
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents

Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Epilogue

Further Information

Author’s Note

COPYRIGHT




The Collapsing Path

David J. Normoyle

To save Arcandis, he must first destroy it.

In a world that burns up every six years, only the fittest survive. Bowe Bellanger has not only survived, he has flourished, reviving his family from the ashes, and in the process becoming one of the most powerful men in Arcandis.

The Path must be walked once more, and now it's Bowe's responsibility to stand in judgment and decide who lives and who dies. Having watched friends die on the Path six years ago, can he now oversee a new one? Despite Bowe's promises to help, nothing has changed for the lower classes,  and too many await a trip on a suicide barge.

The traditions of Arcandis are harsh ones, but they create the stability that allows survival of the fires of the Infernam. Interfering with the structures of society creates devastating risks.

From a position of power, Bowe had hoped it would be easier to help his people—instead it becomes even more difficult. To see real change, he has to sacrifice everything he has built and more.

~
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Chapter 1

51 Days Left

The sun wasn’t smiling.

Bowe stood up from his chair and walked around to look at it from a different angle, but the expression didn’t change. He was in the small hall, and in the center of one wall hung a picture of an azure sun above a field of golden wheat. The sun had a face painted on it, and over time, Bowe had come to realize that the expression on it matched Bowe’s mood. When Bowe was angry, the sun in the picture was angry; when Bowe was worried, the blue-colored sun was worried.

But Bowe was happy, and the sun...wasn’t.

More than happy, this was the moment of Bowe’s greatest triumph. At the start of the sexennium, Bowe had a few followers and a half-derelict mansion. No power, no income, little prospects. Yet he needed to return the Bellanger to its previous glory as one of the four great families, or he and all his followers would be refused entry to the Refuge, and therefore die, either by their own hands, or in the fires of Infernam.

Bowe had succeeded and was the guest of honor in that night’s ball at Lessard Mansion. Still the sun didn’t smile. Bowe looked around the small hall, and his eyes fell on the wooden sculpture of a lion on the hunt. He hadn’t seen the artist who had created it in three years. He’d told himself to get rid of the sculpture, the reminder of her, but he hadn’t yet managed to make himself do it.

“Guardian,” Toose called from outside the door of the small hall. “Are you ready to go yet?” 

“Just about.” The Bellanger ascor, Sorrin, Sindar, Thrace, and Oamir, and single ascora, Zofila, had already left. Bowe, as guest of honor, would be the last to arrive. He exited into the entrance hallway, where Toose, tall and broad-shouldered, stood to attention.

Two staircases flanked by polished bronze poles holding up a marble banister swept upward on either side. Paintings and tapestries decorated the walls, several of which told the story of the defeat of the Jarindors outside the walls of the city in the Battle of Pots and Pans. Expensive vases and statues filled the alcoves and shelves. The mansion, like Bowe himself, had come a long way since Bowe had first seen it, when it had been layered with dust and hosted only spiders and vermin. 

Above the main entrance was a space that was noticeably blank. Bowe had it in his mind that a portrait of him should go there. But perhaps he was too young yet, only nineteen—portraits of Guardians tended to be painted when they were in the prime of their lives. He was getting ahead of himself with such thoughts. Sorrin would surely suggest such a portrait when the time was right.

Bowe glanced down at his stump. Amazingly, he sometimes forgot that he no longer had a right hand. He wondered if the lack of it should appear in his portrait—he was known as the one-handed Guardian after all. Should he downplay his disability or display it proudly as a war wound and a badge of honor?

Bowe ambled out the main entrance, still looking around, soaking in all the good feelings he got from seeing the mansion looking so grand. His footsteps echoed hollowly against the tiles, the mansion feeling empty with all its ascor at the ball. The family had no children and only a single ascora. That would change, starting at this ball. Many of the noble girls from the other families would be hoping to pick up a Bellanger husband. Still, it would take several more sexennia to grow the family as large as the other great families.

Outside, the heat in the air gave him pause; he still wasn’t used to how the suffocating heat lingered through the night. Helion’s light poked through the clouds, its purple rays casting deep shadows across the city skyline. The sliver that was visible spoke for how big it had become. The Infernam was close, but he didn’t want to think about that until he absolutely had to. These last few years he had concentrated on the revival of the Bellanger family, and tonight he wanted to celebrate that.

Toose’s footsteps crunched on the gravel as he strode past Bowe. Several Bellanger suns were prominently displayed on banners hanging off the side of the waiting rickshaw. Bowe liked to display the family emblem as often as possible; he didn’t want his family to ever be forgotten again. Toose held the door of the rickshaw open for Bowe.

“Guardian, are you absolutely certain I shouldn’t I accompany you?” Toose was in charge of Bowe’s security. His azure-mist cloak shivered at a sudden gust of wind.

Bowe gestured toward the two Bellanger marshals who held the handles at the front of the rickshaw. “The pullers can mind me. Take care of the mansion while we are all gone.”

Toose gave a jerk of his head and shut the door behind Bowe. “Sorrin told me to remind you that you still have to name the Bellanger mentor.”

Bowe nodded. Toose closed the door and the rickshaw lurched forward. I wish you hadn’t reminded me, Bowe thought. That, of course, was the reason that the sun hadn’t been smiling in the small hall. Bowe had been pushing all thought of the Green Path as far away from his mind as he could. But he had known it was coming, known it would have to be faced. But how?

Bowe leaned back into the cushioned seat. He had walked the Green Path, as all noble boys had to. But he had decided it to be an evil, twisted thing, abhorrent to his own nature, and he had refused to compete normally. Instead, he had joined up with several other Greens and managed to persuade the Guardians to name them and himself to be ascor in a reborn Bellanger family.

The Green Path was due to begin again tomorrow. How could Bowe now be a part of it as a Guardian? To name a mentor and watch while the boys slaughtered each other competing for attention? To eventually select only one boy out of over a hundred to become a Bellanger ascor and know that almost all the rest would perish?

Bowe shook his head. Those thoughts were exactly what he wanted to avoid. It was a night for celebration, and Bowe wasn’t going to let the Path ruin it.

“Bell-ger.”

Bowe jerked. What was that? Had it been an actual voice, or just the creaking of the rickshaw playing tricks on his mind.

“Guardian Bellanger.” This time the voice was clearer.

Bowe looked down at his feet from where it seemed to be coming from. “Who’s speaking?” Bowe slammed the front panel of the carriage. “Marshals, what’s going on?”

The rickshaw came to a halt, then tilted forward as the marshals released the handles. Liaano, one of the senior marshals, came around to the side and pulled back the curtain. “Is everything okay, Guardian?”

“Did one of you ask me something? I heard a voice.”

“It’s just me.” The voice was definitely coming from below. “Don’t hurt me; I mean no harm. I just wanted to talk.”

“Where are you?” Bowe raised his feet and peered down, almost expecting to see a tiny person.

“I’m underneath the rickshaw.” It was a boy’s voice. “Holding on to the axle.”

“What in Helion are you doing there?”

“I hid here in the hope that I’d get a chance to talk to you.”

“Well, come out,” Bowe said.

“I can’t; I’m stuck. My tunic got caught.”

Bowe nodded to Liaano, who crouched down and stuck his head underneath the rickshaw. Bowe checked up and down the street—it was empty. The ascorim—the way the great families jostled for position—never ended, but things had been quiet lately. Even the Grenier Guardian’s antagonism toward Bowe had eased. Bowe couldn’t see how this was a trap.  

Cloth tore underneath the rickshaw, then Liaano re-emerged with a scruffy-looking boy. The boy’s tunic was ripped, and his clothes were now more brown than white from all the dust he’d picked up from under the rickshaw, but he was clearly a Green. Despite his situation, he had a bright-white smile.

Bowe looked him up and down. “What did you want to talk to me about?”

“About the Path,” he said. “It begins tomorrow, and I don’t have a plan. Everyone talks about how you turned the Path on its head six years ago.”

“And you didn’t just present yourself at Bellanger Mansion?”

“I tried. I wasn’t allowed in,” the boy said.

As it should be, Bowe decided. He didn’t want the Greens bothering him every time one of them felt upset. “The Path doesn’t even start until tomorrow.” Perhaps Sorrin should be the Bellanger mentor, assuming he agreed to take the position. Who better? After all, Sorrin had evaluated Eye fighters well enough to win money off the bet-takers during the previous Path.

“I needed to meet you before it began and get a start on everyone else. One boy is killed off on the first day, and I fear it will be me.”

“And why should I help you? Over all the others?”

“Because I asked,” the boy replied simply.

Bowe chuckled. Though he didn’t want all the Greens to come knocking on his door, he admired this boy’s daring. It reminded him of his own journey on the Path. “Get in. We can talk on the way to the ascor ball.”

Liaano looked a bit perturbed as the dusty Green climbed into the rickshaw, but he knew better than to say anything. He returned to the front and the rickshaw started forward again.

“What’s your name?” Bowe asked.

“Coinal,” he said. “Coinal Raine.”

“A Raine no more. You’ll have to earn the right to that name, or a new one. What age are you?”

“Fifteen,” Coinal said.

“It’ll be hard to compete with the older boys. What’s the situation with the Greens in your house?”

“I’ve no doubt that Yorshin will become an ascor. He’ll be the only Elect from the Raine household. A good half of the other boys from the Raine family will act as Defenders for him.”

“You’re not one of them?” Bowe should probably already know about the Greens since he’d have to select one, but he’d avoided all talk of the Path.

“He doesn’t like me much. He has five good friends around his own age and he’ll choose one of those as Chief Defender when he becomes the Select. So I don’t have much hope with him.” 

Each family Guardian got to nominate a single Select to join his family. That Select then decided on another Green to join him, a Chosen. That way each of the four families expanded by two ascor each Infernam. The rest of the Greens perished.

“Any other obvious contenders from your household?”

“There’s Biringer. He’s the best fighter among us. He practices every day. He’ll be a Wolfling for sure and fight in the Eye. But the Greniers are in a different class when it comes to fighting. So I’ve no idea how he’ll do against them, or against established Eye fighters. He’s tall and slender, fast as the wind, but he mightn’t have enough strength against bigger opponents.”

“Any possible Shadows?” There were four main ways of surviving the Path and being selected or chosen. The first was to become an Elect, a leader among the Greens, and undertake an enterprise that impressed the Guardians. The second was to be a Defender and support an Elect and hope to become his Chosen. The third was to be a Wolfing and impress in the Eye fights. And the fourth was to become an assassin, a Shadow. “Never mind. Good Shadows won’t have revealed themselves yet.” Talking with Coinal was bringing back memories of Bowe’s own Path. Exactly what he had wanted to avoid. “I can’t help you. You have to choose your own path. There are ways for those who are smart to win, without having to be big and strong, but part of that cleverness has to be used to figure out how. Consider what the other Greens are doing and look for opportunities.”

The more he talked about the Green Path, the more depressed Bowe felt, but Coinal hadn’t lost his smile. It was Coinal who had to face the Path, and Bowe couldn't help admiring his attitude. Bowe knew it was a mistake to feel a connection to a Green. Ascor were careful to never get close to their sons. They knew the odds were against those who walked the Path. The Guardians and mentors decided who lived and who died, and they, above all, had to remain neutral and unfeeling. And despite offering Coinal some small encouragement, Bowe knew that the Green was likely to be dead in a few short weeks. Coinal was young and didn’t look particularly strong and he had no Defenders. Vitarr, Bowe’s childhood companion, had known from the first that he would die on the Path, and so it had proved despite Bowe’s best efforts. Bowe hadn’t thought of Vitarr in a long while, and the memory twisted painfully within him.

“I heard it said that you wanted to do away with the Path.” Coinal watched Bowe closely.

“What an outrageous thing to say.” Bowe didn’t manage to get the outrage into his voice, perhaps because those thoughts had been on his mind earlier.

“I wasn’t sure whether I should have said anything.”

“You certainly should not. The Green Path is one of the foundations of Arcandis society. If the wrong person heard you saying anything against it, you would be locked up in the Fortress. That would be the end of your chances of making the Refuge.”

“I’m not saying anything against it.”

“I certainly didn’t either. I understand the Path is harsh, but there’s no other way.” Bowe’s expression didn’t betray his misgivings. Who had been telling people that he was against the Path? His ascor knew about his hatred for the Path, so perhaps the rumors were started by loose talk from Thrace or one of the others. Or perhaps the other families were maliciously spreading rumors. If Bowe decided to do something about the Path, it would have to be carefully planned. The ascorim was full of traps.

“I understand,” Coinal said.

The rickshaw slowed as it turned a corner, and Bowe glanced out the window. “We are near Lessard Mansion. I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help.”

Coinal grinned. “Not at all, Guardian, sir. You’ve been more helpful than I could have dared hope. I’ll be going now.”

To signal the pullers to stop, Bowe reached forward to slap on the front panel, but before he had a chance, Coinal just opened the door and hopped out. Dust kicked up and Coinal disappeared in a swirl of arms and legs. Bowe scrambled across to look out the window. Coinal lay on the dirt, but before Bowe had a chance to worry, the young Green jumped to his feet, gave Bowe a wave and a wide grin, and disappeared into the shadows.

Bowe settled back into his seat, and a moment later the rickshaw came to a stop. Liaano opened the door and Bowe stepped out.

A row of torches lit the green carpet leading to the entrance of Lessard Mansion. Flags showing the Lessard green eagle in flight on a gold background snapped in the wind. Bowe walked between the flickering torches, feeling troubled, wishing Coinal hadn’t disturbed the celebratory mood he was trying to cultivate.

He paused to compose himself. His clothes had been carefully chosen and made for the occasion by the best tailor in Arcandis. He wore polished black boots and his cloak was brilliant white. Black trim lined the sides of his pants and curled up the center of his tunic. He knew he had never looked better. He deliberately had no Bellanger symbols, and wore no trace of Bellanger blue. When he had been powerless, he’d worn the azure to remind the other families that the Bellangers hadn’t disappeared. That reminder was no longer needed.

The Bellangers were back where they belonged—as one of the four great families at the center of Arcandis power—and they weren’t going anywhere. That was the statement he wanted each ascor to leave the ball with.

A Lessard marshal directed Bowe through the main entrance and up the stairs, then down the corridor to a landing overlooking the ballroom. The band stopped playing.

“Esteemed ascor and ascora,” the Lessard marshal said. “I’m delighted to announce the arrival of tonight’s guest of honor, Guardian Bowe Bellanger.”

Skirts rustled as the ascora and their daughters curtsied. The ascor bowed their heads in his direction. Bowe bowed back. Someone started clapping, and an instant later everyone was clapping. The wave of applause swelled inside Bowe’s chest. He had worked hard for this, not for the acclaim of course, but to ensure his family’s survival. Still, he deserved the public acknowledgment. He had accomplished a lot over the previous six years, going from a Green on the bottom of the lists to this position.

As the applause died down, the music rose up again with renewed vigor, and the dancers resumed their patterns. Bowe started down the stairs. A fleeting regret was that Zofila was not on his arm, but she herself had argued against that. As he neared the ground floor, Bowe felt himself the scrutiny of many ascora and their daughters. Not arriving with Zofila had made Bowe even more of an enticing marriage prospect. A clear opportunity to be the head wife of a Guardian didn’t come along too often.

Choosing his future wives was an important part of this occasion, but Bowe wanted to dodge that responsibility initially. He spotted Sindar in a corner talking to a woman with long dark hair, and aimed himself fixedly in that direction, ignoring the glances that tried to hold his gaze and dodging the hands lifted to grab his attention.

By the time he reached Sindar, the ascor was alone. Bowe sneaked into the corner so that Sindar blocked the approach of any women who might try to grab his attention.

“Who was that you were talking to?” Bowe asked.

“A Greenette. Not sure where she’s got to,” Sindar said. With the noble sons about to walk the Path being called Greens, the noble daughters were sometimes called Greenettes.

“Which one?”

Sindar shrugged. “She didn’t tell me her name.”

“We’re in high demand.” Bowe grinned at his old friend. “We’ve done the hard work, reached the top of the mountain, and now it’s time to enjoy it.”

“There might be one or two girls eyeing me. All the rest are watching you.”

“Jealous?” Bowe asked him. “You’re normally the one who gets the second and third looks from women.”

“Not at all. I actually don’t enjoy this at all. Just being beside you, I can feel their eyes crawling all over me.”

Bowe smiled. “You make it sound like a bad thing.”

“I enjoy being admired by beautiful women. This is different, though. It’s like I’m a piece of meat been watched by hungry dogs. There is more greed than desire in their expressions.” He glanced across at Bowe. “But don’t mind me. You should enjoy your moment.”

“You have to do your part as well,” Bowe said. “We need wives and children in Bellanger Mansion to secure the family’s future. Even if it’s a sacrifice.”

“You still have that cold, analytical blood running through your veins even when you should be salivating because scores of beautiful young women want to jump you.”

“It’s not like I can just turn off my brain.” Bowe knew Sindar was joking, but he still felt insulted.

“Most men aren’t like you. Their blood runs hot and they follow their desires.”

“I am like most men.” Even as he said it, Bowe knew it wasn’t true.

Sindar slapped Bowe on the back and laughed. “You should see your face. It’s not a bad thing. Those whose blood runs too hot end up getting stabbed in a tavern in a fight over a whore. It’s good you are who you are. No one else could have done what you have.”

It was true that logic and strategy drove Bowe’s decisions, not emotions. That was the way he had to be. The previous Bellanger Guardian, dead three sexennia now, also called Bowe, had become distracted by his passions and his whole family had suffered for it.

Sindar was wrong about Bowe being all ice, even if Bowe wanted that. Iyra was his fiery heart. After not having seen her in three years, it didn’t make any sense that she should still appear in his dreams. Dozens of girls within these four walls would kill to marry Bowe, yet he could never be with the one girl he wanted.

Does she still hate me for forming the Army of Pots and Pans? he wondered. Perhaps she had forgotten him. That would be for the best. He had to forget her; the two of them, ascor and escay, could never be. Bowe needed less fire and more ice flowing through his veins. He needed to be strong for his family and not give in to weaknesses. The family had already suffered enough from bad guardianship from a Bowe Bellanger.

“What’s with the distant look?” Sindar asked.

“I guess I should be focused on what’s in front of me.”

“Damn right you should. All these beautiful girls just wanting to get their claws into you. Go get some.”

Bowe’s gaze skidded off those who were desperate for his attention, and he caught sight of Zofila in conversation with Sorrin. “I certainly will, but first I should talk to Zofila. I’m thinking it was a mistake to arrive without her on my arm.”

Sindar shook his head. “You’re useless. Still coldly strategizing in the face of all this temptation.”

“Not strategizing so much as thinking that Zofila deserves better than what I’ve given her.”

“She’s talking to Sorrin.”

Bowe left Sindar and strode purposefully toward the stairs, not looking left or right. One of the girls leaned an arm across his path, but he blew past her. As he walked, he considered Sindar’s last remark, wondering if the ascor had meant anything by it. Did Sindar know that Zofila and Sorrin were having an affair?

Bowe reached the base of the stairs without having been deflected, but there a girl blocked his path.

He sidestepped, but she slid across, staying in front of him; he couldn’t get past without running over her.

“Excuse me,” he said.

“My name is Borba,” she said. “And you want to talk to me.”

“Don’t you mean that you want me to talk to you?”

She shook her head. “I always know what I mean. If you don’t know you want to talk to me, it’s because you don’t know what I have to offer.”

“Offer? In what sense?”

“As a head wife.”

Bowe raised his eyebrows. “If I remember protocol correctly, I’m the one who decides whom I marry. And I already have a head wife.”

“You have a first wife,” Borba said. “But you are looking for a new head wife. I am who you need.”

“I don’t need anyone.”

“You do. Your position is more precarious than you realize. I’m from the Grenier family and know that Stenesso doesn’t forget. He still wants rid of you.”

“I understand my own position better than you.”

“Perhaps.” Borba shrugged. “But you could always use extra strength. That is what I’d provide as a head wife. I don’t get jealous so I wouldn’t care which of these”—she waved her fingers in the air to encompass everyone in the room—“others you also married. Take as many as you want. Pretty ones, bouncy ones, witty ones, whoever take your fancy.”

“Thanks for your permission.”

“I’ll keep them in line.” She ignored the sarcasm. “I’ll manage the household, taking that responsibility off of you. But not just that—I’ll be able to help you maintain and grow the Bellanger family. I have already started a network of spies. Did you know that there will be a meeting of Guardians this evening?”

“Of course I did.” A meeting?

Borba nodded. “I can see you didn’t. Stenesso arranged that you weren’t alerted. When I’m your head wife, you’ll never be caught by surprise.”

Bowe didn’t see why the Stenesso would have bothered to keep knowledge of a meeting from him; subtle maneuvers were all part of the ascorim. Stenesso must be hoping to catch me off guard.

Borba watched Bowe process the news. “You see, I am useful to you already.”

“There’s more to being a wife than being politically useful,” Bowe said.

“I have conferred with the other women and know that I’m not unattractive,” Borba said.

It wasn’t untrue. She had smooth skin, delicate features, and womanly curves. She could almost be called beautiful, except she lacked animation, like the sculpture of a beautiful woman.

“I am not interested in clothes and makeup,” she continued, “but have made a study of it, as I know it will be expected of me to look the part on your arm at public occasions. As for in the bedroom, I will not deny you anything. But you’ll have other wives, so I’m sure you’ll have all your desires satisfied between all of us.”

Bowe blushed. When he’d told her that a marriage meant more than being politically useful, Bowe hadn’t meant in the bedroom. He’d been thinking about love. He couldn’t say that to her, of course. She’d think he was being silly and he probably was. Ascor didn’t marry for love. Most married for lust, then left them to take care of the household and the children without ever getting too attached.

“Thank you for your offer, Borba. I’ll certainly consider it, and I know you’ll make some ascor a great wife.” He moved onward.

She blocked him again. “No. It must be you. Did you know I can beat all the Greens in the Grenier household in Harmony? I have studied the games you played when you walked the Path and have admired your mind from afar through Harmony moves. Together we will forge a Bellanger family so strong that it will never even be under threat again.” She took a breath. “You’ll get propositioned by a great many girls before Infernam comes. They’ll lie, promise, threaten, flirt, then lie some more. I have been completely honest with you here—though I am an excellent liar when the occasion calls for it—and you won’t find a better wife.”

Bowe moved past her again and this time she let him go. Bowe ascended the stairs, glancing back as he neared the top. Borba stood alone, watching Bowe, while around her the other girls glared daggers at her. They wished they’d had her gumption, Bowe thought. Like Coinal, she had dared to approach when others didn’t. However, Bowe couldn't help feeling more affectionate toward the Green. If he was being cold and calculating about it, though, caring whether Coinal lived on died on the Path was going to be a weakness, while it seemed Borba could only add strength for the family. If only marrying her didn’t seem like such a sacrifice.

Bowe joined Zofila on the balcony. “Where’s Sorrin disappeared to?” Bowe asked.

“Limping around somewhere like the gimpy fool he is,” she said with a smile.

“I’ll tell him you called him that,” Bowe said.

“Nothing I haven’t said to his face.”

Bowe glanced down onto the ballroom floor. A few Greenettes still watched him, but most had moved on to other targets. Sindar must have been cornered, because he was being swept around the dance floor by a bosomy brunette. Thrace was surrounded by four girls and seemed to be loving every moment of it. His arm lay across one girl’s shoulder, and he held the hand of another, belly laughing at her joke. In a far corner, Oamir was deep in conversation with a young blonde girl, talking her ear off. Bowe hoped that she was at least marginally interested in history—if she wasn’t she was being bored out of her mind. Bowe chided himself for his uncharitable thoughts about Oamir. The young man was immensely helpful to Bowe, but Bowe hated to get trapped in a conversation with him.

“It’s disgusting.” Zofila was following Bowe’s gaze as it traveled across the ballroom.

“What is?”

“This. The whole Greenette Path. Even the name is horrible. The boys were called Greens, so the girls became Greenettes. Ug.”

“There isn’t much choice. For them, for us, for the Greens either,” Bowe said. “It’s just the way it has to be.”

Zofila glanced over at Bowe. “You didn’t always think that.”

Bowe shrugged, uncomfortable. First Coinal and now Zofila, forcing him to confront what he didn’t want to. “It’s the way it’s always been.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

“You haven’t voiced such thoughts outside the family, have you?” Bowe asked.

“I sometimes think it is worse than the Green Path. It’s more degrading the way the girls have to catch a husband to survive. The Green Path is brutal, but at least the fight is out in the open. There’s the possibility of honor in it. Under all the makeup and pretty dresses, it’s nothing but ugliness in the Greenette Path.” She sighed. “At least the chances of survival are higher.”

Perhaps Zofila would have respected Borba’s approach. It was certainly open.

Bowe didn’t want to discuss the Path any more. “I came to apologize to you for not having you on my arm when I arrived here this evening. We should have savored the moment together.”

“It would have meant nothing to me. It’s better this way.”

“You’d have more prestige, be known as the true mistress of Bellanger Mansion,” Bowe said. “Not arriving with me will be considered a slight.”

“By people I don’t care about? Will you consider me differently? Would Sorrin? Would Sindar?”

That reminded Bowe of Sindar's casual remark about Sorrin and Zofila. Bowe shuffled closer. “Does Sindar know? About you and...and you know?”

Zofila shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

“He might suspect. I wonder if anyone else does. You were talking to Sorrin when I entered.”

“You can’t expect me not to talk to him in public. That would actually be more suspicious than anything else.” She hesitated. “Why not let the truth come out? Everything would work itself out.”

Bowe shook his head vigorously. “No way. I want to help you two be happy together. I promised to do my best for you both and I mean that. There may be a chance in the future for it all to come out in the open, but it certainly won’t be this side of the Infernam.” Much of the Bellangers’ strength relied on Bowe’s personal reputation, and that would be severely damaged by such a scandal. When Bowe had many wives, it might be less of a big deal. Perhaps then they could figure out a way for her and Sorrin to openly be together.

“Young Bellanger.” Bowe turned to see Stenesso approaching.

“Is this about the Guardian meeting?” Bowe asked him. The skin tightened a fraction around Stenesso’s eyes, revealing his surprise. So he had hoped to catch me out, Bowe thought. Borba had proved useful already.

“We’re all together in the antechamber. Is your second around, the one with the bad leg—I can never remember his name.”

“Sorrin,” Zofila said sharply, and Bowe sent her the briefest of warning glares. She had to keep her affection for Sorrin secret.

“He won’t be attending.” Bowe didn’t want Stenesso to know he’d been caught by surprise. “Lead the way.”

Stenesso led Bowe into a small antechamber. Kesirran, the Raine Guardian, sat at the far end of an oval table. His hand propped up his head, almost as if he was asleep. But he couldn’t be, not Kesirran—he had been the rock of the Raine family for sexennia. Beside him was Jeniano, with his youthful face and long white hair. Despite having been poisoned by him, Bowe liked and respected the Raine second. The poisoning hadn’t been personal, and Jeniano had supplied the antidote when Bowe came up with the money he owed.

Legrand Grenier faced away from Bowe. He changed his hair color the way other men changed their underwear, and his hair was currently bright orange. Legrand had set up a trap that ended up killing one of Bowe’s friends. Bowe neither liked nor respected Legrand.

The other two ascor at the table were Sorani, the Lessard Guardian and his brother Eolnar. Bowe didn’t know Sorani well, but Eolnar had maneuvered to lead the Bellanger family before the Battle of Pots and Pans had allowed Bowe to gain enough power to secure his position.

“Let us begin.” Stenesso sat beside Legrand. “We have much to discuss.”

Bowe sat down beside the Grenier Guardian, not liking the way Stenesso had already taken charge.

Kesirran looked up, letting his hand fall on the table. “First, I have an announcement to make. I will not be taking up space in the Refuge this year. Another will take my place as Raine Guardian before the Infernam, and I am hoping the transition will be smooth.” He glanced over at Jeniano, making his favorite clear. But he couldn’t guarantee that the other Raine ascor would go along with his choice. Internal struggles to become Guardian were often messy affairs. They could be bloody too, and, if so, weaken the family.

Nothing was immediately said as each person absorbed what Kesirran had told them. What did one say to a person who was soon to take Paradise’s Kiss? Bowe had many reasons to be grateful to the Raine Guardian. It was he, along with Cenarro, the then Lessard Guardian, who had decided to save the baby found crying in the mansion of the dead. That baby had been Bowe, and Kesirran had effectively adopted him, letting Bowe grow up in Raine Mansion like a son of a Raine ascor.

Bowe respected him, but didn’t feel any true affection for the old man. He, along with the other Raine ascor, had been as distant as the mountaintops when Bowe was growing up. Fatherhood was something that happened only in escay families.

“So I get a heavy silence,” Kesirran said. “I hope that doesn’t mean you’re getting sentimental on me. Arcandis is screwed if the Guardians are going soft.”

“Don’t worry, old man,” Sorani said. “Nothing like that. Everyone is just figuring out how to take advantage of the vacuum your leaving will create.”

An upheaval in one family affected all Arcandis and those who were prepared could avoid the pitfalls while taking advantage of the opportunities. Bowe didn’t know who might challenge Jeniano but he, and the other Guardians, intended to find out. 

“You are the actually the lucky one,” Eolnar said. “We’ll be the ones with sweat like lava streaming from our pores as Helion presses down upon us in the coming days.”

“You’re not lying,” Kesirran said. “The thought of missing Infernam’s heat will have me chugging Paradise’s Kiss like it’s Urni’s best wine.” 

That generated a few chuckles. Although the moment of reflection and sadness at the table had surprised Bowe, it was understandable. Kesirran had strode in Arcandis society like a giant for many sexennia and he had worked closely with many of those around the table. Ascor might be heartless but they were still human.

“I want to talk about the Infernam preparations,” Stenesso said. “Normally by the start of Green Path, that’s all in motion. This time...well, I don’t want us all to starve when we retreat to the Refuge.”

Sorani frowned. “You are in charge of supplying the Refuge, are you not?”

Stenesso shook his head. “The Bellangers have always been in charge of that. The Grenier family was handling it while it had control of the Bellanger holdings. Of course, as we know, the Bellangers are back in control of their own affairs once more.”

All eyes turned on Bowe. Why hadn’t he known the Bellangers were in charge of supplying the Refuge? Of course, now that he thought about it, it made sense. Most of the food would have to come from Bellanger farms. Of course Stenesso could have just told Bowe instead of bringing it up in front of everyone else. Bowe glanced across at the Grenier Guardian, and for once, the man’s emotions were not shielded. Naked hatred shone from his eyes.

In that instant, Bowe realized that Borba hadn’t been mistaken. Due to the recent lull in hostilities between the two families, Bowe had hoped that the Grenier animosity had faded. But in that glance, Bowe read an open declaration of war. 

“The Bellanger family has gone through some disruption.” Bowe decided to pretend he was aware of the problem. “So we aren’t on top of absolutely everything.”

“That’s a weak excuse.” Stenesso said. “If the food isn’t there, we’ll all starve. It’s too important to leave to chance.”

“It’s not an excuse,” Bowe said, “just an explanation. The Refuge will be stocked as usual even if it means starting a bit later and working a bit harder.”

“I would hope so,” Stenesso said. 

Sorani looked across at Stenesso. “This is also too important to be playing games. The ascorim ends at the entrance to the Refuge.”

During the two weeks of the Infernam, everyone worked together. There was no fighting or scheming; survival was all that mattered. The same rules should apply to supplying the Refuge but that seemed to be a line that Stenesso was willing to cross.

“We also have to talk about the Green Path,” Jeniano said. “Has each family’s mentor been decided? Alandar has agreed to represent the Raine family again.”

Jeniano had never changed the direction of a meeting of Guardians like this before. He was pushing himself forward, and, just as notably, Kesirran was fading into the background. 

“Kirande will be the Grenier mentor.” Stenesso turned to Bowe. “Will the Bellangers bother with mentors? I’ve heard that your family is in favor of doing away with the Green Path completely.”

Bowe sucked in a breath. It was now clear who was spreading the rumor that Coinal had mentioned. Still, Bowe hadn’t expected such an outright accusation. Hostile gazes turned in his direction.

“Of course I’m not against the Green Path. That’s ridiculous. I’ve heard those rumors and I know what caused them.” Bowe was thinking fast. Perhaps there was a way to turn this to his advantage, deflecting the accusations while also doing something to ease his own forebodings about the upcoming Path. “I have said that I think that the Path should be changed.” Bowe raised a hand to forestall objections. “Only a marginal and temporary change. For the last few Infernams, with three families instead of four, only six Greens were due to survive the Path, instead of the traditional eight. I suggest the following. That the Bellangers select four Greens this time around instead of just one, and therefore gain eight new ascor members.”

“Why would we agree to do that?” Sorani asked.

“Because the Bellanger family is still undermanned compared with the other families. The balance should be restored as quickly as possible.”

“Bellangers gained five ascor at once last Infernam against all rules,” Stenesso said. “We made an exception once, not every year.”

There had actually been six Bellanger ascor, but not as much attention was paid to them in the early years and few remembered Xarcon Bellanger. And Bowe was the only ascor who knew that Xarcon had joined the Guild.

“Consider how empty is Bellanger Mansion compared to the other houses,” Bowe said.

There was a moment of silence; Bowe was glad that the idea wasn’t being dismissed out of hand. 

“It’s true that the Bellanger family is still small,” Jeniano said finally.

“This is ridiculous,” Stenesso said. “How often do we have to make exceptions for the Bellangers? It isn’t our fault that their previous Guardian was an incompetent sot.”

Eolnar and Sorani shared an unreadable glance; those two were so close they seemed to be able to communicate wordlessly. “Not having a strong Bellanger family hurts Arcandis,” Sorani said. “So this proposal makes sense. Four is too many, though.”

“Two,” Stenesso blurted out, then looked like he regretted speaking. He had agreed to Bowe’s scheme in principle.

“Three,” Bowe said. “And we announce that this will be in place for this Infernam and next. “By then the Bellanger family will have a full complement of ascor.” Maybe Bowe would think of a new reason to extend the number of Greens selected, and if not, at least he would have improved the odds for two generations of Greens, including Coinal.

Stenesso looked around the table, trying to judge how much support he’d get in opposing Bowe’s proposal. “Agreed,” he said finally, “provided Bowe agrees to personally be the mentor. Selecting three Greens correctly will require his direct involvement.”

“Done,” Bowe responded instantly. This agreement had exceeded what Bowe could have expected so he couldn’t really object to that small condition. He didn’t know exactly why Stenesso wanted that—perhaps it was just to keep Bowe distracted.

“And I will be the fourth mentor,” Eolnar said. A flash of surprise showed in Sorani’s face before he disguised it in a cough. Clearly, they hadn’t planned to have Eolnar as mentor up until that moment.

Bowe could sense the threads of the ascorim floating in the air around him in the moves and countermoves of each family played out, but he didn’t understand the full picture. That was always the way, though. None of the Guardians ever knew the full picture. Bowe just had to keep one step ahead of everyone else. Or, at the very least, not fall too far behind.

“That’s all we needed to discuss, I believe,” Sorani said. “Let’s get back out and enjoy the party. The Greenettes will be climbing the walls with no Guardians to sink their teeth into.”

“There’s one other thing,” Stenesso said. “The Guild is growing in strength. We need to do something about them.”

“That one’s definitely your job.” Jeniano said. “You don’t have responsibility for the farms anymore, and there’s no imminent invasion. Surely your marshals can deal with a few escay malcontents.”

“You underestimate them. They were only a small problem until recently,” Stenesso said. “Their strength has grown and we should all be worried about a possible armed uprising.”

“An armed rebellion?” Sorani sounded incredulous. “Escay wouldn’t openly attack ascor.”

Bowe knew more about the Guild than anyone else in the room, and he wasn’t surprised by the possibility. Ascor tended to underestimate the escay.

In Bowe’s mind, how ascor treated escay was the source of the problem, not the Guild. The ascor, instead of ruling the lower classes fairly, barely tolerated them, having the marshals lock up any troublemakers. Given those circumstances, a group of rebel escay such as the Guild was inevitable. Right was on their side. But Bowe would be laughed out of the room if he suggested that they should be deal with the Guild by improving life for the escay.

“They have a spiritual leader, a cripple who travels in a chair with wheels. If we can kill or capture this leader, we’ll cut the head off this beast.” Stenesso nodded to his side, where Legrand leaned back in his chair with a bored expression on his face. “Legrand has taken over direct control of the marshals with the special mission to find this escay leader.”

Coensaw was the spiritual leader; Stenesso had that right. Bowe wasn’t sure that killing him would cut the head off the Guild, though. Bowe hadn’t had any contact with the Guild in three years, so he wasn’t up to date with what was happening. He had promised them he’d help bring about change in Arcandis from within, but he’d been focused on regaining Bellanger power. 

“Sounds like you know what has to be done, and that you are doing it,” Jeniano said. “What do you need from the other families?”

“I want Bowe to help with this special mission.”

“Why do you need the help of the Bellangers?” Bowe asked.

“Not the Bellangers,” Stenesso said. “You specifically. I understand you know the escay better than any other ascor. You have friends among them. You got them to sacrifice themselves for you when you formed your Army of Pots and Pans.”

“I don’t have any friends among them,” Bowe said. Stenesso continued to attack Bowe’s reputation; he had clearly been storing up his arrows so he could fire them at once. “Perhaps I understand the escay better than most. However, I doubt I would be much help in an investigation to find a single person. Surely the Grenier marshals have enough resources to accomplish that themselves. I have to make sure the Refuge preparations are in order, plus I have just committed to being a mentor on the Path.”

“He does seem to have enough to do,” Eolnar said.

Stenesso didn’t push the issue. “Very well. Perhaps Bowe will change his mind later.” He stood. “Now, let’s enjoy some dancing and music. We came here for the party and not for the politics.”

You came for the ambush, Bowe thought, watching as Stenesso walked out of the antechamber. Legrand, who hadn’t said a word at the meeting, followed his Guardian out. Bowe glanced back as he walked to the door. Jeniano offered his hand to Kesirran and helped him to his feet. Sorani and Eolnar hadn’t moved. Eolnar watched Bowe with a curious expression on his face, and Sorani watched his brother.

Bowe was met with a blast of sound from the music as he exited back into the ballroom. Nothing much had changed, yet at the same time it all looked different. The music had a screechy flavor to it, the luster of youth of Greenettes had dimmed, and the gems around the ascors’ necks appeared gaudy rather than glamorous.

Bowe had walked into Raine Mansion as a victor, feeling on top of the world. Had it been an illusion? Had Stenesso been allowing Bowe to feel safe while secretly moving against him? And even if the Bellanger family was secure, had Bowe the stomach to watch so many boys die on the Green Path? The Guild was an additional problem. Three years ago he had promised Coensaw and Xarcon that he would help in improving the plight of the escay. With Stenesso making a push against the Guild, he could be called to honor that promise to help them. If Stenesso got his way, Bowe would, at the same time, become part of a mission to crush the Guild.

Bowe backed out of the ballroom and into the antechamber before anyone noticed him. He was expected to return and mingle, talk to Greenettes, prospect for wives, but he didn’t feel up for it. Instead he nodded to Sorani and Eolnar before taking the other door. From there, he followed the corridors to the Raine main entrance. He’d return to Bellanger Mansion immediately; he had a lot of thinking to do.

Chapter 2

50 Days Left

The teahouse was called the Silken Palace. Bowe had never been there before but it was the traditional meeting place for the mentors before the start of the Path, located close to Drywell Square. From the outside, there was nothing to tell it apart from the rest of the houses on the street, with its squat shape and baked redbrick walls.

Inside was a different story. Silk drapes, in luxuriant reds and blues and greens, hung from the ceiling. The carpet was dark maroon and so thick that Bowe practically bounced across the room. Ornaments and sculptures that wouldn’t have been out of place in one of the family mansions accentuated the rest of the decor. It was a favorite spot for ascora lunches.

Right now, though, it had a more macabre usage with the four mentors about to discuss the upcoming Path. In the far corner, beyond a leafy plant, Alandar, Eolnar, and Kirande sat cross-legged before a low table. Bowe nodded to each of them. 

A large silver teapot that had been polished until it shone sat in the center of the table with a pair of small candles underneath a small platform keeping it warm. Delicate white cups of tea and small plates of delicacies filled the rest of the space on the table.

Bowe sat cross-legged opposite Alandar. “What happens now?”

“We eat cakes.” Alandar gestured at the food. “And we drink tea.” He looked pointedly at Bowe’s stump. “Perhaps some of us will only be able to do one or the other.”

“I passed by Drywell Square and the Greens are already gathered there,” Bowe said.

“We let them wait,” Alandar said. “It hasn't been long since you were a Green—surely you haven’t forgotten how things work.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” Bowe said. He still remembered that day in Drywell Square six years ago. The Greens stewed under the noonday sun and the wind swirled up the smell of sweat and desperation. Bowe had been sure that he’d be the one to die but instead it had been Tlirris. Blood had splashed across Bowe’s vision when Drakasi had sunk his sword deep into the Raine Green’s chest. The other Greens had scattered in a tidal wave of panic. “Just because things happened a certain way last time doesn’t mean it has to be the same this time.”

“It’s just the way it works,” Kirande said. “We all experienced a similar first day as a Green.” Kirande had helped Bowe when he was on the Path; he liked the dash of chaos Bowe brought at the time. He also, like Eolnar, vied for leadership of the Bellanger family at one point.

“We’re the mentors,” Bowe said. “We get to decide what happens. No point in doing things the way it was done before just for the sake of it.”

Eolnar chuckled. “Tradition, Bowe, you can’t mess with tradition. Doing things the way they have been done before is the basis of all stable societies.”

“Perhaps important traditions keeping things stable doesn’t mean that every little thing has to be done the same way. The Green Path is difficult enough. Do we really have to go out of our way to make it even worse?”

“A harsh start to the Path lets the Greens know what to expect,” Alandar said.

“They’ve been preparing their whole lives for this,” Bowe argued. “They all know that most of them will die.”

“Knowing and experiencing are two different things,” Alandar said. “What exactly do you want to change this time around? You want us to go out earlier so their delicate little heads don’t get too much sun?”

“Yes.” Bowe ignored Alandar’s tone. “But I also want to do away with the custom of killing one of the Greens.” Two sword-belts had rested at the entrance of the Silken Palace, beside the discarded boots. The long, thin sword must have belonged to Kirande, and the one with gemstones on the scabbard could only be Alandar’s. Which of them planned to kill a Green?

“Just because you are a Guardian doesn’t mean you are in charge here,” Alandar said. “We all have equal say. You have already changed the Path by adding two extra Selects for the Bellanger family. Isn’t that enough for you?”

Alandar had a dark glint in his eye. According to rumors, he enjoyed the pain of others, and possibly was savoring the thought of the upcoming death. To either side of Alandar, Bowe wasn’t sensing much support. “Just a suggestion.” Bowe had learned when to fight his battles and when to beat a retreat.

“I don’t care much for cakes,” Kirande announced after a moment of silence. “And I don’t think it matters much how long the Greens have to wait. We don’t have to waste our day sitting here.”

Alandar smiled. “I think the tradition of waiting a long time came from Veliro’s love of cakes. But since Eolnar usurped his role”—Alandar glanced at the Lessard ascor—“perhaps we should get this over with.”

“Sure.” Eolnar stood up.

“We need to decide which Green to kill,” Alandar said.

“You have someone in mind?” Kirande stood up beside Eolnar.

“I do,” Alandar said. “And I’d like to do the deed personally.”

“Traditionally a Grenier role, but”—Kirande shrugged—“as you wish.” Bowe sensed a certain relief in Kirande’s tone. He’d seen the task as a necessary evil.

Kirande and Alandar walked to the entrance where they began to buckle on their swords. Eolnar offered his arm to help Bowe to his feet.

“Alandar only cares about tradition when it suits him,” Bowe said to the Lessard ascor.

“Then he’s no different than any of the rest of us,” Eolnar said. “Some things are harder to change than others. Some traditions are more entrenched.”

“You don’t have to tell me.” Every step of Bowe’s life, he’d fought to change the way things were normally done. And none of the steps had been easy ones.

Bowe started after the other mentors, but Eolnar pulled him back, leaning in close. “I’d like to have a talk with you.” He glanced around. “But I don’t trust silk walls. Afterward?”

“Looking forward to it.” Bowe would find out why Eolnar had volunteered to be a mentor, or at least he’d discover as much as Eolnar was willing to tell him. Would Eolnar and the Lessards end up being an enemy or an ally or somewhere in between? Considering that the Greniers were an avowed enemy, Bowe could do with someone on his side. Though in the ascorim, things seldom went the way one expected.

After putting on his boots, Bowe followed the other mentors out of the tearoom. Their rickshaws were parked outside the Silken Palace. Bowe ordered Toose, over his objection, to wait by the rickshaw and the four mentors walked the short distance to the square. The sun hammered down and sweat gathered under Bowe’s clothes. 

At the edge of Drywell Square, a crowd had gathered. Those who usually traded in the square now waited for it to clear. With them, they carried their stalls, and some of their wares were packed in wheelbarrows. Seeing the approaching mentors, the escay sellers moved aside, creating a corridor for them to walk through.

Drywell Square was usually the beating heart of Arcandis, but for one morning every six years the heart stopped beating. Stopped and blackened, it became the starting point of the cancer called the Green Path. Bowe sometimes avoided Drywell Square just because it reminded him of that day exactly six years ago when he had waited for the mentors to deliver his fate, to decide that it was Tlirris to die on the first day and not him. And now he was forced to enter again, this time not as a victim, but much worse, as a mentor, one who clutched the heart of Arcandis in his hand and squeezed.

Inside the square, the images of the distant Greens and marshals vibrated in the shimmering air. Bowe and the other mentors approached the dry fountain at the center of the square. A small abstract figure twisted about itself in the fountain’s center. The Greens had occupied three of the four corners of the square, one for each family, and Bowe found his gaze drawn toward the fourth corner. The Bellanger corner where he had waited six years ago stood empty, awaiting Bellanger teenagers as yet unborn.

Each of the other mentors chose a different section of the low fountain wall to stand upon until they faced all four directions of the square. The Greens reluctantly drifted toward them.

“Come closer.” Bowe waved them forward with his left hand.

“That’s right, we don’t bite. We are here to help you.” Alandar's smile was that of a predator.

“Merge together, boys,” Kirande said from the other side of the fountain. “Today you are no longer Grenier or Raine or Lessard or Bel...” He trailed off, remembering that none of the Greens were from House Bellanger.

“Today you are all simply Greens,” Eolnar said. “Without a family, you are unprotected. Worthless bugs about to be squished. But you are luckier than most bugs.”

“For you have a chance to ascend from your lowly status,” Kirande said. “To become more. To become great, even. But not all of you. Only the very best. Arcandis needs the best, and accepts only the best.”

“Thus you walk the Green Path,” Bowe said. 

The Greens were still bunched in their family groupings, staying close to those they knew best. The Greniers were recognizable because they were well muscled, and because they walked with more grace and confidence than the others. Bowe spotted Coinal among the Raines. Every Green was at least nervous, but Coinal was positively terrified.

“Traditionally, there are four Selects, one for each family,” Eolnar said. “You boys are a lucky generation. Because of what has happened in the Bellanger family over the last several sexennia, the Guardians have decided to allow the Bellanger family to select three boys, making six Selects in total. As usual, each Select will decide on another Green as their Chosen. Thus, twelve in total will become ascor, members of the great houses of Arcandis.”

“The rest will die,” Alandar said.

Bowe was watching Alandar out of the corner of his eye. The Raine mentor fingered the hilt of his sword and concentrating his gaze on a group of boys that included Coinal. Bowe swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. Coinal had feared he’d be the one that was to be killed. And Alandar had someone in mind, probably someone from his own family.

Coinal was likely going to die anyway, and Bowe knew that he shouldn’t be worrying about any of the Greens in particular. As mentor, his job was to make the Path harder for each of them and certainly not to favor one Green over any other. If just a short time spent with one boy could have Bowe this invested in the boy’s fate, what would happen when Bowe had sons of his own that he had to send to die on the Path? How would he manage that?

“So be it Elect, Defender, Wolfling, Shadow or something new,” Kirande said, “over the next few weeks, the eyes of Arcandis will be upon you, and it is up to each of you to prove yourselves worthy of a place in the Refuge.”

Alandar stepped down off the low fountain wall. Nearby Greens shuffled away from him but by now the marshals had herded the boys into a tight circle so there wasn’t much room. Those, including Coinal, who tried to edge away were wedged in by those around them. Raw panic flooded Coinal’s face.

“Fools,” Bowe said suddenly, adding a touch of maniacal laughter for effect. “Sweet innocent fools. I see your hopeful faces, looking up for us for guidance. Fools, the lot of you. We are called mentors but we aren’t here to help you. You’ve heard the stories of the Path. What exactly are you waiting to happen here in the square? You know that one of you is supposed to die here today so why wait here like cattle at the butcher shop?”

Alandar realized what Bowe was doing, and he hurried forward through the crowd of boys. Confused expressions showed that the Greens weren’t sure if Bowe was joking. Some near the back decided that they had nothing to lose and had turned to leave. Marshals moved to block them, but for every one they blocked another two sneaked past until they just gave up and let them go. 

“Flee!” Bowe shouted. “The Path has begun and there’s nothing more for you here. Nothing good anyway.”

The trickle of Greens trying to escape turned into a flood. With a loud rasping sound, Alandar drew his sword, and every single Green in the square scattered. Bowe knew he couldn’t interfere any further, so he forced himself to just stand and watch. He’d gone too far already. Coinal struggled to force his way through the tightly bunched crowd. Alandar made better progress because those closest to make were frantically making way for him and his raised sword.

However, as more and more Greens escaped the square, space opened up. Coinal charged through the gap between two other boys, his head twisted back to watch the fast-approaching Alandar. He was concentrating so much on what was behind him that he collided straight into another Green, and the two of them went down in a heap. Coinal jumped to his feet with Alandar almost upon him. Bowe stepped off the fountain wall, but they were too far away for him to do anything.

Both Coinal and the other boy were scrambling away, but Alandar was too close for them to escape. The other Green reached behind his shoulder and ripped off his cloak, throwing it behind him at Alandar’s feet. Alandar ran straight through the cloak. It seemed like it would barely slow him, then part of the fabric tangled around his feet, and he fell.

One of the marshals tried to stop the two fleeing Greens, but one went to either side of the man, both avoiding his grasp. And then they were gone, disappearing into the crowd of escay, a few of who gave a cheer.

Alandar struggled to his feet and kicked the cloak off his feet, spitting out dirt. The last Greens were disappearing down side streets, rushing past the market-sellers who were wondered whether it was safe to set up their stalls. Inside the square, the marshals were scattered about, looking around with confused looks, wondering what had just happened. 

Alandar swiveled toward Bowe. His chest shook as he took in deep breaths and his face took on a purple tinge as he tried to control himself. He couldn’t contain his anger, though, and he raised his sword and charged. Bowe froze, suddenly very aware that there were no Bellanger marshals in Drywell Square. Alandar skidded to a stop in front of Bowe, holding his sword high and wide, ready to slice it down for a killing stroke. His arm paused, vibrating with the effort it took for Alandar not to strike.

“Go on, defend yourself if you are able, you one-handed escay-lover!” Alandar shouted, spittle flying from his mouth.

“I don’t have a weapon.” Bowe was surprised at how cool his voice sounded. “So it doesn’t matter how many hands I have.” Bowe had never learned to swing a sword well.

“I, however, am armed.” Kirande drew his sword and stood in front of Bowe. “Alandar, put your weapon away. If you killed the Bellanger Guardian, your life would be the least that you’d lose. The streets would run red with Bellanger and Raine blood. Have you so little care for your family?”

The tension went out of Alandar’s arm and his sword fell to his side. “Your luck will run out, Bowe Bellanger,” he said. “And I’ll be there to see it.” He started to sheath his sword, then changed his mind and speared it into the ground between Bowe’s feet. It took all of Bowe’s willpower not to jerk away. The blade quivered in the dirt, then fell. A moment of stillness fell upon the square, broken by Alandar stalking away.

“Thank you,” Bowe told Kirande.

Kirande didn’t return his smile. “Alandar handled this in the worse possible way, but what you did was outrageous. You made fools of the rest of our mentors by ignoring what we agreed upon and forcing your own way. You got away with too much when you were a Green, but a Guardian doesn’t act like that. Not and retain any friends among the other families. Be careful.” With that Kirande followed Alandar out of the square.

Bowe watched him go, realizing he’d made a big mistake. Not only had he ensured that Alandar would be an enemy for life, he had turned against him the one Grenier who had ever helped him or showed him any support.

Realizing that it was all over, those of the marshals who had swords drawn now sheathed them. Bowe wiped sweat from his brow, the awareness that the sun beat down as strong as ever coming to him all at once. He wasn’t sure how close he’d come to being killed, but it was certainly too close.

In a rush of footsteps, Toose and two other Bellanger marshals raced across. Toose skidded to a stop in front of Bowe, sucking in deep breaths.

“It’s okay,” Bowe told him. “Emergency over.”

“I’m not leaving you alone like that again in public, no matter your orders, Guardian,” Toose said.

“It wasn’t a big deal, I wasn’t in any danger,” Bowe said. “Just a bit of posturing.”

“Even so.” Toose folded his arms in front of him in a determined manner.

“Remember who gives the orders around here.” Bowe didn’t want to be always hobbled by over-protective guards.

“When it comes to your security, Guardian, it could be me soon,” Toose said. “I’m going to talk to Thrace and Sorrin.”

“No need to go that far.” Thrace and Sorrin would likely agree with Toose.

“We’ll see.” Toose gave a firm nod, indicating that he thought the matter settled for the present.

There was a cough and Bowe turned to see Eolnar waiting behind him. “I believe we are due to have a talk.”

“You still want to? Even after all this?”

Eolnar nodded. “Especially after all this.”

“Very well. Let’s talk on the way back.” Bowe turned to Toose. “Stay back out of earshot.”

Toose’s objections were expressed in a glare. Nevertheless, he and the other Bellanger marshals hung back as Bowe led Eolnar back toward the Silken Palace and their rickshaws. For the first few steps they walked in silence as Eolnar gathered his thoughts.

“It’s about the Green Path and the rumor that you are opposed to it,” Eolnar said 

“The rumor is simply not true,” Bowe replied.

Eolnar nodded. “Yes, you would tell me that. You have no reason to trust me. So I’m going to be the first to make myself vulnerable here. You see, I also despise the Green Path.” He shot a sideways look at Bowe.

Bowe kept his thoughts from his face, trying to work out what game Eolnar was playing.

“I can see you don’t believe me,” Eolnar continued, “and I’m not surprised. If someone else had come to me and said the same, I wouldn’t believe them either. I’d expect some trap. Perhaps an enemy trying to get me to incriminate myself.”

Bowe smiled. “Certainly the last thing to expect when talking to another ascor is to be told the truth.”

“Indeed.” Eolnar returned my smile. “But I was never the best at the ascorim. Understanding it, yes, but never at playing it.”

“I doubt that. No one gets to your position without being a master.”

“Perhaps I am better than I think,” Eolnar mused. “Maybe I just tell myself that I’m not as deeply embedded into all things ascor as I am.” He blinked a few times, seemingly lost in thought for a moment before continuing. “In any case, I’m not lying now. I do despise the Path. I haven’t done anything about it because what can one person to do? But I don’t believe you when you say that you only want to tweak the rules of the Path. I think you feel like I do.”

“And do the other ascor think the same as you?” Bowe asked. He still intended to be cautious, but in spite of himself, he was beginning to believe Eolnar. “Perhaps we all only pretend to uphold the importance of the Path?”

“No. I think it is inconceivable for most ascor to see anything wrong with the Path, thus they wouldn’t expect others to feel as we do.”

“Then they feel as I do,” Bowe said, not willing to commit himself. “The Path is an essential bedrock of Arcandis society and I can’t imagine it any other way.”

“If that’s the way you want to play it.” Eolnar nodded, seemingly unsurprised. “As for another way, something other than the Path, I can’t imagine it either. But I know there must be something. However, it wouldn’t be easy. Which begs the question—is there any point in putting the effort in exploring options if there’s no will to implement anything? The crazy originator of any such plan would likely end up rotting in the Fortress. So, at the moment, there’s no incentive to even consider ideas.”

“I agree, it does seem hopeless. Even if one or two people had the desire for change,” Bowe said. They were coming up to the Silken Palace and their rickshaws. “I’ll think on what you have said.”

Eolnar nodded. “If a replacement for the Path was worked out, and if two of the great houses were in favor of such a plan, then it couldn’t be just dismissed as the ideas of one crazy person. The plan would have to be seriously considered. And who knows? The impossible might just be possible.”

Chapter 3

47 Days Left

The smell of musty paper hit Bowe the instant he opened the door. The floorboards creaked as he stepped into the dark room. The light streaming in from behind Bowe provided the only illumination. Finshire covered his eyes with his arm. “Close that.”

Bowe closed the door behind him; then, to banish the worse of the darkness, he went to the window and edged open the heavy cloth curtains—enough to provide light, but not enough to hurt the old man’s eyes. “I still don’t understand why you like the darkness so much. How can you write and read if you can’t see?”

“I could see fine until you came in,” Finshire grumbled. “Now I can’t see a thing.”

Bowe shook his head. He had no idea how the strain of reading in near-darkness hadn’t caused the old man to lose his eyesight decades ago. Finshire was a small man with a bald wrinkled skull and a hunched back. He shuffled across the room, picked up a ledger and thumped it down on his desk and opened it. “Now, what news of the Path?”

“It only started a few days ago.” Bowe had told Toose and the other marshals to send away any Greens that came to Bellanger Mansion. He’d hoped that none would arrive due to his speech the day before about how mentors—despite their name—did not actually help the Greens. However, Toose had reported that several had arrived. If they came again, Bowe would have them chased away with swords. The most important thing Bowe could teach them was that they were on their own.

“The Path started the day they were born,” Finshire said. “The boys have been watched all their lives; there’s plenty of information on each of them. We need to know which ones are most able to form the lists.”

“Surely you can get that from the houses where they grew up.”

“I’ve been in contact with other newswriters, and the leanings of the other houses are known. However, since the Bellanger house will have three picks instead of one, and since you are both Guardian and mentor, your word will have a large weight on how each boy is ranked.

“Yorshin.” Bowe remembered a name that Coinal mentioned. “He’ll do well.”

How was Bowe going to make the choices he needed to? He needed to know each boy’s history, personality and achievements to make the decisions. But once he knew that much, could he be involved in sentencing most of them to death? He thought back to Eolnar’s proposal. Bowe was still suspicious of it, but he couldn’t afford to ignore it. Another powerful ascor helping him end the Path was too great a reward. 

“Yorshin, yes, he is already in the top three,” Finshire was saying, “but your mention will make him firmly number one. Who else?”

Bowe wondered if he should mention Coinal. Would having him move up the lists benefit him, or would it just put a target on his back? Bowe shook his head; here he was, again trying to favor the only boy he knew. How much more difficult would this process become when the rest of the boys became more than a faceless number? “You’ll just have to assume that my thinking is in line with the other families for now.”

Finshire closed the ledger with a snap and a puff of dust. “So that’s all you have for me? The other newswriters know that I’m the conduit for Bellanger information—what do I tell them?”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something. You deal in stories after all. Now, how it going? You know, my special request.”

“This is supposed to be a two-way street.” Finshire took a different ledger from the shelf behind him and opened that. “You help me with information, I help you with this ridiculousness.”

“I’ll increase your stipend if you want.”

Finshire leafed through the ledger, shaking his head. “A bigger stipend? What use is that to me? I don’t even bother to buy candles, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“I figured you had plenty of candles and were too lazy to light them.”

“I deal primarily in stories and information, not coin. If you were less close-mouthed about so many things, I wouldn’t require any coin.” Finshire tapped on a page. “Now, your special request. You wanted to have stories told about you that reflect you in a good light. To change opinions. I still don’t get it. In all my years as a newswriter, I’ve never heard of such an idea.”

“You’ve made it clear many times how stupid you think the idea is. But you still tried, right? Is it working?”

“Maybe a small bit,” Finshire said. “But overall, no. Newsbards tell the stories and gossip and news that people want to hear. They don’t get coin for telling stuff that people don’t want to hear—people move on to a different square or tavern and end up listening to a different newsbard with juicier stories. The ones I’ve tried to spread about at your request aren’t the ones that the people want to hear. The story about you and the escay girl, now that one has legs. If you can just give me more details—”

“It’s not true,” Bowe said. “I already told you that was one of the stories that I’d prefer quashed.”

Finshire spread his arms wide. “I have less control over all this than you think. You can’t change what people think of you.”

“And what exactly is that?”

“That’s a tough question. My impressions on what people think come second-hand via talking to my newsbards.”

“Understood.” If anyone understood public opinion, it would be newswriters who stood at the center of news dissemination.

“They are suspicious of you, the way you rose so high so fast. They also find you cold and distant. And though they feel that what happened in the Battle of Pots and Pans was a good thing, I think deep down, you are hated for it.”

“Great.”

“The other Guardians are thought of much worse, if that’s any consolation. Why do you care anyway? It’s bizarre that any ascor, never mind a Guardian, would care about the opinion of escay.”

Bowe wasn’t sure exactly. It was true that the escay opinion had no effect on the ascor or the ascorim. But things could change. The Guild was getting more powerful. There could come a time where the opinion of the escay became extremely important.

“Any other developments?” Bowe asked.

“Do you want to talk about what happened in Drywell Square?”

“If we have to.”

“You know that Alandar is Jeniano’s biggest rival for the Raine guardianship?”

“No.” Alandar as Raine Guardian would be a disaster for Bowe. He’d have two of those who hated him most as his biggest rivals. 

“As I understand it, the incident has damaged Alandar’s chances. He didn’t exactly show the cold and calculating face expected of a Guardian.”

“He certainly didn’t.” Bowe remembered how the vein on Alandar’s temple had throbbed as he held his sword over Bowe’s head.

“So that’s good news for you. The bad news is that there is a growing band of Raine and Lessard ascor who feel that you go too far too often. That you have gotten away with too much. It’s been hinted that the Bellanger family would prosper much more with Sorrin in charge.”

“Sorrin as Bellanger Guardian,” Bowe mused. He didn’t think that his friend would try to take his position, but it was something he’d have to keep a close eye on. “Only some of the Raine and Lessard ascor?” 

“I didn’t mention the Greniers because it’s a given that the entire family would be in favor of such a move.”

Bowe snorted. “Of course. Any other news?”

“Nothing major, just the usual. At this time of year, people are more interested in what’s happening on the Path than the ascor scandals. Though one of yours might have gotten involved with a woman he shouldn’t.”

“That would have to be Sindar. He’s always up to something.”

“And there’s whisperings that your wife has strayed.”

Finshire leaned forward, watching Bowe closely. Bowe was glad about the lack of light. His throat felt dry. “Zofila. There’s certainly no truth in that.”

“Perhaps. There’s only vague rumblings so far, not enough to be true gossip. And often there’s a fair distance between gossip to truth. Just thought I’d let you know.”

“Thanks. I better be going.” It seemed Finshire had little good news for him today, only bad. Where could the rumblings about Zofila have come from? They had been so careful.

“How’s that boy of yours doing?” Finshire asked. “The one who stayed with me for a while when he was a Green.”

“Oamir. He’s doing great. He’s very similar to yourself, except he writes with the lights on.”

Finshire nodded and bent down to make a few notes in his ledger. Bowe hoped he wasn’t writing anything about Zofila—the old man was too sharp. He often came away from these meetings knowing more than Bowe meant him to.

Outside, Toose was waiting. He was hatless, leaning against the side of the rickshaw for shade from the midday sun. He came to attention, opening the door of the rickshaw. Bowe stepped inside and sat down with a sigh.

“Everything okay, Guardian?” Toose asked.

Bowe was surprised by the question because Toose wasn’t one to exchange pleasantries much. Bowe was clearly giving away too much if even his marshals detected his disquiet. “I fear things will get worse before they get better.”

Toose nodded, running a hand through the stubble of his cheeks and chin. “To be expected coming up to the Infernam, Guardian. Survive that and everything else will take care of itself.” He shut the doors and shouted at the pullers to move forward.

Bowe settled back into the cushion seat. In some ways, it seemed ridiculous to worry about little things like rumors about Zofila’s infidelity when so many of Arcandis’s population had little chance of surviving the Infernam in just few short weeks.

But Bowe couldn't help everyone; he had to take care of his own family first and foremost. If Stenesso managed to weaken the Bellanger family enough, then maybe the whisperings would change from talk about Sorrin being Guardian to suggestions that the Bellanger family wasn’t needed after all.

Small weaknesses could morph into big problems later, when they’d be much harder to deal with. Good Guardians stayed ahead of the game, making subtle maneuvers at the right time to prevent later crises. Bowe’s namesake, the previous Bellanger Guardian, had let everything slip, and by the time anyone tried to get on top of the situation, it was a crisis beyond control.

A thump sounded just above Bowe’s head, followed by a ripping sound. Bowe ducked as the roof of the rickshaw fell in. He managed to get his arms above his head. With the cloth pushing down on him, he shrank down to the floor. A lumpen weight bent his neck back. He tried to shove it off, but it kept falling back on top of him. Darkness surrounded him and panic clutched at Bowe’s throat. He scrabbled frantically at the cloth in front of him, and managed to force an opening, allowing light in. Breathing became easier.

“Help!” he shouted out. “Toose?”

“We’re coming.”

Bowe widened the opening and a hand fell down onto his face. “Toose, what are you doing?” 

Bowe pushed the hand away but it flopped back into his face. Bowe’s eyes stung. He wiped them clear, then opened them to see blood trickle down the fingers of the hand. Bowe, horrified, turned his face away to stop the blood getting in his eyes again.

The weight was lifted off him and the canvas rolled away. 

“This way, Guardian,” Toose said.

Bowe was crouched into a ball with his face between his arms. He looked up to see Toose holding out his hand. He took the hand and Toose guided him out of the broken rickshaw. Bowe wiped his face with his tunic. It came away bloody. “What just happened?”

“I’m very sorry, Guardian. We didn’t spot them until it was too late. They were up on that roof there when they threw it down.” Toose gestured at a roof terrace. Bowe recognized the tavern, the Last Stop, where he had watched the White Spider have a rival Green assassinated.

“What did they throw?”

“A body, Guardian. Should I get the men to try and find whoever did it?”

“No point.” Bowe knew from experience that it was easy to evade pursuers from that terrace.

“A body.” Bowe clutched at his tunic as he realized who it had to be. “Have you seen it, was it the body of a Green?”

“I just got a brief look as we pulled it off you. He was young. It could have been a Green.”

“Let me see it.” Bowe didn’t want to see Coinal’s accusing eyes, but he had to know for sure.

“Over this side.”

Toose led Bowe around to the other side of the rickshaw where the body of the boy was face down in the dirt. He had dark hair rather than blond. It wasn’t Coinal.

Bowe bent down over the body, glad but confused. He turned the body over and recognized the dead boy instantly, despite the bruised and bloody state of the boy’s face. It was the one who’d been with Coinal, the one who’d thrown the cloak that had tripped up Coinal. This boy had been Alandar’s target, not Coinal.

And after what had happened in the square, Alandar wasn’t content to just kill him; he also had to send Bowe a message. The extra few days that this young person got to live due to Bowe’s intervention didn’t make up for the crueler death he’d suffered as a result.

With a deep sadness, Bowe turned away from the needless death at his feet. It wasn’t just this one boy's death that hurt Bowe, though that was sad enough. It was that Bowe couldn’t even save a single boy from the Green Path, and that his attempt to do so had made things worse.

Chapter 4

39 Days Left

Bowe's fingers drummed on the table. He wasn’t used to being made to wait. Especially not by his own ascor. Perhaps one of them could have been delayed but all of them together? Bowe stood up from his desk and exited out into the entrance hall.

“Anyone around?” he shouted up the stairs.

A servant poked her head out of the door of an upper floor bedroom. Quickly realizing that Bowe was looking for the ascor, she disappeared back inside.

Bowe returned to the small hall and sat down again, looking accusingly at the empty chairs around the table. He had arrived customarily late—as befitting a Guardian—and instead of finding the Bellanger ascor with their feet on his table nattering away as usual, he’d found the room empty. The painting of the azure sun had a confused look on its face.

Zofila wasn’t expected to attend and Bowe knew she was meeting with some of the other ascora, and Oamir often missed these regular Bellanger meetings, but Thrace, Sindar, and Sorrin had always been waiting when Bowe arrived. He tried to figure out what could have happened but nothing came to mind. He wasn’t sure how worried he should be. Finally, footsteps approached the door, and Bowe stood up as the handle turned and the door opened.

“There you are,” Oamir said. “Bet you can’t tell me the length of tunnels in the Refuge or the amount of food needed each year to last everyone for the full two weeks of the Infernam.”

“Do you know where the other ascor are?”

As usual, Oamir ignored Bowe’s question and continued talking about the subject that was on his mind. “No, of course you don’t. You know who else doesn’t know? Everybody.”

Bowe wanted to ask about the other ascor again, but what Oamir had just said caught his attention. “Surely someone must know how much food is needed. Everyone would starve otherwise.”

“That’s not how it works.” Oamir had a big smile on his face, delighted by his new knowledge. “There’s no one person making sure that the stock and livestock are taken care of, and that enough food and water is brought to feed everyone in the Refuge. Rather, each village knows how much food it is expected to supply. And each great house knows its own quota of people to allow into the Refuge to ensure it doesn’t become overcrowded.”

Bowe had asked Sorrin and Oamir to look into making sure that the Refuge was supplied after Stenesso had confronted Bowe about that at the meeting of Guardians. “Sounds a bit risky to just have to assume everything just works out.”

“Not really,” Oamir said. “Many things happen in a similar way. For example, no one has to tell the farmers what crops to sow or when. And, of course, if the farmers didn’t sow, or sowed too little, it would be a disaster. But that never happens. Sowing enough crops is just part of the natural cycle. Unless there’s a famine or a war in the countryside, there’s no reason for anything to go wrong.”

“And no one would be stupid enough to go to war during the Infernam.” Bowe remembered Stenesso saying that the Guild was growing in strength. If they had something planned, the escay rebels would surely wait until after the Infernam was over. “So it seems like the job I gave you and Sorrin will be much easier than I expected. You don’t have to do any more.” Stenesso obviously had known that nothing special had to be done to prepare the Refuge. He had just wanted to embarrass Bowe.

Oamir frowned. “But I want to keep exploring how everything works inside the Refuge. No one knows, you see.”

“But you said no one has to know.”

“But if I write it down, then the information will be available for future generations.”

“To what purpose?”

“Just to know.”

“If you want.” Bowe didn’t see the point of knowledge that couldn’t be used to gain some present or future advantage, but he was well aware that Oamir’s mind worked differently than his. “Now are you sure you have no id—”

Thrace burst in the door. “Have you heard?”

“Where were you?” Bowe asked. “Our meeting was supposed to start ages ago. Oamir’s the only one who bothered to turn up.”

“The family meeting was today?” Oamir asked.

Bowe sighed. “Even if he did it by accident.”

“Have you heard the news. I was meeting some of the Greenettes at one of the tea rooms off Drywell Square when the newsbard interrupted us,” Thrace said.

“What happened?” Bowe asked.

“The escay leader, you know the one in the wheelchair.”

“The Guild leader?” Bowe asked.

“I guess the Guild has gotten too big to just pretend it doesn’t exist. Yes, the Guild leader. The Grenier marshals captured him.” Thrace pulled back the nearest chair and sat down. “You didn’t know? According to the reports, you were heavily involved in his capture.”

“Me? No.” He hadn’t had any contact with Coensaw in three years.

“That’s what is being reported. The Grenier marshals, acting on information given to them by the Bellanger Guardian, discovered this escay rebel hiding in some hovel and arrested him. He has been taken to the Fortress.”

Bowe shook his head, denying his involvement and trying to figure out what it meant. “Stenesso must have discovered this Guild leader himself. Why would he give me credit?”

“I think I know what it means.” Bowe swiveled around at the new voice, finding Sorrin limping in through the other entrance. “You said that Stenesso wanted you to take an active role in hunting down the Guild members and rooting it from Arcandis once and for all.”

“Now you decided to turn up,” Bowe said. At least the Bellanger ascor were finally gathering. Only Sindar left. 

“Kirande had something important to show me.”

“And that was?”

“He took me to the Fortress.”

“You saw the Guild leader?” Thrace asked.

“I did,” Sorrin said, “when I was leaving. But that wasn’t whom Kirande brought me to see. “It was Sindar.”

“Sindar? Sindar’s in the Fortress? He couldn’t be,” Thrace said. “I’ve been listening to reports by the newsbards all morning. Some of the newsbards had come directly from visiting the Fortress. They would have mentioned Sindar.”

“Legrand and Stenesso are keeping this quiet for now. Legrand showed me that Sindar is being treated well—as much as is possible for one being kept in one of the cells down there.”

“What did he do?”

“He got caught in bed with one of Stenesso’s wives.”

That wasn’t good. It was fully within the rights of any ascor to put to death anyone messing with their wives. Bowe wouldn’t have thought that Sindar would risk toying with one of Stenesso’s wives, nor that he’d be stupid enough to get caught.

“What did Sindar have to say for himself?” Bowe asked.

“You know him, always joking. Says he hopes to spend the whole Infernam in the cells so that he doesn’t get stuck with any responsibilities.”

It wasn’t a funny joke, but it did suggest that Sindar sensed that this Infernam would be different. “What does Legrand want from us?” Bowe asked.

“He didn’t say,” Sorrin said. “But it seems clear now. Stenesso asked you to help him against the Guild and you refused. This is his way of making sure you do as he wanted.”

“How can we be sure Stenesso will let Sindar go even if we help him?” Thrace asked.

“We don’t have many options,” Bowe said. “It’s best to go along with Stenesso and keep Sindar’s capture quiet. If the news comes out, then it’ll be hard for Stenesso to release him and keep face.”

“And what do we do about freeing him?” Sorrin wanted to know.

“I’ll start looking into the Guild,” Bowe said. “If I find out something important, I may be able to use it as a bargaining chip to get Stenesso to free Sindar.”

“And if you can’t?” Thrace asked.

There was no answer to that. The silence seemed to grow into an oppressive force as they realized that there was a good chance they might never see their friend alive again.

Chapter 5

37 Days Left

Bowe closed his eyes for the hundredth time, knowing that it wouldn’t make any difference; he wasn’t going to get any sleep. He couldn’t stop thinking about Sindar surrounded by the darkness of the Fortress cells.

His eyes popped open and this time he threw off his blankets and stood up. He padded across his room and opened the door. Outside, the corridor was dim with just one candle flickering at the far end. Were the other ascor having as sleepless a night as he was? He walked to Zofila’s room, gently pushed it open, and looked inside. 

Even with the blinds closed, Helion provided enough light to make out the shape of the interior of the room. The purple moon was getting bigger and brighter each evening.

On the bed, an unmoving bundle was tightly wrapped with blankets. Bowe hesitated and almost turned back, then sat in the bedside chair. It had been a long time since Bowe had been in his wife’s room at nighttime.

“You know it’s creepy to stare at someone when they are sleeping.” The bundle twisted around and Zofila pushed herself onto her side, leaning on her elbow.

“Sorry, I know I shouldn’t have come in.”

“You have my permission to visit more often,” Zofila said. “Just don’t be so silent and creepy in the future.”

“I thought you didn’t like me that way.”

“Ug. I didn’t mean that. Ug.”

“Ug. The sound a man wants to hear from his wife when he talks about making sweet love to her.”

“Ug. Please never say such garbage again.” Zofila smiled. “You know what I mean. Servants notice things. When a man has only one wife and never visits her. Plus, we can talk privately in here. You don’t have to take all the burden on yourself, you know. There are others in the family willing to help.”

“What would you think about Borba being head wife?”

“I didn’t think that she was who you’d pick out.”

“She’d be good for the family. A strong and intelligent presence.”

“Would she be good for you, though? Sometimes we have to follow our heart.”

“A Guardian can’t afford to do that. A Guardian has to overcome his heart’s desires and do what needs to be done.”

“I’m not sure that’s the kind of family that we want here in Bellanger Mansion. There are many other Greenettes who are dying to meet you. Perhaps you’ll find a girl or two who will help the family and also make you happy.” She pointed a finger at the center of his chest. “We need someone to soften your heart. Helion knows most other things in Arcandis will harden it.”

Bowe had been avoiding the Greenettes even though he knew it was an important duty of his to select several appropriate wives. “I’m sure most of the girls will lie and try to manipulate me. I’m just a prize to them.”

“Some will.” Zofila hesitated. “In fact, most will. Doesn’t mean that the one you need isn’t there waiting for you. You didn’t talk to anyone except Borba at the ball, and you haven’t been at any of the other events. In fact, other than Thrace, the Bellanger representation at events where the Greenettes have gathered has been sorely lacking. The ascora are not happy. I’ve already spoken to Sorrin about it.”

“Sorrin will marry?”

“Of course. He doesn’t have to like it. I don’t have to like it. But it has to be done. Hopefully, he’ll marry someone who we can one day bring into our secret.”

“Oh, nice.”

“Ug. Not like that. Someone we can trust.”

Bowe stood and walked to the window and peeked around the blinds. Dawn approached, spilling yellow light onto the horizon, but Helion still stood big and proud and foreboding in the sky. 

“So. About Sindar?” Zofila said. “I presume you want to talk about him. That’s why you came.”

“I’m not sure I can help him.”

“You haven’t even tried yet.”

“Stenesso holds him ransom, and he wants me to betray what I know about the Guild. Who I know. I don’t think that’s the right thing to do. And even if it was, most of what I know is from three years ago. I haven’t spoken to anyone in the Guild since then.” Zofila was the only person within the family that he had confided his contact with the Guild, even if he hadn’t given her any details. 

“So you don’t know what’s going on with the Guild? Maybe you have to find out. You mightn’t need to betray anyone, but you won’t know what needs doing until you know more. Aren’t you the one who always told me that knowledge is the first key to winning?”

“All my knowledge is about the Bellanger business interests and about the other great families these days.” Bowe had worked with Rianel, but only in his capacity as a Bellanger marshal and leader of the council in Belldeem. His secret involvement with the Guild had not been mentioned.

“Three years ago, your return to power came on the back of escay help. You shouldn’t forget that.”

“I guess I could send Toose to see what he can find out.”

“Toose. Phooey. You are the one who knows some of these escay leaders. It’s time to get your hands dirty again.”

With Coensaw captured, did that mean that Xarcon was now in charge? Since Xarcon had left the Bellangers, he’d shown no loyalty or affection to his old family, but Bowe felt he’d at least talk to him. However, Zofila was certainly right that neither Xarcon nor whoever else might be in charge would be interested in saying much to Toose. “I’m a Guardian now.” When Bowe had nothing to lose, everything had been so much easier. These days the weight on his shoulders never lessened. “I can’t get involved with criminal elements the way I used to.”

Zofila sprang out of bed and put her hand on Bowe’s head and mussed his hair. “So you can’t get down and dirty anymore, is that it? Always have to be the marble Guardian sitting alone up on his pedestal.” She opened the window blinds, letting more light into the room. A breeze ruffled through her long pale nightgown.

“I can’t just go looking for escay leaders in taverns anymore. I would be recognized. And I have to keep on top of family matters. Running one of the great families doesn’t happen by itself. Every day, there’s a list of things I have to take care of. And when I’ve done them all, the next day there’s a new list, usually bigger than the last.”

“Listen to you. Running one of the great families. Don’t believe I’m going to let you turn into a pompous ass. No way. Not going to happen. Not under my watch.”

Bowe tried to return Zofila’s smile but found he couldn’t. “I wish I had more options.” Bowe stepped backward away from Zofila with heavy steps, reaching for the door handle behind. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come.”

Zofila padded forward and grabbed Bowe’s arm. “No, you can’t leave. You think I don’t understand you, but I do. You feel the weight of the last Bellanger Guardian is on your shoulders, right? You can’t repeat his mistakes?”

Bowe nodded. He allowed Zofila to guide him into a sitting position on her bed. Tiredness pulled at his eyelids.

“The last Bowe Bellanger made a lot of mistakes,” Zofila said. “You want to make up for that. That doesn’t mean you have to follow his path while avoiding the mistakes. You aren’t him. There are other paths.”

“It’s not just me to worry about. I’m responsible for the whole family. The other Bellanger ascor, all the new marshals, all the escay who are depending on us to give them places in the Refuge.”

“One person can’t hold aloft a boulder by themselves. If they try, it’ll crush them, and the boulder will still have fallen.”

“What do you suggest?”

“What were you planning to do about Sindar? You decided you had to let him rot in the Fortress?”

It hurt Bowe to say it. “Yes. If that’s what needs to be done.” It was that which had kept him up all night. The thought of what he might need to do. Bowe let his emotions get the better of him in trying to save Coinal and it had only made things worse. If not saving Sindar was the best decision for the family, that was what he had to do.

“Total daftness. It’s a good job you came to talk to me first.” She put a hand on either side of Bowe’s head, tucked her thumbs under his hairline, and folded the bottom of his hair onto the top of his head. “So we’ll tie up your longish hair. See? You look different already.”

“What are you doing?”

“Working on your disguise. We’ll band your hair into a small bun. That’ll be hidden under a straw hat. We’ll rub some dirt on your face, put on some escay clothes. I think that’s all it’ll take.” She let his hair fall down against and moved toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“To steal some escay clothes before everyone is up. There’s no time like the present.”

“I can’t just put on a disguise and up and leave.” Bowe bounced himself off the bed. “What about everything else? I can’t just drop it all.”

“I’ll talk to Sorrin. Get him to take over as much day-to-day stuff as possible. I tell him how perfectly useless he is as often as I can, but I can’t deny he’s good at organizing. Thrace can take some slack as well, spend less time weapons training in the yard and flirting with every Greenette in the city. They won’t mind in the slightest since it’s for Sindar.”

A smile touched Bowe’s lips. “Who’s in charge of this family?”

She patted Bowe’s cheek. “We let you think you are, dear.”

* * *

Bowe stood on the low wall of the fountain in Drywell Square for the second time in a few days. This time, though, was much different than the last. He wore a gray cloak, dried mud crusted his cheek, and a straw hat tilted low across his eyes, and no one paid him any attention. He wasn’t the center of attention with hundreds of gazes on him. 

The first rays of sunlight peeked over the walls of Arcandis; a piercing gleam reflected off the black rock of the Fortress. In the eastern sky, Helion was reluctant to retreat and still supplied most of the early-morning light. In the square, the first merchants were setting up. Bowe craned his neck, using his position on top of the wall to try and get a better view of what each of them were selling.

When he saw a Grenier marshal watching him, Bowe jumped off the wall and shuffled away. He didn’t want to be noticed. The cloak was oversized, and he made sure that the sleeves hung low enough to hide his lack of a right hand. Though no one would expect an ascor to be dressed as an escay, his missing hand would immediately link him with the Bellanger Guardian. He walked between the aisles of stalls, glancing from side to side, to get an idea what was being sold. Merchants tended to cluster together, and often Bowe didn’t even need to look up from the ground to tell that he was changing section. By smell alone, the fresh meat section, the dried herbs section, and the leather clothes section were easily distinguishable.

A secret tunnel led from Bellanger Mansion to one of the nearby houses. Built for emergencies, it had been put into regular use by Zofila, who had moved into the bedroom where the entrance was hidden. This made it possible to leave her room at night without anyone noticing. This morning, though, Bowe had made use of the tunnel to leave the mansion without anyone seeing him dressed as an escay.

The small house at the other the end of the tunnel was one of the many abandoned houses of Arcandis. Only one small room at the back revealed that it was actually in use. That had been made in a little home with a fresh, clean carpet on the floor and silk drapes framing the inside of the window. Candles, now unlit, had been placed in the four corners. The bed was made up and flanked by two comfortable chairs. It made Bowe glad to think that Zofila and Sorrin could be happy in that room. Happiness was a precious commodity in Arcandis.

Despite the early-morning crowds, a sleepy air hung over the market, with shoppers going about their business with heavy lidded eyes, merchants calling out their wares in a half-hearted manner and not even putting much effort into their haggling.

Bowe wasn’t even sure if Iyra would be here, but if she were, she would be in the artisan section. After an initial exploratory search, Bowe had figured out the basic layout of the market, and he started to focus his search on the artisan section. Merchants, noticing Bowe examine their wares, started to shout out offers or approached him with suggestions or advice. Bowe kept his head down and moved on, avoiding attention.

When he finally found what he was looking for, he realized he hadn’t needed to look so closely. The work on display stood out to him so much, there might as well have been a glowing aura around it. Crammed in between two carpet sellers, the small stall was overflowing with wooden sculptures of diverse subjects—animals, cityscapes, abstract people, imaginary creatures. The ebony dragon was about to take flight and in the statue of the diving woman, a sensation of wind flowing through her hair had been created. Bowe had seen enough of Iyra’s work to know her signature.

Sitting at the stall was what appeared to be an old woman with her hood pulled low over her face. Bowe had come upon Iyra dressed as an old woman in the marketplace before, so he knew who she really was.

“How have you been the last few years?” Bowe asked her.

“Eh,” the woman croaked. “I don’t know you.”

“You don’t have to pretend. I’d recognize this work anywhere.”

“What are you talking about, boy? Do you want to buy something? Good prices. Best quality in Arcandis.”

“Are you still upset with me?” Bowe grabbed her sleeve, intending to examine her hands. Her youthful hands had given her away before.

The old woman snatched her arm back.

“Hey. Mush-for-Brains. In here.” The voice came from behind the old woman, from a small cloth tent set up at the back of the stall. A flap of cloth was pulled back and Iyra’s face poked out.

Bowe reddened and addressed the old woman. “Sorry about that. Honest mistake.”

The woman was holding her arm to her chest like it had been hurt. “I’d chase you out of here, but since it’s the girl you’re after, I’ll let it pass. Boys don’t visit her too often.”

“It’s not like that,” Iyra called out from the cloth tent.

“Well, it should be like that,” the old woman said. Then addressing Bowe, she said, “The girl is always working. She should be having some fun, Infernam or no Infernam. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

Iyra came out of the stall. “Let’s walk.”

“Nice to meet you,” Bowe told the old woman.

“You treat her nice now,” the old woman said. “Or at least help her figure out how to have fun. Unnatural for a pretty girl to not have boys calling on her.”

Bowe fell into step with Iyra. He had expected to feel weird seeing her again after all this time, but it didn’t; it felt comfortable. He sneaked a peek at her. She was still recognizable as the Iyra he knew, but she had changed a lot. Her face had lengthened and thinned—she was more beautiful than pretty now. But there were lines in her face that weren’t there before and a sadness in her eyes.

They left the square behind and started down a narrow street. Drying on wires above their heads, clothes blew in the wind. Bowe didn’t have a direction in mind; he was just following his feet, and he was sure that Iyra was doing the same.

“I presume you want something?” Iyra was the first to break the silence.

“Yes, I do. I wouldn’t mind just having a chat first. You and me.”

“After what you did? I don’t think so,” Iyra said. “I’m only talking with you because I assume it’s something important. She touched the corner of Bowe’s cloak. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have gotten dressed up.”

Bowe had lied to her three years ago and betrayed her trust. She’d wanted the Jarindors to overthrow the ascor and Bowe had let her help him believing he intended the same. Instead, in the Battle of Pots and Pans, he’d led the resistance that had defeated the Jarindors.

“I still think about you all the time.” Bowe had been marshaling arguments in his head, figuring out how to best explain what he’d done. Instead, those words popped out.

“Only ascor have time for thinking. For the rest of us, the Infernam is too near.”

“I did what I thought best for everyone. I didn’t want to lie to you. I didn’t want all those people to die in the battle.” Bowe had come here just to seek a meeting with the Guild, but having met her, he wanted more. He wasn’t sure what, but he couldn’t just let her walk out of his life again.

“Explaining yourself doesn’t change anything,” Iyra said. “I understand why you did what you did, but that doesn’t mean I can forgive you.” She stopped suddenly in the middle of the street. “I’m not doing this reminiscing thing. You did what you felt you had to. It drove us apart, but that had to happen. Maybe it was for the best it happened that way. A clean break. Now, what do you want?” Bowe sensed an aching sadness inside Iyra. He looked down at his feet, unable to hold her gaze. “I need to meet Xarcon.”

“I’m not involved with the Guild anymore. They don’t trust me,” Iyra said.

“You can’t do anything for me? I promise that this will benefit the escay.” Why did I say that? Bowe wondered. It wasn’t necessarily a lie, but his reason for meeting the Guild was primarily to help Sindar rather than the Guild. She had been disgusted with his lies and betrayals before; was this time going to be any different?

“I can talk to a few people. It’ll take a few days but I might be able to set up something.”

Bowe nodded. “Thank—”

Iyra didn’t let him finish, turning away. Bowe raised his arm to stop hear, then let it fall to his side, and just watched her walk back toward Drywell Square. Their meeting had opened something within him, a renewed yearning for something that could never be. He sighed. Iyra was right—nothing good could come of reawakening those feelings. And yet...

Chapter 6

32 Days Left

Bowe stared into space, feeling discouraged. He had needed Iyra to get him that meeting with the Guild. Five days had gone by with no word from her, and in the meantime no progress had been made on freeing Sindar. For the first day or two after meeting Iyra, Bowe had jumped any time anyone entered the small hall, expecting it to be a message from her. But either she was having trouble getting word to the Guild, or she couldn’t get them to agree to meet him.

Bowe had more time than he knew what to do with. Sorrin, upon Zofila’s request, had taken over many of Bowe’s day-to-day tasks as Bellanger Guardian. Bowe had failed to come up with any ideas to free Sindar—he needed to meet the Guild to figure out if there was anything he could offer Stenesso in return for Sindar’s release. 

When Sorrin or Thrace asked Bowe how his efforts to free Sindar were shaping up, he had shrugged and said that progress was slow without going into details. He didn’t want to admit how little had been done. Every second that went by without freeing him was another second that Sindar had to spend in the Fortress. He pushed his stump against the desk, hard enough to cause pain. His family trusted him, depended on him, and he was letting them down.

“Guardian, sir.” Toose pushed open his door and walked in.

Bowe adjusted some of the papers on his desk, then looked up. “What is it?”

“You said you wanted to be alerted about all messages, no matter how trivial.”

“Yes.” Finally.

“There’s a scruffy-looking urchin outside the gates, Guardian. Not one of the usual messengers. He said he’d a message for you.”

“And that message is?”

“The message is simply: ‘Now.’ Do you have a reply?”

“Let him wait.” Bowe stood and moved straight past the confused looking Toose, out the door and started up the stairs.

“Sir.” Toose had come out of the small hall after Bowe. “You aren’t getting involved in anything dangerous without my knowing about it.”

Bowe schooled his face into a smile before turning around. “Of course not, Toose. Just some political schemes in motion that I can’t tell you about. If things go right, we’ll get Sindar back.”

Bowe continued up the stairs, taking them two at a time. As far as Bowe knew, Toose wasn’t aware of the escape tunnel from Zofila’s room. Luckily, Toose didn’t follow. Bowe turned left at the top and moved down the corridor to Zofila’s room. He had his hand on the handle when a shout made Bowe jump.

This time it was Oamir, running down the corridor after him. “Bowe. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about. It’s about the Refuge.”

“Not now, Oamir. Later.” Bowe turned the handle and opened the door.

“But you’ll want to know about this,” Oamir said. “I know you will.”

“Later.” Bowe slid into Zofila’s room and shut the door behind him. Bowe didn’t want to risk arriving late and missing out on his chance of a meeting with the Guild. Oamir had probably discovered some weird fact about the history of the Refuge that only he would find interesting.

Zofila wasn’t inside. Bowe opened up a chest by the bed and lifted out the dresses inside. At the bottom, under a blanket, were the escay clothes he’d worn before. He swiftly shed his ascor clothing, placed them on the bottom of the trunk, then dressed as an escay. He returned the blanket and Zofila’s dresses and clicked the chest closed.

Just above the headboard of the bed was a wooden panel patterned with engraved leaves. His fingers felt along the inlay until he found a slight indentation. He pressed; there was a whirring sound, and the panel opened.

A gust of air, smelling of rotting wood and damp earth, swept into Zofila’s room. Bowe slid behind the headboard of the bed and into the tunnel. He looked around to get his bearings, then closed the panel behind him. The darkness wasn’t absolute, and he waited a few moments for his eyes to adjust, then swept his hand out to the left to where he knew the ladder begun. His hand made contact with wood. He shuffled across and began to descend the ladder. His missing hand plus the darkness made things awkward, but by hooking his right elbow around the rungs, he managed it okay.

It felt great to be doing something finally. Though he was still uncertain what he could possibly achieve. Stenesso wanted Bowe to help destroy the Guild, and he had Sindar. And the Guild wanted to destroy the ascor. There wasn’t exactly an obvious middle ground. And Bowe had promised Iyra that this meeting would end up helping the escay.

How could he appease both the escay and Stenesso into freeing Sindar? From every angle that was an impossible task. 

Bowe’s foot touched dirt. He bent down to rub some mud into his face, then wiped most of it off. He wanted to be scruffy, not filthy. He spun around, feeling the walls with his hands until he found the tunnel. It had taken him much longer the first time around to navigate the route when he hadn’t known what to expect. 

Bowe bent down and began to crawl. It was just about wide enough to allow him to move unobstructed, though in places his cloak brushed against the sides. He ignored muffled voices overhead and the feeling that the tunnel would collapse on top of him at any moment.

When the air started to feel fresher, Bowe knew he was near the end. The exit on the other side was only blocked by a drape hung from the wall. Bowe moved the cloth aside and walked into the little abandoned house that Sorrin and Zofila had adopted. Bowe didn’t delay, hurrying outside. He brushed dirt and cobwebs off his clothes as he made his way to the Bellanger front gates. He adjusted the sleeve of his cloak so it hid his missing hand, then pulled the hood low over his face.

He stayed on the other side of the street from the guards, not looking in their direction. The urchin who Toose had mentioned was leaning against a wall, looking bored. Bowe leaned close as he passed. “I am the reply to your message. Take me to the meeting.”

The boy looked startled for a moment, then recovered quickly. He followed Bowe, then took the lead once they reached the first junction. Bowe glanced behind, but none of the Bellanger marshals had noticed, or, if they had, they hadn’t reacted.

The boy led Bowe down main streets at first, but before long he was being led down narrow winding streets. Toose would have a heart attack if he knew Bowe was without guards in this part of town dressed as an escay. Though, of course, Bowe wasn’t just on his way through dangerous parts of town, he was going to meet dangerous people. He hoped his history with Xarcon would keep him safe. 

The boy stopped in front of a darkened doorway, tapped twice on the door, then ran off. Bowe watched the boy disappear around the corner, then turned back to wait at the door. When it didn’t immediately open, he started to feel nervous. For the first time, he truly wondered if he’d leave the meeting alive. The Guild hadn’t much love for the ascor. Coensaw had been captured and was no longer in charge. What if Xarcon wasn’t on the other side of the door? What if it was someone who Bowe had never met before?

The door swung part way open on creaking hinges. Dark shadows leaked out of the gap between the door and doorway. Bowe sucked in a breath, then pushed the door open further and entered. The door closed behind him and Bowe swiveled. A man stood leaning against the wall behind him, unmoving, his face hidden in shadow.

Bowe took a long look around the room. There were no windows and a candle flickered in the far corner. The candle was nearly burned out, tendrils of melted wax running down the stub of it. Three other men were leaning against the walls, watching Bowe. None were clearly visible, though their eyes gleamed in the candlelight as they watched him.

Other than the door he had entered, there was only one other exit. When none of the men made a move or said anything, Bowe walked through the internal doorway. It led to another small room, this one with no further exits but it did have two candles on the walls and a further one on a table. Black tattoos swirled across the face of the man behind the table. Bowe took the chair opposite him, and it was only when he sat down that Bowe—with relief—recognized the man. “Xarcon?”

He nodded. “It’s been a while.”

“It certainly has.”

Xarcon had changed a lot, and it wasn’t just the tattoos. Nor just the four rings that dangled from his left ear. The Green Path was supposed to turn boys into men, but Xarcon had clearly truly become the man he was meant to be in the three years since Bowe had last seen him. His sleeveless shirt didn’t hide the muscles in his chest, and his biceps were that of an experienced Eye fighter. More than the external changes, though, there was a hardness to him that made Bowe feel wary.

“You haven’t held up your end of the bargain,” Xarcon said.

“What bargain was that?”

Xarcon flashed a smile and his teeth seemed abnormally white set against the black tattoos. “We helped you with your Army of Pots and Pans, and you were to help the Guild.”

“I have helped,” Bowe said. “I arranged an alliance between Rianel, who is one of yours, and the forest bandits led by Meelyn.”

“You did that to help Bellanger interests. You know what the Guilds wants, don’t you? You do seem rather forgetful about our bargain, so let me remind you. We want the ruling ascor families to fall.” He held out four fingers, and turned them down one by one. “That would be the Raine family, Lessard family, Grenier family. And what’s the last again? Oh yes, the Bellanger family, which you have spent the last three years building up.”

“I can’t help anyone if I have no power.”

“Are you going to tell me why you are here?”

“I decided I needed to reconnect with the Guild.”

“A lie.” Xarcon stood up and strode to the darkened doorway through which Bowe had entered. After a mumbled conversation, he returned and sat down again.

“It’s not a lie,” Bowe said.

“Certainly not the whole truth,” Xarcon said. “But don’t worry, I didn’t expect the truth. Not from an ascor. I was just informed that you definitely weren’t followed.”

“Of course I wasn’t. Don’t you know me better than that?” Bowe hadn’t thought to check if he’d been watched when he’d followed the boy.

“You’ll find this place empty if you return.” Xarcon leaned forward, his elbows on the desk. “I know that one of your ascor is in the Fortress and that Stenesso is blackmailing you to bring down the Guild. Leading the Greniers here could have been your way to free your friend.”

Bowe hadn’t expected Xarcon to know that much. But he kept his surprise from his face. “And if I was followed?” he wanted to know. “I would have been killed.” 

“That would have been the obvious thing to do, but I hadn’t decided for sure.”

Coming had been more dangerous than Bowe had imagined. He had thought the worst was over when it had been Xarcon waiting for him, but the casual way Xarcon spoke of killing was worrying. Could he decide to kill Bowe even now? Had the Guild grown so bold?

“It took me a while to decide to meet you,” Xarcon continued. “There were risks for both of us, but more than that, I didn’t see what good would come out of it.”

Bowe didn’t have a good reply to that. Not yet, at least. “Sindar,” he said.

“Sorry?”

“Sindar. It’s the Bellanger ascor whom Stenesso has imprisoned in the Fortress. My friend and yours too.”

“It’s a long time since I was his friend. I was a different person then.” Xarcon leaned back in his chair, running his fingers down his tattooed cheeks. “The life I had before is a distant shadow to me now. I remember it like a series of painting or tapestries. I can see what happened, but I can’t feel the emotion in the events. A man with two opposing masters will be torn in two. I learned that a long time ago and made my choice. You, I believe, are being pulled in two directions at once.”

“I don’t have any masters.”

“That’s never true for anyone, no matter how much they might wish it. For an ascor, their master might be simply maintaining their position. You mightn’t think that to be much of a master, but if from morning to night, every thought, every move is about making sure that no advantage is lost, no weakness is exposed, they are as much a slave as any escay.”

Bowe didn’t know what to say to that. Xarcon continued to surprise him and Bowe was beginning to realize that he’d never really known the other man. The tattoos and biceps had been more congruous with what he’d expected of his old brother than his latest insights. Xarcon was nothing like the angry young man Bowe remembered from three years ago, and even less like the Green he thought he knew six years ago.

“You’ve gone thoughtful on me,” Xarcon continued. “I understand you better than most, I believe. I think we are a pair, you and me.”

“Us two? I’m not sure about that. We have taken rather different routes since the Green Path six years ago.”

“You, a Guardian, usually dressed in finery and acclaimed at balls by the cream of Arcandis. Me, a tattooed outlaw, who you’d expect to find in grotty bars, if not behind them.” Xarcon smiled. “You don’t see the similarity.”

“I wouldn’t put it like that.”

“Consider this. Who else do you know who has walked the Green Path, become an ascor, and subsequently rejected the Path?”

“Only you did that. Not me.”

“It wasn’t just for old times’ sake that I agreed to meet you. It’s because I believe you reject what you have become. Why did you not let the other mentors kill one of the boys at the start of the Path as per tradition? Why haven’t you ever tried to use your firsthand knowledge of me and Coensaw to hunt us down?”

“I don’t see us as enemies.”

Xarcon chuckled. “The ascor and the Guild are two opposing forces, and there will come a time soon where there is no room in the middle. I went through the struggle and chose my side. You see the problems brought to our society by the ascor, but you want to walk the edge between the two sides—you haven’t yet figured out that is impossible.”

“You are wrong. There has to be a middle ground.”

“You didn’t really pay attention to me, my struggle, and I don’t blame you. All you saw was an angry young man who switched sides. You don’t know how difficult it was for me. At the time I was angry, not just at the society, but at myself for rejecting the easy life I could have had. I’ve come to terms with the decision now. Being an ascor would never have been possible for me, just as I believe it won’t be for you.”

“I am an ascor.” Bowe wondered if Coensaw had told Xarcon about the possibility that Bowe had been born an escay. “I have come to terms with that. That doesn’t mean I’m happy with the way things are. I want to change things, to make a better Arcandis for ascor and escay alike. But I can do that better as a Guardian. We are both in positions of power. How can we work together and improve the lives of all?”

“You still don’t get it. There is no middle ground. The escay have to rise up and crush the ascor once and for all. It’s either that or the status quo.”

Bowe shook his head. “There has to be another way. Besides, that isn’t what would happen. The marshals have all the weapons and all the training. Despite their numbers, the escay will never be able to win. A rebellion of the type you talk about would just result in pointless bloodshed and a hardening of attitudes.”

“Can the ascor attitude toward the escay get any worse?”

“If a rebellion happened, you’d see how much worse it could get. Even if it was possible for escay to win, think about the result. There would be chaos. With no one in charge, who’d control the Refuge and decide who got a place inside it? Who would make sure that all the farmers with seeds and livestock were inside so they can make sure we are fed in the new sexennium? We can’t afford anarchy, not with another Infernam always on the horizon.”

“Those are the kind of issues that Coensaw and I discussed many a time. It held us back, but things have gone beyond caution. There is no turning back. I wish I could be sure that a sensible plan would be in place for after, but like you said, it’ll be anarchy, chaos.”

The way Xarcon talked about the rebellion as if it was inevitable was chilling. “There have to be other ways.”

Xarcon leaned back in his chair. “You called this meeting. You have another solution in mind? Is there a way that the ascor will start seeing the escay as equals? Will you convince Stenesso to release Coensaw? It was a mistake, by the way, imprisoning the voice of reason within the Guild.”

“Stenesso isn’t the most reasonable person, but there are others. People who think differently like I do.” Eolnar hated the Green Path; surely he could be made to see that the ascor needed to relax their grip on the throat of the escay. And if Bowe could find or persuade one, he could find others. There had to be a way forward that didn’t involve revolution and chaos.

Bowe twisted around in his chair, hearing a disturbance in the outer room. In the darkness, he could make out some movement, then there was a thud as if someone had fallen. A man appeared in the doorway, “I’m sorry, Xarcon—”

A fist grabbed the man from behind, dragging him backwards, then a giant of a man stepped inside.

“He couldn’t stop me,” the giant said.

Xarcon sprang to his feet. “Hess, what are you doing here?”

Hess slowly walked around the table. He was one of the biggest men Bowe had ever seen. “I heard there was a meeting between the Guild and the elite of Arcandis society. And since I wasn’t invited, I decided I should invite myself.” Hess grabbed Xarcon’s chair and rotated it until the back faced Bowe, then he swung his leg over it and sat down. He folded his arms over the top of the backrest and leaned forward. Three other men followed Hess inside. They crowded into the small room and watched Bowe with dark stares. Two other men—Bowe guessed these were Xarcon’s men—stood in the doorway. The rest of the meeting would take on a more public nature.

Hess wore no shirt, and was clearly an Eye fighter from the number of scars that crisscrossed his body, and from the muscle that padded him.

“Well met,” Bowe said, wondering what was going on.

Hess opened his mouth in a wide grin and Bowe started back in shock. His upper teeth had been filed to a point, and every second tooth missing.

“Pretty, aren’t I?” Hess said, taking obvious pleasure in Bowe’s reaction.

“There’s no advantage in killing him.” Xarcon stood to one side of the table, looking uncomfortable. “If any ascor will end up helping us, it’s him. Coensaw felt the same.”

“I didn’t come to kill him. Or, rather, I haven’t definitely decided to do that.” He turned his hideous grin on Bowe. The gums between each upper tooth were scarred. Had Hess preformed the macabre dentistry on himself, turning his mouth into a weapon? “I came here to find out what the two ascor wanted to say to each other at this secret meeting.”

Xarcon clenched his fists. “I am ascor no longer. Have I still not proven myself enough? I have given everything to the Guild. I sacrificed everything.”

“You mean your ascor upbringing?” Hess asked. “Washing that filthy slime from your person is hardly a sacrifice.” When Xarcon only scowled in reply, Hess smacked him on the arm. “Just messing with you, kid. Coensaw trusted you and that’s enough for me. Still, we all know you are old friends of this Guardian, so best to have a neutral party to observe.”

The smack from Hess had been friendly, in a fashion, but it had still sent Xarcon stumbling. In the interaction between Hess and Xarcon, Bowe could see the story now in Xarcon’s tattoos. He clearly had to prove over and over again that he was escay and no longer ascor. Xarcon might have had a hard task convincing himself he couldn’t serve two masters, but it seemed that convincing other Guild members had been harder still.

Hess studied Bowe. “So what do we have to talk about, Guardian? I saw you admiring all my scars. Do you want to know which ones I got at which fights? Do you want to know which ascor were entertained by my blood? Do you want to know which of my colleagues I had to kill for them?”

Escay watched Eye fights more often than ascor, but it didn’t seem a good idea to make that point. “I’m sure all combatants on both sides fought with honor.”

Hess spat on the floor. “As much honor in the Eye as in the abattoir. Maybe we should organize a special Eye fight for you so you can experience this honor.”

Bowe smiled weakly. “I only have one hand. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“Same amount of fairness in the abattoir.” Hess licked his lips. “I can sense your fear. It smells like old woman sweat.”

Bowe rubbed his hands on his tunic. This man terrified him, but not just because of the immediate danger. He seemed to be a physical representation of what Xarcon and Bowe were discussing before he came in. Chaos.

“Don’t worry, Guardian.” Hess said the word Guardian with a long rolling sound, as if he was tasting it in his mouth, savoring the word. “There’s a time for everything and your time is not now. Maybe soon though.” Hess stood up, then placed his hands on the table and leaned forward. The table groaned. Hess’s breath smelled of raw meat. “I’ve seen what an ascor’s version of honor and fairness looks like. I mean to let you all know that an escay’s version can be as bad.” Hess straightened and walked out, and his three men filed out behind him. One paused to catch Bowe’s eye, then spat on the floor.

When they were gone, Xarcon retook his seat.

“Is that what you meant when you said that things had gone too far?” Bowe asked him.

“Things had already gone too far. He’s just the scary face of that reality.” Xarcon sighed. “Coensaw kept him in check somewhat—the old man was the only one that Hess respected. You had better go. You now know what you came to find out.”

“I’ve found what I needed to know, yes.” Bowe had come looking for an answers, and instead found that the problems were a lot worse than he imagined.

Chapter 7

30 Days Left

“What was that again?”

“I said that the two-headed oxen were swimming to Urni,” Sorrin said. “Should I take care of that?”

“Yes, that would be great.”

“Listen back to the last part of our conversation in your head.”

Bowe thought back. “Oh, two-headed oxen. Very funny.” He didn’t laugh.

“What’s going on, Bowe? I’m happy take care of things as best I’m able while you concentrate on freeing Sindar. It’s just that you seem permanently distracted and there’s no progress on Sindar.” 

“Helion, Sorrin, I’m sorry.” Bowe wiped sleepiness from his eyes. Hess’s spiked smile invading his nightmares hadn’t helped with getting a good night’s sleep. “Everywhere I turn, there seems to be a problem without a solution. The more I think, the more my mind goes in circles.”

Sorrin sat. “Talking usually helps.”

Bowe hesitated, then shook his head. “Right now it’s better that you concentrate on taking care of Bellanger affairs.” Bowe hadn’t told anyone about the dangers of Hess and the new aggressive nature of the Guild. The Grenier marshals should be warned, but he couldn’t betray the Guild either. As Xarcon had warned, Bowe had difficulty finding a middle ground. It was better that Sorrin kept apart from having a Guild entanglement, at least until Bowe had a better idea which way everything was going to fall. “When the time is right, I’ll need your help.” Bowe realized he had no idea of Sorrin’s true feelings on the way the ascor treated the escay. There were some things that just weren’t talked about. Bowe guessed that showed how far he had to change things when he hesitated to even broach the subject with his one of his most trusted friends.

Sorrin sat and watched the thoughts play across Bowe’s features. “Let me know what’s going on. I can’t help if I don’t know.”

“Trust me,” Bowe pleaded.

Sorrin considered and eventually nodded. He stood. “Eolnar sent word. He wants to meet, he didn’t specify what about.”

“Good. That means I am making progress on helping Sindar.” That wasn’t exactly true but Sorrin would want to know what the meeting was about, and it would ease his worries if he thought Bowe was close to a solution on freeing their friend. The truth was that Bowe had reached out to Eolnar in the hope of finding a like-minded ally in another family, someone who could help Bowe bring about the change from within that he had talked about.

* * *

The rickshaw rumbled to a halt. Bowe peeked from behind the curtains into the street. The sun had set moments earlier, and the heat of the day was beginning to leak from the air. It was a cloudless night and Helion sat bright and full-bellied, like a watching spider, high above Arcandis’s cityscape.

Wheels crunched against crumbling paving stone on the opposite side of the street and a second rickshaw came to a stop. The two pullers gratefully lowered the poles and wiped sweat from their brows. Even with the worse of the heat gone, pulling a rickshaw was hard work. The sight of the exhausted Lessard pullers reminded Bowe to thank his own pullers more. Toose had gotten into the habit of assigning marshals as Bowe’s pullers so that Bowe always had at least two bodyguards on hand whenever he was outside the mansion. Except when he left by the tunnel, but Toose didn’t know about that.

Eolnar stepped out of the rickshaw and Bowe did the same, stepping forward to greet the Lessard ascor.

“Well met,” Bowe said. “Thanks for agreeing to meet me, though I do find your choice of venue unusual.” They were in a deserted part of the city. All the buildings were run-down and several had completely fallen down. “This part of the city hasn’t heard a mason’s hammer in many sexennia.”

“At this stage, all the houses around here should be demolished and rebuilt before being repaired.”

“A decent patch-up job could be enough.” Bowe couldn't help but remember Xarcon’s contention that the ascor had to be completely overthrown, that things had gone beyond repair.

“There are more houses than people in the city. Let the abandoned ones fall in their own time. Come this way; leave your guards behind.”

Toose shook his head. “This part of Arcandis is usually abandoned, but anyone could be lurking.”

“Your marshal is forward.” Eolnar shrugged. “Simple brigands aren’t going to attack ascor, but bring someone if you wish. We aren’t going far.” He stepped into a narrow alleyway.

Bowe followed, with Toose close behind. Eolnar’s confidence in an ascor’s safety would not last long if Hess announced his arrival on the scene. Helion’s light shone over the shoulder of the left hand building, slicing the alleyway diagonally in two, with purple light playing across the right-hand wall and shadows clinging to the left wall. Bowe peered downward, doing his best to safely negotiate his footing in the murky dark.

Eolnar, up ahead, was silent, and Bowe had to be content to wait to find out why they were meeting at this unusual spot. They all turned right, following Eolnar down an even narrower path, this one shadowed totally from Helion’s purple light. Walls crowded to either side, seemingly ready to fall at any moment.

The doorway that Eolnar chose was no different from many similar doorways they had already passed, and inside gave no clue as to why they had been brought. It was a single-roomed dwelling, empty, though in better condition than many of its neighbors, given that the roof was intact. A rectangle of purple light sat on the dusty floor, the light given entry by the room’s single window.

Toose came in behind Bowe, did a quick circuit of the room, then left. Bowe knew he would keep an eye on the doorway while remaining out of earshot. 

Eolnar squatted low, took something from his pocket, and placed it on the floor inside the rectangle of purple light. Bowe leaned closer to see that it was a yellow flower.

“I come here every Infernam,” Eolnar told Bowe. “I can’t forget.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

“You are only the second person who has witnessed this little ceremony other than myself. The first time I brought Sorani, but unlike me, he has been able to forget and move on.”

“You’ll have to start at the beginning. What type of flower is that?”

“It’s a dandelion. Have you thought more about what I said to you in Drywell Square? I heard what happened after—the boy you were trying to protect murdered and dumped on top of you. Alandar doesn’t take being foiled lightly.”

“I guess I could have expected it. Or something like it.” There was no point in revealing that Coinal was the one he’d been trying to protect. “The Green Path and mercy don’t exactly go hand in hand.”

“So next time you would just let the boy be killed, is that it?”

“Perhaps Alandar did what he had to, and I did what I had to.” Bowe didn’t know what he’d do in the same situation again. He knew what he should do, but could he just stand by if the same happened again?

Eolnar studied the flower for a moment before seeming to make a decision. “I can understand why you didn’t believe me before. And I want there to be trust between us. That’s why I asked for us to meet here. So I could explain.” He swiveled around, pointing at one corner of the room. “It was there that it happened, he said. I can still picture it even now so many sexennia later. Frodan stood there.”

“Who’s Frodan?”

“My brother,” Eolnar said. “My brother who died as a Green. I know there are now real families for Greens. As ascor we have a mother, but no sisters or fathers or brothers. Instead of brothers, we had rivals. But it was different for Sorani, Frodan, and me. We were like three parts of one whole. When Frodan died, a part of me died.”

“The flower ceremony is to remember him?”

“To honor him. I have no problem remembering. He was the best person I ever knew, but because of that, he had no chance of surviving the Green Path. He died so that Sorani and I could live.”

“Vitarr was the best person I knew.” Bowe’s throat tightened as he remembered his childhood friend. “He had no chance of walking the Path. He used to joke about it, to make it easier to deal with.”

“Our brothers and sons are killed off sexennium after sexennium and we just stand by and let it happen. No, worse than that: we actively enforce it.”

Bowe no longer had doubts about Eolnar’s sincerity. Just as Bowe had been first turned against the Path by Vitarr’s death, Eolnar had lost someone close to him. “If two of us feel this way, there must be more. Other ascor who fear to speak out.”

“I’m not sure there are many who feel the way we do,” Eolnar said. “But I know I can persuade Sorani, and you if you can get your family onboard, then that’s two families who can push for change. Or at least start the discussion.”

“Yes, yes.” Bowe held out his arm. “Together we can do it. We can end this slaughter of young boys that is accepted so readily.”

Eolnar clasped Bowe’s arm and grinned. “Feels great to have an ally. To not have to push my doubts to a dark corner of my mind. To know that thinking like I do is not a craziness of my mind.”

Bowe had never considered that he might be the crazy one. “What changes do we look to make? The Refuge has limited space. We can’t get around that.”

“If we put our minds to it, we can come up with a fairer solution. We have six years, after all.”

“Six years?”

Eolnar nodded. “This sexennium’s Path has already begun. There’s no way we’d be able to do anything before the Infernam. The important thing is that we make a change before next time.”

“So we, as mentors, preside over this year’s ritual slaughter.”

Eolnar nodded. “Unfortunately there’s no way around that. We take strength from having to do it this time, knowing it’ll be the last time. We can’t change the past and bring back Frodan or Vitarr; it’s about the future.” 

“And the present?” Bowe felt like he’d been given a present only to have it snatched away from him.

“A massive upheaval like this is not something that can be done with a snap of your fingers. It requires a whole new way of thinking.”

Bowe imagined trying to tell Hess about patience, telling him to just wait another six years. “Something needs to be done now. The situation with the Guild is worse than anyone knows.”

“What does the Guild have to do with anything?”

Bowe had conflated the problems of the escay with the problems of the Greens in his mind for so long, he had just jumped ahead. “It’s all connected. The way everything fits together. The Green Path is just one small part of the bigger cracks that fracture Arcandis society. When the Jarindors came three years ago, it wasn’t just the Green Path that they found abhorrent about our society.”

“They were defeated.”

“They were right about what was wrong here, but wrong in how they set about trying to fix it. An armed invasion never solved anyone’s problems.” Bowe grasped Eolnar’s arm, pulling him closer. “Say we solve the Green Path, helping our sons and future sons. What about our daughters? All the unmarried noble girls have to fight for a husband to choose them, with Paradise’s Kiss awaiting any who fail. The Greenette Path, some call it, not as talked about as the Green Path, but it can be as brutal. And what about the escay? They have to slave away for six years, hoping to earn a place in the Refuge for them and their families. But there’s never enough room. Many have to sacrifice themselves so that friends or family members can live.”

“You can’t put all that on us. Helion demands her due every six years.”

“Those from Urni and Jarind deal with the same Infernam. And other nations. And it’s not as bad in those places.”

“How?”

“I don’t know exactly. And that’s part of the problem. We don’t let foreigners in to see how we live here, and we don’t try to learn how they survive the Infernam. There are better ways. There have to be.”

“The escay, though—come on, you aren’t seriously worried about them. Let’s deal with important problem first. The Path. We can talk about the escay after that.”

Bowe sighed and turned away, leaning against the far wall. The rectangle of purple light had moved and now illuminated the bottom of the wall. Eolnar’s attitude to the escay was the same as the rest of the ascor. How was Bowe going to change anything? The specter of Hess loomed ever larger.

“Frodan always treated the servants like they were part of the family,” Eolnar said after a short silence.

Bowe straightened. The Lessard ascor wanted to understand and Bowe needed to start somewhere. Bowe wouldn’t accept that chaos was the only way forward.

“How do you know that you aren’t an escay?” Bowe asked.

“Is that a trick question?”

“No trick. Say there was some kind of mix-up and an escay baby got left in an ascor cradle.”

“That’s absurd.”

Bowe hesitated, but only for an instant. He had to take a leap into the unknown and trust an ascor with what Coensaw had told him. He didn’t see any other way forward. The tightness in Bowe’s chest made getting the first words out difficult. “I’m escay.” Then the rest came out in a rush. “Or, at least, I might be. I was told that an escay servant who worked in Bellanger Mansion had a one-year-old child and no place in the Refuge. She dressed the babe in ascor swaddling clothes and hid the baby in a vase the night that all the Bellangers committed suicide. The night I was found.”

Eolnar had a horrified look on his face. It hurt Bowe, but he understood. Bowe had looked at himself the same way when he first found out. “That’s just a fable, right? It couldn’t be true.”

“I fear I’ll never know. I wish there was a birthmark or something that would prove things one way or the other.” Bowe shrugged. “I’ve come to terms with living without knowing.”

“No. Whoever told you that lied to you. After everything you have done, you have to be ascor.”

“The person who told me the story admitted that he did it to mess with my head. He had no evidence one way or the other.” Bowe wasn’t ready to admit to Eolnar that he heard it from the old Guild leader. “That doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

“I don’t believe it. Why, I’ve heard many people say you must be the son of the old Bowe Bellanger since you look so like him.”

“How many people really remember what the old Bowe Bellanger looks like? All his portraits have been lost.” Bowe could be both an escay and the son of Bowe Bellanger if the old Guardian had slept with his servants, which was in keeping with what Bowe knew of his character. “The important point is that the difference between escay and ascor is nothing more than a matter of station. And we often treat them as no more than intelligent livestock.”

“It’s a matter of blood. We are not the same.”

“Hard-working escay can become marshals, and a few generations later be made ascor. The blood is the same.”

“It happens rarely and it’s only a slight dilution over time.”

“Escay and ascor are not the same, but only because the escay grow up in a much different environment from us.” Bowe had found the escay to be better than the ascor in the ways that mattered. “But for a quirk in circumstance, they are us and we are they. I only realized that when I had to think about which baby was in my cradle.” Bowe glanced across at Eolnar, his expression impossible to read in his shadowed features. “Because of how you view the Path, I believe you may feel the same as I do if you think deeply about it with an open mind. No other ascor has heard a hint that I might be an escay, not even anyone in my family, so I put my trust—and possibly my life—in your hands.”

“I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll think about it.”

“It’ll be impossible not to.”

“Then my work for tonight is done. Shall we start back?” Bowe took a last look around the darkened single room, wondering if something massive had begun in these unlikely surroundings before he exited. Toose rejoined them in the alleyway and he led them back to their waiting rickshaws.

“Why dandelions?” Bowe asked before Eolnar climbed into his rickshaw.

Eolnar paused. “Considered foul-smelling weeds by most, they were his favorite. I think just because they were unloved.” With that he abruptly climbed into his rickshaw and left. Bowe hoped that the fast departure didn’t mean the Lessard ascor couldn’t bear to be in Bowe’s company a moment longer after what he’d learned. More likely it just meant that Eolnar had a lot of think about. Bowe sighed. What he’d told Eolnar had been a huge risk, but at least he was finally doing something.

Bowe’s fingers paused on the handle of his own rickshaw when he noticed three boys leaning against the wall of the next building down. The middle boy was Coinal. 

“What do you want?” Bowe asked, stepping toward them. Toose moved into position behind Bowe’s left shoulder, overprotective as always.

“I have information.” As usual, Coinal’s expression was a happy one. “As long as you mean to keep up your part of the deal.”

“How did you find me here?” Bowe didn’t have a clue what deal Coinal was talking about.

“If you want to have a secret meeting with another Guardian, don’t travel in your rickshaws to a place like this. Might seem like a dark, isolated place is a good spot, but this’ll be the top story told by the newsbards tomorrow.”

Bowe got the impression that Coinal was talking as much to the Greens on either side as he was to Bowe, and he realized what was going on. Coinal was trying to gather Defenders with the promise that he had a deal with the Bellanger Guardian. Once again, Bowe found himself admiring Coinal’s gumption. “We’ll talk further inside my rickshaw. Our deal depends on the quality of the information that you supply.”

Coinal’s grin widened—he nodded to the boy to either side of him as if to say, I told you—then followed Bowe back to the rickshaw and climbed in behind him. “Thanks.”

“Quite a risk you took.”

“It’s the Path. There’s no easy way to survive it.”

“What happens when the Greens find out there is no deal?”

“There is a deal. We just haven’t ironed out the details yet. You advised me to figure out how to make myself useful. And I have. You are helping Stenesso combat the Guild, right?”

“Maybe.” How many knew about that? Were they also aware of Sindar’s imprisonment?

“I know where the Guild is headquartered, and I can help you watch them. You can’t go anywhere without everyone knowing about it, as you’ll have noticed tonight.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Your marshals will also stick out like a sore thumb. A few scruffy Greens, on the other hand, would not be out of place anywhere.”

“So you are offering to have yourself and your fellow Greens spy on the Guild for me? You don’t realize how dangerous the Guild is.”

Coinal grinned. “I don’t care. Not because I’m brave, just because I have no other way to survive.”

“And in return you expect me to select you. And you’ve promised to chose one those friends of yours outside.”

“Well, why not? You have three Selections.”

Bowe chuckled. It did make perfect sense. A rather ingenious idea from the young Green. And even though Bowe wasn’t particularly keen on helping Stenesso, he did want to be kept informed on what the Guild was up to. And this gave Bowe an excuse to select Coinal. No, not just an excuse; the boy deserved it if he could pull this off. “I can’t make any definite promises. But your deal is sound.”

Coinal bounced up and down on the rickshaw cushion. “I knew it. I knew you’d help me.”

“Calm yourself. There’re no guarantees on the Path.” At moments like this, Bowe realized how young the boy still was. “Now, about this Guild headquarters?”

“It’s at the Eye.” Coinal’s grin threatened to split his head in two. “Things there have changed recently. Those who don’t fall in line with the Guild have just disappeared; it doesn’t matter whether they are Eye fighters or bet takers or even Grenier marshals. Supplies, maybe weapons, are sneaked in during the night.”

That sounded like Hess’s handiwork. “What about the ascor in charge?” Legrand was in charge of the Fortress, and Bowe didn’t know who had replaced him as head of the Eye.

“Drakasi. But he isn’t around too much. He’s more interested in training the Grenier Greens.”

“Okay, tell me what you learn. But be careful.” Greens had enough problems without making an enemy of Hess.

Coinal hopped out off the rickshaw. “Agreed, Guardian.” He said it loud enough that the other Greens would hear.

A note fell off the seat that Coinal vacated. “You dropped something.” Bowe bent to pick it from the floor of the rickshaw.

“That’s not mine.” Coinal scampered across to the other Greens.

Bowe opened up the note and looked at the signature. Coinal hadn’t been the only one to take advantage of everyone knowing where Bowe was. The note was from Iyra.

Chapter 8

29 Days Left

The next afternoon, Bowe was dressed in escay clothes at Drywell Square. This time he went straight to Iyra’s stall. The old woman recognized him. “Your boy is here!” she called into the small tent behind her back.

Iyra stepped out, and without saying a word, took Bowe’s arm and led him away. Surprised but intrigued, Bowe was happy to walk where she led.

“You didn’t correct your friend. When she said I was your boy.”

“Well, maybe you are my boy. Just for one day.”

“Would that make you my girl?”

Iyra leaned in closer. “It’s a definite possibility.”

“Who are you and where is the real Iyra?” Though spiked with moments of tenderness, their relationship had been defined by conflict rather than sweetness and light. That had continued with their recent meeting. “Of all the things I expected from your cryptic note, this never occurred to me.”

“How was it cryptic?”

Bowe remembered the words. Meet me in the Square tomorrow. Iyra. “Well, not cryptic, but it did appear in rather mysterious circumstances. Which made the very ordinariness of the message filled with intrigue.”

“So you expected murder, mayhem, and betrayal.”

Bowe nodded. “That’s how is usually goes.”

“Well, not today. Today it’s just a girl with her boy.”

Bowe came to a stop. “Does that mean I get a kiss?” He could barely believe what was happening, but he was prepared enjoy the moment.

Iyra reached up and touched Bowe’s face. The usual bustle of the marketplace faded into the background, almost as if time had stopped for everyone else and only Bowe and Iyra were still in motion. Bowe tilted his head and leaned in close. 

Iyra danced back just before their lips touched. “You certainly haven’t done anything to deserve a kiss yet.”

“It did seem too good to be true. What do I have to do?”

“What do boys usually do for their girl?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“You’re a smart guy, figure it out. Why don’t you start by buying me a toffee apple or maybe some sweetcakes?”

“I can do that.” Bowe patted his pockets, and his smile faded. “I didn’t bring any money.”

Iyra shook her head. “Of course you didn’t, mush-for-brains. I’m with one of the richest men in Arcandis and I have to treat you.” She took Bowe’s hand and pulled him further into Drywell Market. “Come on.”

People melted out of the way to either side. Bowe knew that the marketplace was as loud as ever, but somehow he didn’t hear it. He felt like he was walking through a dreamscape.

Several tall stools sat under a high counter, with an array of brightly colored treats set up behind. Iyra took one of the stools, and Bowe sat beside her. He took a deep breath, soaking in the syrupy flavors. Sometimes too much sweetness in desserts induced a sickly feeling, but right now it seemed delightful.

“Fredo,” Iyra greeted the man behind the counter. “What do you have for me today?”

Fredo had a flat face with a wide nose and deep wrinkles that cut across rather than down his cheeks. “As always, I have the wonders of the universe for sale at my humble stall.”

“I’ll let you choose for us.”

Fredo picked up a set of metal tongs and selected a series of small sweets and toffees, placing them on two small plates. “You haven’t eaten here before, Iyra. I was beginning to suspect you were one of those.”

“Those?” Bowe asked.

“Someone who doesn’t like sweet foods.” Fredo shook his head heavily from side to side in mock seriousness. “Everyone knows there’s something wrong with those who can’t enjoy a good dessert.”

“Helion, no.” Iyra matched Fredo’s seriousness. “It’s just... What do you always say about your wares—bad for the body but great for the soul? I’ve been concentrating on the body and it’s only now I need some nourishing soul-food.”

“As long as you’ve finally come around.” Fredo placed the two plates in front of them, then left Bowe and Iyra to themselves.

“Thanks for treating me.” Bowe picked out a blue-colored treat with a curved shape and popped it in his mouth. It stuck on his teeth and was sickly sweet, but he wasn’t going to complain. He didn’t want to be accused of being one of those. Iyra chewed on a chocolate, distractedly staring ahead.

Bowe touched Iyra’s shoulder to draw her attention. “Not that I’m not thoroughly enjoying myself, but I have to know what’s going on.”

“Can’t we just be a boy and a girl enjoying a day in the market?”

“I can only wish that were true. But we both know it’s not. The last time we met you said it was better that we not see each other anymore. And that made more sense than this.”

“If you want to leave, feel free.”

“It’s not that. It’s just...what’s changed?”

“Nothing’s changed. I just thought...” She sighed. “I was probably wrong.”

“You weren’t wrong. This feels right. But I need to understand.”

“Some things, when you try to analyze them, you kill them.” She sighed heavily. “How do I explain? Okay, I’ll try this. Take my hand in yours.”

Bowe did so gladly. Iyra’s warm hand fit snugly in his. “Close your eyes and feel my skin against yours.” She closed hers and Bowe did likewise. “Do you feel it? It’s almost like energy flowing between us.”

Bowe sensed something, but he wasn’t sure what. It was definitely more than just normal contact, though.

“Almost sparks flowing, right?” Iyra asked.

“Yes, almost.”

“I think it’s special, this connection we have. There are so many reasons that we can’t be together. And yet, here we are. Over the last three years, half the time I was convinced I hated you, the other half that I had forgiven you but you no longer meant anything to me. Then we met that day and none of that mattered. The feelings between us, the connection was as strong as ever. Don’t tell me you didn’t feel it.”

“I felt it,” Bowe agreed.

To Bowe’s disappointment, Iyra released his hand. “Of course that doesn’t change anything. The Infernam will come as always. I just thought we could have one day to just enjoy this connection we share. Pretend everything is normal. Pretend this is all possible.”

“I will with pleasure.” Bowe took the last treat and held it up. “These aren’t just food for the soul. They transport one to a magical land where there are no worries.” He chewed on it and the sweet juices fizzed inside his mouth.

Iyra ate the last of her treats. “A magical land without worries,” she agreed.

Fredo returned. “You’d be surprised how many customers don’t realize the magical properties of my produce. I’m glad you two are not among them.”

Iyra placed a silver coin on the counter.

“For you, no charge,” Fredo said.

Iyra smiled. “I must refuse. I’m afraid the magic won’t last as long if I don’t pay.”

“If you insist.” He reached for change in the large apron pocket at his front.

“And I won’t accept any change.”

Fredo looked almost stricken. “It’s much too much.”

“You know how it works. Those with plenty...”

Fredo’s eyes watered. “Even so.”

Iyra patted his hand, stepping down from the high stool. “Luck.”

Bowe glanced behind as they left Fredo’s counter. He was still staring at the silver coin, looking about to break down in tears. “You didn’t choose that place for the quality of his food.”

“Not just for that, no. He has a young family and faces the disk.”

For those escay who could only produce partial credit toward getting into the Refuge a circular black-and-white disk was swirled to decide their fate. The closer they were to having full credit for their place in the Refuge, the more white on the disk. For a merchant like Fredo, the more money he made in the last days before the Infernam, the greater his chance of survival. Fredo hadn’t been looking at a silver coin on his counter. He’d seen hope—a chance of survival.

“I always wondered how those who dealt in non-essentials like art and chocolate sold anything when the Infernam came close. So those who have earned more than a full credit are generous. Such as yourself...”

“Remember the magical properties. The Infernam doesn’t exist today.”

They spent the remaining light of the evening in the market. Iyra seemed to know everyone, greeting many as old friends. She pointed out artwork she liked and they discussed how long it had been since water flowed in the old fountain. Bowe kept his sleeve low to hide his missing hand, but other than that he managed to forget his fears of being recognized. Iyra continued to be over generous, buying a bauble in one stall and gifting it to a child a moment later. Bowe made stupid jokes and they both laughed. By the time Iyra invited Bowe to dinner where she lived, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to accept.

Iyra clarified that she didn’t live alone, but even so Bowe was surprised when she welcomed him into a large room with wooden rafters crisscrossing the high roof.

Long tables ran through the center of the room and several ovens leaned against the far wall, beside which were open cabinets overflowing with food. “How is this a home? It looks like a barn pushed into emergency food service.”

From the food area, a wide squat woman swept toward them. “Who is this insulting my kitchen? Did you call it a food barn?”

“Well met. I’m”—Bowe hesitated—“Vitarr.”

The woman slapped her hands together and a cloud of flour plumed up. “My hands aren’t in a state to shake, plus I’m not sure how well met you are. The first boy Iyra brings, so I’m disposed to like you, and you insult my house.”

“This is Leti,” Iyra said.

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” Bowe said. “Just haven’t been in a place like this before.” 

“You’ve been in community houses before.”

“Course he has,” Iyra said hurriedly. “He’s just still in a bit of a state from walking around with me. He’s not himself; he’s been stammering and blushing most of the day. He didn’t mean any insult.”

“Stammering and blushing over a pretty girl. That’s what I like to hear. Men should be in that state more often. And stay in it,” Leti said.

“Men have to get things done too,” Bowe said. “Can’t spend all our time stammering.”

“Arguing with me. In my own kitchen. Throw him out of here this instant.”

Iyra took Bowe’s arm and pulled him into a sitting position on a nearby bench. “She’s kidding. But you better stop talking or she won’t be soon.”

Leti harrumphed, then returned to the kitchen area and began vigorously chopping vegetables. “In my own kitchen,” she muttered loud enough for Bowe and Iyra to hear. Then she clapped her hands and shouted out, “Girls, girls, where are you? Dinner isn’t going to make itself.”

Doors opened in different parts of the room, and three girls scampered in. They joined Leti, and food and shouts flew back and forth between the four of them as Leti orchestrated dinner.

“What’s a community house?” Bowe lowered his voice to hide his lack of escay knowledge. “I thought you were taking me to your home.” Bowe was keeping his right arm down by the table leg. He felt exposed and didn’t want anyone to make the connection between Iyra’s friend and the Bellanger Guardian.

“This is my home and a home to many others. Leti takes care of us all.”

“Why, though? There’s plenty of abandoned houses throughout Arcandis. I assume you have to pay Leti?”

“Of course. But it isn’t about money. It’s about family.” Iyra gave Bowe a glare. “You still understand escay so little, mush-for-brains.”

Bowe remembered his discussion with Eolnar. “I try, though.”

Iyra reached across and leaned her palm down on the back of his hand. “Sorry. I know I give you a hard time and you don’t always deserve it.”

“Wait a minute. Is that an apology?”

“Don’t push it.”

At that moment, a slim youth walked in. He spotted Iyra and slid in beside her. “So this is him.” He studied Bowe’s face. “He’s not handsome at all. He better be witty and charming.” The youth waited for a response.

Bowe shrugged.

“Clearly not. What do you see in him, Iyra?”

“Shut up, Yac.”

“And to think you turned down all my advances for this gumbo.”

“You didn’t make any advances.”

“That’s because I thought you had taste. If I’d known you’d let a skinny, pale-faced gumbo kiss you...”

“Yac.”

Yac nodded. “Yes, I know. Shut up.” He got up and went to the kitchen area where he got his hand slapped for grabbing food.

“What do people know about me?”

“I just asked Leti if I might bring an extra to dinner. Everything else is based on talk and speculation.”

“What’s a gumbo?”

“It’s not that bad.”

“But you don’t want to tell me?”

“Not at the kitchen table, B—ah, Vitarr.”

The smells of cooking developed, becoming richer as Leti continued to direct operations. The tables filled up as the rest of Leti’s community arrived for their evening meal. Before sitting, most threw an appraising look at Bowe and a few made a comment designed to make Iyra blush. She took everything in good spirits though and often had a rejoinder that evoked laughter from everyone except Bowe, who didn’t know the inside jokes. Still, Bowe enjoyed the warm camaraderie even if he wasn’t fully included.

When a young teenage girl walked in, Iyra gestured her over. The girl sat beside Iyra and leaned back into the crook of Iyra’s arm.

“This is Morah,” Iyra introduced her. She was about fourteen with beautiful, long black hair.

“Nice to meet you,” Bowe said, having figured out that well met as a greeting was too formal for this gathering.

Iyra sniffed Morah’s hair, then twisted Morah around to face her. “I smell grass and dry heather on you. You’ve been outside the walls again, haven’t you? I warned you to stay away from the tunnels.”

“I just had to.”

“It’s become so dangerous. Even a few weeks ago, it wasn’t so bad, but now...”

Yac slid in beside Bowe. “We shouldn’t be talking about such things here.” He glanced at Bowe.

“He’s all right,” Iyra told Yac, then addressed Morah again. “What did you mean you had to? Does someone have you sending messages?”

Morah shook her head. “Nothing like that. It was just that I had to say goodbye to Old Papa one more time. To say thanks. Before the Infernam, you know.”

“Oh, darling.” Iyra hugged Morah to her chest. “Old Papa wouldn’t have wanted you to do any such thing. He made his sacrifice so you wouldn’t be in danger.”

“The sacrifice only matters if the ascor follow up with their promises,” Yac said.

Leti, carrying stew to the tables, heard Yac’s remark and thundered over, thumped the pot on the table, and clobbered Yac above the ear. “What are you talking about, idiot? Of course the ascor will honor their promise.”

Yac held his arms over his head, cowering down. “It’s never happened before, offering a place in the Refuge for dying. I don’t trust that Bowe Bellanger.”

“He’s a Guardian, isn’t he?” Leti said. “What more to you need? I haven’t many good words to say about the ascor, but if someone has a right to a place in the Refuge, they don’t turn them away.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Just shut your mouth, Yac. I won’t let you worry people needlessly.” She glanced at Morah. “If you want to speculate about things that won’t happen, do it elsewhere.”

“Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

Leti gave Yac a disgusted look and addressed the girl. “Listen, Morah, no more going through tunnels, you understand? I’ll talk to other relatives of those who died in that awful battle and we’ll organize a group of us to go visit where they fell. Make a bit of a ceremony out of it.”

Bowe glanced at Iyra, and she looked away. Morah’s Old Papa had clearly died at the Battle of Pots and Pans, earning a place in the Refuge for her. Bowe had brought in the scheme whereby those who died earned places for loved ones, getting the escay to defeat the Jarindors by being willing to sacrifice themselves. It couldn’t be a coincidence that Iyra had introduced him to the girl. Bowe was starting to get the impression that Iyra hadn’t just invited him for treats and kisses.

“The battle was horrible,” Iyra said. “And horrible for that Bowe Bellanger to make those people give up their lives like that.”

“He didn’t make them.” Bowe glared at her. “He offered them the choice.”

“In any case, we shouldn’t ever forget that those who took the field that day and willingly offered their lives were true heroes,” Iyra said.

“We shouldn’t be celebrating those who died fighting for the ascor.” Yac looked sullen. “Celebrate those who fight against them.”

“I’ve warned you before, Yac,” Leti said. “We’ll have no revolutionary talk at my table. If that’s your game tonight, you can eat elsewhere.”

Yac stood, speaking loud enough for everyone in the room to hear. “You can all bury your heads in the sand if you want, but the storm is coming. Either be a part of it or get blown over by it.”

“I warned you,” Leti said.

“Going.” Yac took a bowl from the table and scooped stew from the pot into it. He walked to the door with stew dripping from his bowl and onto the floor, marking his trail. “A storm is coming,” he said dramatically, pausing in the doorway, and then he was gone. 

“Idiot,” Iyra said.

Leti addressed Bowe. “I must apologize for that. My table is usually much calmer.” She shook her head. “‘A storm is coming.’ Young folk do like action and drama. Though I’ve never seen so many of them riled up like this. Yac isn’t the worse of them. Who knows how it will all end?” She picked up her pot. “Food’s getting cold. Let’s grub up.”

Leti and her girls served the stew and the background chatter gradually returned. The food was good, and Bowe complimented Leti every chance he got, but she still hadn’t forgiven him for calling her kitchen a barn.

Everyone had been served when Leti, passing a window, spotted someone she knew outside. She invited him and his family in, and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Those at Bowe’s table scrunched up and Leti set two more places where Yac had left an empty space.

“Poor man is at his wit’s end,” Leti said. “He’s had terrible luck, his family never has enough to eat, and with his pride he won’t ask others for help.” She shook her head. “It’s just stupidity. As if anyone has a problem helping a man with a young child at his time of year. Tealman always helped others when he had extra.”

“How much is he short?” Iyra asked. “Perhaps I can help.”

“You are helping plenty of people these days,” Leti said. “Make sure you don’t forget yourself.” A young girl, around three years old, ran in. “Hush, now, enough about the subject.”

From the age of the girl, Bowe expected Tealman to be a young man. Instead he was middle-aged, a circlet of scruffy brown hair surrounding a bald crown. Skin hung loosely from his face.

Tealman nodded to the other diners in Leti’s kitchen, then set the child before taking his own place.

“This is Iyra’s young man.” Leti introduced us.

Tealman opened his mouth, but whatever he’d been about to say went unsaid, for at that moment, Bowe and Tealman recognized each other. Bowe knew him as Tee, the man who, in the service of the Guild, had helped Bowe escape the city three years earlier.

“You know each other already?” Leti asked.

“I ran into him once,” Tealman said. “Don’t know his name, though.”

“Vitarr,” Bowe offered.

“Vitarr, of course.” Tealman spooned stew into his mouth. “Thank you so much for this.”

“It’s no problem,” Leti said. “You should eat here more often. I always have too much. Just throwing it away otherwise.”

Tealman nodded, accepting the obvious lie. The food had been good, but the portions were small.

Iyra was watched both Tealman and Bowe closely, obviously wondering about the connection. She didn’t realize that Tealman had more to fear from Bowe than the other way around.

Tealman ate fast, stopping only to help his girl with her food. As they finished, the diners returned their plates to the sink and retired to their rooms. Iyra slid off the bench, picking up her plate. Bowe did the same.

Tealman looked up at Bowe. “About what we talked about the last time we met.”

Bowe had promised Tee he wouldn’t betray the other man’s connection to the Guild. He had actually sworn it on Vitarr’s life, the very name that Bowe had adopted at the gathering. “Nothing has changed.”

Tealman studied Bowe’s face, then nodded. “Good.”

Bowe put his plate in the sink on top of Iyra’s.

“I’ll walk him home,” Iyra said to Leti as she headed for the exit.

As Bowe passed Leti, the woman grabbed his arm and pulled him close and whispered in his ear, “If you end up in her bedroom, check out the box in the corner.”

“Why?” Bowe asked, but Leti moved away without clarifying further.

Outside, clouds covered Helion, shrouding the street in darkness. Bowe could barely make out Iyra in front of him.

“This way.” Iyra led him around the corner. Bowe followed. Then, barely breaking stride, she grabbed hold of the sill of a window and vaulted though to the other side. Bowe paused, confused.

Iyra stuck her head back out. “Are you coming or what?”

“Are we doing a bit of midnight thieving?”

“Course not, mush-for-brains, this is my room.”

“Oh. Doesn’t your room have a door?”

“Sometimes I don’t want everyone in Leti’s house to know my comings and goings.”

“Ah.” From what Leti had said to Bowe, she wasn’t fooling everyone. The woman expected Bowe to end up in Iyra’s room.

“So?”

Bowe had found himself strangely passive all day, just following Iyra’s lead. In the mansion, Bowe was always looked to for decisions. It made a nice change. “Does you inviting me in mean what I think?”

“Only if you think it means we are going to talk more.”

“Just talk?

“What else could a boy expect who wasn’t even gallant enough to treat his girl to anything?”

“Next time.”

“And maybe next time we’ll do more than talk.” Bowe couldn’t make out her features in the darkness, but he sensed her smiling.

Bowe leaned his right forearm and left hand on the windowsill, leaped up and halfway into the window, then slithered the rest of the way in before falling with a thump on the other side.

“Good job we aren’t thieving, you’d have woken everyone in the street by now.” Iyra softly opened her door, checked both ways in the corridor, and exited. She returned a moment later with a lit candle, then closed the door behind her. She used the first candle to light a second one, placed one on either side of the room, then sat on the bed. The room was small and undecorated, furnished only by a single bed and a box for clothes in the corner. Bowe wasn’t surprised at the bareness of the room, though it would have expected to at least see one or two of her own sculptures. With no chair, Bowe sat down on the bed beside her.

They then sat beside each other, not saying anything. It was the first moment of awkwardness between them since he’d re-met her.

Finally: “You know Tealman?” she asked.

“We met once. He won’t say anything about who I am.” Bowe couldn’t reveal Tealman’s secret, even to Iyra.

“So are you going to tell me the real reason you brought me here?”

“Bowe, Bowe, Bowe.” Iyra took Bowe’s right sleeve and rolled it up. “I give you a chance to be romantic and this is what you do.”

“You wanted to talk.”

“I said I wanted to talk.”

Iyra took the stump in her hand and Bowe snatched it away. “You don’t want to see that ugly thing.” The misshapen lump on the end of Bowe’s arm ended in pinkish scarred flesh.

Iyra reached out and retook the stump again. “It’s beautiful.”

Bowe snorted. “Helion, no.”

The pads of her fingers made small circles along the pink flesh. “A sacrifice to help others is always beautiful.”

“I wasn’t aiming to make it sacrifice. It’s just a wound in the fight with Dulnato that festered.”

“I remember things differently. I remember you grabbing a naked blade to save my life,” Iyra said. “Is it painful?”

“Not in the normal sense. But sometimes it feels like I still have a hand and fingers. And, in a way, that’s worse than pain.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to describe why though. Now, back to why you left that note in my rickshaw.”

“We were to forget the reasons and the whys for one day.” 

“You told me that it was because of our connection. Then I meet Morah...”

“Can’t there be more than one reason?”

“Of course. I just want to understand.”

“I wanted you to see life on the other side. How we live. You make decisions in your mansion but you don’t see the effects.”

“So meeting Leti and Morah...and Fredo too, that was part of it.”

“Yac was right about a storm coming. I can feel it. You know I fought with the Guild to change things, but I don’t like the new face of it. And you and the other ascor will like it less. I wanted you to know that there are more escay like Leti and Fredo than there are ones like Yac.”

“More escay like Coensaw than Hess.”

“You met Hess? Then you know what I mean. You see, I left the Guild. I’m not a part of what’s coming. I don’t have anything more to offer. Except this.” Iyra placed her palm against Bowe’s chest. “As a Guardian, you will be at the center of what is coming. I wanted to try and make you see the world the way an escay does. The way I do. So you can understand. And make the right decisions when the time comes. I want to use my connection to you to help you see Arcandis through the eyes of an escay.”

Bowe smiled. “You want me to have an escay heart to go along with my ascor brain?”

Iyra removed her hand from Bowe’s chest and she resumed tracing patterns on his bare stump. “Sounds dumb, doesn’t it?”

What Iyra said made sense, but there was something about the way she said it that he didn’t like. Something fatalistic. He remembered what Leti had told him and, without warning, he got off the bed and rummaged through the box of Iyra’s clothes in the corner.

Iyra came up behind him to stop him, but there wasn’t much inside and it didn’t take long to find the patchwork cloak.

Bowe held it up and she shirked back to her place on the bed. “Can you explain this?”

“How did you know it was there?”

“I didn’t know exactly what I’d find, but Leti told me I’d find something here.”

“Nosy old woman.”

“You have given up?” Bowe threw the cloak to the ground at his feet. “I didn’t take you for a quitter.” Those who adopted the patchwork cloak gave up all their possessions and became priests. They helped those who weren’t going to get a place in the Refuge. A priest didn’t attempt to survive the Infernam.

“It’s not about giving up, it’s about giving. It’s better that the money I’ve made this sexennium can help others, perhaps someone with a family and children. I can’t enter the Refuge knowing someone else will die in my place.”

“That’s madness.” Bowe’s voice started to rise and he forced himself to calm down. “By living, you can help others in six years’ time. And six years after that. And again. You are so young. This isn’t like an old person giving up their place to a younger one.”

Iyra lowered her head. “I can’t emerge alive at the end of the Infernam knowing that I didn’t do all I could to help everyone. And then go to the same thing again in six years time. I can’t live when so many die. Violent revolution, the Guild, it isn’t for me. This is the only way I can give everything I have and leave the world in peace.”

“No. I won’t let you do this.”

“Bowe, remember, for us, today is a one-day thing. We can never be.”

Bowe wanted to argue, but knew that to be true. No matter how much he might wish otherwise. He couldn’t promise her anything. “Not yet,” he said. “Hold off. I’ll come up with something.”

Iyra reached up and touched Bowe’s cheek. “Mush-for-brains, what could you possibly come up with?”

Bowe took her hand in his and kissed it. “I don’t know. Something. Promise me you’ll delay.”

“Can we forget about all...everything again? Go back to just being a boy and a girl.”

“If you promise.”

She nodded. “All right.”

“So we are just an ordinary boy and ordinary girl who love each other.” Bowe’s heart beat faster. “Given that, what happens next?”

Iyra blew out first one candle, then the other. “Magic.”

Chapter 9

24 Days Left

The two pretty girls in front of Bowe were falling over themselves to try and impress him. He made non-committal replies, surveying the ballroom over their heads. Dancers cut elegant figures, spiraling across the floor. Ascora and their daughters were expert dancers, learning the art from a young age in the hope of impressing an ascor in just such a moment. Bowe didn’t know many of the steps but most ascor danced well enough to show off their partner’s skill.

It was an ascor ball, so of course the best musicians played, the finest jewels glittered, the most expensive clothes were on display. Despite all this, Bowe couldn't help comparing it all to the simple scene in Leti’s kitchen and finding it lacking. Here, everything was practiced, rehearsed, planned, deliberate. Cold.

Bowe couldn’t say what he was thinking to anyone here in Raine Mansion, though, not even Zofila or Sorrin. They would think that Bowe had lost his mind. Either that or the escay girl had cast a spell on him.

Perhaps she had. When he’d been with her, he’d felt ready to throw everything away, to risk anything to be with her. And perhaps if it was just him to think about, he’d still feel that way. But he had to think about his family and the whole of Arcandis first.

At the last ascor gathering, Sindar had accused Bowe of having cold blood. Well, his blood ran hot with Iyra, but Sindar depended on Bowe for his freedom, and that wouldn’t happen if Bowe allowed himself to become distracted from what he needed to do. The old Bowe Bellanger had doomed his whole family with his runaway desires.

As powerful as his connection with Iyra was, he had to make the best decisions for all. If she wanted to take the patchwork cloak, he couldn’t put everything aside to figure out a way to save her. The cold logic couldn’t prevent a lump from forming in his throat.

He turned his attention back to the two Greenettes in front of him. At first they had directed their remarks mainly at Bowe, but by this stage they were simply slinging barbs at each other, trying to outdo each other. Bowe excused himself and walked away to both of their disgust.

They were pretty girls, and Bowe needed to chose wives both for the good of the Bellanger family and for the girls’ own sakes. He probably should take at least one as a wife—that was why he was here, after all. Sorrin had insisted that Bowe attend this ascor gathering after he’d missed a few others. The Bellanger family needed ascora, and they were short ascor to marry them, especially with Sindar still in prison. It was more important than ever for Bowe to choose several good wives.

Bowe glanced back toward the two girls one last time. The dark-haired one had already moved on to a different ascor. The blonde, though, continued to stare after Bowe with a wistful expression. She looked very different now that she stood alone—younger, more innocent—as if everything she’d presented to Bowe earlier had been the acting of a master performer.

In a far corner, Borba, taller than those around her, gave Bowe a nod. She was another girl who Bowe knew he should marry despite feeling absolutely no excitement about the prospect. Borba was talking to her mother, Freyya, Stenesso’s head wife. Borba wasn’t on the prowl for any other husband, it seemed, confident in getting her man, even though Bowe hadn’t talked to her since the first gathering when they’d met. Bowe returned her nod, turned away, and almost ran into Eolnar.

Bowe and Eolnar looked at each other like startled animals. Bowe had revealed his secrets to the other ascor and he was still unsure where he stood. Likely Eolnar felt the same.

“We should talk,” Eolnar said.

“Somewhere more private. Come with me.” Bowe took Eolnar’s arm and guided him toward the stairs. “Have you thought about what I’ve said?”

“I’ve done nothing else.” Eolnar said.

“And?”

“I’m scared, but...” Jeniano walked past them, and they both nodded to the Raine ascor.

“Enjoying yourselves?” As always, Jeniano’s long white hair gave him a distinguished air.

“Immensely,” Bowe said.

“Don’t take too much of his time, Eolnar. Several of my wives will give me a hard time if Bowe doesn’t talk to their daughters.” He shook his head slightly, an amused smile on his lips. “The pleasures of marriage await you, Bowe.”

“You forget I have a wife.”

“Only one. Then you know nothing. The pleasures add up with each additional one, but the troubles multiply. Or so I’ve found.” He bowed his head and moved on.

Bowe and Eolnar went out on the balcony. An ascora and her daughter were deep in conversation, but at a look from Eolnar, they curtsied and left. Before they did, though, both had a withering look for Bowe. Everyone seemed to think that Bowe wasn’t taking his marrying duty seriously enough.

Unusually for a night so close to the Infernam, Luna was prominent, giving a glistening white sheen to the leafy treetops in the Raine gardens. Luna had found a gap in a cloud cover that blocked Helion.

They leaned over the balcony, resting their forearms on the railings. “Beautiful night,” Eolnar said. 

“You were saying,” Bowe prompted him. “Scared but...”

“Scared but excited.”

“That’s wonderful.” Relief surged through Bowe. He needed Eolnar; he couldn’t do what needed to be done alone. But he hadn’t let himself dare to hope that the other ascor would feel the way he did. “Changes have to be made from the top, cohesive and dramatic changes that help Greens, Greenettes, escay, everyone. With you to help, so much becomes possible.” Bowe had afterward regretted how much he had revealed to Eolnar, but it seemed the gamble had paid off.

“Hold on. Don’t get too far ahead. I’ll willing to discuss it further, but I haven’t agreed to anything. These ideas—other than about the Path itself—are still new to me.”

Bowe’s gaze was drawn to a shadow moving in the garden. “Did you see that?”

“No, what?”

“Just some movement in the garden. I guess there are guards there?”

“I doubt there would be any in the garden itself. Maybe one of the young ascor has taken one of the Greenettes outside, you know, for—”

“There.” Bowe pointed out another part of the garden. “A shadow moved through that flowerbed.”

“You must have good eyes.” Eolnar leaned forward, peering into the darkness. “I can’t make out anything. Wait, I heard a thump.”

“What could be happening?”

“I have no idea.” Eolnar scanned the garden, looking for further clues.

A door slammed. “Maybe we are under attack.”

“Who could be attacking?”

A scream pierced the night and all doubt was gone. The music stopped. Bowe and Eolnar rushed back into the main hall. On the lower floor, ascor had their swords drawn, but no one seemed to know where to direct them.

Jeniano pushed aside one of the musicians. “Raine marshals, where are you?” he roared out. “Get the ascora to safety.”

From the other side of the hall, screams rang out as ascora and Greenettes fled. Blood splattered the white dress of one of the ascora. Behind them, they left two bodies and their killer: a man in a gray cloak, an escay cloak.

“It’s the escay. The escay are attacking.” Eolnar sounded incredulous.

“The Guild.” Hess.

The ascor now charged the lone escay, who died under a flurry of sword blows. Once he was dead, they spread out, once again unsure of what to do. Thrace was one of those who’d bloodied his sword, and, looking up and seeing Bowe, raced for the stairs. “Stay there.”

“Bowe.” Eolnar grabbed Bowe’s arm to draw his attention while he drew his sword. 

An escay had come in from the balcony where Eolnar and Bowe had just talked. He carried his sword low and crabbed forward, his body turned to the side, clearly a trained swordsman.

Eolnar moved forward to meet him.

“The Guild!” the escay swordsman cried, slashing upward. Eolnar’s sword clanged as it blocked the blow.

Quick as a flash, the swordsman struck again, and again, alternating his attacks. From the left, then the right, then straight through the middle, then the right again. Eolnar blocked each time, retreating as he did so.

Bowe stumbled backward, staying out of Eolnar’s way, cursing himself for being useless. He didn’t even carry a blade. Even with one, he wouldn’t have been much use. Any sword training he’d done had been with his right hand. Still, with a knife he could have helped Eolnar even if he couldn’t take on the swordsman one on one. Bowe had thought that his days of needing to wield a weapon were over. No one could have expected an attack at an ascor ball.

Eolnar was taking the worst of it; he had as much skill as the other man, but he was clearly out of practice and not as fast. He tried to take the offensive, springing forward and to the left and thrusting at the escay’s right side.

The escay swordsman shifted his weight to the side, and Eolnar’s momentum sent him toppling forward. The swordsman shoved, the entangled blades sending Eolnar flying into a set of tables and chairs.

The swordsman turned toward Bowe. Bowe tried to take a step back, but the balcony railings blocked him; he was trapped. The escay’s sword snaked out, its point touching Bowe’s chest. Bowe froze. He was about to die and he couldn’t do anything to save himself.

But the swordsman didn’t finish his stroke. “The one-armed Guardian. You’re the one we are supposed to spare.”

The pressure on Bowe’s chest eased as he lowered his blade. Then Thrace charged in from the side and tackled the swordsman to the ground. Thrace’s sword flew out of his grasp in the struggle, but before the escay could strike, Thrace grabbed hold of his wrist. Thrace pounded the other man’s wrists against the ground but the swordsman didn’t let go. “Bowe. Bit of help,” Thrace managed to croak.

The escay head-butted Thrace and managed to half-throw him off. Bowe had just been staring, and he shook himself into action. Thrace’s sword had come to rest not far away and Bowe ran to pick it up. Eolnar had gotten entangled in the chairs and was still struggling to get to his feet.

Thrace and the escay thrashed back and forth across the floor, the escay still holding his sword, but Thrace not allowing him to use it. Thrace’s sword felt uncomfortable in Bowe’s left hand. He held it hovering over their bodies, unable to strike for fear of hitting Thrace. Then, in a moment of stillness between the fighters, Bowe instinctively plunged the blade downward, aiming at the escay swordsman’s neck. Bowe missed but thankfully hit the right person at least, his blade embedded in the swordsman’s breast.

The swordsman’s gaze caught Bowe’s with an accusation, as if to say, I spared you. Bowe leaned down on the hilt and it sank in further. The swordsman coughed up blood, and the light went out of his eyes.

Eolnar came over to stand beside them and Thrace got to his feet. Thrace yanked Bowe’s hands off the sword, Bowe having frozen again, this time staring into the dead man’s eyes. Thrace pulled the sword from the man’s chest and another gush of blood spouted from the escay’s mouth.

“Remind me not to rely on you in battle,” Thrace told Bowe.

“I saved you, didn’t I?”

“Took your time about it.”

Below, marshals had flooded the hall. All the entrances and exits were guarded. Thrace wiped his blade on the cloak of the escay at his feet, then re-sheathed it. “The attack appears to be over.”

Eolnar shook his head. “Over? It’s clearly just the beginning.”

Bowe felt a chill. “Come on. Let’s go down.”

They descended the stairs. Bowe scanned the hall, looking for dead and wounded. Oamir hadn’t attended, but where were Zofila and Sorrin?

Escay bodies were being collected by a pillar, organized by Jeniano. A Raine marshal dragged a gray-cloaked escay and piled him on top of the others. “That’s seven.”

“Another one up on that landing.” Eolnar gestured up toward the one Bowe had killed. “He must have climbed to the balcony.”

“Eight. Go fetch him,” Jeniano ordered the marshal. “We’ll have to cut down any trees too close to the mansion. We have become too complacent.”

Stenesso appeared, his sword still red with blood. “We let the scum into our very homes.” Using his sword like an axe, he hacked at the pile of corpses, slicing into dead flesh. “We protect them, keep them safe through the Infernam. And this is the thanks we get.” He gave the pile a kick.

A groan came from the middle of the bodies. “One of the purple-breathing whoresons is still alive.” Stenesso grabbed an arm and dragged one of the corpse away, then he rolled a second body off the pile, revealing a live person underneath. Blood dripped from Stenesso’s coat onto the mosaics on the floor.

The groaning escay was only just alive, wounds all over his body. “What do you have to say for yourself, whoreson?” Stenesso kicked him in the side again and again, working himself into a frenzy. “Tell me. What do you have to say for yourself?” Blood sprayed up from wounds in the escay’s stomach and neck. 

There was a long groan from the escay, then he coughed out some intelligible words. Stenesso leaned over him, spittle flying from his mouth as he screamed down. “You have something to say, whoreson?” Bowe crowded in closer as he spoke again. This time the man’s words were clear enough to be understood. “I die free,” he said.

“You die free? You’ll die screaming is how you’ll die.” Stenesso plunged his blade into the man’s stomach. The man’s face contorted but for a moment it looked like he was going to defy Stenesso with his last breaths and die silently. Then Stenesso twisted the blade. Blood spurted out, splattering Stenesso’s face and all down the front of his tunic.

A shriek ripped from the wounded man’s throat; it didn’t last long, cut off as quickly as it began, as Stenesso’s blade ravaged an ever-bigger hole in the man’s guts. Bowe shivered. A human being shouldn’t have been able to make a sound so horrible.

“Stenesso!” Jeniano shouted. “Stop this now.”

Stenesso, who had restarted kicking the bloodied corpse, now turned on Jeniano with a snarl on his face.

Jeniano didn’t back down. “Rage, Guardian, but rage with purpose. We are ascor.”

Stenesso, with an obvious effort, regained control of himself. “You are right.” His sword fell from his grasp. He dragged his forearm across his eyes. He looked more boogeyman than person, blood covering him from head to toe.

“No one could have expected this,” Jeniano said. “But it happened and we must deal with it.”

Sorrin limped across the ballroom floor, with Sorani beside him. “Zofila and the rest of the ascora are safe in the women’s quarters,” he announced. Bowe breathed a sigh of relief.

Sorani embraced Eolnar. “You are safe, brother.”

One of the Raine marshals arrived to report to Jeniano. “No sign of any other attackers. Our dead have been laid out in the entrance hall.”

“How many?” Stenesso asked.

“Two ascor, three ascora, seven Greenettes, and five marshals.”

“Only five marshals. They were supposed to be protecting us,” Stenesso spat. “Better all of them were dead.”

“They were caught as cold as we were,” Sorani said. “We’ll have to make some allowances for their failure tonight since we’ll need every sword in the coming days and weeks.”

“Let’s say goodbye to those of us who left the path this horrible night.” Jeniano led the way out to the entrance hall, everyone following.

Lined along a wall, bodies had been carefully laid out, a white sheet across each one. Several of the sheets were splotched with blood.

“The injured have been made comfortable in the bedrooms,” the Raine marshal said. “Healers are on the way.”

Jeniano moved to the head of the first body. He turned back the sheet to reveal the pale face and unseeing eyes of Kirande. Bowe sucked in a breath.

“Look and never forget,” Jeniano said then moved to the next body, revealing a Lessard ascor by the name of Glorian. Bowe didn’t know him well, but he felt Eolnar tense beside him, and Sorani gripped his brother’s foreman.

“Look and never forget.” Jeniano continued down the line, turning up the sheets to reveal each victim one by one. Knowing that the Bellanger ascor and ascora were safe took the edge of anxiety off for Bowe as each new victim was revealed. He didn’t know any of the others well, though the blonde girl who had been talking to Bowe earlier was there. She would never perform again.

When Jeniano had finished, a heavy silence fell. Tension like a physical force pressed down on them, so much so that Bowe found it difficult to breathe. Everything had changed.

“What happens now?” Sorani asked.

“Now we make them regret they ever had the misfortune to be born,” Stenesso said.

“Who?” Bowe asked.

“The bloody escay, who do you think?”

“We can’t blame all the escay. This was clearly the work of the Guild.”

“The Guild and anyone who has been helping.” Stenesso faced Bowe. “Who is in this Guild? You’ve been investigating them, haven’t you?”

Bowe sensed the gazes of the other ascor on him, and he particularly noticed Eolnar watching him. Had Eolnar heard what the escay attacker had said about sparing Bowe?

“I have been trying to find out what I can,” Bowe said. “Helping Stenesso. From what I’ve gathered they have a new leader, an Eye fighter by the name of Hess, and some of their activity is concentrated at the Eye.” Bowe feared that Hess wouldn’t be impressed with Bowe revealing his name, Bowe’s meeting with Xarcon had meant to be in the spirit of cooperation. But after what had happened, he had to reveal what he knew. Bowe had feared Hess but never suspected he would go this far.

“Eye fighters, of course,” Thrace said. “That’s why the attackers were all skilled. What other escay know how to handle a blade?”

“Why didn’t you tell us about Hess and the Eye before all this happened?” Eolnar asked.

Eolnar, of all people, started the hard questions. Had Bowe lost his ally? “I only recently discovered it. And I wasn’t sure what to do.”

“You could have told the Grenier marshals. Helped us do our job.” Stenesso pushed toward Bowe, his chest shoving against Bowe’s chest.

Bowe didn’t back down. “And what would you have done? Sent the marshals in to burn down everything at the Eye?”

“If need be.” Stenesso’s nose was almost touching Bowe’s, his eyes bulging as he glared. Bowe would be seeing Stenesso’s blood-smeared face again in my nightmares, he was sure. The Grenier Guardian’s breath blew hot on Bowe’s face, bringing a sharp tang of blood.

Bowe wanted to shrink away but knew he couldn’t. He had to hold his ground. “And would that have accomplished anything significant? They would have moved elsewhere. All I had was a name and a location, and I was trying to discover more. A few weeks ago, Grenier marshals had arrested the previous Guild leader, an old man in a wheelchair. That only allowed this Hess to come to the ascendancy. Sometimes a hammer isn’t the best tool.”

“You are remarkably well informed,” Stenesso said.

“You insisted I investigate the Guild.”

“Your silence let this happen.”

“No one could have expected this.”

Stenesso considered, then stepped back. Bowe’s clothes were smeared with blood, transferred from Stenesso, but Bowe had gotten off lightly. It wasn’t just the other ascor who blamed Bowe for what had happened. He blamed himself.

“It’s not just a hammer we need after this, it’s a sledge,” Stenesso said. “I’ll round up a large troop of marshals and we’ll descend on the Eye at first light.”

“Everything changes after this,” Jeniano said. “We’ve been able to take safety for granted. No longer. Until this is over, all ascor must be heavily guarded when we travel. Stenesso, can you supply extra marshals for security at our mansions?”

“That’s not a good idea,” Stenesso said. “I’ll need my men to run extra patrols in the city. We need to crush these escay scum, and that won’t happen if we hide behind the mansion walls.”

“And if we are attacked again?” Sorani asked. “The Grenier marshals are the city’s policing force. And where were they when we needed them?”

“I’ll arrange to have a force of marshals at the Fortress ready to react to any attacks in the future,” Stenesso said.

Jeniano nodded. “Makes sense. And let’s enforce a curfew until this threat is dealt with. No escay on the streets between sundown and sunup.”

“We’ll cancel all upcoming balls and other ascor gatherings,” Sorani said.

Bowe wanted to get away. “We’d better get back to our homes, make sure none of the other mansions have been attacked.”

Sorrin nodded. “I sent Toose to get more marshals to escort us. He should be back soon. I’ll fetch Zofila.”

Bowe nodded. The other ascor drifted away, those who didn’t stay in Raine Mansion making arrangements to return to their homes.

A thought struck Bowe and he called the Grenier Guardian back. Stenesso turned.

“Sindar,” Bowe said. “Will you free him? We’ll need every ascor we can get.”

“I’ll think about it. See how what you told us helps.” From the way the veins throbbed on Stenesso’s temples, his present calm demeanor was taking considerable effort. “I have the feeling you are still holding out on us.” He started to turn away from Bowe, then stopped. “I shouldn’t have to hold one of your family hostage to get your help against our enemies.”

Chapter 10

17 Days Left

Bowe wilted under the early morning sun. He should have expected it to be so strong, he guessed, since it was only seventeen days until the Infernam, but Bowe hadn’t been out much lately. None of the ascor had.

And it wasn’t just the ascor whose lives had been turned upside down by the fallout from events in Raine Mansion. If Drywell Square was the beating heart of Arcandis, then Arcandis had died. Bowe was on a rooftop terrace looking down at the square, and it was painful to see it like this. The marketplace where he had laughed and joked with Iyra lay abandoned. Broken bits of wood lay strewn about, and scraps of fabric blew in the wind.

No newsbards shouted out the day’s stories, no acrobats performed, no sellers shouted out their offers, no one haggled. The only people in the Square were a group of Grenier marshals who stood beside the scaffold. A storm is coming, Yac had said. He was right, but Bowe doubted he knew how bad it was going to be.

Eolnar came up behind Bowe. “I see you have taken to arming yourself.” He gestured at the short bronze scabbard across Bowe’s right hip.

“Just a knife.” Bowe had felt so useless during the attack, he’d asked Toose for something he could use. He had even practiced with it in his room. His left hand was weak and lacked in coordination so he wasn’t sure the weapon made him any less useless. Still, trapped inside the mansion with not a whole lot to do, Bowe had spent a number of hours a day stabbing the air with his new blade.

“The scabbard shouldn’t be metal,” Eolnar said. “It will get too hot.”

“You don’t have to tell me. Not only that, but the spike at the end of scabbard is too sharp; it has bloodied my thigh a few times. I think my marshal believes I’m more likely to injure myself than anyone else, so he gave me the most awkward weapon he could find.” 

“What are we doing here?” Eolnar asked. “It’s dangerous to be outside the mansion, and even if we did have to meet, why here?”

Bowe gestured down to the square. “This is what we are doing to the city; we should at least be able to look at it.”

“They brought it on themselves.”

“Not all the escay. Just the Guild.”

Eolnar shrugged.

All the ascor were conflating Hess’s Guild with the escay. The morning after the attack on Raine Mansion, Stenesso had led a force of marshals to the Eye only to find it deserted. So they had moved on to Drywell Square. Bowe wasn’t sure what they expected to achieve by ransacking the place. Several escay had been killed, more wounded, and vast quantities of goods destroyed. Bowe had no idea whether Iyra had been there, but he hadn’t been able to help imagining Iyra trapped inside her stall while Grenier marshals descended upon her, swords in their hands.

Bowe couldn’t find out if she was safe. It was needlessly dangerous to even try with the Guild and ascor in open war. The Grenier marshals hadn’t stopped with Drywell Square, attacking other markets, taverns, anywhere that escay congregated. Throughout the city, not many left their homes. As well as those directly injured in the attacks being harmed, livelihoods that escay depended on for a place in the Refuge were being wreaked.

Bowe nodded to the scaffold. “As if things weren’t bad enough, that is the latest escalation.”

“It’s not being done by the Lessard family.”

“If you think Stenesso is going too far, we should call a Guardian’s meeting and discuss all this. Figure out a better way”

“Why didn’t you just call Stenesso out here and talk to him? I don’t want to see that.” Eolnar nodded down to where a marshal was wheeling a wheelbarrow up to the scaffold. He tipped it over and dumped a corpse onto the ground. “At least they aren’t stringing them up alive.”

“Possibly hanging would be too kind a death from a Grenier's point of view. If I can’t persuade you that Stenesso has gone too far, then there’s no hope.”

Another wheelbarrow arrived, another corpse dumped. The first corpse’s hands had being tied together and he was pulled up onto the scaffold, dangling from his wrists. A wooden board hung around his neck with some writing on it. “Can you read that?” Bowe asked.

Eolnar shook his head. “Knowing Stenesso, something unimaginative. Maybe ‘Guild scum’?”

“Why is there something hanging from the man’s legs?”

“Looks like a chair.”

“I see that now.” It was Coensaw’s wheelchair. Stenesso had chosen the old man as the first Guild member to be strung up as a warning to others. A curtain twitched in a window across the square. There might be no escay in the streets or in the square, but that didn’t mean they weren’t watching. “What is the point in all this, Eolnar?”

“A public warning.”

“So they wouldn’t know otherwise? Every single escay in the city fears to leave their homes.”

“No more than ourselves.” Eolnar glanced down at the alleyway where their rickshaws awaited them. The small street was overflowing with Lessard and Bellanger marshals standing guard. Toose had been furious when Bowe insisted on leaving the mansion, and he had brought half the Bellanger marshals with him.

“That’s part of the problem. We are the leaders of this city and we hide behind the walls while it is being destroyed,” Bowe said.

“We need to wait for this madness to end.”

“What if it doesn’t just end? We have to fix things.” 

“Fix things? We have to crush the Guild,” Eolnar said. “Then we can go back to the way things were.”

“The way things were wasn’t exactly so great. If we make things better, then the Guild might just fade away.”

“We can’t make any concessions to the escay right now. They’ll think that killing ascor is a way to improve their lot.”

“No matter what happens from now on, I doubt the escay will ever think that.”

“Good.”

Bowe had wanted to talk to Eolnar about finding a way to improve Arcandis society for everyone. Before the attack, Eolnar had been coming around. It was already clear, though, that the attack had changed his attitude completely and persuading him would be impossible. It was going be a tough enough job to agree that the severity of the ascor response needed to be eased. 

The day after the attack, Kesirran had taken Paradise’s Kiss, obviously deciding it was time for young blood to take over. Jeniano was now the Raine Guardian. Bowe would have been happy about that, except Alandar had become Jeniano’s second—that had likely been part of ensuring a smooth succession. Alandar was a second Stenesso as far as Bowe was concerned, maybe a worse one. So persuading the Raine family would be difficult.

Down in the square, four men now hung from their wrists. Or was the last one a woman? Bowe didn’t want to look too closely.

“Eolnar, look at what Arcandis has become. Yes, the Guild started it, but Stenesso has only made the situation worse.”

“We have to defeat them; that’s the only thing that matters right now.”

“The Guild must be defeated, yes. But there are gentler ways to win. If we are brutal with our enemies, a hundred more will rise for each one we kill. If we find a better way, a softer way, perhaps we’ll find that friends have replaced enemies when this is all over.”

“I heard what that escay murderer said to you,” Eolnar said. “He said you were to be spared. Why was that?”

“I’m not sure. Perhaps it is to do with the Battle of Pots and Pans. I understand that some escay were happy about what I did then.” That was the answer Bowe had prepared for the question. He hadn’t come up with a better one.

“Or perhaps Stenesso is right in thinking that you have closer links to the Guild.”

Bowe didn’t want to dwell on the point so he changed tack. “Did you hear that wagons of supplies from the countryside due to go to the Refuge were taken by marshals and those bringing them were arrested and brought to the Fortress?” 

“Perhaps we can’t trust the escay to take the supplies to the Refuge.”

“Do you really believe that?”

“I don’t know what to believe. I never thought the escay would attack us in our homes.”

“Come on, Eolnar, you should be a voice of reason among the ascor. Whatever has happened, we both have to work together before the Infernam comes. Escay and ascor will share space in the Refuge.”

Eolnar blinked. “Are you suggesting that we might not be safe in the Refuge?”

That wasn’t what Bowe was trying to get at—he hadn’t even considered that the violence might follow them all the way into the Refuge. Traditionally, violence, scheming, feuding was all put aside inside the Refuge. By necessity, everyone cooperated, dealing with the issues caused by the limited food, water, and space.

“The rules of the Refuge will remain the same as always. Of course.” Would they though? Could Hess and Stenesso push things still further. It didn’t bear thinking about. “What I was getting at was that, if this continues, the Refuge won’t be ready. If there isn’t enough food or water, we could be dying inside there in our thousands during the Infernam.”

Eolnar nodded. “So you want a more measured response, and for us to make sure that preparations in the Refuge aren’t harmed.”

“Exactly.”

“You are probably right. Give me a day or two to think about it and talk it over.”

“Thank you. Once I know I have your support, yours and Sorani, I’ll call a meeting of the Guardians.”

“Very well.” Eolnar left the rooftop terrace, Raine marshals falling in behind him as he started down the stairs.

A fifth and final corpse now swung from the scaffold, though they were crowded together on one side of the beam. Plenty of room left for more bodies in the days ahead. Many escay had been arrested and taken to the Fortress in the last few days. How many of them would end up there?

Bowe had to put a stop to the madness.

Chapter 11

15 Days Left

The rickshaw meandered through the dead streets of Arcandis. Inside, the heat stuck Bowe to his seat. Tiredness hung from Bowe like a sickness. If he’d closed his eyes in the days since the Raine Mansion attack, it hadn’t been for long.

Tired of waiting for a response from Eolnar, Bowe had decided to head out into the city. He had told Eolnar they shouldn’t be hiding behind the walls, and he was trying to back up his words with actions. So, over Toose’s strenuous objections, Bowe had taken his rickshaw out for an hour in the late afternoon the day before. There had been nothing to see except empty streets, but that hadn’t stopped him from heading out again. Better than sitting around in the mansion doing nothing. All his sleepless nights hadn’t resulted in any solutions. What was taking Eolnar so long to get in touch?

The rickshaw jerked to a stop, and Bowe stuck his head out the window. Toose had half a dozen Bellanger marshals marching along either side of the rickshaw, their heads bowed under the heat of the sun. “What’s happening?” Bowe asked.

“Grenier marshals escorting escay prisoners up ahead,” Toose said. “A moment’s delay.”

“Let me see.” Bowe stepped out of the rickshaw.

“I wouldn’t advise that, Guardian. Many of the Guild attacks have occurred when marshals were making arrests.”

“I’m not surprised.” The Grenier marshals were taking anyone they could get their hands on. Bowe could hardly blame people from reacting when they saw their loved ones arrested and taken to the Fortress. And the only escay leaving the Fortress were the corpses, which continued to be strung up in Drywell Square. A second scaffold had been erected.

“Guardian, it’s my job to keep you safe.”

“And I thank you for it. But my life is worthless if I can’t help Arcandis in its time of need.”

The Grenier marshals walked in two files with their swords drawn. Their legs dragged heavily through the dirt, but their eyes were watchful, flickering up and down as they keep a watch for movement in the houses on either side. Between the two files of marshals, a bedraggled group of escay shuffled forward, their legs hobbled together and their hands tied in front of them.

Bowe recognized one of men as having been in Leti’s kitchen, and he spotted a woman who’d been there too. Then he saw Leti herself.

“Who’s in charge here?” Bowe demanded. He frantically scanned the prisoners, but didn’t see Iyra among them. 

“All stop,” the lead marshal said. 

“What’s your name?” Bowe asked.

“What’s it to you?”

Toose, standing beside Bowe, strained forward. “Show some respect to the Guardian.”

“The Bellanger Guardian,” he said with a sneer, as if suggesting that meant something less than a full Guardian. Nevertheless, he offered his name. “Hoag.”

Bowe relaxed slightly when he’d studied the prisoners enough to be sure that Iyra was not among them. Tealman was there, though, with his young daughter in front of him. “What have these people done?”

“They were congregating.”

“I recognize some of these escay. I believe they live together.”

Hoag shrugged. “Perhaps that’s all it is. We have yet to question them.”

“There’s a child among them. Do we now fear three-year-old girls? Are children our enemy?”

“The policy is to bring the children.” Parents would be more cooperative if they knew their children were also under ascor control. 

“What do I have to do to convince you to release these people?”

“You’d have to kill me and all my men.” The Grenier marshals were no longer watching the surrounding buildings—all their attention was on Bowe. A prickling ran down Bowe’s spine. The Bellanger marshals hadn’t drawn their weapons, but they had tensed up. The two families were equally matched in numbers, but a battle between marshals of rival families was the last thing the city needed.

“I’m a Guardian. You have no proof against any of these prisoners. Surely this doesn’t have to come to violence.” The marshal had to be bluffing.

“Many suspect you are on the side of the escay already,” Hoag said. “Do you really wish to confirm that by helping these suspected Guild members?”

Bowe’s reputation within the Grenier family was clearly worse then he had feared. Bowe glanced at prisoners again. Leti’s head was bowed, a crust of blood in her hair. Tealman was watching Bowe with hopeful eyes. Bowe knew he had to break a sworn promise. Another one. 

“Marshal Hoag, I’m sure you have captured many families these last days,” Bowe said.

The marshal grunted.

“But have you captured any who actually fought for the Guild?”

“All the whoresons are in the Guild for all we know.”

“Wouldn’t you prefer to return to the Guild with a proven traitor rather than another ordinary escay family?”

The marshal leaned forward eagerly. “Perhaps.”

“I can give you that. Provided you agree to let the rest of them go.”

The marshal hesitated, but Bowe knew he would agree. When he finally nodded, Bowe pointed out Tealman. “That man has worked for the Guild for years.” The words tasted like ash in his mouth. He had sworn on his childhood friend’s life. 

“We already had him,” Hoag said, as if he’d been cheated.

“What you had was just another escay father. Now you have a confirmed Guild traitor.”

“I guess.”

Two Grenier marshals grabbed Tealman and pulled him away from the rest. Tealman didn’t have anything to say as he was dragged away, but his gaze as he glared at Bowe was expressive, speaking of the betrayal.

Bowe drew his knife and cut the rope around Leti’s hands. She didn’t react. Her eyes were dulled. How hard had she been hit?

“Cut the rest of them free,” Bowe told Toose. He wanted to get them all away before Hoag thought to change his mind.

Toose cut Tealman’s daughter’s wrists free, but before he could free her legs, she squirmed out of his grasp, running for her father. “Papa!” she called out.

The ropes on her ankles tripped her and she fell into the dirt. Leti shook off her lethargy, racing over to pick up the crying child. Dirt stained tears streaked down the child’s face. “Papa, don’t leave me.”

Tealman shoved one of the marshals, giving himself room to twist around. “Go with Leti. She’ll take care of you now.”

The second marshal jammed the hilt of his sword into Tealman’s stomach and the escay doubled over with a cry. A third and a fourth Grenier marshal grabbed him, dragging him rapidly away.

“Papa!” the girl shrieked.

Leti pushed the child’s face into her shoulder. “Hush child, hush.” She rocked her back and forth.

All the escay had been freed by now. “Get off the streets as fast as you can,” Bowe told them.

Leti had by now clearly recognized Bowe as Iyra’s young man. She didn’t say anything, though; she just led the other escay in the opposite direction to the Fortress, continuing to rock the child into her shoulder.

“How do we know this man is in the Guild?” Hoag asked.

“I know from firsthand experience. If Stenesso wants more details, he can ask me directly,” Bowe replied.

The marshal considered before seeming to find the information satisfactory and leaving.

Toose watched Hoag follow Tealman and the other marshals. “This incident won’t damp down any rumors about you and the escay, Guardian.”

Bowe figured that meant the rumors weren’t restricted to the Grenier family. What did his own marshals think about his actions? “I couldn’t do any different.”

“Very well, Guardian. Shall we return then?”

* * *

Bowe had barely settled back into his chair in the small hall before Toose arrived to report that two people were outside and wanted to speak to him. “One is that Green you talked to a few times.”

“And the other?”

“An escay with swirling tattoos on his face. An old memory come back from the dead.”

“Invite the Green in.” So Xarcon had been recognized. Bowe was too tired to think through the repercussions of the marshals knowing he was still alive. At least it wasn’t known that he was in the Guild. Turning Xarcon away would probably create as many questions as letting him in and Bowe had to assume it was important. “Then show in the other.” While he waited, the painted face on the Bellanger sun glared down. I’m doing my best, Bowe told it.

The door opened. Instead of Coinal, it was Toose again. “Do you know where Sorrin and Thrace went?” he asked.

“They aren’t here?” Sorrin and Thrace, like most ascor, hadn’t left their mansion since Hess’s attack.

“No. They left while we were gone, taking some marshals, leaving Bellanger Mansion pitifully defended.”

Sorrin was usually so careful. “I’m sure it was important.”

“It better have been.” It was unusual for Toose to be even slightly critical of a Bellanger ascor.

“At least we have plenty of guards again now that we have returned.”

Toose grunted and left.

When Coinal entered, his usual smile was marked absent. “I shouldn’t have trusted in you.”

“You certainly shouldn’t.” Bowe didn’t know exactly what he had done that Coinal didn’t like, but he had never wanted to get the Green’s hopes up too much. “Were you not listening when I spoke on the first day of the Path. Don’t expect any help and you won’t be disappointed. Greens are on their own.”

“I didn’t expect the Green Path to be easy. But I expected there to be a Path.”

“The Green Path hasn’t stopped. Has it?” In all the mayhem, Bowe hadn’t even thought about what was happening with that.

“The lists are no longer updated; no one cares. The word is that the Bellangers might have no Selects instead of three. And there’s talk that the whole thing will be abandoned.”

“As far as I’m aware the rules of the Path remain the same. The Bellangers still have three Selects. But nothing is certain. Everything is up in the air.”

“If no one is selected, it means that every single Green will die.”

“I know what it means.”

“I trusted you. You promised that you’d select me if I helped you.” Glum Coinal was a different person. What Bowe had liked most about the boy was how he could keep smiling despite his bleak prospects. Bowe supposed he couldn’t have expected it to last. Even in normal times, the Green Path tore everything good from the hearts of those who walked it.

“I didn’t make any promises.”

“So should I still be supplying you with information?”

“I’ll do my best for you. That’s all I can say.”

Coinal hesitated, looking glum. “I guess I’m damned either way. The Guild are attacking tonight.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know where, just that it’s happening.”

Bowe would have to warn Toose to be extra vigilant, though he doubted Bellanger Mansion was the target. “Thank you.”

Coinal seemed to be expecting more, but when nothing more was forthcoming, he backed to the door, then paused. “One of my friends was caught spying. He was killed by the Guild.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’ll do my best to keep helping you.”

Bowe would select Coinal, he knew, if he could. But he had no idea if he’d get that chance. “Try not to lose your smile. The Path wants to suck dry those who walk it. Don’t give it your optimism and joy.

“I’ll try.”

After Coinal left, Bowe tried to figure out what was going on. Where was the Guild intending to attack? And where had Sorrin and Thrace gone—was it related? Before he had a chance to think too much, Xarcon entered, clicking the door closed behind him. 

Bowe invited him to sit, but instead Xarcon stood behind the chair and pressed his hand onto the back of it. “This room has changed a lot,” he said. “Is the Bellanger sun smiling or frowning?”

“Depends on his mood. Right now he’s scowling. You shouldn’t have come here.”

“I never thought I’d be back inside this place. After the last Infernam, I tried to feel that it was my home. And I almost succeeded in fooling myself. By the time I left, it was a prison, smothering me. Now it’s just a big empty house filled with pretty nothings.”

“Even if you had to see me, why let yourself be recognized?”

“The marshals were diligent in searching me. I didn’t manage to keep my face hidden.”

“It better be important.”

“You probably won’t think so. I’m just here to make a simple request.”

“I have enough headaches to deal with.”

“I came to ask—no.” Xarcon slid around the side of the chair and sat on the front edge of it, leaning towards Bowe’s desk. “I came to beg for mercy.”

“Mercy? The Guild gave up their right to that after the massacre in Raine Mansion.”

“I wasn’t part of that. But it’s not for the Guild I ask for mercy. It’s for everyone else.”

“I can understand that.” Bowe was already starting that process. Or trying to. He’d still not heard from Eolnar.

“When this fight between the Guild and the ascor is all over, the escay will need someone to stand for them?”

“Once the Guild is no more, I’m sure things will calm down. The Grenier marshals will no longer be so harsh on the escay.”

“Do you really believe that?”

Bowe found that he didn’t. The distrust that the ascor felt for the escay would take a long time to heal. Something wasn’t making sense, though. “That was why you had to so urgently see me? To request that the ascor go easy on the escay after the Guild is defeated?”

Xarcon nodded.

By meeting Bowe, Xarcon would be causing as many problems for himself with the escay as he was causing for Bowe with the ascor. If he’d taken a bit of time, he could have organized a secret meeting between them. Unless he didn’t have any time. All at once, Bowe’s mind was fully alert, the weariness falling from him like a false skin.

“Stay there,” he told Xarcon, springing to his feet.

“No, I have to go.” Xarcon also rose.

“No way. Don’t leave this room. It’s important. I’ll only be a moment.” Events were spiraling, and Bowe needed to figure out exactly what was going on.

He looked for Toose, but first saw Zofila ascending the stairs. He shouted out to her.

She swiveled, one foot resting on the corner of a higher step. “What do you want?”

“Do you know where Sorrin and Thrace went?”

“Lessard Mansion.”

All the time that Bowe had been waiting for word for Eolnar and instead the Lessard ascor had waited until Bowe was out of the mansion, then summoned his two lieutenants. “Do you know what for?”

“Sorrin didn’t want to go, but he was persuaded that it was too important not to. I guess there wasn’t time to wait for you to come back.”

“I fear it wasn’t me they wanted to talk to.”

“Do you understand what it was about?” Zofila asked.

“I fear I do.”

Bowe returned to the small hall where Xarcon was hopping from foot to foot. 

“Sit,” Bowe ordered, walking around the desk and taking his own seat.

“I really have to go.”

“The attack on the Fortress won’t be until after full dark, surely.”

“What?”

“Sit.”

Xarcon sat. 

“Let me tell you why I won’t be able to help with your request.”

“What was that about an attack on the Fortress?”

“I’ll get to that. First, about the subject of mercy for the escay. You see, I was already working to try and improve things for them. But it has exploded in my face.”

“In what way?”

“I discussed a more gentle attitude toward the escay with the Lessards and I was awaiting their response. I just received it. They want to deal with a new Bellanger Guardian.”

Xarcon blinked. “I overheard one of your marshals saying that Thrace and Sorrin weren’t at home. They would never betray you.”

“Their duty is to the Bellanger family first and foremost.” The Lessards wouldn’t have made a move unless they were sure. And there was one way Eolnar could not only be certain to persuade Sorrin and Thrace but also be sure that Sorrin could Bellanger marshals to switch allegiance to a new Guardian. “Did Coensaw ever tell you a story about the circumstances of my birth?”

Xarcon shook his head.

“Well, it suggests that I was born an escay. And a certain Lessard ascor whom I thought I could trust is no doubt telling Sorrin the story as established fact. Though the doubt alone is enough to have me ousted. Especially in our present environment of mutual distrust and fear between escay and ascor.” Bowe wasn’t sure if Eolnar was behind this, or if he had talked to his brother and Sorani was the one who’s come up with the plan. It didn’t matter much. As the finishing touch, Eolnar could remind Thrace how the escay had spared Bowe’s life at Raine Mansion. “So this is my last day as Bellanger Guardian. Now tell me about this attack. Why is Hess doing it?”

“I don’t know anything about it.” Xarcon licked his lips. “You were going to tell me.”

“I can tell you how I know. Before you arrived, I had knowledge that something would happen, but I didn’t know what. You had to talk to me urgently, couldn’t arrange a secret meeting, and talked of a time when the Guild would be defeated. That told me that you were a part of this attack, and that you expected the Guild to be defeated, and that you would likely be killed.” 

“That’s an awful lot of assumptions.”

“So where would the Guild attack and have such a large chance of being wiped out? The Fortress, of course. I die free, one of the Guild attackers said when he breathed his last in Raine Mansion. It must be a concept that Hess has introduced, this idea that death is better than being an escay slave. So a suicide attack isn’t out of character. Will Hess be leading them tonight?”

Xarcon shrugged. “Maybe that all makes sense in your head, but I don’t know anything about it.”

“I could spread the word about what’s to happen. Even though you haven’t told me anything, the Guild would assume you had. You don’t seem to mind dying, but I don’t think you want to be known as someone who betrayed your cause.”

“A threat? I came here to ask your help, and that’s what I get in response.”

“You’re right, you don’t deserve that.” Bowe stood up, walked to the end of the small hall and back again. “This is all happening so fast. I need to do something but I don’t know what.”

“Why do you need to do anything?” Xarcon asked. “If what you believe is true, then the Guild will attack and be wiped out. It’s a victory for your side.”

“My side?” Bowe made a face. “Didn’t you hear what I said earlier? I’m an escay now.” Bowe sat down, then sprang up again. “What happens after the Guild is defeated? You fear that things won’t get better; that’s why you came to me. I asked a Lessard ascor, one of the more understanding ascor, to help me ease Stenesso’s whip hand, and I am now no longer a Guardian.” Bowe had a decision three years ago. Help the Jarindors, as Iyra wished, or help the ascor. His decision resulted in the defeat of the Jarindors. Would he make the same choice now, given what he knew? Bowe remembered the scaffold in Drywell Square, and found he couldn’t answer.

“Hess obviously didn’t start this intending to lose,” Bowe said. “Why attack if he doesn’t think he can win?”

“Hypothetically?”

“Hypothetically.”

“The Guild has been around awhile. And some of its members would have argued it had been too scared of the ascor. Hess and his faction, mainly Eye fighters, had no fear of death or even torture so they thought they could take the fight to the door of the ascor mansions. Hess didn’t fully think the consequences through the way Coensaw might have. It’s only now that he sees that it isn’t on his back that the scourge of the ascor response landed, but on the backs of all escay.”

“So Hess and the rest of the Guild will openly attack the Fortress, expecting to be wiped out, hoping that their defeat will improve the lot of the ordinary escay.”

“Yes. In the hypothetical instance we are discussing.”

Bowe had met Hess and thought the man a monster, yet he was willing to bring the city back from the brink. The worst of the escay is better than the best of the ascor, Bowe thought, thinking of Eolnar. Bowe remembered his earlier discussion with Xarcon, how he’d shied away from the idea of allowing the chaos of Hess to take charge especially with an Infernam looming. What if things had become so bad that chaos, the absolute unknown, was better than the status quo? The ascor weren’t even preparing properly for the Infernam—they were confiscating supplies.

“This time I really must go,” Xarcon declared.

“What if Hess was to succeed?”

“Impossible.”

“I like those odds.” Bowe had spent weeks wrestling with the issue of getting the ascor to change. That was what impossible looked like. Storming the Fortress didn’t seem quite that insurmountable. “Most of the Grenier marshals will be at the Fortress. They’ll be ready and waiting. They might even be expecting something tonight.” Coinal had found out; the Grenier marshals were sure to have some spies. “But likely they don’t know exactly where. What if they thought the attack was somewhere else? We would need a diversion.”

Bowe’s gaze roved around his office and fell upon the tapestry. The Bellanger sun had no expression now, neither happy nor sad. Instead it burned in a blue blaze of fire. Bowe’s eyes watered as he realized what he had to do.

“After what happened in Raine Mansion, Stenesso committed to protect the other ascor mansions,” Bowe told Xarcon. “And I have one more evening of being Bellanger Guardian. Wait here.”

This time Xarcon didn’t insist that he needed to leave. Bowe strode into the entrance hall. He saw Toose by the main door and called him over.

“Yes, Guardian.”

Bowe gathered his thoughts. “Do you trust me, Toose?”

The skin above Toose’s nose crinkled as he thought. “It’s not about trust. You are the Guardian and I follow orders.”

“Nevertheless, when I do things like I did today, nearly starting a fight with the Grenier marshals for no good reason, I’m sure you wonder if I’m doing the right thing. I can’t always explain why I give the orders that I do. So you will just have to trust that I’m acting to the benefit of the Bellanger family.”

“Understood, Guardian.”

“I need you to burn down the mansion.”

“Come again?”

“You’ll have to act on blind trust.” Bowe’s heart twisted as he looked at Toose’s perplexed expression. Bowe remembered he’d made a number of promises three years ago, and the only one he hadn’t broken was to betray Tealman. Well, he’d just done that, and now he was going to betray everyone loyal to him in his own family.

Bowe’s hesitation was only momentary. He had made his decision, and he was going to follow through on that with as much authority as he could muster. He had to give everything to this plan, or he would surely fail. “Follow my orders exactly, Toose; I’m not going to repeat them.”

“Yes, Guardian.”

“Gather a few trusted marshals, and get all the lamp oil from the cellars. Start the fires near the back of the mansion where no one lives. Once they are burning, evacuate everyone out the front. Tell anyone who asks that the Guild are attacking. Then use the lamp oil to douse the rest of the downstairs part of the mansion and set that on fire. Understood.”

“Yes, but...”

“Go on?”

“Should we try and keep the fire under control so that it can be put it out after?”

Bowe shook his head. “Your job is to try and burn the mansion to the ground. Of course, later, when others try to put it out, don’t interfere.” Bowe patted Toose on the arm, feeling another twist inside him. “Never fear—the family will emerge stronger. A house can be rebuilt. Go now.”

Bowe headed back toward the small hall. Before he got there, Zofila, on the second floor landing, called him over.

“I can’t right—”

“Come here,” she insisted.

Bowe didn’t want to delay, but he couldn’t just walk away from Zofila. Not with what was about to happen. He ran up the stairs, then across the landing, slowing as he got close. 

Zofila took Bowe’s head between her two hands and kissed him on the forehead. Bowe stiffened. She couldn’t know what Bowe had just put in motion. But she had sensed something.

“Whatever happens, thank you,” she said. “Six years ago you rescued me and you have been better to me than I had any right to expect.”

Tears gathered in Bowe’s eyes, and he embraced her. “You deserved better than me.” Bowe had betrayed everyone who ever loved him.

“This world twists everything good. Remain true to yourself.”

“I am.” He was doing what he felt was right at the cost of everything he had built.

“If you do that, I will understand. Sorrin might not, but I will.” She broke the embrace, holding Bowe at arm’s length, studying his face. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be a true wife to you.”

“You were better than that. I don’t listen to many people, and I probably wouldn’t have listened to a true wife, whatever that is.” He chuckled humorlessly. “Whenever I needed words of wisdom, you were there. When I needed a laugh in times of despair, you were the one joking. When I needed a kick in the ass, you were the one wearing the heavy boot.”

“Go, go.” She released him. “Don’t remind me I didn’t kick you enough. Other than falling in love with your best friend, clearly my greatest wifely failing.”

Bowe laughed. “Exactly.”

Then he turned and dashed back down the stairs, returning to the small hall. Thankfully, Xarcon was still there. “Come on. Things are in motion.”

Xarcon followed Bowe out. “What things?”

Bowe didn’t answer, but passing through the entrance hall, they both saw two marshals dragging a barrel of lamp oil around by the side of the stairs.

The sun had set and Helion was low on the horizon. In the eastern sky, the black rock of the upper tower of the Fortress was just about visible over the rooftops. Time was pressing, but Bowe couldn't help but turn back and look upon the mansion, his home, one last time. It was more than just bricks and mortar; from the first moment Bowe had seen the place, it had been special to him. It had been at the heart of his journey from doomed Green to Arcandi Guardian. And now?

Xarcon was watching Bowe, and he raised his eyebrows, questioning. It was time to leave it behind. “Let’s go.”

Liaano was reluctant to open the gates for Bowe. “Just let me get the rickshaw, Guardian. And Toose will want to be with you if you are leaving.”

“Open the gates.” Bowe used a tone of voice that brooked no argument. “I am leaving with just this escay here. Stay at your post. Understood?”

Liaano lowered his forehead and opened the gates for Xarcon and Bowe, then closed them.

Before Bowe and Xarcon had a chance to get more than a few paces away, a figure materialized out of the darkness. Oamir. “Where are you coming from?”

“Why are the streets so empty?” Oamir asked.

“You mean you don’t know what’s going on?”

“I was at the Refuge and I heard some of it. But I didn’t expect this. You’re...” Oamir studied Xarcon, struggling to remember his name.

“I am,” Xarcon agreed.

“I need to talk to you, Bowe,” Oamir said. “About the Refuge.”

“Later.” He was being forced to look his family in the eye one by one as he betrayed them. First Toose, then Zofila, now Oamir. At least Sorrin and Thrace hadn’t arrived. “Go inside and stay with Zofila. Make sure she stays safe tonight. You understand?”

“I will, Bowe. You can rely on me.” Bowe had said it more with the intention of having Zofila take care of Oamir, but the way Oamir spoke and the way his chest swelled showed Bowe that he was underestimating the young ascor. Oamir mightn’t be the best warrior, but he’d defend Zofila to his last if it came to that.

“We better get going,” Bowe told Xarcon, taking off at a run. Xarcon ran alongside Bowe, taking long easy strides alongside Bowe’s labored ones.

“Am I understanding things correctly?” Xarcon asked. “You are burning down your own mansion?”

Bowe was struggling for breath, and grunted as a reply.

They ran through the dark empty streets, silent except for the slapping of their feet against the ground and Bowe’s gasps for breath.

Reaching the street that led to the Fortress, they came to a stop. Bowe bent over, taking in deep breaths of the hot night air. Under his clothes, a layer of perspiration clung uncomfortably to his skin.

“And now?” Xarcon asked.

“We wait until the fire is visible.”

“Did you have to actually set it on fire? Couldn’t you have pretended there was an attack?”

“This is no time for half measures.” There was no going back. Bowe might as well put everything into making sure that the betrayal made a difference. “I don’t want to leave the Greniers in any doubt. It’s not like they trust me.” Bowe had a thought. “You seem to be trusting me without questioning much.”

Xarcon shrugged. “Nothing to lose. The alternative is the suicide attack.”

“Fair enough. When we see the fire, I report the attack. Hopefully, most of the Grenier marshals will respond, leaving the Fortress thinly defended. Even more hopefully, I’ll be able to open a gate to let the attackers in.” Bowe considered. “I could look the part more.” He pulled his knife from his scabbard and made a few cuts through his cloak and tunic. Then he yanked on the right side of his tunic until it ripped enough to bare his shoulder. “Now?”

“Like you were in a tavern scuffle.”

“We can do better,” Bowe decided. He touched the point of his knife to his bare right shoulder, grimaced at the prick of pain, then sliced downward. The blood flowed out. Bowe smeared the blood around his shoulder, then wiped some along the side of his face.

Xarcon nodded. “Good. Elevated from tavern scuffle to victim of Guild attack.”

Bowe wasn’t too happy that the blood continued to flow down his arm, but he couldn’t make the wound less serious. Like the rest of his actions this night, there was no going back.

“I think I see a glow.” Xarcon looked over Bowe’s head back toward Bellanger Mansion.

“It’s time then. Find Hess and let him know what’s going on. Make sure he waits until the marshals leave for Bellanger Mansion. Then give me a little time to get a gate open. I can’t guarantee anything though, so don’t wait too long. We don’t know how long they’ll be fooled.”

Bowe had recovered his breath, so he ran on until he was once again panting. Blood dripped down his stump and onto his feet. He sprinted toward the Fortress, making for a side entrance. 

He grabbed the bars and rattled them. “Quickly, let me in.”

A marshal appeared on the other side. “What’s going on?”

“Bellanger Mansion is under attack. Quickly, open it.”

“We’re not supposed to open this gate after dark.”

“I’m the Bellanger Guardian. The Guild are attacking. Open the damn gate right now.”

Another marshal appeared beside the first. This one Bowe recognized and he wasn’t sure whether that was a good or bad thing. It was Hoag, who’d arrested Tealman.

Hoag pressed close to the bars, then looked both ways to make sure the street was empty. “Let him in,” he told the first marshal. He unhooked a ring of keys from his belt and handed them across, then shouted over his shoulder: “Someone get Stenesso.”

The first marshal unlocked the gate, then pushed it open. Bowe entered and watched carefully as the marshal locked the gate and gave the keys back to Hoag who hooked them back on his belt. 

“That Guild leader you gave us hasn’t told us anything yet,” Hoag told Bowe. 

“These things take time,” Bowe replied. “Now, where’s Stenesso?” The marshal had clearly exaggerated, telling his superiors that Bowe had told him that Tealman was a Guild leader. Bowe wasn’t going to contradict him. He looked around, and realized he’d been in this exact spot once before. This was the small yard in which Dulnato had almost beaten Vitarr to death. Not a nice memory, but it seemed fitting somehow.

Blood pooled at Bowe’s feet and he grabbed part of his sleeve and used it to staunch the flow.

A door opened at the back of the yard and Stenesso appeared. He wore light armor, and a long sword dangled from his belt. He’d been ready and waiting. “How many attackers?” he asked Bowe.

“It was hard to tell. But several dozen.”

“Must be most of the scum. They have brought them out into the open.”

“Your tactics worked.” The merciless brutality had achieved its purpose.

“Guardian, the men are ready to depart!” came a shout from another part of the Fortress.

“I saw the glow from upstairs.” Stenesso looked Bowe up and down. “You ran from your mansion while they set fire to it?”

“It was mayhem. I found myself outside the walls and knew we needed help.”

Stenesso studied him coldly. “And yet you stand there, having already summoned aid? You haven’t returned?”

Bowe shrank away from Stenesso’s gaze, nodding toward his shoulder to indicate the wound.

“I never thought I’d see such cowardice from an ascor Guardian. We’ll deal with that after this is over.”

Bowe watched Stenesso march away. Pretending to be a coward hadn’t hurt much. It was nothing compared to the other things he’d done that night.

“Do you need a bandage?” Hoag was smiling. “Perhaps one of the ascora could spare a blouse. Some soft material is clearly required.”

Bowe didn’t reply. A wide arched entrance opened out into the main yard, and it was there that Stenesso had formed up his troops. Bowe watched them disappear out the main entrance of the Fortress.

They reappeared outside on the street, and Bowe pressed his chest against the gate, poking his cheeks and nose between the bars so he could watch. Stenesso and three of his ascor led them; they marched double-time, four abreast. A nervousness wiggled in Bowe’s stomach. He knew that Hess’s men were watching somewhere close. If one of them was spotted...

Hoag stepped behind Bowe and sniffed loudly. “I think that’s smoke I smell. The Bellanger family recently rose from the ashes, and it’s returning to where it belongs.”

With a deep clang, the main gate was bolted shut as the last of Stenesso’s force left. Bowe counted one hundred and fifty marshals run past him. He wasn’t sure how many were left in the Fortress, but it had to be less then one hundred, perhaps less than fifty, depending on how many Grenier marshals had been lost in the war with the Jarindors. 

The cityscape was lit up by the purple light of Helion night after night, and it seemed that having the rooftops dyed orange rather than purple wouldn’t be that different, but somehow it was. “Hoag!” Bowe called out. “Looks to me that it’s not just Bellanger Mansion that is on fire. Isn’t the glow originating from the direction of Raine Mansion too?”

Hoag squeezed close. “That can’t be.”

The marching footsteps of the marshals faded into the distance and Bowe’s fingers curled around the hilt of his knife. “I think Lessard Mansion is on fire too,” Bowe said. “You see, you were right. The Bellanger family deserves to return to ashes. But so do the other ascor families.” The knife slid soundlessly from its scabbard.

Hoag’s hand raced for the hilt of his sword, but it was too late.

Bowe plunged the blade up into the marshal’s gut. The man’s eyes bulged. Bowe didn’t feel good about killing him, but of all the people he’d stabbed this night, this one seemed the least underhanded, though underhanded it still was. At least this time, he was striking at an enemy rather than a loved one. Bowe twisted the knife, jamming it upward. A loud grunt spluttered from the man’s mouth.

Over Hoag’s shoulder, Bowe saw the other marshal approach.

Bowe released his grip on the knife, allowing Hoag to slump against his chest. He reached down and grabbed at the group of keys. Hoag started to slide down and Bowe grabbed him, and the keys fell out of his hand. Having only one hand was making what he was trying to do doubly difficult.

The marshal saw the keys hit the ground and ran forward. “What’s going on?” he shouted, grabbing for his sword.

“Hoag has taken a turn for the worse.” Bowe shoved Hoag’s body straight at him. The marshal grabbed Hoag and they both fell.

Bowe dived for the keys. They skittered out of his grasp, and it took two more tries to get them. He held them up to the light to examine them. When Hoag had unlocked the gate earlier, Bowe had been careful to note the correct key, but now they looked all the same.

“Attack!” the marshal screamed out, throwing Hoag’s body off him and picking up his sword. “We are under attack.”

This one. Bowe chose a medium-sized one with a flattened circle at one end. He was certain that was the key. Almost certain. He inserted it into the lock. It didn’t turn. 

The marshal roared as he charged.

Bowe didn’t look back. He had to get the door open. Surely not the wrong key. The skin crawled on the back of his neck. He shoved the key in another notch, and turned. A click.

Bowe dived down and left, pulling the gate open. The marshal’s sword hit one of the metal bars, ringing it like a bell. Bowe rolled to the side as the marshal struck again. His sword clanged off the flagstones where Bowe had just been.

Bowe scrabbled backward.

“Attack, attack! We are under attack.” The marshal advanced, and Bowe scrabbled backwards. Marshals arrived from all directions, converging on the small yard.

Bowe’s back thumped against a wall, his retreat blocked. The marshal’s sword rose then began to descend. A shadow behind him moved, then blood spurted from his neck and his head toppled sideways.

He fell, and the shadow reached out its hand toward Bowe. Then it wasn’t a shadow at all; it was Xarcon. Bowe took the hand and was pulled to his feet.

Around them, metal clashed with metal, shouts became howls, and screams became shrieks. Sparring figures danced through the yard, space becoming ever scarcer as more Guild attackers charged in through the side gate and more marshals arrived to defend.

In a flash, two marshals stood in front of Xarcon and Bowe. Bowe reached for his knife, then realized it was still inside Hoag’s gut. Before he could react further, the face in front of him caved in, and Xarcon stabbed the other marshal in the neck.

Detaching a spike mace from the marshal’s face was Hess himself. “Seems it was worth sparing the one-handed Guardian,” he said.

“Was?” Bowe asked. “Or is?”

Hess took in the battle around him. “You shall be the last ascor to die. Your actions today deserve that reward.” Hess gave a smile, his teeth like the spikes on his mace. Then, with a roar, he charged to where the fighting was thickest, swinging left and right with his giant mace.

“Any chance Hess ends up getting killed in the battle tonight?” Bowe asked Xarcon. Bowe was now on Hess’s side, but he would have preferred it if Hess wasn’t the one in charge.

“No one survives as many Eye fights as Hess without a mountain of skill and the Helion’s own luck.”

Bowe had feared it wasn’t going to be that easy to get rid of Hess. “Let’s get to the cells and free the prisoners.” Having got this far, Bowe wasn’t going to miss his chance of freeing Sindar, and perhaps Tealman too. Bowe certainly didn’t want Sindar to end up in Hess’s clutches.

Spotting Hoag’s corpse, Bowe pulled out his knife and returned it to the scabbard. He stayed close to the walls, skirting the battle, with Xarcon just behind. Bowe had never been to the cells in the Fortress but he knew roughly where to find them.

They reached the small guardhouse that protected the cells without running into anyone. It was empty. Bowe started inside, then stopped, seeing a fight by the entrance to the harem. It was one attacker against two defenders and was over fast, with one defender and the lone attacker falling.

“Free everyone,” Bowe told Xarcon. “I have something to do first.”

All the main buildings of the Fortress fed into a large grass courtyard. Right now, it was quite dark with the orange glow of the Bellanger fire barely peeking over the walls and Helion only providing feeble light. Fighting was going on throughout the courtyard but it was spread out, and some of it had spread into the main buildings. Bowe ran across the courtyard to the harem entrance. When Bowe had decided he wanted Hess’s attack on the Fortress to succeed he had envisioned Stenesso being defeated and the all the escay prisoners being freed. He hadn’t stopped to think what would happen when Hess’s Eye fighters forced their way into the ascor harem.

The marshal guarding the harem raised an unsteady sword. “Who goes there?”

“Get inside the harem and lock all doors in and out. Then find a way to get all the women and children out. The Fortress is lost.”

“Who are you?”

“It doesn’t matter. It’s what has to be done. When they get outside the walls, escort them toward Bellanger Mansion, where they will find Stenesso and the main Grenier force.”

“How do I know it’s not a trick?”

“If I was one of the attackers I’d be trying to kill you. Go to”—Bowe searched his mind until he remembered the Grenier head wife’s name—“Freyya and explain the situation. She can make the final decision if that makes you happier.” Bowe swiveled at the sound of rushing feet, drawing his knife, but whoever it was continued past without stopping.

Bowe darted back the way he had come. He had done what he could. He knew Freyya to be a resourceful woman. Halfway across the courtyard, Bowe’s foot caught on a stone, and he tumbled to the ground, skidding across the grass. His knife flew from his hand. Before he had a chance to stand up again, he felt a kick in his side and a shadow toppled over him. The other man sprang to his feet quicker than Bowe and pointed his sword at Bowe’s chest. “Which side are you on?”

Bowe shrank back. There was just enough light to make out the pinkish color of the cloak of a Grenier marshal. “Freyya has ordered as many marshals as possible to defend the women and children.” The marshal’s sword wavered. “Run, man. Help them. There isn’t much time. Protect the ascora.”

The marshal ran to the harem, and Bowe crawled across the grass until he found his knife. Then he hurried back to the guardhouse. There was no sign of Xarcon or any escaping prisoners. Bowe moved inside, frowning. A lantern hung from one wall, showing that the internal gate was still locked. Bowe quickly searched the room but there was no sign of any keys. 

The room darkened as a large shadow blocked the door. Bowe backed away, but when the shadowed figure stepped into the light, it was Xarcon.

“Where have you been?” Bowe asked.

“Out of the way.” Xarcon rattled a set of keys. “I remembered the bunch that fell to the ground just as you opened the gate. Just have to hope one of them opens this.”

“Quickly.” Bowe leaned against the wall to let Xarcon move past, then took up position at the guardhouse entrance, glancing back the courtyard.

The fighting had died down. Sporadic storms of noise formed as opponents met, then died off as one combatant was killed or run off. In the dim light, it was impossible to make out exactly what was going on, but, here and there, pools of light revealed enough to allow the rest to be guessed: a hulking tattooed fighter with a bloodied sword in one hand and a gold candlestick in the other; three pink-cloaked corpses lying across each other, their blood mixing; a pounding on the outside harem door as fighters tried to break in. What Bowe had suspected when he’d urged the women and children to flee had proven correct. The Guild had won the night.

“Got you.”

Bowe turned to see Xarcon push the inner creaking door open. Picking up the lantern, Bowe followed Xarcon into the tunnel. It ramped downward initially, then swung around to the left and leveled out. 

A hot fetid clawing smell enveloped Bowe, causing him to gag. To either side, the row of cells were jammed full. Thin arms and legs dangled between bars simply to give the other people inside a little extra space. In response to the lantern light, several shielded their eyes, but others ignored it, staring listlessly into the distance.

A large key on a wide metal ring hung from a hook on the wall. Bowe pointed it out and Xarcon took it and began to unlock the cell doors while Bowe slung the lantern to the key hook, where it was high enough to send light down to the end of the tunnel.

The first few who Xarcon freed simply fell out of their cells.

“Get out, you are free,” Bowe said. “Quickly now.”

It didn’t seem to register, the prisoners looked at Bowe, then at Xarcon opening cells further on, then back at Bowe. Then a man scrambled to his feet and, in a stumbling run, disappeared around the corner. That spurred several others into action, following after.

Another tried to run, but he was held back by a heavy-set woman. “Wait.” The woman stared at Bowe. “Everyone is freed?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“There’s plenty who won’t be able to walk out,” she told the man whom she held. The woman turned to face her fellow prisoners. “Those of us who can walk must help those who can’t.”

There was a murmur of agreement.

“My Steffi,” one man said. “I have to find Steffi.”

“Of course,” the woman agreed. “Those with loved ones must take care of them first.”

Bowe hurried further down to where Xarcon continued to open cells. The prisoners, now realizing what was happening, were more animated, gripping the bars of their cells as they waited their turn.

“When you have opened the cells, you better head out and make sure that they all get out safely. Make sure they aren’t attacked by mistake.”

Xarcon nodded.

“When all the prisoners have escaped, make sure that Hess locks the outer gates and sets guards. After all this, we don’t want Stenesso to come back and retake the Fortress.”

“Yes, boss.”

Bowe ignored the sarcasm. “And tell him to watch out for secret entrances.” Bowe continued on past the last of the cells. Ascor prisoners would be kept separately. The tunnel curved around to a new series of cells, this section already lit. 

“What kept you?” Sindar stood with one hand on a bar of his cell. “I wouldn’t have waited this long to free you.”

“It is the Fortress.” Bowe glanced around. “I didn’t bring down a set of keys.”

“Over there.” Sindar pointed out a small hook on the far wall with a single key on it.

“What kind of thief are you that you couldn’t escape with the keys right in front of you?” Bowe unlocked his gate.

“I had to wait to be rescued.” Sorrin walked out of his cell. “An escape might have harmed Grenier-Bellanger relations.”

Bowe snorted out a laugh. “We don’t have to worry about that anymore.” He walked to the end of the section. “Anyone else in these cells?”

“Just me.”

“They leave the lantern burning here for you all the time?” Bowe asked. The contrast between these cells and the others couldn’t have been starker, with clean sheets on Sindar’s bed, and the unfinished remains of a tasty-looking meal sitting on a side table. Bowe wasn’t sure how it was possible to eat at all in the other cells, the smell was so bad, but he was sure they received nothing like Sindar had.

“They normally douse the lantern for the night. They must have forgotten tonight. Maybe distracted by other happenings.”

“If I’d known you were living in luxury down here, I wouldn’t have bothered coming.” Bowe wondered if the Greniers had considered bringing some of the escay to this section of the prison, given the numbers they were arresting, instead of just cramming them all in the escay section.

“So want to tell me what’s going on? I was under the impression that you were going to help Stenesso bring down the Guild, then I’d be freed. Instead...” Sindar headed over to where he could see the escay part of the prison. “I am part of a mass jailbreak.” 

“Change of plan.” Bowe was freeing Sindar and betraying him at the same time. At least, this time he would admit it openly. “I helped the Guild attack and capture the Fortress.”

Sindar peered into Bowe’s face. “Sometimes I can’t tell when you are joking.”

“No joke.” Bowe swallowed. “And there’s more.” Bowe hesitated, finding the words hard to form in his mind. His fingers drifted to the hilt of his knife, then away. If Sindar decided to kill him, Bowe wouldn’t try to prevent it. “I burned down Bellanger Mansion as a diversion.”

Sindar started laughing. “That was bold.” He slapped Bowe on the back. “So we aren’t ascor anymore. I think I like this better.”

“You do?”

“Of course. It never suited me. But when you are a Green, it’s either become an ascor or become a corpse. And I like life a bit more than I should. Too much to enjoy being a stiff ascor, in fact. So what next?”

Bowe hadn’t thought past this moment. There was usually only one end for a disgraced ascor. Despite everything, he had been a worse Guardian than the previous Bowe Bellanger. “I guess I’ll have to take Paradise’s Kiss.”

Sindar slapped Bowe on the shoulder again, laughing. “Don’t kid yourself. That’s not happening.”

“Everything I built, everything we have built, is gone.”

“It’s better this way. Remember when we attacked the ship and let the Jarindor spy get free? Those were fun times. Maybe we can live a better life now, with fewer worries.”

“Don’t be an idiot.” A large amount of people would want Bowe dead after this night. And that was just the start of Bowe’s problems. Live without worrying, indeed. Still, Sindar’s attitude had cheered Bowe up, not least that he hadn’t wanted to kill his old Guardian. “I didn’t know you were unhappy as an ascor, Sindar.” Though perhaps that was why he had affairs with women that he shouldn’t, and broke into houses as a thief. He needed the danger.

Sindar raised his eyebrows. “I am enjoying this heart to heart, but don’t you think we should, you know, complete the daring escape first?”

Bowe nodded. The escay cells were almost empty, just a few of those most injured being helped out.

“Leave me be,” came a shout from one of the cells they passed.

The voice stopped Bowe dead, and he turned toward the source. Tealman struggled out of the grasp of two men trying to lift him and fell back to the ground with a scream.

“Leave him. I’ll take care of it,” Bowe told the two men as he knelt beside Tealman. Tears ran down the side of Tealman’s face, his features contorted in agony.

“You.” He became aware of Bowe. “I should have killed you rather than help you three years ago. Look what they have done to me.”

Tealman’s body was contorted worse than his face. His arms stuck out from his shoulders at a strange angle and his hips were twisted. Bowe had been glad to hear Tealman’s voice, to know that what he’d done hadn’t cost the man his life. But there were things worse than death. “Come with me,” Bowe told him. “I’ll see that you are fixed up.”

“I’m beyond fixing,” Tealman said through gritted teeth. “Leave me here to die. And jump into Helion’s fires on the way out.”

“Help me with him,” Bowe told Sindar.

“It’ll be too painful to lift him by his arms or legs,” Sindar said. “I’ll get the sheet from my bed, and we can use that to carry him.” Sindar ran back to his own cell.

“Leave me,” Tealman said. “A man has a right to die.”

“You have a daughter.”

“What good am I to her like this?”

“You can chose to die if that is your wish,” Bowe told him. “But not today.”

Chapter 12

14 Days Left

Even wrapped in both a blanket and dark shadows, Tealman’s body looked misshapen. He thrashed and emitted a groan, then returned to stillness. 

Bowe and Sindar had carried Tealman to Finshire’s place, because Bowe couldn’t think of anywhere better to bring him. As they had carried him, a false dawn of red light burned the air, spreading the smell of smoke and destruction. When they had finally arrived at their destination, Bowe had collapsed, his body having reached its limits. When he’d woken it was late into the afternoon.

As he sat in the dim light of Finshire’s back room, he listened to Tealman’s feverish moans and watched spots of light track across the room. With no windows, Finshire was content to let bad roof repair allow light into his back room. Motes of dust hung trapped by the crisscrossing rays of light that cut through the darkness. Bowe had been watching one spot of light in particular. It had been on his chest when he’d first woken, and as the sun moved through the sky, it had crept as far as the door.

Bowe wondered if a small circle of light would be the last thing he saw. If he took Paradise’s Kiss, would the light of the world shrink ever smaller, then disappear entirely? Though Paradise’s Kiss was for true ascor—perhaps Bowe should go out in one of the escay suicide barges instead. He would hug a rock close to him, feel the warm waters envelop him, then watch the sunlight flash through the waves, the light fading as he drifted ever downward.

The door opened, and all the narrow rays were subsumed by the wash of light entering. Sindar carried a tray of food and he placed it in front of Bowe, then sat down cross-legged. “Eat,” he ordered. “Finshire told me you refused food earlier.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Eat.”

Bowe picked up a forkful of food and put it into his mouth. He chewed mechanically, without tasting it.

“Don’t you want to know where I’ve been all day?”

“Where have you been all day?”

“I was just inside Raine Mansion.”

Bowe spat out his food and the fork dropped to the floor. Sindar picked it up again and gave it back to Bowe. “Eat.”

“What were you doing in Raine Mansion?” Had he changed his mind about accepting what Bowe had done? Had he told the ascor where to find Bowe?

“I sneaked in.”

“Today?” The Raine marshals would be on high alert. “How did you manage that?”

“Normally, it’d be easy. But all the Grenier marshals and ascor are there. Plus the Grenier children. Must be over a hundred extra bodies squeezed in.”

By Bowe’s calculations, closer to two hundred extra. “And I thought I had a death wish.”

Sindar shrugged. “Someone made fun of my skills as a thief last night.” He reached into a pocket, pulled out a silver dessert spoon, and presented it to Bowe. “If you examine the handle closely, you’ll see the Raine towers engraved there. They keep the silver cutlery locked up except for special occasions.”

“Remind me never to joke with you again.”

Sindar nodded seriously. “Probably for the best. You are never funny when you joke. Only when you aren’t trying to be funny.”

“Thanks.” Bowe held up his fork. “This works for me.” Bowe stuck it into a chunk of meat to demonstrate. “I didn’t need you to break into Raine Mansion for a spoon.”

“Ah, but for information. You are always going on about how important it is to know what’s going on and why.”

“I never knew you actually listened to me.”

“I try not to. But you tend to be rather loud.” Sindar shouted out the word “loud.” Tealman moaned and shifted under his blanket.” You are hard to ignore completely.” 

“That was when we had a Bellanger family to protect.”

Sindar stood. “Okay. If you don’t want to know the fallout of events last night...” He started toward the door.

“Wait. Tell me.”

Sindar lips twitched as he sat back down.

“And no need for that grin. The days when we could laugh are over.”

The grin faded from Sindar’s face, revealing the deeper sadness inside him. “Gretina’s dead,” he said.

“Who?” Then: “Oh. I’m sorry.” Gretina was one of Stenesso’s wives. From the way Sindar said the name, it had to be the one he was sent to prison for. “She died last night?”

Sindar shook his head. “She took Paradise’s Kiss several weeks ago. Stenesso must have made her do it. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Or even sad, really. She wasn’t due to get into Refuge, so it would have happened soon anyway. I thought I’d get to see her at least once more.” He sighed.

“You broke in to meet her?”

Sindar held out the spoon. “We already established that I went to steal this.” He tapped Bowe on the head with it. “Keep up.” The humor didn’t hide his pain, and Bowe was surprised that her death had affected him so much. Sindar had a reputation for having many lovers, so Bowe had just assumed he didn’t care too much for each one. 

“What about the other Grenier ascora?” Bowe asked. “Did they escape the Fortress in time?”

“Yes, most of the ascora and Greenettes escaped and are now safe in Raine Mansion. And the children. Drakasi died in the fighting, and I believe three other ascor did too. And a great many marshals, obviously. Hess didn’t take prisoners.”

“He controls the Fortress?”

“He does. By the time that Stenesso returned, the gates were barred to him and dawn fast approaching. He didn’t try to retake it.”

“And our family?”

“The ruins of the Bellanger Mansion are still smoldering. Sorrin was declared the new Bellanger Guardian and the Lessards are sheltering our family. Except...” Sindar hesitated. “When Stenesso found out that Bellanger Mansion wasn’t under attack, he asked who ordered it to be burned.”

“I did.”

“I’m sorry, Bowe. Toose admitted responsibility and Stenesso killed him.”

The fork fell from Bowe’s fingers, landing in the plate of half-eaten food. Another death at Bowe’s door.

“It was my fault.” How much hurt could Bowe cause to those around him before his guilt consumed him in an inferno bigger than the one that destroyed his home?

“There’s no value in assigning blame. Gretina’s death was my fault, and her own fault, and Stenesso’s fault, and the fault of the servant who informed on us. It was Helion’s fault, the fault of the rules of the society in which we live. Letting blame eat away inside you is the easy way out. The harder option is to shoulder responsibility and get on with what has to be done. Against any deaths you caused last night, you have to weigh up the lives of the escay prisoners that you saved.”

“Easier said than done.” The thought of Toose lying dead in the dirt as Bellanger Mansion burned behind him was a ball of hot lead in Bowe’s stomach. Toose hadn’t needed to accept responsibility for Bowe’s order. He must have known at the end, known that Bowe had betrayed him and the whole family. Was that why he’d said what he did?

The door opened and Finshire entered and behind him came an old man with a dirty white beard.

“I brought the healer.” Finshire placed a lantern by Tealman’s side. “But I told you he won’t be able to do anything.”

The healer turned sharply on Finshire. “You didn’t tell me that when you summoned me. I only came as a special favor. Up all night, sewing up sliced-up bodies and I’m dragged here for nothing.”

“Did many die?” Bowe asked. “Other then the Grenier marshals?”

“Of course. Dozens. Not just combatants. Servants, escaping prisoners, anyone caught in the wrong place. I haven’t seen the likes of it since the Battle of Pots and Pans.” His eyes narrowed as he turned his gaze on Bowe. “And if I recognize you correctly, you were in the heart of that battle as well as what happened last night. The escay who became an ascor.”

“The what?” Bowe asked.

“It’s what they are calling you,” Finshire said. “The escay have returned to the taverns and the squares, and the newsbards are talking themselves hoarse. The stories have evolved throughout the day, the narrative changing rapidly at first, but it has solidified by now. Bellanger marshals and servants told of Xarcon, who they thought dead, arriving to the mansion as an escay. And the newswriter who reports to the Lessards had the story of Bowe Bellanger being born an escay. It’s all feeding into the events of last night, creating a news frenzy such as I’ve never seen before.”

Sindar glanced at Bowe. “In your confession last night, you never mentioned you were an escay, my old Guardian.”

“I’m not. Well, I’m not sure. I was told I might have been born an escay. By an unreliable source. It’s probably not true.”

“At this stage, it doesn’t matter whether it’s true or not,” Finshire said. “The news is spreading as if it’s truth. Both escay and ascor have accepted it as fact.”

Bowe turned to Finshire. “I thought I paid you to keep control of the news regarding the Bellangers.”

“And I thought you were the legitimate Bellanger Guardian,” Finshire said. “I think my contract with you has been terminated as of last night. In any case there was little I could do. I’ve told you that the news can take a life of its own, and today that was truer than ever. The bastion of ascor power was brought down by the Eye fighter-turned-rebel, the ascor who was born an escay, and the ascor who became an escay. It’d be impossible to invent a more compelling narrative.”

The healer, who had been examining Tealman, straightened and began to walk out.

Bowe moved to intercept him. “Where are you going?”

The healer paused. “Wasting as little time on this ridiculousness as I can. There’s clearly nothing I can do.”

“I won’t accept that.” No one got to be old in Arcandis without being very good at what they did. “You are the best healer in Arcandis. I know you can save him.”

“His hips are broken. He’ll never walk again.”

“That doesn’t mean he has to die.”

“Cripples don’t get into the Refuge, and the Infernam is near.”

“I know one cripple who lived through many Infernams. You say he’ll never walk, but what about his arms?”

“Both shoulders are dislocated. The pain of forcing them back into their sockets would be terrible. The man has suffered enough.”

“Just fix his arms. I’ll pay whatever it takes.”

The healer slapped Bowe across the mouth. “Don’t insult me with talk of money. You think I wouldn’t save him if I thought there was a chance?”

He touched his stinging cheek. “There is a chance.” What was one more lie? Bowe couldn’t let Tealman just die.

“There’s no guarantee he’ll regain usage of his arms. Nor is there any certainty that his fever will break.”

“He has a daughter. I want to give him every chance to see her grow up.”

“On your head be it if we are torturing this man for no reason.” The healer bent down over Tealman and pulled off his blanket. “I’ll need some help.”

“Bowe.” Sindar grabbed his arm. “Are you sure you are doing this for him and not for yourself?” He leaned close so the healer couldn’t hear. “He wants to die.”

Sindar assumed that Bowe was doing this because he couldn’t take another person dying as a result of his own actions, his betrayals. “It’s for his daughter,” Bowe insisted, shaking off Sindar’s hand and moving to help the healer.

“Lie across his chest,” the healer told Bowe. “Hold him steady.” Bowe spread himself across Tealman’s torso.

Even through both sets of clothes, Bowe could feel the heat of Tealman’s fevered skin. Under the healer’s direction, Sindar gripped Tealman’s upper right arm.

“When I give the word, lift his arm toward his head. As hard and quick as you are able,” the healer told Sindar, feeling along the shoulder joint.

Bowe braced himself.

“Now.”

Sindar jerked the arm upward and there was a crack, then Tealman was screaming, a high-pitched, heart-rending scream that went on and on. He bucked violently, almost strong enough to dislodge Bowe, but Bowe held on.

“Please, no more,” Tealman sobbed. “I don’t know any secrets. I helped the Guild but that was years ago. I don’t know anything. Just let me die.”

The healer shifted around to the other side of his patient. “Quick, let’s do the other arm and get this over with.”

Sindar took hold of Tealman’s right arm, and yanked it upward when the healer was ready. Another crack. This time Bowe was thrown off as Tealman convulsed and scrambled back on top of him. The scream ripped through Bowe’s ears. Then the sobbing returned. “It’s too much. Oh, Helion, let me die.”

The healer swiftly ran his hands over both shoulders, then stood with a satisfied grunt. “Make him drink whenever possible. If the fever breaks, give him solid food. Anything he can hold down.” He seemed about to say something to Bowe, but instead just left. Finshire went after him.

Bowe could guess what the healer had been about to say. If he didn’t make it, Bowe was responsible for the man’s additional suffering. Finshire and Sindar would have similar thoughts.

Tealman had calmed enough for Bowe to ease himself off the escay. Tears leaked from the sides of Tealman’s eyes. Bowe turned away, unable to look anymore, and only then became aware that another person had entered the room. Oamir.

“Are Thrace and Sorrin with you?” Bowe asked, wondering if this was the moment he’d be captured and taken before the Guardians.

Oamir shook his head. “No. Zofila told me not to seek them out. She told me just to find you and tell you about the Refuge. She also told me...” He searched his mind for the words. “To forgive her, but she had to remain loyal to the one she loved.” He sniffed. “She went to Lessard Mansion.”

Bowe wanted to cry, but he was too empty inside even for that. She asked him for forgiveness when it was he who had done the unforgivable. “You took care of her last night.” 

“Yes. While our house burned down.” He shook his head, clearly still trying to come to terms with what happened. “Nothing like this has ever happened in the history of Arcandis.”

Oamir had wanted to tell him something earlier, Bowe remembered, and Bowe hadn’t stopped to listen. Now Zofila asked Bowe to hear what Oamir had to say. Bowe had to ask, although he couldn't help but feel that nothing really mattered anymore. Not to him at least. “What did you have to tell me?” The words toppled from his mouth like dead things. Now that Tealman had seen the healer, Bowe wanted to return to solitude and darkness.

“We can fit more people in the Refuge than we thought,” Oamir said.

“Explain.”

“I mapped out the tunnels, getting accurate numbers of people and supplies in different sections. Various marshals helped me. And I checked it against the numbers who are due to be let in, and there’s room for more. With the destruction of the Bellanger family, then its re-creation, there’s been a bit of variation in the quotas of each family. I know you want to save all you can, so I thought you’d want to know.”

A spark of life returned to Bowe. Letting more people into the Refuge each Infernam—could it be that simple? How many could Bowe save? “What’s going on at the Refuge at the moment?”

“It’s practically empty,” Oamir said.

“But it’s only fourteen days until the Infernam. Shouldn’t preparations be in full swing? I thought you told me it all happened automatically,” Bowe said.

“In normal circumstances, yes. But after a few groups of farmers were attacked, the rest have stopped before reaching the city. There’s a camp of some kind outside the walls.”

If there weren’t enough food and water in the Refuge by the time the Infernam came, thousands would die inside the caves. If there weren’t enough seeds and young livestock, there would be famine after the Infernam. Bowe had feared that the chaos of an escay rebellion close to an Infernam would have devastating effects, and so it was proving.

“You said there was unused space in the Refuge. Could everyone fit in?” Bowe asked Oamir. 

“Every who?”

“Everyone alive in Arcandis. Say no one goes out on the suicide barges or takes Paradise’s Kiss.”

Oamir raised his eyebrows. “No way. I’m only taking about a few dozen extra places. There would be thousands, maybe tens of thousands too many for that.”

The hope that had blossomed within Bowe faded. Needing to restrict entry into the Refuge every sexennium was the foundation of all Arcandis’s problems. If the Guardians and their marshals didn’t make the necessary decisions, then some other way would be needed. If it were left to a free-for-all, there would be fighting, and only the strongest would gain entry. Perhaps Hess would favor such a system.

And if there was fighting to get in, most likely that violence would continue inside the Refuge, breaking the traditional cooperation. No, that would be a disaster. What Bowe needed was a way for everyone to get a place. It seemed impossible but had anyone really tried?

At the very least, Bowe had something to strive for. A life beyond being Bellanger Guardian. “There’s a lot of people who want me dead right now. So I’m not sure that my life expectancy is that high,” Bowe told Sindar and Oamir. “But while I’m alive, I’ll do what I can to restore order to the process of getting the Refuge ready for the Infernam.”

Sindar shook his head. “There you go, back to thinking the world revolves around you again. I had hoped that knocking you off that pompous perch of yours could be the one good thing to come from the burning down of our mansion.” Sindar put his arm around Oamir’s shoulders. “Oamir and I will sort out this Refuge issue. And if Bowe Bellanger climbs down from the clouds, we might let him help us.”

“Oamir is essential, of course,” Bowe said. “But I don’t know what use you’ll be, thief. There’s no need for silver dessert spoons in the Refuge.”

Sindar whipped the spoon out of his pocket and brandished it in front of Bowe’s face. “I won’t have my spoon-stealing skills joked about. Not in front of the spoon. On guard, blackguard.” Sindar slashed left then right with his spoon before tapping Bowe on the head with it.

Bowe’s chuckle was interrupted by a fevered shout from Tealman, which sobered both of them. 

“Let’s figure out what needs to be done,” Bowe said.

Chapter 13

13 Days Left

Bowe tripped over a branch and tumbled to the ground, cursing. He spat out leaves and dirt. The dirt was warm; even under tree cover, the sun had baked the ground. Just another reminder, if any was needed, that the Infernam was close. Too close.

A laugh boomed out, a laugh that Bowe recognized well. It wasn’t exactly the first person Bowe wanted to meet, but at least he would get to stop stumbling around the forest. “How’s Urdo?” Bowe stood and pulled a twig from his hair.

Urdo appeared out of the underbrush, accompanied by two men. “You should ask, rather, how’s Big Boona.” Urdo hefted his axe. “And Big Boona is glad to be meeting little man again. Big Boona is thirsty.”

“If you could just take me to Meelyn first, I’d appreciate it. If she wants me dead, I’m sure she’ll give the job to Big Boona.” Urdo had an irrational dislike for Bowe and an irrational like for talking to his battle-axe. But he wouldn’t kill Bowe without Meelyn’s say-so. Or so Bowe hoped.

“Maybe Big Boona gets a little taste first. Little man has fed us all full of lies.”

“You might have to carry me again if I’m injured. And there haven’t been any lies. Maybe misunderstandings.”

Urdo grunted, then pointed the spike of his axe toward a gap between two skinny trees. Bowe took that as a direction. Urdo fell in beside Bowe, holstering the axe on his back. He glanced at Bowe’s knife but didn’t mention it, dismissing the threat. Urdo’s companions fell in behind.

“Funny watching little man sneaking through the trees. Like a fish flopping about on land.”

“I wasn’t trying to sneak,” Bowe said. “I was trying to find your camp.”

“For most of us, walking without falling over is easy. We learn as babies. For little man, it is harder? All those awkward branches on the ground.”

Bowe didn’t exactly want to banter with Urdo, but it was better than being hit over the head by his axe. Just about. 

“I—” At that exact moment, Bowe’s toe caught on the uneven ground and he stumbled, and his retort died on his lips.

Urdo’s laugh boomed out. “See. Like a baby, little man can’t walk yet.” Urdo twisted his head back to share laughter with the two behind. 

“Why do you call me ‘little man’?” Bowe asked. “Surely everyone is a little person to you. And I can’t be the shortest man you have met.”

“Urdo doesn’t decide on the names, he just knows. Just like he knows Big Boona’s name is Big Boona and that she likes to drink, he knows little man’s name is little man.”

Bowe was saved from further circular logic from Urdo by their arrival in a large, sprawling camp. They passed by several tents in one small clearing then had to step around a wagon, passing through another copse of trees before arriving into a bigger clearing. Trees and underbrush had been cut down, but even with that space was limited. Further groups of tents and wagons were spread further out among the trees.

“Wait here.” Urdo went looking for Meelyn.

The two other bandits stood behind Bowe—as guards, Bowe guessed, though he wasn’t sure why he was expected to escape. He had come to find the camp. Sindar had wanted to accompany him, but Bowe decided it was better that he go to the Refuge with Oamir and prepare for their arrival. Bowe hadn’t said it, but he was a marked man and traveling with him was dangerous. He didn’t want anyone else’s death at his door.

Urdo returned with Meelyn and Rianel.

“You have a lot of nerve showing up here,” Meelyn said.

“I have rarely lacked nerve,” Bowe replied. “Good sense, on the other hand, I’ve had a terrible problem with.” He turned toward Rianel. “I know it’s been a few years now, but I wanted to wish you my condolences on the loss of your father. He was a good man.” Bowe had secretly worked as a scribe for Jakelin, Rianel’s father, and though that relationship had managed to regain the Bellanger influence with the marshals who helped rule the countryside.

Rianel offered a begrudging nod.

“Urdo was telling me that I’m considered a liar,” Bowe said.

“You promised us all places in the Refuge,” Meelyn said. “In return, we helped you. We stopped raiding and started protecting those who lived in the countryside of Arcandis.” Meelyn gestured at the camp. “We are still doing that.”

“And your places in the Refuge are waiting for you,” Bowe told her.

“More lies from the little man,” Urdo said.

“We hear news from the city,” Rianel said. “You were never a Bellanger. You never had the right to make any promises. Everything you did was based on false pretenses. We’d have been better off remaining under Grenier control.”

“I didn’t know all this was going to happen,” Bowe said. “My promises haven’t turned out as planned, but I haven’t failed you yet. I’m not ducking my responsibilities concerning getting everyone here into the Infernam. I’m here to explain how it is possible.”

“He’s here for more promises and more lies,” Urdo said.

Bowe shook his head. “I can’t make any promises. You all know that I am no longer Bellanger Guardian, and I will never have that power again. As Bellanger Guardian, I had places in the Refuge set aside for you”—Bowe nodded at Rianel—“and all the farmers and others who worked hard in the countryside all sexennium, and you”—Bowe nodded at Meelyn—“and all your bandits-turned-protectors. In addition, I had places set aside for all those working in Bellanger Mansion, and those who were injured in the Battle of Pots and Pans, plus many others.”

“And now?” Rianel wanted to know.

“Now I have no promises. But I do have a vision. An opportunity,” Bowe said. “Let’s talk about how we can all survive this Infernam together.”

“Or we can let Big Boona taste his blood,” Urdo suggested. “He said himself he has no power. He’ll offer us more empty air in place of his previous promises.”

“It’s chaos in the streets of Arcandis,” Rianel said. “And time is running out, with the Infernam fast approaching. It’s a total disaster. How can you call that an opportunity?”

“Certainly things have changed. For the worse or better is yet to be decided.”

Rianel shook his head. “It’s clearly for the worse. At least before, those who worked hard and did the right thing knew their place was guaranteed. One of the women who sleeps close to me couldn’t stop sobbing most of last night. She has six children.”

“The uncertainty is scary, I agree,” Bowe said. “But we have to see beyond that to the possibilities.”

“Easy to say for one who doesn’t have a family,” Urdo said.

“I have a family.”

“A family that you burned to the ground.”

That wasn’t exactly true, but it cut close to the bone. Bowe gave Urdo a scowl, which he accepted with a wide grin and a stroke on the blade of his axe.

“The Refuge still awaits,” Bowe said. “The old system is gone, and the new one has to be formed, a new system that will shape Arcandis in generations to come. It could be shaped by Hess’s teeth, or by Urdo’s battle-axe, or maybe by”—Bowe remembered the woman in the Fortress who insisted on each of the escaping prisoners helping others. It was only the latest of many examples—“escay kindness.”

Urdo brandished the axe. “I’ve yet to see an emotion that this can’t cut through.”

“It’s not so simple. It wouldn’t be so easy for you to put Big Boona through Meelyn’s neck, Urdo. And it’s not because of the dullness of your blade.”

It was Urdo’s turn to scowl.

“Still,” Meelyn said. “I wouldn’t bet against the Eye fighter’s bite, or the battle-axe.”

“Perhaps. And you do have axes if it comes to that.” Bowe was sure that had already occurred to Meelyn. “Unlike previous times, no one knows for sure what will happen during the Infernam, or after. It might be decided in moments like this, as those who care for sections of Arcandis society makes or doesn’t make decisions. And I don’t want to work toward a Refuge guarded by swords or axes. I recently learned that all the space in the Refuge wasn’t used efficiently. It got me thinking, what if we could fit everyone in?”

Urdo snorted. “More lies.”

“We all know how crowded the Refuge becomes,” Rianel said. “I can see a handful more fitting in. But everyone? Clearly impossible.”

“Perhaps you are right,” Bowe said. “Like I said earlier, I can’t make any promises. Consider that there have been several deadly battles in Arcandis this sexennium. There may be less pressure on getting in than we expect. And isn’t it better to focus our energies on trying to get as many people as possible inside rather than focusing on how to restrict people?”

“What happens if the Refuge becomes full by following this plan of yours, then along come Eye fighters or marshals?” Meelyn asked, “They aren’t going to just let themselves be burned to a crisp. Swords and axes will ultimately decide.”

“If we try and fail...” Bowe shrugged. “Has anything been lost? If we approach with noble intentions, there’s a better chance of ending up in a place which we can be proud.”

“You talk about everyone getting into the Refuge,” Rianel said. “Right now, no one can.”

“You fear to pass the city walls?” The city backed onto the high ground that held the entrances to the Refuge. The only way to get a wagon through was through the city.

“With good reason,” Rianel said.

“The Grenier marshals are no longer patrolling the streets.”

“Many fear this Hess more than they did the marshals.” Rianel was a member of the Guild, but it seemed that even he didn’t trust the giant Eye fighter.

“Hess will see the sense in letting the farmers and food supplies get to the Refuge. He will prefer ruling over a world of people rather than ash.” Or he could just decide to believe his own slogan and ensure everyone died free.

“You’ve met him?” Urdo asked. “Is he eight feet tall with a mouth full of shark’s teeth?”

“I’ve met him. And he has human teeth, fewer than most but more scary.” Bowe looked Urdo up and down. “He’s about your size, though I’d bet on his mace over your axe in an Eye fight. If only by a hair.” Maybe more than a hair, but Bowe didn’t want to get any further onto Urdo’s bad side.

Urdo grinned. “What did I tell you, Meelyn? Big Boona and myself can take this famed Eye fighter.”

“You know him,” Meelyn said to Bowe. “So you can talk to him as our representative. Make sure we won’t be harmed, and the goods won’t be harmed.”

“We were planning on moving everyone through the city protected by Meelyn’s men anyway,” Rianel said.

Meelyn shot Rianel a glare. “Now we won’t have to worry. The ex-Guardian will ensure safe passage for us.”

“I’ve met him,” Bowe said. “But I wouldn’t think I’m the best person to talk to him.” Hess had spared Bowe’s life so far, but Bowe didn’t want to give him too many chances to change his mind.

Urdo slapped Bowe on the back, hard enough to send him lurching forward. “Little man is very good at talking. Everyone knows this.”

“If it gets a good reception, we’ll know we won’t have any problems,” Meelyn said.

“And if I get a bad reception?” Bowe asked. “Say, a crushed skull?”

“It’s a risk we are willing to take,” Meelyn said.

Urdo’s laugh boomed through the camp.

Chapter 14

12 Days Left

Bowe adjusted the hood of his cloak over his head again, but there was only so much a hood could do. The sun was high overhead, bright and strong. The city streets were empty; everyone knew not to be out at this time of day with the Infernam so close. Bowe shuffled forward, each step slow and deliberate. The heat, like a thick, heavy cloak, dragged at him. Sweat streamed down his face. Dust kicked up with each step. Bowe licked his lips, his throat dry and ticklish. He had forgotten to ask for a waterskin. He was too used to traveling by rickshaw.

He glanced behind him, but he could no longer see the city gates. Beyond them, Rianel and Meelyn had set up camp. They had left the forest before dawn, walking though the morning to reach the city walls, and it was Bowe’s job to clear the situation with Hess so they could safely travel through the city to the Refuge in the late evening and early night. Bowe had left his knife behind with Rianel, deciding it was better to be unarmed.

The quickest way to the Fortress took him through Drywell Square. Reaching it, Bowe was surprised to see several other people outside. By the time he reached them, it was clear who they were and what they were doing. They were priests cutting down the desiccated bodies hanging from the scaffold.

“About time that was done,” Bowe told them.

The nearest priest’s head jerked around, the hood of his patchwork cloak sliding off his head to reveal the bald head of Florence, the priest who had reluctantly helped Bowe during the Battle of Pots and Pans.

“What do you want?” Florence replaced his hood.

Bowe lowered his own hood so Florence could recognize him, then quickly raised it back up.

“You.” The word dripped with scorn. “What do you want?”

“I’m glad you are moving the bodies.” The priest’s attitude grated on Bowe. “But why have you waited this long?”

The other two priests returned to their work, wrapping a body in a white sheet, then carrying it to a cart. A gushing breeze kept the smell and flies away.

“At first the marshals insisted we didn’t. Then, after the Fortress was stormed, Hess decided that it was best to let the bodies of those who died on both sides on display for everyone to see. So no one would forget.”

“That’s horrible,” Bowe said. “So you finally decided to do the right thing?” They worked in the heat of the day so they weren’t seen. “Are you taking them out in the funeral barge?”

“This evening.”

“And you’ll make sure the newsbards spread the word? So all the relatives can say goodbye?”

Florence looked away. “Leave me to my work.”

“You intend to have the funeral in secret also? Why? What do priests have to fear?” They gave up their lives and hope of a place in the Refuge to comfort and help those who had to die. “You will all die within twelve days. If priests can’t be brave, how can those with families to protect?”

“Our job isn’t to provide an example. Just comfort.”

“And what comfort for the relatives of the victims, knowing that the bodies have been left up to rot for days?” Sharp anger laced Bowe’s words. “Are there other bodies like this? In the Fortress? When will they get a burial?”

“We do what we can,” Florence said. “This situation is unprecedented.”

“Sorry, you are right. I apologize.” The anger Bowe felt wasn’t for the priests; it was for those who hung the bodies up on the scaffold in the first place. “It’s good what you are doing here and those who wear the patchwork cloak have always done much for the people of Arcandis.” Bowe’s gaze fell on the overturned wheelchair of Coensaw. “I have a few requests of you, if you’ll listen to me.”

“The priests take orders from nobody. Even if you were still a Guardian, it wouldn’t matter.”

“Just requests, not orders. I know a crippled man who would appreciate that chair. He stays in the newswriter, Finshire’s, house. You know where that it?”

“I know where it is.”

“I also think you should let the newswriters know about the funerals this evening, so that newsbards have time to spread the word. These people deserve the honor of a proper funeral and their relatives deserve the comfort of saying goodbye.”

Florence seemed uncertain. He obviously knew what he should do, but he feared doing it. Obviously Urdo wasn’t the only one who believed the Eye fighter was eight feet tall.

“Don’t worry. Hess isn’t stupid. He’ll realize that is the right thing to do. I’m on my way to speak to him now. Expect to be able to collect bodies from the Fortress and have a bigger funeral tomorrow.”

“How will we know if Hess agrees?”

“I’m sure you’ll hear if he doesn’t. Might even see me hanging from the scaffold there.” Bowe wasn’t looking forward to presenting Hess with a list of demands—one had been enough. On the other hand, the Eye fighter could only kill him once.

Florence returned to helping the other priests. “I’ll watch developments.”

“There’s one other thing. I know the role of you and your brethren is usually to provide comfort to those who won’t make the Refuge. However, as you said yourself, this time is unprecedented. The Refuge is still empty with only twelve days to go. The marshals who usually organize are no longer in a position to do so. Those wearing the patchwork cloak could be very useful at the Refuge. Plus, there is a faction—you’ll heard more about it in days to come—that will aim to ensure everyone gets to survive. Perhaps the priests would like to aid in that effort. Perhaps there’s a way they can help everyone and also survive.”

Bowe left without waiting for a reply. He didn’t need to hear snorts of disbelief yet again. It would take time for people to get used to the idea. He only hoped they wouldn’t get used to the idea only to later find it to be impossible, and realize that they were following Bowe Bellanger into the abyss.

* * *

He was made to wait at the gates on the Fortress, though at least he was given water. The water eased his thirst even if it didn’t diminish the effects of the pounding heat. When he was finally allowed in, he quickly regretted the need to have come. He was led through the courtyard. Some bodies lay in the dirt where they had fallen. Others had been dumped in a pile against the wall. Pink cloaks, some now red with blood, intertwined with the arms and legs of the corpses. The stench of ripe bodies permeated every breath Bowe took.

The lackey who Hess had sent to bring Bowe to him delighted in Bowe’s disgust. He deliberately took Bowe close to the pile of bodies, and Bowe flapped his hand in front of his face to beat away the swarm of flies.

Bowe felt certain he would be taken to the great hall, but he wasn’t brought there directly. After passing through the courtyard, they entered a wide hall where the Guild’s dead had been placed. These were wrapped in white sheets with lit scented candles between the bodies and flowers thrown over them.

“They died free,” the lackey told Bowe.

“They died dead,” Bowe replied.

Outside the entrance of the great hall, a group of men sat around a waterskin, though from the sharp smell, the liquid inside was much stronger than water. From their scars and lean muscles, they were clearly Eye fighters. They wore scraps of ascor clothing, and several expensive ornaments lay strewn beside them. Clearly these were among the victors of the storming of the Fortress, and from their bloodshot eyes, they hadn’t stopped celebrating. If these were Hess’s guards then, if Stenesso decided to try and retake the Fortress, the lot of them would be dying free, or more accurately dying drunk.

Bowe received several scowls as he opened the door to the great hall, but no one moved to stop him. Bowe’s guide, deciding his job was done, sat down among the other men and reached for the waterskin.

Bowe was only two steps inside the great hall when he realized he was wrong. Stenesso would not be retaking this place easily, or at all. Hundreds of escay were crammed inside, most of them very young. At the center of it all, Hess lounged across Stenesso’s throne, with his back against one armrest and his legs thrown over the other. He wore ascor clothes, with a scarlet cloak tied around his shoulders. He had clearly moved beyond having a few Eye fighters and hardcore Guild members supporting him. Half the youths of Arcandis had come to follow their great liberator.

Not many noticed Bowe enter, and even fewer seemed to care. Hess was one who did notice, but he chose not to acknowledge Bowe. With groups of escay scattered throughout the hall, there was no easy route to where Hess waited. Bowe slowly navigated through the crowd, apologizing when he needed someone to move and careful to avoid stepping on stray hands.

“Friends, attention, we have a look who has graced our presence. Some call him a hero.” Hess finally drew the crowd’s attention on Bowe. Throughout the hall, faces turned to look at him. A clear way opened up, and Bowe swiftly made his way to the foot of Hess’s throne.

“You are the real hero.” Bowe bowed his head.

Hess adjusted himself on the throne until he sat upright. He glared down at Bowe. “I don’t need an ascor’s acclaim to know what I am.” He raised his arms wide. “This is all I need, the acclaim of my own people.” A rousing noise filled the hall to the rafters, cheering along with the slapping on hands and stamping of feet.

Not the best start, Bowe thought to himself. Bowe had pretended to himself that there was no way Hess would kill him, but he could pretend no longer. Hess would do whatever got him a bigger cheer from his supporters, and the Eye fighter had never had any issues with killing.

“There are stories, though, that you are the real hero.” Hisses and boos spread through the watching crowd. “That you were born an escay, became an ascor, then freed his real people.” 

“I’m no hero.”

“Are you ascor or escay?”

Bowe wasn’t sure how to reply to that. Hess had promised to wipe out the ascor, so claiming that title would be almost giving the Eye fighter permission to kill him. But if he claimed to be escay, would he be laying claim to the story that Hess mentioned? “I’m not sure which I am,” Bowe said. “I know that the ascor want me dead. I guess I’m about to find out if the escay do.”

Hess smiled, revealing his mouth of spiked teeth. “You stand before me, still stinking of your crimes. You were a Guardian.”

“I beg your forgiveness for my crimes.”

“You don’t look like you are begging.”

Bowe knew what Hess wanted, and he fell to his knees. “I beg forgiveness.”

Hess lazily held out his right hand. On his second finger was a gold ring set with a large ruby. Obviously, it had once belonged to the Greniers.

Bowe leaned forward to kiss the ring. Before he had a chance to, Hess drove his fist into Bowe’s jaw, knocking him onto his back.

Hess sprang to his feet. “You aren’t even worthy to kiss my ring, ascor slime.”

Bowe started back to his feet.

“Don’t stand in my presence. On your belly, slime.”

Bowe twisted onto his stomach and snaked forward. He could feel hundreds of gazes crawling down his back. As the dirt from the floor smeared the front of his cloak, so the humiliation smeared itself upon his being. The difference being that the humiliation could never be cleaned off. He did what he had to, not for himself, but for Arcandis. He told himself that, but it didn’t make it any easier. He had been a Guardian, one of the four most powerful people in Arcandis. And he had given it all up to crawl at the feet of a jumped-up Eye fighter.

Bowe stopped at Hess’s feet, not daring to look up. The shoes were made of fine leather; Hess had clearly found a pair big enough for his feet inside the mansion.

Bowe waited, then Hess drew back his leg and kicked Bowe in the face. Bowe went spiraling back. Pain exploded in his face, Bowe hadn’t felt the first blow too much, but this one he sure did. His vision dimmed, then returned. When he could hear properly, he realized that Hess and the whole hall was laughing.

“This is one of the great Guardians. Those who we were told we had to tremble in fear when they passed. Well, no longer.”

A warmth trickled inside Bowe’s mouth and he spat out blood. He then snaked forward on his belly to Hess’s feet again. Hess retook his seat. “You came here for something. What was it?”

Bowe tilted his head to the side to he could look up. “I’m afraid. Afraid that when the Infernam comes there’ll be no food in the Refuge.”

“We’re not afraid,” Hess declared. “We die free or we live free.” Another cheer washed across the great hall.

“The farmers who bring food to the Infernam are afraid. The marshals were stopping them and arresting them.”

“We dealt with those marshals,” Hess said. “They now decorate my yard.”

“The farmers need Hess’s protection. They want a promise they can cross the city safely and get to the Refuge. That way there’ll be enough food and water to survive the Infernam.”

“They have nothing to fear from me. Our revolution is to help escay everywhere.” Hess raised his voice to address the entire hall. “No one is to interfere with anyone traveling to the Refuge.”

Bowe didn’t want to push his luck and look for more, but he had promised. “Also, the priests want to organize funerals for those who have fallen in the struggle. Those hung from the scaffolds, those in the Fortress. They deserve to be honored in a funeral attended by their relatives.”

“I left them as a reminder,” Hess said.

“The struggle is over. You have won,” Bowe said. “It’s time to bury the dead.”

“Three Guardians and many ascor still hide out in Raine Mansion and Lessard Mansion.”

“They hide because they know they have lost. And you know you have won. It’s just a matter of time.” Bowe had known that when he’d entered the great hall and seen the number of followers Hess had drawn to him. The escay were no longer afraid. And Bowe’s subjugation would only make them less afraid and draw new followers.

“I was getting sick of the smell anyway.” Hess waved his hand. “Let the priests have their funerals.”

Bowe’s capitulation on behalf of the ascor seemed to have put Hess in a generous mood. Though his performance might be another reason, if they needed one, that the ascor would want to see Bowe die in a painful manner. Bowe’s problem was how to leave. Hess wouldn’t appreciate Bowe standing up again. So Bowe pushed himself from his belly onto all fours and began to crawl back the way he had come. Hess’s chuckle followed in his wake. Because of his stump, it was a limping crawl.

Among the escay, eyes widened in shock. Some still couldn’t believe it was happening. At first, they just watched, and Bowe thought the humiliation of being watched crawl out of the Grenier great hall was as bad as it would get. Then one of the youths spat in Bowe’s face.

Bowe sped up, his stump hurting as it scraped against the mosaic tiles. A kick hit his backside, then another thumped into his side. He knew the end of the hall wasn’t too far away, so he gritted his teeth and kept crawling, doing his best to ignore the punches and kicks and spit hurled his way.

At the door was a youth Bowe recognized. It was Yac, the boy from Leti’s kitchen who had warned of the coming storm. Bowe thought Yac was going to open the door to help him escape. Instead he bent down and punched Bowe straight in the nose. Bowe’s eyes watered. He sprang to his feet and threw himself against the door. It opened, and Bowe slammed it shut behind him.

He stood there panting, blood and spit running down his face. No one tried to follow, and the Eye fighters outside the door threw him disinterested glances, then returned to their drinking.

Chapter 15

11 Days Left

Bowe woke up to total darkness. It took him a moment to remember where he was—inside the Refuge, near the entrance. Since he’d arrived, he’d been doing more sleeping than he should, recovering from the weeks before when he’d slept too little. He could also admit—to himself—that there was an element of hiding about it too. The story about what had happened to Bowe inside Grenier Mansion had spread faster than the Infernam fires. The lack of newsbards at the Refuge had done little to prevent everyone around knowing about it. He could barely look at Sindar or Oamir in the eye, never mind Rianel or Meelyn. And Urdo laughed whenever he saw Bowe. He’d asked Bowe if he still wanted to know why he should be called “little man.”

The Refuge wasn’t even close to ready for the Infernam. Bowe’s idea of fitting everyone inside seemed further away than ever; they’d be lucky to get the usual numbers in. Of course, that would lead to fighting between those who came late against those already inside. Survival of the strongest.

Outside, Helion was low in the sky, a heavy belly of purple light, a pregnant demon about to give birth to the fires of hell. Wheels creaked as a wagon approached the top of the slope. Night was a busy time for arrivals; it was only during the heat of the day that activity lulled. Too much was coming too quickly, though; too many people, too many supplies. Just outside the entrance was a permanent jumble of disorganization.

“I was told to expect to find you sleeping. You aren’t going soft on me, mush-for-brains, are you?”

Bowe didn’t have a reply. He just stood soaking her in, her red hair, the way her gray eyes seemed to glow violet under the purple light of Helion.

Iyra shook her head. “Gone soft in the head, is that it?”

“I have been told that I have mush for brains.”

Only a pace separated the two of them, yet as they stood facing each other, the short distance seemed impossible to cross.

“I heard what you did,” Iyra said.

“Oh.” Bowe exhaled with a soft breath. She had heard about how he groveled in the dirt at Hess’s feet. Of course she had—everyone had.

“I heard you gave up everything you worked so hard to build up so that the ascor would be defeated, so that the escay would be free. I heard you planned to allow everyone into the Refuge. Oh, Bowe.” Iyra threw herself into Bowe’s arms. Bowe wrapped himself around her, feeling whole again. “Is it true, Bowe? Is it true that everyone will get in? That there’ll be no need for thousands to go out on suicide barges?”

“I’m not certain.”

Iyra put her hand on his chest, putting some space between them so she could look up at him. “It better be true. I spent the last few days persuading everyone I knew that they should come up here to help make it happened.”

“And did they come?”

“Some. Arguments rage throughout the city about what should be done. Some are putting their faith in Hess getting them in. Others are clinging to the hope that the Guardians will get back into power in time and reward those who earned their place just like always. And a small few trust in Bowe Bellanger’s crazy idea that everyone can...”

“Live happily ever after.”

“Exactly. Live happily ever after.” Iyra smiled. “Though I’ve a feeling that some I persuaded will return straight back to Hess’s scarred bosom when they come up here and see the mess.”

“It’s a bit disorganized,” Bowe admitted.

“A bit. That’s a mush-for-brains comment if I ever heard one. What can we do to improve things?”

“Well.” Bowe considered. “The entrance of the Refuge is a massive bottleneck. If that could be cleared. At night, unloading can be done outside the Refuge, but during the day it’s too hot to work, or even to leave supplies outside. What we could do with is a structure outside.” Bowe studied the layout of the area in front of the entrance. “Or better again, two structures, one on either side.”

“So make it happen.”

Bowe sighed. “I’m sure you heard of my latest misadventure with Hess. I’m not sure my suggestions would have much weight of authority right now.”

“That’s just silliness. We just need some wood to build a structure, then throw some canvas over it. It only has to last ten days or so. That can be built in a day or two, with many hands, I’m sure. And if anyone questions your authority, you can send them to me and I’ll kick their ass for you.”

“It’s not that simple.”

Iyra raised her eyebrows. “Kick their ass, I said. Everyone knows that you did what you did with Hess to get your way. And you succeeded in that. Well, maybe not everyone, but some people. I do, at least.”

Bowe chuckled and hugged her closer to him. “It seems more possible with you here. Do you really believe in my crazy idea?”

“It’s worth fighting for,” Iyra said. “Maybe even dying for.” She touched the hilt of the knife at Bowe’s belt. “I can’t remember you carrying a weapon before. I’m not sure I like it.”

“I only used it once, and I probably won’t need to again,” Bowe said. “Don’t rely on my fighting skills. If there ends up being a fight here at the Refuge, then I have already lost.”

Chapter 16

8 Days Left

The early-morning breeze was causing trouble for the completion of Right Post.

“Hold tight!” Bowe, unable to help with the pulling because of his missing hand, shouted what everyone already knew.

Left Post had been completed in the hours before dawn. The wooden structure of Right Post was in place, and patches of canvas meant for mainsails had been sewn into the correct shape. Unfortunately, the breeze had decided to treat the canvas more like a sail than a roof, and it wanted to steal it off them. Dozens of heels dug into the ground, and dozens of hands held tight to ropes while the canvas billowed into the air. 

Iyra and several others were lifted completely off their feet by a particularly strong gust. Those still attached to the ground had to redouble their efforts to keep the canvas from flying away.

“Hold tight!” Bowe shouted again. He wasn’t sure how long losing the canvas would delay their efforts, but he knew they couldn’t afford it. Time was tight—they couldn’t afford to waste an hour.

The wind died and the people on the ropes began to win the tug of war. Once they managed to flatten the top part enough so that the canvas no longer caught the wind, it swiftly fell into place. Ropes holding the canvas into place were tied down, and nailing began. Another thing Bowe couldn’t do very well with only one hand.

Beyond Right Post, the cliffs fell away into the sea. The morning sun danced on the sparkling wave tips. The ground between Left Post and Right post had been churned into dirt by countless wheel ruts and footsteps. Scraggly yellow grass clung to the hillock into which the four entrances were cut. The area behind Left Post was full of empty wagons and other items that wouldn’t be put inside the Refuge. The next job would be to clear that area to create more space.

Bowe turned around to look down toward the city. Hundreds of escay climbed upward, some with wagons, some bringing livestock—mainly young animals—some just with backpacks. It took several hours to get from the city to the Refuge; all those on the hill would hope to make the Posts before the sun reached too high into the sky.

The cityscape of Arcandis was familiar, with one exception. Rising above the houses were the black stones of the Fortress, the four towers of Raine Mansion, and the minarets adorning the top of Lessard Mansion. The space where Bellanger Mansion should have been was achingly empty.

Iyra joined Bowe. “We are making progress.”

“Left Post and Right Post will be visible from Arcandis,” Bowe said. “I wonder whether it will encourage more who live in the city to arrive.” Tens of thousands of those who lived in the countryside had arrived, and more arrived every day. But only several hundred from Arcandis City, which contained the bulk of the population of the island.

“Those in the city are used to entering the Refuge only in the last day or two,” Iyra said.

“They are waiting to see whether Hess or the ascor will win,” Bowe said. “Then they will follow the victor to the Refuge.” Which would be Hess. And there would be a bloodbath if the Refuge were full before Hess arrived.

“Perhaps,” Iyra said. “Keep the faith.” She nodded down the slope to a group of four boys just reaching the top. “They come from the city, I believe, and it looks like one of them recognizes you.”

Bowe, recognizing the smile, hurried down the slope. Three of the boys paused; only Coinal continuing forward to greet Bowe. 

“Great to see you have regained your smile,” Bowe said.

“I’m having an argument with these three behind me,” Coinal said. The three watched the conversation with sideways-glancing looks. “I wondered if you could settle it for me.”

“Go on.”

“There are those who say that this time around no one will be refused entry to the Refuge. Others say that is impossible. Putting aside whether it is possible or not, I claimed that Greens have as much a right to entry as anyone else. Adello, Magny, and Rodolfo”—Coinal gestured to the three boys behind him—“disagree. They think that new rules might apply to escay, but Greens still have to be selected or chosen. The special rules that apply to Greens haven’t changed; they still must walk the Path.”

Bowe addressed the other boys over Coinal’s head. “Where do you stand on the lists?”

One of them shrugged. Another said: “No one cares about the lists anymore.”

“Exactly. No one is following what the Greens are doing this year. I was a mentor and a Guardian, supposed to select three Greens, and now I’m not even an ascor. The Green Path has collapsed. It’s a new day for everyone, including Greens. Come join us in readying the Refuge for everybody.”

“Come.” Bowe put his arm around Coinal’s shoulder and guided him toward the Posts. Behind, the three boys broke out into a loud argument.

“They’ll follow,” Coinal told Bowe. “They just needed to be told firsthand.”

“And the other Greens?” Bowe remembered all the Greens who he hadn’t been able to help on the Path six years ago. If his plan worked—and there was still so much uncertainty, including how to fit everyone in and what to do about Hess and the ascor—he could save most of the Greens this time around.

“Like the rest of the city’s population, most are suspicious of your plan. Hearing that the other three and I were welcomed in might sway a few. Some of the Greens have joined Hess’s followers.”

“And Hess allows this?” Bowe had figured that Hess’s hatred of the ascor would have extended to their sons.

“I don’t think they advertise that they are Greens.”

It was fast becoming better to be an escay than an ascor. Everything had been turned upside down. “And those that still believe that the Path will operate as normal?” Bowe asked. Traditional routes of winning have disappeared. With no fights in the Eye, what would Wolflings do? And if a Shadow killed another Green, who would even notice?

“Yorshin has taken his Defenders to Raine Mansion, adding to their defenses. He believes that this time around, Selects will come from those who have helped the ascor defeat the Guild.”

Bowe nodded. There was a logic in that. The Greens were splitting similarly to the rest of the population. Those who believed Hess would win were joining him, those who thought that the ascor would decide things in the end, just like they always had, were holding to the old traditions.

A tall man with long, stringy blond hair strode out of Left Post to confront Bowe. “He wants to mess everything up.”

Oamir peeked out of Left Post. Sindar and Oamir were trying to make changes to how the Refuge was organized, to improve efficiency. Normally, Sindar was able to shout down objections but he didn’t seem to be around.

“Calm down,” Bowe said. “Let’s discuss this rationally.”

“As Mayor of Gyveny, my job is to keep my people safe. We worked hard all sexennium and have all the proper amounts of food and seed and livestock. I know where everything goes inside the Refuge and what to do. My father showed me, just as my grandfather showed him. Now this kid wants to mess everything up.”

“I understand your concerns.” Gyveny was the second biggest village after Belldeem, out on the west of the island.

“Well, that kid certainly doesn’t. Are you in charge here?”

“Not exactly.”

Bowe had started to take more responsibility, but he was hesitant to take too much. He couldn't help picturing a close-up view of Hess’s leather shoes whenever he was about to give an order.

“Well, whoever is in charge should tell that kid to stop interfering. He wants to change everything. He doesn’t know how much water our calves need. He doesn’t know which parts of the Refuge we supply food to. Once the Infernam begins, it’s too hot to think, too packed to move. Unless everyone knows their responsibilities, everything will fall apart. People will be left without water, livestock will be wiped out.”

Before Bowe could figure out what to say to the mayor, angry shouts filled the air as another argument broke out, this one involving Urdo and Iyra. 

“Wait here,” Bowe told the mayor, and he raced to the Lessard entrance of the Refuge where Iyra stood in front of Urdo.

“What’s going on?” Bowe asked.

“This girl has gone crazy,” Urdo said.

“She has?”

Urdo snorted. “Yes. She thinks I’m going to leave Big Boona behind.”

Iyra clenched her hands into fists. “No weapons in the Refuge.”

“Crazy girl is crazy.”

The commotion had also drawn Meelyn, who came to stand beside Urdo.

“There’s never been a restriction on weapons in the Refuge before,” Bowe said to Iyra.

“Well there should be. What good are weapons down there? Just taking up space and offering the possibility of bloodshed.”

“The marshals kept peace before,” Meelyn said. “That could be our role now.”

Meelyn’s voice was soft but her eyes were hard. She wanted to carve out an important role for herself and her people. Already her men were escorting the farmers through the city to the Refuge. Hess hadn’t attacked anyone, but the protection was a deterrent while also providing reassurance to those who feared to travel through the city with all the uncertainty. Bowe was grateful for the help that Meelyn was providing, but he didn’t want weapons to rule in the new era he had envisioned. Whoever held the weapons would ultimately control entrance to the Refuge. Even if Meelyn didn’t hold them over people’s heads this time, what about in Infernams to come?

“Iyra is right,” Bowe said. “There’s no place for weapons in the Refuge. They should be left above ground and they can be collected by their owners after the Infernam.”

“Says little man. How are you going to make that happen?” Urdo lifted one of his feet. “My toes are dusty. Perhaps you will lick them clean?”

“No.” Bowe had to kill the image of him debasing himself in front of Hess or he was useless. He had to kill it within himself as well as within others. Bowe swiveled around. A strange stillness and silence hung in the air. Those who had been inside the Posts had spilled out to watch the confrontation.

Bowe raised his stump into the air. It felt weird to have the outside air touch it; he was so used to hiding it. “Some of you know me as a one-handed ex-Guardian!” he shouted out, though he barely needed to with everyone’s attention on him. “Some of you know me as the Green who walked the Path and emerged on the other side with a dead family brought back to life. The one who pointed the Army of Pots and Pans at the Jarindor invasion force. As the one who burned Bellanger Mansion to the ground so the Fortress could be successfully stormed.”

“Braggart,” Iyra whispered under her breath.

Bowe ignored her. He had decided the best way to address what had happened with Hess was not to address it but to give a reminder of what else he had done. A reminder for himself as well as everyone else. “I say this because I have seen the impossible happen many times in my short life. You have all heard of the crazy plan to allow everyone to enter the Refuge. Let me tell you that it’s not crazy, it’s not impossible. It will happen.” It was time for Bowe to put his own doubts aside. Half-hearted attempts achieved nothing of value. “I will make sure it happens if I have to make half the population stand on the shoulders of the other half inside the Refuge. The ascor are no longer in charge. The old way of organizing the Refuge is over. This is a new day and a new way. The new Refuge will be for everyone. There is no place for weapons in this new Refuge.”

“When did this new day start?” Meelyn asked. “Brend and Gotti are inside the Refuge right now with swords at their belts.”

“It’s just starting and we are still figuring things out.”

Meelyn’s eyes narrowed as she considered. Hers was the only an armed group at the Refuge. She could take charge if she wanted. However, if she did, what would happen when Hess arrived?

“I am just one man.” Bowe decided to bring the matter to a head. “But I will fight for a Refuge for everyone with no weapons with my dying breath. If the rest of you here are fighting for something else, then ask this warrior beside me”—Bowe gestured at Urdo—“to put his sharp axe through my neck right now.”

Urdo lifted his axe. He was happy enough to kill, it seemed. Bowe hoped he hadn’t miscalculated.

“Urdo, hold,” Meelyn ordered. She leaned close to Bowe. “You didn’t have to put on this public song and dance performance,” she hissed under her breath. “We could have had a discussion.”

“This isn’t just about you and me,” Bowe whispered back. “It is about more than that.”

“Urdo, no weapons in the Refuge from now on,” Meelyn said loudly. “Make sure it happens.”

“But Big Boona—”

“The affection between you and Big Boona will only grow from any enforced absences, I’m sure.”

She gave Bowe a final glare, then swiveled on her heel and left.

“New day, new way,” Bowe declared. “The old traditions are no more. We walk a better path from now on.” Then, seeing that everyone waited for more, he said, “Now, back to work. Time isn’t on our side.”

As people shuffled back into Left Post and Right Post, Bowe returned to where the Mayor of Gyveny waited. “We aren’t going to do things the way your father and grandfather did,” Bowe told him. “It’s a new day.”

“The kid knows nothing about what we need to make sure that we and all our livestock survive.”

“But he knows a lot about cramming as many people as possible into the Refuge. We need a committee formed of those who know what needs to be done. You, Oamir, Sindar.” Sindar would hate being on a committee, but he had shown a knack for banging people’s heads together until they did what had to be done. “Plus Meelyn and Leti.” Leti had only arrived that morning, but a strong personality used to organizing dinner and keeping her community in check was exactly what was needed. “One of the priests will have to be involved, too.” Bowe hadn’t seen Florence, but at least one person in a patchwork cloak was around. “This committee will, by necessity, be only five percent discussion and ninety-five percent getting stuff done.” Bowe knew that committees tended to be the opposite.

The mayor shook his head. “It’s not possible to change everything with only days left.”

“If you can’t get it done, ask your village to choose a mayor who can.”

Bowe walked away. He’d need to get all those he’d mentioned working efficiently together. Somehow.

Chapter 17

3 Days Left

Bowe wiped sweat from his brow, directing a group of artisans from the city into Right Post. It was late morning, too late to be still out in the sun, but a long line of people tracked up the slope. Once word of Bowe’s speech in front of the entrance to the Refuge had spread, the trickle coming from the city had turned into a flood. Even with the new committee working relatively well together, they were struggling to cope. And Bowe knew that the last day or two would see enough arrivals to make these seem like a trickle.

Bowe, hearing a shout, turned to see Oamir running down toward him.

“What is it, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong, it’s just that...I thought you’d want to know.” He skidded to a stop.

Bowe put his hand on Oamir’s shoulder. “Take a breath. Then out with it.”

“Remember what you said about people standing on the shoulders of others.”

“I didn’t mean that literally.” 

“Yes, but it gave an idea to one of the carpenters. He suggested building platforms like giant double beds.”

“Increasing the capacity substantially?”

“There won’t be possible in every cave,” Oamir said, “but in the bigger ones, it should work.”

“It will make a hellish twenty days even more hellish. On both top and bottom. But...Oamir, come here.”

“What is it?”

Bowe put his hand around the back of Oamir’s neck, pulled him close and kissed his forehead. “You wonderful person, you.”

Oamir gave a startled smile. “It wasn’t my idea.”

“Nevertheless. You are and it’s not said enough. Now, show that carpenter the biggest caves and find a few dozen workers to swing hammers for him.”

With a big smile on his face, Bowe watched Oamir scamper back into Right Post. The day before, he had told every one that he was confident that his plan wasn’t crazy. Soon he might actually believe it himself.

“Hey, Guardian!” Bowe was shaken from his reflections by an old man calling him. It took Bowe a moment to recognize him since he was so used to seeing Finshire in darkness. The old man’s skin hated the sunlight as much as its owner did; it was already red from sunburn.

Bowe clasped arms with the old newswriter. “Good to see you. What news from the city?”

Sadness flashed across Finshire’s face. “You haven’t heard?”

“Is it Tealman? Did he take a suicide barge?”

“No, that man’s crazy, but he hasn’t given up yet. I’ll tell you about him, but first...”

“Just say it.”

“Hess attacked Lessard Mansion last night. He captured it, and those from the Lessard and Bellanger families who survived retreated to Raine Mansion. Among the dead...” Finshire swallowed. “Among the dead were Sorrin and Zofila. I’m really—”

The rest of Finshire’s words were lost as the sounds of the world were sucked away. The image of the small room where Sorrin and Zofila had made their home filled Bowe’s mind, only now it contained their broken bodies.

Bowe stumbled and a hand gripped his arm. Sound returned.

“Bowe, Bowe, are you all right?” Finshire shook Bowe’s arm.

“Are you sure?” Bowe asked. Stupid question; Finshire wouldn’t have said it if he wasn’t sure.

“I’m sorry.”

“What else can you tell me? Is Thrace still alive?” The pain wanted to swallow Bowe whole but he couldn’t let it. Bowe would remember Sorrin and Zofila more later, allow himself to properly mourn. But even then, he wasn’t sure he could allow himself to take on board what had happened. Bowe’s betrayal had cost Toose’s life that same night, and now, delayed, two more had followed. Two of Bowe’s best friends. Each new blow hit Bowe like an axe to the stomach. For the present, he had to fold the skin over the wound, pretend that he was okay, and move forward—for the sake of those still alive.

“Thrace survived and is in Raine Mansion. Veliro and Pamil also died.”

“All four families fit in one mansion?”

“They are a lot less than they were. Not just those killed in the fighting—many marshals have stopped protecting the ascor.”

“Where have the marshals gone?”

“No one is sure. Perhaps they’ll come here, perhaps they’ll try to talk to Hess.”

“I don’t think Hess would welcome them.”

“If they throw off their cloaks and fight for him, Hess might not inquire into their past,” Finshire suggested.

“And Tealman? You said he’s still alive?” What was one more death due to Bowe’s betrayal?

“I managed to persuade a person who owned a wagon to give him a ride to the Refuge. He refused. He insists that he is to come under his own power.”

“How? Why?”

“I told you he was crazy. He told me that if he can’t make it to the Refuge by himself he doesn’t deserve to live. He thinks his daughter would be better off on her own than with him as a burden.”

“But his legs! His arms! Did the healer return with some magic juice and cure him?”

“No magic. After the fever broke, his hands could barely grip a cup and his arms had no strength in them. But when that wheeled chair arrived, he climbed into it and did laps of his room. The first day, he barely made it a quarter of the way around. The second day, he did two laps. And now...” Finshire nodded down the trail. “It must be over ten hours since he left. See that speck on its own in the middle of the hillside? That’s him.”

Bowe squinted, the air shimmering as heat rose off the dusty ground in waves, and Bowe could just about make out a person where Finshire indicated. “He’ll have to travel through the heat of the day. If he left ten hours ago, he’s a long stint left. There’s no way he will have the energy.”

“He refuses help. He’ll get here on his own or not at all.” Finshire studied Left Post and Right Post and all the activity taking place around them. “A smooth operation going on here. How do you get everyone working so well together?”

“We set up a committee to decide everything. Anyone who complains gets co-opted into the committee. After that happened once or twice, complaints decreased dramatically.”

* * *

Iyra shook Bowe shoulder. “You told me to tell you when Tealman arrived.”

“He made it?” Bowe swiftly stood. He hadn’t managed to fall asleep and was glad for an excuse to get up. He needed the rest, and during the heat of the day was the best time, but memories of Zofila and Sorrin haunted him. If only he’d shared more with Sorrin, perhaps he could have persuaded his friend to join him. And Zofila would have come at his side.

“Almost. However, a large group of armed men are also approaching the Refuge.”

“That doesn’t sound good. Let’s go.”

However, before he got a chance to leave Left Post, Sindar spotted Bowe and called him over to the large table upon which the committee was making decisions. The Mayor of Gyveny and Leti were in an all-out shouting match, and Sindar clearly considered that help was needed. Bowe preferred for the committee to work things themselves so was usually reluctant to intervene. But this appeared to be an exception.

“What’s going on?” Bowe asked.

The Mayor of Gyveny pointed out a short stocky man with leathery skin and a bald crown. “See this man? I’ve been told that he has done no work these last few years. All he has done is steal, drink, and gamble on the Eye fights. And now he thinks he deserves one of the precious places in the Refuge.”

“I had given up, accepted my fate,” the bald man said, his voice hoarse. “Just wanted to enjoy the last few years life until I took a trip on a suicide barge.”

“The barges are still in operation,” Florence said. “Though not many are using them.”

“New day, new way.” The balding man shuffled his feet, his gaze downward. 

“He knows he doesn’t deserve a place,” the mayor said. “He’s just too scared to do what he should do and wants an easy way, taking advantage of our good intentions here.”

Bowe didn’t love the idea of thieves and layabouts being welcomed into the Refuge. “We said everybody gets a place this time around. Everybody means everybody.”

“We are not sure there will be enough room,” the mayor said. “Perhaps some who have worked hard these last six years will die in place of this man here.”

“Who gets to stand in judgment over each person?” Bowe asked. “You?”

“What happens after?” the mayor asked. “If those who do nothing for six years get in each time, why would anyone work hard?”

“That’s a problem for the next sexennium,” Bowe said. “For now, there’s plenty of waterskins and other supplies to be carried into the depths of the Refuge. This man likely has plenty of energy to spare for helping out.”

“A few days work doesn’t make up for years of idleness and debauchery.”

“It’s a start.” Bowe left them, exiting Left Post with Iyra following him.

“That was well done,” Iyra said once they were outside.

“Was it?” Bowe asked. “The Eye is an ugly scene, as are many who hang around there. I guess I’m more enthusiastic about saving those who actually deserve it.”

Iyra nodded down at the path. “Well, it looks like more people want to enter the Refuge who it might be tough to stomach.”

Tealman was close enough that Bowe could see the lines of exertion on his face as he strained on the wheels of his chairs. But Iyra was referring to the two-dozen marshals who had already overtaken him. They wore the mint-cream cloaks of Lessard marshals, the silver-white cloaks of Raine marshals, and, most commonly, the light-pink cloaks of Grenier marshals. At first, Bowe thought there were no Bellanger marshals, then he spotted a man he recognized near the back wearing an azure-mist cloak. It was Liaano, who had been insistent on protecting Bowe the night that the mansion burned down. Bowe swallowed, and bile, hot with anger, burned its way down his throat. Liaano hadn’t been so insistent when it came to protecting Sorrin and Zofila.

Bowe and Iyra weren’t the only ones who had noticed the arrival of the marshals. Meelyn and Urdo, and a large number of their men had gathered near Right Post. Urdo was sharpening Big Boona.

Iyra grabbed Bowe’s arm. “Perhaps we should hang back. Let Meelyn and Urdo handle this.”

Bowe shook his head. He couldn’t risk tempers flaring. Fighting had to be avoided at all cost. Just as the ascor had lost once the escay had shed their fear, Bowe would lose once the threat of violence was used to decide matters. It was hard to unring that bell. “There’s nothing to worry about. If they intended an attack, they wouldn’t approach in single file.”

Even as Bowe said that, though, they began to bunch up, coming to a stop ten paces short of where Bowe waited. Despite being in the majority, it wasn’t the Greniers who supplied a spokesman.

Tokanu, the Lessard marshal who had allowed Bowe into the Refuge six years ago, came to a stop a pace in front of the others. “We have come to enter the Refuge.”

“You have abandoned your duty.” Bowe tried to catch the eye of Liaano, who hung near the back.

“As you did, ex-Guardian,” Tokanu said.

“Did you flee before or during the battle at Lessard Mansion?” Bowe asked. He craned his neck so he could look straight in the face of the Bellanger marshal. “Where were you, Liaano, when Zofila was killed?”

Liaano shuffled out of view. Iyra grabbed Bowe’s shoulder and pulled him close. “Don’t lose your temper,” she hissed in his ear.

“We heard there was room in the Refuge for everybody,” Tokanu said.

“People, yes. Not necessarily uniforms. You can leave your cloaks on the ground behind you.”

“Who are you to decide that, ex-Guardian?” Tokanu asked.

Iyra stepped in front of Bowe. “You realize this is a favor to you,” she said angrily. “You are no longer in charge and we allow you to leave your cloaks behind for your own protection. Many inside the Refuge will have lost loved ones in the Fortress. We should force you all to carry a permanent mark of what you have been, never let you cast off the proof of your sins. Instead we allow you to become one of us. I suggest you take off those cloaks quickly while we are feeling generous.”

One marshal quickly discarded his cloak, then another. Tokanu, with a glance behind him, followed suit.

Bowe leaned close to Iyra’s ear. “What was that about not losing your temper?”

Iyra grinned. “I didn’t say anything about me.”

Once all the cloaks on the ground, Tokanu and the other marshals started forward again.

Bowe raised his hand. “Your weapons can also be left behind. They’ll be collected and set aside for you to retrieve after. No weapons in the Refuge.”

Tokanu nodded toward Meelyn. “I see others armed.”

“They are never armed inside,” Bowe said. “But for now, a few have been trusted to wear their weapons outside the Refuge. You don’t warrant the same trust.”

“You already told us that people here will have reason to hate us,” Tokanu objected. “Now you want us helpless.”

“Just like the escay have always felt helpless under the iron fist of the marshals,” Iyra said. “And we often ended up suffering for our helpless trust.”

Tokanu checked behind him. There was much less enthusiasm for shedding their swords than there had been for their cloaks. “What if we continue forward without dropping our weapons?”

“In that case you will have a battle on your hands.” It was the last thing Bowe wanted but he made it sound like he relished it. He curled his fingers around the hilt of his dagger. “Many people, including me, would prefer that option.” Bowe wasn’t even sure that Meelyn would order her men to attack. “And given that many of you have recently fled your posts in the face of attack, I don’t think you have the stomach for that.” The marshals were used to being in charge, and Bowe wanted to make it perfectly clear that those days were over, even at the risk of antagonizing them. Plus, Bowe couldn’t deny that it felt good to face them down. Empowering. “Prove me wrong.”

Iyra touched the small of Bowe’s back, transmitting her nervousness. If the marshals decided to attack, Bowe and Iyra were isolated. Bowe’s knife wouldn’t hold off one sword for long, never mind two-dozen.

Tokanu scowled, but he unbuckled his sword-belt and tossed it into the dirt. “Happy?” he asked, then walked past Bowe and up toward the Refuge. The other marshals did the same, walking one by one past Bowe and Iyra. Liaano’s gaze didn’t leave the ground, avoiding Bowe’s glare.

“Stop at Right Post for processing,” Bowe called up after them. “And follow all instructions.”

Meelyn came over as her men collected the discarded weapons. “Are you sure you know what you are doing?”

“I know exactly what I’m doing.” It was best that others didn’t know how much Bowe was making up as he went along. From being a Guardian, Bowe knew that leadership was often about projecting an image. While Bowe appeared confident, others would follow him. What had happened before Hess had hurt Bowe’s authority, even if no one at the Refuge had seen it. But Bowe was beginning to regain what he had lost. “Everything is turning out as I expected.”

“I don’t like being used,” Meelyn said.

“Understood.” It was a good thing that Bowe hadn’t needed her men to fight the marshals. “I’m grateful for everything you’ve done. Without you, none of what we have achieved here would have been possible. Under another leader, things could have fallen apart.” Meelyn hadn’t tried to take control of the Refuge yet, but Bowe knew she still might.

“A bluff might have stopped a few marshals. Hess won’t be so easy to deal with. And I won’t send my men against him to be slaughtered.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to. I have a different plan for Hess.” Only he hadn’t figured it out. The most likely outcome was that Hess’s men would simply walk into the Refuge unopposed. Hess would ultimately decide who stayed in the Refuge and who didn’t, and be ruler of Arcandis in the new sexennium. Perhaps that would be better than the ascor rule. Perhaps.

“Good.” Meelyn gave Bowe a tight smile. “Everyone knows what happened when you last met him. Though you might like them to forget.”

“Don’t worry, Hess is under control.”

Bowe had been watching Tealman get closer, and now he left Meelyn to go down to the crippled escay. One of the wheels of his chair was stuck in a rut, and Tealman’s forehead bowed low. He looked terrible. The top of his head was red with sunburn. His face was all wrinkled up, desiccated by the heat and lack of water. His hands were raw, a mess of broken blisters.

Seeing Bowe, his mouth cracked open. His lips moved but no words came out.

Bowe leaned closer. “I didn’t get that.”

“Waaa”—Tealman sucked in a breath—“eer.”

Bowe shook his head. “Still didn’t get it.”

“Waat...ter”

“Oh, water. We have some of that here. But I’m not sure you deserve it. Won’t you be a burden on all of us?”

Tealman’s chin sank to his chest.

Iyra glared at Bowe and moved to intervene, but Bowe shook his head at her and mouthed, Get a healer and a skin of water.

“Your daughter is here,” Bowe told Tealman. “She thinks her father is on his way. But he obviously doesn’t care enough to travel the last twenty paces up the slope.”

Tealman glared at Bowe, his eyes black diamonds of hate. Then he gripped the wheels of his chair and pulled. The chair rocked forward, then fell back into the rut again. Tealman shot another glare Bowe’s way, then pulled again. The chair hopped out of the rut. Tealman pulled on the wheels again and the chair jolted forward. He did it again, faster this time, then again. By the time he reached level ground, Tealman chair was racing along.

Iyra forced him to stop and held a waterskin to his lips. She gently tilted back his head, allowing the water to trickle into his mouth.

Behind Iyra came the healer who had treated Tealman before. He took ointment from his bag and began to rub it into Tealman’s hands. “Not so quick with the water. Only a drop or two at a time to begin with. Someone bring a damp cloth to put on this man’s head. And for Helion’s sake, let’s get him out of the sun.”

Bowe moved into Tealman’s vision and the other man’s eyes focused on him. “Not a man in a thousand could have done what you did today. Not a man in ten thousand. The old ways are gone and each day we are forging new paths, not knowing where they lead. We will need people of incredible character to lead by example. People like you.”

Tealman gave a small nod, and Bowe turned away. Not because he couldn’t hold the man’s gaze, but because he didn’t want Tealman to see his tears.

Chapter 18

2 Days Left

Night was half gone before Bowe found time to take a break. He stumbled to the corner of Left Post that he and Iyra had made their own. Despite his tiredness, he was sustained by a spark of happiness he’d gotten from seeing Fredo and his family arriving earlier. Bowe remembered how worried the sweet-seller had been about not being able to get his family into the Refuge. Giving a fairer chance of survival to good people like him—that was what drove Bowe most of all.

Iyra was already lying on the ground, her body half twisted over, one arm stretched out before her. She looked like she had collapsed and instantly fallen asleep. Bowe eased in beside her and nudged her into a more comfortable position, trying not to wake her. A smile crept across her lips and she nuzzled herself against his neck. “I know that smell.”

Bowe leaned his head onto her chest and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “That sweat stink.”

“You aren’t ascor, now, to be having baths every day and pretending that the body’s natural scent isn’t beautiful.”

“I won’t argue.” Bowe liked the smell of Iyra.

It was an impossible dream come true to be able to lie in Iyra’s arms each day. There was no privacy, people were always streaming in and out of Left Post, but that didn’t matter; they were both too tired for any passion or romance. They had something better. The possibility of a real future together.

Once Bowe had been ascor and Iyra escay, a vast chasm that didn’t always stop them being together, but it prevented any thought of a tomorrow. Now they faced an uncertain future, but one bright with promise and possibilities. And they faced it together.

Iyra reached up and touched Bowe’s cheek. “I heard about Sorrin and Zofila. I’m sorry. Do you want to talk about it?”

Tears leaked out the corners of Bowe’s eyes. “I’m not strong enough to talk about it yet. Whenever I think about it, I feel like I’m about to fall apart.

“I’m here when you need me.”

After a while, Iyra’s eyes drifted closed, and Bowe’s soon followed, and he fell into a deep dreamless sleep.

* * *

“Bowe, Bowe.” Someone shook him.

“Yes, what is it?” Bowe eyes stayed shut, still exhausted. He wasn’t ready to wake.

“There’s an ascor here.”

Bowe’s eyes popped open. “Where?” In front of him was a Green, one of the three that Coinal had brought. Rodolfo, Bowe thought.

“He’s still a few hundred paces away. He was afraid to come further, asking for you by name.”

“Who?”

“Eolnar. He told me to give you this.” Rodolfo handed over Bowe a flower. In the dim light, Bowe couldn’t see the flower well, but he recognized the smell of a dandelion. Eolnar’s brother, Frodan’s, favorite flower.

“What does the flower mean?” Iyra had also woken up.

“It means that Eolnar wants to make amends.”

“You can’t trust him,” Iyra said. “You told him your secrets and he used them against you.”

“He got scared and confided in his brother. What happened after had all the hallmarks of Sorani.”

“You are making excuses for him. He can’t be trusted.”

“It’s not that simple. In the ascorim, there are always moves and countermoves, little thrusts and parries, betrayals and reversals. Friends one day can be enemies the next. More than that, friends over one matter can be enemies over another.”

“That just means that all ascor are snakes. What do you think he wants? The ascor lost to Hess and now they want our help, is that it?”

“Don’t they have the right to enter the Refuge too? We said everybody, and we just let the marshals in.”

“The marshals are just following orders. The ascor are the architects of evil.”

“Iyra, I am—or at least I was—an ascor.”

“You aren’t like the rest of them.”

“There is good and bad in the ascor, just as there is good and bad in the escay. We can’t blame all escay for what Hess does, and the same principle applies to the ascor.”

“Hess is just one man. The ascor are all bad.”

Bowe gave her a look.

“Nearly all bad,” she clarified.

“New day, new way.” Bowe stood. “The ascor deserve a chance, too.”

Iyra started after him, but Bowe stopped her. “Stay. Rest. I’ll be back shortly.”

“Ask Meelyn to send a few of her men with you.”

“There’s no need.” Frodan had meant a lot to the Lessard ascor. Eolnar wouldn’t send Bowe the symbol of his beloved brother and then betray him. “Lead the way,” Bowe told Rodolfo.

Lanterns were lit throughout Left Post, and the activity within hadn’t diminished due to nightfall. If anything, it was greater. Outside, Helion’s purple light outlined the thousands who snaked up toward the Refuge.

Rodolfo directed Bowe away from the main trail toward a cluster of rocks.

“Are you sure he’s here?” Bowe asked, turning around and not seeing anyone.

A shadow melted out of the rocks. “You came alone?” Eolnar asked.

“I did. What do you want?”

“You.”

Several more shadows detached themselves from the rocks, surrounding Bowe.

“What do you want with me?”

“For you to pay for your sins.” Stenesso’s voice came from behind.

Helion, no. Bowe reached for his belt knife, but arms encircled his body, pinning his forearms against his waist.

“What’s going on?” Rodolfo backed away.

“Someone grab the kid,” Stenesso said.

The boy ducked under the hands that tried to grab him, and he scrambled backward. “Help, help!” he shouted, running back up the slope. “We are under attack.”

Two shadows took off after him, but a moment later Stenesso called them back. “Forget the kid. We have what we came for.”

Bowe was lifted into the air, struggling, kicking out, but to little effect—the encircling arms held him tight. He was carried around the rocks to where a rickshaw waited and dumped inside it.

When Bowe hit the cushioned seats, he bounced forward, trying to climb out the other side, but Stenesso was there before him, thumping Bowe in the face and shoving him back into the seat. Once there, the arms grabbed him again.

“Get us out of here,” Stenesso roared. The rickshaw jerked forward.

“Boooooowe.” It was Iyra’s voice, but he couldn’t see her.

“Don’t, Iyra.”

Bowe threw himself forward, twisting back and forth furiously. Through the window, he saw a shadow charge down the slope at them. Iyra. 

Stenesso opened the rickshaw door, giving himself room to draw his sword. Then, leaning out, he swung at Iyra’s head.

“No!” Bowe screamed.

Iyra ducked and the sword slashed at the darkness above her head. She grabbed Stenesso around the waist, trying to wrench him from the moving rickshaw. Stenesso’s knee slammed upward, catching Iyra in the chin and she spun backward, slumping down to the ground.

Bowe threw himself forward again, this time slipping partially free of the arms that gripped him so tightly. He got half out of the rickshaw before Stenesso hooked a forearm under Bowe’s chin and wrenched him back.

Bowe was shoved back into the seat again, and this time his captor used his whole weight, trapping Bowe beneath him.

“A girl.” Stenesso leaned out of the rickshaw, looking back. “If that’s his escay whore, we should bring her too.”

There was a jerk and the rickshaw jumped, then slammed back down again. Stenesso upper body swung out of the rickshaw, and he pulled himself back in, closing the door behind him. “The slope is teeming with escay now. Some armed.” He pounded on the ceiling of the rickshaw. “Get us out of here.”

The pullers were already going as fast as they could. After several more leaps, the wheels of the rickshaw slid onto more stable ground.

“Out of the way!” one of the pullers shouted, and those coming up the trail dived to the side to avoid the onrushing rickshaw.

Stenesso grabbed Bowe’s forearms, savagely roped them together. He tied the rope to the ceiling of the rickshaw, forcing Bowe’s arms above his head.

“That’s a pity, isn’t it? That I didn’t snatch up the whore when I had a chance. I could hurt you more with her here.”

“You think I care about her?” The ropes bit into Bowe’s arms with every jolt. Bowe fought to keep evidence of the pain from his face. “She was a way to win the escay’s trust. Make them believe I was one of them.”

“You are one of them.”

Bowe snorted. “Of course not. I’m Bowe Bellanger’s son. Do you honestly believe that an escay could achieve what I achieved? You and the other Guardians were so weak, always insistent on maintaining the balance. Only I was willing to do what had to be done. Just being one of four impotent Guardians was never enough for me. The escay’s discontent was a useful tool. They would have accepted me as their emperor.”

Bowe wasn’t sure why he was telling Stenesso this. Perhaps he was simply saying the only thing the Guardian would understand.

Running footsteps pounded on the trail beside the rickshaw. Bowe’s hope that it meant rescue was crushed when Eolnar swung into the rickshaw and into the seat opposite Bowe.

“We’re away.” Eolnar panted. “The chase is too far back and we are too close to the city walls.” 

“Good.” The cushioned seatback creaked as Stenesso relaxed. He pointed his thumb at Bowe. “Apparently he was just doing this so he could get rid of the Guardians and rule the escay on his own.”

Eolnar smiled. “Is that what he told you? No, I’m afraid he is what he has seemed to be. Someone who loved the escay so much he was willing to give up everything for them.”

“Are you sure?” Stenesso asked. “It’s so ridiculous. Just because he felt sorry for the escay?”

“Would he have come out to meet me alone and unprotected if this was all a scheme for him to be a king?” Eolnar shook his head. “No, he would have sent men out to have me killed. As I assured you, he is what the escay believe him to be.”

Bowe stared bitterly at Eolnar. “And you are nothing like you pretended to be. Was it all a lie? Did you even have a brother called Frodan?”

“No lie,” Eolnar said. “I wanted the Green Path improved in his memory. I didn’t see why our sons have to die in such numbers each Infernam. And I saw you as an ally in that task. Then you revealed yourself as an enemy to our class.”

It had always been a risk trusting Eolnar. How stupid had it been to meet the Lessard ascor alone? “What happens now? Capturing me, killing me, it won’t change what has happened. The era of the ascor is at an end.”

“We can purge ourselves of the infestation that has sickened us for a start,” Stenesso said. “The rest can come after. You look in good health. I think the other Guardians would prefer to see that you’ve been suitably chastened.” Stenesso nodded at the marshal to Bowe’s side, his captor.

Bowe focused on him for the first time. Unsurprisingly, the arms that had gripped Bowe in a vise-like grip and flung him into the rickshaw were thick and roped with muscle. The marshal was almost as big as Urdo, but he had a placid face. He curled his fingers into a fist and pounded it straight into Bowe’s mouth.

Bowe’s head snapped back, a wave of pain crashing through his jaw. Placid didn’t mean non-violent, obviously. Bowe spat out a glob of blood. Is that all you’ve got? The defiance didn’t make it to his lips before a second punch took Bowe in the side of the chin. His vision swam and he decided to save his energy for bearing the pain rather than for spouting empty words.

“Make sure he’s conscious enough to feel every blow.” Stenesso watched with satisfaction as other punch caught Bowe in the temple. “Don’t leave any part of his body unmarked.”

The big marshal turned his attention to Bowe’s torso. Blood trickled down Bowe’s arms as the ropes bit into his forearms with a fiery pain. Each punch did double duty, hurting both where it hit and, via the ropes, his forearms. A scream tore through Bowe’s throat as a punch took him in the kidneys.

Bowe wanted to stop himself from thinking, to force his consciousness deep inside himself, but it was impossible. Each new attack savaged through his mind with a bright pain.

When the blows stopped, Bowe lifted his head and looked around. His neck was slick with blood that had dripped down from his forearms. The rickshaw had stopped; he had to be at Raine Mansion. The bonds around his wrists were cut and his arms fell to his lap. He toppled to the side through the open door and all the way down to the gravel on the ground. He elbow hit hard and he groaned and rolled.

Stenesso stood over Bowe, his lips twisting. “Pathetic. I still can’t believe a worm like you managed to hurt us.”

“I did more than hurt you.” A coughing fit spasmed through Bowe’s body, each cough like a blow from inside his pain ravaged body. “I destroyed you and everyone like you.” So much for saving his energy.

Stenesso pulled his leg back for a kick. A blackness of pain wrapped itself around Bowe, then just blackness.

* * *

Agony lanced through every nerve ending in Bowe’s body. He blinked his eyes open, trying to figure out where he was. Memories returned gradually, jagged shards that eventually joined together into the picture of the beating he had taken. The session in the rickshaw had only been the start.

The room was a surprise. Plush drapes framed the windows, and a thick carpet covered the floor. Ornaments glittered on top of a mahogany dresser. Perfume, mingled with the smell of his own blood, lay heavy in the air. An old memory rose up and he realized where he was: in the women’s quarters of Raine Mansion and, more specifically, in Chalori’s room. Effectively where he had grown up. In one corner was a beech bonsai, which had been Chalori’s and must have been adopted by the new owner of the room. Why had they put him here? It couldn’t be a coincidence. Had they thought it would bring back painful reminders? His adopted mother, Chalori, had committed suicide in front of him in this very room, after all. Bowe had enough present pain to deal with that remembering his part in Chalori’s death didn’t bother him.

It was dark outside. Can it be the same night? No, he remembered light at one stage while he was being tortured. It had to be the following evening. Bowe tried to get up, rolling himself off the bed. His feet hit the carpet, but a lasso of pain grabbed his wrist. He smothered a sob. His left wrist was roped to the bedpost. He sobbed again at the sight of his forearms. Rings of crusted blood were surrounded by torn flesh.

The rope gripped his left wrist, and his hand was numb. He flexed his fingers, ignoring how much it hurt. He couldn’t lose a second hand. He snorted out a laugh at the thought. Stupid to be worrying about that. It wasn’t his hand he was going to lose; it was his head. A bloodied undershift stuck to Bowe’s skin, and the sheet upon which he lay was also splotched with blood. Bowe sniffed. Was that the smell of smoke? Were they intending to burn him alive—Stenesso wanted Bowe’s death to be painful, and that was one way to ensure it.

A whisper of footsteps passed by the door, then two voices, one female, one male. What was going on? This was the Raine harem, but none of the ascora would be visiting him. He listened carefully and heard a gasp cut short, then a thump, then a key turning in a lock. The door flew open. Bowe wasn’t sure who he expected to see, but it certainly wasn’t Borba. The last time he’d seen her had been at an ascor ball where she’d been determined to claim him as her husband.

She held a bloodied knife in her hand. She entered and instantly cut his wrist free from the bedpost. Bowe collapsed to the floor, hugging his wrist to his body. The release of his wrist sent pains shooting up his hand. That was a good sign, he knew; numbness was more dangerous than pain. It didn’t make it any easier to deal with.

When the initial agony faded, Bowe twisted his head to look upward. “What are you doing here?”

Borba had crouched down, with an uncertain hand hovering above him. “Stenesso and the other Guardians want to pass judgment and have you executed once you regain consciousness. Others of us are willing to help you. Provided...”

“Provided?”

“What has been done to you was ordered by the three remaining Guardians, but many of us are no longer behind them. They look to the past and we look for the future.”

Bowe understood. His rescuers wanted a guarantee of a place in the Refuge. “I can’t promise anything. But you know you’ll get a better reception at the Refuge as my rescuers as opposed to my murderers.”

Borba considered, then gave a firm nod. “Agreed. Can you walk?”

Bowe thought about it. “Doubtful.”

“I didn’t expect you to be this bad.”

“I never thought to be this bad.”

“Wait here. I’ll get help.”

“I won’t be going anywhere,” Bowe said, but she was already gone. “Unless my executioners arrive. Then there can be a tug of war with my body as the rope. It will be delightful fun.”

Ignoring his body’s protests, Bowe grabbed hold of the leg of the bed and attempted to pull himself up. His chest barely rose above the carpet before he fell back down again. He had no strength.

“Bowe.” Thrace appeared.

Was he on the side of the executioners or the rescuers? Only when Borba crowded in behind him did Bowe know he could be glad about seeing his old Bellanger brother.

“You came to help me?” Bowe asked.

Thrace grinned sheepishly. “I should never have left your side.” His gaze roved over Bowe’s body and his smile disappeared. “What have they done to you?”

“Watch out.” Over Thrace’s shoulder, Bowe saw Alandar. “Behind you!”

Thrace spun.

“It’s okay,” Borba said. “He’s with us.”

“He is?” Other than Stenesso, Alandar was just about the last person Bowe would expect to be helping him.

“I don’t have to like you to accept that we ascor are facing our doom, and that you have become our salvation.” Alandar’s jeweled knife scabbard hung at his side.

“Hurry,” Borba said. “Let’s get him out of here before it’s too late.”

Alandar reached down and put his arm under Bowe’s shoulder, and Bowe jerked away.

Alandar scowled. “You don’t have time to hand-pick your rescuers. Either come with us or we leave you behind to die.”

Alandar reached for him again, and this time Bowe didn’t shift away. Bowe believed that some ascor deserved a place in the new Refuge, in the new future. But Alandar? The man who had killed Coinal’s friend and dumped his body on Bowe’s rickshaw simply to send a macabre message. Bowe had insisted on not passing judgment before allowing a person into the Refuge—because once that began, where did it end? Who judged and how? Bowe himself might not deserve his place in the Refuge if he was called to account for all his crimes. However, Bowe wasn’t sure he could stand on principle when it came to Alandar.

With Alandar lifting on one side, Thrace got his arm under Bowe’s armpit. Bowe moaned as they raised him to his feet, a thousand wounds protesting at once.

“Come. Quickly.” Borba held the door open. “I hear shouts.”

Thrace and Alandar carried Bowe out the door, Bowe’s legs dragging behind. In the corridor, Bowe saw what he’d only heard before. The big marshal with the placid face lay in a pool of his own blood, his neck sliced open.

Thrace and Alandar maneuvered Bowe around the body.

“Wait. My knife.” Bowe pointed at his own metal scabbard and knife, where it was cinched around the marshal’s waist.

“We don’t have time,” Borba said.

“It’ll only take a moment.” Thrace leaned Bowe against the wall. He bent down, unbuckled the knife belt and pulled. When it got caught under the marshal’s body, Thrace poked his shoe under the marshal’s waist then gave another tug. It popped free. Thrace quickly strapped it around Bowe’s waist.

“Come. Come.” Borba tapped her foot on the carpet.

Thrace tucked his shoulder under Bowe’s arm again and they continued down the corridor. “Not sure that knife will be much good to you tonight, Bowe. I know you practiced a bit, but you would need to be able to move your arms to use it,” Thrace told Bowe.

“Not an issue. This is all an act,” Bowe said.

“The blood, everything?” Thrace asked.

“Certainly. I can actually move with the grace of a swallow in flight.” Bowe jerked his left leg forward so it was actually taking a step. His muscled cramped up in pain, and the leg fell back behind again. Beads of sweat popped up on his forehead at the exertion, but Bowe managed to repeat the movement with his right leg.

“A swallow, you said?” 

“Perhaps a swallow with its wings cut off.”

Borba was leading them toward the back entrance of the mansion. Everything felt familiar and strange at the same time. 

The smell of smoke was stronger now, and shouts rang out. Swords clashed not too far away. “What’s going on?” Bowe asked.

“Hess is attacking,” Thrace said.

“How are we going to get out?” Bowe asked.

“Their main force is attacking through the front,” Borba said. “They have fired the entrance guardhouses. Hopefully the back is less well guarded.”

She pushed open the door to the back courtyard. Every few paces, Bowe made one of his legs take a step, gritting his teeth against the surge of pain each time. If it came to a fight, Bowe wanted to at least be able to move under his own power, even if he couldn't help anyone. The sounds of battle were louder now, though clearly coming from the front of the mansion. It would be Hess’s style to charge straight through the front gates.

Halfway across the courtyard, a figure dashed over to join them. Helion’s light revealed the sharp features and thin figure of Freyya, Stenesso’s head wife. She fell in beside Borba. “What kept you?”

“He’s in worse shape than we expected,” Borba said.

“Did he agree?” Freyya glanced over her shoulder at Bowe.

Borba shook her head. “No. But we have no choice. We have to bring him back alive to have the best chance.”

Freyya frowned. “You were supposed to get him to agree to our demands before rescuing him.”

“I made a decision. There wasn’t time to negotiate and now is not the time to second guess.”

Freyya glanced back, perhaps deciding whether it was worth rescuing Bowe without his promise to help them.

“So there you are,” Stenesso’s voice boomed out from behind them. Bowe looked over his shoulder to see the Grenier Guardian approaching with long strides.

“I wanted to execute you in the great hall in front of the Guardians and the remaining ascor. That’s the way it should have been done. Unfortunately, Hess attacked, and now this.” He drew his sword. “I guess it doesn’t matter just as long as you end up dead.”

Thrace ducked out from under Bowe, releasing him and drawing his own sword. Bowe fell against Alandar. “Get him to safety,” Thrace said. “I’ll hold off Stenesso.”

Stenesso had become aware of Freyya. “What are you doing here?”

Freyya backed away, and Thrace charged forward with an overhead swing. Stenesso blocked then kicked Thrace in the chest, sending him stumbling back.

Alandar pulled Bowe away, with Bowe managing to support enough of his own weight that one person’s help was enough.

Bowe kept his eyes glued to the fight. Thrace was the younger man, but Stenesso was bigger and stronger. They had both grown up at the Fortress and therefore had trained since they were old enough to grip a sword. Stenesso was reputed to be best of the Greniers—it was one reason he was made a Guardian at a young age. However, Thrace had never cared about reputation and spent his days training with the Bellanger marshals; he wasn’t giving Stenesso any time or space, pressing forward with short, fast strikes. Stenesso blocked or dodged each strike from Thrace, though he was forced backward each time.

Alandar guided Bowe off to the side of the courtyard where he leaned Bowe against a tree. Having dealt with Thrace’s initial flurry, Stenesso began to get the upper hand. His reputation was deserved. Even when Thrace blocked a blow, he was forced a half step back by the force behind it. And it wasn’t just force Stenesso brought to bear, he threw in feints, kicks, and even used his non-sword hand to good effect, hitting Thrace with an elbow to the nose at one point.

“Freyya thinks we need you,” Alandar said.

“What?” Bowe turned away from the fight toward Alandar’s shadowed face.

“I disagree.” With a whisper of metal against leather, Alandar drew his dagger.

Bowe’s breath caught. “Freyya’s right, you do need me if you want to survive the Infernam.”

“You being alive would help.” Alandar released Bowe’s arm and stepped around to face him. “But I’m willing to take the risk.”

Bowe leaned back against the tree, searching in vain for some sign of mercy on Alandar’s face. Alandar leaned into Bowe chest, slowly bringing his knife toward Bowe’s neck. Bowe grabbed Alandar’s wrist.

“You deserve to die for what you have done to the ascor. To us.” The knife’s edge teetered closer to Bowe’s neck.

Bowe’s hand shivered and agony ran up his arm as he held on. He couldn’t die like this. “You kill yourself by killing me.”

“I don’t think so. No one has to know it was me who killed you. We’ll say we tried to rescue you and failed. The marshals were forgiven and we will be forgiven too. The escay are weak. Once they let us in, we will bide our time.”

Bowe shoved his stump at Alandar’s face, but Alandar just turned his face to the side and it slid past. Alandar wrapped his second hand around his first, using both to increase the pressure. Bowe’s hand gave a fraction and the cold edge of Alandar’s knife touched Bowe’s neck. 

A bead of sweat ran down the side of Bowe’s temple and along his cheekbone. Time had slowed. Is that what happens when one is about to die, Bowe wondered, everything moving in slow motion. He couldn’t hold the blade back much longer. The first time Bowe met Alandar, the ascor had sliced his knife through parchment, creating a ripping sound. What would it sound like when the knife sliced through Bowe’s neck?

Alandar spasmed and the pressure on the knife eased. Bowe stared into Alandar’s dark eyes, trying to figure out what had happened. He spasmed again and blood bubbled up over his bottom lip and dribbled down his chin. He tumbled to the ground at Bowe’s feet.

Borba pulled a knife from Alandar’s back. “Are you injured?”

Bowe nodded. “All over.”

“Injured more than before?” She wiped the knife on Alandar’s tunic then returned it to the scabbard at Bowe’s hip.

“My neck.”

Borba wiped at the blood on Bowe’s neck, then peered closer. “A scratch. Let’s go, we have to get out of here. Hess’s men have taken the mansion.” She stopped when Bowe didn’t follow. “You still can’t walk?” She said it crossly, like it was Bowe’s fault.

“I’m a bit better than I was.” 

Borba went around to the side of the tree and guided her hand between Bowe’s back and the tree bark. Bowe shifted his weight from the tree onto Borba. She stumbled but held her ground. Bowe jerked his left leg forward, then his right. It wasn’t pretty, but it resembled walking and, with Borba’s support, got him moving toward the back gate.

“What about Thrace?” Bowe became aware that the fight was still going on. Metal rang against metal. Stenesso and Thrace continued their ferocious battle at the other end of the courtyard. A figure stood close by, watching from the shadows. Thrace was clearly taking the worst of it now. Blood ran from a cut over one eye and his left arm hung lifelessly at his side.

“The most important thing is that we get you out of here safely,” Borba said.

“I’m not just leaving him.”

“You don’t get a say. We are rescuing you.”

Bowe didn’t reply because the figure that had been watching had just taken a step forward. Stenesso didn’t notice and the figure reached out and hooked his hand around Stenesso’s upper sword-arm.

Thrace hesitated an instant, then drove his sword into Stenesso’s stomach. The sword went all the way through Stenesso’s body, the point of it emerging out of his lower back. A jagged scream was wrenched from Stenesso’s throat as the Guardian fell to his knees. Thrace slid the sword back out of his torso, and Stenesso released another explosive scream before falling to his back.

The person who had grabbed Stenesso arm knelt in front of him, and now Bowe recognized her. It was Freyya, his own head wife. She stroked a lock of hair away from his forehead, then adjusted his collar.

“Why?” Stenesso asked.

“Your time had gone, but you refused to accept it. This was for the best.” Freyya picked up Stenesso’s sword from where it had fallen at his side. She placed the point against his heart. “I do this with love.” She pressed down on the hilt and it sank into her husband’s heart. His chest expanded, then he was still. Freyya released the sword. “Let’s go.”

Thrace ran over to help Borba with Bowe. The phrase “deadlier than the male” rose up in Bowe’s mind as he also recalled Alandar’s death at Borba’s hand.

Outside the gates, over a dozen bodies lay on the ground and fighting continued around them. Many of those on the ground wore the cloaks of marshals, but those still fighting looked more like Greens. It appeared that Hess’s men were about to break through when the Greens had stepped in to fill the breach.

The Greens created enough space for Thrace, Borba, Freyya, and Bowe to escape through the gates and start down to the street to the left.

“We’re out!” Freyya shouted, and the Greens began to fall back behind them. 

Two men sprinted out of Raine Mansion and ran past them. One of them stopped dead, and Eolnar and Bowe locked gazes. Bowe couldn’t think of anything to say, and Eolnar had nothing to say either, simply spinning back around and running after his brother.

Hess’s men pressed the retreating Greens, then realized that the mansion had been left unguarded and broke off to charge through the gates. Bowe was having trouble keeping his pace up, and Thrace and Borba slowed. The Greens surrounded them, watching in all directions for threats. 

“The warehouse isn’t far,” Freyya told Bowe. The rescue she had organized had clearly been well planned out. 

It couldn’t have been more than another few hundred paces, but Bowe’s body felt every single step. By the end, one of the bigger Greens had replaced Borba at Bowe’s shoulder and Bowe’s legs dragged behind again.

Inside the warehouse, Bowe was guided to a rickshaw and placed inside so he had a place to sit. Lamps shone brightly, revealing that Freyya’s plan was even more sophisticated than he’d imagined. Other than Thrace, no other ascor were present, but Bowe recognized ascora from the Raine, Lessard and Bellanger families, in addition to several dozen Greenettes. Additionally, there had to be several hundred ascor children, all well behaved except for one crying child being hushed by its mother. Bowe wondered if Stenesso had known that his wife was capable of organizing such an exodus under his nose.

“Get the wagons ready,” Freyya ordered. “We should leave for the Refuge while Hess’s men are still plundering Raine Mansion.”

Bowe called out to Freyya. “What’s in the wagons?”

She came over to stand in front of him. “Borba told me about Alandar. I’m sorry. I thought he was sincere in his desire to help us.”

“He wanted to help you,” Bowe said. “Just not me.”

“Same thing.” She shook her head. “The ascor liked to think they were the cleverest people in the country. In the end, most of them were idiots. They couldn’t accept the reality before their noses.” She gestured at the wagons. “They contain clothes, valuables, anything we could easily get out of the mansion before Hess’s men arrived.”

It appeared Freyya had her own blind spot. “There won’t be room for all that in the Refuge.”

“Of course not. But structures have been erected outside. We can sort everything there and figure out where to store it.”

“Leave it behind,” Bowe said.

Freyya shook her head. “We can’t do that. Hess’s men might find it. And this warehouse hasn’t been fireproofed for the Infernam.”

“If it burns, it burns.”

Freyya blinked. “We rescued you.”

“And I’m helping you. Left Post and Right Post will be busy enough without being used for sorting luxuries.” Bowe looked Freyya up and down. Underneath the blood and dirt, intricate lines of embroidery ran down the sleeves and across the bodice of her dress. “And I suggest you find clothing more suitable to the changed order. You’ll find acceptance more easily wearing simple escay dresses.” The marshals had taken off their robes and the ascor, too, would have to put aside their uniform. “It’s a new day, and a new way, and the faster you get used to it, the easier it’ll be.”

Freyya was nothing if not adaptable. “Very well. I’ll give the orders. Do we just leave the rickshaws and wagons behind?”

“They’ll be needed to transport the younger children. And the injured.” Bowe wasn’t going to get back to the Refuge under his own power. He was no Tealman. “In addition, bring any food or water that you can get your hands on and have that brought with you.” This time around, essentials like food and water were going to be spread thin.

Chapter 19

1 Day Left

The sun hid below the horizon, dawn on its way but not yet arrived. Bowe sat up inside the rickshaw, the seats not nearly cushioned enough. On the journey up, he had collapsed into a stupor several times. He didn’t think it could be called sleep, since sleep was impossible when every jolt left Bowe feeling that the placid-faced marshal had resumed his torture.

The rickshaw’s left wheel hopped. Bowe swallowed down the roar that wanted to explode up his gullet. Thrace was helping pull Bowe’s rickshaw and his friend felt Bowe’s pain almost as much as Bowe did. If he knew about it. After the initial part of the journey, though the streets of Arcandis, Thrace had wanted to stop and let Bowe rest before trying again in a day’s time. But Bowe knew his place was at the Refuge, with Iyra, and insisted they continue, biting down on his screams as much as he could.

Bowe was glad that the seat cushions were a reddish-brown to begin with. That made it easy to pretend there weren’t any bloodstains. He was alone in the rickshaw and sat rather than lay down because it hurt less. Though perhaps that was mainly because he could look outside and distract himself.

They weren’t far from the Refuge. The closer they got, the slower their progress. This made the bumps less severe, but Bowe just wanted the journey to be over. He needed to make sure that Iyra was okay. He hadn’t seen her since Stenesso had kneed her in the face.

Pinpricks of dust hung in the air—no breeze to blow them away—kicked up by thousands of feet as a wide line of people, both ahead and behind, trudged up the slope. The yellow dust glistened in the ever-growing sunlight, perhaps a preview of what Arcandis would look like during the peak of the Infernam when it was said that the air itself could catch fire.

Would everyone fit in the Refuge? What would happen at the end if there wasn’t room? Seeing the amount of people around him made Bowe fear the worst, for the crowds would multiply still more over the next day and night. In a way, though, Bowe felt it was out of his hands. He had made people believe in the idea, and put smart and capable people in charge of making it happen. It was now up to them.

Hess was still Bowe’s problem, however. Everything that had been achieved could be for nothing when he arrived. Hess would ensure that his supporters got sufficient space and supplies, which would have to be at the expense of others. Instead of the ascor and the marshals deciding who lived and who died, it would be Hess. Just as Bowe hadn’t wanted to have the rule of the ascor replaced by another harsh rule under the Jarindors, Bowe couldn’t let Hess take over. From what he knew of Hess, life on Arcandis could get worse rather than better in the coming Infernams.

“Bowe.” A shape shimmered in the sunlight then materialized into a beautiful sight. She was alive and unharmed.

“Iyra.” Bowe reached an arm out of the rickshaw. She ran over and grabbed his fingers. Pain flared but he didn’t mind. It felt so good to be able to touch her once again. When he’d been captured, the chance of being reunited with Iyra ever again had seemed nonexistent.

“Not so hard,” he protested. It turned out he minded a little.

Iyra released him. “Helion! You look terrible.”

“Thanks.” Bowe touched a bruise at Iyra’s temple. “Don’t charge at an armed man like a crazy woman next time. Okay?”

“I’d do the same again. I just wouldn’t let you be taken next time. What did they do to you?”

“I’m still alive, that’s the important thing.”

Thrace put down the handle of the rickshaw. “Climb in there with him, girl, if you want. We are barely moving at the moment.”

Iyra nodded, then went around to the other side and slid in beside him. She reached for him, then broke into tears.

“Stop, stop, you’re supposed to be comforting me.”

“I sorry. It’s just—what have they done to you, my darling?” She guided Bowe’s head into the crook of his arm and she gently laced her fingers across his chest.

“I don’t want to think about what they did. All I know is that I suddenly feel much better.”

Iyra’s tears landed on Bowe’s right cheek and rolled down his neck. “After everything you’ve done, this is the reward you get?”

“No, you are my reward, and I couldn’t imagine a greater.”

They held each other in silence for a while, and Iyra’s tears gradually dried up.

“Are we winning?” Bowe asked.

“Are we winning? What kind of mush-for-brains question is that? This isn’t some Harmony game.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Everyone in that committee curses your name for putting them on it, and none of them have slept for days. But they are just about managing to deal with the new arrivals while putting systems in place for dealing with an over-saturated Refuge. Platforms have been installed in the bigger caves. Though the thought of spending the Infernam either above or below the platform is equally hellish.”

“Sounds like we are winning.”

“Mush-for-brains! If you weren’t already tenderized, I’d hit you,” she said. “Tell me about you. Word reached us that Hess has taken Raine Mansion. Jeniano and many other ascor died in the battle. Sorani is now the only Guardian unaccounted for.”

“I was helped to escape from Raine Mansion before Hess’s men overran it. And I’ve a feeling I know where Sorani is, and we won’t be seeing him again.” If Bowe wasn’t mistaken, Eolnar and Sorani had gone to that single-windowed room where Frodan had died so they could join their brother.

“I saw some of the those traveling with you outside.” Iyra’s voice lost some of its softness. “A thin woman is wearing rags and pulling a rickshaw, yet still managing to look like she’s the queen of a ball.”

Adapt and survive or resist and die, Bowe thought. Freyya had made her choice. “She helped me.”

“They, too, are forgiven and allowed into the Refuge?” she asked.

“It’s mainly women and children, Iyra.”

“That’s one way to see it,” she said. “Another way is to see them as a strong seed for a new generation of oppressors.

“The environment they grew up in made them what they are. The new generation will be different. New day, new way.”

“I guess that’s the way it has to be. I hope we don’t regret being too forgiving in years to come. What about Hess?”

“Every plan has a flaw. I fear he’ll be in charge soon.”

“Helion help us.”

“Helion isn’t in the habit of helping. Rather the opposite. But maybe she has made us hard and smart enough that we can help ourselves.”

Chapter 20

Infernam

Swish, swish. Bowe’s knife belt was on his lap and he used the knife sharpener Thrace had given him. He leaned against the rock wall of the Refuge between the Bellanger and Lessard entrances—though he should have no longer thought of them by those names. The house symbols had already been sanded off the doors.

Bowe shaded his eyes as he looked up into the shy. Helion had bloated out almost to her maximum size, swallowing the night sky. It was bright enough to be daytime, just an eerie daytime where the colors were all wrong. The dust on the ground was orange rather than yellow, and the sea was a deep violet. Everything had a deeper hue than normal. Perhaps it could be called beautiful, but not by Bowe. Corpses went gray, but that was not the color of death. Everything went black when one went unconscious, but that was not the color of death. Deep purple was the color of death.

Bowe felt the weight of many expectant gazes on him. After days of frantic activity, an unusual stillness had fallen upon Left Post and Right Post. No one knew what would happen next. Swish, swish. His stump wedged the knife hilt against his thigh, and Bowe brushed the knife sharpener back and forth. 

Sindar approached. “He is nearly here.”

Bowe nodded. Swish, swish.

“Is meeting him with a sharp knife the way you want to do this? You may be outmatched this time, brother.”

“That’s happened a lot in my life.”

“You do have a plan, right?”

Bowe shrugged. “Make sure you stay out of sight. Hess doesn’t like ascor.”

“You are ascor.”

“He wants to kill me last.”

“That’s not comforting. For either of us.”

“Hess isn’t a comforting kind of guy.” Twice more for luck: swish, swish. Bowe placed the knife sharpener on the ground beside him.

“What are you doing?” Sindar asked. “If you are trying to sharpen your knife, you are doing it wrong.”

Bowe stood and buckled the knife belt around his waist. It was awkward with just one hand, but Bowe had become practiced. He then wiped the dust from the back of his trousers. “Keep everyone back until it’s over. Make sure that Iyra doesn’t do anything stupid.”

Sindar nodded and backed away.

Bowe walked between Right Post and Left Post without looking to either side. He didn’t want to catch Iyra’s eye—it had taken long enough to persuade her to stay back. Beyond the Posts, thousands, no, tens of thousands filled the slope, all following one man. Bowe wasn’t sure how they’d get into the Refuge in time, or at all. But that was a problem for others.

Bowe was managing to walk without limping, though he knew he still looked terrible. Despite the ointments that the healers had used, his face was bruised and scarring into something that no longer resembled skin. He had convinced Iyra that his remaining injuries were superficial. But blood came out where it shouldn’t and parts of him—parts of him inside—felt broken. But he could move normally and with enough energy to sustain a walking pace. That was all that mattered for the moment.

The only noise that broke the still air was the tramp of thousands of footsteps, crumbling the dust beneath their feet.

Hess carried his spiked mace by his side and when he stopped five paces from Bowe he displayed his spiked grin. “What happened to you?” Behind him, his many followers rolled to a stop.

“I trusted the wrong person.”

“Bad mistake to make.”

Bowe nodded.

“You forgotten our last meeting?”

“I haven’t. And I’m sure that it’s on the mind of every person watching us.”

“So why are you standing instead of on your knees?”

“I’m too tired. If I fell on my knees I might never be able to get up again.”

“So you come before me armed. You wanted a duel, perhaps?” Hess raised his mace and laughed. Behind him, other laughs joined his. But they were nervous laughs, uncertain laughs. No one expected Bowe to beat Hess in a duel, but the encounter clearly hadn’t gone the way Hess’s supporters expected thus far.

“No duel. I’m no warrior. Everyone knows I fight my battles with words.”

Hess slammed his mace into the ground in front of him. Dirt splashed up, showering Bowe. “I trust my mace over words. Why should I listen to you?”

“Because the Infernam is coming and a smooth passage into the Refuge is easier than a violent one. What do you have to lose by hearing me out?”

“You don’t mean to attack me with that knife?”

“No.” Bowe took the knife from its scabbard and took five steps forward before presenting it to Hess, hilt-first.

Hess reached for it, hesitantly at first, then whipping his hand forward to grab the hilt and twisting the knife as he yanked it back. The blade cut into Bowe’s hand as it turned. There was no pain—what was one more cut? Bowe held his hand up before his face and watched the blood, black under Helion’s light, drip into the dirt.

Hess’s grin died half-formed. That wasn’t the reaction he had expected. 

Bowe let his hand fall to his side “We need to talk about the new rules for the Refuge. No weapons are allowed in.”

“Who sets these rules?” Hess’s voice rumbled like distant thunder. “We didn’t rise up and destroy the old Guardians to bow down before new ones.” Shouts of agreement tumbled in from Hess’s followers; they crowded closer.

“It’s what the people want.” This was an assumption on Bowe’s part. He’d never exactly asked.

“The people.” Hess spat on the ground. “Those who bent their backs to the ascor whip without protest sexennium after sexennium? And they now want to set rules for me?” He raised his mace in the air and turned to face those who had followed him. “The sheep think to set the rules for us. What do you say to that?”

“Noooo!” The roar of a thousand voices as one. They raised their swords in the air and stamped their feet on the ground.

“We are the ones who fought. We are the ones who spilled our blood. We are the ones who died free, and now that we won, we shall live free.”

“We live free!” Hess’s supporters shouted.

“I didn’t hear that,” Hess said. “What do we say to those who have orders for us?”

“We live free!” The chorused shout blew over Bowe in a wave of noise.

Hess turned back around and lowered the spiked mace to his side. “That’s the answer to your rules.” He gestured with Bowe’s knife. “Now, tell me why I shouldn’t kill you? I said that I’d kill you last. Well, all the rest of them are dead, pretty much.”

“You should,” Bowe muttered under his breath.

“What was that?”

Bowe edged closer to Hess. “You should have killed me.” Bowe’s left hand unbuckled his knife belt and in the same movement grabbed hold of the metal scabbard. He drove the recently sharpened scabbard into Hess’s stomach. 

Hess’s mouth opened wide in shock, then his face contorted in anger and pain, and he plunged downward with Bowe’s knife, stabbing it into Bowe’s back. A shock of pain exploded in Bowe’s chest; he could almost feel the chill of iron inside him. Hess pulled out the knife and stabbed into Bowe’s back again. And again.

Bowe body spasmed but he ignored the pain, twisting the scabbard inside Hess’s guts. “You die free,” Bowe told the Eye fighter.

Hands grabbed at him, pulling him away but Bowe resisted, continuing to twist. When he was finally wrenched from Hess, the scabbard emerged from Hess’s stomach in a gush of black blood.

Bowe sailed through the air, landing on the ground several paces away. Hess’s followers crowded around the Eye fighter, trying to help him.

Sindar was the first to reach Bowe. Before he had a chance to say anything, Bowe grabbed the collar of Sindar’s tunic. “Now, Sindar. Don’t let this be for nothing. Now, while they are disorientated and confused. Disarm them and let them into the Refuge.”

“But, you, are you—”

“Now.”

Sindar nodded and disappeared.

An instant later, Iyra leaned over Bowe, cupping his face with one hand. “Bowe, are you okay? Will I get the healer?”

A dampness spread underneath Bowe. His life was pouring out his back. “No healer. Just hold me.”

“We have to save you. You can’t die.”

Bowe raised his hand and his fingers brushed Iyra’s cheek. “The time of the ascor has come to an end. This is the way it has to be.”

“No, Bowe, don’t give up. Fight.”

“I have fought against the impossible my whole life. But even I won’t survive five stab wounds in my back. Just lie with me. If I’m with you at the end, I will die happy.”

Bowe held out his arm and Iyra lay down against him, resting her head against his chest. He cupped the back of her head and twirled a lock of her hair with his forefinger.

“This way to the Refuge!” Sindar shouted, gesturing between Left Post and Right Post. “No one is left behind. This way. Leave your weapons on the ground. You can collect them after the Infernam.”

The group who had clustered around Hess’s body was still frantically trying to save him. Others, though, looked at each other uncertainly. Several shuffled up toward the Refuge. They didn’t disarm though. A large sword swung from the belt of one of those near the front. Sindar stepped in close, grabbed the man’s sword by the hilt, drew it out, and threw it to the side.

“Straight ahead. Remember, no weapons allowed.”

Several others from the committee joined Sindar. “Make haste!” Leti shouted. “The sun will be up before long and you all want to be safely in the Refuge by then. Remember, there’s no place for weapons inside. It’s either disarm or stay outside.”

A voice from among the escay on the slope echoed Sindar and Leti’s order to drop all weapons. Xarcon’s voice. It felt good to be on the same side as him once more. 

Iyra cupped Bowe’s chin and directed his gaze toward her. “You can’t be smiling.” Tears streamed down Iyra’s face.

“I am. Because it just might have worked.” He touched her cheek. “Smile for me.”

“I can’t.”

“This is a happy ending. Put away those tears.”

A sob escaped Iyra’s lips. “It doesn’t feel happy.”

“We weren’t supposed to have any time together. The ascor-escay chasm. Yet love found a way for us to be with each other, to find happiness.”

“It was so short.”

“Short, yet powerful. You gave me more than I deserved. Think of how my life was meant to go. I was supposed to die as a Green. And, upon surviving that, the soulless life of an ascor awaited me. A life of cold calculation where I would strategically marry and throw off my wives when they bored me. I would barely acknowledge my children, sending my sons out to die on the Green Path each sexennium. Better a short and good life. A life with love and friendship.”

“Those are just words.” Iyra released another sob. “Words mean nothing. Your face is scarred and brutalized and your life seeps into the dirt. My heart has a hole in it that will never heal. What are words compared to that?”

“Then forget words. Just lie with me and feel. Feel and remember. Remember what we shared. And look forward into a new Arcandis. Celebrate what we achieved.”

Bowe thought back to his first meeting with Iyra, the feisty rebel who wanted to hate him. He had been such an idiot back then, a true mush-for-brains. Bowe stared into Iyra’s smoky-gray eyes and he knew she was also remembering. She curled her fingers around his shoulder and squeezed. And so, together, they remembered their time together. Their rocky early meetings, the kisses with abrupt endings. Then, three years ago, they had enjoyed some closeness, also cut short. And finally, they had truly found each other in these last days.

Iyra, watching Bowe, smiled, a sad smile but still a smile.

Bowe lost the feeling in his fingers and let his hand fall away from Iyra’s hair. His breath came with difficulty, in shallow bursts. As a Green, he’d been taught that death was nothing, a simple stepping off the path. He wanted to feel that now, but he couldn’t. He knew the cost of death, what it was taking from him, depriving him of Iyra and the connection they shared, their love. It was taking away Bowe’s ability to see the new world that the escay would build in the sexennia to come.

Perhaps in the old world, the world the ascor had created for themselves, death was a small step. From the first, Bowe had rejected the cold way that they wanted him to live. From Vitarr through Glil and all the way to the recent and still harrowing loss of Sorrin and Zofila, Bowe had loved his friends and suffered when he lost them.

Helion’s purple light was fading. Not far away, Thrace and Oamir and Xarcon and Sindar’s faces swam into view and disappeared. He died with those who loved him watching.

Iyra still clung to his chest, but he could no longer feel.

Even though he knew what he was giving up, even though he didn’t embrace his death, his last breaths were happy ones. He thought of the new. What he gave up, he gave willingly, knowing of the evil in the world that he had lived in and seeing the possibilities of a new world.

A new way.

Epilogue

I think we all long for death. No one says it—no one says much of anything down in the bowels of the Refuge. But how can we not? Several dozen others are within a few paces of me, and it has been like this since we entered. We are close physically but I don’t even know the name of anyone around.

Every time I wake from a nap, I retch from the smell until I have time to grow accustomed to it once more. Despite having nothing to puke up except my own stomach acid. Not a single morsel of food has passed through this tunnel in days. When the waterskins arrived, we are only allowed a few sips. They have stopped coming. 

We long for death, but we survive. It’s what we do. It’s what we have always done.

I wish what I felt inside wasn’t worse than what I feel outside. But, in a way, the Refuge is the perfect place for me right now, a reflection of the interior of my heart. Bowe wanted me to be happy, to celebrate what we achieved, but it is not that easy.

A lamp waves at the mouth of the tunnel, bright enough to see but not bright enough to shed light near me.

“Iyra!” The shouted name echoes through the darkness, out of place in the restless silence.

I crawl toward the light. It is impossible to avoid crawling on other people, so I just whisper a warning ahead so others know to protect themselves. Some barely register my passing over them.

I find a morsel of space and am able to stand. I follow the ghost of a path, a trail that those carrying waterskins used—a series of spaces just large enough for a foot.

Perhaps I should be happy that I am getting outside early. But this isn’t a place for positive emotions, even if my heart could support them. Also, outside will be a worse hell than inside, hard as that is to imagine. 

The committee decided that more drinking water was needed to prevent large-scale deaths during the final days of the Refuge. Even though the Infernam isn’t over, the fires have burned themselves out, and the heat is bearable during nighttime hours. Or that is the theory; no one is sure. Just like many aspects of this Infernam, sending a party out this early is a first.

I was there when the decision was made and I volunteered. When I reach the lamp, Rianel is waiting with several others who I don’t recognize. He hands me several empty waterskins tied together in pairs. I strap them over my shoulders. No one says anything.

Rianel turns to go and the others follow. They all carry waterskins and I fall in behind the rest. Traveling at the back of the group, it is easier to find ground to walk on. I just have to put my feet the same place as the person in front of me. Rianel’s lamp swings in his hand, sending light skittering across a sea of faces, dirt lodged in the furrows of their skin.

“Girl, over here. I recognize you,” a voice says.

I kneel down by the side of an old man whose face has shrunk into a ball of wrinkles.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know you.”

“Bowe was a friend of mine,” the old man says. “I am Finshire.”

“The newswriter?”

“Indeed. And you are the Guidemistress.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Did you know he asked me to spread certain types of stories about him. He wanted to be respected, maybe even loved by the escay. But it didn’t work. Stories have a life of their own, some are stillborn, others spread like Infernam fires. They can’t be manufactured.”

“About the Guidemistress?”

“The newsbards have been conserving their breath lately. But in the first few days of the Infernam all anyone wanted to hear were stories about Bowe the Savior. How he appeared in the house of the dead when a vase smashed open. How he was born escay, grew up in the houses of the ascor, and became escay again. How he died so that everyone could live.”

“People are calling mush-for-brains Bowe the Savior. Seriously?” I ask. I loved him with all my heart but he always had too big of a head.

“And you, the Guidemistress, the one who showed him the paths he must follow.”

“No one said anything to me.” I want to strangle whoever invented that dumb name.

“Like I said, the stories have a life of their own. The people about who they are told sometimes only get in the way.”

“I must go.” I hurry onward. Rianel’s lamp is still within view, but its light no longer illuminates my path. So I end up stepping on top of and banging into people to make progress. There is nothing to do except apologize and continue onward.

I feel a tug on the waterskin and I swivel around.

“There’s water in there, isn’t there?” He has the telltale scars of an Eye fighter.

“They are empty. We are going to get water.”

“When you come back, you’ll give some to me?”

“The committee will divide it up fairly.”

The Eye fighter scowls. “They are keeping most of the water for themselves. Hess would have made sure that we got enough.”

“Hess is dead.” I leave him behind, glad that no weapons made it inside the Refuge. 

He isn’t alone in distrusting the committee. Most don’t know who they are nor why the committee is even in charge. Everybody is hungry and thirsty and wants to blame someone.

I know those in the committee are barely sleeping as they struggle to make sure everyone gets enough to survive. When they made mistakes, people died. If anything, they give themselves less water and food than they should.

Perhaps if Bowe the Savior were in charge, people wouldn’t be so mistrustful. If Bowe the Savior was around, he could piss out cherry-flavored drinking water and everyone would drink their fill. I catch up to Rianel and the others and progress becomes easier. As light sweeps through the tunnel, grubby faces turn upward with hope, seeing the waterskins, only to bow back down again as we move past.

I see a sharp-faced woman. The ascora who rescued Bowe? No, it is someone different. I remember that ascora and she worries me. We might have sown the seed of our own undoing when we let her in and those she brought. How had she gathered such a large group of Greens, Greenettes, and ascora to her cause so quickly? Not with promises of a future life as a peasant, that’s for certain.

We reach the tunnel that leads to the surface, and we begin to ascend. The air freshens, and the heat increases. In other Infernams, the entrance tunnel would be empty, but they didn’t have that luxury this year. Instead the committee devised a system so that those here were constantly shuffled so no one stayed near the top too long.

The tunnel curls around as it leads upward. Layers of cloth and wood insulate people from the heat pounding up from the ground below. On top of that makeshift platform, eyes are closed as many retreat inside themselves to cope with their own misery. No doubt they curse Bowe the Savior, wishing he’d never thought to squeeze everyone into the Refuge.

A group totters down the slope, and we move out to the way to let them pass. Their relief is palpable, one or two almost running. They did their stint in the entrance tunnel, and are able to descend to the cooler belly of the Refuge. Gazes are cast bleakly upward as their owners judge how much longer they have endure, how much higher they have to go, before reluctantly shuffling upward.

We must do better next Infernam, I decide. There’s only so much that can be endured. But is there a better way? More than usual died this sexennium, and finding room for everyone, even in these terrible conditions, was a miracle. In the coming sexennium, the population would be bigger to start with. So what was going to happen next Infernam? And the one after? Would a new process to exclude people from the Refuge have to be implemented? Would that gradually lead them to a world as bad as that they had come from?

Rianel climbs beyond the last of the people and lowers his lamp. We gather around. I want to stop breathing because the air burns my lungs. And we still have a ways to go to reach the surface.

Rianel gestures at a bunch of clothes to the side. “Make sure you cover your skin as well as possible. Strong boots. Gloves. Clothes without holes. Once outside, touching anything could give you severe burns.”

I find a pair of heavy boots that fit and some mismatched gloves. 

“We’ll take it in stages from here,” Rianel tells us. “Try to get accustomed to the additional heat each time we stop. It may feel like the heat is too much to bear, but trust me, it isn’t.”

I don’t know how he is so sure. The air is scorching my face. Possibly Rianel is using a trick of Bowe’s by pretending to be sure to give others confidence.

Once everyone is satisfied with their clothing, we continue. Every fifty paces, we pause for several minutes. I want to turn around and run back. But if I can bear the pain inside, I can bear this. What was it Bowe used to say—death was just a small step? I take another step upward.

We reach the top. The doors of the four entrances stand open, and the curve of Helion’s lower edge is visible through the rightmost one. The one that was known as the Bellanger entrance.

“Anyone feel they can’t go on?” Rianel asks.

Gazes shift back and forth. The air burns against my skin, I want to scream out, then charge back down the tunnel. I don’t say anything. 

“There’s no shame in it,” Rianel says. “It will only get worse, and if you are at your limit, you won’t be capable of collecting water and returning with it.”

A young man to my left raises his hand. “I’m sorry, I don’t think—” His voice cracks.

“It’s fine, go back right now. And make sure to demand an extra few sips of water.”

The young man lowers his gaze, then trundles back down the slope, slowly at first, then speeding up. He stumbles but doesn’t fall. Then he is around the corner and out of sight.

“Keep it slow and steady. If you stop for too long, the soles of your boots will start smoking. Look for light-colored firm ground. Don’t fall. If you do, don’t let your skin touch the ground or let any dirt get under your clothes. But don’t fall.”

Rianel leads them out the rightmost door, what used to be the Grenier door. Helion is enormous; it’s so close that I fear it will fall out of the sky and crush us. Like a malevolent giant eye, it watches our progress, begrudging every breath we take, every new footprint we leave on the dead landscape.

Left Post and Right Post have been reduced to cinders. A few beams of wood that haven’t been completely burnt are the only evidence of what they were. Building the Posts so close to the Refuge was a mistake. While they burned, the heat and air quality within the Refuge had worsened.

The fresh air feels good, even if I take shallow breaths so it doesn’t burn too much. It carries the smell of the sea. Out in the harbor, dozens of ships stand tall. None of them have suffered from fires, though I guess that those that had are below the waves. They are well separated from each other, so fires don’t spread between them.

If the ships have escaped relatively unharmed, they are the only things that have. The forests beyond the city have been reduced to soot; same for the plains. Even the scrub that clung to the lower reaches of the mountains is gone. Not the slightest bit of green remains anywhere in sight. Many parts of the city have been blackened, worse than usual. The fireproofing of buildings was neglected with everything else going on. The fires must have raged for days. I couldn’t imagine what the island looked like at the height of the Infernam.

“Keep moving,” Rianel says.

Flakes of ash float on the breeze. We trudge through the desolation. It feels like we are the last living things in existence, the six of us, wrapped up against the heat, carrying waterskins. 

A young man, a teenager, falls back to walk alongside me. I half-recognize him. “You knew Bowe?” I ask.

“I was a Green that he tried to help.” He brushes ash from his hair. “That he did help.”

“I remember now. Coinal, right? He told me that you had a smile like sunlight.”

“He didn’t want me to lose it.”

“It’ll be back. The Infernam ends.”

Coinal glances around. “That’s hard to believe right now.”

“It’s the way of life. Look over there.” I point to the center of a dark patch of ash where a needle-thin green shoot had emerged. “It’s begun already.” Although I talk of hope, my voice is sad. The sight of new life makes my heart ache. Not everything would be back. “Soon the birds will return from wherever they shelter during the Infernam, and the insects and small animals will burrow back to the surface. The trees will be taller than the biggest Eye fighter within a year.” I’m not sure who I am telling. Myself, I guess.

“This time around, everything’s changed,” Coinal says. “No ascor, no marshals. I wish Bowe was still alive. He’d know what has to happen next.”

I shake my head. “He didn’t know. He probably pretended he did to give others confidence. He had faith, though, that things would be better.”

“There are no Guardians and no Hess. But maybe someone worse will take over.”

“Bowe had faith that a new order would be better because he saw the sacrifice and kindness in the hearts of so many escay. He didn’t fully understand it, having grown up as an ascor, but he admired it greatly. He felt sure that if people capable of such nobility of spirit were in charge, then Arcandis would be a better place. More than that—he knew it would be good place.” I glance upward. “Despite what Helion wants.”

“Or maybe no one will take charge, and we’ll drift hopelessly to a much more devastating Infernam next time around.”

“No. Not after everything that has been lost to get us this far.” By everything, I guess I mean Bowe. “I won’t let that happen.” In that instant, I realize what I will do afterward. I will travel to other countries and learn how each of them prepare for and survive the Infernam. Get ideas from each of them, then return with that knowledge. I feel sure that ideas from around the world, fused with the escay spirit, will make a viable and happy future possible. As I think that, I feel a spark inside me, like the first green shoot has sprouted within my desolate heart.

“Still. If only he were alive.”

Tears dribble down my cheeks but I can’t allow myself to contemplate that possibility. “He would say that this was for the best. That, if people looked to him, then an ascor was still in charge. And perhaps he is still helping us. I hate the stories that call him Bowe the Savior, but they are how the people want to remember him. Perhaps those remembrances will guide and help as a new future is built. A better future.”

“You called him an ascor. Was he truly ascor or escay? Surely you know, even if no one else does.”

“No one alive knows. He didn’t even know for sure himself. He grew up as an ascor, and he had the brain of an ascor, but he wanted to be an escay, I think, and he had the heart of an escay. He didn’t fully fit into either world. Perhaps, at the end, he joined those two halves. He used ascor strategies to figure out what needed to be done, and embraced the escay spirit of sacrifice when he gave up his life so that the Arcandis he loved could have a brighter future.”

The End

Further Information

Make sure you have read the prequel, The Cruel Path. It adds depth to the stories of Eolnar and Sorani. See below for details.

As one story ends, others begin. Read details about the epic fantasy, Weapons of Power, and the urban fantasy, The Sentinels, on my website. http://davidjnormoyle.com/ Or get a taste for the series with the free prequels.
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In The Cruel Path: Three brothers take on the pitiless test of the Green Path, knowing that even if they win, one of them must die.

~
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