etienne say why he is helping these foreigners?” she hissed.

“They come from the sails in the distance,” Marielle said. “They are forerunners of that invasion – or whatever it is.”

“Dragon’s spit in a cup! He’ll ruin everything. He said no more?”

“He didn’t say anything,” Marielle said. 

“Dragon’s blood and ashes!” Fury poured off her in red waves and Marielle coughed, choking on the sudden smell pitch. “Well, I was planning to keep you waiting, but it seems my hand is tipped. It’s time to collect payment.”

Marielle felt her spine freeze as she watched Allegra chew at her lip and stare at Marielle. She smelled of uncertainty and worry. Garlic and smoked paprika ringed her, swirling in ribbons of ochre and heather. 

“I don’t like trusting people.” And that made sense since she didn’t smell of truth or trust. “And I hate to trust you, but you owe me a debt and you must pay it, yes?” 

“Yes,” Marielle agreed, though the word was bitter on her tongue. 

“So, this is how you will pay. You will watch Etienne for me and report on what he is doing, who he is speaking to, and what plans he is making. Keep your eyes open and that nose of yours glued to the trail. I know he will keep you close – for your blood and skills if nothing else. And you must serve him. Because you owe him something – I don’t know what and I don’t need to know – but I know enough to know you can’t slip loose. So, if you’re to be by his side, best that you are there as my cat’s paw. Remember: watch, report, stay close.”

Marielle’s mouth twisted at the demand. She was a servant of the law, not a spy. She was looking for redemption, not complications. She wanted to serve, not to scheme. 

“You owe me. And the law demands that you pay according to my terms,” Allegra said, lifting an eyebrow. 

And she was right. The law did demand that Marielle pay her debt. Any arbiter would rule that way. 

“You agree?” Allegra prodded.

“I agree,” Marielle said, and she felt like a traitor for saying it.
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13: A Strange Pairing 
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Tamerlan

“You think the Eye is here?” Lord Mythos asked quietly as they stood side by side regarding the mausoleum of King Abelmeyer. 

Tamerlan gasped for breath. The journey – even just to the Alchemist District – had been hard on his shoulder and his vision was blacking in and out as he fought to catch his breath.

“Drink,” Lord Mythos said, shoving a small flask into his hands.

Thankfully, it was water. A small sip and he was already recovering a little, his breath coming a little easier, his vision clearing. 

“Why bury a king in the Alchemist’s District?”

“It wasn’t the Alchemist District when he was buried,” Mythos said, circling the tall spire. Made of white stone and chiseled into a perfect point, it rose high in the middle of the Alchemist’s District of Xin. Amidst the colorful plumes of smoke pouring from the windows of a nearby Alchemy House – The Brass Cauldron – the pale spire looked strange. The simple stone box beneath it – as tall as Tamerlan and just as wide – was just as strange. There was no inscription. No plaque. No flowers. Nothing except chipped cobblestones and a smell that suggested it was being used as an alternative lavatory.

Around them, the sounds and smells of the busy Alchemist District filled Tamerlan with a strange feeling of nostalgia. Strange because he’d hated his life as an alchemist. Strange, because he felt nothing but guilt at the memories of those lost. Stranger still because he almost felt an itch to grind up ingredients, chopping, weighing, drying, compounding ...

And then open the Bridge and call us forth!

He clamped down on his own thoughts. That pathway led to danger.

“How did my sister escape Jingen?” he asked. “She was right in the heart of the city.”

You’ll be sorry that you didn’t call ...

“A lot of Landholds in Jingen were in the Seven Suns Palace,” Lord Mythos said as he walked around the mausoleum, feeling the stone with his hands. “They knew about the Lady Luck –  a small ship tucked away in the Government District. It’s possible that is how she escaped. Possible that they rode the canal down to the river – just like you did. Just like most of the survivors from the heart of the city did. I don’t know for sure, but if I was a betting man, that’s what I’d bet on. Everyone else was crushed, trampled, drowned, or fell from a great height. Do you want me to go on? Do you want me to help you revel in what you did?”

“If I hadn’t done it, you would have slit Marielle’s throat and drained her blood to appease your dragon,” he said bitterly. Because what he’d done hadn’t been all bad. He’d only ever wanted to save the innocent. His face felt hot at the thought because for all his good wishes, he’d only achieved evil. Except for her. Except for Marielle. “And why are you feeling the stones? If I was hiding something valuable in a tomb, I wouldn’t put it in a loose stone, I would put it in one of the drawers under the corpse. You know, the locked ones for valuables.”

Lord Mythos’ eyebrows rose. “How do you know about what lies inside a mausoleum?”

“I read,” Tamerlan said simply, showing him the book they’d stolen when they crept out of the Library. On the page was a diagram of the mausoleum. And the drawers were clearly marked. “There’s even a list of valuables. But there’s no mention of an amulet. Maybe it’s in the barrow.”

“Hmmm,” Lord Mythos said, laying his hand over the lock on the mausoleum. He closed his eyes. “There is no barrow. That is just legend. And I did not wish to kill Marielle. But look at the alternative. Thousands dead and left to rot unburied. Children. Babies. People’s parents and lovers and children. Tell me honestly that knowing what you know now, you’d choose to save her again.” Tamerlan swallowed and with his eyes still closed, Lord Mythos snorted. “See? You wouldn’t have stopped me if you knew. I don’t know why people ignore the catechism. It’s so clear.”

“Because it’s just old dusty words. Tradition. Legend. Things that couldn’t possibly be real. No one really thinks those things still have power.”

“And yet they do. They’re all real. And they are all deadly.”

Tamerlan shivered. 

“And if we don’t stop this dragon, he will kill again. Sure, the other cities completed their rituals. The other Lady Sacrifices died. But that won’t save them when Jingen returns.”

“Returns? You’re planning to restore the city?”

Lord Mythos laughed. “The cities, Tamerlan, were named for the dragons. The dragon is also named Jingen, just like the dragon sleeping under this city is named Xin – have you forgotten that? And I am about to borrow a tiny ficker of what belongs to Xin.”

A click in the lock punctuated his words and the door to the mausoleum swung open.

“You’d think that there would be guards,” Tamerlan said, looking around. People passed by on every side, going about their business. No one seemed to have noticed that the mausoleum door was open a crack.

“You don’t need to guard things lying in plain sight. Almost everyone ignores their significance. Watch my back.” He ducked into the mausoleum so quickly that Tamerlan swallowed in surprise, his eyes opening wide as he closed the door carefully behind Lord Mythos. He’d rather not get in trouble with the City Watch in two cities. 

His mouth was dry as he kept watch. Even though he’d lost the cloak, his armor still stood out in this district. There weren’t many alchemists wandering around in full guard’s kit carrying bastard swords. But the people here seemed to almost instinctually look away from a man in armor. He probably would have, too. In Jingen, officers only meant trouble. 

He tried to concentrate on keeping watch, but it was hard to keep his eyes on the city when they kept flicking back to the book in his hands. 

The mausoleum is said to be a focal point for the energy of Xin, a place where magic can be harnessed by the right kind of mind. A place of focus. Perhaps it is the bones of King Abelmeyer that made it so. It is said that he laid a curse on them, that the day the dragon Xin rises again, King Abelmeyer will rise, too, and walk the world in his own bones. He will be a scourge to those who have forgotten the traditions and the recompense for their many sins.

He glanced up to see someone standing in the street watching him. Ooops.

He knocked on the door to the mausoleum. Hopefully, Lord Mythos would hear and come out. Right now, he was beginning to draw eyes. Someone else stopped, pointing at him. He flipped a page, trying to look casual.

There was a picture of King Abelmeyer being buried. Someone had taken time to sketch him in his final resting place, the amulet lying on his chest. 

So, it really was here at one time.

He heard a scraping sound behind him, but he didn’t glance back. He was large and tall. Perhaps Lord Mythos could slip out of the mausoleum and no one would see him behind Tamerlan’s broad shoulders. The men on the street were growing into a knot of murmuring spectators. That wasn’t good.

“Mythos?” He said quietly.

“Call me Etienne.”

“I think we should be going now, Etienne.” Standing still had made his chest seize up and now he could barely move his arm as he tried to adjust the book.

“The tomb was empty.”

“No amulet?” He asked as Lord Mythos slipped in front of him, also trying to appear casual.

“Completely empty. There weren’t even bones.”

Tamerlan felt the blood draining from his face. That couldn’t be good. Had King Abelmeyer’s bones already risen from the dead? And was he really thinking superstitious thoughts like that?

“You need more water,” Etienne said, pulling his flask from his pocket again. It must have caught the light. That was the only explanation for why one of the men in the knot lunged forward.

“They’ve found something!” he called.

“Nothing at all!” Etienne said with raised hands, but it didn’t matter. 

Already, people were surging forward from every direction. 

“Think you can run?” Etienne asked, pulled the library book from Tamerlan’s hands.

“No.”

“Too bad. You’re going to have to. See if you can use some of that magic you stole in Jingen.”

“I didn’t steal magic!” Tamerlan protested, but the Lord Mythos was already running, a dark streak in the colorful crowds and with a groan, Tamerlan followed, every jarring step its own small agony.

He was going to die chasing after a man who hated him. He felt heat as fresh blood washed down from his shoulder, soaking his bandage and then his clothing, hot and wet and flaring with pain with every step he took. His head was light, his vision crackling around the edges. 

They reached a canal and he heard Etienne yelling to the gondolier – was there something familiar about that gondolier? – but he could hardly think, hardly even make his pounding heart slow down long enough to listen. 

He stumbled forward, his vision darkening. Rough hands tossed him into the boat and then he was huddled in the bottom of the gondola as it shot down the canal and Etienne continued to scold the gondolier.

“I’m telling you, I’ll pay you, just get us out of here.” Frustration dripped from his tone. “Stay with me, Tamerlan!”

There was a crash in the distance and Tamerlan heard Etienne calling something to his pursuers, but he didn’t make out the words. Pain pulled him into a hot embrace and blackness quickly followed, swallowing him up.  
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14: Wind Rose
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Marielle

It turned out that Allegra owned the inn next door. It also turned out that she grew impatient quickly and when Etienne took longer than expected, she opened a secret door from her warehouse to the inn and moved the Harbingers there. 

“But don’t expect me to do this for nothing,” she told them. “You owe me now.”

“How much?” Liandari had asked with a curl of her lip. “What is your price, shopkeeper?”

Allegra’s lips had tightened then but her expression turned to one of shock when Lindari flicked a finger against her thumb and one of her silent harpooners pulled three pearls the size of large peas from a small leather bag and handed them to Allegra. 

“For a week. Food included,” Liandari said. Allegra opened her mouth and the Ki’squall bared her teeth with a puff of garnet and pitch fury. “Try to negotiate and we will spear you where you stand.”

Allegra’s mouth shut with a click and she escorted them through the hidden door and up to a suite of rooms in the top floor of the inn.

“Send refreshment up. I grow weary of this city,” Liandari had said and though Allegra’s mouth tightened, and her scent was filled with sulfur and lime scented agitation, swirling around her in dusty clouds, still she left without a word.

Satisfaction surrounded the Ki’squall in bright apricot hues. And no wonder. She’d been left to cool her heels in a storage warehouse instead of being shown here right away. Would Allegra have treated a Landhold that way? Why was she so eager to push these people around when Lord Mythos wanted them for allies?

“Why did you come to the Dragonblood Plains?” Marielle asked as the Ki’squall settled in a padded ottoman, looking out over the city from a wide balcony where filmy curtains hid her from view while still allowing her to see everything beyond. “Was it only that prophecy?”

“One of the dragons has risen into the sky,” she said, her voice tired. “And for that crime, Queen Mer will demand retribution.”

Marielle shivered. 

“The Bridge of Legends has been opened once more,” the Windsniffer said, casting an unreadable glance toward Liandari and then pouring water from a jug at the central table. 

The harpooners had settled in without a word – two guarding the door, two taking to their rooms in the suite immediately. They worked in silence. Marielle was beginning to wonder if they could speak at all.

“And this time,” he said, moving to the wide window to look out, too, “there are new Legends. New problems.”

“What is the Bridge of Legends?” Marielle asked. 

“A path from one world to another. From the land where the heroes and villains wait to rise once more – to our world.”

“Like the Legends from the stories? King Abelmeyer? Lady Chaos? Queen Mer?”

They glanced at each other and it worried Marielle that they smelled of silver truth and certainty. It worried her more that this sounded so familiar. What had Tamerlan done, after all, but access these Legends – if Jhinn were to be believed?

“Those are the new Legends. Before they rose to take that place, there were other legends. Darker Legends. The Legends that commanded the dragons ... and other creatures.”

Marielle shivered. “Other creatures?”

“There were many dark evils fighting man for this world in the days of the former Legends. And then men found a way to take the Legends and use them for their own purposes. It was a dark time. A time of chaos and deep evil.”

“Why doesn’t anyone talk about that?”

He shrugged. “Maybe it’s easier to forget. Maybe it’s simpler. But the People of Queen Mer’s Retribution do not forget. And we have returned to teach your people and remind them again of what they have forgotten.”

“Then why are you the only ones who have come from the ships?” Marielle asked. She felt Liandari stiffen at her question, but Anglarok merely smiled.

“You can’t go outside right now.” They’d heard a rumor as they were taken upstairs. Things were worse in the city. Mobs were forming. Scenters being snatched off the streets. What they had seen had only been the beginning. “So, it seems that now would be a good time to begin your lessons, hmmm? I’m surprised you are so untrained. Even in this backward land.”

“Untrained?” Marielle almost laughed. “I spent my youth in the Scenter Academy, learning to hone my senses and being educated in the ways of the world, the laws of Jingen, the catechisms of the Dragonblood Plains and our traditions.”

He waved a hand as if that mattered little, his scent – sea salt and strange spices she couldn’t identify mixed with the silver and mint of certainty – was steady and unruffled. “But no magic, it would seem.”

“Magic?” Awe filled her voice and a tiny thrill of anticipation. She could almost taste the lilac and vanilla of magic on her tongue at the very thought of it.  

His eyes were bright and a smile began to form on his oak-hard face. “Sit with me.”

They sat in a pair of upholstered chairs a little off to the side from the ottoman where Liandari continued to observe the city below. 

Anglarok ran a hand through dark hair, “There are many kinds of magic in this world. Our gift – the gift of scent – is not magic at all, but rather just a heightening of the senses. It can be refined and encouraged. It can also be augmented and for that, we can use magic.”

Marielle licked her lips and Anglarok tilted his head like he was smelling something coming from her.

“But now I see that I have made you overeager,” he said, an agitated look flooding his face as he bit his lip, watching her. “It is a long time since I have been a Wind Guide. The balance of this is delicate.”

He wiped his brow and then tore off his coat and the light shirt beneath it, revealing a chest and arms as tattooed as the harpooners’. Small trails went up the edges of his neck and as far as his hands, wrapping around his body in whorls just a little darker than his already dark skin. 

They really were maps! She could see coastlines picked out in careful detail and small islands, towns and cities, mountains, eddies, and whorls in the sea. Each named. There were coordinates beside some. And over his heart was a starburst inside a circle. The points of the starburst reached past the circle. Small, but significant and located on an isle in the sea. 

He tapped on his heart. “These tattoos show where I have been and where I am from. Starting here, at my home island. I add to these as I travel, recording the places I have been and the things I have seen on my skin – a memory stamped forever on my body. Magic is like that. It leaves a mark. Every bit of it you touch will change you. Which is why you need more caution. You need more care before you can touch it. Because the unwary can be quickly consumed, burned up by the power of the unknown and the fires they start can burn the world.”

Marielle shivered. They’d woken the dragon by playing with magic. And the world was already beginning to burn.

“But can’t you do good with magic, too?”

He nodded. “But magic is used much more often for evil than for good. And even the good we cause can accidentally do evil, too. Power is always dangerous. The more of it that there is, the more dangerous it becomes. Long, long ago, Queen Mer rode the waves, dispensing justice and mercy at her will.” He tapped on an eddy in the waters on his ribcage. “And in this place, she waits, ready to return, ready to judge. We feel her waking from her slumber. We must be ready.”

“And that’s why you are here,” Marielle nodded.

“The dragons are rising. The Dragonblooded have broken their vows. If the world is in chaos when the Queen returns, she will bring judgment on us all,” his words were quiet but grim. “We must restore order. We must close the Bridge of Legends. We must find the key. We must lock up the dragons again.”

“I want that, too,” Marielle said. “I want to restore order. I want good laws and justice.”

He smiled, cider-scented contentment rolling off him like heat waves. “Then don’t be too eager to leap into magic, Marielle.”

“Enough,” Liandari said from her seat on the ottoman. “If you plan to fold her into our ranks, Anglarok, then have her accept the Wind Rose. If she does not agree, then she knows too much already.”

“The Wind Rose?” Marielle asked. 

He tapped his chest where the starburst and circle sat. “This. The sign that you are pledged to Queen Mer and the sea.”

“What does that mean?” Marielle asked nervously. For Jhinn, it meant never leaving the sea. For these people, it seemed to mean vengeance, but also order. She wasn’t sure she wanted that.

She had expected Anglarok to answer, but it was Liandari who spoke, “You will take the vow of our ancestors, ‘Seas send as you may, wind blow as you may, I am but a ship on the waters. I am but a vessel of justice and righteousness. Though many waters roll below me, though waves crash all around, still I am whole on the peak of chaos, still I climb to the top of the spray.’”  

Marielle shivered. 

“It’s a pledge of justice and righteousness and a promise not to let chaos sink you. There is more to it, more to learn from us Windsniffers – but that is all you pledge to begin. It’s a solemn vow. You can’t turn away from it once you begin. It will set your compass and guide your path.”

“But who wouldn’t want to promise to be just and righteous?” Marielle asked. “Who wouldn’t be willing to promise to keep trying?”

Liandari snorted derisively. “Lazy oafs. The twisted. Anyone who is not woven of moral fiber. Weak ropes and rotten docks, all of them.”

Anglarok cleared his throat and she blushed, looking back out the balcony window, her eyes glued to the white sail in the distance. 

“I grow weary of waiting,” she declared. “I will rest until this Etienne Velendark returns or until morning, whichever comes first. Then we will act.”

She strode to one of the bedrooms and shut the door behind her.

“And you, Marielle?” Anglarok asked. “Will you take the Wind Rose?”

Jhinn had warned her not to accept gifts from the Harbingers, but he was only a boy. What could he know about this? If the Jingen City Watch still existed, that would be different. She could keep protecting the people and keeping the law, but it didn’t exist anymore, and it wouldn’t exist again unless they brought down the dragon.

“I’ve promised to help Etienne stop the dragon. I’ve promised to guard him,” she said, hesitating. 

“And you think a pledge to do what is right would interfere with that?” his words were silky smooth, but he smelled only of determination – peppermint and crisp blue. He was serious about this. And he wasn’t trying to trick her.

She wet her lips with her tongue. Order sang to her like a distant siren. Her laws were gone, washed away with the emerging dragon, but she could uphold new laws – laws baked into a culture so dedicated to them that they made each member swear to live a life of justice. It was hard not to feel giddy at the thought of that, but she had to be certain before she made any kind of pledge.

“And that’s all that will be required of me – only what is said in that vow?”

“Of course.” There had to be a catch, didn’t there? And yet Anglarok’s expression was open and honest and he smelled of silver and mint truth with only the barest hint of lavender. What could possibly be wrong about that? “Join us in upholding the law, Marielle. Join us in pursuing evil and destroying it. Let us give you tools beyond what you could imagine to conquer this evil in your land. And pledge to pursue justice and righteousness with us.”

She was nodding before he had even finished already wanting it so badly that she felt she could taste justice on the tip of her tongue and purpose in the scent she breathed in. 

“I want what you have,” she said, feeling almost giddy as she made her decision. She never even noticed the vanilla and lilac tinting the air so slightly that it was hardly discernable at all.
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15: Black and White
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Marielle

Marielle’s teeth were on edge when she finally returned to Spellspinner’s Cures. The Wind Rose on the upper part of her chest burned and since getting it, she felt both lightheaded and as if she really was riding a wave of passion and certainty. It felt so good to have a driving force behind her again. She was like a sail in need of a wind, like a gondola in need of the water. And it felt so right to have the wind at her back again and the tide under her feet.

Allegra was closing her shop when Marielle returned. She lifted her eyebrows as Marielle stepped into the main shop as Allegra was pinching out the candles in the window.

“You seem to enjoy the company of our guests,” she said mildly. 

“Etienne asked me to watch them.” Allegra was hard to talk to without sounding stilted. You could feel hostility radiating from her like a stove. And yet that was not what she smelled of. She smelled of passion and secrecy, a strange mix of birch smoke and fragrant lilies, swirling around her in reds and pinkish purples. She glowed so brightly from her powerful emotions that she outshone the candles.

There were other smells in Spellspinner’s Cures laid out over the powerful scents of the spices in the back, and Marielle could smell the comings and goings of the day. Customers with worries lacing their steps, ambitions swirling in their movements, anxiety frizzling off them and leaving residues across everything they touched. And something else. Deceit swirled in the air in greenish-yellow, smelling of caramel. Something was going on a Spellspinner’s Cures – some plan that Marielle knew nothing about.

“He’s not back yet.” Worry puffed around her in ochre clouds, but before Marielle could respond, a rap sounded at the door. 

Allegra, already nearby, lifted the bar and the door burst open. 

Etienne stumbled into Spellspinner’s Cures, carrying a dazed Tamerlan in his arms.

“He lost consciousness when we hit the Spice District,” he said with a gasp as Marielle rushed forward to help. “The city has gone mad. Lady Saga doomed us all with this hunt. Here, help me.”

“That’s not the only way,” Allegra said with an angry twist to her mouth but there wasn’t time for Marielle to wonder at the puff of mushroom scent surrounding her. 

Etienne stumbled as he tried to hold onto the bigger man. It was amazing that he’d carried Tamerlan as far as he had. Etienne was short and compact, and while his slender frame was strong, he was more than a head shorter than Tamerlan and not nearly as thick in the shoulders. 

Marielle slipped an arm under Tamerlan’s, letting his head loll onto her shoulder. A dark patch spread across his shirt and he was missing his blue cloak. 

Allegra clucked her tongue, taking the other side of him.

“How are we going to get him up the stairs?” Marielle asked.

“Just let me catch my breath a moment,” Etienne said, leaning against the barred door as he sucked in huge breaths. Marielle watched him, mesmerized by his youth. He carried so much weight on him – so many plots and hopes and tragedies – for such a young man. And he never smelled of anxiety, only certainty and truth, swirling mint and sliver and intermingling with the royal blue and gardenia power and his own scent – tangerines and cloves. He was a puzzle. And she wanted to figure him out. 

But not right now. Right now, they needed to help Tamerlan. 

“What were you doing together?” she asked him.

“Hunting the Eye. We’ll need it to tame the dragon. To bind him once more.”

She shivered. That was all she wanted, too. It was why she shied away from Tamerlan’s slumped body every time it brushed against the burning skin of her upper chest where the Wind Rose had been tattooed only an hour ago. 

“Everyone will want the Eye,” Allegra said coolly, “for good or ill.”

She smelled of ambition – roasting meat and russet swirls. She wanted the amulet, too. And the way her cold eyes were turned on Etienne, Marielle thought that perhaps if he found it, that would be the payment she would exact for all her generosity. Just watching that hawk-eyed glance made Marielle’s hackles rise.

“Yes, they do,” Etienne said, taking Allegra’s place under Tamerlan’s arm. “You take his feet.” As she scrambled to pick them up, he continued. “I watched a Scenter ripped apart in the street – Xin City Watch – two groups wanted her. Neither would back down, not even when her screams shattered the air and then stilled as they clawed through the rags of her clothing.”

Marielle felt light-headed as they climbed the stairs. What would have happened to her if Liandari hadn’t stepped in?

After a moment, Etienne added, “You need to stay out of sight, Marielle. You need to stay here while this hunt continues. You understand?” 

Marielle nodded as they crested the last stair and hurried to Tamerlan’s bedroom. “I will.”

“I need to see to Queen Mer’s people,” Etienne said after they laid Tamerlan on the bed. He looked bone weary. 

“And I want to speak to you about them,” Allegra said, her eyes narrowing and her scent smelling of jasmine concentration. She turned to Marielle, pointing to a small fireplace in the room. “Strip him to his small clothes and boil water. I’ll be back to clean and dress the wound. Fool man. He should have returned hours ago.”

“We were mired in the crowds,” Etienne explained as they left together.

Marielle clenched her jaw. She wanted to hear what else they had to say. If she was going to be stuck in these buildings for the next few days, she itched to know why. More than that, she wanted to hear what Etienne would say to the Harbingers. Especially now that she was linked to them.

With a sigh, she lit a fire, scooping water from a barrel next to it into a kettle and setting it on the hook above the flames. The fire lit easily, and she moved to Tamerlan.

He moaned as she tugged off his boots. They were wet and muddy. She threw them to the side by the wall and worked to unbuckle his belt and remove his sword. As she slid the belt off, his eyes flickered open.

“Marielle,” he sounded feverish.

“Shhh,” she said, gently pulling the belt free and hanging it on the hooks by the door. The sword was heavy, dragging at the belt. “You’re safe here, Tamerlan.”

He looked around, his eyes glassy, still muttering feverishly. “Trying to help the Lord Mythos find the Eye.”

“Yes, I know,” she said, tugging at his light armor. How did it come off? Ah! She found the leather straps, the tip of her tongue sticking out as she concentrated to loosen them.

“Trying to make it all right. Dragon.” His face was slick with sweat. It highlighted the stubble along his jaw and the sharp lines of his face.

She paused, looking at him, compassion and frustration warring inside her. He wanted to make it all right again? He wanted what she wanted. 

And she was torn because part of her wanted to appreciate that desire and part of her thought it was unfair that he might find redemption when she still hadn’t found it. After all, she wouldn’t be in this mess without him.

“Are you sorry that you rescued me?” she asked gently as she pulled the armor off, piece by piece, and set it to the side of the bed.

“All those people. Innocent people.” His breathing was labored as he rambled. “Dragon. I killed them.”

The fever must be bad for him to be mumbling ‘dragon’ every few minutes. Marielle flinched from the thought of the dragon. He haunted them both. And he would destroy everything if he wasn’t stopped. But running all over the city looking for a lost amulet didn’t sound like the right way to stop him. The Harbingers had magic of their own. That would be a better way to stop a dragon.

“Marielle?” his voice, faint but still resonant as it had been the first time she met him, twisted with the golden scent of her attraction to him. It rose up with his own scent, making her mouth water with the cinnamon and honey scent of him. She was as drawn to it as ever, despite every reason she had not to be. 

“Yes?” she asked as she gently tugged his tabard up and over his head, flinching when pain flashed across his face. 

“Can you ever forgive me?” the words dropped from his mouth heavy and full of pain and with them, the golden attraction she felt for him flooded the room so strongly that it was more powerful to her than the turquoise and lilac of magic. More powerful than the guilt she felt over what her life had cost the world. It made her want to say ‘yes’ just to soothe him, just to make him smile.

“I don’t know,” she said, softly, honestly.

“I hope that you can someday.” His words were faint, and his eyes drooped. 

She chewed her lip, closing her own eyes for a moment as pain swept over her. She was as much at fault as he was. Everything he’d done, she’d been complicit in. But how could you forgive something so horrific? How could anyone ever atone for that?

He was wicked and beautiful, tainted and attractive. He was utterly out of reach.

She cleared her throat, gently tugging the tabard over his head as he hissed in pain. It would need to be cleaned. It was soaked in blood. She hung it on one of the hooks and began to pull his shirt out of his breeches, tugging it free gently. She could feel her cheeks heating up. Practically, he needed to be undressed for his wounds to be tended. But she’d never undressed a man before and it felt – invasive. Like she shouldn’t be doing it. Like it was a small kind of crime. 

He flinched from the pain with every tug of his clothing.

“Marielle?” he asked, his voice soft and thick.

“Yes?” she asked as she gently worked his shirt over his right arm and then peeled it bit by bit from the drying blood on his chest. His body was hard and strong under the bloody shirt. He could recover from this – she was sure of it.

“What do the laws say about forgiveness. Is it even possible? For someone like me?”

They said it wasn’t. They said he should sink. They said there was no redemption for a person like Tamerlan. 

But why not? 

He lay there, his face smooth in his half-conscious state, his big, calloused hands lying still and vulnerable on the narrow bed. It was his eyelashes that made him look the most innocent. They lay on his cheek like a child’s and she traced their soft edges with her gaze, letting it wander over his slightly parted lips and his blood-crusted chest as it rose and fell. He looked so innocent. He looked so young.

And he wasn’t innocent at all anymore. Did it matter that he’d done it all to save someone else? It mattered to him. It wouldn’t matter to the desperate survivors, mourning lost friends. It wouldn’t matter to the dead. 

And yet ... couldn’t there be some hope for a man like this? What would Captain Ironarm have thought? She’d said it was moments like this where a Watch Officer really knew what she was made of. What had she meant by that? Had she meant that Marielle should be iron hard, not letting emotions or sympathy get in the way? Or had she meant that Marielle would see that not everything was so easy to judge? Some things were murkier than she could imagine.  

She felt the Wind Rose over her heart – a renewed commitment to justice. She just wasn’t sure. Everything was so tangled that she lost sight of one end of the thread by the time she got to the other end.

“I don’t think there is forgiveness for someone like you, Tamerlan,” she said thickly as she slid his shirt over his head. She was sad to be the one to say this. But wasn’t honesty better than lies? Didn’t she at least owe him that? “Not for the butcher of the Temple District. Not for the man who destroyed thousands of lives.”

He shuddered as the shirt came free, his eyes opening groggily. “Be careful, Marielle. With words like that, you might make me fall in love with you.”

Was that a joke? She licked her lips. It had sounded a little bit too real.

His eyes closed again but he grunted when she spread the sheet over his battered body – she left his dirty breeches on him. She wouldn’t invade his privacy enough to remove them. If Allegra didn’t like that – well, Allegra didn’t seem to like much of anything.

His chest wound was open and bleeding, the blood crusting at the edges now that he was lying still in the bed. Just looking at it made her flinch.

The water in the kettle was boiling. In a moment, Allegra would return, and she would patch him up again, but right now he was suffering for his sins, one breath at a time, and Marielle wasn’t even sure if she thought that was a good thing or a terrible one – just or unjust. 

She sighed, wishing that the world was as black and white as her vision was. If only things were simpler. If only he didn’t smell like life and hope when he was nothing but death and despair.




Dawning

Day Two of Dawnspell
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16: Tenacity’s Plaything
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan woke to a snore. Surprisingly, it was Marielle. It looked like she’d been sitting in a chair beside the foot of his bed and had fallen asleep and slumped over the foot of the bed. 

Had he really asked her for forgiveness last night? 

And had she really denied him? 

That part made sense. He wasn’t sure that there was anyone who could ever absolve him for what he’d done. Not sure that he’d want to meet a person who would. What kind of crimes would a person have had to have committed to be able to shrug at Tamerlan’s? 

And yet, that was all he wanted. It burned in him like a flame. He was going to find a way to redeem himself or die trying. 

Marielle’s shirt parted where she was slumped across the foot of the bed, showing the upper part of her chest where someone had tattooed a many-pointed star recently. It reminded him of a compass. Fitting. After all, she was like a moral compass, always pointing due-justice. He smiled as he watched her sleep, her snores filling the tiny room. She was too beautiful for that guard’s uniform. Too beautiful for the rough cloth and leather that she dressed in. Her long black hair had untangled from its braid and it wrapped around her like black ribbons. He felt a smile start to form but it slipped from his face when he tried to sit up. 

He bit back a moan. Someone had dressed and cared for his wound, but it hurt more now than it had yesterday. Bruising spread across his chest, black and splotchy. Everything hurt. And he was mostly naked. How had that happened? He felt his cheeks heating at the memory of a small pair of hands undressing him. 

Carefully, he pulled his feet from the bedclothes, trying not to disturb Marielle. She seemed unhurt beyond the tattoo – and they were safe here. At least there was that.

His clothes hung from hooks, bloodstained and muddy. They were going to be awkward to dress in.

He flinched as the door opened and Etienne walked in. He took one look at Marielle spread across the end of the bed, her legs still on the stool beside the bed and one look at Tamerlan frozen as he was about to stand. His eyebrow rose and he shook his head, his eyes narrowing for a moment as they caught on Marielle’s tattoo. 

He threw a bundle of cloth at Tamerlan, speaking quietly. “Today we’ll dress down and blend in. Leave the armor. Bring the sword.” 

Tamerlan nodded, grateful when the door closed behind the Lord Mythos and he could dress as slowly and painfully as he needed. The clothing was simple – tradesmen’s clothes. He was used to those. Even so, it was long minutes before he was dressed and pulling his sword belt on. 

He leaned down as he was leaving, laying a palm for a moment on Marielle’s sleeping head. She hated him. She could never forgive him. And yet, she’d sat here all night guarding him while he thrashed from nightmares and memories. What kind of golden heart cared for an enemy like that? She deserved the very best. 

“Ready?” Etienne asked the moment he stepped out of the room.

Tamerlan nodded. He felt anything but ready. What he needed was rest and time to heal. What he wanted was to stop this dragon before it was too late to ever find his soul again.

Dragon.

Any mention of a dragon set Ram off again. He’d muttered to Tamerlan all night, an endless litany of obsession. No wonder no one spoke of him. If he was as obsessive in life as he was in his afterlife, he couldn’t have had many friends.

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

Etienne coughed. “I had to carry you back here last night.”

Tamerlan felt his cheeks heat at the thought. Now he owed the Lord Mythos another debt he couldn’t repay. 

“Thank you.” 

“I can’t take Marielle with me. The city is ripping Scenters to pieces,” he said, shifting his weight uncomfortably, like he had something on his mind.

Tamerlan adjusted his sword. It would be hard to wield with his wound, but he would do as he must. 

“So, I need you,” Etienne continued, clearly torn. After a moment he sighed and laid a hand on Tamerlan’s injured shoulder. Tamerlan flinched from the touch, but before he could even gasp in pain, fire scorched his flesh, followed by ice ripping through his body. He gasped, thinking he was dying as he collapsed to one knee, clutching at the wall for support. Everything hurt. Everything ached.

He’s killing you! Fight back! He didn’t even know which Legend was screaming in his mind, but he agreed. He was going to die.

And then, quick as a heartbeat, the pain was gone completely, leaving him sucking in deep lungfuls of air.

“You still have magic,” he gasped. “Why didn’t you use that before?”

“I’d hoped to avoid it. It’s not mine to use.”

Magic belongs to no one but the one who takes it. Tamerlan wasn’t sure if that was his thought or one of the Legends. They were beginning to sound too familiar in his mind so that sometimes their thoughts felt like his. Did that mean he was going crazy?

He worked his shoulder experimentally. It felt fine, the muscles moving easily. He drew in a breath – the first one in a long time that came easily. 

“Why do that for me?”

His belly rumbled loudly, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten in days.  Etienne shoved a water flask toward him, and he drank deeply as the other man spoke before climbing back to his feet.

“It’s Dawning – no food anywhere in the city. You could use some, but you’ll have to go without. Call it your part of the payment for the magic I stole.”

“How does hunger pay for anything?” Tamerlan asked. 

Etienne gave him a burning look. “Suffering is a form of payment. You’ll find that out. Everyone does eventually. We all pay for what we want in time, energy, or health. Today, you pay in health. Now, come on. No time to waste. I have an idea of where we can look for the Eye.”

Etienne’s idea was a bridge. Dragon Collar Bridge, to be exact. 

Which was how Tamerlan found himself in the rising dawn, looking over the side of the tallest bridge he’d ever seen. It spanned between the Library District of Xin and the outer wall of the city, rising up, up, up into the air. A canal and a set of locks worked under the bridge, and even in the early morning, it was packed with boats.

Tamerlan felt a thrill of something close to apprehension. It left gooseflesh over his whole body. The last time he’d looked at a bridge it had been flying right for him as the dragon Jingen flicked his tail. He gritted his teeth. That wasn’t going to happen today.

He scanned the sky looking for a dragon silhouette. Well, it might not happen today. If they were lucky. That dragon would return sometime. It had to. 

He shook himself back to reality.

It made sense to check this bridge. It was built during the time of King Abelmeyer. And it was rumored to have a hidden room in the footings, though right now Lord Mythos was striding along the bridge, inspecting the rails. 

The amulet is not in the bridge, Lila Cherrylocks told him boldly.

Tamerlan tried to shove her from his mind. The more he listened to the Legends, the more they felt real. But they weren’t real, were they? Not if he didn’t smoke.

Oh, you’ll smoke again. You can’t stop now. Not when you have access to all of this.

She didn’t know him.

From the Dragon Collar Bridge, he could see the smoke still rising from the ruins of Jingen. Never again.

You’ll have to. If you want to find this amulet. Only one of us can tell you where it is.

A ruse. To trick him into evil. Lila was a trickster and he should never forget it.

I’ll tell you what – what about if you go and find your hidden room just like you want to. But before you do, I’ll tell you what you find inside and if it’s what I say it is, then you’ll smoke the mixture and call on us and the right Legend will show you to where the amulet really is.

No deal. 

Then you admit that it’s not here?

It could be here. Etienne was right that this Bridge was built at the right time. And Tamerlan had read about the rumors of a hidden room. If anyone could find that room, it would be Tamerlan and Etienne. Etienne had brought the book with them, and he’d given it to Tamerlan before he started to inspect the railing. 

The book went into detail about the way the bridge had been constructed before moving on to Abelmeyer’s mausoleum. Why detail the bridge if it wasn’t connected to that somehow?

I look at you and I laugh.

Laugh all you want, Lila. I’m going to find the amulet.

No, that’s the clue about what you’ll see inside.  

A clue? It sounded like a taunt. Tamerlan rolled his eyes and looked again at the bridge diagram. Why would they put that beam offset in one of the piers but not the others? That seemed strange. And the brickwork on that one – while the same in the diagram – looked slightly different on the actual bridge. He squinted at it. It was hard to see from up here. He needed to get further down the pier to be sure. 

Down along the bridge, Etienne was trotting toward him. As the sun burnt the mist from the canals and the lower buildings, the people were pouring into the streets. 

Dawning had always been one of Tamerlan’s favorite holidays. He loved the feeling of setting your life in order, of cleaning out every part of it, of lighting your sins on fire to drift into the sky. They’d be doing that tonight, making little paper lights that drifted up into the air with their evil written on the balloons – setting it free, seeing it leave, cleaning out hearts and minds just as they cleaned buildings and streets. But this time during Dawning, that wouldn’t be enough for him. His sin had flown up in the air, alright – in the shape of a dragon bigger than a city and more deadly than anything he could imagine. 

And it seemed that Dawning was not the same this year in Xin, either. He didn’t see the lines of Smudgers who usually filled the streets. He frowned as he looked around. Where were they during this holiday? He would have expected them to be there in huge lines of worshippers, weaving through the city. He caught sight of knots of timekeeper priests, their mandalas hanging from belts and cords around their necks. Their bells rang at their hems just as the bells rang every hour all through the city. But where were the Smudgers?

“We need ropes,” Etienne said as he arrived back to where Tamerlan was. “There’s nothing on the railings. The room must be somewhere below, and we’ll only see it if we scale down from the top of the bridge.”

“Where are the Smudgers?” Tamerlan asked. 

Etienne ignored the question. “We can start with one pier and work our way down each of them to find where the secret room might be.”

“It’s here,” Tamerlan said, tapping on the bridge diagram in the place where the architecture was just different enough to accommodate a small hidden room. The place he’d found by looking at the book, rather than the bridge. But that was his way, wasn’t it? He was a man of books, not of action. Or at least he had been before the Bridge of Legends opened. 

And now you are ours. He shivered. He’d never get used to Lady Chaos’ voice.

“I think you’re right,” Etienne said, his eyes glowing as he looked at the map. “There’s room there. We need ropes.”

“The Smudgers?” Tamerlan insisted. It didn’t feel right that they were missing. There was something worrying about that.

“They left the city in droves, headed inland,” Etienne said, his eyes still on the book. 

“When?”

“When they saw the dragon in the sky.” Etienne looked up and met Tamerlan’s eyes. “I bet you never guessed that your destruction spread to other cities, too, did you?”

Tamerlan swallowed. “Why leave?”

“We don’t know why. We just know that they did. Word is, they left all the cities that same night.”

“I’ll get ropes, if you have the coin for them,” Tamerlan said in a defeated voice. He could burn all his sins in lanterns and never atone for them. He could rappel down high bridges and risk his life in foolish quests and none of it would ever be enough.

“I think that would be best,” Etienne said, taking the book and handing him the coins he needed. “And maybe you should hurry before the rioting gets this far.

“Rioting?”

Etienne pointed toward the Trade District where the smallest pillar of smoke was beginning to rise. 

“You don’t know that’s what’s happening,” Tamerlan protested. “It might be an accidental fire.”

“Trust me,” Etienne said. “It’s rioting. And there will be more riots until the dragon is dealt with and the threat to the city is over.” He looked Tamerlan in the eyes. “The threat you caused.”
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17: In Tune
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Marielle

Marielle woke with a start.

“He left something for you,” Allegra said with a wry look as she shoved Marielle off the foot of the bed. Condescension poured off of her like steam from a kettle, tinged a blush pink and stinking of day-old fish. “And you should stop falling asleep next to this man until you can decide how you feel about him.”

“I feel pity,” Marielle said thickly.

Allegra snorted, handing a note to Marielle. “Is that what people are calling it? In that case, you should bring a few refugees in from the cold. Dragon knows they need it.”

Marielle blushed, looking at the note. It was folded carefully and had her name written on it in a swirling script. That wasn’t what she expected Tamerlan’s writing to look like.

“Anything to report?” Allegra asked casually.

“You saw Etienne more than I did,” Marielle protested, opening the note. Surprisingly, it was from Etienne, not Tamerlan.

Marielle,

I have need of your services today in keeping the Children of Queen Mer busy. Please give them my condolences. I will not be able to attend them today. And make a note of anything said or done. I will require a full report from you tonight.

Etienne

Another person demanding that she report on someone else. By the time this was done she would be Chief Spy of Xin. She swallowed down a feeling of discomfort. She didn’t want to spy on the Harbingers. She didn’t want to spy on Etienne. Her options were narrowing like a closing window.

Allegra sniffed. “I need you out of the shop today. I have business to attend to.”

“Do you mind if I spend that time in your inn?” Marielle asked. “The streets are too dangerous for Scenters right now.”

“Spend it wherever you want, just not here,” Allegra said.

Easy enough. With the Wind Rose aching over her heart, Marielle would have run to the Harbingers even without Allegra throwing her out, or Etienne assigning her to them. She needed to know about this magic that could amplify her gifts. She was thirsty for it. 

By the time she reached the door to the suites of the Harbingers in the inn, she was already second-guessing herself. What if they didn’t want to see her? What if they had left? What if they decided she wasn’t good enough to train – or worse, what if they took one look at her and knew she was a spy now?

She lifted her hand and knocked.

The door swung open so quickly that she nearly fell forward. 

“You’re late,” Anglarok said, pulling her inside the room.

“Late? I- ”

He shoved his big conch shell into her hands and guided her by the shoulder to one of the seats. 

Across from where she sat, Liandari was sparring with two of the harpoon men, all of them soaked in sweat. Marielle felt a pang of sadness as she remembered sparring like that as part of her Jingen City Watch training. Sometimes even Carnelian would spar with her. And now she’d never spar with any of them again. 

There was something different about this, too. The Harbingers didn’t move the way Marielle was used to. They chose attacks she’d never seen before and those flowed into defenses she didn’t know. Her eyes were glued to their movements. She could try that parry next time she had a sword in her hands. She could try that throw. The way Liandari had maneuvered under that harpoon was masterful. If she –

Anglarok cleared his throat. “Attention.”

Marielle’s eyes snapped to his face. 

“We’re not here to watch others work. We are here to work, too. Take the shell to your ear and tell me what you hear.” He smelled of anticipation – spring grass colored swirls of cilantro twirled around him. 

Marielle had heard of shells that made the sound of the ocean. She lifted this one to her ear as she voiced a question.

“Why do the harpooners never speak?”

There was a gasp from the two sparring with Liandari. Liandari flicked a finger and they froze in place.

“These are the nameless. They do not speak,” she said. 

“How did they lose their names?” Marielle asked. 

The whole room was looking at her with shock. Eventually, Liandari swallowed and when she spoke, her mouth sounded dry.

“You don’t have the nameless here?”

“No.”

“Then how did you earn your name?”

Marielle felt her hands go clammy as she watched Liandari shift the grip on her weapon. 

“It was given to me.”

The room was so quiet, the horror on each face growing, that when the first sound in the shell rang in her ear, she heard it as clearly as if it were in the room with her.

The roar of a dragon filled her hearing, shooting straight into her brain and running like freezing water down her spine. She could feel her hands trembling as she held tightly to the shell, and then suddenly the room burst with rainbow colors – everything suddenly amplified in brightness as if the sound had caused them all to spring to fuller life. Liandari’s suspicion roared through the room with bursts of bronze hope from the nameless harpooners. There was excitement flaring from Anglarok mixed with a smug satisfaction. And as electric blue sizzled through ribbons of bronze and apricot, Marielle thought she could make out distant voices. 

“Hurry! Get out while he is resting. There’s time to flee!”

“Dragon’s spit, he’ll see us!”

“Legends have mercy! Have mercy on me!”

She shook like a leaf in the wind, her heart reaching out to the voices ragged with terror. Who were those people? What were they fleeing from?

The looks of horror around her disappeared and the harpooners dropped to their knees, quivering while Liandari swallowed, visibly composing herself.

“I don’t think we need to question her name, Ki’squall,” Anglarok said quietly. “In all my years as Windsniffer, I’ve never seen such a powerful affinity.”

Liandari took a deep breath, her face growing hard. “Why are you connected to this dragon, Marielle? Did you open the Bridge of Legends? Are you the one we seek?” She stepped forward, aggression in her movements and rose-tinted obsession in her scent. “Answer me!” 

“I – I didn’t open anything,” Marielle stammered. She’d made the wrong choice coming here. It would have been safer on the streets or defying Allegra.

“Then why does the dragon sing to you? Why do you channel echoes of his magic?” Liandari smelled of violence.

Marielle stood up from her chair, clutching the shell like it could shield her somehow. “Echoes?”

“It’s what the shells are for,” Anglarok said simply. “They magnify magic, echo it, take what is already there and make it greater. We searched all night for the dragon. And we searched all night for the one who opened the Bridge, but we found neither.”

Liandari strode forward, quivering with emotion. Garnet and pitch poured off of her in waves and Marielle flinched back.

“You are connected to this dragon somehow,” she said. “That level of resonance is no mistake.”

“We’ve shaved days off of our time to find him,” Anglarok protested. He smelled like he was trying to defend Marielle. Instinctively, she drew back as he spoke. “We can use the girl to track the dragon down. It will save us time, and we will be honored when we return to the ships of the Retribution.”

Liandari paused, the scent of strawberries rippling from her suggested she was thinking hard. “I still want an answer.”

“I was meant to be sacrificed to the dragon, but at the last moment, someone ripped me away from the ceremony,” Marielle said.

“’To be sacrificed’” Liandari quoted her. “’Was ripped.’ Are you only a pawn in the hands of others or do you make your own choices? I thought you said you were not nameless. The nameless do as they are told, go where they are sent, are silent in the presence of the named. The named take their own initiative. They find, they seek, they choose, they do. Are you named?”

“Yes,” Marielle said, her cheeks hot. 

“Prove it. Make a decision.”

Marielle swallowed. Liandari was right about her. She’d been pushed in a corner by Allegra, pushed into another one by Etienne. She’d been saved and set on this course by Tamerlan, but where was the last time that she’d made her own choice about something other than the Wind Rose? If she really cared about writing wrongs and setting the course of the world back on track, should she really be hiding in these rooms or should she be headed out to fight a dragon?

“I’ll need the clothing of a warrior, and a better weapon, supplies for a week of travel, a solid boat, and this shell,” Marielle said as boldly as she could. Was she really doing this?

“And?” Anglarok prompted. 

“And the help of someone who knows how to follow this resonance.”

Liandari smiled. “Good. The Ki’Tempest will be pleased. We will locate this dragon before the end of Dawnspell and bring him the head of the creature on a pole.”

Marielle looked around the room and swallowed. Seven of them to one dragon. What could go wrong?

Liandari snapped her finger and three of the nameless gathered their cloaks and belt pouches and left. 

“We’ll set out when the supplies are ready,” Liandari said. “Work with her, Anglarok. See if she can find the one who opened the Bridge of Legends, also. Perhaps we will be shown double favor.”

Marielle swallowed. What had she gotten herself into? She was no Legend swinging a sword and slaying dragons, but it seemed like she might need to be just to survive. She didn’t think that Liandari took the word “no” very easily. 
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18: Rope and Riots
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan scrambled along the canal toward the Temple District. He’d run out of coin to hire a gondola and the rope was heavy, but this was still the most direct route back to the bridge. Besides, the edges of the canals were still relatively safe – not like the streets. He clamped down on the anxiety that filled him at the thought of the streets. Etienne had not been wrong about riots. 

By the time Tamerlan had made it to the Trade District to find rope, there was enough smoke in the streets to make anyone worry. On top of that, bands of men and women surged through the choking smoke, weapons in hand and grim looks on their faces. He’d watched a group of them grab a pair of Xin City Watch Officers. They were tying them in rope by the time he left, and he didn’t want to know what they’d do after that. He itched to stop them, but how did you stop half of a city?

It had taken long minutes and more coin than he would have liked to convince the shop owner to sell him rope. Every shop in the District was barring the doors and windows when he went by. Those who could go indoors were inside. The streets felt eerily familiar. They felt like they had on Summernight in Jingen. He swallowed down the memory.

“Where’s the Eye?” he’d heard the mob asking the Watch Officers. As if they had some hidden clue. “Tell us!”

What would he and Etienne do if they found it? If they kept it hidden, this would only get worse. If they revealed it, they’d be torn apart for it. 

The citizenry weren’t the only ones who had gone crazy. He’d narrowly dodged a pair of men in military garb only to see another man grabbed by them and hastily tied to a long chain of other men.

“Recruiting for the Xin City Army!” one of the men in uniform called as he tied his victim to the chain. “If volunteers cannot be found, recruits will be culled from the populace to fill our quota! Join the army here!”

He shuddered at the memory of that. Only Lila’s sneaky suggestions had coached him out of the thick of things with his skin intact and still out of uniform.

“Tamerlan!” 

He spun at the sound of his name, sagging with relief at the sight of Jhinn rowing along the canal.

“Jhinn!”

“Hop in the boat, boy. What are you doing with all that rope?”

Tamerlan leapt from the side into the little boat, rocking side to side as he regained the balance he’d lost as he landed. 

“I ... I couldn’t find you before, Jhinn,” he stammered. “I don’t know how to thank you. You saved my life!”

“I might have just saved it again. This city is in bad shape,” Jhinn said, pointing to where the Trade District was going up in plumes of smoke. “Setting fire to boats. Theft of property. Dumping waste into the canals. It’s disgusting. We should move on. Find a different city.”

Tamerlan laughed. If only he could. But he sobered up quickly. Just because he needed to atone for his sins didn’t mean that Jhinn did.

“You should go, Jhinn. Pick anywhere but here. You should go somewhere safe. You don’t owe me anything.” He paused, feeling guilty. “I owe you everything, but I can’t pay you back. Not yet, at least.”

“None of us is promised anything in this life, Tamerlan. Nothing but adventure. And I’ve had a few. But now that you are real again, you should come with me. Leave this horrible place and find a better one.”

Tamerlan scrubbed his hand through his hair. “I can’t leave – not yet. I have to find an amulet and use it to stop the dragon. I owe the world that. All the destruction that dragon caused – it’s all my fault.”

Jhinn shrugged. “You didn’t make the dragon. You didn’t build a city on him.”

Tamerlan sighed. “If only it was that simple.”

“And the rope?”

“We’re looking for the amulet in the Dragon Collar Bridge.”

“I don’t think there’s any treasure hidden in that bridge,” Jhinn said critically. They were in the lock now, working slowly upward toward where the bridge spanned the canal. It soared high above them, a marvel of modern engineering. Tamerlan swallowed. He couldn’t see the variances in the bricks from here and he was starting to doubt that the amulet would be there.

Because it’s not. Lila Cherrylock’s voice rang loud in his mind. Behind her voice were echoes of Ram – always close to the surface.

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

“You should smoke that stuff. I have all your herbs hidden and I bet that those spirits could help you find the amulet,” Jhinn said quietly.

He wasn’t going to smoke it. Not ever again. 

We’ll see.

“They seem to think you’re wasting your time with the bridge,” Jhinn said with a shrug. 

“You can hear them, too?” Tamerlan asked wide-eyed. 

“Sure. Can’t you?”

“I thought I was the only one!”

Jhinn shrugged again like it wasn’t important. “They’re dead people talking. So what? Dead people talk all the time. They call to me from the shore. Sometimes they offer coins even before they become real.”

How strange would it be to live life thinking everything on dry land was not real? That it was owned by the Satan?

“Just smoke the stuff,” Jhinn said. “Stop wasting your time.”

“I can’t do that,” Tamerlan said with trembling hands, examining the bridge piers as he spoke. “Last time I chose to do that, I did terrible things.”

“Because you did it in the world of the Satan. Do it in my boat. I’ll row you out into the sea. What harm can you do out there?”

“I could hurt you,” Tamerlan said reluctantly.

“Those spirits aren’t going to hurt me,” Jhinn huffed. “The red-haired one just winked at me.”

Tamerlan put a hand over his eyes. How embarrassing. 

But Jhinn’s plan was solid. What could it hurt to try it out on a boat far from people? Maybe he would get added insight that way.

Do it!  

Was that all four legends speaking at once? Tamerlan shivered at the thought.

“Okay, but we’ll have to sneak out of the city into the river or out to sea,” he said nervously.

Jhinn grinned as he rowed the gondola out of the lock and to the side of the canal where a small jetty allowed gondolas to offload passengers. 

“Good. I want to fish. There isn’t a scrap of food in this Mer-forsaken city! Do you know the message tree near where I dropped you and Marielle off?”

“I can find it.”

“Go there tonight and I’ll be waiting. And if you find any food, bring it. I’m hungry.”

“Thanks, Jhinn,” Tamerlan said, leaping from the gondola with his coils of rope. Whatever Lord Mythos had done had healed him completely. He hadn’t felt this good in a long time.

The thought of trying the smoke again with Jhinn out on the ocean filled him with relief. He did want the knowledge and power that only the Legends could give him, but he didn’t want to hurt anyone. This was the perfect solution. What could possibly go wrong?
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19: Sins of the Father
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Tamerlan

The winding steps up to the top of the bridge gave Tamerlan a long time to think. With his health restored, sneaking away tonight wouldn’t be too difficult. It would be the best course, really. A contained experiment. He’d have to make plans to keep Jhinn safe. Maybe if the boy held Tamerlan’s sword – yeah, that might work. 

There were few people on the steps – and no wonder. Tamerlan’s feet were dragging before he reached the top. Fish sounded like a good idea right about now. Maybe Jhinn was right that they should spend a little time fishing. 

The bells began to sound the next hour, clanging and tinkling, pounding and pealing. They were so familiar. He’d been hearing them his whole life on every Dawnfast since he could walk. 

He used to like Dawnfast – not the actual fasting of course, and not the part where he was constantly nagged for daydreaming when he was supposed to be cleaning, but he loved the purification of it. He loved the sense of being washed from the inside out and made new to face another year. He loved imagining Grandfather Timeless marching forward with the world balanced in his panniers. What must that look like? 

He was almost at the top of the stairs – his eyes drifting over the city below, rolling out from this high point of the city, district on district, his mind floating on visions of Grandfather Timeless – when his gaze caught on Etienne. The young man – dressed head to toe in black like a brooding raven – motioned to Tamerlan to join him and as he waved to him, the other men talking to Etienne turned to look a Tamerlan.

That wasn’t –? 

No. 

It couldn’t be,

Tamerlan froze midstride as a familiar pair of blue eyes caught his. A cruelly familiar face – handsome and chiseled – but cloaking a malevolence most people never saw – smiled slightly at the sight of him. It wasn’t a smile of welcome on the face of that tall, broad-shouldered man. It wasn’t a smile of fatherly affection. It was the smile of a chess player happy to see one of his pawns returned to the board. 

Tamerlan shook himself and forced his steps forward. It was too late to run. Too late to hide. He’d have to face this like a man. He lifted his chin with determination, clenching his jaw until he was close enough to speak.

“Decebal,” he said. There would be no “father” from his lips. His father lost that privilege when he sold Tamerlan to the Alchemists.

“You nearly killed me, son,” his voice was cool. An icy sheath over a sharp sword. “I didn’t think you were half that skilled or I would have sold you to the army for a much better price.”

“You lived,” Tamerlan said, shocked by how hard his voice sounded. “How?”

“I took your sister through the secret passages below the Seven Suns Palace. They lead out under the walls of the city – a short path to the land beyond Jingen. Most of the Landholds with any sense went that way. Next time you plan to destroy a city and everything in it, you should plug up the ratholes if you don’t want the rats to escape.”

“That was never my intention,” Tamerlan said, angry at himself for the heat he felt forming in his cheeks. He wasn’t a child anymore. He owed this man nothing. Why did he feel like he needed to explain that this wasn’t his fault?

Etienne cleared his throat and Tamerlan almost felt grateful when the other man raised a narrow eyebrow, though he had some explaining to do. That was not the account he had given of how Tamerlan’s father escaped the city.

“You know Decebal Zi’fen, and of course you must know Renli Di’Sham of Yan, soon to be his son in law and Renli’s brother Han Di’Sham,” Etienne’s voice was calm. “We owe Yan a great debt for their generosity in taking in the refugees of Jingen.”

“We aren’t here for introductions,” Decebal growled. “We’re here to make sure that you understand our terms. You will renounce your role as the Lord Mythos of Jingen, fold Jingen and her Landholds into the governance of Yan as we ask.”

“And if I do not?” Etienne asked calmly.

“You are a Myth-Keeper without a Myth. A lord without a city. A man without a home. You are nothing but an empty name.”

“Then why does it matter to you that I renounce it?” Etienne asked, leaning against the bridge railing and looking out across the city to the horizon where Jingen still smoked in the distance. By moving there, he had turned his back on the men speaking to him.

Tamerlan shifted awkwardly. Their words were daggers and if Etienne wasn’t careful, he’d be getting a real dagger in the back. If they were asking this, then they had plans for the title of ‘Lord Mythos.’ Tamerlan glanced quickly at his father. Was it possible that Decebal wanted the title for himself? Could he be thinking of restoring Jingen with Yan’s help now that the chaos surrounding the city had ripped power from every other hand? It sounded like something he would plan.  

“Why keep a name that only mocks you every day with what you lost?” Decebal asked.

“Is my sister well?” Tamerlan interrupted. 

Decebel looked shocked at the interruption, but it was Renli who answered. “She’s safe and well, though shaken by her brush with death.”

The look he gave Tamerlan made it clear whose fault he thought that was. And he was right, of course. Amaryllis’ terror, this political maneuvering, the smoke in the distance, the riots springing up across Xin – none of these things would have happened if Tamerlan hadn’t smoked and become Ram the Hunter. 

So, why did it feel so urgent that he try it again?

Yes! A voice echoed in his head. Try again!

But Tamerlan’s father had already moved on. He leaned in close to Etienne so that Tamerlan could barely catch his words as he hissed. 

“Your power is gone. Your authority has ebbed away like a receding tide. Even Lady Saga did not listen to your request not to make this year’s Dawnspell Hunt about the amulet.”

Lord Mythos met him look for look. “And how is that working out for the City of Xin?”

Decebal spat, his next words loud enough for all of them to hear. “And now here you are, a weak fool, still clutching to the trappings of a life you lost. By next week, no one will remember your name.”

Decebel left them – lackeys at his heels – with a flurry of shaken capes and rattled swords.

“Like birds, strutting for attention,” Etienne said with a single raised eyebrow before nodding to Tamerlan. “Not going to change sides now, are you?”

“To serve the Satan?” Tamerlan asked, watching his father leave. “I think not.”

“He’s no Satan. Just a petty man with petty wishes. He wants power, but power is not a thing you can hold. It’s a lion on a chain. You have to make sure it is always feeding on something else, or else it turns around and feeds on you.”

Tamerlan shivered, dropping the heavy rope to the ground. “Where do you want to tie to?”

It turned out Lord Mythos was fussy about knots – a good thing considering that he’d decided Tamerlan would be the one to go down the rope. 

“You need someone up here to make sure no one dislodges the rope while you climb. Someone with authority,” he said by way of explanation.

Tamerlan didn’t bother rolling his eyes. Why expect anything else? Etienne was just as addicted to power as anyone else. As long as there was someone to command, he’d be commanding them.

Tamerlan took a deep breath, adjusting the safety rope that Etienne had helped him tie around his thighs and waist. It tied to the bigger rope already hanging down the wall. All he had to do was lean back, walk down the wall, and pull the knot of that safety rope down with him as he went, and he would be fine.

Yeah. All he had to do. No big deal. 

The canal below swam in his vision as he took a deep breath, his belly lurching at another glance below him. This bridge was way too high for this kind of thing, and Tamerlan was way too queasy in high places. He was already sweating as the nerves took hold of him. But what choice did he have? It was his idea to look in the pier and if the Legends were wrong and the amulet really was there, then it was his duty to find it, collect it, and use it to bring down the dragon he’d let loose on the city. He took a deep breath and slipped over the rail.

“Don’t look down,” Etienne suggested casually. He was holding Tamerlan’s sword in his hands as if he expected to be attacked at any moment. 

Why did advice always sound like someone drunk was giving it? How could Tamerlan afford not to look down? He couldn’t exactly do this safely with his eyes closed. 

Gritting his teeth, he leaned back, back, back until he was perpendicular to the pier of the bridge, his rope creaking as his weight grew heavier against it. The ropes were secure on the rail. He knew that. He’d seen Etienne tie them, but now that his life depended on them, it felt like there weren’t enough, like the rope wasn’t strong enough, the knots not firm enough, the day not sunny enough.

Enough complaints! With a strangled sound he’d never intended, he took his first step backward – or down – or whatever. So far, still alive. 

Another step.

He tried to focus on the traffic on the bridge. It was picking up now that mid-morning was upon them. Primarily foot traffic rather than carts or barrows like you would see in the working areas of the city. Were those clusters of people with drawn, hungry faces their fellow seekers of the amulet? 

“Ho!” he heard one of them call to Etienne. “What are you doing with that rope?”

A cluster of well-dressed young people joined the first man, but now the breeze was picking up, catching their words and whipping them away as Tamerlan descended lower and lower. He was watching for that anomaly in the stonework – though what he’d do after that, he didn’t know. There hadn’t been any hints on how to open a secret room – if there was one.

His steps were growing shakier. Maybe he wasn’t as recovered as he thought he was. He didn’t want to look down to see if he was getting close to the patch of stonework. That would be a mistake. Any glance below would probably make his head spin right about now. Instead, he focused on one step at a time.

Etienne looked small, the crowd around him growing, when Tamerlan finally saw the stonework right below where his feet were planted. 

Okay. Now what?

He took another step back, his foot on the strangely cut stone. It pressed in, and he stumbled slightly, the safety rope tightening as his feet slipped into the divot. The stones around the sunken one sunk with it until he was knee deep in the pier. 

Wha- 

There was probably enough room to crawl into that hole – if he dared. 

You’ll have to. It’s the only way in.

Wow. A little warning would have been great, Lila. 

With gritted teeth, he sunk into a crouch until he was waist deep in the stonework, twisting so that he could hang his legs into the pier, balancing on his belly instead of his back.

There is a ladder. But you’ll have to untie yourself.

No way. The rope was the only thing keeping him alive.

Don’t be such a kitten. Just do it.

With a sigh, he carefully loosened his safety rope until he could untie it and slip further into the hole. 

Dragon’s spit in a cup! He eased his legs lower, seeking a rung with his feet. Lila had better be right about this!

His toe caught something, and he sank his weight onto it, grimacing while he did, his heart pounding in his chest. It was too dark to see if she had been right. 

Carefully, he ducked his head, curling into the hole the rest of the way, his second foot looking for the next rung and finding it. He was slick with sweat now, forced to wipe his hands on his clothing so they wouldn’t slip. 

Next time, Lord Mythos could do the climbing.

His eyes were adjusting to the dark. There were small openings in the stonework that lit the ladder he stood on, but his perch was so precarious that he couldn’t twist to look below him. He’d have to climb the rest of the way down. With a barely-suppressed moan, he climbed slowly down the ladder – it wasn’t a real ladder, just stones sticking out enough to make rungs. No side rails to hold with his hands. No security to keep him from slipping. Every step was a gamble.

By the time he reached the bottom, he was trembling. All his muscles felt like jelly.

The wooden floor felt – bouncy. Not a good sign. Water must seep in through the cracks in the stone that were his only light source, damaging the wood.

He turned carefully, trying not to move too quickly. He didn’t want the floor to fall out from under him. 

Stone beams went from the walls to the center of the room in a sunburst pattern. Tamerlan hurriedly moved to the nearest one, stepping up onto it. That was better. Less chance of falling through a rotting floor. 

With his heart in his chest, he balanced along it to the center of the room where a small platform stood with an iron chest at the center. This was it.

No matter what the Legends said, it felt like the amulet could be here. After all, what else would be in a hidden chest in a hidden room half-way down a massive bridge? 

His pulse raced as he reached the platform, reaching to open the heavy iron lid of the chest. It fought him – the hinges rusted and seized. With a great heave, he wrenched it upward, looking into its velvet-lined depths.

There was something there! Something that glinted red!

He reached inside and pulled it out.

A mask, lacquered to look like a white face with red curls of hair around it and a winking eye, stared back.

Told you so, Lila said. Deathless Pirate says he’s the one who last touched the Eye. If he can be believed. I don’t ever trust pirates.

Defeat tasted bitter on his tongue. 
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20: In a Flurry of Wind and Dust
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Marielle

Marielle wrapped her scarf around her nose a fifth time, surprised that Anglarok didn’t do the same as they strode through the city toward the river. If he had the same skill as she did, shouldn’t he be equally sensitive? The stink of Xin was becoming overpowering to Marielle. To anyone else, it probably felt fresh and clean. The streets were being mopped now that the sweeping was done and the even the tile roofs were doused with buckets of water by anyone not on the hunt for the amulet. 

Tonight, all of Xin – and everyone else throughout the Dragonblood Plains – would celebrate the second night of Dawnfast. They would write their sins on paper balloons, light the candles at the base of the balloons and watch them float off into the sky to burn away and leave them clean. Already, she saw people in houses constructing their own balloons while street vendors laid them out with their other wares to be purchased for that night. Each one was white – a symbol of purity – though they would be gold when they were lit – a symbol of the burning justice of the heavens eating up the sins of the people.

Marielle had bought one of the balloons, using a small coin she’d had in her boot. She probably should have saved it for food along the journey, but her need for forgiveness was more pressing than her need for food.

Judging by the stink of guilt and rage – twin scents twisting through Xin in a garnet and cranberry fog – the rest of the population needed forgiveness, too. 

Marielle choked as a fresh surge of fog hit her. A group of hard-eyed soldiers marched past with a long line of men and women chained together. The rage radiating off the captives and the guilt of the soldiers lit aflame her own rage and guilt. They ratcheted up higher with every whiff of it that she smelled.

“Xin will not stand by while the dragon is loose!” one of the soldiers called to her, but he didn’t stop. The glance he exchanged with the other soldiers told Marielle that he knew he didn’t have enough allies in a fight against her and the Harbingers.

That deep guilt worried Marielle. It was as deep as her own and she had the blood of thousands on her hands. She had the pain that went along with that, searing deep under her skin so that she felt like she was burning all the time. What had they done to match her guilt? 

The intensity of the emotions around her spiraled upward, as out of control as a forest blaze, so that one person’s rage fed their guilt and spread to the next person sparking rage in him even as his own guilt pushed him to spark it in someone else. There was no end in sight, no fresh rains or dousing water to quell what was happening in Xin. Marielle’s only hope was that tonight when their sins went sailing upward, they would burn up with the lanterns and burn their rage and guilt up to nothing until forgiveness rained down on them like the ashes of the sky lanterns.

Her eyes teared up as she thought about it, following Anglarok with glassy vision. He escorted the Ki’squall, guiding Marielle with nods and looks to keep her in the right place in the formation. Around them, the nameless fanned out, weapons on display, grim faces and silence better deterrents than even the harpoons they held.

“You have no place here, outlander!” a man from the crowd called, stepping in front of them. He stank of drinking and desperation – a pulsing orange mixing with a dove-grey fog of dulled senses.

“Move on,” Liandari said with a tight voice. Her close-cropped hair shone in the noon sun and the expression on her dark face was deadly. “You don’t need trouble.”

“Maybe I want trouble,” the young man said. He twirled a barrel stave in his hand like a weapon. “Maybe I want that Scenter of yours for my hunt.”

Marielle pulled her new sword from her belt, but before it finished rasping from the sheath, Liandari had already leapt forward, her dark double-breasted coat swirling where it flared around her legs, her hands so fast that Marielle didn’t see her sword move until after the man’s head was already rolling along the street, his body slumping in slow motion to hit the cobblestones with a heavy thud. Anglarok kicked the head, flipping it into the nearby bucket of cleaning water where it bobbed in a grisly warning to anyone else who might want to pick a fight with them.

Marielle’s breath caught in her throat as Liandari flicked the blood from her blade. 

“Anyone else?” she asked quietly.

The crowd backed up. No one else wanted to tangle with Liandari.

“I like this city,” Liandari said casually to Anglarok. “I get such little sword practice in the Isles. Live duels are always more effective than planned ones with practice blades, don’t you think?”

“Mmm,” Anglarok said, his gaze sweeping across the street before them as he hunted for threats. In all the violence and rage, Marielle didn’t know how he’d sniff anything specific out at all. She was having trouble scenting anything else, her nose overpowered by the scent of smoke, pitch, and cranberries.

She carefully sheathed the sword they’d acquired for her and looked down at the clothing – leather and wool, fashioned for someone of much more noble blood than the daughter of a red-door woman in the Trade District of Jingen. 

Maybe she should have emphasized that the clothing should be practical. She’d thought that went without saying, but the elaborate woven-metal decorating her leather breastplate and carefully wrought clasp at the center of her chest was anything but practical. Sure, it would protect from attack, but she looked like a Legend with all the decoration – polished metal scrollwork and leaf decorations swirled in ways that emphasized her femininity while also looking foreboding enough that she was surprised anyone had tried to kidnap her. The greaves and gauntlets – also leather – had swirling feathers worked in metal decorating the fronts of her calves and forearms.  

She felt over-dressed, like she drew the eye too much, but Liandari had smiled when she presented them to Marielle and right now, Marielle didn’t dare offend her benefactors.

She wished she’d had a chance to say goodbye to Tamerlan and Jhinn. She owed them that much. But this was her best chance at making things right – and at squirming out of the tight corner that Lord Mythos and Allegra had shoved her into. It would be hard to report on people if they were both in a different city than her. 

In the distance, the canals were packed with gondolas, barges, and family boats. They worked their way through the busy streets toward the nearest canal and Marielle worried more with every step. If it was this crowded in the canals here, how bad would it be as they moved upriver toward Yan? Would there be refugees scattered across the countryside? Was her mother out there, perhaps, walking to safety one step at a time? Her breath caught in her throat as she thought of that.

“When we get to the barge that will take us upriver, we will talk more about what you can hear in the shell,” Anglarok murmured. “We must find where the voices are coming from, track them if we can to the place where the dragon has settled. It’s essential that we find him.”

“Of course,” Marielle agreed. She wanted to find the creature, too. 

Someone jostled against her and she stumbled to the side, surprised to see a knot of young women carrying weapons and wearing eyepatches. 

“What are you looking at?” one of them asked her. “We’re the Band of Abelmeyer and we’re the ones who are going to find the Eye!”

“Dragon-speed to you,” Marielle said politely, glad that her scarf hid her incredulous look. The whole city had gone mad.

They were coming up on the Xin City Smoke House, a tall tower billowing with spicy smoke. In Xin they did their meat smoking in the Spice District instead of the Trade District. It made sense. After all, the spices they needed were here, but she wasn’t the only one smelling delicious smoked meat during a time when the whole city was fasting, and she probably wasn’t the only one getting more and more irritable because of it. She could smell it even over the rage and guilt of the city and that was saying something! Her mouth was watering, and her eyes began to tear up, too. How long had it been since she had a decent meal? She’d had food on the boat with Jhinn, but she wouldn’t call that a meal. 

Her mind drifted back to eating fried meat pies with Carnelian before Summernight. Was that her last hot meal? She felt a little faint as she remembered it, her memory of Carnelian – the betrayer – so strong that it brought back the smell of the dragon with it. Funny how memories evoked smells.

She could smell the cedar musk of a nearby dragon so strongly, it was as if the dragon was there. She shook her head. She needed to keep her mind focused on what she was doing, not drifting to the past. 

A scream erupted from the crowd and Marielle froze, looking around her. Anglarok and Liandari were crouched, weapons already drawn. The harpoons of the nameless were out and ready as they spread out in a ring around their leaders.

But there was nothing else. No more screams. No clash of weapons. 

Marielle began to relax as the crowd around them returned to motion. Just a false alarm made worse by her imagination. Fool! She should be keeping her mind on her task, not on useless memories.

A second scream ripped through the air and then the people on either side of her began to flee toward the alleys and doors of the buildings on either side of the street as a dark shadow blocked out the light. 

Marielle looked up just in time to see the belly of a dragon overhead. 

He was close – far too close – and on his wings and back and neck ruined buildings and roads were still crusted like a layer of barnacles he hadn’t been able to scrape off. 

He let off a cry like a gull – but deeper, more guttural. It shook the earth under Marielle’s feet. No. Wait. It shook the dragon deep down under the road under Marielle’s feet. Or at least, it seemed to her that was what was happening. 

Her heart was in her throat. The seconds dragged out like years. She braced herself, her sword held high – as if that could do anything to a creature so large. How had she ever thought they could kill such a monstrous creature? 

Each flap of its wings was so powerful that people tumbled down the street as if caught in a hurricane. Stalls selling wares, carts, oxen, and small buildings upended and somersaulted down the streets. 

Marielle thought she might be screaming, but the sounds around her were so deafening that she couldn’t hear herself. Screams and shouts, the sound of wood shattering and stone crumbling created a cacophony so loud that words were lost in the torrent. 

Terror filled the air – vinegar scented, burning the nose, tinting everything with raw red. 

The dragon’s massive head dipped down, and he seized the towering Smoke House in his mouth, tearing it from its foundations like an uprooted plant. Stone and earth rained down from the tower.

Marielle scrambled backward, colliding with one of the harpooners. Her vision was blocked by whirling bodies, fleeing in terror. She saw a stone the size of a cart fall from the sky, crushing two of their harpooners at once. Saw Anglarok lean over them, shaking his head. A scream caught in her throat.

Liandari sprinted forward but a cart, hurtling down the street, smacked her in the back, sending her spinning through the air to land on the ground in a crumpled heap just inches from Marielle. 

Marielle jammed her sword in the sheath. It was useless to her right now. She leaned down over Liandari. Was she still alive?  

She heard a scream from behind her and she turned in her crouch just long enough to see a piece of masonry fly past. It was the size of a small house. It flew past inches from her head. A warbling ripple of insensible terror pulsed through her. 

If she’d still been standing ... 

She shook her head to clear the thought. Not time for that.

She pulled Liandari up, dragging her by her upper body through the rubble of the street. Her veil slipped down, and the scent of acrid fear and musky dragon, tinged with cedar,  smacked her in the face.

She made it a full pace before a piece of masonry as large as she was smashed down onto the street where Liandari had been only moments before. Marielle’s mouth fell open, her body freezing as she tried to grasp what had just happened. Anglarok was there in a moment, lifting Liandari’s legs and pointing with his head to an alley already filled with people. 

“There, bring her there,” he shouted, his words barely audible above the noise of the street.

Marielle struggled against the wind, fighting to keep her footing as they worked their way to the mouth of the alley, pushing their way into the crowd there. 

She thought she saw looks of protest on the faces there – this alley was already too full – but it was too loud to hear their words, too bright a red to see any other scents. 

They huddled together in terror until, at last, the winds stopped, and sound returned to their District.

“I don’t think we’ll be leaving the city just yet,” Anglarok said grimly when he could be finally heard. Marielle nodded in agreement. 

In the street, the rest of the harpooners lay dead, struck by that block of masonry that had narrowly missed Marielle.

And as they stepped out from the alley, plumes of smoke filled the sky in every direction. 

The dragon had returned. 

Xin was no longer safe.
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21: Black Plumes
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Tamerlan

By the time he was up the rope again, Tamerlan’s arms were on fire, his fingers tingling like he was losing circulation. He’d never climbed up a rope like that before. Certainly not without having eaten for days before. His head swam and his throat was dry when his hand finally reached up and grasped the top of the railing. 

A pair of finer-boned hands grabbed his, heaving him over the railing where he fell in a slump. Oh, Legends, he was exhausted.

Yes! Call on us! Let us take you!

When he was weaker, they were louder.

We come when your strength fails, when your mind needs to be faster, your endurance stronger. Why do you deny us?

He could barely keep their voices apart in his mind as he fought his exhaustion.

“Drink this,” Etienne said, shoving a flask in his hand. “Stand back!”

Etienne’s legs were inches from him, almost as if he were standing over Tamerlan.

Tamerlan gulped down the water from the flask, his head clearing a little as the cold refreshment of water spread through him. 

They were surrounded by a crowd of people, people with weapons and intent expressions. They looked like they were waiting for something, all their eyes trained on Tamerlan as if he were the salvation of their souls, the deepest joy of their hearts. He shivered. 

“Well?” Etienne asked tightly.

Tamerlan reached into his shirt and pulled out the mask. It laughed at him even now. 

“What is this?” Etienne hissed. 

“Show us! Is it the amulet?” A voice called from the crowd.

“Come on!”

“You promised to show us!”

Etienne was looking at him with a grim look on his face, shaking his head. He whirled around, raising the mask up in the air as Tamerlan struggled to his feet. 

“Behold!” he cried. “The treasure!”

“It’s just a mask!”

“That’s no amulet!”

“What is it?” a girl in a pretty red cloak asked quietly.

“A joke,” Tamerlan said and the crowd stilled, listening.

“It’s not very funny,” the girl said.

“It is if you’re Lila Cherrylocks,” Tamerlan said wryly.

Etienne shot a warning glance back at him. But it wasn’t like Tamerlan was giving anything away. Lila hadn’t been lying about the mask, and that meant she wasn’t lying about who really had the amulet last. She’d said it was Deathless Pirate. That, he would keep to himself.

He heard her name ripple through the crowd. 

“Lila Cherrylocks.”

Yes! They call to me! They speak my name! Keep telling them of my wonders, alchemist!

At least he’d made someone happy. 

I might know... 

“She stole it many years ago,” Tamerlan said. “And now her mask mocks us in our hunt.”

“Lila,” the crowd muttered, but there were sparks in their eyes. By tonight, every place Lila had ever visited in the city would be ripped apart as they looked for the amulet.

My glory increases! My renown is great!

He shouldn’t tell anyone else about her. She liked it way too much.

Haven’t you heard? She said, slyly. Our power increases with the renown of the masses. I should have been smart like Grandfather Timeless and founded my own religion. Then I’d really be powerful.

Tamerlan didn’t even get to think about what she might mean. At that moment, a gasp rippled through the crowd. Etienne spun, his face filling with horror as he looked past Tamerlan.

Tamerlan spun just in time to see a guard tower along the southern wall go up in flame as the dragon sped toward their city.

“Jingen,” he gasped and Etienne echoed him.

Etienne rocked forward, his hands gripping the railing as he leaned forward. Whatever he was trying to do had no effect, but even with the dragon still far away, the wind of his wings made Tamerlan’s cloak flap in the wind behind him.

“We need to get off this bridge,” he said, loudly enough for everyone to hear. “His wings alone might destroy it!”

There were screams from the crowd and Tamerlan heard the sounds of hurrying, but though he tugged at Etienne the other man wouldn’t move.

“Come on! We’ll die here!”

“This isn’t working,” Etienne said, fists clenched and brow furrowed.

“Tell me about it!”

Tamerlan looked back at the approaching dragon and then at Etienne. Whatever magic he was trying to work wasn’t doing anything at all. And the man was going to die if he didn’t move. The wind of the dragon’s approach was already making it hard to hear his words.

Gritting his teeth, Tamerlan grabbed his belt knife, slashed the safety rope around his waist, sheathed the knife and then turned to Etienne. He’d have to act. The other man was too obsessed with whatever he was trying to do. 

Grabbing the smaller man in a bearhug, Tamerlan pushed forward, knocking Etienne off his feet and then hurtling to the nearest end of the Bridge. 

Screams filled the air around them.

Tamerlan glanced over his shoulder in time to see the dragon’s head plunge down into the city and snatch up a tall building up in his jaws, cracking and crunching it, as masonry fell from his jaws. Houses and streets still clung to his back, bits of their structures raining off of the creature like dust from a shaken mat.

Tamerlan gritted his teeth, his heart pounding in his head as he turned his back on the dragon completely and plunged forward toward the end of the bridge. The structure was shaking under his feet, swaying with the wind of the dragon’s every flap. 

He followed the screaming crowd toward the heart of the University District, his feet pounding on the wavering ground, his arms trembling as he bore the other man to safety.

When his feet finally found street cobbles and left the bridge. he stumbled to a halt, releasing Etienne. 

Behind him, a cracking sound met his ears and then the sound of rock on rock. He spun to see the center of the Bridge cave in.

There wasn’t time to investigate or wait for the next thing to happen.

“Come on!” he yelled, plunging toward where the buildings were the thickest, where maybe, possibly, they could escape the devastation of the winds.  

Tamerlan dove into the first narrow alley he found, turning to help Etienne in behind him. He stayed anchored in that spot, bucking the high winds and reaching out pulling in one person after another to this tiny shelter until suddenly, there was a powerful force of air pushing down on them and then nothing.

Nothing but silence and sobs and ringing ears.

They stumbled out of the alley together. 

It was hard to see very far into the city here among the clustered buildings, but one thing was easy to see – plumes of smoke filled the air in angry black swirls. 

The dragon Jingen was back.

Their time to stop him was running out. 
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22: Spiral to Destiny
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Tamerlan

It was long hours before they reached Spellspinner’s Cures again. Long hours of helping to douse fires, gather the injured, and clear the streets. The hunt was on hold. Every face that Tamerlan and Etienne passed was full of wariness. Was the dragon going to return? Had this only been the beginning? The same question rang in Tamerlan’s head as he looked up to the sky every few minutes.

But the dragon had not returned, and the city had slumped into quiet waiting as dusk descended.

They opened the doors of Spellspinner’s Cures to a burst of voices and bustling people. Women in white aprons trotted briskly across the shop floor carrying bowls and pestles, jars and bales.

Allegra glanced up from her counter with a harried look in her eyes. “No room for you here today. Go next door. Marielle will sort you out.”

“Can we help?” Tamerlan said, sagging against the doorpost. 

She snorted. “You’re in no state for that. You should be in bed. But your bed is full. Every bed is full, and the storeroom besides, and I have orders for poultices and feverfew and healing teas from every District. Two untrained fools would only get in the way.” She wiped her brow wearily before her eyes narrowed again. “Out!”

Etienne pulled Tamerlan away and to a small door in the side wall.

“It adjoins with the inn,” he said tiredly, leading Tamerlan through a long corridor and up a flight of stairs to a door that looked like every other door in the hall. Even in the inn, a quiet hush had fallen.

Etienne knocked while Tamerlan watched the hall warily. He’d seen sorrows today that he wished he could forget. People trampled in terrified crowds. The ruins of people’s livelihoods. A child’s shoe left in the middle of one street had him the most worried. What had happened to the child? Was he safe – or was he one more victim of this madness?

And over it all was a tone of guilt and urgency. Guilt, because he was the one who freed Jingen and started all this. Urgency, because he must be the one to end it.

He’d meet Jhinn tonight. Together, they’d try to call the Legends and find the amulet. He swallowed down the thought that it might be worse to call them than not – after all, they were the ones who had landed him here. But what other option did he have? The dragon was the size of a city. Nothing short of magic would stop it now.

He just needed to get away from Etienne’s watchful eyes. He’d have to wait until the other man was sleeping.

The door swung open and Marielle’s eyes grew wide at the sight of them. Her dark hair was rumpled, little strands of it loose around her face, and smears of dust were on her forehead and around her eyes. The bottom half of her face was clean – protected by the scarf that hung loosely around her neck. Her breeches and white shirt were torn and dirty. 

Tamerlan paused, captivated by the sparkles in her purple eyes. No matter how frazzled or ruined she looked on the outside, those eyes were always bright and intelligent. He’d know them anywhere. He wasn’t sorry that he’d saved them. He was sorry for everything else, but not for that.

“The Harbingers?” Etienne asked, pushing past him into the room.

“Liandari is resting in her room,” Marielle said, pointing to one of the closed doors as she shut the main door behind them. “And Anglarok is tending to her. Her head was injured in the attack. Allegra says she will recover, but she hasn’t woken up yet. The nameless ... the others ... died in the dragon attack.”

Etienne nodded briskly, patting her on the shoulder. “Tamerlan and I will take their rooms for tonight. We have work to be about tomorrow.”

He was all business, striding off to the door Marielle had pointed to. Marielle’s eyes trailed after him as if she were hoping for more, but there wouldn’t be more. Tamerlan and Etienne had failed to find the amulet.

“This is yours,” Marielle said, after a long moment, reaching into her boot and pulling out a folded piece of paper.

Tamerlan took it, but he didn’t want to look at it. He didn’t want to take his eyes off her tragic beauty for even a moment. He’d seen too much ugliness today. Why couldn’t he just enjoy something beautiful for a moment?

Even rumpled and disheveled there was just something about Marielle that enchanted him. Maybe it was the curve of that top lip of hers that seemed to be begging for a kiss. Maybe it was the way that she always seemed to be standing on her tiptoes, leaning forward, like a hunting hound sniffing the air for the quarry. Maybe it was the looks she gave him – sharper than a knife. She was edges and curves, alertness and softness, focus and forbiddenness all folded into one. 

Even now, as he looked at her, he saw her as someone else, a great queen rising up out of the sea. A Legend walking – a winged helmet on her head, and angel wings on her back, and a bright sword in her hand. The foam of the sea would pour off her head and drip down her long hair and her eyes would sparkle as the sun rose behind her. She would say something strong about justice and truth and raise her sword and all men would gather under her golden banner.

“Tamerlan?” she asked, an edge to her voice. 

“Mmm?” And he would stand at her side, her protector and guard, happy to lay down his life in her service.

“What are you staring at?”

He blinked, the vision melting away.

“Nothing. Sorry.” He could already feel his cheeks heating. Now was not the time for daydreams. He looked down at the paper she had handed him. It was the recipe from the ancient book – the one that had started it all. He was a little breathless when he spoke. “Where did you find this?”

“In your rooms in Jingen. When I was investigating you.  I thought that perhaps you would like it back.”

He swallowed, looking up to give her a gentle smile. “It was kind of you to keep it for me. Will you hold on to it a bit longer?”

“Why?” she asked, moving to the wide balcony on the other end of the room. 

Tamerlan followed her, looking out across the city as the last glimmer of gold slipped down over the horizon. Choking smoke hung over the city, but in the distance, the first fire lantern went up, a tiny firefly spark in the distance. The first sin burned up. The first hope of redemption sent up to the heavens.

After a moment, Marielle slipped back into the rooms, but Tamerlan was riveted to the balcony, his eyes searching hungrily for the next lantern and the next and the next. If only life was so simple. If only everything could really be forgiven just because you wrote it down and burned it up.

Marielle slipped in beside him, her footfalls soft. She carried paper balloons and candles.

“Do you want to celebrate Dawnspell with me?” she asked, a look of wariness in her face.

“Yes,” he said. Perhaps, she would slay him with her gleaming sword one day. Perhaps her justice would be his redemption – her hand the executioner’s. He’d embrace that if it ever came. But for now, he would write on paper and send it to the sky with the last shreds of hope he possessed. 

He didn’t know what she wrote on her paper lantern. He didn’t sneak a peek at it as she lit the candle and sent it up. Whatever guilt Marielle carried could not be very heavy. She’d done nothing in her life but live for good. She’d even been willing to give her own life for Jingen. She was innocent. 

He put his charcoal to the paper and in big letters, covering the balloon, he wrote one word. One word that summarized his guilt and shame. One word for which he would never be forgiven. No matter how many prayers he sent up, no matter how many tears he shed. And with a sigh, he lit his candle and watched the orange glow outline the word he’d written as the fire lantern sailed into the sky to join the thousands of others just like it.

JINGEN.

His shame. 

His sin.

“I swore an oath to justice with Queen Mer’s People,” Marielle said as if confessing some great hope. “They gave me a tattoo.”

Tamerlan felt a ghost of a smile playing around his lips. He remembered seeing that tattoo peeking through her collar when she slept – so sweet, so caring – at the foot of his bed. 

“I’m going to find King Abelmeyer’s Eye,” he said in return. And it felt like a vow more than a confession. Because anything he said to Marielle in that moment would have felt like a solemn vow. She was the avatar of goodness.

“I think they know what justice is,” she said. “They came here for it. It’s why their ships are waiting. They’re waiting for news of where to strike. Where to bring their retribution. And I want to be on the side of justice.”

He nodded in the orange glow of the tiny lanterns floating above them. More sailed into the sky as the people of Xin pled with the heavens for absolution.

“I just want to stop that dragon. I just want to make the world safe again,” he said, feeling like he was still standing on sacred ground, so close to his shining muse.

“Do you think a person can find redemption in this life?” Marielle asked him. 

It was so much like the question he’d asked her yesterday. And as she looked up at him with desperate eyes, he wondered why she was asking him that. She’d already told him that she didn’t think he could be forgiven. Was it possible that she thought she needed to be?

“You have no need of redemption, Marielle. Nothing that happened on Summernight was your fault. That was all mine. All of the guilt rests with me,” he said gently, smiling down at her worried expression. Boldly, he reached forward and brushed the loose hairs from her face. She flinched back. But he didn’t let his smile waver. “And if you did, I am certain you would be given it.”

Her smile was sad – almost reluctant.

“I’ll hold onto your paper,” she said, reaching for it. Was that all she could give? Perhaps. Perhaps she couldn’t ever forgive him, but she could do this one thing – a small favor. A small gesture.

“Thank you,” he said, as he held it out to her because he was grateful that she hadn’t mentioned all the things she couldn’t give.

His heart lurched a little as she strode away, closing her door behind her. She deserved redemption – wherever she got it. She didn’t even need it. Only the foul needed their sins atoned for. Only the bloodstained. Only people like Tamerlan.

With a sigh, he went into one of the empty rooms, quickly cleaned up and reordered his things. He’d wait a few minutes before he snuck out. A quick rest and then he’d go out hunting his own redemption.
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23: Hunting Redemption
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan’s arms shook as he opened the package Jhinn handed him. They’d slipped through the locks and out to the river and into the Bay of Tears without a glance backward.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked again.

“Just do it, boy, and stop whining about how dangerous it is,” Jhinn demanded. “I have your sword, don’t I?”

He did have Tamerlan’s sword. He was holding it in both hands as he waited for Tamerlan to smoke the herbs and transform into a Legend.

Come on! Do it! That was Byron Bronzebow. And behind him was the never-ending chant that sounded behind Tamerlan’s every thought, Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

If obsession had an avatar, it would be Ram the Hunter.

If only he could choose which Legend came through and took him over. It would be easier to do this if he knew.

There are ways to push the balance more to one of us or the other, Lila said in his mind.

Now she told him! How did he do that?

Ha! I’m not letting that slip yet. Not until I’m sure that it’s me you’d be choosing.

Well, that was no help. Tamerlan swung the door open on the lantern at the front of the gondola and carefully lit the end of the little paper tube holding his herbs.

“I can’t believe you kept so many safe,” he said to Jhinn right before he sucked in his first puff of smoke.

“Are you kidding me? If you died, I could have sold them for a fortune,” Jhinn said.

Tamerlan shivered. Imagine selling them! Imagine setting these loose on the street where anyone could use them however they wanted! The thought made his toes curl and his stomach lurch. He pulled in another puff.

“Maybe hold onto that roll-up this time, yeah?” Jhinn said. “I bet you could keep the spirit around longer if you puffed on it again half-way through.”

It wasn’t a bad idea. Although the Legends tended to have a mind of their own about what they were going to do.

Dark waves lapped against the gondola and the bright moon picked out the silver edges of the waves as Tamerlan waited for the smoke to have its effect. The breezes were warm, but the smoke still lacing their edges set his teeth on edge.

Hunting treasure, are we?  A wheedling voice asked.

He should be used to this by now, but as the Legend took over his body, Tamerlan shook inside. Legends send he didn’t murder Jhinn! Legends send he didn’t destroy anything!

I don’t slaughter my sailors. Then I’d have to do the rowing.

He’d actually gotten Deathless Pirate! He’d wanted him, and here he was!

Sometimes that can help. Sometimes it doesn’t matter. But no one calls on the sea without me listening.

Did that mean he’d always get Deathless Pirate if he smoked on the sea?

Don’t think you can control us, boy. We aren’t birds perching on your shoulders. Now, what are we doing out here and what treasure do we seek?

Was Lila right? Could Deathless Pirate really know where King Abelmeyer’s Eye had been hidden? 

Abelmeyer’s Eye, is it?  Cackling filled his mind. It’s always some trinket that men want. Some object that glitters in the sun. Trust me when I tell you, they don’t last. That is, unless you hide them. I can take you to where the Eye is. Oh yes, I can. I stole it just like Lila says. And I hid it in my cave of treasures. And now that you mention it, I might like to see if the other things hidden there are still ... secure.

Really? For once he wasn’t going to have to ride in the mind of a Legend who wanted something drastically different from him! For once, he could actually work with the one who came.

I don’t take orders from anyone. I do the ordering. But yes, today we are of an accord. Our interests align. Let’s go find this treasure.

“Boy,” Tamerlan heard his own voice saying, but it was Deathless pirate controlling it. “We appear to be in the Bay of Tears. Is it so?”

“Sure,” Jhinn said, lowering the sword.

“And do you know of a small flat island about a half of a league from the shore just out from Dragon Spit Point?”

“Bare Island?” Jhinn asked. “Sure.”

“Let’s row there now, then, aye boy? And we’ll see what we will see.”

Jhinn shrugged. 

“You do the rowing,” Tamerlan said, “and I’ll do the steering.”

Jhinn paused, clearly reluctant to leave his beloved boat in Tamerlan’s inexperienced hands, but after a moment he shrugged again and moved to the oars. 

It was maybe an hour of hard rowing – all from Jhinn – before they reached the small island. He’d better puff more on the roll-up or Deathless Pirate could disappear before they got further than the island.

Is that the way of things? Then keep these coming.

They puffed on the last bit of roll-up before tossing the ash into the sea.

“You’ve been followed,” Deathless Pirate said in Tamerlan’s voice. “First rule of pirating – don’t let them see where you’re going.”

Tamerlan tried to see what Deathless Pirate was talking about, but the world beyond the light of the lantern hanging from the ferro of the gondola was dim, and even in the light of the full moon, the shadows were long and inky.

But don’t worry about your mistake, boy. I will be here long enough to teach you better. Now that you’ve taught me your little smoking trick, I think I’ll stick around for a long time. They call us Legends. They look to us with fear and longing, worship our power, flinch from the consequences. We do not flinch. We do not waver. We do not wonder what it would be like to have this kind of power. We learned long ago how to get what we want. And what I want is life. And I want to live it through you. And think about it, boy – can’t I do more with your life than you can? I’ve heard your foolish cries for redemption. No one needs redemption. What you need is to embrace yourself, your goals, your desires. Together, you and I are going to do that.

And just like that, their goals were no longer aligned.

Oh, we’ll get the Eye. I’ll give you that much.

If only he’d laid out other ways to signal Jhinn. Jhinn wouldn’t suspect anything was wrong unless they threatened his life and Deathless Pirate seemed to like him.

All good Captains need seamen to follow them.

He should have thought this through better.

Their boat hit the shore, skimming up on the flat white sand of the island. Clumps of loose grass grew throughout it, white driftwood piled in tangled heaps to one side and, bird dung was everywhere. But there was nothing else here. No trees. No pool of water. No structures. Not even rocks. Just a flat skiff of sand that was probably invisible during high tide.

Yep.

“I didn’t bring a shovel,” Jhinn said casually.

“No need,” Tamerlan heard himself say. “I buried layers of coconut fiber mesh under the sand. It covers this entire island. It holds the water and you can’t dig through it. Shovels are as useless as wishes on Bare Island.”

“Did you think you could sneak away?” an authoritative voice asked as a second boat skimmed up the sand.

Jhinn’s jaw tightened, but Tamerlan didn’t even feel Deathless Pirate flinch.

“More treasure hunters,” he said coyly with Tamerlan’s voice.

Lord Mythos frowned. He was dressed in fresh black, a wide satchel slung over his shoulder and a hired boatman at the stern. He must have followed Tamerlan the whole way. Had he used magic to disguise himself? He claimed not to have it anymore, but he had used it to heal Tamerlan.

“You can join me – for a price,” Tamerlan heard his voice say. Lord Mythos’ frown deepened. He glanced at Jhinn and then back again.

“I thought your price was redemption?”

“Redemption doesn’t fill a treasure cave, now does it?”

“I’m just here for the Eye,” Etienne said. He leapt from the boat, tossing the boatman a leather purse. “I’ll return with these others. Thank you for your work.” 

He shoved against the prow of the boat, launching it back to the sea as Deathless Pirate leapt out of his own boat.

“Let’s see how good you are at claiming it, hmmm?” Deathless Pirate challenged. 

Don’t kill him. Please don’t kill him! Tamerlan thought desperately. 

It was strange not to have the other Legends in his mind, but now that he was possessed by Deathless Pirate, their voices had disappeared. Even Ram’s constant refrain was gone. If he wasn’t so worried about what Deathless Pirate was up to, he would have found it a relief.

“We’ll make a game out of it,” Deathless Pirate said. “Whoever finds the Eye first, keeps it.”

The Lord Mythos was silent, regarding him warily as Tamerlan laughed in a pitch just a little too high and then took off, striding across the island.

Anyone watching Tamerlan right now would think he was insane. Jhinn and Etienne probably did. He shouldn’t have risked this. He could have found the Eye on his own.

Oh no, you wouldn’t! A pirate’s lair has traps. And the first trap on this lair is the tide. Lucky for us, it’s low tide right now, or we’d have to wait for the tide to change and on an island this boring I might resort to torturing one of these fine companions just to pass the hours.

Tamerlan gritted his teeth inside. This was the kind of thing he was worried about. He’d have to let Deathless Pirate take control of the hunt or risk seeing Jhinn hurt just to entertain a ghost.
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24: Map of Deeds
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Marielle

Sleep did not come for Marielle. She didn’t even try. She sat on the edge of her bed, staring at the recipe on the page Tamerlan had asked her to hold and thinking about what he’d said. 

He liked her too much. She wasn’t sure why he’d decided that she was valuable. Why had he saved her back in Jingen? Why did he tell her now that she didn’t need forgiveness? Why did he have to be so beautiful and such a devil all rolled into one? A silken-tongued tempter and a blood-slicked murderer. A sincere, hopeful boy and a man who’d seen too much.

Tamerlan was complicated and Marielle didn’t need complicated right now. She needed solid things.

She shivered as the word ‘solid’ brought back the memory of solid blocks of stone whirling through the air and sweeping people off their feet, crushing them, battering them, destroying them. Her life since the beginning of Summernight had been nothing but chaos and destruction, death and tragedy. Perhaps, when Jingen rose into the air, the world had actually ended? Perhaps she was just living in the dried-out husk of what had once been the world.

A knock on her door sent her leaping to her feet.

“Come,” she said, a little breathlessly, stuffing the paper back into her boot.

Anglarok opened the door. He was bent with weariness and his clothing was dirty and torn.

Marielle spoke first. “Would you like me to take a turn watching over Liandari?”

“It is not honorable to trust the care of the Ki’Squall to anyone not of our people,” he said.

Marielle nodded, not knowing what to say.

“You saved her life.” Maybe it was hard for him to concentrate on just one thing. After all, he’d just lost four companions and his leader’s life was still in jeopardy. “That makes you honored among us.”

Anglarok dropped to his knees. Marielle gasped, reaching forward to steady him, but he waved her away. 

“Honored one, please receive from me this gift in payment of the debt of honor we owe you.”

He held out a shell – a conch, like his turquoise one, but this one glowed a canary yellow with a sparkling silver rim. Again, she couldn’t determine its scent and yet she could see colors with it. It was small enough to fit in her palm. A quarter of the size of his other conch, but still magnificent.

“I can’t,” she protested. “Really.”

He drew a knife from his belt, lightning fast, his face hard. “Then, take what you are owed.”

“The knife?” she asked, confused. It looked almost as valuable as the shell. Carvings of ships in high seas covered the aged ivory handle and the blade was sharp.

“My life. As her Windsniffer, it is my duty to pay her life debt. You may take my life in return for the one you saved, or you may take an object of equal value.”

He was joking, right? But he didn’t seem to be joking. He seemed to be deadly serious. 

Gently, hoping that he wouldn’t suddenly lunge with that knife at either her or himself, Marielle reached for the shell.

“You think this shell is of the same value as your life?”

He nodded. “It is smaller and untested, unbonded, but it has the same potential as the conch I carry. The magic it contains is worth more than a single Windsniffer life.”

Marielle swallowed. Was it more troubling that he held his own life in such poor esteem or that he was offering her a magical object for no other reason than that she’d saved a life? She would have done that for anyone.

“When someone saves a life,” Anglarok said, as if explaining to a child, “the value of that life belongs to the one who saved it. If it is not purchased back, then the work and life of that person will belong to the savior. The Ki’Squall must not be in your debt. That is why it is my duty for the sake of her honor and my own to buy her life back from you with my own, or with an object of equal value. It’s a matter of the Real Law.”

And there it was again, this Real Law that she never seemed to be able to nail down.

“I would be honored to accept the conch shell,” Marielle said as formally as she knew how. No one was going to die just because she had saved Liandari, and no one was going to be a perpetual slave, so accepting this gift seemed like the best option. Even if Jhinn had warned her not to accept anything. Even if she was more than a bit nervous that it had a color in her monochrome vision without any scent attached to it. “Thank you.”

The gift left her shaken. She’d just been thinking about Tamerlan and the undeserved regard he’d showed her. And now the most honorable people she knew were telling her that she owed him the debt of her life. What gift could she give him of equal value to her life? 

“And there is the matter of recording your honor,” Anglarok said, standing finally. “Come, we’ll do it together as we watch over Liandari.”

“Recording?” Marielle repeated, trying hard not to stare at the conch. It was so beautiful that she was having trouble looking away from it. She kept it in her palm as Anglarok led her to Liandari’s room and sat with her in the chairs beside the bed where Liandari lay, insensate.

“Your Wind Rose was the start, but we record the maps of our lives, a representation of everywhere we have been with honor. You conducted yourself with honor in this city today, so today we will add this city to your map.”

“You mean you’re adding to my tattoo?” Marielle asked, feeling the sting of the one she already had as she spoke. She hadn’t been prepared for additions. It gave new significance to the tattoos all over Anglarok’s skin.

“Yes. It is a matter of honor.”

And what could she say about that?
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25: Open Eyes
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Tamerlan

Deathless Pirate had taken complete control of Tamerlan’s body and Tamerlan could feel his exuberance in the way he ran across the sand island.

I haven’t been this young in a long time. 

He’d yanked the gondola lantern off the ferro before he went – much to Jhinn’s irritation – and was scrambling over the sand island, the lantern bobbing with every long stride. He was looking side to side, though what he could be looking for was beyond Tamerlan. The island had no clear shape, no structure, no trees or rocks or anything to make any part of it stand out.

Many have sought my treasure, but I did not make it easy to find.

He reached the other side of the island quickly, Etienne following in his footsteps.

“Where are we going ... Tamerlan?” Etienne asked, pausing before using Tamerlan’s name, almost as if he suspected that was not who he was really speaking to.

“Under the side of the island. Only good for low tide,” Deathless Pirate said through his mouth. His voice was breathless with excitement. “Why don’t you come? We’ll show you a sight you’ve never seen, hey?”

“And the lantern?”

“Good construction. Made to keep water out. Should burn long enough to get us there.”

Etienne shivered, but Tamerlan was already stripping. Great. The Legends never seemed to care much about his modesty. They dressed – or undressed – him like a doll they played with.

He was down to his smallclothes before he knew it, tossing his clothing at Jhinn with a laugh. 

“Hold onto these for me, sailor!” 

Jhinn mock-saluted with a saucy expression but the look in his eye was sharp. Did he see the spirit? Did he know Tamerlan was possessed? Probably. 

“Ready?” Deathless Pirate asked, but he didn’t wait for Etienne to finish undressing. He waded out into the water.

One step. There was cursing behind Tamerlan as Etienne struggled out of his clothing.

Two steps. 

“Hurry or you’ll lose him!” Jhinn urged him.

The sand shelf dropped suddenly and Tamerlan plunged into the water, sucking in a deep breath the moment before his mouth and nose were submerged. 

The pirate had better know what he was doing! He’d better be a good swimmer. Tamerlan could swim, but he wouldn’t say he was expert at it.

I’m an expert at most things – all things, if we’re talking about the water. One month on my ship and I’d make a man out of you, too. Your hands are lily soft. 

He was kidding, right? Tamerlan’s hands were calloused and worn from his work as an apprentice.

Not like they’d be if you were hauling on rope all day!

But now Tamerlan was too distracted to argue with the Legend. They were sinking deep into the water, only the light of the lantern showing the way. The rock of the island was porous with great big bubbles on the surface of the rock. Strange. 

Tentacled creatures fled from the light and the edges of fins or tales would flicker briefly along the edges of the lantern glow. Tamerlan mentally shivered at the thought of being down here without the lantern. What would it feel like to have those tentacles brush his leg? Or wrap around his neck?

Deathless Pirate seemed unconcerned. He located a small hole in the rock almost immediately. It was small – no wider than Tamerlan’s body. He’d better not try to wiggle into – no! No! No!

Terror gripped him as Deathless Pirate plunged the lantern ahead of them into the tunnel and then shoved Tamerlan’s shoulders into the narrow space. He was too wide! His shoulders too thick! He’d never fit!

Stop whining. Or I’ll send you for twenty lashes to sober you up! You’ll fit. You have no belly. It’s just the shoulders to maneuver.

Which wasn’t making him feel any better. Sharp rock dug into his shoulders and chest, scraping and ripping painfully at his skin.

Something grabbed his foot and fear shot through him like an arrow.

It’s just that skinny one – the one in black who followed us. He can’t see the light of the lantern with all your bulk in front of him.

Etienne. Okay. At least he was human. Mostly.

And now his lungs were burning, and his heart was racing. There was no way he could get to the surface in time to fill them! 

You need to develop more tolerance for holding your breath.

No way he could back up through the cavern in time, either. He was almost wedged as it was, and Etienne was behind him. This had been a terrible idea! He would die possessed, not even in control of his own decisions that led him to this place!

Forty lashes unless you spare me!

The tunnel bent upward suddenly, widening and as soon as his shoulders shoved into the wider tunnel, he shot upward, his hand with the lantern leading the way. It was flickering, but still burning.

His hand broke the surface, the lantern flaring brighter, and then his head broke through and his burning lungs gasped in stale air.

It had been so close. He’d almost died!

You would have died if you were piloting this ship, but lucky for you, I was at the helm.

Etienne burst up through the water, sucking in his own deep breath. The look he gave Tamerlan made it feel like he’d been weighed and graded in the Trade District. 

“What is this place?” he asked.

“My lair,” Deathless Pirate said grandly, spreading an arm. “But take a care. There are traps.”

They scrambled to the edge of the pool where a rock lip – smooth but rippled like it was made from water rather than stone– spread out around it. The smoothness went up far above them, but rough steps were carved into the rock leading above.

“When the tide is high this is all much more difficult,” Deathless Pirate said, running a hand over Tamerlan’s face to wipe the water away. 

“I imagine that’s the charm of the place,” Etienne said dryly.

“Indeed!”

Deathless Pirate was already sprinting up the stairs avoiding every third one. Hopefully, Etienne was noticing that. It seemed to Tamerlan that the pirate was snickering inside far too much for that not to be a trap.

They raced up the steps and Tamerlan heard Etienne bite back a curse. It must not have been too bad, though, because his footsteps were still right behind them. 

The stairs topped out just above the high-water mark, and then they were in the cave.

“You can hide out here if you really have to,” Deathless Pirate said aloud almost as if he was musing to himself. “There are holes in the rock that I drilled in there when I made the place. They let air in and out at low tide and you can close off the doors at high tide. No food or fresh water, obviously, and you can’t fit the whole crew, but in a pinch, it will do.”

Tamerlan wasn’t listening to him. He was gasping mentally at the treasures laid out on shelves and spilling out of chests all around the room. Deathless Pirate’s eyes skimmed over them as if taking inventory. Diadems and coronets crusted in jewels, long sabers with gem-encrusted handles, and ivory carvings lay on shelves or stood in racks. Jade statues made to look like dragons, lions, octopuses, and a thousand other creatures were decked in pearl necklaces, or emerald pendants. Vases with scenes of battle inlaid in their walls stood neatly in rows. 

It was everything a treasure room should be.

“Touch nothing,” Deathless Pirate said, breathless as he surveyed his wealth. “The wrong weight on any shelf will open a sluice and fill the cavern with water.”

It must have been difficult to get so many heavy, priceless things in the cavern.

I put them in here before I sealed the island up with the coconut fiber. We dug down to place them here. Some of those chests wouldn’t ever go through that cavern. Even you won’t fit if you put much more muscle on these shoulders.

“And the Eye?” Etienne asked from behind them. There was tension in his voice as if it were all he could do to stay frozen in place in front of so much wonder.

But as he said the words, Tamerlan’s eye caught a single ruby the size of a human eyeball. A flaw in it made it look like a narrow pupil resided inside it – shaped like a cat’s pupil. Or a dragon’s. He gasped at the same moment that Deathless Pirate laughed. The Eye hung from a fistful of chains wrapped around each other to make a cord thicker than both Tamerlan’s thumbs put together. 

“That has a special protection. I knew that someone would want it. Which means you might be out of luck, little man,” Deathless Pirate said, grinning widely at Etienne.

“And why is that?” Etienne asked carefully.

“I rigged the protections on that one with magic – cost me enough, that’s for sure! – and they can only be dispelled with magic.”

“What kind of magic?” Etienne asked. Tension sang in his voice. 

Deathless Pirate eased past the items on the shelves to a small fissure in the rock to one side. In all the wealth before them, Tamerlan hadn’t noticed the fissure before. It glowed softly – a blue glow that flickered like light beaming through water. Deathless Pirate moved carefully around the shelves to make sure he didn’t bump any as he leaned toward the fissure.

“Blood magic. Only a drop of blood from the Dragonblooded will release the amulet from where it sits. But you don’t look like you have the blood.”

“I don’t,” Etienne admitted. 

Deathless Pirate leaned forward until his face was right in front of the fissure.

“What’s that?” Etienne asked, carefully inching forward until his face was pressed up against the fissure, too.

Someone had set glass into this part of the rock and through the glass, you could see through the dark currents of the ocean to where someone had sunk a tall man-sized iron cage. It sat on a slight angle from where it struck the ocean floor. So close to the island, the floor was shallow, close enough for them to clearly see the cage, clearly see the blue light glowing from what was within – close enough to see the man with eyes wide open and a look of horror on his face. His clothing wafted gently in the current. His long black hair swirled in the motion of the sea. But his hands were frozen where they clutched the bars. His mouth frozen in a rictus of pain and his eyes frozen wide. His flesh had not deteriorated or been eaten by fish. If he wasn’t so still, Tamerlan could have sworn he was alive.

Tamerlan’s mind shivered in horror. Someone had sunk this man and he hadn’t died.

“You can’t kill avatars,” Deathless Pirate said in his voice. “You can only trap them. And when they are finally free, they roam the earth again.”

Tamerlan tried not to think. After all, Deathless Pirate could read his thoughts. But it was no use. His own voice whispered the words he was trying so hard to avoid.

“The time has come for me to stride once more on the tide of man.”

Tamerlan gritted his mental teeth. He never could have predicted this possibility. Letting one of the Legends out into the world of men would be so much worse than just letting them out to play from time to time through the Bridge of Legends!

He felt a sting of pain and then Deathless pirate was whirling as Etienne scrambled back, the tip of his knife dripping with blood – Tamerlan’s blood. Dragonblooded blood. 

He gasped as Etienne flicked it onto Abelmeyer’s Eye, snatched up the Eye, and tore out of the treasure room and down the stairs.

With a roar, Deathless Pirate chased after him, lantern in hand.

You didn’t tell me you were of the blood!

He hadn’t asked.

By the time they’d reached the stairs, Etienne was diving into the pool. And by the time they reached the pool, the lantern flickering, he was out of sight. Tamerlan sucked in a huge breath and then dove down. He tried not to feel panicky at the thought of making this swim a second time. After all, hadn’t he done it once before?

He was surprised that Deathless Pirate was chasing the Eye with such fervor. After all, he’d seemed taken with the idea of freeing his avatar.  

Fool! Don’t you realize that the Eye has the power to bind and free? Why do you think I wanted it in the first place? It wasn’t like I was interested in helping you toward your petty goals! I was always here for what is in that cage. You should have told me you were Dragonblooded!

They pushed through the rock, Tamerlan wincing at the pain as the sharp edges bit and dug into his skin, the brackish water stinging his open wounds. 

But as they reached the end of the tunnel, he began to feel his limbs growing clumsier. His lantern clattered against the rock as he took control of that hand again.

Watch it – 

Deathless Pirate’s voice faded from his mind and then he was left with one arm sticking through the entrance to the tunnel, the other shoulder wedged so hard he didn’t know how to free it. He fought at the wedged shoulder, dropping the lantern, and in the descending dark his lungs lit on fire before everything went inky black. 




Dawnspell

Day Three of Dawnspell
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26: Hail the Conquerors
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan’s eyes opened to darkness. He sat up, sucking in a huge, fearful breath before he realized he could see the silver moon outlining everything around them. He wasn’t underwater. He wasn’t dead.

“I see you’ve returned,” Etienne said. He was dressed again in the black clothing he favored and pulling on one set of oars while Jhinn pulled on the other set. Around his neck hung the Eye.

“We got it,” Tamerlan said sagging in relief.

“Yes, we’re quite the conquering heroes,” Etienne said dryly. “And the magic is finally dissipating. Whatever trick you pulled back there did not make you a very likable person.”

Tamerlan glanced at Jhinn who shook his head.

“No,” Etienne said, “Your friend didn’t give you away. But I have eyes and ears, and – shockingly – a brain to operate them and enough experience with magic to read the residues. I recall a text I read back in my school days in the Queen Mer Library – a library which unfortunately is no longer with us.”

Jhinn shoved Tamerlan’s clothes toward him with a toe and Tamerlan smiled gratefully, pulling them on as Etienne continued. It was cool in the sea breeze and he was shivering as he dressed. The sword was even back in its scabbard waiting for him. He wished he’d grabbed one of the other treasures to give to Jhinn while he was in the cavern. Adventure might be what Jhinn sought, but it didn’t pay for bread.

“It was an ancient text,” Etienne continued. “A text about the Legends. You know the ones – like Deathless Pirate whose treasure trove we just plundered? And this text seemed to suggest that there was a special magic that could access them – the Bridge of Legends. How this could be done was unclear, only that it would take someone who had skill with herbs. You were an alchemist’s apprentice before the fall of Jingen, weren’t you, Tamerlan? I seem to recall that being a feature of Marielle’s investigation. I remember visiting the room of the Butcher of the Temple District and seeing herbs there.” 

Tamerlan swallowed, focusing all his attention on dressing. He didn’t want Etienne to notice how rattled his words made him.

“And when you spoke to your father earlier it was clear that the two of you are well educated. I remember that Landhold Zi’fen contains an excellent library. Have you also read of this Bridge of Legends, Tamerlan?”

“I don’t recall reading a book about anything by that name,” Tamerlan said lightly. It was the truth, though not the whole truth. The recipe for the Bridge of Legends had been a single page, not a book. Was Marielle keeping it safe?

Tamerlan finished buckling the sword belt on his waist and looked out to sea. Or rather, toward Xin. They were just outside the locks for the city, cruising through the quiet of the pre-dawn harbor. 

“How long was I out?” he asked.

It was Jhinn who answered. “Etienne saved you from drowning. He says he pulled you from a cavern.”

Tamerlan looked at Etienne’s smug expression. He forced a smile in return. “Thank you.”

“When you threw up all your water, I left you to sleep a bit,” Jhinn said. “You’re going to need sleep if the two of you go to trap that dragon.”

“Thank you,” Tamerlan said again, this time more sincerely. He owed Jhinn debt upon debt. 

Etienne was tucking the Eye into his coat now that they were close to the locks. 

“We’ll keep this between ourselves,” he said briskly.

“All of it?” Tamerlan asked. But why would Etienne tell anyone his secrets?

Etienne lifted a single eyebrow. “Perhaps.”

Dawn had broken by the time Jhinn pulled up to the side of the canal and Etienne hopped out.

“We need to talk in private,” Tamerlan said in a low voice before he left the gondola. Etienne was waiting, but what he wanted to say to Jhinn couldn’t be said here and if he left Etienne alone he was afraid that the other man would slip away with the Eye and Tamerlan would lose his chance to stop the dragon and make right all his wrongs. “Meet here again in an hour?”

Jhinn nodded and Tamerlan trotted after Etienne. He never looked back once, striding purposefully through the waking streets to Spellspinner’s Cures. He opened the door and Tamerlan barely managed to duck in behind him before it shut.

“Where were you?” Allegra, still fully clothed, practically ran from behind the counter toward them. Her face was flushed, and dark rings were under her eyes. “We were all set. The timing was perfect. And you were nowhere to be found!”

Her gaze was fixed on Etienne who glanced purposefully at Tamerlan. “We can talk about this later.”

“We will talk now.” Her words sounded like a threat.

Etienne dodged her grasping hand, slipping through the door to the inn, but Tamerlan was not so lucky.

“You owe me, too,” Allegra said. Last night she’d practically driven him away when he tried to help and now she was demanding repayment? 

“Yes,” Tamerlan agreed and her eyebrows rose. 

“You admit it.”

“Thank you for healing me.”

He wanted to slip after Etienne. He was worried about what the other man was going to do with the amulet, but he did owe the healer. She’d saved his life.

“How thankful are you?” she asked, stepping in a little closer than Tamerlan would have liked. 

“Umm ... very thankful?”

“Thankful enough to do a favor for me?” She asked, reaching out to touch his shoulder as if she owned him. He stepped back into the counter, swallowing against a pressure in his throat.

“I guess it depends on what that favor is,” he said, his voice wavering more than he would have liked. She reminded him of the crocodiles that sometimes swam along the brackish edges of the Alabastru River. The look in her eyes was cool and calculating as she looked him over.

His face grew hot. There was a creaking sound behind her, but he didn’t look away. He was afraid of what she might do if he was distracted.

“Do you have any experience laying siege to a palace?” she asked sweetly.

“Not exactly. Although I did cause a stir the only time that I set foot in one.” Why did everything she said sound like it meant things he didn’t understand?

There was a rustling sound in the storeroom. No wonder. In a city on a fast, the mice probably looked to spices for some kind of a food source.

“Any experience charming your enemies?” Had she winked that time?

“None at all,” he said clearing his throat.

“Etienne keeps squirming away, but I think you could be useful,” Allegra said. Why did those words make his hands feel clammy?

“I’m sure I can’t be nearly as useful as he is,” Tamerlan said, his voice shaky. 

She looked at him for a long time, his heart beating faster from fear with every second. She reminded him of Master Juggernaut. Not a bad man, but when he wanted something, he got it, no matter how many competitors stood in the way and no matter who tried to stop him. And he usually got it on the terms he wanted. Tamerlan had a bad feeling that he was being weighed and evaluated for sale right now. He didn’t know how long he waited like that, but he didn’t look up when the door squeaked again. It must not have closed properly the first time. 

“I’ll let you know when I have need of you,” she said eventually, wetting her lips in a way that made him want to run in the opposite direction. “You should get some sleep. The inn will have breakfast wafers in late morning to break your fast.”

Tamerlan’s mouth watered at the suggestion of food. He was so hungry he could eat just about anything. The tiny honey wafers the city would eat today to break their fast wouldn’t be nearly enough, but he’d take them and be grateful. Of course, right now, he’d just be happy to get out of Spellspinner’s Cures with his skin still attached.

“Sleep well,” Allegra said with a smirk.

He nodded quickly and hurried away from her, through the squeaking door. He was faster than those mice as he scurried up the stairs to the door of the suite and slipped inside. Marielle’s door was ajar, and Etienne’s was closed. Tamerlan crept to his door and knocked softly, hoping not to disturb anyone else. A familiar smell wafted from under the closed door, but Etienne only opened it a crack, just wide enough to see a sliver of his face. 

“Wasn’t saving your life enough, Alchemist? Now you want to disturb my sleep as well?” he asked.

“I want to talk about the amulet,” Tamerlan whispered. “We need to use it right away.”

Etienne looked around dramatically before asking dryly. “Is the dragon attacking the city?”

“No,” Tamerlan said, irritation setting his teeth on edge.

“Then maybe it can wait an hour for me to take a quick nap. Go away and let me sleep.”

“Do you promise that we can make a plan to destroy this dragon after you sleep?”

His tone was severe. “When next we speak, we’ll talk all about it. I promise.”

He closed his door and the sound of the deadbolt was clear in the silence of the inn. Either Tamerlan could wait, or he could break down the door. He sighed, rubbing the back of his neck.

Why was Marielle’s door open? Had she left? He snuck across the suite and peeked inside. She lay sleeping, her hand stretched out as if it had held something, though there was nothing there. He closed her door carefully and snuck to his own room, stripping off his wet clothing and taking the time to hang them up before falling into the bed. He fell asleep the moment his eyes shut.
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27: Empty Hands and Empty Promises
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Marielle

Marielle woke with a start. A bang reverberated through her room as someone opened her door so quickly that it bounced off the wall. A half-naked Tamerlan stood in the doorway, breeches tugged on but the laces not tied, no boots or shirt or anything else on.

She sat up, leaping to her feet. She’d fallen asleep fully clothed, her collarbone still stinging from her fresh tattoo of Xin and the paper he’d given her – the illuminated page from an ancient text – clutched in her hand. It was gone now. 

Her gaze raked across the bed. Had Anglarok come in here and snatched it? She’d been debating with herself last night when she fell asleep. She hadn’t decided whether she should tell him that a clue to the Bridge of Legends had been right there in her hands. After all, Tamerlan had entrusted it to her.

“He’s gone,” Tamerlan said spitting a violent curse. His light-colored hair was darkened by water and the ripples of his muscles – while dry – were pebbled with gooseflesh in the cool of the morning. 

Marielle rubbed her eyes, swallowing awkwardly. She’d seen her share of people dressing and undressing in the Watch Officers barracks, but they rarely burst into her room an hour after dawn. Light poured in through the window behind her and a tiny tinkling began the hourly bells as they sounded around the city.

Could he mean Anglarok? Had she lost her chance to make this decision at all?

She waited as the bells finished ringing, brushing off her own shirt and breeches and running a hand through her tangled hair. At least he didn’t know that the page was gone, too.

“Who is gone?” she asked with careful composure as the last peal of the bells died off.

“The Lord Mythos. Last night we found Abelmeyer’s Eye.” His eyes were bloodshot from lack of sleep and he smelled of desperation – and worse, of the siren-sweet scent of magic that he’d worn when first she met him. 

“You’ve been around magic,” she said sternly. “What have you done?”

He was so beautiful – and so terrible – like a devil sent to the world to tempt and seduce her and then dance on her tattered soul. She pushed back the golden scent of attraction, refusing to give into it. He wouldn’t be her undoing no matter how often he showed up half-naked and beautiful in her bedroom.

“I’m telling you what we did!” Tension filled his voice. “Me, and Jhinn, and Etienne stole the Eye from Deathless Pirate’s treasure trove. Etienne claimed he needed to sleep for an hour, and locked his door, but now he’s gone.”

There was another scent now that he said that – a faint smell.

“Aniseed?” she said aloud as she tried to figure it out. “And something else. Something familiar ... wait! There was aniseed on the page you gave me.”

Tamerlan’s gaze flitted around the room and then locked onto hers.

“Did you fall asleep reading it?”

Marielle looked at her bed and swallowed. She’d slept on top of the blankets. They were hardly even rumpled. But there was no page there. Someone had certainly taken it. If not Anglarok, then Etienne.

“Yes,” she said. She scrambled onto the bed looking over the side. No page. It was gone.

“Come on,” Tamerlan said, purpose filling his scent and swirling around Marielle, too, like a ribbon drawing her after him.

He was across to Etienne’s door in a heartbeat, shoving against it. It was locked. 

“Stand back!” He stepped back a few paces.

“You don’t need to – ” Marielle began but Tamerlan ran at the door, shoulder first. He crashed into it and with a loud splintering crack, the door burst open.

The next door in the suite opened immediately and Anglarok stuck his head out, piercing her with a look. 

“Are we under attack?” he asked sharply.

“No,” she said, her mouth dry at his violent look.

“Then keep silent and do not disturb us. I’ve only just soothed the Ki’squall to sleep.” He retreated back into the room and shut the door quickly and silently.

Marielle breathed a sigh of relief and followed Tamerlan into Etienne’s room. She could have told him that the room was empty. She hadn’t smelled Etienne behind the door. What she did smell, was the exact same scent of haunting spices that she’d smelled in Tamerlan’s room back in Jingen. She spun, looking at him as he stood alert in the doorway, his eyes running over the room. 

She was seeing the same things he was. An open window. An untouched bed. The remains of a fire in the grate. Herbs scattered across the floor.

“It’s the magic you were meddling with back in Jingen, isn’t it?” Marielle asked, the realization bursting out of her before she thought about whether it was a good idea.

“I .. I ..” he was stuttering, but he wasn’t looking at her. His hands were running through his hair while he studied the room like he was reading his own death warrant. His mouth was open as if the answer were about to fall from it, but instead, all that poured from his parted lips were swirls of guilt mixed with fear. “I have to go after him.”

Really? Still no answers? He was still going to leave her in the dark? Ignoring the splintered door, she grabbed his arm and dragged him to where the herbs were scattered on the ground. A tiny trail of smoke wove up from the ashes on the grate to the chimney above.

“Do you know what this is?” she asked him quietly. “Do you know what he did with this?”

“Yes,” the words sounded like a confession, like she’d ripped them from his lips. She was going to get answers. Had he been in some kind of altered state when he rescued her? Was that it? Was it maybe not magic at all? 

But it smelled like magic.

She steered him toward the bed and pushed him down into it so he was sitting on the edge and she could look him in the eyes. He was so tall. It was hard to be firm and intimidating when dealing with a man who was a head taller than she was.

“Are you able to perform magic like Etienne can sometimes?” she didn’t want to mention the shell in her pocket or how she had access to magic now, too – even if she didn’t really know how to use it.

“No,” he breathed. His light-colored eyes were locked on hers, his expression so vulnerable as his scent deepened. The guilt in it – the aching anxiety of it – was growing in color and intensity with every heartbeat.

“But I smell it on you, just like I smelled it then.” It was everywhere in this room – turquoise with golden sparkles. Vanilla and lilac licking at the edge of every thought like flames on the edge of a page. She wanted more of it. She wanted as much of it as she could get.

“I have a ... recipe ... to tap into things that go beyond what I can do,” he said. “Did you read the page?” 

She hadn’t read it, though her eyes had brushed that one phrase, ‘Bridge of Legends.’ It stood out to her like a beacon in the night. After all, it was what Liandari was searching for. A way to bring back the Legends. She didn’t want to admit how much she knew to Tamerlan. She needed to keep this to herself until she knew what the best thing to do with the information was. It felt like violating his trust not to share what she knew – but how far could she trust him?

She shook her head.

“Etienne has used it,” he said and the look on his face was haunted. “And it’s ... it’s terribly dangerous.”

“How dangerous?” she said, trying to stay calm. But the things Tamerlan had done in Jingen had been – awful. Horrific. Earth-shattering. They’d certainly destroyed everything she knew.

“Dangerous enough that the Butcher of the Temple District might seem tame compared to what could happen next. We need to find him, and we need to stop him before he destroys everything around him – like I did,” Tamerlan said, fists clenched. He stood up suddenly and she had to step back.

“Maybe he won’t,” Marielle suggested. “The only thing Etienne has ever loved is his city. Maybe he just wants it back.”

“Would he do anything for that, Marielle?” Tamerlan asked leaning in. She was uncomfortably aware of his strength and height as he loomed over her. He could snap her like a twig. Just like he’d snapped those poor partiers in the Temple District.

She shivered and then shrugged her answer. 

“Would he destroy other cities? Other lives?” he pressed.

“He’s a good man under everything,” she said. But she wasn’t certain. After all, Tamerlan seemed like a good man, too – sometimes.  And the things he had done had stained him forever. “Maybe he can control it.”

“It can’t be controlled,” Tamerlan said quietly. “It can only be contained.”

He grabbed her wrists in his hands, but it didn’t feel like he was trying to contain her. The look in his eyes was pleading and the spike in his emotions was a bright orange pulse of desperation. 

“Please, Marielle.” His eyes were wide and pleading. “Please help me hunt him down. Please help me stop him from making the same mistakes I did.”

“How?” she asked. But, of course, she couldn’t go with him. She needed to be here to help Anglarok and Liandari.

“Be my bloodhound. Follow his scent. I’ll do whatever I have to do to keep us on his trail.”

“He might not be far,” Marielle said. Tamerlan was making it sound like they’d have to follow him for days over mountains and plains. Meanwhile, he might just be next door talking to Allegra.

There was something beautiful about Tamerlan’s intensity. All his features went sharper as he spoke.

“I need you, Marielle. I need your help,” His voice dropped to almost a whisper. “Please.”

She swallowed, pulling her hands away. “Put some clothes on. You can’t go chasing him while you’re half- naked.”

Tamerlan looked down, his face darkening as if he hadn’t realized how little he was wearing.

She really shouldn’t go. She still thought he was dangerous. She still owed more to the Harbingers. And yet – she could have prevented the massacre in the Temple District if she hadn’t let Tamerlan go free that night. She could have prevented the fall of Jingen. She could have prevented everything if she’d just followed her own moral code instead of being persuaded to give him a chance. 

Now, she was being asked again if she would try to stop disaster. She was being given a second chance. She didn’t dare pass it up.

“Gather your things and meet me below in ten minutes,” she said. “And be quiet. Liandari is hurt and we are not to wake her.”

His excited expression was worrying, but the hungry scent flickering in the middle of his desperation was even worse. She was going to regret this.
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28: Bloodhound
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan had been right about Etienne. He was not next door. He was not in the Spice District. Likely, he wasn’t even in the city. But the route he’d taken was – unconventional. 

Tamerlan had no sooner opened the door to the streets – still tightening his belt-pouch straps, slinging his jute bag over his shoulder, and hefting a small satchel Marielle had shoved at him – when she broke past him, nose forward, expression crisp and alert like the bloodhound he’d called her. She sprung from the steps of the inn, rushing into the crowd. Scarf swirling in the wind behind her. 

“Wait!” he called, grabbing her arm. 

She whirled, expression awash with irritation.

“I need to tell Jhinn where we are. He’s waiting,” Tamerlan said quickly. Despite her small size the intensity of her gaze made him step back.

“Hurry!” she barked, spinning again and stepping almost subconsciously forward. 

He ran to where Jhinn had dropped them off along the canal. Hopefully, he was still there. If they were going to track Etienne, they were going to need a gondola.

“Jhinn!” he called before he’d even reached the canal. “Jhinn!”

He reached the railing, leaning down to see him there, standing in his gondola, craning his neck up to see Tamerlan. Tamerlan ducked under the rail and dropped down over the side of the wall and into the boat.

“You’re in a hurry. You look almost as crazy as Etienne did,” Jhinn commented with a yawn.

“You saw him? You saw Etienne?” Tamerlan gasped.

“You didn’t tell me you were spreading those spirits around,” he said. 

And just like that, the Legends in Tamerlan’s mind woke up again.

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon. Ram the Hunter.

He stole your recipe! Now you’ve got some competition, pretty man! Lila Cherrylocks.

We will find him and bring him to justice. No nobles for us! Byron Bronzebow.

The cruel cackling of Lady Chaos rang out behind them all and then a new voice stuttered to life.

There’s no treasure in this burned out hulk. Try north. Raiding inland cities can be fun if you know how they’re fortified. Deathless Pirate.

Now that he’d called a new Legend, he was stuck with him. 

“Etienne had a spirit with him?” Tamerlan asked.

“He was possessed by one just like you. If you think I’m gonna smoke that stuff, you can think again. I kept your stash, and I rolled more for you, and I lied to Etienne and told him I knew nothing about any of that, and told him to hire someone else to take him upriver, but I’m not calling any spirits myself. That’s your job.”

Tamerlan’s heart was in his throat as he asked, “What spirit did you see with him?”

“Possessing him, you mean? Grandfather Timeless. And trust me, he’s not a nice grandfather. A cruel old man is more accurate.”

Dragon’s spit in a cup! He’d been taken over by Grandfather Timeless? But how long could that last? One smoking would only last a few hours.

“He had herbs with him,” Jhinn said. “I don’t know if they’ll be enough, but they were stuffed into a satchel and I could see the edges of some of the leaves sticking out.”

“Can you follow us through the city? I’m tracking where he went with Marielle, but his path might not go along the canals.”

“Shouldn’t we just go to the river? That’s the way out of the city.”

“But on which side? I don’t know where he’s headed. But I would guess it’s somewhere out of town.”

“I would guess it’s wherever the Grandfather wants to take him.”

Tamerlan nodded briskly. He needed to get back to Marielle before she tore through the city without him. 

“Here,” Jhinn said, grabbing his bags and tossing them into the boat and then shoving a small whistle into his hand. “Blow this every few minutes and I’ll hear it and stay close in the canals.”

Tamerlan grinned. “You’re a good friend, Jhinn.”

“Don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to uphold!”

Tamerlan blew the whistle, and then, with a laugh, he hopped onto the lip of the canal and ran to the nearest staircase and back up into the street. 

Where was Marielle? Not where he’d left her, and no surprise there. 

He blew the whistle when he reached the point where he’d asked her to stay and then he ran on, glancing up each alley and side street until he finally found her hopping up and down on her toes at a crossroads.

“Come on!” she said, grabbing his arm the second she saw him and surging through the growing crowd.

“Best honey wafers! Break your fast this fine Dawnspell!” one vendor was crying as they passed his red cart, their feet flying across the cobbles.

“He went this way,” Marielle said, weaving between a man pushing a barrow of lumber and a woman wheeling a cart of honey in jars.

“Watch it!” the man with the timber said. “We need this to rebuild my shop! Dragon take you if I spill the load!”

“As if timber is more important than honey on Dawnspell!” the woman argued, her red face growing redder. “There is no Xin without the holidays. No shop at all without customers and the ceremonies keep us from the judgment of the Legends!”

“Ha! Tell that to my wife!” 

But their voices were already fading as Tamerlan blew the whistle beside a canal railing and then Marielle gripped his arm, dragging him down a lonely side street and emerging on the other side near to where the cliffs rose up into the Government District. 

Tamerlan felt worry crawl in his belly. What if Lord Mythos wasn’t leaving town at all? What if his plans involved the palace here and Tamerlan’s sister? He swallowed down rising bile. The thought of the Lord Mythos near his sister again brought back too many memories. He looked down at his hands and the memory of them bathed bright in blood made him shudder.

He blew the whistle, hoping Jhinn could hear from so far away, but they were already ascending the stairs up, up, up the white cliffs between the Districts.

“This way,” Marielle said. Her eyes were bright with the hunt. Every muscle tense, every sense employed. She was beautiful as a hunting bird, as a falcon, as a hawk wheeling in the air. He imagined her in another life, soaring on wings with perfect feathers, bucking the updrafts, diving in wide arcs, hunting by sight and scent until her prey was cornered and helpless. As he had been when she’d let him go. As Etienne would be when he was found.

“Tamerlan?” her question interrupted him, and he shook himself. He’d paused as the daydream swallowed him. There was no time for that. None of the Legends were safe and one on the loose wasn’t something to wink at. Not even Grandfather Timeless.

Grandfather Timeless is the most dangerous Legend to be loose! He has plans. And this is his festival.

“Sorry,” he said with a half-smile and Marielle nodded sharply, pulling him through the crowds. “Can you smell which – I mean, can you smell if he’s set one of the Legends free?”

He grabbed her by the arms, pulling her from the path of a rumbling cart at the last second. Her eyes never left her trail. Tamerlan could have traced it with chalk even though he couldn’t see it himself, just by following her gaze.

“I can smell magic. That’s all. And him. I can smell him.”

A pang of jealousy flashed across his heart at the thought of her doing something so intimate as drawing Etienne’s scent into her lungs. Now, why would that bother him so much? Why should he feel jealousy over something he didn’t own and never could?

She stepped out across a surge of people and Tamerlan forced his way forward, using his body to block the crowd from bowling her over. She really wasn’t watching anything except for the scent!

“I think he’s possessed by Grandfather Timeless,” he said as she led him out of the heavier crowds to a small walkway between buildings. A last elbow struck him in the ribs, and he breathed a sigh of relief as they cleared the crowds. Honeysuckle hung heavily on arches over the path and she seemed momentarily distracted by the scent of it before she continued on her path. “It is said that Grandfather Timeless wrote all our lives in time already, before they were ever lived or even conceived of. He chronicled every daydream, every idle thought, every shattered hope.” 

She glanced back at him, a mixture of curiosity and revulsion in her expression. Why revulsion?

Girls don’t like men making decisions for them, Lila Cherrylocks offered.

“Then why live life at all?” Marielle asked. “If it’s already been written?”

“Because the joy is in the living,” Tamerlan said simply.

“Joy for who?” Marielle asked as they emerged where a canal ran alongside the Government District. 

Tamerlan blew his whistle and then looked down at her. “Well, that’s the big question, isn’t it?”

He winked, but she just shook her head as if he was exasperating her. Didn’t she like thinking about life’s big questions?

Not when she’s trying to get something done.

Jhinn’s little gondola emerged a moment later and he waved to them with a smile.

“Is that what the whistle is for?” Marielle asked, surprise in her face.

“How else would he find us?”

“Good,” she said, her expression sharp, her tone all business. “I think he left town through a back way at the rear of the Government District. I smell water and brass there. I suspect there are locks for the gondola. Let’s go.”

“Still on the trail?” Jhinn asked as Tamerlan and Marielle stepped from the canal step to the gondola he’d just pulled up alongside them.

Marielle scrambled to the front of the boat, sitting on top of the smooth wood that covered the forward compartment.

“This way,” she said, pointing ahead.

Tamerlan boarded a bit more carefully. He’d worn everything that Etienne had provided for him – including metal armor. One false move and the gondola could capsize, and he would sink to the bottom.

He settled himself carefully on the seat.

“Lose the metal,” Jhinn said wryly. “And get ready to row. I have a bad feeling that he’s well ahead of you by now.”
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29: Sealed in Prisons
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Tamerlan

“I’ve lost the scent. It smells like it’s hours old, but that just doesn’t make sense!” Marielle said, her voice wavering as they reached the bottom of the locks and shot out past the wharves and into the river. 

This branch of the Cerulean – known as the North Branch – was rough. A wind was rising, blowing from inland and bringing the scents of growing things and fecund earth.

Marielle stood, holding the ferro and leaning out over a new lantern – when had Jhinn found time to replace that? – and scenting the wind. Her face was screwed up in a mixture of perplexity and frustration.

“It was here a moment ago and now it smells hours old. That makes no sense!”

Makes perfect sense. Grandfather Timeless controls time. I feel like I shouldn’t have to say that. 

Lila Cherrylocks must have been insufferable when she was alive.

I didn’t spend much time with idiots, so it wasn’t a problem. Clearly, he’s bending time to his will. You’re lagging pretty far behind. This would be a good time to open the Bridge and catch up!

Of course, she would say that. She was just itching to get out. But what good would having Lila Cherrylocks be in a boat? She couldn’t row any faster with his arms than he could, and she couldn’t bend time.

Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth! You’d be surprised at the kind of things I can do.

Uh huh. Like going off on her own quest and completely forgetting what he was after? No. Tamerlan had learned his lesson. He couldn’t rely on the Legends and he wouldn’t try.

His resolve began to fail after the first few hours in the beating sun. 

Marielle had slumped in the bottom of the boat, worn out from trying to smell a scent long cold, while Jhinn and Tamerlan rowed against a hard wind, bucking against the waves battling against them one after another. Even on a good day, it would be difficult travel, but with their current frustration and discouragement, it was worse. It wore at them until Marielle fell asleep. Jhinn and Tamerlan fought the waves in silence. The wind was too loud to hear each other speak and they were too frustrated to have anything encouraging to say.

It was well past noon when they found the hulk of a family boat floating in the river and a few minutes later when they found the boat that had saved them, both families huddled against the harsh wind.

“Your boat looks like it burned,” Jhinn called over the wind. “Mer send you all were saved!”

“Mer had nothing to do with it!” one of the women on the boat said, shaking an angry middle-aged fist at the sky. “It was a man dressed in black. He demanded to know what time it was and when we told him, he lit our boat on fire! He said it was ‘too late.’ As if we have any control over the time of day! We lost everything! Everything.”

Her husband patted her on the shoulder, his own eyes hollow and worn and as Jhinn exchanged consolations with them, Tamerlan felt his blood running cold. He shook Marielle awake. 

“Do you smell him now?”

She woke to immediate sharpness, scrambling to her feet and thrusting her nose forward.

“He was here,” she confirmed. He’s all over this place. It’s fresh. Only a few hours old.”

Jhinn said his goodbyes, and Tamerlan spoke condolences, but Marielle’s eyes were fixed on the horizon as they pulled back into the river. 

“Just up ahead,” she called over the wind.

Tamerlan felt his mouth go dry. They were not far behind. In this wind, Jhinn’s fleet craft and two men rowing just had to be enough to overtake the Lord Mythos, possessed or not.

But when they reached the next bend of the river, Marielle was shaking her head again.

“I don’t understand it. It’s like he’s here one minute and then gone the next! The trail has vanished. It smells days old!”

Tamerlan patted her arm.

“It’s okay,” he said. “Maybe we’ll find it again.”

But as she slumped again, discouraged, he felt his own mind racing. What would happen if you had a Legend possessing you who could hop through time? Could you go back and fix mistakes from the past? 

Unlikely, Byron Bronzebow said sharply. Things that happened tend to stay happened.

But Etienne was hopping and jumping in time. So why wasn’t he headed to Jingen to fix their mistakes and restore the city? That’s what Tamerlan would do if he was given the chance and he could have sworn that Etienne felt the same way. Of course, if anyone knew how fickle the Legends could be, it was Tamerlan. Maybe Etienne wasn’t getting what he wanted from the Legend any more than Tamerlan usually did. 

A Legend inhabiting a person through the Bridge of Legends is not a powerful enough connection to do so great a Feat as restoring a city. 

Lila pronounced ‘feat’ like it had a capital letter – like it meant something akin to ‘Legend.’

Legends produce Feats. They are our great acts. Like when I stole the Abercauler Crown. Or when Abelmeyer used his Eye to chain the city dragons. They are our great acts that define our lives and generation. To step back and restore an entire city? That would be a Feat. And to do that, a Legend would have to walk in the flesh.

“But that’s impossible,” Tamerlan said. 

Is it? You saw Deathless Pirate’s avatar trapped in the cage, didn’t you?

At the mention of his name the pirate roared in Tamerlan’s mind. Trapped! Trapped under the briny sea!

He was going to go mad with all these voices in his head.

Grandfather Timeless has an avatar, too. We all do. They were sealed up by Queen Mer’s people. Trapped in objects or prisons. But if Grandfather Timeless’s avatar was free, then who knows what he could do.

Perhaps he could turn back time. Perhaps he could undo mistakes.

I’m telling you, Byron insisted. Things done, stay done. It’s madness to think otherwise.

“I’m not mad,” Tamerlan said aloud.

“But you sure sound like you are when you talk to yourself like that,” Jhinn said.

Tamerlan shook himself, swallowing down a curse. Marielle was asleep in the bottom of the boat again. All this scenting was wearing her out. Only Jhinn had seen his slip.

“Did I say that out loud?” he asked.

“Sure. Not that listening to the spirits talk to you isn’t entertaining, but do you think you should encourage them like that?” Jhinn asked. “I think madness will follow you if you walk that road.”

He was right. Tamerlan needed to solve this conundrum without the Legends.

You need us. Lila insisted.

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

And encouraging them wasn’t helping.

With effort, he forced them from his mind.

They found a restaurant barge just before dark, and though it would only sell honey cakes and wafers on Dawnspell, they loaded up on them and ate. Tamerlan let the sweetness of the honeycakes fill him as Jhinn looked for a good spot to tie the boat along the edge of the river.

“We can’t make H’yi tonight – if that’s where he’s going. The scent is cold. The night is falling. Our best bet is to wait here,” Jhinn said practically as the gondola slid through reeds as tall as they were. “We can eat. We can rest. Maybe in the morning, we will find something new.”

Tamerlan nodded tiredly. 

“Unless you want to try another way?” Jhinn let the words hang in the air, his gaze resting on the small leather pouch he’d given Tamerlan earlier in the day. It contained more of his mixture rolled in paper – at least thirty little paper sticks of it. He could be possessed by a Legend every night for a month with those! He’d tried to hand the bag back, but Jhinn had insisted. 

“It’s yours,” he’d said. “I just rolled them up to pass the time.”

“I think rest is a good idea,” Tamerlan said firmly.

Jhinn was already dragging blankets out of his waterproof boat trailer when Marielle spoke into the night.

“I shouldn’t have left them. They needed me and I just went running off like a puppy with a fresh scent.”

“The Harbingers?” Tamerlan guessed. “They’ll be fine. They’re fierce warriors. Besides, if Etienne is up to what I think he’s up to, then you’ll be glad that you took the chance to stop him.”

“Why do I keep losing his scent?” she muttered as if to herself.

“Because he has tricks up his sleeve that we can’t even imagine,” Tamerlan said. “We’ll pick it up again. This can’t last forever.”

It was amazing it had lasted this long, honestly. After all, he’d only had one good fire with his recipe. They only ever lasted a few hours for Tamerlan.

Except, the recipe didn’t have quantities. Tamerlan had just followed his instinct when he combined the ingredients. How had Etienne mixed the ingredients? Tamerlan hadn’t stopped to ask that question. He hadn’t asked how the other man made the formula. The man who had scrawled on the page had failed. And Tamerlan had assumed that when he tried, he’d only succeeded as a matter of lucking out. But what if Etienne had the same luck – but better? What if he’d stumbled on a more potent formula for the recipe? What if he was ... better than Tamerlan?

Tamerlan swallowed, hoping he was wrong. Hoping he was just being paranoid, but as they settled in for sleep in the rocking boat against the river bank, he found it hard to rest. Somewhere out there, someone smarter than him was using his magic. And he’d learned the hard way that being intelligent was no shield at all against evil. On the contrary, it seemed to only amplify the destruction that could be caused.
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30: In the Dark of Night
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Marielle

The magic had been too powerful. All day, the power of it had assaulted her mind, laying her out on the bottom of the boat sometimes, so that her companions thought she was sleeping when in fact she was struggling to clear her migraine for long enough to be able to smell again. 

When the trail was cold it wasn’t so bad – then she only smelled the residue on Tamerlan, but the golden scent of her overpowering attraction to him made the scent of magic so much worse so that every vibration of his voice sent thrills through her like electric shocks. Every casual glance of his in her direction left little shivers pulsing through her. Her own response only amplified the scent so that it spun ever upward in a spiral lifting to the heavens even while she was sure it was actually plunging her toward hell. 

She knew what he was. By the admission of his own lips – his own curving, half-smiling lips – he was guilty of the blood of innocents. Anything that drew her closer to him could only break her heart – and yet she was still drawn. Breath by breath, moment by moment she was drawn. The close confines of the boat made it worse. The way he kept watching her as if he were admiring the way she could Scent made it worse. The way Jhinn smirked when he caught her looking at Tamerlan made it worse. Everything made it worse. 

And when they hit those pockets of scent – those moments when she could smell Etienne swirling in the madness of magic and something else – something older than the dragon and just as powerful – something that wanted to eat her alive. When she smelled those, then the pain that filled her head was almost more than she could take, but her lungs wouldn’t stop gulping the magic in, breath after breath until her head was light and she felt as if she might faint.

Twice she’d had to slump to the bottom of the boat, recovering as her head swirled with magic. But her ears still worked even if she appeared to be asleep. She’d hear Tamerlan’s mad ranting and Jhinn’s talk of spirits. And she felt nervous about that. 

And even more nervous as the tattoo over her heart throbbed stronger and stronger the further she went from Liandari and Anglarok. She shouldn’t have left them without word of where she was going. She shouldn’t have kept Anglarok in the dark. She should have come clean to them about what she’d seen on that illuminated page. Perhaps, if they were searching for the Bridge of Legends then they might know how to stop this flood of evil spirits entering the world. After all, it was why they were here.

She huddled in her corner of the boat and tried to sleep as the velvet darkness closed in around the gondola. Jhinn had lit the lamp hanging from the ferro at the front of the gondola, but around the tiny pool of light lurked darkness on every side. The bobbing lights of glowbugs in the distance, the soothing calls of birds back and forth, the chatter of frogs, and the chirping of insects were not enough to set her at ease. Not even when her Scenting told her there was nothing nearby in any direction except for river and mud and natural creatures.

She sucked in a deep breath and tried to sleep, curling into her blankets. Tried to ignore the scent of Jhinn – familiar and easy. Tried to ignore the scent of Tamerlan – overwhelmingly tempting, especially now as the sweat of his hard work dried in the balmy warm wind, drawing up his physical musk and stirring it into the golden scent of attraction. He was forbidden fruit. The one apple in the orchard no human should touch. The one sword that if drawn from the stone would ignite a war to kill them all. So why did he smell so delectable?

She reached into her belt pouch, reminding herself that the small conch shell was still there. Her link to sanity. Her link to another way, if she could just keep reaching for it instead of giving into temptation.

She must have fallen asleep drinking in that forbidden scent because she woke to rough fabric wrapping around her face. She tried to scream, but a hand clamped tightly over her mouth and nose. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t smell who was attacking her. She tried to gasp in a breath, but the hand was too strong. Worse, there was something on it – or on a rag it was holding – something that smelled suspiciously like aniseed oil. Her eyes teared up and her head began to whirl as she began to slip away from consciousness. She felt her body being lifted up and carried, but she heard nothing. No sound to alert her friends to what had happened. No tell-tale cry of someone waking in the night to enemies. Nothing. 

Her head spun from lack of oxygen and the overpowering scent and she balled her fists, fighting against her attacker, but her punches were weak, her strength fading. Suddenly, the hand shifted, covering only her mouth and she sucked in a deep breath through dank wool. It wasn’t helping. It wasn’t clearing her mind fast enough.

Through the smell of aniseed she thought she might b smelling Etienne – mandarin oranges and cloves. But it was tangled up in the fierce turquoise and gold of magic and ... something else and so much aniseed that she wanted to be sick. And the voice that whispered to her wasn’t Etienne’s at all.

“Sleep, little child. For this night is written as the night of your capture and the beginning of your doom.”

Her heart was in overdrive. He must be joking if he thought she would sleep! She would fight until the oxygen stole from her lungs. A fresh cloth was applied to her nose – a larger does than before. Her thoughts faded as she spun to blackness.

She woke to inky darkness. 

Woke to wind whipping around her as she jostled step after step in the most awkward position. Her hands and feet were bound and she was slung over someone’s back, her legs tied tightly around his waist. His hip bones dug into her thighs with every step and his bony shoulder blade crashed into her cheek. There was a glow that barely lit the grass around them.

“Awake little child? I sent you back into your sleep and then we leapt forward here. I can’t jump far, but I can still jump a little and this body is fine and fit.” 

She hated the wheedling high-pitched tone that wavered in the middle of sentences, like an old man trying to be cunning but forgetting what the secret was that he was supposed to keep hidden.

“Did we walk all night?” she asked, as he strode through river reeds. They stroked her hanging hair and slipped across her smooth cheeks with a whish whish sound.

“Not yet. Time is running out. We must hurry. The boat is lost, but the will stays strong!”

Then it was almost Spellbreak. The last day of Dawnspell. If only this spell could be broken and whatever had seized Etienne could be forced to let him go. If only she could escape his clutches somehow.

“What do you want with me?” she asked boldly.

“Your blood, little child.”

She shuddered. It always came back to blood.

“Any Dragonblooded will do, but you are the one he knows about. And you weren’t far away. That makes you perfect. We won’t take it all. Just a drop. Just a drop. It’s only as a back up in case the plan doesn’t work.”

“That’s what they all say,” Marielle said bitterly. “’It’s only as a back up,’ they say and then they chain you to feed a dragon.”

He laughed a horrible wheezing laugh like a man on his last legs – not at all like Etienne. “We won’t be feeding any dragons today. But yes, your life might be required. It usually is.”

She could smell his certainty. And she could smell that there was no pity mixed in it. No regret. No hope for her at all.

“Oh, don’t sulk. Some lives are worth less than others. I’ve seen yours written out and it’s not all that spectacular. You won’t be missing much. In fact, you might even thank me because I’ll give you something in return.”

“Oh yeah? Are you going to give me your life?”

This time his wheezing laugh was so deep it bent him double. “I almost like you.”

His scent said otherwise. He was just as indifferent toward her as he’d been before she spoke

“But no, I’ll be keeping my life. Enough of that has been stolen already. Yes, I’ll be keeping that. But I’ll give you my immortality.”

“Just like that?”

This time the wheezing went on and on and on.

“You say that like you think it’s a gift,” he choked out eventually. “Instead of the curse it really is. Wait until you’ve stood frozen in a clock for a thousand years, conscious, thinking, but frozen in place. So bored you would chew through your own mind just to be free, like a trapped animal will chew off its own leg. Just wait for that. Then you can thank me for your immortality.”

“I’d ask you to put me down, but why make your job easier?” Marielle said.

“I’d ask you to stop with the barbed comments,” he wheezed, “but then how would I have my fun?”

Marielle gritted her teeth as they trudged on. Already the hours seemed endless, and she wasn’t even stuck in a clock yet. She wondered if Etienne had any power at all under the grip of this spirit – Grandfather Timeless, if Tamerlan was right – or if he was as helpless as she was in the thrall of this horrific Legend.
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31: Desperate Times
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan’s dreams had been nothing but nightmares. He’d tossed and sweated through dreams of Marielle in trouble. The last dream had been the worst. He’d been too late in the Grand Hall and they’d slit her throat right in front of him. As her scarlet blood fountained onto the scales of the dragon his own sister had laughed, clapping her hands in delight.

Tamerlan woke with his hands balled in fists, his teeth on edge. But it hadn’t happened that way. Others had died while he’d saved her life. The dream made it all feel so fresh – like he was reliving it again. And this time with a different decision. But choosing the other option didn’t make him feel less guilty. It didn’t still the angry voices in his head. He woke to dry lips and aching muscles and a strange dull orange glow in the sky. And then silence.

He sat up.

Marielle’s place in the boat was empty, her blanket gone. Orange light danced across the empty place where she should be sleeping. He looked to Jhinn. The other boy was wide-eyed as he struggled to sit up. He licked his lips nervously.

“You didn’t hear her leave?” he asked.

“No,” Tamerlan breathed.

“She had no reason to go on her own?”

“No,” Tamerlan agreed. But without her, they had no Scenter, and no way to track her or anyone else. “She must have been taken.”

But who would have taken her?

Grandfather Timeless can have an interesting perspective on morality, Lila said in his mind.

A thief thought that his morality wasn’t up to snuff?

It’s easy to mistake writing people’s fates for being the one with the authority to change their fates. We used to have names for him. The Grandfather. The Fatemaker.

He sounded charming. But where would he be taking Marielle?

To the clock. To his avatar. 

“Are you worried about that light?” Jhinn asked mildly, pointing to the orange glow in the sky to the north.

“It looks like a big fire. Like a city burning,” Tamerlan said, running his hand through his hair. What now? How could he track Grandfather Timeless and Marielle without her ability to Scent and with Jhinn confined to the boat?

“I think it’s H’yi. The glow is in the right direction.” Jhinn coughed. “I hate to say this.”

Tamerlan watched a smirk form on his friend’s face in the faint glow of the distant fire.

“Somehow, I doubt that.”

“You need to smoke your stuff. You need to call the spirits to help. We aren’t far from the city but with it on fire and our Scenter gone, it’s the only chance of catching up.”

Tamerlan gritted his teeth. “I said I’d never do that again.”

“And yet, you did it to steal the amulet.”

“In a controlled environment! When I knew you could shut things down if they got out of hand!”

Jhinn laughed. “Yeah. Like I could have beaten that Pirate spirit if he attacked me. No. Not even with the sword. But you came out of that unscathed.” He paused. “Except for the part where you nearly drowned.”

Tamerlan cleared his throat. Why did it feel like there was a ball lodged in it? 

“Come on. Just a little bit,” Jhinn urged. “Keep the roll up in your hand and refresh it when you need to.”

“I won’t do that. I won’t be able to get my own body back.”

“Okay, then keep the pouch of them handy. If you run out of spirit, just smoke again and you’ll be back. I don’t think you’re going to have trouble finding a fire to light it with.”

Tamerlan nodded. They were already settling at the oars and pushing off. He shivered in the night as they sped into the darkness, the bobbing light of the lantern on the ferro lighting the way.

“Do you think the dragon is back?” Jhinn asked, just as a gust of wind rocked their gondola to the side.

A shadow crossed the moon. It was the shape of a dragon. 

They rowed harder.

They hadn’t rowed far when the first boats came into view, heading downriver with the current.

“Turn around,” the boatman called from a family boat racing by. “Save yourselves before it’s too late!”

A moment later a barge passed.

“You’re going the wrong way!” the barge master shouted. “Turn around.”

And then they were weaving through a steady stream of boats – family boats stuffed with tired people calling out to them to flee, barges laden with goods or wild-eyed people, even gondolas packed with passengers and all of them calling to them.

“Flee while you can! The city burns! H’yi burns!”

At the next bend in the river, it was obvious why. Smoke wreathed H’yi – glowing orange in the night as flames leapt up. Anyone could be forgiven for thinking the whole city was ablaze. But as Tamerlan peered into the smoke, he thought that it was only a few buildings right now – some of the larger ones, certainly, but only about a half-dozen.

“Drop me off on the bank and I’ll go the rest of the way myself,” he called to Jhinn.

“Ha! Let’s not play this game again,” Jhinn said, rowing harder. “You know I love the adventure and you’re not leaving me behind!”

“It looks like hell in there,” Tamerlan called through gritted teeth. It was becoming more difficult to weave through the boats on the glutted river. Every craft in the city was fleeing.

“I’ve told you before that everything out of the water is the land of the Satan. This time you see it burning, next time you’ll think it is safe, but to me, it is always deathly dangerous.”

How did you tell a friend to stop being so selfless in a way he would obey? He was going to have to think up a better way for next time.

Smoke and char puffed in irregular clouds across the water as they reached the city. They had passed the last boat a moment ago – a rotting hulk that was only barely floating. But any boat was safety right now and anyone who owned one was fleeing in it. The canals ahead of them were shockingly empty. And above them, noise filled the city as people fought the fires sweeping across their city. Hopefully, more had fled by land. 

Tamerlan scanned the sky, but it was still too dark to make out the dragon unless he crossed the moon. Up there somewhere, Jingen soared through the darkness, reveling in the chaos and terror below. Up there somewhere, the dragon was plotting revenge for a thousand years of captivity. 

Tamerlan felt tension growing in his belly when they hit the first set of locks. There was no one manning them. No way for them to climb through the city via canal.

Jhinn cursed, maneuvering the boat to where the chains and hydraulics were located in a little cabin beside the canal.

“Go in there and raise the water level,” he said. 

“How?” Tamerlan asked.

Jhinn shrugged.

“Right. Land of the Satan. That’s my territory, right?” Tamerlan asked, but he leapt out and ran into the cabin immediately.

Fortunately, the locks were made to be operated by people happy to sit and watch a canal all day. They were simple to operate and after a single false start, the water rose up to the next level.

Tamerlan leapt from the canal edge into the gondola as Jhinn sped onward.

“Which way?” Jhinn asked. 

“I think the clock is in the Government District,” he said.

Think again. Who in this city worships clocks?

And as if drawn by Lila’s words, the bells of the city began to ring the hour. Three o’clock. 

“Scratch that. Go to the Temple District,” Tamerlan said. If the Timekeepers worshiped Time, it stood to reason that they would have the clock with his avatar.

Precisely.

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon. 

Ram was growing louder as they passed the first burning building, a tall smokehouse in the Spice District. Just like in Xin. The dragon certainly had a favorite target. Tamerlan shivered as he watched buckets of water thrown at the spiraling flames as if that could possibly do anything to stop their rampage. Already, the roofs on either side of the smokehouse were wreathed in flame.

He leaned over his oars and rowed, the heat of the fires searing his skin as they passed. Steam rose up off the canal in steady swirls and the gondola hissed as the wood dried in the intense heat. They were past the fire in moments, but each moment had felt like an eternity. Already, Tamerlan was slick with sweat as he fought the oars, leaping into the little cabin the moment he saw it at the next lock. 

They rose up to the Temple District, flying down the canal. Above them, long lines of Timekeepers strode down the street above them, holding bells.

“What are they doing?” Jhinn called out as they passed the white-cloaked worshippers.

“Spellend,” Tamerlan said. “On Spellend the Timekeepers wake up at the first hour and parade through the streets ringing bells until dawn when everyone bathes in cold water to signify the end of Dawnspell and the washing of the past to start new. Surely, you must have seen that in Jingen.”

“Yes, but usually not when there’s a raging fire right in their district!” Jhinn pointed down the canal to where the tallest temple – a Timekeeper Cathedral burned. Only the tower was on fire – right now. The tallest spire flickered as the flame spread. How long would it take a building like that to burn? And where was this clock he was looking for?

In front of that cathedral. That’s the Cathedral of the Clock.

Tamerlan felt his mouth go dry.
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32: Cathedral of the Clock
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Marielle

If the city hadn’t been in chaos when they arrived, someone might have noticed a woman being carried on a man’s back. They would have noticed that her hands and feet were tied. They would have noticed she was fighting as hard as she could to get free.

If the city hadn’t been burning, then the Watch would have stopped Etienne – or Grandfather Timeless – or whoever this was who was carrying her through the night into the glorious city of H’yi. If the guards at the gates hadn’t been watching the sky, crossbows trained on the night, watching for the flicker of moonlight on scale, then they would have stopped them and asked questions. If the shoals of terrified people weren’t pushing out of the city like a surge of loose farm animals, desperate to escape the sound of their own slaughter, then someone would have at least noticed. 

But no one did. 

She coughed and choked on gouts of smoke, fighting against her captor. She couldn’t choke him – not with her arms pulled so far forward and held in place by one of his hands. More than once, he cuffed her in the head to make her stop fighting, but she wouldn’t stop. No one grabbed girls and tied them up for good reasons. No one was ever tied up and then brought to a cheery room full of fresh fruit and a door opening to wide fields or a secluded forest and told. ‘Just enjoy yourself and leave when you want.’ That didn’t happen.

What did happen to girls who were grabbed and tied up was more like what she and Carnelian had found on her first patrol. Marielle had smelled what was below before they even broke down the doors in the fish market. She’d been on the side spilling her breakfast all over the street long before they dragged the bodies out of the hull of the barge that had been stowed under the fish smokers. But that hadn’t stopped her from dry heaving when Carnelian told her that some of those girls were still alive.

She’d vowed right then that she’d never be taken alive. Better to die fighting than live to watch yourself die in some worse way. It was the waiting that she thought would be the worst part – the endless waiting knowing that death was your only way out. And yet, here she was, still alive despite fighting so hard.

“Fight all you want,” that horrible high-pitched voice whispered to her. “It will only tire you. And I want you tired for what comes next.”

Her belly lurched at his words, but she fought harder, biting his shoulder with her teeth until she tasted blood and thought he must be leaving a trail of it behind him. It didn’t even slow him.

She heard bells ringing the fifth hour of the night as they pressed through thick bodies and the swishing of robes. She smelled the Temple District. The smoke of the Smudgers – mostly sage but with other additions – still hung in the air long after the practitioners had left and mixed with the dust and bronze of the Timekeepers. Religious sanctimony and a thick band of deceit colored the snatches of cobblestones and robes that she saw. She’d heard that the Timekeepers always wore white, but to her eyes, they wore pride like a violet robe and deceit like a greeny-yellow scarf. She almost gagged on the thick emotions of this place. At the height of Dawnspell when all of the rest of the Dragonblood Plains were cleansing themselves, the Temple District stank like midden with rotten power and misused souls. 

She gagged and her captor hurried his steps.

Smoke tinged the air – just buildings so far. No humans. Not yet. But if the heat she felt – the heat slicking her body in sweat and making her mouth dry as paper – was anything to judge by, then soon the fires would be worse, and then people would die. 

Anyone with sense should be fleeing the city, not forcing their way to the heart of it. Not ringing their bells like mindless drones in love with their own magnificence more than life.

Her captor fumbled with something and then her legs were free, hanging down, frozen with the stiffness of being immobilized for so long. He spun her around to the front of him, her arms still bound around his neck. She clenched her jaw, willing life into her legs. This was her chance to get free. He’d know she was hampered by pain and frozen limbs and think she was helpless. She could take advantage of that.

Her fate looked at her with grim analysis from only inches away as she stomped her feet, trying to bring back feeling. Oddly, the expression suited Etienne. Even taken over by this spirit, the sharp look was in his eyes and the careful tactical judgment he always exercised painted his expression. His emotions were a terrible tangle. On the one hand, there was a surge of ambition and exultation. On the other hand, a squirming discomfort and shame – as if he were two men in one, fighting for the tiller of his soul. 

“The city is in flames,” she said. “Whatever you are trying to do can’t take precedence over the dragon. He needs to be stopped.”

Etienne laughed and the laugh sounded nothing like him – as if he were opening his mouth while someone else stood behind him and made the sound.

“Tamerlan said you stole Abelmeyer’s Eye,” Marielle said. “Can’t you use it to stop the dragon?”

Etienne leaned in, the huge ruby around his neck slipping out of his shirt for a moment before he tucked it back in. He was close to her height and it was surprising that his wiry frame had carried her so far and so quickly – as if the strength from within was overriding all his body’s limits.

“Who says I want to stop it?” he asked, his eyes glittering in the glow of firelight. 

He lifted her arms, slipping his head out from between them.

She didn’t hesitate. She began to run the second his head was out from between her arms. She was awkward with her hands tied, but she shoved every ounce of energy into her strides. She barely made it four steps before something tangled in her long hair, wrenching her backward. She cried out, fighting against the hand, but it buried deeper, yanking her neck sharply to one side and then forcing her in front of him. 

She dropped to her knees. She wouldn’t make this easy for him. 

“I don’t need you to walk. It’s not my pretty hair that will be torn out by the roots.”

He strode forward, dragging her by her hair as she screamed. She shoved her bound hands forward and managed to flip back up onto her feet, stumbling to keep up as he forced her up a long, shallow flight of marble stairs.

“The Cathedral of the Clock!” a man gasped as he flew by. “We’re going to lose it!”

Feet few up and down the steps as people rushed with buckets in hand and soot smeared across their faces and clothing. Droplets of water flew from the edges of the water-soaked rags that clung to their faces, framing their desperate eyes. For once in her life, Marielle was not the one with her face wrapped against the onslaught.

“It’s aflame! The dragon set it on fire!”

“Oh, sweet Legends!” a voice gasped.

“The history of H’yi!” another moaned. “The glory of our people!”

None of them noticed Marielle being forced to her knees as they reached the top of the steps before the looming white Cathedral of the Clock. She knew this place immediately. Would have known it from the description alone even if she hadn’t heard the worried cries.

Marielle craned her neck to look upward past the soaring face of the cathedral, the carefully set glass panels of the stained glass, the domed roof swirling with flame and the spire sticking up from the top like the stamen from a crimson flower. Ashes as wide as her palm, still cherry red, drifted down from the sky.

“Wha ... wha ... wha ...” she tried to say, but it came out as stuttering because through the crowd she smelled overpowering magic laced with so much fear and horror that she couldn’t seem to think. Terror swirled in the air in wide, raw, red ribbons as fear crackled along the edges and shattered her nose with vinegar and acid. 

“My worshippers,” Grandfather Timeless said with delight, forcing her forward to the front of the cathedral where before the entrance stood a soaring grandfather clock. Its base was rooted here in front of the wide double doors of the cathedral, a pendulum there – but not there – flickering with ghostly blue light and then back to a frizzling smoke as it swung ponderously back and forth behind the glass.  

The clock was not on fire like everything else. It was almost as if it wasn’t entirely in this world. As if it couldn’t catch fire.

Marielle shivered, remembering the bonging domed clock at the Seven Suns Palace. It had spelled her doom. But this one – this one felt worse.

Gleaming in white marble, the clock soared toward the sky. Its face and moondial were wrought of stained glass and stood as high as the peak of the cathedral. It’s finials and planton nearly reached to the top of the cathedral’s dome. 

“The Clock of Ages,” Grandfather Timeless said and in his mouth, it sounded like a curse.

The marble of the case was intricately carved with the protective wings of angels and the flowers of a hundred gardens but weaving between the flowers and wings was black wrought iron that looked horrifically like a cage. It crackled and popped with electric turquoise and the smell of magic was so strong around it that Marielle swayed under the power of it.

There – but not there at the same time – through the glass of the lower door, a ghostly figure flicked in and out of life whenever the pendulum crossed its silhouette. Crackling sparks and flowing blue power sparked at that point before the figure faded again from view. He appeared to be frozen – stuck in one terrible pose with a single hand lifted pleadingly for all of time.

It was a surreal object – so heavenly – and yet not. And with the fires swirling behind it as worshipful Timekeepers in flowing robes rushed to douse the flames, it looked for all the world like a space between heaven and hell.

Marielle never wanted to hear another clock. 

Never.

At least this one wasn’t spelling out her doom.

“How many seconds are there in a thousand years, Marielle?” Etienne purred in her ear. His voice was smooth, but his emotions were a tangle of frantic excitement and desperate terror. Behind the clock, there was a loud crack as part of the dome of the Cathedral of the Clock caved in. “How many fractions of a second? I feel every one. I experience every single one. In stasis. I know the end of every story, the lie behind every truth. Nothing can surprise me. There is no joy left undiscovered, no brighter future tomorrow, no blessed sleep to clear the mind. No forgetfulness to mend the shattered heart. There is only the long, slow, infinite march of time, the watching as each piece goes exactly as it must, exactly as it is planned to go, never outside the tolerances or the boundaries. Endless sameness forever and ever, world without end.”

He laid a hand on the clock, and the turquoise lightning flowed to meet his hand from the other side.

“At last,” he said and Marielle thought that she could almost hear singing from inside the clock as if it were calling to him.

A ray of dawn light hit the stained glass clock face, gleaming and filtering through to the burning dome behind it, warped by the heat of the flame.

“My suffering is over!” Etienne said and it was like a prayer. He turned to her, beaming with joy. “And yours has just begun.”




Spellend

Day Four of Dawnspell
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33: Grandfather Timeless
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Tamerlan

“Come on, come on!” Jhinn said, pulling the gondola up to the edge of the canal while Tamerlan lit his roll-up with a shaking hand from the flame in the lantern hanging from the ferro. 

He shouldn’t be doing this. It was going to be a disaster. He shouldn’t be tempting fate by calling on forces he didn’t understand, but these few fires were only the beginning. If he didn’t find a way to get Abelmeyer’s Eye from whatever Legend was controlling Etienne – likely Grandfather Timeless – then there wouldn’t be any way to stop that dragon before it finished torching H’yi. 

Besides, Etienne had Marielle. And Tamerlan was the one who had asked her to come with him here. He was responsible for her. He’d told her he would keep her safe, that all she needed to do was track the magic. And he hadn’t protected her from being snatched from under his nose.

Why are you doubting this now? Lila asked. You need us. You can’t let the Fatemaker make your fate.

Maybe he wasn’t here to free his avatar. Maybe he’d gone somewhere else.

You underestimate the power that the draw of freedom has over a man, Deathless Pirate interjected. Freedom is the greatest treasure. 

Okay, it was time to do this if he was going to, or he’d lose his chance to do anything about this mess. He needed to smoke now and hope he’d be taken by a friendly Legend and not a horrific one. 

“Come on!” Jhinn called.

Please, not Maid Chaos. Please, not Maid Chaos.

With trembling hands, he brought the roll up to his lips as cries for bucket chains broke out around him. 

“It’s in the cathedral roof!”

“Dragon’s spit!”

“Legends preserve us! Not the Cathedral of the Clock!”

They were dipping the buckets down on ropes into the canal, nearly smacking Jhinn’s gondola as they threw them in without looking or thinking.

The first ray of dawn sparkled through the empty spaces between the temples and shrines around the canal as he drew in a long, lingering breath of smoke. 

Please, not Maid Chaos.

Another puff. And then another, shuddering through his lungs as he hoped and prayed he wasn’t making another disastrous mistake.

The ray of sun disappeared. The voices around him quieted. 

Tamerlan looked up to see the light-colored belly-scales of a dragon skimming over them. His breath caught in his throat as the spire of the Cathedral of the Clock crunched and folded, raining to the ground in pieces as the dragon’s belly skimmed the Temple District.

He didn’t have time to breathe out before his consciousness was taken over by a familiar Legend.

Hi, pretty man. Looks like it’s us again.

There was a strange sensation as if Tamerlan’s insides were being pulled out through his nose and ears and then pain shot through him. Lila’s voice was gone and another voice – this one deep and manly – filled his mind.

What madness is this?

He stumbled. What happened to Lila?

She is not the hero for this time. Or this place. I sense one of the five dragons.

Yes! And it was attacking H’yi! 

Disaster! We will stop this dragon.

Tamerlan almost sagged with relief. He’d lucked into a Legend willing to help!

It wasn’t luck. I have taken the reins. This shouldn’t be left to peasants and apprentices. The fate of the cities lies in your hands. The future of nations.

Yes!

We must find the Eye.

It was with Grandfather Timeless.

His body froze.

The Grandfather has Abelmeyer’s Eye?

Yes!

My amulet has been taken by the Fatemaker? Dragon’s blood in a pot! This is disaster!

Could that really be King Abelmeyer in his mind? Tamerlan’s mental eyes were wide with surprise as his body leapt off the gondola racing up the steps, dodging buckets and fire brigade chains. He ducked under a slopping pail. Clutching his sword scabbard to keep it from catching on anything. 

They were rushing toward the cathedral. The roof was alight with flame. Long tendrils of orange flame like a blossoming flower licked down the sides of the cathedral as the fire spread. And there, in front of the building stood a massive clock. Wings formed the pediments and the tips of their feathers the finials. It glowed with power, the hands whirling around the face of the clock as if time had gone mad.

It has gone mad! The Fatemaker is here! Many are the tales of the Grandfather, feared among fates, hated by mortals. He steals joy, crumbles power, cripples even the strongest man, and steals the beauty of the fairest of maids. He is cruel and indiscriminate in his ravages across the earth.

King Abelmeyer sped through the crowds, not bothering to stop or look when a blow from his shoulder accidentally sent one man spinning over the rail and into the canal. 

No time for that! There is a dragon in the sky and the Fatemaker stands before the clock that we built to keep him at bay!

Wait. The clock was built for Grandfather Timeless?

How else do you harness time? How else do you slice it up into tiny pieces and whittle down its power? You must contain it somehow. Analysis is the death of power. Close monitoring can bring down even the most energetic of foes.

Interesting. Abelmeyer was drawing his sword – a dangerous thing to do in streets so full of bodies. His gaze was on the sky, watching as the head of the dragon spun around and flamed something in the distance – something that looked like the Palace in the center of the Government District.

The Palace of the Nine Blossoms. A beautiful place. I drew up the plans for it myself.

Was there anything he hadn’t done?

I was unable to find a way to bind the dragons permanently. Their binding must be renewed every year. In blood.

Yeah. And that was a problem. 

All good things require sacrifice. And we always pay with our lives. 

But it wasn’t him who was paying. It was innocent girls.

It was our blood debt. It was our tithe – the promise of the Dragonblooded to defend the world from what we wrought.

We? 

They pushed past a woman hefting a yoke with two buckets dangling from chains and the moment they were past her, Tamerlan saw up the long steps to the foot of the Grandfather Clock. 

Marielle! He’d found her! 

Etienne held her by the hair, but she lunged forward, biting him. Way to go!

He ripped something from his neck. It glittered red in the sun.

“No!” Abelmeyer bellowed, racing forward, sword brandished high in the air. Tamerlan felt himself screaming with the King, his heart racing as the fires burned all around them in the streets and the smoke blurred their vision with puffs of acrid black.

By the time they reached the bottom of the stairs, Etienne had grabbed one of her hands, slicing it with his knife and pressing it to the base of the clock. 

The lower door of the Clock of Ages opened with a rock-on-rock scraping squeal. It stood three stories high and as the door opened, the lightning around the pendulum sped up so that it arced up and down the pendulum at an alarming rate. 

Time seemed to freeze and suddenly movement was painfully slow. 

Abelmeyer fought it, his feet desperately trying to climb against the frozen air.

“Nooooot,” he said, the word slowly squeezing from his lungs.

Etienne – unaffected by the frozen time – slung the chain suspending the Eye over Marielle’s head as her eyes widened with horror.

“Thhhhhheeee,” Abelmeyer said, leaping higher and freezing in the air as he tried to take the steps three at a time.

Etienne dragged Marielle to her feet. Her mouth was frozen in an “O” shape and her body seemed to drag against frozen time while Etienne’s movements were easy and free. Something dropped from her hand, hanging frozen in the air. It glowed yellow for a moment.

“Eyyyyyyyeeee!” Abelmeyer finished, landing on the top step in slow motion.

Etienne’s eyes flashed with delight at the sight of Tamerlan. With a cruel smile, he placed his hand on Marielle’s frozen chest and pushed her into the clock. 

Etienne froze the second she stumbled through the door. She was the one moving quickly now, her bindings falling off, her scream piercing the silence as she fell into the depths of the lightning-filled clock and the pendulum passed through her body. She flickered. Frozen. Turned white and translucent, frozen in screaming horror.

A translucent figure stepped out from the exact place she was standing. An old man, beard long, top hat and coat meticulously kept. As he strode past the door of the clock, he began to pick up color – pale at first and then darkening by hue so that by the time he reached Etienne, seizing him by the collar and dragging him from the door, he was almost fully opaque.

Full, bright color flashed into the old man’s reddened face and rheumy eyes. The yellow thing Marielle had been holding dropped to the ground and Etienne stumbled forward and fell down the steps.

Time had returned.

A moment too late. 
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34: Pendulum
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Marielle

Marielle couldn’t move. She couldn’t catch her breath. She felt her arms and legs frozen in place as she flickered in an out of the clock. When she was in the clock, she could see the world beyond it – the flames of the burning city. Tamerlan – face certain and noble – brandishing a huge sword as he lunged toward The Grandfather.

When she was not in the clock she was floating through space – not human at all – she was time personified. She made the grass grow and the seconds tick by. She watched the sun rise and fall and the moon wax and wane. 

Human.

Not human.

Human.

Not human.

It was becoming hard to remember who she was at all.

Had it been seconds or hours or years? 

Who could even know?
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35: Abelmeyer’s Eye 
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Tamerlan

King Abelmeyer swung his sword, a devastating overhand strike toward Grandfather Timeless. Tamerlan felt his mental teeth gritting against the blow. But the sword plunged through his ethereal body, sweeping out the other side and sending Tamerlan tottering forward, off balance.

“I’m not all the way here, yet!” Grandfather Time screeched. “You can’t – ”

Abelmeyer reached out, grabbing the Legend by his golden waistcoat and pulling him in close so he could speak right into his face.

“What comes out can go back in,” he said, fist quivering with emotion. “That clock is your prison, and your term is not yet served.”

The man cackled. “I broke the binding when I put a substitute in the clock. To put me back, you’d need to bind me again. And what will you bind me with? The Eye is on her neck!”

“If I take it off,” Abelmeyer growled, “I can use it to bind you.”

“And let that dragon go free?” the Grandfather’s eyes twinkled. He found this amusing? Playing with the fates of innocents?

Of course, he does. He’s the villain in this story. 

How did Abelmeyer know?

He’s one of the villains in every story. Tell me, boy. What can steal your love and happiness? Only time and death. He paused. I can only bind one thing at a time with my Eye and if I use it to bind him again, the dragon will go free.

“It was never in your nature to let cities burn,” the Grandfather said, slipping out of Abelmeyer’s hold and leaping away. Abelmeyer swiped for him, but he was too fast. He scrambled down the steps, leaping over Etienne as the Lord Mythos was still recovering, his head in his hands, blood flowing from bite marks down his arm.

With a roar of frustration, Abelmeyer spun, cutting Tamerlan’s palm on the tip of his own sword and pressing his palm to the clock.

You are Dragonblooded. I feel your blood pulsing in your veins. It sings to me.

A horrifying thought.

We offer your blood to keep the clock door open a few moments longer.

Would that free her? Would it free Marielle?

Nothing can free her now. She is the substitute. You can’t trade her for another person, only for the true thing - the Grandfather.

Then why hadn’t the Grandfather kept the Eye? Why leave it here?

He can’t use it again. He doesn’t have what it requires, so he leaves it here to delay us. 

Abelmeyer stepped inside the clock, sword still raised. 

Marielle flickered into view and then flickered away again like the flame of a candle flickering – frozen in a horrified scream. Tamerlan’s heart froze in his chest, his breath catching. He couldn’t leave her like that. Not Marielle. She was the best of them all, the most worthy of life.

Not Marielle!

Abelmeyer snatched the Eye from around her neck and stepped back but Tamerlan reached out with his hand to stroke the side of her face and Abelmeyer let him. One flickering caress and then she was gone again. He felt a lurch in his chest. 

He couldn’t leave her like this.

Abelmeyer spun them around and leapt back out of the clock, letting the door close behind him. The door of the clock shut with the finality of a sepulchre.

No! They couldn’t leave her! Tamlerlan shook himself mentally. It wasn’t leaving Marielle – not forever. They had to get to the Grandfather and bind him with the Eye.

People were stumbling up the steps now as the fire in the Church of the Clock claimed more of the ancient building. The dome collapsed in a roar behind them as a priest stumbled forward, falling to his knees beside them, his eyes on the clock.

“He wasn’t supposed to actually be real,” he said, his voice hollow. 

“Then why did you worship him?” Abelmeyer spat. Why was he wasting time? They needed to run through the crowd. They needed to chase the Grandfather!

It’s never the wrong time to set someone straight.

Etienne was also on his feet, climbing the steps in a daze. Tamerlan recognized that lost look. He’d seen it in the mirror.

Etienne sounded numb as he spoke. “He was supposed to help me set time backward. We were going to restore Jingen. Return to a time before the dragon rose up.”

Abelmeyer glanced up at the face of the clock. The hands had returned to normal, ticking the minutes and seconds at their normal speed.

“Things that happen, stay happened,” he said grimly. “There are no second chances.”

“We need to get her out of the clock,” Etienne said, his voice catching. “I never meant ... I thought ...”

“No,” Abelmeyer said quietly. “The Eye can only bind one thing at a time.”

Tamerlan reached down and picked up the yellow thing she had been holding. A single shell. Abelmeyer let him have that much control. Let him put it in his pouch. Let him shed a single tear before he spoke again with Tamerlan’s voice.  

“The clock has her now. She can only come out if she is replaced by the Grandfather again.”

“Then we chase him down,” Etienne said grimly. 

Of course they would. They would put him back in the clock! 

Abelmeyer looked up to the sky where the dragon wheeled again. Around them, screams filled the air. The fires were spreading. Buildings were collapsing. Flames wreathed the city as the buckets of water were no longer enough.

Abelmeyer’s voice roared through his mind. You’d let the dragon burn these innocents to save one person? You’d trade all their lives for hers?

Horror gripped Tamerlan’s heart. That was the choice he made last time – though he didn’t know it at the time. That was the burden he already bore. Marielle had said it was the wrong decision. She’d said he shouldn’t have saved her. And he already had thousands of lives to atone for.

And yet – and yet he wanted to do it all again. He wanted to free her from the clock. 

He wanted to, but he couldn’t. 

With a wrench that shook him to the core, he pulled his gaze away, looking to the sky where the dragon was just a silhouette across the sun. From this height at the Temple District, he saw it wheeling over the farm fields to the south-east where the Cerulean parted into the North and South branches.

Jingen had to be stopped. Whatever it took.

Good boy. And now we will require a little more of your blood, hmm?

“We will choose the dragon,” he said aloud as if the declaration was needed.

Abelmeyer threw the chain over his neck, letting the Eye fall to his chest. This close, the flaw in the stone did look like an eye winking at him. 

It was my eye before I gave it up for this purpose.

The thought of that made Tamerlan’s stomach heave.

Sacrifice. To use it, a similar sacrifice will be required of you.

Wait. 

No. 

No, no, no!

Realization of what King Abelmeyer meant filled him immediately.

If you want to use the eye, you have to give an eye. 

No! 

Panic shot up through him like icy daggers, sinking into his spine, his heart, his brain. 

Does this mean you have changed your mind?

He shook himself. He had so much to redeem himself for. No sacrifice was too great ... was it?

“I’ll do it.” He’d been allowed his own voice to say those words, though it quavered with fear even as he said them. 

Would the King gouge it out right here and now? Would he do it with the sword? Plunge it into Tamelerlan’s eye and –?

His thoughts cut off as the vision from one of his eyes winked out, like a blown out candle. He gasped.

It’s magic. You won’t have to lose the physical eye. Not like I did.

Half of his sight was gone.

And just like that, the far-away dragon dropped from the sky. 

Around him, the breath in a thousand throats caught as the people of the city watched the dragon fall in the golden light of morning. He hit the earth so hard that the city shook beneath their feet, the half-burned buildings around them collapsing with a boom.

Earth and vegetation shot up into the air around the fallen dragon and Tamerlan felt an ache in his chest as he saw the dragon fall. 

It had worked. 

H’yi was saved – mostly. 

There would still be fires to put out. Still rebuilding to accomplish. But most of the city still stood, and the dragon did not. How long would he sleep?

With what I’ve done? As long as he is bound by the Eye. Keep it close.

He tucked it into his shirt, carefully hiding it from sight. 

As his hand left the chain, he felt the Legend fade from his mind.

With a choked cry, Tamerlan slumped against the clock, his forehead against the glass. He’d made the right choice, hadn’t he? This time he’d made the right choice.

Then why did it feel like the wrong one? Why did it feel like he’d sold Marielle’s soul and his along with it?

The vision of his single eye was making him dizzy. He closed it, gritting his teeth and hammering at the door, but all the blood of his hands did not open the door. Not even when he beat against it until every knuckle was a bloody pulp and the tracks of his blood ran down the front of the clock like spatters of rain.

Maybe it needed Grandfather Timeless there, too. But now he had nothing to bind the Legend with and no way to free Marielle. 

Tears tracked down his face as he screamed her name, battering the door of the clock with his fists. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Epilogue
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Tamerlan

“Tamerlan,” a gentle voice said eventually, pulling him away from the clock. “I don’t think you can get in that way.”

The Lord Mythos sounded tired as he pulled Tamerlan away and helped him sit on the edge of the stairs.

“You chose the dragon,” he said and there was no emotion in his dead voice as he said. “I would have done the same thing.”

Tamerlan choked down a sob. He wanted to smoke again and let a Legend take him, but there was never a happy ending when they did.

“I don’t have bandages here,” Etienne said after a while. They were both still bleeding – Tamerlan from the wound on his hand. Etienne from the bites on his arm. “Let’s find you somewhere safe. Did the boy with the gondola come with you?”

“Yes,” Tamerlan said weakly, turning his head to look at the clock. Everything looked strange through just one eye.

“Come on. Let’s find him.” 

Tamerlan sheathed his sword – it took two tries – and then Etienne led him down the steps and through the crowd. 

The people had gathered in the streets and anyone not desperately fighting the fires stared into the distance where the dragon had fallen as if they still couldn’t believe it.

As they walked down the steps, the sky opened, and rain began to fall – torrents of it. It washed over the Clock of Ages. It poured in sheets over the fires. It soaked every soul to the bone in seconds, running in black rivulets of ash and soot down the streets and over the edges into the canals. 

On Spellend, the day when all were washed clean, the water poured over H’yi, washing away the fury of the dragon, the blood of the Dragonblooded on the Clock of Ages, and the fear they’d all felt as the dragon destroyed H’yi. It washed over the devastation and frantic searchers in Xin. It poured over the tumbled ruins of Jingen. It flowed out down the rivers and into the sea, rippling out to the waiting ships of The Retribution. It soaked the fallen dragon in the crater he’d made in the earth.

No drop of salvation touched Marielle in her clock. No cleansing flood covered her.

And wet though he was on the outside, Tamerlan knew that the forgiveness of the heavens was not for him. He knew that he could never be washed clean. Not until the Legend was back in the clock. Not until the woman he cared about was free again. Not until he’d paid more than just the sight of one eye to save them all.
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Autumngale
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Book Three

“And in those days brother fought against brother and father against son as the factions fought for control of the cities until one voice rose up and calmed them all. One voice could be heard ringing out over the people – the voice of Mer. And she became our Queen, the savior of our lives.”

–  Legends of the Dragonblooded

“The Ancient Legends, bane of man, riders of dragons, Emperors of sky and stars – they had to be stopped. They had to be contained. We were willing to give anything to stop them – our blood, our bones, our children.” 

– Ancient text found on a scrap of parchment from the Time Before.

“And the voices called to him. And the pillars of the earth shook. And sanity found no place in the world beyond. For the Legends were reborn and their fate overtook them. The ancient ones rose again, the skies burned and the water was licked up before them. And they named him death – the stealer of life, the murderer of hope the destruction of our souls. 

– Songs of the Retribution
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1: Burning City
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan clutched Abelmeyer’s Eye to his chest, his own single eye studying Etienne’s face as Jhinn steered their gondola out of H’yi to the Cerulean river. The other man was sober – grim in the flickering light and shadows of the dying flames. 

The clock still stood – unaffected by the fires – prison, sanctuary, and trap. And back there at the heart of H’yi, in its depths, Marielle flickered in and out of life – a half-living ghost.

Tamerlan choked down what he thought might be a sob. This wasn’t a time for tears. And what Marielle needed right now wasn’t a tearful boy. She needed a tragedy-hardened man ready to fight for her.

He coughed on the smoke clouds they drifted through – relieved it was only the smoke of a burning city and not the smoke that altered everything. 

Black clouds surrounded them, blocking out the drifting boats of survivors coughing and hacking on the choked rivers. He thought he saw a man collapse in a boat further down the river – saw the others in his boat scrambling to his aid. It was hard to tell in all the smoke and chaos. There would be more deaths as people fled. There was too much smoke to get a clean breath.

This was a time to face grim reality, though his single eye wasn’t ready to face anything. 

He’d made a choice back on Summernight to save Marielle and doom everyone else, and he’d been watching the horrific consequences of that choice play out ever since. When he had the same choice to make all over again on Dawnspell, he’d tried to find redemption by choosing the other option – dooming her to save everyone. It should have felt like he’d done the right thing. It should have felt like redemption.

Instead, it was ashes and bitterness in his mouth.

Whatever he did now would have to be different. It would have to heal and not destroy. He would have to find some third option.

He coughed on the billowing smoke, leaning down to wet his neck scarf in the river water to tie around his nose and mouth like Etienne had. It took two tries to gauge his swipe at the water correctly. It was going to take time to get used to losing vision in one eye.

Smoke seemed fitting. It was as opaque as his situation. It choked out life just like his decisions did. It felt as insubstantial as his demons.

He needed guidance.

The world spun as he tried to adjust to his one working eye. He blinked, trying to clear his vision. It would never be fully clear again. And even that didn’t seem like full payment for all he’d done. If he hadn’t asked Marielle to scent for him, she wouldn’t be in the clock.

And the dragon would still rage across the earth, Abelmeyer reminded him. He was still there – still haunting Tamerlan’s mind. 

And your pretty behind would be as dead as everything else on the Dragonblood Plains. That was Lila haunting him, too.

“We’ll get her out,” Etienne said, looking at the clock in the distance. Soon, the sight of it would be lost in the smoke. His hands were shaking. And no wonder. His crimes were as full and deep as Tamerlan’s now. Without him, the Legend Grandfather Timeless would still be in the clock. And Marielle would not be. 

“Promise me,” Tamerlan said through gritted teeth. Redemption wasn’t possible anymore. Forgiveness was not something he’d ever taste. But he could at least be faithful in this one thing. “Promise me that you will not rest until she’s out of the clock – that you’ll work with me to free her.”

Etienne looked up at the clouds of black smoke swirling above them. “There are things – plans – things I need to do to help my people.”

“You’re the one who freed the Legend,” Tamerlan said through gritted teeth. “You opened the Bridge of Legends and let him out.”

Etienne looked back at him, fury in his eyes. “With that recipe of yours. With that mixture of yours. One breath of smoke and he took me completely – held me for days to do his bidding. Is that your magic, Tamerlan? Possession by spirits?”

“Not spirits,” Tamerlan said, tightly. “Legends. And I can control it.”

Etienne’s laugh was harsh. “No one can control it, Tamerlan. It controls you. It’s an evil thing. A thing that should not be touched.”

He stole magic from the dragon, day after day – that’s where his power came from before you took it from him. That didn’t seem to trouble him, but one brush with the Grandfather and he’s done with magic? Lila sounded disbelieving. Hypocrite.

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon. Even with the dragon stopped, Ram was still just an insane echo constantly ranting in the back of Tamerlan’s mind. 

“Like the magic you siphoned from the dragon before he fled?” Tamerlan asked.

“Dragon’s spit! It’s not the same. It was never for me.”

“Neither was this!”

“It was always for the good of others.”

Tamerlan’s replies were getting louder. “What did you think this was for?”

“Chasing goals for yourself is easy. Trying to do good for a whole population is a lot harder!”

“Do you think it was easy to go against a whole city to save my sister? Did you think it was easy to halt a dragon in the sky? Do you think it’s easy to lose an eye? Oh, it’s still there – but it doesn’t see. I gave that up to stop him – to stop you.”

Etienne looked away but Tamerlan couldn’t stop. He felt like all his edges were raw.

“And Marielle is in a clock. And the world is still falling apart!”

And he didn’t see a way clear. Didn’t see any reason to keep going when all was lost. Except maybe for her.

“You have to stop smoking that stuff,” Etienne said quietly. He looked stoic and dignified as he watched the horizon before them. “It’s a magic you don’t understand and can’t control.”

“I’ll stop when it’s over. When everything is right again.” Because how else would he fix it? He couldn’t do it on his own – he never could.

Lean into us, Alchemist. We can help you. You don’t need to do it alone. Lila’s words were as enticing as honey. 

“It will never be over,” Etienne said with a shudder. “One thing only leads to another. Always. Forever.”

“Then what’s the point? What’s the point of anything?” Tamerlan asked and his words hung in the air like the black smoke above them – just as choking and grim. 

“Adventure,” Jhinn said from the back of the boat. Tamerlan had almost forgotten he was there. “It’s all we’re promised in life – an adventure.”

If only life could be so simple.

“I promise,” Etienne said, heavily. “I make my vow to you as Etienne Velendark, formerly the Lord Mythos of Jingen that I will not rest until Marielle Valenspear is out of the clock. I will work with you to accomplish this.”

He leaned forward and seized Tamerlan’s hand. Tamerlan flinched back from a searing heat like fire bursting up his arm. Pain reverberated through him as he tried to pull his hand back. Etienne held it firmly in place, a smile of smug satisfaction on his face.

“I have at least enough power left to do that. We’re bound now, you and I. Dragon help me, but we’re bound.”

“If we’re bound then we’ll find Grandfather Timeless,” Tamerlan said. “We’ll bind his avatar again. And we’ll get Marielle out of the clock. We owe it to her. She’s the only one of us without blood on her hands.”

They broke their handclasp, each looking out over the fiery horizon. Each consumed by his own demons as they made their way up the river, looking for any sign of the Legend they were promise-bound to hunt.

And in the clock, Marielle slept – or didn’t sleep – as time ticked on.

And under the thick, fecund mud of the Dragonblood Plains, the dragons slept – and dreamed – and drew closer to the world of man.




Two Months Later

Drawing Bounds

Night One of Autumngale
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2: Rain on the River
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Tamerlan

“Those books are going to get wet, boy,” Jhinn said as Tamerlan held his book out from the edge of the tarp, trying to read in the flickering light of the gondola lamp.

“There has to be an answer in here. What is he trying to accomplish? Where is he going?”

“Where does the wind go? What does it want?”

“Maybe there’s a way to trap him. Some way to keep him from slipping through our fingers again.”

Jhinn snorted as he worked his wrench. “You want to trap time? Good luck with that. You know what your Lord Mythos says about that. He says your only chance is to surprise him.”

They had pulled the gondola under the edge of a bridge as the torrent poured down on them and Tamerlan had the tarp pulled over his head as he read, trying to keep the precious books dry, but even with so many precautions it was hard to read without getting raindrops smeared across the ink of the pages.

“Etienne doesn’t know everything,” he muttered.

The drip, drip, drip was a near-constant thing, and the sound of rain on water – while soothing – blocked out everything from the world around them so that it seemed like it was only them and the boat and the bridge and the rain.

“Lord Mythos isn’t going to be happy if he comes to life again and sees you’ve wrecked his books. He told you they were hard to get. He bribed a Librarian to get them. What do you think he bribed her with? He doesn’t look like one to kiss in corners or take a girl down to see the falls.”

Tamerlan’s smile quirked up in one corner of his mouth. Jhinn’s firm belief that anyone not on the water was not real – or was at the very least dead – constantly fascinated him. Waverunner beliefs were simple enough to grasp, but hard to really understand. Or maybe it was just the absolute conviction of those beliefs that was hard to believe. Tamerlan didn’t know anything for sure anymore.

Right now he couldn’t be distracted by that. Etienne had visited the gondola that morning with a new book – the sixth one he’d brought from the Bronzebow Library all the way in Xin. Half the reason they hadn’t caught Grandfather Timeless yet was all these trips of Etienne’s all over the Dragonblood Plains. If he would just stay in Yan with them, they’d be able to search together. Like the other books, he claimed it would have new information they could use to trap Grandfather Timeless.

The Grandfather will not be easily trapped. And certainly not by anything found in a book.

That might have been Lila Cherrylocks. Or maybe Byron Bronzebow. Or maybe it was Tamerlan’s own thoughts. He was having trouble keeping them apart after all these months – not that they didn’t sound different from one another. Their voices simply flowed through his thoughts so constantly that he was barely conscious of them most of the time, speaking into his mind and into his dreams, making judgments, fueling ambitions, but always talking, talking, talking and never giving him a moment of peace. He’d pay all these books and the cloak on his back for just one precious moment of peace.

His hands shook as he turned a page, reading intently and ignoring Jhinn’s chastisements. It was getting harder not to smoke when he didn’t need to. There was a relief in hearing just one voice instead of all of them. It didn’t help that his brain felt sluggish when he wasn’t smoking the spices. He’d started thinking of them just as “Spices” because it made it easier to smoke than when he admitted what he was doing – that he was accessing an ancient, deadly magic that no one should touch.

“If you’re going to ignore warnings, at least tell me what you think I should do now that I’ve fitted the gears together. Is this looking good to you?” Jhinn asked, pointing at his latest creation.

Tamerlan looked up at the device Jhinn was building for his gondola. He’d been working on it for weeks now, slowly making one part after another and always casually asking what Tamerlan thought of it each time. It was growing so large that it was hard for it to fit easily in the gondola with both of them and all the books and the makeshift tent and cookpot, too. The gondola was looking more and more like a family boat all the time. 

“It looks good,” Tamerlan said absently. His mind was still working on what he’d just read, and he was barely paying attention as he said, “Maybe add a belt that moves between two pulleys attached to that gear there and that one there. That would mean you could drive the new gear from the motion of the rotary action over here.” 

He paused. What had made him say that? But Jhinn was just smiling and nodding encouragingly. 

“Good, good,” he said before choosing a wrench from his leather bag and getting back to work.

Tamerlan shook his head. Sometimes it felt like his mind – even his mouth – weren’t his own anymore. It was disconcerting but he’d be more concerned about it if he didn’t have so much already bothering him. He looked back down at the book and at the corner where his hand had been idly sketching with the sharp charcoal Etienne had found for him. He shouldn’t be marking up books. Especially not library books in the rain with a tarp spread over him like a child under the covers.

But there in black and white was her face. Again. 

Marielle.

He thought about her so constantly that he drew her face without thinking. He dreamt of her every night. Longing, anguished dreams.

Last night he’d watched her fleeing from an army, only to turn into a tree to hide. The army had lit the tree on fire and the cracks and pops as it burned sounded like her screaming.

Was his obsession with her guilt or was attachment? Or was it something else entirely? He didn’t even know anymore. All he knew was that he needed to get her out.

Two months and she was still in the clock. 

Two months and he still hadn’t caught the Legend who put her there – the Grandfather. Even the voices in his head were growing dumbfounded. Every time he was close, the Grandfather slipped away into the shadows. 

They’d chased him from tavern to inn to temple in each of the remaining four cities. And they were no closer to catching him now than they’d been when they left the choking smoke of H’yi.

It was hard to chase the Grandfather. They’d lose his trail for weeks, only to suddenly catch wind of him somewhere. Wherever he was caused a flurry of activity among the Timekeepers – his priests – and that was their only hint most of the time. But they’d arrived at the Sun of Light Temple in Xin last time, only to find it empty and a single Timekeeper priest left to stare blankly as they asked their questions.

That was when Etienne had decided to turn to Yan. 

“We haven’t tried there yet,” was his weak reasoning.

Tamerlan blinked, his single working eye squinting at the text again. Maybe this time there would be a key in the book. Someone had to know something about how Grandfather Timeless worked. Someone had to have known him before he was a Legend. 

His single eye slid along the line of words and he fought against the irrational fear that one eye meant he was missing something – not seeing something right there. He worried that maybe he’d breezed over something because his single eye was too tired – something important.  

He blinked and read the last sentence again.

“For what can stop time? No mortal or Legend can quell the passing of the years or the ravaging of them. For what we build up, time tears down. What we birth, time ages. What we delight in is no more and even the ashes of it fade away. But seize wisdom and learn from understanding. Let it open your eyes to truth and let all your paths be guided by it. Look, wisdom opens the gate and understanding the mountain. Look, they have buried insight under the waters and prudence under the rocks.”

He sighed. This whole book read like that. Sure, it talked about time. And yes, he loved to read this kind of text when he wasn’t desperate for answers. He loved to think about wisdom and philosophy and dream about what could be. But right now, this was worse than useless. There was no key here for trapping the Grandfather. And he was going to have to figure out a trap of some kind. All this stalking and hunting wasn’t doing anything. He was always a dozen steps ahead of them.

Tamerlan opened the other book – the one that kept worrying him but that he kept returning to, over and over, again and again. It was a book entitled Prophecies of the Latter Legends and it spoke in a complicated, vague way that should have annoyed him and yet he resonated with it. 

“Beware the Howling Dark. The last remains of the shell of humanity, the last derelict flesh of the forgotten mind. Beware when it steals your voice and covers your desires. Beware when it howls, ever echoing down the chambers of the mind until all is forgotten but dusk and dust. Beware. For many have tried but few have succeeded. Many have crossed the final bridge only to discover there is no way back and that they left themselves on the far side of that great river which is death.”

The Howling Dark worried him. It sounded a bit too much like his mind now that the Legends had taken it over. He turned a page, ignoring the drip of the rain and the click of Jhinn’s tools and the rising scent of algae and water lilies as the rain teased it out.

“Do you think we can trap him, Jhinn? How do you trap a Legend?”

“How did they trap Deathless Pirate?”

Tamerlan shivered, thinking back to when they’d seen his avatar floating under the ocean in a metal cage. “I don’t know, but however they did it, it wasn’t very nice.”

Jhinn shrugged. “Then your solution won’t be very nice. Do you think it needs a device? Like the clock? I could try making a clock when I’m done with this gondola.”

A loud thump brought Tamerlan’s head up in time to see Etienne land on the boat. He’d jumped from the bridge above, rain soaking his cloak and dripping dark hair. The half-light of a stormy day drew his face in stark, haggard lines – he always looked haggard now, more with every snatch of news they received in every city. Tamerlan would have almost felt sorry for him except that the worn look of guilt on his face was deserved. They were brothers in shame. Partners in crime. Twins in unabsolved sin.

“You’re not drawing in the margins again?” Etienne asked, snatching the book from Tamerlan’s hands. “Her again! Always her. Clear your mind, Alchemist! You won’t find the Grandfather when you’re daydreaming.” He threw the book back at Tamerlan and Tamerlan barely caught it.

“I have a lead – a hint of where we can find our quarry,” Etienne said grimly. “Strap on your sword and let’s go.”

“Right now?” Tamerlan blinked in surprise as he carefully wrapped the books back up in oilcloth to protect them. 

“You want to wait? You haven’t done enough waiting?” He was on edge, his eyes firing and his words snapping out like whips.

Tamerlan looked around them at the boats huddled together under the bridge in the rain – it was easy to forget they were there when the rain muffled the sounds from boat to boat. 

Everyone minded their own business in these moments. They were forced together by weather and geography. No need to make more of it than it was. And yet there was anonymity in numbers. In daylight, moving in the canals would bring notice. 

“Waiting is better than being caught by the Harbingers,” Tamerlan said. “I’m telling you, they’re following us. I swear I saw the woman – Liandari? – when I was in the market yesterday. Her eyes are sharp.” It had definitely been her. He’d barely given her the slip once she’d caught sight of him.

“You worry too much about them,” Etienne said. But he looked worried, too. It was hard enough to be hunters without being the hunted, too. And at their last stop, the innkeeper had mentioned someone was looking for them – someone with a sharp sword and coin to spend on information. “We need to go before we lose the trail again. Who knows how long he’ll stay this time?”

And that was as true as breathing.

“What will we do when we find him?” Tamerlan asked as he strapped his swords on. “He’ll only slip away again. We need some kind of trap.” 

He slipped his rolls of Spices into his sleeve and tried not to think about all the times that the Legend had given them the slip. It was hard to find and catch a Legend. It was worse when he wasn’t bound by time like they were. 

“This time will be different,” Etienne muttered. “We don’t have a trap. We don’t have any allies. All we have is surprise.” 

Different, Different. Different. 

The voices in Tamerlan’s head were in unison this time. They wanted this too. Or maybe that was him. He couldn’t tell one from another anymore. His hands shook in anticipation. 

This time, he’d be ready. This time, he’d catch the Grandfather, no matter what he had to do.
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3: Inside the Clock
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Marielle

The tick of the universe was in her ears – always. 

It wasn’t that she hadn’t been watching or that she hadn’t seen. It was that she was seeing everything, all the time. 

Because she was time and when you are time, everything is always happening at once inside you – the roll of the seasons as seen from the stars. The life of a man as seen by the burning cosmos. The rise and fall of generations as seen by the mountains looming above.

Everything. 

All the time.

It wasn’t that she wasn’t seeing what was happening to her friends. It was just that it was hard to pick out what was happening now instead of thirty years ago. Or thirty years from now. And that made her head ache because the future was blurry – like watching the same person overlaid on a scene a hundred different times and all one hundred of that person were doing slightly different things – or vastly different things. When you were talking about hundreds of variations, it went from incremental to enormous in the blink of an eye.

And that was what she’d been doing. 

She’d been blinking. 

And with every blink, she tried to get closer to the time when she’d been put in the clock. 

To now.

To Marielle.

And what if she was too late – if she forgot who she was? She didn’t dare think about that.
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4: The Whisper
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Tamerlan

Yan City was laid out just like Jingen and Xin had been. Just like H’yi. Just like every city of the Dragonblood Plains. But just like the other cities, it had subtleties of its own. Here, the canals were wider and slower moving. Here there were more oxen pulling carts and more people jammed into the streets. Buildings were higher and more crowded and the people in Yan had an obsession with carefully wrought lanterns and woven rugs. They could be seen hanging in any space available or layered one upon the other on the floors of their dwellings. Hawkers sold them faster than hotcakes on the streets. Surely, everyone must have as many as they could afford. And yet more were being sold all the time.

Tamerlan’s single eye scanned the streets, taking in the sellers of chalk hiding under canopies as the rain poured down. Chalk was an important part of the week-long Autumngale Festival. But getting it wet wouldn’t help anything. And who was going to buy it in Yan City where everyone watched the world with hollow eyes? 

“Chalk for the festival? Chalk to win the city?” a hawker cried, holding up a stick of chalk as fat as Tamerlan’s thumb.

One of them looked his way and then quickly looked away again. Tamerlan laughed internally. No, he and Etienne did not look like chalk buyers, did they? 

He glanced at the other man. As usual, Etienne strode through the city like he owned the place, waving off hawkers like servants. But looking like you owned a place and actually owning it, were two entirely different things.

“News from Xin City,” a crier yelled. “A penny and I will tell you how it has been rebuilt after the fires. Two, and I’ll tell you who holds power there now!”

Etienne waved him off irritably. Etienne probably knew better than the newscrier anyway. He visited Xin City often – and always without Tamerlan. It was one of many reasons why their hunt for the Grandfather had been delayed.

The crier tried a last attempt as they melted into the crowd. “Five pennies and I’ll tell you why H’yi burned to the ground while Xin still stands!”

Like they needed to know. They’d seen the firs themselves. Comparing Xin to H’yi was like comparing a candle to a campfire.

A child hid from the rain against a stone wall as they passed, his clothing ragged, his cheeks gaunt. The huddle of cloth behind him could be a mother, given up hope after being a refugee for months. Or it could be a child seller. Or a dead man. It was impossible to know. So many orphans in the cities now, and so many belonging to families too poor to feed and clothe them – and all of them needed more than Tamerlan could give. Though he tried to help where he could.

He pressed a pair of coins into the child’s hand, sinking to his knee for a moment to whisper, “Get something hot to eat, hmmm?”

The child’s gap-toothed grin made his heart lurch. The boy needed more than a couple of coins. When all this was done and the Grandfather was dealt with, Tamerlan was going to start an orphanage. A place for children who needed more help than a coin could give. 

He hurried to catch up to Etienne who caught his eye before raising a single brow. He didn’t hand out coins on the street. 

“You only draw attention that way,” he said gruffly – repeating what he said last time. “Better to have given the coins to the newscrier.” 

Tamerlan ignored him. Maybe they’d never catch the Grandfather. Maybe they’d never save the cities. But they could do this good thing right now. So, why not do it?

“News! Hear ye all!” a second crier said from the street corner. Here in Yan, they dressed in red so they could be seen easily. If only it were easier to ignore them. They were thick as flies on the troubled city and they never said anything Tamerlan wished they would say. “Lord Fable has declared this year the Year of the Cantonelles! Cantonelle players will be here to play in every inn and city square throughout the Festival!” 

Tamerlan clenched his jaw. Cantonelles. They played cantonelles in his home Landhold. They were his father’s favorite music. More evidence of Decebal’s growing hold in Yan showed up on the streets every day and every day Tamerlan clenched his fists tighter and pressed his lips more closely together. 

“Dragon cursed cantonelles,” he muttered, but he was distracted. Yan was not a happy city. If his father would stop maneuvering and actually use his power for something good, he could do something about that.

Lines of refugees filled the streets, choking the pathways even here in the Temple District. The palace was offering a daily dole of bread and soup – but only once a day and only to those who agreed to live outside the city walls. They were marked with woven bands of leather around their heads. Anyone wearing the band could receive the dole. And anyone wearing the band wasn’t welcome within the city walls after dark.

Despite the lash of the harsh autumn rain, people waited in long hollow-eyed lines.

And with every look they shot at Tamerlan he shivered. He didn’t have enough coins for all of them. Not even for all the children. Glimpses of them tore his heart to shreds. This wasn’t how they were meant to live. But he was the one who took their homes and stability. He needed to smoke and forget again.

Yes! Forget again! We wait for you. That was Lila Cherrylocks. She sounded hungrier every time she spoke now. And he was sure she was holding out on him – waiting until he caved and smoked again.

And yet he didn’t dare do that. The last time he’d smoked, he’d lost the vision of his eye. And with every day that passed without a puff of the Spice, his hands shook more wildly and the voices grew louder.

Why didn’t Etienne’s hands shake? Was it because he only smoked once?

Or is it because Grandfather Time went free? His body doesn’t crave the return of a Legend who can’t come back to it anymore, Lila suggested. Which is why it can’t hurt you if you only call up the Legends you’ve called before.

An interesting theory. But Tamerlan had no control over which Legends came over the Bridge.

I’m an interesting person.

Half the time he didn’t know if Lila was flirting with him or just being herself.

Both. Of course.

Tamerlan couldn’t look anymore at the small children in line, clinging to adult hands with hollow eyes. Children shouldn’t have to bear the debt of their elders.

He tried to focus on where he and Etienne were going instead. They were nearly in the Temple District. He could see the spires of the Timekeeper’s temples and cathedrals up ahead. The Smudgers wouldn’t be there. They had not returned since the day Tamerlan had released Jingen and they’d fled to the hills north of the Five Cities. 

He glanced at one of their temples. Brazier holders were empty outside the gate. People had stolen the bronze bowls from the holders and the way the door hung ajar suggested that the inside had been raided, too.

We’ll help the children tonight, Byron Bronzebow promised. This time, you’ll call me, and we’ll do it right.

Tamerlan’s hand shook as he felt the oil-cloth package in his pocket – the rolls of Spices just waiting to be smoked. Maybe this time he really would call Byron Bronzebow. He and Etienne tried to help the refugees every night – but two people could only do so much. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing to call on a Legend to help.

He swallowed, his mouth dry at the thought.

It would be wise. A good idea.

Or maybe not.

He pulled his hand back from his pocket. He felt eyes on the back of his neck, but when he spun to see who was watching him there was no one who stood out from the crowd. 

He looked up to the upper rooms and roofs above. Nothing.

He peered down the alleys. Still nothing.

Maybe he was just getting paranoid.

Call us! Call us and we will make everything easier. Even Deathless Pirate was making promises now.

He tried to distract himself with conversation, leaning toward Etienne just as the other man took a scrap of paper surreptitiously from an outstretched hand of a man walking past. If he hadn’t been watching at that exact second, he’d never have noticed the former Lord Mythos palming the scrap of white paper. 

“Strange how all the cities of Jingen are laid out the same way, isn’t it?” Tamerlan asked when Etienne looked sharply in his direction. Just a casual question. He hadn’t seen anything. Or at least, that was what he was trying to project.

There was a flash of someone familiar up ahead near the canal. Just a flash of something in the thick rain. That wasn’t Anglarok, was it? The Harbinger? It couldn’t be. What would he be doing here? 

Tamerlan felt a little chill run up his spine. Eyes. Watchers. Was he really doing the hunting, or was he hunted, too?

“It’s not really that strange if you understand why,” Etienne said, but he sounded distracted, too. Probably thinking about what was on the paper. 

Every time Tamerlan saw him, Etienne was watching Tamerlan’s hands shake and trying not to look too obviously at his eye. Tamerlan was no fool. Etienne didn’t trust him. It didn’t matter that they were allies in trying to track down the Grandfather. It didn’t matter that he’d sealed their vow with magic. It didn’t matter that they worked together every night in the refugee camps alleviating the worst of the misery – he still didn’t trust Tamerlan. 

He could never forget that Tamerlan had smoked the Spices just like he had and opened the Bridge of Legends just like he had. He could never forget that the evil that had possessed him and stolen Marielle was forged in the same flames as the good that possessed Tamerlan and gave his eye to bind the dragon again.

“It’s a mandala,” Etienne said. 

“Like the ones the Timekeepers carry? And the patterns they walk it the prayer gardens behind their cathedrals?” Tamerlan asked. 

He’d read about Timekeepers. He’d never been much taken by their religion – though the architecture was beautiful. He could sit all day just drawing the arches over their doors. But no. He didn’t worship time. And now that he’d met Grandfather Timeless, he certainly never would. 

“Precisely. Those are mandalas just like the streets and canals of the Five Cities.”

“That’s a very artistic way to design a city,” Tamerlan said, smiling absently, like he was in his own daydream world. He didn’t want Etienne to see that he was keeping an eye on his hand as they snaked between the long lines of people into an alley that skirted the back of the Timekeeper’s Ivory Cathedral.  

“It’s not made that way for the art,” Etienne said. “Tell me, Tamerlan, why do you think that we built our cities on the backs of the dragons?”

“So that you could slaughter innocent girls and be conveniently close to dump their blood all over the dragon’s spines?” And this time the smile Tamerlan gave Etienne was cold and tight. 

Etienne might not trust him, but Tamerlan didn’t really trust Etienne either. 

The other man gave him a sharp look. 

“Watch that we haven’t been followed,” he snapped.

He was impressive. He was still talking casually as he unrolled his slip of paper, counting on Tamerlan to be looking the other way as he quickly read it. But Tamerlan hadn’t been fooled. He read the paper over the shorter man’s shoulder, even as the former Lord Mythos continued to speak. 

“Blood is what binds the dragons in place, certainly, but we also spell them to remain docile and frozen. Otherwise, you’d still have dragons and as you’ve so elegantly put it, we’d still have to ‘dump blood all over their spines’ but they’d be able to move and flame and generally object to the whole process. This way, they lay still and sedated.”

He paused and Tamerlan looked back over his shoulder. Was that a harpoon he glimpsed at the end of the alley? Maybe they really were being followed. A tingle ran down his spine. 

He should have looked earlier, but if he had, he wouldn’t have read the slip of paper.

“Does that mean that Jingen will rise again? I only bound him. There’s no mandala on his back.”

Etienne was still talking, though his tone had turned smug. He thought he’d tricked Tamerlan, didn’t he?

“Likely he was stunned at first, but yes he will rise. That is what the streets are for. A mandala of power. And as things move along the mandala – in this case, feet and carts and boats – the magic is renewed and strengthened fresh every day. Now, pay attention, we are almost at the Cathedral.”

Tamerlan turned around again and followed Etienne but he wasn’t thinking about mandalas of power or city design. He wasn’t even thinking about the glimpse of harpoon he’d seen. He was thinking about what he had read on that slip of paper.

Tonight. Dusk. If you are late, we will be gone. 

-The Whisper.

Who was The Whisper and what games was Etienne playing while Tamerlan was trying to save the world?
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5: Ivory Cathedral  
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Tamerlan

It would have looked like lurking to anyone watching, but as they stood, studying the Ivory Cathedral from the back alley, Tamerlan’s mind was flooded with memories of the last time he’d stood in front of a cathedral. He rubbed his blind eye almost without thinking – a nervous tick he’d picked up. He’d never bothered with a patch. Other than being milky white, the eye looked fine. 

He drew in a deep breath and tried not to remember what it had been like outside the Cathedral of the Clock, watching it burn to the ground as Marielle was trapped inside the clock right in front of it. He should have chosen differently. He should have chosen her.

“You’re sure he’s in there?” he whispered. 

“According to my sources, but there’s only one way to find out.” Etienne led him further down the alley to the back side of the cathedral. “We climb.”

Etienne looked down and Tamerlan hid his shaking hands behind his back. He could still climb. If there was a chance to get Grandfather Timeless – any chance at all – he would take it.

The failed leader is correct. I feel him close. Abelmeyer was not very complimentary where Etienne was concerned – none of the Legends were. They thought that any leader who lost their city couldn’t be used for anything again.

Not true. I could think of a few uses for him. 

Well, Lila had a different perspective, but in fairness, it would probably be worse to be useful to Lila than worthless to someone like Abelmeyer.

He’s not as pretty as you are, but he’s pretty enough for me.

And her comments always made him blush. Especially when he remembered she was looking at Etienne through his eyes – eye. With flaming cheeks, he grabbed Etienne’s arm.

“We’ve chased him and lost him over and over. We need a better plan. A trap or some other way to hold him. Chasing him again and again with no plan is insanity.”

“I have a plan,” Etienne said shortly. 

“Then explain it to me. Explain it, or I won’t go in with you.”

Etienne swallowed and for the first time he looked uncomfortable. “I’ve thought about this for a long time. You’ll have to use the Eye of Abelmeyer. We’ll grab him and when you get your hands on him, you’ll use the Eye.”

Tamerlan gasped. “It took one of my eyes last time.”

“A terrible price,” Etienne agreed, his face hard as a rock. “But I can think of no other option.”

“Can’t I just do that anywhere? I just decided to use it with the dragon and then he was bound. Why grab him at all if we plan to use the Eye. We could do that right here.”

Etienne snorted. “Weren’t you watching? The Eye only Binds. But if he jumps through space and time – and don’t you think he might be doing that if he keeps eluding us? – then we would be binding him somewhere, but we wouldn’t know where and someone else might find him a free him, nullifying your sacrifice. Besides, if we don’t have him in hand, we can’t put him back in the clock to free Marielle. So either you use the Eye like a fool and miss our chance, or we surprise him, then you use it and we can haul him off to the clock because we know where he is.”

Tamerlan’s mouth twisted sourly. This had been the plan all along. To steal his other eye. Fury bubbled up within him, but as quickly as it bubbled up, it dissolved again. Wouldn’t he do anything to save Marielle? 

“Lead on.”

Etienne looked skeptical, but with a small shake of his head, he grabbed the masonry and began to climb. 

Tamerlan looked around. Was anyone watching? It was broad daylight – but with the rain pelting down, it made sense that no one was looking up. Everyone on the street had been ducking low under hoods or canopies.

Smoke and I’ll help you with the climb, Lila tempted him. 

Smoke and I will bless your arm for battle, Abelmeyer offered. 

Tamerlan cursed under his breath and hurried to climb after Etienne. The gaps between the stone were wide enough. He could do this part without help. Even with shaking hands.

You’re a fool not to take our help. It’s offered freely,” Lila said. 

If by ‘free’ she meant with all the strings possible tied to it, then sure, it was ‘free.’ He’d take it if he had to – but not unless it was either his life on the line or catching the Grandfather.

If you’d smoked that first night after you gave your Eye, we would have had him right away. You’ve wasted months for nothing. It’s just blind pride and stubbornness that deprives you of the power you could have. Forget your arrogance. Come back to us. That was Deathless Pirate. His impatience was the most palpable.

“What makes you so good at this, Lord Mythos?” Tamerlan muttered as they climbed. The crack in the masonry he was holding was too narrow. He bit his lip and pushed harder.

There was a wide window just above them and Etienne angled toward it.

Watch it. You nearly lost your hold! Don’t cling so tightly to the wall, it puts unnatural pressure on your muscles.

Easy for Lila to say. She wasn’t the one trying to scale the side of a building in the rain with a sword tangling around her feet.

You could have smoked and then it would be me!

Ease up, Legend! I’m doing all I can, and I don’t need a critique of every action in my head! He growled to himself, blowing rain from his eyelashes as he climbed. 

Lean back! Hang from your fingertips instead of trying to pull your torso so tight to the wall!

He risked trying it her way and immediately the climb was easier.

See? I told you so!

If the opportunity presents itself, it will be I who take the boy to greatness. That was Abelmeyer.

Tamerlan scrambled over the ledge of the window into an empty room filled with dust and discarded items.

Etienne clenched his lips tightly together and gave Tamerlan a concerned look. 

“Crazy yet?”

Tamerlan scoffed. 

“You were muttering to yourself,” Etienne said, still looking wary.

“Let’s just find the Grandfather.” 

Had he been speaking to himself? Sometimes he didn’t know anymore. 

You were. This is all too much for you. Accept help!

“We had to come this way. They’ve doubled the guard on the doors. No outsiders. And you know as well as I do that if we don’t surprise him, he’ll slip away again. Just like he did last time. We grab him. You use the Eye. We finish this.”

Etienne didn’t need to explain it to him. Just because he was fighting voices in his head didn’t mean he was a fool.

“Do you see me objecting?” 

“Just don’t go crazy before we get to him, okay?”

“Consider it my gift to you.” What did you say to that? After all, he was pretty sure he was already crazy.

They moved across the floor of the abandoned room like ghosts. Tamerlan frowned at the tracks left in the dust, but if they didn’t find what they were looking for before the tracks were discovered, then tracks would be the least of their worries. 

How had Etienne learned to move so quietly? He was a mass of mysteries. A former ruler who could scale walls and sneak through buildings? There was more to his story than Tamerlan could guess. If he was smart, he would have abandoned the former ruler months ago – but how did you tell an ally to leave when he was the only one in the world who wanted the same thing you wanted? Even if that ally clearly hated you?

“The Grandfather is here,” Etienne whispered confidently. “Hold your nerve and we’ll get Marielle out of that clock.”

Tamerlan nodded. Still allies. For now.

He’d been surprised when Etienne had vowed to save Marielle after they both fled H’yi. But he of all people knew that guilt was a powerful motivator.

The door opened without a squeak and they emerged onto a balcony that ran a ring around a huge room below – the main sanctuary of the cathedral. At one end a massive gear-powered clock ticked out the seconds. Rays of light shot dully through the stained glass, highlighting the clock but muted by the rain outside. 

In the center of the sanctuary a round stage was set, surrounded by white-robed priests. Around the edge of the balcony, lamps were lit and a massive chandelier hung over the stage. And at the center of the stage, stood a figure in a top hat and cloak. The Grandfather.

Tamerlan’s heart began to race. It was him! He really was there!

They had to get this right.

Could they be seen standing here behind the lights? He could only hope that those below were too focused on what they were doing to look up into the balcony.

Don’t let him see you! One glance and he’ll be gone!

Tamerlan didn’t need Abelmeyer’s warning. Last time he and Etienne had cornered the Grandfather in the middle of a crowded inn, he’d disappeared in the crowd before they could reach him. The time before that, it had been a crowded street and the Grandfather had turned a corner into an alley. They’d only been steps behind him, but when they entered the alley, he had vanished.

Focus! You need us now.

“Prepare to fight,” Etienne whispered in Tamerlan’s ear. “The priests will not give him up without a battle. And we need a hold on him before we use that Eye.”  

“We’re going to kill priests?” 

He felt shocked but Etienne’s eye roll told him the other man had known this was coming all along.

Tamerlan’s hands shook. And here was the choice. He could smoke and have the skill he needed to fight, or he could try to do this on his own. And either way he might have to kill people – people who had never harmed him and maybe never would. Could he even do that? Did he want to?

You have no training in the sword, Abelmeyer reminded him.

And you don’t have the stomach to kill, Lila chimed in.

You need us. Deathless Pirate sounded gleeful. How else will you use the Eye?

Call us, Alchemist! Call us to your aid!

If nothing else, their eagerness should worry him, shouldn’t it? But what other choice did he have? If he hesitated – or if he tried to fight on his own knowing full well that he didn’t have the skills and might hesitate at the worst possible moment, then all would be lost – these two months of hunting and chasing and working with the man he hated – Etienne. All for nothing.

With shaking hands, he pulled the oilpaper package from his pocket and carefully extracted a single roll of Spices before returning it to safekeeping. He sidled up to a lamp and lit the end of the roll.

“Tsk.” Etienne’s sound conveyed all of his loathing and disapproval in one single sound.

“Do you want to win? Do you want me to use Abelmeyer’s Eye? None of that happens without this.” Tamerlan hissed.

He was doing the wrong thing. 

The smoke smelled so good – it called to him like a familiar friend, replacing the scents of dust and old books with a haunting, enchanting smell. A smell that promised to take all his pain and guilt and indecision and hide it away for a while.

This had better work. 

He tried not to think about what the cost would be. Blindness. Better not to think of that at all.

Below them, the voices of the priests drifted up.

“There are rumors that the Smudgers have gathered in the Hunsu District in a wide field. All of them. They work on a great spiritual work.”

Who cared what the Smudgers were doing? They’d fled the cities like rats.

He put the roll to his lips and inhaled as much as he could. It surrounded him in puffs of grey and soft purple – an old friend, a fickle lover, a cruel king. The smoke that had haunted him for months was his now, filling his nose and mouth with quivering expectation.

Excitement and anticipation filled him, and he clenched his jaw in pain at the excitement reverberating across the bridge as the Legends battled to take over his body.

Die, Grandfather!

It never got easier. He shook with the passion of the Legend and the last threads of his own control, the Legend’s anticipation mixing with his own expectation to create a feeling as addictive as ambition and as all-consuming as greed.

As the Legend seized his body and used it to climb up onto the railing of the balcony, it was hard not to try to clench his eye shut and scream. It’s a horrible thing to give your future and the fate of your body into the hands of someone you can’t possibly trust.

And it was also the most thrilling release – what happened next was going to be determined by someone else.

Trust me!

Byron Bronzebow! He hadn’t expected that! Abelmeyer had felt the strongest. And he needed Abelmeyer to use the Eye.

I have tricks of my own. Next time, bring a bow. I’m sick of swords.

And then he was leaping from the railing, sailing out with a massive springing jump like an eagle leaping into flight. He sailed out over the sanctuary and caught the cable suspending the chandelier, swinging on it over the assembled priests and scattering hot dripping wax over all of them. 

It was glorious. It was perfectly executed. Tamerlan’s breath caught in his throat.

The Grandfather looked up. 

Now! Use the Eye now! 

Tamerlan dropped through the branches of the chandelier right on top of him.

His feet hit the ground with a smack. But where was the Grandfather? He should have felt the pain of smacking with full force onto the Legend’s back or shoulder. Instead, nothing. 

Byron whirled in Tamerlan’s body, trying to see everywhere at once with one eye as he drew his sword, but there was nothing – no one there but stunned priests.

Their shocked expressions bloomed into snarls.

Tamerlan’s heart kicked into high gear as they rushed toward him, drawing their own swords and knives in the whirl of their billowing robes. It was like a bush of roses had come to life to attack him, white petals whirling in the wind of anger.

Byron raised his blade, meeting the first lunge with a fast parry and spinning to the side between two priests. His pursuer couldn’t get a clean swipe at him as the other two closed over his path. The white of their robes rolled in the breeze of their attack.

A fist swung toward him and he dodged the strike, ducking under it. He stabbed quickly, precisely, and a priest fell to the ground, red blossoming over his white robe.

Another spin and he cut down a second priest. A blow clipped the blind side of his head – hard enough to leave it ringing in pain but not hard enough to stop him. He whirled to the side and jabbed his sword in the belly of the man who had hit him.

“Get out of there!” Etienne called to him and he looked up from the fray in time to see him on the other side of the room near a small door.

Byron kicked out, striking one of the priests in the gut. As he hunched over in pain, Byron jumped up, stepping on the hunched man and leaping from his bent back to the shoulder of a shocked priest with a sword in each hand. Before the man could react, Byron was spinning into the air in a tucked tumble, sword still in hand.

He was going to skewer them like a lamb for Festival! 

But his spinning roll brought them free of the priests, landing beside a cursing Etienne.

“You’re a fool!” the other man spat as they ran through the door.

The guards on the other side turned in confusion at the same time that Byron grabbed the closest one by his collar and bashed his head against the wall. He didn’t see what Etienne did to the other guard – that was his blind side. But he was still side by side with Tamerlan when they met the second pair at the main door. 

Tamerlan spun in an arc of destruction, his sword whipping up so quickly that the guards could barely scream before blood spattered the wall and the ceiling and then they were running through the door of the cathedral and out into the downpour.

“He disappeared!” Etienne said between breaths as they ran out into the alley. “You dropped and he was gone before you landed!”

There hadn’t been enough time to use the Eye. Which meant it had all been for nothing. 

The smoking. 

The killing. 

The letting a Legend loose.

His hands were steady as a mountain. The shakes were gone as Byron piloted his body. But at what cost? His heart was sinking faster than a lead weight in the sea. 

“Let’s go do some good,” he heard Byron say with his voice. What a load of trash. What good could possibly make up for all the evil done on this stormy day?
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6: Queen Mer
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Marielle

The smells were returning and with them, her sense of self was returning, too. Every burst of scent was effervescence to her – new life. Hope, perhaps. 

She could almost scent her way as she tried to find her path through the tangles of history. The smell of the sea – aquamarine in its tangled scent and enticing in its salty embrace lapped against the Dragonblood Plains. The smell of the rivers and canals grass-green with growing life and thick with the scents of river plants and the fecundity of the rich soil lining the banks led her along. The musky smell of dragons sleeping deep under the rock – or wait now the smell of their musk was up in the air – was like a layer under everything else. A bedrock. The bones of the earth, the skeleton of history. She hadn’t realized how tangled the dragons were with the lives of the people of the Dragonblood Plains until she smelled them under everything. And around everything else, flowing in and through and around was the scent of vanilla and lilac magic swirling in ribbons of turquoise and golden sparkles like a potent drug.

It was all the glorious smells that reminded her that she was Marielle. She was a Scenter. She was pledged to the Windfinders and pledged to justice. 

She was not Time. 

It was the smells that finally brought back her humanity. That reminded her of her loves and hates, of her attractions and petty irritations – of all the things that made her alive.

She blew through a crowd like the wind on the edge of a rocky seacoast. Alive, but a spirit here as she swam through time.

Ships bobbed in the distance. Around her, anticipation swirled in every whiff of breeze. The scent of cilantro filled the air and spring grass green swirls of color were everywhere. She studied faces. She watched flickers of fear in lightning blue puffs. Spurts of silver certainty. Hope in bronze rolling waves. They painted the crowd like the work of a master. 

What time was she in? The clothing of the people was different – older, like her grandfather’s grandfather’s clothing. But the people were the same – the same expressions, the same scents swirling in them, the same feeling of a crowd that was looking to a central figure.

The figure rose up on steps to a makeshift platform and Marielle startled when she realized what she was seeing. That wasn’t ...?

It couldn’t be.

But the scent was all right – exactly as she would have guessed it would be. Power, smelling like gardenias and rolling from this figure in ribbons of royal blue mixed with a residual scent of the turquoise salt of the sea.

She was tall – that was to be expected. And harsh – of course. She had a nose she could have stolen from a hawk – that Marielle wouldn’t have guessed. History had forgotten the nose. But far from her statues, which were always swathed in white and shells, she wore only a simple fisherwoman’s dress. And her hair – far from the flowing locks tangled with starfish and seashells – was cropped around her shoulders in a no-nonsense cut that kept it out of her way. 

But glory swirled around her in byzantine purple, swallowing up the blue and turquoise as if this moment was so significant that it dwarfed everything else. It tinged the platform and the crowd and even spread into the distance until all Marielle could see was purple.

The woman began to speak and the crowd fell silent.

“From the sea lies our only hope. A people set apart unaffected by what we do here today. You saw me send the families forth. They will be protected from our choices here.”

What was she talking about? Was she talking about the renowned time in history when Queen Mer sent her people out, telling them to never rest or stop until they found the story that would make sense of everything? 

Marielle felt a thrill run up her spine. She was watching history. She was seeing it with her own eyes! But in the history books, Queen Mer hadn’t been a plain fisherwoman with a hawk nose. She’d been a beautiful and glorious queen who sang to the sea and stopped it from raging, who sang to the land and ended the civil wars.

“You judge me for what I did. You say I banished them. You say I sent them to die. But you know just as I do, that we have no other choice. Someone must be saved to live on. And someone must stay to fight. Together – and only together – we can end this constant cycle of civil wars. If we don’t – none of us will be left to feel resentment.”

Someone beside Marielle snarled and she looked at his face – at the garnet rage that rolled off him filling her nose with the scent of pitch. 

“There’d be no war without the dragons!” He cried. “No war if they didn’t steal our children!”

The woman with the hawk nose spun to look at him, pointing through the crowd.

“I am one of you! I saw my sister dragged through the streets and hung upside down as they opened her throat to feed the dragon! I fought beside you in the first uprising. And the second. We tore down the Lords. We raised our own. And what did it get us?”

“Choan writhes beneath us!” someone called.

“Yes,” the woman said. “The dragon stirs. Our fate hangs in the balance, yet still, we fight, neighbor fighting neighbor. Homes and livelihoods stolen in the night. But today we change that.”

She pulled something from a sack she was holding – a sack Marielle hadn’t even noticed that she had.

“I took this crown from Lord Y’ni.” The woman lifted the crown up high. Even from here, Marielle could smell the faint traces of blood and violence drifting off the crown. “I cut it from his head while he still lived. I claim it now.”

She jammed the crown on her head, glaring at the crowd as if she dared them to say anything about what she was doing. A chunk of something that looked like dried fur was stuck to one of the points of the crown. 

“I am your queen now. Queen Mer of the Sea. And I will end the fighting in the streets and unite you all beneath the tide I bring with me.”

Behind her there was a roar, as tentacles reached up out of the sea, framing the hawk-nosed woman like a crown of the sea. Marielle gasped. The Kratoen! She’d heard rumors of the mighty Kratoen, the creature of the sea enchanted by Queen Mer to do her bidding, but like all other stories, she’d thought it was only a legend. Yet here he was.

The tentacles curled and snatched at floating wreckage – wreckage that Marielle hadn’t noticed until now. It wasn’t the only one. Had there been a sea battle out on the raging waves? How many ships had sunk to leave that many wrecks behind? And had Queen Mer been the cause of that?

Marielle looked around her. There were no children in the crowd. The people were coated in mud and blood. They carried makeshift weapons. Had there just been a battle here? In the heady feeling of finally scenting again – and of seeing a living moment of history – she hadn’t even noticed the residue of war all around her.

The tentacles disappeared back into the sea with a crash and the spray of the water they smacked as they left misted the crowd.

“I baptize you with my reign. I claim you as my people!”

“What about our daughters and sons? What about their blood?” someone in the crowd yelled. Perhaps that was what they had been fighting about.

“No more will we steal your children,” Queen Mer called out and the roar of the crowd swept up so strongly that the ground beneath Marielle seemed to tremble with it.

“Then how will we bind the dragon?” someone else called when the roar died down.

“From here on, we will purchase any person we take from willing families. Yes, we need the blood of the dragonblooded to keep us safe, but no more will you fear the kidnapping or quelling of your overlords. We will only take the willing – those willing to give themselves.”

But those around Marielle asked the question she wished she could still ask. “Who would be willing?”

But the answer was there a moment later – there in her memory. Who would do it? Anyone who needed a second chance that money could provide. 

She tasted bitterness on her tongue at the thought. Lord Mythos claimed that her own mother had been willing to give Marielle’s life to the dragon. And before that, Tamerlan’s father had been willing to give his sister. There was no telling what a person would give for the right price. When wealth greased the wheels to your dreams, no price was too steep for hope.

“Not only for this,” Queen Mer said, “but for everything. We will not take your sons and daughters without recompense.”

The crowd cheered, but Marielle’s heart sank. She’d just watched Queen Mer sell the souls of her people’s children for generations to come.

Queen Mer was supposed to be the savior of the five cities of the Dragonblood plains – the mother of the People of Queen Mer who lived only on the sea. She’d stopped the endless cycle of internal wars – hadn’t she?

What Marielle had just seen didn’t quite line up with what she’d been told.

But she had watched it. She was no longer inhuman floating in time. She could see things now. She could learn. And maybe, just maybe, she could find her way out of the trap the Grandfather had put her in.
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7: Stalking Shadows
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Tamerlan

It didn’t feel right to have someone else running his body even when they were doing something good. And the looks Etienne kept shooting at him told Tamerlan that he knew exactly what was going on here. But he couldn’t be more condemning of Tamerlan than Tamerlan was of himself. He knew exactly how guilt-soaked he was. He was sodden to the core.

And that made him just a bit angry. Because what was he supposed to have done? What would anyone else have done? Not everyone could be Etienne who could apparently do anything. Tamerlan hadn’t even seen him descend to the lower level or get past the priests. And who knew how he learned to climb like that!

They’d fled the temple, cleaned up in the canal, and then Byron had sped along the canal to the Trade District, broken into a warehouse, and stolen a barge and filled it with grain. Tamerlan hadn’t been surprised when he sped down the river toward the refugee camp.

Neither had Etienne.

“This will wear off soon, and then you’ll be wanted by the authorities,” he said dryly as they drew near to the camp. “And then you’ll have to hide from more than just the shadows that you are sure are stalking you in the night.”

Byron ignored him. He was a man on a mission – as always. 

“I know that you’re in there, Tamerlan,” Etienne pressed. “Take control of yourself and stop this before it’s too late.” 

As if killing a bunch of priests hadn’t already been bad enough. As if he’d had any other choice. What was he supposed to do? How else was he supposed to capture the Grandfather? It was just too hard to fight with your hands tied behind your back!

“Take courage, good man. Justice will prevail,” Byron said with his lips.

“Uh-huh. And so will the guards when this Legend is done with you. Once this grain is distributed there will be no more hiding. Everyone will have seen your face.”

“Do not speak to me of flouting the authorities,” Byron said. “We saw your note. You foment revolution.”

Etienne’s expression turned stony. “That’s not your affair.”

“Revolution is a dangerous thing,” Byron lectured him. “Better to help the people from behind the scenes and let them decide when to make a move. If you force their hands there may not be the result you wish. I saw a man force a revolution once – he only ended with his head on a pole and it was put there by the people he was trying to help! Better to shame the rulers until the people see for themselves.”

“You’re shaming something, alright,” Etienne muttered.

And his resentment was understandable, but Tamerlan wasn’t the only one with secrets in his heart. And it was hard to feel much compassion for Etienne now. After all, it was Etienne’s plan to take the rest of his vision. One eye hadn’t been enough.

The barge hit the bank, sliding up beside a make-shift dock. And as always when he came here, Tamerlan’s heart lurched.  

A group of children ran toward the dock, their elders hanging back not certain what to think of a strange barge. All of them were dressed in worn, dirty clothing and soaked to the bone in the rain. The shelters here were abysmal. Firewood hard to find. If it were this bad in autumn, how much worse would it be in winter? 

And it was winter that Tamerlan feared for these people – for the people he had betrayed and damned to this refugee camp.

It was hard not to agree with Bronzebow. What could it hurt to help these people? Even if it meant stealing, wasn’t that a small crime compared to the ones he’d already committed?

See? I will make you a proper thorn in these Landholds’ flesh in no time!

And he wanted that. If it wasn’t for Marielle in the clock, he would stay here with Byron forever righting this great wrong – and they would build an orphanage.

I was raised in an orphanage. I could devote myself to that, yes.

Bronzebow leapt from the prow and hurriedly tied up the barge, lifting up a small child of about five.

“And what is your name, little dragon?”

The child laughed, “Is that food on that boat?” 

“It is!” he said with a laugh and the warmth flooding Tamerlan was partly his own and partly Bronzebow’s. “Go get your parents!”

Squeals filled the air as the children ran into the rain and it was only moments later that their tired-eyed elders arrived, drenched and uncertain. It was as if they were afraid to hope. As if hope would sear worse than the scars already lacing their souls. 

“Help me get this grain out of the rain!” was all Bronzebow had to say with Tamerlan’s voice, and then they were there, pressing in with silent desperation. 

He moved grain for almost an hour, handing sacks in the pouring rain to one desperate almost-hoping face after another. The worn hands of mothers clung to him with thanks on their lips and tears in their eyes. Fathers with new lines etched into their faces threw sacks up onto their shoulders, gathering a child or two up with them as they hurried away. The grain wouldn’t be enough. Not for the whole winter. But it might get them that far, at least.

It was enough for now. For this moment. 

Etienne worked beside him until the barge was empty and the two of them were left exhausted in the hull.

“I don’t like seeing my people like this,” Etienne said. “The rulers of Yan make them dependent on that dole. It breaks their spirits. Doles rob a man of his independence, of his self-respect, of his calling.”

“Maybe not for long,” one of the refugees said, leaning in close in the rain. He was a dark-haired man with a limp. He clung to his bag of grain like he was afraid someone might snatch it away. “If you want hope, look for the tent of Variena. She has plans for us.”

Clearly, he thought they were refugees, too.  

“Variena?” Etienne asked and his tone was cool. Tamerlan had noticed his tone tended to grow cool when he was considering deeper things than what was on the surface. “The Red Door Woman from Jingen?”

“You’ve heard of her, then.” The man sounded satisfied. “Follow me.”

Etienne stood up quickly and Bronzebow followed. What made him interested in this woman? Tamerlan had never heard of her and they’d been working to help the people in these camps for weeks.

But never like this. This gift has brought the attention of the true power in this refugee camp. We should meet them. We can help them. 

In truth, he hadn’t really hurt anything, had he? After all, while stealing grain was wrong, distributing it to the needy made up for that, right?

I agree. Let’s meet this Variena and see how we can help her.

They slid through the descending darkness of the camp, skidding in the thick mud churned up by many feet and relentless rain. Shelters here hardly counted as shelters at all. Some were nothing more than blankets or rugs strung up between poles. Smoke wisped up from some of the better shelters – muted and faint as the fires struggled to stay lit. 

Etienne had called them his people, but in truth there were are many here from H’yi as there were from Jingen.

It was to one of the shelters with a fire that the man led them. Ringed with people even in the rain, the shelter was a simple place. Carpets – their colorful designs mud-streaked now – and an actual tarpaulin formed a crude pavilion packed with bodies. From the edges, it was hard to see the struggling fire but there was a heat in the eyes of the people crowded here. They were mostly men – young men – and they all seemed moments away from violence. Growls of agreement rippled through their ranks as words were muttered between them. 

At the center, a woman was talking, her face lit with emotion.

Tamerlan’s heart seized, his breath coming too quickly. 

Was that?

It couldn’t be.

Marielle!

But it wasn’t. The woman turned and her eyes met his. Brown eyes – not Marielle’s purple ones. And the lines on her face showed a woman almost twenty years older than Marielle. But still, his breath caught in his throat.

“Her mother,” Etienne whispered in his ear right before he grabbed Tamerlan’s arm and dragged him into the shadows. “Shhh. Say nothing. We can’t be here right now. I have somewhere I need to be, and you need to get back to Jhinn. Now.”

And stop mooning over women twice your age. 

That was Lila’s voice. Somewhere in that moment when he’d seen Variena, Byron Bronzebow had left him.

Tamerlan blinked. She’d looked so much like Marielle. It felt like a punch to the gut to see her. He wanted to talk to her. He wanted to see if she was like Marielle.

“Tamerlan.” He looked up to see Etienne’s eyes boring into his in the half-light. “I know what you’re thinking. Don’t talk to her. She’s more dangerous than you realize. Go and find Jhinn. We need a plan to find the Grandfather again. Maybe this time, you’ll be quicker in using that Eye.”

Tamerlan flinched as he nodded. He’d been too slow. Had it been because he hesitated to lose his vision? By the time they tried again, he’d need to be over that fear just in case.

After a moment, Etienne patted him on the shoulder with a satisfied nod before slipping away into the shadows. The darkness and rain swallowed him up before he’d gone more than a few steps.

Tamerlan breathed in a long breath. He should listen to Etienne and go back to Jhinn. The other man would be waiting. It made sense. And yet ...

He couldn’t stop thinking about Variena. She’d looked so much like her daughter. And everyone was hanging on her words. Perhaps he could listen just for a few moments. He crept through the shadows toward the edge of the crowd, listening, watching.

There she was! Her eyes glowed in the light of the fire and the favor of the crowd. 

“You saw how the Landholds treated us! They bought my daughter’s life to save our city. My daughter! And the city was still destroyed by the dragon. What was the point of her sacrifice? What was the point of any of the sacrifices? We’ve been tricked! We’ve all been made fools of by those with money and power. They tread on our heads as their walkways. They make our broken bodies their roads. It’s all been a lie!”

She didn’t know. Her daughter was alive, and she didn’t know!

Tamerlan took a step forward.

Pain split through his head, stopping him mid-stride and the world went dark.
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8: Searching Through Time
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Marielle 

It was as hard to steer herself through the tides of history as it was to steer a maple seed through the course of a river – and yet, she was making progress.

And now she’d stumbled on two Legends together. 

It was Maid Chaos – or she thought it was. Her hair was long and gleaming, and her curving figure seemed better suited to dancing than sitting in a dark room drinking with a one-eyed man.

“I didn’t fight this hard to gain power just to see it slip away,” she said and the bitterness in her words seemed far too deep for one so young. “They’re my people – my followers. Mine. Do you hear me?”

She smelled – wrong. Like a dog with rabies. An astringent scent close to Elderflower. And her colors were too bright – like they’d been infected with something. Marielle had seen that before and she knew exactly what it was. In the City Watch, you found people like this sometimes. Occasionally, they were harmless. More often, their crimes turned your stomach worse than rotted meat ever could. Insanity was not a pleasant scent even if the scent itself was not so bad.

“If the dragons stay free, you’ll lose any power you have. They’re picking us off village by village. They are too large – too powerful.” That was King Abelmeyer – she was sure of it. From his single eye to the ruby hanging in the frame of his open-laced shirt, he was all king. Scent trails of Royal blue wrapped around him like a cloak – a testament to his power.

“The price is too high. The people will revolt,” she said, her insanity flaring so that a burst of rainbow colors spun around her. “You’ve planned this to quell us all, haven’t you? Planned it to make yourself King of all the Dragonblood Plains!”

He sighed. “I don’t care about crowns. They’re too heavy for an honest head. And I don’t care about power. It’s nothing but an anvil pulling me deeper and deeper into hell. I just want to save who I can. While I can.”

“Then do it by yourself.”

He opened his palms, showing them to her – empty. “I can’t. I’m just not enough.”

“You stopped that dragon when you gave your eye.”

“But only temporarily. To keep him bound will require more. And I don’t have more to give.”

What did that mean for Tamerlan and his sacrifice outside the clock? She’d seen him give an eye – hadn’t she? Or was that King Abelmeyer? Had she seen that with her own eyes or had she watched Abelmeyer in the flows of history? Sometimes it was hard to keep the two straight. She’d seen too much of what had been and what would be and what might have been. Marielle’s mind felt fuzzy and thick.

“You have another eye,” Maid Chaos said glibly, but it was lightning blue fear that tinged her words, not levity.

Abelmeyer’s growl made Marielle feel her own thrill of fear even though he couldn’t see her. His voice was hard as flint.

“You’ll do this, you trumped-up maid. And you’ll do it when I tell you, or I’ll shake you to pieces. Like a dog with a rat in its mouth.”

The scene started to fade. Marielle tried to claw her way back. What happened next? Did Maid Chaos agree to work with Abelmeyer or did he manage to force her? Why did the histories never talk of this? Marielle was dying to know. 

What had he needed from her to seal the dragon up and why was Maid Chaos so nervous about the cost?

But the scene faded, and Marielle was rolling again in the river of time, bobbing just along the surface. She had found no laws to this place – no code. There was nothing to govern what she – or anyone – should or shouldn’t do and that terrified her to the core. She was a servant of justice, not a filmy seed in the wind.

But justice worked best when the judge knew all the facts. And there was more to find in this morass of history – if she could just steer herself to the right things.

Grimacing mentally, she pushed on.
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9: Kidnapped
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Tamerlan

“He’s waking now.”

The voice sounded familiar, but Tamerlan’s head was pounding so painfully that he might not have been able to pick out his own sister’s voice in the heavy drumming going on inside his skull.

Pull yourself together. You have been captured. This is a time to keep your wits about you.

Deathless Pirate rarely gave advice. Strange that he was speaking to Tamerlan now.

The story is getting more interesting. I want to know who these people are who have our vessel in their hands.

Tamerlan blinked, opening crusty eyes. He was tied tightly to a chair. His hands and wrists hurt from the ropes and his back ached from where he’d been slumped in the hard chair. He was still soaking wet, though the room was dry, and a fire burned in the hearth. That meant he couldn’t have been there for long.

He frowned. It looked like the room of an inn. Who would bring a kidnapped victim here? Anyone could hear his screams.

A face loomed into his vision. Ah. He recognized this one. The friend of Marielle. What was his name again? Anglarok.

“Remember me?” Anglarok asked with a smile that wasn’t friendly at all.

“Sure,” Tamerlan allowed. His lips felt thick and his mouth was dry.

“Remember this?” The man bounced the yellow conch shell on his palm – the same one Tamerlan had picked up when he found it in front of the clock. It was Marielle’s.

“Yes.”

“It’s not yours,” the other man said.

“Not yours either,” Tamerlan replied. A drink would be nice right now.

Stop being so surly. Try to charm them! 

Maybe that was easy for a pirate. It was hard for an Alchemist’s apprentice. Especially when the people they were referring to had kidnapped him.

Stop fussing about how hurt you are by their actions – that’s what children do. Adults deal with things as they are. Try to learn why they want you. That will give us valuable information.

“We want the girl that you put in the clock. We saw her there,” Anglarok said. “Found her after many days of searching. Alone. Alive in an undamaged clock, while the city around her was nothing but a burned husk. It took us weeks to find witnesses but did you really think we would stop. Did you really think we wouldn’t look everywhere?”

“Why do you want Marielle?” Tamerlan asked. It seemed ridiculous to answer the rest. He hadn’t thought about these people at all. Why would he?

There was the woman behind him – she had short cropped hair except for a long swath at the very front and she wore a furious expression that made him think of a Watch Officer, though she was clearly a foreigner. That must be the woman who Marielle had saved. Liandari. Was that right? He wasn’t sure. 

“She is ours. She took the vow. She is part of the Harbingers now and we owe her a debt. And the witnesses told us that a man with short blond hair put here there. A tall man. Broad-shouldered and confident, but with a beardless young face. He had a ruby medallion.” Anglarok pulled the medallion around Tamerlan’s neck out from under his shirt, twisting it until Tamerlan gagged. “This looks like a medallion to me. What do you think, Liandari?”

“If that’s not a ruby medallion, then I’m an octopus,” Liandari said. She slid a knife from its sheath and began to sharpen it slowly.

“We want her back,” Anglarok said slowly. 

He eased up on the chain and Tamerlan sucked in a gasping breath. 

“I want her out of the clock as badly as you do.” His words were rasping through his ragged throat. 

It seemed the safest thing to say. This man looked violent and the gleam in his eye spelled trouble in capital letters.

Make him believe it!

“I’d do anything to get her out. But to do that, I have to find the Grandfather – the man who put her in the clock. And I need to trap him.”

The blow came out of nowhere. Tamerlan’s face blossomed with pain and the sight in his single eye went dark for a moment before he was spitting blood and gasping for breath.

These were Marielle’s friends? These thugs?

“Don’t lie to us,” Liandari said from behind Anglarok. She stood at the fire, still sharpening her knife and swirling her fingers through his things. A few loose coins. A belt knife. A tangle of string. Abelmeyer’s Eye. The rolls of Spices. Tamerlan flinched at the sight of those in her possession. What would she do with those? Did she know what they were?

“I’m not lying,” Tamerlan said through a fat lip.

The blow came so fast that he couldn’t flinch before it struck him, spinning his head with the force of it.

“Anglarok could hit you all day. But what would be the point of that? Better to be honest,” Liandari said. He was starting to worry about that knife. What was she sharpening it for?  “You put the girl in the clock. We can’t get her out. You took her conch shell. And yet, you have not used it. But Anglarok smells the same scent on you that we smelled when the Lord Mythos vanished after promising to help us. The same smell that led us to the clock and Marielle. What is that smell, boy?”

Tamerlan kept his mouth shut now. He was learning his lesson.

Liandari picked up the contents of his pockets, examining them in her hands and he held his breath as she looked at the spices held in her hands.

In his mind, the Legends held their breath, too, because what he feared was the same thing that they wanted. They wanted her to burn the spices – whether for herself or for him. They wanted her to release them. He could almost feel them jockeying for position on the edge of the Bridge. 

“I will give you a few minutes to think about how easy it will be for us to kill you and how wise it would be for you to tell us everything. In the meantime, Anglarok and I will have a quiet talk with the keeper of this fine inn. Rest assured that when we are done, any sound you make in the questioning will not concern him.”

She threw his sword and the yellow conch shell on the table but the other things she kept in her hand as Anglarok opened the door to the room. Tamerlan heard the hinges squeaking behind him. 

“Remember, boy,” Liandari said. “Cities aren’t the only thing that can be burned to the ground.”

She threw his other things into the fire, as if for emphasis, or maybe to remind him that she could burn him just as easily – and then the two of them stalked out of the room and shut the door.

Tamerlan waited for them to leave before sucking in as deep of a breath as he could.

Please let there be smoke! Please!

There! Just a whiff. Would it be enough?

He coughed. Breathed in more. Coughed again.

He was going to hyperventilate like this!

And then he wasn’t coughing at all. 

Ram the Hunter was coughing.  

Yes! If anyone could get free, it was Ram!

Dragon. I sense it beneath us.

And then Ram the Hunter was bursting out of the bonds. How had he done that when he only had Tamerlan’s muscles to use? And Ram the Hunter was scooping up Tamerlan’s sword and strapping it on.

We hunt! 

Ram reached to where Abelemeyer’s Eye had landed – just the ruby part in the fire – and snatched it out, gripping it by the cooler chain. 

Ram grabbed the chair he’d been tied to only moments before and ran to the window, shattering the panes with the chair legs and sweeping them clear before leaping up to the ledge. 

The door to the room swung open and Anglarok charged in.

“What -?” shock was on his face, but it only took him a moment to snatch up his harpoon from beside the door.

“Next time,” Ram growled. “Ask better questions.”

And then he leapt out the window, grabbing a sign on the way down and swinging dramatically on it before landing squarely on the cobbles. Liandari rushed out the inn door, sword in hand. Anglarok was already up on the window ledge. How were they moving so fast? How had Liandari even known to run out the door? They were smarter than Tamerlan was. Quicker than he was. 

Not quicker than Ram.

The sign over the door read, The Priest’s Revenge. They were on the edge of the Temple District where trade and mercantile leaked into the edges of religion. That was a relief. He wouldn’t have to go far for aid.

Fortunately, Ram was not hesitant. He was moving before Tamerlan had even assessed the situation, dashing down the cobbled street and between clumps of strangers working in the dusk of the first night of Autumngale – the night known as “Drawing Bounds.” Tonight, groups of friends, family and neighbors would draw thick boundaries in chalk – or even oil pastels to defy the rain – all through the cities of the Dragonblood Plains. The boundaries marked the small places claimed by these groups of allies.

In the past, we didn’t do it with chalk. We did it with blood.

Yuck. Of course, it would be something violent and unnecessary.

Who are you to say it wasn’t necessary? 

They ran through the rain, picking up speed as they dashed down to the canal. Ram tossed the Eye’s chain over his head as he ran. Tamerlan could just imagine Ram out with a bucket of blood and paintbrush making marks on the streets.

That’s too literal. What I mean is, we killed for what is ours. And I sense a dragon sleeping beneath our feet. We should slay this beast.

Did you ever slay dragons in your past life, Ram? Ram? Ram?

The Legend was gone.

Dragon’s blood in a cup!

Feet pounded behind him and Tamerlan clenched his teeth. Just when he needed him the Legend was gone! It was up to Tamerlan to get free on his own, now. But what Ram could do with Tamerlan’s body, Tamerlan could do ... right?

He dashed toward the bridge, dodging knots of people with open mouths and wide eyes. They could gape all they wanted. He wouldn’t get this chance twice.

Three more strides took him to the Echo Bridge and then he was jumping up onto the slick rock-work rails and leaping into the canal below. 

Hopefully, Jhinn was where he’d left him.

Hopefully, he was faster and smarter than the Harbingers were.

Hopefully, he knew a good way to dry out on a rainy night.

He was almost laughing as he dropped through the air.
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10: Visions of a Future Past
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Marielle

She was getting closer to where she wanted to be. Floating. Drifting from moment to moment, life to life. One moment she was watching as a child helped her father stack rocks to build their neighborhood wall – drawing bounds to keep enemies out. They were full of hope and delight – bronze and apple red swirling around them in a way that made her want to sing with shared delight. A moment later she was watching that same woman – old now and bent – fighting on her small neighborhood wall. She cut back attackers with a knife the length of her forearm. Maybe she won. Maybe she died there defending her home. Marielle didn’t see, though a part of her knew. A part of her knew everything.

And yet, when you know everything, but you’re still human, it’s impossible to know it all at once. Impossible, that is, if you want to keep your humanity. Impossible, if you want to keep your sanity.

So, Marielle let herself drift. She let herself cry tears of devastation as she watched one life after another burst forth, live, and then crumple and fade and die. Knowing everything was more painful than she’d ever imagined. And more beautiful.

And then her nose caught a familiar smell and just like that, she didn’t want to know anything at all except for this. It was just like the first time she’d scented it – when she’d known somehow that life would never be the same again.

She didn’t know how she followed it, but she did, squeezing between lives and memories, pushing past epic stands and bold speeches, ducking under the tables where back-door dealings were made. The golden scent twisted in the air around her, drawing her closer, closer, closer.

And then she was standing in a field and she was watching a boy with huge bright eyes staring at the sky. He was drawing birds in flight with a charcoal on a small scrap of paper and his faraway smile spoke of an imagination alive with the delight of living. Behind him, a little girl with long hair and chubby hands, stalked up through the grass, trying to look up at what he was seeing.

“They’re only starlings,” she said.

But his smile grew. 

And gold surrounded him. 

And then the scene slipped away.

Marielle clawed desperately for it, trying to go back, trying to find it again. 

She found him briefly – a little younger this time – running as fast as he could, trying to catch a rainbow in a field that seemed just out of reach, his little face screwed up with concentration and absolute infatuation rolling off him in pink waves. And then he was gone again, as insubstantial as the rainbow had been.

She would find him again. The golden scent still drew her. It still curled through the air before her. He was out there somewhere. And she would find him.

Tamerlan.
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11: Hunting Time
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Tamerlan

It had all been a terrible disaster. Tamerlan’s hands shook as they slid up the canal in the Government District through the damp darkness. Though for once they weren’t shaking from wanting to smoke – just from nerves and excitement. The moon hung in the sky like a single eye – mocking Tamerlan for losing his. 

“I don’t know why you feel bad about smoking, boy,” Jhinn scolded quietly from his seat in the stern of the gondola. “It gives you the power to change destinies. Sometimes for the bad, sure, but lots of times for the good.”

He seemed unruffled by Tamerlan’s sudden drop into the gondola. He hadn’t even batted an eye when Tamerlan had demanded that they flee the area.

Tamerlan snorted. “Name one time it was for the good.”

Jhinn’s long dry pause was only interrupted by his drier tone. “That time you brought a dragon down from the sky.”

“How about the time I woke one up?” He couldn’t help the bitterness of his tone. “Or the time I killed a lot of priests for no reason.”

“You said they were harboring the Grandfather.”

“Yes.”

“You know they worship him, right? They worship a horrific Legend that will feast on their bones someday.” Jhinn’s grin made it hard to tell whether he felt that was awful or funny.

“Yes.” Tamerlan was answering, but his eyes scanned the silhouettes of the buildings they passed. Was anyone watching them?

“And when you were done killing people who are already dead, what happened?” Jhinn demanded. 

Tamerlan shivered. At least it was quiet and sleepy here. No one would hear Jhinn naming his crimes so loudly. 

“I don’t know why you insist on thinking that anything on the land is dead, Jhinn.” Better to change the subject. “You know that I leave and come back to you and when I’m on your gondola I’m alive.”

“And what is your point, boy?” The younger boy leaned into the turn as they slid through into narrower channel. “The dead act in strange ways. And some of them come back to haunt me.”

Tamerlan couldn’t help but smile under the cloak of darkness – a whimsical smile. Imagine living a life where everything outside the boats didn’t exist to you? Imagine living with the same few people on the water day after day, year after year, trading with those you think of as ghosts for food and supplies. He could imagine it. It felt – beautifully foreign. Like a song in a different language.

When he’d freed Marielle and started his orphanage and no one was left empty and fatherless and alone, then he was going to go and explore the world. He was going to see all the places and meet all the people and write down their beautiful tragedies and peculiarly attractive notions in a book. And he would call it the Book of Hearts and it would be in a Library where everyone could read it and ...

“You dreaming again, boy? What happened after you killed all those priests?”

Tamerlan sighed. He wouldn’t be writing a book today. “We stole a boat and fed the refugees.”

“You brought food to the poor on a boat?” Jhinn snorted. “Yes, I can see why you’re worried. Terrible deeds done tonight. They will fear your name in the canal gossip and set charms to keep you at bay.” 

“Laugh all you want. It’s dangerous to call the Legends. And I did it twice. Once to get the Grandfather. Once to fight those Harbingers.”

Jhinn spat. “That was wise. You must avoid the Retribution at all costs. Accept nothing from them!”

Tamerlan felt his jaw gingerly. Jhinn had helped him find dry clothes after his own were soaked in the canal – why were they always guard’s clothes? Did Jhinn have a secret connection with the Palace Guard pursers? – and he’d helped apply a salve to Tamerlan’s injuries, but they still stung. 

“All I got from them was a beating.”

“Be sure it stays that way. They are dangerous people.”

Tamerlan pulled the yellow shell from his belt pouch. It was wet but intact. He looked at in the light of the moon. They’d said they’d given it to Marielle. Had it been dangerous to her? The opening of the Bridge of Legends by Etienne had been what sealed her fate. Not this shell. 

Jhinn’s breath drew in sharply. “They gave you that?”

“It was Marielle’s. They say they gave it to her.”

“Don’t touch it. It’s cursed.”

“How?”

“Just don’t touch it, okay? Put it away. And then pay attention. We need to sneak now. We’re almost there.”

Tamerlan tucked the shell away and looked up. Jhinn was right. They were almost to the tall building at the University District. The one Lila kept harping on.

I told you. Get us to that building. Open the Bridge, and I’ll take care of everything.

But that was what he was worried about.

I won’t kill anyone. This time. We’ll just break into the palace and find the Library. You and Etienne couldn’t get into it without discovery. The Palace library will have what we need – books you haven’t read yet about the Grandfather. The key will be in there somewhere and then we can find him again. Or do you want to spend another two months searching every hidey hole from here to the sea?

Besides, there might be a suggestion in one of those books for a solution that doesn’t leave you blind.  

He didn’t even have months. Not with Marielle stuck in that clock. How long would she keep her humanity? How long would it be until she lost herself entirely?

He gritted his teeth.

“Can you hear them talk to me, Jhinn?” he whispered. “The Legends? They never stop.”

“I’ve noticed,” Jhinn said, but his eyes were on their goal. “But you could probably quiet them if you wanted to.”

He couldn’t. He’d tried and he couldn’t.

“Anyone else would think I was mad.”

“Mad is better than blind,” Jhinn said, still distracted. “That Lord Mythos doesn’t even see them.”

But was it better? He could never escape their cloying words, dragging him deeper and deeper into their view of the world.

You already smoked the Spice twice tonight, Lila crooned. Just do it one more time. Just do it with me.

She could be so charming when she was trying. And it was so easy to listen. Especially right now when he’d just smoked twice before. After all, if he’d already compromised his morals, what was one more time? He could stop again tomorrow and never do it again.

Exactly.

It couldn’t hurt for this. And there was no other way he was going to get into the palace. Etienne said it wasn’t worth the risk. There were guards posted at every gate. And they were alert in these troubled times. He’d already waited for hours on other nights, staring at this palace and wondering how to get in.

And it will feel good.

This was the only way.

“What did she mean about you going blind?” Jhinn asked. “Is your good eye troubling you?”

“Etienne wants me to trap the Grandfather by sacrificing my other Eye,” Tamerlan said, surprised by the calmness in his voice. He didn’t feel that calm.

Jhinn snorted. 

“Tell Etienne that he has two eyes. He can sacrifice one before he makes you lose the other. There is more than one way to fillet a catfish.”

Tamerlan’s fingers drifted up to touch the ruby necklace under his shirt. “I don’t think I’d trust Etienne to do that. He has his own purposes.”

Jhinn eased the gondola into a shadowy mooring. “Then I guess you should go to the land of the dead and get us some information. Find another way. I’ll wait here for you.”

Tamerlan leapt from the gondola with the coil of rope they’d brought with them. “If I don’t come back in an hour, get out of here. I don’t want you to get caught up in this.”

Jhinn rolled his eye. “Are the dead speaking to me again? It must only be my imagination.”

It was such a silly belief. But sometimes Tamerlan wished it was true. He wished it was true as he stalked into the shadows at the base of the looming Court of Trespasses. After all, if it were true, he would be guiltless. He’d never committed any crimes on the water.

And if it were true, then he wouldn’t be the only fool listening to people who weren’t even there.

He wished it was true as he pulled out a roll of spice and lit it in the street brazier. Wished it was true as he wet his lips with his tongue and then brought the roll up to it, sucking in the sweet, sweet smoke of power.

And the Bridge opened.

And Lila Cherrylocks grabbed his body so fast and hard that he stumbled.

Sorry, pretty man. I didn’t want to risk anyone else grabbing harder than me this time. Let’s go find the Grandfather.

She drew a breath of smoke through the roll of paper and another and another. Why was she being so amenable? He thought he’d have to negotiate with her.

She threw the paper aside and stepped on it and then she was scaling the slick stone walls of the Court building, climbing with a speed he’d never possessed.

I like breaking into places. Besides, it occurs to me that if I do what you want from time to time, you might not dread opening the Bridge so much. After all, why hesitate when it can benefit both of us?

That seemed uncharacteristically reasonable of her.

I’ll show you reasonable.

Her voice in his mind was too sweet. It made him nervous.

It should.

They were already at the top of the building, tying their rope to a decorative gargoyle dripping from the corner of the structure like hardened candle wax.

She was throwing the grappling hook before he could gasp.

I like these arms, she said in his mind as the hook clattered onto the roof of the palace, far across the moat. With my old arms, I never would have made that toss on the first try – if ever. Keep this muscle up and we’ll go far.

Tamerlan’s cheeks heated. Strange that they would still react to his emotions even though his arms obeyed only Lila. Etienne drilled him in sword work whenever they weren’t hunting the Grandfather. He wasn’t close to good yet, but he was getting tighter, stronger, more disciplined. 

Yes. And I like it.

Lila tugged the line one more time, satisfied at the tightness as she tied final knots on this side. She’d better know what she was doing. 

It’s harder with one eye, but I’m getting the hang of it.

Everything was harder with just one eye. He’d been learning that.

And here we go!

Before he could object, she slung a leg over the rope so that she was hanging upside down, gloved hands holding the rope, and boots sliding along it as she began to descend hand-over-hand from the height of the Court building to the Palace.

If he dropped...

If his arms were too tired or his hand slipped ...

Queasiness washed over him.

Stop fretting. I can feel you trying to tense. I’ve done this a thousand times.

But he hadn’t.

It doesn’t matter.

Tamerlan let his eyes drift out over the dark city, studying the city braziers and the way they made patterned reflections over the canals like flickering lace. Following the lines of lanterns where people were busy Drawing Bounds, still celebrating this odd Autumngale holiday despite the heavy rains at harvest and the lines of refugees. How odd. How very human to cling to surface things as if they were the bones of their lives while the actual bones melted away.

And then they were on the palace roof, slipping through the shadows like the shade of a ghost. Lila found a door down through this defending outer shell and into the palace within like she’d been born in this place.

I practically was. Well – not my actual birth, but we thieves talk about our “births” to our new life as the time we made our first snatch. When I took the Portrait of a Young Man Named Avatar from this palace it was not my first snatch, but it was my first one that I was truly proud of. 

So, she’d been here before! Did that mean she could find the library?

In my sleep, pretty man. In my sleep.

The palace was well-lit despite the late hour. And yet, Lila was hardly seen. Where she didn’t slip quietly in the shadows, she walked with an unquestionable confidence as if she owned the entire palace. Night maids bobbed curtsies to her as they passed. Guards on the night shift made brisk salutes.

It was an epic deception.

Or it would have been.

Tamerlan was just beginning to breathe a sigh of relief when they stepped into the Library – a towering room filled with books to the ceiling and lit by the light of the moon filtering through a domed glass ceiling. But he was breathing too soon. A woman stood in the doorway of the Library. A woman holding a candle in a holder and dressed in a filmy nightdress and silk shell. 

Her hand flew up to her mouth and she almost screamed before Tamerlan’s hand joined hers and Lila grabbed her shoulder and pushed her against the nearest bookstack.  

“Not a word or you’re dead,” Lila whispered in Tamerlan’s voice and he shuddered at his words. If he could have said anything other than this, he would have. 

There was only one other person who could make him feel so protective and so at home and she was locked in a clock in H’yi.

Let me speak! He begged the Legend. Please let me speak!

The moment his tongue was free he breathed her name.

“Amaryllis.”
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12: At Home in a Library
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Tamerlan

He pulled his hand away from her mouth, though Lila kept her pinned against the shelf with the other hand.

She opened and shut her mouth twice like she was afraid to speak before finally breathing, “Tam! Oh, dragon’s blood, Tam! I thought you were dead. Our father – ”

“I don’t want to talk about Decebal.” Lila was giving him the freedom to use his own voice though she kept control of his body looming over his little sister. “I want to know that you’re okay. That you’re not being hurt.”

“Hurt!” she said it like it was a joke. “The only one who is hurting me is you.”

Lila eased back slightly but she still kept Amaryllis in place.

“Do you want to marry this man? This Renli?”

Her eyes went wide. “Of course I do, Tamerlan. Do you have any idea ... you don’t, do you? Tam, they were going to sell me to be the Lady Sacrifice! If Renli hadn’t stepped in. If father hadn’t convinced him to marry me ... I’d be dead right now!”

Tamerlan couldn’t control the anger in his voice. “Father? Who do you think they were paying the sacrifice fee to?”

Amaryllis’ lips tightened. “Don’t be like that, Tam. I’m so happy to see you that I just want to think about happy things. For years I dreamed we’d see you when we visited Jingen and we never did and now here you are – in my home!”

“Your home,” he echoed. The words felt like a slap. He was out there trying to fix things and save the world from sacrifices and risen dragons and everything and she was here making a home in a palace.

She laughed a tinkling, musical laugh. “My home with Renli, of course. We’re marrying on the last day of Autumngale and then all of this will be mine. Father is so pleased, and of course, so am I!”

“Father is pleased.” He sounded like a sailor’s bird repeating everything she said.

She frowned. “Tam, don’t spoil this. It’s just nice to see you again. We had such magical times when we were children, didn’t we? You and me playing together ... before you went away?”

“I didn’t just go away, Amaryllis,” Tamerlan said gently. What was the point in raging against her? None of this was her fault. “I was sold. I was ripped from my home and sold like a stock animal. Like one of our blue bulls. And my family took money for my life.”

She blinked back tears. “I know.” 

“And they would have taken money for yours.”

“It’s how things are. But I was saved at the last minute. By Renli.”

“Who also paid a price for you. A bride price, but still a price.”

Her frown deepened. “Renli loves me.”

“Renli owns you. That’s different than love. Come away with me.”

She gasped. “I would never.”

“You don’t have to marry him.”

She scoffed. “You don’t get it, Tamerlan. I want to marry him. I don’t care that he paid for me. Don’t you get it? He saved my life. And why should I be mad at Father? He was just trying to help our family – like he did when he sold you. If he hadn’t sold you, we wouldn’t have been able to pay our debts to the Di’Sham family. He wouldn’t have garnered us the favor that made all of this,” she looked around her at the Library, her meaning clear, “possible.”

Tamerlan felt the blood rushing from his face. If he’d had control of his body, he would have stumbled backward.

I think we’ve heard enough, don’t you?

He would have died for her. And she wasn’t even sorry that he’d been sold all those years ago. Not once she began to benefit from it. Horror filled him. And a betrayal that felt like a stab to his belly.

Lila took his voice and for once he gave it to her willingly.

“I wish you well then, sister. Many happy returns on your wedding and may your bond be blessed. Would you be so kind as to show me where your books on Legends are located? Surely you wouldn’t deny your brother a chance to browse through your library?” She smiled charmingly with his lips. 
“I promise, I will put all the books back in place before morning.”
His lips were still smiling as he released his hold on her and while Tamerlan’s heart withered in his chest, Lila’s words brought a familial smile to Amaryllis’ lips.

“I knew you’d understand. And of course, you can look at the books. Just be sure to be gone by morning. Father wouldn’t understand why I indulged you.”

Indulged him? It was his life that made hers possible. First when he was sold. Then when he gave up the shreds of his life that were left to try to save hers.

Ignore her. Fools are a dozen to a half-copper. Use them as needed, then discard. 

“I’ll be certain to leave this place in order,” Lila said with Tamerlan’s voice before leaning down to kiss her cheek. Tamerlan wanted to close his eye. To stop the pain of kissing his sister goodbye with the bitterness of her betrayal still on her lips. Amaryllis. He would have died for her. He had been so certain that she loved him, too. 

“Take the light,” Amaryllis said lightly, handing him her candle. “I have no need of it.”

“Good-bye, dear sister and may you find what you seek.”

Maybe it was best that Lila was controlling him. He wouldn’t have been able to force out those words. He fought against waves of sadness that threatened to steal his mental focus as Lila slipped into the library, never looking back when the library door shut behind Amaryllis with a click.

See? It’s good when I’m in charge.

The light was a boon. They hurried along the shelves, Lila’s fingers running along the spines of the books. But it was Tamerlan who felt a thrill of pleasure strong enough to temporarily erase the hurt of the last few minutes. This library was amazing. It had every volume he’d read or heard of on each subject. It was almost painful when Lila dragged his body past them but there was no time to stop and browse each one. No time to run fingers lovingly over the spines of familiar friends or delve into the first pages of books he’d never read before. No time to flip through, perusing the more interesting ones and making stacks of which ones he would read. 

No time.

Here they were. The books on the Legends. His heart was racing quickly with anticipation. 

Oh, look! He’d only ever heard of this volume!

Exploits of Cherrylocks stood out, the red leather of the spine enticing him. He tried to reach for it, but Lila stopped him. 

Nice try, pretty man, but I think I’ll keep my secrets from you for now. 

Tamerlan’s eye skimmed the shelves.

No books rumpled or torn or sticking out further than the others. Hmmm. No sign of dust disturbed, or parchments stuck in pages...

What was she doing? He was here to find books on Grandfather Timeless, or of anything that might trap a Legend.

Can’t you tell he’s been here? I can feel his residue like an oilslick in the spirit world.

Who’s residue?

Grandfather Timeless. Now, concentrate and look for what is out of place.

But it was obvious which one the Grandfather had been looking for. Tamerlan had seen it immediately. Queen Mer and the Sea sat innocently between Abelmeyer’s Conquests and Orange Wars of the Dragonblood Plains. That wasn’t where it belonged. Those books were histories of wars, whereas the Queen Mer book was purely autobiographical. Anyone looking would have noticed it at once.

I didn’t notice it.

Anyone who loved books would. It was out of place.

Lila snatched up the little book, riffling through the pages. Ah. That page was slightly torn. This was the book they were looking for. This was the one the Grandfather had been reading.

Are you sure?

It was the one. 

Any librarian worth their salt would have noticed that as quickly as Tamerlan had and replaced the book. The change had to be recent. Maybe even earlier that day. This was the book that would give a clue to where the Grandfather had gone. Tamerlan felt a stab of anxiety slashing through him. And then what? Would they be able to track him down again? And when they did – how would they catch him when he could blink out of existence?

I don’t think he’s blinking out of existence. I think he’s moving to a different time.

What, like he was suddenly ten minutes in the past?

Or twenty years. Or a decade in the future. Who knows? I’m not time. I’ve taken a lot from people – gems, gold, fine clothing. But I don’t steal time like he does. I leave people with their days, their beauty, their memories, their health. The Grandfather snatches all of that – eventually.

Tamerlan shivered as Lila tucked the little blue book into his shirt.

They’d promised not to take any books. 

And she was supposed to love you and be on your side. Consider us even.

What do you have to do with any of that, Lila?

I’m just restoring balance to the world. You’re welcome.

And now they needed to find a book that would teach Tamerlan how to trap the Grandfather once they found him. They couldn’t bet on beating him senseless. They needed some device, some amulet, some ... something ... that didn’t require his eye.

Nah. We don’t need that.

And then she was slipping through the shadows and back up to the roof. 

We do need it!

She ignored his protests. Frustration filled him as he fought uselessly against her hold. She ignored his protests as easily as ignoring an itch, slipping through the palace like a shadow.

If it had been Tamerlan controlling his body, they would have been caught. There were so many eyes on him, so many guards watching, so many chances to mess up. But Lila seemed almost giddy as she slid past every palace defense and left her small candle in front of the last staircase like a burning bright flag. She tucked the little book into the front of his shirt, jamming it down behind his belt.

It’s fun to be free – if only for a few hours!

Did Lila have an avatar somewhere, sleeping beneath earth or sea or in a clock?

I’ll never tell!

Was that why she didn’t want him to read about how to trap Legends?

There’s no such book. There was only ever one true way – not the way of Abelmeyer’s Eye, that’s a temporary thing – and that way was never written down. Hopefully, it was forgotten.

If that was true, then what hope did he have? Maybe she was lying.

She was scrambling back up the rope in his body, ignoring the protests of his muscles as she climbed, hanging upside down. She’d better stick around until the climb was done! Tamerlan didn’t think he could complete it on his own. 

Isn’t this your body climbing?

It was. But it wasn’t his mind. This kind of thing took mental toughness as much as physical strength.

I’d say ‘you’re welcome’ but I already said that.

She was the most puffed up creature on the planet.

I’m only being accurate.

But he still breathed a sigh of relief when their feet were back on the gargoyle and they were sliding back onto the roof of the Court building.

“And what were you doing in the palace, boy?” a gravelly voice asked in the darkness. It was like a knife sliding between his ribs as he realized just who was waiting for him. 

Anglarok.
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13: Meeting of Players
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Tamerlan

When Tamerlan had been a child, he’d been the most afraid of the things that you found in the dark. The things you couldn’t see that crept up on you. The things whose weaknesses you couldn’t assess, because they were hidden. There was nothing good in the dark, because even good things morphed into terrifying things when the lights went out.

When he’d lost his eye, he’d lost half the light of the world. And here in the dark the sound of that voice cut him to the soul. He was cornered on the edge of the roof by an enemy. There’d be no daring escape here.

You forget that I’m in charge.

Lila spun him around. She was crazy if she thought returning to the palace was a good idea. They were caught between one side and the other!

But she wasn’t listening to him. She was already scrambling along the rope, hanging down so that his head and back were to the canal moat below and his face was looking up at his hands furiously climbing. The rope jostled. He looked back. A knife glinted in the moonlight as Anglarok carefully sawed through the rope.

He didn’t have time to scream – wouldn’t have been able to anyway with Lila in charge. They were plunging through the air before he realized what was happening, swinging head down with the rope still clutched in his hands and the wind of their fall whistling around him.

He could see Jhinn’s gondola below in the moat of the palace. He could see Jhinn there with his mouth open and a figure in the shadows behind him. He could see the moonlight glinting off the moat and the bobbing light of Jhinn’s gondola lantern. They were going to hit the water of the moat. And it was going to hurt.

Pain struck him as hard as the water. It forced his breath out of his lungs. He released the rope, clawing his way to the surface of the cold water, pain and panic welling up inside of him. Would the weight of his sword and belt pull him into the clawing depths of the canal? And yet, it still wasn’t him controlling his body. It was all Lila. Maybe she didn’t find things so fun anymore.

I’m having a blast. 

And then he was sputtering on the surface, sucking in as much water as air, the sword dragging him down in the water. Strong arms pulled him up from the drink just as Lila fled his body.

So long, pretty. Let’s do this again.

Her timing was perfect. She’d left just before he leapt from the wok into the flames. 

The woman holding him as he spewed out water and vomit had a single lock of dark hair hanging long over her harsh face while the rest was cut short. And the sharp expression on her face wasn’t the only pointed thing digging at him. The tip of her sword blade nicked his throat.

“You’re not as hard to find as you think you are,” she said. “I wonder if you’re even easier to kill.”

This woman is surely insane, Byron Bronzebow said from his mind. Tamerlan couldn’t have agreed more. Try to charm her to get her on our side.

Charm her? He’d be lucky to survive her.

Say something unbelievable, Lila suggested. 

How would that help anything?

Trust me.

“I’m harder to kill than you might think,” Tamerlan growled.

She laughed and the sword tip eased back just a hair.

Keep going. She’ll respect bold words.

“If you really want to set Marielle free, then maybe you should come with me,” he suggested. “Right now, I’m the only one who can free her.”

“I’m listening,” Liandari said, her look turning considering.

But now Tamerlan was panicking. That was the most outrageous thing he could think of. First, defiance. Then a suggestion that they become allies. What crazier thing could he say?

Tell her your plan! Lila urged.

But he didn’t have a plan!

Then now is the time to make one up. Deathless Pirate suggested. The simpler the better.

“We will head to the sea,” Tamerlan said, scrambling in his mind. After all, the Grandfather had been reading about Queen Mer. And that meant the sea. Hopefully, he hadn’t lost the book in the fall. He thought he still felt it inside his shirt. “That’s where Grandfather Timeless has gone.”

Liandari smiled wider and she moved her sword back to threaten Jhinn who regarded it with as little worry as he would a dead fish. “Go get Anglarok, boy.”

Tamerlan gasped as the sword left his throat, looking around him carefully. A dark shadow waved from the bank and Jhinn steered the boat toward it.

“I think you should trust me to guide us,” Tamerlan suggested, “and I’ll trust you not to try to kill me along the way.”

Her laughter was echoed by Anglarok’s as he leapt into the gondola from the shore.

“Well?” Liandari asked.

“He smells of truth. Why not give him a try?”

“Or I could kill him right here,” Liandari said and the sword was back to threatening Tamerlan again. She was far too fond of that thing!

“That didn’t work out for you last time,” Tamerlan said. “And it won’t work out for you this time, either.”

He’d have to smoke more spices. Could he pull them from his sleeve and light them without tipping his hand?

“But then you’d never get what you want,” a new voice said from the land.

Etienne leapt from the bank into the gondola, sending it rocking and Jhinn cursing. 

“Watch it! If you flip it now, I’ll lose the whole rig.”

“What are you doing here?” Liandari asked but her sword was still at Tamerlan’s throat.

“Looking for him,” Etienne said, nodding at Tamerlan, but his eyes stayed on the Harbingers.

“Then why don’t you ask him whatever you came to ask?” Liandari said. “I’ll just keep my sword handy. And then when you’re done, you can go. I have plans for this boy.”

Etienne shrugged, but the way he stood seemed like he was tensed for something. “Did you find a clue to the Grandfather?” 

Tamerlan hesitated. Shouldn’t they deal with the people holding weapons on them first and worry about books later? 

Etienne coughed. “Well?”

Liandari let the edge of her blade touch his throat again.

Reluctantly, Tamerlan pulled the sodden book out of his shirt handed it to Etienne. “See for yourself.” 

Liandari scowled as she watched Etienne take it. He snorted, opened it, and began to read. Someone had left one of the pages dogeared. 

“And her avatar remains in the sea’s embrace, awaiting the time of the return of Legends,” he read. “The Grandfather goes to free Queen Mer?”

“Yes,” Tamerlan said, hoping he was right. Anything to keep this chaos from spinning out of control.

“And these two?” Etienne asked. As if the Harbingers were Tamerlan’s guests and not threatening him with blades. “What are they doing here?”

“I think you’re done with questions now. Time to leave.” Liandari twisted and her sword darted toward Etienne.

Etienne reacted so quickly that Tamerlan could hardly duck, parrying Liandari’s testing thrust. She looked surprised as he pressed her back with the strength behind his blade.

“We want the girl,” Liandari said as if she were negotiating. “She’s the key to finding the one who opens the Bridge of Legends – the one who endangers us all. Why do you think that our people have returned? Why do you think we’ve come to your five cities?”

Little does she know, he’s right here in front of her! Lila was laughing in Tamerlan’s mind, but he didn’t feel like laughing at all. He stepped back to where Jhinn stood with his paddle held at the defensive. Anglarok stood casually between them and Liandari. He wasn’t fighting them, merely keeping them from interrupting his lieutenant as she tested Etienne.

“And I’m willing to spill your blood right now if it means getting the information we need to get her back,” Liandari said.

“I don’t have that information,” Etienne said coolly as his sword met hers in a careful parry. The swordplay seemed like more negotiations. 

“It sounds like it’s in that book.”

“Only if you know how to read it. Which you don’t.”

Think Tamerlan, think! They were hunting for him. They weren’t afraid to use violence. They were heavily armed. This game Etienne and Liandari were playing wouldn’t last forever and then they’d be tying him to a chair to torture him again.

There was nothing for it. He had to smoke.

He looked at Jhinn who raised an eyebrow and nodded emphatically. He was thinking the same thing.

Desperately, he pulled a roll of Spice out of the oilcloth pouch in his sleeve and ducked behind Jhinn to light it with Jhinn’s gondola lantern. The roll lit immediately. He bought it to his lips, sucking in smoke as quickly as he could. 

“You stay put!” There was tension in Anglarok’s voice but it eased when he saw what Tamerlan was doing. “Those things are a filthy habit. I had a friend who got a big lump in his mouth from doing that. Grossest thing you ever saw.”

Come on! Come on!

He’d sucked in too much smoke too quickly. He turned to the side and was noisily ill into the canal as the grunts and clangs of a fight continued above him.

Too late to worry about the fact that an entire fleet is after you. Just don’t get caught, Deathless Pirate suggested as he snatched up Tamerlan’s body. Easy for him to say. He was already dead.

“It seems your man doesn’t have much of a stomach for violence,” Liandari said to Etienne as they fought. “Maybe the same is true of you?” 

He shouldn’t be smoking again. He’d said last time would be the last.

It’s better this way. Doesn’t it feel good to surrender control? To let someone else take the reins? Even if it’s just for a moment?

Deathless Pirate drew his sword, leaping to his forward. 

Anglarok swung toward Tamerlan but the butt end of his harpoon hit Jhinn as he turned. The boy fell back with a cry. Deathless Pirate leapt over his fallen body, yelling a war cry as he slashed his blade aggressively at Anglarok.

“By the bones of my dead, I’ll cut you down!”

The look of shock on Anglarok’s face filled Tamerlan’s vision.

Don’t kill him! Don’t kill him!

They didn’t need another death on their hands.

No need. This is fun!

Deathless Pirate lunged forward, snatching Anglarok by the throat and lifting him up in one hand. 

This had been a mistake.

Mind and will must be powerful. Know what you want! Calling me is never a mistake.

There was a cry of frustration from Etienne as Liandari battled him back to the ferro. 

“Give me the book,” she said.

Deathless Pirate tossed Anglarok overboard like unwanted cargo. He hit the water with a splash.

“Keep him from the boat with that oar, boy!” he called over his shoulder to Jhinn and then he was bouncing forward on the balls of his feet. He snatched Liandari up by the waist in a single armed hug, tossed Tamerlan’s sword into the bottom of the boat and grabbed her wrist with his sword hand, grinding her wrist bones in his grip until her sword fell, too.

Behind them there was a loud thunk and a moan as Jhinn obeyed, prodding at Anglarok with the oar while he tried to keep his feet under him. He swayed as he stood – still recovering from the hit he’d taken. The second that Liandari’s sword fell, Deathless Pirate grabbed her waist in both hands and hurled her into the canal.

“To the oars, boys!” he cried. “Pull for all you’re worth! Pull, you ragged sails!”

There was a splash and a moan and then Deathless Pirate had an oar in each arm and was rowing so hard that Tamerlan thought he might tear the muscles in his shoulders. But it was good. It was so good just to ride this amazing power and capability  - if only for a short time.  

Etienne’s jaw muscles tightened as he leaned down to get face to face with Tamerlan – a small action, but he had to be feeling the same pressure Tamerlan was. After all, he’d opened the Bridge before, too. These two were here to hunt him, too.

“I have affairs to attend here in Yan,” Etienne said quietly. “This ... interruption ... hasn’t changed that.”

“We have bigger concerns,” Deathless Pirate said with a grimace. “Unless you want your throat slit by that violent woman and her Scenter. Come with me. Let’s go find the Grandfather.”

Jhinn snickered in the back of the gondola. He must be okay if he was finding humor in this.

Tamerlan risked a look behind him to see two sodden people pulling themselves up along the canal. They knew he was headed to the sea. They wouldn’t be far behind. Already, they were hailing another gondola as it slid down the canal. He heard the commotion as they demanded that it follow them.

“Of course, I want Marielle free,” Etienne said. “But I need a few more days here to finish what I started before I go heading off on another wild chase.”

“Not an option,” Deathless Pirate said. “We are pursued by enemies. There is no time to stop to let you off.”

Etienne made a frustrated sound in the back of his throat.

“Unless you want to swim for it.” Deathless Pirate sounded gleeful at the suggestion.

“I’ll stay with you,” Etienne said curtly. 

Behind them, the gondola took off quickly with Anglarok and Liandari in it.

“Then help me row, dangerous one,” Deathless Pirate said. “We have enemies to outdistance. And a woman to save from a clock.”

Etienne leaned in close. “I know that you’re in there, Tamerlan, and when you resurface, I’m going to make you pay for this.”

But he took an oar and threw his back into rowing as Jhinn stayed frozen in place at the stern, staring at their pursuers as he steered the gondola through the rainy canals under the light of the autumn moon.
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14: Ghostly Guardians


[image: image]


Marielle

If it hadn’t been for the scent, she would have never found him. In this murky haze of souls forging their paths over one another, through each other, around each other, finding just one person was like finding the moment an idea was born. It was nearly impossible. But the scent propelled her on.

There he was! His scent filled her like breath, licking up and over the edges of her walls until she felt like she could melt in it. She moved toward the scent, feeling in the darkness of time and space until she thought she might almost be able to touch ...

A specter rose up – beautiful and terrible. Her long red hair whirled around her as her hand thrust out and she hissed, “He’s ours. Be gone!”

And then she was tumbling away, spinning through time and space again.

She needed to find him again. She knew now that she could. If she could find the scent she could follow it. But next time she would need a plan for dealing with the red-haired woman. Because she was beginning to forget and she desperately needed to remember.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




15: Cogs and Gears
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Tamerlan

The Yan Canal was a man-made channel formed years ago to keep Yan City connected to H’yi and Xin. It bridged the space between the Alabastru and Cerulean Rivers. Barges headed up the river, loaded with heaping cargos – oranges and seafood brought up from the sea for the Autumngale feast, timbers and stone to finalize summer repairs and projects before the cold of winter, thick sacks of grain and crates of dried fruits to fill the storehouses. Family boats floated in both directions, filled with laughter, squawking chickens, the clang of hammers working, and the quiet conversation of the boat nomad peoples. It was a picture of bounty and culture and of the ever-moving nature of life on the Dragonblood Plains.

Tamerlan glanced at Jhinn. Did he look at his people with envy? He didn’t have a family boat to return to like they did. Most of the gondoliers had a gondola tied up to a family boat. None of them lived in their gondola like Jhinn did.

“I left that behind a long time ago,” Jhinn said when he noticed Tamerlan looking. “My gondola is better. I don’t need other people.”

Tamerlan nodded. If the boy wanted to be alone, that was his business. Sometimes Tamerlan wished he could be alone – even if only in his own mind.

We only want to help you. The dragons must be stopped, and order restored, King Abelmeyer said in his mind. As the only living person we have a connection to, we want to help you save our children’s children. 

And how could he say no to that? But he was going crazy in the loudness of his mind. Crazy as he tapped his fingers along the gunwale of the gondola while Etienne slept in a heap of cloth at the front of the gondola. He should sleep too.

Was Marielle going insane inside the clock?

How did you know if you were losing your mind?

His eyes scanned the canal behind them constantly. He’d lost sight of their pursuers at daybreak – but it didn’t mean that they weren’t still there. He didn’t have Deathless Pirate’s superhuman strength anymore. And just plain Tam didn’t have the strength to row like a machine. He should smoke again. He should let the Legends help.

“Tamerlan? Tam?” 

He rubbed his eyes. He was vulnerable to them when he was tired. He needed sleep if he was going to hold off the constant temptation of smoking again.

“King Abelmeyer?”

Tamerlan looked up from the yellowed waters of the canal.

He blinked as he glanced at Jhinn’s concerned face. “Oh, sorry. I missed that, Jhinn.”

“You’ll get her out, Tamerlan. And you’ll find a way to calm your demons.”

“Thank you,” he said gravely, smiling at the younger man. He paused a moment before adding, “You don’t need to keep transporting us, Jhinn. We can find another boat. You are too selfless, friend.” He put his face in his hands. He was so tired. When was the last time that he’d slept? “I don’t know why you stick by me when no one else cares.”

Jhinn’s face turned hard. “Because I couldn’t help someone else – someone like you. He was a brother to me, but he roams the lands of the dead now. His spirit drifts like the winds. There should have been another way to save him.”

“That doesn’t mean that you owe me anything,” Tamerlan said gently.

“And you don’t owe Marielle anything. We choose who we’ll care about. And owing people doesn’t factor into that. Loyalty isn’t about who owes who. It’s about who you choose to tie strings to – who you choose to keep caring about even when no one else does. It’s not about reciprocity. It’s about ... I don’t know. But it’s not about that.”

Tamerlan was silent for a long time. He pushed away the voices, trying to drown them out as they responded.

You can use a person like that.

Loyalty is a commodity that can’t be bought.

Give yourselves to the great cause! 

That wasn’t how he felt. He felt – humbled.

“I’m deeply honored by your friendship, Jhinn,” he said.

“I’ll ignore the things your demons say about me,” Jhinn said with a sly grin. “They might be useful to me yet.”

Tamerlan felt his cheeks grow hot. “How do you see them when no one else does?”

Jhinn shrugged, looking away. Maybe he didn’t know why. Maybe it made him uncomfortable not to know.

Tamerlan tried changing the subject. “How are we moving so quickly?”

He’d just noticed that they were outpacing the barge next to them. And no one was rowing.

Jhinn snickered. “Remember that device you were helping me with? Look.”

Tamerlan followed his pointing finger to where he was pedaling in the bottom of the boat. What in the world was that? 

“It turns a gear that multiplies the power which twists a shaft that turns a propeller. And that propeller moves us forward with surprising speed. I’d thank you for it, but I’m relatively sure you had no idea that you’ve been helping me design this. Those ghosts of yours can be very useful if you catch them unaware.”

He hadn’t had any idea. He’d been obsessed with finding the Grandfather. His eyes widened. Had Jhinn been fishing the knowledge of this out of his mind without him even knowing it? He really was going mad.

“It will get us to Choan days faster than usual. We can even go upriver with it more quickly. Those demons won’t catch us with this.”

Tamerlan felt his cheeks heat. “I’m afraid that they’re always with us. With me.”

“I don’t mean your ghosts, boy. I mean those Harbingers.” Jhinn spat. “Devils. Both of them.”

“And Etienne?” Tamerlan asked, amused. 

Jhinn shook his head. “That one should have stayed in Yan.”

“I don’t think he had a choice,” Tamerlan said. Deathless Pirate wouldn’t have let him leave. A boat drifted by beside them smelling of the cinnamon tea that was so popular during Autumngale. His belly rumbled. “Do your people celebrate Autumngale?”

“Not the same way. Autumngale for your people is the time to remember the civil wars. For us, it was the time that Queen Mer chose us and made us alive. It’s a time of creation. We celebrate by creating things.”

“Like the gears and pedals on that device?”

Jhinn shot him a proud grin. “Yes. Isn’t it beautiful? I can make more, too. When this is all over. But first we free Marielle from the lands of the dead.”

“If you were smart, you wouldn’t stay with us. You’d go off on your own and build those machines and live a good life.” It bothered him that he was holding the other boy back.

“I’m smart enough, but life on the water can be boring. Life with you is not boring. I plan to stick around. Now, think, boy. How do you catch this Grandfather? Stalking him has proven useless. You need a trap, Tam.”

“I know, but I can’t think of anything, and I don’t want to lose my other eye – not unless I have to.”

“Catching the Grandfather is like trying to net a fast fish. You need to drive him into a set – into a net or trap he can’t get out of.”

“How do you trap a Legend?” 

“With bait. Stop chasing him and let him come to you.”

It sounded so simple, but he had no idea how to do it. “What can you use to bait a Legend?”

Jhinn shrugged. “Find something he wants. Easy.”

But it wasn’t easy and as the day wore on and they reached the Alabastru river, Tamerlan still hadn’t thought of anything and he was beginning to think he could see that gondola in the distance upriver – following them. How long until it would catch them? And what would those Harbingers do if they ever caught up again?

The ruins of H’yi rose in the distance – partially burnt out buildings and blackened ruins. A gleam of light in the center of it might have been sunlight glinting off the clock. His heart lurched at the thought. She was just over there. It felt as though there was a string from her to him, pulling him all the time and the further away he went, the harder it tugged at him.

Two months hadn’t been long enough for the city to be rebuilt after the fires. Not long enough for the population to be restored. Not long enough for plants to grow over the ruins of Jingen city on the back of the slumbering dragon next to the riverbank. He’d put that dragon there with his eye. But at what cost? 

Was saving the world worth losing a person you cared about? Marielle had given everything for H’yi and no one even remembered her name. 

He was still deep in his musings hours later as he took a turn pedaling the boat so Jhinn could sleep.

Just let us out and you can forget. Maid Chaos whispered in his mind. I’ll take you for a merry ride.

You want to plan a trap? I’m the master of traps. We can start in H’yi. You want to go there, don’t you? That was Lila.

He played with one of his paper rolls and thought about who might cross the Bridge of Legends and come to him. Their voices all the time were wearing through his resistance. Wouldn’t be easier to let one out? Then he’d only have one voice in his mind, controlling his thoughts, driving him slowly insane.

“I hope you aren’t thinking of doing that,” Etienne said grimly, sitting beside him to look out over the devastation.

“Why haven’t you jumped into the river and swum back?” Tamerlan asked a bit harshly. “If you had plans back there, you know I can – won’t stop you now. You could just go.”

Etienne hesitated. “I’m not sure there’s any point to that now. Last night I might have changed her mind. But today ... not today.”

He was reading a slip of paper over again. With a sigh, he handed it to Tamerlan. 

“I suppose there’s no more point in keeping it from you.”

E. 

It’s been a pleasure. But if you see no way to the future I want, then I see no way to the future you want. The Whisper withdraws our support. We’ll back another.

A.

“’A’ is Allegra,” Tamerlan interpreted aloud. “A dangerous woman.”

Etienne snorted. “That’s like saying that the dragon Jingen over there is dangerous. It’s true, but not true enough.”

“What did she want from you?”

“Something I couldn’t give.”

Him, Lila said. Trust a woman’s intuition. That’s bitterness in that note. She wanted him. 

Tamerlan watched his face. Watched the sorrow, disappointment and bitterness washing over it.

“When did they buy you for the government?” he asked bluntly. “Were you in your teens?”

“I was five when they bought me to be heir of Lord Mythos. I didn’t even know what it meant. I wasn’t even from Jingen. I was from Yan. I grew up with the Lord Fable as the legendary ruler of our city, not the Lord Mythos. They are the same, of course, but even the name was foreign to me. But they wanted a clever boy. Clever and malleable.”

“I wouldn’t call you malleable. Neither would Allegra.”

“Well, that didn’t stop them from molding me.” The bitterness hung thick on his tongue. “For all the good it did me. My city ruined. My people destitute. They stand in line for bread. It hollows their souls.”

“And Allegra won’t help you? She won’t use that secret organization of hers to back you in ... what? Opposing Yan and Decebal in ruling that city? Is that what you wanted? Revolution?”

Etienne’s eyes narrowed. He hadn’t expected Tamerlan to guess, had he? 

“Sometimes revolutions are necessary.”

“Necessary for your people or necessary for you?”

“My people need me. And I’d give anything to help them.”

“Except what Allegra wants?”

He flinched. “I didn’t know she’d take rejection so poorly.”

There was another long pause where the only sound was the sound of the gears whirring as Tamerlan pedaled. 

“She’s not the kind of woman who takes ‘no’ well,” Tamerlan agreed. “How did you meet?”

“There are many skills you learn when they’re grooming you to lead. You need to know every aspect of the city you will rule. You were surprised when I scaled a wall in the rain. That’s a small thing compared to the things I was taught. One thing was siphoning magic from sleeping dragons – just enough to keep the city safe in small ways. Like holding off plagues. I met Allegra six years ago – when the old Lord Mythos ruled. It was the year that the Green Plague hit Jingen and Xin. Do you remember it?”

“Barely.” He’d been bought that year. He came to the city months after the plague was gone.

“It was virulent and terrible. A man would sneeze and five hours later be dead in the streets. A child would go to bed whole and never wake. It haunted our cities. And Allegra was one of the Cure Mistresses fighting it. I was sent to help them with the authority and magic of the Lord Mythos at my disposal. That’s how we met – destroying the plague. I knew what kind of woman she was almost immediately – the kind of woman who could do anything.”

“Even foment revolution.”

“Revolution is only the change of power. She could be a queen like Queen Mer. A Legend in her own right.”

“You sound like you’re in love with her.”

“It would be crazy to love a woman like that. She would consume you alive.”

Tamerlan chuckled. That seemed exactly true of Allegra. But he had a feeling that Etienne might like to have been consumed by her.

“And why do you have no apprentice of your own?”

“I should have one by now. But look at me.” Etienne barked a laugh. “I’m almost as crazy as you are, Tamerlan. Hunting a Legend. Turning down perfectly good offers of power. Working with my enemies. I’m adrift on the seas of power. I can sense that a huge wave is coming, but no matter how I scramble, I can’t avoid it and I can’t find a way to ride it out. It will swallow every city of our Plains whole in a single bite. And there’s nothing we can do about it.”

“Nothing but keep fighting.”

He laughed – a cynical laugh. “Do you know how the dragons first came to the Dragonblood Plains? They came from the mountains. The dragonblooded were fighting amongst themselves and in their fighting, they created a terrible weapon. And once it was created, they could not defeat it. They fled their mountain homes to these plains. They married the people here. Lived with them. Mixed blood with blood. Until one day when the dragons followed them. And all their sins came home to roost. What can we do to avoid the terrors we have wrought? What can we do to avoid the fates we’ve twisted for ourselves? If anyone could do that – well, he’d be saved. Saved. Don’t we all want to be saved?”

Tamerlan felt his eye burning at the thought of that. If there was one thing he wished he could be, it was saved. Saved from the voices. Saved from the guilt. Saved from the waves that tossed him back and forth like driftwood. 

“What kind of trap will hold the Grandfather?”

“The clock held him,” Etienne said. 

“But what kind of bait would tempt him? I don’t like your plan to give up the rest of my vision to sedate him. I think we should try something else first. I think we should set a trap and wait for him to trip it.”

“Now, that is a very good idea. It will require some thought.”

And they sat together and listened to their demons as they raced to follow the twists and turns of the river.  
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16: Lies and Rumors of Lies
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Marielle

He loved bunnies. He was cooing to them as his father spoke in the background. He seemed too old for that – fourteen maybe and his full height though a little gawky, but the sweet expression on his face as he tended them made him look younger than he was. Azure faintly tinged him with the scent of aspens – gentleness. 

“He’ll be fine for the Alchemists. He’s clever. He reads. Valuable. You’ll be happy you paid such a low price for him.”

He was trying not to listen, that was clear, as he put them back in their hutches, petting each head and offering green plants to them. It was a goodbye. And the sad swirls of wisteria scent that spun around him mingled with his golden warm honey and cinnamon scent and drew her in. She wished she could comfort him. Wished she could help him. Wished she could draw every thread of that wisteria purple from him and cast it away until he was all golden beauty without this thick wrapping of sadness.

He flickered. And then he was in a gondola beside Etienne and they were both staring at the sleeping form of a dragon, half-buried in mud. And he smelled just as sad in the boat. Puffs of wisteria filled the boat and drifted behind him down the river.

A spirit that looked like a King shot up from his form, ghostly and pale blue. 

“You’re not welcome here,” he said to her, authoritatively. 

She gasped. He could see her? Then the red-haired woman had not been a mistake at all. There were spirits claiming Tamerlan.

“He’s mine,” the ghost said. 

He flicked a finger and she tumbled away, rolling through history and time. She was standing in the swirling snow beside a man wrapped in rags, a sword in each hand and a wild look in his eyes. A cage stood beside him, door flung open, and inside it, a single shell lay. It pulsed turquoise with magic. The man licked his lips and then the vision was gone and Marielle tumbled back into the whirl of time.
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17: Choan
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Tamerlan

“And how are we going to get through that?” Tamerlan asked as they passed the city of Choan on one side and the city of Xin on the other bathed in the orange beams of the setting sun. Gulls swooped and called as they ended their day and the hurry of barges and riverboats grew more pronounced as they rushed to arrive at their destinations before the sun finally set.

But for Tamerlan and his companions, the night had just begun.

Beyond Choan, the Retribution fleet had drawn closer, until it was almost upon the city. White sails filled the horizon. And it was through those sails that they would have to pass to get to the Isle of Mer.

He read the passage about Queen Mer for what must be the thousandth time.

Queen Mer stays to guard us still and her avatar remains in the sea’s embrace, awaiting the time of the return of Legends. For she was placed among the arms of the sea and in the embrace of the tide she was set. She was honored on the Isle of Mer and enthroned in majesty there until the Day would come once again.

It seemed clear enough. Queen Mer’s avatar was somewhere on or near the Isle of Mer. And the Grandfather was headed there for some unknown reason. What did he want with her? And was this the kind of bait that Tamerlan needed to set a trap for the Grandfather?

Bait is something you put in a trap before your prey gets there, Deathless Pirate reminded him. This is not your bait. Turn your mind away from the thought.

But if he could find out why Grandfather Time was so set on pursuing Queen Mer, then maybe he could figure out what he wanted. That was how you found bait – understanding what your prey wanted ...

We should stick to the original plan, Abelmeyer argued. Stalk the Grandfather and catch him. All this business with traps and bait is too much like Ram the Hunter. It will drive you mad.

The problem with having voices in your head was that it was hard to formulate plans when they kept interrupting all your thoughts with objections. And for that matter, if Queen Mer was a Legend, why was she never in his head?

Because she’s never won the right to steer your body, Abelmeyer said. She’s been preoccupied with other things.

Tamerlan shivered.

A barge of oranges floated by, heaped high and full with the round fruit and set on delivering them into the city. The Retribution flotilla hadn’t stopped the orange ships. How strange. With them waiting there like a dragon waiting to leap on its prey, you’d think they would stop them, but the delivery was here, just in time for Autumngale.

Around the barge, a small skiff floated by, carrying a group of refugees. It was easy to recognize the hollow-eyed looks of people who had grown used to the idea that there was nothing left for them but ashes. These must be people from H’yi still filtering into Choan. Perhaps they had tried to survive for a time in the ruins there. Usually, Byron Bronzebow would be clamoring in Tamerlan’s mind – but he was oddly quiet.

There had to be some way to help all these people. There had to be some way to rebuild the lost cities – Jingen and H’yi and bring back the prosperity they once had.

“No one else cares,” Etienne said, looking at the same boat. His mind was in the same place as Tamerlan’s. “I want to make everything safe again, but no one else cares. Oh, they say that they care. You should hear your father wax eloquent on the matter in the balls Yan has been hosting.”

“What are you doing attending Landhold Balls, Etienne?” Tamerlan asked, pedaling past the skiff. He didn’t want to think about his father. He’d avoided the man’s public appearances assiduously.

He threw his irritation at the thought into pedaling. The pedals made them faster than any other boat on the river, and yet that gondola behind them was still gaining. His mouth formed a thin line as he looked over his shoulder to see it in the distance. It was always there. Always shadowing them. What magic could make it as fast as Jhinn’s little device?

“I’ve been searching for cracks. Looking for ways to restore balance. The Five Cities are important. They must be restored, and the people kept strong. You aren’t the only one with the ability to hide in the shadows.”

“Looking for ways to gain power again, you mean,” Tamerlan said bitterly. “That is, until you scorned Allegra.”

Etienne shot him an angry look. “I’m here with you right now, aren’t I? Does this look like I’m grasping at power?”

Tamerlan shrugged, but it couldn’t dislodge the guilt. “Sorry.”

Jhinn’s snores in the bow of the boat continued unabated.

“How will we get past that blockade?” he asked, still pedaling. They might be at odds in their view of the world, but they still needed each other to catch the Grandfather and put him back in the clock.

Etienne was watching the slowing traffic. It was down to orange barges and family boats now. Every reputable boat had scurried to safety as darkness descended.

Tamerlan lifted the coal in its small cage, planning to light the gondola light behind him but Etienne threw up a hand. 

“Not yet,” he said. “Wait.”

He was tense, watching the boats.

“The flotilla lets the orange boats through. They stop fishermen and other traffic, but they let the orange boats through.”

“Sure,” Tamerlan said, but his eyes were drifting back to the gondola following them. Was it his imagination, or had they sped up again? How were they doing that?

“It makes sense to blockade us from the sea. To weaken the cities by stopping trade. It makes sense if you are waiting to scoop them up when they grow weaker.”

Now, he was certain of it. The other boat was gaining on them. Tamerlan felt for his sword. It was still there. And for his rolls of Spice. He’d need them too, if they were overtaken.

“Which means they are biding their time,” Etienne mused. “Do you know how many oranges we use every year in the Orange Wars, Tamerlan?”

“I have no idea.” 

And he didn’t care. Every year fools took perfectly good oranges and threw them at each other in mock wars that imitated the civil wars – the real Orange Wars. Every year people wandered the sticky, citrus-scented streets the next day with black eyes and broken noses from mock fights that got out of hand. No holiday in the Dragonblood Plains was hotter for the gambling community. There were bets on injuries and wins and losses and even though it was all pretend and meant nothing, those chalk lines actually did make a difference in the cities. If your side won, there were connections made, trade deals, respect from your fellows and that insubstantial currency subtly influenced your status and wealth. The Orange Wars on Autumngale were foolish and dangerous – but they did mean something.

But he wasn’t thinking about Orange Wars. He was trying to gauge when he should smoke his Spice. Darkness was descending. Every moment made it just a little harder to see. And with the gondola lights unlit, he had to dodge empty barges going back out to sea to unload ships beyond the blockades and full orange barges headed back to the city. Why didn’t Etienne want the lights lit? Perhaps he thought they would lose their pursuers in amongst the traffic?

“Thousands. But it’s better than actually killing each other. All those resentments and angers and disputes spill over into what has become a yearly sport – a war where territories are fought for and claimed by the throwing of oranges until one side or the other gives up and goes home. All they win is bragging rights. And yet it works. It commemorates our civil wars – and it prevents more civil wars.”

It was more than that. Even Tamerlan knew that, and he was pretty sure that Etienne did, too.

“That’s nice,” Tamerlan said as Jhinn stirred in the front of the boat.

“I think that what we need to do,” Etienne said, “is leave this fine gondola in Jhinn’s capable hands while we take one of those barges to sneak past the blockade. And we need to do it quickly. Because when the Orange Wars start, I have a bad feeling that it will be more than oranges flying this year.”

Tamerlan looked up. Was Etienne saying that the Whisper was going to act this Autumngale? The Orange Wars would be the perfect cover for a revolution.

Tamerlan opened his mouth to ask if Etienne, but at that moment, Etienne launched himself over the side of the gondola, leaping onto the deck of an empty barge beside them.

“What ho, good captain!” he called as Tamerlan cursed, jumping up from the pedals and Jhinn woke.

“That boy is crazy!” Jhinn said, yawning as he spoke.

“We need to leave you with the gondola,” Tamerlan said hurriedly, checking his sword, knife, cloak, belt pouch, rolls of spice – did he have everything?

The gondola was gaining on them. He only had moments to make a choice.

“Can you wait for us in Choan? I need to go with him,” he said to Jhinn and as the boy was still nodding, he leaned down, lit his Spice on the small brazier they kept to light the lanterns, and pulled in a draft of smoke.

“I’ll be under the Jowl Bridge every night at sunset until you join me again!” Jhinn called as Tamerlan leapt up from the gondola, following Etienne into the dark. “And I’ll watch for you. Where Chaos reigns, that’s where I’ll find you.”

They shook hands in the darkness.

The gondola was nearly upon them and they’d just lost an ally in Etienne’s scramble. He’d better hope that he’d secured them a ship. This was all going way too crazy, way too quickly!

And I’m here to save you from it all. Trust me.

“Go!” he called to Jhinn and he leapt from the gondola as the Legend took him.
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18: At Sea
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Tamerlan

If you could have chosen someone to take you over – you’d choose Abelmeyer. He was noble and brave and incredibly skilled with the sword.

Plus, I’m used to operating with just one eye!

He sailed with Tamerlan’s body over the rail of the barge like he did this every day.

Muscles and bone and nerves that flash with life! It’s a heady feeling! Let’s rule this world!

His sword was out, flashing in the light of the barge lanterns as he struck a noble pose to the horror of the barge workers.

“We’re being taken! Our ship is being stolen from beneath us! Raise the warning!”

Feet thudded on the decks and Etienne shot Tamerlan a furious glance, but it was Abelmeyer who spoke with Tamerlan’s voice.

“STOP.” 

As if compelled, the sailors froze mid-stride. 

“Your barge is hereby needed in service of your cities,” Abelmeyer declared. “You will be compensated for this inconvenience and you will be sent back on your way as quickly as possible.”

“You can’t take the barge. We’re hired out for the week!” The captain looked aghast. “As I was saying to your man here.”

Etienne’s scowl deepened. He didn’t like being thought of as anyone’s servant. 

“And as I was saying,” Etienne said. “It will only take you a few hours out of your way. We need just one stop at the Isle of Mer.”

And what did he think they would do after that? Without a ship or boat, they’d be stuck there.

Our enemy will have transport. We will take it for our own. 

And what if he didn’t have ‘transport’? What if he’d made a deal just as foolhardy as ours? What if he had others with him and they kept us from taking his boat?

You ask too many questions. Act. Don’t doubt. Do you want this or not?

He wanted it.

You called me. Now trust me to do the job.

If Tamerlan could have clenched his jaw while Etienne finished the negotiation with the barge captain, he would have. But Abelmeyer had other ideas. He strode to the stern of the ship and peered out at the gondola following them.

Where was it? It had been back there only a moment ago.

Abelmeyer whirled, scanning the people on the deck, looking in every direction in the river around them. 

Where?

Etienne strode over, smiling slightly.

“Despite your hotheaded foolery, we’ve been given what we asked for,” he said.

But Abelmeyer wasn’t listening. He was looking. Searching.

There was a creaking sound from behind them and Abelmeyer spun lightning-fast bringing his sword up.

He was just in time.

One blade met the other in the clang of steel on steel.  

Liandari was lightning fast, her blade snaking out like a viper in any direction that he wasn’t guarding. But Abelmeyer was quick, too, turning her blade and spinning in a complicated movement that locked their swords together and almost succeeded in wrenching her sword away. 

He pulled back from the clash, crouching low and darting his blade out like a flicking tongue of a lizard. 

Flick toward her face. She countered. 

Flick toward her feet. She danced aside. 

Flick toward her wrist. That time his sword bit flesh. 

But he didn’t stay still. He leapt from the crouch and strode forward so quickly that Tamerlan’s breath would have caught in his throat if he was the one doing the breathing. He pushed past her faltering guard and grabbed her throat with one hand, lifting her up and shaking her.

Beside him, Etienne was calling something, but Abelmeyer’s ears were roaring, his vision reddening in his battle rage.

A hand was placed on his shoulder and he spun to look at whoever was touching him. Liandari shook in his grasp as he moved.

Anglarok stood with hands raised, disarmed by Etienne but it was Etienne who had placed a hand on Tamerlan’s arm.

“Enough, brother,” he said with a taut expression. “No need to kill her.”

The red began to clear from his vision, but it wasn’t Tamerlan who spoke. It was Abelmeyer.

“They are Banished Ones. The spawn of Queen Mer.”

“We could use them to get around the blockade,” Etienne said easily. “The barge is good, but what if they search it? These are their own people. They could help us get through.”

“Help us or betray us?” Abelmeyer asked. “Their ancestors fled the five cities during the Orange Wars. How fitting that they would return during the Autumngale celebration when the Orange Wars are remembered. Have you forgotten that they chased us all the way here? They want our blood. They do not want to help us.”

“We want Marielle,” Liandari gasped. Abelmeyer set her on the deck, but he still held her throat. “We need her to track the opener of the Bridge of Legends. He is our doom. He must be stopped.”

A muscle clenched in Etienne’s jaw and Tamerlan flinched internally. Would he reveal that Tamerlan was the one who had opened the Bridge? Didn’t he need Tamerlan as much as they did? Maybe that would keep him from being too honest. 

If he does, I will dispatch them quickly. We dare not risk you.

“Does that mean that you will work with us to find Grandfather Timeless and set Marielle free from the clock?” Etienne asked. 

“We have considered your tale,” Liandari gasped. “About the clock. About the Grandfather.”

“Give her a little breath, Tamerlan,” Etienne said, leaning forward like a hunting dog.

Abelmeyer let go of her throat. But his hand whipped out to grab her sword wrist instead. She flinched as his grip bit into her wound. But she hadn’t dropped the sword. That took discipline. Someone that disciplined might decide to strike at any moment.

She will strike us down the moment we no longer serve a purpose to her. And if she finds out you are our bridge to this world, she will do worse than kill you. We will not allow that.

How did he know?

Queen Mer sent them away with prophecies. Prophecies that the opener of the Bridge would destroy the world.

Well, Tamerlan wouldn’t be destroying anything. Except for maybe the Grandfather.

Exactly. 

Although, opening the Bridge of Legends often had consequences he didn’t anticipate.

They are insane. Religiously insane and that is worse.

“We will help you find this Grandfather. Our quest is too important not to use whoever we can,” Liandari said.

“She was trying to kill me a moment ago,” Abelmeyer objected. “That’s not the work of someone who wants to be an ally.”

Etienne waved a hand dismissively. “I’ll take their weapons. You can watch them. They won’t cause trouble when we both want the same thing, will you, Liandari? We could use allies. The two of us haven’t succeeded yet. Maybe if we were four, that would change.”

It doesn’t matter if he brings them along. One wrong look and we’ll cut their throats.

That seemed harsh.

Would you rather they cut yours?

Liandari looked at Anglarok who shrugged and handed Etienne his short sword and harpoon. “Take them. But we would prefer if you guarded us.”

“Why?”

“The boy smells of madness,” Anglarok said, looking at Tamerlan as Tamerlan took the sword from Liandari’s hand. He hadn’t relaxed his grip on her wound. “The insane can be used, but never trusted.”

Tamerlan felt Abelmeyer’s jaw clench and he agreed wholeheartedly. He wasn’t insane. Was he?

Always, the weak see the strong as mad. Visionaries. Leaders. Seers. Through the ages, they are branded as madmen. You are only thought to be mad because you have tapped into the rushing river of time and plucked out the Legends leaping through the water like salmon. You have birthed us into the world for a short time to feed your vision. Ignore the mortal. 

“I think it’s better if I watch them,” Abelmeyer said calmly to Etienne. “The ship’s crew needs your ability to calm them.”

He nodded his head toward where the ship’s crew was gathered around, jaws dropping open as they watched the tableau in the stern.

Etienne cursed softly and then nodded to Tamerlan. 

Liandari grunted in protest, but with her weapons gone she could only protest with murderous looks.

“Don’t kill anyone while I’m gone,” Etienne said quietly – and he was deadly serious. He strode away, speaking calmly to the sailors like a man trying to reassure a dog, but his fist clenched and unclenched betraying his own worry.

Tamerlan smiled at Liandari and Anglarok, shuddering inside at the feeling of that smile. When Abelmeyer smiled with his mouth, it did not feel pleasant. It felt vicious.

“If we’re really going to work together, then we need to talk,” Liandari said as Anglarok opened his bag and brought out a roll of bandage for her wrist.

“I suppose you’ll want to lay the groundwork for how to use me,” Abelmeyer said with Tamerlan’s voice. But Tamerlan was secretly cheering him on. Yes! She deserved to know how much that had stung. 

“We’re hitched together now – you and me. We want the same thing,” Liandari said, her eyes hard as flint.

“Then swear to me by the salt of the sea and the salt of your blood that we are one until the purpose is met.”

What did that mean?

It is how these people swear. If she does not agree, then she plans to betray us.

“How do you know about that?” Liandari’s eyes flashed with suspicion.

“Don’t try to guess how much I know.”

Sometimes Abelmeyer sounded noble. Sometimes he sounded like an arrogant fool.

Don’t insult the person who can destroy your body.

Liandari and Anglarok looked at each other and then at him. Their expressions were identical – narrowed, suspicious eyes.

“We don’t make promises to the insane.”

Abelmeyer leaned in close – so close that Tamerlan wondered if he planned to kiss her.

I’d rather kiss a snake.

He was still gripping her wrist as Anglarok danced nervously from foot to foot.

“Insane or not, I’ll split you from navel to nose unless you swear.”

They exchanged another dark look before they spoke in unison.

“We swear on the salt of water and blood not to try to kill you until together we have freed Marielle from the clock.”

Abelmeyer gave them a small, tight bow. Confidence almost dripped off of him.

“I swear by the salt of water and blood not to try to kill you until together we have freed Marielle from the clock.”

He sheathed his sword. What was he doing? They looked like they might try to kill him at a moment’s notice.

Not now that they’ve sworn.

Anglarok spat and his face was dark with suppressed anger. But he took his sword from the pile and sheathed it, leaning his harpoon against the rail of the ship. 

“The failed ruler has a way with words,” Liandari said, nodding to where Etienne had calmed the ship’s crew and got them back on course.

“A ruler only fails if his people die needlessly,” Abelmeyer said, taking her wrist in his hand. “This needs stitches. Let me help you with that.”

With a piercing expression on her face, she handed him a small oil-cloth packet and let him begin the work of stitching her skin. But tension and violence crackled in the air around them like lightning about to strike.  

And if they ever realized that he was the one they were really looking for, then no vows in the world would save him. He’d just have to keep smoking and keep Abelmeyer there until they found the Grandfather. Otherwise, he’d be as vulnerable as a fish in a net.

I’ll make sure you are safe. Just keep me around so that I can.
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19: Out of Reach
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Marielle

She couldn’t help it. His scent drew her like a bee to a flower and now she was here, watching him again. Watching his blue eyes filling with wonder as he traced the structure of the Queen Mer library with his gaze. He was sketching it on a recipe page he was holding that was meant to make a stronger steel. But around the edges of the recipe were charcoaled sketches of the library. Of a child’s face with the light hitting his eye at just the right angle to make it sparkle mischievously. Of an old woman’s gnarled hands. 

Tamerlan’s smile was far away as he added to the collection of sketches.

“Tam!” Dathan is in trouble again!” a voice called to him, shaking him out of his reverie. “He bet against a blacksmith in cards and if he loses again, he’ll pay with more than coppers!”

Tamerlan stuffed the pages in his belt and sprinted after the other boy.

That’s who he’d been before all this. A dreamy artist. A thinker. A helper of friends. 

But could you really say that was still who he was? After everything he’d done? She wasn’t sure. But she was beginning to think she knew him now, or at least knew who he had been before he woke the dragon.

And yet, she felt a pull to him. She couldn’t help but watch him wade into the tavern and push between his friend and the hulking blacksmith.

“Can I help you, friends?” he asked mildly.

“Only if you can pay his debt!” the blacksmith cursed. “Fool bet with nothing to back it!”

“I can pay you later,” Dathan started, stumbling a little as he tried to step backward. His eye was already swelling – a red flower on his pale face. He must have been hit before Tamerlan arrived.

But the blacksmith lunged at him and Tamerlan had to throw a shoulder into the blacksmith’s chest to hold him back. 

“Whoa, whoa,” he said gently. “No need for violence. It’s not the answer here.”

“He stole from me! And no one steals from Chysander.”

“Chysander is it?” Tam asked with a friendly smile. “How much does he owe you?”

“Two full silver.”

Tamerlan reached in his purse, pulling out two silver coins and holding them out to the blacksmith.

“Not enough, now!” the man sputtered, refusing to take them. “Now he’s caused me trouble, too.”

Tamerlan paused, the muscle in his jaw jumping as he considered what to do. “And if I take him away from here and offer you our sincerest apologies?”

The blacksmith muttered something, snatching the coins away and Tamerlan hustled his friend out the door. Dathan stumbled as he walked. He was mumbling as they went.

“I just hate feeling like I’m nothing. Hate feeling like I owe everyone and can never get out of it. I was sold. Sold like a pig for market. I’ll be paying that back all my life to get free. All my life.”

“I know,” Tamerlan said, wrapping an arm around him to support his friend. Compassion bloomed around him in puffs of lavender scent.

“You, too. Sold. You can’t go anywhere you want or do anything. You’ve got to work for the guild ‘till they’re paid their price. All your life.”

“I know.”

“What are we if we can be bought and sold? What are we?”

“We’re friends,” Tamerlan said mildly. “Or at least I think we are.”

“You’re a good friend, Tam,” Dathan said thickly. “That was six month’s pay you gave for me. How are you going to buy anything extra now? You’ll have to live off guild bread and clothes from the lost bin.”

“I’ll live. And so will you. As long as you don’t bother any more blacksmiths.”

And that was why she was drawn to him. His sweet heart. His innocent love of beauty. His immediate willingness to open his heart and help a friend. He wasn’t like her. He didn’t think about right or wrong. But he cared about people.

She saw him. The real him. And it was hard to be against someone who you could really see.

She spun away from the intensity of the scene before her, following the thread back, back, back to the present. This time, she wouldn’t let the king spin her away from the scent of warm honey and cinnamon.
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20: Isle of Mer
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Tamerlan

This place has changed, Abelmeyer said as they left the small rowboat from the barge. He was as tense as Tamerlan, every muscle bulging and ready for action. The smell of salt and wild winds swirled around them.

In the dark, the Isle of Mer was hard to make out beyond jagged rocks and an unforgiving coastline, but Abelmeyer seemed to remember it. The burden of being driven by someone else was wearing on Tamerlan, but that hadn’t stopped him from smoking again a few hours ago, nursing the paper roll of spice as he leaned over the rail of the barge. Oddly, it seemed that it required his volition to do that. Abelmeyer hadn’t been able to do it himself. 

He hated that he was doing this. It felt like a kind of surrender to let the Legend take over his whole self. And he was letting him. That much was obvious. It wasn’t Abelmeyer who drew out the Spice and lit it and smoked. That had been Tamerlan – his only act of free will since he’d given over his body hours ago, but it was still his. And somehow that made it worse.

It was his choice. 

But what other choice did he have? He’d tried to save Marielle in Jingen, only to have the city destroyed beneath them. He’d tried to redeem himself by saving H’yi and stopping the dragon the next time – and that had mired her in eternal imprisonment. She’d been right about that. He couldn’t redeem himself. He wasn’t even trying to anymore. He just didn’t want anyone else to suffer because of his choices. Not Marielle. Not Jhinn. Not anyone. And that meant smoking. It meant turning over his body to the Legends and letting them do all the things he was powerless to do on his own. Was that surrender, or was that volition?

Anglarok kept glancing over at him with suspicion in his eyes. Could he smell the magic as Tamerlan drew it in?

It turned his stomach to think about all the ways this could go wrong. But if he didn’t take the gamble, then nothing would go right, either. He would just have to hope – with what little hope he had left – that he could turn this around and somehow undo some of the tragedies he’d woven.

Sweat beaded on his forehead from the strain of his thoughts and his belly twisted with the sharp pains of a mind troubled by worry.

You destroy yourself from within. Learn to accept what can’t be changed. We are your only hope to turn this around. The more you fight us, the harder it will be to fix your mistakes.

It would certainly be easier just to accept it all and surrender.

You can trust me to guide you.

And Abelmeyer hadn’t done anything wrong in his body. He’d helped him stop the dragon Jingen. He’d made a pact with the Harbingers rather than destroying them.

Yes.

So why did Tamerlan feel more and more knotted up inside as the hours of his possession passed?

Be calm. We are almost at our goal.

The passage on the ship had been uneventful. It should have been terrifying. The ships loomed high and sleek on either side as they passed between them. Tamerlan had been shocked at their size and height – like giants looming in the water- far taller than most buildings in the Five Cities – and carried together on the peaks of each foaming wave. Their hulls were outlined by strings of lights in the night. Calls, bells,  and whistles spoke of a precise schedule and a disciplined crew. 

He’d been surprised by the air of alertness on the ships. Despite the darkness of night, they seemed ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. 

“Are they always like that? Ready to pounce?” he had asked the Harbingers.

Liandari had answered him. “They are ships of Queen Mer’s Retribution. We are proudly ready for anything.”

Of course they were. 

Anglarok’s nose wrinkled as he scented from the rail, but he had watched in silence as they slid between the high ships. Tamerlan felt a creeping sensation as he played with the roll of Spice between his lips. There was something going on with these ships. They were not just waiting at anchor that night. There was a feeling about them like they were going to move. He didn’t believe that they were always like this. And he didn’t believe that they usually let barges slip between them with so little fuss. The ships had waved the barge through without even an inspection.

He had drummed his fingers on the rail, deep in speculation.

Etienne came to stand beside Tamerlan with a furrowed brow. He had a lit lantern which he held high in one hand while the book Tamerlan had found in the palace library of Yan was held in the other hand. He’d asked for it an hour before and his eyes had been glued to the pages ever since. 

“Did you read something that troubled you?” Abelmeyer asked in Tamerlan’s voice as he puffed out smoke.

“Filthy habit,” Anglarok muttered. If he had any idea what Tamerlan was doing ... but fortunately he didn’t. If he smelled magic, he still wouldn’t know what Tamerlan was doing with it.

Etienne’s lips thinned as he pressed them together. He gave Tamerlan the same look every time he glanced at him. Etienne clearly didn’t like interacting with the Legends. But would he prefer that he had just regular Tamerlan the apprentice swordsman at his side or the great King Abelmeyer at his side?

Don’t let his reluctance trouble you. He doesn’t know what a great gift you give him.

“The section with Queen Mer was not the only section he looked at in this book.”

“How do you know?” Tamerlan asked. 

“I read the rest of the book – something you should have done.”

“Just explain, if you please,” Abelmeyer said crisply with Tamerlan’s voice.

“The section about Byron Bronzebow has a burn along the side of one of the pages – like it was held too close to a candle flame. A librarian would never do that. Only a person flipping through a book illicitly in the dead of the night would do that.”

“Why is there a section about Byron Bronzebow in a book entitled Queen Mer and the Sea?” King Abelmeyer’s voice sounded taut. Why was he so anxious about Bronzebow?

“It mentions off-hand that there was a tribute to him set up after the death of the queen and that there are similarities to their graves.”

Tamerlan felt his hand tighten on the rail of the ship. What had Abelmeyer so upset? His knuckles were white.

“We’ll worry about that once we’ve checked on the Isle of Mer,” his voice said. But there seemed to be some added weight to Abelmeyer’s words – like he was choking on them. “One thing at a time. Always, one thing at a time...”

He sounded crazier than Tamerlan felt and Tamerlan was the one with a whole party of Legends on his mind. 

I am not crazy.

And now here they were, hours later, stepping out onto the Isle and it worried Tamerlan that he could feel Abelmeyer’s heart racing in his chest like it was trying to outrun his feet.

We’re here for the Grandfather. Be ready.

It felt so personal to Abelmeyer. 

Isn’t it personal to you? We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.

That was true.

“Prepare yourselves,” Abelmeyer said, holding a lantern high above his head as they leapt from the rowboat the moment it was close enough to the beach. 

Down the beach, a small sailed craft leaned precariously where it was anchored out from the shore. Waves had beat it into water too shallow for it. No one stood on the small deck. Etienne had been right. The Grandfather had brought a craft of his own.  

That was never in question.

It was for Tamerlan. He didn’t share Abelmeyer’s unshakable confidence. Besides, what kept him from simply vanishing and appearing like he did last time Tamerlan tried to grab him?

That takes an enormous amount of energy and power. Without the reservoirs of the clock to draw on, he is limited in how often he can do that. Why waste it on the mundane?

“I smell trouble,” Anglarok said and he held his harpoon at the ready while Liandari drew her blade. 

The idea of them behind him with blades made Tamerlan’s skin crawl, but Abelmeyer was unaffected, drawing his own sword and holding the lantern higher as they climbed up and around the jagged rocks. 

“There’s a shrine here somewhere,” Etienne said, looking at the book in his own lantern’s light.

“More than a shrine,” Abelemeyer said calmly, but there was a sharp frost to his tone that puzzled Tamerlan. Had he and Queen Mer been friends?

Of course not. 

Then why the horror tinging his tone?

Some things should never be done. And yet – sometimes they have to be.

The clock. The dragon. Marielle. That was his list. 

We all have a list.

They clambered around a black rock that jutted up to the sky like a broken incisor, and then around two more. They seemed almost like a double-spiked crown.

“Inside the Crown of Mer,” Etienne read from his book. “The arms of her ancients are frozen. They reach for the sky in horror at what was done to their Queen.”

“Does anyone come here?” Abelmeyer asked quietly.

“Of course not,” Etienne replied. “It is forbidden. The island is cursed.”

And that didn’t worry him? He was as mad as Tamerlan was!

There was blood on the rock in front of Abelmeyer. Someone must have cut themselves on the broken shards.

“So that boat had to be the Grandfather’s then,” Abelmeyer said. “But whose blood is this?”

They turned the corner and if Tamerlan had his own body he would have been biting back a scream. As it was, Etienne gasped and Liandari’s jaw clicked as if she had shut her mouth hard over some response. 

“Mer’s spit!” Anglarok gasped. 

This was the shrine. 

It was set in a gap in the spiky black rocks. Arms had been carved reaching up into the sky – arms of the largest squid a person could imagine. Though if the book was to be believed they weren’t carved at all, but frozen there - reaching in wavy desperation toward the sky. 

“The Kratoen,” Abelmeyer breathed, awe in his voice. 

But the others weren’t looking at the kratoen. They were looking at the dead girl hanging from a rope tied roughly to one of the arms, head down, her blood still dripping out of her into a sticky pool on the floor. She was the age of Marielle – or Amaryllis. Had she been as foolish as his sister, trusting the Grandfather only to have her blood spill on the rocks?

Tamerlan’s soul shivered. This was what Etienne was going to do to Marielle. What he’d done to other young girls before. He shot a glance at the other man, but Etienne’s face was stony and expressionless. 

“Just your type of party, isn’t it?” he said.

Etienne’s dark look spoke volumes in the light of the lanterns.

“Do you see what it opened?”

And he was right, of course. The blood was pouring into a small channel cut into the rock. And a clam-shell had been opened high above them – so high that whatever it might contain could not be seen from here. Steps led up to the opening. And on the steps, footprints were smeared in fresh blood. 

Abelmeyer craned his neck, but he would have to climb the steps to see what was going on in the clamshell. 

Beneath them, the ground trembled. Was it Tamerlan’s imagination, or had one of those tentacles moved slightly? Abelmeyer swallowed, but he strode toward the steps without hesitation.

“Now we prove we are heroes,” he whispered to the others. “Stab your knife through your courage and pin it in place lest it vanish with the meeting of blades.”

Before they could answer, he was sprinting up the steps, sword in hand, lantern held high, ready to take on whatever he found there.
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21: King Abelmeyer
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Tamerlan

He stumbled at the top of the stairs, sword tip wavering. Was he shaking? King Abelmeyer shouldn’t shake. He shouldn’t stumble. Tamerlan was trying to see what had thrown him, but the King’s eyes were looking everywhere else. 

They were in a massive, black clamshell with runes carved along the rim. White pearls crunched underfoot – more pearls than he could have imagined. You could buy that whole Retribution fleet with this many pearls. You could buy a nation. They twisted under his feet, making ankles and calves work doubly hard to keep his footing.

All around them, music filled the air. An ethereal, haunting tune sung from unseen lips.

Abelemeyer – hands shaking, sweat dripping into Tamerlan’s eyes – finally looked back toward the center of the shell, where the Grandfather stood wearing a tall top hat and long open coat. He was grinning triumphantly and draped in his arms was the ethereal half-there, half-not corpse of a woman. Her long hair fell around her, tangling in shells and chunks of coral like seaweed. Her blank eyes stared. But falling from her slashed throat was not blood – but more ghostly white pearls. 

Not a living woman then – but what?

An avatar.

Her crown fell from her head, bouncing over the pearls and clattering to the edge of the shell at the same time that Liandari lunged forward toward the Grandfather. 

“Defend yourself, Legend, or taste my blade!” she cried.

Shaking himself, Abelmeyer sprang forward, too, his sword darting toward the Grandfather like the tongue of a snake.

They needed to use the Eye to trap him. Now!

Laughter rolled over them from the mouth of the Grandfather as the music swirling around them began to fade.

He dropped the corpse of the avatar, dodging backward to put his back at the hinge of the shell. So little care! As if she did not matter.

Undaunted, Liandari leapt over the dead avatar, ignoring her too-pale skin and open mouth. But Abelemeyer couldn’t step over her. Tamerlan felt him trying to move his feet, struggling against the impossibility of it. 

Use the Eye! Tamerlan’s thoughts were a scream.

Abelmeyer’s gaze was fixed on the woman. The avatar.

Queen Mer. 

Was it possible to kill an avatar? To destroy a Legend forever?

Yes!

And with that panicked cry, Abelmeyer fled his mind like a retreating army. And with him left the knowledge needed to use the Eye to trap the Grandfather.

With a roar, Tamerlan leapt over the cold form of the Legend queen. He wasn’t spooked by the death of the dead. He wasn’t worried that he might be mortal – he always had been. He shoved the cacophonous voices from his mind as the Legends’ voices poured into his mind. 

Dead? She can’t be dead!

Have you seen her? Where is she? 

Mer? Mer!

Abelmeyer, explain what you saw. Quickly!

Someone grab the boy again!

He mentally shoved them aside with a roar, slashing his sword toward the Grandfather as he battled Liandari blow for blow. The Grandfather laughed, turning Tamerlan’s blade aside easily. Why had Abelmeyer fled at just the moment that he needed him?

“Two against one, is it? And yet you have no idea. I set you free. I kill your killers, destroy your destroyers. I release you from their power. Bow to me, fools!”

He sounded insane.

But who was Tamerlan to speak of insane? He could barely think with all the voices in his mind.

Why did you let go of him! 

Fool!

You’ll ruin us all!

Who was the fool? What were they talking about?

Etienne and Anglarok’s voices rang out with concern, but he couldn’t focus on that. The Grandfather was winning. He was going to beat Liandari at swordplay even though she darted and rolled like a ship on the sea, quick as a darting fish, but skillful as the fisherman. She sucked him into a false thrust, only to slide to the side, ducking under his guard and striking out with her knife. But beautiful and capable as her fighting was, she was not fast enough. Each blow just missed the Grandfather. When she moved to strike, he simply wasn’t there.

Someone needed to grab him before he darted away. Like he had all those times before. Maybe they couldn’t use the Eye to trap him, but they could hold him physically.

Tamerlan clenched his jaw, dropped his sword to the ground and leapt forward in the air, arms out, reaching for the Grandfather. All the Legends in his mind were screaming at him. His own fear was screaming at him. But someone had to stop that maniac. Now. Before he destroyed the whole world.

He felt cloth in his hands. Smelled the spice on the Grandfather’s breath. Saw the gleam in his eye.

And then he hit the ground hard, scattering white pearls all around with his rib-cracking landing. His hands were clenched around something. He opened eyes that had shut in response to the fall.

But there was no one else there. Just a top hat clutched in his hands.

He scrambled up, scattering pearls all around him. 

Spun. 

Looking, looking, ready.

Liandari stood with her sword out and her jaw hanging slack like she’d been stunned. She closed her mouth with a sudden click of her jaw. Etienne and Anglarok were frozen in place, identical looks of shock on their faces and weapons held ready with no foe in sight.

“He vanished,” Liandari breathed. “You went to grab him, and he vanished.”

“And what about the woman who bleeds pearls?” Anglarok asked quietly.

“Queen Mer,” Tamerlan gasped. He turned the hat around in his hands, staring at it as his heart sank. They’d been so close. So very close. He had the Legend’s hat. “Her avatar is dead.”

“They can be killed,” Etienne said with a sound of horror – or was that hope? – in his voice. His eyes met Tamerlan’s. They’d seen another avatar before – Deathless Pirate’s. But that was all the way back in Xin.

“Mer’s Spit!” Anglarok looked shaken, his dark face pale in the lantern light.

Liandari was muttering what sounded like a prayer. Her eyes were closed as her fingers tapped out a pattern on her other forearm. She’d sheathed her sword and her expression as pained – her face tattoos dark in the moonlight – as if they somehow were more significant now.

“We can set a trap for him,” Tamerlan said to Etienne. He was trying to stay calm. Trying not to throw up with nerves and withdrawal. Everything in him wanted to smoke again – to call a Legend to help while he still could. Before they were all gone. 

Call us! That was Lila Cherrylocks. Trust us!

“We just have to guess where he’ll be next,” Tamerlan said, swallowing down bile. The Harbingers looked like someone had killed their nearest relatives and the power of their emotions washed over him like waves of sound, reverberating in the echo chambers of his mind where the Legends screamed for release.

Etienne was quiet for a long moment, staring at the broken avatar lying in the sea of pearls at their feet.

“The Catacombs of Choan,” he said at long last.

“Catacombs?”

Etienne met Tamerlan’s gaze, hope and fear warring in their depths.

“They were long known as the haunt of Maid Chaos. Her devotees still go there on pilgrimage. It’s the nearest place belonging to a Legend that I can think of.”

“But will her avatar be there?” Tamerlan wondered aloud. In truth, he didn’t want to go there. He shivered at the horrific memories that flooded over him at the thought of Maid Chaos. The horrors she had wrought with his body – the people she had killed. He swallowed.

Etienne was shaking his head. “How would I know? I didn’t know that the Grandfather’s avatar was in that clock in H’yi. Didn’t know about your pirate friend until we saw him through the glass. Didn’t know about this shell. I don’t think it’s been opened since it was sealed. Or these pearls wouldn’t be here anymore.”

Tamerlan looked around him. He hadn’t thought of that. But Etienne was right. No one would have left such a fortune behind – even if the island was said to be cursed.

“You’re right,” he agreed. “We have to hurry. I don’t know how he left here, but if he can jump to another place as well as another time, he might be there already.”

“It’s not a trap if you don’t get there first,” Anglarok spoke, his words heavy. “And it’s definitely not a trap if you have no way to catch the one you’re trapping.”

“We have a way, if Tamerlan will use it,” Etienne said quietly.

“It didn’t work. I tried but it didn’t work,” Tamerlan admitted. His face felt hot. “Do you have a better idea?”  

Exhaustion filled him like water in a bottle. He didn’t have any idea. Didn’t have any books to read to get ideas from. He was just responding now, no longer initiating. He ran a hand over a weary brow. What else could they do? They could chase. They could try. 

But what if the next Legend refused to use the Eye for him? He didn’t know how to use it without them.

The only thing he didn’t dare do was give up.

“We’ll sail to Choan,” Etienne said firmly. “And by the time we get there, you’ll figure out how to make that necklace work.”

“And the blockade?” Tamerlan asked wearily.

“That’s Liandari and Anglarok’s job – to get us through.”

Liandari’s eyes snapped open at her name, as if they’d shocked her out of her prayer.

“Enough talk,” she said. “The worst is over. The Queen is desolated. We will bury her properly in these pearls and sail. And pray our souls are cleansed by salt and scoured by wind and somehow saved.”

“Let it be this day,” Anglarok agreed.

Tamerlan was silent. But he followed the others as they laid the ghostly, broken avatar in the center of the shell and covered her in pearls. It seemed like something a person might do in a dream – not something anyone would do in reality. But then again, who hunted down ancient Legends come back to life? Who made allies of enemies and fought wars to save the world?

His heart was heavy as they took to the sailing boat. While Etienne and the others prepared to sail, he found the bow of the boat and curled up in the “v” where they prow cut through the water and examined Abelmeyer’s Eye. It was still the same as the day he’d found it. The fire hadn’t harmed it. But then why hadn’t Abelmeyer used it? Was it broken? Had they lost their chance? Nothing made any sense. He had the tool, but no way to use it. He let the darkness of despair wash over him until sleep stole him blessedly away.
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22: Scent of Gold
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Marielle  

She found him as he slept, his eyelashes lying across his innocent-seeming face. Ghostly figures formed a ring around him, trying to hold her back, trying to prevent any contact. But she was not governed by them. She’d learned that, finally. Time and place had no hold on her. She slipped between them, to his side.

“Tamerlan?” she said gently, leaning in close to his sleeping form. She lay a spirit hand on his shoulder.

He muttered in his sleep, brow furrowing. And then his scent was there – swirling through her mind with intoxicating sweetness. Warm honey and golden light, cinnamon and tarragon, hot butter, and heat that made her want to open herself to him.

“Tam, can you hear me?” 

He looked up at her – still asleep, but awake at the same time, meeting her in his dream. She almost melted at the pleased look in his blue eyes. Was she crazy? Hadn’t she been certain she should avoid him at any cost? And yet, after seeing everything – after learning him so well, she couldn’t hold herself back.

She needed to get a grip. She’d come to warn him, nothing else.

“Beware of the Legends, Tamerlan. All is not as it seems.”

“Marielle? Is that really you?” he tried to sit up, but his body didn’t respond – couldn’t since he was still asleep.

She lay down on the ship deck beside him so he could look into her eyes. It felt so intimate – as if they were sharing a secret.

“Tamerlan, you have to watch out for the Legends.”

“I’m going to get you out of the clock, Marielle. I promise.” The tortured expression on his face nearly broke her. 

He was trying to reach for her. She saw his hand twitch wildly as his sleeping mind tried to force his body to work.

“That’s not important,” Marielle said gently. “What’s important is that you listen. You have to stay away from the Legends, Tamerlan. Whatever the cost. They want to destroy you.”

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Marielle. I should have saved you. I shouldn’t have chosen to bring down the dragon.”

He wasn’t hearing her. He was too obsessed with taking care of other people. And wasn’t that how he’d been his whole life? She shoved gentleness aside, making her voice firmer.

“You did the right thing. The just thing. But this isn’t over, Tamerlan, and if you aren’t careful, they’ll use you. They’ve been using people all along.”

“I shouldn’t have left you in the clock.”

Couldn’t he hear her? It was almost as if he was speaking to her without hearing her words. Frustration filled her as she tried harder. Could he at least see her?

“Please, Tamerlan!”

“Shouldn’t have left you, sweet Marielle.”

His eyelids were drifting closed.

She clenched her jaw in frustration.

“Please, please listen! Stay away from the Legends!”

His eyes closed. She reached out to touch him and was shoved roughly away by a woman with swirling, ghostly red hair.

“He’s ours, little Watch Officer. Go play law someplace else!”

She lunged for the other woman, but something caught her from behind pulling her back just before the woman with the red hair planted a fist right in her mouth. Her mind swirled, her vision darkened, until all she felt were blows. 

They had him in their grasp. He was their tool, their plaything. And they had to be stopped.

She leapt to a different time.
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23: Orange War
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Tamerlan

He woke with a start, his hands grasping for someone who wasn’t there.

Marielle. 

Had she really been in his dreams? He’d felt her there – felt her as if she had really been present. He must be going mad. 

In the back of his mind, someone was laughing. He didn’t even know who.

“Are you awake, Tamerlan?” a quiet voice asked.

Tell him yes.

“Yes,” Tamerlan muttered.

“Stay low,” Etienne said.

Ask him if you are close to the next avatar yet.

“Are we close to the next avatar?”

Why was he doing what they told him?

“No,” Etienne said. “Look up – but look up carefully.”

They were sailing into Choan, their deck loaded with oranges. Etienne must have met a barge along the way and filled the boat with their cargo. Why hadn’t Tamerlan woken up for that? He must have been more tired than he realized. He wished he could remember what Marielle had been trying to tell him. She’d been so beautiful – so pure – like a fresh wind blowing through a muggy city.

They weren’t alone. 

Mist rose off the canals and the river as they slid into the first lock of the Chaon canals. It wisped up in ghostly flickers around dozens of other orange-laden boats. In the greyness before dawn, something flickered on one of the barge decks like bright metal catching the light inside the heap of oranges. Maybe someone was hitching a ride like they were with this cargo. Maybe other sailors had stowed away among the round fruit.

People gathered solemnly along the canals, receiving oranges from the barges and loading them silently into barrows or carts. It was as if the citizenry were haunting their own city. One woman’s eyes were dead as she took her wheelbarrow and started off. Another man’s face was drawn as he went through the motions of checking a manifest list against the contents of the barge.

Why participate in the celebration at all if they felt so grim?

Tamerlan had never been fond of the Orange Wars reenactment on Autumgale. Despite the toothsome scents that wafted from the open windows of people’s homes – ciders and baked gourds with cinnamon, stewed fish and cakes of crab – despite that, there was violence to come. It would be mock violence. Not many people died from being hit by an orange – but still violence. He usually tried to find a quiet corner and stay hidden with a book until the Wars were over and the sticky streets calmed. Something under Tamerlan’s skin crawled at the thought of that violence today.

Their boat shoved through the canals toward the Alchemist District of Choan.

“A strange thing, this celebration of yours,” Anglarok said from his perch beside Tamerlan. His eyes were on the orange barges, studying them. “Your Lord Mythos says that every year, the people here reenact the Orange Wars and every year it becomes more and more about the fun of throwing oranges and winning territory from your neighbors to brag about and less and less about remembering the thousands of people who died long ago in the real civil wars.”

“It’s true,” Tamerlan said, staying low like Etienne had asked, but easing himself into a ready crouch, checking his weapons and kit as he got ready to leap from the ship. He put the chain of Abelmeyer’s Eye back over his head, tucking it into his shirt. The ruby had given up none of its secrets. All he could hope for now was a miracle. That or outright incapacitating Grandfather Timeless.

“He says that in one of them – the last one if the stories are true – enemies hid on a boat of oranges and infiltrated the cities. That brave act was the catalyst for this celebration – the reason that so many oranges flood into the Dragonblood Cities every year and the reason that you throw oranges in your mock fights.”

“Yes,” Tamerlan said. His sword and knife were ready. He was ready. When they got to the catacombs, he wouldn’t let the Grandfather slip away this time.

“He says the mock fighting will begin at dawn.”

“Any moment now,” Tamerlan agreed.

“Strange that they don’t check the barges for more than oranges.”

It was strange. Tamerlan’s brow began to furrow at the thought. IT reminded him of something. Something hidden. Hadn’t Marielle been saying something about that?

She was never here. That was only a dream.

But even still ...

“And will these people be ready to fight real enemies, or is it all a game?” Anglarok asked. There was a knowing spark in his eye. Tamerlan tried to pull his mind back to the conversation. Did Anglarok know something that Tamerlan didn’t?

“It’s a game. A violent game, but only a game,” he tried to be reassuring. “We’ll be doing the real fighting in the catacombs.”

“Etienne says those are under the Alchemist District. He says they can only be accessed through the Embalmer’s Guild.”

“It’s news to me,” Tamerlan said. “I had no idea there were catacombs here. You’d think they would flood.”

“You would think so. They must use effective pumps,” Anglarok said, his eyes still on the barge. “Is that it?”

He pointed to a large white building along the canal with a black tile roof that seemed too large for it. Round windows speckled the building like a black and white goat on a ridge. A large sign over the main doors read, Embalmers’ Guild of Choan City.

“Seems to be,” Tamerlan said, his eyes on a patrol of the City Watch as they marched along the canal between their boat and the guild. They were so precise. So certain of themselves. Marielle would be like that if Summernight had never happened. Or she’d be with these Harbingers if she hadn’t ended up in the clock.

He should be looking for Jhinn, too. He was here somewhere, waiting for them. And he had the rest of the Spice. If Tamerlan kept smoking the rolls he had in his sleeve, he would need that soon. He was down to ten rolls. That wouldn’t get him far if he needed to keep calling the Legends.

He felt nervous just thinking that. As if he’d already decided to call them. But that Bridge hadn’t been crossed.

Yet.

There was a strange movement in the barge beside them. The oranges were tumbling from the deck into the canal and bobbing on top of the water. What -?

Anglarok sprang to his feet before Tamerlan could clamber up to his. Liandari rushed to the front of the boat, leaning on the railing and peering up the canal.

The first golden ray of dawn lit the edges of the buildings, washing over tile roofs like a blessing from the heavens. Something glinted in the dawn light on the nearest orange barge. Hadn’t he noticed a gleam there before?

A roar of voices filled the streets of Choan as dawn broke and people poured from their houses, unleashing waves of thrown oranges at each other.  Like the tide let loose it all happened at once. Yells of triumph and cries of pain filled the air. 

An orange sailed through the air toward their boat and Anglarok speared it casually with his harpoon, pulling the fruit off the end of the blade and peeling it enough to take a juicy bite.

“A waste of good fruit.”

Their boat bumped up against the edge of the canal and Tamerlan wavered a little.

In the boats. They’re in the boats. One of the voices of the Legends broke out from the mass of them talking over each other. The boats!

He glanced at the nearby barge. Oranges were falling off the side still, dropping in the canal to bob in the water there. But that was no surprise in this chaos. The street above was crowded as Etienne leapt from their sailboat to the canal edge and began to pull the boat in by its rope.

“We have to hurry!” he called over the chaos. “This is only going to get worse!”

Moments ago, Tamerlan would have never guessed that so many people were waiting to break out of their houses, but now the canal rim was packed. One man tried to dodge a flung orange and lost his footing, falling with a curse into the canal water and bobbing below the dark surface with bright oranges all around him. There was a laugh from his opponent above – barely audible over the cacophony of voices above. Someone shouted a cheerful cry, but it wasn’t all goodwill above them. More than one eye sparkled with malice as an orange was flung to hit a man from behind. 

Juice – sticky and fragrant – was already spilling from the edge of the street into the canal as Liandari and Anglarok disembarked, joining Etienne on the shore.

“We have to get to the catacombs!” Etienne yelled over the roar of voices. An orange hit the wall beside him, splattering against the rocks and sending a mist of juice over him. 

He scowled and Tamerlan barely bit back a laugh. Etienne could use being hit by a few oranges. The man had such a high opinion of himself.

Maybe you should give it a try.

He almost scooped up an orange before he stopped himself. Wait. Had those thoughts been his, or Lila’s? He’d never had a problem with Etienne’s pride ...

Shaking his head to clear it, Tamerlan leapt from the boat to join the others on the ledge and scrambled to follow Etienne as he hurried towards the nearest steps up to the streets. 

The Harbingers were distracted, looking constantly at the orange boats as if they expected them to produce dragons out of the oranges like hatching eggs. Liandari tripped, catching herself on the rock. She needed to watch where she was going!

Tamerlan’s mouth formed a firm line, but they were almost to the steps now. Etienne seemed distracted, too, as he drew his sword and Tamerlan pushed past the Harbingers to join him in the front, drawing his own sword to use as a threat as they forced their way up the steps, pushing the orange-throwing citizens up in front of them.

“Make way!” Etienne bellowed. “Make way!”

“What’s troubling you?” Tamerlan said as they crested the last step, holding their place until Liandari and Anglarok slid up behind them.

“Today, we were supposed to take Yan,” Etienne said calmly. “If Allegra hadn’t withdrawn her support. It could have brought hope for my people. A second chance. I’m missing it.”

“A civil war?” He didn’t know why he sounded shocked. With the fall of Jingen and the burning of H’yi, this should seem like a normal thing. Nothing was shocking anymore.

“Sometimes we must do what we must.”

Interesting. His father thought he had all the power in Yan right now, and yet there were ways he could be toppled. It would be as easy as ...

His thoughts were interrupted by a growl of approval from Anglarok and he followed the man’s gaze to where a new burst of voices roared together in a single war cry.

“Retribution!”  

Oranges flew in every direction as they poured from the barges floating in the canals. Not one or two or three people, but hundreds of men and women in loose trousers and long vests, their arms and necks and torsos tattooed with coastlines and maps. They waved harpoons in the air, pouring onto the canal ledges and shoving up the stairs violently.

“Did you know?” Etienne asked, whirling to confront Liandari and Anglarok. “Did you know about this?” 

He sounded hysterical. There wasn’t time for this.

“No time!” Tamerlan yelled, grabbing Etienne by the upper arm and dragging him toward the buildings on the other side of the street.

Wars would have to be dealt with later.

One thing at a time.

Exactly! Abelmeyer was right about that.

Screams erupted around them as people fled, slipping on smashed oranges and falling under each other’s feet. Doors slammed along the street, barring access to any but their own. Behind them, shrieks of horror filled the air with the clash of steel and the cries of injured and dying.

Oranges were no match for real weapons. 

And the Retribution would be on them in a heartbeat if they didn’t move.

Tamerlan plunged toward an alley as Etienne continued to question the Harbingers.

“Are you with us or them now that the attack has begun? I must know if you’ll stay the course!”

“We swore on blood and water,” Liandari growled. “We will help you trap the Legend.”

But Anglarok was watching his compatriots with longing, stealing looks over his back as they flooded over the streets.

Tamlerlan clenched his jaw and ran down the alley, leaping over people scrambling from building to building, trying to return to their homes.

“Find shelter!” he roared at them. “Find weapons. You’re under attack, you fools!”

A seven-year-old boy ran toward him in the alley and Tamerlan scooped him up, practically throwing him up the steps of a nearby home. 

“Inside,” he yelled. “Get inside!” 

The child darted inside the door. Whether it was his home or another, he would be safer there than the chaos of the streets. Tamerlan paused for a heartbeat, torn over whether to say with the child but with the Grandfather loose in Choan, worse things than invasion might happen and he was the only one capable of stopping the Legend.

Had he just thought that or had that been the voices in his head?

The light at the end of the alley bobbed in front of him and a sense of pulling drove him toward the white building at the end of the long, dark alley. The Embalmers.

He pushed every ounce of power into his legs and ran. Bursting out into the street into a hell of flying fruit, stampeding people and screams. Tattooed invaders rushed down the street, flinging people in every direction so that ruined bodies and smashed oranges mingled in a stew of blood and acid. 

Crouching low, Tamerlan held his sword at the ready, Etienne moving to cover his right side. 

“Those are my people,” Liandari shouted over the chaos. “You can’t stick a blade in them!”

“Then tell them not to kill us!” Etienne roared back as a harpoon smashed into his sword.

“Retribution! By the salt, I’ll have your hides!” Liandari roared. “Back, you mob of crabs! Back!”

Her shout didn’t stop the charging man right in front of Tamerlan. The man lowered his harpoon and rushed toward Tamerlan. If only he’d smoked! If only he had someone else controlling these amateur arms of his!

He brought his sword into place just in time to deflect the attack, pushing with his blade to push the harpoon to the side. His enemy pulled back only to lunge again as Tamerlan leapt to the side, grabbed the haft of the harpoon and pulled, flinging his blade tip in front of the other man’s chest just in time to pull him into the blade.

His gut twisted within him as the man’s face crumpled in pain.

“No time for that,” Etienne yelled, tugging at his arm as Tamerlan fought to free his blade from his enemy’s ribs. 

Somehow, Liandari had broken through the assault, carving a way to the doors of the Embalming Guild. 

Tamerlan yanked his sword free, sliding and slipping after Etienne, not daring to look at his feet, not wanting to see that it may be people and not oranges he was stumbling over. 

“Hurry,” Anglarok said. “I smell worse to come!” 

They reached the doors and Etienne wrenched them open, stumbling inside. But Tamerlan wasn’t sure if he should be more worried about what was within or what was without. Outside was invasion, violence, and death. Inside, was the Grandfather – probably. Or, at the very least, Maid Chaos’ avatar. And either one of those made his bowels feel like water.
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24: Chaos Born
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Tamerlan  

Come on! Come on! Kill! Maid Chaos’ voice broke through the chaos in his mind. 

His head was aching so hard from all the voices that he felt dazed. Pain sliced through his mind at the louder voice cutting over the rest. 

I can feel the avatar. She is close! Hurry!

And there’s more, Lila Cherrylocks interrupted. I feel Choan stirring.

No time for that! Maid Chaos again. Focus! Focus!

Dragon. Ram was always focused.

If they were lucky, she wouldn’t already be dead. If they were lucky. 

The Grandfather is with her. You must be ready.

That meant he had to smoke. Tamerlan stumbled along behind Etienne, holding his head in one hand, trying to think. Could there be a downside to smoking?

Open the Bridge! Do it! Or you’ll be too late.

Last time there hadn’t been a downside. Abelmeyer had performed wonderfully. It felt wrong to rely so much on the Legends, but when he smoked the chaos was gone, the voices silent – except for one. He would be able to think again. But Abelmeyer hadn’t been willing to use the Eye. And this time, they needed to use it.

Clamor filled his mind as the Legends urged him to listen, making thought impossible.

Let us guide you!

We will help!

Open the Bridge!

You need us right now. We can fix everything.

Of course we’ll use Abelmeyer’s Eye!

“I smell something strange below,” Anglarok said. “Something beyond embalming spices and blood. And it must be powerful to drown those out!”

Open it!

Anglarok pulled out a shell from his pocket, placing it to his ear.

“It’s here somewhere. Something ... wrong.”

“Then we have to hurry,” Liandari said, looking back at the door they’d barred behind them. “The invasion is succeeding. This building won’t be empty for long.”

They all looked nervous. But to them, the chaos was without, and to Tamerlan the chaos was within.

Let it end. Open the Bridge. I will take your hand! Abelmeyer called to him.

Let me out! Lila Cherrylocks insisted. You know I can help you! I will use Abelmeyer’s Eye for you!

My avatar! My avatar!

Tamerlan clutched his head, trying to hold back the pain of their screams. 

“There must be a way down,” Etienne muttered, running his hands along the wainscoting on the wall as Liandari perused the shelves upon shelves of spices. 

“This is for the dead?” she asked. “But why is there no one here?”

Etienne shook his head. “I don’t know. But I see no doors to below, only steps to the floors above.”

“I smell the dead everywhere,” Anglarok said with his nose wrinkling. “But there is something more.”

He sniffed along the wall, following his nose like a hunting dog. Tamerlan felt a pang of sadness at the sight. He looked just like Marielle.

And she’ll never get out of the clock unless you let us out! 

Nothing else mattered compared to freeing her. He was past redemption, but there was still hope if he could only free her. 

It was his choice to make. And his choice was Marielle. 

He took a roll of Spice from his sleeve. This wasn’t the time to be fussy. He needed to open the Bridge and let out a Legend before they found the way down. It was his only hope to use the Eye and trap the Grandfather. 

There was still a fire burning in the hearth. He plunged the roll into the fire and lit the end.

His hand was shaking. He wasn’t ready to go blind. But what other choice was there?

“Here it is!” Anglarok said, pressing his fingers to the carved edge of the wainscoting. The floor beneath them began to slide and an opening formed with steps leading downward. 

“Come on, Tamerlan,” Etienne called, catching Tamerlan’s eye and shaking his head at the Spice. 

Tamerlan hurried to follow, but he kept the roll of Spice at his side. Etienne might disapprove, but they still needed the Spice. They needed the Legends. They needed all the help they could get. No matter the cost to him.

He hurried down the steps behind Etienne and the Harbingers, nearly stumbling over Anglarok as the man fell to his knees, clutching his face. Moaning in high pitched agony as he tried to cover his nose and mouth from whatever smell was below. 

No time for that. 

Tamerlan leapt over Anglarok’s crouched body, hurrying down the steps. Below was the Maid Chaos’s avatar, and the Grandfather would be there – he was sure of it. If he did this right, they would save Marielle at long last.
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25: Stalking Madness
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Marielle

She’d followed them from a distance. They didn’t seem to notice her unless she was close, but they buzzed around him like bees, their ghostly selves flickering in and out of sight as they stalked him. His head was in his hands as if he were trying to block them out, while around him they each tried to whisper into his ears.

Maybe out in the real world they might look grand or noble, but to Marielle, the ghosts of the Legends looked like gnarled, twisted spirits. Their translucent appearances winked in and out, elongating to stretch toward Tamerlan’s ears as they spoke incessantly to him.

Let us out! Let us out!

It was a wonder he wasn’t mad! 

Or maybe he was. Maybe that explained a lot.

She felt a twinge of pain – or was it fear? – at the thought of Tamerlan going mad. It felt deeply personal, somehow.

He was fighting them as they went down the stairs. Marielle followed a few paces behind them. Tamerlan couldn’t see her and the spirits were too obsessed with him to notice her. Why him? Why did they all plague him? They didn’t seem to notice Etienne or the Windsniffer and Liandari. 

It was hard to watch the Harbingers working with Tamerlan. It ached to think that they could help while she was stuck. She just wanted to be with them. She just wanted to help with this fight – whatever it was. She clenched her fists, watching as the Legends grew more frenzied. They whirled around Tamerlan like dry leaves in the wind. Whispering, whispering, whispering.

And then she felt him.

“The Grandfather,” she whispered and her eyes left Tamerlan as she searched for him. 

He was here somewhere. She could feel it. She could locate almost anyone now that she was in the clock. She wasn’t sure how, only that she could, like swimming in a current. You could guide where the current took you, but you couldn’t control the current.

She smelled his foul insanity – the astringent scent of elderberry and malicious intent – rust-like and powerful. The insanity warped the colors around him, making them more vibrant but much less stable.

If she could just see how he flashed through time and space – maybe she could duplicate that, too. Maybe, she wouldn’t have to stay in this clock ...
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26: Beneath the Embalmer’s Guild
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Tamerlan

A large crack split the air and a cry. He jumped the last four steps, landing in a crouch to see Liandari in a heap on the ground in front of him, her sword still clattering over the stone. Etienne stood in front of him, blade raised, coat swirling around him.

They’d been right. 

The Grandfather was here. 

The Grandfather rushed toward them in the green glow of the light on this lower floor, his hands held out. He was in front of them but then suddenly he was behind Etienne with his hands wrapped around the man’s throat as if there had been no distance at all between one point and the next.

Tamerlan bit back a curse, but he needed no more prodding. Desperately, he jammed the rolled paper in his mouth, pulling on it like a dying man sucking in his last breaths.

His mind cleared and he was rushing forward, tube of paper still stuck to his lower lip, as the Legend took his body. 

Maid Chaos.

Dragon’s spit! Fear and rage shot through him and for a moment he wasn’t sure if it was his fear and rage over having drawn her from the Legends or hers over the Grandfather’s presence in her shrine.

Use the Eye!

She leapt at the Grandfather like a jungle cat leaping out on its prey. Glee filled her mental voice as she ripped him off Etienne’s back by sheer force, lifting him in Tamerlan’s arms and flinging him against the stone wall beside them. There was a cracking sound.

He should have slumped to the ground, but Legends didn’t slump. He was back on his feet in an instant, dodging back behind the glowing thing at the center of the room.

Tamerlan finally caught a good look at it and if he’d been in charge of his body, he would have frozen in horror. He was not. Maid Chaos laughed with his voice, delight filling her at the grisly sight.

Whoever had done that to a once-living thing either had taken great care out of respect or out of a grisly obsession. 

Standing rigid and half-wrapped stood a black, shriveled ... thing. That it had once been human was – possible – though not clear. What flesh it once had was dried and clung to the bones like peel to fruit. Whether it was male or female was beyond telling. Someone had wrapped it from feet to waist in woven cloths. But from the waist up, the cloths were torn, stained, and jagged – as if the creature had enough life to pull them off that far but no farther. It glowed a sickly green. Why did it glow? That made no sense at all.

Floating around the ancient remains were glowing glass jars filled with piles of dust and the dust glowed green and seemed to writhe within the sealed jars. 

My avatar. 

He’d thought that Maid Chaos was a beautiful woman with flowing blonde hair and a breastplate of gold.

I was. In life.

But the other avatars had been recognizable. Deathless Pirate had clearly been himself. Queen Mer had been like her legends. The Grandfather had been untouched by the ravages of time.

My people tried their best. Their efforts were not perfect. They wanted to maintain life in my corporal body long past the time. It was a valiant attempt.

And a horrific result.

I bathe in horror. I revel in desecration.

And she was in his mind. Controlling his body. His soul shuddered.

And she wasn’t staying still. 

As the Grandfather dashed behind her avatar, banging and clanging as he reached for some implement off a nearby rack, Maid Chaos followed. She drew Tamerlan’s sword letting it drag along the scabbard, so it came out with a rasping sound as she laughed.

Not the sword! The Eye.

I’m going to kill him. I don’t need an Eye for that!

“As it was written long ago, ‘She will dash him to the rocks. She will defy time. She will say – no further!’ My followers used that prophecy to guide them in the creation of this avatar, but today it comes true in your presence, Grandfather. Today, I slay you.”

She leapt forward, but he was faster. He stepped out from the rack of tools with a large sickle – the type used to collect spices for embalming. But this one was larger than any Tamerlan had ever seen. What would you cut with that? It was nearly the size of a scythe. 

“So easily you misinterpret. As always, Clarissa. You could never see past the moment,” the Grandfather said. And with a single sweep of his scythe, he slashed through the avatar, cutting her clean through at the waist and smashing the floating jars.

The lights went out.

But Maid Chaos’ scream through Tamerlan’s throat seemed to go on forever. It echoed through time and space until it seemed like Tamerlan might have a living scream within him for the rest of his life.
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27: Chaos Incarnate
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Marielle

How was Anglarok not smelling this? All Marielle could smell was Legend – at first, she’d thought the scent was madness she knew now what it was – it was Legend. The smell of madness distilled over hundreds of years and made more potent, more powerful. It leaked all around Tamerlan like the drain of an alley leaking out to the canal, mixing in and out of his golden scent like a woven basket.

Maid Chaos had him completely in her grasp and to Marielle’s eyes, her ghostly shape was overlaid over Tamerlan’s normal human shape. His actions seemed delayed a half-second after hers – as if she were controlling them. And wasn’t that because she was? 

That was his secret. His horrible, deadly secret.

Realization flooded over her, leaving her chilled. In Jingen, when the Butcher of the Temple District had strode through the streets slaying anyone in his path it really had been Tamerlan. And it really had been Maid Chaos. Suddenly – Marielle was seeing everything clearly.

When he’d given an eye to stop the dragon that really had been King Abelmeyer. And it had really been Tamerlan. 

He was everything she knew him to be – a heroic, compassionate, intelligent man. And everything she feared – horrific, deadly, and murderous. He was both what she’d feared and what she’d hoped all wrapped into one. Who could have imagined such a thing?

A light flared and Marielle saw everything at once before it was suddenly extinguished again. Etienne holding the lantern over his head with a look of worried puzzlement on his face. Liandari slumped on the ground, eyes closed. Anglarok curled in on himself against the smell, moaning in pain. The avatar a ruined mess of ancient cloth, shattered glass, dust, and dried meat in a crude tangle on the floor. Tamerlan screaming, his face a mask of agony as he charged after the darting shape of the Grandfather.

The Grandfather snatched the lantern from Etienne as he passed, dashing it against the wall. A crash followed by darkness. 

And then Marielle was hurrying to chase them. The light of the room above hit her like the blow of a hammer, but she had no physical body to deal with, no physical eyes to squint in pain. 

The Grandfather rushed out onto the streets of Choan, Tamerlan at his heels. He was fast, but Tamerlan was faster. As they ran past the little fence surrounding the Embalmers, Maid Chaos reached out and pulled a bar from the fence as easily as if it were a twig from a bush.

“My last run will be one for the stories, Grandfather!” she yelled, hurling the bar at his back. 

It bounced off and he stumbled out into a knot of men dressed like the nameless who had served Liandari and Anglarok. They attacked without warning, harpoons stabbing. The first in the group stabbed out at the Grandfather, but the Legend was too fast for him. He grabbed the harpoon, flicking it with so much power that the nameless who had attacked him spun through the air like a discarded rag. Two more leapt toward the Grandfather but the harpoon he’d stolen spun in his hands, swiping each of them out of the way. 

Tamerlan had caught up now. He leapt toward the Grandfather, his sword flashing in the light of morning. 

Oranges, trampled to mush, filled the streets, coating everything in sticky juice and filling the world with the scent of citrus. But Marielle smelled more than oranges. She smelled terror – raw red swirls that burnt her nose with the smell of vinegar tangled between houses and guild buildings. She could smell the people within, hiding in terror, some hurt, some dead. She smelled their blood as it slicked the walls of the buildings and flowed through the streets. She shuddered at the thought of it.

Had they stepped into a battle?

The ground beneath them shook, making both the Grandfather and Tamerlan stumble as they engaged in a duel so fast that Marielle struggled to see every movement. Sword met harpoon, spun toward the head of the opponent, missed as he ducked, immediately lashed out at his feet, whistled through the air as he leapt, twisted to slash mid-body. The strokes grew faster, faster, faster as they pressed the attack.  Maid Chaos versus Grandfather Timeless. It looked almost as if the two had sparred a thousand times before. As if they knew every move the other would make and were already countering it before the opponent could even move. But if the Grandfather won it wouldn’t be Maid Chaos who died. It would be Tamerlan. 

He had to win.

If he lost, all was lost.

And he would be lost, too. He needed saving as badly as she did – saving from the Legends.

Marielle snuck closer, closer, closer until she was at his back. Maid Chaos stepped back, dodging a blow, and just like that, Marielle was in Tamerlan’s mind with him, looking through his eyes, watching the gleam in the Grandfather’s Eye as they pressed the attack. 

She hadn’t meant to do that.

Meant to do what?

That was his voice!

Marielle? Is that you?

Shut up, you two! I’m trying to concentrate.  Maid Chaos’s mental growl actually stung.

Marielle felt like her eyes should grow wide. This wasn’t supposed to happen like this. She wasn’t supposed to be inside his mind. But unlike Maid Chaos, she had no control over his actions. No control over what he might do – or not do. She felt his helplessness. Felt his desperation for the Legend to succeed and destroy Grandfather Timeless.

And the Maid could fight. She held her own, matching the Grandfather move for move. In Tamerlan’s body, she might even be faster than him. The Grandfather spun to the side, avoiding a clump of Choan guards as they rushed into the enemy with battle cries. She followed him, dodging the nameless who rushed to counter the guard. None of them seemed to care about the two Legends with the private duel, but indifferent blades could kill just as quickly. And they were fighting their duel in the middle of an invasion.

The Grandfather spun suddenly to the side, leaping up onto the top of an orange seller’s cart. The seller was long gone, hiding, fighting, or dead. But the oranges fell in every direction from the over-full cart as the Grandfather scrambled over them. Maid Chaos leapt after him, scrambling over falling oranges and fighting for speed as she had to scramble for footing, too. The Grandfather climbed from the cart to an awning, his feet slipping over the angled cloth as he fought for purchase. Tamerlan reached after him, snagging the back of his coat and tugging hard.

It worked. The Grandfather stumbled backward, hands clawing for purchase, but there was nothing to grab. His harpoon spun away and he fell backward into the cart, leaping back to his feet and running down the street, oranges rolling after him. 

Tamerlan followed, climbing up to the tiled rooftops, shoving his sword in the scabbard and then half-running, half climbing up one peak, only to half-run, half-slide down the other side. 

One more roof and they’d be at the canal, but Maid Chaos showed no signs of stopping.

Destroyed. Destitute. Torn from the land of Legends! He will pay for what he did to me!

She pushed all her fury into Tamerlan’s legs, flying over the rooftops as she watched her prey running on the ground. She didn’t notice or care when she hit the angle wrong and twisted his ankle. Didn’t pause as she left scraped skin and flecks of blood over the roof tile. 

The Grandfather was fiddling with something. Was that a scrap of the bandages that had been around her avatar? What was he doing with those?

A trophy! He took a trophy?

Fury bled through her mind and then she was speeding up again. How could she be running faster?

Marielle felt like she was holding her breath – an unwilling passenger on the world’s most terrifying ride. Why did Tamerlan allow this? Why did he invite it? It was horrifying. It stole her humanity away – her agency.

They flew through the air as Maid Chaos leapt from the final roof, her legs treading air as she tried to keep her balance as she fell. 

Below them, the Grandfather had just scrambled into a gondola. He argued with the gondolier, making demands. 

They were going to miss the gondola by inches. Marielle could see it. Maid Chaos twisted slightly in the air and out of the corner of Tamerlan’s eye, Marielle saw the gondolier make eye contact with them. Jhinn! He stuck his oar in the water and heaved, sending the bow just under the falling Tamerlan.

“Ooof!” The sound was torn from Tamerlan’s lungs as he hit the hull of the boat, landing in a crouch. 

But Marielle’s attention was on something else. The Grandfather swirled, spiraling around so fast it was like he was a child’s top spinning. Yellow and purple sparks flicked all around him, popping and crackling and then he was gone.

But she’d seen it happen. 

And she was relatively certain that she could do it, too.

Maybe.

Under the right circumstances.

The ground heaved under them, rocking the gondola. Out of the corner of Tamerlan’s eye, she saw the Grandfather getting up out of a crouch in the street up above the canal. He was grinning as he looked down at the gondola.

Tamerlan, she started to say, but just like that – like the closing of a door in her face – something slammed between them and she was out of his mind and body. 

The last thing she heard was a loud curse from Maid Chaos.
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28: Come back!
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Tamerlan

Marielle? Marielle! Come back!

She’d disappeared as quickly as Maid Chaos had, leaving him shaking in the boat with his hands on his ringing ears.

Bring us back! Bring us back!

Open the Bridge!

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

The roar of their voices was overwhelming, making thought difficult. He gritted his teeth against the pain of it and braced himself as the gondola jolted. A huge wave rippled across the canal, carrying everything on its swell. Smoke rose in the distance as battles continued around the city. 

“Smoke again! Smoke again!” It took him a moment to realize it was Jhinn screaming at him and not one of the Legends. He was pointing at the Grandfather from where he looked down on the canal laughing. “I saw Marielle and the golden-haired lady. You can smoke again and get them back!”

“She didn’t use the Eye. I begged her to, but she didn’t use it.”

Jhinn didn’t listen. He fumbled in the back of the boat, moving so quickly that when he pulled out the tiny wooden box with the paper rolls in it, some of them spilled across the gondola floor. Urgently, he scooped one up, lighting the end in his gondola lantern. He jammed it in Tamerlan’s mouth.

She’d been there. Marielle. Jhinn had seen it, too! Tamerlan sucked in smoke like drinking water after a run, hoping to hear her voice. Hoping for the strength to catch the Legend again.

Yes! He could almost feel Lila’s fist pounding the air as she snatched his body, winked at Jhinn and then leapt off the gondola to scale the smooth stone wall up to the street. She was as effortless in her motions as a spider crawling up a web. Stick with me, pretty man and I will have you begging me to stay. You still have more of that mixture, right? Keep it around and we’ll rule the world you and me!

Lila? Why Lila and not Maid Chaos again?

She scaled the wall and flung herself over the railing. She was running almost before she leapt from it, skidding to a halt at the sight of the Grandfather battling Etienne, Liandari, and Anglarok all at once.

I didn’t think you’d be sorry to feel her leave.

He hadn’t been. 

She’s gone. Gone forever. When the Grandfather killed her, it destroyed her for all eternity. She only had as long as her spirit could hold on to you.

Swords and harpoon met the Grandfather’s blade in a quick dance, but he was already spinning, purple and yellow sparks flying in every direction. He disappeared with a pop.

Tamerlan spun around looking for him along the rooftops and down the street, but he was nowhere to be seen. Wasn’t Lila upset that he’d killed Maid Chaos? Wasn’t she troubled by that?

Not particularly. I never liked her. I prefer to drink wine, not blood.

Then why complain that he’d killed her?

The chaining of magical creatures – particularly ones as big as dragons – is a complicated process requiring renewed magic.

Great, change the subject. His eyes were still studying every rooftop and alley he could see, looking for the Grandfather.

I’m not changing the subject. Renewed magic is part of the answer.

Etienne had told him about that. The mandala that the people walked through the city streets helped hold the dragon in place. So did the Lady Sacrifice’s blood every year.

Fail on either count, and the dragon wakes.

“What just happened?” Anglarok asked, spinning like Tamerlan was. His scarf was wrapped so thick around his mouth that his words were muffled. “Have we lost him again?”

He avoided Tamerlan’s eyes and Tamerlan wanted to blush at that. The man thought he was insane.

You are insane, or maybe you’re the sanest of us all. Who knows? Lean into it. Your insanity is more powerful than their dull sanity. 

The ground rumbled beneath their feet again.

“What is that?” Liandari asked, her face pale. 

Etienne exchanged a look of understanding with Tamerlan. They’d both felt this before.

But Choan had sacrificed their Maid Chaos. Choan had people walking out the mandala on her streets. In fact, they were running the mandala right now, chasing and being chased all over the city as they fought the invaders.

There’s a third thing that also must not fail – the initial binding.

Initial binding?

Every generation has to deal with dragons. The question is not whether they will rise, but what your generation will do when they come for you. Will your generation stand the test? Will anyone rise who can bind the dragon?

The initial binding? Was she suggesting that Maid Chaos had bound the dragon Choan? That somehow the destruction of her avatar nullified that binding?

Why else do you think Choan is rising?

He shivered under her control as the ground under them shivered again.

“Tamerlan! TAM!” Jhinn’s voice was faint, but Tamerlan dashed to the railing and looked down at the boy. He pointed in the distance to where boats choked the canal, white boats filled with the Retribution.

They were bearing down the canal, lighting every boat they saw on fire. 

Horror filled Tamerlan. Those weren’t just trading boats and gondolas. Some were family boats. And most were operated by Waverunners who would die in the water or by the flames. He clenched his jaw. He didn’t care what Lila wanted, they had to save Jhinn.

And avoid the dragon’s wrath.

She could just keep her opinions to herself.

Did I say anything?

She launched him over the rail and took up a stance in the bow as she drew her sword.

She wasn’t going to fight him on this?

Just you and me against an army? Sounds like fun. Maybe when we’re done, we can find the Grandfather.

And just like that, he saw the old man, running along the rooftops heading in the opposite direction of the raging boats of the Retribution. 

“That way!” he called to Jhinn. “We’ll avoid the invaders and try to keep the Grandfather in our sights!”

Why didn’t the Grandfather just leave the city?

There is something here that he wants, and I am determined that he should not get it.

Jhinn began to spin the boat around at the same moment that it jostled, shoving deeper into the water and rocking violently. Tamerlan spun to see Liandari, Anglarok, and Etienne recovering from their leap into the boat.

“Glad to see that you’ve joined us,” Lila said with his voice. She sounded almost glib. “You’re just in time. We have invaders chasing us, bent on our destruction, the dragon beneath the city is rising, and the Grandfather is outdistancing us. Oh, and if he gets to his goal before we do, he’ll unleash destruction on these five cities unlike anything you’ve ever seen.”

“We’ve seen dragons rise before,” Etienne said quietly. 

“But have you seen the Legends ride them?” Lila asked. “No? Then let’s make sure that you never do.”
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29: Unthinkable
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Marielle

She’d seen it! She’d seen exactly how to pop in and out of time! And now she just needed to try it. But to try it, she’d need a body and hers was stuck in a clock. 

If she’d had a body, she would have had to swallow down the acid rising in her throat. Because claiming a body could only mean one thing. There was only one person offering his body to spirits right now. And that was Tamerlan. 

The fool!

The utter, incomprehensible fool. She wanted to throttle him. No cause was great enough to risk losing everything like that. He was risking his sanity, his humanity, his agency – everything! 

Her thoughts stuttered to a stop. Really, Marielle? No cause? What about justice? Hadn’t she sworn an oath that she would do anything necessary to preserve justice? Would she have risked her sanity for it? The sanity of others? The lives of others?

Where did you draw the line? When the choice wasn’t between good and bad but between bad and worse. When the risks were uncertain and the outcomes opaque – where did you lay out a line and guard it like the wall of a palace?

She wished she knew. 

But there was a clear answer somewhere. She just had to find it. And she had to try to find a way to do this without taking over his body. Because she would never be able to forgive herself if she violated someone else that way.

She searched, diving through time like a dolphin, searching, searching, searching for another way. A way that would keep them both from doing the unthinkable.
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30: Bell Tower
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Tamerlan

Whatever that device was that Jhinn had made to propel the gondola was worth ten times its weight in gold. Etienne worked the pedals, sweat beading on his forehead as a watchful Jhinn used his oar to steer the boat between the other escaping craft. 

Lila had Tamerlan perched at the very front of the boat, holding the ferro and leaning over the dark brackish water as she kept his eyes on the Legend. She ignored the whispers between Anglarok and Liandari. 

But Tamerlan was listening.

“We gave oath,” Anglarok reminded her.

“Is the oath more important or the Retribution? It’s started, Anglarok. There is glory to be won, a greater name, a new set of beaches on my skin!”

He snorted. “A woman is only worth what weight her word can bear. Stay the course.”

Lila leapt so quickly that Tamerlan – distracted by their words – didn’t have time to mentally brace himself. He heard the shouts of his companions from behind him, but she was already leaping from one boat to the next, ignoring their cries as she chased the Grandfather. 

A squawking chicken flew up in front of him and she batted it to the side, leaping right over the head of an old Waverunner woman as she cursed at Tamerlan. Lila narrowly avoided a swinging oar as one gondolier took a swipe at him and then they were at the canal wall, Lila scaling it with lightning speed. She could find a handhold or foothold in rock so slick that Tamerlan would have thought it impossible to climb. 

They emerged on the street, running through a clump of Choan guard.

“You there! Join the guard or consider yourself an enemy!”

By the time the guard got to ‘enemy’, he was already past, streaking up the wall of a nearby building – a trade consortium topped by a massive bell tower. He’d seen a tower like that before in Jingen.

The Trade House. It’s a common feature. In there they set the price of goods for the city daily – wheat, flax, oranges, iron – if you can name it, they are selling and trading it in there. They ring the bell to announce changes in the exchange.

The Grandfather seemed set on reaching the bell. His wiry frame was already scaling the white stone tower, red scarf rippling in the morning breeze. Lila followed at an almost alarming speed, as if she’d been climbing bell towers her whole life.

I have been.

As if she had no fear scaling the slick wall.

I don’t.

As if she really thought they could catch the Grandfather up there.

He works his head into the noose! Where can he flee to from the top of a tower? Will he sprout wings and flap away? Fool! He chose my stomping grounds – the world above, the world of thieves and rogues.

And this time she would use the Eye, right? She’d make sure he was bound so they could get himt o the clock.

Haven’t you realized yet that we aren’t going to use your precious Eye?

We?

The Legends.

But Abelmeyer used it on the dragon!

You’re our one link to this world. What good are you to us blind?

But she had promised!

I lie to you. Often. Don’t let it sour your mood.

The city below them looked like the tide rushing over a beach. The ground still shook with rolling tremors, but from the sea, a wave of white washed over the city – the sails and banners of the Retribution were all white gilded with golden edges.

Chaos is when I thrive. People don’t notice a trifle gone in the middle of a war.

How had she become a Legend? He couldn’t imagine her doing anything selfless or noble. She’d already admitted to being a liar.

She snorted. And you thought Maid Chaos could be noble? Clearly, you didn’t understand the depths of her cruelty. Or the Grandfather – do you think him selfless? We all do things for our own reasons. Sometimes, a selfish person might do something that seems selfless to achieve their selfish end. A madwoman might do something seemingly noble for reasons so insane they can’t be delved. Don’t think you can judge by actions. You only ever see a small piece.

Who would have thought that a thief would lecture him on morality?

Do you want to catch the Legend or don’t you?

His arms burned from the effort of climbing. Lila glanced down briefly and his head swam at how much higher they were than the gondola they’d left below. Jhinn was staring up at them, hand shielding his eyes. Hopefully, he got over that and kept fleeing. That fleet wasn’t going to stop just because Tamerlan had. 

This tower was so high that he was surprised he hadn’t noticed it before they started climbing.

You were preoccupied. 

And they were almost at the top. How was the Grandfather going to ride a dragon from up here? It made no sense.

He’s off course. I drove him up here.

The Grandfather flung himself over the lip of the small wall surrounding the bell and Tamerlan was just a few spans beneath the lip. They’d gained a lot of ground. 

I am the greatest climber who ever lived. The greatest schemer. The most triumphant of all. See why you should give yourself to me? Let me guide you down a fresh path – a path to prosperity.

He wasn’t even sure if survival was an option for him. Never mind prosperity. And both those things came far below redemption. He just wanted to get right again, somehow.

Sure. We can do that, too.

They flipped over the edge of the wall into the bell tower like a fish over the side of a boat, landing in an artful crouch. Tamerlan’s knife was in his hand before he’d stuck the landing.

“And who is possessing you today?” the Grandfather asked from where he leaned against the massive brass bell. His reflection was warped and twisted in the bell – just like the Legend being reflected. “Maid Chaos is gone. I’d like to know whose avatar to target next.”

“You’ll never find it,” Lila laughed in Tamerlan’s voice. “It’s not revered like yours is. There aren’t religions built on me.”

“Ram the Hunter?” the Grandfather asked, and Lila laughed again.

“Hardly.”

“I was Time for a while – still have some of those tricks up my sleeves.” He shot his cuffs dramatically and sparks leapt out from them. “I can find out where anyone’s avatar was put. All I have to do is to go and look.”

Lila laughed again. “Well, that assumes you’re free to look. And for once, I want what the kid wants. I want you back in that clock.”

The Grandfather’s smile looked more like a death rictus.

“Then catch me – if you can.”

He shoved the bell, hard. It barely moved, though a small gong sound – as if the clapper had barely brushed the massive bell – filled the air. 

Leaping onto the lip of the small wall around the bell, he leaned out over the city below like a bird about to catch flight. As he spread his arms, Lila was already dashing forward. As he lifted his face into the sun, she was leaping toward him. 

What was she thinking? She was going to kill them! His heart was in his throat, racing so fast that his vision was blacking in and out.

The Grandfather dove from the tower, leaping up and then somersaulting to leap headfirst in his dive. Lila tumbled after him – less graceful, more flailing arms and legs than an actual dive.

Tamerlan screamed inside. Fear and panic flooding through him like water through a canal. He was going to die! What had she done?

Bright purple and gold sparks danced around the Grandfather and he began to whirl in midair. He was about to pop out of this time and place and into another – again. He had the luxury of that.  

Lila clenched the smoking roll of Spice between his teeth and the lit end flared brightly as the wind sped around it.

Smoke it! Let me stay!

He had no chance of getting free of her – not like that!

Get free and you will die. I’m your only hope.

Beneath them, the city rose up like a living map about to swallow them up. 

He sucked in the smoke.

He felt a sudden push. 

Oh. This is a surprise.
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31: Yellow and Purple Sparks
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Marielle

She had Tamerlan in her clutches, the weasel! She’d tossed her red hair and laughed just before she grabbed him and threw him at the Grandfather back along the canal and she was laughing still. Laughing as she drove him to his death. She smelled of careless certainty. The minty smell of that certainty was so strong that it almost overwhelmed the elderberry of her insanity. And the glint in her eye as she rode him down changed everything.

It was still wrong to take over someone else’s mind. It was still wrong to let them do that to themselves. It was maybe even evil.

But sometimes you had to do something unthinkable to save someone. And Tamerlan needed saving as badly as she did. 

Marielle blinked as she popped into space beside Lila where she clung to Tamerlan’s back. Surprise was her only advantage. Before the Legend could notice her, she pushed with all her might, grabbing Tamerlan with her ghostly arms from behind, sinking her face into his shoulder. They had to be quick. They couldn’t lose their one chance! 

She had him! What a heady feeling! His mind and body were suddenly as much hers as her own ever had been. She could feel the beat of his heart in her chest, the breath of his lungs in her mouth. His golden scent – hot honey and cinnamon flooded her like the warmth of sunshine. But there was no time to bask.

She pulled his arms back and pulled his feet together so that he flew through the air more swiftly, angling toward the spinning Grandfather. His limbs were powerful as they moved, the ease of his movement a joy. 

Focus, Marielle!

If she timed it just right ... 

Marielle? Dragon’s Spit! Are you in my mind?

Yes. 

She shuddered at the admission, flinching from how it stained her.

Don’t leave. Please don’t leave!

He sounded so desperate. Lonely.

Don’t let me die alone – or worse – don’t let me die with all of them fighting for me like scrabbling dogs.

Marielle reached for the Grandfather, physically and mentally. Loud sounds like cracks and pops of a fire filled her mind and then their vision was nothing but purple and yellow sparks as they were sucked into the whirl of the Grandfather. 

She emerged on a butte overlooking a wide plain. The scents of it filled Marielle’s nose – no wait, that was Tamerlan’s nose. And they weren’t her usual scent abilities. They were just regular smells – the smells of grass and fragrant bushes. She felt blind for a moment with this dull nose until she saw the colors.

They made no sense! They weren’t full of scent. They were just there – everywhere. Not swirling or trailing or glowing, just there as if each object had its own. And they were vibrant and full and distracting. They were so stunning that it took her a moment to realize that the Grandfather was creeping along the edge of the butte looking down.

He’s going to see me. 

But he was wrong about that. Marielle could still smell the Grandfather’s emotions – sort of. It was like trying to smell through a thick scarf, but it was still there if she fought for it. What she smelled most was interest and excitement swirling around him in wide bands. He was watching something.

Tamerlan? Are you okay in there? I’m sorry that I stole your body. I just didn’t want you to die.

Dragon’s spit, Marielle! Do you think I’m angry about that? I’m relieved. I’m glad that you’re okay – that we both still live! 

Marielle crept Tamerlan closer, careful not to make a sound. They needed to get the Grandfather. Now. Before he leapt again. And she didn’t dare leave Tamerlan yet. What if the Grandfather leapt and Tamerlan couldn’t chase after him? 

He pulled a deep breath through the tube of Spice in his lips. Strange that he could choose to do that when she had control of every other aspect of him. It tasted almost good. Like smoke, sure, but fragrant and almost tasty. She breathed it in like life. The longer he had it in him, the longer she’d stay to help.

Don’t go, Marielle.

He felt so familiar. His body felt like home. And yet it was nothing like hers. Large where hers was small. Narrow where hers was wide. Wide where hers was narrow. It gave her a giddy feeling of being totally at home in a foreign place.

She just had to be sure that no one else could shove her away the way she’d shoved Lila. She could still see them there, floating around her – the Legends. They wanted Tamerlan back. They lurked just over the Bridge, biding their time, waiting for their chance, with wicked, gleaming red eyes. 

Didn’t he see that when he called them? Didn’t he see that they wanted him, not to help him, but to own him like a slave, like a shared avatar used to give them second life? 

She could see it plainly. The Grandfather was a problem for the Dragonblood Plains. But these Legends were just as dangerous. They were consuming her friend’s soul.

Do you see what he’s looking at?

She wasn’t looking at that. She was trying to maneuver silently behind him. If she could hit him over the head with something, or stab him with the knife Tamerlan still held ... 

Did he need to be alive to replace her in the clock? She wasn’t a murderer, but this might classify as self-defense.

It’s the Smudgers! They fled from the five cities to somewhere north and west. This is them! Look at their burning braziers!

Knowing that didn’t help them to catch the Grandfather. And that was her only goal.

They all went somewhere and no one knew where or how, but do you see what they’re doing? They have that woman lifted up on a platform, pinned spread eagle over it in the sun. That must be awful. She’s probably going mad from the heat. Are they passing smoking braziers under her?

She needs to be rescued.

She took a careful step toward the Grandfather, easing her weight onto the balls of her feet and then lifted the other foot. It was harder to maneuver Tamerlan’s body. She wasn’t used to such long legs or to so much weight in the shoulders. 

Look! Something’s happening! Look!

But she was trying not to look. One more step and she’d be on him.

“Dragon’s spit and the entrails of the Legends!” The Grandfather’s vulgarity spilled out like a cup knocked over. “They’ve made her again.”

Now was the time! While he was distracted!

Wait! Do you see it? She’s tearing the ropes up! She’s ripping the bracing from the platform. She’s leaping down!

Marielle sprang forward, stabbing toward the Grandfather, but he twisted away as if he could see her lunge behind his back. He spun, caught her gaze, spat a curse, and then the purple and yellow sparks erupted. 

Marielle leapt forward, catching his coat with a hand as he whipped through time and space.

Did you see that? Didn’t you see that? Tamerlan was babbling. I think they put a spirit into her with all that smoke. I think – is it crazy that I think they put Maid Chaos into her? That she might be Maid Chaos reborn?

What was crazy was that he was so obsessed with it. What mattered right now was the Grandfather. What mattered was putting him back in the clock. They could deal with any violations of the law that the Smudgers had made later when both of them were whole and free of Legends. 

The law never rested. It never slept. It would come for those Smudgers with slow, trudging steps.

But this will never end, Marielle. Not if we don’t stop it at the source.

What did he mean by ‘we’? Since when was it their job to stop all evil? It was her job to enforce the law. Both the laws of the cities and the real law. But the fates of Legends and worlds were not hers to be responsible for. As if she wasn’t already burdened enough!

That’s fine, Marielle. You don’t need to take this on. You’ve done enough. 

His words were compassionate, and yet they stung. He made it sound like she wasn’t sufficient. Like she’d settled for something less than his great cause.

No, no, not at all. It’s just that all this is my fault. And I have to find some way back into humanity. Some way out of the madness. Some way to heal all the wounds I’ve gouged, rebuild all the buildings I’ve crumbled, wash away the tears I caused. 

The way he said that – like he was drowning, like he just wanted air for a moment ...

The only way to do that is to find evil at its core and destroy it. The only way is to break the chains our people have been put under and finally set them free.

What did that have to do with the Smudgers? What did that have to do with the Legends?

I don’t know yet. I just know that I have to keep diving deeper until I find the source.

The whirling stopped and they fell back into time.
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32: Triumph of the Mother
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Marielle

The Grandfather was hard to catch. She couldn’t blame Tamerlan for taking so long to catch up with him when the Grandfather slipped through her own fingers so fast that she could barely gasp and he was gone. And Tamerlan’s body didn’t work like hers, didn’t run like hers, or jump like hers. What made it worse was that she didn’t want to have to think about the fact that she was currently possessing him. It was – a violation of sorts.

Your mind is nice inside mine. Like a pool of fresh water. Cool. Transparent. Easy.

It didn’t help that his thoughts caressed her mind, swirling gently around it, seeming to be everywhere at once like an embrace.

She tried to force away mindfulness of that kind of intimacy and focus on the work at hand. They had a Legend to catch. And if she let Tamerlan go right now one of the other Legends would grab him and do whatever they wanted with him – and that wouldn’t mean catching Grandfather Timeless.

He was on the rooftops. She could smell him if she focused. He smelled of insanity – the elderberry scent astringent even in her weakened ability to smell – and of the charcoal mists of time that puffed to cloud the memory. She focused on that smell, letting her mind name it and remember it so that she could follow it anywhere. And then she opened Tamerlan’s eyes.

They were balanced on a rooftop. 

She’d thought at first that it was Choan, but the white waves of the invaders were not present. The tang of the brackish sea was not there. No ... this was another city of the Dragonblood Plains. Beneath her, in the streets, the Orange Wars were waging as people tossed oranges at one another and engaged in mock skirmishes. There was some laughter. Some scuffling with minor injuries. Marielle had never liked Autumngale. The scent of competition and brotherhood swirling through the air in carrot orange and the smell of apple cider was nice, but the complicated swirls of musky green envy and the puffs of russet ambition irritated her nose.

And this Autumngale, there was something more. 

She wrinkled Tamerlan’s nose, trying to catch it.

I hate to sound impatient, but do you think we should be chasing him?

Yes. Of course. He pulled another lungful of smoke from the roll of Spice balanced on his lips – asking for her to stay. The burning end was almost gone.

Light another one. They’re in my inner pocket.

She fumbled inside and found the oilcloth roll, carefully extracting one before wrapping the others. Urgency bit at her, but if she wasn’t careful, and she ruined these rolls, this might be the end of their chance. Carefully, she lit one with the other, replacing the old stub for a new roll between Tamerlan’s lips. 

Okay. Now, to run. 

She took off across the rooftops, combining Tamerlan’s greater strength and larger muscles with her own street experience to push him harder and faster across the rooftops than she had ever been able to go.

And more skillfully than I could.

She ignored the compliment, focusing – searching with her nose. 

This way!

She followed the trail up a tile roof, using Tamerlan’s feet to climb the slippery tiles. The Grandfather wasn’t far ahead. 

Below, a roar ripped through the crowd and she glanced down to see a cloud of orange – oranges flying through the air and in the streets and on the wall and the carrot orange smell of sport puffing around them. That was fine. Just the Autumngale celebration. 

Her grip slipped and she fell slightly, catching herself in time, but the knife in Tamerlan’s right hand skimmed across his leg leaving a gouge.

Oh no.

Calm. It will be okay.

I cut you! 

She shook, at the thought. She’d taken someone’s body and cut them with their own knife.

An accident.  

But taking him hadn’t been an accident.

I welcomed you.

Not good enough. She clenched his jaw, sheathed the blade and stood still, glued in place while her breathing grew more and more rapid.

Can I have just a little control over my body?

Oh, dragon’s spit! Why hadn’t she ... fumbling mentally, she tried to find a way to give it to him without surrendering to the triumphant looking spirits around them. Their fingers seemed longer as they reached for him. She felt his mind grow stronger, gently nudging her aside. The touch was close – as close as a brush cheek to cheek would be.

There we go. Let’s calm down a little. Deeper breaths. Yes, there you go.

It was his body. So, why did it feel like he was taking care of her? He caressed her mind. 

Easy now, easy. Let it out. Big breaths. You’re going to be okay.

He said that like he’d said it a thousand times before.

I have. I tell myself that a lot. When life is too much. When I feel trapped. He paused. You’re going to be okay.

She was going to be okay.

Let’s follow the Grandfather. This is Yan and I think he’s heading for the Palace. 

She thought so, too. But why?

He was there before to get a book. Maybe he needs another book.

That seemed reasonable. She pulled in a long breath and then began to scramble again, ignoring the ache in her – his – leg where the knife had scored it.

Tamerlan?

Right here.

It felt almost as if his consciousness were holding hers – like the clasp of hands. 

I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have taken you over.

You did what was necessary. And I am grateful.

His mental voice felt warm on her consciousness,

They were climbing quickly now. Climb up one side of the roof, slide down the other. Jump to the next. But what would they do when they reached the first canal or a similar barrier that they couldn’t cross?

Almost before she thought it, they were there. She stopped with a skid on the edge of the tile roof, a single tile falling from her quick stop and plunging over the edge of the roof into the street below. 

She stared down. Had she hurt someone? Calls and cries drifted up and around the tile, a swell of red rolled over the street. But she didn’t see anyone hurt and lying in the street. She could smell it now, though, the overpowering smell of violence – red and smoky.

Look.

She followed his mental prodding, looking toward where the crowds fought, and oranges flew through the air. But that wasn’t all. Red swirled up and spattered outward, the scents mixing with actual colors. Someone was shedding blood.

“Variena!” someone in the crowd called. “Our savior! For Variena!”

That was her mother’s name. 

Just the thought of it sent a spike of sadness through her chest. She would probably never see her mother again. Like almost everyone else, she had probably perished when Tamerlan saved Marielle in Jingen and woke the dragon.

I am guilty of many things, but not the death of your mother.

She hadn’t meant to accuse him. It just hurt to think of her, that was all.

I saw her alive and well in the refugee camps here just days ago. She looks like you.

Marielle felt like she’d frozen. He’d seen her?

Except she has brown eyes.

That was her!

Icy excitement filled her at the thought.

“Variena!” the cry was louder now and before Marielle’s eyes, they surged into the streets – thin men and women with gaunt faces and wild eyes, swirling with the red smoky scent of violent determination. They came in a mass, their jaws set, and weapons held out. Where they met the groups of people throwing oranges, they waded in like harvesters to the wheat, hacking, chopping, stabbing. Not a change of expression filled their faces. Not a hint of sympathy. They came to conquer. And they came in the name of her mother.

She shivered, feeling suddenly cold to the core.

Do you see why I must end it all? I must find the root of all this trouble? Everything is wrong. Everything!

And then a new group plowed out onto the street. Yan Palace Guards in blue and gold tabards, holding their halberds high, marched like toy soldiers through the streets. They were minutes from clashing with the hollow-eyed uprisers. Moments and then they’d really see battle.

She held his breath in horrified anticipation. But when the groups met, they merged like two rivers, one clear and one muddy. They didn’t intermingle, but they flowed side by side and while the uprisers screamed her mother’s name, the guards chanted something else. 

“For Variena and Decebal!”

“Decebal Zi’fen!”

“House Zi’fen!”

She felt like her eyes might dry out they’d gone so wide. She couldn’t close them in her shock. Tamerlan’s mind reached around hers, taking back control, pulling her back from the edge.

Both our families have brought disaster on this city.

She’d missed so much when she was in the clock. None of this seemed to be a surprise to him.

It is and it isn’t all at the same time. Etienne warned me. I just wasn’t listening.

She and Tamerlan had to fix it. She could see that. That’s what he was going on about – fixing gouges and repairing wounds.

She sank into his mind like into a comforting hug as he slid down from the roof to a balcony and into the street, still racing toward the palace. They could do this if they worked together. She might have lost her sense of everything else, but that was the one thing she was certain was true.
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33: All is Ever Lost
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Tamerlan

Warmth and tenderness filled him. If he could preserve her from this hell, he would. Anything she needed. Any solace. Any help. 

He was the only one who should go mad for this.

She was already plunging him through the crowds toward the palace, weaving between guards and revolutionaries. One of the Yan guards grabbed Tamerlan by the front of his shirt.

“Whose side are you,” he began with a growl, but his words cut off as he glimpsed Tamerlan’s face. “You look like him.” 

“I am Tamerlan Zi’Fen,” Marielle said with his lips. It felt strange how she said his name – gently, like she was worried about breaking it. 

The guard dropped him like a hot coal. “My apologies.”

As they filed past, the other guards all shot him worried looks – earned, no doubt, by his father’s behavior – but he was soon past them, as Marielle hurried through the streets and tried not to slip on the sticky peels and ruined fruit all over the ground. Any other Autumngale the feasting would start soon and the old rivalries would melt into one big feast and dance. Any other Autumngale, he’d have the day off to spend with friends.

But not today.

Today they hunted.

Marielle chased through the streets, skidding around a group of revolutionaries. Something big was going on by the palace. The crowds thickened as they approached it, but there was no fighting here. It was almost as if the fight had almost been won.

So easily?

So quickly?

That troubled him. Even as Marielle directed his body into the thick of things, he was watching. The signs of his father were here. Only Decebal would turn a population from their rulers after marrying one of his children into the ruling family.

Marielle was focused on the scent of the Grandfather. She was sniffing the air with his nose. But he was watching the crowd. Watching their faces as they drew closer to a crude platform still being constructed and a knot of somewhat better-armed refugees. Had he seen these faces before? They looked familiar.

They leapt forward as Marielle followed the scent, so obsessed that she didn’t seem to realize they were headed right into the knot of the revolution’s leaders. She was excited, like a dog hot on the trail.

He’s close. He’s close.

She needed to pull back. They were too close to the ringleaders. One of them was already snarling at him, pointing to him with a leather-gloved finger.

In front of them, another moved to shield a woman in a heavy cloak with her back to them. His arm whipped up, stopping Tamerlan at the same moment that the woman whirled to face them, the hood falling to reveal her face. 

Variena.

Shock reverberated through Marielle. She must not have believed it, not really, not until now. The blood seemed to drain from his face at her reaction.

“You. The one who brought food,” Variena said, looking at him with calculating eyes. “You seem to always arrive at just the right moment.” Her smile was predatory. “Timeliness is a welcome trait in a man.”

He tried to clench his jaw as he pulled in a puff of smoke from the roll of paper still hanging from his lips. Marielle was frozen with shock, like she’d been hit by a pole between the eyes.

Let me take over, Marielle. He pulled at her grip on him, sliding it from her mental hold. 

“I’m afraid not,” he said smoothly. “My appointment today is elsewhere.”

“If you think to foul this up – you and that worthless piece of ruler scum – ”

He hadn’t realized she knew about Etienne but he was smooth in his interjection. “This has nothing to do with you. Not yet. I’m just trying to prevent what happened in Jingen from happening here.”

She leaned in close so that he could smell her clove-scented breath. “What happened in Jingen worked out just fine for me, pretty boy.”

“But now you’re on top,” he said smoothly despite the sweat forming on his brow. She was a formidable woman. She had all of Marielle’s assurance and none of her morality. “And those on top have the most to lose when the tables are flipped.”

She grunted. “Don’t get in the way or I’ll carve that pretty face to ribbons.”

Tamerlan gave her a crooked smile and pushed away, hurrying out of the crowd. Marielle – inside his mind – was upset. He felt her emotions ricocheting from one to the next as he drove them toward the palace. How was he going to get in there without her abilities to guide him? Could he use the same technique he’d used when Lila was guiding him? That seemed unlikely.

Just give me a moment to catch my breath.

He didn’t have to worry. The bridge stretching across the canal to the palace doors was busy – but unguarded, the doors flung wide open.

Be careful. All is not as it seems.

This was worse than he’d thought. No one guarding the Palace? Had that ever happened before?

He picked up the pace, trotting up the bridge and dodging tattered refugees as they intermixed with Landholds. None of the Landholds looked happy. Their eyes kept flicking toward the Yan Palace Guard. And the Guard was everywhere. They weren’t preventing movement and they weren’t stopping anyone. One of the guards in a rumpled uniform lounged idly at the highest point of the bridge, looking leisurely over the people moving in and out of the palace. He seemed to be at his ease until his eyes squinted and his hands flicked out, grabbing a whey-faced Landhold from the bridge and hauling him over the rail and into the water with a single burst of energy. 

There had been no warning. When he was done, he returned to seemingly lounging along the bridge. No one was fooled. The crowd moved like a group of rats surrounded by large cats. 

The guards smell of madness.

But so did Tamerlan, according to Anglarok.

No one helped the gurgling Landhold from his place in the moat. The walls of the moat were slick and steep. His only hope would be to find a passing boat or to be a very strong swimmer.  

Tamerlan swallowed, hurrying through the door with the rest of the crowd. It was hard to move quickly through the press of bodies.

He’s just ahead! I can smell him! He’s close!

He almost thought he could see what she meant, like a swirl of colored smoke up ahead. The more he focused on it, the harder it was to see. Perhaps, it was only his imagination.

He saw the scarf first – the red scarf waving in the wind. Like a dog with a fresh scent in his nose, it gave him a new burst of energy. He put his head down and ran, thrusting every ounce of power he had into long, powerful strides. 

He was gaining. He could tell. He pushed past a screaming maid in the door of the palace, dodging the white linens she threw in his face in her terror. He was the least of her problems. He’d be gone before she could blink. She should be more worried about the guards on the bridge.

The Grandfather was only strides ahead as they raced up a shallow flight of stone stairs and then down a tapestry lined hall. Screams and cries of surprise rang out down the hall where the Grandfather ran ahead of him as Palace servants rushed away from the commotion. Tamerlan dodged past a wide-eyed man dressed like a butler – his hands full of silver candlesticks – and then as he ran into a pack of maids on their hands and knees scrambling for the dropped cutlery, he placed a hand on one of their shoulders and vaulted right over their bent heads. No time for civility. A woman dressed like a Landhold stood before him with her hands over her mouth, surrounded by shards of broken vases and a mirror that used to line the hall beside where she stood. He sprang past her without a second look.  

The Grandfather cared nothing for the health or property of anyone. Like Time the ever-rolling stream, he carried all those things away – eventually.

The Library doors were wide open when Tamerlan finally skidded around the corner to them, panting and heaving with exertion. She was there again. Amaryllis.

His eyes caught on his sister standing with her back against the door. Caught the slight shake of her head. She didn’t want acknowledgment. Or she didn’t want him there. And either way, it stung.

Isn’t that Amaryllis? The one you meant to save when you saved me instead?

Yes. No time for that. 

He burst through the door.

I feel the great sadness in your heart at the sight of her. 

She was well and she had a future. Asking for anything else was just selfishness.

And isn’t love selfish sometimes? Doesn’t it want to know that the beloved loves, too?

Not real love. Real love wanted what was best for the other no matter what the beloved thought of the lover.

What a cold approach. It doesn’t sound like you at all.

He didn’t want to think about it.

Because it stings.

And he didn’t have to. 

There was the Grandfather! He was grabbing a book off the shelf. 

Tamerlan leapt, flying through the air arms reaching out. He knew without having to say anything – the Grandfather was about to jump through time and space again. The old man was already whirling, sparks pouring off him like water from a falls. His eyes met Tamerlan’s as Tamerlan fell short, hitting the stone floor of the library with an oof as the breath was knocked out of him. 

“You fell short,” the Grandfather laughed. “In the end they all do!”

And then he vanished with a pop.
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34: Whisper of Rebellion 
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Marielle

The pain bit at her. He held so much pain inside. So much rejection and hurt. When he thought he was hiding it, it oozed out of him like sap from a tree. No wonder he wanted so badly to save everything. No wonder he took refuge in the smoke with all that hurt building inside like thunderheads. He’d been such a beautiful boy with a sweet, artist’s heart. She’d seen that again and again in the past.

But it was the fragility of his very sweetness, it was the vulnerability of his compassion that made it possible to shatter him. And he was shattered. She felt it as he tried to bury his pain at his sister’s lack of acknowledgment. She felt it as he stuffed his loneliness past the shards of who he’d once been. Now, he was all loneliness and guilt in one rolled up murky ball.

Not all. 

No, she was mistaken about that. Because even now as the Grandfather disappeared and he thought he’d lost him. Even now as frustration frizzled through him and he reached in his pocket and withdrew another roll of Spice – even now his thoughts were of her. His thoughts were of her in the clock and of the people of the Dragonblood Plains who would suffer because of him. Who would have expected such selflessness – such a sliver of sweet compassion under so much tangled bitterness, guilt and hurt?

She could smell it all woven through the honey and butter golden scent of him, twisting through like colored fibers in a golden rug.

She just wanted to hold him and let him cry until it had all leaked out of him in hot salty tears.

“Well, that’s that then, isn’t it?” he said aloud before taking a long pull on his fresh roll of spice.

Admit it, she prodded. You’re disappointed.

“Devastated,” he said aloud again. It was almost as if he were afraid to speak with his thoughts to her – as if he was shying away from the intimacy.

Can’t you just let someone hold you and help you for a moment, Tamerlan? Can’t you just cave in for a single second instead of carrying it all yourself?

“You don’t understand,” he said – aloud again in an empty library.

What didn’t she understand?

If I give in, even for a moment, even for a fraction of a moment ...

This time he spoke with his mind. And it was oddly intimate. Like the touch of two friends. Like the words of a long-time lover – so few, but so full.

...I’m afraid I’ll break.

And what if he broke? Maybe that would be best?

Then who ... He almost seemed to choke on the thought – as if it were too hard to think. As if just thinking it was already breaking him ... will put me back together?

She reached with her mind for him. Reached the only way she knew how – in a way with no barriers and nothing denied.  She reached with all her heart. She shouldn’t. She already knew how dangerous it was to give all of yourself to anyone, never mind someone who was ...

Insane? Hopelessly addicted? Guilty?

But she felt him taking her embrace, drawing all her mind and soul in like a puff of that smoke until she was swirling in his mind like it swirled in his lungs, until she didn’t know where her longings ended and his started. Until she could touch where his heart was raw and his personality aching. Touch it with healing hands. Kiss it better – or at least try.

It was only the space of a single breath – and yet a world passed between them in that breath. He trembled under her touch – strong, powerfully strong, and yet so delicate in his pain. She couldn’t heal it all – didn’t try. She just sat with him in it. 

I understand, she tried to tell him.

Understand what?

Understand everything.

And when he breathed out, she breathed out with him.

I’ve lost the Grandfather, he said eventually. And that means that I can’t get you out of the clock.

Not quite, Marielle said. Do you still have my shell?

He pulled it from his belt pouch and she felt him smiling as he looked at it. 

Would he mind if she took back control?

Before she could ask, he was letting go and the authority over his body returned to her. She lifted the shell to his lips and blew gently. She’d seen this in the ages upon ages in the clock and now she knew what it was – knew how a great of a gift she’d been given when Anglarok gave it to her. 

It was a shell of echoes. Other shells might echo the sea but this one echoed magic. And she had the power to trigger it. She blew again and yellow and purple sparks began to rain down on them. Blew a third time, and they began to spin.

I had no idea it had such power.

It was just an echo. An echo of what had been here a moment before. 

It was hard to let the moment in the library go. Hard to go back to the chase when there was still so much for them to settle.

If you don’t, then you’ll be stuck in the clock forever. Do you really want that?

Of course not. But she’d grown used to his mind. So used to it that she didn’t want to leave.

Then don’t. His invitation was a mental whisper, lifting every hair up along the back of her neck. Stay with me.

With a pop, they left the Library and with another, they landed in the square of the palace in Xin. Marielle recognized it immediately, and even if she hadn’t she would have known where they were when she saw Allegra standing on the battlement addressing the crowd in just the same way that Lady Saga had only months ago when she’d been here with Etienne and the Harbingers.

She scanned the crowd for the Grandfather as Allegra’s words boomed over the crowd.

“It is finished. The Whisper has taken Xin City.”

Oranges formed a pulpy sludge beneath their feet and the people around them were streaked in sticky juice and blood, huddled in thick cloaks against the sea winds. Flies were already beginning to buzz, drinking in orange pulp and human blood with the same voraciousness. What a horrific celebration.

Here, too? Will any city be left?

Choan had fallen to the Retribution, Yan to Variena and Decebal, and Xin to the Whisper. That left only H’yi.

H’yi is a burnt-out hulk – barely a city at all. 

Worry filled her, rising up like tidewaters. Were they ruined? Were they all ruined?

And then she caught sight of the Grandfather in the crowd, pushing through with a snarl on his face and a book in his hand. He seemed almost mad as he forced his way through the crowd. She took off running while Allegra’s words followed her.

“We are your rulers now and we hereby declare an end to the nonsense that has ruled this city. There will be no more religions. The Smudgers are already gone. The Timekeepers are not welcome here. You will clear the Temple District immediately and it will be refurbished for industry. For long years, Xin city has been chained by superstition and ancient customs. Those end today.”

A cheer burst from the crowd. Marielle barely managed to squeeze Tamerlan’s body between the roaring people as they forced themselves forward, squeezing against the palace as if proximity alone could grant them a sliver of Allegra’s power. But tattered clothing, blood-soaked bandages, and ruined fruit spoke a different story.

“There will be no more sacrifices. No more feast days. No more holidays that honor the Legends. If you see a shrine, a plaque, a statue, a tribute OF ANY KIND dedicated to a Legend, I order you to destroy it!” Allegra’s words blazed across the wind that carried them through the square. “I am Allegra Spellspinner. I sell cures. And I am here to cure Xin!”

The roar of the people made her head ache.

I told Etienne she was a dangerous woman.

She was most certainly that. Marielle still wished she knew what her relationship to the former Lord Mythos was.

I think she wanted him to be her lover.

Unlikely. A woman like that cared for nothing but power.

Maybe she also cared about power over a man who once had been powerful.

That wasn’t how Marielle thought. Who cared who had power or didn’t? Power was only ever meant to be used for the good of humanity and the service of the law.

You are a rare pure gem in a well of snakes.

She felt his cheeks flushing at her emotion and quickly pushed it down. That was too weird.

There he was! Their quarry.

The Grandfather surfaced from the crowd again, pushing out toward the stairs that led down from the Government District to the districts below. 

Marielle shoved through the crowd after him.

Careful! No need to hurt anyone! 

Justice would be served. She was going to put the Grandfather back in the clock. If anyone deserved the sentence – it was him. 

No need to trample anyone in the process!

She wasn’t going to trample anyone. She was just going to catch him!

How long had Tamerlan been following the Grandfather? How long had he almost caught him? The City Watch had a name for that – dog trailing. And when you Dog Trailed someone for a really long time there was this thing the veterans talked about – this thing where you began to think you’d never catch him. It made your responses slower. Reduced your creativity.

Hey!

But Marielle had the advantage. She hadn’t been dog trailing for long. She had to get to him before he took to those stairs. Her eyes were sweeping across the crowd, looking for an opening. She was moving before she was even certain, leaping up onto a passing hand cart and jumping from there over a knot of people carrying barrel staves and hammers. What had happened in this place?

No time to think of that.

Tamerlan could leap better than she could. And he had balance like a cat. She landed him on a balustrade at the top of the stairs, allowing him a single breath to catch himself before leaping again with all his strength. 

The Grandfather’s back was to them as he reached the head of the staircase. He wouldn’t see them. There was no chance this time that he’d spiral away. She landed on his back like an angry cat, clawing for his throat through the thick purple scarf. It came loose, tangling around one of Tamerlan’s wrists at the same time that his thumbs sank into the other man’s windpipe and squeezed.

Don’t kill him! He needs to be alive.

She wasn’t going to kill him. She was going to subdue him. She’d seen Carnelian do this once. Even her name shot regret through Marielle, but she had no time for that now. With all her might, she pressed down as the Grandfather spun in her grasp, forcing her to adjust her grip, until his eyes met hers. There was no laughter in them now. His eyes rolled back until all she saw were the whites and he slumped heavily on the cobblestones. 

Hurry! The crowd doesn’t like this.

He was right about that. They were closing in, a growl already in their throats. With a worried sound, she hurriedly wrapped the scarf around the Grandfather’s limp wrists, cinching it as tightly as the silk allowed and then threw him up over Tamerlan’s thick shoulders. 

How strong was he? He took the weight of the Grandfather as if it were no more than a sack of potatoes.

And now what? I might be able to carry him, but I’ll struggle to fight like this.

Fight?

She looked around him and her eyes grew wide at the sight of a ring of revolutionaries – that was who they must be. None of them wore a uniform. Their clothing said dockworker, bouncer, tavern drunk, blacksmith’s apprentice, librarian – she could go on. Dozens of careers represented and all with tools of the trade – hammers, barrel staves, cargo hooks, and truncheons – rather than usual weapons. But that didn’t make them any less deadly.

“Is that a palace guard uniform I see on you, boy?” the tavern drunk called. 

What was Tamerlan wearing? Marielle looked down to see the blue tabard that Etienne had given him so long ago. Uh oh. In a revolution, the only thing you didn’t want to be was part of the old city structure.

“We’re done with your kind here!”

They closed in around Tamerlan and the Grandfather and Marielle brought up the shell one more time. Would the echo be too faint? Could she still get enough magic to travel with it?

She blew gently. Nothing.

Blew again. Nothing.

A blow crashed into Tamerlan’s lower back and she flinched, falling to one knee. The Grandfather felt suddenly too heavy. But they were so close! So close to having him finally in their grasp!

With all her might, she blew into the shell, thinking of how she used to hop through time and space without a problem before she took over Tamerlan. She could do it again. She could.

She just had to get them to the clock!

Sparks flew and they whirled in place. Purple and yellow. Yellow and purple.

It was working!

The cylinder of Spice dropped from Tamerlan’s mouth. 

And Marielle dropped from his mind like a heavy brick.
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Tamerlan

The sparks faded, leaving him gasping for breath with the unconscious Legend over his shoulders.

Marielle? Marielle? 

She was gone. His mind felt dull and achy without her.

We’re still here, pretty man. 

Lila was no consolation. Not compared to Marielle. 

If you like being commanded by a woman, then smoke again and I’ll be here to hold your hand. I can do more than that hawk-nosed law-girl anyway.

He ignored her as the ground beneath him bucked and heaved. He was on a balcony somewhere and the railing shook back and forth, the rails rattling like dry bones as they rubbed against each other.

This place was fancy – a palace perhaps? Marielle had been trying to take him to H’yi – could this be the palace there? He didn’t know if it had been burnt with everything else. But there was a tang to the air – a tang he wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t spent so much time with Marielle. Was that saltwater? Was he near the sea?

He pushed himself to his feet, wobbling under the weight of the Grandfather and stumbled toward the shaking railing. 

This was not just a palace – this was the Great Hall in a palace. Like the Great Hall in the Seven Suns palace, this hall was not just massive but also full of curiosities. The wreck of a ship, carefully positioned on its side, cleaned, and fitted for an audience to sit within and still be able to see the hall, was on one side, a plaque near the bow to explain its origins. Was that Queen Mer’s bust on the ship’s head?

A waterfall fell from one of the other balconies, arranged over a series of rocks with statues of fish and squid worked between the falling water. It plunged into a pool below.

He didn’t have time to note the fish skeletons, the coral, the strange art made of pearls – an eerie sight after witnessing the death of Mer’s avatar – because in the center of the Hall was something far more captivating. 

Were those leaders of the Retribution below?

They stood in a silent ring, blowing into shells – but these weren’t little palm-sized shells. These were shells large enough to hold Tamerlan inside of them.

Look! They still have that? 

What had King Abelmeyer so concerned? 

Dragon. Ram sounded the same as always.

Queen Mer’s Conch! Lila sounded awed. Strange – he didn’t hear anything from Maid Chaos. She was gone now – gone forever.

Was anyone else missing? That was a chilling thought. Or was it? Would it really be so bad if more of them were gone?

If we’re gone, then you have to figure out all of this on your own. Think you’re ready for that, pretty man?

He wasn’t. He didn’t even know what they were doing down below.

You don’t? Watch carefully.

Dragon. Dragon. 

He leaned against the rail and looked down. It wasn’t like he could creep out of here with an unconscious prisoner on his shoulders anyway. 

The leaders of the Retribution – and that was definitely who they were! – were dressed in closely tailored coats with wide slashes cut in armpits and at the hips to allow movement. Their hair was cut short except for a long lock in the front. The length of the lock varied from one to another, suggesting rank of some kind. Each of their faces bore tattoos of different color in what looked like coastlines or maps. On one woman, it was a ragged shoreline drawn in burnt orange just under her eyes and across the bridge of her nose. Another had a light blue mountain range up her left cheek. Sepia trails split and crossed on the forehead of one of the men – a craggy, hard fellow with arms thicker than Tamerlan’s. There were more – too many more for him to note them all, but it gave them a rakish look of born adventurers. 

They blew into the massive conch shells which were arranged in a ring around one man – a man standing in a whale-bone cage. He stood still, almost calm, though his eyes were wild. Clothed only in a short pair of trousers, his bare skin was so full of tattoos swirling out of the windrose on his lower ribs, that there wasn’t a bare patch left. 

He seemed important.

He would have to be, Abelmeyer said. Only the worthy are chosen as Legends.

The ground heaved again, and a chunk of plaster fell from the ceiling, smashing on the floor beside the cage – yet no one stopped. The blowers kept blowing, their conches making a low, eerie sound, and the man in the cage didn’t flinch. He was perfectly still despite his tortured eyes.

Do you see the north star between his eyebrows?

It was tattooed there in red.

It is the ancient sign of a Fleet Commander of Mer. If I were going to judge, I would guess this man led the fleet before this moment. 

What were they going to do to him?

They’re going to make him a Legend.

Tamerlan gasped. A Legend? What did Abelmeyer mean by that?

Dragon. Dragon. Dragon.

How do you think we became Legends, Tamerlan? We made a sacrifice for our city. We bound the dragons with our lives and blood. When the Grandfather destroyed Maid Chaos’ avatar it woke the dragon Choan. And here we are, watching these people fix that. They will chain Choan again before he can rise and destroy the city.

The floor beneath him shook again, so hard this time that the balcony rippled under him like the waves of the ocean. Tamerlan clenched his teeth as they chattered in his head. There was nothing for it. He’d just have to keep trying to put the Grandfather back into the clock. Whatever madness this was could be dealt with later.

Do you think so? It’s possible that very soon, there will be another voice in your head.

He shuddered. If only Marielle was still there. She’d held back his madness. 

The man in the whalebone cage lifted up into the air, glowing faintly. His eyes rolled back into his head. A strange sound emerged from him – like a scream with his mouth still shut. What did it require to make a Legend?

A lot of things. But one of them is making the avatar – and no one survives that process.

They were going to kill him?

Worse. They’re going to make him immortal.

No time for panic. No time for regrets. With a sigh, he shook himself. 

If this was Choan, then out there somewhere were his friends in Jhinn’s gondola. If he could get out of here – somehow – he could get to them.

Call on us! We will take you!

No. Better to do this himself. He hurried from the balcony, out into the passageway beyond. 

He’d expected regular palace behavior – servants at work, Landholds strolling from place to place – or something. He hadn’t expected chaos. 

This was worse than Yan.

Screams and shrieks filled the air as people rushed through the passageways with baskets, or random items clutched to chests or trailing behind them on the ground. No one here was injured or caked in mud or oranges, but the undercurrent of fear and turmoil was as thick here as it had been in Yan or Xin – worse. And no wonder with the dragon bucking and heaving beneath them and the palace gave way with every roll – plaster falling in chunks from the ceiling, whole rooms buckling as their ceilings collapsed. Far from the calm in the Great Hall, these passageways were ruled by panic.

Women clutching small children to their breasts ran with wild eyes while men held anything close to a weapon that they could find – as if you could fight a dragon the size of a city – or even this disciplined army of invaders with curtain rods and ornamental spears. But what else could they do with their world falling apart? He knew what it was like to grasp at straws on a narrow hoe of saving a loved one. 

No longer afraid of guards, Tamerlan plunged toward the outer walls of the palace. If he could find a way out to the canals – well, that would be a start. The Grandfather was getting heavy and his knees felt weak under him. 

By the time he’d made his way to the outer walls, his arms and back were aching. Sweat poured down his forehead. No one had commented on his captive. No one had stopped him. No one had seemed to even care – though compared to the fallen rubble and broken pottery in the halls, compared to the bodies he’d seen collapsed or heaped in corners in the halls – people injured in the shaking or hurt in the stampedes of their fellow man – the unconscious man he carried was hardly unique.

He pushed through a narrow door to the outer palace wall. He was going to have to climb a flight of steps to reach the top of the wall and be able to look out. Could he manage that? His legs were like jelly under him – like the stems of wilted flowers. He wasn’t going to make it.

He let his mind listen to the Legends. Maybe they would have a word of encouragement.

Smoke and we will help!

Would you get out of here? 

It almost sounded like they were fighting. Their voices were strained and snappy.

Stop holding yourself back! Just call us over the Bridge!

Were they in pain?

He mounted the steps, struggling under the weight of the Grandfather. When he reached the top, the cacophony in his mind was so intense that he couldn’t make out individual voices anymore. Everything was pain, pain, pain. His head was going to explode.

It felt too hard to look out across the city. It didn’t help that the city seemed to roll and twitch as the dragon under it slowly woke. Pain made vision difficult. He blinked hard at the flowers of darkness that burst across his vision. Through the pain, he tried to find the canals, tried to trace them through fleeing people, battling groups, erupting fires. 

If chaos had a name, it was Choan. If chaos had a homeland, it was the Dragonblood Plains.

Did he hear his name? It was hard to hear anything at all with his mind so full of screams, grunts, and shrieks.

In the distance, he saw the Fleet ships still creeping up the canals lighting everything they found on fire or sinking them beneath the murky water.

He stumbled forward, leaning against the lip of the wall, looking down into the moat.

He was seeing things. He was pretty sure of it. Stars of light burst between the flowers of darkness and between that and the confusion in his mind he didn’t know what his own thoughts were. He wanted to see Jhinn in the moat below. Wanted it more than anything. So, of course, that was what he was seeing.

Up on the lip! Push the Grandfather over!

That didn’t make sense, but it was the only clear thought he’d had in so long.

He pushed his burden over. 

And then panic hit.

What had he done?

The man would drown, and it would be too late to rescue Marielle from the clock! This was madness!

He heard the splash of the Grandfather’s body hitting the moat. At least he’d hit water and not stone.

He struggled up onto the top of the lip of the palace wall, shaking as the wall rolled and heaved under him, and then stumbled forward into an awkward fall. 

Would he be able to find the Grandfather with his vision faltering and his hearing gone? Would he be able to keep him from drowning?

This was all his fault. What a fool thing to do! Dragon’s blood in a cup, but he was a fool!

He hit the water hard, belly first, smacking his face and arms against the surface of the water. Everything stung as he fell below the thick, algae clumped water of the moat. His mouth was full of it, his nose, his ears. He couldn’t see anything. 

Something tugged at him as he tried to swim further down to find the Grandfather.  

He was losing his mind. 

He’d failed.

He’d failed and he was going insane. 

And he was just so furious. He’d been so close and then one stupid thought and he’d lost everything he’d worked for. Fool! Fool! Fool!

If he died down here, he’d deserve it.

He was stuck on whatever was tugging at him. Stuck!

Something yanked him backward and warm air hit his face. He sucked in a breath before he hit something hard again. 

“Stop fighting me, boy! Stop!”

He was so insane that now he was imagining Jhinn, wet and slimy with algae. Anglarok by his side frowning angrily with the sodden Grandfather in his arms. 

Something was jammed between his lips. 

“Here, do yourself a favor.”

He pulled in a breath and the world began to spin.
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36: Fight for Footing
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Tamerlan

“Mer’s spit in a cup! Depths take us all!” Liandari’s cursing sounded both awed and horrified at once. “For the love of the brine, preserve us! For the love of the wind in sails, forfend!”

He blinked and his sight was clear again. 

I’m here – for now. 

Marielle! She stood him up so he could see. The whole gondola had moved with them – Jhinn, Liandari, Anglarok, Etienne and the Grandfather. They floated on the top of the water together. He hadn’t been seeing things. Jhinn had been there just under the wall on the moat. 

He’s remarkably receptive to listening to requests from spirits. All I had to do was ask.

She’d brought him there to help. Marielle, that was genius!

But that wasn’t all, was it? The world still tilted and rocked wildly under their gondola, but the buildings around them were not the white army-filled streets of Choan. The streets around them were empty – except for burnt-out husks of buildings. What had happened to Choan?

I learned the Grandfather’s trick. This isn’t Choan. I’ve brought you to me – to H’yi.

Tamerlan cleared his throat.

Hurry! 

And then she was gone from his mind, pushed out by another spirit.

I’ll take it from here, Deathless Pirate said, grabbing Tamerlan’s body and shoving Jhinn aside to seize the oar and begin to steer the gondola in the wrong direction. 

No! This was wrong! Wrong!

His companions were staring at him open-mouthed – all but Jhinn whose eyes had narrowed speculatively and Etienne who was frowning in judgment. They knew what was going on.

He’s mine! Tamerlan stumbled as Lila took him over so forcefully that it was a wonder his mind was still in his own body. He leaned over the edge of the gondola and vomited, his belly upset from the sudden switch.

“He’s finally gone mad,” Liandari said, worry in her eyes. “We need to put him down like a dog.”

“No!” That was Jhinn. “Give him a moment.”

There was a shove again and then Lila was gone.

I can’t hold them off for long! They want to have you. Hurry!

Marielle! She was fighting for him.

There had to be some way that he could fight, too. There had to be some way to stop being an innocent victim and start getting back some control.

I trust that you’ll find a way, Tamerlan. Keep fighting!

Tamerlan dropped the oar like it was hot, holding his hands up. 

“I just need to get the Grandfather into the clock,” he said as the water beneath the gondola tipped, sending them speeding down the canal. The entire canal rose up and leaned toward the center of the city like a flowing river, spilling up over the shelf and into the streets which were usually high above the water. In the boat, everyone grabbed for something for support while Jhinn fought the current, grabbing the oar again, steering the gondola along the surge of water.  

Liandari gripped the gunwales of the gondola with a fierce look in her eyes. “This dark magic ends now, Etienne. I don’t know where you’ve brought us or why you did it so dramatically, but this ends now. The world is ending! Do you not see it heave and roll beneath us?”

“I didn’t bring us here. And don’t you know that beneath the city lies a dragon?” Etienne said, face pale. “It’s waking.”

“Dragon?” Anglarok said. His eyes were wide with fear, but he clenched his jaw powerfully, unwilling to give in to it. “Here, too?”

Tamerlan ignored them, reaching into the bottom of the boat to lift the Grandfather to his shoulders again. He could see the clock ahead and whether it was a dragon propelling them toward it or not, he knew what he needed to do. He felt with one hand for his knife – still there. He’d be ready.

“What do you think makes the city shake and roll?” Etienne asked. “The dragon is lifting from where he slept beneath H’yi. And no wonder. No one has been walking the mandala. The ancient pact our ancestors made with the Legends to keep the dragons down is gone now. He is rising into the air!”

It was never a pact, Marielle said in my mind. It was forced on them. They were trapped into it. They didn’t choose this selflessly. Or at least, not all of them.

Who could force a Legend to do anything?

Who do you think? The unnamed one. The one who hates dragons with all his heart!

Was she saying that Ram the Hunter had trapped them as avatars to bind the dragons?

I love that you’re quick. You keep up.

But he didn’t have time to enjoy the compliment. They were nearly at the clock’s base. Jhinn steered them roughly toward where the steps – mostly underwater now – led up to it from the canal.

“I’ll try to stay here, but with these waves, I can’t promise anything,” he panted. He was holding the rail beside the steps, trying to keep the gondola against them as it bucked in the haphazard waves.

Tamerlan nodded and jumped up. He didn’t look back as he ran up the stairs with the Grandfather in his arms. His leg muscles screamed with effort. 

The ground bucked under him, forcing him to one knee. He bit his tongue in the jolt and tasted blood, but he struggled up again, forcing himself upward, each step an effort in determination.

Behind him, he heard Etienne demanding that he wait. “You don’t have to do this alone!”

Marielle’s presence vanished from his mind at the same moment that he was taken over again.

Deathless Pirate heaved the Grandfather off Tamerlan’s shoulder, letting him fall heavily to the ground. 

No! Not now! This timing was terrible!

“No one deserves to be caged!” Deathless Pirate drew Tamerlan’s sword, spun and lunged toward Etienne, but a sharp pain stopped him in his tracks. 

He roared in agony as pain flooded Tamerlan’s mind. Deathless Pirate spun again to see Liandari pulling her sword back out of his thigh where blood poured down, soaking his leg. She’d come out of nowhere!

He leapt forward, but he was pulled back immediately, a thick forearm wrapping around his neck.

“I told you he was insane,” Liandari said coolly, wiping her blade on the edge of Tamerlan’s cloak as if he were a curtain or a rag. “I don’t know why you associate yourself with him.”

And just like that, Deathless Pirate was pulled away, flung out of Tamerlan’s mind like an enemy tossed away by a great warrior. He reeled from it, sinking into Etienne who had him by the neck. 

“Easy Tamerlan, easy!” Etienne hissed between clenched teeth. “Fight this back or I’ll slit your throat myself!”

Was he seeing things, or had he actually seen Deathless Pirate pulled away and thrown back over the Bridge? Was he seeing him now as he fought Lila Cherrylocks, scrambling in unarmed combat with her like two drunks fighting in an alley? Or was he just going mad?

You see true. Chaos rules once more. And the dragons rise. Ram the Hunter’s voice echoed through his mind.

“Get the old man,” Liandari commanded as she bent to take the Grandfather’s shoulders in her hands. Anglarok stooped for his feet. 

“When you put the old man in the clock, you must be careful,” Ram said with Tamerlan’s voice. “And you must be quick.”

“Shut him up,” Liandari growled. “I don’t take orders from the insane.”

“Come on,” Etienne said, pushing Tamerlan in front of him as they climbed the steps just behind the Harbingers. He was more gentle than Tamerlan had expected. “We started this thing together. Let’s finish it.”

Tamerlan felt ill. He could feel the other Legends tugging and pulling him even as Ram stayed in control of his body. He had to keep them at bay. He had to take control of himself. With all his might he pushed, sending everyone back over the Bridge. He was gasping for breath with the effort as they climbed step after step.

“If you ever touch that mixture again, I’ll kill you myself.” Etienne’s voice as grim.

“It got us here, didn’t it?” Tamerlan protested. What else could he have done? If there had been any other viable choices – any at all! – he would have taken them, but the only other choice would have been to give up. And Tamerlan wasn’t the type to give up.

The ground rolled under them as they reached the street above, and it took all their concentration to keep their feet. There was no looking back. No time for it. No energy for it. Anglarok and Liandari struggled up the steps, carrying the Grandfather awkwardly between them.

What would they do to escape this city once Marielle was out of the clock? Would she still be able to hop people through time and space? 

No time to worry about that. Ram shuddered as he tried to get back into Tamerlan’s head. When he finally broke through, it was so sudden that Tamerlan’s eyes widened with surprise.

“When you open the door to put the Grandfather in and take the girl out, it opens a wide door for the Legends,” Ram said with his voice. “It’s a trap for fools. But it is also a way out for anyone clever enough to jump from the other side. You must all stand clear of the clock – as far back as you can. Don’t give them a way out! Make your minds tough! Concentrate on what you are doing and nothing else. Do you hear me? Nothing else!”

Liandari cursed and Anglarok shot him a worried look. They thought he was insane. But better that than to tell them the truth. After all, they were looking for the man who had opened the Bridge of Legends and if they knew that was him – well, they’d razed a city looking. If they’d do that to the people in their way, what would they do to the person who opened the Bridge?

They hurried up the last steps to the clock. Etienne’s grip was still tight on Tamerlan’s neck. The Grandfather was beginning to stir, babbling slightly as they reached the top of the steps. 

He’d worked so hard to get here. He wanted to be here in person – not as an avatar for a Legend. He shoved mentally at Ram with all his might. The Legend fell away and Tamerlan stumbled in surprise. How had that worked?

Hurry! Ram said as he was flung from Tamerlan’s mind. 

Tamerlan had the strangest sensation of being able to see – though he saw nothing – and what he felt like he could see was a group of Legends charging the Bridge as Ram fought to defend it.

If he failed, Tamerlan would fight, too. He wouldn’t be their plaything. Not now.

They reached the bottom of the clock to where the ghostly Marielle winked in and out of existence as the pendulum passed through her.

A tingling sensation washed over Tamerlan as he drew closer. They were finally here. After everything that had happened, they’d made it.

“Don’t get sentimental on me now,” Etienne growled, loosening his grip on Tamerlan. “Just spit some of that blood running down your chin on that door and open it up!”

Tamerlan blinked at his words. Oh yes, it needed his dragonblooded blood to open it. 

He spat hard at the clock as they reached the door, his blood spattering across it in a grisly rainbow as Etienne reached for the latch and pulled the door open. 

“Let me go now, Etienne,” he asked calmly. “This is what I came here for.”

Liandari and Anglarok grunted as they stood the Grandfather up waiting to put him into the clock. 

“I smell – magic. Powerful magic and terrible things,” Anglarok said in a pained voice.

But Tamerlan wasn’t looking at that. He had eyes for only one. There she was.

Marielle.

She was perfect. 

Absolutely perfect.

Tamerlan stepped forward, pulling free of Etienne at the sight of Marielle’s delicate figure winking in and out of life. His eyes locked onto her, frozen in place – her lips slightly parted in surprise and one hand partially raised – inside the infinite time of timelessness. He’d drawn her face a thousand times. But he’d forgotten the exact turn of the corner of her mouth. He’d forgotten the dent in her chin that made his chest ache. 

She was so beautiful – beautiful as the thousand upon a thousand sunrises seen by time, beautiful as an age of growing things, of calves birthed on mountains, of fish blooming in the wide sea. Her eyes held the sparkle of the ages, the light of life. She was hope. She was what he’d fought for, lost his mind for, given his soul for. She was everything.

Her beauty didn’t lay in her tangled hair or tattered clothing – still streaked with mud and weeds from when the Grandfather kidnapped her. It didn’t lay in her strong features or slightly crooked nose. It lay in her being Marielle – the one person who always saw true, who would do what was right no matter what it cost her, who would fight to the end for justice. It was a matchless beauty – unrivaled. Perfect.

He slipped past the Grandfather and the whispering Harbingers, and he stepped into the clock with her. It felt almost too personal – as if he’d stepped into her chambers when she was unaware – and he bit his lip apprehensively, careful with each movement. 

He leaned in close, awed by her and careful, so careful. She’d been in here for so long. What toll would that take on a body? 

Her lips were inches away as the ghostly pendulum swung through them both and he wanted so badly to meet them with his kiss. He ached so much to touch her that his skin tingled with wanting. His lips felt dry with needing to touch hers. 

But that wouldn’t be right. Not now. Not like this. Not without her permission.

Instead, he leaned in close, breathing in her breath. It was a caress of its own. A kiss without kissing. As if he could draw her in and keep her as close as he could keep her breath. He closed his eyes and let it fill him, savoring the moment. 

Etienne grunted beside him, shattering the perfect shard of time.

“You can have special moments later. We have work to do now,” he said roughly.

Tamerlan wrapped his arms gently around Marielle and delicately as a mother lifting a newborn, he lifted her up, drawing her from the clock as he stepped backward. 

In his mind, chaos bloomed as the Legends fought and gnashed against his determination to hold them back, but in his heart were order and peace as he took her from the clock, stepping out onto the street. Her eyes were closed and a white wisp – like a spiderweb but wide as a ribbon – stretched between her and the pendulum. 

The Harbingers shoved the Grandfather roughly into the clock the moment he left it and leapt backward as Etienne sliced the cord of spiderweb with his belt knife. 

But they didn’t close the door of the clock.

And as Marielle’s eyes flickered open and the color returned to her cheeks, a roar filled the air.
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37: Close the Clock
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Marielle

She woke in his arms and the smell of him filled her up like a festival meal. Honey and cinnamon and the scent of tarragon swirled through the air in clouds of gold, almost overwhelming the scent of all the magic that was already making her head spin with its lilac scent and turquoise colors mixed with gold sparks. Her eyes fluttered open and she saw him there, like a tortured saint, like a dying man clinging to a last scrap of wood. 

There was no Legend controlling him. He was just himself – beautiful, guilt-ridden, desperate, and sensitive. His eye was dark and haunted again. Ever since she’d met him, his eyes had only grown darker with the burdens he carried. She wanted to tell him it would be better. She wanted to soothe away his pain and rub the wrinkles out of his forehead. 

Something roared behind him like a powerful wind. He straightened and she gasped. 

Behind him, through the door of the clock – white wisps clawed out like the reaching arms of tentacles. One snatched up Liandari, whipping her into the air.

Marielle leapt from Tamerlan’s arms. 

“The clock!” she called over the wind. “Close the door! You have to close it!”

She rushed toward the clock, but she could already scent the magic pouring out of it in all its lilac and turquoise intensity. Tamerlan rushed in beside her, shoving the door as hard as he could. She felt Etienne before she saw him – smelled his dark intensity – orange with the overwhelming scent of cloves – as strongly as if he was spewing magic out, too. Together, they pushed at the door of the clock. 

It closed an inch. Another inch. But something was holding it. 

She turned her head. Anglarok was gripping Liandari with both fists, screaming as the tentacle of white magic throttled her. It was that tentacle that was holding the door – and it was those tentacles that they had to stop. 

If this really was a trap – a trap for Legends, then they needed to get it shut before it could trap Liandari, too. If only she could remember what she’d heard Ram saying before she’d left the clock. Something about traps. 

She let go of the door and leaned across Tamerlan to draw his sword from his scabbard. Maybe if she cut it the way Etienne had cut the cord that held her. She raised the sword and hacked at the white band of spirit as hard as she could. If it made a difference, she didn’t see it.

“Close it with blood,” Etienne gasped. “Put your leg against it, Tamerlan.”

Sweat ran down his face. All his might was being thrown into the door. So was Tamerlan’s. He grunted, but when he shifted his stance, the door slipped back a span. 

“Let me,” Marielle said, sliding her hand down his leg to bloody her palm on his wound. He shuddered at her touch. That wound would need tending. It pained her to take from him again. She was always taking – his body, his blade, and now his blood. She shook her head as she wiped her hand on the door. She owed him better than always taking.

The door of the clock slammed shut with the boom of a sepulcher.

“Liandari! Lieutenant!” Anglarok’s voice sounded panicked.

She spun to see him frozen with his leader in his arms. She lay limp in his grasp, but the tentacle was gone. Her face was white as snow, but her eyes flickered open.

He should have smelled it first. Maybe he was too concerned for her. Maybe it was hope that blinded him. 

“Watch out!” Marielle cried as the scent whipsawed through her nose. 

Legend! The smell of magic mixed with insanity was clear as a bell being struck. She’d smelled this before. She smelled it every time Tamerlan was possessed. She smelled it every time that she’d fought the Legends for him.

She held out Tamerlan’s blade but the world beneath them rocked wildly, shaking them so that they stumbled and had to focus on their footing. And then a shadow blocked the sun and as she looked up, her belly seemed to drop within her as a massive head – a dragon head – curled up and over the city.

It looked down at the clock positioned between its wings like a man might look at a dagger in his back. The blackened ruins of the city opened up, houses and roads falling from them like scales from a dead fish, and a red eye glared at Marielle at the same moment that Liandari leapt to her feet and out of Anglarok’s grasp.

“Dragon!” she cried, taking off at a sprint toward the University District. 

Toward the head.

“Liandari!” Anglarok called. He sprinted forward but was flung off his feet by another lurch from underneath them. What was left of the masonry of the nearby buildings fell in chunks around them. 

Tamerlan reached out to help Anglarok up on his feet.

“She’s possessed,” he breathed in horror.

There was something wrong with the sun, Marielle realized. Something wrong with where it was on the horizon.

“Possessed by what?” Anglarok asked through chattering teeth.

“I think,” Etienne paused to cough or maybe choke. “I think that perhaps the dragon we are standing on is flying now. Are those mountains closer than they were a moment ago?”

He was right. The mountains were closer. 

The sun hadn’t moved. 

They had.

“Possessed by a Legend,” Tamerlan said to Anglarok and at his look of horror, he continued. “Ram the Hunter, if I had to guess – though it could easily be one of the others.”

“Mer preserve us!” Anglarok said and his hands shook as they moved to cover his mouth. “That means that we opened it. We opened the Bridge of Legends!”

Tamerlan and Etienne exchanged a guilty look.

And Marielle knew why. It wasn’t Liandari who had opened the Bridge – or at least, not the first time.

“Mountains fall on us! World swallow us up!” Anglarok screamed, looking up at the sky as the dragon screamed, too – a piercing sound like a gull crying along the shore. “We have opened death! We have brought our own destruction on our heads!”

“Now, who is crazy?” Tamerlan muttered. But his hands were compassionate when he took Anglarok by the arm and led him to the edge of the steps to help him sit. 

“Take a moment. Take a breath. We’ll go after her in a moment.

“There’s no point going after her until the city lands somewhere,” Etienne said, trying to keep his feet under him as the city rolled again beneath them.

“She could be gone by then,” Tamerlan said calmly. “And who knows what she might do with a Legend possessing her.”

“You would know,” Etienne said grimly. “So tell me, Legend Boy – where will she go? What will she do?”

Queasiness washed over Marielle. With the immediate urgency of leaving the clock past, her body was calling in debts one at a time. Her scent and vision wavered, and her legs trembled beneath her. Hunger roared through her like a hurricane. Whatever magic had sustained her through her months in the clock was gone and with it, her strength. 

Tamerlan noticed. He reached for her with a kind smile and eased her into a seated position beside Anglarok. Tamerlan’s leg was still bleeding. Little pools kept forming around his foot.

“Let me tend that,” she said, fighting the urge to vomit as she felt his injured leg.

“Thank you.” Who thought a word could be so full? But from him, it spoke a thousand things at once. Things implied by his smile, but the glint in his blue eyes and by the fact that he was here – here saving her instead of anywhere else.

But after that brief smile, he turned to Etienne. “It looked like she was going after the dragon. So that means the palace, right? The one place where there’s a chink in its armor.”

Etienne nodded grimly.

“We have to go after her,” Anglarok said, head in his hands. His voice sounded strange.

“Of course,” Tamerlan agreed.

“Wait!” She tore his trousers around the wound. “This is bad. A sword cut. Who cut you?”

“Someone who was trying to help,” he said mildly, his eyes lingering on her as if just watching her could give him something. She felt her cheeks growing hot under that gaze. It felt more than personal. It felt like she was his salvation. Again, he ripped his gaze away from hers. “And now we need to help her. The leg will have to wait.” 

“Don’t you want the dragon dead?” Etienne asked with a look that suggested he was weighing Tamerlan and finding him wanting.

“Of course.”

“Not until this is stitched,” Marielle interrupted. Her head hurt and she felt like she might vomit, but he was bleeding worse than he thought he was. She wasn’t going to let him bleed to death while he tried to heal the world.

“Then why go after her?” Etienne demanded as Marielle opened her belt pouch and took out the needle and thread she kept there. It was clear he wasn’t going to wait. Maybe if she hurried, he’d at least let her stitch it.

Tamerlan looked haunted as he answered Etienne. “She isn’t herself. And I don’t want her to have to pay the price of being an avatar for a Legend. She’s no friend of mine, but no one deserves that.”

They nodded together and Etienne held out a hand. “Agreed.”

Marielle stabbed the needle into Tamerlan’s leg and started to stitch as he took Etienne’s hand. He barely flinched as she worked. He really was crazy. And tough as an ox.

“We’ll need a way to hold her once we get to her – and if there’s a way to destroy this dragon, we should take it, too,” Tamerlan said. “And we have to find Jhinn.”

He shivered and Marielle felt a shared burst of horror. If the dragon was in the air, would there be any water left in the whole city?

“How long do you think Liandari will be possessed for?” Etienne asked. The ground still shook under them. It was a wonder that the two men could stay standing with the very city under their feet swaying as the dragon flew. The sound of falling masonry and crumbling buildings made talking over it a chore.

Tamerlan shook his head. “This is different than ... well, you know how different it can be.”

They were both silent, looking in the direction that Liandari had disappeared. 

It wasn’t until she was almost done stitching that Marielle realized Anglarok was gone.

“Where’s Anglarok?” she asked as she finished the last stitch in Tamerlan’s leg.

She looked over at where the other Scenter had been. He wasn’t there. Somewhere in the distraction and noise, he had slipped away, leaving a single word written on the stone in blood – scrawled messily as if the owner of the finger that wrote it had been wrestling for control of his own hand.

It read “help.”

Marielle felt the blood drain from her face as she met Tamerlan’s working eye.

“Did the swath of magic touch him, too?”

Tamerlan shook his head – not a denial, simply confusion.

“I don’t know,” Etienne gasped.

Marielle swallowed as she put the thread and needle away and found her weary feet. “The Legends were determined to find new avatars and to do what they’d always hoped for – live again in this world. I think they’ve found two new avatars.”

“We’ll just wait until it wears off,” Etienne said sensibly. “And then, Tamerlan, you will destroy every scrap of that Spice you have, do you understand?”

Marielle swallowed, but it was Tamerlan who spoke first.

“They didn’t smoke,” he said, turning in a circle to look in every direction as if he was searching for Anglarok.

“What?” Etienne’s voice as all edge.

“They didn’t smoke. This isn’t temporary. Don’t you see? I think that one of them – or maybe both – is permanently possessed by a Legend.”

“And what does that mean?” Etienne asked.

“It means the Five Cities of the Dragonblood Plains are doomed,” Marielle said. “It took everything Ram had to quell the Legends – every trick he could find. And if they’re out there now, it will take every trick we can find, too.”
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Epilogue
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Tamerlan

They’d found clean clothing for Marielle and dried meats in one of the buildings that was still intact. It wouldn’t be enough to help them for long. Wherever the dragon was headed, it was a place colder than the Five Cities. Already, they clutched cloaks around them against the cold as he flew ever onward and the day bled into the dark.

Jhinn had not been where they left him and there was no water in the canal when they checked. That alone had left them grim faced.

“We could set up camp,” Etienne suggested halfheartedly when night fell, but no one bothered to reply. There was nowhere safe to stand still. Every one of them had survived a close call with falling buildings or been swept off their feet by a sudden movement from the dragon beneath them. 

Crossing the city was harder than they’d imagined it would be. And when they finally reached their destination, there would be two Legends to fight. Tamerlan touched his oilcloth frequently to check it was still there. There were six rolls in there – or there should be. Six left. Would it be enough?

It will be.

One thing was certain. Neither of the Legends that had taken the Harbingers was Ram the Hunter.

I trapped them once. I can trap them again. But first, we hunt dragons.

He reached out and took Marielle’s hand, desperately grateful when she let him. He needed to remember why he’d fought so hard to open up that clock – especially now that there were twice as many Legends free because of his choice. 

Twice as many Legends to dance havoc across the Dragonblood Plains. Twice as many Legends to destroy everything.
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Winterfast
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Book Four

“They came down like a flood. People, people with purple eyes and wild tales of salvation. And we took them in and made them one with us until the first dragons came down from the mountains. We realized our mistake too late. Realized the folly of our mercy only after our children lay dead and our homes burned. But we could not remove the people of the dragons, because we needed their blood to quell the scourge.” 

- Tales of the Dragonblooded








“Swim, swim, boat in the sea,

Swim, swim, dragon in the sky,

Swim, swim soul in the stars,

Swim for me tonight.”

- Songs of the Retribution
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1: Too Silent
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Marielle

“I think it’s time to realize that the Legends – all of them – are enemies,” Tamerlan said through chattering teeth.

“They aren’t enemies or allies. They are just ... things. Tools. Options,” Etienne said, half distracted as he searched a closet and came out with a long fur cloak. He was fastening it around his neck and pinning it with a cloak pin before he was finished speaking. “Can you smell more fur in the house?”

“On the floor above us,” Marielle said. The way the house swayed and the boards above them creaked made her nervous, but the air was growing colder by the second and if they didn’t find proper clothing they’d die of the elements before the dragon could finish destroying the city by flying with it on his back. “I’ll go. I’m lighter than either of you.”

“I don’t think that you should,” Tamerlan objected, but his overprotectiveness wasn’t helping. He’d stayed right beside her in the hours since he freed her from the clock, his gaze barely leaving her – as if he was afraid that she would evaporate if he looked away. The sweetness in his eyes was almost too overwhelming. She shied away from it, afraid of what it could do to her while there were still battles to fight and cities to save. While he was still deeply addicted to a deadly magic habit.

“I’m an officer of the Jingen City Watch – or I was,” Marielle said, feeling her cheeks blushing even in the cold. She’d never have that title again. She’d lost it when she’d failed to be sacrificed. “I can take risks. I’m not made of glass.”

Tamerlan muttered something under his breath – likely a curse by the way his hands tightened around the sword handle at his side. His affection and protectiveness were understandable, but if she let that rule her, he’d stifle the life out of her. She needed the ability to still take risks on her own. He’d have to learn to deal with that if they ... but her mind stuttered over the idea that there was more to their relationship than friendship. Just because she’d spent time in his head, in his past, in his heart, didn’t mean that she should expect anything from him. He might just be this obsessed with her out of guilt. 

And yet those thoughts felt hollow. She knew him. She’d been with him in his mind. His love for her was real. And so were those burning emotions in his eyes.

She swallowed, not sure how to manage this level of intensity between them while still achieving their goals. It was like lightning bolts were connecting them, sizzling with power and destructive energy. And she loved the way it made her feel like she was tingling from the inside out. 

“Why don’t you tell me about how the Legends are our enemies while I try to negotiate what’s left of the staircase?” Marielle suggested, picking her way through the rubble of what had once been a fine guild house to the stairway and trying to ignore the way her heart seemed to skip a beat when she brushed past him or how he half-closed his eyes as if to savor that barest touch. 

Many of the stairs were missing, shaken to pieces by the movement of the city, and the few that were left wavered dangerously, ready to give at a moment’s notice.

She swallowed. It had been hard to find warm clothing in the city, even with her ability to smell wool and fur. The Dragonblood Plains were warm enough not to need the heavy clothing of the mountains even in the dead of winter fur was rare. They’d had more luck in finding wool stockings and cowls, but they needed fur. And she could smell it above – the musky scent left smoky tendrils through the air.

“Isn’t it obvious how they are enemies?” Etienne said coldly. “They stole Anglarok and Liandari from us.”

“I think, they’ve always been playing us – playing me.” Tamerlan’s voice was steadier without the smoke, though his hands shook from withdrawal. 

Last night when they’d huddled in the corner of a freezing building trying to wait out the shaking and cold, his hands had shaken so badly that Etienne had told him sharply that he had a problem. Tamerlan hadn’t denied it. 

“Do you still think I’m insane?” he’d asked the other man. At least he knew, even if it did him no good to know. He’d keep smoking until it killed them all – if he had to. And it was shattering him.

“Yes,” Etienne said harshly. “But I will work with the insane if that is all I have.”

Marielle swallowed, coming back to the present. She was in love with a man who was losing his mind – she’d realized that in the dark of the night. She was deeply in love with an insane man. That should worry her. Instead, all she could think was that there had to be a way to fulfill her promise to him – that she would put his pieces back together again.

“They know so much more than we do about how this world was built,” Tamerlan was saying about the Legends. “About where the dragons come from and what makes them rise, about how the Legends were made. They can make us dance to their tune without any way to fight back. That’s what they’ve been doing with me all along. I need them. I need the power they give me, but they’re also the enemy.”

“Strange thought coming from you, Alchemist,” Etienne said. From the moment they’d pulled her from the clock, Marielle had seen that the strange balance of friendship and tension between the two of them. Insanity bred mistrust. “I thought that if anyone was a Legend-lover it would be you.”

“Don’t mistake necessity for love,” Tamerlan said mildly, but there was a bite behind his words. He was edgy without the spice he smoked. It turned him from the sweet soul Marielle knew he had inside to a sharp-eyed desperate man. And yet under that were still those sudden glimpses at the softness of his heart, the sweetness of his soul.

“So, the Legends are enemies,” Marielle said, wincing at a cracking sound as she stepped up onto the next stair. She tested her weight, but it seemed to be holding, so carefully, she took another step. “Or, at the very least tools like Etienne says. What does that mean to us? Can we just avoid them now that we have all the other dragons chained again and only this one underneath us to worry about?”

Her voice faltered a bit at the end. She didn’t like remembering that they were flying on the back of a dragon. It gave her chills. What if the dragon decided to roll in the air like a fish in the sea? They’d all fall to their deaths.

“I don’t think so,” Tamerlan said calmly. “And that’s why I’m worried. What about that new Maid Chaos we found? What about the new Legend that the Retribution created in Choan to deal with that city? Can they be contained like the others? It worries me how easily the other Legends were found and dispatched. Do you think that Grandfather Time could have killed other Legends that we didn’t know about?”

“Yes,” Etienne said, and Marielle looked back to see him and Tamerlan with eyes locked on each other and strained expressions. Etienne’s lip curled as he said it and Tamerlan sighed so loud that Marielle could hear his sigh even from halfway up the stairs.

“You can hear him,” Tamerlan breathed, his face white. “Now that he’s back in the clock he’s in your head, isn’t he?”

“Who can he hear?” Marielle asked, but her foot fell through the wood of the step. She reached out, catching the banister as the stair she was on and the ones below fell from the wall, smashing into the ground below. The banister was shaking, pulling, twisting.

She realized it was about to fall right before it did, smelling the problem in the wood before her mind could even process it. She leapt to the next step, taking the last four at a run. Either she’d make it, or she’d fall, but trying to go slow at this point would be a sure disaster.

She hit the landing with one foot as the rest of the stairs fell, leaving her teetering on the edge before she flung herself forward across the dusty landing. 

She sat up, coughing, clutching her ribs. That had hurt.

Below her, the others were coughing, too. 

“Tamerlan?” she called, and then belatedly, “Etienne?”

“Are you hurt?” Tamerlan called back between coughing fits while Etienne called, “We’re fine!”

Two very different men. 

She shook her head. The floor felt ... unstable. That wasn’t good. Carefully, she pulled herself to her feet and took a wobbling step toward the scent of the furs.

“I’m going after the fur,” she called down. “You two should get out before this place comes down on you.”

“Jump down and I’ll catch you!” Tamerlan offered. 

She ignored his offer. He’d always sacrifice what he needed for someone else. She didn’t want him to die of cold before they chained this last dragon. They had to think practically. And yet, he was barely holding off madness with a thousand voices in his head, and yet he was taking time to show her kindness. She shook her head. His tender heart left him vulnerable in a thousand ways.

She carefully picked her way along the corridor toward the scent of the furs. The house was in disarray. The residents could have left at any time, but it was likely that the smoke from the fires that tore through Choan was what had prompted them to leave. This upper floor hadn’t even been touched by flame, but black soot coated everything. That was the problem in H’yi. Finding supplies was nearly impossible in a city half-burned. Even the districts that hadn’t been ravaged by flame were so heavily coated in soot that finding food or water of any kind was nearly impossible. 

They were all thirsty. They were all cold. They were all hungry. She needed to calm down and stop feeling like every one of her emotions were untrustworthy and every sensation was a threat to her. It was just hard to get over being in the clock for two months. Hard to get used to having a body again – especially one that was constantly responding to Tamerlan’s gentle voice and burning gaze. 

She shook her head. She was here for furs. She could sort out emotions later. 

But she had a bad feeling that if she didn’t sort them out soon then she was going to damage any chance she had of saving Tamerlan from himself. She knew she wanted that – wanted it almost more than to save the cities of the Dragonblood Plains from themselves. Was everything so bent on its own destruction?

It’s just that she felt confused by that desire. She kept feeling like she was missing parts of her mind since exiting the clock – like having lost the ability to jump from time to time and space to space had also lost her the ability to keep it all straight. She’d never been so invested in personal things before. She’d thought justice was more important than personal love or faithfulness. And more than that, it was as if having lost the ability to ride around in Tamerlan’s mind had erected an impenetrable barrier between them, leaving her confused and frustrated.

There!

She opened a closet. There was less soot in the small, tight space, but there was a thick grey fur cloak – wolf, perhaps – that she quickly wrapped around herself. Reaching in, she drew out a larger one, also wolf, but with more black in the fur and a slight golden hue. That would do for Tamerlan. There was one more – a dark brown robe with a deep hood. Quickly, she grabbed them both and hurried to the window. This must have been quite the guild house at some point. This room had a balcony. She opened the wide soot-stained window and stepped out to the narrow balcony.

“Catch,” she called to the two figures below, throwing the fur cloaks down but before she could consider how she might want to get down, her eyes were drawn away to a figure in the distance, clinging to the spire of one of the last towers still standing. From this distance, she couldn’t make out who it was but whoever was watching her ducked into the tower the moment her eyes caught him.

Her heart raced as he disappeared. Was it Liandari or Anglarok? Why was he watching from the spire – were they being stalked by a Legend? That couldn’t be good. Her throat felt dry at the thought. It would be even worse if it was someone else out there in this ruined city. Someone they didn’t know. But no one would stay in a ruin like this – would they?

She swallowed roughly as the dragon dipped so suddenly that her heart was in her throat, her head swimming. She lost her balance, tumbling from the balcony to the street below.
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2: On a Dragon’s Back 
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Tamerlan

“It will be Winterfast at home soon,” Etienne said as they stood outside the building. It was strange how much he whipsawed back and forth between utter condemnation of Tamerlan and companionability. “I suppose it will be Winterfast here, too, but while the rest of the Dragonblooded Plains might fast for two days, we will be fasting indefinitely.”

“Marielle said she could smell preserves somewhere,” Tamerlan said. He couldn’t tear his eyes off the windows of the floor above. The whole structure shook with every step Marielle made. She shouldn’t be up there, but he’d sensed the warning in her words when she told him she was doing this. She didn’t want him protecting her when she could do it herself. It felt – wrong – after his obsession with saving her for the past two months. He felt hollow without that in sight. 

And yet you aren’t hollow, pretty man, and this game isn’t over. You are still ours, willingly or unwillingly. 

Unwillingly today. Though of all the Legends, he probably liked Lila the most. 

Be glad you aren’t that other one – the pretty one with the black hair. I can hear the lies the Grandfather whispers to him. They are not pleasant at all. 

Tamerlan clenched his jaw. Was the Grandfather really whispering lies into Etienne’s ears? Or was Lila whispering lies into Tamerlan’s ears to bend Tamerlan to her will? She’d done it before.

When have I ever lied to you?

When she tried to force him to smoke and bring her back to the world.

That’s good for both of us. Her tone sounded almost vicious now that he knew what was behind it. Don’t be a fool. It would be better for you to succumb to me than to anyone else. Soon, the decision will no longer be yours.

“Etienne, the Legends,” he began, but his attention was stolen away before he could continue.

He felt a tugging, like a sixth sense and he looked up just in time to see Marielle at the edge of the balcony above.

“Catch!” she called and a cloak dropped down from the sky right before the bottom seemed to drop out of both the street and his stomach as they plummeted through the air. He was never going to get used to riding on the back of a dragon the size of a city. He felt his stomach flip. The thought of their precarious position made it tumble like those cloaks.

Dragon. Ram rumbled in his mind but Tamerlan wasn’t paying attention. His eyes had never left Marielle. He gasped as she slipped from the balcony and through the air.

His heart jumped into his throat. He leapt forward, arms stretched out. 

Could he catch her without hurting them both?

Before he could finish thinking it, she was hitting his arms and he clung to her the second he felt her, gritting his teeth as he tried to absorb her weight in his knees and ankles. He took most of it, but he stumbled and they both fell to the ground, tangled up in her wolf cloak. He rolled under her as he fell, taking the hit on his shoulder and grunting as the wound in his leg flared from the impact.

Marielle landed on his chest, her small frame quivering – whether from shock or fear he didn’t know. He released her immediately, his hands refusing to hold her unless she willed it. He never wanted to see her imprisoned again, not by him, not by anyone. A flash of guilt rushed through him even though another part of him ached to hold her, to pull her into his embrace.

He swallowed down the question on his lips – the desperate need to know if she was hurt. She hadn’t liked it the last time. He had to be careful. He had to protect her from everything – even from himself – especially from himself. If he was really mad, like Etienne thought, then he needed to give her the chance to stay away from him – to stay safe from his madness.

He drew in a breath quivering with pent up desire – not for her physical body, oh it was so much worse than that now. He knew that what he was trying to conceal was his insatiable need to have the right to ask if she was okay. To possess her heart in the way that made concern for her safety natural, that made sacrificing himself for her normal, that made this obsession of his as simple as breathing. 

He let out his breath in a half-whispered apology. “Sorry.”

Her hair slipped across his face as she pulled herself up, her face flaring hot and red. He bit his lip at the brush of those silky strands. If he lived only a few more days, he wanted to remember this. If all he could reasonably have were those accidental touches, then he would savor every one.

“Thank you,” she said, sincerity and awkwardness warring in her voice. 

Etienne cleared his throat. “You were saying something about the Legends being our enemies, Tamerlan?”

“Yes,” Tamerlan agreed, shaking his head to clear it, pulling himself to his feet and scooping up the cloak Marielle had found for him. He had it pinned around him and his trembling hands back under control before he looked up to meet Etienne’s eyes again. “They’re linked to the dragons and the dragons binding is what keeps the Dragonblood Plains safe. So, one way or another, we will have to deal with the Legends if we’re going to deal with the dragons.”

“Then maybe we should have let Grandfather Timeless kill all their avatars,” Etienne said smoothly. His arms were crossed over his chest and his eyes narrowed. 

Tamerlan knew Etienne was watching for a response, but he couldn’t help it when he flinched from the sudden cursing in his head. 

Dragon’s spit in a cup! Kill him now! Lila sounded shrill. Tamerlan closed his eyes and kept his lips firmly sealed against the words she wanted to pull from him.

The dragons are the enemy, not the Legends. They must be bound! Bound forever by the blood and magic of men! That raving sounded like Ram, but behind it, more voices were screaming in a tangle of sound he couldn’t sort out. It bashed at his mind like an internal hammer.

“Is that you speaking, or the Grandfather, Etienne?” he asked schooling his voice to calmness, eyes still closed. He snapped them open at the last second to see Etienne’s response.

“What are you asking me, Tamerlan?” Etienne asked. It was a challenge.

Tamerlan held up his hands, asking for peace. “We are on the same side. We want the same thing.”

“Do we?” His eyes blazed and Tamerlan’s heart kicked up to another level. Was Etienne going mad, too? Would everyone touched by the Legends go mad now? He could feel his pulse in his neck, pounding so hard he was afraid a vein might burst.

“Of course, we do,” Marielle said, her chiming voice splitting through their tension. Tamerlan could almost feel his body relaxing at her words. “We want to save as many people of the Five Cites as we can. We want the dragons gone or back asleep. We want the Legends to remain on the other side of the Bridge. That’s what we want. Do you agree?”

“Yes,” Tamerlan said, but his eyes were on Etienne, looking for signs that the Grandfather had hold of him. Was it possible that he’d been taken over just like Anglarok and Liandari?

“Yes,” said Etienne, biting off the end of the word, but his assurances weren’t enough for Tamerlan.

He was not taken over. He simply hears the Grandfather like you hear us. Only the Grandfather is less benevolent. Lila sounded wary.

Since when were any of them benevolent?

If you think we are not, then perhaps we have been too lenient.

Her tone in Tamerlan’s head was steel and then someone – he didn’t know which of them – began to scream in the background. He felt the blood draining from his face as he shook his head, trying to make the internal screaming stop. 

It was hard to go insane and know it at the same time. Harder still when you didn’t know if it was your insanity or someone else’s.

“We want the same thing, Marielle,” Tamerlan said as gently as he could while trying to keep the pain of the endless screaming from showing on his face. “Thank you for finding us the furs. Do you think you could help us find what happened to Jhinn?”

He reached down and picked up the second cloak from the ground. If they found Jhinn, he would be cold.

She looked up at the sky, worry painting her face. They were all nervous about the night. Last night had been like a glimpse of hell. No one wanted that again.

“I think there’s enough daylight,” she said uncertainly. “And we owe him that.”

Etienne nodded eagerly, as if he was grateful to focus on something else. Was it possible that he heard the screaming, too?

He held out his hand to Tamerlan. “Peace? At least until we find a way to quell the dragons forever?”

Tamerlan nodded tightly, but he took Etienne’s smaller hand in his giving him a firm handshake. “You know I want that.”

Marielle had already risen up on her tiptoes, nose in the air and eyes closed. She stood motionless for long minutes like that while Tamerlan’s gaze traced the shape of her nose, the curve of her cheeks, the way that her stray hairs swirled in the frigid air. 

The chances of any of them living through this mess – surviving a flight on the back of a dragon – were incredibly slim. He wanted to enjoy every moment of life left with her, even if each tiny joy was laced with vibrant pain and dull sorrow. 

And the acid feeling of madness washing through his brain.

He could never afford to forget what he was now.

“This way,” she said, striding forward over the shaking streets as they followed her. 

Tamerlan kept his eyes on her, admiring her certainty as she moved, enjoying her brisk movements and quick steps. 

“There are others in the ruins,” Etienne said quietly. “I see movements sometimes.”

Tamerlan swallowed. It didn’t help to hear the other man confirm his suspicions. It made it worse, somehow.

“Not just Anglarok and Liandari,” he agreed. “But even if it was just them, we can’t leave them alone to ravage the city. You saw what Anglarok wrote in his blood. He needs help.”

He shivered.

“Why not?” Etienne said tiredly.

“I remember what it was like to live like a passenger in my own mind – to watch my hands kill and torture and be unable to look away. It was living hell.”

“They won’t do that. They’ll just kill the dragon.”

“Can they kill it?”

“Ask Ram. You’re the one with him in your head.”

They won’t. They can’t.

“He doesn’t think they can,” Tamerlan said reluctantly. “Though he’s not much of one for explaining himself.”

Etienne snorted. “Neither is the Grandfather. He issues orders. He lets me know what he has in store for me. He doesn’t explain the whys behind any of it.”

They were following Marielle as she set off across the city, nose in the air, face concentrated as she scented for something very specific – their friend Jhinn. Tamerlan didn’t want to think about what would happen if they found Jhinn anywhere except on the water – or if they didn’t find him at all. What had happened to him in the chaos? It seemed like such a bitter thing that his religion demand that he stay afloat at all times. If he found himself on land – and how could he not in this city? – it would be worse than death for him. Tamerlan swallowed, trying to turn his mind to anything else. 

“And that brings up another problem,” Tamerlan said. “If the Grandfather is back in the clock, why isn’t H’yi on the ground? I thought that he was the avatar keeping this dragon here.”

“Apparently not.”

“Then who is it? We need to know that.”

Etienne nodded. 

“Choan was Maid Chaos until she was killed and this new Legend created,” Marielle said in a distracted voice. Tamerlan started. She’d been listening? He thought she was too absorbed in the hunt. What else had she noticed? Did she know ... did she know he was losing his mind? “Xin was bound by Deathless Pirate. An oddly sacrificial choice for a pirate, don’t you think? But he’s an odd pirate.”

Tamerlan exchanged a brief look with Etienne. The other man shook his head quickly. He didn’t know all of this, either. Marielle kept talking as she led them carefully over a narrow, shaking bridge. Masonry fell in chunks from it as they scurried across. Tamerlan swallowed as they smacked against the dry canal below. There was no water there. There was no water, anywhere. His throat was parched at the mere thought.

“Jingen was bound by Byron Bronzebow – sort of. That bond weakened over time though I don’t know why. Jingen should not have been able to rise when I was spared death, only to wake up. And yet, the dragon rose. Byron showed no hesitation when asked. He was always interested in defending the weak. Maybe he was made a Legend in a different way. And Yan was sealed by King Abelmeyer.”

“And H’yi?” Etienne asked, tension in his voice. 

“H’yi was bound by the Grandfather.”

“Then why isn’t it working?” Etienne asked angrily. “We put him back in the clock. That should keep him sealed. There’s no reason for him to rise!”

“Do you think – ” Tamerlan began but he hesitated. It was only a guess. And a silly one at that. It didn’t make logical sense. But did any of this.

“Spit it out,” Etienne said. 

Tamerlan cleared his throat. They were climbing up the Dragon’s spine now to the base of his neck and the wobbling of his movements seemed even greater here. Tamerlan’s stomach lurched with every tilt of the land beneath his feet. Could there really be more people in the city? What did they think of all of this?

“Do you think that when the Legends leapt out of the clock and took over Liandari and Anglarok that perhaps they broke that pact? That somehow that nullified the hold the clock had on the dragon?”

Etienne shook his head. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“What does make sense?” Tamerlan asked.

“Water!” Marielle’s voice was thick with excitement. “I can smell it just up ahead! 
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3: So Little Water
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Marielle

Water always smelled so ... alive. It was easy to see why Queen Mer’s people revered it. It smelled like life – fecund, thriving life. Even here in the middle of a city that was mostly charcoal, the water was alive. 

If Marielle was being honest, the charcoal of the city had been a welcome relief. There was nothing like charcoal to clean the air of scent and her sensitive nose – freshly freed from the clock – was grateful to be able to settle back into constant scenting with a bit of a reprieve.

But at this moment it didn’t feel like any relief at all. She could smell the water up ahead, but there was a lot more she was smelling, too. 

Fear and desperation pulsed through the air in waves of ginger and acid. The lightning blue of the fear tinging the orange desperation in veins of blue. Her teeth were set on edge immediately, but she couldn’t keep her feet from hurrying after it. 

She could smell Anglarok in the middle of the street as if he was still there. The smell of insanity weaving through his scent was familiar – Legend. And there were more people scents. At least a dozen. They crisscrossed over and through each other. And they were layered up and over as if some of these people had come here multiple times. Interesting. And a little terrifying.

“Ready yourselves,” she breathed, grateful when she heard the sounds of drawn swords behind her. Good. They might need them.

There was the sound of a tiny trickle of water and other sounds – something dull like mud being slapped into place by the handful and the lapping of waves against something wooden. 

And everywhere the scent of fear and a scant overtone of smoky red violence. She held her breath as they turned the corner and then sighed with relief when she was hit full-on with the strawberry scent of genius. 

“Jhinn!” she called aloud before she’d even seen him, but her eyes found him before anything else. 

He was standing with his head tilted slightly as if he was listening to something, but he straightened, wide-eyed at her call. He was in his small boat and his boat was in a fountain pool in the middle of a square. It was large for a fountain pool and the only water Marielle had yet seen – but it was hardly anything to float a gondola on. It was maybe ten times in circumference as the length of the small boat and the edges of the fountain were chipped and broken. It was clear to see that Jhinn was trying to dam it up with debris and mud – but he could only reach what was accessible from leaning outside his small boat. 

“You live,” he said with a grin as they rounded the corner. Even now, even with despair rolling off him in dark puffs of cloud, even now he smiled. “I knew you would live. I knew this couldn’t be the end.”

But as he looked around him and up at the constantly moving starry sky, his eyes were full of anxiety. Marielle swallowed. What had she expected? Right now, Jhinn was like a man clutching a barrel in the middle of the ocean with no land in sight.

“It’s not the end,” Tamerlan said warmly, rushing to where Jhinn was and levering a huge timber up to help shore up a woven wall of sticks and mud. 

“It’s not full yet, but if I can dam it, then when it rains – if it rains – I can catch water,” Jhinn said, laughing as he spoke as if it was the most obvious thing in the world and also as if it were the most ridiculous. “I think it’s the only water around. Anglarok came here, but though he watched me like a seagull eyeing a scrap, he only stopped to lap water and then he was gone. Liandari was not far behind, but she was not herself and she barely glanced at me before filling a water skin and then slipping away.”

He didn’t stop working, even when Tamerlan put a friendly hand on his shoulder. He looked feverish and pale – as if he thought he could work hard enough to keep all the water contained. Marielle watched him carefully. Was he going mad, too, or was he simply a realist? That water in his pool would not last long. Especially if it were the only water source for the whole city.

“The walls need to be high,” he said feverishly as he piled more debris on them. “Every time the dragon wheels, a little water sloshes out. If I can just keep it in – just work hard enough to keep it in.”

“How can we help?” Tamerlan asked. “Do you need supplies?”

Jhinn shook his head but it kept shaking for too long as if he was hung up on the thought. “Pitch maybe, if you find it. But would that have survived the fire? Wood to heat it. I don’t know, I don’t know.”

He looked up from his work with wild eyes and Marielle could almost sense his thoughts from the scent of fear that permeated them with spikes of electric blue. 

“You must be cold,” Tamerlan said, offering Jhinn the dark cloak. He had to adjust it over his friend’s shoulders and fasten the pin. Jhinn wouldn’t stop for long enough to do it himself. And that was why she loved Tamerlan. He thought about whether his friend was cold. He tried to help, even if there was nothing he could do. “Listen. I got you into this mess. I’ll get you out.”

He made crazy, unkeepable promises.

“You can’t get me out,” Jhinn said, looking up for a fraction of a second to meet Tamerlan’s eyes. “Even if the dragon sets down somewhere, there won’t be any guarantee that there is water near. Even if there is water near, I’m in the middle of a city. The canals are empty. There’s no way out.”

“You could leave the boat,” Etienne said, but his tone was obvious – he didn’t really believe that Jhinn would leave. 

“To leave is death,” Jhinn said. “You know that. I couldn’t have set a better trap if I’d thought on it for a month.”

“How far will you go for your beliefs? For a religion that can’t possibly be true?” There was no fire in Etienne’s words, though the smell of pity wafted off them.

“It’s true, it’s true,” Jhinn said, balling his hands into fists and hitting them against his forehead. “Even if it drives me mad, it’s true.”

“Mad?” Tamerlan asked softly, his eyes deep wells of blue compassion. He knew madness if anyone did. Marielle’s lip trembled a little at the thought. She could see the confirmation in his eyes – smell it in the elderberry of his scent.

“I swear I saw my brother in the shadows,” Jhinn said with an eerie tone. “Is that not madness?”

Marielle leaned on the barrier as she tried to get a better look at his face, but she had to pull her hand away almost immediately. The edge of the pool was slick with a fine coating of ice. It took her a moment to see that the edges of the pool were rimmed with a delicate trim of ice, too. It was getting colder.

If this pond froze over – she’d heard that could happen in cold places – then what would happen to Jhinn?

“Did your brother live in H’yi?” Tamerlan asked. 

“My brother has been one of the dead for a very long time,” Jhinn said and almost without warning, Tamerlan lunged forward and grabbed him in a sudden hug. Jhinn looked surprised, but he patted Tamerlan’s shoulder distractedly.

He pulled back as quickly as it had started. “I’ll find a way, Jhinn. I’ll get you out of here somehow. And on water. You won’t pay with your life for what I did.”

“I don’t blame you, Tam,” he said quietly. It was strange how easily they communicated, as if they could read each other’s thoughts. Maybe it was their long months of working together, their similar pasts, their genius minds that worked in opposite but similar ways. “But you should know everything got soaked in the turmoil. I have your spice – what’s left of it, but it’s soaked through.”

Tamerlan nodded. “I have six rolls left.”

“Then use them wisely.”

“If I find pitch, I’ll bring it. What else do you need?”

“I don’t dare light a fire. Not in here. Not with the chance of burning my boat. Unless you find a metal brazier. I could use that. A fire would be nice,” he said. “And food. If you find any – ”

“Of course.”

They clasped hands and then Tamerlan turned to Etienne and Marielle. “Food first or do we chase one of the Legends – and if so, which one?”

“Anglarok,” Marielle said without even waiting. “He asked for help. Liandari doesn’t want help. So, let’s go free him.”

“I doubt we’ll be able to free him,” Tamerlan said, looking in the distance, but it was obvious that he wanted to, that he agreed with her that they should at least try.

“We can free him,” Etienne said firmly. “Just not in the way we might like. Lead on, Marielle. Show us to your mentor.”

Marielle felt her cheeks flushing. If it came to a choice between being an avatar or dying, which would Anglarok choose? It worried her to think that he might not be able to tell them – that they might have to choose for him. She knew what she would choose, what Etienne would choose, what Tamerlan would choose, but her feet felt heavy at the worry that Anglarok might choose differently. Maybe he would rather live- even if it was a life possessed. But if that was true, would he have written the message in his own blood?

A chill swept over her that had nothing to do with the aching cold of the air. This city was haunted by more than the dead of the fire or the ruins of the city’s dreams. It was haunted now by those who shouldn’t live at all – by the Legends.

Maybe Tamerlan was right. Maybe the Legends really were the true enemy.
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4: On a Whiff of Madness
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Tamerlan

There had to be a way to save Jhinn if Tamerlan could only think of it. It was a puzzle like any other. He just had to work it through as he strode through the cinder-land that was once the city of H’yi.

He played it out in his mind. Jhinn had to stay in the gondola. Jhinn had to stay on water. He couldn’t stay in the pond forever. There was no other water that they knew about in the city. That was all established fact. Staying here, like a rat stuck in a single hole – well, that wasn’t a future. That wasn’t survivable, never mind livable. Not a valid solution. So, what was a valid solution?

Tamerlan was the one who brought him here, it was up to Tamerlan to find him a way out. 

Somehow.

He chewed his lip, deep in thought as he followed Marielle alongside Etienne. 

The two of them held back a little, trying not to muddy the air so that they didn’t get in the way of her scenting. It was hard to hang that far back. Especially since he couldn’t help but imagine a thousand ways that she could be swept away from them before they could get to her.

But was that real, or was it the madness? He was worried that the line between the two was beginning to blur. And yet, he couldn’t help the ache that formed in his chest when she was three paces ahead of them, couldn’t help the way his gaze constantly sought her, the way his feet always turned toward her, ready to move at her call, ready to jump at her command. Somehow, he’d become hers over the past few months – as much hers as her belt knife or that yellow shell she had received from the Retribution.

“The dragon has to set down soon. It’s been a night and a day. Nothing can fly for that long,” Etienne said from beside him.

“I would have thought you would know more about dragons,” Tamerlan said. “After all, you were the Lord Mythos. You kept one trapped beneath us for most of your life. You stole his magic a trickle at a time. Do you know nothing about the dragon – what he eats, how he sleeps, how long he will fly?”

“I know how to bind it,” Etienne said tightly. “Or at least how to keep it bound. I know how to siphon off magic – just enough to use but not enough to kill it.”

“Can you siphon off magic from this dragon? Maybe you can weaken it” Tamerlan asked and the other young man’s eyebrows rose. 

“There needs to be an open wound.”

“Isn’t there one? Why would Jingen have one but not H’yi?”

He shook his head, “I don’t know. I hadn’t thought of it. I was trained early on not to touch the magic of the dragons in other cities. Only Jingen.”

“But that doesn’t mean that you can’t do it, does it?”

He frowned. “I suppose not. But not from here. I’ll have to find the rend in the dragon’s scales and touch the wound to make a connection.”

“Or perhaps you only think that because you’ve never tried anything else.”

“Perhaps.”

“And then you can draw as you need.”

He looked uncomfortable.

“This worries you?” Tamerlan was incredulous. “It didn’t seem to worry you to draw on the dragon Jingen or to slaughter girls to keep that system working for you.” 

“That was different. That was managing something known and well documented. This ... well, it could have unintended consequences.”

Tamerlan snorted and was surprised as Etienne grabbed his shirt and shoved him against a building wall. He glanced at Marielle, but she was distracted, sniffing the air at a crossroads up ahead.

“We need to come to an agreement, boy,” Etienne growled. “We’ve already agreed to work together. We’ve already agreed that we want the same things, so why don’t we try to figure this out rather than constantly sniping at each other?”

“That works for me,” Tamerlan said stiffly. It seemed like Etienne really was affected by the Grandfather. He was usually cold as these snow-laden winds, not hot-headed and hasty. “But does it work for the Grandfather?”

Etienne sneered. “I don’t know, does it work for Lila Cherrylocks? Or Ram the Hunter? Or whoever else you have in that blasted head of yours?”

Tamerlan shoved his hands away. “They don’t control me.”

“And the Grandfather doesn’t control me.”

He seemed like he meant that, though he might not know what he meant. Not really. Tamerlan would have to watch him – would have to be wary of what the Grandfather might push him to do.

Do you really think you mortals could stop one of us if we took you over completely? Lila asked. You should stop fighting us and learn to negotiate instead. Give me what I want, and I will give you what you want.

“Then maybe we can find a way to make them work for us, rather than against us,” Tamerlan said. 

Exactly,  Lila hissed in his mind.

“Maybe we can find a way to discover which of the Legends have Anglarok and Liandari,” Tamerlan continued, ignoring her. He didn’t plan to give her whatever it was she wanted. But they could use the whispers and hisses to gather information. “Maybe we can figure out how Ram first bound the dragons. Maybe we can figure out how to do it again.”

Etienne was nodding. “Can you ask?”

“I’ve asked.”

“Ask again.”

I’ll tell you what, Lila said in his mind with an amused tone. Smoke, and we’ll tell you something. 

But what would she tell them? Would it be something worthwhile?

Maybe. Smoke and find out.

And then he would be down one of six chances to smoke at all.

Keep me – smoke them all with me, and I’ll get you out of this city.

That wasn’t currently his priority. The ground lurched under him, reminding him how false that claim was.

“Well?” Etienne asked.

“They won’t tell me anything worthwhile.”

Liar.

“Me neither,” Etienne said. Was he lying, too? “So, we go to where the knowledge is.”

“A library?” Tamerlan asked, brushing the soot from his cloak as best as he could. He couldn’t help the thrill that filled him at the thought of exploring one of the Libraries here unhindered. Would any of them still stand after the fire? And would they contain any books? Surely in the months since the city was destroyed, someone would have returned and raided the books.

Ahead of them, Marielle set out again, heading down a wide street. They needed to catch up with her. They were deep in the Spice District and the buildings here were little more than burned-out hulks. There had been too much inside them that was flammable. Too much tinder for the fire.

“Yes, a library,” Etienne said. “And Tamerlan?” Tamerlan spun to look at him as he finished what he was saying. His eyes held a look of vulnerability that was curiously unlike him. “We need to trust each other. We’re all there is – the only hope for all the Dragonblood Plains.”

Tamerlan hesitated, but after a moment, he nodded. He spun back to the crossroads, intending to trot after Marielle, but her silver cloak was nowhere to be seen.

She had disappeared.
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5: Blood is Not Thicker
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Marielle

A clammy hand wrapped around Marielle’s mouth but it was hardly needed – not with the kiss of a dagger at her throat.

“Don’t say a word,” a voice said, breaking slightly as he spoke. He pulled her backward and she let him. Tamerlan and Etienne were not far behind and they would be here in a moment. Even if they were not, the moment the dagger was removed, she’d be able to defend herself. She could smell the fear rolling off her attacker in waves. Fear, and something else ... what color was that? What scent was that? It was faint. Barely there.

Cranberry! That’s what it was. A faint scent of cranberry guilt. He wasn’t going to kill her outright.

Her attacker spun her around, pinning her against a nearby blackened wall. It crumbled slightly behind her back, not strong enough to fully support her weight.

“Who are you?” 

He was young – sixteen at most, skinny and vulnerable. But it wasn’t his youth that shocked her. I was his face.

He looked exactly like Jhinn - the same shape to his young face, the same bright edge to his eyes, the same tang of brilliance in his scent. And yet – there was something about the twist of his mouth and the way his breath stank of flagleaf that told her that he wasn’t the same. He was on land, for one thing. And Jhinn would never do that.

“I should ask you the same question,” Marielle said.

“The dagger does the asking. Now, pretty Scenter. I need you. Come with me. Quietly. I have friends and if they hear a sound from you – one tiny whimper – they’ll leap from the shadows and slaughter those two friends of yours. You wouldn’t like that, would you?”

Marielle hesitated. 

“The dagger’s been dipped in Mandrake Oil. You know what that is, right? One tiny prick and your scent will be gone forever – with your life. Care to risk it?”

Marielle swallowed. She might be able to beat this boy in a fight. It wasn’t like she hadn’t been given basic unarmed combat training. But if he was telling the truth about the Mandrake Oil, then one slip and she’d be dead. It wasn’t worth it. She should wait until the odds were better. 

She wasn’t sure if he was lying about having friends in the city who could attack Tamerlan and Etienne, but if he wasn’t, then that was a risk, too. Though they’d be getting a lot more than they bargained for if they attacked those two. She still shuddered at the memories of Tamerlan fighting with the aid of the Legends. He was unstoppable.

“Watch your step. You don’t want to trip,” the boy whispered, shoving her away from the wall and down an alley. 

He led them through the alley to the edge of what had once been the canals. The stink of mud and refuse filled her nose so strongly that she could barely smell anything else as he maneuvered her to a bridge and forced her to cross. 

They were in the Government District of H’yi – even the fires hadn’t wiped out the gilded pillars and carefully cut stone of this District. Most of the buildings here were still intact, or at least, though they crumbled from the constant flexing of their foundations, they had not been consumed by the fire. 

“In here,” her captor said, shoving her roughly into a nearby building. 

There was no ceiling or roof left on the building, only stone blocks and shattered clay tiles in tumbled heaps across the floors. Whatever had been in the middle of the room was so heavily buried that it would take weeks of work to clear away the rubble and reveal it. But the walls remained mostly whole and one of them Marielle saw a map of the Dragonblood Plains. 

Her eyes clung to it, even while she realized she could see other things in the corner of the building – supplies in a heap. Perhaps the boy was using this as a storehouse for goods he’d raided throughout the city. 

He hovered over the stack, cursing in surprise, all but forgetting Marielle as she stumbled toward the map. With a shaking hand, someone had added more to the map in charcoal. Like most maps of the Dragonblood Plains, it showed only the five cities and the nearby islands, ending where the sea grew great and powerful. But whoever had drawn on the map had extended the map across the wall to show the eastern shore of the sea. Cities were marked – especially Quavitlos of Mer, rumored to be the capitol of Queen Mer’s people across the sea. And the coastline looked oddly familiar. Marielle squinted at it.

Where had she seen that before?

On Anglarok’s tattooed skin! This was his homeland. And either he or Liandari – or someone else – had drawn the map on the wall.

“Gone,” the boy shuddered from the corner. “All gone!”

“What is gone?” Marielle asked coolly. 

“The fuel and fire! The lanterns!”

That meant that one of the new avatars of the Legends now had the ability to start a fire. Marielle felt a tingling in her fingers at the thought. Fire. What would they do with that? Did they still think they could kill the dragon? While it flew with them on its back?

She looked up at the noonday sun through the fallen roof. No matter where they were flying to, they had to get there soon, didn’t they? It couldn’t take long for a dragon of this size to go anywhere. 

As if responding to her thoughts, the dragon spiraled, banking to the side so that the ground under her dipped wildly to one side and the gap in the roof above seemed to no longer show the noon sun, but instead, the mountain ranges beyond. They were close. Very close. Was that the dragon’s destination?

A loud call sounded in the sky – like the cry of an eagle – but it was no eagle’s cry. Through the tunneled vision of the building’s missing roof, Marielle saw the distinct shape of another dragon flying nearby. A dragon so large that it must easily equal that of the dragon she rode. And on its back, a muddy city rested like thick barnacles. Algae slicked the roof of the Seven Suns palace and wild, waterlogged vines clung to the broken bridges and crumbled buildings. Marielle gasped at the sudden memory of entering that palace – so large, so intimidating! – only months ago. The Sunset Tower was missing entirely – sheered off somehow in all that had happened since the city’s fall only months ago.

“Mer’s spit!” the boy gasped, his arms limp at his sides as he looked at the same thing she was seeing.

She took that moment to leap, reaching for his throat.
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6: Rajit

[image: image]


Tamerlan  

“She disappeared into that building,” Etienne said with a calculating look on his face. “Did you see the boy who had her? He could be Jhinn’s brother, they look so much alike.”

They’d followed them through the streets and over the bridge into the Government District. Terror caught in Tamerlan’s throat. Just when he’d been starting to relax enough to let Marielle be as free as she wanted to be and then this happens! He’d never forgive himself if – 

“Tam? Are you listening to me?” Etienne asked. “Do you see signs of anyone else around? Allies?”

Tamerlan swallowed. “There are tracks in the soot leading out from the building. His. For the most part, I think. But there are unfamiliar tracks leading out from that pile of rubble in the alley.”

“But they all go away,” Etienne agreed. “No one else goes inside. Not without coming out again. So, he’s probably alone with her in there.”

Tamerlan held his sword a little higher. No need to smoke. The two of them could fight one boy if they had to.

Don’t fool yourself. He’s one of Mer’s and they are all mad.

How were they mad? 

Lila? 

No answer. 

The Legends took far more from him than they ever gave - and that included information. 

The world tilted suddenly, leaning dangerously to the side and Tamerlan stumbled as he tried to keep his footing. He was knocked into a wall where he reached out to clutch the stonework and hold on tight.

Would Jhinn survive a move like this? Would his dam hold?

“The mountains!” Tamerlan gasped as the snowy peaks – far too close! Came into view with the dragon’s banking maneuver. 

“And Jingen!” Etienne gasped. “I can feel him! I can feel his magic so close.”

“Jingen?”

And then another dragon flew across their vision, blocking out the sight of the mountains, a dripping, moldering city still clinging to his back and wings.

Etienne’s face was twisted in concentration. Was he trying to take Jingen’s magic as he so often had before? He said you had to be near, but how near did he have to get when he was so familiar with Jingen?

Etienne fell to his knees as Tamerlan looked anxiously back and forth between Etienne on the ground and door of the building Marielle had been dragged into and the sky where Jingen roared past. Too many dangers, not enough time!

Jingen’s cry was like a deadly eagle and his tail whipped so close to H’yi that Tamerlan could have sworn he saw a building dislodge and plummet past them. He grabbed Etienne by the collar.

“Come on, Etienne! Before we lose her!”

The other man didn’t move. He’d fallen to all fours now, his hands splayed out over the ruined street.

Should Tamerlan pick him up and carry him? But if he did, then how would he fight Marielle free? Should he leave him? But what if Marielle and her captor had escaped out the back? Then he’d lose track of Etienne, too.

Cursing, he sheathed his sword. This was not a good plan. He lifted Etienne with sheer force of strength, slinging him up onto his back where he could hold one arm and one leg over his shoulders. Etienne was heavy, weighing Tamerlan down as he jogged across the street, hoping to make it to the door of the building before the dragon twisted again and rocked the city with his movements. 

City of H’yi Cartography, was scratched on a plaque beside the door. He needed to get in there, but not without a weapon in his hands. He shifted Etienne to maneuver him to one shoulder. 

Should he smoke? He could use some supernatural energy right now.

Do it! We’ll save your girl. We’ll kill the dragons. We’ll end this! 

That was Ram. But he knew better by now. When called, a Legend had immense power. He wasn’t going to give any of them that power. Not unless they gave him what he needed. 

He was fighting a battle he didn’t understand for stakes he didn’t know. How could he win at that? His only bargaining chip to get some answers was himself. If they wanted him – even for a few hours, then they needed to pay something, too.

Isn’t it enough that we give you everything you want?

It wasn’t enough. Not nearly.

He wrenched the door open and startled when he saw Marielle standing with a dagger at a boy’s throat. He looked her over, anxious to be sure she was safe. 

He breathed a sigh of relief. She was whole. There was no blood – though she was dirty and rumpled and her shirt was torn across one shoulder. She shrugged her fur cloak to cover herself as if conscious of his eyes searing across her skin and he smiled gently.

“Looks like you didn’t need me,” he said. She was skilled, powerful, and determined. She really didn’t need him at all. And while that made him proud, it also made him sorrowful – because if she didn’t need him then why stay with him? Why not go her own way? She, after all, was the Scenter. He was only a hopeless addict. She’d be better off far from him – and at the same time, he’d never ask her to go.

“What happened to Etienne?” she asked. Her dagger didn’t even waver from the boy’s throat, though he was sweating. She looked beautiful when she as powerful like this – her purple eyes blazing, her dark hair slipping from the braid she wore in little wisps. 

“I think he’s stealing power from Jingen – the other dragon. I don’t know if it’s working.”

But though he was answering her, all he could see were those purple eyes and that confident stance. 

She cleared her throat as if she could feel that he wanted her and it made her uncomfortable. “Remember when Jhinn said he saw his brother in the streets?”

“Yes,” Tamerlan said. Jhinn. He needed a way to save him, too. Some way to move water ...

“Doesn’t this look like he could be that brother?”

“Jhinn of Queen Mer’s people?” the boy asked soberly.

“Yes,” Marielle said, hope glimmering in her eyes. She wanted to save Jhinn, too. “Are you his brother?”

“His brother is dead,” the boy spat.

“What was stolen from you here?” Marielle asked, pointing with the dagger for a moment to a stack of blankets and other supplies in a heap to the side.

“Fire supplies. Lanterns. And a shell,” he said. “A shell I found. It’s mine.”

Marielle’s eyes met Tamerlan’s and they opened wider with understanding. 

“One of the Retribution was here,” she explained. “We’re on their track.”

“Then we need to keep going,” Tamerlan said. “They can’t be too far ahead.”

He paused for a moment and then sheathed his sword, freeing his hand to fish the yellow conch shell out of his belt pouch. 

“This is yours, I think,” he said, offering it to her. 

She gasped as soon as she saw it. “Thank you.”

Her grip was greedy as she grabbed it away, as if she couldn’t wait to use it. 

“It reflects magic back,” she said, her concentration clearly on the shell and not his words. “And I saw ones like it in my visions of the past – Ram was using them to help trap the dragons. Maybe we can use this one for that.”

“It’s a lot smaller than the one we saw them using in Choan,” Tamerlan said. It was a nice thought, but if they’d needed a big one to make a Legend, wouldn’t a big shell be needed to trap a dragon, too? 

She turned to the boy. “What’s your name?”

“Rajit.” He seemed sullen.

“And what are you doing in H’yi?”

He shrugged. 

“Why didn’t you leave with everyone else?”

“Is this some kind of a guessing game? Look, Scenter, I took you to help me find something, okay? Something I’m looking for. Or at least, something my benefactor is looking for.”

“And you need a Scenter to find it?” she asked. 

“If I didn’t, then I would have found it by now. I’ve been looking since before this city burned. Looking since before the dragon rose into the sky. Looking since before Summernight.”

“What are you looking for?” Marielle asked. 

“Like I’d tell you.”

Tamerlan watched him. He really could be Jhinn’s brother. He was just as daring, just as quick – but twisted somehow. Untrustworthy. Although, when Tamerlan thought about it, Jhinn could be untrustworthy, too. Just never with him.

“It might be a good adventure,” Tamerlan offered. If he was Jhinn’s brother, he wouldn’t be able to say no to this. “Here you are, trapped on top of a flying dragon in a burnt-out city – so close to your goal that you know it could be around any corner, and yet so far away. It must gnaw at you. It must make you angry to be so close and yet not to have it.” The boy’s eyes burned with anger. “And now here a Scenter drops in your lap. And she can find the thing you want. But only if you tell her. It’s both a blessing and a curse – and maybe an adventure. And that’s what you’re promised in life, right? An adventure?”

“Who told you that?”

“One of Queen Mer’s people.”

He spat. “I hate them.”

“But not enough to disagree.”

He shrugged before looking at Marielle. “Stop threatening me with that knife and I’ll tell you.”

Marielle took the knife from his throat and took a step back but she still held it in her clenched fist, as if ready to change her mind at any moment.

“It’s a book. A chronicle, my benefactor said. Everything known about Ram the Hunter and how he first trapped the dragons, and it belongs to her.”

“Put me down,” Etienne sighed and Tamerlan startled. He’d almost forgotten about him in the excitement. His shoulder protested as he carefully put Etienne down on his feet. Tamerlan expected him to take a moment to recover, but instead, he spun quickly, his hand shooting out and grabbing Rajit by the throat. “Your benefactor. Is it Allegra Spellspinner?”

“Who’s asking?” 

Etienne laughed harshly and Tamerlan clenched his jaw. “The man who will squeeze the life out of you if you lie to me.”

“Yes,” Rajit said. “It is.”

“Fine. Then I’m taking over your contract. You work for me now.”

“And who are you?” he asked, boldly, defiantly.

“Allegra’s benefactor,” Etienne snarled. “Which means that you’ve always worked for me. And now we get to work. Find Marielle whatever she needs to hunt this book. I want it found before nightfall.”

Tamerlan swallowed. The book would be good. If the Legends wouldn’t tell them what they needed to know, then finding it out themselves was essential. But he didn’t like having to trust this boy. He didn’t like that he’d tried to kidnap Marielle. His eyes drifted to her again and she stiffened her spine. 

“There were no others helping you, were there?” she asked Rajit coldly.

“But you believed there were, and that’s all that counts,” he said with an impish grin.

Tamerlan felt his temper flare up. Marielle’s narrowed eyes were all that he needed to see to know that she hadn’t been fooled, but he didn’t like that Rajit had tried to trick her. He didn’t like this little guttersnipe at all.

More than that, he was frustrated. He wanted to scoop Marielle up in his arms and take her away to somewhere safe away from all of this, and then he wanted to wrap his arms around her and kiss her until she sighed his name. 

And yet, the closer he tried to get to her, the more he realized that he shouldn’t do any of that. If she needed protection from anyone, it was from the people in his head. 

He clenched his fists and closed his eyes fighting the tremble in his limbs that begged him to smoke. The scent of the spice sang to him, reminding him of how good it felt to take in just one breath – or not even good, just necessary. 

No, Marielle shouldn’t trust him. She shouldn’t want him. For too long he’d been a vessel of the Legends, and she should fear him. He was full of the spirits of their enemies and he couldn’t even promise he wouldn’t give in to them again, not just because he craved the herbs that brought them to life, but because in every action, every movement, they became more and more powerful and more and more capable of taking him by force. 

Even now, he thought that they might only be playing with him – pretending to let him run free when really he was their captive. One they could bend to their will at any time.

She shouldn’t trust him and he shouldn’t trust himself. He needed to warn her of that while he still could.
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7: Scent of a Story
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Marielle

“If they stole lanterns with oil, can you track that?” Etienne asked Marielle. He held Rajit by the upper arm.

Tamerlan had drifted over to the map on the wall, studying it intently. She smiled slightly. Of course, he’d be as interested as she was about that. Any little bit of new knowledge fascinated him.

“No more than I can already track them by their smells,” Marielle said. “But I can smell other things here. Preserves. Dried meat. This boy has a collection of food here and we promised Jhinn we would bring him some when we found it.”

“That can wait,” Etienne said. “Daylight is fading. We need to find the Retribution before they do something hasty.”

“No,” Tamerlan disagreed from beside the map. “Did you look at this?”

Was he seeing something Marielle had missed?

“Someone vandalized a map?” Etienne asked cynically. “So what? I’m sure there are plenty of destroyed things in the city.”

“It was either Anglarok or Liandari,” Marielle said. “When they came here to steal, they couldn’t help but correct the map to add their lands across the sea. You can see the names of the cities.”

Etienne stepped closer, dragging Rajit with him. “And what does that matter? So, there’s a map. I’ve seen these lands drawn before.”

“He picked out the dragons under the cities on the Dragonblood Plains,” Tamerlan said, wonder painting his tone. “See how the head and tail are drawn in? And the wings sketched on each one. This took time.”

“Everyone knows the dragons are real and sleep beneath the city. This tells us nothing,” Etienne said shortly. “If they took fire, then maybe they mean to set fire to the city again. Or maybe they mean to set fire to the clock. Or maybe they plan to drop fire into the wound on the dragon’s neck to try to kill it. Whatever they do, can only make things worse. They must be caught or stopped immediately.”

“Look over here on their side of the world,” Tamerlan said. “They drew a dragon under their city.”

Etienne froze. “What?”

“And see here in the curve of the tail,” Tamerlan said, pointing to the map. 

Marielle leaned in close to see what he saw, trying to ignore the prickles of awareness in her skin as she brushed against him and the overwhelming scent of him that sang to her like a deadly addiction. He turned his head the barest fraction toward her, and his lips turned upward so slightly in the corners that she almost thought she imagined it as he breathed her in like a fellow Scenter might. 

She could still remember what it had been like in his head. His sense of scent had been so dull. But the colors he saw almost made up for it. Was that how he had noticed this detail she’s missed?

“Is that what I think it is?” she asked, forcing her mind to ignore his scent.

“An egg,” he breathed. “A dragon egg on the other side of the sea.”

“All the more reason to find the Harbingers and destroy them,” Etienne said. “We’ll return for the food later. Jhinn won’t starve in a single day. And neither will we.”

Tamerlan paused, head tilted to the side as if he were listening to something that none of the rest of them could hear. Marielle shivered and then felt herself flushing as Tamerlan’s face grew red. He could see her watching him listen to the voices in his head and he was embarrassed by that. Did he think that meant she was judging him? Did he mistake her concern for condemnation?

“We learned before that chasing people only leads to disappointment. Besides, we want to save Anglarok – and Liandari – if we can, not destroy them,” he said dryly. “I think it would be better to go after this book that Rajit is speaking of – the Chronicles of Ram the Hunter. The hidden book. They’ll be looking for it, too.”

“How do you know?” Etienne asked. 

“Because the Legends who have Liandari and Anglarok in their grip also knew Ram the Hunter on the other side of the Bridge of Legends. They will want to know how he trapped the dragons. And they will want to get this book before we can. They’ll be looking. If we find it first, they’ll come looking for us.”

“And the fire? The lantern? You don’t think that is what they’re planning to use to kill H’yi?” Etienne asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“If they’re planning to set fire to the city, then all the more reason to find this book first. If it escaped the first fire, it may not escape the second.”

“Any ideas on where it is, street rat?” Etienne asked Rajit and Marielle frowned. He wasn’t going to get anywhere using violence or insults. That was clearly all the boy knew. Besides, if he really worked for Allegra, he would be a trained liar. She had certainly been practiced at spinning the truth.

“If I knew, I’d already have it,” Rajit said with a wicked glitter in his eye. “Maybe you should leave me here. I’ll only slow you down.”

“Keep dreaming,” Etienne said, shoving him forward, but sweat was forming on the former Lord Mythos’ brow. Had he captured some of Jingen’s magic? Was containing it putting a strain on him? Or was the Grandfather’s voice in his mind too strong even for him?

“Why don’t you let me tend to the boy,” Marielle suggested. “You and Tamerlan don’t need my nose to find the book. You need to think about where it is hiding and both of you know libraries better than me.”

“Just don’t let him slip away,” Etienne said sourly, thrusting the boy at her. 

Marielle took his arm in one hand and led him over to his supply heap. 

“Let’s put some of that food in a sack,” she said quietly. “In this city, anything you stash could be gone before you return.”

“It’s like you’ve been here before,” Rajit said sourly.

In the background, Marielle could hear Tamerlan and Etienne debating libraries. 

“It should be in the palace library,” Etienne was saying. “Anything important would be there.”

“I doubt it,” Tamerlan disagreed. “The Guild of Librarians would never release such a treasure. It will be in one of the more prestigious libraries in the University District. The Timeless Library, perhaps, or Doomsayer’s Library.”

“Have you ever been to either of those?” Etienne demanded. 

“I’ve read about them.”

Marielle tuned them out as she and Rajit filled a small sack with dried meats and a wheel of hard cheese. There was a small oilcloth-wrapped packet of dried fruit they added, too.

“Too bad we can’t bring the cask,” she said with a smile at the barrel of salted fish he had to one side. “It would be too heavy, and heavy as it is there wouldn’t be enough fish in such a small barrel to warrant it.”

“Do you think the barrel is small?” Rajit asked, meeting her eyes and for a moment he looked vulnerable.

She nodded, wondering at his change in expression.

“I remember a barrel like this. In another lifetime,” he said.

“When you were one of Queen Mer’s people,” Marielle stated. 

He flinched. “I was never really one of those fanatics.”

“What do you think of the Retribution – Queen Mer’s people from over the sea?” Marielle pressed. She’d always wondered why the Waverunners and Retribution hated each other so much. Maybe this angry boy could shed some light on it. 

“I haven’t met them, but if they walk on land without thinking it will kill them, then I suppose they might be all right.” He snorted. “Do you know what it’s like to grow up never leaving a boat? Never running, never climbing, never standing on solid ground?”

“No.”

“It’s terrible. It’s like being dead your whole life,” he said. “That’s why I owe Allegra. She saved me from that. I’m going to find that book and get it to her.”

“Aren’t Queen Mer’s people all the same?” Marielle pressed. “Why do some live peaceably and refuse to leave the water while others demand retribution from the plains and walk the land to mete it out?”

He laughed. “Is that what they’re doing? Good for them. Let me tell you what I know.”

“Come on,” she said, leading him to follow her. Tamerlan and Etienne had settled their disagreement and were motioning her to follow. “Tell me on the way.”

It was strange to listen to his tale as they picked their way through the ruins of the city, clutching their fur cloaks around them in the frigid blasts of wind that tore across the city and grasping for stability at the buildings nearby every time the dragon shifted in the air and sent them flying off their feet. With every movement of the dragon, Marielle felt more and more nervous. Eventually, he would have to land. And what would they do then?

“Queen Mer rescued us from the Orange Wars – the civil wars of her time. You know about those of course,” Rajit said. He seemed to almost relax as he told the story of his people – as if admitting they were his people and reciting their history helped soothe his anger. He told it as if by rote – perhaps he’d learned to tell it this way as a child. “So many children were sacrificed to keep the dragons quiet. So many men and women died in bloody battles as the people of the cities revolted against the way the Legends chose to deal with the dragons of their time.

“And Queen Mer – well, she started just as a fisherwoman and then when her husband died and she took over his fishing company, she had dozens of ships and she bought out more and more as the chaos ruled and people turned desperately to anyone who would take the rudder for them. It was too hard for people to brace against the winds on their own. It was too hard for them to choose to buck the waves without giving over to greater hands to set the sails. And soon, Queen Mer’s faction was the strongest in the city and when the civil wars erupted in Choan, she stomped them out with the weight of her power. 

“But when the city was in her hands, she finally realized what it would take to hold the dragon and the great creature of the sea who had risen against them – how she would have to give her life to do it. She feared for what that would mean for the people who sided with her. Would the people of Choan turn on them when their leader was gone? Would waiting mean the great creature of the depths plucked every ship of hers from the salt of the sea and crushed it? 

“So she set them a task – to find the missing story – the story needed to destroy the dragons forever – or at least that’s what she said. Really, I think she was just trying to keep them safe. They were to sail forever without stopping until they found it.

“In the years that followed, everything she predicted came to pass in Choan. She gave her life to bind the sea creature and save the ships. The people rose up and killed those left in her faction. And the People of Queen Mer floated on the seas, keeping their vow to her that they would not set foot on land until they found the story. That they would rule the seas and shelter her memory and find the story. 

“But after the first generation, when living in the ships became hard, and when they had found every port and every island and spoken to people far and wide in a dozen different languages, the people formed two groups – the ‘faithful’ and the pragmatic. The pragmatic realized that they could not rule the seas if they never left the ships. They were at the mercy of traders in the ports who could set any price and demand any concession just to provide basic supplies. And their wealth and influence were dwindling. They decided that to fulfill the latter half of the promise – to rule the seas and find the story – they would have to set foot on land.

“The ‘faithful’ were not pleased. Determined to fulfill the first half of the promise, they decided that to rule the seas simply meant to survive them. And so, they broke away from the others, calling themselves the ‘Waverunners of the Faithful’, and ‘Queen Mer’s True People.’ They kept searching for the story until supplies gave out and a plague hit them, and then one boat after another, they made their way back to the cities of the Dragonblood Plains, taking up their residence like rats in the gutters, in the canals of the cities and living a parasite life on the populations there, making coin as gondoliers and hauling supplies in their family boats.”

“And the story?” Marielle asked, awed by the bitterness in his voice.

“There is no story. Or if there is, then it is long gone. Personally, I think it was just an excuse Queen Mer invented to keep them away until the fighting in the cities was long over. And she was right to do that. The People of Queen Mer – the pragmatic ones, that is, thrived. They filled the shores to the east. They established ports and outposts, forts and trade routes. They are powerful, magical, and dominant thanks to her and her small lie.”

“And the Waverunners?” Marielle asked.

“Are fools.” He spat. “Every one of them.”

“But you are not from over the ocean,” Marielle said. “You are from the canals of the Dragonblood Plains.”

His smile held no humor. “Correct. Which is why I know enough to hate their fanaticism. Satisfied now?”

“I think I am,” Marielle said. 

She was watching the shadows, sucking in deep breaths of air and concentrating on every smell. Throughout Rajit’s story, she’d seen tiny flickers of movement in the shadows and faint hints of scent – on both sides. If she wasn’t mistaken – and her nose rarely was – then Liandari and Anglarok were listening. Tamerlan had been right that finding the right bait was better than hunting them down. And it turned out Rajit and his blasphemous story was also a kind of bait.

“Tell me, Rajit, is that why the Waverunners call the Retribution dangerous?”

“In part,” Rajit said. “The other part is that if they ever put their mark on you, they can call you to them.”

“Their mark?” Marielle asked, her hand drifting up to the windrose above her heart.

“A map of some kind, I think. And a way to read it. It’s magical. They add to it with tattoos, but it also adds to itself and they can use it to call you. They call it a gift, but it’s just a tie to bind you to their will. That’s why we – why the Waverunners – say never to accept gifts from them. They fear the mark. And they fear what it can do.”

As if his words had triggered it, the Windrose above Marielle’s heart began to burn. 
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8: From the Shadows
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan paused for a moment beside a fully intact building. This whole street was still intact as if the fires had left one small corridor alone. Fallen masonry and scattered items on the street were the only signs that the street was part of a ruined city. The cobblestones still formed a whole street. Swirls of carefully wrought iron around the city braziers still imitated the flames the braziers would usually hold. Along the walls of the buildings, stone masonry was precision fit to perfect points and angles. Carved workings of iguanas and leaping fish decorated the mantles above the doors or graced the edges of stained-glass windows still flashing in place in the afternoon sun despite the ravages done to the rest of the city.

The building beside him bore a copper plate that said, “Legend Bookbindery.”

It looked older than anything else on the street – as if the rest of the buildings had been built around it.

“I think we should try the Timeless Library first,” Etienne said but before Tamerlan could answer, he collapsed to the ground hands over his ears.

“Etienne?” Tamerlan asked his heart suddenly racing as he reached toward him.  

A cry from Marielle stopped him before he touched the other man. He twisted to see what was caused her cry. She wrenched at her shirt, opening the front of it enough to show the Windrose tattoo on her chest burning bright as the sun. 

She gasped, swaying where she stood just a pace behind him. He took a step toward her, arms stretched out to help, but not sure what he could do. She looked at him, lips parting with a vulnerable tremble, pain and confusion filling her eyes.

“Marielle? Are you hurt?”

Why was that mark glowing on her chest and what did it have to do with Etienne’s – 

An arrow whistled through the air, clattering when it hit the stone just inches from Marielle’s head. 

Tamerlan grabbed her arm, pulling her toward him as he wrenched the door of the Bookbindery open and shoved her inside. A second arrow skittered across the cobbled street. 

“Help him get inside!” Tamerlan screamed to Rajit but though the boy’s lips moved, Tamerlan couldn’t hear what he was saying. The Legends were screaming in his head.

Free us! NOW! Enough waiting! We will have you! 

Something battered against his self-control and for a moment his grip on himself was lost as Lila stole his body. She drew his sword, but before she could take a step, he shoved her aside, seizing himself back and pulling Etienne by the arm, practically throwing him and Rajit into the bookbindery. They both stumbled through the door, and Tamerlan hurried after them, closing and barring the door behind him.

His breath was puffing out in wild bursts. Who could be attacking them? Was it Anglarok or Liandari?

Free us! We will help! Don’t die like this!

He had enough time to glance around the front room, his hands shaking as he fought off another assault by the Legends in his mind. There was a long wooden counter and the floor-to-ceiling shelves of books. It looked like a library – only the books clearly weren’t to be borrowed or for sale. They were being displayed – their spines chained to the shelves. He recognized the illuminated pages of Elroth’s Age of the Legends and Valgariath’s Dragonblooded. There would be more he recognized on those shelves, too. This was clearly a prized collection. Someone needed to save these books while they still could. What did it say about the people of the Dragonblood Plains that no one had come back for them?  

Tamerlan glanced around. Was the room secured?

“Back,” Marielle gasped. Her forehead was damp with sweat and her eyes looked wild. She threw her fur cloak off and wrenched her shirt over her left shoulder. Spidering out from the Windrose was what looked like a map tattooing itself across her shoulder in golden light as Tamerlan watched. She bit her lip and red blood formed in droplets along her white teeth.

Tamerlan gasped, taking one of her hands. “Hold on, Marielle!” 

Rajit ran to the back and ducked his head through a door. “Leather and snips and workbenches. That must be where they bind the books. There are barrels of supplies and sheets of vellum.”

“Can you lock the door?” Tamerlan asked. His hands were twitching. He could feel the Legends trying to grab him again.

Stop fighting us! We are your only hope! 

Rebellious child!

“Not to the outside but maybe to this room,” Rajit replied.

Smoke or we’ll take you by force! Lila threatened.

Had he ever thought she was the nice Legend?

Oh, I can be nice. I can be amazing. But not right now when we need you to do what you are told. If you don’t, everyone will die and the world will burn.

He didn’t believe her. She was lying to him. 

“Lies,” Etienne moaned from where he lay on the floor with his hands over his ears. “All lies! I defy you, father of darkness!”

Tamerlan shivered. Was he that insane?

“There’s nothing to bar the door with!” Rajit called.

“Try!” Tamerlan said. He sheathed his sword so he could use both hands.

The sound of breaking glass pierced the air as one of the red windowpanes smashed and the stained glass fell to the floor around another arrow – or was it a crossbow quarrel? No time to check. There were shutters on the inside of the stained-glass windows. Tamerlan hurried to swing them shut and secure them. It left the room black as night except for the glow from Marielle’s magical tattoos.

The light from them throbbed painfully as they spidered across her exposed neck, shoulder, and chest. 

There was the sound of steel striking flint. Again.

Light flared from where Marielle stood, green-faced, her clothing ripped right off her shoulder and the skin an angry red around the tattoo. She lit a pair of lanterns on the long wood counter. 

Tamerlan swallowed. “It’s like they are attacking us from every side.”

“Who?” Marielle asked. 

“The Legends.”

There was a thunk from up above. 

“Stairs,” Tamerlan said, licking his lips. They were dry and parched. Drier now that fear filled his veins. 

“There were stairs in the back,” Rajit said. 

Tamerlan glanced toward the rear door. It didn’t look very strong. “We need to reinforce it.” 

He scrambled to behind the counter, searching for something, anything. Hmm. An old sword was under the counter. Warily, he slotted it in a crack between the floorboards and heaved. There was a groan and a squeak as the nails moved in the wood of the floorboards. 

Again.

A floorboard pulled up and he wrestled it free, shoving it to Rajit. “Here. Use it to reinforce the back door.”

Something hit the front door hard. A shoulder perhaps. Sweating, Tamerlan turned back to his work, wrestling with the floorboards again. Another squeak. Another board freed. He heaved it aside and then paused. There was a small oilskin package placed under the floorboard. Tamerlan pulled aside the oilcloth to reveal a small leather-bound book. A strange place to put a book. Especially one that wasn’t chained down like the others. 

He shoved the second board at Rajit along with the rusty sword. “Take this. Use it if you have to.” 

The moment Rajit took it, Tamerlan fell to his knees as his mind was battered by Deathless Pirate, his hands limp and useless at his side. The book fell from his hands. 

Stop resisting! I’m boarding this ship!

“Why couldn’t it just be Byron Bronzebow?” he asked through gritted teeth.

Haven’t you noticed that he’s been missing lately? 

Missing? What was he talking about?

Do you think that Queen Mer was the first avatar slain by the Grandfather?

That couldn’t be true, could it?

The door rang with blows from outside and something smashed the glass on the other side of the shutters. 

“They’re going to get in!” Rajit yelled frantically as the back door bowed against the boards he was frantically wedging in place. 

Marielle drew her sword. 

No! She shouldn’t have to fight alone. She swayed on his feet, her face pale and sweat forming on her brow. 

“It pulls,” she muttered. “It pulls at me. It demands a response.”

Tamerlan gritted his teeth, forcing himself up to one knee only to be pushed back down to all fours. 

Surrender or die, city dweller!

Tamerlan fought back, shoving himself to his feet and swaying there for a moment. His mind was wild as he fought for control of himself.

You can’t fight forever. Eventually, you will grow distracted, or you will go to sleep, or you will realize we are right and then we will have you.

“Why do you think Jingen flew again?” Etienne asked from where he thrashed on the floor. “That wasn’t for no reason.”

To anyone else, it would have sounded like mad ravings, but Tamerlan knew Etienne was answering his question. 

“Because the avatar holding him was slain?” Was he hearing Tamerlan’s conversations with the Legends? Or maybe Tamerlan had spoken them aloud. He couldn’t remember if he had. “But then why take so long? Choan began to rise first! And Maid Chaos was the third one killed.” He was saying between gritted teeth as he fought a mental battle for his own mind. 

Deathless Pirate slipped through, slamming the book down on the wooden counter and drawing Tamerlan’s sword, raising it above his head. 

“The Eye,” Etienne gasped. “Your Eye must have held it for a while longer.”

At least he’d done something – that one thing – and it had been enough to pin the dragon in place for a short while longer. It had been a ridiculous sacrifice for so small a victory, but at least he could point to one thing he’d done that actually helped people.

It filled him with a burst of hope. A feeling like maybe there was still a way out if he chose the right sacrifices.

It was enough. 

Tamerlan rallied, shoving Deathless Pirate out of control of his body and seizing it back. He lowered the sword in trembling hands. Why had Deathless Pirate wanted this book destroyed? He opened the cover of it with one hand while Etienne spoke. He was pulling himself to his feet now and drawing a sword in a trembling grip, his slow footsteps taking him to the window shutter as it rocked against steady blows. The last of the glass clattered and broke.

“He must have killed Byron Bronzebow before he got to Choan. That’s how we caught up with him. We shouldn’t have been able to catch up, but we did,” Etienne said. 

Tamerlan wasn’t listening. He was staring at the first line scrawled across the page.

“This is the Chronicle of Ram the Hunter. These are his vile deeds done for the sake of mankind. May he be accursed forever.”

“It’s the Harbingers outside,” Marielle said. “I can smell them. Their call is impossible to resist.”

As if to prove the point, she took a reluctant step toward the door.

Tamerlan shoved the book inside his shirt and hurried to where she stood, sword held out, sweat pouring down the sides of her face. She was fighting an internal battle as difficult as his and Etienne’s. He put a hand on her shoulder, trying to give her support with just that touch. It was hard not to do more – not to lean down and kiss her precious lips. Not to tell her he’d spend the last drop of his life’s blood for her if only she asked for it. But he didn’t dare distract her. Not when this battle was for her life.

“Resist them,” he said. “You have to resist. We can’t give in to them now. They are avatars of the Legends and the Legends are trying to destroy us all.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




9: Trapped in a Bookbindery
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Marielle

The swirl of smells turned her stomach and stole her breath away. Madness swirled in the air from every side – the madness of the Legends which seemed to burst with pungent urgency every time they attacked the doors and windows – for two people they seemed to be everywhere at once – and the madness swirling in streaks of scent from Etienne and Tamerlan as they battled the Legends in their own minds for control of their bodies.

And pain made her feel faint as the burning of her tattoo intensified. Each time she took a step toward the door, the pain decreased, only to return when she refused to take another. 

There was a clatter from above them and the scent of elderflower was everywhere. Were the Harbingers on the floor above or had the dragon’s movements simply knocked something loose?

Marielle’s windrose gave another flare of burning pain.

“Seas send as you may, wind blow as you may, I am but a ship on the waters. I am but a vessel of justice and righteousness. Though many waters roll below me, though waves crash all around, still I am whole on the peak of chaos, still I climb to the top of the spray.”

When she got that mark, that’s what they had her swear. She had sworn to help the Harbingers bring justice. She had sworn not to let the waves of life batter her to uselessness.

Well, justice would be brought. Chaos would be quelled.  And she was going to start with the Legends. And she was going to free the Harbingers if she could. They didn’t deserve this. They’d only been trying to save her when they were colonized by the Legends.

Tamerlan was right that the Legends were the enemy now – an enemy intent on taking every one of her friends and allies from her one by one, stealing their wills, and forcing them to serve whatever grand purpose the Legends had. And she wasn’t convinced that they were all working separately. The way that they had knocked Etienne and Tamerlan down while convincing the Harbingers to ignite her tattoo and draw her to them, suggested a kind of coordination that could only come from a common sense of purpose. 

She gasped as the pain grew again. She knew she could relieve it at any moment. All she had to do was go to them.

She was going to thwart that purpose. She was going to find some way to bring justice for the generations of people who had bent under the iron fists of the Legends and the powers of the dragons.

She clenched her jaw and stole a quick glance at Rajit. 

“Be ready. If they break through, we will fight.”

“What about them?” He asked, seeming to include Tamerlan and Etienne in his gaze.

“Just worry about yourself,” Etienne snarled. 

“They’ll fight with us,” Marielle assured him, but Rajit looked skeptical.

There was a pause in the battering at the door and then a squealing sound as if someone was trying to pry the door from its hinges.

Marielle swore under her breath, but Etienne was already there, a hand on the door. He stood there for a moment and then the squealing stopped and for a moment all was silent.

“Maybe they gave up when they realized we weren’t easy prey,” Rajit suggested. 

“Doubtful,” Etienne said. He seemed to have his mind back. His eyes were too-bright but focused.

“They were testing us,” Marielle agreed as the pain of the windrose faded. That could only mean they were going to try something else. “But for what?”

She glanced at Tamerlan, surprised by his silence, but his nose was deeply buried in a small leather-bound book. It smelled of long abandonment – not a hint of human scent left on it.

She wiped cold sweat from her brow. Grateful for relief from the agony that had filled her before. Her tattoos ached but that was nothing compared to the former pain. 

Tamerlan flipped the pages with a singular focus she’d never seen in anyone else except for Jhinn, concentration pouring from him in waves of jasmine-scented slate. He was beautiful like that with his blue eyes so focused and every muscle of his face tensed as he flicked through the pages, absorbing their content more quickly than she thought she could ever read. This was his love, his passion. If he’d had the chance to choose his life, he’d have joined the guild of Librarians and had his nose buried in a book every day. It was bittersweet to get a glimpse of what his life should have been.

He looked up, suddenly, giving her a quick smile before his eyes were drawn back to the page like iron to a lodestone. It was moments like this that his madness was far-off and the boy he had been shone through.

“I can see why they won’t say his name,” he said, awe in his tone. “It’s all written here, though not clearly. A lot of this is spent cursing him.” 

“How did he trap them?” Etienne asked. One of his hands we clenched in a fist, fighting and jerking as he forced it under control. 

Marielle felt her chest tighten. How much control did the Grandfather have over him? The Grandfather’s aim had been slaying the other Legends and taking control. That, at least, was simple to understand. Power was always a likely motive in any crime.

But what did the rest of the Legends want? Why were they so desperate to bend Tamerlan to their wills and rebind the dragons? She felt her eyes narrow. They hadn’t cared so much before the Grandfather had started to kill avatars and then suddenly, they did care. Was it only self-preservation? How much could they communicate with other Legends over the Bridge of Legends? Did all of them know what the others knew, or were they keeping secrets even now? Did they lie and scheme with and against one another already?

“So far, it only tells the story of the first people of the plains,” Tamerlan said. “They lived happily on the shores of the sea. They had a culture very different from ours.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Etienne said irritably, his face twisting as he fought his hand while trying to keep it hidden from the rest of them. Marielle smelled a spike of fear in his scent. To her eyes it was like bursts of electric blue were lighting the room. Because he was losing control? Or for some other reason? She swallowed. “We all know that part. They were the people of the shells. They found these massive empty conch shells that were in each city and the citizens would collect them, claiming to hear things from other worlds or at least other lands in the shells. Voices. Singing. Wisdom. Some even said magic. They traded them as far as the mountain cities and across the sea.”

“I didn’t know that,” Rajit breathed.

“Like the shells that the Harbingers brought with them?” Marielle asked, trying to sound casual. Did the shell she was given possess these same attributes? The Harbingers had been excited when she could hear voices in her shell. They’d thought she had a gift. And then she’d used the echo magic in it to replicate the Grandfather’s time jumps. Could her shell do more than just echo magic back?

Etienne shrugged. “Perhaps. Or perhaps they were only similar. There used to be one in every city, but they were all destroyed in the age of Legends.”

“The book says,” Tamerlan corrected, “that first the Dragonblooded poured down out of the mountains, raving about strange creatures and terrors of the sky. At first, no one believed them. The people of the land took them in, awed by their beautiful purple eyes and fine features.”

Marielle let her gaze wander over Tamerlan. He didn’t have the purple eyes. Not that she would be able to see that anyways. She could see no color at all. But his fine features and straight back and broad shoulders looked exactly like what she thought those beautiful people would have been like. And like him, they brought with them unbelievable tales. She could almost imagine him coming out of the mountains with that same wild look in his eyes and that same tension in every muscle that he carried even now.

“They brought them into their homes and cities,” Tamerlan continued, his voice ebbing and flowing as he told the story. Marielle shivered as she listened, her eyes wandering from one barred door to the next. Where were the Harbingers? What were they waiting for? “And for a few years, they thrived side by side. Intermarrying. Working together. And then the dragons came.”

“Yes,” Etienne said nastily. “They came. And people said that the Dragonblooded were responsible and that’s why they chose a sacrifice to send to the dragons from among the Dragonblooded.”

“The Lady Sacrifice?” Marielle asked coolly, and this time Etienne had the grace to look ashamed. Because she was the one he chose to sacrifice only a few scant months ago.

“The first Lady Sacrifice – not the one who became a Legend – but one of the many who gave their lives over the years,” he said calmly. “They spilled her blood on a sleeping dragon and it bound him in immobility for an entire night. It was only later that the people learned that if they could spill her blood into his veins it would keep him motionless for a year.”

Marielle sniffed. She didn’t know if she was angry at Etienne for still thinking that way was the right way, or at herself for preventing it from happening and starting this tidal wave of disaster that had swept across the Five Cities ever since. 

“And do you think that tale is really true or only a Legend?” she asked.

Etienne’s mouth twisted cynically. “Who is to say it’s less true than this book? Winners write history books and they don’t always tell the truth.”

“And everyone spreads rumors,” Marielle countered. “And they don’t always tell the truth either.”  

Tamerlan was ignoring their by-play, though he stood facing Marielle, never even looking at Etienne as he read.

“Ram was one of the Dragonblooded and he went up into the mountains to find the source of the dragons.”

“There was no mention of that in the secret histories,” Etienne said stiffly.

“Maybe they didn’t want to remember,” Tamerlan said softly, his eyes running over the paper and he began to read out loud. “Hither he went by long journey and cold, pain his companion and death his constant friend. The party of adventurers who traveled with the Nameless One rose through the foothills as winter’s hold slowly took earth in her grasp and though the plains were hearty and winsome so the mountains were black with ice and dull with cold and the party suffered sorely under such bereft conditions, turning to local hamlets and woodcutters for any spare mercies they could lend. But yea verily a storm blew and covered all ground from hamlet to peak with snow of such depth as to bury a horse and cover a home. The party grew faint with weariness and cold and set up camp in a hole hollowed out of the heavy snow and it was there that most froze in the night, never to again walk the lands of men.”

Marielle shivered, finding her fur cloak and putting it on again.

“A fire here would be nice,” Rajit said wistfully. “I don’t know how he reads a book like that. It’s almost as bad as a religious book.”

“It is a religious book,” Etienne said, examining the fireplace at the end of the room. His head was half up the chimney as he spoke. He was craning his neck to look up it as if their enemies were going to come down the chimney. “What else would you call something that worships a pantheon of heroes and makes blood sacrifices and feasts to them every year? If that’s not a religion, then what is?”

“Are you saying that the Legends are our gods?” Marielle asked. It seemed plausible. But it also seemed crazy. They were just people who became immortal. And saved cities. And ruled the pattern of our years and festivals. And took over Tamerlan and made him do horrific things. 

She could feel her mouth forming the shape of an “O” as Etienne smirked at her.

“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” he said.

“And our gods want to kill us,” Tamerlan said. “Or at least, they do now.”

His nose was out of the book and he was walking around the edges of the room, his eyes studying the books chained to the shelves while he kept the little book clasped gently in his hands. His eyes were hungry, as if he wished to read every one of them, but he didn’t touch them. It was almost as if he was afraid to breathe on them. She’d only seen that look of reverence on his face before when he looked at her. 

“But this isn’t what they wanted before! They only wanted to be free of their boundaries,” Marielle said. “What has changed?”

They were all silent. Only Rajit moved. His hands ran along the bar in front of the door as he watched them as if he was nervous about whether it would hold even though there hadn’t been an attack in long minutes.

“I can hear breathing,” he whispered. “They aren’t done with us.”

The room felt warmer as Marielle’s head spun so suddenly that she stumbled forward a step. Her windrose flared with pain and her feet tugged toward the door of their own volition. Tamerlan’s hand reached up to his head, his face etched with immediate pain. Etienne mirrored his pose almost exactly, only with a sword in his hand instead of a book.

Were the Legends trying to take them over by force again? 

“What are they waiting for?” Rajit asked, his words getting higher at the end of the sentence, betraying his fear.

Marielle swallowed, getting her sword ready. Everything seemed brighter, hotter, as if her anticipation of their madness was making her senses overly keen. The pain in her chest choked out coherent thought, forcing her to clench her jaw and focus just to make it through the waves of agony without moaning. She could even swear that she was smelling the smoky smell of violence. Maybe she could smell what was happening inside their heads now. The violent smell of smoke grew stronger.

They’re at war, and we are the battlefield,” Tamerlan said at last through clenched teeth. “It’s Ram against the others. He’ll never let the dragons go. But in order to be free, the Legends have to let them go. It’s not that they want us dead. They want us to surrender. To give ourselves as their avatars. And if we do that, the rest of the Dragonblood Plains will be ruined.”

“And Ram? What does he want?” Etienne asked. His hand spasmed wildly, reaching toward the barred window beside him. “Why this obsession with dragons so many centuries since he bound them?”

Tamerlan shook his head. “It feels – ongoing – like he never stopped fighting. Like it was never really over.”

“Do you think it’s the egg?” Marielle asked and they both turned their eyes on her. Her eyes narrowed as she fought another spasm of pain, tugging her toward the door.

“Egg?” Etienne asked.

“The breathing has stopped,” Rajit announced, freezing beside the door.

“The one that they drew on the map next to their city,” Marielle said, clutching one hand to her chest. “The dragon egg. Maybe he won’t rest because there’s still a dragon out there who isn’t bound.”

“If it hasn’t hatched in centuries then I doubt it will hatch now,” Etienne said dryly. 

Rajit’s eyes sought hers across the room, as if he was trying to tell her with only his gaze that he was panicking.

“Maybe it just needs the right conditions,” Marielle said. She shook her head at Rajit. They needed to help him calm down. A jumpy ally was no ally at all.

Etienne snorted. “And it hasn’t found them in all these years?”

“Do you smell something?” Tamerlan said, shoving the hidden book in his shirt. He was half-way down one of the aisles of books, frozen over one shelf as if he had been studying that book. Which one had taken his interest so strongly? They must be priceless to have been chained here. But it was as if her mind was trying to tell her something about them. Something about how they hadn’t burned. Tamerlan’s brow was wrinkled with worry. “Smoke, do you smell smoke?”

Marielle gasped. The books. It wasn’t that they hadn’t burned. It was that they were burning.

“The back! Have they lit the back on fire?” she asked at the same time that Rajit gave a panicked yell.

“Wait!” she cried, throwing up a hand, but it was too late.

The boy was already pulling the bar off the front door and yanking it open.

Fire burst through the cracks around the back door as if the cold air rushing in from the front had called it. It leapt through the cracks with a fump, searing the books on the nearest shelves. They lit instantly, the fire jumping from book to book to book until it was surrounding them at the same time that Rajit screamed again. 

Marielle spun, sword in hand, barely fast enough to deflect the slash aimed at her by a shadowy figure. 

She recognized Anglarok’s haunted eyes immediately as she tried to recover her balance, barely catching it and getting her sword back up into a second defensive form before his next flurry of attacks rained down. Behind him, Liandari lunged through the smoke, fighting Tamerlan and Etienne both at once, her sword flying through the forms like it was a race. 

“Anglarok? It’s me! Marielle!”

His face was blank, as if he didn’t know who she was, or simply didn’t care.

“We want to get you free! We’re trying to find a way!”

The Harbingers were outnumbered two to one, and yet Marielle was the one who felt outnumbered.

She saw Tamerlan from the corner of her eye, reaching for his sleeve with his spare hand while the other blocked a blow.

“Don’t do it, Tamerlan!” she yelled, distracted enough that she fumbled her block. Anglarok’s steel bit into the side of her calf and she groaned. It was only a nick, but he was already turning the sword back in a new lightning-fast attack. 

She clenched her teeth, forgot Tamerlan and brought her sword up with both hands on the grip. She didn’t dare lose focus in this moment or she’d be destroyed. 

She flowed through the sword forms with every form she knew, one ragged clash leading into the next. He was far better than her. For each of her successful defenses, he rained down two more attacks. She was backing up almost into the flames, feeling the heat searing the fur of her cloak. The smell of burning hair mixed with the ashes of books as they blew through the room and out into the street.

In the doorway, there was no sign of Rajit anymore. The fool had let both the enemy and the fire in with that single choice to flee when his nerve broke. 

She gritted her teeth and tried not to think about that, or about what he might do to Jhinn if he found him in the city. Based on what he’d said about the Waverunners she doubted he’d respect the other boy’s religious views. There was something twisted about him – like he’d suffered too many things and been pulled in too many directions for one so young.

Anglarok’s lips were moving.

They formed the words “help me” in a silent plea before he was fighting her again, raining blows so fast and hard that her arms rang from trying to deflect them all aside. 

Marielle stumbled, falling to the floor, weapon raised desperately above her head. Anglarok raised his sword. With his height advantage, he was going to smash hers. She gritted her teeth, bracing herself. She couldn’t retreat, not with flames dancing across the bookshelf behind her and the roar of the fires behind that. She thought her cloak might be close to catching flame already.

If they didn’t leave this building, they would all die here. 

Anglarok’s expression looked torn, like he was warring with himself and then, out of nowhere he was shoved aside. 

“Run, Marielle!” Tamerlan said, looking for a brief moment at her with his good eye before turning back to the fight. It was actually him, not one of the Legends. He must not have smoked!

Shocked, she felt like she was frozen in place. He’d listened to her. He’d actually had the strength to resist in a crisis. She hadn’t even thought that was possible. His yell of pain shook her back to reality. Anglarok had both hands around Tamerlan’s neck as Tamerlan loomed over him. He smashed a fist into Anglarok’s face, but the man held on. Hit again, and again, Anglarok bucked under the blow, but his hands were clamped around Tamerlan’s throat and Tamerlan’s breath was gone, his face red.

Marielle shook herself, pulling herself to her feet and with a cry she ran forward, driving her sword toward Anglarok. He shifted an instant before it drove through his midsection, preventing it from skewering him, though she smelled blood where it rent his clothing and sliced through the skin of his abdomen. 

His grip on Tamerlan fell away Tamerlan threw himself backward, clutching at his throat with his free hand and coughing, gasping for air. 

Something behind them crashed and Marielle shot forward, grabbing Tamerlan’s arm and pulling him to the door. 

The smoke was thick and cloying. She coughed trying to clear her lungs, her senses swimming in the scent of smoke and blood and violence all tangled together. She couldn’t see Etienne or Liandari. She’d lost track of both of them in the fight. A boom shook the building – something in the backroom or maybe the floor above had fallen hard enough to shake the whole building – and with the shake, they stumbled out onto the street in a gust of smoke and ash.
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10: Stalked through the Shadows
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Tamerlan

Let us free! Lila snarled. She nearly had him as they ran through the door, seizing his momentary panic that he hadn’t gotten Marielle out in time and using it as a way to find his weakness. 

He felt the tendrils of her mind wrapping around his, seeking for one pressure point in which to squeeze and wrest control from him. There was nothing more invasive than someone in the mind, squeezing, manipulating, deceiving. Sometimes he wondered if his thoughts were even his anymore.

Fool! You were willing to do this before to save her! You let us out! You let us play! You didn’t weigh the costs then.

Didn’t he? He knew the costs. He knew how great the need must be before he called them again.

All that sacrifice to save her time after time and you nearly lost her in a fire because you won’t call us! Doubly the fool! Cursed in your mind. Weak as a new-hatched chick!

But if he was so weak, then why was she so angry. There were two things he still knew: first, that he loved Marielle more than his own life. And second, that he must do whatever was necessary to keep the Legends caged.

Fury tore through his mind, leaving runnels of pain that made him feel like he was burning from the inside out. He wanted to scream. He wanted to cut his own skull open just to let the pain out. He wanted ...

Something crashed into his back and he spun protectively, bringing his sword up. Marielle would go free. Whatever this took, she would! The Legends would not prevail!

It was Etienne’s back that had crashed into him. He was still battling Liandari and holding his own over the cobblestones of the street. 

Tamerlan – already dazed – could barely keep track of where their swords were, they moved so fast.

Tamerlan stumbled back from the other man, falling into a defensive stance at the same moment that Liandari’s sword plunged to the exact place where his head had been only a moment before. She was fighting differently than he remembered – almost like he did now, as if trying to compensate for missing half her vision.

Etienne whipped out a furious counterattack, gaining a step of ground, but she was too fast. She struck again and he barely turned her blade. They needed to get out of there – and fast. Where had that traitor Rajit gone? 

When Tamerlan found him, he was going to shake some sense into that fool. If they hadn’t found the little book before the Bindery burned, they would have lost everything in that one fool move of his – they might still lose it if they didn’t win this skirmish against the Harbingers – or perhaps he should say, the Legends.

Tamerlan checked over his shoulder to see only a silhouette of Marielle looking at something in the sky. Something huge and white and very near. No time to see more. She was safe, at least. He spun back bringing up his own sword, relief surging through his veins that she was okay. As long as she lived and was whole and safe, that was all he asked for.

All? Then LET US IN!

Another hammering shook him internally as this time Deathless Pirate tried to seize him. He was dirty in his tricks, hitting Tamerlan with mental blows and making his hands and feet jerk against his control. 

He watched helplessly as Etienne and Liandari fought, his own internal battle rendering him useless.

Liandari darted in with a lightning-quick attack. Etienne countered it, but as his blade turned the edge of hers, he leapt suddenly forward, almost suicidal in his audacity. That wasn’t like Etienne. That was like the Grandfather. He hopped suddenly from in front of Liandari to behind her – time not a constraint – and flung out a hand, blasting something like a burst of wind from his palm and into Anglarok behind him. Anglarok was finally stumbling through the door of the building, still tangled in smoke, his cloak on fire around the edges. Etienne’s blast threw him down the street to where he landed in a heap on the ground. Smoke poured up in the air in a yellow-tinged pillar, but the fire seemed to be out.

Tamerlan’s heart was beating so fast that he thought he was going to choke on it. Liandari’s blade whipped toward him and he managed to seize control of his own hands just in time to bring up his guard. He barely shoved her attack aside, using all his strength as a substitute for her superior skill. She spinned away, whirling to attack Etienne and then back again to Tamerlan. 

“Abelmeyer,” he gasped as he countered the strike, finally getting a chance to lean in with an attack of his own. Deathless Pirate’s worst had come and gone, and he was mentally free again – for now. Why didn’t Etienne blast Liandari, too? Maybe he’d used up every scrap of magic that he had stolen in that single burst. 

A waste.

But that was the Legends for you. They cared nothing for frugality or caution. They only saw the goal of the moment and lunged for it.

It’s been good for you all this time, pretty. You shouldn’t judge us now. We’ve been good friends. We could be far worse enemies.

“How did you know it was me?” Liandari asked, but the glitter in her eye told him he’d guessed correctly. Abelmeyer was in her mind, controlling her actions like she was nothing more than a cloak thrown ‘round his shoulders.

“You fight like a man with one eye,” Tamerlan said simply. 

There were sounds of a scuffle behind him but before he could look, Abelmeyer attacked with twice the fury he’d had before, blow after blow barely deflected by Tamerlan. He was not as good of a swordsman as Abelmeyer. He was barely hanging on. He should have easily been beaten by now by even Liandari, never mind King Abelmeyer inside her skillful body. 

His brow wrinkled at that thought even as he fought on. Had some of the things he’d learned while possessed by the Legends rubbed off. Did he possess their skills now, if only he tried to use them?

Ridiculous! You couldn’t possibly have our skills!

Then why did Lila sound so desperate to deflect him?

He threw himself into the fight, trying to relax and let his arms work easily instead of controlling every motion – if he really had these skills then this should be like walking – something he could do better if he wasn’t thinking too hard about every muscle movement.

Etienne fell to the ground with a pained cry his sword clattering off the ground. Who was he fighting with? Tamerlan was the one battling Liandari – or rather, Abelmeyer. 

There was no time to look. The city dropped suddenly beneath him and the strong sensation of falling made his belly tumble while at the same time his feet were still on the ground. 

The sound of ground smashing into ground – almost more a feeling than a sound crashed through him. Dust and ash and bits of debris formed sudden clouds over everything at the same moment that Tamerlan’s bones seemed to shudder and scream in pain as they struck the earth. The dragon had landed – but only for a moment and then the ground shifted and Tamerlan could feel them lifting from the ground again.

Either something had hurt the dragon, or it had landed for a brief second and when it did, the whole city shuddered and broke again. Tamerlan swallowed down bile – trying desperately not to think about how vulnerable they were – like gnats on the back of a dog. Every shake, every leap, every roll, a chance for them to die. And the dog didn’t even know.

Liandari cursed and pulled herself up from the dust. Tamerlan swallowed and then scrambled for his sword. When had he lost it? If he didn’t get it right away, she’d skewer him!

There! A coating of dust covered its shimmering blade. He stumbled up to his feet, sword immediately raised in a guard position, but she was gone, rushing off into the smoke and darkness loosing a stream of curses.

Confused, Tamerlan turned to Etienne but the other man was on his knees, mouth wide open, staring in the distance. When Tamerlan turned to look at what he was staring at, he felt his mouth go dry, too.  

DRAGON. Ram’s voice was clear and guttural in his mind – filled with the rage of ages of hate.

Mountains. There were mountains all around them as the dragon H’yi banked to the side, letting them see the entire range below and in the bright, crystal-sharp air around them, Tamerlan could see the entire range of mountains all tangled up in one another. His jaw felt like it might drop, too.

No.

DRAGON. 

And now Ram’s voice carried as much excitement as hate – like a hunter with his prey walking into sight.

The entire range of mountains were dragons. Not just one dragon like the ones that slept under each city of the Dragonblood Plains, but hundreds of dragons, one on top of another on top of another, curling and twisting around each other so that where one dragon began and the other left off was a mystery. He’d seen a mirror like that in the Lord Mythos’ palace – the frame had been tangled dragons with wolfish grins on their faces. These dragons were not grinning. They were sleeping. And there were so many more than the ones carved around the mirror.

Tamerlan felt like he couldn’t breathe. Like a single indrawn breath might wake them all and their eyes – bigger than a human palace – would open and stare at his soul.

H’yi finished banking and this time when he landed, Tamerlan was ready, bracing himself as the city shuddered, groaned and then was still. 

He gasped in the sudden silence. His breath coming in ragged spurts as if his lungs knew they might be his last.

They had landed between the mountains of dragons. And from what he could tell, they were staying here – for now at least. One dragon in the midst of hundreds. And a few small, edible humans huddled on his back.

DRAGON. DRAGON. DRAGON.

Ram the Hunter, dragonslayer, Legend-trapper was going insane in his head. As if Tamerlan wasn’t already mad enough for the both of them.

DRAGON. DRAGON. DRAGON.

His chant was like a booming drum leaving Tamerlan gasping, reeling, clutching his head in pain even as his legs urged him to run – but not away from the dragons – toward them.

Fight! We must destroy them before they destroy the entire world!

Ram was insane. Utterly insane. Tamerlan spun, trying to find Marielle in the shimmering light of the moon catching on the dust in the air. She was there behind him, staring up at the moon, her arms locked around Rajit as if she had just pinned him in a guard-style hold before the dragon touched down.

Both the Harbingers were gone – vanished in the commotion. They hadn’t saved Anglarok. They hadn’t stopped Abelmeyer.

He gritted his teeth in frustration. The Harbingers would be back – and it would be worse because now they’d tested them and knew exactly what they were facing.

"H'yi has landed," Etienne gasped from beside Tamerlan. "This might be our one chance to get off his back and flee this city."

"Into the mountains?" Tamerlan asked. "With no supplies? No map? No idea where we are?"

"Better than dying in a city with no food, very little water and no way to escape - except this one." Etienne's eyes were bold and certain.

Tamerlan swallowed. "What about Jhinn? I can't just leave him here. He rescued me again and again when no one else would." 

"I'm not leaving this city - not here in these icy mountains," Rajit said.

"You'll go where we take you." Etienne's words were cutting. He was already issuing orders. "Marielle, you'll Scent out what supplies you can. You have two hours to find us what we need."

But Tamerlan's mind wasn't on supplies or a journey through the mountains. His mind was on Jhinn. How would he get the boy out of this city without leaving the water? He couldn't abandon him here, and if this was their only chance to leave, then he had to take it - but not without his friend. Betrayal was no way to repay loyalty. Cruel indifference no way to thank a heart of kindness. 

"Could you smell out a winery?" he asked Marielle gently. 

"What?" she seemed surprised by his question, but she stopped listening to Etienne's list of required supplies to hear him out. 

"A winery would have carts that hold barrels - and it would have barrels. I think that if I split barrels lengthwise and strapped them together and then coated the seams with pitch, that I could place all of that in a large cart and fill it with water and I could float Jhinn's gondola from the puddle he's stuck in to the cart and then he could be pulled out of the city."

"To where?" Ettiene asked aghast. "Even if you managed to get him out of the city - down cobbled roads and maybe even downhill, it would still be nearly impossible to pull a cart with all that weight. We have no oxen. We have no horses. We could maybe - the four of us - pull it out of the city, but we would be vulnerable from attack by the Harbingers the whole time, and on top of that, when we got him out of the city what would we do? We will struggle to walk through the mountains, never mind pull a heavy cart. And what if the water leaks? What if it drains away? Your pitch job will be fast and dirty. It won't be reliable. A rig like that - it's a very long shot. It's not worth your time or risking all of our lives. Sometimes a sacrifice has to be made. This is one of those times.” 

Tamerlan felt his hands trembling again, but this time not with fear or madness. This time he was angry. 

"Sacrifices need to be made?" he asked stiffly. "Like when you tried to sacrifice Marielle?"

"Are you ever going to stop throwing that at me?"

"I don't know - are you ever going to stop trying to sacrifice my friends?" Even to his own ears, his voice sounded petulant. He fought to control it and his next words came out as a growl. "They aren't mountains, Etienne. They're dragons. None of us stands a chance clambering around on the peaks of dragons. And you're right, Jhinn might not survive the journey. But I'll die before I abandon a friend. Even if that means added risk. Even if that means impossible tasks to perform. Look up at the mountains, Etienne. Look at how they sparkle in the moonlight, at the skiffs of snow coating their scales. Even still, you can see that they live beneath that shimmering veil. They are only waiting to wake and destroy us all."

Etienne shivered, his gaze sliding across the dragons sleeping forms just past the city. If anyone knew what power those dragons held, it was him.

It is us. Ram said. It is the Legends who know. Each made a sacrifice to save their people. 

Which begged the question - why were they so intent on letting the dragons loose now. What changed?

None of them expected the Grandfather to kill their avatars. None of them expected that they wouldn' t come back again. Sacrifice is one thing. Sacrifice for nothing? You've tasted that. Tell me, would you do it again?

Would you? 

Ram was silent. Maybe that meant 'no.'

It means yes. I won't just do it again, I'll do it again and again until the end of time. And I will use whoever I must to chain the dragons and bind them in place - just like I did then. I will use you. I will use that girl you love. I will use the dark-eyed boy of the plains. I will use anyone and everyone to keep them chained to this earth.

Tamerlan swallowed. Ram was insane. Everyone knew that. Tamerlan never should have expected anything else.

"I'll take you to the closest winery," Marielle said, dragging Rajit over to Tamerlan. "But then I'm going to help Etienne. He's right. We'll need supplies if we're going to survive those mountains. And staying here is not a good choice."
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11: The Road to Ice

[image: image]


Marielle

The smell of urgency rolled off Etienne in crashing waves of intensity as Marielle led him through the city. 

"He's mad to try it. Mad!" Etienne said, irritated beyond reason by Tamerlan. 

"He's being a good friend," Marielle said, not for the first time. "He's being the person who got us this far."

She was still wincing from the devastated look Tamerlan had given her when she told him she was going with Etienne.

"I don't like you out of my sight," he'd said, so earnestly that his lower lip trembled. "I want to keep you safe."

"I understand that," she'd said, trying to be gentle. "But Etienne is right. We need supplies. And he needs my nose to find them."

"Please don't go."

"I must." 

The look in his eyes of longing mixed with guilt and responsibility had almost gutted her. But she was right. They needed to be practical about this and as heart-warming as his loyalty to his friend was, they would all die if they went into the mountains without basic supplies.

"That's my point," Etienne said with a dark glare. "The person who got us here is a problem. He's the one who loosed a dragon to save a girl he barely knew. He's the one who brought the Legends back to save her again. He thinks with his heart and not with his head and that's a problem. You're not a fool, Marielle. I know you. You understand why we have to think this through, why we can't let mere emotions rule us in something this important. We need a real plan to deal with the Retribution. A real plan to get through the mountains. A real plan to save the five cities."  

"I wish the dragon had landed back on the plains," Marielle said. "It makes me nervous that he's set down here. Do you think he can wake the other dragons?"

"I don't know," Etienne's scent was laced with anxiety, his eyes wild when they caught the moonlight. "What's keeping them bound to the earth? That's my question. Who is doing the rituals? Who is walking the mandalas? It makes my neck itch, Marielle. I don't like it."

"I don't like it either, Etienne," Marielle agreed. She was always surprised by how much the two of them agreed. They both wanted the cities to be back to peace and order and they both agreed it should be done practically. "And I'm worried about what the Legends want from both of you. Worried even more that they can still speak to you in your minds. That shouldn't be happening. Not without you opening the Bridge. I swear that they're trying to take control of Tamerlan by force."

Etienne looked uncomfortable at that.

"And don't tell me that your shaking hands are from nerves, Lord Mythos. You're fighting off the Grandfather. I know what a nasty piece of work he is."

"Marielle," Etienne said suddenly, steering her gently into a wall and planting on hand beside her face so he could lean in close. For the first time in a long time, he smelled entirely of himself – rust and mandarin oranges. It felt a little too intimate to scent him in this position and Marielle's cheeks heated in response but either he didn't feel the same way, or it didn't bother him. "You know that I won't let him take me over or be swayed by his charms. Please tell me that you understand that."

Marielle nodded. His closeness made her heart race - it was both threatening and oddly inviting. 

He chuckled. "I can never seem to work with Tamerlan like I can with you, Marielle. He only sees me as a villain of every drama, but I know that you know the truth - that I've only ever wanted to serve my people in whatever way I must."

"I know," Marielle breathed. 

"I asked you before for your help - to pledge your lot with me."

"And I gave it to you."

"I'm asking again. Help me stop the Legends. Help me quell the dragons. Help me save my people."

"I will, Etienne. I want what you want."

He sighed, as if suddenly relieved and she let out her breath, too.

There was a scream in the distance and Marielle nearly dropped the sack of things in her hands. They'd gathered a sack each of dried foods, flints, knives, a tent, and warm blankets that they'd salvaged over the last two hours and they were making their way back toward the square where Jhinn had been left. 

"That wasn't Jhinn?" Marielle said quickly, but she knew it couldn't be. It was in the wrong direction.

Etienne was already shaking his head. "One of the Retribution?"

"It didn't sound familiar," Marielle breathed. "I don't like fighting them."

"Of course not. But it's not them. It's the Legends controlling them."

Marielle swallowed. "When the Grandfather took you over did you see what he saw and feel what he felt?"

Etienne didn't answer.

"I thought so," she said. "So, it is them we are harming. And they are trapped in their own bodies with no way to stop themselves."

His mouth had formed a hard line. "I think we should go back to Jhinn. We've found what we could."

"I think we need to find out who was screaming," Marielle whispered back. "I'm worried it was Tamerlan or Rajit."

They'd left the traitor with him. Tamerlan had insisted, saying that bringing him with Marielle was too big a risk - he might give her away. And besides, Tamerlan could build faster with a second set of hands. Marielle had been reluctant to agree. The boy was untrustworthy. And it made her nervous how many risks Tamerlan was willing to take to save her from even the slightest harm - how many sacrifices he would make for her. Sometimes it seemed he would let the world burn to keep her from being singed.

Etienne nodded, pulling away from where he'd trapped her against the wall. 

"It's probably best to investigate."

They slid through the shadows toward where the scream had come from. This part of the Spice District made Marielle nervous. The shops were pushed closely together with large signs hanging over the street. There seemed to be a thousand places someone might spring out from and in the spooky silence, the nearly empty city felt haunted by the ghosts of those who had once lived there. 

"What do you think the Harbingers will do if they find any other people living in the city?" she whispered as they stalked through the shadows side by side. She'd drawn her blade, but it felt like little protection against the night. The wind was at her back, blowing the lingering scents of spices past her - cardamom and cinnamon, ginger and turmeric. But with the wind at her back and the spice in her nose, she couldn't smell what was ahead and it made her feel doubly blind.

"The Legends, you mean?" Etienne asked. "They'll do what Legends always do. Use them, somehow."

"How could they use them?" Marielle asked as she turned a corner, but then she froze as they looked out across an open square, flooded by silver moonlight. In the very center, there had once been a fountain where water spurted out of a carved tree. Now, something else hung from the tree. Something that was dripping in a city without water.

“Dragon’s spit!” she breathed as Etienne sank into an immediate ready-position – his blade out and his feet spread wide. 

She ran to the center of the square, dropping her sack outside the fountain as Etienne cursed at her to stop. But she could smell it now – blood, so much blood and fear in the air. The fear was fresh and she didn’t smell death yet. The man hanging from the tree by one foot wasn’t fighting. He was neither old nor young, though he was gaunt, and his lips chapped and dry. His clothing smelled lived-in. Perhaps he had been a beggar before the fires tore through H’yi. Perhaps he hadn’t left. Perhaps he had been as startled as they were when the city rose up on the wings of the dragon and flew. 

But he was probably more surprised when one of the Legends caught him. And she could smell the stunned horror sweeping through him even now. Elderberry hung in the air like a mist, but whether that was from the insanity of the Legends or because the man had been mad before their arrival – she didn’t know.

What she did know was that they took his eye.

The other one was glazed over and bloodshot. From his neck, blood still dripped from a ragged tear and as she tugged at his bindings, he breathed a last bubbling breath and then the stink of death overwhelmed the smells of madness and fear. She was too late.

“You can’t save him,” Etienne said breathlessly. He’d caught up with her. “Why did you try? You only made yourself a target.”

She nodded, agreeing with his assessment even as she knew she could never not try. 

“What did they write on the fountain wall?” she asked, pointing to where he stood on words written in blood. 

He leapt down from the wall and read aloud. “’The one-eyed king sends warning. Surrender or die.’ Well, that’s promising.”

“Tamerlan,” she breathed, her heart suddenly seizing inside her. What if they attacked him like this? What if that traitor Rajit turned on him and they strung him up, too? What if –

Her feet were already moving. She had enough control to stop and scoop up the sack she’d found, but then she was sprinting down the empty streets, no longer looking at the shadows or wondering about hauntings as she dashed toward the square where Jhinn was waiting. 

What if she found him dead, too? What if – 

She could hear Etienne cursing again as he followed. He was likely sorry that she was his only ally. Sorry that she led with her heart sometimes, even though her mind often thought like his did. 

But she couldn’t help it. She kept seeing mental images of Tamerlan, hanging by a foot, his neck a  ragged line of bubbling blood. Of Tamerlan dead, burned in a fire. Of Tamerlan with a knife in his back and Rajit standing over his body. She shouldn’t have left him with that traitor – even if it seemed practical, even if he asked her to. She should have done what he asked and stayed with him even if it was for his safety and not for hers. 

She’d worked herself into a near panic by the time she turned the last corner and stumbled out, gasping and heaving, into the square where Jhinn sat in a gondola in the center of the still water.

He came to his feet the moment she arrived, face drawn with lines of anxiety and smoked paprika tinged his usual strawberry scent.

“Marielle?” his voice was carefully controlled but she could smell the near-terror behind his words. “Where is Tamerlan? I heard screaming.”

“Not Tamerlan,” she gasped between breaths, but her eyes were scanning the three other streets leading to the square. Where was he? He should be here by now – they’d told him an hour and it had been at least two. Maybe the Legends had found him. Or, more likely maybe he’d refused to give up his project making that barrel-cart thing when it became clear that he couldn’t possibly make it in just one hour. 

“Does he live?” Jhinn asked, his breath hanging in the air like a wispy white flag. 

“We had to separate. We were gathering supplies to leave the city now that the dragon has landed,” Etienne said, coming up from behind her once again.

Jhinn’s eyes went hard. A look Marielle had seen too many times. The ache in her belly wasn’t new, either. Would it ever get easier to watch the hope drain out of someone’s eyes?

“In the mountains,” Jhinn stated. “In a place with no water.”

“Not that we know of,” Etienne agreed. At least he wasn’t a liar. He never really had been. The nice thing about being someone who always faced reality head-on was that they never tried to pretend hope to you where there was none.

And yet Marielle couldn’t help herself. She couldn’t help trying to make the blow land a little lighter. 

“Tamerlan had a plan for you. He was trying to make it work.”

In the distance, she heard a faint sound. She was trying to concentrate on it, trying to figure out where it was coming from as she gripped her sword tighter. What were the Legends doing now? But it was hard to hear over Etienne.

He made an irritated sound in the back of his throat. “You don’t help him with false hope, Marielle. And Tamerlan’s hairbrained scheme is even worse. A stupid, stupid idea meant to propagate a lie. Jhinn, listen to me. Your people had traditions and beliefs. That’s fine. But at some point, you have to decide whether you can die for those beliefs or whether you need to abandon them. You’ve chosen to die. There’s honor in that. But don’t let’s pretend it can be anything else. There aren’t going to be any miracles here. I respect your people and your choice. I won’t lie to you.”

The sound was louder, a rumbling now, and growing closer and then suddenly a dark shape emerged from the street opposite to them. 

Marielle leapt up onto Jhinn’s carefully dammed wall, straining her eyes in the darkness as the moonlight picked out three shapes. It took her a moment to realize what she was seeing.

He’d done it! Tamerlan and Rajit were bent over as they threw themselves against the harnesses that should have held oxen or thick draft horses, pulling with all their might against a wine cart. And in the cart, the silhouettes of hacked and modified barrels protruded. 

“Tamerlan,” she breathed. She hadn’t realized how much tension she was holding in until he came into sight – alive and whole, still. And under his own rule. If the Legends had him, she doubted they’d be letting him modify wine carts.

“Rajit?” Jhinn’s voice sounded haunted. He fell to the floor of his gondola, the scent of shock permeating the air all around him. “Rajit, do you still roam the lands of the dead?”

Rajit froze and the cart nearly plowed into him as Tamerlan cried a warning and then shoved him out of the harness and out of the way of the cart’s momentum just in time. He slowed it to a halt and then ran back for the boy, helping him back to his feet. 

Beside Marielle, in the gondola on the small pond, Jhinn shook like a leaf, his lower lip trembling like he might cry and his arms wrapping around his body as if to hold himself together.

“Brother?” he asked, and his tone was so plaintive that Marielle felt herself holding her breath, waiting for the response. “Is it really you?”

Tamerlan brought a stumbling Rajit to the edge of the make-shift pond. He wasn’t hurt. Just sweaty and tired. Marielle noted where a new streak of dirt spanned his forehead and how he heaved and gasped as he tried to catch his breath from the exertion of pulling the cart. He was steadying the little traitor with one hand, helping him toward Jhinn.

Rajit, on the other hand, looked like he was struck with guilt, his face pale as the moon above. His Adam’s apple bobbed again and again as he swallowed and it was long moments before he was able to speak. 

“It’s me. I thought ... I wondered if it was you, they were talking about. I didn’t know anyone else stupid enough to sit in a boat in a ruined city and refuse to leave it.” The bitterness in his voice as thick as the smell of it in Marielle’s nostrils.

“It’s like a dream come true to see you again,” Jhinns tone was breathy. “I’d hoped – I’d longed for you to be – ”

“For me to be what? Not dead?” Rajit’s tone was poisonous, and Marielle flinched from it. She glanced to Tamerlan’s face and swallowed as she saw a dark expression spreading over it like a cloud. “Not penniless and abandoned by my family?”

“You were the one who was a heretic,” Jhinn said quietly. “I didn’t ask for that. I did everything I could to get you to safety – to give you what life I could – even if it was a shadow life in the lands of the dead.”

Rajit snorted. “I’m as alive as you and those other precious idiots who won’t leave their beloved water. Not even when it means their sure death.”

His mouth twisted and he reached for one of the logs in Jhinn’s makeshift dam, grabbing it and pulling before anyone could react. Marielle heard the gush of water at the same time that Jhinn yelled, falling off the boat and into the water in his haste to fix his dam, his heavy fur cloak pulling at him as he tried to swim.

Tamerlan leapt at Rajit with a roar, physically lifting Rajit and hurling him away from the pond. He shoved the broken piece back into the dam, frantically pushing the mud and debris back into place at the same time that Jhinn worked from the other side. 

“The cart, Marielle!” he called.

What did he mean? She felt her brow furrowing, but Etienne, with an irritated sound huffing from his lips, was already on it. He sprinted around the top of the dam to the cart. Marielle chased after him, careful not to fall in the water as she balanced along the top of the dam. She joined him at the harness of the cart, shoving all her weight and strength into it as Etienne grunted beside her. It took rocking it three times to get it in motion, but then it was rolling slowly forward as Tamerlan called to them. 

“Buckets! There are buckets hanging from the side!”

There were buckets just as he said. 

Marielle grabbed one, tossing it to Tamerlan and he dipped put it under the crack in the dam, catching the water as it sloshed out of the pool.

“Another!”

Etienne already had the other one, trading it for Tamerlan’s as Tamerlan switched buckets, handing Etienne the full one. With a filthy curse, Etienne poured the water into the barrels and traded buckets with Tamerlan.

The barrels held the water. Tamerlan had made them into something that most resembled a tank for water, though it was clearly made from pieces of barrel nailed into a framework of wooden shafts and boards and cross-members and then tarred all over with pitch. 

“Will it hold?” she asked in wonder.

“It has to,” Tamerlan said. 

In the water, Jhinn was pulling himself back into the gondola, shivering as he took off the fur cloak and stripped out of his soaking clothing.

“We have dry blankets. Wool ones,” Marielle said hurriedly, running to where she’d dropped her sack and pulling one out to give to Jhinn. “You need to put this on immediately. The cold can kill you.”

“Thank you, Marielle,” he said through chattering teeth.

“A waste,” Rajit said like a curse. “They make a tank to transport you like you’re some kind of fish. And why? To play into your delusions? To feed your madness. You’re a fool, Jhinn. Just like all of them. Your mother would be ashamed of you.”

Jhinn’s hand brushed Marielle’s as he reached from the gondola to take the blanket. In the background, the woosh woosh of Tamerlan and Etienne filling the barrels with the escaping water continued. And she wouldn’t have noticed the extra shake in Jhinn’s hand or the bitter turn to his mouth or the hot tears streaking his cheeks if she hadn’t been close enough to him to distinguish between the water of the pool and the water of his sorrow. 

“Waverunners,” Rajit spat. “The whole lot of you are a disgrace. An embarrassment. A living tragedy. There’s nothing magical about water. There’s no special life to it. It’s just an anchor around your neck and now you’re using it to sink all your allies with you.” 

“We’ll have it full soon,” Etienne said quietly to Tamerlan. “And then we leave. Immediately. While we still can.”

“Of course,” Tamerlan said, a little numbly. 

Marielle felt numb, too. Rajit’s accusations stung. Jhinn had given everything he had to help them. Hearing him insulted like that by someone he clearly loved – seeing emotion in him when he so rarely showed it – it hurt as bad as a wound to herself. 

“I’m done with you all!” Rajit yelled.

“Good,” Marielle said quietly and around her they all froze, their gazes going to her face. She ignored the rest of them and looked directly at Rajit. “Because we are done with you, too. You betrayed us to our enemies and nearly lost us our lives. And now you are insulting our ally. Go. And hope the Retribution doesn’t find you.”

Guilt seared through her at her harsh pronouncement, but also a kind of thrill – the kind you get when you know you did a good thing in a bold way. The kind of thrill of finally doing something just in a world full of compromises, of standing on a principle in a world full of cowards. She’d do it again if she had to. And by the silence surrounding her, she thought that maybe the rest of them agreed.  

Rajit scrambled to his feet and fled into the night.
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12: Too Late
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Tamerlan

He was proud of her. 

Of course, Marielle had stood up for Jhinn and put Rajit in his place. Her thirst to treat people with justice just made her dearer to him – more precious for her rareness. He kept scooping water, but a small smile was spreading on his face while he worked. They were close to being done filling the makeshift tank. He was going to have succeeded. 

“Thank you,” Jhinn said quietly. “Thank you all.”

“For the record,” Etienne said quietly as he worked. “I agree with your brother. But he’s also a liability. He turned on us once and he can turn on us again.”

Jhinn nodded. And Tamerlan felt his smile fading at the pain in the boy’s face. 

A ragged scream in the darkness made them all freeze for a moment. A moment later Etienne was working twice as hard as if trying to make up for his momentary freeze. 

“They’ve found someone else. This can’t go on,” Marielle breathed. “It’s impossible to stay here while they are out murdering innocents.”

“Murdering?” Tamerlan asked.

“Liandari has been leaving trophies around the city for us to find – people that Abelmeyer has found still alive in the city – or at least alive until he catches them.” 

“We can’t hunt them down, Marielle. We have to go,” Etienne said. “Now. While the dragon is on the ground and there is time. If I had my way, we’d already be gone.” 

She was nodding, but her eyes were fixed on the direction where she’d heard the screams. Tamerlan felt a cold stab of ice go through him. She would always be a watch officer inside – dedicated to saving other people, to doing what was just, to saving the world. How could he keep someone like that safe when their first instinct was to run toward screams rather than away from them?

She’s right. The Legends must be stopped – not killed, no. But stopped. Trapped. Imprisoned.

Don’t listen to Ram. This time it was Lila again. You don’t need to stop them. But you can save your friends. Smoke and let me help you. I know a way out of the mountains. A way by water. We can bring your friend on his little boat.

Tamerlan gasped. Was that true?

She’s lying, Ram said. She’s never been to these mountains. I have.

I can read a map, Nameless One. I know where the rivers lie – and how close we are to one.

She only wants her freedom and she sees you as a way to gain it forever.

I won’t use the boy – not the way you used me. Not the way you used all of us.

“Shut up! All of you shut up!” Tamerlan growled. He missed Byron Bronzebow. At least he’d been reasonable. 

Reasonable? A starry-eyed idealist with no understanding of reality. Yes, I can see why you miss him. You’re one and the same.

Marielle and Etienne were staring at him with concern in their eyes. Had he yelled out loud? He laughed nervously. 

“Is something funny?” Etienne asked cynically. “Would you like to share the joke?”

Tamerlan swallowed. “I think we need to get out of the city as fast as we can.”

The ground rumbled beneath him.

“Agreed,” Etienne said. 

Tamerlan reached for the gondola. “Now, Jhinn, we’ll try to float your gondola directly from the pond to –”

His words cut off as the ground beneath them heaved and then lifted and his belly sank like a stone against the sudden upward pressure.

Etienne screamed a curse, “Dragon’s spit!” His face was dark as he turned to Tamerlan and hissed. “Legends take your soul, Alchemist! We’re too late! We could have been free but we’re too late!”

The dragon under them rose into the air, a cloud that had been in the sky above them only moments before settled into the streets, filling the night with sudden mist, distant screams, and the ragged sounds of Etienne’s foul curses.

Tamerlan’s mouth went dry.

You should have listened, Lila taunted. But I suppose I don’t mind. Now maybe you’ll let me loose. I can bring down King Abelmeyer the One-Eyed and The Lady Sacrifice before we land again. Smoke, pretty boy! Smoke and let me make all your dreams come true.

Even the nightmares?

They won’t feel like nightmares when you’re with me. 

He was knocked backward against the dam before he realized what was happening, blinking in the moonlight as a pair of hands grabbed his coat and drove him against the make-shift wall around the fountain.

“I should have realized months ago what I had to do to you,” Etienne said coldly. There was a rasping sound and a dagger appeared in his hand, glinting in the moonlight. “I should have realized that at the beginning of every end was you. At the start of every disaster, that was where you were. If we get rid of you, then maybe this will all finally end. The Legends. The dragons. The events that ended everything I ever loved and swore to protect.”

“That’s quite the speech,” Tamerlan said, swallowing down fear as he tried to be clever enough to save his own life. He would like to think this was the Grandfather taking over Etienne, but he knew the other man too well by now. He saw Tamerlan as a threat all on his own with no need of anyone else’s help.

“True, every word of it,” Etienne said. “More than true. As the Lord Mythos, ruler of Jingen, I pronounce sentence on you –”

“No!” Marielle shouted, darting to Tamerlan’s side and shoving herself between them. “Stop, Etienne! Think about this. You need Tamerlan. I need Tamerlan. Anglarok and Liandari are out there somewhere and they are killing people and waiting to kill us. And the dragon is flying again. What do we need? We need to get this dragon back down and then we need to trap it again. We need to either defeat or trap Anglarok and Liandari. Last time, they got to us first. We need people who can fight. We need people who understand at least something about the Legends and the dragons and we can’t have you killing one of the only ones who do.”

It sounded so logical and well thought out – and so cold. Was he only a tool to her? Only a means to an end? Did she encourage him and work with him only because she needed him like she thought Etienne did?

He watched her with his single eye, his heart breaking a little at her words. A tool. An ally. That’s what he was to her.

And yet, he should be glad. He wanted her to stay away. He wanted her to be safe and that meant to be far from him. So why did it sting so much to think of her doing the very thing he desired?

Because you don’t desire it, you pretty fool.

“I think we should leave Tamerlan here,” Marielle said.

A little stab of pain shot through him. She wanted to go somewhere and to go without him. He wasn’t sure if he was more worried that she would get into trouble without him there to help her or more hurt at her rejection. It stung like a slap across the face.

She was still speaking to Etienne. “You and I will go and hunt Anglarok and Liandari. We’ll trap them ... or ... or whatever we have to do. And we’ll leave Jhinn and Tamerlan here and Tamerlan can read that book and figure out what the Legends want.”

Freedom, Lila whispered.

“Why the ones holding Anglarok and Liandari are so set against us. What Ram did to capture the dragons in the first place, and how we can use that to trap them, too.” Marielle concluded.

Etienne was nodding. He shoved himself backward, away from Tamerlan and stalked into the night. 

“Read the book. Find the answer,” Marielle said, her hand brushing against Tamerlan as she drew back, too. He felt a burst of excitement at her touch followed by a stab of disappointment as he remembered that she didn’t share his feelings. 

She was gone before his dry mouth could form the words to ask her to be careful. If she died out there – if she was hurt – 

He cursed into the darkness, reaching for the book. They were right. He had to find the answers before they just kept on running blind forever. 

“She cares about you,” Jhinn said through chattering teeth, but his words were hollow. It was Marielle Tamerlan was longing to hear them from, not Jhinn. 

“We’ll make a fire,” Tamerlan said. “I’ll find a brazier to warm you and sit with you in the gondola so I can use the light to read. How does that sound?”

“Sounds like a good way to survive the cold,” Jhinn said through chattering teeth. 

Well, he had a purpose. A purpose and a broken heart. He’d just have to let that pain propel him to do what he had to do so that all of them could survive.
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13: What the Histories Say
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Tamerlan

By the time Tamerlan set the brazier up and built a large enough fire that it had burned down to strong embers, and by the time he’d gathered enough wood to keep feeding it, two hours had passed. He placed the brazier and piled the wood carefully in the gondola. 

Jhinn was in desperate need of the warmth. He huddled in his wool blanket next to the red embers, teeth chattering uncontrollably. 

Tamerlan sat on the other side letting the warmth wash over him with the bitterness of his freshly broken heart. But though he felt a stab of pain every time he thought of Marielle, he couldn’t help but think of her constantly. Was she cold out there on her hunt? Did Etienne treat her with more respect than he’d treated Tamerlan? Would she smell danger before it came at her?

“She’s different than you, that’s all boy,” Jhinn said through chattering teeth as if he could read Tamerlan’s mind. “She’s hard in ways that you are soft. Logical in ways that you are emotional. You just don’t understand. I saw you slump after she left, but it’s not like that. She has a job to do, that’s all.”

“What do you know of it?” Tamerlan asked roughly, but he gave the boy a smile to take the edge off.

“Just read your book,” Jhinn said. Some color was coming back into his face as it warmed up.

Tamerlan brought the book out, careful with each page as he found his place. 

“What does it say?” Jhinn asked. 

It was complicated and long. Whoever had written the book had been very keen on flowery language and a little less keen on specifics.

“After the death of much of his party, Ram and those left with him renewed their vows of faith and penitence, and continued their climb in the mountains,” he read. He frowned, skimming the pages as he summarized. “There’s more here. The story of how they brought down a large wild cat that attacked in the night. The story of a huge lake with crystal shores in the mountains. A waterfall led from it and became the Alabastru river.”

“That sounds nice,” Jhinn sighed. 

“It was a warm lake somehow – though the edges were crusted with ice – and the writer goes to pains to describe the bright blue color. Water was warm as a bath.”

“Now you’re just teasing me,” Jhinn grunted. “Let me guess, you’re imagining yourself showing this warm-as-a-bath lake to Marielle.”

Tamerlan felt his face flush. “I’m just reading the book.”

“Mmhmm. Keep reading.”

“So, they come to a pathway of caves and this is where they get stuck. There’s a great bridge here, but it’s crumbling and to be able to cross it they need some kind of power. Oh yuck. Ram thinks it’s a blood sacrifice, so he kills one of the young women who are on the quest with him and pours her blood over the bridge.”

“Figures,” Jhinn said. “Why do your kind always want to pour girls’ blood over everything?”

Tamerlan paused, “You know I hate that.”

The sun was coming up in the distance and the golden rays were just beginning to make tracks across the city, leaving long inky cold shadows in stripes across the ground. Here in this gondola, in this tiny pond that bobbed on the back of a circling dragon, with a brazier of warm charcoal and a small fire – it felt almost like a temporary haven against the madness.

Sacrifice. Blood for magic. Magic for blood. 

As if Ram could defend such foolishness. It was indefensible.

It was foolishness. But it didn’t exactly happen as described in the book. Nothing ever does.

And was he going to tell Tamerlan what really happened?

No.

Great. He’d just have to keep reading.

The book is not accurate.

Or maybe Ram just didn’t want him to know what had happened.

Both things can be true at once.

“Was that really your brother – Rajit?” Tamerlan asked Jhinn gently.

Jhinn nodded. “He was a heretic. Just like my mother. Her they sunk in the water with stones chained around her feet. They were coming for him, too. My father put him in a barrel to try to change his mind – to get him to renounce his beliefs.”

“What beliefs?”

“That those on the land live.”

Tamerlan snorted. “You still don’t believe that? Even after all of this?”

“Water is life. If you know where the life is and stick with it, then you live, too.”

“And you still think that my life isn’t real when I’m on the land?” Tamerlan asked.

“On the land, you’ve destroyed everything you love except Marielle and you’re losing your mind. It doesn’t look like a great life to me. It looks a lot like being walking dead.”

Tamerlan snorted. Jhinn made a good point.

“Did you hear Rajit? Did you see how twisted he has become? Perhaps I didn’t do what was best for him when I set him free that night. I thought that saving his life would be a good thing. Even if I was saving it for life on land.”

“And it’s not?”

“I felt better about it. Even if he lived in the lands of the dead – well, he didn’t see them that way, so it seemed to me that it was good for him. But maybe I did that for myself. Maybe it wasn’t good for Rajit at all. He is twisted with bitterness and anger. When I saw him – my heart leapt. It was like my dead had been returned to me. But that was not how he felt.”

“Then he’s the fool,” Tamerlan said quietly. “He doesn’t know what a good brother you are. You’ve been one to me when no one else wants anything to do with me.” 

“Only because I know what is real and I don’t let illusions blind me. There’s a world beyond this one – this temporary shell – and it calls to me, Tamerlan.”

“And how will you reach it?”

He shrugged. “Through water. That’s all I know. There’s life in water.”

Tamerlan turned back to the book. Jhinn thought there was a world beyond this one. Tamerlan thought there was a way to save this one. 

Maybe they were both mad, but Tamerlan wasn’t going to accuse Jhinn of madness when he knew he was so close to it himself. 

He looked back at the book, reading again as Jhinn draped his fur cloak close to the brazier to dry it, adding a little more wood to the fire and propping up a kettle on the coals. 

“So, after they bathed everything in blood, what happened?” Jhinn asked.

“It turned out there was a way across the bridge,” Tamerlan said. “But whoever wrote this book doesn’t seem to know what it was. He says, ‘And forsooth, did not Ram the Hunter disappear into the shadows and from hence a cry came up from the belly of the earth and then the bridge did shimmer as if in sun and we walked over it safe to a man, but none dared cut down sweet Anamay in fear that to loose her spirit would loose them all.’”

“Pleasant bunch. And what was over the bridge?”

Jhinn brought two battered tin cups out of the back of his gondola hatch carefully putting tea into a small mesh holder and pouring the hot water over it. He handed Tamerlan one of the steaming cups.

“Thank you,” Tamerlan said, still scanning and reading. “He talks about wonders – it’s typical legend stuff. Singing swords. Caves of gemstones. Caverns of riches. Spirits. Warnings. And then this is interesting. It says, “And they lay there frozen under the mountain, their blood paying the price to lock the great serpents in place.”

“That sounds promising. And then?”

“And then a chunk of pages are torn out.”

Tamerlan swallowed. Whoever had torn out these pages must have realized that they contained the only important part. The part that might explain how to trap dragons. He could hear Ram laughing in his head. Maybe the Legend tore them out. Maybe that’s why he knew Tamerlan couldn’t find answers there.

He started reading on the next page. 

“He brought magical horns down from the mountains. And metal by which he built cages. Five cages. There’s the drawing of a horn and it looks a lot like the shell Marielle has – the yellow one. Hmmm.”

“And?”

“And then it gets lyrical about his journey home. Down the river, meeting people, trying to bring back the wealth he gathered. And everyone asked where it came from and he told them it all it came from slain dragons.”

That’s true. It did.

“But not dragons he killed?” Jhinn asked. He was making small cakes in a pan with some flour he had squirreled away in a waterproof packet in the hatch in his boat. “There’s not much of this flour, but I need to use it while I can.”

“According to this, he was considered to have been the Slayer of Dragons, and those who were with him were treated with great respect by all the people and it was told that they captured the dragon with the help of Anamay and her sacrificial death.”

“Nice lie,” Jhinn snorted and then put on a fake high voice, “‘Oh no, we didn’t kill her for no reason, she was a sacrifice to the great dragon. Don’t believe us? Take a look at these lovely riches! Maybe some can be for you.’”

“Yes, that seems to be the sum of it, but Ram seemed dark and angry to the people and when he found King Abelmeyer there was a very public dispute. It’s hard to tell from the text – a lot of it seems to imply that we’d already know what it was about and the rest of it is very flowery. In the end, it seems to suggest that the King agreed to help, provided Ram trap a dragon for him. So, a criminal was led out. An old man who had been involved in an uprising of some kind. Oh, it looks like he was the founder of a cult, maybe? A group that worshiped the seasons? Or maybe that’s poetic. A group that worshiped time?”

“Timekeepers?” Jhinn suggested, handing Tamerlan one of the small cakes.

He ate it hungrily, not caring that it burned the tips of his fingers and tongue. “These are good. Maybe we lucked out being trapped here in this pond.”

He shared a half-hearted laugh with Jhinn and drank down the rest of the hot tea before continuing.

“Okay, so he grabs this head of the Timekeepers and they drag him up on a hill to where Ram has this cage made and they chain him inside. And Ram blows the trumpet and the dragon comes down and everyone is shocked. Ram is blowing, blowing and then it looks like magic grabs the dragons and shakes it and the old man in the cage is screaming and everyone is running in terror and then the dragon seems to be trapped in place, its eye open but the rest of it motionless and Ram grabs a girl from the crowd – or maybe they bring her to him, that part is fuzzy – and they pour her blood all over the dragon. And the dragon’s eye shuts.”

“I’m telling you, there has to be a better way to do things than to kill all the pretty girls,” Jhinn said, sipping his own tea.

Tamerlan swallowed, looking out at the city. There was a pretty girl out there somewhere who he was very worried about. Would she stay safe? Would she be okay?

He tried to clear the lump from his throat. 

“I guess the people thought so, too. They didn’t even like this cult leader being used like this. So that night, they tried to break him out, and King Abelmeyer used his eye to put him back in the cage and he killed everyone who came close to the cage, but even that didn’t quell them until Ram stood up and he promised this entrapment was only temporary and that someday their leader would return to them. That his sacrifice would buy them hundreds of years – or something, the text isn’t specific on the exact measure of time – but that if they were willing to let him save them from the dragon, his sacrifice would keep the dragon bound – for now.”

“Why didn’t he just kill it? It was lying right there? Why not just chop its head off or rip its heart out or something?” Jhinn asked.

It wasn’t so simple as that, Ram said. We tried swords and axes. We tried magic. The most we ever managed was ripping off a single scale and opening up a wound – but that never killed the beast. They were not made of this world and they will not die in this world. The most we can hope for is to trap them – no matter how temporarily. 

“Well if that’s true then what about that mountain range,” Jhinn asked and Tamerlan nearly jumped. He forgot that Jhinn could see the Legends who haunted him as easily as he could hear them. “Why do those dragons look dead?”

They only sleep. What I did was replicate what was done to them. And that is why I can assure you that going there will not help you. Trying to kill the dragons will not help you.

Then why was he always screaming about killing dragons?

Oh, I want it. Make no mistake. I want it like I want to breathe. It consumes me this ancient desire to be rid of them and I will do anything in my power to quell them forever.

So he chanted ‘Kill the dragon’ when he knew they couldn’t be killed?

Your mind is one long stream of thoughts of passion for that girl. Why can mine not be dedicated to a higher thing?

Tamerlan wasn’t sure. This Ram speaking now seemed more articulate – less of a knuckle-dragging specter dressed in furs. Why? Had he missed something along the way? Had Ram changed – or was Tamerlan just hearing him more clearly. And why only him? Why that?

Because we are all listening, Deathless Pirate said out of nowhere. He has never told us his story. Hearing it from your perspective is ... enlightening.

I was waiting, Ram said. Over the centuries I was waiting for a new warrior to take my place.

“To die?” Tamerlan asked out loud, forgetting himself, but Jhinn didn’t seem to care. His gaze flicked back and forth between Tamerlan and an empty place in the gondola as if he were intently listening to a conversation.

No. To rule.

That didn’t make any sense.

Read more of your book. 

Tamerlan turned back to the book. 

“So then the people agree that a short time of sacrifice is only fitting. So they build a city on top of the dragon and they pour a girl’s blood over it again and again until they realize that they can pour it into the wound and it will keep the dragon in place for a full year and they build a clock on top of the city and put the cage into the clock to mark the time until the Grandfather’s sacrifice will be over.”

“Well, that makes sense,” Jhinn said.

“Does it?” Tamerlan asked, his face screwed up. “It doesn’t make sense of why the Grandfather can go through time. Or how the clock gave Marielle the same power. It doesn’t explain why he went on a rampage to kill all the Legends when he got out.”

“Maybe he just wanted their power.”

Tamerlan shook his head. Could it be so simple?

“Or maybe he hates them. After all, they’ve all been trapped together for centuries. Think about how well you and Etienne get along. Imagine if you were together for hundreds of years?” 

Tamerlan shivered.

“Or maybe this book only scratches the surface.”

Tamerlan nodded. “Maybe it’s just what the author understood. Maybe there was a lot more going on.”

“So, what happened then?” Jhinn asked. He was packing away the food and putting on dry clothing and his fur cloak – dry now – as he laid out his wet clothing to dry and fed the fire again. Tamerlan was pleasantly warm but he couldn’t relax. They’d heard another scream far in the distance a few minutes ago. Were Etienne and Marielle close to that? What if they needed him? Would he even know in time to help?

Would Marielle even want his help? Rejection tore through him again as fast and hard as his worry, making him swallow down a wave of humiliation. He turned again to the book.

“King Abelmeyer makes a deal with Ram the Hunter, though they don’t really seem like friends. If Ram will give over the secret of how to trap the dragons, he will help Ram find another person to trap the next dragon. Together, they trap Maid Chaos.”

“Let me guess, the details are foggy,” Jhinn said.

“Yes,” Tamerlan said with a shiver, “but I saw it with my own eyes. It was not pretty. They convinced her followers that it would give her everlasting life – but they weren’t clear on the cost or how that life would be lived. They weren’t clear on that with anyone.”

“They all thought it would be temporary,” Jhinn agreed. “None of them realized it would have to be forever. So when the Grandfather started to kill their avatars and you and the others just kept replacing them they had to realize that they weren’t just trapped temporarily – they were trapped forever in the land of the dead with no way out – except through you or someone else they could grab and turn into an avatar. But that doesn’t explain why Anglarok and Liandari want you dead.”

“Doesn’t it?” Tamerlan asked him. Because it was suddenly becoming clear to him. “King Abelmeyer still hates Ram. And I think he hopes that if Ram takes me as a true avatar, and then he kills me, that it will be the end to Ram and they can all escape.”

“So all the Legends want you dead – as long as Ram gets you first. Otherwise, they want to try to use you to get a little closer, a little closer, to life again.”

We never said that, Lila protested. But it was a weak lie.

“I think so,” Tamerlan said tiredly.

“And Ram wants you to take his place – to keep the Legends locked in as the half-living sacrifices that hold the dragons prisoner.”

“Yes.”

“And what do you want?”

“I want the dragons to be gone.”

Impossible. That was Ram.

“I want the cities to be saved.”

Impossible.

“I want to live without blood sacrifices and Avatars.”

Impossible. Impossible. 

“And you can’t think of a way to do that – and even if you could, they would hear your thoughts and sabotage your plan,” Jhinn agreed. “Which means it can’t be you to make the plan.”

“What do you mean?”

“Marielle or Etienne or I will have to make the plan and enact the plan and you will have to trust us enough to do what we say when we tell you to do it or you have no hope of escaping this alive or at least with your own mind.”

Tamerlan’s hands were shaking as he looked at the last scrawled words in the book. They said, ‘It will never be over as long as the dragons remain.’

“I don’t know if I can,” he said softly. “Etienne wants me dead. He thinks I’m the problem.”

“We’ll change his mind.”

“Marielle doesn’t feel the same way about me that I do about her.”

“But you can trust her. She is honorable. She is good.”

He nodded. She was all those things and more. She was life and happiness, safety and comfort, all rolled into one person.

“And I trust you, Jhinn,” he said. “You’ve been a good friend to me.”

“Sure, flatter me. Then ask for what you really want.”

Tamerlan chuckled wryly. “I’ve used you and everyone else. Used you like tools. I thought it was for a good purpose. Now, I wonder if it was just for my purpose. I don’t know if I know how to trust.”

“Then you’ll have to learn. Fast. Before it’s too late.” 
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14: Chase through Bones and Ash
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Marielle 

They'd been two steps ahead of them all night - maybe more. Every time Marielle turned a corner and found another body strung up, she knew they were doing this all wrong. They should be setting up a trap somewhere instead of chasing the Harbingers through the streets. She wasn't even certain what they were doing or why they were killing people. 

"I didn't know there were so many people in the city still," Marielle gasped as they cut down another body hanging from a roof sign. 

"They're the kind of people who had nowhere to go and nothing to go to," Etienne said, but she could hear the hurt behind his words. He cared about the people of the Dragonblood Plains the way a farmer cared about his animals. He felt responsible for the fact that they were being slaughtered like this for no reason. As if it were his job to protect them. She felt the same. 

"It would be better to lay a trap for them," Marielle said. She felt her tattoos gingerly. Strange that the Legends hadn’t used them again to call her to them. Perhaps they were biding their time, or perhaps they had merely given up that tactic.

"We have. Tamerlan and Jhinn sit in that pool like ducks on a pond. When one of them starts screaming, we'll know the Legends have descended."

"Then we should be there with crossbows and bolts or a net, or something, instead of out chasing shadows," Marielle said. She was still worried about the Windrose. Why would they give up that great tool against her? Unless they were planning something else? "This is acting foolishly rather than wisely.”

Etienne laughed wryly. "It was your idea to hunt them like this. What made you want to be gone from that square so badly, anyway? Is it hard to watch your beloved going mad?"

"Who said he was my beloved?" Marielle asked, trying to seem flippant. It was hard to sound like that when all she felt was tense. 

His expression when she left had broken her heart. He hadn't realized that she was doing it for him – saving him from Etienne's wrath, trying to give him time and space to read that book and find answers instead of continually giving himself for other people. But he hadn't looked grateful. He'd looked heartbroken. He hadn't taken her words to Etienne seriously, had he? 

She bit her lip as she remembered it. But it was the kind of thing he might believe – Tamerlan with the sensitive heart who had been kicked again and again by the people he cared about – he would think that she didn't care just because she spoke about cold facts instead of how she felt. But maybe it was better for him like this – maybe he didn't need a distraction like her anyway. He'd given up too much to save her again and again. Maybe if she left him alone for a little while, the spell would break and he'd realize all the reasons he had to walk away, to stop saving her again and again, to go live a life with someone who didn't demand everything he had and was. Any normal man would prefer that. Any normal man wouldn't want a girl as full of drama and danger as Marielle’s life had become.

She shivered.

"What if I said I can see through your pretense. I know when someone has lost their heart," Etienne said. 

"Is that experience talking? Are you thinking about your Allegra?"

"She's not mine."

"She's not anyone's. But she serves your purposes, doesn't she? She sent Rajit here – and that seems to have been with the same goals you would have. She was working to take over Xin, which I'm sure you at least partially charmed her into doing."

"She needed no nudging from me."

"But perhaps she took your advice at just the right time?"

"Perhaps."

"Perhaps she came to you for advice – among other things?"

"Perhaps. There was a faint smile on his lips."

“How did that start? It wasn’t like you would have seen her much when you were Lord Mythos.”

He led them down a narrow alley. It was thick with darkness but Marielle smelled only ash and stone and the trail of Anglarok. There were no hidden dangers lurking here.

“I met her before then – as I told you – when I was an apprentice. We saved Xin City from the plague. And we became friends. She’s ten years my senior. Ten years wiser and more wily than I am. I found her advice – helpful.”

“I’m sure you did.”

“Smirk all you like, but ruling is no easy task and having an outside perspective is helpful.”

“Didn’t your advisors mind?”

“My advisors did not know. We communicated by letter in code. Played stones by letter, but each move meant something in our own code.”

“How romantic.”

They exited the alley and crept through an open space where the moonlight jittered through a broken window high above. With every flap of the dragon’s wings, the heavenly lights shuddered. Marielle was glad she didn’t get seasick. 

“It was, actually.”

“That’s why you sought her when your city was destroyed.”

“Yes.”

“Then why didn’t you stay with her. Why didn’t you seize power again with her?”

“That was the plan. But it was my fault you were stuck in a clock, Marielle. My responsibility to help free you.”

“And now?”

“And now she might kill me as soon as take me back. Allegra is a dangerous woman.”  

The dragon lurched under them and Marielle caught the wall to steady herself. She fought down a wave of nausea. Maybe she did get seasick. 

"If you could ally with her, despite knowing she was dangerous, can't you ally with Tamerlan?"

He clenched his jaw. "And why would I do that?"

"Because he is the key to the Legends," Marielle said. "And despite what you say, we need him to save the world. And we need him to trust us – not to fight us and destroy himself. Has it occurred to you that anything we say to him we are saying to them?"

His eyebrows rose. "Of course, I have considered that. The Grandfather raves often about that ‘creeping yellow-haired spy.’"

Marielle swallowed. She knew the Grandfather hated Tamerlan, but this confirmed her fears.

"We need to make plans without him, Etienne. Outside his hearing. But we need him to trust us enough to go through with those plans anyhow."

"And what about me, Marielle. I have a Legend in my mind, too. Are you saying that I also must blindly trust you?"

She steeled herself.

"Yes," she said. "I am saying that. You’ll both have to trust me.”

He sighed. "You’ll need a good plan. One that would be easier to make with someone trained in strategy.”

“If you are such a master of strategy, then you know I’m right,” Marielle said firmly.

“I find it convenient that you alone are not plagued by Legends and that somehow that means you need to have all the power." But she could tell this was only a complaint, not a real concern. He was going to listen to her. It was the only thing that made sense.

"Jhinn is also untouched."

"But he's stuck in a boat. I wouldn't call that a threat."

She snorted. "If you think he isn't a threat because he's pledged to remain on the water, then you may not be the strategist I thought you were."

He snorted. "I'll think on it. And in the meantime, you might want to talk to your boy."

"What do you mean?" she asked coolly. 

He laughed. "I saw you break his heart back there. A heartbroken man will take insane risks. Maybe you should consider mending his heart – for all of us."

"I think you should stay out of it."

He snorted. "Again, Marielle, you're the one who brought me into it."

She could smell blood ahead – that and cunning. And insanity. Her heart kicked up to a faster rate immediately, all her muscles tensing.

"I think we aren't the only ones laying traps," she whispered, leaning up against the wall beside them and drawing her sword. "There is something strange up ahead."

"What do you smell?"

“Fear, tangled up with genius – which is bad. And through that run lines of blood and violence. And Legend.”

Etienne tensed as they both raised their blades. 

“You should try that shell,” Etienne whispered. “These are not the Harbingers we are fighting but the Legends within them. Perhaps, they don’t know the magic of the seas. Perhaps, you can use it against them.”

She met his eyes and nodded. It was a solid idea.

She pulled the small yellow shell out of her belt pouch, letting it fit perfectly into the palm of her hand. She was sweating despite the cold, the stink of her nerves heavy in the air. 

“They’re just up ahead around that corner, she said confidently. “We should try to get a good look at it before we rush in.”

Etienne nodded and then tilted his head toward the hulk of a burnt-out stone building beside him. Good idea.

She slipped into the empty door frame and glided silently over the charcoal that was all that was left of the floor. Thank goodness someone had made the stairs out of stone. She carefully climbed the circular staircase that ran along the outside wall. It had been set into the wall when it was built of stone. This must have been an important building at one time to garner that kind of care. 

She was most of the way up the stairs when she started to hear the crying. 

A child. 

She knew that immediately and she was suddenly glad that Tamerlan wasn’t here. Because while a child might break Marielle’s heart if he was in pain, she knew it would undo Tamerlan and shred his self-control. Nothing could make him break down and smoke faster than that.

She slid her sword back into her scabbard as she reached the last stairs. She might need the extra hand if there wasn’t much left of the floor. She wanted to keep the shell in her hand to use against the Legends. It was a good idea and besides that, it was the only weapon she had with any range.

She barely breathed as she silently slit up the last stairs to a small stone rim still surrounding the gaping hole where the floor had once been before it was burnt to cinders. There was enough stone around the rim of the wall to carefully inch to the nearest window and look down.

She gasped at what she saw. 

They were heartless. And they were no longer the Harbingers she had known. Liandari and Anglarok had been made of honor. They’d been honor from core to cusp. They weren’t kind, weren’t soft, but they would never hurt the innocent or use a child to bait a trap. And they wouldn’t have insulted her with such an obvious trap. Anglarok could use his own Scenting to find her if that’s what he wanted. He was a prisoner in his own mind, just like Tamerlan had been. 

There was no sign below of Liandari. But Anglarok was very obvious from his perch on the top of a fountain statue. The statue was of Queen Mer and he stood crouched on her shoulders, his fur cloak caked in blood and a wicked-looking sword in his hand. 

What Legend had taken him over? Perhaps that would be obvious if she studied his handiwork. Was there a clue there? She tried to keep her breath even, to think this through, to use the opportunity instead of running in with her emotions high and her irrationality even higher. 

Deep breaths, Marielle. Don’t look at the bait. Look at the trap. 

The trap was not very elegant. 

He’d made a mesh of rope and wood and woven it into a make-shift net. When had he found time to do that between murders tonight? 

The net hung from a rope and the rope went over a beam and tied beside him to the statue. The outer edges of the net were heavy wooden beams that would bring the whole thing down on someone and keep him there under the net – if the stone didn’t crush him. If someone made it as far as the bait, all Anglarok would have to do is cut the rope and the trap would be sprung.

Simple. 

Basic. 

Too simple. 

But even knowing that, she knew she could be trapped – and that Tamerlan definitely would be. Thank goodness he wasn’t here! Thank goodness that she’d made him stay at the boat. 

Because there were two cages. Two traps. 

In one, a woman hung upside down, hands tied to a brick on the ground, legs tied to a heavy stone the apex of the net. Her tears ran down her forehead, dripping onto the ground and a cut ran along her side where someone had sliced her just enough to bring the scent of blood in the air – just enough to slowly bleed her drop by drop unless someone saved her.

And dangling by his feet from a heavy stone under the other net was a child, kicking and screaming and reaching for the woman who was certainly his mother. Saving either one, would trap you with them. And even if you did get one down and away from the stone, you wouldn’t get the other free. Anglarok would chop the rope and the stone would fall and kill him or her. And if you attacked Anglarok, he could cut both ropes and kill them both at once. 

It was an impossible choice meant to make you ache no matter what choice you made. Because the only choice you could make was a wrong choice. A choice that would result in someone dying.

At least it was Etienne with her. Etienne would see this logically. Etienne wouldn’t be moved by the plight of a single person when he had a world to save.

Her heart ached despite her cold logic and her eyes pricked with tears. She’d once served justice. She still wanted to. And justice would never allow this. Never. 

She was going to have to stop it one way or another. But how? How did you defeat an impossible trap? How did you trap the trap-maker?

Her mind was racing so fast that she was having trouble calming it down. She took a deep breath and then another, forcing her thoughts to calm and become clear. Now was not the time for running in without thinking first. 

She gathered herself together. What did she know? She couldn’t shoot Anglarok off the fountain because she had no bow or other projectile and neither did Etienne. 

Where was Etienne? She scanned the square and saw him nod at her from an alley on the other side of the street. She shook her head ‘no’ vehemently. Running in was not the solution. He needed to stay in place until she could think of one. If anyone ran in, then the mother and child would die. They had to act before she bled out, but there should still be enough time if they acted soon. 

At the same time, she didn’t dare let that part of the trap force her into premature action. That’s why he’d done it – to make them stupid. To make them act. And if they ran in, then both of them would die. You could hope, perhaps, to leap from an alley and climb the statue to get to Anglarok, but he’d chop the ropes before you could hurt him. The square was open, and he could see all around him. 

So.

What options did that leave? 

Outsmarting him. 

And that had to start with the Legends. Byron Bronzebow and Queen Mer were dead. Maid Chaos had a new living avatar. The new avatar that the Legends had made wasn’t over the Bridge yet when Liandari and Anglarok were taken over. Etienne was still hearing the Grandfather, so it wasn’t him. And Tamerlan said that Anglarok had Liandari. So – who was left?

Deathless Pirate. Lila Cherrylocks. Lady Sacrifice. Ram the Hunter.

Which of them would set up this trap? It seemed too subtle for Deathless Pirate. In the Legends, he was more of a leap-before-you-look type. She didn’t know a lot about Ram except what Tamerlan had read, but she had a feeling that he would be more intent on the dragon than he was on hurting them. Which left Lila Cherrylocks and Lady Sacrifice. Lila would play a trick like this. She liked games and traps. 

And yet.

There was something extremely dark about pitting the lives of mother and son against each other. Marielle felt a chill run through her. It was the kind of darkness that rejoiced when innocent girls were slaughtered on the longest day of the year. Besides, the way they were hanging – by their feet – reminded Marielle of when she had been hung upside down as they prepared to slit her throat. This felt the same. 

She swallowed down bile. 

This was Lady Sacrifice. She’d bet her life on it.

So, how did you outmaneuver a sacrifice? She didn’t care if she died. That was kind of the point. And clearly, she didn’t mind killing other people. How did you fight someone with nothing to lose? 

She chewed her lip, thinking, and then gasped. There was a flurry of activity in the streets beyond the square. Her heart leapt into her throat as movement caught her eye. 

No, no, no! Not now! It was too soon!

Tamerlan ran down one of the streets, sword drawn, cloak billowing behind him. She already knew without scenting him that he’d caught sight of the boy and his mother. He was going to try to free one of them. He was going to rush in like a fool and get them both killed. 

Son of a Legend! 

She motioned frantically to Etienne, trying to signal to him that he had to stop Tamerlan, but as he stepped out from the shadows, she saw another figure detach from the shadows, too. Liandari. Her blade was so quick that Marielle thought she’d hit him, but Etienne twisted at the last moment as if he could feel her behind him even though he couldn’t possibly see her. His own sword flashed from his sheath as he met her blade for blade.

It was a double trap. It would catch them if they tried to save the victims and catch them if they waited and watched.

Marielle spat a curse but there just wasn’t time to act. She was too high up to jump. There were too many stairs to get down to the square and stop Tamerlan in time, and Etienne was fighting for his life already.

Anglarok – or rather, the Lady Sacrifice – began to cackle from his place on the statue. His laughter was loud enough to drown out the whimpers of his victims.

Marielle’s eyes shot to Tamerlan. She felt paralyzed like she was in a dream and she couldn’t wake. There was no way to save him now.

She should have brought him with her so she could keep an eye on him.  

She saw him pause and take a puff of smoke from his roll of spices. 

“Dragon’s spit in a cup!” Who cared if she muttered curses? It was already too late. “Dragon’s blood and bones!”

If she had her way, she would suck the Legends out of every one of them. Tamerlan hadn’t been lying when he said they were the enemy. They were like an echo of everything that had ever been wrong in the society of the Five Cities – an echo of past wrongs and future devastations.

Echo.

Like her shell had echo magic.

She lifted the shell, studying the swirls of turquoise and gold that seemed to flow around it. She could smell the tinge of magic coating the shell as she brought it up to her lips. Would it work when she didn’t know how to use it? Could it work?

Maybe if she focused on what she was trying to do?

She needed to echo the magic that was keeping Anglarok bound to the will of the Lady Sacrifice – and though that echo, she needed to release him. If he had any shred of will left, he’d never torment citizens.

She put the shell to her lips and blew with all her might.
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan drew in the smoke, sucking it in with long, desperate breaths. 

Yes! I told you we could help! I told you to do this! Lila's voice was triumphant.

He shouldn't be doing it. It felt like a defeat more than anything else, as if he'd given them his soul for nothing. But what other option did he have? He'd been sitting there with Jhinn as the screams grew – a child's screams and no child would suffer while Tamerlan could hear him and do something to help him. He'd been out of the boat and racing down the street with a flaming brand in one hand and a roll of spices in the other before he stopped to think or plan. If he found Marielle and Etienne there when he arrived, then he'd join them, but he couldn't count on that. 

He lit the spice. But he didn't smoke it immediately – he wasn't that much of a fool. With care, he dropped the brand and drew his sword. He'd run to the screams and look before he leapt, but he hadn't even reached the square when he saw the horrific trap before him. 

It's genius. I couldn't build better, Lila had said. As if he cared about her dragon-forsaken traps! Time to set us free, pretty boy. You know you can't do this on your own!

She was crowing. This was what she'd hoped for all along. His heart was in his throat as he brought the spice up to his lips, but there was no sign of Etienne or Marielle - there was only him here. And if he had any chance of reaching Anglarok and stopping him in time, he would need supernatural speed and skill. And his only hope of that was to smoke.

Yes, oh yes! Lila cried as he brought it up to his lips and took a long drag on it.

He expected her to take him as a clash of steel against steel broke out somewhere close. Was that Marielle? Was she okay? He took another puff of smoke and began to run. But shouldn't he be possessed by now? He would have expected Lila to already have him as she laughed and leapt through the streets like a child freed from study.

I prefer to watch and wait before I act, a strangely accented voice said. This is my first time in another's body. The experience is ... not pleasant. I do not like your smell, boy.

Shock filled him as whatever Legend had him stretched his neck back and forth, making a cracking sound in the bones of it, as he took over Tamerlan's body. His speed increased, his muscles thrumming with power. He was focused fully on Anglarok, on getting to him before he could cut those ropes.

The Windsniffer. What is wrong with him? Has he gone mad?

Of course, he had! What did the Legend expect? He'd been taken permanently by a Legend. If that didn't make you mad, then nothing would – to live in the back of your mind with no control over your own actions – or the horrors you unleashed upon the earth.

Abomination! The Legend screamed through his mind and he would have flinched if the other man didn't have his body fully in his control. 

Music, bright and wild – one long tone that reached into Tamerlan and shook him by the spine – filled the air and the Legend who had his reins seemed to smile internally. 

Help has arrived. Another Windsniffer.

In front of them, Anglarok looked up at the window of a burnt-out building. For a brief second, anger shot through his eyes, but it was replaced just as suddenly by a look of relieved determination. He leapt from the statue to the ground, flinging his sword away and staring Tamerlan defiantly in the eyes.

"Quickly!" he called, his tattoos glowing brightly as if by magic. "Quickly before she returns!"

Was he asking Tamerlan to kill him? Shock rippled through him. He was no murderer to kill an unarmed man. An ally. A friend – of sorts. 

You would not grant him mercy?

And then Anglarok blinked and his eyes narrowed in a bloodthirsty snarl.

The Legend in Tamerlan's body darted forward, plunging his sword into the Harbinger's chest so quickly that Tamerlan didn't have time to flinch or even gasp. Anglarok's eyes clouded over, slumping to the ground as Tamerlan wrenched his sword out of the other man's chest again. 

Anglarok. 

Tamerlan looked at him, stunned at what he’d just done.

The man had been so faithful to his cause. A worthy ally. A powerful force of good. And now he was gone – murdered by Tamerlan.

I knew this one. Anglarok of Ship White Peaks, of the Shard Islands of the Eighth Sea, a Windsniffer. I saw him on the ships of the Retribution. Let us sing the song of the dead for him.

The Legend began to sing with Tamerlan's lips as he reached down to close the other man's eyes and place a small pebble from the street on each of them. The song was low and longing – a proper dirge with hints of the salt of the sea in the very wording of it. The Legend took Anglarok's belt and pouches, wrapping it around Tamerlan's waist as he finished his dirge. 

"To the salt and the mother, Windsniffer," he said dramatically. "To the water with you. The water of our tears honors you. With their salt and the blood we will spill in vengeance, we will honor you. Salt to salt. Water to water. We send you to the heart of the mother."

At least he was showing respect. Anglarok may have been a reluctant ally but he'd fought with Tamerlan to free Marielle and he deserved respect despite what he'd done at the end – because it hadn't really been him. It had been the Lady Sacrifice. 

Tamerlan felt the lie in his thoughts. Because he knew that even as the Legends controlled his body it was still him – still his body, still his fault, still his to atone for. 

We applaud your sense of responsibility. The sea may not be governed, only responded to. Storms come as they may and none can stop them. They may only sail into the storm’s teeth with shoulders back, head high, screaming defiance over every wave and swell!

This Legend made him think of Byron Bronzebow. 

Who was he?

They sprinted toward the mother first, and the Legend had his knife out before Tamerlan could think, concentrating on the thick strands of rope holding her hands. He sawed through them, eyes completely focused, not distracted by anything. The gag went next and as she thanked him in a thready, weak voice, he balanced her in one arm while he cut the bindings to her feet. 

They were vulnerable like this - both of them under the trap. He could still hear the sounds of steel striking steel and the harsh sounds of exertion as the people in the distance fought. He still didn't know who they were. Legends send it wasn't Marielle. Legends send her safe.

Why do you pray to us when you know we cannot help you? 

A good question. You'd think he'd have stopped such nonsense now. And yet he called on them instinctually.

The woman was loose now, Tamerlan laid her on the cobblestones as gently as he could – outside the net of course, outside of danger. This Legend was strange, his actions so close to what Tamerlan's own would be that he kept forgetting himself – thinking it was he who worked and not his temporary master. He was already rushing toward the boy, ignoring his sobs as he slashed at the ropes at his feet and caught his small body in strong arms.

"Mother?" his voice was so clogged with tears as to be barely distinguishable but Tamerlan felt a surge of relief. He lived. And he knew where he was. That was a good sign.

Tamerlan brought him to his mother, joy welling up at the sight of their embrace. Her wound needed tending. The Legend was already reaching into Anglarok's belt pouch with sure hands and finding what he needed to tend to her as she spoke comforting – though weak – words to her boy. 

"The Windsniffer's cloak can be used to warm you when you have the strength to rise," he was saying with Tamerlan's voice as he pulled needle and thread from the belt pouch. His actions were smooth and quick. Only moments had passed since they cut her down and already he was stitching with sure hands.

I was surgeon to my ship for a year as is custom on the ships. Each young officer takes a rotation at each station. This was long ago – before I was Admiral of the White Ships, but I was particularly good at it, and the training sticks. 

So, he was an Admiral. On ships. Was he the Legend that Tamerlan had seen them creating in Choan?

You saw that?  The Admiral seemed shocked.  We were not certain it would work. We've only done it once before – long, long ago when we bound the dragon under the city Xtexyx on the Eight Isles.

If Tamerlan had control of his body, he would have felt his eyebrows raising. They had dragons across the sea, too? 

Only one. Sort of. 

That qualifier was not comforting. Was he referring to the egg that the Harbingers had drawn on the map?

The Legend's hand fumbled for the first time as he wrapped the bandage around the woman's wound. He was unsettled by Tamerlan’s mention of the egg. Interesting. Maybe Anglarok and Liandari weren't meant to reveal that.

Some secrets are better left secret. 

That was certainly true. 

We'd best get the cloak from the dead to cover this woman before she shivers to pieces. 

Beside them the woman clutched at her boy - he was maybe eight or nine. The tears flowing down both their faces intermixed with joy. 

"My Pano, my sweet Pano," she was saying, rocking him and kissing his hair. A flash of memory of his own mother holding him in her embrace before he was sold flashed through Tamerlan's mind. He'd known a mother's love once. 

A smile flickered across his face. He'd been right to risk everything for these two. But he shouldn't have won that battle. It shouldn't have been so easy. What had brought Anglarok back to himself for those few moments? Had it been the horn cry he'd heard?

The Spirit Singer shell?

Was that what it was? 

A powerful Windsniffer helped us. 

Marielle? Who else could that have been? Tamerlan was too deep in thought as the Admiral turned them to notice that something wasn't right. Something hit him in the head, and he fell to the ground with a grunt. There was a guttural cry above him and he struggled, trying to twist up to see who had attacked him.

Blood, hot and thick dropped onto his cheek as something tugged his head back by the hair, baring his throat.

Admiral?

There was no response. 

Admiral?

His breath was coming in quick gasps.

It's too bad he was stronger than me, pretty boy. Your last thoughts will be wishing he wasn't, Lila said. I could have saved you.

There was a grunt and the sound of meat being struck with a cleaver and then the hand was jerked from his hair and he spun immediately, shoving at the leg pinning his prone body to the cobblestones. He got it off and rolled out from underneath, fighting to get his feet under him as they slipped in blood. 

In front of him, Anglarok was trying to stand, too, the gaping hole in his chest not deterring him at all. But he couldn't rise. A sword split into his head and then his face, and then his neck, carving into him again and again with horrific force. Blood spattered across Tamerlan as he finally found his feet, his mouth open in horror as he looked up to see Marielle's face twisted with a combination of panic and determination. She hacked at Anglarok a final time and his head rolled away down the cobbles. 

Tamerlan gasped and her gaze met his. She choked and he rushed to her, worried. Was she hurt? Was she dying?

But it was only a sob bubbling out of her as her knees weakened and her sword – slick with blood – fell from her grip. 

He rushed to her, catching her before she could fall and pulling her away from the carnage and into his arms.

"Anglarok," she breathed.

"It wasn't him," Tamerlan said gently, pulling off his glove so he could brush her hair from her face where it was tangled in a nest from her frantic battle. "It was a Legend. A Legend who took him back even after he was dead. You mustn't think it was your friend."

She wouldn't look at him, her face turned to the side as if ashamed to meet his gaze.

"Marielle," he tried to catch her eyes with his, making his as soft as he could, as gentle as he could. "It wasn't your friend. It was a Legend."

"I swore to him," she said in a small voice. "I swore to pursue justice with him. He didn't deserve this."

"It's not your fault."

"It is my fault!" Her lower lip was trembling, and it made him ache all through to see her in such pain. He wanted to kiss it all away, to draw it out of her with his embrace, soak it into him instead. Tears fell from her eyes, hot and steaming in the cold air, leaving tracks down her cheeks and lining her too-bright eyes in red. "If it wasn't for me, they never would have come here. They would have stayed in Xin, but they came looking for me because I swore to them."

"It's not your fault Marielle, it's not." He gave her his best smile even though his own heart was breaking, which felt ridiculous as he knelt in the street in the blood of a friend – as he listened to a curse that he was sure was Etienne fighting in the distance, as he listened to a weeping mother comforting her child, as his own heart broke, broke, broke for Marielle and all she'd been put through in the last months. He'd thought he was saving her when he drew her out of the clock, but he was wrong. She still needed saving.  "Look at me, Marielle."

She looked at him from the corner of her eye, guilt shadowing her face. She was too ashamed to even look at him.

"Look at me," he said gently, opening his eyes wide and innocent, stroking her arms with his bare hands. There was a fleck of blood on her cheek. He wiped it away with a thumb. And in a huskier voice, he asked again. "Look at me." 

She met his gaze, her bottom lip trembling, the tears still rolling accidentally from her horrified eyes. 

"Don't look at anything else. Just me. Can you do that?"

"Yes." Her voice was raw and choked with tears. "I feel like I've broken my soul. And it can’t ever knit back together again."

"Then let me put it back together for you," he whispered, taking her face in his hands and stroking her cheek with a thumb. "Let me patch your cracks and bind your hurts and tie you together."

She nodded as if she was afraid to speak out loud. She felt like a bird caught in the hand – hold it too lightly and it would fly away, hold it too tightly and you’d hurt it. He held her gently, but with a firmness that he hoped would tell her he wasn’t going anywhere. 

He leaned in close and with the most delicate touch possible, he brushed his lips to hers. It was only meant to be comforting, to show her that she was beloved, whole, beautiful – still. But her slightly desperate moan, as if his acceptance stung her raw soul broke something apart in him and instead of drawing back, he pulled her forward, wrapping his arms tightly around her and pulling her against his chest. He wanted to keep her there forever.

“I’m going to keep you safe, sweet Marielle,” he whispered. 

“You can’t keep me safe from myself. Look what I’ve done.”

He was already shaking his head as he took her face in his hands again and kissed her fervently – her forehead, her cheeks, her nose, her chin, and her sweet, sweet lips as he whispered. 

“I understand, Marielle. I, of all people, understand. I know who was in that body of Anglarok’s when you killed him. He was already gone. It was nothing but a specter left. And I know how you feel. I know what it’s like to have to do things you never wanted to do. To lose yourself. To break yourself. Just don’t give up on me, Marielle. Keep fighting. Because I really am going to find a way to put you together again. You’re pure wholeness and goodness to me. You’re life. Don’t treat yourself as shameful, because you have nothing to be ashamed of. Ever.”

He ended his words with another gentle kiss on her lips, closing his eyes so he could focus on trying to offer her everything he had left in that single moment – in giving her the very best of himself. Her response – joyous and enthusiastic – knocked him backward in surprise. Did she –? Was it possible that she wanted his embrace as badly as he wanted to give it? The possibility choked him up and he leaned back into her, his kiss turning passionate and deep.

If a kiss could heal, he’d heal her like this. If it could bind up wounds and mend a broken heart, she could have all his kisses. Every one. As many as she ever wanted.

His stomach seemed to drop inside him, and he felt like he was falling, but he clung to her, refusing to stop kissing her. She was the one putting him back together. She was the one righting all his wrongs. 

The ground under them shuddered and with a boom the earth shook around them.

Earth. 

Ground.

They’d landed again.

He gasped, eyes opening in shock. Marielle’s wide eyes mirrored his.

“I have to get Jhinn while I can.” His words tumbled out. It was the worst thing you could say after a moment like that.

“The little boy and his mother,” Marielle gasped, her hands falling form him in her own haste.

They both scrambled to their feet, almost turning away from each other. 

“Wait!” Tamerlan gasped. He kissed her quickly. “Don’t let that be our last kiss.”

And before she could answer he was sprinting down the street to help his friend.
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Marielle

It took a moment for her to clear her head. The scent of him still filled her nose, her mind, her every pore like he was still here kissing her. 

She’d never done that before – with anyone – which was why she hadn’t realized that it would make his scent a thousand times stronger until it filled her to intoxication and all she wanted was more and more and more. It was worse – and better, oh so much better – than magic. It fogged her mind and made her love it fogged. It dulled every other sense and she didn’t miss them for a second. She just wanted to drift forever in this intoxicating cocktail of scent and taste and touch. 

She’d almost forgotten the sharp pain that sawed through her moments before it started. Almost forgot to hate herself when he kissed her hurts away.

She blinked, swallowing hard and trying to force her mind to focus again.

They had landed. And that meant they had to get off the dragon’s back while they could.

She shook her head, finally finding her balance and ran to the woman and child. “You need to get out of the city as fast as you can. Can you walk?”

The woman nodded. 

“We’re in the mountains. You need to head east once you’re out. There will be people east. If you have food or clothing stashed somewhere here, you must be quick to get it.”

Her child had stopped crying, though he looked at her with huge eyes, shivering in the cold.

“Here, take my cloak,” she said, wrapping the fur around him. “Bring any fuel or lanterns or warm clothing you have or can find.”

“We didn’t have the money to leave the city after the fire. And there were stories about what people were doing in the refugee camps,” the woman said. “They treat them like cattle. There is disease.”

“I understand,” Marielle said. What decision would she have made? With a child? With his whole life in her hands? It was impossible to judge when she’d never had that responsibility. “But you have to hurry.”

“We have things we collected. We have as much as we can carry.”

“And the wound in your side? Can you walk?”

“Can we go with you?” Her eyes were desperate, but Marielle shook her head.

“We’re going into deeper danger,” she said quietly, looking at the range of mountains on one side of the city. The dragon had settled back in among the peaks. Perhaps he liked it here with the rest of his kind. “And we attract trouble and violence. You must get your son as far from here as you can.” She swallowed. “I wish I could do more to help you.”

“You’ve done enough,” the woman said, her face hardening as she braced herself mentally for a journey through the cold with a child and limited supplies. “We will go east and find people.”

Marielle nodded. “Go fast. Before the dragon rises again.”

The woman took her son’s hand and they hurried away, leaving Marielle standing over Anglarok’s mangled corpse in perfect silence.

Silence. 

That wasn’t right. What had happened to Etienne?

She looked up in time to see him jogging up the street, sweat slicking his face despite the cold. A rag was tied around his left hand. She could smell the blood, coppery and raw.

“She was fast but when you slaughtered her friend her fury dulled and when the dragon landed, she slipped away,” he said, shoving a fur cloak at Marielle. “This slipped from her shoulders. It looks like you’ll need it.”

Marielle glanced toward where the woman and her boy had fled. She needed it more than Marielle did. But they were already gone.

“Thank you.” She wrapped the cloak around her. “I don’t think there’s time to bury Anglarok.”

Etienne snorted. “Maybe this time Tamerlan will get his friend loaded up in time before the dragon rises again. We’ll grab our supplies and go.”

Marielle nodded. There might not be another chance to get off the dragon. And these last few minutes had shown her how pitiless the Legends would be if they were let free.

“Which way did Liandari go?” Marielle asked as they ran toward the square after Tamerlan. She hadn’t stopped to catch the other woman’s scent. She wasn’t sure if she would have even been able to if she wanted to. Tamerlan’s scent still filled her, surrounding her, intoxicating her. 

“She was headed out of the city by the quickest route. North. Same as we’ll head when we get our gear.”

Marielle nodded. And what would she do after that? What was Abelmeyer planning to use her for? Hopefully, Tamerlan had learned something – anything – from the book.

“The shell worked. But only for a moment,” she confessed as they jogged side by side.

“A moment was all that was needed. Tamerlan almost ruined our plan. That boy needs to learn to think.”

Marielle shrugged. He had almost ruined it – but in the end, he’d been in the exact right place at the right time. And would she really want a friend who saw a child in danger and did nothing? Tamerlan had been willing to smoke to free him. 

A thought came to her and she stumbled as she tried to freeze and run at the same time. 

“Careful there!” Etienne’s hand reached out to steady her.

Had that been Tamerlan kissing her and saying those sweet, life-giving things, or had that been the Legend who possessed him? 

Just the possibility of that chilled her.

Would she always have to worry about whether his actions and words were his own? Would she never know what was true? A tiny blossom of doubt sprang up in what had been pure joy only moments ago. 

For a brief moment, the heavy scent of him filling her nose was not as comforting as it had been.

The Legends ruined everything.

They reached the square panting and exhausted. Etienne was already grabbing the sacks they had stowed next to the dam, but most of them were missing, and even more shocking – Jhinn, the gondola, the cart, and Tamerlan were all gone. Marielle spun, looking down every street. She saw no visible signs of them but his scent trail was so thick that she could have followed that golden scent of him – the hot honey and lavender scent that made her want to breathe more and more of it in with every gulp – she could have followed that anywhere. 

Etienne gestured at a muddy patch where a cart track was clearly visible in the mud. 

“Smart. He pushed him downhill. Though how you’d stop a cart once it’s rolling, I don’t know. He won’t be able to pull it once it stops, either. He must be running hard just to keep up.”

Marielle followed his gaze to a down-hill path. They were close to the center of the city – but depending on how the dragon was lying and the layout of the streets, it could be possible to get as far as the city walls without having to stop. If you were very, very lucky, then you might even line up with the right street to go over a bridge and through a gate and out of the city. 

“The chances of that seemed slim,” she muttered. But his scent was laced with confidence and hope. Maybe he knew something she didn’t. Or maybe that was just Tamerlan – always hoping, always trying, always loving despite all odds. She could still taste him on her lips and in her mind. She wanted to kiss him again, to be sure it was all real.

Etienne snorted. “I think this is a foolhardy plan of his. I am not fond of Tamerlan Zi’fen. I worry that eventually, his father will shine through. And I wonder what happened to his seven other brothers. Where are they in all this mess? Are they at home cooling their heels? And what is to stop him from joining them? He has no connection to our lands and cities. But there is one thing about him I do know.”

“There’s a but to all this?” Marielle said, nearly rolling her eyes as she began to jog down the road, that Tamerlan had taken. It would lead out of the city. And maybe they could catch up with him along the way.

“Yes. He’s lucky. He trips over important things. He just ‘finds’ what he needs at the right moment. That’s someone useful to have around. Just watch. We’ll get out the city gate and discover him and Jhinn and that ridiculous cart of water all there and in good order.”

Or they’d find it smashed to bits and Jhinn suicidal on the side of the street somewhere. That was also possible. She could smell Jhinn – barely – in the intoxicating tangle of Tamerlan’s trail. Jhinn’s scent tasted anxious and slightly desperate. 

With worry in her heart, too, she ran.

Hopefully, the mother and son were finding their way out of the city. She patted the shell that was back in her belt pouch, watching the shadows in case Liandari popped out of them and worrying like crazy for Tamerlan and Etienne. She wouldn’t be able to smell Liandari if she was lying in wait. This trail was too strong, too powerful for anything else to penetrate it.

“Are we going to go into those mountains and look for whatever Ram found?” she asked Etienne as she ran.

“You tell me. I thought you were the one with the plan that the rest of us couldn’t be trusted with,” he said wryly. But his words had a sadness behind them – as if he was actually admitting she was right to be worried about that.

“Do you feel hopeless, Etienne?” she asked.

“Frequently.”

“Right now?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then what keeps you going?”

“I’m not the kind of man who quits. Most people quit right before the solution comes. Right before they finally make good. I will not go out that way. They will find me clawing my way on my belly with bloody fingers and every nail missing before they find I quit at anything.”

“I think that’s better than luck,” Marielle said gently.

“Tenacity is always better than luck,” Etienne agreed. “Unfortunately, the alchemist has that, too.”

Marielle chuckled as she ran. But at least she had Etienne trusting them again.

And there was only one Legend out hunting them now. They had to just get out of the city before the dragon launched again. Then she would try to track her way through the mountains by smell alone to find whatever it was they needed. It was a long shot – but everything about her life since Etienne hung her up and tried to slit her throat, had been a long shot.

It was an hour before they reached the edge of the city and slid through the gates in the bright afternoon sun. The sun here had a strange almost white quality that was different than the yellow-gold of the sun on the plains. A dusting of light snow blew down in icy particles from the sky, leaving rainbow-hued patterns in the air but not gathering in piles on the ground or accumulating anywhere. It made the cobbles icy and slick as they stepped from them and out what had once been the gate onto the rock beyond. 

There were more tracks here – skidding over the light snow on the ground and leaving wavering tracks. Which meant they were still on the trail of the run-away cart. The rock of the mountain here drifted slightly downward and Marielle could see where the cart tracks followed the incline and went around a banked curve and out of sight. The scent trail went with them, stronger somehow in the fresh air.

She scrambled along the slick rock until a hand grabbed her arm. “How long are we going to follow them for? Maybe we should decide where we are going to go from here?”

“And leave all that luck for someone else?” she asked coyly.

He snorted. 

But now she was getting nervous. Unlike in the city, the snow here stayed on the ground, slowly accumulating flake by flake to blanket the earth in a light covering that hid everything she wanted to see. And the fresh, effervescent scent was so cleansing that it seemed to wash away all other smells until all she could smell was snow, snow, snow.

She could still follow Tamerlan and Jhinn’s scent trails, but it worried her that they seemed to block out all other scents. What was she missing?

There were other smells she didn’t recognize on the edge of her senses – strange smells she couldn’t place that tickled her nose just enough that she knew they were there, but not enough to identify them. Were they walking into a trap?

They were about to turn the corner when Etienne paused, hand thrown out to make her stop, too. He drew his blade slowly, shaking his head as if he were uncertain about something.

They turned the corner and emerged in a rocky haven between the high rock walls. As the center was a small lake, glowing brightly. The cart was broken against a rock beside it, the barrels split and one of the wheels completely off the axle. But the gondola was floating along the shore of the lake and a very wet, very shaken looking Jhinn perked up the moment he saw them.

“Marielle!” He grinned at her as she came close. “We did it! Look!”

“You made it in the water without hitting the ground?” she asked, curious. She could smell Tamerlan’s scent everywhere, but he wasn’t in sight.

“Tamerlan is getting wood for a fire,” Jhinn said hopefully as Marielle set her sacks down on the rock and looked around. 

“This isn’t much of a lake,” she said eventually.

“It extends under a rock ledge over there, though,” Jhinn said. “It’s hard to see but it’s a cave of sorts.”

Marielle swallowed. Tamerlan had brought him this far, but with the cart ruined and this lake so small and dead, how would they ever get him out again?

“Thinking about what a fool you are?” 

The words had an almost ringing quality as a figure climbed out to where they could see her at the top of one of the rocky cliffs surrounding the lake. 

Liandari. 

She wasn’t done with them.
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17: Cave Pictures  
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Tamerlan

He’d meant to go find wood. In this weather, Jhinn needed to start a fire in the brazier if he was going to keep from freezing to death. 

That’s what he’d meant to do. 

He’d followed the line of rocks looking for wood and found a few sticks blown up against the side of the rock, but when he gathered them up it had revealed words chiseled into the rock. 

If it was rock. The rock here was a little too smooth, a little too regular, a little too close to a pattern of man-sized scales to make him feel comfortable. This rock looked like the underside of a leaf turned upside-down so that you could see the delicate threading of the veins on the blade of the leaf. He’d stopped for a moment, running his palm over the leaf-like scale, completely entranced by the intricate pattern of the veins – more delicate and artful than anything he’d seen in the palaces he’d entered over the past few months, and yet carved out of rock. 

Dragons, Ram said in his mind. You should not be here. You must return to the cities. You must trap the dragons that have been freed, replace the Legends that have been killed. You must hunt as I once did.

Hunt innocent people and bind them to eternal torment in a world between worlds? That’s what Ram wanted for him?

It must be done. Even the worst of tasks must be done by someone. A servant of all. A hunter. 

Tamerlan shivered, his palm pressed against the stone dragon scale. He almost dreamed he could feel warmth through it.

Can’t you? The dragon is alive. It merely sleeps.

By why did it sleep? How did it sleep?

You already know how. Through the sacrifice of an avatar? What more do you need to know? Return to the Dragonblood Plains and take up my cause. Save your people.

Ignore him, Lila said, cutting into his rant. When has Ram ever done anything for you? He’s a madman. Let’s go see what he’s hiding.

I hide nothing.

Lila’s laugh was threaded with hate. You hide everything, Hunter. From your victims, from this boy, from the dragons. You are nothing but secrets within secrets within secrets.

Tamerlan shivered and his hands slipped across the snow, brushing it from words chiseled into the scale below the one he’d been studying.

TURN BACK, it read – but in the ancient runes he’d studied in his father’s libraries not the language of the plains.

Well, that was welcoming. Were there more greetings in the rock?

He walked a little further along the side of the dragon, brushing snow off and collecting a few sticks as he went. 

HERE BE DRAGONS, the next chiseled letters said – also in runes. The runes made him think of the old recipe that opened the Bridge of Legends. It had been in these runes. They were dark – almost as if they were stained with blood. But it had probably been centuries since they were carved.

Carved into the flesh of our enemies. 

Ram was not a pleasant companion to have in his mind with him. 

Pleasantness is not my aim.

Of course not. And now he was walking – almost without meaning to – into a cave mouth. And here at the mouth of the cave, someone had etched pictures into the rock. At first, as he brushed the snow away, he was confused about what they depicted, but once he saw them clearly, he wished he had not seen them at all.

Horror filled him. No human should think these things, never mind draw them – never mind take the time to chisel them into stone. One picture led into another and into another. Pictures of men and women doing unspeakable horrors to one another. And around them tangled the tails and snouts and clawed feet of dragons.  Tamerlan swallowed down bile.

There was a strange glow in the cave. It went against all his instincts to go any further. Not after the warnings. Not after the grim horror of a madman’s fantasy. And certainly not with the maniacal laughter that had begun in his head. 

Is not life a joke and death a greater joke? Ram asked as his laugh went on and on and on, chilling Tamerlan to the core. If he could have just one more wish, he would be free of the Legends forever.

He still didn’t know whether he was insane or simply a sane man haunted by devils.

I share your sentiment, the Admiral agreed. 

Tamerlan paused. He hadn’t expected support, but it was washed away by another burst of Ram’s insane laughter. Tamerlan swallowed.  Was this his own destiny – to go mad like Ram and destroy everything dear to him?

Is it madness to know the secrets and have to live with them? Ram asked. Is it madness to know the truth that no one else wants to see? That they would rip their own eyes out to unsee? 

There had been depictions of that, certainly.

Is that what you fear, Tamerlan? Physical horror? Then you should do as I tell you and leave this place.

Now that he was in the cave entrance, he didn’t need to brush snow away to read what was carved in the wall.

Blood of heart and bone of bone,

Life and love poured out on stone,

Keep the snap and claws at bay,

All men are but made of clay.

Empty shell and dead as rock,

Open doors and turn in lock,

Death the key to all you need,

No plea or cry the hunter heed.

Laugh we who your death behold,

Dance we who in the dark are told,

Light of foot and light of heart,

As we pick over every part.

Fear not that your death be null,

Every human sees the cull,

Spirit to spirit, ash to ash,

Neck to throttle, skull to bash.

Someone had taken the time to delicately carve every line of the gruesome poem into the wall as if to lovingly keep it for generations to come. And suddenly Tamerlan wanted to listen to Ram the Hunter. Because the one thing he surely wanted to avoid was walking into that cave and seeing what the people who had thought these pictures and this poem were art might have left for someone like him.

He still wasn’t over the horror of it all when a scream shredded the air and he dropped his sticks and ran toward it.
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18: It Can Always Get Worse
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Marielle

She hadn't expected Liandari. Hadn't smelled her. She was already half-cursing Tamerlan for putting her in such a trance with his unbelievably sweet smell and blinding her to all others when Liandari dragged Rajit out from behind her. He trembled in fear, seeming almost frozen by it.

"I found something of yours," she said dryly.

"Abelmeyer?" Etienne asked boldly. "Back for more?"

"No," Liandari said. She slung Rajit over her shoulder like he was no more than a sack of grain and then she leapt from the small cliff to land on the stone beside them. Marielle felt her mouth drop open. You couldn't do that - not and survive. And yet here she was, perfectly fine. She dropped Rajit beside her, but her knife was at his throat. 

"I want you gone from this place," she said calmly. "You leave, or I kill the boy. He was with you. You must care whether he lives or dies."

Marielle's gaze flickered to Jhinn's face. He cared. She could see it in his desperate expression and the waves of orange scent drifting from him.  He was crouched in the gondola, dripping wet, a knife in one hand as if he could do anything at all to help his brother. That would only make a difference if Liandari decided to swim for it - and Marielle didn't think she was that much of a fool. 

"What do we care if you kill him?" Etienne asked. "We don't need the boy."

"Don't you?" Liandari asked with a laugh. Her voice didn't sound right. It was becoming easier to notice those things. Dignified, noble Liandari would not have spoken this way. How odd to think that she was more measured in her speech than a king. "He was with you, so I thought he might be dear to you. But if that is not the case, then you still need him."

"I think not," Etienne said, and his air of cool indifference chilled even Marielle. She could smell his scent - determined, confident. He didn't have the same feelings of guilt she did at the death of others. He wasn't troubled by fear that Abelmeyer might slay Rajit simply to spite them. 

"Can you not smell the magic in the cave beyond?" Liandari asked, her gaze on Marielle.

Marielle let her nose wrinkle, trying to dispel the scent of Tamerlan as she let her senses reach out. There was magic there – vanilla and turquoise with flecks of gold. Her forehead furrowed as she tried to think. Why would there be magic beyond? And what was that other scent tickling the edges of her senses? It smelled familiar. Like magic mixed with something else. Like the clock she'd been trapped in. It smelled a bit like that.

She was still frowning when Liandari continued, "What do you think happens if a Legend were to, say, jump out of a clock and leave their real avatar behind? Would it break the magic they sacrificed to make something? Would it free a dragon? Would it kill that body they left?"

"I suppose you must know," Etienne said coolly.

"Oh, but I don't. But I suspect it might. And I suspect that your Scenter might be wrinkling her nose because she is catching a whiff of death from the cave beyond where the Lady Sacrifice's former avatar now rots, her body no longer sealed by the magic that held it in place.”

Marielle gasped. That was exactly what she was smelling. If she concentrated, she could almost pick out each of those different kinds of decay. She swallowed down bile as it rose in her mouth.

"See?" Liandari said triumphantly. "She does smell it. And so you must realize what I did. You'll need to replace that avatar now that you've killed Anglarok who housed the dear Lady Sacrifice. Which means you'll have to kill someone. And if you don't want to kill a friend, you'll need some other victim. Like maybe this one."

“We aren't going to be making a new avatar," Marielle said.

"Aren't you?" Abelmeyer taunted. "Aren't you letting the alchemist boy lead you? And he's being led by Ram the Hunter who is bound and determined to make a brand new hunter out of him. And that means new avatars. New, fresh deaths. New, horrific ways of creating them. And since you're his friends, I guess you'll be helping with that."

"No," Marielle said quietly. “I follow the law, not the whims of necessity.”

“The law isn’t that simple. Is there a law without a city? A law without a government?”

“There’s the Real Law. The law that branches over everything else like a tree.”

"We tried stopping you in the bookbindery," Abelmeyer said. "We tried to show you what we can do when we work together, but you didn't listen. So, now I'll show you. You want things back to where they were? You want to keep us trapped forever behind the Bridge of Legends? You think this is somehow serving your real law? Then you're going to have to kill people in horrific ways. Are you ready for that, Scenter? Ready to smell their terror? Ready to scent the violence? Let the waves of their horror and panic swell around you in clouds of colorful scents?” He paused. Or she did. Or whoever that was in that amalgamation of person. “Or maybe that's what you love? Bathing in the terror of others. Breathing it in. Letting it soak deep into your heart and bones so that you are made of their last breaths and last, broken dreams."

"No," she gasped, tears springing to her eyes and then a last powerful, "No!" as she stood up and pulled the shell from her belt pouch and blew a steady, strong note. She pushed as much as herself as she dared into that one desperate plea for echo magic. Please, oh please! Work this one time, again! Please!

Her nose was flooded with the lilac and vanilla smell of magic. But Liandari was already sheathing her knife and drawing her sword. She faced them with her head turned slightly to the side, as if she were compensating for a bad eye despite having two eyes that worked perfectly. 

Marielle blew through the shell again. Work, work, work!

Liandari paused for a half a second and in that second Rajit leapt forward, grabbing the knife from her belt and jabbing it into her side.

She roared in pain, lifting her sword and swinging it as Etienne darted forward. He’d fought her before and beat her. He could do it again. Confidence filled his sharply chiseled face as he slashed toward her but her first blow had not been for him. A wicked slash parted Rajit’s shirt and blood poured from the wound even as Marielle leapt forward, joining Etienne’s defense. 

He fought with a sword as quick as a viper’s tongue. It flashed out toward throat or inner arm fast as light, and then it was back again, guarding its master. 

“I can’t let you pick up where Ram left off,” Abelmeyer said through Liandari’s voice.

“I can’t let you stop us,” Etienne returned, but she was working him hard and even Marielle’s defense of his left side was not helping enough. She turned Liandari’s blade aside with a quick riposte before it snaked in on his left, but the Harbinger was so fast that she was already beginning another attack before Marielle could even catch her breath. 

Behind the daughter of Queen Mer, Rajit lay on the ground, clutching his chest and moaning. That cut had been deep. Marielle heard Jhinn calling to him.

“Hold on, Rajit! I’m coming.” He might be able to reach from the gondola. Maybe. 

Her thoughts were interrupted as a flurry of blows rattled her sword almost out of her hand. The last thrust was so close that she barely dodged to the side and it grazed her scalp. Blood, hot and fast, spread down her cheek shocking her with its sudden warmth. She swallowed down a sudden wave of dizziness as Etienne cried out.

“On your left!” 

She barely got her sword back up to defend herself but now the blood was in her eyes and she had to blink fast to clear it enough to see. Etienne cursed loudly – he’d been struck. She could smell the wound.

“Help me get you in the boat! Please, Rajit!” Jhinn was calling and Marielle blinked hard. She felt disoriented in the chaos of the scents – blood from Rajit, blood from her head, blood from Etienne. The smell of the insanity of the Legends, of violence now and violence from before, of someone’s horror so powerful that she began to shake. Her eyes were open, but she wasn’t seeing and then strong hands lifted her up and a golden scent filled her, wiping away the scent of blood and violence. 

“Marielle, stay with me. Marielle!” She felt her veil being torn from around her face and bound around her head and she was laid against something – a rock perhaps. The ground was cold beneath her but the hands tending her were gentle. 

“You shouldn’t be here, you know,” Tamerlan’s voice was low and soft under the noises of the fight. “You never should have been here among madmen and death. You should have lived and died an officer of Jingen. Maybe married a nice Watch officer and had sweet purple-eyed children. Stay here, love.” She felt his lips press to her head. “I must finish this first then we’ll look at that wound again.”

She could smell spices burning, drifting in the wind. His smoke. His spice. He was nearly out of it, but here he was, using it again. He coughed and his smell morphed away from that pleasant, addictive gold to harsh elderberry as if someone had taken the astringent smell and fermented it badly. Legend. 

But which Legend had him this time? 

“Want to dance, pretty girl?” he called to Liandari.

It must be Lila Cherrylocks. 

Her last emotion was jealousy as she slipped into unconsciousness.  
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19: Into the Darkness

[image: image]


Tamerlan

Tamerlan stubbed out the roll of spice so he could use the rest later, tucking it into the pocket in his sleeve. He leapt forward – or rather Lila did. He’d been careful to take in only the barest whiff of smoke – just enough to call her – but not for long. 

I don’t need long!

Etienne jabbed at Liandari, his blade snaking in under her guard and slicing her inner thigh. Blood – bright red against the white snow – spurted out too quickly but Lila wasn’t looking at that. What was she doing? She was supposed to come and help him!

Sure. When you call me for longer. For now, I’m going to help myself. Should have thought of that when you chose to only take one puff of smoke. Next time, call me for longer and we’ll do what you want, too. It’s always better when both parties are satisfied, don’t you think?

He shivered internally at her suggestive mental tone, but it didn’t affect his actual body. Lila stepped forward smartly, raised his sword and before he realized what she was about to do she was already bringing down the hilt toward Etienne’s head.

“No!” Jhinn screamed from the boat and Etienne spun, the hilt missing his head.

His hand slammed up, gripping Tamerlan by the throat. Etienne shoved all his energy into the battle, shoving him backward as he slid against the snow.

Lila vanished from his mind with a curse and he let his limbs go limp, let Etienne throw him to the ground and waited there, panting, as the last tendrils of her faded.

Remember, next time, more smoke. Or it will go like this again. 

He wasn’t going to be blackmailed by her.

Of course, you are. You’re nothing without us. Just a failed apprentice of a useless occupation.

“I hate it when you smoke that stuff,” Etienne spat. He was quivering with emotion. “You’re only feeding them. Only making it worse until one day you’ll be as possessed as she is.”

Etienne turned and prodded Liandari’s body with the toe of his boot.

“She isn’t dead, so maybe you could keep from kicking her, hmmm?” Tamerlan suggested, scrambling to his feet and hurrying to Liandari’s side. He checked the wound in her thigh first. It was bleeding too much and too fast. He wasn’t sure if he could bind it fast enough, wasn’t sure if that would be enough. Had Etienne nicked the femoral artery? That would mean she’d die in minutes, right? Maybe if he was fast, he could save her.

He reached into her belt pouch with trembling hands, looking for needles, a bandage, whatever he could find. There was a scarf. Belatedly, he remembered he had a needle and thread of his own in his belt pouch. He dragged out the supplies slicing the leg of her breeches to access the wound. 

Not good. Not good. 

Thick red blood bubbled up so fast that he couldn’t get a clear look at the torn flesh of her leg.

“What’s wrong with Marielle, Tamerlan,” Etienne said. His voice had calmed down. He was cold as the snow now.

“Her scalp was cut in the fight. It’s not a deep wound, just bloody. I think she was light-headed from blood loss. Maybe lack of sleep, too. I set her to the side and bandaged her wound.” He’d said it all while readying the needle for Liandari. He didn’t know what he was doing. It made his hands shake.

“You’re wasting your time here, Tamerlan. We want her dead anyway, or have you forgotten that a Legend lives within her?”

He looked up at Etienne – only a glance – only to judge his expression before returning to his work. He set the first stitch, feeling jittery with nerves as he pulled it tight. He didn’t think it would be enough.

“I know you hate me because I smoke.”

“You’re addicted to the one thing that can destroy the world – the Legends.” His voice twisted with bitterness. “Yes. It concerns me. It should concern you, too, or are you evil as well as a fool?”

“You know I’m not.” The second stitch ripped. He bit back a curse. The flesh here was weak and he felt like stitching wasn’t going to do enough. If a blood vessel was torn – shouldn’t he be stitching that? But he didn’t know how to. Sweat formed across his forehead. “You also hate me because Marielle doesn’t.”

“She deserves better than an insane lover. You will only ever drag her down.”

“You were going to kill her,” Tamerlan objected, trying again. This time the stitch held. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, tasting acid in his mouth. What else could he do but try? But there was too much blood soaking the snow around them and her breaths were too shallow.

“Anglarok,” she murmured, her voice weak.

“Shhh, it’s only me. Stay calm,” he said setting the third stitch. 

“And if I had succeeded it still would have been a better fate than loving you. Yes, I am beginning to hate you. Because you’re a threat to me and to everyone and eventually someone will have to kill you.”

“That’s not enough reason to hate me. There must be something more.” There. That stitch was holding. Not that it was helping. His hands were coated now in blood – as if he’d washed them in it. “Hold on, Liandari.”

“Stop fighting the inevitable. It’s a waste of your time,” Etienne said as in the background Tamerlan heard Jhinn saying the same things Tamerlan was saying, only to his brother – soothing words of hope in the tight voice of someone trying to fight for a life.

“That’s the difference between me and you, Etienne,” Tamerlan said. “You see the world through calculating logic. And that’s a very useful thing. But it means you give up when you shouldn’t. And that makes you less human. Because I refuse to say that anything is inevitable. You can always fight. You can always hope.”

“You’re a fool. Just like your father. There’s no hope for you, Tamerlan. Your addiction is going to kill you or kill us all. It’s only a matter of time. What do you think will happen when we’ve chained all the dragons again – what do you think we’ll have to do to the last vessel of the Legends? One way or another, this story ends in your death.”

Tamerlan bit his lip and then glanced up at Etienne again. “You hate me because you know that’s true for you, too. The Grandfather still has a link to you. If I have to die, maybe you do, too.”

“Not if I destroy him in his clock. Not if I replace him with something else. But there’s no fixing this for you, Tamerlan. You’re infected by too many Legends. You will have to die. And if I have to be the one to kill you, I will. So, stop making Marielle fall in love with you. It’s only going to hurt her more when we have to put you down like the rabid dog that you are.”

He said it so coolly – like he was remarking on the weather.

“And until then?” Tamerlan asked, trying to keep his voice light.

“Until then, I will use you to do what must be done to save our people.”

“That works for me,” Tamerlan bit off the end of his words but Etienne was already striding away. 

“Will your brother live, Waverunner?” he called to Jhinn.

Tamerlan’s hands shook as he tied the last knot. The bleeding had slowed almost to a stop. He felt a slight flutter of a smile around his lips. Yes. Good. He’d made the bleeding stop. See? Nothing was inevitable.

His gaze drifted up to Liandari’s face and he froze. 

Son of a Legend! Her eyes were glazed over. The steam coming from his mouth and nose with every breath was missing. He reached up and put his hand just above her nose and mouth. 

No breath. 

The bleeding had slowed because her heart wasn’t pumping blood anymore.

He sat back, letting his hands fall to his sides. He didn’t care that he sat in snow redder than summer roses. Didn’t care that her heat was steaming up in the pool of blood around her and fading into the air. Etienne had been right.

Despair and bitterness shot through his heart as his gaze drifted across the sleeping dragon mountains and the cold lake. Was Etienne right about everything else, too?

His gaze drifted to Marielle. 

No. Nothing was inevitable. There was always hope. He stood up, rinsing his hands in the freezing cold of the lake until it felt like pins were being shoved under his skin as the cold of the lake sapped the life out of them. 

With a sigh, he looked to the gondola where Etienne and Jhinn were arguing over what to do with Rajit.

“If you don’t get him warm, he won’t survive that. He should be on the land,” Etienne was saying.

“There’s something that way in a cave,” Tamerlan said, interrupting them. “Given the warnings posted, it’s likely what we came for.”

Etienne grunted. 

“And I think the lake extends under the rock into the cave.”

Jhinn smiled at him, understanding what he meant. 

“I think,” Tamerlan said, giving Etienne a pointed look. “That we should put Marielle in the gondola, too, and then go into the cave and Jhinn can join us by way of water once we’ve scouted the path. It will be easier to transport the wounded on a boat.”

Etienne gave him a cold look, but after a moment he shrugged. Tamerlan lifted Marielle as gently as he could, wading into the lake to bring her into the boat. He fussed with her cloak for a moment, pillowing her head and arranging the cloak warmly around her. Jhinn was loading the brazier with wood as Etienne brought it to him. They placed the brazier close to Marielle and Rajit.

“How bad is his chest wound?” Tamerlan asked.

Rajit merely groaned. 

“It’s not deep, though I think she hit bone. It was a slash, though, not a stab and I stitched it. He’s uncomfortable, but he should survive as long as there is no infection.”

Tamerlan nodded. “Can you watch them both and go under the lip of the rock over there while we go on foot into the cave?”

Jhinn looked nervous. “I don’t like it. The ceiling of rock will be very low – I’ll barely be able to see over the gunwales. Why don’t you check the cave first and then come back and tell me it’s safe enough to bring the injured through.”

“That makes sense,” Tamerlan agreed. “Do you have a lantern you can spare?”

Jhinn grabbed one of his gondola lanterns and handed it to Tamerlan. “Here. I only have one other left, so don’t break it.”

They shared a commiserating look and then Tamerlan stroked Marielle’s hair gently. She looked younger when she slept. So innocent. He didn’t like the idea of leaving her – even for a short time. He kissed her hair gently.

“I’m leaving now,” Etienne called. “if you expect to come, too, you’d better move it.”

Tamerlan rolled his eyes, sharing another weary look with Jhinn and then he lit the lantern and followed Etienne toward the caves, nervously touching his pocket where he still had three and a half rolls of spice left. 

Save them, Tamerlan, he told himself. Save them for when you really need them.
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20: What the Lady Sacrifice Died to Hold
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Tamerlan

You must stop this foolishness, pretty boy! Lila’s voice had been getting louder. And she wasn’t the only one. Deathless Pirate broke in.

So far, we have kept you intact, helped you in your aims, worked for you when called. But that will end if you enter these caves. Do you know what it will be like to have an enemy inside your own mind?

Ram was resigned. Perhaps it is not the worst thing to show you – to let you see what you must do. And why you must do it. You will see, as I did, that this is the only way.

Etienne was reading the runes on the walls, taking his time as he examined each one.

“Do you want me to interpret these for you, Alchemist?” he asked coldly as he read.

“I can read them just fine on my own,” Tamerlan said. Etienne’s surprised expression was enough to give him a small, cynical smile. “You didn’t think I could read?”

“Not the runes of the Dragonblooded.”

“You know I am the son of a Landhold. I had his libraries at my disposal.”

The former Lord Mythos sounded bored. “I know all the Landholds surrounding Jingen and have met the sons of most of their families. I can name only two others who can read the runes of the Dragonblooded. If you truly can read them, then you must realize that these runes were not made for the people of the river plains. They were laid out for the dragonblooded.”

Because only the dragonblooded would open up the mountain with their blood, so they’re the only ones who would need to read the warnings, Ram suggested. He would know. He was the one who had been there before.

You should prepare yourself. 

For what? He put his hand on the hilt of his sword. They were at the place where he had heard the scream last time and turned around. The bend in the path was just ahead. Strange bumps covered it and steam rose up, sulfur perhaps, steaming up from holes in the earth as he’d read in his alchemist books. The path sloped down from the bumps in a strange shape that wasn’t exactly flat. A ridge ran down the middle of it. The ridge was too bumpy to walk on, so they each took a side of the path. It was steamy here, warmer than in the outside air.

You have never been happy to see the Legends’ avatars in the past. You may not like this one, either.

Avatar?

What did you think Anamay was? Just an innocent victim?

They turned the bend and Tamerlan gasped. This was more than a cave. The ceiling here opened up and he realized it was a place between dragons. A narrow pass for lack of a better word. There was no sign of water. This wasn’t where the passage from Jhinn’s lake went. The path led between the matched haunches of two dragons up ahead. But here, in this small gap carved out between the mountains, bright light shone above them and snow coated the ground of the sheltered mountain pass. Tall, smooth scaled walls – or rather dragon haunches, lined the pass. The only ways in or out were the two entrances – one from this cave – or whatever it really was – and one leading out the other side. The mouth of their cave sloped downward, still ridged but dropping off suddenly. The only problem was that the way between the two sides fell away into emptiness. 

Well, not the only problem. He’d been trying not to look at the other problem.

Hanging from the ceiling at the end of the cave, the cold white light streaming around it – was a chained figure hanging upside down so that ghostly hair streamed in the winter wind. 

Tamerlan shivered in horror. Loose chains jingled musically as they banged against each other and the smell of death was heavy in the cave. 

Etienne shook his head, confused, he covered his face with the collar of his coat. “This body smells fresh.”

There was a tinkling sound of something hitting the ground and Tamerlan swallowed down bile. Bright green emeralds leaked from the throat of the dead woman, forming a pile under her stinking corpse. Why did it stink when her blood was emeralds?

Avatars are part human, part magic, and part fantasy. What did you think would fall from her ravaged neck? Blood?

“She really wore the dress,” he said, feeling stupid as he said it. But she was dressed in a silky white sheath as if she’d come here for a dinner party rather than a hunting party. Her eyes were empty holes filled with green stones and her open mouth was packed just as tightly with emeralds. He shuddered.  “I thought it was just a picture – like the ones of her draped over a dragon snout.” 

“Where did you think the steam was coming from?” Etienne asked dryly. 

He was right. They had walked down the snout of a dragon and they were standing on his head. The Lady Sacrifice had literally been slaughtered over his snout like in the picture he’d seen all that time ago in the Queen Mer library.

But why the dress? That still seemed strange. Why the emeralds?

What do you care? Ram the Hunter asked.

“Why so fresh?” Etienne asked, curiously. “Centuries later and we still smell the putrefaction?”

“I think that when she took Anglarok as her avatar she left this avatar,” Tamerlan said. “When he died, she died. But this avatar was abandoned days ago. It’s been actually dead for that long, not for the centuries it remained here.”

Etienne cursed softly. “Was that in the book?”

“Sort of.”

He cleared his throat as if trying to clear away the grisly scene. He pointed toward the open entrance over the cavern beyond.

“How did Ram get over that gap?”

“He killed a girl named Anamay and hung her up where you see her rotting corpse right now.”

“Son of a Legend. That’s grim.”

“And you think I’m insane,” Tamerlan commented quietly.

“We’re not doing that,” Etienne said quietly.

“Of course not,” Tamerlan agreed. “But we also can’t leap that gap.”

“How did killing her bridge the gap?” Etienne asked, confused. “That part doesn’t make sense to me.”

It didn’t make sense to Tamerlan either.

Magic is fueled by blood. Give it blood and it responds. But only the blood of the Dragonblooded. The people of the plains never had any magic in them. And I didn’t kill her to get over the gap. I told you the book was wrong.

Well, he wasn’t going to kill Marielle. Or himself. And no one else here was dragonblooded.

She was killed to hold the guardian of this place captive. Just as all the Legends do. We only used a drop of her blood to cross the bridge – that’s where the book got it wrong. We killed her on the way back. To bind the dragon.

The ground rumbled beneath them. 

I guess her replacement avatar – Anglarok – was still holding him in place. I didn’t know for sure that could happen. But you killed him hours ago now.

Tamerlan shivered.

And that means the dragon is preparing to rise again. Unless you plan to kill someone to bind it?

Tamerlan felt like he was going to be sick. Every single action. Every act of mercy. Every act of hope. They all had a price.

You should cross the bridge while you can – if you dare.

“Are the voices in your head telling you differently?” Etienne asked. His voice was taut. And no wonder. He must hate having to ask when he hated what Tamerlan was doing with the Legends so much.

“Her death didn’t open the Bridge,” Tamerlan said. “It held down a dragon. It stirs now that Anglarok has been killed.”

“By you.”

“Yes.”

Etienne’s look was dark. 

Tamerlan sighed. “Let’s just cross the bridge, shall we?”

The book said that Ram had gone into the shadows and come out with an answer. Tamerlan scanned the opening of the cave and the walls. Was there –?

There. A shadowed alcove mostly hidden by rock. He raised the lantern and entered it cautiously. There was a metal plate set into the rock and nothing else. 

Shaking his head, he slit his finger with his knife and let the blood drip onto the plate.

“You can come out now,” Etienne said from outside the alcove. He was trying hard to disguise the awe in his voice. “Your blood has done its job.”

Tamerlan stepped out of the alcove and his own jaw dropped.

A Bridge of air spanned the gap. You could only tell it was there by the subtle way it bent the light so that the landscape seen through it didn’t quite look right. Along the edges, a faint light glowed, as if to warn those crossing not to step right off of it. 

Etienne leaned down, gathered a handful of blowing snow and threw it at the bridge. The light dusting of ice particles coated its ephemeral form wherever the snow landed. Taking a deep breath, he planted a single foot on the bridge, testing his weight.

Tamerlan pushed past him, stepping onto the bridge without testing it.

“If you don’t believe in magic by now,” he said as he passed the other man, “then you haven’t been paying attention.”
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21: Journey of Faith 
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Marielle

The sound of lapping water against the side of a boat woke her and she sat up. Stars flashed across her vision and her head spun so quickly that she fell back again.

“Easy,” the word was gentle but concerned. “Easy now. It’s not a bad wound, but it bled a lot. Maybe you should drink some tea. It’s fortifying. The kind my grandmother used to give me.”

“Jhinn?”

“Yes. It’s me, girl. Jhinn. We’re in my gondola.”

She tried to sit again. This time taking it slowly. 

“Careful. Don’t want to knock over the brazier or the gondola will catch on fire.”

She smelled the fire now that he mentioned it – smoky and woody, smelling of burning cedar. The lake – a mineral smell mostly, hardly even organic. If she had to guess, she’d say they wouldn’t catch fish here. This lake barely even smelled alive. And Jhinn – smelling of strawberry genius and hot, sudden flashes of smoked paprika – worry. 

“What are you worried about?” she asked, groggy. It took her a moment to remember that she’d been hit with Liandari’s sword. She hadn’t dodged quickly enough. She looked around her. Rajit lay beside her, his fur cloak wrapped around him. From the pallor of his face and the sweat on his brow, she guessed he’d been wounded, too.

“If the boat burns down, I die,” Jhinn said simply as if speaking to a child. “That’s why I’m worried about you knocking over the brazier.”

“No,” Marielle said, shaking her head. “I don’t mean that. I can smell you’re worried. What’s wrong?”

She was looking further now. The beach they’d fought on was a long way off. She could just make out the broken cart – and a heap of cloth on the ground nearby. Liandari. Or at least, her body. It was Abelmeyer who had controlled her. The one-eyed King. He’d been so powerful when she was in the clock. It was shocking to think of him as gone.

Jhinn had their gondola pulled up against the side of what could only be a large rock, though the water seemed to flow under it and from where they sat, almost tucked under the rock, it looked like you could float a long way under the rock – maybe a really long way. The light ended before the way clear did, and she smelled something – fresh air. Moving air. It wasn’t stagnant under here. The air and water could move. 

“Are you planning to go under this rock?”

Her question only made him more agitated. He fiddled with his little motor on the back of the boat. The pedal one. Had it broken in all the madness? She didn’t think so. It looked whole from here.

“Tamerlan was supposed to come back and tell me if it was safe to go under this part of the dragon,” he said and as he gestured above, she realized she could see a scale picked out on the rock in the light of the lantern. It was hard to make out. Just like the shore was. Which meant this was almost night. “That was many hours ago. And he has not returned. I’m reluctant to go. What if I do, and a moment later he comes flying around the corner to tell me it is not safe to take you and Rajit there? I worry not for myself, only for you and him. Tamerlan made me swear I would take care of you.”

“And you have.”

He nodded jerkily. His anxiety growing with her words, not reducing. It was all she could smell now. 

“But it’s been a long time. And this passage leads somewhere. What if he needs my help? What if by delaying, I am wasting the time I would need to help him?”

She nodded. Yes, she understood the dilemma. 

“Perhaps you will go after him on foot? You can see if he is in trouble? If he has word about the passage here?”

She shook her head. “Your brother doesn’t look well.”

“He’s not. I worry his wound is infected.”

She nodded. “And you cannot leave the boat.”

“No.” He sounded a strange combination of certain and defeated. 

“I think I should stay with you for now, Jhinn. And I think we should try this passage. What if I pedal and you stay at the bow and watch for trouble? We can turn around if the passage narrows or the current speeds up.”

He nodded, reluctantly though. Clearly torn. 

“We have to take a chance one way or another,” Marielle said. “And I think I’d rather take a chance at being brave than at being foolish, don’t you?”

“Yes.” His eyes met hers, looking for support and she smiled encouragingly. 

She still felt shaky as she took her place at the stern of the boat on the little seat Jhinn had made, pedaling to power the boat. He set himself up in the bow, pole in hand, ready to push aside any obstacle he could.

“Ready?” she asked.

“Yes.”

She began to pedal, and in minutes the lake behind them was lost and all they could see was within the circle of golden light provided by the lantern and the open brazier.

Worry crawled through Marielle’s own belly and she hoped they’d chosen correctly. If not, no one would ever find their bodies.
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22: Where Journeys Take Us
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Tamerlan

They’d crossed the magic bridge hours ago and now Tamerlan was beginning to worry. The lantern was low on fuel. He tapped the base, swallowing at how little fish oil sloshed in the bottom of the lantern.

He should have turned back by now to tell Jhinn what was happening, but he just kept thinking that if he went a bit further he’d have something to report. And the further he went, the further he would have to go back just to tell his friend to stay put. Hopefully, Jhinn would know to do that on his own.

“They hacked their way through the rock here,” Etienne said uneasily. Tamerlan raised the lantern higher, unsettled by where the gouges in the rock looked more like the work of metal claws than tools. 

He took a step toward them, nearly tripping over a skeleton. When the book had said that Ram had only returned with half of those who went with them it hadn’t said how the others had died. And Tamerlan still didn’t know – but he was pretty sure he knew where they died – here in this long, winding passage that led downward into the earth. 

On the other side of the bridge, they had walked right underneath the frozen, gaping jaws of a dragon, their heads almost brushing his great throat as they crept down into the earth. It was not a path – not a mine or a man-made cave but just the gaps between dragons. The only sign that they were headed in the right direction were the dead. The treasures they had taken out of the earth lay with them. Golden coins he didn’t’ recognize. Jewelry more extravagant than any he’d ever seen. Gem-encrusted sword handles. Strings of pearls. Even shells like Marielle’s yellow conch. There was a lot of evidence of fleeing people dying as they went – that and the signs of metal tools against dragon scales.

Tamerlan and Etienne hadn’t touched the wealth. They didn’t even speak of it. Likely, Etienne knew as well as he did that it would only weigh them down. 

“I think the lantern is getting low on fuel,” he said, swallowing down a burst of fear.

“Do you want to go back? Are you starting to see how foolish you are to think you – an alchemist’s apprentice – can save the world?”

“I think the Grandfather is driving you mad,” Tamerlan said mildly. “I knew an Etienne who was cool and calculating – yes – but he was also clever and self-sacrificing and determined. You are not him. You are unfocused and you aren’t thinking things through. You know we both have to find a solution and that we are trying to do that right now.”

Etienne spun, fire in his eyes, a hand raised as if to strike. Then he shook himself and nodded gravely.

“You may be right. And yet, he never stops, never relents, never ceases.”

“I know.”

Do you know? Deathless Pirate’s voice in his mind was tinged with laughter. He and the others never stopped talking, suggesting, ordering or trying to seduce him into bringing them back. Never, not for even a moment, though he was getting better at ignoring it. 

Etienne gave Tamerlan an accusing look, sharp and angry, but after a moment it faded, and he just shook his head.

“I feel magic up ahead. A lot of it. I think we should keep going. There isn’t enough fuel in your light to get us back, anyway. Our only hope is ahead.”

His hand drifted up to touch the gouges in the scale above him.  

“What do you think happened here?” Tamerlan asked, horror in his voice. “It looks like – a battle against the rock itself. The scales, themselves I suppose. Do you think they were trapped here and had to cut their way out?”

“Yes.”

“What makes you think so?”

Etienne’s eyes sparkled with a strong emotion that he was trying to suppress. “The Grandfather has seen this time. He tells me the dragon was not frozen when they took this journey. Not completely.”

“That’s why they killed her,” Tamerlan said, understanding filling him at the thought. “The Lady Sacrifice – Anamay. They killed her to bind it, didn’t they?” 

“Yes.”

Tamerlan nodded with him and they were both silent then as they negotiated a difficult climb down a steep, too-smooth wall of stone. The passage was tight here and it was all Tamerlan could do not to panic as the rocks felt like they were closing in.

Soon you will understand. Soon you will see.

Why couldn’t Ram just tell him? Wouldn’t that save a lot of trouble?

I wanted you to listen. I didn’t want you to come here. But since you are here, you should see for yourself – see why we fight. See why you must replace the avatars and bind the free dragons. Why you must destroy them utterly.

His voice seemed louder in Tamerlan’s head. And it made sense that they should bind the dragons. There were so many here – if they ever slipped loose of the magic holding them – well, he didn’t want to think of what would happen.

DESTRUCTION! DEATH! CHAOS!

His thoughts spiraled away and he stumbled. He barely heard Etienne cursing, though he felt the other man pulling him to his feet. 

They killed Salamay here. See where he lies? The dragon crushed him under his great weight. He fell as we fled. I wanted to go back but I dared not. I alone carried the great shell. I alone had the power to bind them. 

Tamerlan could see a man being crushed under the bulk of a dragon’s belly as his friends tried to hack him free – tried and failed. He gasped. Salamay. He remembered the man. He’d loved beef stew and girls with brown eyes. 

But that wasn’t his memory, was it? It was Ram’s.

Tamerlan was staring at a skeleton. A skeleton with a crushed skull. Someone was yelling at him. But he could see Salamay’s face on the skeleton. See it as it was crushed under the dragon. He shuddered.

Yes. They had to stop this madness before more innocents were killed. Ram was right. He’d always been right.

He had a vague feeling that the other Legends were screaming now, trying to plead a different case, but he wasn’t listening because of course they were wrong and obviously Ram was right. 

He would go and see for himself and learn how to make the avatars that they needed to make. It was the only way.

“Tamerlan! Tam! Legends take it! Listen to me!”

He surfaced from his thoughts to see Etienne’s worried face swimming in the light. He blinked and the face became clear.

“Are you with me? Dragon’s spit, Tam! Pull yourself together. You are Tamerlan Zi’fen, Alchemist’s apprentice. You are not Ram the Hunter, do you hear me? You will not be making avatars.”

“Did I say that?”

“Yes,” his tone was terse as he dragged Tamerlan along. He had the lantern now. His eyes were bright in its light, almost feral as he pulled Tamerlan along and his own flowing words were as worrying as the Legends’ were. “Just a little farther. I can feel it. I can feel the power. A little further. It burns my nose. It tickles my blood. It’s here, close. Here. Enough to escape. Enough to be free.”

If they were both going mad, then how would they keep each other sane?

There was a faint light ahead. Ram’s excitement filled him and he hurried forward.

Here. We’re here! I see the light!

Was that his thought or Ram’s? Did it matter anymore? Their purpose was one. Their dream the same. Etienne was running beside him, gasping for breath as fast and furious as Tamerlan. Maybe it just made sense to be this excited. His eyes held a wild look – half-intensity, half-madness.

They emerged into a cave so large it could hold the city of Jingen. And at the end of the cave furthest from them a crescent of light – like a crescent moon – dipped so low that its lower edge skimmed the city’s skyline. Water flowed out of it as if the moon itself could cry a waterfall into the city.

They paused, both of them awed to stillness as they looked at the great moon, While only a bare crescent was open and gushing water, the barest hint of an outline showed the rest of the circle against the blackness of the cave. It was large enough for a dragon to easily fly through, large enough to hold an entire city. 

Despite the distance, he could hear the flow of the water pouring down the waterfall. The acoustics in this cavern must be amazing. Perhaps the dragons arching over them had landed in just the right spots to make a sound carry through the entire opening.

His eyes were adjusting to the light slowly. And as they did, his sudden gasp was a twin to Etienne’s. 

A city lay before them. Dark and massive. It spread out across the floor of the cavern – easily visible from where they stood on a ledge above it. Street upon street linked to square upon square. Endless rows of dark buildings, flowing bridges, soaring palaces, and carved terraces filled the empty space stretching from where they stood to the crescent far beyond.

“The Dragonblooded,” Etienne gasped, catching Tamerlan’s eye. “Your ancestors. This must have been one of their cities.”

Nothing stirred below. 

But as his eyes continued to adjust they grew larger. 

There was a pedestal on the ledge nearby. Tamerlan set the lantern down on it almost absentmindedly and stepped out of its sphere of light to get a better look. 

He couldn’t believe his eyes.

“Are those –?”

“People?” Etienne finished. “Thousands of them. Standing in rows along the streets. Men, women, children. They are still as statues.”

“Are they –?”

But he couldn’t say the rest. Not when his blood was frozen as ice. 

“Dead?” Etienne asked. “I do not know.”

Tamerlan turned back for his lantern and realized it was not alone on the pedestal. Beside it, a book – the largest book he’d ever seen – stood on the pedestal, locked by a heavy iron lock with gears surrounding it. It looked like something Jhinn would build. 

Absently, he stroked the cover of the book, his wound from when he opened the bridge catching on one of the gears and opening again. He cursed quietly, sticking his finger into his mouth to soothe it but the blood had already spread across the page. 

The lock clicked and fell away and of its own accord, the book opened and settled on a page that read in the runes of the ancients: READ ME.

He turned the page and began to read aloud, the acoustics of the cavern carrying his voice – he was almost sure – completely across the entire city.
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23: A Voice in the Darkness
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Marielle

“I wonder if we made a mistake coming here?” Marielle said finally. She’d been wanting to say it for hours now. As the low-ceiling passage had gone on it had branched several times but though they’d marked their path she wasn’t sure that she could find her way back even with the marks. And the water was flowing more quickly now, taking them downstream with a speed that she wasn’t sure they could counter if they tried to turn the gondola around. Her pedaling had slowed until eventually, it had stopped completely.

“Probably,” Jhinn agreed. His face was pale in the flickering light of the lantern. The brazier fire had run out of fuel an hour ago, though fortunately, the air here was warm – almost too warm for the fur cloaks. They wouldn’t freeze to death – though at this rate they might plunge over an underground waterfall.

Marielle swallowed. “I don’t think we can turn around.”

“Not successfully. Any move now will only capsize us. I think we should change seats. Let me steer the boat and take the motor out of the current. You can watch for obstacles. Hmmm?”

His voice was like the skin stretched over a drum.

“Yes,” Marielle agreed, waiting for him to come back and take the tiller before she moved forward, pausing to check on Rajit. He moaned lightly, sweat forming on his brow. Fever. He was not well. If he survived another day – well, he probably wouldn’t. She glanced nervously back at Jhinn wondering if he knew. 

She shouldn’t have glanced back. His eyes grew big and he barely managed to shout “Duck!” to warn her.

She obeyed immediately, flattening herself on the gondola deck floor. She twisted to look up and had to clench her teeth against a scream. The ceiling had come down suddenly to where it was scraping along the gunwales now and the sense of speed had increased. 

There was no turning back. No way to even get an oar or rudder out of the boat to turn them one way or another. All they could do was hold on for the ride and hope they survived. 

“Try to secure the gear!” Jhinn barked.

She felt confused, but direction as better than nothing. Trying not to choke on the scent of their combined fear, she scrambled to gather his things and jam them into the forward hatch. The brazier didn’t fit. It would have to fare as well as it could. Jhinn had the motor tied against the stern with a rope and he crawled forward giving Marielle the end of another rope. 

“Help me tie Rajit in place.”

“I don’t understand,” she said, but she was obeying anyway, tying a knot to a securing ring as Jhinn wrapped the rope around his brother and secured it to another ring. 

“Hold on to the rope,” Jhinn gasped.

There was a squealing sound and then the lantern snapped off the forward ferro and with the crunch of wood being splintered, their light was snuffed out. 

The bottom fell out from under their gondola and Marielle screamed.

Her scream seemed to go on forever and then the boat struck the water below and she thought they were going to capsize as they rolled completely underwater, and then all the way back into the air again.

She choked on water and then gasped fresh air. They were still moving - quickly. She could feel the air as it dried her face. She was soaking wet, the boat was filled with water at least four inches deep from what she was feeling, and they were still in the dark. 

“Marielle?” Jhinn called.

She was trying to scent for anything she could find but a sudden blast of magic scent hit her, driving all scents of minerals or water from her mind. Magic – rich and pure and powerful smelling of lilac filling her vision with turquoise and gold sparks – was everywhere. The scent, as addictive as ever, blinded her to everything else as she drew it in, in, in.

“Marielle!” he sounded panicked.

“Here. I’m here,” she gasped, barely able to get the words out before another blast of the potent scent hit her again. She didn’t have a scarf to wind around her face and she didn’t think she could take anymore. It was too much. Too much. And she wanted more.

“Try to bail with your hands if you can, Marielle. I think the ceiling is higher. I can’t feel it.”

“Yes,” she agreed breathlessly. A task. She needed to do this task. 

She began to bail – feeling useless as her hands barely held enough water with every scoop to do anything at all but better this than simply sinking into senselessness at the overwhelming scent of that magic. 

“I wonder where we are.”

“I wonder when we’ll stop,” Jhinn said more dryly. 

Rajit moaned and Marielle remembered that he was unconscious.

“Can he breathe?”

“I have him propped above the water. But I can’t tell if there is a hole in the boat. We need to bail, or he will certainly drown and us with him.”

She agreed, working faster to try to help, though it didn’t seem to lower the water level at all. 

Long minutes passed and then Jhinn asked, “Do you see a faint light?”

“Yes.” But it wasn’t bright enough to be more than a trick of her imagination and she couldn’t smell anything but magic here. Nothing at all. It was like being doubly blind. She could barely smell Jhinn’s desperation and he was right beside her.

And then words flooded the cavern, echoing slightly but still there.

“It says, ‘Read this.’”

“Tamerlan?” she gasped.

But there was no response. He couldn’t hear her.

“I think he’s out there somewhere but the sound must be echoing through the cavern,” Jhinn said. They were slowing down. There was less of a tug on her hands when she accidentally hit the water as she bailed.

“These are the Chronicles of the Dragonblooded in their city of Vale Hylinthia in the mountains of Meridew. I am the last of the living in Vale Hylinthia. I grow weak. And so, it befalls me to tell the tale of the Dragonblooded and how we lost our lives and cities to the dragons of the stars. I tell this tale for those who may come after. I tell this tale to warn you. May you choose wisely when the dragons wake again. May you choose life and not death, freedom and not captivity, sacrifice and not selfishness.”

“He’s reading it,” Marielle gasped.

“There’s something different about the water, Marielle,” Jhinn whispered hurriedly as Tamerlan paused for breath.

“What is it?”

“I’m struggling to explain.”

“Is it still water?”

“Yes, yes of course but it’s like the difference between saltwater and freshwater, only more so. More intense. Can you smell it?”

“All I smell is magic,” Marielle replied. And it was true. She tried to pick out the water, but that was only magic, too. “Maybe don’t drink it.”

She tried to fill her hands, absently, but the water at the bottom of the boat was all but gone now. They weren’t going to sink. Not yet.

“I’m just going to wet a cloth with it to soothe Rajit. He’s burning up.”

She didn’t get a chance to reply because Tamerlan was speaking again, his voice filling the space. 

“It was in the reign of King Ixtathres that we became most enchanted with magic,” Tamerlan read. “Always a tool, it now became an obsession. We created great things. Beautiful things of art and power. Gardens of flowers sung to life. Music that made things flourish. Art that came alive and lived with us. Jewelry with great power – the power to take sight – or give it back. The power to bind a soul – or loose it. We reveled in our creativity. There was no end to what we could make, what we could enjoy, what we could love.”

“Jhinn?” Marielle whispered as Tamerlan paused for breath. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”

In the distance, she thought she saw a glowing crescent moon.
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24: When Fate We Call
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Tamerlan

“In the final year of the reign of King Ixtathres – the city of Vale Hylinthia touched the stars,” Tamerlan read. The lantern lit his pages, but he couldn’t help but feel cold as he read. 

Etienne climbed down the smooth lip of the dragon’s tail on which the platform was built. He was walking now on the edge of the city, inspecting the people who stood in rows. 

“They’re like statues!” he called when Tamerlan paused for breath. “Perfect, cleverly detailed statues! Their skin is stone. Their clothing like stalagmites.”

Tamerlan kept reading. “And so, we sought a way to the stars ourselves, a way to touch the power of the heavens, to travel the waters between the planes. And we found life there. For life is water and water is life, and the life we found was magic so much greater than ours that ours was only an echo of it.

“Our mages worked day and night, funded by the King, racing to find a way to carve out a path from the space between the worlds, the waters between the universes, and to navigate it. We would be Legends. Gods among men. We would bridge the gap between man and the heavens – no – we would sail it. We would be free to go where we wanted, floating on the water of life.”

This sounded like something Jhinn would love – like something, perhaps, that his people would relate to. 

“There are tens of thousands of them!” Etienne called up. “I swear, I can almost feel them breathing.”

Tamerlan shivered and turned the page.

“And so, we found the rhythm of the universe and we echoed it with the shell instruments we had carved for ourselves. We filled them up to use for the generations to come. And the final, greatest one, we turned back on the waters of life and we carved a great portal for ourselves and rejoiced as the waters of life flooded the canals of our city and danced down the mountains like wine from an overflowing goblet.”

Tamerlan looked up at the crescent moon, pouring water and shuddered again. That was it, wasn’t it? The portal they had carved. The way between worlds.

“But we had not considered the dragons.”

He turned another page.

“I could spend all day here looking at these people,” Etienne marveled. “Their clothing! Their gems! Tamerlan, it’s right out of history!”

What do you think my men filled their pockets with when we fled this place? Were they not full of necklaces, bracers, and crowns? Did they not trip and fall over their own riches? It took money to fund my hunt. It took money to bring down the last of their kind.

Tamerlan swallowed down a burst of fear. He was standing in the largest tomb the world knew. The tomb of an entire city. Children had played here, and people had grown and lived and toiled and loved and then turned to stone forever here. Deep respect was owed to them, and deep fear. For whatever could turn this great city to stone and dust could turn all the world to the same.

He cleared his throat and read more. 

“They came in a flood – the smallest of them the size of our city – poured into our mountain range like fish from a barrel shipped up from the south. We did not know how to stop them or what to do. Our magic was the magic of blood. And blood was the only way. We gave ours to imprison them. First, just one person made a Legend forever – suspended in the time that is not time between the dimensions. But one was not enough. Her hold was only temporary. And then her death was nothing because the dragon rose again.”

Below him, Etienne had grown silent, though Tamerlan saw him still walking down the long portal-lit street. 

“The dragons tried to turn us, invading our minds, twisting our thoughts. They turned those they touched mad with fear of the land and these clung to the water claiming it was life itself and none could move them from it. For they said that when the dragons left back through the portal, they would go with them. And we pled with them to take the dragons and go. To stop torching our farms and villages, stop feasting on our fleeing people. But as many of our people fled to the plains, the people of the water told us that they could not go. For the dragons could not open the portal wide enough again without our help and could not close the portal again unless all their kind left together. And already one of them had snuck away and could not be found.”

“In fear, we acted in haste. I, Dystanler Quarenspear was Lord Mythos of the City and keeper of the Mage Houses at that time. And so, I gathered together every mage from great to small and together we spoke to the King and in great turmoil, he made his choice. We sent all those out of the city who could be made to go. But those of us who ruled. Those who had the great blood running pure in our veins – those who had called to fate and tempted chance and opened the portal and brought the dragons – it was we, and our children, who chose to atone for our sin.

“And in that night, we made the entire population of our city a blood sacrifice and we banished the souls of our people to the neverlands where there is no Bridge back to this world. It was the price we paid to trap the dragons forever. Because if any of our people were to find the bridge and cross again the spell would be broken, and the dragons loosed, and all of this would be for naught. 

“One by one, my mages fell until it was only I, Dystanler Quarenspear, left blowing into the shell and echoing the magic that felled the dragons and sealed them around our great city. Their bodies formed greater mountains and deeper caverns. Their hardened scales blocked the sun from what had once been the city of the stars. 

“And I was the only one left to see what we had wrought in our haste.”

Etienne was returning now, moving quickly through the street, a lantern in his hand. The lantern flickered with turquoise fire – as if lit by magic. Did Etienne have his magic back?

Tamerlan turned back to the page. He could see why Ram knew from this that he must quell the dragons. And he could see a bit of how he knew what to do, but was there more? Because there weren’t any specifics on the exact way to make a person into a living avatar.

“When I realized what we had done, I walked through the city. Not everyone had been used to bind the dragons. Only those on the land. Those on the water remained, but they would not speak to me, claiming I was a dead man and no longer living. They fled the city by means of the river but I carved my own way out to the mountains high above and I formed a bridge to cross a chasm and tuned it to the blood of my people. And while I made the bridge a horrible sight came to my eyes – a dragon, still flying, still alive. We had missed some. I know not how many.

“And so, I returned to my city and I have penned this tome. To any who follows, I leave the tools we used to bind the dragons and this ledger to guide them. I will go from here and search for any I may stop, but my strength is weak and my magic fades when I cross the bridge into the mountains. I may not survive the journey. 

“I plead with you, if you are reading this. Stop the dragons. Bind them to the earth. Do not let them destroy the world. They killed us by the hundreds. They drank our magic until only the echoes were left. They destroyed our nation, our people, our children, our future. 

“And they will do it to you. 

“No amount of blood is too much to stop them. No sacrifice too great. You must be strong enough to stand against them. Mad enough to hope. Hard enough to take innocent lives to do what you must. 

“Do not fail. Do not betray your blood.”
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25: And Fate Replies
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Marielle

“It’s the story,” Jhinn said, his breath held, his eyes so wide they were tearing up.

“What story?” Marielle asked puzzled by his joy – so strong and powerful that it even cut through the overwhelming scent of magic as it ripped through him. The scent of cherries and bright wafting cerise bursts spurted from him as he grabbed her hands.

“The story, Marielle. The story my people have been searching for since Queen Mer’s day. The story that was supposed to make sense of everything!” His excitement was impossible to contain. He leapt to his feet and began to free the motor to power his boat. “It was all true. All of it. The dead on the land. The water being life – but not the water I was raised on. This water!” he scooped up a handful, flicking it across the boat. Rajit moaned as it splashed across his face. “It’s life, Marielle. It always was. And we weren’t meant to be on land, we were meant to sail between the worlds, to sail between the stars.”

Marielle froze. This was crazy. Worse than Tamerlan or Etienne. She opened her mouth to say so and then shut it with a click. 

She had no longing to sail in the blackness between stars. She’d choose earth over that any day of the week. She’d choose a dirty city and calling voices. If she was home right now – if her home still existed – it would be Winterfast. No one would be eating for a week, though everyone would drink fragrant teas. And they would think deeply about their history and their futures and give to the poor. And make vows. And they would remember the history of their people and how there was nothing to eat during the dragon famine when the descending dragons burned the farmlands. And they would honor the strength of their ancestors.

So, was it crazy that Jhinn wanted to honor his? Was it crazy that he wanted his own remembrance of history and hope for the future? 

It wasn’t crazy at all, was it? It all finally made sense of what he’d believed on faith his entire life. 

“Are you going to sail through that crescent, then?” she asked.

“I can’t. Didn’t you hear what he said? The dragons are bound here, and they are the only ones who know how to ride those currents.”

Which meant he wanted the dragons to wake. 

A voice broke into her mind – too loud and harsh for her. She flinched in pain, rocking to her knees. 

MARIELLE. JHINN.

No, it wasn’t a voice. It was – a thought? A feeling? 

HELP US.

Help who?

The gondola turned a corner and now the light of the crescent above them filled the city as they floated into it. The corner had turned them into one of the city’s canals and as they floated up the canal Marielle saw the people – frozen stone statues of people in rows lining the canal. Their faces frozen in expressions of life – fear, sadness, joy, surprise – everything a real human face would look like. Only these people did not live. They only existed. Just like Jhinn thought her people did. She shuddered at the thought. Was it them calling to her?

The current was pulling them toward the Crescent moon – which didn’t make any sense at all since water was pouring out of the crescent. It should be pushing them away from it. But with all the magic lingering in the air, anything was possible right now. Anything at all.

THE BOOK DOES NOT TELL THE WHOLE STORY.

She flinched from the voice in her mind. 

It felt like a thousand little knives slicing through her brain. Like a thousand thorns scraping her skin from her bones. 

She glanced at Jhinn through eyes watering with pain, but his eyes were gazing behind her at the crescent, a look of rapt attention on his face. Was he hearing the same thing?

OUR PERSPECTIVE IS DIFFERENT.

“Whose perspective?”

“Can’t you see them?” Jhinn asked, wonder in his voice.

“See who?” She scanned the darkness, but all that she could see were the lines of staring stone people, dead and yet alive. They were so close here along the canal that she could pick out their cold, proud expressions. Every detail down to the eyelash was perfect as if these people only had to take a breath and they would be alive again. 

“The spirits of the dragons,” Jhinn said. “They’re so beautiful!”

WE SWIM BETWEEN THE STARS – BETWEEN THE WORLDS – WITHIN THE WATER OF LIFE. WE CREATE BEAUTY AND PLACES FOR OTHER CREATURES TO LIVE WITH THE DARK ENERGY THAT HOLDS TIME TOGETHER. WE DID NOT COME TO HARM THIS WORLD. THE TEAR THESE CREATURES MADE IN REALITY SUCKED US IN. WE COULD NOT FIGHT THE PULL. AND THEN WE WERE HERE – HUNGRY, AFRAID, AND EVENTUALLY TRAPPED. 

But they’d eaten people and burned cities, so she’d have to take this information in context.

WE ONLY WANT TO BE FREE – TO RETURN TO OUR PLACE IN THE SPACES BETWEEN THE STARS. THIS STRANGE WORLD MADE US INSANE. WE KNEW NOT WHAT WE DID, ONLY THAT WE WERE DESPERATE TO GO.

“All of you?” Marielle asked aloud. “Will all of you go if you can?”

IT IS ALL WE’VE WANTED FOR CENTURIES AS WE LAY HERE – CAGED WITHIN OUR FROZEN BODIES. ROCK THAT IS NOT ROCK.

“Will you take us with you?” Jhinn asked, seeming to hold his breath as he waited for the answer.

IF YOU COME, THERE IS NO LAND ON WHICH TO BUILD OR PLANT. ONLY WATER FOREVER.

“Yes,” Jhinn said, excitement in his voice like Marielle had never seen before.

YOU WOULD BE WELCOME LITTLE ONE. AND YOUR PEOPLE, TOO. BUT WE CANNOT CLOSE THE PORTAL UNLESS EVERY DRAGON IS FREED. 

Did that mean they were blackmailing Jhinn and Marielle into freeing the ones down on the plains? That would mean more cities destroyed, more homes gone, more people killed. Marielle gritted her teeth. But what did the Real Law think about creatures being trapped on a plane that wasn’t theirs and stuck for centuries at the whim of other creatures who killed their own to keep them trapped? That didn’t seem right or just, either.

IT IS NOT BLACKMAIL. IF YOU CAN OPEN THE PORTAL AGAIN AND FREE US, THOSE OF US WHO ARE HERE WILL CROSS OVER. WE WILL HOLD THE PORTAL OPEN UNTIL THE OTHERS ARE FREE AND THEN CLOSE IT AGAIN. YOUR WORLD WAS NEVER MEANT TO TOUCH OUR PLANE. BUT YOU MUST FREE THE OTHERS. ALL OF THEM. OR THE PORTAL WILL REMAIN OPEN. AND ALL THIS WILL COME TO PASS AGAIN.

Marielle swallowed. It wasn’t blackmail. And yet, it sort of was. To get rid of them, she had to free them. With no guarantee that they would go. 

WE WANT TO GO MORE THAN ANYTHING.

“Of course, we’ll free you,” Jhinn breathed. “Right, Marielle?”

Marielle chewed her lip. Leave them trapped and they’d have to make more avatars and build more cities and kill people every year to renew the blood magic. Wait. How were these dragons trapped without a city on top of them or blood every year?

THE MAGIC USED HERE IS POWERFUL – THE SACRIFICE OF AN ENTIRE CITY. IT WAS ENOUGH TO HOLD US ALL. PERHAPS, THE MAGE THAT TRAPPED THE DRAGONS ON YOUR PLAIN WAS NOT AS POWERFUL. PERHAPS HE SACRIFICED FEWER SOULS AND HAD TO RESORT TO MORE PRIMITIVE WAYS TO RENEW THE BONDS.

That made a lot of sense. 

Which meant she would have to go back to the plains and go against her conscience and sacrifice innocent souls year after year to keep these dragons trapped. 

Or. 

She could trust the dragons, find a way to open their portal, and set them all free. And all this would be over and done with. There would be no more dragons on the Dragonblood Plains. No more sacrifices. No more Legends and madness and horrific death. 

“It sounds too good to be true,” she said aloud. “Which usually means it is not true.”

IT WILL REQUIRE A SACRIFICE.

“It would be worth it, Marielle,” Jhinn said. They were so close to the crescent now that his face was brightly lit with it. He smiled beatifically in the bright portal-light. 

Their gondola surprised her when it bumped up against a stairway. She looked up to see that the stairs spiraled around a central pillar. Bridges from the streets led to the pillar and at the top of it, on a wide platform, was the largest shell Marielle had ever seen. It was shaped like a conch, but larger than a ship.

MAGIC IS A MATTER OF WILL COMBINED WITH POWER.

Marielle was no mage.

ALL THE POWER YOU WILL EVER NEED IS COMING THROUGH THE PORTAL.

Which was true. She could smell the truth of it. 

WE WOULD ASK THIS BROTHER OF THE WATER – BUT HE CAN NOT AID US IN THIS. ONLY SOMEONE WHO CAN CLIMB UP ON LAND CAN HELP US NOW.

“Please, Marielle,” Jhinn said. “Just think, you can save the Dragonblood Plains and the whole world from the dark magic that has bound these dragons to us. And you can free my people to seek our place on the eternal seas.”

Behind him, Rajit coughed and sat up. He looked – healthy. Healed. His eyes were huge with shock. He’d been listening, hadn’t he? How shocking would it be to turn your back on your family’s weird cult only to find out they’d been sort of right all along?

But how was he well? 

A memory of Jhinn splashing water across the boat leapt to her mind. Some had landed on Rajit. Some had landed on her. He’d also bathed his brother’s head with the magic-water. She felt her own head. The wound across her scalp was completely healed. Stunned, she pulled the bandage off her head, staring at the dried blood on it. 

WE HAVE ALL THE POWER NEEDED. BUT WE NEED YOU TO HAVE THE WILL. SET US FREE.

So, she just had to climb up the steps and blow into the shell? The gondola bumped again against the lowest step. It would be easy to step off the gondola and mount the steps. Too easy. Nothing in life was so easy.

Jhinn rushed to his brother, speaking to him in a low voice as Marielle swallowed, looking up at the shell. They’d proven they had the power, but did she have the will?

YOU MUST WILL THE PORTAL OPEN. WILL US AWAKE AGAIN.

And what would that do?

YOU WILL HAVE TO MAKE A CHOICE. US, OR THE STONE PEOPLE BELOW. ONLY ONE OR THE OTHER MAY LIVE ONCE THE HORN IS BLOWN.

What did that mean? Right now, those people were stone – their souls sealed up to keep the dragons free.

THINK OF IT THIS WAY. WHEN YOU CHOOSE TO FREE US, YOU WILL BE FREEING THEM, TOO. FINALLY, THEIR SOULS MAY GO ON FROM WHERE THEY ARE TRAPPED. ON TO THE LIFE BEYOND. OVER THE BRIDGE OF LEGENDS TO THE LIFE BETWEEN THE WORLDS.

Where the dragons lived?

YES. 

That didn’t seem like much of an afterlife.

ONLY BECAUSE YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND ANY OF THIS. WE SPEAK TO YOU AS TO A CHILD. IT IS THE ONLY WAY TO TELL OF WONDERS AND LIFE YOU CANNOT YET COMPREHEND.

She stepped out of the boat. Not because she’d decided yet – she hadn’t. She’d almost died in that gondola more than once. She just wanted to feel dry land under her feet again. 

She was moving up the steps before she realized it, drawn by the pulses of sweeping magic scent washing down from the conch shell in waves of turquoise and sparkling gold. She remembered the first time she’d met the Lord Mythos and smelled that residue on him. Remembered when she’d smelled it on Tamerlan when she met him, too – a residue of the Legends he had smoked into existence.

And now here she was, mounting the steps to this conch about to make the biggest decision of her life. Would she use that addictive magic? Would she make a choice that would affect tens of thousands of people? 

Her palms were sweating, her head hot and dizzy. She couldn’t pull her thoughts into order. They were as scattered as when she went into the clock, jumping from memory to memory of her time in the lives of others through the past. She was ill with the choice set before her. 

She’d seen how much caging the dragons had cost the people of the Dragonblood Plains. She’d seen how they had suffered under having to give their children to the dragons. She’d seen how the Legends had offered themselves to save their people. 

And it would all happen again.

Unless she stopped it.

Right now.

She was at the top of the platform and she could see over the city. Her shadow, long and inky black, spread out over countless shops and homes and markets. Over palaces and canals, bridges and city squares. With the portal behind her, she loomed like destiny itself. 

And beneath her shadow were row upon row of people who would never live again if she freed the dragons – except for in this new way she couldn’t understand. 

But hadn’t they made that decision when they chose to become sacrifices in the first place? So why did she feel such a pang of guilt and pain at the thought of damning them to the next life while undoing their work completely?

Down the streets that fanned out before her, she saw movement and strained her eyes to see. Was that Tamerlan and Etienne rushing down the street toward where she was? It was hard to tell. They were still so far away that they seemed like nothing more than moving specks of shadow.

Perhaps, it was only her imagination tempting her with the thought of giving this horrible choice to someone else. She was the woman who acted, not the woman who chose. She was the woman who carried out plans, not the one who made them. 

She turned and saw an empty shelf built into the side of the platform. It was large enough to contain many items, though it was empty now. Chiseled into the shelf were words she could not read. 

No matter, she was not here for whatever had rested on those shelves. She was here for the great shell that filled the platform. With care, she followed the line of it to the narrow end, running her hand along its smooth surface as she went. 

If she blew it, she would undo the work of centuries, destroy a part of the world to save the rest.

Did she dare do that?

This should be the decision of someone else – Etienne perhaps. He had been trained for this. Or even Tamerlan who was at least the son of a Landhold understanding the politics and history of this. Or Jhinn who believed all this through to his core – but it couldn’t be Jhinn.

It should not be her.

It should not be a lowly watch officer the daughter of a red-door woman from the Trade District.

But if she left this decision to Etienne or Tamerlan, she couldn’t be sure it would be them who made it and not the Legends who controlled them. 

Who better to make a decision about justice than a member of the Jingen City Watch?

She had heard the story of this from both sides. Both sides had claims of injustice, of wrongful deaths, of wrongful imprisonment. Both sides had a proposal to make for the future. 

So, which of them was right? Which should she rule in favor of? Which side lined up with the Real Law right now?

There was another small set of steps that led up to where a person could place their lips on that huge conch shell and blow.

Marielle climbed the steps, her mind racing so fast that she nearly tripped as she climbed them, and in the light of the bright Crescent moon portal, she stepped up to the conch shell and made her choice.
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26: Never Fast Enough
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan turned the next page, but there was nothing on it – nothing but a dark smear that looked like blood.

When we found the book, a fight broke out among us. A disagreement about how to proceed. Ram explained. He was still the only Legend voice Tamerlan could hear clearly. The others screamed and shouted in the background – fighting over something he didn’t understand.

A disagreement that drew blood?

Belgarian thought that the dragons should be freed. He was mad – he would have doomed us all! I bashed his head in. A messy business. Blood spattered on the book.

Tamerlan shuddered. 

Someone moves at the other end of the city! Look!

He looked. He thought he saw a gondola moving through the canals. But that was impossible.

A great danger lies there. You must stop the people in that boat before they reach it!

It wasn’t Jhinn, was it? He was going to wait for Tamerlan to come and get him before moving from the lake.

Trust no one! No one!

There was a roar from the shadows as Etienne launched himself at Tamerlan and it was all he could do to leap out of the way, narrowly dodging the other man’s attack. His sword flashed in the portal light and Tamerlan drew his awkwardly. 

Smoke! Call me and I will come!

He didn’t dare. Ram was too close already. His thoughts and desires already taking over too strongly.

“What are you doing, Etienne? We’re on the same side!” His sword came up just in time to parry Etienne’s attack – a sudden viper-like backhand slash toward Tamerlan’s throat. “You’re insane!”

“I know now,” Etienne said, his face twisting. He looked more like the Grandfather like that than he did like Etienne.

“You don’t know anything! We’re on the same side! We’re here to defeat the dragons and save our people!”

“Maybe I don’t want them defeated. Maybe I just want their power.”

“There’s power here,” Tamerlan said, feinting and then leaping back to grab the lantern from the podium. “Coming from that portal!”

“I know,” Etienne said with a wicked smile. He held up a hand and lightning crackled between his fingers.

Run! It’s the Grandfather!

Tamerlan didn’t hesitate, he ran. 

With a sword in one hand and a lantern in the other, running through an unfamiliar city was crazy. But he fled, sliding down the steep slope of the dragon’s tail on his hip to land roughly on his feet. Maybe he would smoke.

Faster! Faster! Ram was screaming in his mind – or maybe his thoughts were. It was hard to distinguish one from the other anymore. 

The rows of people stared at him inhumanly, sending thrills of terror through him even as he sprinted between them, his breath coming in gasps his legs screaming as he threw every ounce of energy into running.

He turned to look behind his shoulder, nearly skidding into one of the still figures – a hooded lady with a beautiful face and lips parted slightly in the faintest of smiles. It looked like she might exhale at any moment.

He gasped, but his turn had shown him Etienne right behind him, his feet pounding on the cobbles. 

Tamerlan turned back toward the portal, slipping and skidding on the slick stone street, nearly losing his lantern. Ram forced him forward again. The Legend’s power was taking him over every time he had the slightest moment of weakness. He pushed at it, but fighting it grew more difficult by the minute as he lost track of what was Ram and what was him. What were Ram’s desires and hopes and dreams and what were his? 

Run! They thought together. Faster!

He ran faster.

Smoke!

He was fumbling for the rolls of spice before he realized what he was doing. He jerked his hand away. If he did that now, he’d lose control entirely. He didn’t dare. He didn’t dare.

He – 

A horn blast filled the air – loud and incredibly resonant. It shook through him so that his legs wobbled and he lost the lantern as he tried to keep his feet. It fell away, skittering across the cobbles and smashing to pieces, the light vanishing. 

Tamerlan stumbled a step, grabbing a hold of one of the frozen people as he tried to keep his feet. It was a street vendor by the look of him – dressed in furs and with more furs in his hands held up like he was planning to make a last sale before his soul was stolen – an older man with a lined face and hooked nose.

Tamerlan took a deep breath. The world was calming. It was going to be okay. He just needed to stay calm.

He patted the statue absently on the shoulder.

The street vendor’s eyes opened.

Tamerlan screamed, leaping back, knocking into Etienne. His sword flew from his grip and for a few desperate minutes ,there was nothing but terror and a deep sinking feeling in the pit of his belly as he scrambled wildly across the cobbles to retrieve it. 

By the time he had his sword and was back on his feet, he saw Etienne leaping up, too, with his own sword in his hands.

None of the frozen people had moved. But all along the street, their eyes were opening.

Fear gripped his heart, forcing it into a staccato rhythm as he lifted a hand.

“Peace, Etienne. Don’t fight with me. Whatever this is, we need to stop it.”

He had the creeping sensation that the statues behind him were creeping forward in the darkness, coming to get him.

“I don’t play by your rules, Hunter,” Etienne said in a voice that sounded nothing like him.

Gulping down fear, Tamerlan leapt forward sprinting again toward the bright moon-portal, as hard as ever before, as if he could run fast enough to leave these nightmares behind. As if he could outrun the eyes watching him from every direction.

Something inside him was screaming like a frightened child. It was all he could do to shove it aside and run on. 

He’d been running for an hour – or maybe it only felt that long. A stitch formed in his side, sucking his breath away when the next horn blast made the air shiver. He heard Etienne cursing behind him. The other man hadn’t flagged.

Maybe it had been more than an hour. He’d started to taste blood in his mouth a while ago, felt like his lungs might explode a little after that, but still he’d run, fear giving him the strength he needed to keep going. 

This horn blast was not a good sign. The last one had opened their eyes. What would this one do? He swallowed as the sound of a wind swirled in the air as the tone of the horn faded away. No, not a wind. It was the sound of thousands and thousands of people drawing breath.

He could feel fear-tears starting in his eyes. He blinked them away. He had no time to let fear steal his senses. He was already losing his mind as Ram chanted endlessly in his head.

Faster, faster, faster.

He ran on.

He didn’t know how much more time had passed. Too long, he knew. He was limping now, barely able to keep stumbling along, too exhausted and sore.

He stumbled out into the open and saw a boat tied to a jetty. It was old and it knocked against the canal wall in the strong current that seemed – impossibly – to be flowing toward the waterfall at the other end of the city.  

He didn’t stop to think. He just leapt from the canal wall into the boat, cutting the rope with the blade of his sword rather than fumbling with the knots. The boat was moving the moment the rope was hacked apart, flowing down the canal faster than he could run. 

At least this way he wouldn’t have to worry about Etienne putting a sword through his back.

Faster, faster, faster.

He wasn’t even rowing, and the boat was streaking toward the portal.

A massive pillar rose up in front of the portal bearing a shell so big it could be a ship on top of the pillar. What was that for?

It’s the same as the smaller shells – a way to echo magic and transform it. There was a shelf full of smaller shells on that platform. I took them all and I used them. I found a way to do it without sacrificing an entire city – a way to use blood magic and a lesser shell to make a sacrifice of just one person to quell a dragon. Anamay was the first. But then the others followed. Some came to me willingly like Ablemeyer and Chaos. Others, I forced to serve – like the Grandfather and the Great Thief.

Tamerlan shivered. If he did what Ram was demanding, he would be forcing people to “serve” which was just a nice way to say “die.”

Some will volunteer. That Scenter who works for you will volunteer. Mark my words. 

Anger hardened in Tamerlan’s heart. 

He shoved against Ram, battering and fighting until he thought he was fighting his own mind. No one would do that to Marielle. No one! He would die a thousand deaths before he let that happen!

But as hard as he fought, he was losing, losing his mind inch by inch by inch.

The great horn sounded again and this time, the crescent moon of a portal above them began to enlarge, glowing brightly as it opened, opened, opened. 

Oh no. 

The water under his rowboat sped up, and now it was racing down the canal toward the tower faster than he’d ever seen a boat go before. In the distance, he saw another boat tied up at the base of the pillar and a familiar figure crouched within it. Jhinn? He was at the tower? How had he gotten here?

And where was Marielle?

As the last strains of the horn faded away, the people – formerly statues – changed again. 

They began to sing. It was a low, urgent song. A dirge, he thought. The sight of a thousand frozen people, unmoving, grey and frozen in time, but singing the same song together, sent shards of icy fear through his veins.

This was a disaster. 

This was the end of the world.

But was it him thinking that, or was it Ram?

If they were waking, then any moment now the dragons would wake, too. Hundreds of them – an entire mountain range of them. And what would he do then?

Die. We will all die together. The world will burn! Burn! Burn!

Ram was ranting in his head as the light of the portal grew unbearably bright and it swelled to a full moon – a bright round circle. Strange currents swirled in the pouring water that streamed out of it like a dam bursting.

Tamerlan barely had time to gasp and then his boat slammed into Jhinn’s gondola and he trembled at the look of sheer awe in Jhinn’s face.

“Isn’t it amazing!” the boy gasped. His voice was full of joy. “She’s setting them free.”

Oh, sweet Legends!

You called? That was Lila. Free us Alchemist! Let us stop this!

But would they?

Freeing these dragons won’t free us. The only dragon I want free is the one holding my soul captive – and only if you replace my avatar. No harm. No trickery. Just a simple exchange. Doesn’t that seem pretty decent and honest compared to this madness?

He shoved her thoughts aside and leapt past Jhinn to the stairs mounting the tower. 

The horn blasted again, and he flinched from it. His heart sank as he realized who it must be up on that platform. Who it must be who was destroying everything. But no, he didn’t dare believe it. 

Whatever happened next would be horrific. He could see in his mind the people of the city finally free and walking as one to surround him, to rip him limb from limb.

He shivered, aghast and not able to stop himself from turning to see what the horn had done.

He froze.

The song died on the lips of the masses, a silence – heavier than before – descending over them. The person closest to him – a teenage girl at the base of the tower looked up at him and he bit back a scream.

She lunged forward and then mid-movement, she slumped as if she were a sail with the ropes slashed apart, falling to the ground in a heap. Behind her, another person fell, and another and another, like dominos across the city.

He gasped.

No!

Tamerlan spun and raced up the steps, taking them two at a time. 

Please don’t be right. Please don’t be right! He hoped with all his heart that he was wrong about this, that he had misjudged, that he was somehow blinded to an enemy within their midst.

He turned the last step and saw her there, her lips parted and her eyes wide as if waiting for something.

“Sweet Marielle,” he gasped, his chest heaving as it tried to make up for all the breaths he hadn’t taken as he raced across a city to her side. “What have you done?”

There was a rumble from above them like the movement of rock on rock.

“What have you done?” 
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27: Betrayal
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Marielle

She turned, shocked to see him there. She was almost finished. The dragons were almost free. And when they were, she would have to flee this place or risk being killed as they fled this world. The magic, though only an echo had already taken its toll. 

Her vision had narrowed as the edges darkened and closed in. Her sense of scent had been so overwhelmed with the fullness of magic that she hadn’t smelled Tamerlan at all, didn’t smell anything even now. And the pain – the pain tore through her as if it meant to break her bones inside her body and grind her to dust.

“What have you done?” he asked, his face etched with betrayal.

“I had to make a choice,” she said, swallowing. Surely, he must understand. He’d had to make choices, too. He’d made choices that had destroyed cities. If anyone knew what that was like, wasn’t it him?

But then why did he look like she’d taken his other eye?

He fell to his knees. Grief and then anger whipsawing across his face. 

“You’ve killed them all, Marielle. All those people. Children. Parents. People who gave themselves to stop these dragons from hurting anyone else – and you threw that all away and destroyed them. How could you?”

A loud hiss like a waking snake filled the air and then a beam of light – bright as noon but narrow and shifting opened to them. The world seemed to flicker from shadow to light as she tried to focus on Tamerlan’s face. The dragons were waking above the city. And they’re movements were opening up the cave to the sky. 

“I had to,” she said, pleading for him to understand. “I didn’t have a choice!”

“Of course, you had a choice! You could have not blown the shell!” His words were angry, brutal. Fury made his eyes black, his jaw thrust out with hurt.

“It was justice! These dragons were victims, too!” she pled.

“They killed people!”

“They were kidnapped and brought here. They were just trying to get home.” She was crying now. Angry that he didn’t understand. Disappointed that the only person who knew what she’d just gone through somehow didn’t understand. “I had to weigh it out. I had to think about the injured parties – and who might still be injured, and I had to choose the most just choice I could. Sometimes the Real Law doesn’t line up with what we think should happen.”

“Those are just stupid excuses to justify what you did.” Pain swallowed his expression, leaving it drawn and agonized. He wrapped his arms around his head as if he could block out the sight and sound of her. “You’ve ruined everything. You’ve freed them all! Marielle, you just destroyed the world! After everything – every sacrifice.” He was gasping now and she almost thought he might be close to sobbing. “Marielle, I gave up my eye!”

“I know.” Her voice was small. The light was growing brighter as the dragons woke and began to rise from where they had completely encompassed the city.

The sounds of their movements were so loud that she had to strain to hear Tamerlan. Was that Jhinn calling to her? It was so faint she wasn’t sure if it was her imagination.

“I gave up my sanity.” He lowered his arms so that his hands were planted firmly on the ground, his head hanging down so that it looked like he was going to retch.

Marielle sank to the ground in front of him, on her knees now, too.

“They’re going back to their world, Tamerlan. They aren’t staying here. We can send them all back to where they came from and all this – this killing and death and blood magic – it will end.”

“How do you know?” he wasn’t looking at her. It was hard to hear his voice.

“They told me.”

“You’re madder than I am, Marielle.” He choked out a humorless laugh. “Don’t you know, the voices in your head are all liars? Mine are. They lie to me all day long. But I don’t listen to them.”

“Don’t you?” Sometimes she didn’t know if it was him or his voices that made the choices. Sometimes she didn’t know if she knew him at all. Even though she’d been in his mind. Even though she’d seen him as a child. Even though she thought she might be falling in love with him.

“I don’t –”

His voice faltered like he wasn’t sure, either. She knelt on the ground in front of him as the noonday sun rushed to fill the dead city. Snow was drifting down in tiny diamond flakes, swirling around them as the shadows – not clouds, she was sure, but dragons – swirled above. 

“At some point, you have to trust someone.”

“Not dragons,” he spat. “Not Legends.”

She reached for his face but he jerked away, shoving her hand to the side. She flinched, feeling the sting of rejection so deeply that it cut through the magic scent around her. Suddenly, she was smelling him – golden and addictive, honey and cinnamon and shattered hope in blueberry blue and aching failure in bitter mustard yellow. And all of that was streaked through with rage that smelled of pitch – but that rage wasn’t him. It was tinged with Elderflower – with insanity and Legend. She could almost imagine what he would be like if he’d never smoked the spice and opened the Bridge. He’d be all the good things she loved about him and none of this brokenness.

But as his lower lip trembled in the bright light, as he shied away from her touch like a wounded animal that very vulnerability made him so human – so precious that she wanted to cup him in her hands like a bird with broken wings and keep him tucked away safe.

“Tamerlan?” he flinched at her voice, shaking his head. Bitter tears leaked from his eyes and the scent of Elderberry was strong. 

“I killed so many to keep them down. I shed so much blood. When I found them here, I knew it had to be that way. That I’d been right to do that.”

Did he mean himself or Ram the Hunter?

“It was all the right choice. I made the right choice!” He was yelling now, slamming his fist into the rock again and again until the knuckles were bloody.

“Tam, stop,” Marielle said her own lips trembling now. She’d done this to him. He’d been balancing on the edge of sanity and it had been her choice that sent him hurtling over the edge. “Please, stop.”

“You ruined it all,” he looked up now, his hurt, trembling lips cutting her to the quick. “With one choice you made it all for nothing! All those deaths! All those lives.” He wiped his face with his hand, leaving a trail of his own blood across it. “All that blood on my hands.”

He looked at his fist like he didn’t know why it was a battered mess. He was shaking his head. No, all of him was shaking. 

The world was shaking. 

A wind tore across the platform, sweeping the light snow across them so fast that the ice particles stung her cheeks and she had to close her eyes against them. When she opened them, Tamerlan hadn’t moved except to grit his teeth. He was shaking all over, shaking his head wildly as if he couldn’t compose his thoughts. 

“Nothing. Nothing. Nothing,” he muttered and with every word he said, her heart seemed to shred. 

She’d thought she’d made the right choice. She’d been sure of it. 

Until now.

She looked up into the sky, at the swirling dragons high above. There was no more mountain over the city. The mountains all around it seemed low and jagged. She could no longer pick out tails or heads or legs.

But they weren’t flying away, were they? The portal was still there – hard to see in the noonday sun. The waters still gushed from it like a flood. But the dragons were in the sky, circling, with no sign of leaving the world at all.

A chill of fear ripped through her and she gasped, trembling now, too. 

Had she chosen wrong?

Had she truly destroyed the world?

Captain Ironarm had said that it was these moments – when you worked outside the written law trying to grasp a hold of the Real Law that an officer found out who they truly were. Maybe she had meant that Marielle would find out she was a monster.

“I can’t,” he said, choking on his own words. “I can’t do this anymore. I just can’t.”

He was gasping in breaths so fast that she thought he was going to pass out, spasming as if something inside him was rebelling. His forehead was pressed against the cold stone, his tears slipping across the rough surface.

She bit her lip. She didn’t know how to fix this. She just knew that she had to because the idea of going on without him was unthinkable.  

“Tamerlan,” she said gently. 

He ignored her, gasping as if he couldn’t get enough air.

“Tam,” she put her hand on his shoulder and he shook it off violently. It hurt to be rejected like that ... again. 

Especially now that she realized something she’d been trying to ignore. She was utterly in love with this tortured man. 

Maybe she had been for a while now.

If he truly went mad ... she couldn’t think of that. She had to hold it together.

“Listen to me, you thick-headed fool! You made these decisions, too. You made these choices, too. You sent people to their deaths! You did that.”

He looked up at her with haunted eyes.

“And I pay every day for it.” His voice was rough over lips thickened with emotion. “All I ever wanted was to keep you safe, Marielle. All I ever wanted was to keep this,” he tapped his own chest. “From happening to you. To keep you sane in a world tearing apart with madness. To keep you whole when I’m splintering apart. Don’t you see? It’s all been for you. Every bit of it from the first time I fought Etienne’s guards to rescue you. Every sacrifice. Every death I’ve caused was all for you.”

She swallowed.

“And it wasn’t enough,” he choked on the end of his words. He was still fighting some internal battle, still wild in his eyes and scent.

Another gust of wind threatened to knock them over, Marielle swayed, blown across the pillar on her knees until she almost tumbled over the edge. Hands reached out of nowhere, snatching her from the brink and pulling her in a tight embrace. 

Tamerlan held her in arms thick with muscle, tucking her in tightly to his chest as the winds battered him.

“Why save me, Tamerlan, when you hate me so much? When I’ve ended your world?” she asked as she braced against the wind. She wasn’t even sure if he could hear her.

“Hate you? Aren’t you listening to me? This – all of this was for you. Does that sound like hate? But if you want it to be hate. If you want me to leave you, I will go.”

“No!” Her tone was harsher than she intended. “No.”

He pulled his cloak around her, tucking her in even tighter so they could look at each other without the wind blinding them.

“There isn’t much of me left, Marielle. I can see myself peeling away layer by layer. I can’t tell sometimes if it’s me or them that’s left. I can’t tell. You asked me to trust. You should know by now – the only person in all the world I trust is you.”

“Then you should trust that I chose the right path.”

“Right won’t save you from the guilt or the nightmares. It won’t save you from crumbling inside.” His voice broke for a moment. “I wanted to keep you from that.”

“You aren’t a god,” she said gently, reaching up to stroke his face. He didn’t flinch away. “Not even a Legend. You can’t save me from having to make choices, Tamerlan Zi’fen. You can’t save me from the consequences.”

“You’re right, I can’t.” He sounded broken when he admitted it. He was so young when his lower lip trembled like that, when the fear in his eyes shone through, when his overwhelmingly attractive scent stole away all her inhibitions and masks and opened her up to his words so that every one seemed to mold her into the shape of them. “I can only offer you what I have to give – the last shreds of this miserable soul, the last tatters of this broken heart, the last pathetic words of this stuttering tongue.”

“I take them all. Every one,” she said, solemnly, like it was a vow. “I’ll never say no to you, Tamerlan. That’s my promise. I’ll take all your shreds and tatters and someday I’ll help you weave them together. Somehow.”

WE FLY.

The dragon words in her mind startled her. She’d forgotten there was anyone but her and Tamerlan.

SEND THE REST AND SEAL THE PORTAL. DO NOT FAIL.

She swallowed. “Will you look at something with me?” 

“Yes,” he whispered, pressing his lips to her hairline. “Will you forgive me?”

“For what?”

“For everything?” His voice cracked.

“Yes.”

“Forever?”

“Yes.”

She kissed his lips, gently then deeper until she felt like her heart was tangling with his in knots that couldn’t come undone. She pulled away after long minutes, gasping. Her desperate reluctance to keep going was mirrored in his eyes. 

She asked again, “Will you look?”

He nodded, but his gaze was locked on her, like a starving man watching food just out of reach. She pulled the cloak aside, blushing as his intense gaze never left her. 

She looked out and up. The winds tore at her and the snow shredded her skin – made strong and violent from the passing of dragon after dragon over their heads as the dragons dove one by one into the portal. 

“Look,” she said, with a ghost of a smile on her face. 

He tore his gaze from her for long enough to look up and the stunned hope on his face made her heart soar.

“This promise,” she said, “was kept. The voices in my head weren’t lying to me.”

They were silent a long time, just watching, watching, watching as the dragons left their world. 

“Then it’s over?” he asked. “All over?”

“Not yet. There’s more that needs to be done.”

“What?” His gaze watched her with obsessive hope. She felt a tingle in her belly as she realized what that was – love. Love from a man whose gorgeous scent was tangled with madness and fury.

“I can’t tell you what we’re doing next, Tamerlan. Not with those Legends in your head. You’re just going to have to trust me. And you’re going to have to help.”

He was nodded and he tried to smile – though his smile was as broken as he was. “All my tatters, Marielle. They’re all yours.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Epilogue
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan watched as the last dragon from the mountains dove through the portal, seeming to almost swim into the current of the waters still pouring out of it. 

Wrong! This is all wrong! Ram screamed in his mind. He hadn’t stopped raving since the first dragons began to plunge into the portal. But shouldn’t he be glad about this? It was ridding the world of some of the dragons. But not all. Never all. You will still have to deal with the ones on the plains, and for that, you will need to make avatars. And you will start with the little witch who blew that shell.

Tamerlan tried to force him aside, but it was impossible to get Ram out of his thoughts anymore. Even now as his own heart bent to every movement of Marielle, as his own eyes wanted to linger on her forever, as his own feet wanted nothing more than to follow her, rebellion brewed in his mind. 

Ram was strong and growing stronger by the moment. And if Tamerlan didn’t find a way free of him, then eventually Ram would be even stronger than the love he felt for the girl with the purple eyes. 

“Should you close that portal?” he asked Marielle.

“I can’t yet,” she said, taking his hand. “Come on, we have to go.”

“Where are we going?” 

“To the Five Cities of the Dragonblood Plains,” she said.

Perfect! Ram crowed. We’ll make her an avatar there and bind the dragon you brought to the mountains. I’m ready.

“I think I should stay here,” Tamerlan said, nervously.

“In this dead city?” Marielle asked.

He only shook his head, worried by his trembling hands. Maybe he should smoke anyhow. Maybe it would call one of the other Legends. Any of them would be better than Ram all the time.

Yes! Smoke! Ram sounded excited.

Or maybe it would deliver the last of him into the Hunter Legend’s hands.

Marielle led him to Jhinn in the gondola below. Jhinn’s eyes were bright with unshed tears. Tamerlan looked at him with puzzlement and at Etienne who sat in the boat too, a barely suppressed rage in his eyes.

“Where is Rajit?” Marielle asked, worry in her voice.

“He took Etienne’s boat through the portal,” Jhinn said, excitement and longing in his eyes. “It worked. He went on with the dragons.”

“And you remained,” Marielle said with compassion in her voice. “You could have gone, too.”

He shook his head, looking at Tamerlan with an expression Tamerlan couldn’t read.

“We’re not done here yet,” Jhinn said. “You and I have more work to do, Marielle.”

“And is anyone going to tell me what that work is?” Etienne asked. His eyes were clear of Legend. He didn’t look like he was going to attack Tamerlan right now – though he watched Tamerlan with wary eyes – the same way that Tamerlan was watching him.

“Not yet,” Marielle. “Right now, you’ll just have to trust us.”

“When, then?”

“As soon as we can,” she said with a sigh. “For now, grab an oar. It’s a long way back to the plains.”

Without the protection of the dragons, it was also a cold way back to the plains. And as the winter winds blew the snow around them Tamerlan thought of the cities below and the fast they’d be having over Winterfast. They had no idea what their history really was. They had no idea of the sacrifices that had been made ... or the ones still to be made.

He shivered despite the noonday sun and watched Marielle like the moon watched the earth – forever outside its reach, and yet forever the guide of its path. He would just have to trust her. If he dared. And hope he didn’t lose the last of himself before she succeeded in saving them all.
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Book Five

“Death, the great equalizer of men, stalks our steps, shadows our thoughts, and mimics our hopes. So that in the end, only by embracing its cold touch may we ever be free of its tyranny.”

-Legends of the Dragonblooded




Legends – As they stand in the story so far ...

Byron Bronzebow   DEAD

A good-looking hero who carries a bronze bow. Known in history for his care for the poor and needy.

Deathless Pirate 

Known for his love of treasure and invulnerability and recognized by his hook for a hand and belt of human skulls.

Grandfather Timeless 

Based in the Timekeepers religion he is known for his high hat, long black coat and golden waistcoat. He is Time in human form subjecting all to his will.

King Abelmeyer the One-Eyed  DEAD

Known for his single eye and broken crown, King Abelmeyer united the five cities of the Dragonblood Plains in the alliance that lasts today.

Lady Sacrifice  DEAD

Known for her loveliness, innocence and sacrifice for the people, she is usually clad in a white dress.

Lila Cherrylocks 

A master thief and trickster. Known for her long cherry-red locks, deft skills, and adventurous spirit.

Maid Chaos (Reborn)

The right hand of Death. Known for destruction, death and the golden breastplate she wears.

Queen Mer  DEAD

Queen of the Sea and mother to the Waverunners. Queen Mer is known for her revenge upon man in the form of hurricanes and typhoons and for the shells, scales, and seaweed that she wears.

Ram the Hunter 

The unspoken Legend. Not mentioned in the Dragonblood Plains except in whispers, he is known for slaying dragons and going insane in the aftermath.

The Admiral

New Legend added by the Retribution in Choan.
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1: Running River
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Marielle

Marielle gripped the sides of the boat as Jhinn called commands from the rear. 

“Hold on to something!” he called. 

The water had changed directions as soon as they outdistanced the pull of the portal, and with the removal of half the mountain range – since those mountains had been trapped dragons, which were now free – the water all flowed downhill and very quickly.

Tamerlan held an oar and stood in the front of the gondola, using an oar to shove them away from any large rock or piece of debris as they rushed down the angry river. 

Etienne looked equally tense as he held the other oar and used it to steer as Jhinn commanded. Jhinn was manning the pedal assembly, refusing to let anyone else take a turn at the pedals, and angrily ordering Tamerlan and Etienne as they worked. He hadn’t let up since the moment they turned their backs on the portal and Marielle could almost see the strain of it in his face – as if the portal was calling him back even as he fled in the other direction. 

His scent was a tangled mess of hope and anxiety – smoked paprika and morning dew fighting for dominance.

She understood why. There was nothing he wanted more than the culmination of his life coming true in the waters of the worlds between worlds. And yet, he couldn’t leave his people ignorant of the fact that what they’d hoped for all their lives was finally becoming real. 

If only Marielle’s news was so sweet and hopeful. When she reached the plains, she would have her own message to deliver, but it was hardly the good news of a great hope. It was the grim warning to flee every city before she made them each uninhabitable. If the people there knew what she was going to do – if Etienne or Tamerlan knew – then they’d try to stop her with everything they had. It had to remain a secret until the right time. Until then, she could only trust Jhinn.

Which was the first of her problems. She needed to get to the back of the dragon H’yi – the very dragon they’d fled just days ago – and smash Grandfather Timeless’ clock before that dragon flew again. It was the only way to free her next potential ally. Until then, she couldn’t trust Etienne. Even now, she could see the gleam in his eyes as he watched her. Was that him or the Legend inside him looking at her that way?

If only there was a sure way to get a dragon to sit still. She frowned thinking about it. Had she seen that happen before? 

Yes, she realized, blanching at the thought. Tamerlan had used Abelmeyer’s Eye to bring a dragon down. It had only held him a few months, but he’d done it. But to use it, he’d given up use of one eye. And she still wasn’t even sure how he’d made the exchange.

She swallowed roughly and edged toward the front of the gondola. Tamerlan leaned forward, shoving the nose of the gondola away from a sharp black rock. They heaved away from it, foam and spray spilling over the sides of the boat.

Marielle laid a hand on Tamerlan’s arm and he flinched and then immediately moved the oar as if to distract from his movements. It was hard not to let his reaction gut her – even knowing it was the Legends and not Tamerlan. His golden scent washed over her, laced with cranberry guilt.

“Marielle,” he said gently, offering her a small smile. He was still himself sometimes. But who would listen to her plea? Him or Ram the Hunter? Or another Legend? 

She would have to be careful how she worded it. She didn’t want to deceive him. Not until she had to.

“Tamerlan, do you still have Abelmeyer’s Eye?”

He flinched again, this time his hand moving to his chest. Did he have it under his shirt? Somehow that sounded like him – to run around the countryside with a priceless gem under his shirt. His expression hardened.

“Did you use it before to bring down the dragon Jingen?” she asked, but she didn’t have to ask. His one eye – the one that turned a little more opaque every day – was all the evidence she needed that he had given an eye to do that. Besides, he’d screamed that at her only hours ago.

“Yes,” he rasped and this time the suspicious slit-eyed look on his face was certainly not his own. Neither was that Elderflower scent of insanity. One of the Legends had his ear right now. His hands around the oar were white-knuckled, as if he was fighting an internal battle.

“If I needed to bring down another dragon and hold him in place, do you think it would work again?” she asked. 

This time there was no mistaking how his hand clutched at his chest. “You just set a hundred dragons free, and now you’re talking about trapping one.” His words were light, but she heard the warning behind them. “Even if you did want to trap one, I told you before that I am fighting to keep you out of this battle. Why should you lose an eye, also?”

His voice throbbed with pain at the end of his statement and she felt a stab of fear. He was going through so much! But if she didn’t end this somehow – and quickly – the Legends within him would destroy him from the inside out. 

“And you promised to trust me,” she reminded him. 

He turned a look on her that broke her heart. A look half of desperation and half of hope. There was no residue of a Legend in it at all. The colors of that scent tangled around him – orange and bronze.

“Of course,” he said, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe he’d ever resisted her. 

He reached in his collar and pulled out the amulet with the single ruby at the center – Abelmeyer’s Eye. “Please, take it.”

That earnestness – those deep blue eyes and trembling lips – she just wanted to save him from this. She wanted to tuck him away somewhere safe and wake him when it was over. But it didn’t work like that. Couldn’t work like that. She had an entire world to save – and she doubted anyone in it was going to make this easy for her. Even her own allies were as likely to turn on her as strangers if she didn’t play this just right. But the eye was the first step. After all, the Legends wouldn’t suspect a thing if she seemed to be on their side, would they?

She smelled a sudden puff of suspicion and spun to see Etienne glaring at her, suspicion leaving a trail behind him that stained the river stone grey. Of course. Ram the Hunter might be fine with her having the eye – especially if that meant lulling a dragon to sleep – but what would Grandfather Timeless think of it? Could he possibly suspect what she hoped to do to one of the only two dragons roaming free? Or why she might need to do it before he ever suspected? 

She held the amulet, staring at the ruby in the center. How did you even use something like this?

YOU PLAN TO BETRAY US?

She jumped at the voice of the dragons in her head, echoing as if from far away. 

No! She wasn't trying to betray them. But she had to make H'yi sit still long enough to do something about the Grandfather on his back. As long as the Legends lived, the dragons were tied to them. Which meant that every single Legend had to be destroyed to free the dragons. Or was she wrong about that?

YOU ARE NOT WRONG.

That meant she needed H'yi to sit still for long enough to get in the city and to the clock.

YOU COULD JUST ASK.

Ask the dragon? Yes, that would work out. He'd been so accommodating the last time they’d tried to hold him down.

WE WILL ASK.

The water around them was flowing more quickly and Marielle wiped spray from her eyes. They'd been in this narrow rock channel for a while now.  It flowed between two mountains, never branching. But they were still at a high elevation. How long could this channel keep going?

She looked back at Jhinn. His face was white and worried as he looked ahead. 

"I think we need to stop and one of you needs to scout ahead," he said. "The water is speeding up and I have a bad feeling about this."

"The river is the fastest way to the lowlands," Etienne replied. he had to raise his voice. The sound of the water was growing stronger. "Walking out would take months and we have no supplies."

Which would be deadly considering it was winter in the mountains. Here in the river, the water was running and it hadn't frozen over, though the edges of the river had a foot of ice stretching out toward the center. Bright blue ice that looked like it could cut you, the edge was so sharp. Etienne was right that this was the only way out.

WE HAVE FOUND THE DRAGON H’YI. HE WILL ALLOW YOU TO ACCESS HIS BACK. BUT YOU WILL NEED TO WORK QUICKLY. HE IS ANGRY AND IN GREAT PAIN. HE MAY ACT UNPREDICTABLY.

Great. An unpredictable dragon. Just what she'd always wanted.

"It's not a matter of how to reach the lowlands," Jhinn said. Was he shouting now? "I'm more worried about the waterfall."

"Waterfall?" Fear filled Etienne’s eyes, puffing up in lightning-blue clouds and then he was looking at the steep cliff faces on either side - the cliff faces that had gotten steeper as they spoke - so steep and slick that there was no way you could climb them - especially as they were coated with a shining skim of ice.

"Why do you think I've been warning you that we need to stop?" Jhinn yelled.

Etienne cursed, by Marielle was shaking her head. There was no way to stop. There was nowhere to grab a hold of. No options except to keep going.

H'YI IS CLOSE. HE WILL MEET YOU. WE TRACK YOUR MIND.

Well, that might be hard to arrange since she was about to go over a waterfall. Her gaze met Tamerlan's and they shared a look of understanding, of pain, of bitter hope. Marielle took a step forward and took his hand, thrilling for a moment at the way his face relaxed when she held it. They had that much at least – a bond of trust that ran deep through their shared pains and guilt. He drew his oar into the boat.

"Oars in. Motor up. Get low!" Jhinn commanded from the back, working to strap his motor into the boat. "Tie in!"

Tamerlan drew Marielle down and together they tied the rope at the front of the boat around their waists. They were certainly going to die. The moments seemed to drag out as if Marielle's brain was trying to live every one of them as quickly as possible. She gripped Tamerlan's hand, trying to keep her expression calm and reassuring instead of panicked, but her thoughts were a maddening swirl of fear. 

On a whim, she pulled her head up and leaned against the ferro so she could see. The gondola turned a corner and ahead of her the river just stopped and there was only sky and clouds beyond that point and a fine mist of water in the air that made particles dance in a rainbow just above the surface of the water. They were going to die in style.

"I'm glad I knew you, Tamerlan," Marielle said. “I want you to know,” she hesitated a moment, but there was no time to second-guess. “I love you.”

And he leaned in, pressing a cheek to hers and then kissed her forehead like a man drinking water for the last time. It was a goodbye like the goodbye of the sun before it was eclipsed by the stormclouds. 

The gondola seemed to tip for a moment and then they were falling through the frosty air. Marielle thought she might be screaming. The water plunged below them through a drop higher than she could have imagined - even having flown on the back of a dragon. It went on and on and on, the trees on the banks below looking like tiny miniatures. 

And then suddenly, eclipsing the sight, the blackened and burned body of a dragon suddenly burst under the fall of water, the water pouring over its back, spreading out across the ruined city streets and buildings there. Behind her, Etienne was screaming something. She didn't know what. And then the buildings were right there. They were going to hit one - or failing that, hit the street under the water. 

And then the gondola plunged beneath the waves and the ferro she was holding was gone, the breath whooshing out of her lungs. Coldness shattered her thoughts and water swirled all around her in clouds of bubbles so erratic that they blurred her vision. She tried to hold her breath but there was nothing to hold and she sucked in water that burned, burned, burned. Something pulled her. Air hit her face like a blow. She coughed, expelling water everywhere, her lungs screaming, her eyes blinded by streams of water.

Her hands clawed out and met fabric and she clutched it, coughing and heaving, curled over herself like a mollusk as she tried to squeeze every drop of burning water from her lungs. Someone was murmuring to her. 

"That's right. Get it all up. There you go. Just breathe, sweet Marielle, just breathe." Hands gently drew her dripping hair back from her face and then gathered her shivering body in, in, in.

She blinked and looked up into ice blue eyes and blue lips. Tamerlan was shaking in the cold just like she was. She looked around. They were on the hull of the gondola. It was upside down and Jhinn was in the water, holding the gondola with one hand and the edge of a bridge with the other. 

He coughed in the water, his movements slowed by the cold.

"We need to flip it over and assess the damage," he said through thick lips. "Can you stand on the bridge, Marielle?"

She scrambled across the hull, her wet clothing hindering her movements, grabbed the railing and pulled herself up. It was a sturdy bridge made of rock and stonework and she could see how it lasted when so much else didn't, but the strength was leeching out of her in the cold and she was struggling to think coherent thoughts.

THE DRAGON H’YI HAS AGREED TO GIVE YOU FOUR HOURS TO FIND YOUR CLOCK AND DO WHAT YOU MUST.

She froze, her hands and feet trembling, panic surging through her. Four hours? That was all? She spun in place, looking at the unfamiliar city. Nothing looked the same half-submerged under flowing water. She wouldn’t even know how to get to the clock, never mind what to do once she was there. 

She didn’t even know how they’d survived the drop.

WE ASKED H’YI TO SEND OUT HIS STRENGTH TO SHELTER YOU.

Magic? She felt like laughing. He’d saved them with magic? That seemed a little too convenient.

SHOULD WE ASK HIM NOT TO SPARE YOU NEXT TIME?

Steps pounded down the bridge and Etienne arrived beside her, soaking wet and gasping.

“Magic,” he said, and he stank of it – the heady, vanilla and lilac scent of it swirling around her like warmth would if only she had any to find. “It was magic that kept us alive – but whose or how – I don’t know.”

In the water below, Tamerlan and Jhinn heaved and the gondola flipped over. The ferro and lantern from the front of the boat had snapped off and the oars were gone, but the motor Jhinn had made was still there, strapped in place.

Jhinn started bailing immediately. There was still eight inches of water inside the gondola. 

Tamerlan pulled himself up onto the bridge, water flowing from his heavy clothing. 

“We need to get warm somehow before we freeze to death,” he said.

“I don’t have time for that,” Marielle said. “We have four hours before the dragon moves. Four hours to do what we need to do and leave.”

“Leave?” Tamerlan seemed shocked.

Etienne raised a single eyebrow. “The drop from the dragon’s back to the ground is just as far as it was from the top of the water to his back. We might not survive that drop.”

“Perhaps he will set us down on the ground,” Marielle said.

Etienne’s eyes narrowed. “Why is he clinging to the cliffside, Marielle? Why did he catch us at all?”

She swallowed. His fists were clenched. If the Grandfather suspected ... even for a moment ... 

She shook her head to clear the thought. Even thinking it might be too much.

“Listen, there’s something I need to do,” she said through chattering teeth. “I just need a bit of time to do it. You men stay here and I’ll be back in a few hours.”

“Absolutely not,” Tamerlan said, his eyes on her chest. She started to blush until she realized he was looking at the lump under her shirt where the amulet was. She hadn’t needed it to still the dragon. But he must still suspect what she might do with a thing like that. Maybe it had enough power to destroy the clock. 

“We will go with you. Jhinn will take care of the boat.” Etienne turned to Jhinn. “You’ll survive until then?”

Jhinn nodded stiffly. His attention was on clearing the boat of water, but his eyes kept drifting to his motor. Was he worried that it hadn’t survived the fall? His anxious scent could mean anything. They all smelled heavily of that smoked paprika, ochre trails swirling around them.

“It would be best if you stayed here,” Marielle said to Etienne. She needed some reason for him to stay. Some reason to keep the Grandfather as far away as possible. She bit the inside of her lip, thinking. “You should gather wood and find a brazier. We’ll need a fire, so we don’t freeze to death.”

“If this dragon moves or if we try to go over the falls to the river below, we’ll die faster than hypothermia can kill us,” Etienne objected, his eyes glittering dangerously. He suspected. She was sure of it. 

“It’s best that we spilt up,” she said. 

“Fine.” He seemed torn, his face clouding like he was trying to work out a problem in his head. 

“Come on, Tamerlan,” Marielle said, grabbing his sleeve and pulling before anyone could reconsider. If she didn’t get moving now, then she’d lose her chance. And perhaps Tamerlan could help. He’d used the Eye once. Maybe he could coach her to use it again if that was the only way to bring down the tower.
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2: Ice and Water
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Tamerlan 

Tamerlan followed Marielle with an icy hand gripping his heart.

Now, Ram said in his mind. You’re alone now. Grab her and drag her into one of these buildings and I will show you how to form her into the perfect avatar to bind this dragon!

His hand was twitching to obey. He swallowed down bile at the feeling. He was shaking already, not from the cold, but from fear. If his self-control failed for even a moment, he might find his own hands destroying the woman he loved.

Anything to stop the dragons. I will sacrifice my own soul. My loved ones. My life.

That was Ram. Ram! Not him. 

He had to keep reminding himself of that. He had to hold on to the little scraps that were left of his mind as the Legend ravaged them and made them dance to his twisted tune.

“Where are we going?” he asked Marielle mildly. He needed something to hold on to. Something to think about other than what Ram was shouting.

“I can’t tell you that,” Marielle said, though she seemed very certain of her path, occasionally sniffing the air like she was scenting something. So much of the city was submerged by water that only the Temple, Government, and University districts seemed to have any dry land at all and even those streets were flooded in places, their canals choked to overflowing. Ahead of them, water washed across the street, waist-high in places. 

“I will help you if I can,” he said, but he tasted the lie in his words. He would help. But Ram would not. And he didn’t dare smoke – not even for a moment. Ram would be sure to take hold of him if he did. And then all would be lost.

Ram is not the only Legend left. There had been a time when Lila’s was the clearest voice he heard. Now, she was so faint he could barely pick out her voice. It wouldn’t be her barreling over the Bridge if he opened it. It would be Ram. And Ram would sacrifice Marielle in a heartbeat. 

She brought it on herself. Freeing dragons. Sacrificing humans. She is a witch and a traitor and you will be serving all mankind when you spread her out and make her body immortal and her soul bound to the Bridge and the Dragon.

He shivered. This was almost worse than when the Legends took his body. Now, they had taken his mind. He wasn’t himself. 

He might never be himself again.

Marielle stopped and put a hand on his arm. His heart broke at the kind look in her eyes. Broke because he knew he would fail her, even as it swelled with joy at her touch. He could hear the venom and death raging in his mind at the sight of her. He could feel his muscles tensing, ready to break her fragile body and wreck that beautiful golden trust she was offering him.

“Trust me, Tamerlan. I have a plan,” she said simply. “But I can’t tell it to you. Not now, and not even after this part is complete. Do you understand?”

He nodded. His tongue cleaving to the roof of his mouth and refusing to speak.

Don’t agree with her! Her plans are nothing. It is our plans that matter.

Not theirs. Just Ram’s. He refused to agree to the idea that they were a team. He’d do anything to protect Marielle. 

Her life for thousands. A small price. A small choice. Only a villain would choose otherwise.

Then he was a villain. And he didn’t care. He was already damned for the choices he’d made. Why not one more?

They were moving again, wading through waist-high water and then climbing upward again on the other side. Marielle was angling toward the Temple District. He shivered at the thought of that place. The place where he’d lost her to Grandfather Timeless, lost his eye, and then the place where he’d won her back and lost Liandari and Anglarok. She wasn’t going back there again, was she?

If she tries to set him free, you will have to kill her at once. We don’t dare let any Legend go free now. They must remain and do their duties! And we will make more. We will need many, many more ...

No wonder they called him the Nameless Legend. No wonder he was shunned. He was a horror. Maid Chaos might revel in the death of innocents, but at least she had been mad. Ram the Hunter was sane as anyone and these choices of his were made of logic and duty – and yet they were more horrible than the madness of the Maid.

Don’t speak to me of horrors. Do you know what will happen if you set them free?

They went through the portal. They were gone.

The laughter in his head – bitter and pained – hurt. 

Gone for now. But the portal is open. They will be back, and they will slaughter innocents in your name. Do you want to watch children torn apart before their parents? Do you want to watch a man helpless as a dragon incinerates his wife and family? Do you want to hear a mother crying in the streets, her arms empty? Her children dead in a ruined building thanks to your dragon friends? Go ahead. Live that life. Live that agony. All because you were too weak to stop her. Too weak to make a single sacrifice. 

He wanted to cry at the images that filled his mind. His chin trembled as he choked back tears. He hadn’t realized that Ram could manufacture memories in his mind. That he could make Tamerlan see horrors that would not leave. He wanted to curl into a ball and sob until there was no more Tamerlan left, but the images didn’t stop, didn’t relent. His feet followed Marielle but his mind was tortured by Ram as the Legend whispered to him, your fault, your fault, your fault.

“Tamerlan?” Marielle’s voice shocked him out of the memories, and he met her gaze with gratitude. Real. She was real. He stared at her like she could anchor him. She cleared her throat. “I need you to tell me how to use the Eye.”

“Why?” he gasped. Was she going to trap the dragon like Ram wanted?

And then we bind her to it forever.

She was calm and certain as she spoke. “Tamerlan I need to destroy the cl – ”

Her words cut off as Etienne leapt from the shadows and knocked her to the ground. The sound of bone hitting cobblestones jarred him.

He yelled through his teeth – a wordless roar – and charged. 

Etienne! 

He should have known there was something wrong with the man. He thought he could see the Grandfather – or his ghost – both inside and not inside Etienne, moving with him and through him. He grabbed the other man by the coat and lifted him off Marielle’s prone body, throwing him through the air. 

He blinked. Had he just done that? On his own? Without a Legend to help? He swallowed as Etienne hit the crystal casing of the clock and slid down the door of it to the ground. 

Wait. 

Tamerlan looked up. They were at the clock in H’yi where Marielle had been imprisoned. He blinked again. The sky was darkening. How many hours had they trudged through the cold and wet to get here? He looked around him, stunned, worried. He’d lost track of time. He had been lost in his own horrors. He felt like he was missing chunks of time completely. He blinked, stupefied, and looked at his hands. Had he been about to do something with them?

A body flew out of nowhere and knocked him off his feet. He landed in a puddle with a splash and the feeling of cold water seeped through his cloak and clothing.

He felt dazed but he clawed his way up in time to snatch his sword out of his scabbard just before a blade snaked toward him. The clash of his own sword against the other sword almost made him jump. What was happening to him?

Kill him! Kill the Grandfather!

He didn’t bother ignoring that order. It sounded like good advice. He plunged forward, sword streaking out like a bolt of lightning toward his target. Etienne turned the blade cleverly, but the expression on his face – the deadly wickedness mixed with ancient malice – was not Etienne at all. The Grandfather had him. 

Kill! Kill!

Tamerlan lunged again. Faster. Harder. 

Again, his blade was turned. He spun into a defense and strangely, his body seemed to know what to do. It twirled to the side, his blade arm sweeping out and his wrist flicking so that Etienne’s sword was turned away and jerked from his hand. It fell to the cobbles and rolled. 

He almost smiled until Etienne scooped up a loose cobblestone from the street and flung it at him. There was barely time to dodge. He leapt to the side, nearly falling as his cloak tangled around his legs. He could hear the wind as the brick sped by. So close!

The other man was a wraith, moving rapidly so that Ram could hardly counter him. Tamerlan could hardly counter him. 

Wait. Who was he? 

Steel bit into flesh as his momentary lapse distracted him. He hissed, throwing his blade up just in time to deflect a follow-up strike. His left arm screamed in pain. Something there wasn’t right. 

He hadn’t checked on Marielle before he’d begun to fight but he heard her moaning now and spared a glance in her direction. She held her head with one hand, stumbling to her feet. 

Legends send she was okay! Legends send she hadn’t hurt her brain it that fall!

We need her alive for the procedure. Funny that you still pray to us when you know what we are – and can unleash us at any moment.

He choked on the words but at that moment, Marielle jammed her hand against the clock and both Tamerlan and Etienne froze.

“Yes,” Etienne gasped.

Ram flooded Tamerlan with pain, making his head spin. He turned to the side and vomited, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

He was losing his grip – on himself, on his thoughts, on everything.

But Marielle wasn’t opening the clock. She pulled the amulet out of her shirt, grabbing it with the hand covered in blood from her fall. 

Oh no. He couldn’t remember how King Abelmeyer had used the Eye before – but he knew these things liked to activate with blood. And Marielle’s blood was all over Abelmeyer’s Eye now.

“No,” he gasped. “Please don’t!”

He’d done all this to save her from his fate. Why was she so intent on sacrificing herself? She was like a living Lady Sacrifice, constantly throwing herself at the flame. He bit the inside of his cheek, stumbling forward.

“No!” Etienne echoed him, but the panic in his voice was even stronger. He jumped toward her but mid-leap the world flashed white and disappeared.

Tamerlan tasted blood, blinking as his vision began to clear. Purple after-images danced across his vision. He didn’t know how long he stood there blinking, but by the time he could see again, his body was numb from the cold, his feet heavy as bricks. He stumbled forward to where Marielle had collapsed on the ground, the clock behind her was melting toward her body. What kind of heat would melt a clock? 

He sheathed his sword and lifted her in his numb hands, seconds before the molten glass and metal touched her body. She was soaking wet and cold to the touch. Was she ... did she ... 

He was too scared to finish the sentence. He settled for clutching her to his chest, letting un-shed tears shake through him as he carefully backed away from what had once been a clock. He almost tripped over Etienne.

“Gone,” the other man said. He was kneeling, his eyes fixed on the molten clock, the look of relief on his face so stark that Tamerlan could barely hold back the bitter jealousy raging through him. He knew immediately what the Lord Mythos meant by the word, “gone.” He was free. The Legend that had held him was gone forever. 

Tamerlan coughed, tasting blood through his lungs, his own heart ripping apart with more fury and jealousy than he realized he had. He didn’t know how much of that was the red hot rage of Ram the Hunter inside him and how much was his own last desperate twitches as he tried to deny what he knew in his bones – that he was a dead man walking. That he would never walk free like Etienne. That his mind and body would be the price he paid for the freedom of everyone else – and the price he paid for the crime he committed when all of this started, and he called up Lila Cherrylocks in the smoke. 

Absolution wasn’t free.

Atonement had a price.

He was paying it in tears and blood and pain, and the full price wouldn’t be paid until his life had been forfeited.

How had he ever thought otherwise? How had he ever dared to hope?

He stumbled through the ruined streets of H’yi, numb, the most precious person in the world in his arms. When he found Jhinn again, he was going to make him swear to bring her to safety. And he was going to make Etienne swear to keep her safe. But he couldn’t stay near her. Not now that he knew the truth.
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3: What Lies Beneath
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Marielle

Marielle woke to confusion. One of her eyes wasn’t working. She rubbed it, blinking. 

“Shh. It’s going to be okay, Marielle,” Tamerlan said. “You’ll get used to it. It just feels strange at first.”

With Tamerlan’s words, her memories returned. She’d used the amulet. She’d destroyed the clock. Oh, sweet Legends, she’d given her eye for it! She gasped.

“Shh. It will be okay. It will,” he said, comfortingly, rocking her as she hadn’t been rocked since she was a tiny girl. But she could smell his anxiety mixing with the insanity of the Legends that was swirling around him thicker and thicker every moment. She clung to his golden scent of honey and lavender instead.

“How long,” she said thickly. Swallowing and trying again. “How long have I been out?”

“An hour,” Etienne said from nearby. She blinked her good eye – it was closest to Tamerlan’s chest. Why wasn’t it seeing correctly, either?

Oh. It was dark. A splashing sound met her ears. That explained the rocking. Tamerlan was carrying her. And Etienne was walking beside them.

“You should let me take a turn carrying her,” Etienne said. “She’s too heavy for you alone.” 

It sounded like an old argument. Like he didn’t expect Tamerlan to listen.

“No,” Tamerlan’s words were firm. “I have her.”

He stumbled slightly.

“I can walk,” Marielle said, her voice fainter than she would have liked. 

“You don’t have to, Marielle.” He said her name like he enjoyed it on his tongue and his head dipped for a moment and she felt the brush of his lips on the shell of her ear as his whisper tickled her ear. “I have you. I have you safe.”

His golden scent was melting over her like hot honey running over her tongue. She would have liked to stay like that, to listen to his whispers and smell his tender scent.

There wasn’t time for that.

“We only had four hours,” she said, her voice still raspy. “Four hours until the dragon leaves and takes us with him. How many have already passed?”

The meaningful silence between Tamerlan and Etienne was worrying.

“How did you know there were only four hours?” Tamerlan asked in a choked voice. His grip around her felt tighter. Etienne was right in front of him before Marielle could blink, putting a hand on his shoulder.

“Easy Tamerlan. Easy. Maybe some things are better to keep from the Legends in your head, hmmm?”

She could feel Tamerlan tense at his words, but for once there was no edge to them. Did that mean that Etienne was free of the Grandfather as she’d hoped he would be? If he was, she would be able to trust him again. And she needed to be able to trust him. Her plan was too big for just her and Tamerlan. She needed someone else working to help her.

“I see Jhinn up ahead,” Tamerlan said, breaking into their thoughts. 

Ahead of them, something was glowing and as they strode toward the little boat Marielle saw a fire lit in a small brazier. 

“You actually got him wood first?” Tamerlan asked Etienne. “I thought it was just a ruse so you could stalk us and attack us. 

Etienne sounded superior as he replied. “I was able to do both.”

The glow was tiny and far away, but Marielle could already feel the warmth of the fire on her skin as she drew in a long breath. Everything was going to be fine.

Her belly dropped and for a moment she thought Tamerlan had dropped her. She bit back a scream, but she could still feel his arms around her, tense and hard, could hear his quiet grunt and Etienne’s bitter curse. The whole city was falling.

“Run,” Tamerlan yelled to Etienne. 

“Let me down!” Marielle demanded.

“Never.” He was already running on soft, wobbling legs as they fell through the air with the whole city. The water surged across the streets and Tamerlan slipped, falling to the ground and grunting again. 

Marielle scrambled out of his grip but took his hand. If he wasn’t touching her at all he might panic – and besides, the world was spinning. She was having a hard time running with just one eye. She wasn’t used to this at all. 

“Hurry,” Etienne choked out as they hit the freezing water, splashing and churning through it as it became waist-deep. “The lower the dragon gets, the more powerful the current!”

He was right. Marielle could barely keep her feet under her at all as it pushed against them. Tamerlan found a railing – the type that edged the canal – and grabbed it with his free hand, holding her in place as the current tried to pull her away. The water was rising. It was almost neck deep. 

Etienne kicked through the current to grab the railing beside Tamerlan.

“I’ve lost sight of the glow,” he gasped. 

Marielle followed his gaze, her heart sinking when she saw he was right. What had happened to Jhinn and the gondola? Without him, they’d never get off H’yi’s back before he rose into the air again and took them with him to the portal back up in the mountains. 

She tried to scent for him, but all she could smell were their own panicked emotions swirling above the turgid waters.

Her heart was in her throat.

GO. NOW. OR LOSE YOUR CHANCE.

They were out of time.

A surge in the current tugged her so hard that she was ripped away from Tamerlan, pulled through the current and down the street more swiftly than they’d been running only moments before. She began to scream, but she only sucked in water. Tamerlan, Etienne and Jhinn were lost to her. She grabbed a signpost as she was swept by and held on for dear life. But why was she fighting the current at all? Why not just let it take her? She had already lost her companions and leaving this place now was her only hope left. 

She was about to let go when out of nowhere the gondola appeared.

“Marielle!” Tamerlan called from the bow. He was soaking wet, Etienne beside him. Marielle couldn’t make out Jhinn in the dark at all. Their scents were masked by the flowing water, misting and blanketing everything in the scent of living water.

“Here!” she called. “I’m here!” 

Her grip slipped and she was whirled away again in the current, battered against stone buildings and swirled under the current and around again until she didn’t know up from down.

She was going to die down here. 

How long had she been under? 

Her head broke the surface for a moment, and she took a breath, only to be swept away down another street, down another canal. She didn’t recognize where she was in the city anymore. But she knew the water was rising. She was only seeing the very tops of the buildings now. 

And then, they rose around her and the water began to flow even faster as the dragon rose from the river and the water spilled off his back.

Marielle spilled with it. 

Perhaps, if she had been on the mountains, she would have seen him stretch his wings, shake his head and neck and then kick up from the rocks and mud and rise into the air. 

Instead, she saw nothing but the corner of a building that cracked into her shoulder and then another that slammed into her leg. And then she was underwater and praying desperately to find the surface again. 

It was long minutes until she clawed her way up to the surface and gasped in a long breath. She was no longer on the dragon’s back. She’d been swept off and into the river below. 

It was even longer until she washed up on a riverbank shrouded in reeds. She pulled herself up on the mud, but she didn’t dare rest here. She had to keep moving or she would die.

She told herself that as her head lolled to the ground. 

She told herself that as her body refused to move and her eyes closed.

She told herself that as sleep washed over her like the deluge had – just as impossible to fight and just as deadly.
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4: Winter Cold
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan’s hands shook as he leaned out over the bow of the gondola and strained to see. He’d lost feeling in his feet an hour ago. His fingers were thick with numbness. They’d stopped hurting – which couldn’t be a good thing. There was no way to get dry in the gondola and they were all soaked to the skin and wearing soaking wet clothing. 

“She’s lost to us,” Etienne said quietly. He hadn’t said that for at least ten minutes – a record amount of time considering how many other times he’d said it over the last hours. 

“She’s here somewhere,” Tamerlan said. “We just have to find her.”

“There’s a cabin up on the bank in the land of the dead,” Jhinn said through chattering teeth. His lips were blue. 

Tamerlan had only ever read about cold so intense or about people freezing to death, but the books had all been clear that it was pretty much inevitable if you were this cold and wet. 

Forget the girl. We have a greater calling, Ram said in his mind. Tamerlan shook as the Legend tried to wrest control from him again. He’d been doing that ever since the clock was shattered, ever since they plunged off the side of the dragon and into the river below, ever since the dragon flew away. 

Marielle had surprised them both with that cunning move. Etienne most of all. And though he’d fought against it, the look in his eyes now was one of pure relief. He was almost too cheerful considering their circumstances. Tamerlan thought that might be why he wasn’t fighting hard to stop looking for Marielle. He was a free man. Free in a way that Tamerlan never could be. It wasn’t just one Legend in his mind but all of them. And there was no way to destroy every Legend.

“You could find wood in the cabin. Maybe even a brazier. We lost the one Etienne found in the city in that mad flurry over the edge of the dragon. We could dry our clothing and warm ourselves.”

“Marielle is here somewhere,” Tamerlan said through thick lips. It felt like too much effort to talk when his face was so numb.

“We can’t find her if we’re dead,” Etienne said reasonably.

He was endlessly reasonable now that his mind was his own again.

Tamerlan looked up at the cabin Jhinn was pointing to, but his eyes were so tired. They drifted down as if he couldn’t even spare the energy to keep his gaze raised. And as they drifted down, his eyes caught on a heap of something dark in the dead reeds on the shore.

“There,” he choked out, pointing to the spot. “There.”

Jhinn was already turning the boat. “Etienne will just go up to the cabin and find something to make a fire and then we’ll keep looking, okay, Tam? We aren’t giving up. We just need a fire.”

Tamerlan wasn’t listening. His eyes were glued on the heap of cloth. Was that steam rising up from it? Just enough that it might be someone’s breath? Did no one else see this?

“Back there!” he yelled and with a long-suffering look, Jhinn pedaled the boat toward where he was pointing.

The second their boat hit the reedy shore he leapt from the bow and ran to the heap of cloth, parting the dead reeds around it. They were heavy with water and clinging ice. 

Behind Tamerlan, Etienne cursed. “You couldn’t have helped us land the boat, Tamerlan? You had to jump out like a lunatic?”

He parted the last reeds and laid a careful hand on the cloth. Was it?

Marielle! 

Breath gusted out of his chest as relief flooded over him. Her hair was frozen to the ground and he had to tug it free before he could flip her over. When he did, a stab of fear shot through him. Her lips were blue, barely a hint of breath was coming from them at all. How long had she lain here in the ice?

At least she was still alive. He lifted her with numb fingers, wrenching her cloak free from where it was frozen to the ground, and clutched her against his chest. Sweet Marielle. She was too fragile – too human – for this insane task she’d set herself, defying Legends and involving herself in the affairs of ancient dragons. 

He scrambled up the slope toward the cabin. Was Jhinn right? Would there be the means to make a fire there? He’d burn the walls if he had to. He’d do whatever was needed to keep her breathing.

“Hold on, Marielle,” he said through chattering teeth. 

He stepped wrong on a numb foot and twisted his ankle, but he couldn’t feel it. Couldn’t feel anything in his feet. He was lucky his hands were still working – sort of. 

By the time he’d scrambled through the rocks and trees and found the cabin, Etienne was there huffing in the cold beside him. 

“You’ve got the luck of the Legends, Tamerlan.” 

Tamerlan flinched. Whatever the Legends were, they were not lucky.

“If Jhinn hadn’t seen that cabin, we wouldn’t have stopped, and we would have all frozen to death trying to find her.” Typical Etienne with his cold way of thinking. 

“You sound lighter,” Tamerlan said, reminding the other man of the gratitude and debt he owed Marielle. “Like a burden has been lifted.”

Etienne fumbled with the latch on the door. His hands were just as frozen as Tamerlan’s

The door fell open and the smell of must spilled out into the world beyond. It was hard to see anything in the dark of the cabin with only the moon to light the way, but Etienne moved into it with confidence. Tamerlan stumbled in behind him, barely biting back a curse as his shin struck a stool inside the dark room. 

“Someone must use this seasonally. For fishing, perhaps,” Etienne said. There was the sound of him shuffling something around. “They even laid a fire ready. One moment.”

Flint struck steel and in the shower of sparks, Tamerlan could see the fireplace and the tinder lighting. Etienne leaned over it, huffing into the lit ball of grass until the flames licked it up and he gently placed it between the kindling in the fireplace. Light flooded the room and Tamerlan stumbled to a small cot on one side of the room. He laid Marielle on it as gently as he could. The blankets smelled of dust and disuse.

“Better strip her clothes off before she soaks those blankets,” Etienne advised.

Tamerlan nodded, but his fingers were fat and difficult to work with. He fumbled with her cloak pin, finally loosening it so he could slip the heavy fur from her. He laid it over the back of a chair and placed it by the fire. His own cloak joined it. Neither was much good soaking wet. 

Her boots were next. They left a flood of water across the floor. 

There was a clatter from the other side of the room and Etienne emerged with a large cast-iron frying pan and a gunny sack.

“No brazier,” he said tiredly. “This will have to do.”

Marielle’s breath was so faint as Tamerlan worked to remove her outer leathers that he was afraid to even jostle her. Were they too late? 

He held his breath as his fingers fumbled over buckles and buttons. There was no sign of Abelmeyer’s Eye anywhere. It must have been lost when she was swept up by the water. 

“I’ll bring the pan and tinder to Jhinn,” Etienne said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

Tamerlan didn’t answer. He was hesitating over Marielle’s leather trousers. Should he remove those? Would she thank him when she woke – if she woke?

“Stop being a landholder prude,” Etienne said from the doorway. “She’ll freeze to death if you leave her in those wet clothes. Get them off her, stoke up the fire and get yours off, too. The best heat is skin-to-skin. I’ll be back with Jhinn’s clothing to dry by this fire as soon as I can. We won’t be able to make a good fire in this frying pan – not good enough to dry everything.”

Tamerlan nodded, waiting for Etienne to leave and shut the door before he went back to work, doing exactly as Etienne had ordered. 

He felt numb all over, but best of all, the voices in his head were silent as if they, too, were too frozen to speak. With care, he built the fire up, laying Marielle’s leathers around it and then carefully stripping off all but her underthings. Those he left on her with the half-sodden blankets on the bed. It wasn’t the best choice, but she should have a semblance of privacy, shouldn’t she?

He tried not to look at her smooth skin as he worked. Tried not to think about what it would be like to touch it with fingers that could actually feel instead of these numb icicles. 

When he was done, he shrugged off his own clothing, built the fire up even hotter, and blushing like a boy trying to steal his first kiss, he slipped into the cot behind Marielle, shuffled under the blanket with her and wrapped his numb, dead arms around her. If Etienne was right, the skin warmth would help. And if he was wrong and they were still going to die, then this was exactly where he’d want to die. Just like this. With her in his arms.

His arms began to tingle painfully just below the elbows as feeling started to return, but he didn’t mind. He let himself savor the moment as Marielle’s body went from dead-cold to almost-warm and his own eyelids began to flutter closed as sleep took him.
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5: Promises Made
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Marielle

She woke to heat on her skin and icy coldness at her core. Her eyes flickered open and she drew in a long breath. 

For some reason that she couldn’t explain she felt so completely safe in this moment. When was the last time she’d really felt safe? Was it back in the Scenter barracks in Jingen? Or was it longer ago than that? Was it at Scenter school? Or further back than that? She couldn’t remember. But she embraced this feeling of warmth and safety. Reveling in the luxury of the rare feeling. 

Something heavy was over her shoulder and it took her a moment to realize it was an arm – draped over her in the relaxation of sleep. The light hair across the back of it was pale gold like the noonday sun. Tamerlan.

She felt a little thrill stab through her as she breathed in his heady, golden scent, letting it wrap around her consciousness. She shouldn’t be doing that. She should be distancing herself from him. Especially since she was planning to deceive him from here on – planning to tell everyone else her secrets and keep him completely in the dark. 

And yet she couldn’t help it. His scent filled her nose, her mouth, her mind until she was soaking in it. Her limbs moved stiffly as she reluctantly pulled away from his embrace, slipping out from under him. The cold air hit her like a thousand tiny knives but under the moth-eaten wool blanket he was sprawled out in sleep, his mouth half-open and his face almost child-like in innocence. The stubble on his jaw was darker and it softened the hard edges that were starting to form in his boyish face. 

She bit back a sigh. In another world – a world without Legends and dragons, maybe she would have met him as an Alchemist’s apprentice in the streets of Jingen. Maybe they would have fallen in love – actually, they definitely would have fallen in love – and then she would have married him. And they would be in that bed with a good reason, not just to get warm after an icy near-death experience. 

But not now. She pushed back against the memories flooding over her – memories of swirling through the dark waters, memories of Tamerlan breaking down in front of the portal and begging her to stop as she freed the dragons, memories of being in his mind as he battled the Legends. 

She loved him. If that’s what you called this deep attachment that demanded her complete loyalty and fervent desire to see him well and safe. If that’s what you called this obsession that wanted to be near him all the time, to smell him always in the air, to see him smile. 

But she was going to lie to him. And that wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair to ask him to love her back when she was going to deceive him and break his heart.

With a frown, she crept to where her clothing was hung in front of a raging fire and slipped them on over her dried underthings carefully and quietly. Her skin longed to be back in the bed with his warmth pressed up against her, but the rest of her knew better. Betrayal was best done cold. 

Biting her lip, she slipped on her damp boots and cloak, set a few more logs on the fire from a heap of them stacked in an alcove beside the fireplace, and then slipped from the cabin into the world outside.

If Tamerlan was here, then Etienne and Jhinn were probably close by. She needed to find them and they needed to talk. Now. While Tamerlan slept.

There were footprints in the light snow and she followed them down a hill to the river where a pillar of smoke rose up from the small gondola and Etienne and Jhinn – wrapped in threadbare wool blankets –  squatted on either side of an iron frying pan filled with a small fire.

She cleared her throat and Etienne looked up.

“You survived the night,” he said with a gleam in his eye – but the gleam made her want to sigh with relief. He looked like his old self. “Where is Tamerlan?”

“I left him sleeping.” She could feel her cheeks heating at Jhinn’s smirk. “I have to talk to you two – without him.”

“Without him?” Etienne lifted an eyebrow.

“Without the Legends hearing. Without them knowing. The Grandfather shouldn’t be in your head anymore – not now that his avatar is dead. Am I right?”

He nodded, speculation thick in his eyes. 

“Then it’s finally safe to talk to you,” she said, carefully stepping into the gondola. “Jhinn is going to spread the good news to his people on the plains – that they can go to the world beyond the stars and beyond the lands of the dead.”

Jhinn nodded soberly.

“But to rid this world of the dragons forever means all of them must go.”

“Why do you want to rid the world of dragons?” Etienne asked, one eyebrow lifted.

“You’re joking, aren’t you?” Marielle asked as she squatted beside the smoky fire with them. “Don’t you want a world with no more blood sacrifices? No more fear of a dragon waking and destroying everything? No more Legends coming alive and destroying the innocent?”

“No more magic,” Etienne said. “No more power.”

She shrugged. “A small price to pay for so much less fear.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Fury leaked into her voice. “You were going to kill me to keep the dragon bound and you don’t think that’s a system that should be stopped? You fought to free me from the clock. You fought to get Jingen grounded again – and now you don’t know?”

He shrugged and it only made her fury bubble up hotter. 

“I like power, Marielle. And I like the world of the Dragonblood Plains.”

“And did you like being taken by the Legend? Did you like being his plaything?”

“Of course not.”

“Then how else did you see this playing out?”

He shook his head. “I think we go back to the plains and we tell them what we saw and then we let everything go back to normal.”

“And the Retribution?”

“We’ll deal with them.”

“And the ruined cities?”

He let her words hang in the air before countering. “Doesn’t your plan involve ruining the rest of them?”

“It involves destroying the avatars of the Legends and freeing the dragons.”

“And the ones across the ocean?”

“Those ones as well. All of them, Etienne. There is no other choice. Until the dragons are free, this travesty will go on and on for generations – just as it has been doing. And more innocents will suffer.”

He sighed, his gaze going out across the river and up to the waterfall coming down from the mountains. She shuddered at the same time that he did. There were only two options. Neither one was ideal. Both would involve the deaths of innocents. But this was the only way she could see to stop it from going on forever.

“What do you want from me?” he asked heavily.

“Does that mean that you will help me?” she asked, pressing.

He shook his head, rubbing his hand over his forehead wearily. “It means that I won’t stop you. But I will keep my people safe, Marielle. As many of them as I can. It’s what I was born for, trained for. It’s what I’ll die for.”

She nodded. “That’s all I’m asking, Etienne. I’m asking you to go down to the Dragonblood Plains and get the people out of the cities before the dragons wake this time. It has to be you. You were Lord Mythos – maybe you still are, I don’t know how that works. You are friends with Allegra who has seized Xin. You know how to speak to the Retribution. You can do this. No one else can.”

He was quiet for a long time before he spoke. “And you will be slaying Legends. With Tamerlan. Who is going insane hour by hour.”

“Yes,” she said in a small voice.

“Hoping all the time that he doesn’t turn on you and destroy you or make you an avatar, too.”

“Yes.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

She looked at Jhinn. “I’m hoping Jhinn will help. We’ll need transport. And I need someone else who cares about Tamerlan. Who will help him fight this.”

Jhinn was already nodding. “That boy needs help. That’s for sure.”

“Will you help?” What would she say if they said no? But she could already smell genius flowing off of Jhinn – the smell and color of strawberries. He was thinking. And ambition rolled off of Etienne in russet curls like smoke from the iron frying pan. 

“Yes,” Jhinn said shortly. “But first, I want my clothes back. Etienne hung them in the cabin to dry.”

Marielle was nodding.

“And look for food there. Maybe there’s something.”

She didn’t think there was. 

“Etienne?”

He nodded reluctantly. “It will destroy us. Everything will need to be rebuilt from the ground up. The ground won’t even be the same.”

“It will take the rest of your life,” she agreed. He gave her a sharp look and she smelled suspicion. “But at least you’ll have a life.”

His nod was reluctant.

“We’re agreed, then?” she asked. “We can’t let Tamerlan know any of this.”

“Are you really going to be comfortable lying to him?” Etienne asked. His beautiful features were pinched with concern. She usually forgot that Etienne was beautiful. He wore power and arrogance like a cloak, hiding himself from curious eyes with its protection.

“I’ll have to be,” Marielle said. The words left a bitter taste in her mouth. She’d just have to learn to be comfortable with it. The fate of the Dragonblood Plains rested on this. “I need to go talk to him.”

She was already standing up and stepping from the gondola before Etienne called to her. “You know that for this to work we have to trust you with everything, right?”

“Yes,” she said, already striding up the hill.

“I’m not entirely comfortable with that,” he said, raising his voice. Anxiety wafted off him, punctuating his words. She smirked as the ochre wafted through the air.

“Get comfortable,” she said, not bothering to turn. If she could learn to lie to the man she loved, he could learn to trust her. Saying that over again in her head made her want to snort with the irony of the situation. But it was all they had, and it would have to do.

She was still trying to decide what to say to Tamerlan when she opened the door and snuck back in.

She sat down on the cot beside him, lulled by the warmth of the fire. It was hot enough that she almost wanted to strip out of her clothes – or at least strip down a little. The heat was dry and comforting and if she didn’t have a world to save, she would have liked to slumber here all day.

Why couldn’t it be like that? Why couldn’t they just have one day of rest? One day to be human for a while?

Tamerlan lay sprawled across the cot, one leg thrust out from beneath the blanket and one arm stretched above his head, for all the world like a gift laid out for her to take. Was there any other way to do this? Could she hide him somewhere? If she did, would the Legends drive him insane or seize him and help him escape? She couldn’t risk that. Someone needed to watch him. 

Could she leave him with someone else? Not Etienne. He had a job to do. And Jhinn needed to warn his people. Plus, she needed his gondola to get her to where the Legends were. And she needed Tamerlan’s knowledge to find them.

No matter how she thought of it, the only way was to bring him with her. Which meant lying to him. She should be shoving him away and telling him that she was a bad choice for him. She should be promising herself not to keep falling more in love with him. 

But she wasn’t doing any of that. What was the point? Maybe he’d only have a few months left before the Legends took him entirely and there was no Tamerlan left. Maybe only a few days. Couldn’t she spend those with him?

She stroked his cheek idly, affectionately. If she’d lived a different life, then all of this could have been different, too ...

He pursed his lips as if in a sleepy kiss. One of his hands reached up and found hers, gently drawing it down so that she leaned over him. He kissed her sleepily, murmuring her name. Warmth flooded her – more than just from the fire. Warmth, deep affection and a longing she’d never felt before. It was so sweet it was almost overpowering – and so bitter that it made her ache inside because whatever they had couldn’t possibly last. There would be no happily-ever-afters for them. 

She kissed him back all the same. 

She let herself lose all thought in the tangle of his intoxicating scent. Let him wrap his other arm around her and draw her close, his strong muscles drawing her in so gently that he might have been cupping a baby chick. He murmured her name again – it was sweet on his lips. Sweet as sugar and honey and dreams of peace.

His blue eyes flickered open and a look of surprise filled his face. 

“I thought you were a dream,” he said in awe.

He had wanted to dream of her. Just the thought made her mouth dry, her heart race, her eyelids flutter. She swallowed and pounced, catching his lips with hers and kissing him more intently than she should, more purposefully than she should. 

Gently, oh so gently, he took her shoulders and moved her back so she couldn’t reach him with her kisses. She felt her cheeks flare. She’d thought he wanted it.

“I’m ...” His words were hesitant. “I don’t know if you realize this, Marielle, but I’m losing my mind. Bit by bit.”

She nodded, but her eyes were stinging, and she didn’t want to hurt him by crying. She tried to blink back tears but hearing it from his own lips made her ache for him. 

He bit his lip before he went on as if he was also trying to disguise emotion. “I can’t let you ... I can’t promise ... There’s no future in loving a madman.”

“Maybe we can stop it.” A silly wish. An idle hope.

He nodded vigorously. “Yes, we should stop.”

“Not this,” she said, half-laughing, half-sobbing. “I meant the madness.”

His laugh held no humor but it wasn’t scornful either.

“In another lifetime, maybe,” he said, echoing her thoughts. “In another lifetime – when I was my own man, I would have asked you in this moment to be my wife. And I would have been so good to you, Marielle. Loyal. Yours to the core. I would have done whatever needed to be done to make a life with you. But now ... Like this? I wouldn’t give you widow’s white for a wedding gift. And that’s all I could offer.”

She could feel the hot tears spilling over now. Not because he was rejecting her. But because he was so sure he was going to die. 

“Please, Marielle, don’t cry. Please, sweet Marielle.”

And then he was kissing her cheeks, kissing away the tears, his palms on either side of her face, his fingers holding her ears and hair loosely between them. He was always so gentle – so different than the forces that raged within him. 

“I won’t hurt you. I won’t take from you. I will only give.”

“What if I want you to take?” she asked, irritated by the weak waver in her voice. “What if I want to offer you strength and loyalty, too? What if I want you to take it?”

“Then I will. I’ll never say no to you.”

“What if I want the widow’s white?”

He pulled his face back, his expression pained at her request, as if she’d slapped him.

Her voice faltered at his expression. “What if I want to marry you, Tamerlan Zi’fen? What if I want the right to know you were mine – if only for a little while?”

What was she thinking? She was crazy. She had just been thinking that it would be better for him without her and now here she was begging for him like a silly schoolgirl. But it seemed almost possible in this glorious hot moment. In the warmth of the fire and the glow of her passion, anything seemed possible. She sucked in more of his scent, intoxicated by it. 

He was hesitant. “I told you, I would never say no.”

“But would you say yes?” 

His lips parted but no words came, and his blue, haunted eyes agreed with the sudden anxiety in his scent. She felt her cheeks heating with the sharpness of rejection. 

“Never mind,” she pulled away from his grip, turning her face from his.

“Marielle!” He reached for her, his hand resting gently on her arm as if afraid to close his fingers on it.

“No, no of course not. I forgot.” She tasted bitterness on her tongue.

“Forgot what?” He sounded confused.

“That you’re Tamerlan Zi’fen the son of a landhold and I’m Marielle Valenspear, daughter of Variena the common street whore.” Her face felt hotter – so hot that it might burst into its own flames. 

“No,” he grabbed her hands this time. She tried to pull them away, ashamed, but he held on. “Marielle. Marielle, look at me.”

She looked at him, his bright blue gaze almost too much to bear.

“Never that, Marielle. It is I who am unworthy of you. Not the other way around.”

She kept his gaze but turned her face as if she could hide while being seen.

“I’m going to have to keep secrets from you because of the Legends. I’m going to have to plan behind your back. I might have to lie to you. I can understand why you don’t want to trust me. I don’t know why I thought ... why I hoped ... I’m just a silly girl ...”

Her words faded off as he leaned forward, the blanket falling to the cot as he leaned far enough to hold her face again in his hands. The look in his face was so tender, so incredibly soft as if he had made it like that just for her. 

“Marry me, Marielle, and claim the right to call me your own for those last few days or weeks I have to give. Lie to me. Work behind my back. Kill me when –  eventually – you must. I will never say no to you, only yes. Yes, you may have any part of me you want. All of it, if that is what you want. Every scrap of me left. Every bit of humanity left in me sets to you – like a compass to north, like smoke to the wind – I am tuned to you. Please take what I have left.”

She couldn’t bear his sweetness anymore. It was too much. She flung herself into his arms, kissing him roughly as if to counter the softness, firmly as if to promise she would keep his scraps safe, determinedly as if to show she would be tenacious at preserving what she could of him, and with abandon as she abandoned hope for her heart.

“Take all my respect and honor, Tamerlan Zi’fen,” she said when she pulled back, keeping a hand tangled in his hair. “Take all my love. I will do what is right for you for all my life, honor you, work beside you, fight for you.”

And this time it was him kissing her, sealing their promises in the way of their people as he repeated the same vow.

“Take all my respect and honor, Marielle Valenspear. Take all my love. I will do what is right for you for all my life, honor you, work beside you, fight for you.”

Marriages in the Dragonblood Plains were serious things. But there was no spectacle. There were only promises said in secret and then the declarations made to family. 

And neither of them had family they wanted to declare anything to ever again. 

They clung to each other, drinking in the sweetness of this – the one moment they knew they could share – until the fire burned low and Marielle pulled herself from Tamerlan’s embrace. 

“Jhinn is waiting for his clothes,” she said. But she wished she didn’t have to say anything. She wished she could spend the rest of her days here in this cabin with him and forget about dragon and Legends and everything else. 

But how can you forget your enemies when they are inside the one you love most?
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6: Promises Kept 
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Tamerlan

Etienne and Jhinn were thick as thieves, huddled over a smoldering fire in a frying pan when Tamerlan and Marielle joined them. It was all Tamerlan could do to keep a smile from his face despite everything.

These ones are plotting against us.

He felt his hand twitch and he kept it under firm control. The Legend had nearly taken him up there with Marielle. He’d felt Ram looking for a crack – any crack – even while Tamerlan was confessing his love to Marielle. He’d heard the Legend screaming in his mind that now was the time to pin her hands to the ground with knives even as he’d been kissing her, trying to fight every whisper of violence with added gentleness. He was a monster. He knew that. He adored this woman. He’d married her. And he’d done it all knowing there was a monster inside him who might spring out and destroy her given even the slightest chance.

He must not let that happen. He must never let the Legends get a hold of him again.

“I have your clothes,” Marielle spoke from beside him and just the tenor of her voice sent little chills up his spine and little flashes of memory of what they had just said – just done. If he died right now, he couldn’t be more happy. The smile dancing in the corner of his mouth was genuine.

He just had to be strong. He just had to keep those Legends back for long enough that Marielle could do whatever she was going to do. He would be complicit in her deceit. He would keep away when she planned. He would let her do as she must. He was utterly, devotedly hers.

If you don’t kill her, she will kill you. Surely, you must know that.

She wouldn’t kill him unless she had to. If there was anyone he could trust, it was her. 

You know nothing. You understand nothing. 

He understood – finally – that Ram was his enemy. All the Legends were. At the beginning, he’d thought the enemy was Etienne. And then he’d thought it was the dragons, but now he was beginning to know the truth. The enemy lived inside his mind, breathed his air, thought with him. 

We are not your enemy. We are the only ones with the guts to do what we must. We are the only salvation you will ever have.

His hand snaked to his sword grip and the dry wood he was holding fell to the ground. He fought the sudden hold of Ram over his hand, fear spiking through him. What if Ram had wrestled control away an hour ago? What if he had crushed Marielle with his own hand? He needed to be more careful.

He gathered up the wood as Jhinn took the clothing from Marielle. 

“Clumsy, Tamerlan?” Etienne said. 

Tamerlan looked up. Could Etienne see the guilt in his eye? 

As always, Etienne watched him like a hawk watching a mouse. It was hard to know you held a deadly secret with someone like that nearby.

“My apologies,” he said mildly, offering the gathered wood to the other man.

“You two certainly took your time,” Etienne said, his expression unreadable. “Anything to confess?”

Tamerlan caught Marielle’s eye and she blushed. Warmth blossomed in his chest. He made her blush. That was good, right?

“It looks like there is something,” Jhinn agreed, stowing away the dry clothing in the hatch of the gondola. He and Etienne were already dry and dressed. Those clothes must have been extra.

“There was no food in the cabin,” Marielle said, changing the subject.

Etienne held Tamerlan’s gaze until Tamerlan cleared his throat and spoke quietly, “We spoke vows. We declare that we are married.”

Etienne’s eyes grew wide. It was nice to know he could still be surprised sometimes. “And what, you’re telling us instead of your family?”

“You are my family,” Tamerlan said looking to Jhinn who the comment was for. Jhinn grinned, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. 

“Well hop in the boat, married man. We have miles to float and I think you should take the first turn at the pedals. It might take some of that spring out of your step.”

Etienne looked less pleased, shooting worried glances at Marielle whenever she wasn’t looking, and suspicious ones at Tamerlan whenever he was looking. But as Tamerlan settled into the seat and began to pedal, he focused inwardly instead of on Etienne. He would need methods to keep the Legends in check.

Good luck with that. I will be recruiting help. 

There was no one to recruit.

I think it’s obvious that your little love plans to do the same thing to all of us that she just did to the Grandfather. Remember how hard they fought to prevent the extermination of the Legends when it was Grandfather Timeless doing it? They will fight again.

Why wasn’t he hearing them, then? Why only Ram.

I have you more fully in my grip. But they will join me now. They will join me when they realize what a monster you have become.

The others spoke in hushed voices, occasionally looking in his direction. But their looks were furtive. Even Marielle’s glances at him were hooded, though she also offered secretive smiles that sent tingling sensations through him at the promises they suggested. 

He didn’t concentrate on their voices. He knew they needed to work without him. Instead, he focused on pedaling the gondola and focusing inward. He imagined that the cast-iron frying pan in the gondola was in his own mind and that every movement of the Legends was being thrown into that frying pan and burned up. He threw his fears in with them. His insecurities. His suspicions.

It won’t work. It never does. We will find a way in.

And as the voices of the Legends began to surface again and he could pick them out one by one he focused on the frying pan in his heart, the one full of the flames he would use to burn the thoughts they tried to feed him and the horrible suggestions that they whispered in his ears. It took everything he had to pedal the gondola and to feed the fire. He let both tasks consume him until eventually, Marielle put a hand on his shoulder. 

“You’ve been pedaling all day. We’re going to stop up ahead. We think there’s a spot where we can build a fire and rest for the night. You need to rest, too ... husband.”

The word was tentative, but it filled him with a profound sense of joy. He was smiling before he realized it, pulling her toward him for a kiss. But the moment he let the pan fire in his mind slip away, the voices roared through it. 

Avatar! Make her join us! Stop her plans. The dragons must be stopped!

They were talking over each other so viciously that he gasped, unable to tell one voice from the next in the cacophony. Marielle misunderstood his gasp, deepening her kiss. 

Someone cleared his throat and then she was drawing away, leaving him both aching for her and terrified of what might happen if he let himself go again. Behind his mental steel, the Legends were joining forces to destroy them all. 

Snow drifted down as they pulled the gondola to shore and built a fire under a spreading tree. It kept the worst of the snow away, but they still ended up huddled around the fire with nothing in their bellies and no reprieve from the bitter cold. 

Tamerlan held Marielle in the growing dark, grateful for the honor of having her in his arms even as the Legends buffeted his mind for control. But it was still a relief when two hours later Etienne declared the camp a “complete disaster” and convinced them to gather wood and go back to the gondola. They fed the fire in the frying pan and Tamerlan took a place at the pedals while the rest of them sprawled out on the boat floor. 

“You can’t spend all night pedaling when you already spend the day doing it,” Marielle said, trying to reason with him. But he was too afraid to listen. 

He kissed her chastely but refused to be budged. 

Exhaustion was the least of his worries. Legends were far worse than that. And if he let himself cuddle up beside Marielle on the boat floor, he wouldn’t be sleeping anyway. What was worse, battling Legends for the salvation of love of his life or pedaling the boat while meditating to keep them at bay? He thought the second option was safer. 

They found a village on the second day and Etienne slipped in and bought food from the villagers. There was no inn there and the populace greeted him with suspicion, so they carried on another four days, sleeping in the boat, eating over the frying pan fire. Stopping from time to time to gather wood or slip into the bushes for necessary moments. But they never stopped longer than was absolutely necessary.

And through it all, Tamerlan focused on the pan fire in his mind and threw himself into pedaling until he thought his legs might fall off. 

He lost track of the days and nights until the moment that Marielle announced they had reached the plains. Like a spark hitting tinder, the Legends attacked.

One moment, he was in his seat pedaling. The next he was writhing on the floor, his own hand trying to strangle him. 

Marielle lunged toward him and he cried out. “Stop! Don’t come near!”

His other arm flailed wildly for his sword as his feet kicked at the side of the gondola.

We will have you. Ram.

Quick! Get him on his feet! That was Lila.

Who has the sword? Deathless Pirate. 

Marielle was saying something. She sounded panicked, but he couldn’t hear her with so many voices in his head.

Now is our chance! Don’t let him shake us off! 

Ram had done it. He’d rallied the Legends against Tamerlan and all that meditation had done nothing except slow them down. He tried not to panic. He tried to find a way to fight back.

Stop fighting us, pretty man. We have work to do and we’d prefer to keep you in one piece. 

The hand on his throat tightened.

And then Etienne yelled something at him – something he couldn’t understand. He knew the man was going to attack and he couldn’t help but be grateful for friends in a moment like this one.

Something struck him in the head.

Everything went – mercifully – black.
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7: Dragonblood Plains
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Marielle

“I worry that you struck him too hard,” Marielle said as she bathed Tamerlan’s head with a cloth. A lump the size of a goose egg had formed on his head and his beautiful face was lined and twisted despite being unconscious. He muttered under his breath about dragons and avatars.

She swallowed. This was the third day since Etienne had hit him. Three days of fretting. Three days of worrying that when he emerged, he wouldn’t be himself anymore.

“It wasn’t me who married a madman, Marielle,” Etienne said grimly. It was his turn at the pedals. They’d all taken turns at them and though Marielle had wanted to stop at the inn in the last town, she hadn’t bothered to voice that desire. She was worried about moving Tamerlan. She was even more worried about what Etienne might do if she left him alone with her brand-new husband. 

Etienne had trussed him tightly and tied him to the gondola. And though Jhinn and Marielle shared worried looks as they tended Tamerlan, they agreed to truss him again whenever they were finished. 

“We don’t know what will surface when he wakes. He might not be Tamerlan anymore,” Etienne said harshly. 

“We all owe him.” Marielle made her words less harsh than she wanted them to be. It would be easy to feel the same as Etienne if she didn’t desperately love Tamerlan. Easy to let fear and loathing overwhelm gratitude.

“I owe a lot of people,” Etienne said. “And I would kill some of them if I had the chance. Just because someone did one good thing one time doesn’t mean they aren’t a monster. And monsters must be slain for the sake of society.”

“What is society except for a collection of people,” Marielle snarled. “And what are people but monsters in clothing and with fine manners?”

Jhinn snorted a laugh at that. He was fishing from the bow as Marielle looked after Tamerlan. He’d already caught two catfish and Marielle’s mouth watered at the sight of them flipping on the floor of the boat. Or at least, it did until she remembered how Tamerlan had flipped just like that as the Legends tried to steal his will.

“The Legends don’t have him yet. He still has fight in him,” Jhinn said, absently. He seemed more interested in the fish.

“The people are more than the sum of individual lives,” Etienne said. The closer they got to the plains, the more he took on his arrogant assurance that he was a ruler and not a vagabond like the rest of them. The Vagabond Ruler. That was what history should call him.

Marielle shook her head. “I used to think that, Etienne. I used to care about ‘the people’ as if that was a thing that trumped individual people. But I don’t think that now.” She ran her fingers softly down the stubble growing on Tamerlan’s face. “Not after being in the clock. Not after opening the portal for the dragons. Not now. Now, I think that individual people matter. That maybe they matter more than ‘society’ or ‘the people.’”

“You’re wrong.”

It didn’t really matter what Etienne thought about that. It only mattered that he saved as many people as he could while she defeated the Legends.

“Now that we can’t trust Tamerlan to help us even a little bit, he has become a liability,” Etienne said, his voice frosty. “We can’t afford to slip up if we want this plan to succeed.”

Marielle swallowed. If he tried to hurt Tamerlan, she would have to fight him. And he would win. She knew he was a better fighter than she was, and he was larger, too.

“I’ve thought about it for the past few days,” Etienne said. “And while I don’t like this at all, I think you are right that the dragons must be freed. This chain of events that has shaped the cycle of our world for so long must finally end. Do you realize what that will mean?”

“No more sacrifices,” Marielle said, turning her eyes to the horizon. “No more innocents sold by their families to die.”

His laugh was almost a bark. “And no more temples to Grandfather Timeless. No more ‘Queen Mer library’. No more Summernight or Autumngale. All our past traditions, gone. All our rituals over. Do you know how we will devastate the people we are going to ‘save.’ Do you know what it will take to rebuild?”

“I can’t think of that right now. I can only think about the task at hand.”

She was surprised when Jhinn spoke. “No more Waverunners, either. You’ll have to find new transportation.”

“How will your people get up those falls?” Etienne asked wryly.

“Leave that to us.” He went back to fishing, his attention completely focused on moving the line just so as he trolled across the bottom of the river.

It was warmer now that they were headed south and east – unseasonably warm. It was as if Spring was coming three months early. Had they disturbed more than the mountains when they set the dragons free? Had they changed the seasons somehow?

“Well, then. No more Waverunners, either. We’ll be a people adrift,” Etienne said after a moment. He smelled of sharp regret – a scent not unlike red wine – and Marielle frowned at the scent of it. But traditions and temples were not her concern. Justice was her concern. And there would be no justice while the dragons were chained and innocents were slaughtered to keep them bound.

“You’ll make new heroes,” Marielle said, her voice raw.

“Yes.”

“There will be new holidays and new people to venerate.”

“Exactly.” 

She turned at his words. Her brow furrowing. It was as if he was saying more than she understood. She looked a question at him. She could smell something new in his usual mandarin and rust scent. It wasn’t quite ambition – but it wasn’t quite determination either. It was something in between. Something she hadn’t smelled before.

“You can’t possibly destroy all the avatars yourself, Marielle. Not with Tamerlan in the condition he’s in. You’re going to need help.”

She sighed the sigh of someone who was barely carrying the burden they already had as someone loaded more on their back.

“Which is why, after much thought, I have decided to help you. Not just to evacuate my people – but to help with everything.”

Her eyes widened. “I thought you didn’t like this plan.”

“I still don’t. But I’ve turned it over and over in my mind and I can’t find a better solution. You’re headed to Yan first, right? That’s where Lila Cherrylocks was said to be buried.”

She nodded. 

“And I’m headed to Xin to see Allegra,” he said. “When I am there, I will go to the sunken island where Deathless Pirate’s avatar sleeps and I will dispose of it. I have been there before. I will be able to find it.”

She let out a long breath. He was going to help her! She didn’t need to do this alone!

“Let’s count them out,” he said, his dark gaze meeting hers as if they really were a team again. “King Abelmeyer and the Lady Sacrifice are gone with the passing of our friends. Maid Chaos is gone.”

“The Grandfather killed Byron Bronzebow and Queen Mer,” Marielle said. “And the Smudgers made a new Maid Chaos. And the Retribution made a new avatar in Choan.”

She saw a muscle in his cheek flinch at that. 

“If I can get to Deathless Pirate and you can find Lila Cherrylocks, then that is two more.”

“Do you ...” Marielle hesitated. “Do you know where to look for Lila Cherrylocks?”

He laughed. “She is the worst kept secret in history. Everyone knows – even if they don’t know.”

“What is the legend?” She let her gaze drift to the shore where snow had all but disappeared leaving fresh shoots coming up in between the dead stalks of grass from the last year. Too soon. It was too soon for Spring. It was as if her life had sped up now that it was almost over. 

Now, why had she thought that? 

Etienne cleared his throat almost as if he could sense she was distracted. “You tell me. What do the children on the street say about Lila?”

“That she traded her soul for a crown.” Marielle’s eyes caught on a tree in full flower. The white blossoms shook and battered at each other in the wind so that the ground under the tree was white with them. Just like she would shake the Dragonblood Plains until there was nothing left of them. She swallowed. 

“Yes.” Etienne’s eyes glittered, still focused on silly stories as Marielle tried not to break under the burden she bore.

“That doesn’t tell me anything,” she said, tearing her eyes away from the tree.

“Doesn’t it? They say that she was distilled into a crown. The crown contains her avatar.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. A grandfather clock – well, someone can be trapped in there, but a crown?”

“And Queen Mer bleeding pearls makes sense? Maid Chaos being reborn into some poor soul makes sense? The magic of dragons is nonsensical because it is not of this world. We saw that in the mountains. It explains so much that always puzzled me. It doesn’t follow our rules. It twists and turns as it will.”

“Are you saying that the magic of the Legends is stolen from the dragons?”

“Of course.”

“So, all magic will be gone when they leave us?” 

He gave her a long look. “Do you still think it’s worth it to free them?”

“I still think it’s necessary.”

He nodded.

“But there are many crowns. It will be hard to find the right one.”

Etienne snorted. “I doubt that. I heard rumors that Variena was looking for it. Go find your mother, Marielle, and you will find the crown.”

Marielle swallowed. The last thing in the world that she wanted was to see Variena again, but if she had Lila Cherrylock’s avatar at her disposal, then Marielle had no choice at all, did she?

They sped down the river as it began to narrow, and her mind raced as she tried to think of what she would say to the woman who had sold her life away.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




8: Chaos
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Marielle

The tiny port town flashed in the sunlight as they approached. It was mid-morning and the wind was blowing with them, carrying them down the river so quickly that it was all Jhinn could do to turn the gondola and sneak them into the docks there. Marielle tried to help him with one of the long poles they’d cut to serve in place of oars.

On the docks, fishermen were already returning with the catch of the morning, and for the first time in weeks, Marielle caught sight of family boats with small fires burning, food cooking, laundry being hung on lines across the center of the boats, and children screaming and hopping across the decks. Was Jhinn’s childhood like that? She could almost imagine him half the size he was now, leaping and playing like that with Rajit. She began to smile as she glanced at him at the pedals but he shook his head with a knowing frown as if he could read her thoughts.

“I’ll find another boat here to take me to Xin,” Etienne said abruptly. He was gathering his things. Marielle hoped he had enough coin for that. She hadn’t heard a lot of jingling and she knew that she’d already spent what she had in the last village buying food. 

She must have looked for too long because when her gaze traveled up again, he quirked an eyebrow. “Are you out of coin?”

“Yes.”

He opened his belt pouch. Marielle had thought he might hand her a coin and was ready to thank him but reject it politely. Instead, he pulled out a letter sealed with wax.

“It’s a bearer letter. It won’t help you until you get to a city, but the banks in any of the five cities will lend to you on my credit.”

“What credit would you have now?” She didn’t mean to be cruel, but his assets must have been wiped out with the fall of Jingen.

“A name and a reputation of power afford more credit than you might imagine,” he said, pressing the letter into her hand. 

She stuffed it into her own belt pouch. She didn’t have to use it if she found another way, and it would be impolite to deny him.

“Thank you – ” She would have said more but a groan from Tamerlan drew her attention. She hurried to his side as he sat up.

“Does your head hurt?” she asked immediately as she helped him sit. 

He was staring at his bindings. She reached to loosen them but froze when Etienne and Jhinn both shouted “No!” at the same time.

They shared a glance she couldn’t read but anxiety puffed up from Etienne like clouds of smoke in a thick ochre and it rolled off Jhinn like a wave, with fear mixing into the brew like flashes of blue lightning. His eyes were huge as he watched Tamerlan from where he was frozen in place in the boat.

It was Jhinn she looked to for answers. 

“I can see her as plain as day,” he said. “Lila Cherrylocks.”

“You’ve been up to trouble, little Watch Officer. Haven’t you?” the voice was Tamerlan’s but the curving smile was not. Nor was the sharp look in his eye. There was none of the gentle tenderness he had for her there – none of the obsessive love that had saved her again and again. This creature was as foreign inside his skin as it would be to see a sheep stand up and ask for roast beef. “Release me and you won’t lack for coin. You were just mentioning that you’re a little short, weren’t you?”

“I thought Ram was controlling him?” Marielle said, looking to Jhinn. 

The boy shrugged. “I see him there, too, but someone is holding him back. They’re lost in the fog. The ones who don’t have him are harder to see.”

Superstitious gibberish. And yet it was all true. Marielle shuddered.

“I told you that bindings were necessary,” Etienne reminded her, though the look on his face was just as unbelieving of Jhinn as hers must have been. “Don’t get soft on me now. Wait here with him and I’ll return with food and see if I can book passage to the east.”

Their gondola slid into the dock and Marielle wrenched her eyes from Tamerlan long enough to see that the docks were surprisingly crowded. A horde of people had slowly filled them – so silently that she hadn’t noticed it while she was distracted. While they had been filled with fishermen and Waverunners before, those people were gone, replaced almost magically by silent crowds of people dressed in muddy rags and holding burning braziers. Smudgers.

Perhaps the regular people had fled. It was certainly her first instinct.

She hadn’t seen Smudgers in a long time and their silence was eerie. The gondola bumped against the dock and Jhinn tied it to the brass ring on the side of the dock. His movements were slow, his eyes on the crowd. 

Should they run? But the crowd wasn’t violent. They were just silent and staring. They even backed up to give Jhinn more room to work and when Etienne – anxiety intensifying around him to the point where she had to pull up her scarf to mask some of that heavy paprika scent – stepped up onto the dock, they cleared a space for him, too. 

Something was moving forward from the back of the crowd. 

Marielle tried to pick out what it was, but the village was hard to see with so many people crowding in. What had been a bustling market and small flocks and herds on the hills nearby was now just a solid wall of bodies with a small ripple running through it. 

Jhinn leaned forward just a little further to cinch his rope tight at the same time that Etienne took a step into the crowd. 

And then silently, as if a signal had been given, someone grabbed Jhinn’s arm and pulled, tossing him into the crowd like a caught fish. A scream of horror wrenched from him and Marielle had just enough time to gasp, fumbling for Tamerlan’s sword. Hands reached out and plucked her from the gondola, dragging her into a mass of bodies. 

She screamed at the horror of their silent attack, but the only sounds she heard were the sounds of the wind and the waves, the flocks on the far hills, and her companions screaming, too.

She twisted, trying to fight a dozen hands that held her and dragged her through the crowd. Had they taken Tamerlan, too? Had they unbound him? He wasn’t screaming with the rest of them – actually, Etienne and Jhinn had quieted now and all she heard from them were grunts and the sounds of struggle. 

It didn’t feel real.

But the hands pawing her in smoky silence were real.

And the smell was real, too. She hadn’t noticed it at first in all the anxiety of Jhinn and Etienne at Tamerlan’s awakening, but here in this crowd was a bubbling, stinking oneness. The Smudgers around her did not smell of normal human emotion – not of petty jealousy or loves and hates, not of rank ambition or bubbling creativity. They all smelled exactly the same – with the exact same dull throb of insanity – astringent and sharp. 

But as they moved her through the crowd, the scent intensified until they dropped her on the ground in front of something that stank so strongly of Elderflower insanity that she was surprised she hadn’t smelled it from upriver. She’d thought having the wind at their backs this morning was a blessing. Instead, it had left her blind to this.

By the time she squirmed until she could see the source of the stench, she wished she hadn’t seen it. 

On a platform made of rubble, a huge unlit pyre set behind her, stood a woman with long dirty hair. Chunks of mud clung to strands of it and matted across her scalp and her clothing was stained and torn as if she paid it no attention at all. On her face was a look of pure rapture and when she opened her eyes and looked at Marielle there was nothing but two empty pits staring at her. 

The scream began to bubble in Marielle’s throat at the same moment that Etienne spun free of his captors, his sword out and slashing. They hadn’t disarmed him. Almost as if they hadn’t realized he could be deadly at all. Hands dragged Marielle and Jhinn up over the rubble to the feet of the specter that had once been a woman – the specter Marielle recognized as the poor creature who had once been a Smudger and now was the second avatar of Maid Chaos.

There was the sound of something thumping on the ground not far away and she turned to see Tamerlan thrown there, still bound, his eyes shut tight. Beside him, they dumped things from the boat. The cast-iron frying pan. Fishing gear. Blankets. Wooden cups. A few half-empty sacks. A small leather purse that Jhinn kept hidden in the secret compartment of the boat. 

Below them, in shocking silence, Etienne battled. He chopped down a half dozen attackers, their blood spraying over the rest of the crowd as they fell in absolute silence except for the gurgling of those unable to breathe through slashed throats and his grunts of effort. Eventually, there were too many attackers. The sword was dragged from his hands and he disappeared under the swarming mass without a sound.

A keening sound filled the air – her own fear slicing through her lips against her will. She couldn’t stop it from rippling out of her in waves. She’d seen many horrors by now, but none so horrifying as this. 

Around her, the derelict crowd was smiling, their empty eyes and empty scents a poor match for their angelic expressions. 

Maid Chaos smiled, too. And then she gestured to the pyre behind her, and the crowd was reaching for Marielle again. She screamed and screamed until her throat was hoarse as they carried her to the pyre. Jhinn’s screams echoed her own and the scent of despair mixed with his horror – the only fresh scent in this dead village. She fought, but there were too many hands. She felt Jhinn fighting nearby. But two were not enough against hundreds. 

And as they tied her to the pyre and cinched the knots tight, she smelled something brand new. 

Fire.
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9: Tangled Hope
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Tamerlan

He was desperate to see and yet Lila had his eyes shut tight while she worked at the bindings.

Almost there. Almost there. That pretty girl of yours should tie better knots. 

Was she dead already? He couldn’t tell with his eyes shut tight and couldn’t do anything about it with Lila controlling his body. He’d woken to her control. Any advantage he’d had before in the meditation state was gone now. He had not a shred of authority over his own body. Maybe he would never have a shred of it again. He shouldn’t have let Marielle say vows to him. He shouldn’t have said them back.

But it was hard to regret the best – the purest – the most whole day of his life. Not when it was the one thing he could hold onto as his life was slowly stolen from him. Still. She was bound now to a pawn of the Legends. And that was a tragedy.

At least I don’t want her dead. You can be happy about that. Ram would be fighting to make her an avatar. I don’t want that at all. When I’m done getting us free, I’m going to run as far and as fast as I can go. She can live whatever life she can, and I will do the same.

And Tamerlan would never see his wife again. Never glimpse that sweet determined look in her eyes or be swept up in her view of the world – so clean and sharp and fresh when to him it was all so blurry and difficult. 

Think of me. I’ll be stuck in your body. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed but I’m very feminine. You’re a terrible fit.

Yes, it was Lila who was the victim here. He gave a mental snort. It was hard to keep himself from railing at her mentally, but there was no point in that. It would only leave him hopeless. And it would only slow her down as she fought to free them. Maybe if they were free, he could take back control. 

I have you fully now. And the effect will not wear off. Best to be glad it was me and not one of the others. If I was Ram, I would destroy all you loved. If I was Deathless Pirate, I would set up a tinpot dictatorship and debase myself in revelry. If I was the Admiral, I would be the scourge of your people. Be glad you rolled the dice and got Lila. The worst I’ll do is steal a few trinkets. And you might even find that you like that.

He doubted it.

He could smell fire. Feel it on his face. Smell it in his nose.

Was that the rest of his spice they were burning?

Not that it matters. You’ve already sworn not to smoke it anymore.

For all the good it did him.

It turns out that once the path has been trod enough times, we can find it all on our own. Isn’t that nice? We can take you against your will and there’s nothing you can do about it. Forever.

If only he’d realized sooner. Soon enough to help the Grandfather rather than stop him. Soon enough to destroy them all.

Well, think of it this way, we’ll do more with your life than you ever would. You were going to start an orphanage. You married the daughter of a prostitute. What a waste. I will use you to amass wealth like the world has never seen. We will buy and sell cities. We will rule in luxury and comfort all our days. I may even find that I enjoy your company in my mind. 

Never!

But before I do, I have a little job to do. I don’t want all the Legends killed, but I’ve never liked the Maid and now she’s burning all our stuff.

His eyes shot open at the same time that his hands were free. They grabbed his belt knife so quickly that he wasn’t even sure it had happened even though they were his own hands. Lila was sawing through the ropes around his feet, her eyes quickly assessing the situation. They skimmed right over Marielle and Jhinn tied to a burning pyre. 

Oh no.

They were going to die! 

Panic filled him even as Lila kept looking, assessing, deciding. She was bouncing up to her feet while he was still panicking. She took two steps and snatched up his sword from the heap of things from the gondola that was burning in the pile beside him. He hissed as his hands burned against the hot metal, but she didn’t hiss. She didn’t even moan. She was plunging his sword into someone’s back while he was still reeling from the pain of its burning hilt. 

She was cutting through the crowd like a thresher through wheat while he was anxiously trying to catch glimpses of Marielle. The fire wasn’t very high yet. Had it licked her flesh or was she whole?

Let’s find out!

They’d all turned their backs to him as if he was nothing and now that Lila was slaughtering them, they didn’t know. They died in silence, the ones in front of them none the wiser until their turn came. Lila had killed more than twenty of them before the avatar of Maid Chaos noticed and lifted a hand toward them.

She wasn’t fast enough. 

Lila charged, yelling as she went. She used Tamerlan’s shoulders to batter Smudgers out of the way as he went directly for the Maid. In his body, she was dauntless. She was leaping into the circle around Maid Chaos before the crowd could react, her sword streaking toward the Maid like the flame of a dragon. 

Maid Chaos flung up an arm to defend herself and the sword struck with the awful green-stick snapping sound of breaking bone. Her arm was cleaved in two, the part of it with the hand attached sailing into the crowd like a piece of split wood. 

Tamerlan gagged on bile, but Lila was unaffected. She spun, meeting an attack he didn’t realize was there. Hands that had been reaching for him from behind fell like wheat to the reaper and then she was turning back to Maid Chaos.

“I like this sword,” she said. “We’re definitely keeping it.” 

The new avatar had a weapon now. She must have grabbed it from someone in the crowd. A fisherman’s harpoon flashed in her hand but as grizzly and magical as Maid Chaos might be, she was taken by surprise. She met Lila’s bevy of attacks with skill, but she had only one hand. 

Lila knocked her harpoon back and then reached in past the other woman’s defenses, closing Tamerlan’s free hand around the avatar’s neck and squeezing so tightly that he thought his finger joints might pop.

“I love the reach of these arms of yours!”

Instead of his fingers breaking, the structure of Maid Chaos’s neck crumbled in his fingers like sand. She shuddered, bucking against the sudden destruction of her body. He blocked out her face, seeing, but refusing to acknowledge what he saw. He hadn’t asked for this.

Don’t want to save your pretty wife from burning to death?

Of course, he did.

Then look.

He looked. He tried not to remember, but he looked and watching that eyeless face die would have driven him mad if he wasn’t already insane. 

And then it was done, and the avatar was thrown to the floor. It was almost impossible to believe it was him throwing her to the floor. That it was him scrambling up the pyre through the licking flames. They weren’t high yet. They hadn’t even reached the place where Jhinn was slumped and where Marielle fought at her bonds. But they were growing with every moment. There was no time to spare. 

Lila leapt over the flames and up the wood.

Behind Tamerlan, he heard the sound of shuffling feet, but he didn’t dare look back at the crowd. Not when Marielle was fighting for her life. He was trying to get a good look at her face when Lila dropped the sword onto the ground and reached for her. 

He almost sighed with relief. They were going to free her.

Lila wrapped his hand around Marielle’s throat and he just had enough time to register the look of shock and betrayal in Marielle’s eyes before he began to squeeze.

No!

The denial roared through him.

Anything but this!

Do not take her life with my hands!

Better than death by fire.

There didn’t need to be death at all! He battered against Lila, but she was too strong. He couldn’t get through. He couldn’t budge her!

As she choked the life out of the one person who was life to him, he shoved every ounce of himself against her. This was his body. It belonged to him. It was meant to be filled by him. It was never meant for her. 

He knew he didn’t have a chance. He knew it was all over now, but he fought, battering against her sense of self. He imagined it was a bridge extending across the spirit world to wherever her soul was meant to be. Mentally, he shoved her across the bridge and cut it in two.

He had his hands back so suddenly that he gasped, pulling them from Marielle’s neck like dropping a hot coal. His breath choked in his own throat as Lila fought back

And then he slumped to the ground, blackness taking him over.

At least he hadn’t killed Marielle. At least it hadn’t been his hands that wrung the life out of her like a fowl for the dinner table. It was cold comfort as he sank into unconsciousness. Cold comfort as he felt the flames rising. They would all die in that inferno now.
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10: Arise Vagrant Lord
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Etienne

He moaned, clutching his belly. Too many feet had kicked him and too many hands ripped at him. He was a mass of bruises. The last two fingers on his left hand stomped almost to a pulp. But he was still alive. He tried to mask his cough. His only hope now was silence. 

Someone was battling above. He could hear the clash of steel and a wet sound like something made of steel hitting flesh. This silence in these Smudgers was a horrifying thing. He’d always thought the religion was mostly harmless. He’d been wrong. When he remade this society, he would remake it without the Smudgers.

He clenched his teeth and stumbled to his feet, wiping blood out of his eyes. His head was bleeding profusely, but head wounds did that. No point in getting caught up in it. He’d tend it when he could. He swallowed down tendrils of anxiety. No use getting wound up, either. Cold logic was a man’s best friend in a time of conflict. 

First order of business – Marielle and Jhinn. Where were they? He stood on tiptoe to see over the heads around him. Shockingly, the Smudgers hardly seemed to care or even notice that their victim of moments before was rising.

Ah. Pyres. A horrific way to die. 

Whoever this leader of the Smudgers was must be a sadist. Marielle had linked the Smudgers to a new Maid Chaos. He felt his eyes narrowing as the pieces clicked together. This was her work. Perhaps she sensed the aberration in Tamerlan or perhaps they were killing everyone who came through the village. But then why had there been citizens in sight moments before? Besides, it was a short-sighted way to behave.

But then again, people were stupid. That was a given. 

So, he’d have to quell her before moving on. He eyed the ground surreptitiously and then reached down to scoop his sword up as inconspicuously as he could. The Smudgers ignored him. Their eyes were on their leader and a figure fighting her. Tamerlan.

Well, at least he was good for something – for now. 

Etienne eased himself through the ranks of Smudgers carefully, trying not to draw attention. As long as he moved slowly and silently, they hardly seemed to notice him. A magic perhaps. A geas put on them by Maid Chaos? Or some result of the spices they burned? Either way, he did not like it. No society could thrive while its people walked in darkness. 

He wove through their ranks. He could see the pyre and the flames set at the base. He estimated five more minutes before the heat of the smoke began to burn Marielle and Jhinn. Jhinn looked unconscious and though Marielle struggled, the hope for getting free was marginal. He didn’t know how long they could survive once the flames hit them, but even devastating burns should be avoided.

He tried not to hurry as he slipped through the crowd. He’d do this without stirring them. He’d be a shadow among shadows. He controlled his breathing carefully.

Almost there.

He was at the base of the pyre when Maid Chaos fell. 

Tamerlan was certainly a brutal killer, despite all his denials. Etienne never thought he was as innocent as he pretended, but it was interesting how loyal Jhinn and Marielle were to him. Interesting that he had tangled them in his web of trouble and yet they still wanted more. If Etienne could learn to be like that, he could use it to reign the Dragonblood Plains more effectively. Perhaps he should – 

His thoughts cut off as Tamerlan’s hands wrapped around Marielle’s neck. No!

He scrambled up the platform through the bodies of the Smudgers. Some of them turned vaguely toward him, taking a swing at him or an almost absent-minded kick. But they were uncoordinated and mindless in their efforts. Whatever hold was on them still had them in its grip. He dodged the blows, but it cost him. His left hand was barely working with his fingers broken. His middle ached as he walked and he wheezed against the pain in his lungs. He was more injured than he would like. He made a knot of that in his mind and set it aside. He could do that if he had to – a little trick he’d learned in his youth.

First priority – getting to Tamerlan before he killed Marielle. Etienne needed her. He’d agreed to her plan – agreed so much that it was his plan now, too, and he couldn’t succeed in it on his own. 

His heart was beating too quickly as he fought his way forward and he tried not to frown with frustration at its limitations. Tried not to grow angry at his gasping lungs. A body was only so strong. And all men were limited. He must accept that and overcome. 

He was almost there. He readied his sword for a killing blow as he carefully stepped between the licking flames. 

The fire was hot. Sweat broke out across his skin and his fur cloak was aflame before he could prevent it. He snatched at the cloak pin with his broken hand. It was a tense moment before the fur loosened and fell to the wood beneath his feet. He let out a breath and looked up to see Marielle gasping for breath, her face pale as she lolled against the ropes holding her. Tamerlan was on the wood below her, flames licking at his boots and breeches. Jhinn was still unconscious in his bindings.

Priorities. He would cut Marielle free first. She was most important.

He slid his sword into the scabbard and drew his knife, hurrying to slice her bonds. His mind was racing. Would she be able to stand on her own? 

The moment the ropes were cut she fell to her knees. 

“Up!” he roared. The flames were already licking at the soles of her boots. Dragon’s spit!

He rushed to Jhinn, sawing at the ropes. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Marielle rubbing at her good eye and trying to lift Tamerlan.

“Leave him! Go! Before you burn for your weakness.” His words were harsh, but harsh was what she needed. She was worth ten of Tamerlan. Her death would be a terrible waste. 

He caught Jhinn as he fell, slapping the boy hard across the face. “Wake up!”

His eyes fluttered open and Etienne picked him up and flung him from the pyre. That would hurt. He might even break a bone, but he wouldn’t die. He saw the boy land on a pile of corpses Etienne had cut down only minutes before. Good. They couldn’t hurt him.

Now, Marielle. He rushed to her and tried to snatch her up, but she fought at him. 

“No! I have to help him.” Her voice was thick with emotion.

“Don’t be a fool.”

Ignoring her battering hands, he lifted her.

“Please, Etienne! Please don’t leave him to burn!” 

He threw her after Jhinn. He wasn’t sure if he could get himself off the pyre. He’d hurt whatever was wrong internally with those foolhardy throws. Deep, visceral pain lashed at him, ripping through his middle. He bit the inside of his cheek and tasted blood, trying to pull in a breath in the smoke and heat. He choked on it, scalding his lungs. 

Dragon’s blood. He was going to die here.

Tamerlan’s eye opened like something from a nightmare and he stood up like a shot, scooped Etienne up and threw him over his shoulder.

A groan escaped with the shuddering pain that rippled through him at the feeling of a shoulder to his belly. They were moving, but he didn’t have the strength to lift his head and find out where. He tried to speak, but his words came out as groans.

Dragon’s spit! His body was failing. 

He could see the appeal of becoming a Legend. Of transcending the binding weakness of a human body and all its limitations. He could understand that completely. If he hadn’t been possessed by the Grandfather for that brief time, he might even desire it. 

He flinched at every agonizing blow to his belly when Tamerlan took a step. His shoulder was too hard – like a log being driven into Etienne’s belly again and again by an angry warrior. There was a pause and then something knocked against his head. He blinked back stars and made out Jhinn’s face – his eyes closed. Tamerlan was carrying them both.

Etienne tasted blood when Tamerlan finally sunk down and let him fall to one side, Jhinn to the other. Tamerlan was on all fours wheezing and choking. One side of his face as bright red with patches of white. Badly burned.

They were in the gondola. He could feel the movement of air around him and the whir of the pedals. 

“Hurry!” Marielle’s words were breathless. “We lost the weapons. We have no way ... No! Not that way!”

He wanted to see what she was talking about, but he couldn’t lift his head. 

He collapsed into the hull and his mind drifted away.
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11: Crushed and Broken
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Marielle  

“It’s true. It’s all been true!” Jhinn was whispering, his head close to the woman’s on the family boat. Her face was shining with rapture – just like all the others had been. 

They were three days down the Cerulean River and just outside the locks into Xin City. In those three days, Jhinn had spoken to every boat they could find and every time he did, Marielle felt more and more impatient. They were already headed to the wrong city. They’d passed right by the canals to Choan and since they’d done that, Marielle had felt like she was itching under her skin. She should be in Choan finding the crown and destroying Lila. 

Instead, they were on their way to Xin to find Allegra. But what choice did she have? With both Tamerlan and Etienne grievously injured, they needed a good healer. And the last time they’d seen Choan it was in complete chaos. Worse, they would need money to pay a healer and they didn’t have money – except for this bearer note of Etienne’s. Everything Jhinn owned had been stolen and burned by the followers of Maid Chaos – the Smudgers. 

Marielle paused in pedaling the boat to shiver at the memory. The Smudgers had just stood there, wandering around in circles and looking off into the distance mindlessly as they’d fled in the gondola. In the panic of the moment, she’d barely noticed them as she worked to batter their boats to the side so that Jhinn could pedal them back out into the Cerulean river. She’d had to throw water over him to get him conscious enough to do that.

Even then, Jhinn had wheezed and coughed for hours afterward, muttering, “My feet never touched the land. Not once. They never touched.”

Then she’d tried to tend to Etienne and Tamerlan, binding visible wounds and making them as comfortable as possible in the bottom of a boat. 

But the eyes of the Smudgers haunted her now – as did the memory of Tamerlan’s beautiful eyes so cruel and distant as he choked the life out of her. 

She swallowed, her throat aching and painful.

Despite her best efforts, Etienne and Tamerlan were in bad shape. They both drifted in and out of scant consciousness and it was all she and Jhinn had been able to do to get water or weak broth into their delirious mouths. Etienne’s torso was a mass of purple bruises, his face and hands also battered. He’d been nearly trampled to death. That he’d been able to cut them free at all was a miracle. No, it was the result of his enormous determination. She would get him to Allegra and repay him for his efforts. She would find a way to get him healed.

And Tamerlan – half the flesh of his face was wet with deep burns. His already blind eye was burned so badly that it made her stomach turn and heave just to look at it. She’d tried to apply wet cloths to the burns to keep them moist – that was what you did, right? But it wasn’t helping, and his moans of pain were heartrending.

Her own throat was healing, though her voice was still hoarse, and her neck bruised. She tried not to think too deeply about that. Tried not to remember those moments when she thought the man she loved most dearly might drain the life from her. But the memories still surfaced every time she closed her eyes.

If it hadn’t been for Jhinn, they wouldn’t have made it to Xin. Each family boat he spoke to, gave him a gift – fresh water, a blanket, food. One even gave him a brazier for a fire. It had been just enough to keep them alive these last three days. Just enough to reach Xin. 

And each of those family boats had immediately headed upriver. Jhinn hadn’t been wrong. The Waverunners saw his news as the culmination of their beliefs and none of them wanted to be left behind.

“We’ll find a way,” they always said as they left. “We’ll get there somehow.”

She wished she could be so confident. Her own task was looking more impossible by the moment.

The family boat headed off and Jhinn smiled at her from the bow. He was holding an oar – a gift from the boat for his news. She smiled back, her exhaustion plain on her face. They’d both been working hard with little sleep – moving the boat, tending the injured, and just trying to keep everyone alive. 

And now that they were at Xin, what were they going to do? She was sure that Allegra would help – for a price – but could Marielle get to her?

Marielle sighed tiredly as they reached the city gates. The guards there were stopping each boat and checking it. There weren’t many at this time of day. Fishermen went out and came in at dawn and dusk and trading boats were often on the same schedule. Mid-afternoon was much sleepier. 

Marielle looked up at the city that rose in the stone island. The last time she’d been here a dragon had just attacked. But that was months ago, and now the city was well on its way to being fully rebuilt. She could see the gleaming fresh stone and wood rising above her. She felt her cheeks heat as she realized that she was going to ask these people to do that all over again.

What was it like to rebuild your life from ashes? 

Could she live long enough to find out?

It was their turn to be searched. The guard’s tabard was a different color than the last time she had been here. It was pure white with no crest sewn on it.

“Stand and be questioned by the guard of Xin City,” he said. 

Marielle stood up and he rolled his eyes. Apparently, ‘stand’ had been figurative. Jhinn held them in place beside the jutting pier with his brand new oar. Only boats allowed past this point would be let up into the city via the lock system. 

“Names?” the guard asked. Beside him, another guard in the same white tabard sat at a small wood desk with a pen dipped and ready to write.

“Marielle Valenspear,” Marielle said. “I am here with Jhinn of the Waverunners, Tamerlan Zi’fen,” that led to a shared look between the guards, “and Etienne Velendark.”

The look of shock on their face was so sudden that Marielle didn’t have time to flinch before the closest guard had leapt into her boat.

“By order of Allegra Spellspinner, Lady Saga of Xin, Etienne Velendark is to be brought to her immediately.” He looked down at Tamerlan and Etienne where they lay with fever sweat on their brows. “And alive.”

“That’s the plan,” Marielle said drily. 

“We have strict orders to escort him and any other with him to the palace immediately upon his arrival.”

She knew Allegra was fond of Etienne, but she had no idea that the woman was this in love with him. She could feel her eyebrows rising as the guard continued. 

“The quickest way will be via this gondola. Is it fit to float as far as the palace?”

Jhinn’s snort was insult mixed with fury but Marielle held up a calming hand. “Of course, honored guardian. Please let us float there immediately.”

That seemed to mollify him, but it didn’t keep Marielle’s heart from racing every time he stole a glance at her sleeping husband and friend. He looked at them often – whenever he wasn’t ordering the locks to close or open immediately. And his frown deepened as the minutes dragged on.

“Which one is the Lord Mythos?” he asked eventually and when Marielle pointed to Etienne the man nodded grimly. 

Jhinn switched places with Marielle at the pedals. He was fresher than she was anyway, his face less lined with worry. And no wonder. His people would be free soon. But she bore the weight of Tamerlan’s future and the destruction of her world to save it. And whatever she did, she didn’t dare admit any of that to Allegra.

When they reached the palace, her hands were trembling. She still hadn’t worked out what to say. How did you say, “I’ve brought you the lover who chose my fate over your ambitions and incidentally, can you move your entire population so I can destroy your city?”

Maybe you just said it.

She steeled herself for trouble. 

The guard spoke to the palace guards and before she could blink, they were floating inside the palace walls to a private landing. 

“I’ll stay with the boat,” Jhinn said.

Marielle offered him a grimace – the closest she could get to a smile.

The guard with them was already speaking to more palace staff and within minutes servants were running in every direction. Whatever happened next was going to determine whether she succeeded or failed. It was hard not to be worried about that. 

Instead, she turned her attention to Etienne and Tamerlan, checking their breathing. They were still alive. Still feverish. Still in a lot of pain. Worry tangled in her belly, weighing as heavily as a stone would. 

“Marielle.” The voice that greeted her was cold but Allegra’s lingering scent of traces of vanilla magic and various herbs filled the air.

She straightened so fast that she knew she looked guilty of something and Allegra’s eyebrow rose. She was flanked by a ring of guards and even more servants. But, surprisingly, she was dressed nearly identically to the last time Marielle had seen her. She had not donned the elaborate dresses and hairstyles of the Landholds or rulers of the cities and while she wasn’t wearing an apron, she was wearing a high-necked charcoal grey dress with tiny grey pinstripes in the fabric. It was serviceable enough to run a shop and cut to compliment her figure, but certainly not what you would expect the ruler of a city to wear.

Marielle tried a curtsy and Allegra frowned, waving it off with a chopping motion of her hand.

“Where is he?” 

He could only mean one person. Marielle stood back so that she could see Etienne lying on the threadbare blanket at the bottom of the gondola.

Allegra was in the boat as quickly as the guard had been before her. 

“How long?”

“Three days.”

She clucked her tongue. “Internal bleeding. Fever. You’ve almost killed him, you stupid girl.”

Marielle bit her tongue against a retort. This tone meant Allegra would help, and that’s what they needed right now. 

“Bear him to the rooms attached to mine. I will tend him myself,” she ordered her guards. 

Marielle kept a blank look on her face as she watched the servants and guards lift Etienne carefully onto a litter as Allegra hovered over him like a hen with one chick. 

“And Tamerlan?” Marielle asked. “Would you tend him, too? For Etienne’s sake?”

She held her breath.

Allegra’s gaze was blazing when she turned it on Marielle. “That one is trouble. And I can ill afford trouble at this time.”

“Please.”

A muscle twitched in her jaw. “You can take him to Spellspinner’s Cures. I’ll send Fanwen with you and she will tell my people to tend him there.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. This settles the debt I owe you for returning the Lord Mythos to me. After this, we are free and clear.”

She left the gondola, striding after the litter as her maid – Fanwen – boarded the little craft.

“Allegra!” Marielle called.

Everyone froze and Allegra spun. Her sharp features deadly in the low light of the pier. 

“You dare call me by name? Don’t be fooled by my simple clothing. This city is mine now.”

“My apologies,” Marielle said, swallowing. She still needed to say this. Etienne might not recover in time to warn her – might not recover at all. “You must evacuate your city.”

“Must?” There was an edge of warning to her voice. 

“The dragon beneath it will rise.”

“When?”

How long did she dare wait before destroying Deathless Pirate’s avatar now? It would have to be her. Etienne could not in his current state. How long would it take to get Tamerlan stabilized? The words froze in her mouth.

“Three days.”

Her mouth nearly fell open at Jhinn’s words. But he had saved her from struggling with an answer.

“That’s not enough time. Certainly not for Etienne, but not for my city, either,” Allegra said.  

He shrugged as if he and Marielle would have nothing to do with this turn of events. He was right to play it this way. If anyone knew they were going to cause it, they’d kill them faster than an arrow could fly.

“Then you’d best hurry,” Jhinn said shortly.

“Three days?” Marielle mouthed, wide-eyed as they pushed out from the pier. Jhinn merely shrugged grimly. 

He was right. There was no time to lose.

She’d already seen how the Legends could fight back.
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12: Never Say No
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Marielle

She woke with a start. It was still night. 

Whatever Allegra’s women had put on Tamerlan’s face was almost magical. He had fallen to sleep – a deep sleep, not a fever sleep – as soon as the salve was applied. The relief it brought Marielle was just as tangible. 

“He won’t see from the eye again,” the assistant had warned her. “But the salve is one of Allegra’s. They don’t call her ‘Spellspinner’ for nothing. His face will heal. And quickly.”

She’d bathed him with a cloth and raided Allegra’s storeroom for fresh clothing for them. Allegra wouldn’t be able to move it all in three days, so it hardly felt like stealing, and her shop workers did not stop Marielle. Allegra’s clothing were dark and cut with sharp lines, but Marielle found a leather vest to go over them and a warm cloak.

Jhinn was off to spread his good news and she needed sleep, but she took the time she could to strip out of her filthy, burned rags and strip Tamerlan out of his. She locked the door of his room and slid under the blankets with him to keep him warm, trying her best not to touch his burned face or the other old wounds she’d tended and bound. It was all she could do. 

And she tried not to shiver too badly as she fell asleep, when her mind kept conjuring up the look in his eyes as he tried to kill her. She wrapped her arms around him, as if she could fend off the Legends by guarding him with her body, as if by drawing him closer physically, she could bring back her sweet Tamerlan and expel the demons that held him under their thumbs. 

And now that she was awake she looked at his sleeping face in the moonlight as it lit the tiny room in silver light. He looked so innocent, so vulnerable. 

His skin was already healing. The assistant had not been wrong about the power of Allegra’s magic. Was it drawn from the dragon Xin? His burns were no longer seeping. The skin seemed to be knitting itself back together before her eyes. 

She swallowed back a lump in her throat as his good eye flickered open. The one that had been burned was always open now. Even though the salve had sealed shut the open wounds on it, the eye was a bubbled mass of damage. He would need a patch for it. She would be sure to get him one.

“You live,” he gasped, relief thick in his voice. 

She waited, tense. Was it Tamerlan or was it a Legend in his body?

He coughed. His words were faint. “I fought her off, but I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t tell if she had already taken your life. Dragon’s blood, Marielle. Why are you still here?”

She let out the breath she was holding, relaxing into him. It was him! It was him.

“Tamerlan!” she cupped the undamaged side of his face with a hand. “Oh, thank the Le – I’m so glad it’s you.” 

“You shouldn’t be here, Marielle. You need to run,” he said, his lip trembling as he spoke. “Flee. Before they get you. They want you dead.”

She shivered, but she held her ground. “No.”

“Aren’t you afraid of me?”

“It wasn’t you. It was them.”

“I almost killed you with my own hands. I couldn’t stop them. I’m not asking you to forgive me.” He curled over himself, shaking with anguished coughs. “I don’t expect that. The only thing I can do is beg you to leave me while you can.”

“And what will you do?” 

“Go as far from people as I can go. Keep myself from being able to harm anyone.”

It made sense. It really did. And yet she knew she would never want that. Not even with the constant risk that he might turn in her hand like a faulty blade and destroy her. 

“No, Tamerlan,” she leaned in close so that her dark hair fell over him, her body almost grazing his. She kissed the undamaged side of his jaw, her lips meeting the short beard still growing there. She should have trimmed it. Her kisses trailed up to his cheekbone to slide over the silky skin of cheek and temple, eyelid and forehead. “I married you because I want every moment that you are you to be with me.”

“I can’t let you, Marielle.” He sounded like he was breaking.

“You think you can determine my course?” she let a dangerous edge into her voice.

“No, but I must determine my own. And my course must not include your needless death.”

“Even if I was not laying my heart before you like a Springhatch egg and begging you to take it, we still need you,” she whispered into his ear, letting her lips trace the shell of it with a kiss. There might not be many more of these kisses. There might not be any. She should savor them while she could.  “You are our connection to the Legends. Without you, we will not know when – ” she bit off the word. She couldn’t tell him her goal. Didn’t dare. “We won’t know what we must know. Please trust me on that.”

“And Jhinn?” he asked, his voice still wavering.

“Is out spreading the good news to any Waverunner who will listen.”

“And Etienne?” 

“Will heal. I delivered him to Allegra who seemed more than pleased to take possession of him.”

“And you?”

“Am no worse for wear but am entirely sick with love.” She felt her face flushing at the admission. But if she didn’t admit it now, when would she? If she didn’t take every single moment to convince him of her love, she would lose her chance.

She pulled his blanket down lightly and kissed his collarbone. 

“Marielle,” he groaned. A warning, but not a ‘no.’

She let her lips drift to his shoulder, his bicep, press into the hollow of his elbow and the center of his palm. 

“You should not.”

“I should not kiss my husband?” she teased.

“You should not care so little for your own life that you risk it by being near to me.”

He was right. And he was wrong. Because she was beginning to realize that he was her life. Every moment with him was life. Every moment without would be a kind of death. She would no more embrace that death than she would embrace the other kind. Not even if he asked her to.

“Do you remember when you told me that you were done saying no to me?”

“Yes,” he gasped and she buried her face into the hollow of his neck, kissing it gently. 

“Then do what you promised, please.”

He moaned at her words, but he did not say no. Not for the rest of the night. 
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13: To Know and Not Know
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Tamerlan 

Tamerlan adjusted the eyepatch Marielle had given him that morning. It rubbed on his healing skin uncomfortably, but shockingly, that healing skin only stung now rather than causing waves of agony every time the wind so much as stroked it. 

He tried not to blush at the word ‘stroke’ in his mind. Marielle had done things last night that had taken a lot of the sting of his wounds from his mind. Affectionate things that he had thought he would never experience now that he was a madman.

The last three days with her, healing as she collected supplies and raided Allegra’s storehouses, had been like a kind of heaven. A heaven with one eye and a face he didn’t dare look in a mirror to see, but as much heaven as a madman could handle.

Madman? I hardly think so. You are privileged to be chosen by us. You know that girl is only using you. You know she preys on your inexperience to manipulate you to her will.

And all the while, the Legends had poisoned the happiest moments of his life – the most intense joy and attachment he felt at the nearness and affection of Marielle – with their constant suspicions and whisperings. They did not like her. They did not trust her. And they hoped to poison Tamerlan against the one good person he knew. 

To his relief, his body had stayed his own. Whatever control he had wrested from Lila Cherrylocks was still there – for now. Still present enough to keep them at bay.

For now. You cannot be strong forever.

Which was what he was afraid of. He’d tried again that morning to reason with Marielle as they dressed and fled Spellspinner’s Cures but she had not heeded him in the slightest. He should have tried harder.

Guilt shuddered through him at the thought, because he knew he had not fought very hard to make her leave. Not when staying with her was so entrancing. She bewitched him, it was true. Not like a predator playing with prey, but like the rays of light cast from the facets of a diamond, like the colors of the sunrise staining the sky, like the flight of birds over the dark mountains of the north. She bewitched him with beauty so sharp that it shattered his heart and left him gasping.

Your romanticism is hopelessly naïve. It will be your undoing. Can you not see with your eyes what is right before you? This woman will kill you. She is already preparing you for slaughter. Why do you think she keeps you so close? When the time comes for her to steal your life, she wants you to be at hand.

Liars. They were all liars all the time.

But were they? It was impossible to believe that anyone could love him. Could adore him. 

Was the only explanation the obvious – that it wasn’t real?

He blinked and swallowed down bile. 

He hated it when he wasn’t sure if his thoughts were his own. One tiny drift into daydream. One slip of the mind and there were thoughts waiting to colonize him, to enslave him, to ruin him forever.

He adjusted the eyepatch again and frowned at the irony. They had nearly reached Dragon’s Spit Point. He was rowing while Jhinn pedaled and Marielle prepared the things she had brought with her. He hadn’t asked why they were going there, and he was trying very hard to think of anything else he could. He’d gone through many of his childhood memories all over again just to keep their location from his mind. One slip and the Legends would know everything he did. 

Marielle and Jhinn hadn’t discussed what they were going to do at all. They’d simply nodded to each other as they wove through the surging crowds of troubled people and seemed to know without words what was coming next. 

Maybe they had discussed it while he was healing. Maybe they had discussed it in the hours that Marielle had slipped away preparing. Maybe they were just so in tune with the same plan that they were following it without having to speak a word.

He swallowed. Think about other things, Tamerlan. What would his father be doing in Yan? Had he survived the revolution there? Was he in power now? Would Tamerlan see him before the Legends finished stealing his mind? If he did, what would he say?

He thought of everything and nothing as they crested the waves of the sea, keeping his mind busy so it would not drift to the task at hand. 

But it was hard not to think about where they were when Jhinn settled the gondola on a small spit of land – the Bare Island – made entirely of sand. 

There was a scream of recognition in his mind.

“Do I need to bind your hands?” Marielle asked gently, catching his eye. 

He stiffened at the sudden clamor in his mind, his hands drawing to his temples. 

“Please,” he gasped, fighting an onslaught from Deathless Pirate. 

My island! My treasure! Mine! 

“Please, do it quickly.” 

He’d thought it would only be his hands, but Marielle and Jhinn laid him in the sand, tying both feet and hands with a length of rope behind him stretching between the two. It would be impossible to escape this. Which was perfect.

“Are you sure we should do it this way?” Marielle asked Jhinn, worry on her face. It was the first time they had consulted aloud all morning. “If we die in the attempt, he will lie here unable to help himself.”

“Then we don’t die,” Jhinn snapped. “Wait patiently here, Tamerlan. We will be back before the tide swallows the island.”

“Swallows the – ” Marielle sounded panicked. 

“Don’t worry, Marielle,” Tamerlan said, making his voice tender as the Legends in his mind began to howl.

They will rob me! They will take what’s mine!

“You’re making the right choice,” he assured her. 

She gave him a tremulous smile and then she and Jhinn got back into the boat and began to paddle out to a point just off the edge of the island. 

No! Not that! Deathless Pirate’s voice took on a new tone and then suddenly it was overwhelmed by Ram’s voice snarling in the background.

This was their plan? They mean to slaughter Deathless Pirate’s avatar? They will destroy us one by one and the world will burn! You must stop them! You must!

They seized hold of him and shook him and he prayed the knots would hold, that the rope was strong enough as his muscles tensed and bucked, and his eyepatch dislodged, sliding down his face, as they dragged the uninjured side of his face across the sand.

He lifted his face from the sand to peek at Marielle and Jhinn. 

In the distance, he could see Jhinn lighting an underwater lamp and fixing it to a chain suspended from his belt. He carried a rope in one hand and a hammer in the other.

Marielle cast an anxious look in Tamerlan’s direction.

I will not be laid waste! Deathless Pirate’s roar in his mind silenced all thought. 

This was why the entire city was departing today. This was why Marielle had refused to discuss the strangeness of people loading everything they owned on mules or in carts, in gondolas or barges, and fleeing for the past three days until this morning half the city had been gone. This was why the guards had tense looks in their eyes. Why the banner had disappeared from over the palace. Why there had not been a ship in harbor when they left. And not a single family boat in any canal. This was why he had asked no questions of her and refused to pay any mind to where Etienne might be. 

Because though he wouldn’t admit it even to himself until this moment, he had known exactly what her plan would be. She was going to kill every Legend one by one.

And what will she do when she gets to the last of us in your mind, hmmm? Ram’s voice was bitter. When she has reduced our people to refugees and our land to desolation?

Then she would kill that avatar, too.

Think again, pretty boy, Lila whispered.  We certainly have. We can’t all occupy you at one, but once there are no other Legends to vie for your attention, one can easily occupy you. Remember how King Abelmeyer held the girl from over the sea? Remember how the Lady Sacrifice laid waste to her consort? That will be you. If she succeeds, whichever of us lives last will make you our avatar. Roll the dice, watch them spin, which of us will your soul win?

He shuddered, but now the other Legends were whispering the same grisly rhyme in his mind.

Roll the dice,

Let them spin,

Which of us will,

Your soul win?

They went on with that horrible chant while Deathless Pirate wailed in the background.

Could they even destroy his avatar with a hammer? Marielle had needed to use the Eye last time. 

Because the clock was different. The other avatars are not so immune. Remember Maid Chaos? Remember Queen Mer? They are vulnerable. We are vulnerable. 

Tamerlan tried to focus his one eye on Marielle anchoring the boat to something. On Jhinn slipping down the rope into the water. On Marielle waiting, waiting, waiting, her eyes drifting to Tamerlan and then to the rope and then back to Tamerlan and then eventually stripping off her clothing and diving in, too.

Sweat dripped into his single eye when they didn’t come up. He blinked again and again.

He knew they’d succeeded when across the ocean waves, he saw the dragon crawl out of the stone, flinging rock around it in every direction and leaping into the sky, the city of Xin still encrusted on its back like barnacles.

Deathless Pirate was no longer screaming. 

The chant ended in his mind.

We will try another way. You can’t defend against everything.

And then silence reigned. But it was not the silence of relief. It was the silence of creeping darkness and waiting terror.

He thrashed against his bonds, worried about his wife and his friend deep beneath the sea. Had they died in their attempt? Had he lost them both?

The ropes cut deeper. 

He could not drag his gaze from the gondola.

And then a head surfaced, and he let out a breath. 

But his heart froze like a stone when he saw it was Jhinn. Where was Marielle? Where?

Jhinn pulled her, limp and water-logged up into the boat.

No! No, no, no!

He thrashed until he thought he might break his own arms, but he could not free himself. He could only watch helplessly as Jhinn worked over her lifeless body and pray, hope ... moan in anguish.

If she was gone, he wanted nothing more than to be left here to drown on this sand-spit of an island. 

He thought he might be crying. It hardly mattered, though it meant that sand was sticking to his cheek. 

Jhinn slumped and his heart broke.

No.

He’d given up. 

She must be gone.

And he hoped his end would come quickly. 

Because now it could only bring relief. Relief from sorrows and heartaches too great for him to bear.

Jhinn paddled the boat toward the sand and beached it, but he couldn’t get out.

“Tamerlan?” he called.

Tamerlan tried to answer, but he choked on his own words. Despair was too thick to breathe around, much less speak around.

“Can you roll over here so I can untie you?”

To what end? For what purpose?

“We freed the dragon,” Jhinn continued.

At what cost?

“Marielle breathed in some water, but I think she’ll be fine,” his friend said.

Tamerlan’s eye widened. Joy – sharp and painful – squeezed his chest.

“I just don’t know if she’ll be able to pull herself together and come and get you before the tide rises too high.”

Tamerlan squeezed his core muscles to lift his head higher. The island was smaller. And it grew smaller with every movement. The tide was coming in.

He closed his good eye, pinched his lips tightly together and rolled as hard and fast as he could toward the gondola. Hands caught him just before he struck the sea.

“Here we go. Now, don’t kill us when I cut you loose, okay? That’s a good boy.”

He was crying again, but this time it was with hysterical relief.
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14: Exodus

[image: image]


Etienne  

The track of ground north of the river was worn from so many feet trudging over it hour after hour – and still, people were pouring across it, heading north and west with a grim determination and simmering anger in their eyes.

“They will not forgive me this lightly,” Allegra said in a taut voice from her place on the chestnut horse she’d chosen. 

Etienne wondered if she’d ever sat a horse before. His own life had provided very few opportunities to practice and it was all he could do to keep the jostling of the creature’s spine from stabbing him with shooting pains every time it moved. He already hated the horse. Perhaps he wouldn’t have hated it in other circumstances, but three days had not been enough time to heal all his internal injuries – not even with Allegra’s near-magical cures and generous hospitality. At least his fingers were healed. He flexed his left hand, testing them again.

She sidled her horse over to his and spoke quietly. Even the twenty guards ringing them wouldn’t be able to hear her low tone.

“If your little friend proves fallible and the dragon does not rise, then I will be the most foolish ruler to have ever held Xin.”

He still wasn’t sure how she’d become the sole ruler of the city. He’d thought she was leading a movement – a group of influential merchants, Landholds and guild leaders at its head. But when he’d awoken to her ministrations, he discovered that it was only her left. 

Perhaps the others had died taking the city.

But he rather suspected otherwise.

He suspected that when he began to dig – and he would dig eventually – he would find that Allegra had done what was needed to remove them from contention. And what he hated most was how much that very ruthlessness drew him to her.

After all, it was illogical to side with someone who saw competition as a threat and who dealt with threats in only one way – murder. Especially, since he was most certainly competition. 

“And how will the people regard you when the dragon does rise and most of them are safe with you on the far bank of the river rather than tumbling from his back like drops of water from the back of a duck in flight?”

“They will regard me as foolish, still,” she said tensely. “Because they will have nothing to rebuild with but what they could carry on their backs and in their carts – not close to enough. Who could have predicted that almost all the boats would leave just before we had news of this need?”

Etienne clenched his jaw. If only he had been lucid, he would have arranged this differently. He would have kept Jhinn quiet until after the evacuation. The loss of all the Waverunners had delayed them by hours they didn’t have. And he would have found a way to mobilize Allegra immediately. She hadn’t believed Marielle’s warning until she’d heard it confirmed from his own lips. It was poorly done. 

And it was frustrating when he realized he was cut off from Marielle and Tamerlan and now he would have no way to know what they would do next or how they would do it.

Frustrating – but not impossible. He shifted in his saddle. Challenges were a good thing. Why not enjoy them when they came? Maybe if he turned his mind to their goals – 

“Riders!” a guardsman said breathlessly, riding up awkwardly on his horse. Did none of them know how to ride the beasts? Then why own them at all?

“From where?” Allegra asked. Her voice held the ring of command. He liked that, too. It was hard to deny how power drew him. The power of the dragon Xin called to him from under the rock where it slept and the power of Allegra sang to him also, each in its own way.

“Choan,” the guard said. “They are dressed as Queen Mer’s Retribution. At least a hundred of them. On horseback.”

How odd. The people of the ships rode as awkwardly as the people of the cities. He snorted at the sight. 

He let his gaze flit to Xin. The dragon still lay dormant. People were still fleeing the city. It took time to mobilize thousands into fleeing for their lives. Time to clear traffic jams and more to convince stragglers to actually go. They’d been at it for ages already, and Allegra said Marielle had told her three days. Three days ended this morning and it was nearly noon. How much longer would it take for them to dive down and dispose of the Pirate’s avatar? He pushed back a shiver at his own memory of diving down into Deathless Pirate’s lair. He’d prefer to avoid that again, though he’d volunteered for the honor before he was injured.

“They wave a flag of parley,” the guard was saying. “What should we do?”

“Parley with them, obviously,” Allegra said, her gaze running over Etienne like she was wondering what price he would fetch.

“What is on your mind, Lady Saga?” he asked, raising a single eyebrow. The best way to deal with Allegra was to show no weakness.

“I thought that perhaps you would make a good ambassador for us.”

“Ambassador?” He could barely sit a horse, never mind negotiate. The pain shooting through his abdomen left him nearly crippled.

“After all, I first met you when you were an ambassador to Xin. Perhaps you have skill we could use.”

He nodded his agreement. He would have preferred ruler. But he could be ambassador if that was what suited best.

He squeezed his horse with his knees the way he’d read that riders did in books, but the creature remained still.

“That one moves when you click your tongue, Lord Mythos,” one of the guards said in a low tone. 

That earned him an angry scowl from Allegra. Interesting. She must not like that people still remembered Etienne’s former title. And here he’d thought that was the only reason she liked him – like a prized hound captured and used against its former owner. Or like one of these horses.

He clicked his tongue and the horse began to walk. He negotiated the way through fleeing people with care and came out on the other side to where the fields were broad and still dormant from winter but easy enough to ride over.

The delegation from Choan was riding over them toward him. And it was an impressive delegation, despite the fact that none of them could ride any better than he could. And yet, he suspected they did not mean to be impressive. They had the casual air of people fulfilling a troublesome task, not the feeling of a group puffed up with self-importance.

Their leader was surprisingly like Liandari, despite being male to her female, Two swords crossed in sheaths on his back and his dark blue coat hugged his figure snugly with slits cut for movement if he decided to start slicing off heads with those swords the way she was liable to do.

Etienne felt more grateful than ever for the sharp black jacket that Allegra had given him. It was hard to sit as straight as he would like with rippling stabs of pain running through him and sweat from the pain breaking out across his forehead, cooling, and then blossoming again, but at least the coat was fine and black – suiting a man of station with a serious nature.

There were five of them riding toward him. He didn’t glance backward to see if Allegra had sent any guards with him. It would make him look weak. And it didn’t matter anyway. If these men were here to cut him down, they could do it easily, guards or no. If they were not here for that, a few extra bodies would not impress them.

Odd that Allegra hadn’t given him orders on how to represent her. Not that it mattered. Whether he pretended to dance to another’s tune or not, he would still negotiate for his own ends. Even Marielle had known that about him. Likely, Allegra did, too. She seemed to understand him in a way that few people did – thought she hadn’t forgiven him for his choices. 

He was more a convict on parole than a trusted ally as she waited for him to prove he was her creature. He’d have to dance a fine line of pretense and manipulation to maintain this tenuous hold on a single string of power. But one string would be enough. With one string he could begin to weave until every web was his again.

He could feel himself already smiling as he drew his horse up in front of the five Retribution representatives. At least the horse understood reining.

“I am Etienne Velendark, former Lord Mythos of Jingen, Ambassador of the Lady Saga and at your disposal,” he said as grandly as he could. Some people were impressed with credentials. Best give them what they longed for, even while he despised them for wanting it.

“I am Ki’squall Tandari Felk of ship Salt Winds of the Shard Islands of the Eight Sea,” the one who looked like Liandari said. Orange tattooing scrolled under his eyes – in a script Etienne did not know – and ran across the bridge of his nose. Other tattoos in black and green crept up from his collar to his jawline. Maps, no doubt. Like those Liandari and Anglarok wore. “Why do your people invade the land across the river?”

“Invade? We flee.” Etienne kept his tone cool. It was best to admit nothing until he knew what they wanted.

“We demand you return to your city. This countryside will be overrun too quickly, and Choan is not prepared to house so great a population.”

“I’m afraid that our people cannot return to Xin until we return to rebuild it,” Etienne said calmly. He would look like a fool indeed if he was wrong – but he wouldn’t be wrong. 

“Rebuild it? Are you mad?” the Ki’squall looked toward the towering city across the river, intact and gleaming in the noonday sun.

“I am afraid that we will have to find other habitable lands until that time,” Etienne said gravely. “We urge you to allow the population of Choan to do the same, and to remove your fleet from the coast of that great city as quickly as possible.”

“Is that a threat?” the Ki’squall hissed. 

Etienne raised an eyebrow. “Do you consider warnings to be threats? I’ve always thought a friendly warning was a sign of friendship.”

“A warning? Is your madness spreading then?” The curl of the Ki’squall’s lip was jeering, but his eyes widened suddenly as the ground under them shook. 

Etienne’s gaze whipped to Xin, his heart freezing in his chest even as his horse danced fearfully under him. There was a creaking, scraping, mud-sucking sound and then people were scrambling up from boats onto the shore as fast as their legs could carry them while other boats rowed for this side of the river for all they were worth. A wave shoved them forward, but Etienne knew from grim experience that in only a moment it would suck them backward again. 

They hadn’t been fast enough in evacuating the city. He swallowed back a heart-rending pang. Those emotions were a waste of his time. If he were to rule well, he must do it with a cool head.

And then the head of the dragon rose, its eye opening. He shook his head violently, sending buildings, boats, bridges, and bits of wall flying from his face like droplets of water from a shaking dog.  

Etienne barely kept on the back of his horse as it bucked and screamed. He bit his tongue as pain flared through his belly, tasting blood and spitting it to the side. The horse of the Ki’squall turned a wild eye on him as the man of the seas frowned, gripping the saddle with his free hand and turning pale with the effort of keeping his seat. 

Debris rained down on them from the city above. One of the blocks of stone that had once graced a bridge or fine building fell from the sky, completely crushing one of the Retribution – horse and all. The stone was so large that not a sign of them could be seen once the dust cleared. 

Screams filled the air as civilians fled, bringing crying children and panicked animals with them. 

They should have been faster.

But there was no time for regrets.

“This is what we meant by rebuilding,” Etienne said firmly over the stormy chaos. 

The Ki’squall met his eye with a look of horrified surprise. “You knew? You knew this dragon slept under your city?”

“Not just under ours. One sleeps under Choan, too.”

“And you knew it would rise?” He shouted back, sawing his horse’s reins violently as he tried to bring the beast under control.

Etienne’s own horse was still shaken. It skittered to the side as if it could dance its way completely off the surface of the earth. He kept his grip on the reins firm. No need to overreact. That would only panic the horse more. 

“We had barely the time to evacuate our people.”

“People rain from the sky like a grisly squall,” the Ki’Squall said through gritted teeth, his gaze turned to the sky. 

Etienne refused to follow his gaze. Why break his own heart when he already knew what he would see?

Marielle had made this choice. She had killed in order to save. And he still wasn’t sure if she’d made the right choice. What was so wrong with sacrificing five girls a year when it saved the lives of hundreds, hmm? He’d never thought the trade a poor one and he didn’t think it was so bad even now.  

And yet ... how long can a society enslave itself knowing that eventually it must steel its nerve and win freedom through blood and agony? They simply had the misfortune of bearing the suffering now – in their generation.

“That is the warning I meant to give,” Etienne said firmly. “Choan will rise soon. You and your people need to make arrangements. Flee the city. Take what you can.”

“You just want to take the city back,” the Ki’Squall said, his face flushed. “You know we mean to take every city on these plains for the honor of the People of Queen Mer.”

“And this doesn’t change your plans?” Etienne asked, pointing to the dragon above. It took all his nerve not to flinch as a brick fell one a span away from his horse, burying itself as deeply into the earth as it was thick. “This is the third dragon on the plains to rise. There are only two left. We are already ruined. There is nothing left here for you to take.”

“Choan will not be affected by this grim fate,” his enemy said, finally getting his horse under control and urging it up to join Etienne so they could speak without screaming. “Our leaders have taken care of everything needed to secure the city.”

“It will not be enough.”

“Again, you threaten us.” His face bent into a snarl. 

“Again, it is only a warning of a truth that is real. Before Springhatch, there won’t be a city standing on these plains. All will have to be rebuilt. This is not what you came for. Why not go while you can?”

“You would destroy your own cities to keep us away?” he hissed.

Etienne’s snort was mocking. “Just deliver the message.” There was a thump as a body hit the ground beside them. Etienne had already seen a flash of petticoats. He refused to look. There was no point in paining himself more than he needed to. “Hopefully someone from Queen Mer’s People is wiser than you are and will flee while he still can.”

The Ki’squall spat on the ground. “We came to find the opener of the Bridge of Legends and we will not leave these lands until he is found.”

Etienne felt a chill at those words. Now that Marielle had begun on this path, she needed to see it through. All this suffering had to be for something. Otherwise, he was nothing but an accomplice in the worst crime committed on these plains. And he could not allow that.

“What will you do with him when you find him?” he asked. 

Perhaps, if Queen Mer’s people were still here once all the dragons had been freed – perhaps it would be best to give them Tamerlan. He was far past saving now. And the plains would need to be free of madmen and villains to rebuild and find hope again. He would sacrifice anything for that. His own life – and the lives of all others.

“There is a prophecy. We are bound by it. And bound by secrecy,” the Ki’Squall said. 

Etienne turned his gaze upward. Nothing had fallen among them in a few moments. Perhaps the dragon was departing.

Yes. He swallowed down bile as he watched the mud-coated underbelly. The dragon swam through the sky to the northwest. He was already heading to the portal – he and all the helpless victims who had been unable to flee their city before it became their tomb.

“How convenient,” he said dryly, wrenching his gaze from the horrific creature. It had never been intended for their world. But its removal was as painful as the removal of an organ.

The Ki’squall’s gaze turned to the departing dragon and his throat bobbed as he swallowed down his own reaction. 

His eyes turned bright and furious as he spoke, “He will open the Bridge, and in that day, it is only the Heir of Mer who may close it again. In retribution, the heir of Queen Mer will lay waste to the Legends and return the dragons to their place and they will be quelled forever, their fury kept at bay for all eternity. That’s the prophecy, man of dust. Listen and be warned.”

He turned, calling for those who still lived to follow him and rode toward Choan. 

Etienne flexed his fingers, wishing – as he had a thousand times before – that he still had access to the magic of Jingen – or even just the power of a city at his back. He felt oddly vulnerable. And vulnerability was the one thing he could not afford.
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15: From Depths to Heights
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Marielle

Marielle woke to pain in her lungs. She coughed violently, trying to rein it in. She failed.  Coughs bent her double, tensing her whole body and clenching her eyes and fists shut. Between smoke inhaled, water inhaled, and someone trying to strangle her to death, her lungs had been through too much. Could they survive long enough to end this?

Strong arms held her as she coughed again, waiting until the agony of it subsided long enough to open her eyes. 

“There you are, sweet Marielle,” Tamerlan said, gently stroking her face. He looked rakish with the black patch over his eye. “You’re with us. You’re safe.”

“Where are we?” she gasped.

“Still at sea. Jhinn is trying to navigate the rubble of Xin so he can bring us to Yan,” Tamerlan said.

She struggled to sit, but he put a hand on her shoulder. 

“Don’t sit up, Marielle,” his tone was dark. “There are things in the water you’d rather not see. Better to rest.”

But she knew what he meant. When Jingen fell it had been him feverish in the bottom of the boat while she navigated between the bloated bodies of the dead and the floating rubble of what had once been their lives. 

A pain – sudden and intense – seared her chest and her hand reached for the Windrose automatically. She hadn’t felt a burst of pain from that since the Harbingers had tried to call her from on the dragon’s back. 

“My Windrose,” she gasped, ripping her cloak and shirt aside to look at her chest. A flare of light greeted her. Tamerlan’s face was bright in the glow of it, his concern painted across his face as plain as the sun in the sky.

“They’re calling you again.”

“But who? The only ones who knew I had this mark are dead!”

He shook his head, but the pain intensified. It was tugging her toward something.

“I need to go that way,” she said, pointing north.

“To Xin?” Tamerlan’s brow wrinkled. “The city is gone, Marielle.”

“No,” she gasped. Even talking hurt. “Further north.”

She felt Tamerlan’s kiss to her brow, but she saw Jhinn’s drawn expression. He looked worried. His mouth opened and closed a few times as Tamerlan murmured to her, “Of course.”

“Not ‘of course’,” Jhinn interrupted. “It’s a bad idea, Marielle. We should go to Yan first. We can talk to your mother there. It’s the easier avatar to find.” He shot a wary glance at Tamerlan. “There’s no point trying to hide what we’re doing from Tamerlan anymore. He knows.”

She tried to nod, but the pain was too much. Instead, she settled for gripping Tamerlan’s hand in both of hers and squeezing as hard as she could.

“I think she’s in a lot of pain.” Tamerlan’s voice was always calm and steady. So strange when she remembered that he was fighting a never-ending internal battle. “I have a feeling that she has no choice in the matter.”  

Sweat broke out across her forehead.

“We all have choices,” Jhinn said, his voice rough. “What we did back there was a choice. People died. People suffer right now – a lot more than Marielle is suffering – as a result of what we did.”

“Sure,” Tamerlan said, placating him now. “But you have to go to Choan eventually, right? You have to deal with the Admiral.”

“The Admiral is on our side. We should leave him until the end. He can help you as an ally inside your own mind.”

Tamerlan tensed at that and Marielle longed to look in his eye, but her own eye was squeezed shut. She could hardly think, her breath coming in gasps as they sped away from the pull when all she needed with all her being was to speed toward it.

“You don’t know what a Legend wants until it tries to spend your soul to have it. The Admiral might have fought for us in the past, but that doesn’t make him our ally,” Tamerlan said grimly.

“He’s more your ally than Lila is. I hear the threats she breathes in your ear. Even now she is telling you how she will make you dance to her tune as soon as you have the Admiral and Ram destroyed. She says the crown is hidden where no one will ever find it and so she will always possess you.”

“Sometimes I forget that you can hear them, too.” Tamerlan’s voice was both regretful and oddly grateful. 

“Please,” Marielle gasped. She hadn’t meant to. She wasn’t in control of herself anymore. She shook with tremors from deep in her core, heat washing over her making her muscles like liquid. 

“Every Legend is a threat, Jhinn,” Tamerlan said gently. “Perhaps it would be best to go to Choan and deal with the Admiral first.”

There was a long silence where Marielle could hear nothing but her boots bumping against the hull as she shook, Tamerlan’s comforting shushing sounds and the whirr of Jhinn’s pedal-powered motor. And then he finally spoke. He sounded almost painfully serious.

“Etienne thought we should kill you to destroy their access to this world. Marielle thought you could help instead. Tamerlan, you are my friend and closer than a brother. I do not see the Legends as the threat that Marielle and Etienne do and I never have. Which is why this whole ... thing ... with them has been I don’t know, hazy. It’s been hazy to me. These people of the plains are not my people. I’ve never really cared about them – they’re the dead. Not a part of life. But it turns out that the dragons are a part of it. I care about them. I must see them free. And though you are like a brother to me, things changed when I learned the great truth.”

“Meaning that you’ll kill me yourself if you need to in order to open the water between worlds for your people,” Tamerlan replied. Marielle’s eyes shot open with his words.

“Yes.”

“I accept that.”

“Please,” she begged again, but now she didn’t know if she were begging for herself or Tamerlan or someone else.

“Kill me, if you must, Jhinn,” Tamerlan said quietly. “But you can’t go on the land. And Marielle is in too much pain to go on land for you unless we take her where she wants to go. So, either we take her north and you trust her to do the right thing or we keep going east and then you’ll have to trust me.”

Jhinn grunted. And then the boat turned in the water and Marielle felt a momentary lessening of the pain as they changed course.

“It’s not that I don’t trust you, Tamerlan,” Jhinn said. “It’s just that it’s not always you that I’m dealing with. And I heard what Lila just said. I know that she will kill me if she can.”

Tamerlan shuddered at Jhinn’s words, but he drew Marielle in closer so that she could cling to him as she rode the waves of pain that rippled through her chest as the noose around it drew her ever northward.

“As long as I think with my own mind and feel with my own heart, I am yours, Marielle,” he whispered. Devotion radiated off him in ripples of daisy scented pearl that laced itself around his golden scent and seemed to almost root itself within him so that all she could smell was his firm commitment as she clung to consciousness. “I will keep you as safe as I can and help you as much as I can until the Legends finally take me and Jhinn or Etienne or you must slay me.”

She moaned, the pain too much to speak – not just physical pain anymore, but the emotional pain his words brought. There had to be some way to do this that didn’t mean his death. There just had to be.

She drifted in and out of reality, feeling his kisses on her forehead in her conscious moments as he kept her close. 

Memories of diving deep, deep, under the sea with Jhinn, surfaced. She remembered the gleam of treasures within the Pirate’s cave. She remembered the way they’d fought the sea to shatter his avatar, the form of its hardened flesh crumbling like broken coral in their hands as they wrenched it from the cage. 

But this time when she pulled it apart, the avatar wore Tamerlan’s face.

This time, when she sucked in water and nearly drowned, she sucked in bits and pieces of what was left of him.

“It’s okay, Marielle,” she heard him croon to her. “You will do what you must, and I will help you. My dying breath will be yours.”

She saw herself killing him in her mind’s eye, her hands wrapped around his throat, her knife slicing into his skin, her sword piercing his heart. And each time she saw herself kill him, a new wound ripped across her soul. 

There just had to be some other way.
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16: Touch of Queen Mer
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Tamerlan

Strangely, Choan had changed very little considering it was occupied by invaders from across the ocean. It was clear at once that it was occupied, but the buildings and structures remained mostly intact. Ships still sailed in and out of the harbor. Guards were posted at the gates.

There was, however, an orderly but steady stream of small craft leaving the city packed to the rails with people.

Jhinn’s gondola was stopped by a family boat with a blustering man at the helm. 

“Ho there, Waverunner!” he called to Jhinn.

“I see you, brother.”

“Change course, boy!” the man said with a friendly smile. “Haven’t you heard the news from Jhinn of Jingen? We had a boat come to the city from Xin only yesterday. The Waverunner piloting it told us he’d heard word from this Jhinn that all the stories and prophecies have been made true. Our faith is complete. We set course upriver to the mountains to join the great waters of beyond!”

“Then I wish you well,” Jhinn said and Tamerlan shared a smile with him. The word was spreading. 

Fools! They join the dragons to their own doom. Ram’s mutterings were almost constant now.

Cold instantly filled him. Unless all the dragons were freed, all these people would have their hopes and faith dashed on the rocks of the mountain city. And right now, the hopes of that were looking grimmer. Marielle had lost consciousness hours ago and he could barely keep the Legends at bay. They had kept him awake all night breathing threats in his ears and when he had nearly drifted off to sleep, Lila had tried to take his body – and nearly succeeded. It had taken all his efforts to beat her back and now he didn’t dare drift off again, not even for a moment.

And how long do you think that will last? Everyone must sleep. 

Her mental voice caressed him, as if she could lull him to sleep with her words. 

I can wait, and I will. You are no Legend, only a boy. And a boy who will give in eventually. You think you are winning because you have destroyed avatars, but haven’t you noticed that with every one you destroy, the ones who remain become stronger? We no longer need you to smoke to open the Bridge. We can take you and hold you against your will. And that was before Deathless Pirate was gone. Now, when you lose concentration for even a moment, even to sleep, we have the chance to grab you. And that’s with three of us still remaining. What will happen when there are two? Or one?

Her laughter sent jagged spikes of fear through every part of him, but he didn’t dare surrender to it. Not now. Not ever.

He’d just have to stay awake. For as long as possible.

A pair of guards stopped them. They wore only voluminous trousers and carried harpoons, their stony gazes unmoving. Their bare chests were so covered in tattoos that he couldn’t tell what color their skin was. Coastlines bled into strange birds and flowers and even monuments and curling waves.

“By order of Admiral Black Sails, no new travelers are to be allowed into the city. Full evacuation has been ordered,” the nearest one said, his face – dark with the scrawl of tattoos – was unreadable.

“We have to get in,” Tamerlan protested. “Can we speak to this Admiral Black Sails?”

“No.”

“Can we speak to your commander?”

One of the guards chuckled. “Our Ki’squall does not speak to riff-raff. Be gone with you and be glad you’ve had warning. Did you spy the ruins of the other city as you passed? It lifted up into the air and flew. If this city does the same, you’ll be entreating the Legends to favor me for what I’ve done for you today.” 

Marielle moaned and Tamerlan clutched her tighter to his chest. A magical glow shone from her coat – glowing brighter the closer they came to the city until they arrived at this gate. 

“She was marked by your people,” Tamerlan said softly, gently pulling back the collar of her coat to show the marks. He’d traced those marks with a finger only a few nights ago. They’d been nothing more than a beautiful decoration then. Now, they seared her skin in lines of glowing agony. “And the mark draws her here. Surely, you can let her in.”

The guard leaned over the boat, studying the glowing tattoo before he grunted and turned to his fellow guard. 

“I’ll go report to the Ki’squall,” the other guard said stiffly. Both of them looked at Marielle like you might look at a cat who started speaking in the human tongue. He trotted away down the lip of the canal almost before he was done speaking.

“What is her name?” the remaining guard asked. 

“Marielle Valenspear. Do you know why her tattoo is causing her so much pain?”

“Deep calls to deep. The sea calls in her debt. This happens sometimes.”

The sea was calling in her debt? That didn’t sound good. They had enough trouble on their heels already. Concern ripped at him as he watched her but just as suddenly a stab of someone else’s thoughts shot through him and his fingers turned leaden. It was all he could do to shove the specter back, his shoulders and head drooping at the effort.

Next time you will be mine, Ram said in his mind, firm and confident.

They were eroding him moment by moment, but he didn’t dare give in. 

He clutched Marielle to his breast, as the sweat formed on his brow. To my last breath, Marielle, I am yours. To the last flare of thought in my mind. To the last drop of blood in my veins.

You’re a fool. You gamble the lives of thousands on one transitory love. How many died when Xin rose in the air? It didn’t have to be that way. You could have let the dragon sleep. You could have let Deathless Pirate live on. You’re both instruments of wickedness and the downfall of nations.

He didn’t know when he started shaking or how long he crouched in the bow of the gondola waiting for the Ki’squall while he trembled and fought to keep sane. 

It was growing dark when Jhinn crouched down beside him.

“Do you want something to drink?”

“Hmmm?” His heart was racing. Could you have a heart attack from fighting within?

“I have water.” Jhinn’s eyes squinted as they assessed him.

“Trying to see if you have to kill me yet?” Tamerlan asked dryly. “It’s not time yet, my friend. But we should give some water to Marielle.”

Jhinn grunted. “We should probably tie you up, but I think the guards would find that suspicious.”

They’d been stashed to the side as they awaited the Ki’squall.

Jhinn brought the waterskin and Tamerlan gently let some water trickle down his finger and into Marielle’s dry lips. She sucked at his finger as he dribbled a little more past her lush lips, but he was worried about her. How bad was the pain if it kept her unconscious? He smoothed her hair back and wiped her brow. She wasn’t looking well. Why put this mark on her and waste her like this? 

He looked up at the wall with fury pulsing through him.

“You sure you’re still sane?” Jhinn whispered. “Because you look like you might lay siege to this city all on your own. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed but they are making us wait for good reason. Most of the citizenry has left the city walls. The voices and bodies lessen by the hour. And I’ve been watching the ships leave the harbor. This is good, Tamerlan. When this dragon rises, the deaths of innocents will be far fewer than they have been before now – if there are any at all. Aren’t you happy not to have this on your conscience?”

That all made sense. He should be happy. But mostly he was worried about Marielle. She looked so ill. She was so pale. What if the guards didn’t let them through in time? What if she died like this?

He swallowed, standing on wobbly legs. Maybe there was a way to get her into the city without the agreement of this Ki’squall. 

He was just going to have to defy them and enter the city anyway. He couldn’t hold off the Legends and fight for Marielle much longer. He could feel exhaustion pulling him toward sleep. He needed to act while he still could. He was running out of time. 

He blinked as a man appeared before him. Had Tamerlan’s mind been wandering so far he hadn’t seen the approach? The man was dressed like Liandari had been in a long dark coat with rows of silver buttons and slashes at the hips and under the arms to make movement easier. Tattoos in a light orange traced a line under his eyes and across the bridge of his nose. 

Tamerlan blinked, trying to gather his thoughts. He needed to plead his case to this man. He needed to be bold and charming. He tried to smile, but instead, his words came out as a plea.

“Please. Please, listen.”

“I am Ki’squall Tandari Felk of ship Salt Winds of the Shard Islands of the Eight Sea,” the man said. “Charged with overseeing the abandonment of this city and the gathering of the Last Defense.”

“The ‘Last Defense’?” Jhinn sounded so alert and sharp. 

“We are gathering a small group of our people to defend the avatar of this city. Foreigners are not among them. You must turn your boat around.”

“How are you calling them?” Jhinn asked. “With a glowing mark of pain?”

“What?” the man asked. But surely the guards must have mentioned it to him.

Tamerlan tugged down the collar of Marielle’s shirt to show the bright glow of her map tattoos. She moaned, eyes fluttering open for a moment.

The Ki’squall said something in another language that sounded like a curse.

“Get her inside. Do you know the way to the palace?”

“Yes,” Tamerlan said.

See? They gather their best and brightest to defend the avatar here. You will not destroy the Admiral. You will not destroy any of us before we take you once and for all.

“Then hurry. Clearly, fate has determined that she will stand with us. I’ve seen the tug of the Windrose, but I’ve never seen such an extreme case. You need to hurry. No, wait.” He flung up a hand as Jhinn began to leave. “I’ll come, too.” He threw a dark-eyed look at the guards. “No one else re-enters the city. You have your orders.”

He leapt into the boat, standing at the bow as Tamerlan settled back down to the floor of the boat and Jhinn leaned into the pedals. 

“An interesting motor you have there, boy,” he said as they pedaled into the lock and waited for the man in the little shed beside the lock to operate the wheel and raise the water level so they could enter the city. “Where did it come from?”

“I made it,” Jhinn said shortly. Tension was in his every movement. And no wonder. He could barely look at the Ki’squall, he hated them so much. Heretics. Tamerlan had almost forgotten that Jhinn saw them that way. To him, they were worse than the dead men who walked the earth because they could have been alive and chose death instead. 

“You could make a fortune selling them in Quavitlos or Xytexyx,” the Ki’squall said. 

Jhinn seemed to shrink from his words. 

Tamerlan cleared his throat, trying to diffuse what could be a difficult situation. “You said you’ve never seen such a strong pull on a Windrose. Is something wrong? Will it kill her?”

The Ki’squall shook his head, but his brow was furrowed. “I don’t think so. They aren’t made for that. They are made to call the Windseeker or so that fate may draw them to the place they most need to be. But I’ve never heard of anyone dying from that. In fact, stories of such a strong reaction as this one are exceedingly rare.”

“Rare,” Tamerlan repeated as his heart sank. That didn’t sound hopeful at all. If it was rare, then no one was going to know how to fix it.

“Usually it’s just a pull. An undeniable pull. It’s possible that if you fought against the pull you could harm yourself, but no one fights it.”

“Because they know that they have to follow?”

“And because it’s their duty to follow,” the Ki’squall agreed. “Did she fight the pull?”

“There are things we have to do ...” Tamerlan’s voice trailed off. They should have noticed right away and done something. They should have known that Marielle would have been fighting it on her own and that she wouldn’t have let them see the fight until she was losing. That sounded much more like her. 

See how all her fighting only made it worse? That was Lila in his mind. Your fighting is the same. Each battle only wounds you further. Surrender to us. Surrender and we will give you money and prestige. We may even keep the girl for you.

I want her as avatar. That was Ram growling.

Another can be found as an avatar. He could keep her on the side.

And who will make love to her? You? Ram sounded furious. We will never give him his own hands back to caress her with or his own lips to kiss her with. I’m not so cruel as to tease him with false hope. She is nothing but a complication. Best to use her as an avatar.

Perhaps the Admiral will be affectionate to her, Lila suggested.  If it pleases Tamerlan, it’s a small thing to allow.

We won’t be letting him have control, either. He’s not of us. He’s from another world and time.

Tamerlan tried to force their voices away, but they only faded a little.

“You should have followed the first pull of the Windrose,” the Ki’squall said as they sped down the canal. It was almost shocking to see how empty the city was. They saw only one boat headed the other way and packed with people – the homeless, tattered and barely holding the rails and the Retribution who had clearly found them in the alleys and under the bridges of Choan – a barge. The rest of the canals were empty.

Wind howled down the empty streets, sending an empty basket tumbling all the way down the length of it. It didn’t catch on a street vendor cart because there wasn’t a single one in the streets. 

The silence was deafening. 

In one window, a rug hung forlornly as if someone had hung it in the morning to air out and then fled without remembering to bring it back in the house – or possibly without caring to do so. Why tend to a rug you couldn’t take with you when your whole city was forfeit?

Well, we could just let her live, Lila said after a long moment. Tamerlan tried to block her out as he gently caressed Marielle’s hair, but it was impossible to block out your own thoughts. I think Tamerlan would like that, hmm? That won’t really inconvenience us. Just surrender, Tamerlan and I will let your girl live, Lila said. She can go and be a Scenter in whatever new City Watch they make. She’ll be happy and you won’t have to kill her. I’ll even fake your death for her and she can go remarry some nice strapping young man with shoulders like yours and ... well, it will be best for everyone.

But Marielle wouldn’t go of her own free will. She was more determined than a terrier with a rat in its teeth, clutching it to the death. And if Ram the Hunter took him and not Lila Cherrylocks, then he would destroy Marielle. He glanced back at Jhinn who was shaking his head wildly.

That’s why you need to choose me, pretty boy, Lila said. While you still have a choice between Ram and me. 

There is no choice ... 

Ram’s mental voice kept ringing in his head long after he was done speaking ... or maybe he was chanting the words because all Tamerlan heard as they proceeded through the empty city was: there is no choice, there is no choice, there is no choice.

He heard it as they swept through the rest of the city, speeding down canals usually packed with traffic. He heard it as they swept through the unguarded archway that led into the canals of the palace. He heard it as he lifted Marielle in his arms, cradling her as he stepped from the gondola to the platform beyond. He heard it as Jhinn made a displeased sound in the back of his throat.

“There’s always a choice,” Jhinn said aloud, his face dark with concern as he peered past Tamerlan to an open door where a ring of the Retribution stood around a cage made of bone. “Don’t forget that.”

Tamerlan tried to nod, but it was hard to think with the words still echoing in his mind.
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17: The Heart of Choan 
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Marielle

Pain rippled through her mind, pounding, pounding in her skull until her very teeth ached with it. Thoughts had fled hours ago. Or maybe it was minutes. She felt like she’d been in pain a lifetime or an hour or ... time was meaningless in the depths of pain. It no longer ticked to a familiar rhythm, no longer slipped away with idle thoughts and daydreams. It marked the seconds like they were hours. It drew out minutes like years. It was everything and nothing. It ate her away until she was only pain frizzling and agonizing at every edge and point.

And then there was less pain. She could almost breathe as it lifted. She could almost think.

She felt arms around her – stable and secure, warm and affectionate. They cradled her against a muscular chest and she sighed into its strength and warmth. Tamerlan. When she surfaced it was always Tamerlan who was there. Who wouldn’t want to keep that forever?

And she could. He was her husband, her deepest love and that meant she could keep him forever.

She let herself breathe, exhaling the pain, inhaling new hope. Her skin across her neck and chest was still tender, but her mind was clearing. Little shivers of hope rocketed through her like comets. She couldn’t quite catch them, but they were there again. 

She could feel movement now – the gentle rolling of steps as she was carried. Voices rose around her. 

“This way, foreigner. Bring her here. We make preparations for the unthinkable.”

“And what is that?” Tamerlan asked, his deep voice rumbling through his chest against her ear. Her breath hitched a little at the joy of hearing it again. She’d been worried back there on the island – worried that he would be lost to the Legends so quickly. But he was still here. Still himself. Still sane.

She let her eyes flutter open to see a man dressed like Liandari leading them through an open door into the massive Grand Hall of the palace. She smelled Jhinn behind her, his scent a tangle of concern and anxiety. It was hard to even see the details of the hall with the strong scent of anticipation masking everything else and clouding the room in the spring green color of its scent. Tamerlan’s scent – as intoxicating as ever and mixed now with threads of devotion and loyalty every time he looked at her – spiked with the insanity scent she’d started to associate with Legend, but it was nothing compared to what was in the Hall – there was something with a scent so strong that it was cutting through that spring green color. She squirmed to get a better look at where that scent was coming from.

“Easy, Marielle,” Tamerlan’s whisper gusted across her cheek sending little goosebumps over her flesh. “It’s okay, sweet love of my life. I’ve brought you where you need to be.”

But she was distracted from the shivers his words stirred in her by the ring of men and women surrounding a bone cage. Suspended, inside was a glowing aqua specter – a man dressed like the Ki’squall but more elaborately. He knelt in the cage, frozen with his head tilted all the way back and a scream in his throat. 

She’d seen this being created through Tamerlan’s eyes when they made their Admiral into an avatar. She choked back rising terror at the sight of it, her insides trembling uncomfortably at the sight and her stomach heaving. 

“Set me down,” she gasped through a raw throat. “I can walk.”

Tamerlan set her down instantly – steadying her with his hands as she wobbled on weakened legs. Nausea roared through her, making her head light, but she fought against her bucking stomach. Tamerlan leaned in close, as if he could shelter her with his body, his eyes earnest as they locked on hers. 

“Are you ... can you stand?”

“Yes,” she breathed, grateful that he was blocking the view of the avatar. 

“I was worried about you,” he whispered. “You are my life, Marielle.”

He took her face in a hand, caressing her cheek with his thumb as his fingers threaded through her hair to cup her ear. Not caring at all about the audience watching him, he leaned in, pulling her to his chest and bent to kiss her – softly, tenderly at first but with growing urgency. 

And then he shook, as if with some diseased tremor. 

She pulled back with a gasp. His eye shuttered painfully, and he hissed in the back of his throat, snatching his hands from her as if she were burning hot. The agony on his face was painful to watch.

“Tamerlan?” she asked, hearing her voice quaver. 

His good eye spun wildly, the other covered by its black patch. 

“Run!” he gasped.

She was frozen in place. What should she do? Did he see some danger behind her? She spun, but there was nothing behind her except for that hideous avatar and the ring of the Retribution standing to guard it. They drew their weapons, the sound of steel whispering into the descending night. They were all standing on the defensive, though, not like they were going to attack her. 

She was already shaking her head in confusion when she turned back to Tamerlan, but the gaze she met was not his. It was steely hard, a glimmer of rage in the depths of his eyes. He slid his own blade free, a cruel sneer on his face.

She stumbled backward, panic thickening her tongue and making her legs heavy and clumsy. 

No.

Not this.

They had him. Somehow, they’d taken him against his will.

But who was it?

“Lila,” she asked tentatively.

His laughter was harsh and mocking. “You wish.”

She was still fumbling for the knife in her belt as one of the Retribution called out, “Treachery!”

They surged past her.

“He used the girl with the Windrose to get past the guards. Someone, grab his gondola!”

There was a scream as she raised her dagger – just in time to see Tamerlan carve his sword through one of the Retribution with the smooth efficiency of a butcher. She gagged as the man fell, eyes lifeless and body mangled. 

If that wasn’t Lila, then it certainly wasn’t the Legend raised from among these people. And that meant it was Ram. Ram, who wanted more than any of them to stop her and imprison the dragons forever.  

Her breath hitched in her throat and she spun, turning her back on them all and rushing over to the bone cage. This wouldn’t be as simple as destroying Deathless Pirate had been. The cage was locked, and her arms couldn’t reach through the bars. There was a trick to this. She remembered watching Carnelian pick locks. She could do it. She just had to focus.

Behind her, Tamerlan grunted and someone screamed. Ram was winning. He always won. She jiggled her knife into the lock trying to ape what she’d seen the guardswoman do. Just like this ... and then this...

The knife popped out, slicing her thumb wickedly and she gasped.

The door of the cage swung open with a snick of the lock. 

Blood. It was always blood when it came to magic. She scowled as she opened the door. Could no one think of a peaceful solution? Must it always be blood and gore and death? She bit her lip, hearing herself as she eased into the cage beside the shade of what had once been a man. Here she was, disdaining violence and she was about to destroy the remnant of this man. Ridiculous. Weak. 

She shook her head at herself. Glancing nervously over her shoulder to see Tamerlan holding off two of the Retribution, his blade so fast she couldn’t keep track of it. His gaze met hers – violent and full of rage. She shuddered and spun back to the avatar.

“Don’t!” he roared from across the room. “Don’t you dare touch him!”

She fumbled with the door of the cage, shutting it behind her with an ominous click. That should buy her more time. Somehow. But how would she destroy this Legend? Deathless Pirate had been simple. One blow to his disintegrated body and it had shattered into a thousand lifeless shreds. This one was half-there still. Like a corpse that had not yet putrefied. 

Swallowing, she tried stabbing it with her dagger. The dagger caught in the chest of the avatar – substantial enough to provide some resistance, but not enough to harm him. She drew it out and slashed his throat, biting her lip with horror as she did it. It tore like slashed meat – and that was all. Nothing. No blood. No death. Nothing. 

Sobbing tearlessly, she grabbed the avatar and tried to shake it, but it felt dead in her hands, lifeless, useless. This was not what she expected at all. 

The screams behind her had quieted. She had only moments.

Desperately, she sawed at the neck of the avatar, her knife too small for the task of decapitating what had once been a human being. Her cuts were rough and raw-edged.

She heard the cage behind her snick when she still wasn’t through the spine. She dropped the knife and grabbed the head in both hands, wrenching it from the body and letting out a warbling cry of horror as it finally came loose. The light around the avatar faded at the same time that the body tumbled forward, a sea of black pearls pouring from the open neck and flooding the bottom of the cage, spilling out onto the floor beyond. 

What in all the starry skies was this?

She flung the head away like it could infect her with evil. It landed in the sea of pearls, mouth opening and more pearls spilling onto the floor of the cage. She stumbled to the side, wiping her hands on her trousers and vomiting into the pearls.

She had just done the unspeakable. She had just damned herself in every possible way.

She would have collapsed, but the cage door squeaked open and violent hands grabbed her by the shoulders and dragged her from the cage, flinging her out the door and onto the ground. She skidded through blood and gore, and rolling black pearls, trying not to see what was all around her, what she was practically bathed in.

The hall was silent except for her panicked breathing and the sound of the cage being slammed shut.

“It took them hours and all the magic they had to make that avatar,” Ram said with Tamerlan’s voice. He leaned over her, his eyes inches from hers as he spoke and she shuddered, a cry of terror ripping through her as she shut her eyes against that look on his face. The face that should have meant warmth and comfort. The face that meant the end of her. “I will work much more quickly.”

He pulled her up from the ground violently, shoving her in front of him. She fought against his grip, her hands – slick with blood – fighting for purchase and finding nothing. 

It was no use. 

Tamerlan was already much stronger than she was, but possessed by Ram he was Legendary. He slammed her against the bone cage, and she saw stars as the back of her skull hit the bone with force. She blinked them back, retching as she tried to catch a breath that wasn’t full of the smell of death. 

Something caught her wrist, dragging it up to head-level and pinning it in place. She felt a sudden pressure and then she was caught – her hand tied to the cage with a blood-soaked leather belt. She barely had time to cry out before her other hand was imprisoned against the cage. 

“These things take time – but the crueler the victim is treated, the quicker it happens,” Ram the Hunter said with Tamerlan’s lips. “We found that out the hard way. Fortunately, we know how to do this fast when we have to. And since you just woke this dragon – we have to do it right now. Let’s see what depths of cruelty we can descend to, hmm? At least you’ll have one thing to hope in – we’ll have to do it fast.”

She felt her eyes trying to roll back into her head. Felt her brain trying desperately to be anywhere but here. But there was nowhere else to be. 

Tamerlan grabbed her leather vest and sliced the straps of the buckles holding it closed one by one, wrenching it open and exposing the pale skin beneath. 

“Fast requires a lot of blood, too.” He said it so factually, like he was reciting the Laws of Jingen and not describing the gruesome way he was about to murder her.

Her breath was spiraling out of control coming far too fast. She knew that, but she couldn’t slow it down. The end was coming. 

Tamerlan’s face swam into view again and he had a curved dagger in his hand – possibly taken from one of the fallen Retribution. 

“It’s a pity it had to go this way. I wanted to use you to bind one of the already free dragons and now I have to waste you to bind this one.” He shook his head like a patient teacher working with a misbehaving child.

And then his face took on a strange expression and he slumped to the ground.
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18: Son of Mer
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Jhinn

The Retribution guard stood there, tense, one hand on the gondola, shock etched into his face as the last of his fellows fell to the ground. They could see it all happening through the doorway into the hall like a tiny but grisly street performance. 

Jhinn gripped an oar in his hands, the blood draining from his face as one guard after another fell. 

“You have to go help them!” he told the guard beside his boat.

“I was ordered here.”

Of course. He gritted his teeth in frustration.

Why did he put any trust in the Retribution? Heretics were all the same – too cowardly to stick to principle. Too weak to hold to anything. They’d snap and like a broken sail rope and leave everything flapping in the wind the one time you relied on them. He clenched his teeth and watched as Tamerlan reached into the cage.

Beneath his boat, he felt the earth begin to tremble – or rather, the dragon Choan. 

Sweat was forming along his brow and spine, despite the fact that he felt cold in the winter air. 

“You must,” he snapped at the guard. “You’re here to defend this place, aren’t you? Well, go defend it!”

“The avatar is already slain, fanatic,” the guard said, disdain in his eyes as he watched Jhinn. He stepped into the gondola with authority. “You will take me out of this city on your boat or I will take this boat from you.”

He would be no help at all.

Jhinn felt his mind turning like the oiled gears he’d used to make the motor. He could feel his options clicking into place. If he let this guard do as he wanted, they would abandon Marielle to her fate and with her, the fate of the dragons and his people. But he had no way to compel the guard. No way to save her or stop Tamerlan except to go in there himself. And no way to get there without dying – without standing on the land. With the Maid Chaos’s people, they had carried him. His feet had never touched land. But this was different. He’d have to step willingly onto the ground.

He swallowed. 

His people needed Marielle. She, alone, could speak to the dragons and ask them to bear his people up the waterfall. That had been his plan all along. To ask the dragons to help them rise up the mountain to escape with the dragons through the portal to the worlds beyond. If they couldn’t convince them, then they couldn’t ascend high enough to get to the portal at all. They would either be stranded here or break their vows and faithfulness.

And the only way to keep them all from heresy was if he stepped into it himself. 

He wiped a hand across his brow. It had barely been a second since the guard spoke and yet it felt like hours as he weighed his choices. What would it mean if he chose to break his faithfulness for the sake of his people? Wouldn’t that make him just as bad as the heretic in his boat right now?

No, because at least he was not a coward.

He clenched his jaw harder, but inside, his heart was breaking. He already knew what he needed to do. 

And he hated himself already for the choice he was going to make. He hated himself because it felt like this act somehow undid all the other times he’d been faithful at great cost. Like he was denying everything he’d ever believed or hoped for in the acknowledgment that what was going on in that hall was real – wasn’t just an illusion in the land of the dead – and that he could and should affect it with his choices. 

He didn’t realize he was crying until his eyes grew glassy and his grip shifted on the oar. 

“We’re going to fulfill my orders,” the guard said, gesturing toward where his commander lay dead on the ground of the hall. He paused for a moment, as if with regret, and Jhinn swung.

His oar cracked the man in the back of the skull, sending him sprawling across the bow of the gondola. Like a shot, Jhinn leapt from the gondola, tears streaming down his face as he ran. His lungs screamed in protest – and no wonder! – as he sped through the land of the dead, abandoning himself and everything he’d ever been in one moment of insane dedication. 

There were weapons scattered across the floor, but he clung to the oar as his bare feet slipped through the blood and skidded across the flagstones. Tamerlan didn’t even turn as Jhinn raised the oar and smacked him in the back of the skull.

Had he killed his friend? He didn’t dare check.

He rushed to Marielle, keeping his expression blank and his focus certain as he struggled to release the belts holding her in place.

“Jhinn!” her voice was half speech and half sob. “What have you done? You’re on the land!”

“Come on,” he said, stumbling over his own words as he tried to explain. “I need you to ask this dragon to bear my people up the waterfall. They have no way to go up it on their own.”

“Tamerlan,” Marelle reached for him, beginning to bend, but Jhinn grabbed her by the waist and pulled her away roughly.

“It’s still Ram in there. He still wants you dead,” he barked, dragging her across the flagstone. “Are you listening? I need you to talk to the dragon. Now. While he’s close. While you can.”

Of course she was upset. But if she didn’t listen then his heresy was for nothing. He was already trembling at the possibility.

“You don’t know that he’s still possessed by Ram!” Marielle protested. “We can’t leave him here!”

“He was about to eviscerate you,” Jhinn said patiently, pulling her roughly through the carnage as he dragged her to the gondola. She was taller than him, and more muscled, but his will was stronger right now. “Listen to yourself! We must slay the last avatars. And we can’t do that with him along with us. He understands. He told me so.”

“I – ” Her voice broke. They were leaving bloody footprints on clean flagstones by the time she recovered her voice. “We can tie him up. We can keep him bound. Surely that’s better.”

Beneath them, the ground began to shift.

“No time,” Jhinn gasped, pulling her harder. “Please Marielle, please listen.”

“I can’t abandon him!” her cry was nearly a wail.

He stopped, turning her so he could shake her by the shoulders. “Look at me! I’m standing on ground! I am one of the dead! I have abandoned everything.”

She sucked back a sob, making a hiccupping noise as it stuck in her throat, her gaze trailing down and then back up and then gasping as if she was just now coming to her senses. 

His own cheeks were hot with the tears that streamed down them. Hot with the betrayals he was committing.

“Why – ?”

He made his words slow. Clearly, emotions had clouded her mind. “I need you to talk to the dragon. I know you can. Ask Choan to ferry my people up the waterfall.”

She gasped. 

“Please,” he added.

Her gaze strayed to Tamerlan and her face was agonized as the ground bucked under them again.

Jhinn growled in the back of his throat, grabbed her around the waist and propelled her toward the gondola. 

He lifted her and threw her into it as soon as they were close enough. The ripple through the flagstones buckled his knees but he recovered enough to jump after her, checking the pulse of the guard of the before he scrambled to his seat at the pedals and untied the boat. The man was still alive. Jhinn grimaced at the thought of saving an enemy over the friend who was unconscious back in that Hall. But did he have any right to hate this heretic so much when he was now a heretic, too?

The thought was like a knife to his heart.

He began pedaling as soon as his feet could find the pedals, frantically exiting the palace. He had a long way to go to get out of there and experience had taught him that dragons rose quickly when they awoke. 

Marielle was silent, staring with empty eyes at the doorway to the hall in the palace. Even after they’d left the palace, she still stared in that direction as if by her focus and grief she could bring back the dead and make her husband sane again, as if she could erase the past. 

She should know that was impossible. She should forget what happened in the lands of the dead as Jhinn did and cling only to life on the water.

He flinched at the thought. 

Could he think that way anymore? Now that he was a heretic? Now that he had betrayed everything?

He could still feel the awful hardness of the stone beneath his feet – the deadness of it, the stillness of it. It had no life – not like the water. And he’d abandoned faithfulness to the water for something that was slipping through his fingers.

“Please,” he begged aloud.

“He says he’ll do it,” Marielle said from where she sat, her hollow eye still staring at the spot from which they’d fled. Her voice just as hollow as that eye. “He’ll bear your people up the waterfall.”

Jhinn gasped. Hope filled him for a moment – golden and fresh as a sunrise.

She turned her dead eye on him. “I didn’t know I could talk to the dragons down here. How did you know?”

He shrugged. “I just thought it would make sense that you could, since you could talk to the dragons up on the mountains.”

“And you didn’t think you should share this theory with me?” Her voice sounded dead.

“I did share it with you,” he said, pedaling as fast as he could. Why were they fighting about this now? When they had to flee the city? Was this about Tamerlan?

“But not before hundreds of innocent people died as Xin lifted into the air. Didn’t you think that maybe we could have asked him to take his time and kill fewer people?” Her tone was deadly cold.

He froze. He hadn’t thought of that. As far as he knew, his people had all left that city. He’d worked hard to get them out. He hadn’t given any thought at all to those in the dead lands. 

“You let them die for nothing,” she said, her voice hollow. 

“I walked on the ground to save you,” Jhinn reminded her.

“You walked on the ground to save your people, not me.” Her voice was harsh. “And what about Tamerlan?”

“He was going to kill you. He killed all those guards.”

She looked away, conceding his point. So why didn’t it make him feel any better? He had a bitter taste in his mouth and when he tried to clench his jaw against it, he bit his own cheek and tasted blood. Blood like the salt in the water, salt and water and life and blood. His mind was skipping along thought like a flat stone flung across the canal. 

He was dead now. Dead and alive again. Or maybe just dead. He didn’t know which and the uncertainty was much worse than any accusations Marielle might fling at him. 

But there were two avatars left to slay. And he would slay them, even if the act finished the job of damning him forever. 
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19: Regrets and Guilt
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Marielle

She had thought that the pain of the Windrose was as bad a pain as a human could suffer – that the pull of it in her chest was the strongest tug imaginable. She had been wrong. The agony that filled her now dwarfed that. She’d take that former pain gladly in place of this. The tug of the Windrose had been like a fishing line compared to the ship’s cable that tore at her heart with every inch they moved from the palace. He was in there. Unconscious. Vulnerable. He would die taken completely by the Legends, helpless, suffering and there was nothing she could do to save him or to stop it.

She wished she could argue with Jhinn to turn him around, wished she could believe that would be the right thing to do. But she knew it wouldn’t be.

May I rise now, human? Choan asked her.

No, he must not rise yet.

Bitterness laced her thoughts. Why hadn’t she thought to ask Xin to wait? Why hadn’t Jhinn told her that she could? She would hate him for all eternity for letting her take innocent lives when she could have saved them. Hate him forever for callously abandoning her beloved Tamerlan when he needed them the most. 

She shot a burning gaze at Jhinn but he ignored her, pedaling as hard as he could. She hadn’t told him that she asked Choan to wait for them to leave. Why make his life easier after he had destroyed hers?

A tiny part of her mind was reminding her that he’d also saved her life. Ram was about to execute her in the most horrific way possible. And he’d broken vows and creeds to stop that. 

But even that was not enough to quell her heartbreak.

She moved to the man unconscious in the hull, turning him to a more comfortable position and gently dabbing away the blood on the back of his head. She’d almost forgotten about her own injuries, but when she was done binding his head, she bound the wounds on her hand. They would all heal. It was the wounds inside that would not.

Oddly, the Windrose had stopped burning, as if even that had given up on her. 

She took off her ruined leather vest and dropped it into the water and then tried to clean her fur cloak and hair.

“You can get pretty later. After we’ve fled the city,” Jhinn growled.

“You sound like Etienne,” Marielle said frostily. “I’m just trying to wash the gore off my body is that so awful?”

He made a growling sound and she thought he might snap back but the man in the boat awoke with a startled cry.

“Where are you taking me?” He sounded dazed.

“Out of the city,” Jhinn said. “Or were you looking forward to riding the dragon into the night?”

“Maybe you should,” Marielle said. “He’ll take you straight to your home between the worlds.”

Jhinn spat.

“Or doesn’t that matter to you anymore?”

Jhinn’s face went pale. “I may not be welcome. I am one of the dead now.”

“You’re back on the water,” Marielle said. “Doesn’t that make you reborn?”

“It doesn’t work like that. They sank my mother in the river for nonsense like that. Do you know what it’s like to grow up the son of a heretic?”

“My mother was a prostitute,” Marielle said frostily. She wanted to fight someone. She wanted to fight anyone. “I suppose it was much the same.”

“I doubt it. Prostitution is legal in Jingen – or was before it was destroyed. Heresy is not legal among the Waverunners.”

“You stepped onto the land,” the guard said, startling them both. “You’re a child of Queen Mer and yet you walked on the land.”

“Yes,” Jhinn snapped. His patience was a thin thing and Marielle felt her lips compressing as she watched him fray before her eyes. “What of it?”

“He will open the Bridge and in that day, it is only the Heir of Queen Mer who may close it again. In retribution, the heir of Queen Mer will lay waste to the Legends and return the dragons to their place and they will be quelled forever, their fury kept at bay for all eternity.”

“What’s that nonsense?” Jhinn asked. His face grew darker as the locks came into sight. They were almost out of the city.

I am rising now. You are almost to the river.

She felt the water tremble as the Harbinger said in awe, “The last prophecy of Queen Mer. You are fulfilling it in our time!”

“Hang on to the sides!” Marielle called. There was no time to dig into prophecies. The dragon was about to rise. 

She’d been through this before. But it never got easier. The current grew stronger as the water level swelled and the dragon’s head rose above the city. 

Beside her, the guard began to scream and then they were airborne, shooting over the lock and landing awkwardly in the pool below, only to shoot the next lock, too. 

“Almost there,” Jhinn said, as if to himself. “Almost there.”

They were in the bay with the ships deemed too unseaworthy to sail when the wings began to lift, and the dragon took to the sky. The sucking hole left behind dragged them backward into the muddy swirl of water and for long minutes it was all they could do to fight the current with motor and oars. 

Eventually, the boat slowed, and Marielle looked up into the sky at the silhouette of the dragon as it swam across the sun. 

I will fulfill my promise.

At least this time the city had been evacuated – by everyone but Tamerlan.

She felt her lower lip tremble and tears blinded her so that she couldn’t see where they were going until Jhinn landed them on the bank of the river.

“Here is where you get out, heretic.”

“I’m no more a heretic than you, Son of Mer,” the guard said.

“Don’t call me that,” Jhinn snarled. 

There was a murmur from the bank and Marielle looked up to see that Jhinn had landed them beside an encampment of refugees from Choan and with them was a contingent of the Retribution. 

“What did you call him?” a man dressed like a Ki’squall asked. 

“He’s the Son of Mer! The man from the prophecy!” the guard said eagerly as he clambered out of the boat.

“Shove off before they keep us here,” Jhinn ordered Marielle. 

Even if she’d wanted to push off, she couldn’t. Strong hands gripped the gunwales of the gondola.

“The Son of Mer? The one of prophecy?” a voice asked.

“Can he really be the one?” a woman asked, pushing past the guard. Her clothing was finer than the Ki’squalls, her hair clubbed back under a wide-brimmed stiff hat. “Speak man, are you the one spoken of in the prophecies?”

“I’m only a fool who doomed himself to be a heretic just like you,” Jhinn snarled.

“He walked on land, even though you know they don’t do that! Just like the prophecy says!” their guard said, quoting. “He will open the Bridge and in that day, it is only the Heir of Mer who may close it again. In retribution, the heir of Queen Mer will lay waste to the Legends and return the dragons to their place and they will be quelled forever, their fury kept at bay for all eternity. In that day the landless will walk on Land and will be called the Son of Mer. In his unfaithfulness, he will be faithful. In his damnation, he will bring salvation to all.”

“What was that?” Jhinn asked, his face pale. He reached out of the boat and grabbed the guard’s arm, drawing him close. “What was that you said?”

The man squeaked. “It’s only the prophecy! Everyone knows it!”

“I’ve never heard those words spoken before,” Jhinn said, but his gaze had turned inward, his brow furrowing. The guard squirmed his arm out of Jhinn’s grip.

“But you are a Waverunner, yes?” the woman asked, a considering look on her face.

“Who are you, if you please?” Marielle asked her. Jhinn ignored them both.

“I am Captain Hi’lan’yilth of the Black Sails Division of Ships,” she said and around her, the Retribution snapped to a form of attention, fists to heart before relaxing at her gesture of two waving fingers. 

“He is a Waverunner, Captain,” Marielle said.

“Then it’s true.” The Captain’s face was harsh and weathered by sun and wind, but her eyes widened with almost child-like wonder. The Son of Mer has come. He will save us from the dragons!”

“It’s what we’re trying to do,” Marielle said tiredly.

The Captain cocked her head to the side. “And you wear our Windrose. You are pledged to all that is truth and justice.” She nodded, seeming pleased. “You are helping him in this goal?”

“Yes,” Marielle agreed.

“Good. The Retribution is at your disposal. What do you wish of us?”

Around her, gasps filled the air at the Captain’s declaration.

“One of these dragons is in your land across the sea,” Marielle said. “Buried under your city.”

“Xyteryx,” the Captain agreed. 

“Really?” one of the sailors behind her said. Hurried whispering and worried looks filled the crowd of Retribution along the shore. Perhaps this part wasn’t common knowledge to their people.

“When we have finished,” Marielle said, weighing her words carefully. “When we have finished removing the dragons from this land, we must see to that one, as well. We need some way to get to it. Some way to explain to the people there who we are and what we are doing.”

The Captain nodded briskly. 

“A moment.” She waved to a guard and when he trotted up, she gestured to him. “Bring the purser and parchment.” 

“We need to go, Marielle,” Jhinn said through gritted teeth. Even after everything that had happened, he viewed these people as enemies. 

“Wait only a moment, Jhinn,” she said, her steely gaze turning to him. Their quarrel wasn’t over. “We’ll need this help. Surely we can wait a few minutes for it.”

“If they want to help, they should give us food and water,” he snapped.

Marielle and the Captain shared a look. Marielle embarrassed and the Captain amused. She nodded to one of her people and he trotted off, reappearing only minutes later with a waterskin and a basket of food. He offered them to Marielle. 

“Thank you,” she said.  

Jhinn’s eyes were fixed on the horizon as a burly man with a wooden writing desk slung from a strap around his neck came hurrying up. He made a quick salute to the Captain and then pulled out a pen and parchment. She leaned forward, her pen scratching as she wrote on the parchment and then handed Marielle the letter.

“Give this to anyone with a rank of Captain or above and they will know what to do.”

“Thank you,” Marielle said again, and the Captain gestured to her guards.

“We will send guardians with you.”

“No,” Jhinn’s tone was harsh.

“That would be wonderful,” Marielle said.

“No!” This time he pushed off from the bank, already pedaling with all his might. Marielle’s mouth fell open and she hastily made a salute to the Captain like the ones the guards had made.

“My apologies,” she shouted as they sped away. “Thank you for your great generosity.”

They were nearly out of earshot before she turned on Jhinn.

“Do you really think you’re so much better than them? You walked on land, too!”

“To my deep shame.”

“And you saw it was prophesied! All this was! The prophecy said that you save everyone with what you did! Isn’t that right? Isn’t it good? Isn’t it worth it?” 

He was silent. 

“And don’t you realize,” she said with a cutting edge to her voice, “that now that Tamerlan is gone, we might not be able to free the last dragon? What if one of the Legends takes him over as a new avatar and we have no idea where he is or how to find him?”

At that Jhinn’s gaze shot up, and she gasped as she realized his eyes were glassy with tears. 

“Please,” he begged. “Please just let this all be over.”

She sagged, deflated. What did you say to that? After all, she felt exactly the same way. Just when this couldn’t get any worse, it did. She couldn’t fight with him. Not when he was just as broken as she was.

“I’ll take a turn pedaling,” she said eventually. “You should sleep.”

She couldn’t think of anything else to say as she took his place and began the endless crawl back up the river, toward the last standing city of the Dragonblood Plains.
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20: The Welcome of Yan
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Marielle

After days of pedaling up the river with Jhinn’s dark looks and angry silences, the city of Yan should have been a welcome sight. For Marielle, the sight was bittersweet. 

Children played along the shores of the river and despite the chill of too-early Spring, men fished from the banks with long rods and baskets. Even the refugee camps of tents and shanties that they passed as they moved closer to the city looked cheerful – their cookfires bright and their people bustling.

At least they wouldn’t be made refugees twice – not really. These camps were far enough outside the city that they should survive the rise of the dragon here. Assuming she could find the crown. Which was a pretty big assumption since she wasn’t nobility and didn’t know where to start looking. She’d counted on having Tamerlan with her. A landhold’s son would know where to start the search. 

She hadn’t realized how much she relied on him until now – when he was no longer with them, maybe no longer alive. It had been all she could do these past few days to keep her focus as her thoughts turned often to the last time she’d seen him, crumpled on the floor in a pool of blood. 

Jhinn was no help. He was wrestling with his own demons, refusing to say more than yes or no to her at any time. She wished she could help him, but everything she touched fell apart. The best she could do for him was to leave him alone.

She put her hand over her Windrose often and thought about the Retribution and their prophecies, about swearing the first time and receiving the rose and about her vows to Jingen and the law of the city. They were all about justice. And that was what she was clinging to, now. With nothing else left, she’d been stripped down to that one last shred – her absolute dedication to justice in the world. She could still get it for everyone. She just needed to focus on the goal and not the sacrifices.

She clung to hope like a barnacle to a ship and prayed that justice was real and achievable. She’d mourn her dead later. She’d mourn her scars later. For now, there was only justice, singing to her like a siren in the sea.

The city walls rose up – imposing but elegant – as they passed the last shanty village and into the city. Beautiful though it was, the presence of so many people made her lift her veil – growing tattered now from so many months of use – to guard her nose. Cities were always overwhelming and after days on the river, she knew that so many emotions might overwhelm her. 

Stern guards lined the gate, watching the passing boats. There were far more than she would have expected – rough men in untidy uniforms and Yan City Watch Officers with grim expressions backing them up. A long polearm blocked their passage.

“No new refugees. The city is full,” the guard said, frowning at their gondola. “You’ll have to apply for a day pass to trade in the walls.”

“We’re not refugees,” Marielle said. “We’re visitors.”

He snorted. “A likely story.”

Marielle felt her cheeks grow hot. She’d done her best to patch and clean the clothing she’d taken from Allegra’s shops, but it hadn’t been possible to entirely repair the effects of the battle while they were on the river. She didn’t look like a former watch officer anymore, never mind a prosperous merchant or landhold. 

“Name who you are visiting.”

Her mind raced. She could give her mother’s name, but what chance was there that a gate guard would believe that. As she bit her lip, her veil slipped and the scents of the city hit her like a gust of wind. 

“Marielle?” a voice asked from among the guard and a woman stepped forward, lowering her own veil as she took Marielle in.

“Alyssan!” Marielle’s eyes widened. She barely knew the other woman beyond her name, but she’d been a Scenter in the City Watch of Jingen.

“She’s from the Jingen Watch,” Alyssan said to the other guards. She turned to Marielle. “There are positions open here if that’s what you’re looking for, but you’ll have to get cleaned up first. You’re a wreck.”

Marielle nodded seriously. “Thank you.”

“Once you’re tidy, report to Captain Longweather in the Alchemist’s District. She’s hiring more Scenters for the Springhatch Festival. I’m sure she’ll offer you the role.”

“Thank you,” Marielle said, truly touched. In any other circumstances, she would have leapt at this. Imagine serving in the City Guard again – enforcing the laws and ensuring justice, polishing leather and armor before going out on patrol, drinking and eating with friends after a long day. She almost sighed at the thought, but Jhinn was pulling away from the cluster of guards and heading into the city.

“I guess you still have friends,” he remarked, bitterly.

Marielle had almost forgotten about the Festival, but it was upon them already. Eggs, hollowed and painted, were strung on yellow ribbons over windows and doors. Clusters of dried herbs were tied along longer ribbons that were strung from rooftop to rooftop. It was a plea to the ages for newness and Spring. For rebirth and fresh starts. 

Little arrows were painted on the eggs – a tribute to Byron Bronzebow who supposedly began the Festival when he brought stolen eggs by the cartload to a starving village. He’d plundered the eggs from a supply train headed to their Landhold and in tribute to him, every year, they painted bright eggs with his arrows on them. Or so the legends said. 

Marielle smiled wistfully, wondering if Tamerlan would confirm that story if she asked him. If he were alive at all. Her smile faded with the reminder. 

“I’m not sure why you’re smiling,” Jhinn said grimly. “This next part is on you. You alone must find and steal this crown. I won’t leave my boat again. And the guards were right. You look like a refugee.”

She felt her face heat, almost snapping back that he looked no better, but she doubted he would care. His eyes were bright for the first time in days as they lighted on his people in family boats and gondolas throughout the city.

“You’ll give them time to evacuate, right?” he asked, hope in his voice.

“The Waverunners?” 

“Yes.”

“So, you do care about someone even though you didn’t care about my people.” 

He snorted. “Mine are alive.”

She dropped her oar on the boat floor and strode over to him, leaning so her face was inches from his. “I think you should know better than that now, Jhinn. I think it’s time that you recognize that the world might not be entirely what you thought it was.”

“Don’t think I haven’t,” he growled. “But now I have people to warn and you have a crown to find. I’ll drop you off at that message tree.” He pointed to a place where people were surrounding a tall pole, checking the pigeonholes surrounding it for messages and postings. “Meet me there again at this time tomorrow. And don’t even think of freeing the city until then.”

“I don’t take orders from you, Jhinn,” Marielle whispered. 

His eyes narrowed. “I saved your life. I think you owe me something.”

She swallowed. He was right. “Of course I’ll give you time to save your people.”

She scrambled out of the boat and onto the ledge of the canal, taking the small leather satchel she’d packed with her. There wasn’t much in it beyond the letter from the Captain and Etienne’s letter, but maybe that would get her the funds she needed to clean up. If everyone was watching her thinking that she was nothing more than a refugee, then it was going to be hard to get into the palace. 

She climbed the stairs to the street above hurriedly, flinching against the smells bombarding her – mint and tarragon from the hanging herbs, the smell of eggs, and the heady cilantro scent of anticipation filled the streets. 

In between that, the scents of the individual people and their problems poured over her. She was glad of it. Even this was better than the constant simmering scent of despair that had filled the gondola since Choan. Something familiar – a mandarin orange scent laced with rust made her nose wrinkle and then a hand settle on her arm.

“We need to stop meeting like this.” 

She turned to see Etienne and her mouth dropped open.

“How? What? How did you find me here? I just arrived!”

“I’ve been watching the gate,” he said coolly. “This is the most logical entrance to the city if you’re coming from Choan. Follow me. We shouldn’t speak on the street.”

She did follow him, but she didn’t close her mouth behind the protective cover of the veil. How had he arrived before them? And why was he waiting for her? It was hard not to encourage a flicker of hope. Maybe she wouldn’t have to do this alone. Maybe she’d have an ally with her. 

The inn he took her to was close by, the doorframe draped with a dozen yellow ribbons and brightly painted eggs. Etienne strode past the muscled tough protecting the door and into a mostly empty common room. He nodded to the innkeeper who was polishing glasses behind a long bar. 

“Extra if she’s staying, too,” the innkeeper said, not even looking up. 

“She’ll be in my room,” Etienne said shortly. 

“Still extra.”

Etienne tossed him a coin with a sigh. The innkeeper caught it without looking up.  

Etienne had all this planned out, it would seem. The inn. The meeting. He led her up the stair and opened the door to one of the rooms. On the bed, he’d spread out a clean set of trousers, boots, shirt, vest, scarf, and coat. They were clearly for her unless Etienne’s figure and tastes had changed a lot in a matter of days. He’d planned this, too. She turned with a frown as he shut the door.

He raised a hand, forestalling her questions.

“Allegra is setting up a Xin in exile. Refugees from Choan have already joined her there. That’s taken care of. The moment Xin lifted, I knew you’d need my help here. So don’t be upset. I will rejoin her and very soon – I have not abandoned our plan.”

“Of course,” Marielle said warily, still confused by all the efficiency.

“I received word by pigeon as I traveled here that someone fulfilled the prophecy of the Son of Mer for the Retribution. It impressed them so much that they are returning home by sea to prepare their people for the coming of the Son of Mer.”

“They are?” Marielle asked, gasping. 

“Jhinn would only have walked on land if it was the only way,” Etienne said calmly. “Which means we’ve lost Tamerlan somehow.”

Marielle nodded mutely, her eyes tearing up. He’d figured all of that out just because the Retribution had left?

“Which means you need me to help you get in the palace in the way that Tamerlan might have. But I’d already anticipated that as soon as Xin lifted. You need me to help you identify the crown with Lila’s avatar. You need me to provide money for the lodgings, food, and clothing that you need. So, I came.”

He looked so serious. 

She didn’t care. She stumbled to him and wrapped him in a hug. He stiffened in her arms and she still didn’t care. He’d thought about them! He’d realized she would need help, and that he couldn’t do this alone and he’d helped!

“Was Allegra happy to see you when you woke up?” she asked as she pulled away.

He still looked stunned by her embrace and even more so by the question.

“What does that have to do with our goals?”

She laughed. He was so dense about anything that wasn’t strictly logical and serious. 

“Nothing. I just thought she might be happy to see you.”

“She was relieved by the help I could provide with the evacuation and organizing the logistics of relocating an entire populace,” Etienne agreed. 

Marielle laughed. “I bet she wasn’t happy when you chose to leave again.”

Etienne shook his head as if she was being ridiculous. “I will go and fetch us dinner while you wash and dress. If we want to attempt entry to the palace tonight, our best chance will be if we are clean, well-dressed, and fed.”

Marielle nodded, matching his serious with her own. 

“Thank you, Etienne.”

He nodded and left her to the room to dress with shaking hands. She was going to see her mother tonight. Somehow the thought of that made her more nervous than waking a dragon did, but Etienne had given her hope again. She was not alone.
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[image: image]


Etienne

It had been painful to ask Avandre to arrange a meeting for him with Variena. Painful because if Tamerlan hadn’t ruined his plans months ago Yan would be in his hands right now, ruled by him, with people begging for audiences with him instead of the other way around. Humility was a painful dish to consume. 

He schooled his face to politeness and followed the guards through the palace with Marielle at his side, disguising the way he still hunched over the pain in his healing abdomen. Allegra’s cures were almost complete, but he still fought pain by the hour. Sometimes it took all his strength to hide the effort of masking it. 

Marielle had her veil up – not, he suspected, because she needed it up but because she was anxious about this meeting. She shouldn’t be. He wouldn’t have set the meeting if he didn’t think she could handle her mother. After all, she handled Tamerlan and he was far crazier than Variena. Probably.

Uncertainty was the luxury of the weak. 

The palace was a ruin. Of course. A red door woman might be able to seduce the hearts and minds of a band of refugees, but that hardly qualified her to run a palace staff. Or a palace guard regiment, for that matter. He hadn’t seen a guard here at the palace that he wouldn’t have put on notice if they’d been in his palace at Jingen. The one leading them now had his swordbelt at a sloppy angle. His salute had barely sufficed. The guard he passed a moment ago smelled of alcohol and the guards at the gate had been missing their helms. It had taken all his self-control not to dress them down. 

Allegra had at least been able to run a city with aplomb. He missed her efficiency. Her certainty. She was going to be furious with him when he returned, but he liked her furious. It went hand in hand with her ambition.

He smiled reassuringly at Marielle as she stiffened beside him. 

“Not much further,” he said in honeyed tones. But he felt tense like a spring under compression. The disrepair of the castle – the way it hadn’t yet been patched, the rubble merely cleared away – was a bad sign. Where was Zi’fen? Variena might not know how to run a palace, but Decebel did. It worried him that the man’s touch wasn’t present here. It suggested there was something going on that he didn’t know about. And that made him nervous. 

Subtly, he touched the sword at his side and glanced at the one he’d given Marielle. They were armed. For all the good that would do if things went wrong. Almost, he wished for Tamerlan’s unpredictability to unleash on this court. Almost. 

If Marielle was to be believed, he was dead. But there were plenty of other hells he’d already survived. He may have survived the wrath of Jhinn as well. Maybe he’d even fled that dragon in time. He had the ability when he was possessed. Etienne had seen him move so fast you couldn’t see the action.

Funny that Jhinn had been so quick to strike him down after everything Tamerlan had done when his pathetic boat was stuck in that fountain. But unfaithfulness was as predictable as Spring.

Spring. Which shouldn’t be here for months – and yet it was. Even the weather was reacting to the calamities that had befallen them all. No, Etienne, this is not time for speculation. Keep yourself alert.

He purposely let his eyes note each cornice and column as they traveled through what had once been gleaming marble halls. If they’d come by water, they’d be in the Great Hall already. But they came, instead, by foot. And the guards had taken them to the Great Hall by the long way. Intentionally, he was sure. A show of force? A bit of drama? Or was there something they were meant to see on the journey? Maybe the disrepair was a ruse hiding something else?

Marielle cleared her throat behind her scarf, and he gave her a bland smile. She was needed for this – and not just because she was his only ally. No one else had a better chance of throwing Variena off her game than her daughter brought back from the dead.

He couldn’t wait to see the woman’s face. His lip twitched with eagerness.

The guard opened the last door – an ornate gilt-covered travesty with dents and chips where fighting had taken place in the revolt – and announced them into the huge nearly empty hall.

“The former Lord Mythos, Etienne Velendark and his companion.”

Good. No mention of Marielle’s name. 

The guard withdrew and Etienne strode into the room, taking in the scene. She hadn’t filled it with trinkets. That was a small note in her favor. In fact, she’d cleared out all the decoration and curiosities and left only a large ivory carved throne on a dais. Interesting.

She’d also opened the door to the dragon’s wound and left it open.

An interesting choice. One that suited her violent nature and fuming resentment.

He could use that. 

If he’d been anyone else, he might have been awed by her as she sat waiting for him on her throne. He might have been awed by her extravagant blue satin dress like a piece of night sky. She’d certainly kept the local dressmakers employed. It was garnished to an inch of its life. Exactly the dress a red door woman would wear to prove she wasn’t that anymore, high collar and all.

“Variena,” he said when he was only halfway to the throne. He could hear Marielle’s boots behind him on the polished marble. “You kept at least part of the palace intact, I see.”

“You will address me as Lady Legend,” Variena said, tension ringing in her voice and he almost smiled. Point one to him.

On her head, sitting heavily in that dark curling hair, was the very crown they were looking for – a crown bedecked in diamonds and sapphires. How very Lila Cherrylocks. He recognized it from his reading and it brought a slight smile to his lips. Point two to him. 

“Lady Legend,” he said, drawing the name out to show her exactly how much he thought of it. “But where is your esteemed ally? Or has Zi’fen taken leave of you here to manage his own landhold?”

Marielle was beside him now and he felt her stiffen at his words. 

A man he had thought was one of Variena’s guards stepped out from the wall behind the throne.

“I am Daen Zi’fen,” the man said. 

Etienne didn’t gasp like Marielle did, but he was surprised. The son. The eldest son, if he wasn’t mistaken. Maybe fifteen years older than Tamerlan, but still young. The way he laid a hand familiarly over Variena’s was interesting, though. He looked very like Tamerlan, though more smug, a lot more boring, less raw, less insane – that part wasn’t difficult – there were people who foamed at the mouth who were more sane that Tamerlan.

“My pardon,” Etienne said carefully. “I had expected Decebal Zi’fen.”

“Unfortunately,” Variena said smoothly, “Decebel was killed in the fighting to take Yan. The former palace guard was shockingly tenacious.”

Point one to Variena. There was no way Decebel had died by any hand but hers.

“Shocking,” Etienne said, his eyes wandering to the glowing hole in the ground so very close to where they were. He could feel the power emanating from it. It called to him like wine to a drunk. And like the same drunk, he must keep that hidden. He let his gaze turn to the hand on Variena’s throne. “How lucky you were to have made a new alliance with his son. Shall I assume a royal wedding is not far off?”

“Indeed,” Variena’s eyes narrowed in a shrewd way that belied the smug smile on her face. “And you’ve found a consort for yourself, as well. How fortunate.”

The curiosity was killing her. Perfect.

He glanced at Marielle. The strip of face he could see was pale, and no wonder. Her mother had just confessed to killing the father of her brand new husband and taking his brother as her new fiancé. It was enough to shock anyone – and Marielle hated injustice. She must know her mother was wielding power like a cudgel.

“You keep the dragon’s wound exposed?” he said, turning her question.

She frowned, watching him with speculation in her eyes. “It is an awful practice, sacrificing the daughters of the cities to the dragon, don’t you think? I’ve chosen to sacrifice my enemies there instead. Hardly a sacrifice at all, if I’m honest. I keep it handy at these meetings, in case it is required.”

Oh, clever. A nice glowing threat. Point two to Variena, but he was not done yet.

“And yet you were willing to take payment for the life of your own daughter. How ironic.”

She hissed at his words and he smiled. Point three to Etienne.

“You still haven’t introduced your companion,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Haven’t I? Well, speaking of children sold, may I present my companion,” he said lifting a brow, his eyes lingering on the crown. “Who, I believe, you may already know. Marielle Velendark.”

Marielle ripped off her scarf and now he couldn’t hide his quick flash of a smile at the shock in Variena’s eyes. 

“But you’re dead!” she said. And though she turned pale she made no move to stand or to embrace her daughter. She merely sat, idly holding the hand of Decebel’s eldest son. 

Cold, cold heart. He wouldn’t have been troubled to steal from her no matter who she was. But if he’d had a conscience it certainly wouldn’t bother him now.

“I’m alive, mother,” Marielle said in a voice that hardly quavered. She’d grown in these last months. She was more than a match for her mother now. “We’re here to warn you. Your city is about to fall. You must evacuate it immediately to save the lives of innocents.”

And that was so very in character for her. Direct. To the point. Fair. 

And completely unselfish. 

No recriminations. No hurt that her mother had clearly severed all affection for her. He admired that. If things had been different, if he hadn’t tried to sacrifice her himself, he might have been persuaded to love her – as much as he loved anyone. 

He’d always found respect to be a greater motivator than love, anyway. He respected Allegra. And he respected Marielle. They’d both earned it in their own way. Grudgingly, he even respected Variena, but that was more the respect you gave the crocodile – the respect of staying out of the range of its bite.

“I will do no such thing,” Variena said firmly. “The people here are mine. As is the city. Mine in loyalty. Bound to me by blood. The riches are ours. The surrounding Landholds are ours. The laws support us. The coffers are ours to spend. We will not leave just because a disgraced fool and a city watchdog come with wild imaginings. My city will not fall. It has never fallen to anyone but me.”

“The dragon is going to rise,” Marielle said, desperately. She cared so much. She even thought she could sway her mother – who clearly had no heart at all. “I’ve seen it happen four times now! Many will die – the innocent and the guilty alike! And the only way to save them is to flee this place!”

Variena laughed. “It’s an inventive story. I’ll give you that, Mythos.” She spared him a knowing look. “And such a persuasive mouth you’ve put it in. Smoke, mirrors, and creativity. What a grand performance you’ve made. But look through that opening, daughter.” She gestured to the tear in the dragon’s scales through the door and Marielle flinched. Of course. The last time she’d seen a tear like that, he’d been about to slit her throat. “The dragon lives. And it is in our thrall just as always.”

Variena’s hand trailed up to her crown and she brushed it lightly with her fingertips – almost as if she knew what it was – that it was the one key they needed to raise this dragon.

“Not this time. Please, mother – ”

“Don’t ‘please, mother’ me!” Variena snapped. “You found a comfortable life in the Scenters while I had to slave away for you. You have no idea what that’s like. How hard I’ve had to work. How much I’ve had to sacrifice. You have no idea and you still want me to give it all up! Ungrateful!”

Marielle flinched as if she’d been slapped but her expression hardened. 

Etienne felt his heart harden even more. There was nothing that irritated him more than watching someone take out their frustrations at their own choices on someone else.  

“If you don’t listen,” Marielle said, weariness in every word, “then many will die for no reason.”

“You’ve gone mad, child. And you bore me,” Variena said. She didn’t look bored. The look in her eye was pure cruelty. “You will begone from here and I will not see you again. Same to you, Mythos. I’m done here. Unless you would like to sate the dragon?”

She raised an eyebrow. Point Variena. She’d won this round. Although in winning, she had lost everything.

“We will accept your offer to leave alive,” he said with a sweepingly elegant bow. “In the spirit it was given.”

Charm and a threat. It was always best when you could pair them. 

But now came the next problem. How would he warn the citizenry of Yan to leave when their leader refused to help?
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22: On the Wrong Foot
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Marielle

She wet her face a second time with the cloth Etienne had offered her. She’d known she’d lost her mother when she saw the woman through Tamerlan’s eyes as Variena and her allies took the city – but what she hadn’t realized was that she’d lost not just her memory of a kind woman who raised her until she was eight, but also any shred of affection or loyalty that woman might have had for her. 

“Surely,” Etienne said from his chair beside the inn window, “you must have realized she was paid for your life.”

“Yes,” Marielle said. Her voice sounded hopeless even to her. 

“So why did you expect loyalty now?”

“I guess I didn’t really believe it. I mean, you were the one who was going to slit my throat, and now you are my most trusted ally.”

“That’s different.” His words were kind despite their natural coldness. “You know that I always act for the good of my people – whatever that might be. Variena acts for the good of Variena. Her response today was predictable. What I hadn’t bet on was the loss of Decebal. I thought to turn them against each other, but the son is a puppet to her whims. Almost, it makes me miss your mad husband. He, at least, had a spine.”

Marielle hid her choking half-sob in the cloth at the words ‘mad husband.’ Oh Tamerlan, why did it have to end like that? When it had only just begun?

She felt his loss like her missing eye – no, worse! It ached and ached all the time and there was nothing she could do but go on without him.

“The problem now, is how to warn the people without the complicity of their leader,” Etienne said, not noticing her emotional moment.

Marielle strangled her burst of grief, schooling her voice to calmness. “The problem now, is how to get that crown.”

Etienne waved a hand dismissively. “You saw how she stroked it. She will keep it close. In her bedroom, most likely. All you have to do is break in during the night and steal it as she sleeps.”

“All?” Could he really think that was no issue?

“Yes. You’ll go in by the secret ways. I can draw you a map. All these palaces are laid out the same way with the tower in the center. And the personal rooms of the ruler have all manner of secret entrances and passageways. It will be easy. You can sneak, can’t you?”

“I’m no Lila Cherrylocks,” she said drily. If Tamerlan was here, he could do this. 

“No, you plan to end Lila Cherrylocks,” he said with a smile. At least someone found that part amusing instead of terrifying. 

“If she catches me in her rooms ...”

“Then you’ll have to destroy the crown very quickly. Bring a hammer with you. A big one.”

“Great advice.” 

He ignored her snapping tone. “My task is much harder. I have allies – friends who had meant to help me overtake the city. But many are likely dead or disenchanted with me since I failed them.”

His forehead was lined, and his mouth screwed up as he thought. 

“Use criminals,” Marielle said.

He looked up at her. “For what?”

“To spread the word,” Marielle said. It was a good idea. An idea only a criminal or a Watch Officer would think of. “There are thieves and smugglers all over the city. They’ll have their own networks, their own ways of communicating. They’ll have people in the guilds. Speak to the right one and word will spread like wildfire. Criminals are interested in their own self-preservation. As are the guilds. Let that work to your advantage.”

“Clever, Marielle.” 

His smile warmed her. She kept her shaking hands hidden. Now that she’d seen her mother and been rejected, her body seemed to be letting out all that ridiculous hope it had been holding onto in the form of shaking hands and a pounding heart. 

“And where would you go to find these criminals?”

“A fence.” It was an easy answer. She’d dealt with enough thieves in her time in the watch. “Pretend you have a valuable piece to sell. Someone will bite. If you can manage to be more charming than you were with my mo – Variena – ” she stumbled over the name, “then you might convince them to take you to someone more important. I could do that part, if you want to sneak into the palace.”

She looked up, trying not to hope too hard. Good thing she hadn’t set her heart on it. He was already shaking his head. 

“No. Despite her words, if she finds you in her bedchamber, she will not kill you. And you have experience destroying avatars. On the other hand, your time in the Watch makes you ill-suited to speak with the criminal element.” 

“And your experience as the City ruler does?” she lifted an eyebrow.

“More than you’d ever believe. Government is filled with the worst kinds of villain. But I must do my task before you do yours. I need time to get the word out. Time for people to evacuate the city.”

“We don’t dare wait, Etienne. We need to destroy the avatar as soon as we possibly can,” Marielle said.

“Why the hurry?” He shook his head. “When you were fighting for Tamerlan’s sanity it made sense. But now, with him gone, what does it matter?”

“We don’t know for sure that he is dead,” Marielle said in a small voice. “And if he is not, then Ram the Hunter has him and Ram is determined to make as many avatars as he can.”

He drummed his fingers on the side of his chair looking out the window.

“I thought this was all so manageable,” he said, frustration in his tone. “If I just made the right choices.”

“Me, too,” Marielle agreed.

“If I just tried hard enough.”

“It doesn’t work like that, Etienne. We’ve been put in an impossible situation. Either people die now while we fix things, or they keep dying forever,” she said fiercely. They’d battled over this before and they were so close to the end now.

And didn’t she know sacrifice? Didn’t the constant breathless ache in her chest remind her that she’d already lost Tamerlan one way or another and she couldn’t even mourn or weep, she had to keep pressing on. She had to finish the job.

“What if there are more dragons than you know?” Etienne said. “What if after you release this one and the one over the sea there are more yet? Maybe there are some we don’t know about.”

Coldness filled her but she forced strength into her words. “I’ll deal with that, if it’s true. If I must be cold, I will be like the ice of the mountains. If I must be hard, I will be harder than stone. If I must breathe fire, I will be a dragon myself. But I will see this through. I’ve lost too much to do anything else. I’ve given too deeply. I’ve cut my own heart out and presented it on a platter. What more is there to do but follow through?”

He sighed, dropping his head into his hands. She’d never seen him like this. She’d seen him edgy and calculating. She’d seen him charming and powerful. She’d seen him brave and self-sacrificing. She’d never seen him defeated.

“Don’t give up, Etienne.” She crossed the room and put a hand on his trembling shoulder. “We are almost at the part where we need you most.”

His scoffing laugh was so close to a sob that she couldn’t say if it might be one after all. “And what part is that?”

Deep despair washed black through the room darkening everything, filling her senses with the scent of licorice.

“The part where you rebuild the Dragonblood Plains and make them better,” she pled.

“From nothing. With everything we have stripped from us.”

“Naked we are born into the world, and yet we grow into wondrous creatures capable of reshaping everything. So, we start naked again? Maybe in rebirth, there is hope. Maybe we can break old chains, make new and better laws. Carve out a new and better set of cities.”

He looked up and she almost gasped at the tears washing down his cheeks. Etienne crying? Etienne emotional? But he was nodding, too.

“Not just anyone can do that, Marielle.”

“Not just anyone will do it. You will do it.”

He was still nodding. 

“But only if you stop feeling sorry for yourself,” Marielle said, crossing her arms firmly. “I need some sleep, but think about this, Etienne. The dragon in Yan is still bound. And you know how to access that magic. Maybe you can do something with that, hmm?”

“Yes.

She stumbled to the bed, too wrung from emotions to think about anything else and collapsed into it, asleep almost immediately. The last thing she heard was the door quietly shutting behind Etienne. He was off to find a fence, she was sure.

They had to keep hoping. They couldn’t give up before the end.
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23: Thievery and Destruction
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Marielle

“This way,” Gansen said in a low whisper, leading her through the dark with his lantern held high. He was a head taller than Marielle and his shadow was long and narrow. 

They were both moving more slowly than they’d prefer, their boots encased in flour sacks to muffle any sound they might make. Marielle’s boots were so new they occasionally squeaked if she wasn’t careful and any squeak might give them away. She took every step with care, holding her breath at the risk of a squeak.

Marielle followed him with her heart in her throat. She’d met him for the first time an hour ago when Etienne introduced them. 

“Gansen is a loyal man,” Etienne had said as if that was all there was to say. “He’ll get you into the passages and as far as the door.”

Gansen had nodded gravely. “I serve as a butler in the palace, miss. But before the fall of Jingen I was master of the Seven Dragons Brewery, privileged to oversee all the vintages and brews acquired by the Lord Mythos.”

“But can you sneak?” Marielle had asked nervously. His scent was so confident and when he looked at Etienne loyalty and dedication filled her nose with the scent of daisies.

That was enough for her. 

Marielle hefted the heavy stone hammer she’d found earlier that day. For an actual stonemason, it wasn’t that heavy, but it was more than adequate to crack or crush the gems of a crown. Hopefully, that would be enough. She’d brought a metal chisel, too, in case she had to split the metal band somehow. She’d never destroyed jewelry before. Hopefully, it wouldn’t prove too difficult. The crown had been made of gold woven to look like vines with sapphire and diamond leaves. She thought that should make it easier to break it – but she wouldn’t know until she tried. 

Already, her hands were sweating and her mouth dry. The last time she’d gone against a Legend, things had not gone well. Anything could happen this time. And she didn’t dare fail.

“We’re at the stairs now,” Gansen whispered back as he carefully set a foot on the ancient wooden stairs, testing his weight.

They were ahead of schedule, if Marielle’s internal clock was correct. Now that they were actually here, she was finding it hard to concentrate. Three days, she’d waited while Etienne found allies in the criminal world of Yan. Three days while they did all they could to organize an evacuation of the common people. Three days while they roped Jhinn and his Waverunners into the mix. They’d taken as many people as they could out of the city already, hidden on boats. The canals of Yan were as empty as a fresh-dug grave. She’d heard complaining in the streets as people struggled to get around the city without their usual transportation.

And now it was time. As she snuck up the stairs, Etienne would be rallying the rest of the people he had warned. They’d be leaving the city in secret. And if their timing was perfect, then she should be at the door of Variena’s room at the same time that he used the magic he managed to siphon from the sleeping dragon to create one final alert to the people of the city. It was the most they could do. It was their best effort. Marielle already knew it wouldn’t be enough.

She felt for the sword at her side and the hammer in her hand. She was ready. 

The stairs squeaked under her foot and they both froze for long minutes. Nothing else stirred the darkness except the rustling of mice. If anyone had heard them, they hadn’t decided to act yet. 

Marielle forced her feet to keep climbing and then to follow Gansen down the long, narrow corridor at the top of the steps. The dust was so thick that it puffed up with every step and even Gansen had wound a neck-scarf around his face so he wouldn’t cough and sneeze.

“They’re for emergencies,” Etienne had told her. “Fires. Assassination attempts. Wars. Anything that might make a ruler need to flee.”

“And no one used them during the uprising?” Marielle had pressed. 

“They must not have had the chance. Which means that Variena probably doesn’t know about them. The perfect weapon is the one that no one knows you have.”

“But Gansen knows?”

“I gave him a map three days ago and he explored the tunnels. He’ll lead you through to your mother’s door,” Etienne had assured her.

She hoped he was right.

“We’re here,” Gansen breathed, turning only his head to look at her as he leaned as far into the wall as he could so she could slip by. 

She barely made it past him, even with her body shoved as far against her wall as she could get it, their bellies pressing together as she passed him. 

She let out a long breath, checking to be sure she knew exactly where the latch on the secret door was before Gansen left with the lantern.

“Give me five minutes,” he breathed. 

He wanted a head start. And no wonder. He would barely have time to exit the city if she managed to wake the dragon. She reached into her pocket and carefully pulled out the small hourglass she’d brought. The last grains fell through the top bulb and she set it on the ground. She wouldn’t need it now. 

“Hurry,” she whispered. 

He nodded, his face serious. They’d told everyone that the dragon was going to rise. What they hadn’t told them was that Marielle was the one who was going to release it.

She didn’t hear his footfalls as he hurried away. Instead, she waited for the glow to disappear as she counted in her mind. Hopefully, she’d given him enough time. She set her hand on the latch and gripped the handle of the hammer harder, swallowing as she carefully slid the latch open and cracked the secret door slightly open. Soft light flooded into the secret passage and her breath caught in her lungs, but it wasn’t a lantern or wall lamps. It was too faint for that. She eased the door open just a little more and slipped into the silent room. 

The door came out in a sitting area, surrounded by books, disguised as one of the many bookcases. Etienne claimed she would come out into a “private study” attached to the bedroom. There were five rooms in the suite and though they both thought that Variena would keep the crown in her bedroom, it could be in any one of them. Or none of them. 

Marielle slid the potato sacks off her boots – they were quiet but too bulky for this work – stashed them back into the passageway and wedged the door with a book. There was no way she was getting trapped in here with her traitorous mother. No way at all.

With a last steadying breath, she crept across the study. There were no drawers or trunks in the room. No place to hide a crown – especially not one as bulky as this with so many gems. 

The next room was opulent, but also a poor bet. Plants and cages covered in heavy cloth filled the heavily ornamented room. Birds. Variena had always loved birds. They must sleep under the cloths. Marielle almost held her breath as she slipped through the room. If she made a wrong move. she’d wake them up and alert anyone. If the crown was inside one of the cages, she’d have to check here for it last of all.

There were two doors leading from here. One was larger and more ornate than the others. The way out to the halls beyond, if Marielle was any guess. The other was smaller – the bedroom, perhaps.

There was a sound coming from the next room. Her hand trembled as it rested on the doorknob and slowly turned it. It opened to reveal Variena, standing right in the doorway, one hand on her hip. 

She barely managed to catch the scream in her throat at the sight of her mother. Variena was dressed like she was expecting company in a long satin nightdress of rich cherry red.

“Looking for this?” she asked, holding her crown up on a single finger as if it was worth nothing at all. 

Marielle swallowed.

“Take it, if you must,” her mother said with a sly smile.

Marielle hesitated. But after all, it was what she was here for. And her mother had just offered it to her. She snatched for it.

Before she could touch the crown, a hand caught her wrist. A hand in a heavy leather glove and bracer.

It pulled her through the door and flung her to the bed. She rolled across it, turning her momentum into motion and popping up on the other side of the bed on her feet, hammer at the ready.

“I told you she would come, Variena,” Tamerlan said. 

Icy cold flashed across Marielle followed immediately by a wave of fire. 

He was alive! 

Not sane, oh no, she could smell the insanity of Legend like she could smell an open cesspit, but he was alive. She could feel her heart melting even as she kept her guard up. It wasn’t really Tamerlan – and yet – it was. He was in there somewhere. There was still hope for him!

The look on his face and the slight sway of his walk was almost identifiable. 

“Lila?” she ventured.

Tamerlan’s grin was not his own. It was fierce and crafty. It was matched almost identically by Variena’s.

“Clever girl,” he said.

She couldn’t help the longing that surged through her like a summer storm. Maybe, when she destroyed the crown, she’d get him back. Even if it was just for a few moments.

“I told your dear mother that you would know me. Unlike you, she seems to understand what makes sense in this situation.”

“I know that you’re in there, Tamerlan,” Marielle whispered, locking eyes with him. “Please be strong.”

He’d said once that he thought she might have to kill him someday. She hadn’t really thought he meant it. But perhaps he did. Perhaps that was better than dying a moment at a time as someone stole your body and will?

Variena cleared her throat. “I’m not ornamental here, love.” 

She shot a glance at Tamerlan.

“I haven’t forgotten our bargain,” Tamerlan said – or Lila, rather. “Get the ingredients I asked for, and I will make you an access to the Bridge of Legends. You will have power beyond your wildest dreams, only give the girl to me.”

“And it will really work?” Variena’s eyes shone with hunger and something lurched inside Marielle. It had been hard to believe that her mother would willingly sell her before – but it wasn’t hard now. Not with Variena bargaining her price right here in the same room. She could smell the greed flowing from her, burning Marielle’s nose like washing soda.

“It worked for this son of Decebel Zi’fen. You know the family. Watch me move and walk. Listen to me speak. You know this vessel is possessed by a Legend. This is no Zi’fen anymore. And you could have that power, too. You want more than this single city, don’t you?” Lila practically purred. She kept her sword tip aimed toward Marielle, but she leaned intimately toward Variena with a small half-smile as she tried to lure her into freeing more Legends. “You want more than watching your back all the time, not trusting your allies or subordinates. You want a way to finally know that you are unshakable – untouchable. Trust me. I will give you that and more.”

“She’ll drive you insane,” Marielle said, hammer still held out. “She’ll take what’s left of your life and ruin it.”

“There’s nothing here to ruin, girl,” Variena said bitterly. She didn’t even glance at Marielle. “What do you need, Legend?”

“Gather the spices and meet me in the Grand Hall,” Lila said. “I’ll deal with your daughter here and then come below and make you a Legend.”

Variena’s smile was cold and hard as glass. “Agreed.”

“I’ll take that,” Lila said, snatching the crown from her hand. Variena hardly seemed to notice.

Marielle’s stomach twisted at the cold look on her mother’s face. 

“Mother. Please.”

Variena never once turned as she snatched a silken robe from a hook, wrapped it around herself and strode out of the room like a triumphant general. 

“Please,” Marielle whispered, but it was too late. Her mother had bargained with the devil and she’d lost for them all. 

“A lovely woman, your mother. We could have been good friends,” Lila purred. But Marielle saw a flicker behind those eyes. Was Tamerlan in there?

“Tamerlan, please,” she begged. 

“Be glad it is me that has you and not Ram the Hunter,” Lila purred. “I’m not so cruel. He was right, it turns out that you must be made into an avatar. Oh, don’t look at me like that. It wouldn’t have come to this if you hadn’t slain all of our friends. Or rivals. Or whatever they were. But we’re running thin, now. We can’t afford to lose anymore, and that means you need to be disposed of. And we have dragons to leash. Two birds and one stone and all that.” 

Lila tossed the crown in the air and caught it again.

“All the dragons that were leashed have flown now,” Marielle said tightly. She was calculating how to throw the hammer at Tamerlan as her heart slowly shredded in her chest. She was going to have to hurt him – maim him – maybe even kill him. Could she do that? Her heart sped so fast at the thought of it that it made her thoughts stall and start again as her breath sped so quickly that she felt like she wasn’t getting any air at all. 

Inside, her heart felt hollow. 

She weighed the hammer in her hands.

“Did you think they lay down quietly for us the first time? Of course not. The sacrifice comes first and then the dragon lies down and you can build on it. We moved the avatars to the cities after, of course. Mine was easiest to move.” 

She held the crown up with a smile, gazing at how it sparkled in the light. In that moment of distraction, Marielle threw the hammer.

It spun through the air, but Lila only laughed, snatching it out of the air even as it spun. Marielle didn’t wait to see what she would do next. She needed to move while Lila was distracted. She drew her dagger and lunged forward all at once, dodging around the bed and trying to dodge around Lila. 

Tamerlan’s hand reached out and plucked her up into the air as easily as the other hand had plucked the spinning hammer from the air. He knocked the knife from her hand with one blow of the hammer, and drove her forward, slamming her down on the soft feather mattress of the bed, face first. She tried to sputter, but he held her tight to the bed with one hand as another worked on something. After a moment she felt her boot tugged off and something tied around her ankle. She tried to kick, but it cinched tight to one of the four posts of the bed. 

He flipped her over and then deftly tied her other foot with one hand while he held her down despite all her thrashing. Had he always been so strong? When he was himself, he was nothing but gentle. He was like a songbird hopping along a rail, barely leaving a mark in the snow. 

Lila caught her eye and laughed harshly. “He wastes this strength. What’s the point of being powerful if you don’t use it?”

“If you don’t exploit people, you mean?” Marielle threw the words at her. 

“If you don’t lay waste to every enemy, plunder all their wealth and pluck their cities from their fingers like grapes from the vine.” Her cruel smile twisted Tamerlan’s face and then Lila pulled the crown from his wrist where it had been dangling like an over-large bracelet and jammed it over Marielle’s head. “You can wear this while I kill you. Don’t worry, I’ll do it quickly and at least you’ll have what you came for.” Her grin widened. “See? I’m the merciful kind of villain.”

“You don’t have to be a villain,” Marielle said through trembling lips. “You could be the hero of this story.”

Lila laughed. 

“Tamerlan believed that once and look where it brought him. We were always the villains, Marielle. We were villains since before we were Legends. It was only the wishes of storytellers and bards that ever made us seem like anything else. Isn’t it funny? Like a little joke between you and me and Ram and Tamerlan? Because we’re the only ones who know it. Your mother certainly doesn’t. She’s begging for the chance to be an avatar – if only a temporary one. But don’t worry about that, either. Once she has a taste of us, she’ll be so addicted to the magic that she won’t stop. Just like Tamerlan. And we’ll ruin her life just like we ruined his. We can call it your revenge if you think that will make you feel better. But before that, I’m going to make you an avatar and put you in one of those cages your mother keeps birds in. I think that feels fitting. In just a few hours, you’ll be over the Bridge here with us. And maybe, if you’re really lucky, you might see your Tamerlan again – in a mirror when you take over his body against his will.”

Marielle thought she was going to be sick, as Lila fought her arms, forcing one into a loop she had ready in a length of silk. She caught Marielle’s hand, cinching the tie in place.

“Please,” Marielle begged. “Please, Tamerlan. If you ever loved me ...”

There wasn’t a shred of pity in her husband’s eyes as he got the next rope ready. This wasn’t working! She wasn’t ready to die like this! 

She had to think of something...
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24: Crown
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Tamerlan  

No rest. No sleep. No chance.

He’d hammered at mental walls until he couldn’t fight anymore.

He’d tried to stop looking, but his eyes never closed.

He’d prayed to any god he remembered. 

He wished – more than anything – that he’d begged Marielle to kill him while she still could. Or Jhinn. Or Etienne.

If he had his own hands available, he’d do it himself. Without regrets.

If only Jhinn had hit harder, he might have killed Tamerlan. Why hadn’t he hit harder?

But there was no room for resentment in this pool of living despair. There was no room for rage. No room for agony. Only desperate, swirling, unending despair forever and ever eating his soul from the inside like a cancer. 

He couldn’t even breathe on his own – couldn’t even suck in sweet oxygen. Couldn’t stop Ram or Lila when they pushed his body far past the limit. Not when Ram jumped from the tail of the dragon while it swooped low, falling nearly a hundred paces into the river. Not when they refused to let him sleep, merely switching off who had control of him while the other rested, pushing his body in an endless roil of motion. 

None of that was anything compared to this. It was a sweet kiss of life compared to the feeling in his heart when Marielle stepped into the room. It was the warm summer breeze compared to how his heart broke when his hands caught her and held her, when they tied her up like an animal, when his ears ignored her pleas and his lips – traitorous lips! – formed a cruel smile. 

He tried to scream from within, but no sound came. He pounded and battered against walls too high now to penetrate. Lila and Ram had learned from the past. They’d learned how to keep their focus perfect so there was never a crack to exploit. 

He grabbed Marielle’s arm, fitting the loop over it and tying it while his other arm kept her pinned. He was howling inside. 

Let me out, Lila! Let me out!

She would pay for this! They all would pay!

They’d stopped talking to him now that they had his body to use. Stopped even acknowledging that he’d ever been there. Maybe his soul was gone, and he just didn’t know it. 

There was no hope of ever escaping them, and yet he pounded and battered. Not this! Please, not this!

Marielle caught his eye and his heart broke at the depths of her deep, purple eyes. She was so vulnerable. So fragile. And he was going to murder her with his own hands – heart of his heart, life of his life.

His soul felt like it was ripping in half.

And then, her unbound hand moved like a snake in a direction Lila hadn’t anticipated, wrenching the crown from her head and flinging it against the stone wall. It hit with a clatter, one of the gemstones flying off and tumbling across the thick rugs piled on the bedroom floor. 

Lila spun toward the wall, heart in her throat. There was a crack as her fear surged. Tamerlan pushed against the crack with all his might, flexing, shoving ...

And like pushing through a stone wall that seems impenetrable but then crumbles, he went surging in, his mind taking over his body and shoving Lila aside. 

“Marielle,” he gasped, his lower lip quivering as he sucked in a sweet breath. He leaned in, stealing a fierce kiss. But there was no time to savor it. Hurriedly, his hands fumbled at her ties.

“Is that actually you?” she asked, tentative, afraid. 

Lila and Ram were both battering at his mind. He clenched his teeth against them and shoved the barriers up as hard and strong as he could. It wouldn’t be enough – but perhaps it could be for just long enough.

“It’s me, Marielle, my sweet love. Oh, heart of my heart. Life of my life.” He had her other arm free. He hurried down the bed, tearing at the binding around her foot. Kissing her ankle as he worked, her foot, her calf, anything, everything. “I’m here for now, but you must bind me. As soon as we get you free.”

There. Her foot was free. He tore at the binding on the other foot as Ram and Lila bashed at his inner walls. He could feel them weakening. 

“Marielle, I’m so sorry.” He was babbling and he knew it, but he couldn’t stop it. “I’m sorry that I almost killed you. I’m sorry that all this burden is on you. I should have been there to bear it with you.”

“Tamerlan, it’s okay. It’s all okay.”

“It’s not. I can never make up for it.” His hands were shaking. He drew his sword and flung it away and then leaned in to tear his lips across hers, to taste her sweet lips one more time. Oh, she was sweet, she was life. One last kiss, fiery and filled with every desperate hope he’d ever had that wouldn’t come true. “You have to bind me. No. You have to kill me – as quickly as possible. Before any of this can get worse.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” she was half-sobbing as she said it. Somehow, she was in his arms, sweet softness and the scent of flowers and woman. She melted him from the spine outward. Her breath was soft on his face as she cupped it in her hands and whispered. “I love you, Tamerlan, I love you. I thought I’d lost you. Oh, sweet dragons, I’m happy to see you. Please, please be sane.”

He wanted to relax into her arms and just let her take his despair for a moment, but there was no time. Even as she covered his face and neck in frantic kisses, he could feel Ram nearly breaching his walls. 

He had to give her something. Something before he was gone forever. He held her tenderly, tucking his head down to kiss her as thoroughly as he could – one last gift – before begging her.

“Please, Marielle.” They were both kneeling in a mess of bedcovers. His words came out in a frantic rush. “Please, you must tie me up. Indulge me in this one thing. I’m nearly gone again, and I don’t want your death on my hands. Please!”

She nodded determinedly, grabbing the silken belts and making quick work of binding his hands. He breathed a sigh of relief. Her knots were tight and firm. 

“Tie me to the bed. I don’t dare underestimate them.”

She nodded and complied, but the look on her face as like a shipwrecked sailor who had spotted land. She couldn’t tear her eyes from him. 

“I love you, Marielle,” he said gently. “Please don’t forget that.”

“I won’t,” her voice broke as she tied her last knot. 

“And now, my sweet wife,” he said, trying to convey with a smile all his affection and loyalty in a single look. “And now, comes the time where you must end me. In a moment, you will hammer that crown to smithereens, and Lila will be gone, and the dragon will rise – just as you and I hope. And when that happens, I won’t be able to keep Ram away. And he will take me over for the rest of my life. And it will be no life. If he can, he will do worse things to you than Lila ever would. Please, do this for me, Marielle. One last mercy. One last gift.”

Marielle’s face hardened. Good. She was ready. 

“Thank you,” he breathed. 

But she leapt from the bed, her good eye full of fire, snatched up the hammer and ran across the room to where the crown lay on the ground. She fell to her knees and began to pound it, both hands swinging the hammer as hard as she could. 

With every strike, he felt Lila clawing at his mind. He was screaming before he realized it, but when he tried to stop, he bit his tongue, tasting blood.  

Pain flashed across his vision, but he held on as he watched Marielle. She was glorious. Like a winter storm come alive, her hair untangled from her braid, flying as she battered the crown with her hammer, chunks of gemstone flying out and slicing her cheeks and hands with every stroke. It was nothing now but broken gems and battered metal and then a black liquid like ink spilled out and as Marielle scrambled back, it rose up into the air like smoke, forming the shape of a curvaceous, winking woman with a long red braid and then bursting in a shower of rubies. 

Red gemstones flew in every direction, scoring his skin with painful trails and spattering across the bed and floor like a stone firework.  

He felt Lila scream out of existence and then Ram seemed to grow, his fists battering Tamerlan’s walls. He couldn’t be stronger if he was the dragon under their feet, bucking as it awoke. 

Marielle looked to him, gasping in huge breaths, her eyes shining in triumph. 

She’d done it. 

Her face broke into a smile – the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen and he smiled with her. 

He could feel Ram breaching his walls. There was no time left to beg her to kill him. He settled for mouthing the words, “I love you.”

Ram stole his body, wresting it from his grip and sending him to his knees in a howl of agony as the Legend took him again.
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25: Flight of Yan
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Marielle

She’d done it! She’d destroyed the avatar! 

Her eyes sought Tamerlan’s sharing this intense moment of victory with him. His smile was like the rays of the sun at noon, blinding her. There had to be hope for him. With a smile like that – a love like that. She was right not to kill him. She was right – 

He howled like a soul in hell, falling to his knees as the dragon began to buck underneath them. 

Stop, Yan! Please lie still! She tried to tell the dragon with her mind. She’d spoken to the others. Why did he feel so far away?

Was it you who woke me?

Tamerlan’s howl continued and she took a step toward him and then froze. Should she help him? Or should she stay back? What if Ram the Hunter had him already? Her heart froze in her chest. She couldn’t do what he asked. She just couldn’t. Not even with a Legend looking at her through his eyes.

It was me, she said to the dragon. Can you lie still while people flee your back?

Why?

Tamerlan stopped screaming, his head whipping up and the calculating look on his face not his at all. She held the hammer up, wishing she’d tied him to the bed like Lila had been trying to tie her. 

She had to focus on Yan. Or people were going to die.

I need them to be free, she said in her mind. Just like I am trying to free all of your kind. If you can just wait a few hours – 

All of my kind?

I think there’s only one left. Across the ocean.

And you will free her?

It’s what I’m planning.

Then we will go there now. I will take you.

No, please listen! I need you to wait! Just until the city on your back is clear of humans!

I will try to stay level and keep the humans on my back.

It doesn’t work that way! Please!

The ground beneath her feet shifted and she was flung back against the wall. Ram the Hunter in Tamerlan’s body growled at her.

Swallowing, she clung to the wall, pulling herself back to her feet. She needed a plan to keep him here. Maybe there was a way to lock him in the room. Carefully, she slid over the bed, keeping out of his reach as he growled at her. 

“Stay, woman,” he snarled. “If you leave, you’ll always be looking for the knife in your back. You’ll live your whole life knowing I can destroy you at any moment.”

She ducked around him, barely avoiding his reach as she rushed through the door and slammed it behind her. There was a lock but no key. Frantically, she searched the room of cages, ripping their covers off their cages to an uproar of squawks and shrieks. 

They were only birds. Gorgeous birds of every color and variation she could imagine – but only birds.

And no keys hung in their cages. But this time, when she left that room, she didn’t go to the study, she went into another room – one with a balcony and a large window open to the city below and fancy, stuffed chair for guests to sit and talk. From here, in one of the palace towers, she watched as the tip of a wing rose up from the mud, water rolling off of it in the moonlight.

She clenched her jaw as she thought furiously.

Please, Yan, don’t move. Please, wait for people to leave!

She heard a whisper in her ears coming in from the window. She ran to it and in the air, she heard Etienne’s voice slipping through the breeze. It was his warning. The warning that was meant to go out to the whole city from the time she’d opened that door into the study until now.

“Flee the city while you can! Flee before the dragon rises! Flee!” 

As soon as it was done the sound of bells ringing filled the air as every bell in the city began to ring at once. She stumbled back from the window. The position of the moon was changing.

I am rising. See how I can bear a city on my back? I will deliver you all to my sister dragon Xytexyx and you will free her as you have promised.

Marielle made a frustrated sound in her throat. Couldn’t he wait just a few hours? She needed to secure Tamerlan and make sure the rest of the populace had fled!

You will flee, too. No, I will bear you there immediately.

Over the ocean? She didn’t even know the way. She cursed mentally. Why did he have to be so difficult?

Why are you the one being so difficult? I can find others of my kind. You will wait patiently in this city.

Stupid dragon! 

She spun at the sound of footsteps on the marble. Variena froze in the doorway, still in her robe, her eyes wide at the sight of Marielle. 

“You!” Marielle snarled, feeling like all her frustration was focused on a single target. 

The world tilted under her, but she kept her feet. This wasn’t the first time she’d flown in a city attached to the back of a dragon. As soon as the floor stopped moving, she drew her sword. 

“Where is he?” Variena asked, drawing herself up to her full height. 

“In your bedroom,” Marielle said, her mouth twisting as she spoke. “Do you have a key for the lock?”

A calculating look filled her mother’s eyes. “I see you bested the man, child. You take after your mother.”

“Do I?” It was all Marielle could do not to spit. Took after Variena? Was Variena kidding?

Crashes and shouts sounded in the background. Not everyone had made it out of the city – of course. 

Marielle reined in her temper. Fury at her mother would have to wait. People were dying out there and they’d continue to die if they weren’t helped. 

“Mother,” she said, keeping the venom out of her tone. “The dragon has risen, and he is planning to fly across the sea.”

“You can’t know that.” Variena crossed her arms, defensively.

“And many of your people were unable to flee.” It was all she could do not to glance to the window. “They need leadership. If they can find sheltered places – in the cellars or under bridges – anywhere that will protect them from falling buildings – then they need to get to them immediately.”

“I’ll do all of that once I have what the Legend promised me,” Variena said with a shrug. 

“I can’t let you near him.” Marielle lifted the sword’s tip. It was only a pace away from her mother’s chest. Could she strike if she had to? She shook her head, her hands suddenly shaking at the thought as memories of Variena flooded her mind. Variena hugging her close when she wept as a small child. Variena feeding her sweets and telling her she was a good girl. Her sword wavered. 

“You won’t hurt me,” Variena scoffed, striding past Marielle with a look of disdain.

“Wait!” Marielle called. Her hands were shaking, but she couldn’t let Variena free Tamerlan. She didn’t dare. “It’s not the same Legend that it was before. This one will tear you to pieces. You can’t go in there!”

Variena’s mouth twisted. “What are you going to do? Run me through with that sword just for looking at a man in my bedroom? Could you live with yourself if you did that?”

She’d won already. Marielle knew it from the sour taste on her tongue and she confirmed it by the scent of smugness rolling off Variena. Not regret for hurting her daughter. Just victory and pride. 

“You’re my mother,” she pled, feeling foolish. What was she? Six years old again?

“Which is why you won’t hurt me,” Variena said with a scoffing smile.

Marielle cleared her throat, pushing back the tears that welled up. “So why are you so intent on hurting me? Won’t you trust me in this one thing? I’m only asking you to do what is best for you, too.” 

Variena gave her a pitying look. “One day you’ll understand, child, that a woman has very few options when it comes to embracing power and a seat at the tables of men. When your chance comes, you have to take it. No matter what it costs. There are plenty of red door women who gave everything up to raise children, taking jobs as washerwomen and maids. Horrible, work-filled lives. They were wrinkled and worn before they were forty and died shortly after that. I gave you to the Scenters for a better future – not just for you, but for me, too. And I’d do it again. Just like I’ll sell your future if it’s all I have to get one for myself. No one hands you anything in life, Marielle. You only get what you take. And if you were any good at this, you’d already know that and be takin as much as you could from me.” She paused, considering. “This can be a lesson for you. Learn to be a strong woman and stop letting mindless compassion rule you. Stop being one of those stupid women who scrub clothes until they die.”

She spun on her heel and strode through the door into the room of cages and a moment later, Marielle heard the latch of the door to the bedroom open. Betrayal welled up in her like a tide and she laughed at herself – a terrible bitter laugh. Why did she expect anything else? Variena had betrayed her again and again. Why did she think this would be any different? 

She looked to the door where Variena had gone and back to the one she’d come through.

Marielle needed to meet back with Etienne at the rendezvous point. But if she left Variena with Tamerlan – 

Her mother’s scream pierced the air before she’d made a decision. She leapt for the doorway, dodging through the room of golden cages as the birds screamed their defiance, and bursting into the bedroom beyond. She made it just in time to see Tamerlan break her mother’s neck with his freshly freed hands.

She never should have hesitated. She should have killed him like he’d asked.

She didn’t hesitate now. She lunged with the sword, plunging it into his thigh, and darting back to lunge a second time. She had it through his ribs before he could drop Variena. The look of shock on his face nearly ruined her. 

She didn’t dare stop. She lunged again, but he grabbed the sword by the blade, not even noticing as it shredded his own palm when he ripped it from her grasp.

She was no fool. She turned and ran, pelting through the room of birds, her boots loud on the dressed stone floor. Feathers and shrieks filled the air as she fled into the study, slamming the door behind her. There was no lock. She ran to the bookcase, snatching up the book that wedged the door open. 

Tamerlan burst into the study with a roar.

Marielle couldn’t help the scream that tore from her lips as she ran into the secret passageway, pulling up her scarf as she sped through the thick dust, kicking up clouds of it all around her in the dark. She couldn’t see a thing. The stairs would be coming up soon and she’d fall right down – 

The ground bucked and she was thrown through the air.

Ooops. That’s quite the current in the air over the ocean. Pleasant, but a touch turbulent.

She didn’t know what ‘turbulent’ meant and she didn’t care. She was tumbling down the stairs, hard wood hitting her shoulder, her knee, her ribs, her back. 

“Ooof,” the breath knocked out of her when she slammed into the floor at the bottom of the steps, cracking her chin so hard that she tasted blood. 

She rolled immediately, stumbling blearily to her feet and fighting them as they tried to pull her into two separate directions. She could hear feet on the wooden stairs, descending.

Come on, Marielle!

She skidded along the hallway, coughing and choking on dust and blood.

The sound of the footsteps had changed. He was at the bottom.

She slammed into a wall and bounced off, gasping for breath. 

A faint light was ahead. She sped toward it, almost able to make out where her path was now. 

It was growing brighter. Her breath was loud in her ears, gasping and choking. She was almost there. What was going on? Why was there a lit lantern on the floor at the crossroads of two passages? She slowed, running past it and then stopping. She didn’t remember which way to go. A hand reached out and pulled her into the shadows while another wrapped around her mouth. She bit back a scream and then she was shoved further into the shadows as the body of her kidnapper blocked her from the light. 

She heard Tamerlan’s footsteps slowing.

Her attacker struck him with something before Marielle realized what was in his hand.

Tamerlan fell like a piece of one of the crumbling buildings on the back of the dragon.

“Nothing seems to be going as planned,” Etienne said wryly, stepping into the light. He was carrying a heavy iron chain that he’d hit Tamerlan with, and he hunched over slightly, his eyes tearing in the corners as if he were fighting a pain she couldn’t see. He kneeled on the fallen man, wrapping the chain roughly around his arms and torso. “I’m guessing you didn’t plan to stab him in the leg and belly, did you, Marielle?”

“I did not,” Marielle said softly. “But I had to.”

“Any idea where the dragon is flying to?” His voice was tense.

“Xytexyx.”

“Then I guess we’ll ride this out and hope that we survive it – again.”
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26: Three Days
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Etienne

Three days passed as slowly as a year anywhere else. Three days of hiding in cellars and under bridges. Three days where every face he saw was a living reminder of his failure. If he’d been better, more would have lived. If he’d been smarter, he would have found a way. 

They’d managed to get all of the poor out of the city – surprisingly. All of the guilds, too. Etienne had been surprised by the power of the guilds to organize, but even more surprised by the sway the criminal groups had over the common folk. If he lived to rule again, he would remember that. 

Which left many of the wealthy behind. But there were still innocents among them. Women and children who had not fled. And he felt every pair of their eyes on him as he went throughout the city explaining to them what had happened and what to expect. 

He felt that almost as much as he felt the presence of Tamerlan – even though the man was unconscious –  every time he came to visit Marielle where she hid under the palace bridge. She’d picked the place so she could be close to Jhinn. Who would have thought the boy would be stupid enough to ride a dragon a second time in a boat? 

He’d dammed the moat in preparation for it when he could have been ferrying more people out of the city. It was hard for Etienne not to question him about why he thought that was best, but every time he opened his mouth, he remembered that it was his own failing that had brought them here. If only he’d been smarter, he could have found a way to make them listen. If only Marielle hadn’t been in such a hurry ... though when he heard her story of how close it had come to her mother becoming a second addict to that woeful spice, he couldn’t blame her. 

He snorted. They must be getting close, but it was hard to find a vantage point in the city safe enough to climb up and see the horizon. The dragon had been careful enough in his flight that most of the buildings were still standing – though all were crumbling. 

Etienne had climbed up the central tower of the city twice – a process that left him trembling and weak with terror as it swayed wildly back and forth like a palm tree in a storm – and both times he’d seen only ocean, but the last time had been yesterday. Maybe they were closer now. 

He felt a shift under his feet, almost as if the dragon had heard him, and he hurried to the nearest wall to hold on tight as the city slanted to the right. The streets went from horizontal to nearly vertical.

There was the view he’d been wanting. Now, he was cursing himself for wanting it. He slid into the nearby alley, barely avoiding carts tumbling down the streets and barrels rolling after them. He’d seen enough in that single glimpse – a white sprawling city on high rocks beside an ocean so blue it made the sky look pale. The green plants surrounding it on the other side were brighter than any he’d seen before. These were not the Dragonblood Plains. It didn’t even seem like the same world, the colors were so brilliant.

He nodded his head as he clung to the wall of the building in the safety of the alley. They’d made it. Now, they just had to survive the landing.
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27: Landfall
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Jhinn 

Jhinn watched Marielle carefully spooning broth into Tamerlan’s lips. He swallowed it, though he murmured something unintelligible as he did it, banging his skull against the pillow she’d put between it and the stone. He did that all day long now. 

There’d been fighting on the first day when he thrashed against the chains so hard that he fell in the canal and Marielle and Jhinn had to use all their strength to pull him back up to the ledge. It had been Tamerlan who had surfaced after that. And he’d begged them to push him back in the water. Begged them with tears in his eyes. Marielle had refused. And she’d pulled her knife when Jhinn tried to do what Tamerlan asked.

Which made him her enemy now, though the woman hardly seemed to know how to treat enemies. She guarded Tamerlan like a duck with one duckling. Feeding him, wrapping him in blankets, bathing his face with a damp cloth. Even when he was conscious and raving about how he would disembowel her and fill her with ungodly magic to harness the dragons and force them to the earth, she tended him. Even when he surfaced again as Tamerlan weeping and begging for death – when he made sense at all – she comforted him. 

Sometimes, Jhinn didn’t know whether Tamerlan was the crazy one, or Marielle. 

Or Jhinn, for that matter. 

Because he kept hearing that stupid prophecy in his head over and over again, and that was not the way a sane man thought.

He will open the Bridge and in that day, it is only the Heir of Mer who may close it again. In retribution, the heir of Queen Mer will lay waste to the Legends and return the dragons to their place and they will be quelled forever, their fury kept at bay for all eternity. In that day the landless will walk on Land and will be called the Son of Mer. In his unfaithfulness, he will be faithful. In his damnation, he will bring salvation to all.

In his unfaithfulness, he will be faithful. In his damnation he will bring salvation to all.

That was him. The unfaithful. The damned. And yet ... if he could really believe this, if he could believe that the burden he’d taken on had been for everyone and that it had been what was needed to save them. If he could believe it, it would change everything.

He’d believed it in the moment that he’d done it. But now, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d betrayed everything he ever was, and it felt like rot in his mouth and weakness in his bones.

He’d been thinking about the prophecy as he tried to puzzle it out over the days that he warned the people and then sat here with craven Marielle and her even more insane husband. 

Was the heir of Queen Mer the same as the Son of Mer? What if they were two people? And the more he thought about it, the more he thought that was the right way to read that. Otherwise, why change the wording? Why not make it ‘son’ or ‘heir’ all the way through?

What if Marielle was the heir of Queen Mer? Queen Mer had been a common woman obsessed with saving a people. Wasn’t that just like Marielle? Queen Mer had given them law and hope. Just like Marielle. And Marielle was the one slaying the avatars and returning the dragons to their place. It just seemed right. 

Which only left two questions.

How was Marielle going to close the Bridge of Legends?

And was Jhinn the Son of Mer? After all, he’d saved Marielle so she could finish her work. Could that mean that he had been faithful in his unfaithfulness like the prophecy said, or was he just grasping at straws as he desperately hoped there would be redemption for him?

But these thoughts had softened him. 

He didn’t hate Marielle anymore.

But he did worry about her. 

Because the more he thought about it, the more he was certain that the only way they could ever close the Bridge of Legends would be with the death of Tamerlan. And though he’d promised his friend he’d never let him stop them from accomplishing this, he had to admit that he wasn’t ready to kill an innocent man for no other reason than that demons had broken his mind and taken his body.

He swallowed and watched Marielle as she sang a sweet song to Tamerlan – a child’s song, he thought, while the man jerked and twitched against the metal chains Etienne had wrapped all around his body.

The world tilted, suddenly, and Jhinn was swept out of view of Marielle and Tamerlan as he fought his gondola. 

Stay upright! Stay upright! 

Oar in hand he plunged it into the water, pulling against the force of the sudden shift as his boat nearly collided with the wall. He pulled them back, paddling furiously. No damage.

He breathed out a sigh of relief as the water slid back again. It hadn’t breached the dam, though it was still all gathered up along one side of the canal while the other side rose above the water, showing a waterline so ancient that it was thick with brown and black scum. 

The dragon was descending. Wherever he landed, Jhinn hoped there was water. He might be slowly making peace with his unfaithfulness – might be clutching at straws of hope that there could be redemption for him in the results of it – but he wasn’t ready to ever do it again.

He swallowed as the ground under them hit something hard and everything shivered causing masonry and dust to fill the air as it fell around them. His belly ached from worrying so hard. He glanced at Marielle and worry met worry in their gazes.

There was only one dragon left to free, but this one was going to be the toughest of all.
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28: The Other Side of the Ocean 
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Marielle

She ripped her eyes away from Jhinn and back to where Tamerlan muttered on the ledge beside the canal. 

“Dragons,” he said in a pained voice. “Too many. Too far.”

“It’s okay,” she said, wiping his brow with the damp cloth. “Just rest.”

But none of this was okay and it hadn’t been okay for days. He was still in there somewhere, she thought, but whatever war was raging between Tamerlan and Ram in his mind had destroyed them both. Sometimes she didn’t even know which of them was muttering to her. She didn’t even bother to beg Etienne not to chain Tamerlan. She didn’t know if it was a mercy that he was bound. Perhaps it actually saved him from the horrors he would otherwise be unleashing on the earth. 

She’d tended his wounds, of course. The one on the thigh wasn’t bad. She’d stitched it and she changed the bandages as often as she could – but the place where she’d stabbed him between the ribs was festering and no amount of cleaning had brought the infection down. Even if he hadn’t been chained, she doubted he’d be going far with such a mortal injury.

She swallowed as she bathed his hot forehead. Tamerlan might be dying slowly despite her best efforts to keep him alive. She tried not to think about that. Tried instead, to focus on what was right in front of her. 

They’d landed. Somewhere. And she would have to find the dragon now. She could smell Jhinn’s trepidation mixing with his constant stream of guilt. 

What was she going to do with Tamerlan while she went looking for Xytexyx?

You won’t have far to go.

She gasped at Yan’s voice in her mind. He’d stopped speaking to her after he lifted off from the ground on the Dragonblood Plains.

I have landed beside Xytexyx, the canals on my back flowing into the canals coming from hers. But we are too late.

Too late?

This dragon died many years ago. I mourn her loss. 

Then ... were they all free?

I think not. I sense another ... somewhere. 

Marielle let out a moan of despair. This was what she’d been holding onto. In all the desperation, all the misery, all the heartbreak she’d been telling herself that she was almost there. And she’d been lying to herself. She was not almost there. They were going to have to track down some mystery dragon. With Tamerlan delirious and possessed and insane. With Jhinn slowly bleeding out guilt and with her bearing such scars inside that she had to keep busy every minute of the day just to keep the pain away.

She couldn’t do it.

She couldn’t do even one more thing.

This was the end. Not because she’d lost, but because she just couldn’t carry on.

The sound of lapping water made her look up and she gasped at how close Jhinn’s gondola was. His face was only an arm-length away from hers. 

“It is only the heir of Mer who can close it again,” he said gently. “That’s you, Marielle. We need you. Please don’t give up.”

“You don’t understand,” she whispered, putting her weary head in her hands. “The dragon here is dead. But we aren’t free. Yan senses another somewhere.”

“We’ll find it.”

“It could be anywhere,” she protested. She felt like there were glass shards in her chest, cutting her with every breath, tearing her apart with any movement at all. “Anywhere. We’ll never find it in time.”

“In time for what?”

“To save Tamerlan! To free your people. To do what we promised to do.”

Jhinn was silent for a long time. 

“Marielle, we can only do what we can. But I think you can go a little further. Maybe just for today. And then you can think about it again tomorrow. Can you keep going for today, Marielle?”

Could she? She felt like she couldn’t keep going at all. But she pulled her head from her hands and stood up. She’d gotten that far. Could she go just a little further?

She looked down at Tamerlan, chained and delirious and her lower lip began to tremble. She had to try. For him. For them all. 

“Can you help me get him into the boat?” Jhinn asked. “You can’t carry him, and I don’t think he can walk.”

Marielle nodded and focused on the work of lifting, rolling and dragging Tamerlan into the gondola. When they were done, she leaned against him, hugging him as she gasped for breath. He was heavy. And so were the chains binding him. 

“The dragon says he lined up our canals with the canals of Xytexyx. If we let the water out of the dam in a waterway with a straight shot downhill, we have a good chance of reaching their river, and getting into Xytexyx.”

Jhinn nodded soberly as she climbed into the gondola and kicked off from the canal ledge. 

She just had to keep on going and keep on breathing. One step at a time. 

They would find the other dragon. They would figure out how to destroy Ram’s avatar – wherever it was. They would take it one step at a time. The first step, was tearing apart the dam. And she could do that. She just had to keep on hoping, keep on pushing forward, keep on refusing to allow anything else to thwart her will.

A pain blossomed in her chest – dull and soft, but aching – right over the Windrose.

Perfect timing. 

She groaned.
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29: Fevers and Nightmares 
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Tamerlan

Nightmares filled his mind. He was Ram the Hunter, carefully trapping the last of the beasts – the one that had already fled to the other side of the world. He was laying a trap for it on the rocks beside the sea.

He was Tamerlan, carefully compounding a tincture. He weighed his sulfur carefully on a pair of brass scales.

He was a dragon, sleeping. Pain was all he could feel, his eyes sealed shut, his wings and legs held tightly in place.

He gasped. Marielle’s face swam into view. She was wiping his brow, adjusting his eyepatch. Oh, Marielle. She was so gloriously beautiful in the sunlight. He’d never before had a person he knew he could trust absolutely, like he trusted Marielle. She would always do what was right. Always. And when the time came, she would slay him. 

A wave of pain blossomed in his side – old pain. Pain he’d been living and breathing in constantly, he tried to adjust to ease it, but his arms were pinned by heavy chains. 

Good.

Why was that good? He couldn’t remember.

You’re a fool.

He was a fool. He remembered that.

She doesn’t love you.

That was for the best. He didn’t want to hurt her. He wanted her to go on and live her life and be all the beautiful things he knew she would be. Someone’s wife. Someone’s mother. Someone’s friend. Someone’s protector, striding through the streets like the hammer of the Legends.

He could feel the smile on his lips.

Someone who isn’t you.

Good. That was good, too.

And then the blackness took him, and he was Ram again.

I will kill her. I will kill them all.

Good. Good.

The dragons will pay. 

I will make them pay in pain forever.

He was a dragon. 

He was paying in pain.
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30: Into Xytexyx
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Marielle

If she had to guess, she wouldn’t have expected that the people on the other side of the ocean celebrated Springhatch, and yet their decorations put the Dragonblood Plains to shame. 

As the gondola shot out of Xytexyx into the mouth of the river, where it flowed into the sea, they could see the grand city of Xytexyx ahead of them, rising up on the edge of the sea cliffs in glorious beauty. Every surface of the rocks was coated in thick green vegetation, and every rock towered above the sea as if the sea had slowly slipped lower, but the rock had remained firm and unmovable. 

A fleet of ships were anchored just out from the river mouth and boats filled the river and the open bay – fishing boats, trading boats, passenger dinghies, and wide river boats. There were no family boats, though there were sleek gondolas in the river, filled to almost overflowing with people. 

“There’s the military forming up the shore,” Etienne said sharply, pointing to where men and women thickly covered in tattoos rushed out of stubby passenger boats and onto the land, harpoons in hand. Each group of about fifty was led by a single Ki’Squall and all of their eyes were on Yan and on the people running out of it as if their lives depended on it – which they did. “It will take them all afternoon to find and question the survivors coming from the city – maybe longer if people choose to hide instead of fleeing the dragon’s back.”

“They won’t,” Marielle said. “Not after the past three days.”

Etienne had helped them tear down the dam and shoot out of the city. Marielle was a little surprised by that, but Etienne’s face had been grim when he met them there.

“We need to be ahead of the news,” he’d said without preamble as if he’d thought this whole thing through. “The city leaders will be scared and intimidated by the arrival of a new dragon. They’ll send their military forces to take the city and round up the refugees within. The population in the city will be terrified. We need to be out of the city before they arrive if we don’t want to be caught up in a sea of interviews and then quietly stashed somewhere.”

“I have a letter from the Captain we met in Choan,” Marielle said. “It asks them to give us access to the dragon.”

“Good,” Etienne had said as he covered Tamerlan with a tarp. Tamerlan moaned softly, but his eyes never even opened. “But even with a letter, our captive looks suspicious.”

Marielle nodded at that, but as she straightened and forced herself to remain calm, she delivered the news. “The dragon here is already dead. But there is another – somewhere. And I don’t know where.”

The disappointment in Etienne’s eyes matched hers perfectly. He froze for just a moment, inhaled and then nodded. 

“Any guesses?”

“My Windrose is hurting again. It’s probably leading us to the dragon.”

“It led her to the guards gathering in Choan,” Jhinn said quietly. “I learned that it’s better to listen to it.”

Etienne was already nodding. “Tell us if it gets more specific.”

He ripped the board out of the dam – the one they’d placed just in that place so you could remove it and it would flood all the canals – and then they were shooting the rapids on the forefront of the flood of water, and racing down the canals and out into the sea.

I’ll give you a little time, Yan said in Marielle’s mind. I need the rest, anyway.

And in less than an hour from when Yan landed, they were off his back, out of the city of Yan and in this strange river, dodging between ships and boats and the terrified looks of strangers as they angled toward the city. Marielle patted her belt pouch and hoped that the officials in the towering city above them would listen to the letter and let them in. 

The city called to her, pulling at the windrose on her chest and demanding that she enter it. All she could do was hope that her answers lay within. 

“Sit low in the boat,” Jhinn suggested. “I look like the people here, but you both look like foreigners.”

Around them, people in other boats pointed at them and called out in thickly accented voices. But they spoke the same language despite the accent. Marielle wouldn’t have guessed that was true.

Marielle squatted down beside Tamerlan, lifting the edge of the tarp to check on him. He drowsed fitfully, jerking and moaning, his head as hot as a forge. There was nothing that could be done for him. Her only hope was that she could find Ram’s avatar in time to kill it and free his mind.

“I think you should take the chains off,” she whispered to Etienne. “We aren’t going to be able to march him around the city with them on and he isn’t even thinking straight – not with this fever. I doubt he could attack us.”

Etienne looked skeptical. “I wouldn’t underestimate him, if I were you. Even raving mad and almost dead, he can do an enormous amount of damage.” He looked around them at the hostile, concerned foreigners and sighed.  “I see your point.”

He ducked under the tarp and a few moments later she heard the sound of metal sliding against metal as he dragged the chains off Tamerlan. He resurfaced as they were nearing the locks that led up to the city.

“I bound his hands behind his back with rawhide. At least that should hold for long enough to draw a sword if he decides to attack.”

Who would have thought a few months ago that the ruler of Jingen would be so nervous around an alchemist’s apprentice? And who would have thought she would be in love with one even after he tried to kill her and then snapped her mother’s neck?

She swallowed down the horror of those thoughts. That wasn’t Tamerlan. That was Ram. 

And yet, sometimes it was hard to sort through exactly how complicated all of this was. She shook her head and kept her gaze forward.

Stay focused, Marielle.

She ignored how her breath hitched whenever she thought of Tamerlan. She had to keep hoping. She had to keep trying.

Above them, eggs on the ends of ribbons hung across the entry to the locks. They were laced on the railings of ships, painted so brightly that they hardly looked real.

As they approached the choke of the part of the river that fed into the locks, they joined dozens of other small boats seeking entry and Marielle was relieved to see that the styles of boats and the dress of the people entering the city were varied and strange looking. Good. They would not be the only visitors to the city. Perhaps, they would even slip within the gates.

Unfortunately, she could smell apprehension and anxiety in the air around them as people’s gazes kept creeping back to Yan lying near their city. Low murmurs and lined brows were everywhere. Fair enough. Dragons didn’t just show up and fall asleep next to your city. These people would be crazy if they weren’t anxious about it.  

Jhinn kept them in the center of the mass of boats, as if he could keep hidden in plain sight.

“All boats will pass through the Offices of Inspections once they enter the city,” the operator called from the wheelhouse of the lock operator’s shed. He said it in the bored way of someone who did this a thousand times a day. Beside him, the other operator wasn’t paying attention at all, his eyes looking past them to the novelty of the dragon and the surging waves of soldiers disembarking around it.

They were waved ahead hurriedly and the small boats jostled for position to move into the lock. Jhinn sped deftly between larger boats, ignoring the curses of other boatmen.

Marielle held her breath as the water filled the lock and lifted them up. So far, so good. They spoke the same language. They used canals, too. She could do this. It was far from home, but not so far that she couldn’t find her way.

Breathe, Marielle breathe. 

They rose up four levels of locks, one by one, in the middle of the jostling masses of boats. Etienne joined her in the bow, looking up tensely as they rose into the city.

“Strange how similar they are to us, and yet how different, don’t you think?” Etienne asked.

“Are they different?” Marielle asked. “It hardly even seems so.”

Etienne looked at her blandly. “I suppose you are distracted.”

The burning in her chest was intensifying. But he was right. The fashions around them, the patterns of speech – too quick in parts and drawling in others – the formal way that the lock operators spoke and moved, the lack of family boats but increase in trade vessels that were clearly foreign – it was all different. But they were still just people living in a city, with the threat of Legends and dragons hanging over their heads. And that was something she could relate to.

“I suppose you are right,” Marielle conceded as they reached the final lock, and were disgorged on the other side. 

The boats around them spread out, and before them rose the solidified, dead dragon with the city built on top of it. On its back, the city rose up glorious and powerful, molding itself to scales and wings and tail, bright and bustling, straining with activity and music and bright decoration. The architecture foreign in its curves, planes, and open-topped buildings, but breathtakingly beautiful.

And at its very center, as if in celebration of the holiday, a golden egg as large as a castle was nestled, the city wrapped around it protectively.

The windrose in Marielle’s chest flared with so much heat that she stumbled.

“That’s it,” she gasped, pointing at the egg. “That’s what we’re looking for.”
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31: Whisper
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Tamerlan

He was clinging to consciousness.

Give in, Ram urged. But he’d bested the Legend again and his mind was his own for now – what was left of it. His thoughts felt as slippery as the fish Jhinn would throw into the gondola as he reset his lines. They leapt and jumped and when he tried to catch them, they slipped away.

He would not give in.

Give in to what?

Marielle’s face swam into view. He tried to reach up and touch her, but his hands wouldn’t move. Something bit painfully into his wrist.

“Marielle?” he croaked. His throat was dry. He saw the look of concern in her eyes and a moment later, she was pouring cold water over his lips. Just a trickle, and he could barely keep up to choke it down. 

He coughed and sputtered. Gasping for air. It felt like his lungs couldn’t suck it in.

You are dying. As soon as you slip, I will have you. I can live long past the time you would die. The moment you give in, this body will be mine.

He had to warn her.

“Marielle.” It came out as a whisper, but she heard him. Her purple eyes were close to his. One of them was slowly turning a milky white. 

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “Lie still. Etienne is talking to the guards. He has the letter.”

“You have to hurry,” Tamerlan whispered.

“We will. We’ll get you somewhere safe.”

“No!” it was barely loud enough to hear. “Ram almost has me. I can’t hold on much longer. If he takes me over, then he will take this body forever.”

Her forehead wrinkled. 

“Kill me now,” he gasped.

“I can’t,” she whispered back, looking up and around her frantically before looking down on him with tear-filled eyes. “Don’t ask me to do what I can’t.”

Maybe there were guards around. She’d mentioned guards, hadn’t she?

“Please hang on,” she whispered.

“Sunset,” he gasped, his mangled chest an aching mass of pain. “I’ll try to stay alive until sunset.”

The sun was hanging low in the late afternoon sky. He could give her that long at least – couldn’t he? He’d read stories about people surviving on will alone. He would have to do the same. At least until sunset.

“You have to know,” he whispered.

“Know what?” She put her ear to his mouth as if she could barely hear it. The touch of her skin against his lips sent shudders of happiness through him. One last kiss. One last moment of tenderness. He wanted to savor it forever, but he had to tell her. 

“If I die, he’ll take my body. Ram. He won’t die, too. And then you’ll have to kill him quickly. I’m keeping him weak by being here. With me gone, he’ll be powerful again.”

She started to pull away. His strength was fading.

“Wait!” he begged and she paused. He kissed her ear and whispered. “I love you forever. Don’t be afraid to do what you must.”

Blackness took him again.
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32: Egg of Dragons
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Marielle

Marielle felt cold all over as Jhinn pulled away from the guard station.

“Etienne says they’re letting us into the city but they’re asking him to report to the Nine Seas Palace on our behalf. We need to report back to this guard station in one day to retrieve him or be taken into custody if they don’t like what he says on our behalf,” Marielle told Jhinn.

“And if we don’t,” Jhinn asked, and she shot him a worried look. He was going to get them taken in right now, and she couldn’t afford that!

“If we don’t, then we’ll be wanted by the City Watch, the Palace Guard and all the Gate Guards, which will make life here exceptionally difficult,” she said, trying not to snap. “Can you angle us toward that huge egg in the middle of the city?”

She was watching the sun as it sank in the sky. It was so close to the horizon. They might not even have an hour before it dipped below the horizon of the sea in the west. She licked her lips nervously. Tamerlan had sunk into oblivion after giving her his dire warning. And that had been an hour ago. They’d lost a lot of time talking to the authorities. Would they have enough time?

“If I can’t get to that egg, then I’m not much of a boatman,” Jhinn said. “The canal leads straight toward it.”

“Good,” Marielle said. “I have until sunset to get there and find Ram’s avatar.”

“What do you think his avatar is?” Jhinn asked. 

“I have no idea.”

“And you think you only have until sunset to find it?” he sounded like she was mad.

Maybe she was. Wasn’t this whole thing an insane endeavor? Wasn’t she crazy to try to do it at all?

“Just get me there, and we’ll worry about that later,” she said, reaching down to smooth Tamerlan’s sweaty hair from his brow. “Hold on, Tamerlan. Fight for a little longer.”

They slid through the crowd of boats, Jhinn’s pedals whirring as he carried them to the heart of the city. If Marielle hadn’t been frantic, she would have been in awe. Massive columns soared into the sky, topped with sculptures of ships on the high seas and people stepping out of the waves. Wide terraces close to the canals were filled with people dressed in the corals, pinks, and oranges of Springhatch and carrying heaping trays of delectable foods shaped to look like eggs. Was it Springhatch already?

The sounds of the city were nervous, matching the edgy, wary scent of the people as they gazed into the distance at the dragon that had landed on their shores. But despite that, they eventually settled into the coming evening, even slipping occasionally into laughter. 

By their clothing and the nervous parties starting all around them, it was definitely Springhatch. And it was unlucky not to celebrate it. 

Perhaps her own future was going to end on the day when the world celebrated fertility and life.

She tried not to think of that as the sun slowly sunk lower and lower and they pushed their way between crowded boats. 

“Did you see that dragon descend?” someone laughed in a boat nearby, and her ears pricked up as she listened for an answer.

“I was so shocked! I could barely go to the docks for the fish. We all wanted to go and see the dragon, but you know what the Qui’Reign said.”

There was a murmur of agreement from around that voice. What was a Qui’Reign?

And then someone else spoke. “If our great leader can bring a dragon down from the sky and pin it there while our soldiers go to bind it, then imagine what else she can do? We’ll have to stop complaining about taxation!”

“Shhh! Be silent, Ta’vor. You’re drunk!”

The speakers looked around them warily and Marielle kept her eyes on the egg, pretending not to hear or understand. 

If these common people were right and the soldiers were trying to bind Yan, then she needed to hurry even more.

Bind me? Never!

She heard a distant roar and flinched. Hopefully, the refugees had all fled the city. If they hadn’t, it was too late, now!

“Almost there,” Jhinn murmured.

The Egg was so large that they could only see the underside of it now except for where it rested in a carefully woven metal net. It was as if someone had made a net of wrist-thick black metal strands and rested the egg inside. The strands ended in bold claws that gripped the egg.  The structure rose up out of the water, black and tangled around the perfect, golden egg. The water reflected the gold beautifully, one shining surface identical to the other. It was breathtaking. 

The surface of the egg was a light gold color, speckled with darker gold spots, irregular and of every size, almost like a speckled chicken’s egg. 

It couldn’t be a real dragon’s egg – could it?

It feels wrong. Not just like an egg, but as if someone sealed an egg in stasis, Yan said. But who would do that?

Ram the Hunter. He would do that.

There was a moan in the distance, barely audible, and yet it made the ground tremble as if a great creature had made the sound.

Marielle felt a chill of dread creeping up through her throat, leaving her sick and nauseated. And if he’d frozen the egg, somehow, then maybe it was tied to his avatar. But how – where – would she find that avatar?

“Pull up to the egg,” she said to Jhinn.

She thought she might be able to climb up the woven metal and stand with the egg in the basket above the water, but as she watched it, considering what to do, she was almost knocked over as Tamerlan stood up, snapped his bonds, and leapt to the egg.
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33: Breaking an Avatar
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Tamerlan

He was barely holding on. Pain leaked from him in every direction. He gasped in and out of his hold on himself, Ram shaking it from him by fits and turns, but he wasn’t going to die in the grips of the Legend. Not if he could help it. 

Back when the recipe had slipped from the pages of that old book on Summernight, he never imagined that this would be the result. 

“For dire situations,” it had said. “for the summoning of the ancient powers.”

He’d been such a fool to think that an alchemist’s apprentice could delve into all of that. It hadn’t even been a year, and those same powers had ruined him, crumbling him bit by bit until all that was left of him was this blood-stained scrap of a human, still craving the very spices that had driven him to this moment.

Ram ripped through his strength and stole his body, leaping up despite pain that would have crippled Tamerlan and leaping past Marielle to climb up a ladder-like basket of woven metal. It looked like an art piece – if you wove art out of the metal rib cages of giants. 

Pain seared through him as Ram found what he was looking for – a single dull red mark on the surface of the bright golden egg. He couldn’t hide from Tamerlan what he was looking at. 

I don’t need to hide anything. This is the end. We end this here.

He spun, crouched in front of the egg as Marielle scaled the nest after him, slanting her climb so that she could mount the platform out of his reach. Wise. She’d grown so wise since he first met her.

Still his perfect nemesis. Still the one person who could end all of this. He could remember when he first met her in his dark room. She’d been so vulnerable and yet so in charge – hunting him, looking for him, ready to capture this threat to her world. If only she had. 

Focus. Your wandering mind distracts from what we do here.

He wasn’t going to kill Marielle. Never. 

It was a relief that he didn’t have a weapon.

Beyond them, this foreign city celebrated, sleepy and safe in the sure knowledge that nothing could hurt them while here – at the heart of it –that which had started months ago finally came to a head.

Focus.

Ram reached out and up and grabbed one of the steel claws holding the egg, snapping the tip off and brandishing it in his hand as he crouched once more before the egg.

How did he do those things? How did he use Tamerlan’s body to accomplish things he’d never be able to do on his own?

Magic. It’s all been magic. The ancient blood magic of our people before we brought the dragons. 

There was no blood here.

Ram reached down and touched Tamerlan’s side and then held up his hand, slick with the blood leaking out of him. 

It’s always been your blood, Tamerlan. We’ve been feeding off your life since the first time you called us, and Lila took you as her plaything. I’ll draw off of it until you collapse. But before you do, we will conquer.

“Tamerlan?” Marielle called.

Yes. She will be the avatar.

Tamerlan pushed back against him, but Ram held him at bay, holding out the claw.

“You’ll have to come for me, little woman. And with my hands unbound and a weapon in them, you can’t win. I can overpower you. I can fight through pain you can’t survive. You can carve this body limb from limb and you won’t beat me – can’t beat me. I will win this.”

Despair washed over Tamerlan at the truth echoing in the Legend’s words. He didn’t have the power to stop him. 

But he had to try.

With the last of his strength, he battered at the wall.

“You’re protecting your avatar, Ram,” Marielle said with a glint in her eye. “It’s the shell, isn’t it? You had to seal that baby dragon in the egg somehow – after you’d bound all the rest.”

“Do you know how hard it is to bind a dragon? To find a person willing to give their life to be what binds them?” Ram asked her. “I thought I’d won, and then I found this. The things they had to do to me to make this golden shell ... they’d haunt your nightmares for centuries if you knew. I know they haunted mine. They don’t consider me unspeakable for no reason.”

Her eyes were scanning his every twitch, looking for a weakness, looking to throw him off.

Tamerlan wanted to plead with her to leave, to run, to never return. He could feel Ram tensing, ready to destroy her and there was no way to stop him.

A spark flashed in her eye. Understanding and ... scheming?

“That red spot is the vulnerability in the shell, isn’t it?” she said, so loudly that Tamerlan was surprised that the city didn’t freeze at her words. She took a step back as if reconsidering.

“It doesn’t matter if you know,” Ram said. “You won’t survive this fight. And there is no one else here. You should have waited for your pretty friend in black. Maybe he would have backed you up.”

She took another step back, fear in her eyes now, and Ram took a step forward, following her. 

“You can’t escape me now,” he said.

Her sword was up, and she stabbed it toward him, fast as a viper.

Yes! Fight, Marielle! Fight to kill!

Fool! Always, you try to sabotage the inevitable.

He deflected her thrust easily and lunged toward her with the metal claw, slashing but missing as she leapt backward. She’d duped him, not fully committed to the thrust but ready the whole time to dart backward.

She knows she is weaker. She should not have come to this place. I can access more magic here. I will make her an avatar and trap that dragon Yan on this very platform. See how she already weakens?

She was moving slower as she parried his next slash, backing up, but not as quickly as before as if she were tiring.

Please, Marielle! Please hold on or flee. This enemy is too great for you!

Even as he battled, he could feel his strength slipping away. They were on the other side of the egg from the red spot now. Marielle stumbled and Ram lunged at her.

Tamerlan wanted to shut his eyes. He didn’t want to watch her eyes widening as the metal claw arced through the air toward her, didn’t want to feel his own muscles betraying him as they threw all their force behind the blow, didn’t want to hear her moan of pain as the claw slid across her ribs or feel Ram raising the claw again for another blow.

He didn’t want to watch her die.

And he didn’t have to – yet.

Ram fell to his knees with a cry of agony. 

Why? They hadn’t been hit. 

Tamerlan shoved hard with every ounce of remaining strength. It shouldn’t have been enough, but it was enough. He had his body back! 

He threw the claw into the water. His jaw slackening in surprise at the look of triumph in Marielle’s eyes.

What – ?

“It didn’t work, Marielle!” Jhinn’s voice called. He was on the platform! On the other side. 

Tamerlan gasped. No wonder Marielle looked triumphant. She’d led Ram away from that spot on purpose!

“Jhinn,” he gasped.

Marielle nodded grimly. “He’s willing to make the sacrifice – for his people. For all the people.”

“Please, Marielle. You need to kill me this time,” it came out in a rush. “You don’t need to feel guilty and you don’t need to keep fighting it.”

He stepped forward, kissed her tenderly, a hot searing kiss filled with all the promises he’d never be able to make, all the hurts he’d never be able to take away and all the love he had left in his breaking heart. He reached down with his wounded hand and pulled her sword blade to his chest. Tears traced down her cheeks and her lower lip trembled.

“I can’t, Tamerlan.”

“It’s okay, Marielle. It’s okay,” he put all his confidence into his smile, all his love. “It’s for the best. You’re doing the right thing. I – ”

Tamerlan fell backward, slamming onto the metal of the basket and sliding to his knees. Something was hammering at the metal of the egg, reverberating through the whole thing. He heard something smash.

“It’s working!” Jhinn called.

Ram overwhelmed him, taking his body. He tried to scream as his control was taken, but it came out as a grunt.

“Wait. It stopped,” Jhinn said, anxiety in his voice. “I thought we had it, but it’s like the avatar broke and then resurfaced.”

“It has a new vessel,” Marielle said grimly, and Tamerlan felt the tip of her sword pressing against his chest.

Yes!

Do, it, Marielle! Do it!
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34: Deliverer of Death   
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Marielle

“Just like Anglarok and Liandari,” Jhinn sighed.

Marielle didn’t feel like sighing. She felt like wailing.

She’d come so far. She’d been so close. She’d tricked Ram. They’d killed his avatar.

And none of it had been enough.

Her vision blurred as hot tears welled up and spilled down her cheeks. The point of her sword pressed against Tamerlan’s chest, digging into his clothing deep enough that red blood was welling up and staining the cloth. Ram’s eyes were locked on hers, defying her to push the blade through his chest.

“Tamerlan knew this was coming,” Jhinn said gently. He’d circled the egg to be close to her. “He told us what to do.”

But it wasn’t supposed to end like this. It was supposed to end with her finding a way to save him. It was supposed to end with the sweet Tamerlan back – the one who loved her and who cared about orphans on the streets. The one who was willing to risk everything to save the life of someone he didn’t know.

But happy endings weren’t the only endings.

And this one wasn’t going to be happy.

She clenched her jaw, steeled her nerve and drew the blade back to get enough force to strike.

Ram moved like a serpent, sliding away from her strike, his back to the egg still as he reached up to grab another claw-like point of the nest.

Jhinn charged with the hammer, trying to hit him but Ram was too strong even now. He let go of the claw he was trying to rend apart, grabbed Jhinn by the arm with one hand and tossed him aside like a rag doll. He flew through the air, past the nest to the canal beyond.

But Jhinn had given her just enough time. 

As Ram was still tossing him, she charged.

Her blade slid between his ribs and through his heart. She grabbed the pommel of the sword with both hands, sobbing as she threw all her weight behind it and shoved with all her upper body strength, pushing through her hips until every ounce of weight was in her blow.

The blade met resistance, but she felt it slicing flesh, cleaving bone, and then on the other side, spearing through the eggshell behind him. 

She gasped, staggering backward and leaving the sword in his chest. She was watching the eyes. She saw the moment that Ram left and only Tamerlan remained, coughing blood and gasping, pinned to the egg. 

“Good,” he gasped. “Good work.”

He tried to reach to her, but all that moved was a single finger.

She rushed to him, reaching out to hold him around the sword. She was choking, too. She was choking on tears and agonizing grief. She’d killed him in the end. Just like she’d feared. Just like he knew she would.

“Tam,” she managed between sobs. “I’m so sorry.”

He coughed blood. His words were wet and thick. “Love you alw –”

“No, no, no,” she said, shaking, breaking apart. Her chest heaved as the sobs wracked her and she fell against his chest, not bothering to disguise her grief as it tore through her. 

Above her, she heard a crack.

The egg was hatching.

All of this for dragons she’d never meet. For people she didn’t know.

Tamerlan slumped forward as the sword fell from the egg. Marielle caught him, stumbling back and to the ground. She wrenched the sword from his chest and threw it away. She didn’t want to see another sword as long as she lived. She didn’t want to live.

She lifted him from the net and cradled him in her arms as the cracks continued, staring at his open, glassy eye, caressing his hair and face as gently as a mother with a baby. 

There were shouts on the shore and even screams and Jhinn was calling something up to her, but her eyes were thick with tears and all she could see was Tamerlan’s golden scent drifting away in the breeze.

With every breath, there was less of him in the air. As if he’d never existed at all.

And she couldn’t help herself. She couldn’t be strong anymore. She couldn’t care about what was happening to the city or to Yan, to Jhinn or to Etienne. All she could do was sob and sob over her dead, wishing it had been different. Wishing she could go back to when she’d talked to him in his room at the Alchemist’s Guild all those months ago and wishing she could haul him off to the guardhouse and lock him up and get her throat cut over the dragon like Etienne had planned, because then he’d be alive. Wishing she could do it all over again and do it differently. Wishing she’d been able to save him.

A crack sounded this time that was so loud, that she finally looked up, blinking tears back just enough to see. 

The top of the egg shoved up, a chunk of it sliding to the side and falling to smash on the metal basket on the other side of the egg. The nest rocked wildly.

A split ran down the side of the egg, directly where she was, thick silver fluid leaking out of it. A head about the size of her body popped up through the missing piece of the egg, wet and gleaming, its golden eye glittering in the last shreds of sunset light.

Something had hatched on Springhatch.

The hatchling let out a long keening sound, and then the top half of the egg shattered, pieces flying in every direction. It was like a dam burst. Silver fluid poured out of the top half of the egg, thick and viscous. It washed over her and Tamerlan like someone had thrown a bucket of it over them, drenching them completely. 

The water of Life. Jhinn talked about it all the time, and she was seeing it, wasn’t she? Just like the waters between worlds, this water in the egg had sustained that baby dragon all this time.

As the young dragon rose into the air, flapping sopping wet wings in the dusky night, and sending a rain of life water over the streets around them, a silver beam shot up from the egg and expanded until it dwarfed the city, shining more brightly than the sun.

A portal – identical to the one they’d seen in the mountains – opened where the egg had been. Water that was not water poured out of it in a flood, washing over her and her dead. The flow was so powerful that she scrambled to get out of the flow and to the space of air under it, as under a waterfall, pulling Tamerlan with her. She couldn’t give him up. She wouldn’t. She wrapped her arms around his remains, clasping his face to her chest under the waterfall. She let the water wash all around her as she shivered under it. She should get out. She should go find Jhinn. She should do something. 

But all she could do was shiver under the waterfall and stare at all this supposed life with her one good eye while the one person whose life was precious to her lay lifeless in her arms.

Water washed over and over and over them until they were soaked with it. The scent of it so overpowering that it was all she could smell now. It smelled of spring rains and turned earth, of growing grass and spring breezes. It smelled of new life.

She gasped in a breath of it.

Tamerlan moaned.

Marielle almost dropped him as a gasp caught in her throat. She began to shake, her teeth chattering together. She didn’t dare look at his face. Hope was too much for the despairing. It broke you and broke you until you heard what you wanted to hear.

She risked a glance at his face, afraid to look and feel disappointment stab through her again.

His eye fluttered open.

Oh.

Oh, sweet dragons.

Her breathing was so fast she couldn’t catch a breath. Her heart thudding in her chest like a dozen horses racing. 

She clung to him, gasping until she could speak. 

“Tamerlan? Is that ... you?”

His smile as he looked up at her was radiant.

She choked back a sob, and now she was really crying, her hands caressing his face and her breathing ragged as she her words tumbled out.

“You’re alive, you’re alive!”

“Marielle,” he said, but whatever else he might have said, she didn’t know, because her lips sought his and she kissed him, channeling all her fears and hopes, all the desperate longings she had that this was really true into that one kiss. She clung to him, her hand that had been holding them in place snaked around to hold his waist instead, drawing him closer as she frantically kissed him.

Maybe she had gone mad, too. Maybe none of this was real. But if it was a dream, she never wanted to wake up. If it was madness, she didn’t want a cure.

They washed out from under the falls, sweeping through the rushing portal water, tangled in each other’s embrace and then flying through the air. 

She fell on something hard but padded, and Jhinn’s frustrated curse finally brought her head up.

“Still not dead, boy?” he said roughly as she drew back from Tamerlan just enough to look at him again.

She didn’t care what Jhinn thought. She didn’t care about anything beyond this moment.

She let her eyes run all over Tamerlan. The bloody wound at his side – and the other one through his ribs – were gone. The fabric of his clothing was still torn and stained there, but the flesh was whole. She touched her hand to it in wonder, words spilling from her lips.

“I’m so sorry, Tamerlan. I’m so sorry. I had to do it. I – ”

He kissed her again and cut off her words, laughing when he pulled back, his face filled with assurance and love. 

“You saved me, Marielle. You saved us all.”

“But I put a sword through your chest!” she protested. “How are you still alive?”

“I told you,” Jhinn said reverently. “Water is life. And the water flowing from that portal brought him back to life. And now look. Stop kissing and thinking you’re both so amazing and look.”

Yan was circling above Xytexyx, the new hatchling at his side. They looped tight circles around the city four times while the people gasped in amazement. Marielle gasped right with them, but her hands found Tamerlan’s and her fingers threaded through his. She wasn’t willing to let go of him. Not now, not ever, not even for the sight of a lifetime. 

She stole little glances at his face to watch his reaction and felt heat creep over her whenever her gaze brushed over his doing the same.

Yan and the hatchling took a final loop and then dove through the moon-like portal and were lost in the bright light. Around them, the city roared, a great cheer rising up from thousands of throats.

We leave you now to join the others between the stars.

Marielle held her breath and then the portal began to close and the water started to flow into it instead of out of it. Jhinn pedaled frantically to the nearest canal lip. And pointed to it as the gondola crashed against the stone.

“This is where you get out,” he said, tension in every word. “I need to go through before it closes.”

Marielle gaped at him, but Tamerlan was quick to nod, dragging Marielle out of the gondola to the shore. 

“Thank you, my friend,” he said sincerely to Jhinn, catching him in a quick embrace. “For everything.”

Jhinn caught Marielle’s eye with a smile on his lips. 

“Redemption,” he said, simply. “All is forgiven, I think. For both of us.”

And then he was angling the gondola to the sucking water being pulled back into the portal. He leaned forward, pedaling hard, his eyes fixed on the gap ahead. The little craft sped upward into the falls while the people around them gasped. Jhinn had to duck low as the portal nearly closed on him, but he made it. He turned, finally, and she could just see him wave to them, winking as the portal shut, the light extinguished and darkness descended in the city of Xytexyx.

It was done.

No more Legends.

No more Dragons.
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Epilogue: Gifts Make a Giver
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Tamerlan

Sometimes, on days like this, when everything was happy, he wondered if he’d really been raised from the dead or if this was the life after. Because if this turned out to be what came after, then he wouldn’t be surprised. Because it was perfect.

His mind was gloriously free. So free, and so quiet, that sometimes when no one else was around, he wept with the sheer relief of it. His body was his own. His mind was his own. If he did something wrong, it was only his own choices to blame. If he did something right ... well, he’d done a lot right. And he’d do a lot more right yet.

Because that was the beauty of life. As long as you were breathing, every minute you had left, was a minute to make the right choice. A minute to save someone else. A minute to treasure what you had.

“Tam!” a little voice called, and he looked down to see Sabrin holding up one of his brown rabbits in his little hands, his eyes very grave. “Can you hold Mr. Acorn while I go and play.”

“Of course I can,” Tamerlan said, gathering the fluffy rabbit into his arms and tussling Sabrin’s hair as the child ran to join his friends kicking a whicker around in the long dirt street. 

Their streets didn’t have gondolas and canals anymore. And every time that Tamerlan walked up and down the peculiarly straight, dusty streets, his heart would feel a little pang at the reminder that they were the poorer for the lack of them. He’d never see Jhinn again, never sleep in the bottom of a boat or brew tea over a swinging brazier in a boat. The lack of canals reminded him of that every day.

Whenever the moon was full in the sky, Tamerlan always found himself pausing and staring at it and remembering when the boy from the water had gone up to live forever in the space between the stars, through a portal that looked like the moon.

But Etienne had been right to order the streets be made broad and straight. With all the traffic coming into the City of Velendark from the mountains and the sea, and the landholds around the city, even these wide streets were hardly wide enough.

The former Lord Mythos had named the city after himself – of course. Just like Allegra had named her city Spellspinner. And though the cities were friendly, they disputed the details of how to split the Dragonblood Plains almost as often as their founders disputed things. And they made up again just as quickly. Tamerlan was fairly sure that Etienne was in Spellspinner as often as he was in Velendark, though he only saw the ruler occasionally when Marielle convinced him to join her for a party in the brand new palace, or when he had to go and ask Etienne for funding for the orphanage. The Lord Mhythos always gave Tamerlan what he asked for with a look in his eye that made Tamerlan’s heart freeze. No one else on the Dragonblood Plains knew who he was. And Marielle didn’t care. But Etienne knew and he would never forget. He watched Tamerlan like you might watch a dragon sleeping beneath your city who could rise at any time. And he always said yes, as if he were wary about saying no. 

He shivered. His hands still twitched sometimes, thinking of power and his lungs longed for the smoke of the spice. Because although they’d slain the Legends they knew about, Tamerlan wasn’t entirely convinced that there weren’t more across the Bridge. And if he ever slipped – if he ever ground up that recipe of spices again – he might call new Legends and ruin everything. Marielle had tried to give him a mortar and pestle for Summernight – not the same Summernight as they used to have. They gave gifts on this Summernight and Etienne gave a speech about wrong assumptions and heroism in honor of Marielle. And most importantly no one was slaughtered. Tamerlan had hidden the pestle and mortar in the cellar, but a few nights later he’d gone down there, hands twitching and mind racing, wanting him to blend the spice and call the Legends. Instead, he’d taken the fine items, shoved them in a sack and tossed them in the river. Never again. 

He stood and stared so often at the moon or at the river that the children of Waters of Life Orphange sometimes called Tamerlan ‘Moonman.’ And he didn’t mind that at all. 

There were forty-two children in the big house. He’d gathered them one by one from the ruins of the old cities and the gutters of the refugee camps. Children with no homes or families left. Children who’d had no hope – until now. They’d been reborn into a new hope, just like him. And he loved every one of them for it.

And most days, when Marielle came home from her day as Captain of the Velendark City Scenters, she brought another child with her. Even after a year, there were still refugees and orphans trickling into the new cities. All of them looking for a place to call home again. All of them needing someone to care about them. And for once in his life, Tamerlan’s big heart wasn’t a hinderance. 

He turned at the sound of a low laugh and saw Marielle lowering her face-veil to smile at him, the patch over her eye matched her smart leather uniform. 

“How is Mr. Acorn today?” she asked with a look at the rabbit and a smirk that made her face alive and vibrant.

“He seems fine, Captain Zi’fen,” Tamerlan said, meeting her smirk with a soft look of affection. “How is our fine city?”

“Getting finer,” Marielle said. “If we can sort out this dispute between he Alchemists and the Librarians over who gets the haul of books we found in a library that fell from H’yi’s back into a swamp to the west of here.”

Tamerlan laughed. “Any good books left over?”

Marielle pulled a hand from behind her back. She was holding a small leather tome entitled, Birds of the Dragonblood Plains.

“This particular book went missing from the stash,” she said with a grin. “I thought maybe you could take care of it for a while. It would be a shame if the Librarians or the Alchemists tore it in their fight to keep all the books for themselves.”

And after that poor Mr. Acorn had to fend for himself in the grass around their feet as Tamerlan pulled his wife into his arms and very thoroughly kissed her, wondering again at how everyone could say that magic had left the world when every day seemed so richly magical to him.
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COAT. GOLDEN WAISTCOAT. AND FOR BEING TIME IN
HUMAN FORM

KING ABELMEYER THE ONE-EYED
KNOWN FOR HIS SINGLE EYE. BROKEN CROWN, AND
UNITING THE FIVE CITIES OF THE DRAGONBLOOD

AP PLAINS.

LADY SACRIFICE
KNOWN FOR HER LOVELINESS,
INNOCENCE , SACRIFICE AND WHITE DRESS

LILA CHERRYLOCKS
A MASTER THIEF AND TRICKSTER. KNOWN FOR HER
LONG CHERRY-RED LOCKS, DEFT SKILLS, AND ADVEN-
TUROUS SPIRIT.

MAID CHAOS ’n-.,’

THE RIGHT HAND OF DEATH. KNOWN FOR DESTRUC-
TION. DEATH AND HER GOLDEN BREASTPLATE.

QUEEN MER / /
QUEEN OF THE SEA. MOTHER OF 3
WAVERUNNERS, HURRICANES AND TYPHOONS. WEARS,
SHELLS. SCALES, AND SEAWEED.

RAM THE HUNTER
THE UNSPOKEN LEGEND. SLAVER OF DRAGONS
NSANE

N\
BRIDGE OF LEGENDS =,

7 =\
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Dragon Skin Lattice in Tower wall

Dragon Wound
Curtain (pulled open)

Chair for Lady
Sacrifice

Great Hall

Railing

Mural on Tower wall

Diagram courtesy of Harold Trammel
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