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The Treacherous Path

David J. Normoyle

He did the impossible.

Bowe Bellanger broke all the rules in surviving The Narrowing Path. The victory was short-lived.

Three years of trying to return the Bellanger family to its former glory comes to nothing when one of the other families attacks, forcing Bowe to flee the city. At the same time, powerful forces threaten war and rebellion throughout Arcandis, and Bowe has to take advantage of the upheaval or be overwhelmed by it.

The second book in The Narrowing Path Series takes Bowe on a harrowing journey where he'll face a terrible decision that will decide not just his future, but the future of the entire society.

~
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Chapter 1

Day 4

The Fool’s Hope, it was called. Bowe hadn’t figured out if Sorrin had changed the name after he bought it or deliberately searched out a ship with a name that expressed what he thought of this venture. As if all his harping on about it hadn’t already made his objections crystal clear.

Bowe and Sorrin stood on the docks with Bellanger marshals on either side holding up umbrellas for them. The rain fell in sheets; on the ground streams of water were flowing over and around their feet and cascading into the sea. Bowe’s shoes were soaked through, but at least the umbrellas kept the rest of himself and Sorrin dry, though water streamed down the noses and chins of the marshals holding them.

If the ship succeeded on its first trading mission, Bowe would change its name. Perhaps Bellanger’s Hope would be better. Beside the other ships in harbor, it looked rather unimpressive. With just a single sail, it was much smaller than the vessels on either side. A small trading ship was all Bowe could afford; even managing to scrape together enough funds for that was an achievement.

It wasn’t nearly enough, of course. Three years had passed since the Infernam and this was Bowe’s biggest financial venture. He hoped several runs could return the cost of the ship and after that it’d start making profits. On this trip, they were shipping foodstuffs to Urni—a safe but profitable venture.

Beside him, Sorrin scowled down at the ship. “This is a bad idea.”

“So you’ve told me many times. It’s done now, let’s go.” The ship had drifted away from the docks, and they were beginning to unfurl the mainsail. Sailors buzzed about the deck and climbed in the rigging. It was foolish of Bowe to even come out here and stand in the rain to watch it leave harbor. But it seemed more real to actually see it set sail. When planning, he tended to see his business decisions like moves on a Harmony board.

“Let’s go.” He led the way back toward the waiting rickshaw. The marshals walked alongside, keeping the rain from his head, but that did nothing to save his feet from having to trudge through mud. He climbed into the rickshaw and pulled the opening closed behind him to keep out the rain. Sorrin entered from the other side.

“These shoes are probably ruined,” Bowe complained, looking down at the sodden dirty leathers. “They’re new.”

At an order from the marshals, the rickshaw pullers lurched the carriage into motion.

“This is risky, Bowe,” Sorrin said. “The Lessards won’t be too happy to see you wrestling into their territory. They are the traders.”

“We’ve been over this,” Bowe said. “I have to do something. We can’t just tread water and hope. Anything I do will upset one of the families. How am I to carve out an empire for the Bellangers before the next Infernam without taking a few risks and treading on some toes?” It had taken Bowe and the rest of his ascor a lot of hard work to create as much as they had. And it was an anthill beside the mountain of power that each of the other families controlled. If it had taken them three years just to create the anthill, what hope was there of turning the anthill into the mountain over the next three? But that was what had to be done, or no one in the family would have places in the Refuge.

“It’s just too much to risk on one venture.”

“There’s no point thinking small. Slow and steady growth isn’t going to get it done. When the chances are small, the risks must be big.”

Sorrin grumbled to himself but didn’t reply. They were rehashing an old argument. The ship had sailed, it was too late to change course. Bowe peeked out the front of the rickshaw as they approached Bellanger Mansion. It always perked him up to see the family home. When he’d first been here it had been fading away, left to the spiders and the dust. Now it was fully restored.

When they stopped and Bowe pulled down the opening, he saw another rickshaw parked outside and scowled at it. Which of the ascor would visit him in this rainstorm? It wasn’t likely to be good news.

Sorrin frowned at the rickshaw. “We should never have bought that ship.”

“Probably not related,” Bowe said, even though he thought the opposite.

One of the marshals approached Bowe, holding up an umbrella. His azure-mist-colored uniform looked a washed-out white drenched in water.

“Who’s decided to visit us, Toose?” Bowe asked.

“Sorry, sir,” Toose said. “He just barged in and announced he’d wait in the ballroom. Didn’t know how to stop him.”

“Who?” Bowe asked.

“Kirande.”

“Thanks.” Bowe touched Toose’s shoulder. “You did the right thing letting him through.”

“This isn’t good.” Sorrin swung out of the rickshaw without waiting for an umbrella and limped across the courtyard into the main door, making a splash every time he planted his good leg.

Bowe stepped out of the rickshaw and leaned under Toose’s umbrella, wondering what Kirande could want. Eolnar had asked for a meeting several days ago, but wasn’t due until the afternoon. Bowe had initially hoped that the rickshaw was just the Lessard ascor coming early. Kirande turning up unannounced like this—it wasn’t good.

Inside, Bowe took his time changing into dry clothes. He asked one of the servant girls if his shoes could be fixed up and she gave him a scared look and curtsy and practically ran out of the room, holding the shoes at arm’s length. Bowe decided to take that as a no.

When he was ready, he walked to the ballroom and hesitantly reached for the door handle. He stopped himself; this wasn’t the time to be hesitant or display any signs of worry. This was his kingdom and he would be assured and confident in front of the Grenier ascor. It had been Kirande himself who had first taught Bowe the importance of appearances. Bowe straightened his back and lifted his chin, then turned the handle, flung open the door, entered, and charged down the center of the ballroom.

Halfway down, he stopped dead. Kirande was sitting in his throne, smiling down at him. Bowe cursed himself for showing his surprise. “Why are you sitting there?”

Kirande looked down and pretended to be surprised at where he found himself. “Is this your throne? Why, I didn’t even realize.” He didn’t move to get up.

“What do you want?” Bowe asked. “I wasn’t expecting you.” Trying to eject Kirande would just make him appear weak. Best to pretend it meant nothing. Sorrin was standing off to the side, throwing scowls at Kirande whenever the Grenier ascor looked away.

“Now that I’m sitting here, though, I find that I like it,” Kirande said. “Rather comfortable. Suits me.”

“We’ve been over this.” Both Eolnar and Kirande had been angling to take over the Bellanger family since the Infernam ended. Both had helped him go from being a Green to becoming the leader of the Bellanger family. But now they both wanted that role. Kirande would bring the support of the Grenier family, and Eolnar would bring the support of the Lessard family.

Kirande stood, towering over Bowe. He was long-limbed and skinny with a hatchet nose. “My patience is growing thin.” He wasn’t smiling now. He took a long step forward, placing himself right in front of Bowe and staring down at him. Bowe didn’t want to step back, so he was forced to look directly up the man’s nose. He felt slightly ill.

“As you know,” Kirande continued, “the Grenier family was not particularly happy about the little trick you played to allow you and your friends to survive the Path. They haven’t moved against you because of me. I’ve convinced them that a Bellanger family with a strong Grenier influence can be an asset for Arcandis.”

“And I appreciate your help,” Bowe said. Kirande wanted to bring across other recently promoted Grenier ascor and use the Bellanger family as Grenier’s second family.

Kirande loomed over Bowe, edging forward. Bowe didn’t want to retreat, so instead he squirmed around the side of Kirande and threw himself onto the throne.

Kirande snorted, turning around. “Looking for a game of hide-and-seek, young Bellanger?”

“Just tell me why you’re here,” Bowe said. “I know you want to be the leader of the Bellangers, but that position is taken.”

“I have come to give you one last chance,” Kirande said. “The ultimatum is a blunt instrument, not normally a strong component of the subtle swirls of the ascorim, but sometimes it’s called for.”

“What’s brought this urgency on?” Bowe asked. Things were at a delicate balance right now and the last thing he needed was a blunt instrument crashing down.

“You’re spreading your wings—you just sent out a trading ship. I have to assume that means you’re leaning toward an alliance with the Lessards and away from one with me.”

“Not at all.” Bowe deliberately didn’t look at Sorrin. “The trading ship is just one of the ways that the Bellangers are expanding our interests. We have a long way to go to gain our places in the Refuge when the time comes.”

Kirande inexplicably started to laugh.

“Why are you laughing?”

“You still think you can do it all by yourself. I remember how naive you were when we first met in my carriage outside that ball. And in some ways, you’ve come so far.” Kirande raised his arms to indicate the ballroom. Banners displaying the Bellanger azure sun lined the wall. “In others, you are just as green.” Kirande shook his head, turned, and began to leave.

“Wait. What about the ultimatum?”

Kirande turned around. “Oh yes, that. You know Dulnato, right? Well, you have—” He stopped suddenly. “Wait, I’ve a better idea. I’ll let you figure out the deadline and what it means if you miss it yourself. It should be obvious, I don’t have to spell it out to you.” He turned and left.

“Wait, you can’t just...” Bowe allowed his words to trail off. Kirande could and had just done it. He’d given Bowe an ultimatum but not specified how long Bowe had or what the consequences would be. Bowe allowed his face to sink into his hand. “We shouldn’t have launched The Fool’s Hope, should we?”

“No,” Sorrin said. Bowe was glad that Sorrin didn’t try to rub it in.

“What’s he going to do?”

“The Greniers have always held a grudge against you, none more so than Dulnato. Up until now, Kirande has held them off. The Greniers wouldn’t move against you while they thought they had a chance of having one of their own leading the Bellanger family. Obviously Kirande has decided they’ve waited long enough and plans to unleash Dulnato unless you appoint him as leader. I’m not sure how long we have. I’ll send some men to investigate further and see if we can figure out when Dulnato plans to move.”

Bowe rubbed his palms against his temples. “Well, there’s one good thing. I’m dreading Eolnar’s visit a lot less now. It can’t go any worse than that. We’ll decide what to do about Kirande afterward.”

* * *

Bowe sat back and rubbed the hand rests of the throne as Eolnar approached. At least this time Bowe had the advantage of position. Bowe hadn’t grown that much in the last three years, so he’d had a platform installed below the throne to raise it up. Eolnar wasn’t as big or imposing as Kirande either, with a small face and short, curly hair. The Lessard family was led by Eolnar’s brother, Sorani, and Eolnar didn’t want to either usurp his brother or remain as second to him. Both brothers wanted a new family for Eolnar.

“Have you received any word from your trading boat?” Eolnar asked as he came to a stop before the throne.

“My ship? No, why should I? It just departed.” Bowe was surprised that Eolnar got straight to business. He tended to start with small talk and subtle hints.

“It might have been captured by pirates.”

“How can you know that? It just launched; it probably isn’t even out of sight,” Bowe said.

“You know any way to bring it back before it hits the open seas?” Eolnar asked.

Bowe shook his head.

“Well, then. Pirates, I’m afraid.”

“But why? Why would you do this to me?” The Lessards had clearly arranged for Bowe’s ship to be attacked once it reached the open seas.

Eolnar shrugged. “You brought it on yourself. I offered you an alliance.”

“You offered to take over control of the Bellanger family. My family.” Bowe stood up.

“You refuse my alliance and instead try to maneuver into Lessard territory by starting your own shipping empire.”

“It was just one ship,” Bowe protested.

“Soon to be one shipwreck,” Eolnar said, and strode out.

“Wait, what can I do to make this right?” Bowe called after him.

“Too late to do anything for your ship. If you decide to come to your senses and make me Bellanger leader, perhaps your next venture won’t be so pitiful. This is the last time I’ll offer, though. There’s only three years to the Infernam and you’ve made no progress. Even now, joining you is a huge risk. But with Lessard support there might be a chance. Without that, being a member of the Bellanger family could be a death sentence.”

He left.

“Might be it’s already a death sentence,” Sorrin said as Bowe slumped against the backrest of his throne.

Around them, the emblems and banners of the Bellanger family lined the walls of the ballroom, but it was all a lie. They’d created the lie to save themselves from the Infernam, surrounded themselves with the trappings of the great house. And the other Guardians had gone along with it. They wanted the return of the fourth family. But a great family wasn’t an assortment of emblems and banners. They needed the power and wealth and influence. And in three years Bowe had made very little progress toward gaining any of that.

“We need to call a family meeting,” Bowe declared.

Sorrin frowned. “What’s a family meeting?”

Bowe just looked at him. “It’s obvious, no? A meeting between all the Bellanger ascor.”

“I understand the idea in principle,” Sorrin said. “But this after three years of you doing whatever you felt best without consulting us. Does that mean you intend to listen to what the rest of us have to say?”

Bowe pulled a cushion out from under him and threw it at Sorrin, but Sorrin ducked and it flew over his head. “Just arrange the meeting.”

“Still most accepting of criticism.” Sorrin went to pick up the cushion. “As for the meeting, I haven’t seen Xarcon in months. Don’t know what he’s getting up to these days, but he has distanced himself from us more and more.”

“Get the word out as best you can,” Bowe said. “Let’s meet tomorrow morning.

Chapter 2

Day 5

Darkness surrounded him. Bowe took deep breaths of the thick air, but he couldn’t suck in enough to satisfy his lungs. He felt crowded, hundreds were pushing in on top of him from all sides, but he couldn’t make out clearly whom they were. He pushed his way through the shadowy crowd. Dark hands reached out to grab him, and he quickened his pace. He saw what looked like a doorway, a square of space a shade lighter than the rest of the darkness. The hands began to pull at him with more insistence and he stumbled and fell. Hands plucked at his clothes and ran through his hair. Bowe crawled forward toward the doorway, closing his eyes as fingers clawed at his face, pulling him back. He reached for the doorway.

And then he was out. He was still on his hands and knees but the sensation of figures around him disappeared. He opened his eyes. He could see a bit more now, though it was still dark. The air still clogged his lungs but there was only one other person near him. The person was lying face-down a few paces ahead. Bowe didn’t want to go near them, but couldn’t stop himself. His body crawled forward and one of his arms reached out. His hand touched the shoulder of the other figure, and suddenly the person was face-up rather than face-down. Their skin was blackened and peeling, and the hair had been burned off of their skull. Pieces of white bone showed beneath the burnt flesh.

Iyra’s lips opened as she spoke, showing a row of strangely untouched teeth. “You killed me,” she said.

Bowe screamed and sat up in the bed. Breaths shuddered through his body and his hands quivered. A dream. Almost every night for the last three years he’d had these nightmares and he still hadn’t figured out that they weren’t real. Every time the terror was the same. Every time he woke up soaked in sweat with his pulse pounding. Why couldn’t he learn that it wasn’t real?

Bowe took deep breaths, forcing his body to calm down. He collapsed back onto his pillow, but there was no way he was getting back to sleep. A bluish light leaked around the corner of the curtains, so Bowe knew it was already morning.

It was unusual for Iyra to appear in one of Bowe’s nightmares. He hadn’t seen her since that night when the Jarindor ship escaped. She’d accused him of killing her in the dream, but he had no reason to think she was dead. He hadn’t done anything to ensure her place in the Refuge but she was part of Guild, so he figured they must have found a way to save her. He hoped so anyway. He had plenty of dead to accuse him without adding one more.

He had been thinking of Iyra more lately, though. She’d been in more pleasant dreams once or twice. Thoughts of girls had been filling his mind more often—part of growing up, he guessed. And when he thought of girls, he often remembered his experiences with Iyra, though sometimes with shame. The last time he’d seen her, he’d shoved her to the ground when they were mid-kiss.

The door opened and Zofila strode across the room. She threw open the curtains. “You’re going to be late to the first-ever Bellanger family meeting,” she said. “And you organized it.” She looked down at him, and the skin above her nose scrunched up in her concerned expression. “Nightmares again?” She shook her head. “What’s with you and nightmares?”

“What can I say? Some people get bad dreams.” He had never gotten them before the Refuge three years ago, of course. He flipped off his blankets and went to his closet and ran his fingers along the row of garments hanging up. All the trappings of being a Guardian of Arcandis, but nothing to back it up. Everything was a facade.

“Where are those azure robes?” Bowe asked Zofila. “The ones I wore during the Green Path.”

Zofila studied Bowe. “So this meeting you called is that important. What’s going on? Should I be worried?”

Bowe turned away. “Nothing important. I was joking.” He grabbed one set of clothes randomly from the closet and put them on. “Those old azure robes did their job and deserve retirement. So who told you about this meeting?” Bowe had been wondering for a while how Zofila always knew what was going on. He had his suspicions about that.

Zofila sat on Bowe’s bed. “I have my ways. No one tells us ascora anything—doesn’t mean I‘m stupid.

“Us ascora? Do you think of yourself like that? There’s still only one Bellanger ascora so far.”

“I have to do the work of twenty.”

“So you think the others should start getting married? Sorrin, Sindar, Thrace, Xarcon?” Was there one of those that she wouldn’t like to see married? “Give you some ascora to order around.”

“All ascor marriages take place during the Green Path, and I don’t think now is the time to change that tradition. I’ll survive another three years as the sole ascora.”

“You should attend the meeting,” Bowe said. “It affects you as much as anyone else.”

“No, don’t be ridiculous. Something like this is just for the ascor men.”

“From how I remember the Raine harem, the women didn’t attend the meetings, but they usually knew what went on in them even before the men had exited it.”

Zofila smiled at him. “You wouldn’t expect it to be any different here, would you?”

“So you’ll just have a servant listening at the door?”

“Something like that. You know me too well.”

She had her sources, but Bowe didn’t think it was the servants. Or at least not only them. He moved around the bed and leaned in toward her. “I do know you well. You are my only wife, after all. So how come we’ve never...” He grabbed her waist and pulled her close. “You know?”

“Why, who’s the feisty goat this morning?” She patted Bowe on the cheek and swiveled out of his grasp.

Bowe reached for her again and she danced out of reach with a laugh. She ducked behind the curtains and stuck her head out. “I’m not coming out from behind here until your blood cools.”

Bowe remembered meeting Zofila for the first time out on the balcony at the ascor ball. She’d called herself ugly and Bowe hadn’t protested. When he’d first married, he hadn’t objected when she had said they had to wait. For the last few months, though, he had wanted her. Her easy smile, quick banter, and the sparkle in her eye attracted him. And her body had filled out in ways that could cause a trembling behind his kneecaps. “We’re over three years married now.” Unfortunately, he now suspected the sparkle was for someone else.

Zofila’s smile became fixed. “You know you’re still too young.”

“I’m no longer a boy. I’m a man.” He was sixteen now, more than old enough. Sindar and Sorrin had brought him to a courtesan house a few weeks back for his sixteenth birthday. He’d been back a few times since, but he often left feeling empty. It inflamed his desire for Zofila instead of quenching it. And, in his happier dreams, for Iyra.

Zofila came out from behind the curtain. “What brought this on? You know our marriage was one of convenience to survive the Infernam. We haven’t discussed becoming man and wife for real.”

“That’s because you dodge whenever I broach the subject. When we first married, you were adamant it was me you wanted to marry rather than any of the other ascor. You didn’t seem so cool toward my affections then. You insisted on a heartfelt proposal. What’s changed?”

“I thank you for saving me, and making me a Bellanger ascora. But come on, that wasn’t heartfelt. I practically had to force you into asking me.”

“What’s changed?” Bowe repeated.

“Now isn’t the time.” Zofila brushed past Bowe. “You shouldn’t keep everyone waiting downstairs. You called the meeting.”

“Every time I try to have this discussion—” Bowe called after her, but she didn’t reply. Bowe felt a sinking feeling. He had started to suspect that Zofila had become involved with one of his ascor from her constant rejection and the way she always knew what was going on. Did Sindar get tired of looking for companionship just among the ascora in the other three families?

Bowe went to the mirror to make sure he looked presentable. It was mainly to confirm that he still looked like the Bellanger Guardian and not the little boy Zofila made him feel like.

He left the bedroom and descended the stairs and entered the dining hall. The table was much too big for the number of ascor the Bellanger family had. Sorrin, Thrace, Oamir, and Sindar took up only the smallest part of it, and Bowe went to join them. Oamir was reading from a book and making notes on a parchment. Bowe shoved Sindar’s feet off the table, then sat. “Where’s Xarcon?”

“I got word to him,” Sindar said. “Or at least I think I did. I talked to someone who told me they could get a message to him.” He shrugged. “I told you we don’t see him around much anymore.”

“So did Sorrin fill the rest of you in?” Bowe asked.

“About what Eolnar and Kirande said.” Sindar nodded. “Sounds like we’re in the bowels of a sinking ship with no way out.”

“And the ship’s on fire,” Thrace added.

“And there are sharks in the sea,” Sorrin said.

“And—”

Bowe interrupted Sindar. “Okay, okay, I get it. No need to rub it in. Sorrin, did you work out when Dulnato is planning to make his move?”

“Afraid not. I’d assume sooner rather than later for now.”

Bowe still hoped the other families wouldn’t act too quickly, allowing him more time. Either way, he didn’t have many options. “Any word on The Fool’s Hope? Is what Eolnar said true?”

Sorrin shrugged. “We haven’t heard. I don’t think it matters now, though. We don’t have the time to wait and find out.”

Bowe turned to Thrace. “What are our chances in a fight against Dulnato?”

Thrace considered. “We have eight marshals. You didn’t want us to recruit more than that for now. They’re pretty well trained this time around. Better than the last time Dulnato attacked, at least. But we don’t know how many Dulnato will bring.”

“For all we know, Dulnato could bring every Grenier marshal in the city down on us,” Sindar said.

As Sindar spoke, Bowe imagined him and Zofila together and his stomach churned. He had more important matters to worry about but he couldn’t help himself.

“So what are our options?” Bowe asked. “Should we accept either Eolnar or Kirande as our leader? Name one of them the Bellanger Guardian?”

Oamir looked up from his book, seemed about to say something, then returned to his reading.

“It’s the worst time to take either of them as leader,” Sorrin said. “If we accepted one of them earlier, we might have retained some independence. But now...”

“We’d just become an offshoot of the Lessard or Grenier family,” Bowe said bitterly. “Fear of that is why we refused them in the first place, and now we have no choice.”

There was a long silence around the table. When they’d left the Refuge, the task of building up the family once again had seemed daunting, but also an exciting challenge. How had it gone so wrong?

Bowe stood up and walked to the wall and pulled down the banner showing the azure Bellanger sun. He threw it on the table. “Is this where we decide whether to re-color the Bellanger sun red or green?”

Thrace slapped his hand on the table. “Neither. If they want the Bellanger sun, let them come here and take it.”

Bowe sighed. “What choice do we have? Sorrin, what do you think?”

“If I had to pick one, I would choose Lessard and Eolnar,” Sorrin said. “Even though Kirande seems a reasonable guy—for a Grenier—I suspect we’d get a looser leash from the Lessards. Sorani wants his brother to have power. The problem, though, is that the Greniers have more immediate muscle at their disposal. So by making Eolnar the leader while the Greniers are prepared to strike might be throwing ourselves into the fire.”

“Would the Greniers dare attack if we were under Lessard protection?” Bowe asked.

“Maybe that’s why Dulnato is tasked with this,” Sorrin said. “He could attack, claim it was because of a personal vendetta, and afterward Kirande and Stenesso could deny involvement.”

“So that leaves choosing Kirande as our only choice,” Bowe said.

“Kirande as Guardian might solve the immediate problem,” Sorrin said, drumming his fingers on the table as he thought. “But come next Infernam, will the Lessards and Raines accept the Bellangers as a fourth family when it is controlled by the Greniers? The whole reason the other Guardians allowed you and your new Bellanger family into the Refuge was to prevent the Greniers from becoming too powerful.”

Bowe shook his head. “How do you escape a room with no doors?”

“Fly,” said a voice.

Bowe looked up to see Xarcon striding across the room toward them.

“Look who decided to join us finally,” Sorrin said.

“I missed a bit of your nattering, did I?” Xarcon placed his palms on the table and leaned toward Bowe. “You shouldn’t still be here.”

“Where else can we go?” Bowe asked. “Fly? I don’t exactly have wings.”

“Well, grow them. You need to flee now. Dulnato is already on his way.”

Sorrin leaped to his feet, his chair crashing to the ground behind him. “He can’t be. They have to give us more time than this. Kirande just gave us the ultimatum yesterday.”

“More time for what?” Xarcon asked. “How long do you need to figure out you don’t have any options?”

“We can’t just leave,” Thrace said. “We’ve fought too hard for what we have.”

Xarcon laughed. “What you have? This is all based on pretense. Just be amazed it’s lasted this long. There is no power behind the mask that has been created. All it needed was a little push and everything came tumbling down.”

He’s right, Bowe thought. They’d had three years to reestablish the Bellanger power and everything they’d tried had ended in failure. “How many men is Dulnato bringing?” Bowe asked.

“Scores of them.”

“Okay, let’s get out of here,” Bowe said. “We should divide up. No point in all of us getting caught.”

“Where can we go?” Sorrin asked.

“Don’t pretend you haven’t prepared for this.” Xarcon walked behind Sorrin and brushed his fingers up Sorrin’s arm, across his shoulders, and down the other side. “I know what you’re like. You’d always have a bolt hole ready.”

Sorrin turned around and pushed his face into Xarcon’s. “And what if I have?”

Bowe pushed Xarcon and Sindar apart. “We don’t have time to fight among ourselves. Smart of Sorrin to have prepared for something like this.” Of course that left him wondering why he himself hadn’t done something that obvious and easy. He’d thought he would have more time. “What about you?” Bowe turned to Sindar. “Do you have somewhere to go?”

“Nowhere planned,” Sindar said. “But I know a lot of hidden routes and people who’ll hide me.”

“Could you hide others with you.” Bowe studied him closely. “What about Zofila?”

“I’ll take her,” Sorrin said.

So it’s you, Bowe thought. Bowe stared at Sorrin until he flushed and looked away. Focus, he told himself, stopping his mind from picturing what he didn’t want it to picture.

“They’ll want me above all, so it’ll be easier for the rest of you to get away if I’m not with you,” Bowe said. “Since you already have an escape planned, Sorrin, you can take Zofila and Oamir with you.” It pained Bowe to say it, but he wouldn’t be able to keep Zofila safe with half the Grenier marshals after him. At least he knew that Sorrin would protect her. It gave Bowe some small satisfaction to put a third wheel with the two lovebirds; he didn’t want to make it too easy for his wife and best friend to cheat on him. “Thrace, you and Sindar tell the Bellanger marshals and servants to disappear. If they remove the Bellanger colors, they shouldn’t have any problem disappearing. Tell them...” Bowe hesitated. He didn’t know if it was a lie or not. “Tell them they can rely on the Bellanger family reforming again. And when the Infernam comes around, those who were with us from the start will be first in line for places in the Refuge. Can you do that, Thrace?”

Thrace nodded.

“After that, you and Sindar should get out of here,” Bowe said.

“What about you, Bowe?” Thrace said. “How will you find somewhere safe even if you get away?”

“I can take Bowe to someone who might be willing to help him,” Xarcon said. “Perhaps the only person capable of hiding him once the Greniers start turning the city upside down looking for him. Bowe, we have to move now.”

“Okay.” Bowe grabbed Sindar and embraced him. “Keep safe. Don’t be doing anything too dangerous.”

Sindar raised his eyebrows. “Who, me? Never.” Despite his protestations, his cheeky smile indicated he’d be hanging upside down by his toes while on some daring escapade before long.

Bowe moved on and threw his arms around Thrace. “Keep the faith. This is only a setback.”

Bowe put his hand on Oamir’s shoulder. “I’ll be back before you know it,” he said, then put his arms around Sorrin’s neck and pulled Sorrin’s head to his chest. “Keep the Bellanger family safe until I return. Stay loyal. Say goodbye to Zofila for me.”

“Come on,” Xarcon called out from the hall. “I’m leaving now, with or without you.”

Bowe sprinted out after Xarcon.

“Here, throw this on.” Xarcon threw Bowe a large cloak. “Hide those fancy clothes you’re wearing.”

Bowe threw the cloak over his head, shrugged it down over his shoulders, and, after wrestling with it, managed to shove his arms into the sleeves. He pulled the hood over his head and darted outside.

When they reached the street, Xarcon—after looking both ways—turned left. He stopped at the corner and poked his head out to make sure the way was clear before turning right. Bowe followed, keeping the hood low over his face.

At the next corner, Xarcon stuck his head out then jerked it back. “Two Grenier marshals guarding the end of that road.”

“We’ll have to try a different route.”

“If they have this road blocked off, no doubt the other streets will be the same,” Xarcon said. “Not much point guarding a single exit point. And I don’t know where is safe in this section of the city. Maybe we can escape via the rooftops. I think we passed a stairway.”

They retraced their steps and turned into a narrow alleyway with a small set of stairs cut into one wall. Xarcon started up the steps and Bowe followed. The stairway was made of the same red clay as the wall it leaned against; it was barely wider than the width of two feet, and so cracked and weathered that it was more like climbing a steep slope than defined steps. Bowe was only halfway up when he realized Xarcon had reached the top and was scrambling down again. Bowe descended, skidding on loose stones near the bottom but managing to hold his balance.

“Let me guess. They have the rooftops guarded, too,” Bowe said when they were both down.

Xarcon grimaced. “This is the last time I help you. I could have stayed away and let you get caught.”

“Well, go,” Bowe said. “I’m sure you can get away easier without me. If trying to help me is such a chore for you.”

“I still owe you. But if I get you out of this, I’ll consider my debt to you paid.”

“Just like that? Are you not still one of the Bellanger ascor?”

“In name only. It’d be better if you no longer consider me as one.”

“If that’s the way you want it.”

“That’s the way it is. Now, enough of getting sidetracked. We have enough to deal with.”

“Why didn’t they just surround the mansion?” Bowe asked. “Why set up such a wide net?”

“I guess they figured you’d probably have an escape route out of the mansion. A tunnel to a nearby house, perhaps.”

Bowe nodded. “I certainly should have had something like that. What do we do now?”

“We could find an empty house and hide out, but they’ll likely find us eventually. I’ve an idea. Follow me.”

Xarcon led Bowe farther down the alleyway until they came upon a beggar sitting on the side of the street. Xarcon nodded toward him. “He looks about your size. Offer to swap clothes with him.”

“This is your plan? Are you serious?”

“We have to be invisible. What are more invisible than the beggars on the streets? Hurry.” Xarcon disappeared around the next corner.

The beggar glanced up at Bowe, then sank his head back on his chest. His beard was long, twisted, and dirty and he smelled of piss and unpleasantness. Bowe felt dirty at the very thought of putting on the beggar’s rags, but he didn’t have a better plan than Xarcon’s.

He took a deep breath and crouched down. “What do you say? Want some new clothes?” Bowe glanced up and down the street, but there was no one else around. The Grenier marshals were likely stopping people from entering this part of Arcandis.

“What’ll you give me for my clothes?” The beggar peered up at Bowe, scrunching his face into a mass of wrinkles and dirt streaks.

“These clothes that I’m wearing,” Bowe said. “Clean, good quality.” Bowe pulled down the neck of his cloak to show his ascor garments underneath.

The beggar rubbed the sleeve of Bowe’s cloak, leaving a dirty stain on it. “I don’t like them.”

Bowe did his best not to flinch away. “What’s not to like? They’re not falling apart and covered in filth. Do you expect someone to come along shortly and offer you a better deal?”

The beggar shrugged his shoulders. “How many golds will you give me for my clothes?”

“Golds? You think those rags are worth more than a fraction of a silver? Must be nice to live in your world.” Bowe scanned the street again, hoping to spot another beggar whom he could swap with.

Xarcon returned. “You look and smell awful,” Bowe said, looking at the filthy pieces of cloth that he wore.

“Thanks. That’s the idea. Why haven’t you switched? We don’t have much time.”

“This guy is looking to sell his rags for several gold coins. Not one. Several. He doesn’t like what I’m wearing.”

Xarcon bent down to examine the beggar’s face, then smiled. “Oh, it’s you, Jilf. Stop messing and swap. We haven’t all day.”

Jilf winked at Xarcon but didn’t move to change, instead directing a scowl at Bowe.

“Do it for me, Jilf. It’s important. We want him alive.”

The beggar gave a stiff nod and began to undress. Xarcon nodded to Bowe, who did the same. Bowe wondered who the “we” that Xarcon referred to was.

Bowe made sure to detach his money pouch before handing over his clothes. He didn’t want Jilf to profit even more from his exchange. It took Bowe several tries to get the beggars clothes on. The outer cloak seemed a shapeless mass with holes in it and Bowe couldn’t figure out which holes were for his head, which were for his arms, and which were just accidental holes. Eventually he got it on enough that it covered most of him as long as he kept pulling the cloth up his right shoulder. He tried to hold his breath as he dressed, but eventually he just had to breathe in the smell and try to become accustomed to it. It took only one breath to induce the beginnings of a headache in the back of his skull.

Xarcon handed Jilf a silver as they left and the beggar took it sullenly, then returned to scowling at Bowe.

Bowe followed Xarcon, shifting the new clothes across his shoulders. The cloak was threatening to either fall off or fall apart, and Bowe didn’t have enough hands to keep it all together. “These smell terrible. What’s the plan now? Will this disguise be enough, do you think?”

Xarcon paused. “You’re right, it’s not enough.” He sniffed the air. “Follow me.”

Xarcon changed direction, leading them down a narrow gap between two houses. Bowe gagged and turned back, for there was a sewage bucket in an alcove. To Bowe’s shock, Xarcon knelt down beside the bucket and began splattering the excrement onto his clothes and rubbing it in.

Bowe took a long step backward. “What are you doing now?”

“You were right. We don’t smell bad enough. We want the Grenier marshals to refuse to go near us. If they get too close, one of them might recognize you.”

“No one’s going to expect a Guardian of Arcandis to be wearing these.” Bowe spread his arms wide then quickly pulled the clothes back into shape when they started to fall off. “No way I’m dousing myself in that. I thought you said we were going to be invisible.”

“Invisible and repellent. An unbeatable combination.” Xarcon pulled back out of the alcove rubbing his fingers down the side of his face.”

Bowe stepped back, keeping his distance. “No way.”

“Come on. I don’t have time to babysit your squeamishness. What is worse, a small bit of unpleasantness or spending the rest of your life being tortured in the Fortress?”

“This is more than a small bit of unpleasantness.” Bowe stepped hesitantly up to the bucket and knelt. He gagged, but forced back the bile. A horrible thick brown liquid with floating solids came up nearly to the top of the bucket. He leaned in with his hands and closed his eyes as he dipped his fingers into the slimy shit. Scrunching up his nose, he quickly cleaned his hands off on his clothes and backed out of the alcove and followed Xarcon back onto the street. He allowed himself to breathe again, but they’d brought the smell with them now, so each breath filled his nose with the noxious smell.

“Come on,” Xarcon said. “We better try this now while the stench is strong and before they figure out you’ve fled the mansion.”

“The sooner the better. I need to get clean.” Bowe pushed the palm of his hand against his chest and swallowed saliva, resisting the urge to vomit.

Xarcon and Bowe stayed to the side of the street as they continued on, keeping in role as beggars. Xarcon moved in a shuffling walk and ran the fingers of his right hand along the side of the wall. Bowe staggered along behind him, almost falling once or twice—not because he was pretending to be a beggar, but because he felt sick from the smell, and because his clothes kept threatening to trip him.

“What about the others?” Bowe asked. “If we are having this much trouble, how’ll they get out?”

“They are mainly interested in you. All the marshals will have been shown your likeness and be on the lookout. It’ll be easier for the others. All the escay and marshals have to do is take off their uniforms. Sindar is used to moving about without being seen, and Sorrin seems to have planned some escape route for himself.”

For himself and Zofila, Bowe thought. Bowe still hadn’t figured out how upset he was about that yet. It hurt, but he hadn’t had time to take it in properly. Thinking about it logically, Zofila had been his wife in name only—they had never even slept together. But logic couldn’t control the way the pit of his stomach tensed up into a hard ball when he thought about it. He had been rejected by his wife and she had turned to his best friend instead. It was hard not to feel betrayed by both of them. And politically? The politics of it didn’t make his stomach acids burn any stronger, but they were more important long term. If the newsbards broke the story about how the Bellanger Guardian was played the fool by his wife and best friend, Bowe would be hard pressed to maintain any respect in Arcandis.

Though, given that he was currently covered in shit, dressed in rags, and likely to be soon arrested, perhaps that ship had already sailed. His respect and standing wouldn’t be worth much if he had to face the torturers in the bowels of the Fortress.

They turned the corner and approached a group of marshals who formed a line across the street. Bowe’s step faltered, then he continued after Xarcon. On both sides of the line of marshals, escay waited for a chance to pass. They gathered in groups, talking quietly. As Bowe and Xarcon got closer, the group of escay nearest the edge of the street saw and smelled them and began to drift away.

Five marshals, Bowe counted, all dressed in Grenier light pink. If Xarcon had hoped that they’d just let them through without taking much notice, he was wrong. They weren’t just stopping Bellangers. They had decided to stop everyone from entering or leaving this entire section of the city.

Xarcon had clearly come to the same conclusion because he stopped. He glanced back over his shoulder with a shrug, as if to say, We tried. The marshals weren’t going to just step aside and let them pass. But Bowe didn’t see giving up on this plan as a choice. They didn’t have a better plan. The Greniers hadn’t left much to chance, and if Bowe wanted to escape, he needed to take a risk.

“Hey.” Bowe stepped forward and waved his arms at the marshals. He slurred his voice. “What are you doing blocking the road? People are trying to cross here.” He stamped forward. His cloak half-fell from his shoulder but he ignored it. He half-tripped and kept going.

Xarcon grabbed Bowe’s arm, pulled him close, and whispered in his ear. “What in Helion are you doing? Are you trying to get us caught?”

Bowe shrugged Xarcon’s hand off. There actually was a good chance he would get them captured; it was best not to mention that.

He waved an arm at the marshals. “Get out of my way. I’m a Guardian. How dare you block me.” He rubbed his hand against his face, smearing dirt down one cheek. The smell was still strong but he ignored it. He decided not to hide his face in any other way. The marshals had clearly seen his likeness, but he was going to test Xarcon’s theory that he became invisible once dressed in beggars’ rags one way or the other.

The two marshals closest moved to block Bowe’s path, but he swerved away. “Don’t you dare touch me. Filthy marshals. I’m an ascor and I won’t be touched by the likes of you.” Bowe kept his voice loud and slurred.

Several escay laughed at Bowe’s proclamation. Good, Bowe thought. He wanted the atmosphere light with a touch of silliness. Xarcon shuffled in behind Bowe, following his lead, although undoubtedly cursing Bowe under his breath.

Having moved away from the first two marshals, Bowe now charged directly at the one in the center. The leader. His chin was clean-shaven and his mustache was carefully trimmed.

“I need to get through. Important business with the other Guardians,” Bowe said. “Kesirran and I have to discuss reducing the number of filthy escay who clog up our streets.” The leader of the group of marshals would make the final decision on letting the two crazy beggars through, so Bowe wanted to deal directly with him. Plus, Bowe thought that the leader would be less inclined to personally deal with the smell and unpleasantness.

“Stop right there,” the mustached marshal said. “No one is getting through here until we have the Bellanger Guardian in our custody.”

“Well, then today’s your lucky day.” Bowe opened his arms and launched himself directly toward the marshal. “I’m Bowe Bellanger, the greatest Guardian Arcandis has ever known. Arrest me if you dare.”

Another chuckle came from the watching escay. The mustached marshal’s eyes flickered across to the watching crowd. He didn’t want to look like an idiot. He hesitated, his hand drifting down to the sword at his side. When Bowe was almost upon him, the marshal caught the full force of Bowe’s stench. He reached up to cover his nose and stepped back, dodging out of the way as Bowe barreled past with Xarcon following in Bowe’s wake.

Behind the marshals, the escay closest also swiftly moved back before Xarcon and Bowe’s smell. Bowe looked over his shoulder as he continued forward.

One of the other marshals drew his sword and stepped after the beggars. “Should I go after and catch them?”

“Catch the great Bowe Bellanger. That’ll be harder than you think. Do you have the nose for such a task?” Bowe called out to another round of sniggers.

“Let them go.” The mustached marshal waved his hand. “We have more important matters today than arresting smelly vagrants.” He shouted after Bowe: “The next time I see you, I won’t go so easy on you.”

“You’re all fools,” Bowe shouted back. He was about to boast further about the great Bellanger Guardian, but Xarcon grabbed his cloak, forcing Bowe away.

“Don’t push your luck,” Xarcon whispered.

They turned left at the first corner they saw, then right at the next one. Best to be out of sight in case the marshals changed their mind.

Xarcon shoved Bowe again the wall. “What kind of fool move was that?”

Bowe gave a giddy laugh. “It worked, didn’t it?”

“You could have gotten us killed. Even if they didn’t recognize us, do you think they’d have any hesitation killing two vagrants who crossed them? You antagonized them for no reason. All that shit about Bowe Bellanger, the great Guardian—were you just trying to build your crazy reputation? Is that why you risked both of our lives?”

“No. I just thought that the best strategy was to act as crazy as possible and force our way through before they had time to think about it. I know it was risky, but we were running out of options.” Bowe grinned. “Never thought I could have fun dressed and smelling like this.”

Xarcon shook his head. “You’re crazy. And stop that grinning. You aren’t out of this by a long shot. The Greniers will redouble their efforts to find you after this. I know someone who might help you. Might also decide not to, but you don’t have many options right about now.” Xarcon shook his head again. “I definitely will owe you nothing once this is over. Let’s get rid of these clothes and smell.”

With the reminder, the smell returned in full force, and Bowe reached for his nose and forced back a gag. “Yes, please.”

Chapter 3

Day 6

The last ray of the sinking sun dyed the scuttling clouds into a smoky red. Bowe watched from inside his small, single-windowed second-story room. Xarcon had left him here to hide out—that had been a day ago and he hadn’t been back, though he had sent an urchin with food and water.

At least Bowe was clean again. After finding somewhere to dump their clothes and clean up, the bucket of cold water thrown over him had felt glorious. They didn’t have any soap, so Bowe had scrubbed at his flesh until his hands felt raw. Bowe still got hints of the smell of shit when he sniffed at times, but he was nearly sure it was in his imagination. Xarcon had given him fresh clean escay clothing, and when he first put them on, the coarse wool against his freshly scrubbed skin had felt softer than the finest ascor garments.

Bowe hoped Xarcon was okay and would be back soon, but as time passed, Bowe got more and more worried. What if Xarcon had been captured and the marshals were right now torturing Bowe’s location from him? Bowe shuddered. Would I be tortured too if I were caught? he wondered. Or would Dulnato be satisfied with my death? There didn’t seem a good reason to torture him, but those in the Fortress didn’t need much reason once they captured someone.

With the sun having completely set, Bowe looked for Helion. It was at its farthest away, but it was still usually visible as a purplish star. Bowe gave up looking after a while and just stared out across the rooftops. He considered leaving, now that he feared Xarcon wouldn’t be coming back, but he didn’t know where to go. It showed how little Bowe had done in terms of rebuilding the Bellanger family that everything could be ruined in an instance, leaving Bowe with nowhere to go and no one to turn to. He wasn’t sure that there was anywhere within the city that he would be safe if the Grenier marshals were serious about catching him.

And leaving the city? Xarcon had hinted that that was what had to be done. Bowe had never been outside the city except for when he when out in the bay on the escay funeral barge. He had no idea how to escape the city walls and, more importantly, what he would do if he got outside. Traditionally, the heart of the Bellanger fortune had been in the countryside; they’d run the farms and supplied the food. But the Greniers had taken that over fifteen years ago, and Bowe knew nothing of farming or life outside the city.

Bowe heard a noise coming from downstairs. He held his breath, but it was a single set of footsteps that ascended the stairs. If the marshals had come to arrest him, they’d likely be coming in force. Still, Bowe didn’t fully relax until the door opened to reveal Xarcon.

“What kept you?” Bowe asked.

“Turns out that the person who might be able to help wants to meet you first. It wasn’t straightforward to set up that meeting.”

“An important figure in the Guild, is he?” Bowe asked. He’d been thinking about how Xarcon had said to the beggar, “We want him alive.” And how Xarcon knew the only person in Arcandis who could help Bowe escape. The only thing that made sense was that Xarcon had joined the Guild. Bowe’s friends had started to desert him before yesterday—he was just now finding out about it. First Zofila and Sorrin, and now Xarcon.

Xarcon held Bowe’s gaze for a long moment. “You shouldn’t talk so much.”

Xarcon descended and Bowe followed. When Bowe had arrived yesterday, both the upstairs and downstairs rooms had been empty and deserted. Now, though, torches were lit in the downstairs room and several men leaned against the walls. Xarcon waited at the bottom of the stairs.

Bowe didn’t need it to be pointed out whom he was supposed to meet. The torches were placed in such a way as to leave one corner in darkness. A shadowy figure sat in a chair in that corner.

“Who’s the geezer in the corner?” Bowe asked.

The man on the chair spoke. “Is he always this rude toward those who want to help him?” The voice was an old one, but it had an authority to it that Bowe had only heard from the other Guardians.

“Quite often,” Xarcon went to stand by the old man. “He jumps first, either with feet or mouth, then thinks after.”

“That concurs with what I’ve heard from other sources,” the old man said.

What other sources? Bowe wondered. Have you been watching me, old man? “Who are you? Come out of the shadows and show yourself.”

“‘Come out of the shadows.’” The old man chuckled. “I haven’t done that in a while. But maybe it is time. Very well. Xarcon, push me out.”

“The Bellanger Guardian is not to be trusted,” Xarcon said. “He hasn’t taken the oaths.”

Bowe felt a pang, a stab of betrayal. How long had Xarcon been working with Bowe’s enemies?

“Do you think I’m senile? I make the decisions. I said push me out,” the old man said.

Xarcon moved behind the chair and pushed it forward. Bowe was surprised when the chair noiselessly glided forward and even more surprised when he saw why. Instead of having legs, the chair had two large wheels.

“I’m Coensaw, and I’m the leader of the Guild,” the old man said. He was as old as Kesirran—whom Bowe had assumed to be the oldest man on Arcandis—and bald, with a wispy white beard.

Xarcon’s mouth dropped open as the old man said his name, but he quickly controlled his features.

“Why did you tell me your real name?” Bowe asked. “Does that mean you intend to kill me?”

“No. I’ve been thinking about this for a while. Coming out of the shadows, so to speak. Perhaps it’s time. I’m not surviving another Infernam whatever happens. My life is worth much less than it once was, and the need for me to hide is therefore lessened. I’ve been battling the Guardians of Arcandis from the shadows for a long time and I’d like to meet one face to face for once. Are you willing to take the oaths to become one of us like Xarcon has done?”

Bowe shook his head. He certainly didn’t want to join the Guild. He had more sympathy for their cause than he’d had three years ago, but not enough to contemplate that.

“I didn’t think so,” Coensaw said. “Nevertheless you have had access to certain secrets for a while and haven’t done anything to betray them. Just so you know, the consequences for betrayal are just as severe whether you’ve taken the oaths or not. Do you like my chair?”

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Bowe said.

“One of my people visited Jarind and brought back the ideas from there. Fascinating place, Jarind. Over there, old people are respected. Here, they are expected to quietly die before the first gray hairs so as not to be taking places in the Refuge from those who are younger and stronger.”

“There’s only so much room in the Refuge,” Bowe said.

“Possibly. The Jarindors see things very differently from us in so many ways. I met one. I believe you met him too—a man by the name of Washima.”

Bowe nodded. Iyra must have been the one who told Coensaw about him. Bowe wanted to ask Coensaw if Iyra was still alive, but he held his tongue. He didn’t want the Guild leader to know he still thought about her.

“After talking to him for a while, it makes one see how wrong our society is here in Arcandis. Washima used to get so angry when we’d tell him what life was like here. He hated you ascor, you know? He hated the system we live in with a passion that was strange even for someone like me who has fought against it his whole life. It’s harder to see something clearly and understand it when you’re inside it.”

“Washima didn’t tell me any of this.” The Jarindor spy had been reasonably polite when Bowe had met him.

“Well, he needed you to help him free his crewmembers on the ship. But if he had his way, the whole of Arcandis society would be turned upside down and inside out.”

“Maybe that’s why we don’t let outlanders visit Arcandis.”

Coensaw smiled. “Yes, they don’t want us knowing what goes on in other countries, and they don’t want other countries knowing what goes on here. What are your thoughts on matters like the Green Path and old people not getting places in the Refuge?” Coensaw rubbed his bald head and smiled. “Though you might have noticed that I’m an exception.”

Bowe shrugged. The Green Path was a terrible thing and he intended to do something about it if he ever got a chance, but old people giving up their places in the Refuge for younger people made sense. There didn’t seem much advantage in giving the old man insight into what he thought, though, so he let the old man continue to talk.

“My friends thought I was valuable enough to be worth the effort of getting an old man into the Refuge three years ago. It cost more in bribes to get someone as enfeebled as me in, though I could walk more back then. I wasn’t as bad as I am now.”

“So what does the Guild want with me?” Bowe asked. “How come I always run into the Guild when things are going badly?” It had been a while since he’d allowed himself to think about it, but Iyra had said he was an escay. Was it because the Guild believed him to be an escay, to be one of them, that they helped him? Was he not really a Bellanger—had his whole life been a lie? “How come I can never shake your organization?”

“We have helped you, and now you complain.” Coensaw turned to Xarcon. “He isn’t very grateful, is he?”

Xarcon shrugged. “He sees the world like an ascor, looking to take from it what he can.”

Bowe felt another pang. “When did this happen, Xarcon? You and the Guild. We were friends once, or at least I thought we were. I remember you being repulsed by the idea of the Guild at one point, and I had to defend it to you.”

“I was still under the ascor conditioning then,” Xarcon said. “I feel ashamed whenever I remember my thoughts from back then. I’ll admit you were the one who first pointed me in the right direction. You got me to open my eyes and actually look, rather than just see what I’d been told to see. When I looked at Arcandis and its society—truly looked—it was clear who was on the side of good and who was on the side of evil.” Xarcon took a step toward Bowe. “I know you aren’t blind to what’s going on around you like others. You could join the Guild, Bowe.”

Bowe shook his head. “There are some issues in Arcandis, I know that, and I want things to improve. But this isn’t the way. A bunch of underground criminals. You’re better than this, Xarcon.”

“After all the help we’ve given you, Bowe, that’s how you think of us?” Coensaw wheeled his chair closer. “A guild member saved you from Dulnato on the docks when he was about to have you killed. We paid your debt to the Raines when you were dying from poison.”

“You paid the debt with my money. I helped you make a profit on the red garnets, and you paid the debt out of my share. Yes, I was helped by a Guild member, but I also helped Washima escape for you. I owe you nothing.”

“What about now?” Coensaw asked. “You want our help to escape the city.”

“I wanted Xarcon’s help,” Bowe said. “I was under the mistaken impression that his loyalties still lay with the Bellangers.”

“Now that you know the truth, are you asking for our help?”

Bowe crossed his arms. “You do what you have to do. I’m not going to beg for help.” Bowe didn’t want to get caught in the Guild’s web. He wasn’t going to betray Arcandis just to save his own hide.

“You’re a Guardian of Arcandis. Shouldn’t you be bargaining, scheming? I know you don’t want to go down without a fight.”

Even if Bowe could make some deal to save his skin, it’d only be temporary. Though he got the sense that he didn’t even need to agree to anything. “I don’t need to bargain. I know you’re going to help me whatever I say.”

“Why would I do that?” Coensaw leaned back into his chair with a small smile on his face.

“It doesn’t matter why. That’s just what’s going to happen.” Coensaw hadn’t come all this way to see Bowe die. The Guild had helped Bowe before, and Bowe suspected that they intended to again. Maybe it was because the Guild thought he was really an escay, maybe it wasn’t, but for some reason they had an interest in him.

“But it can’t be that simple,” Coensaw said. “Is it my guilt in causing the fall of the Bellangers fifteen years ago? Do I feel the need to protect the remnants of the family because of that?”

Bowe started. “You had nothing to do with that.”

Coensaw raised his eyebrows. “You’re not the only one who can play Harmony games with the Guardians.”

“I would have heard.” Bowe was beginning to wonder how much he could trust what Coensaw said. Did the old man play his own version of the ascorim? Schemes and lies webbed together into a giant net.

“Yes, because I’m sure if the Guild were behind it the ascor would shout that from the rooftops. They do so like people to talk about the Guild. It’s true that I was involved, though. It wasn’t just me; the Guild isn’t powerful enough to bring down one of the great families on its own. But sometimes a little push in the right direction is all it takes. It doesn’t really matter now after so lo—” Coensaw stopped talking, his body went rigid, and his face twisted in pain. He closed his eyes and it took a few moments for the spasm to pass. “My body betrays me.” He took rapid shallow breaths. “I can feel a change coming for Arcandis, though. I don’t suppose your bones tell you anything, do they?”

“My bones?” Bowe asked, confused.

“You’re young, you wouldn’t have experienced this. Only the old can hear the wisdom in their bones. They tell me if the weather is going to turn poorly and if the day will go well for me. I don’t know how they do it—perhaps it’s because bones are solid immobile structures and they are sensitive to change. And my bones tell me that something major is going to happen. And my gut tells me that you, Bowe Bellanger, could be at the heart of it. So you’re right. I don’t expect any oaths from you in exchange for help.”

Coensaw nodded to Xarcon, and Xarcon went behind the wheeled chair and pushed it forward. The four men who’d been leaning against the walls moved to open the door.

“I’ll send someone tomorrow to help you out of the city. Even I can’t keep you safe inside the walls for now. But if you go to ground in the countryside for a while, perhaps you’ll be able to return at a later date.”

As Bowe watched the chair on wheels get pushed across the room, he wondered what else the Guild had learned from the Jarindors. Obviously Washima’s visit had not been the only illicit contact between the Jarindors and the Arcandis escay. Thinking about Washima brought Iyra’s words back to Bowe’s mind again. This man might be the best person to tell Bowe the truth, and Bowe might never get another chance to ask. “One moment,” Bowe called out.

Xarcon stopped at the doorway and turned Coensaw’s chair around so he faced Bowe.

“I’d like to discuss something with Coensaw,” Bowe said. “Alone.”

“No, he’s not to the trusted,” Xarcon said. Bowe felt another splinter of betrayal as Xarcon showed just how much he was Coensaw’s man. Xarcon now saw Bowe as nothing more than a possible threat to his leader.

Coensaw glanced outside to where his bodyguards waited for him. “Leave me in the center of the room,” Coensaw ordered Xarcon. “And stand by the door and watch.”

Xarcon scowled but did as ordered. Bowe crouched down so his mouth was close to Coensaw’s ear. “I was told I wasn’t an ascor,” Bowe whispered. “That was just a lie, right?”

Coensaw hesitated before answering. “I know who told you that. She wasn’t supposed to say anything,” he whispered back.

Bowe’s stomach clenched. “Well, she did. Is it true?”

“Does it matter?” Coensaw asked. “Say we planted an escay baby in the heart of an ascor mansion and it was raised as an ascor child. What would emerge a decade and a half later would be an ascor teenager.”

“No.” Bowe shook his head. “No.” He shouted out the second no, causing Xarcon to start. Bowe calmed himself down, and Xarcon stayed where he was.

That there was no difference between ascor and escay was a Guild lie. Bowe had to know the truth. Was he an imposter? Was his whole life a Guild plot to undermine the ascor?

“Look at it this way,” Coensaw said. “From what I’ve heard, you hate the escay as much as or more than any other ascor.”

“When I was younger, maybe. Not anymore,” Bowe muttered. The behavior of his thirteen-year-old self was an embarrassment to him now. He was horrified at how he had treated Iyra, who had only helped him.

“You were physically repulsed by escay. Even if you were born an escay and Xarcon was born an ascor, whom would we prefer to have on our side now? I don’t care who anyone’s parents are; I only care if a person is on our side or not.”

“Why can’t you just answer my question?”

“Let me tell you a story,” Coensaw said. “It’s set fifteen years ago and the Bellanger family has been ruined. Most of the escay servants who worked in Bellanger Mansion have no hope of getting a place in the Refuge. One of the escay servants is a woman of remarkable courage and strength. She accepts that there’s no way to save herself, but isn’t willing to accept death for her one-year-old boy. So she sneaks him into Bellanger Mansion on the very last day, she drugs him to sleep so he will not cry, she dresses him in the clothes of one of the ascor children, and she hides him in a vase.”

Bowe felt a sinking feeling as he listened to Coensaw’s story. “What happened to the woman?”

“She went out on the escay funeral barge that very day. She never even waited to see if her plan succeeded. Knowing that it was better that absolutely no one knew about it, she planned on telling no one. But she bonded with another woman, a fish-seller, on the funeral barge, and knowing that both were about to die, she whispered her secret to that one person. The fish-seller decided the secret was valuable enough to buy her own life, so she didn’t go into the water with the rest. She watched the servant go to a watery grave, told the priests she had changed her mind, and returned with the barge. The fish-seller knew enough about the Guild to be able to get a meeting with the Guild leader.”

“And you were that Guild leader?” Bowe suggested.

“Let me finish the story. The Guild leader promised to find a place for her in the Refuge if she revealed her knowledge to no one else. She agreed. Unfortunately, at the entrance to the Refuge her papers were not in order, and the marshals killed her.”

“Why did you phrase it as a story?” Bowe had a sick taste in his mouth. “Clearly you’re saying that you were the Guild leader and that’s what happened. I’m the son of some escay servant who disguised her baby as an ascor.”

“Do you trust me, Bowe Bellanger?” Coensaw had a strange smile on his face.

Bowe shook his head. “No, of course not.”

“Then why do you believe that the story I just told you is true?”

“It’s so detailed.”

“I told you I didn’t care whether you were escay or not. But what if it was in my interest for you to believe you were? I’d tell you a story like that whether it was true or not. My mind is fertile enough to supply all the little details to make it seem plausible, I can assure you.”

“So which is it? Is it true, or do you just want me to believe it’s true?”

“I have no proof either way,” Coensaw said. “And you don’t trust me not to lie. So what point is there in me telling you either way?”

“If you wanted me to believe I was escay, why would you tell that story and then immediately cast aspersions about its truth? If you didn’t want me to believe that, why even tell me that story?” Bowe was used to the webs of deception of the ascorim, but this was ridiculous.

“I like to mess with people’s heads,” Coensaw said.

“So what you told me about the Guild bringing down the Bellanger family fifteen years ago—that was similarly a lie?”

“That was similarly something I said. Whether it is the truth or not, that is another question. During our conversation this evening I have told some truths and some lies.”

Bowe considered. He thought he’d learned something this evening, but if he couldn’t tell the truth from the lies, he’d learned nothing.

“I can see you thinking back over our talk, trying to figure out the truth from the lies. But maybe saying I told some truth was a lie. Or maybe I told all truths. Though I think there’s a paradox somewhere if said I told all truths. Doesn’t matter, I embrace paradoxes. For one of the lowly underclass to be able to challenge the mighty ascor leadership is a paradox in itself.” Coensaw nodded to Xarcon, who came over and wheeled him away. “It’s been fun talking to you, Bowe Bellanger. I hope we meet again.”

Then he was gone, leaving Bowe wondering if Coensaw had lied when he’d said that he would help Bowe escape the city.

Chapter 4

Day 7

Hunched over the floor, Bowe studied the makeshift Harmony board. With the light fading, he could barely make out the pieces anymore. He’d scratched out the board on the floor with a stone and used crosses for one side’s pieces and circles for the other. He was trying to play a game against himself to practice and learn, but mainly to distract himself. It wasn’t really working; he kept thinking about what Coensaw had said. He couldn’t figure out which parts were the truth and which parts were lies. His mind kept going in circles thinking about it.

There came a knock at the door. “Who is it?” Bowe asked, standing up.

The door opened a crack and a cloth bag was thrown into the room. “Put this on,” a man’s voice said.

“Is that really necessary?” Bowe asked.

“Just do it if you want to get out of the city tonight. It won’t take much for me to decide to abort the plan.”

Bowe didn’t know what the plan was, but he wasn’t likely to get many chances to escape the city. He picked up the cloth bag and put it over his head. “Done. Come on.”

Bowe heard someone entering and closing the door behind them. The person then paced back and forth across the room.

“This isn’t going to work,” he said.

“What isn’t?” Bowe asked. But the man seemed to be talking to himself rather than to Bowe.

“He’s supposed to be honorable.” Bowe could just about understand the man’s muttering monologue. “If such is even possibly for an ascor. I was told he could be trusted to an extent. What does to an extent mean? Someone can either be trusted or not.”

“I can hear you.” Bowe wondered if the man looked as crazy as he sounded. What kind of rescuer had Coensaw sent?

“Listen.” The man stopped his pacing and stood in front of Bowe. “There’s no way we won’t get caught if you’re wearing that bag on your head.”

“Finally, some sense.” Bowe reached for the cloth above his head. Why hadn’t his rescuer thought of this before he arrived with his bag?

“Wait.” A hand gripped Bowe’s wrist. “I want you to swear to me that you’ll never betray that I helped you, or that I’m connected to the Guild. Swear it on...” He paused. “Swear it on the life of your friend who died early on the Green Path.”

“Vitarr. How come everyone can remember how he died and no one remembers his name?”

“Yes, that’s him. Vitarr. Now swear.”

“You know I’ve seen the faces of other members of the Guild and not betrayed them.” There was a shuffling of feet and Bowe sighed. “Very well. I swear on the memory of my friend Vitarr that I will not betray you to anyone.” Bowe pulled the bag off his head.

Standing in front of him was a middle-aged man with pudgy arms and a protruding midriff. The crown of his head was bald. He didn’t look crazy; he seemed to be a guy who’d be more comfortable at home with kids on his knee than he would skulking around the city after dark.

“This way.” He opened the door and exited.

Bowe followed him out. “What’s your name?”

“Call me Tee.”

It was a dark cloudy night. Most of the light came from torches and candles from within the houses, but it was enough to make out the outlines of the streets.

Tee didn’t waste any time. He glanced both ways then led Bowe toward the city walls. Bowe was glad that Tee didn’t seem inclined to travel via the rooftops; Bowe didn’t fancy trying to traverse them in this light.

Tee belied his bulk in flitting from shadow to shadow, gliding noiselessly along. He paused at every corner to scan the way ahead.

They were halfway up a street when Tee jerked to a sudden stop. He stiffened, then raced to the side of the street and descended the staircase of a nearby cellar entrance, pulling Bowe after him. Tee lay flat on the steps, breathing shallowly, and Bowe crouched behind.

Bowe hadn’t noticed whatever had alerted Tee, but his guide’s instincts were true. First they heard approaching laughs and shouts, then saw a wavering light. It was two Grenier marshals carrying a torch. From their loud voices and frequent laughter, they were thoroughly drunk. They passed directly in front of Bowe and Tee’s stairs. Both of them were armed, and the light from the torch made Bowe and Tee’s hiding place seem right out in the open. They weren’t paying much attention, though, facing each other and laughing. Then the nearer one turned his head and stared Bowe straight in the eye. Bowe’s heart stopped beating.

Bowe’s palms tensed against the rough stone of the step, ready to spring up, but he didn’t see how he could escape them when they were so close. Tee wasn’t wearing a sword, and in any case he didn’t seem much of a warrior.

But the man’s gaze moved on, and Bowe realized he hadn’t been seen. The marshal’s eyes were either light-blinded by the torch or simply drink-blinded. It must have merely been Bowe’s imagination that the man had looked Bowe directly in the eye.

The marshals continued down the street, and when they turned the corner the light disappeared with them.

“There have been extra patrols ever since you went missing,” Tee whispered to Bowe. “Hopefully they’re all as drunk as those two.”

There were no other incidents as Bowe and Tee made their way to the outskirts of Arcandis City. Tee peeked around a corner, pulled back, and gestured for Bowe to come forward. Bowe caught up with Tee. They were within sight of the city wall now. The wall was the height of a two-story building and wide enough for two men to walk abreast. Guard towers dotted the wall at regular intervals.

Marshals were supposed to patrol between the towers, but before tonight Bowe had never seen that happening. Right now, though, there were two torchlit patrols on just the small section of the wall that Bowe could see. Bowe hoped that Tee’s plan didn’t involve climbing the wall, because that wasn’t going to work tonight.

Tee leaned close to Bowe’s ear. “Do you see that hut there? The one with the door half hanging off?”

Bowe looked to where Tee pointed. There was a cluster of derelict houses near the wall. Most of them didn’t even have doors, so Bowe was able to quickly locate the one that Tee was referring to. “Are we going to repair it?”

“We’re going in there. Once we are inside, it’s going to be very dark. You’re to hold on to my tunic with one hand and use the other to feel your way forward. I’ll take it slow so you won’t lose me. We’ll need to crawl most of the way. Don’t make any noise. Don’t accidentally kick stones. Don’t fall over. Choke any coughs or sneezes before letting them out. Even if it means suffocating on them—better that than getting caught. Do you understand me?”

Bowe opened his mouth and Tee covered Bowe’s mouth with a finger. “No smart replies. Do you understand me?”

Bowe nodded.

Tee waited until none of the wall patrols were close before dashing across the street and into the small hut. Bowe followed. Tee closed the door behind Bowe and everything went black.

Bowe reached out his arm and waved it around until it hit a pudgy torso. He gripped Tee’s tunic and shuffled forward behind Tee. After only a few steps, Bowe crouched down, mirroring the movements of his guide. Bowe guessed there must be a tunnel under the wall. At least Bowe hoped that was why he was gripping tightly to a middle-aged man’s tunic in a pitch-dark room. He already had enough fodder for his nightmares.

There was a scraping sound, then Tee continued forward. Bowe crawled after him, holding onto the tunic with one hand and hopping forward on the wooden floor. When his hand plummeted downward, Bowe almost let out a scream. But the hand found purchase on dirt just a small distance below the level of the floor. He continued to creep forward, going downward now. His hands and knees now pushed against soil rather than wood.

He had to release the man’s tunic to make progress in the narrow tunnel, but every time Bowe reached forward with his right arm, he touched the ankle in front of him so he didn’t lose contact. It reminded Bowe of being in the Refuge. The darkness was so complete that closing or opening his eyes made no difference. The other senses replaced his sight. He concentrated on the texture of the soil—the dampness of it, the way it crumbled beneath his fingers—and on the smell of vegetation, dirt, and stale air, and on the sound of both Tee and Bowe crawling forward, two burrowing animals escaping between the city walls.

Then over the sound of Tee and Bowe’s crawling, Bowe heard muffled voices and marching feet. The patrolling guards, Bowe realized. The sounds seemed strangely loud, and Bowe hoped that the reverse was not true and that the marshals could not hear every noise below them magnified.

Tee stopped moving. Bowe held his breath and dug his fingers into the soil in front of him. They closed around something slimy, and it squirmed. Bowe gasped, and then, realizing where he was, stifled his reaction. The marching feet didn’t falter and the muffled voices didn’t turn into shouts. The patrol seemed to take much longer to pass over them than it should have.

Bowe resumed breathing and lifted his hand out of the dirt. Tee crawled forward again, and Bowe mirrored his guide’s movements. They went faster now; Tee was possibly as anxious as Bowe to get out of the tunnel.

It was a huge relief when the air freshened and, shortly thereafter, the tunnel sloped upward. Bowe reached forward and couldn’t find Tee’s shoe, so he looked upward and saw a patch of gray darkness above him. It was the night sky. Bowe rose to a standing position, and walked forward. He stopped when briars scratched his face. Lovely, he thought. He listened for the direction that Tee had gone, then pushed forward in that direction, using his arms to shield his face. The thorns on the briars tugged at his skin and clothes.

When he was out of the briar patch, he turned to look back at the city wall. It was fifty paces away now. There was no way the patrolling guards could see him out here in the darkness, or any way they could hear him unless he was loud. He made out the patch of shadow that was Tee. “You could have warned me about the briars,” Bowe whispered. The scratches on his arms were beginning to sting.

Tee ignored his complaint. “There should be someone to meet you not far from here.” He pointed in a direction diagonally away from the city wall. “Head in that direction and look for a signal light.”

There was nothing but more darkness in the direction Tee indicated. “What if the person I’m supposed to meet doesn’t arrive?”

“That’s not my concern. I’ve done my job” There was a quaver in Tee’s voice. He clearly wasn’t made for this type of work. No more than Bowe himself, of course, but Bowe could imagine how much Sindar would have relished an assignment like this.

“Why did you do it?” Bowe asked. “You’re terrified of getting caught, yet you still brought me here.”

“I owe a debt,” Tee said. “Just remember your vow. I’m going. Good luck.” Tee disappeared into the briars. Tee moved silently, so perhaps he had once been more than just an everyday middle-aged man, but he clearly didn’t want to be here. Getting out of a debt to Coensaw probably often involved doing something you didn’t want to.

Bowe peered in the direction Tee had indicated, looking for the signal. Nothing. Bowe glanced back at the city wall, where four distinct torchlights bobbed along its length. Dulnato and the Grenier marshals were certainly doing everything in their power to catch him. Except for staying sober, Bowe thought, remembering the marshals on the street.

Bowe tried to figure out what he should do if his second contact didn’t arrive. He was outside the city, at least. But he had no idea where to go. Belldeem was the main village outside Arcandis City, so that was the most obvious place to start, but Bowe didn’t know how to find it, and with marshals after him he couldn’t exactly just ask for directions. And what would he do then? Getting here suddenly seemed a small thing compared to surviving outside the city. Did people hunt for food, or could he buy it like in a city?

A flare of light drew Bowe’s attentions away from his thoughts. The signal. Coensaw hadn’t let him down, at least. Bowe stepped toward the light, every step unsteady because he was taking it blind. After several paces, his feet became accustomed to finding purchase in the grass in front of him and he picked up his speed. Given how jumpy Tee had been, he didn’t want to give his second contact a reason to leave.

His shoulder rammed into a tree trunk and he stumbled to the side. He had just regained his balance when he half-tripped over a tree trunk. He stumbled forward a few steps before stopping. Take more care, he told himself. Concentrating, he was able to make out shapes around him using the distant light of the signal fire. There were trees all around him; he must have entered the edge of the forest without realizing. He edged forward, keeping his arms outstretched in front of him and swiveling his head back and forth so he didn’t miss a stray branch.

As he closed in on the fire, the visibility increased, and he lowered his arms again. A small fire burned on some twigs and a blanket was tied to some branches to shield the light from the wall. A figure watched him approach. Bowe stopped dead when he realized who it was.

“Mush-for-brains.” Iyra groaned. “I should have guessed. Who else could make so much noise? I can’t believe those bastards sent me to mind you again. What did I do to deserve this?” She lifted a lantern from beside her and took the candle out, lit the wick using the fire, and returned it to the lantern. “I might as well get on with it.” With the lantern lit, she starting kicking out the fire.

“It’s good to see you, too.” A churning in Bowe’s stomach told him that his feelings for her were still strong. She had grown in the last three years; she was taller and fuller figured. Her face was thinner and longer. He thought she looked prettier but it was hard to tell between the lack of light and all the scowls she directed his way. “How are you keeping?”

“My job is to take you away from the city, not to make polite conversation.” She kicked chunks of soil onto the dying fire.

“I’m sorry about how I treated you before. I was young and stupid. I promise I’ve changed since then. It’s honestly good to see you. I wasn’t sure you made it into the Refuge.”

Iyra stamped all the embers from the fire into the ground until the only light came from the lantern. “You were so worried, I’m sure. You didn’t make much attempt to make sure I was safe, did you? You saved many others when you went into the Refuge.”

“That’s not fair. I couldn’t exactly contact you. And when I entered the Refuge I wasn’t sure if I was leading everyone to their death. You had a surer route into the Refuge than following me, or you wouldn’t be here now.”

Iyra picked up the lantern. “I was told to help a fugitive flee the city, and that’s what I intend to do. Now shut up and follow me. I’ve set up a camp not far from here. We’ll sleep for the night, then continue.” She strode into the darkness, the bubble of light from her lantern eating a path through the darkness.

Bowe opened his mouth to reply then bit his lip and hurried after her.

Chapter 5

Day 8

They were all around him. Though Bowe couldn’t see them, he could sense them. Malevolent beings that wanted to consume him. He ran; he didn’t know if he was running toward them or away from them, he just needed to move. His feet started to get sluggish, and they closed in on him. Every step became harder than the last. His feet were difficult to lift; the ground sucked at them. He bent down and used his arms to pull his legs from the ground. But that only gave him one or two more steps until his feet were stuck fast. Fear writhed like a wild thing trapped within him. They approached, closer and closer, not even rushing now—they knew they didn’t have to. Their prey was trapped. Bowe could sense their anticipation, their hunger for him. “Bowe, Bowe,” they called out. They surrounded him, shapeless darkness wrapping around him. The world shook as Bowe was consumed by them. He made one final effort to get away, throwing himself forward.

His torso shot up into a sitting position, and his eyes flew open. His breath came in jagged bursts.

Iyra leaned over him with her hand on his shoulder. “All bloody night you spend tossing and turning, mumbling, and shouting to yourself,” she said. “You can tell you’re used to sleeping in a room by yourself. No one could put up with that.”

Bowe touched his forehead; the sweat was cold. “I’m married.” Bowe didn’t know why he said that. Even though it was true, it didn’t contradict what Iyra had said—Zofila didn’t sleep in his room.

Iyra’s mouth compressed into a thin line. “I remember that now. Maybe I should have let you sleep longer so you could enjoy your dreams more.” She stood. “Pack up the gear. The sooner we get to Belldeem and I get you out of my hands, the better.”

Iyra did most of the work in packing up the camp. Bowe tried to help but got in the way more than anything. When she finished, Iyra kicked dirt and leaves across their campsite, then picked up a pack and stalked away.

“Hey, wait.” Bowe picked up the other pack and struggled to get it to settle on his shoulder. When he finally did, Iyra was disappearing out of view. He ran after her, tripped on a tree root, and fell on his face. His pack flew over his shoulder and broke open, scattering its contents to the forest floor. Bowe scrambled to his feet, panicked. He could no longer see Iyra and he had no idea how to find his way through the forest on his own. He threw everything he could see back into the pack and lifted it, holding it to his chest. With his arms wrapped tightly around the still half-open pack, he half ran in the direction Iyra had gone, hoping he hadn’t lost anything vital in the rush. He breathed a sigh of relief when he caught sight of Iyra between the branches. Making sure to avoid tree roots this time, he caught up with her.

“Hey, I nearly lost you,” Bowe said, dropping his pack to the ground behind her. “Give me a moment to repack this.” He leaned on his knees to draw in deep breaths.

Iyra kept walking; she didn’t even look back.

“Wait up,” Bowe called after her. “You’re supposed to help me, not dump me in the middle of the forest. Coensaw wouldn’t want you to just leave me behind.”

The name Coensaw got her attention. She turned around. “Don’t throw the names of Guild members around like that. I’m not sure why we ever decided to help you in the first place, but those who are too loose with Guild secrets don’t survive long, mush-for-brains.” Iyra continued along the forest trail, and her pace even increased a notch. So much for getting her to slow down.

Bowe pushed down on the top of his pack, compressing everything inside, and hurried to reclose it. By the time he’d risen and thrown the backpack over his shoulder, Iyra had disappeared again. Bowe sighed and hurried after her. This was going to be a long day.

* * *

The shadows lengthened as night approached, and Bowe silently celebrated each decrease in the amount of light. His stomach ached with hunger, he limped because one of his feet had blisters, and the briar scratches on his arms itched like crazy. Iyra showed no sympathy for any of his complaints, continuing her relentless march. She’d only allowed one meal break, which had been an unpleasant mix of stale food and uncomfortable silence. Bowe couldn’t believe they were still in the forest after all this walking. From the roof of Bellanger Mansion the fields beyond the forest could be seen, plus the sea beyond that. It didn’t seem possible that he could take more than a day to traverse the entire forest. Perhaps Iyra was going around in circles just to mess with him.

On the other hand, it was more likely that Iyra wanted to see the back of Bowe as much as Bowe wanted this forest trek to end. Bowe couldn’t exactly blame her after how he’d treated her during the Green Path. He had long since given up trying to talk to her, though, and now needed all his energy just to keep up. He wanted to ask her to stop, he wanted to beg her to let them stop, but his pride wouldn’t let him. So he ignored his pains and kept struggling onward.

Bowe was concentrating so hard in putting one foot in front of the other without stumbling that he walked straight into Iyra’s back. He stumbled back a step, put his weight onto his right foot and swayed slightly. “We stopping for the night?” He tried and failed to keep the weariness and anticipation from his voice.

“Hush. There’s someone out there.”

Bowe listened. He knew he should be worried; it could be that the Grenier marshals had found him already, but he was too exhausted to care. He wasn’t capable of running away or putting up any resistance right now, so he simply waited for what was to come. If it was the marshals, he just hoped they’d do him the favor of killing him here rather than making him walk all the way back to Arcandis.

A giant of a man swaggered into view in front of Iyra. Leaves rustled all around them, and Bowe turned to see that they were completely surrounded by a mixture of men and women. They were a ragged bunch; everyone wore ill-fitting and badly stitched-together clothes. They bore a mixture of weapons: swords, axes, farm implements.

The giant squinted at Iyra. “Do I recognize you?” He had a long beard, bright red hair, and a voice like rocks grinding together.

“You’ve met me plenty of times,” Iyra replied. “Urdo, right?”

Urdo turned to the woman closest to him. “You know her, Betta?”

Betta was a middle-aged woman with tangled hair and brown-stained teeth. “She’s in the Guild. Brought a few messages when she was younger. Hasn’t visited in a while.”

“If it’s okay, we’ll be on our way.” Iyra began to walk past Urdo. “We’ve still plenty of distance to travel before the sun sets.”

Bowe hoped Iyra wasn’t serious about intending to travel much farther. He shifted his weight from one side to the other to ease the ache in his legs.

“Wait a minute.” Urdo put out an arm to block Iyra’s path. “What about your friend there? He one of your lot, too?”

“More or less,” Iyra said.

“Didn’t know there was any ‘more or less’ about being in the Guild,” Urdo said. “Once you’re in, you’re in for good. Only way out is through the Fortress torture chambers or via the underwater bay currents.” He laughed as if he’d said something remarkably funny.

“So, tell me,” Urdo addressed Bowe, “are you in the Guild?”

Bowe hesitated. He was too tired to think straight.

“I didn’t think so.” Urdo lowered his arm and pointed at Iyra. “I’ll let you go.” He pointed at Bowe. “Him I’ll bring back, and let her decide what to do with him.”

That sounded like it could involve more walking. Bowe shook his head. “No, I’m not going with you. You’re in over your head, big guy. Just step aside and we’ll be on our way.”

The man didn’t seem that smart and Bowe though he might respond to direct commands. He did respond, just not the way Bowe had hoped. His hand snaked down to the axe at his belt, and he took a long stride forward. Bowe took a half step back but that was as far as he got. Urdo used the upswing from drawing his axe to clip Bowe across the side of the head and Bowe slumped to the ground.

Urdo laughed and returned the axe to the belt loop. “You go down easy, little man. You talk big, but you’ve nothing to back it up.”

I have the power of an Arcandis Guardian to back it up, Bowe thought, but he didn’t, not anymore. Bowe didn’t feel any pain, just lightheaded.

“Now get up.” Urdo nudged Bowe in the chest with his toe. “I’m taking you back with me.”

“Fine, take him,” Iyra said. “I don’t really care. I’m just his guide. I’m not here to fight for him.” She continued down the trail.

Urdo ignored her. “Get up, I said.”

Bowe clambered to his feet, but fell down again.

“The little man can’t even stand. He’s nothing but a baby who thinks it’s a man.” He nudged him again in the chest, harder this time.

Bowe wasn’t sure why the ground was so unsteady. He used his hands to support him and carefully pushed himself into a standing position.

“That way.” Urdo pointed to the left, toward a gap between two trees.

Bowe turned to look, but his head just flopped to the side. His neck felt like it was made of water. He tried to walk, but only his torso moved; his feet stayed planted to the ground. He fell face first into the mud. He flopped his head to the side so he could breathe, but didn’t try to get up.

“Fool can’t even walk now.” Urdo gave Bowe a kick in the side, but Bowe barely felt it.

“You can carry him,” Betta said. “Teach you to crack skulls first and think after.”

Urdo laughed. “Ain’t nothing going to teach me that. I’ll carry him, why not? He’s only a little man.”

Urdo bent down and pushed his arms under Bowe. He lifted Bowe and threw him over his shoulder. Bowe felt like a doll because of how easily Urdo picked him up and also the way his limbs flopped about. Bowe felt a lurch forward as Urdo took a long stride, then a jolt backward when Urdo’s foot landed. His stomach swirled. Another lurch, another jolt. Betta walked alongside Urdo, though she had to take two strides for every one he took; the rest of Urdo’s followers fell in behind them.

Bowe lifted his head to look beyond Urdo’s followers but Iyra was gone. He couldn’t blame her; she hadn’t wanted to be his guide and this was her chance to get out of it. He had no right to expect any help beyond the minimum, given how he’d treated her three years ago. Bowe wasn’t sure there was much she could do in any case; Urdo was a force of nature.

Bowe let his head fall back down. With every one of Urdo’s steps, Bowe had to endure the corresponding lurch forward, jolt back, and a stomach spasm. He wasn’t sure how much of this he could take, and he didn’t like to think about what would be done to him if he got sick down Urdo’s back.

On the ground behind Urdo’s feet, several leaves had a splash of red across them. Bowe’s eyes drifted closed.

“Hey, wait. What in Helion is wrong with you? You can’t just carry an injured person like that.”

Bowe opened his eyes and lifted his head to see Iyra sprinting after them.

“Seems I can do it,” Urdo didn’t stop. “If you want proof, just watch me.”

“He’s bleeding badly. I could see that from fifty paces back.” Iyra panted as she caught up with Urdo. “He’ll be dead before you get him back.”

Urdo’s shoulders rolled, which Bowe figured was the giant shrugging. “People die.”

“Your instincts to bring him with you were correct. Your boss will want to talk to him; he could be useful to you. But turning him into a corpse doesn’t help anyone.”

“She’s right,” Betta said. “Don’t be any more of a dumb fool than you have to be.”

Bowe was yanked off of Urdo’s shoulder and dropped on the ground. He landed on his side, and this time his stomach couldn’t hold it together. He vomited on the ground.

Urdo laughed. “He’s exactly like a baby. Needs to be carried around and cleaned up after.” He reached into his pocket, took out a flask, and took a long swallow.

Iyra knelt over Bowe and ran her fingers through his hair. They came away coated in blood.

“So that’s what the red splashes were,” Bowe said. His head felt like it was floating above his body. Had he hit his head again when Urdo dropped him? He wasn’t sure.

“Anyone have water I can use?” Iyra asked.

Betta crouched down beside Iyra and gave her a waterskin. Iyra trickled the water over Bowe’s head and rubbed blood from his hair.

“It’s a wide gash,” she said. “Anyone have a needle and thread?”

Betta looked at one of the other women in the group. “You normally carry too much in those pouches of yours. Any chance of a needle and thread?”

The woman opened her pouch and began to finger through it. “Let me check. I think I do.”

“What about liquor?” Iyra asked. “Something to clean it out properly.”

All gazes turned on Urdo.

“No,” Urdo said. Betta stared at him until he raised his hands. “Well, none for him anyway.”

“Count it as another lesson to make you think before you bust skulls open.” Betta held out her hand.

Urdo glared at Betta for a moment, then sighed and took the flask from his pocket. He held it out, then changed his mind and first took a long drink from it, before finally handing the flask over. “Don’t use all of it.”

Betta crouched down beside Iyra, who was threading a needle. Bowe began to get worried. “I don’t like the taste of liquor. And what do you need a needle and thread for?”

“To sew you up. And the liquor isn’t for drinking.”

“What else can you do with liquor? And what do you mean ‘sew’ me?” The sharp needle was beginning to look more threatening.

Iyra ignored him. She took the flask from Betta’s hands and poured it over his head. Bowe heard the groan of disgust from Urdo as the liquid ran through his hair. Then, an instant later, that was forgotten as a sharp pain shot through his head. He yelped through clenched teeth and reached up to stop Iyra from continuing. She knocked his hands away.

“Hold his hands down,” she said. Betta grabbed Bowe’s wrists and pinned both hands against the ground by his side. Bowe struggled to free himself, but Betta was surprisingly strong and she leveraged her body weight to hold Bowe down.

Iyra took the threaded needle and reached toward Bowe’s head, and Bowe thrashed his head about to avoid it. “What are you doing? You’re not sticking that in me. Needles and thread are for clothes, not for people.”

“Stop moving, you big baby, or I’ll ask Urdo to lie on top of you. That’d keep you still, though it might crush a few vital organs in the process.”

Bowe glanced at Urdo, whose glare indicated that he would be all too delighted to crush him. Bowe closed his eyes and stilled his head movements, enduring the pinching sensation as Iyra sewed him up.

When the pinching stopped, he looked up to see Iyra wrapping a brown cloth around his head. “Hey, shouldn’t that be clean?”

“You protest too much when you’re being helped,” Iyra said, lifting Bowe’s head to tie the cloth tightly around his head.

“Men are always like that,” Betta said. “They all act like children whenever they can get away with it. Doesn’t matter how big they are.” She glanced up at Urdo.

“Finished wrapping up the baby yet?” Urdo asked, ignoring Betta. “We should be getting back. Don’t want to lose the prisoner in the dark.”

“Just about.” Iyra helped Bowe to a sitting position. “Can you walk?”

“Oh, he can walk,” Urdo said.

Bowe looked up at the flame-haired giant. “I can walk.”

Chapter 6

Day 11

The texture of the rock was unusually soft, with an undulating surface crossed with crevices. It felt more like wood than rock, but colder. It was strong, though; it didn’t crumble. Bowe imagined he could see the indentations in the rock if he concentrated hard enough even though it was much too dark for that. Amazing what boredom could do to a person. After three days stuck in this tiny cave, anything passed as a distraction.

He’d thought the cave pitch-black when he’d first arrived, but after three days here, he could make out the vague position of the walls. Or perhaps that was his imagination. At nighttime he could see nothing, but during the day just a hint of light made its way back to this deep cave.

Bowe stopped running his fingers along the walls and started pacing. The cave was exactly three paces long and two and a half paces wide. Without having ever seen it, Bowe already knew this cave in every exact detail. He knew it much better than the bedroom where he’d spent every night for the last three years.

Bowe reached up and touched the wound on the top of his head. It was tender, but it didn’t bleed anymore; it was healing cleanly. It was a strange feeling, touching the stitches; they seemed so out of place. Bowe didn’t like having his skin sewn up like it was merely an inner set of clothes. It made him feel like a bag of flesh and bone. He snorted. Three days without light induced dark thoughts, it seemed.

Bowe’s tactics had always been to be bold. It had worked on the Green Path, when he’d gatecrashed the ascor ball. And when he’d turned up at the Refuge and declared himself the Guardian of the newly formed Bellanger family. Lately being bold hadn’t worked out so well. Launching the ill-named ship The Fool’s Hope. And demanding that Urdo step aside and let him through. The red-haired giant had not taken that well. Bowe touched the wound at the top of his head again. If Iyra hadn’t had a last-minute change of heart, it might have been worse. He didn’t want the story of Bowe Bellanger to end like that: bled to death while slung over a big oaf’s shoulder like a slain pig.

I need to adjust to my new situation, he thought. Over the last few years, he’d gotten used to being one of the most powerful men in Arcandis. Servants bowed, and escay made way for him on the streets. If he gave an order, people jumped. Giving Urdo an order had resulted in him being jumped. Out here in the forest, being good with a sword was much more valuable than all his ascorim skills. Bowe never had much skill with weapons, and it had only gotten worse lately through lack of use. Thrace had tried to persuade Bowe to keep up his practice, but Bowe hadn’t seen the point when he had guards around. Bowe had never understood why the Greniers put so much emphasis on fighting skill, but he was beginning to now. Strip away rank and possessions, and those who were best at fighting would come out on top.

Torchlight flooded the corridor leading to his cave, and Bowe stepped back into a corner, shielding his eyes. Footsteps entered. Bowe kept his gaze down, slitting his eyes against the glare of light.

“How are you keeping?” It was Iyra’s voice.

Bowe looked up, then immediately shielded his eyes again. The light was sharp and painful, searing directly into his brain. “You don’t care. You left me here to rot.”

Iyra laughed. “Don’t be so dramatic. It’s only been a few days. And you’re not exactly locked in.”

“Might as well be.” There was no physical reason that Bowe couldn’t walk out of his little cave. But Urdo had ordered Bowe not to leave, and promised he’d regret it if he did. He wished he’d actually been locked up; Bowe felt unmanned that he was kept here simply by a casual threat. Of course, it wasn’t just the threat that kept him here; Bowe had explored the small tunnel in the middle of the night. The cave only led out to the main cavern occupied by hundreds of bandits. There was no way out, lock or no lock.

“I’ve tried to persuade Urdo to let you stay in the main chamber, but he isn’t easy to reason with.”

Bowe snorted. “You’ve been partying and feasting out there, while I’ve been stuck in here.”

Iyra sucked in a breath. “A few days out of your presence and already I forget how obnoxious you are. Thanks for reminding me. I didn’t have to come here and I don’t have to stay and try to help you.” After binding Bowe’s wound, Iyra had decided to come back with Urdo to make sure it didn’t reopen. “This place isn’t exactly overflowing with food. I’ve seen the meals that have been sent in to you, and you’ve been as well fed as anyone else. Plus, you and your kind often spend your days feasting and partying while the escay are left to rot in the darkness, so you’ve no right to complain.”

Bowe felt sick at the disgust in her voice. Why did he always have to strike out at her? He raised his gaze and this time his eyes had adjusted enough to the light. Iyra was turning away, and he reached up and touched the back of her hand.

She looked down at his fingers touching her hand with a mixture of amusement and surprise. “Isn’t that against your beliefs? Touching your inferiors?”

Iyra’s face was bright and otherworldly in the torchlight. What was it about her looks that always caused his insides to churn? He’d seen prettier girls, but none that had the same effect on him. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Just being cooped up in here has made me go crazy. I want to thank you for dressing my wound after Urdo hit me. I might have died except for that.”

Iyra shook his hand off. “Go easy now. Thanking me and apologizing at the same time—your head might explode. Either yours or mine. Anyway, I didn’t have a choice; my job was to be your guide. I wouldn’t be much of one if you ended up dying.”

Iyra had been close to leaving him to fend for himself, but Bowe decided not to mention that. “What’s going to happen to me?”

“That’s what I came to tell you before you distracted me. Here, let me see how your injury is doing.” Iyra gave Bowe the torch to hold and gently prodded the area around Bowe’s wound. “She’s back and she wants to see you. She’ll decide your fate.”

“Who in Helion’s name is this ‘she’ that everyone keeps talking about?” Urdo had mentioned that he was bringing Bowe back so that “she” could decide what to do. What kind of woman did Urdo take instructions from?

“The bandit queen. At least, that’s what everyone calls her. I’m not even sure of her first name. She made me tell her who you are.”

“And what does she want with me?”

“Follow me and find out. I’m hopeful that things will work out for you.”

She took the torchlight off Bowe and moved away, but Bowe grabbed her to pull her back. “Wait.”

Iyra turned back and stared at where Bowe’s hand gripped Iyra’s forearm. When Bowe realized what he was doing, he released her arm like he was holding a burning brand. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Just, I need...I need to know more about what I’m dealing with. I knew there were bandits in the forest, I just didn’t expect there to be so many, or for them to be so organized.”

“They try to keep a low profile, at least where the marshals and the ascor are concerned.”

“And the Guild and the bandits work together?” Bowe asked.

“We have an uneasy alliance. They don’t care about our cause.” Her mouth twisted. “All they care about is themselves. They target escay to rob rather than ascor or marshals because they fear what the ascor could do to them. But the Guild leadership keeps in communication with them and we trade and exchange favors, especially close to the Infernam. Now come on.”

Iyra led Bowe out of the small cave and through the tunnel. Bowe felt a tightness in his chest as he walked away from the cave, thinking of Urdo, but the man was no longer in charge now. Bowe just had to persuade this bandit queen to let him go, and the red-haired giant would fall in line. As the passage opened out into the main chamber of the cave, several wild-eyed children scrambled out of their way.

The main chamber had several torches attached to the wall, and several hearth fires, so Iyra’s torch became unnecessary and she threw the brand into the flames of a large fire. Bowe glanced at the entrance to the main chamber; it was small enough considering the size of this cave system, high enough for Urdo to pass without ducking, and wide enough for three people abreast. It was night outside. The entrance wasn’t guarded and Bowe wondered at his chances of making a dash for it if things went badly. There were too many people who could stop him, though. And even if he made it, what then? He was no woodsman—undoubtedly Urdo would hunt him down and catch him.

There were several hundred people in the cave. Large groups gathered around the fires, cooking meat and talking in loud voices. Everyone wore sewn-together scraps of clothes, most of them were dirty and smelled bad. Many were thin, but there was a cheer in their talk and laughter. Children hung around the outside of the groups, some playing games, others hungrily watching the food cook.

Bowe followed Iyra to the largest group in the center of the chamber. There, Urdo’s laughter rang out above the din of everyone else. He was leaning over the fire, holding a full haunch of a pig on a stick and roasting it. Standing beside him was a woman who could only be the bandit queen. She gave off an aura of command that Bowe recognized instantly. She only came up to Urdo’s elbow, but she was solid and stocky. Her clothes were also sewn together, but in better shape than those of most of the others. She didn’t watch Bowe and Iyra’s approach, but Bowe could sense that she was aware of it.

Iyra and Bowe stopped and waited just in front of the large group. When everyone else stopped laughing along with him, Urdo looked up and noticed them. His smile widened, but not in a good way. “Ah, the little man. Has he been seasoned?” He lifted the haunch of pig higher. “I’ll be finished with this in a moment, and we can see how you fit on my spit.” Grease slid off the meat and sizzled in the fire.

“Let’s not be too hasty. This is a big day for our community,” the bandit queen said. By now everyone had quieted and turned to watch the central hearth. “We’ve taken one of the Guardians of Arcandis prisoner. We just have to decide what to do with him.”

There was a moment of stunned silence then a cheer broke out. Several voices could be heard above the general noise.

“Him, Urdo’s little man?”

“What should we do with him?”

“Urdo’s spit looks big enough to me.”

“Burning’s too quick. I always wanted to see a Guardian beg.”

The bandit queen waved down the noise. “Finish your dinners. As I said, no reason to do anything hasty.” She nodded to Bowe and Iyra. “Follow me.”

Bowe looked at the faces of those who watched him walk away from the fire and a shiver of dread ran down his spine. They looked hungry, and not just for food. They wanted something more than just a place to sleep and food in their belly—perhaps the victory of watching one of the hated Guardians die at their hands. The way that the bandit queen had announced Bowe’s presence had seemed like she was offering him up for that. But there was hope in that she wanted to talk to him first; perhaps he could change her mind.

There were a number of cave and tunnel offshoots from the main chamber, and the bandit queen led them to one of them. The cave entrance was small and both the bandit queen and Iyra had to duck to get inside; Bowe had to bend over almost double. The cave inside wasn’t much bigger than the entrance. The bandit queen and Iyra sat down facing each other with their backs to the walls and their legs bent so that their knees were as high as their chest. Even then there was barely any other space in the cave. Bowe hesitated, wondering where he was supposed to go and received a shove from behind that sent him tumbling against the back wall. He managed to use his hands to stop his fall before his head banged against anything, though it meant he ended up lying across the knees of the two women.

He looked over at the bandit queen and she nodded at a small gap between Iyra and the back wall. There didn’t seem enough space but Bowe maneuvered himself so he could edge into the gap, and Iyra shifted enough for him to squeeze in and sit down. He pulled his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. The bones of his backside pressed uncomfortably against the cold, hard floor.

The room darkened as Urdo stuck his head in. Bowe feared they’d be all crushed to death, but the giant twisted his body so his back leaned against the side of the entrance with his upper legs lying across the threshold and his lower legs totally outside. He placed his axe across his lap and began to sharpen it while glaring at Bowe.

“Did we have to have this discussion here,” Bowe said. “My prison cave is bigger.” He felt uncomfortable to be pushed against Iyra, and he did his best to lean his weight away from her and toward the back wall.

“Prison cave?” Urdo smiled as his whetstone whisked back and forth against the blade of the axe. “There wasn’t any guards or locks. We sent you food every day because you didn’t seem inclined to come out. As good as any tavern room.”

“By the way, you weren’t properly introduced to my special lady?” Urdo held up his axe and twisted it around. “Meet Big Boona. She likes men with beards and short necks. Also men who are clean-shaven with long necks. In fact, anyone whom she’s allowed to behead.” He put the blade of the axe close to his ear. “She tells me she particularly likes you. You bumped heads not long ago—you’ll remember. She wants to get closer to you.”

“It was a prison cave. She said I was taken prisoner.” Bowe nodded his head toward the middle-aged woman, hoping she was more mentally balanced than Urdo. “The bandit queen herself.”

“That’s too noble and pretentious of a name for the leader of a ragtag bunch of thieves,” the bandit queen said. “But I can’t seem to shake it. Perhaps you should call me by my given name. Meelyn.”

Bowe was glad that she wasn’t as belligerent in here as she had been when addressing the crowd.

“What am I supposed to do with you?” Meelyn asked.

“Just let me go,” Bowe suggested. “Perhaps cut off Urdo’s head first for harming me and taking me prisoner.” After he’d said it, Bowe reminded himself that he’d regretted acting overconfident against Urdo and had decided to tone himself down. That resolution hadn’t lasted long.

Urdo laughed and punched Bowe in the shoulder, slamming Bowe’s shoulder blade against the wall behind him. “You’re amusing, little man. If you keep this up, you’re going to make me regret it when I have to kill you.”

“I think Bowe should live here,” Iyra said suddenly.

“What?” Bowe and Urdo were simultaneous in their outrage.

Urdo looked like he was going to say something more, glanced at Meelyn, and changed his mind. He reached into a pocket, took out a flask, and took a long swallow.

“Was this your plan for me in the first place?” Bowe asked Iyra. “To dump me off with this crowd of thieves?”

“No, I didn’t have a plan. I was to take you to Belldeem. But there isn’t anything for you there. The Grenier marshals control nearly all of Arcandis and they’re still actively searching for you,” Iyra said. “Here, people live outside the society of Arcandis.”

“Staying outside the system could only work for a while,” Bowe said. The specter of the Infernam was never too far away. “What would happen in three years’ time?”

“By that time, they’ll have forgotten about you. You’ll be able to bribe some marshal into letting you into the Refuge if you have money. The bandits do it every year.”

“We are unknown and can past for farmers.” Meelyn watched both Bowe and Iyra carefully. “It wouldn’t be so easy for an ex-Guardian. But you’re getting ahead of yourself. When I decide what to do with him, the Guardian’s welfare won’t be top of my priorities.”

“What will be?” Bowe asked, even though he was pretty sure he knew. Meelyn cared about her community more than anything else. She would do what she felt best for it.

Meelyn didn’t answer. Instead she looked over at Urdo, who continued to alternate between polishing his axe and chugging from his flask. “You notice how those two are barely touching?” She nodded her head toward Bowe and Iyra.

“Even with the both of them squashed in such a small space,” Urdo said.

“There’s barely enough room for both of them, yet somehow they are compressing themselves to leave a small gap between them. It’s quite the trick.” Meelyn leaned forward, putting her hands on top of her knees. “Only one explanation.”

“What’s that?” Urdo took another chug of liquor and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth.

“Two virgins who haven’t bedded each other except in their dreams.”

Bowe started. “I’m not a virgin.” He glanced at Iyra who was reddening under Meelyn’s examination.

Meelyn raised her palms in front of Iyra and Bowe’s faces. “It’s worse than I thought. Can you feel the heat coming off of those two red faces? We won’t need to keep the hearth fires blazing tonight if we keep the two of them close together.”

“Should we leave these two alone for a while?” Urdo asked. He turned his axe upside down with the handle pointing upward. “Give him a chance to plow her furrow. Or does the little man have an even littler man?”

“They should bed each other as soon as possible, of course. But something tells me I could leave them alone together for months and they wouldn’t manage it. Between spiking emotions and fumbling fingers, young people often refuse to make it easy on themselves. I’ve a feeling these two are worse than most.”

Bowe didn’t know where to look. Urdo was watching him as if he was waiting for Bowe to bed Iyra right in front of him. Meelyn was doing her best to keep the amusement from her face, and Bowe didn’t dare look at Iyra in case he reddened further and gave them more fuel for their taunting. He didn’t know whether to push harder away from Iyra so he wasn’t touching her or release the tension in his body and let his side fall against hers. He knew what Meelyn was doing, of course—he’d seen the tactic used before by the ascor. Put your opponent off-guard, make him flustered, distract him. Knowing about the tactic was one thing, resisting the effect wasn’t so easy—not when Iyra was pressed so close to him.

“You are deciding whether to kill me or not, right?” Bowe said to Meelyn, hoping to change to topic to more comfortable subjects.

Iyra stiffened. Meelyn raised an eyebrow. “Now why would you say that?”

“I suppose Iyra told you what happened to me. You think that I have lost all my power. Well, that’s not totally true. My greatest remains locked in here.” Bowe tapped the side of his head. Urdo snorted but Bowe ignored him. “I turned the Green Path on its head and became the youngest Guardian Arcandis has ever had. Now you can have Urdo quench that power. He has the arm and the axe to make that an easy task. And he’s already had one attempt.”

“That wasn’t an attempt, little man, merely a playful pat on the head,” Urdo said. “If I wanted to see your brains, you wouldn’t be yapping right now. And I’ve a feeling they’d look gray and scrambled and lacking any special power.”

“We all think we are the center of the universe. We all feel a special power within ourselves,” Meelyn said. “You are no different.”

That was true. “You’re wrong there.” Iyra had said that the bandits wanted to remain unnoticed by the ascor. Killing a Guardian, even a powerless one didn’t seem to align with that. “I’m not some ordinary captive. I bet you wish that Urdo had never taken me.”

“Why would you say that?” the bandit queen asked. “I’m not squeamish about killing you, if that’s what you mean.”

“Nor am I.” Urdo still had some liquor in his mouth from a recent chug, and spluttered out the words. “I’ve realized I won’t regret killing you at all. I’ll manage to get my laughs elsewhere.”

“Iyra’s suggestion is not an option. You don’t want me to stay with you—I’d only be a distraction. You can’t keep me captive indefinitely. If the Grenier marshals found out I was with you and came looking for me, your whole community would be in danger. You don’t want to just release me; to just let a prize like me leave would make you seem weak, especially after what you said outside in the main chamber. There’s no one to ransom me to.” Bowe paused. “And you don’t particularly want to kill me.”

“I haven’t heard any good arguments against that last,” Meelyn said.

“That’s because there aren’t any.” Urdo poured a dash of liquor onto the blade of his Big Boona and polished it in. The sharp smell of the alcohol filled the small cave.

“The Guild doesn’t want him dead,” Iyra said. “

“The Guild, or just you?” the bandit queen asked.

“The Guild. I don’t care what happens to him. They just gave me a job to do.”

“Your words say one thing...” The bandit queen allowed the thought to drift off. “In any case, while the Guild has been a friend to us, we’re not bound to it. I doubt they care enough about him to make an issue over it if we acted.” The bandit queen tapped Bowe’s temple with her finger. “What does that power inside there say I should do?”

“Well, killing me is certainly a decent option. And if you do it in the right way, it could work out very well. Your people would love a demonstration of the power of their community. So you could have some kind of trial, list all the faults and crimes of the Guardians, followed by my execution.”

Bowe saw a flicker behind the bandit queen’s eyes and knew that was along the lines of what she was thinking.

“Execution first, trial after.” Urdo grinned.

“It’s unfair to blame Bowe for what other Guardians and other ascor have done,” Iyra said.

“That doesn’t matter.” Bowe said. “The trial would be about improving morale, not about fairness.”

Bowe felt a painful pinch in his side and managed to stop himself from reacting. He didn’t look across at Iyra. She thought he was arguing for his own death, but he wasn’t. He was simply seeing things from the bandit queen’s point of view. Understanding the game from an opponent’s point of view was a vital part of Harmony, and equally useful when playing without a board or pieces.

“Should I tell Urdo to get Big Boona ready for the execution or are you going to try to escape now that you’ve worked out my best course of action? Urdo is faster than he looks, I’ll have you know.”

“I don’t doubt it. I’ve no intention of running.” Bowe smiled at the disappointed look in Urdo’s face. “I didn’t say that a trial and execution was your best option. I said it was a good one. Better would be one with a more long-term advantage. The warm fuzzy feeling of seeing the death of an oppressor doesn’t last much longer than the satisfaction of a full belly. Having a Guardian in your power is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity—it shouldn’t be used lightly.”

“You’ve a strange way of pleading for your life,” Meelyn said.

“Give him to me,” Urdo said. “I’ll have him squealing in a prettier tune.”

Meelyn ignored him. “I don’t see what you can offer me. You are on the run from the Grenier marshals. You have lost any power you did have. You’re a Guardian in name only. And for the Bellanger family to survive the next Infernam you have to fully restore the Bellanger fortune. Which isn’t possible.”

“You are only seeing the negatives. You would also have problems if you caught one of the other Guardians. You couldn’t ransom them without bringing the attention of the ascor down on you. Something which I’m sure you’re loath to do.”

“So what are the positives of having a Guardian without power?”

“I’m a Guardian with a difference. For instance, I have made an alliance of sorts with the Guild, who are helping me. I’m sympathetic to the Guild and also to you and your plight.”

“Ha,” Urdo said. “You know nothing of us. It’s only fear of Big Boona that makes you pretend to care.”

“I’ve learned much in a few days. I know you have a hard life here.”

“Hard isn’t bad,” Urdo said. “At least we are free to enjoy ourselves. We don’t have to quake in fear of the marshals every day.”

“So what are you offering?” Meelyn asked. “How can I take better advantage of having caught a Guardian?”

“Form an alliance with me. You and the Guild do not agree on all things but you help each other. It could be the same between you and me. How much easier would it be to get all your people into the Refuge come the Infernam if you had a Guardian helping you? Especially one who is rebuilding and could have many spaces available in the Refuge in three years.”

Meelyn’s eyes narrowed. “Are you promising us entry in the Refuge in exchange for releasing you?”

Bowe smiled. For the first time he felt that he had the upper hand in the discussion. “Certainly not. I can’t promise that. But if I recovered some power, I’d be an ally and friend to you.” He cupped his chin on his thumb and forefinger and leaned his elbow against his knee. “I’m not saying that just to save my skin. To rise again from the ashes I’ll need allies. Coensaw recognized that.”

Bowe felt Iyra tense beside him.

“Coensaw. That’s a name not many people know. Even Urdo didn’t know of it until now. You’re loose with secrets.”

“No. I know few Guild secrets. Coensaw is coming out from the shadows. He doesn’t intend to try to get into the Refuge this time, and wants to give the Guild an open leader for the next three years.”

“And give the ascor an open enemy,” Meelyn said. “It’s a dangerous strategy. Coensaw knows too much. If he was to fall into the hands of the torturers in the Fortress...” Meelyn spread her hands wide. “Well, it wouldn’t be good.”

“I’m sure Coensaw has weighed the risks,” Bowe said.

“I doubt he has taken our little community into consideration.” She peeped out the entrance back into the main chamber. “We might have to move from this cave system.” She looked back at Bowe. “You come to us as an outcast, abandoned by your friends, and chased by your own people. Yet you ask me to believe that you will return to your place as head of the Bellanger family, that the Bellanger family will regain its place among the four families, and that you will ally yourself with a band of bandits.”

“Not quite,” Bowe said. “If you asked me if I will regain my position, I would answer no. If you asked me if I might do so, I would say yes. If I return to being a Guardian, then I will need plenty of help before the next Infernam. Help from the Guild, help from the bandits, help from wherever I can get it. In return, you could gain aid from a place that you never expected: from the ruling council of Guardians.”

Bowe was surprised himself at how attractive his offer sounded. Especially considering he was making all this up as he went along. At the same time, what he was saying wasn’t a lie. Bowe now owed Coensaw, at least. But the Guild would help him rise back up—if they could—to have an ally on the ruling council. And Bowe did believe the escay were poorly treated. So if Bowe could make allies from among the escay and they helped him regain his power, he could subsequently help them. Iyra would see him in a different light if he could do that.

Meelyn was silent for a moment, considering. “You make a reasonable case. I haven’t got all the facts yet, though. Isn’t that right, my virgin lover girl?” She stared at Iyra.

“What do you mean?” Iyra looked nervous.

“I see you’ve relaxed into being close to loverboy beside you. Shoulders and hips and thighs touching. All the early tension gone.”

Bowe and Iyra glanced at each other and flushed again. “We’re not lovers,” Iyra said. “And there’s no room to do anything else.”

“Virgin lovers, I said. Bedding is much less messy when done in the imagination. Now, tell me what I want to know.”

Iyra shook her head. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

Bowe realized that Meelyn hadn’t brought Iyra into this small chamber just to distract him; she had intended for both of them to fluster each other. And from the intensity of her gaze, it seemed that what she wanted from Iyra interested her more than deciding what to do with Bowe.

“Come on, girl, don’t give me that,” Meelyn said. “It’s something important, likely something I need to know. I’m not letting either of you two out of here until you’ve told me.”

It was obvious from Iyra’s face that she was hiding something. “What if it’s something she can’t reveal?” Bowe asked. “You didn’t want me being too loose with Guild secrets. Not everything is for all ears.”

Meelyn didn’t take her gaze from Iyra. “I have watched you think about saying something a few times. Each time it’s been in response to something that touched your tender heart. A malnourished child. A quarter-full cook pot for a large family. A sad song. You know that something bad is coming, and it’s coming sooner than three years’ time.”

Iyra rubbed her knuckles against her knee. “It’s not my secret to tell.”

Meelyn smiled but her eyes remained hard as black diamond. “You have a tender heart and you might think all women have similar. You would be wrong about that. Urdo knows.” Meelyn leaned across and placed her hand on the blade of Urdo’s axe without taking her gaze from Iyra. “I love this community, and I have a big heart, but I wouldn’t be in charge here unless my heart was as hard as a cliff face. Urdo likes waving Big Boona around. He’ll use it if he needs to, but just because he’s waving it around doesn’t mean he’ll use it. Believe me when I say that I will do whatever needs to be done to protect this community, and when I pick up a weapon, it isn’t to wave it around. I think you know something that puts this community in danger. Don’t make me pick up Big Boona.

Iyra swallowed hard then glanced across at Bowe. “Maybe I shouldn’t say it in front of him.”

“You have asked me to trust him, and to take him in even. Are you saying you don’t trust him?”

Iyra hesitated a moment longer. “There’s an invasion coming,” she blurted out. “There will be war. The ships may have already been launched from Jarind.”

Bowe stared at Iyra. The spy who Bowe had helped escape before the last Infernam had been from Jarind. Had Iyra made Bowe be a party to betraying his country to outlanders? He wanted to shout at her, but this wasn’t the place.

“And Coensaw decided not to tell me?” Meelyn’s tone of voice suggested that Coensaw would be on the receiving end of Big Boona if he were here.

“He doesn’t know.”

“Yet you do?”

“She’s going behind the Guild’s back and put her lot in with foreigners.” Urdo wrapped and unwrapped his hand around the axe handle. “Big Boona is excited. She’s never had a double execution before.”

Meelyn ignored Urdo. “How do you know?”

“Coensaw didn’t agree with the idea. He thinks that we can overthrow the ascor without help. But other Guild leaders feel different. I feel different. It’s been the same for generations upon generations. The marshals are too strong; we are too weak. We need help from outside if they’ll give it.”

“And?” Meelyn asked.

“There was this Jarindor in Arcandis before the last Infernam.”

“Washima,” Bowe spat out, shooting a glare at Iyra.

“Yes.” Iyra didn’t react to Bowe’s look. “His countrymen were appalled at the stories of how brutal our society is, and he came over to investigate further. I was one of his guides. He was willing to help, but Coensaw didn’t agree with Jarindor involvement. So he stayed in contact with me and, via me, with other Guild leaders who were in favor of accepting Jarindor help.”

“So you and others are helping a foreign invasion,” Meelyn said. “I’m not surprised you were reluctant to tell me.”

“I don’t think it’ll affect you. They want to help us, not hurt us. They want to overthrow the ascor and Guardians with as little bloodshed as possible.”

“You know little of war, girl,” Meelyn said. “Not that I know a whole lot more. But there’ll be bloodshed and hardship before it’s over.”

“What should we do with them?” Urdo asked.

“It’s too late to stop anything now. If I could prevent the invasion by killing her I would. We just have to accept that it’s going to happen and deal with it the best we can. I don’t care which side wins, I just want it over quickly.”

“But we have a chance to overthrow the ascor once and for all,” Iyra said.

“I don’t care which side wins.” She glared at Iyra, daring her to protest again. “Likely, whichever way it goes we’ll end up the worse for it. We just have to do our best to stay out of it and survive the aftermath. You.” She pointed at Iyra. “I’m going to let you go and I won’t tell anyone about your involvement. In return, you’ll tell me everything you know about the invasion. When, where, everything.”

“I don’t—”

Iyra tried to speak, but she wasn’t allowed. “Everything you know,” Meelyn continued. “In addition, you’ll owe us one. So if these Jarindors do end up taking control and you have some influence over them, you won’t forget us.”

“No, of cour—”

“See that you don’t. And you.” Meelyn pointed at Bowe. “This news from Iyra changes things a bit. I don’t see how you can regain your position, but war turns everything on its head. Perhaps that’ll allow you to right yourself. So we’ll have a ceremony and a celebration tonight.”

“We don’t have much extra food for a celebration,” Urdo said.

“I know you’ve a few barrels of liquor hidden somewhere,” Meelyn said. “The folks need a bit of cheering up if there’s a war coming—things may get worse before they get better.”

“And I presume the ceremony won’t be an execution?” Urdo sent Bowe a look that made Bowe’s blood run cold.

“He’ll swear a blood oath to be an ally and true friend to our community.”

“What’s a blood oath?” Bowe asked.

“When someone joins our community, they cut their palm with a knife, say an oath, and let their blood drip into the fire,” Meelyn said. “We’ll change the oaths slightly for you, as you’ll be the first to swear without joining.

Urdo coughed and tapped his fingers on the blade of his axe.

Meelyn smiled. “And in your case, Big Boona will cut your palm rather than the traditional knife. With the way Urdo has been polishing it, I hope you don’t faint at the sight of your own blood. There could be a lot of it.”

Chapter 7

Day 12

It was nearly mid-morning by the time Bowe and Iyra left the bandit’s cave. Bowe’s head pounded because Meelyn had made him drink liquor. It had been wretched-tasting stuff. Bowe had spat out the first mouthful, but Meelyn had insisted, nudging the bottom of the flask upward every time Bowe took a sip. She’d only been satisfied when Bowe drunk half the flask. She’d made Iyra drink too, but not as much. Iyra now marched down the trail with the same determined purpose as always, and Bowe, as usual, struggled to catch up with her.

The ceremony had been short. Bowe was glad that Meelyn had held Big Boona and not Urdo. The mood of the place had darkened when they found out there wasn’t to be an execution. Meelyn had said a few words about how having a Guardian helping them would change things for the better and ensure that the Refuge was within much easier reach. Bowe had said his oath. He couldn’t remember the exact words; even then the liquor had begun to take effect, making him unsteady on his feet. Exact words or not, he had sworn to be a friend and ally to the community of forest bandits and to use his power to help them when they needed it. He’d touched his palm to the blade of the axe. There had been no pain; he’d barely touched it and a line of red appeared. He had closed his fingers into a fist and held it up over the fire and watched the blood squirm out from between his fingers and sizzle as it fell on the fire.

The rest of the community’s craving for blood was not satisfied with the few drops Bowe had given up, for they watched all this in sullen silence. Then Urdo distributed some barrels of liquor among the hearth fires and the mood had begun to improve. Iyra had bandaged up Bowe’s hand while the community had pulled out their guitars and drums and flutes. And they had started on the songs.

Bowe had heard some singing on each of his nights in the prison cave, but the music went on much longer that night. Bowe wasn’t sure if it was because of the liquor or because of his ceremony. It was certainly likely that his presence determined the choice of song. Often one of the musicians would stare at Bowe for the whole song, making it clear that they were directed at him. There were songs about starvation and death, and songs about oppression and tyranny. Songs that yearned for freedom, and songs that celebrated rebellion.

The singers varied as much as the songs. One singer was an old man with a long beard and a voice like gravel. Another was a sweet-looking girl with mud in her hair and skin as translucent as morning dew. Sometimes several singers shared the song, with the entire community belting out the chorus at the top of their voices. One song stayed with Bowe despite the liquor-induced fog in his memory. It was a haunting song of regret about the time when ships left for the last time. Bowe had wondered if it was based on a real-life incident, but near the end the song implied that the ships disappeared up into the sky instead of across the ocean.

Even though many of the songs were directed at him in anger, Bowe enjoyed the music. Perhaps it was the liquor or perhaps it was that he was free of his prison cave for the first night in several days. Or perhaps it was because it allowed him to sit beside Iyra in companionable silence without the usual bickering between them.

But “companionable” was not the adjective Bowe would use to describe Iyra today. He kept his distance as she navigated her way around brambles and over dead tree trunks. He hadn’t seen much of her except for her back, and that was erect and unapproachable. Though Bowe didn’t exactly want to talk to her either. Last night, he’d been able to forget about Washima and how Iyra was helping outlanders to invade Arcandis, but right now the thought of it seethed within him. He wanted to shout at her, he wanted to pick her up and shake her, he wanted to... He didn’t want to talk to her.

Meelyn wouldn’t call them any type of lover, virgin or otherwise, if she could see them now. Or perhaps she would. That had been an awful lot of nonsense she’d spouted in the little cave about them, none of it close to true. So what if Bowe had a few dreams about Iyra that left him blushing when he remembered them? So what if Bowe’s heart beat a bit faster when their gazes locked? So what if Bowe admired her slender thighs and the way her buttocks moved when she walked? Bowe felt himself flushing and made himself look away from her backside.

He was sure that all young men were the same around pretty girls that they knew. It didn’t mean anything. And Bowe was sure that Iyra didn’t think of him as anything more than an ascor buffoon with mush for brains. She had only been flustered because what young woman wouldn’t be with all the crude things that Meelyn and Urdo were saying? It was clear that Meelyn was just using their youthful inexperience against them; she probably didn’t believe the things she was saying herself.

Bowe followed Iyra down a narrow trail; they were making fast progress. Bowe had no idea where they were, but he figured they surely couldn’t be too far from Belldeem. Though perhaps Urdo had taken them out of their way when he’d brought them back to Meelyn’s cave. Bowe certainly had no idea which part of the forest they were in or even what direction they were going—he relied on Iyra for that. She knew where she was going, or her determined stride gave a good impression of that, at least.

As he was watching her, Iyra stopped. She tilted her head, concentrating, and then ran back down the trail to Bowe.

“Quickly,” she whispered. “Off the trail.”

She grabbed hold of Bowe’s arm and dragged him after her. He nearly fell, grabbed a branch to regain his balance, then followed her. She led them between two bushes and threw herself to the ground behind the biggest of the bushes. Bowe did the same, flattening his body against the ground beside her and peering back between the strands of vegetation.

It wasn’t long before they heard the sound of twigs snapping. Bowe took quick, shallow breaths, trying to keep himself calm and not make any noise.

Two men wearing light-pink uniforms appeared: Grenier marshals. With Bowe’s line of sight blocked by trees and bushes, they flashed in and out of view. When they came to the spot directly in front of Bowe and Iyra’s hiding place, one of them stopped. Bowe’s breath caught in his throat and he wrapped his fingers around Iyra’s hand.

“Hey, wait,” the one who had stopped called out. “There’s blood on this branch.”

His companion turned back. “What of it?”

“Aren’t we supposed to be looking for the Bellanger Guardian? What if this is his blood?”

“Hardly likely to be his, now is it?”

“Isn’t that why we’re taking this roundabout trail to Belldeem? To look for him?”

There was a sigh. “He’s probably still back in the city, but Dulnato is going to all sorts of bizarre lengths in an effort to find him. Doesn’t mean we have to investigate every snapped twig and overturned leaf. It’s probably from a wounded deer or something like that.”

“Shouldn’t we look for tracks or clues just in case?”

“What am I, a woodsman? Come on, there’s supposed to be a good tavern in Belldeem, and I intend to get there before nightfall.” He continued along the trail.

The other marshal paused a moment, then broke into a run to catch up with his companion. Bowe and Iyra waited until the sound of their footsteps faded into the distance, then stayed still and quiet long enough to be certain they were out of earshot.

They both became aware at the same time that they were clutching each other’s hand and jerked their hands apart. Iyra grabbed Bowe’s other wrist—in a much less gentle way than the way she’d held his hand—and turned it over. The bandage was soaked with blood. “Why didn’t you tell me this had started bleeding again?” she demanded in a harsh whisper.

“I didn’t notice.” There was still no pain; Bowe was surprised to see the blood.

“Idiots. Using the bloody axe to cut your hand.” Iyra pulled the backpack off and searched inside until she found a cloth she was happy with. “And especially after Urdo had spent so much time sharpening it for intimidation purposes.” She unwrapped the bandage and used the back of it to clean off the remaining blood. “Cut looks clean at least. Just deep.”

Bowe grunted as she fastened the ends of the fresh cloth tightly around his hand and tied it off.

This was the first time that they had talked since Bowe had found out about Washima and the Jarindor invasion. He wanted to complain to her for making him a part of it, and he opened his mouth to do that. But what came out instead was “Thanks.”

Iyra stood up. “I had hoped to use that trail to get to Belldeem tonight. But it’s obviously too risky.”

“Maybe not. Perhaps we’ve missed the patrol now so it’s safe.”

“And if they stop for whatever reason? No, we’ll have to stay off all trails from now on.”

Bowe didn’t argue, just followed as Iyra led them away from the trail and deeper into the forest.

* * *

By the time they decided to stop for the night, Bowe wished that he had argued for risking the trail. At times, the vegetation had been so thick that Iyra had to take out her knife and cut through vines before they could get through. Their progress had gotten progressively slower, and Bowe had many nicks and cuts from the brambles.

They set up the camp in silence. Bowe had seen it done enough times to be able to make himself mildly useful. When they were done, Iyra took out some strips of meat and began to cook them over the small fire. Bowe sat on a rock opposite her. The clearing they’d found was small and the trees leaned in close over them. The darkness had come quickly, surrounded as they were by thick vegetation, and now the orange glow from the fire was the only light. A light wind whispered through the leaves and crackled through the fire.

“Can we talk?” Bowe asked.

“We are talking.”

“I meant without the nastiness.”

Iyra looked up. “Oh. Well, in that case, probably not.”

“Perhaps you’ll at least hear me out. At the start of today, I wanted to have it out with you about Washima and the Jarindors. I felt like I’d been used—”

“Well, if that’s—”

Bowe raised his hand. “Hear me out. I’ve changed my mind. I’ve spent plenty of time thinking on the journey here, and I decided that I have no right to criticize your choices. I’ve lived my whole life within the ascor world. Even when that world has been brutal, such as when we walked the Green Path, it was still within the ascor world. I know nothing of the escay world.” Even though I might actually be one, Bowe thought, remembering his conversation with Coensaw. “Three years ago, when you first met me, I was a stone-faced idiot. Can you be extremely smart and incredibly dumb at the same time?”

Iyra looked from where she was turning the meat over the fire, seemed to be about to say something, then changed her mind. She threw another piece of wood into the fire.

“I had seen nothing of the world outside the harem and knew less,” Bowe continued. “The only escay I knew were servants who bowed and scraped to me. I don’t think I considered them real people. I know that’s a horrible thing to say.”

“You’re not the only ascor to think like that.” Iyra watched the flickering fire.

“Anyway, I met you three years ago when I still had these wrong-headed notions about escay. They weren’t ideas that I thought out loud in my head, but ideas that were inside my heart. Ones that I didn’t know were even there. They’re the hardest to change, I believe, thoughts and ideas buried so deeply inside yourself you don’t know they are there. It was only through what I did that I knew the wrong-headed notions were there. I’ve tried to change them—perhaps I haven’t fully done that yet, but I think I’ve succeeded to some degree.

“But three years ago...” Bowe tried to catch Iyra’s gaze but she stared into the fire. “Three years ago, I thought I knew everything, and I knew nothing. I was attracted to you, but thought there was something wrong in that. So one moment I was pulling you toward me, and the next I was shoving you to the ground or making accusations. You remember, I’m sure.”

This time Iyra looked up. “I remember,” she said.

“Yes, well.” Bowe found it was he who couldn’t hold her gaze. He stood, took a pace to the side, then stepped back toward Iyra. The clearing wasn’t wide enough for any more than that. “I wanted to call a truce to our hostilities. It would make the rest of our journey more pleasant but I can understand why you wouldn’t agree. I was horrible to you, and I know you’re only helping me because you have to. But I wanted to let you know that I’m truly sorry for how I was three years ago, and I appreciate your help then, and I continue to appreciate your help now.”

Iyra muttered something but Bowe didn’t hear her. “What was that?” he asked.

There was a long pause while Iyra stared into the fire. “I’ll think about it,” she said finally. “But possibly my thoughts about you are not those out-loud ones that can easily be changed.”

“Are they wrong-headed, though?”

“Possibly. Time will tell.”

There wasn’t much talk for the rest of the evening. They ate in silence, both lost in their thoughts.

When they lay down for the night, a smile twitched into life upon Bowe’s lips as he tried to catch a glimpse of starlight through the dark canopy of trees. Possibly. Time will tell. Even though nothing had really changed about his situation, Bowe felt happier falling asleep that night than he had since The Fool’s Hope had set sail.

* * *

It was dark, and the air was thick. Those two things were enough to identify that Bowe was inside the Refuge. He crept forward. There was a vague sense of menace in the air. There was a figure up ahead, and Bowe moved toward him. From the man’s clothes and bearing he was clearly an escay, but perhaps he knew what was going on, how to get out. Bowe touched his arm and the escay turned around; Bowe screamed because the person wore his face. He ran.

He ran down the stairs in Bellanger Mansion and into to the great hall. The throne was occupied by that same escay wearing Bowe’s face. Bowe kept running. He opened a door and entered a room where each wall was a mirror. And each mirror showed the escay with Bowe’s face. He looked for a way to escape, but the door had disappeared. Bowe couldn’t stand looking at that imposter wearing his face, so he ran to each wall and broke each mirror with his fists. But when he’d returned to the first mirror, it had broken into shards, and each shard reflected a smaller version of the escay. Bowe beat at the shards, trying to destroy the mirrors so they’d never reflect again.

After frantically hammering on every shard he could find, smashing them into smaller and smaller pieces, he was finally able to spin around and see nothing except cracked mirror. But then the pieces of glass began to fall from the walls. Bowe ran, ducking down and covering the back of his neck with his hands, but the pieces of glass fell upon his head and his back. They cut into him. He couldn’t escape the falling shards of glass and he knew that each one, no matter how tiny, contained an image of the escay who had stolen his face.

Bowe lurched forward. The embers of the dying fire glowed orange. Across the way, Iyra was sitting up.

Bowe panted. It felt like he’d just run in reality rather than merely in a dream. “Sorry for waking you.”

“I hadn’t fallen asleep,” Iyra said. “I wasn’t sure whether it was best to wake you or not. Was it the same nightmare as you usually have?”

“No. A different one.” Just what he needed—a whole new strand of nightmares. He lay back down and looked into the night sky. Perhaps he was wrong when he’d told Iyra earlier that he had changed. Deep down, he hated the idea that he could be an escay. Coensaw had told him that there was no difference between ascor and escay except where they lived and how they were brought up. But perhaps that was one of his lies. And even if it wasn’t, could Bowe make himself believe it? Bowe didn’t want to fall back asleep, but eventually he did.

Chapter 8

Day 13

They set up camp in the early evening on the edge of the forest just outside Belldeem.

It had been a long day, but a good one. Bowe had talked and laughed with Iyra for most of the journey. She had told him about her little shop where she made carvings and Bowe had told her little anecdotes about life in Bellanger Mansion. They had kept the conversation light—whenever it had threatened to go into a more controversial area, they’d diverted to safer topics. There had been thick sections of the forest to get through earlier in the day, but the forest had thinned out as they approached Belldeem. The journey hadn’t been as bad as other days. That was either due to Bowe getting more used to travel or due to him enjoying it more because of a more amicable companion. Bowe suspected the latter.

There was no fire that evening; they were too close to the village and didn’t want to draw attention. After a cold meal, they sat side by side on a fallen tree trunk, listening to the last of the evening birdsong. Bowe didn’t want to break the spell of the day, but they had to talk about more serious matters. The journey to Belldeem was over, and Bowe had no idea what was to come next. “What happens tomorrow?”

Iyra sighed. “I’m not sure.”

“This is your job done. You’ve taken me to Belldeem.”

“I can’t just leave it at this. You heard what those marshals in the forest said. Dulnato sent them and others to look for you. I can’t just let you wander into the village to get caught.”

“It’s not your responsibility,” Bowe said. “You’ve done your part. More than your part—you saved me from bandits and bandaged me back together a few times. I can’t ask any more of you.” The problem was that Bowe had no idea what he was to do. The only places where he knew how to survive on his own were at an ascor ball or at the Harmony table, which wasn’t much good out here.

“I’ll go and talk to someone tomorrow. See if I he can figure out what to do with you.”

“I don’t deserve all the help you’re giving me.”

“I know.” She let out a long sigh. “I’m such a sucker. A pretty speech last night about how you’ve changed, and I’m back wanting to help you.”

“Why did you do it three years ago?” Bowe asked. “That’s one thing I could never understand. Why keep helping me when I treated you so badly?”

Iyra turned away, her cheeks flushing. “It’s actually embarrassing. I thought I was...I thought I was in love with you.”

Bowe didn’t say anything. He thought about the dreams he’d had about her even though he hadn’t seen her in three years and the strong attraction he’d felt for her since he’d met her again. Was that love?

“It was so stupid,” Iyra continued. “I joined the Guild because I hated everything about the ascor, and then the first ascor I met—he treated me like I was something he had scraped off his shoe—and I thought I was in love with him.”

It was Bowe’s turn to be embarrassed. He couldn’t defend himself, for he had acted that badly. “I’m sorry.”

“And I swore I’d never again fall into that trap, and a few days after we’ve met, here I am, desperately trying to save you from being killed.”

“I won’t make you regret it this time,” Bowe promised. “I wasn’t lying when I said I’m not the same person I was three years ago.”

Iyra looked up at him and stared straight into his eyes until Bowe was forced to look away. “So why do I have this horrible sensation that I’m going to be let down again?” she asked.

“You won’t be, I swear it.” Bowe lifted his little finger automatically. Like kids who hooked little fingers whenever they swore something. He felt embarrassed when he realized what he’d done, but with a little smile Iyra hooked her little finger around his. Escay children must do the same, he thought. Their hands fell to the side, but their little fingers remained intertwined.

“I want to believe you and at the same time I want to hit myself over the head for even considering trusting you.”

Bowe shrugged. “People have a tendency to want to hit themselves over the head when they meet me. Some call it a gift, some a curse.”

Iyra laughed. “Not sure how that could be considered a gift.”

“It’s part of my charm.”

“You’ve a strange definition of charm.”

“Bet this conversation also makes you want to hit yourself over the head,” Bowe suggested.

“Now that you mention it.”

Bowe grinned. “There you go. Circular logic is another part of my charm.”

Iyra laughed again. “You’re crazy. You must have fallen on your head or something when you were younger. Maybe that’s why you have mush for brains.”

Bowe rubbed his head. “That would explain my lumpy head. That and Urdo’s recent overzealous ministrations.”

“He isn’t exactly a gentle sort.” Iyra shook her head. “We were lucky they let us out of there. For a while I thought the bandit queen was seriously considering killing you.”

“She certainly was. Luckily for me, Urdo and Big Boona ended up disappointed. I wasn’t the only one in danger. Meelyn didn’t react too well when you admitted to consorting with outlanders.”

Iyra shook her hand free of Bowe’s and stood up. “I knew you’d come back to that. I should have convinced Meelyn to allow me to tell her privately.”

“You can trust me, you know that.” Bowe reached for Iyra’s arm but she pulled away from him.

“No, I don’t,” she said. “I know you hate the idea of the Jarindor invasion. And why wouldn’t you. You are part of the enemy that the Jarindors and I aim to fight against. In fact, you are the very heart of that enemy. One of the Guardians.”

“I’m not like the others, though. I know it’s not right. The way things are at the moment. The way we treat the escay. The Green Path. There has to be a better way.”

“I didn’t hear anything about you fighting for escay rights when you were Guardian. You didn’t say anything against the Green Path.”

“I need to gain power before I can wield any. I was a Guardian in name only.” Bowe picked up a pinch of dust and sprinkled it on his palm. “Once they decided to move against me, only the slightest puff,” Bowe said, blowing the dirt off of his hand, “and I was gone. Even though I pretended, even to myself, I never had any real power. Certainly no power to affect change such as the kind you’re talking about.” He hadn’t really thought about affecting that kind of change either. He had put off thinking about what would happen when the next Green Path arrived, and instead concentrated on rebuilding the family.

“And now that you know something that the rest of the ascor don’t? About the invasion. I imagine you have been figuring out ways to put that to good use,” Iyra said. “How to use that knowledge to help you regain your position.”

Bowe had been thinking along those lines. But perhaps he was wrong to. Iyra didn’t deserve her confidence betrayed. “I swear I won’t tell anyone what you told me about the invasion.”

“What does an oath mean to an ascor?” Iyra asked. “For you, aren’t lies and truth two sides of the one coin?”

“No. Or I mean yes. I mean...” Bowe shook his head and stood up. He had sworn four times recently, beginning with when he promised on Vitarr’s life not to betray Tee. Each time, Bowe had taken his oath seriously and intended to keep it. “The words of an ascor aren’t worth much. Truth is not one of our values. But I believe myself to be different. No, I know I’m different. I intend to keep my blood oath to Meelyn and Big Boona.” Bowe smiled. “And I swore to you that I wouldn’t make you regret helping me, and that I won’t betray what you’ve told me about the Jarindor invasion. I intend to keep both of those promises.” Bowe held up his left hand, which was still bandaged. “Do I need to open up my veins again for you to believe me?”

Iyra smiled. “Not sure you have much blood left after the last few days. We’d better conserve it. I’ll try to trust you.”

“I’m so glad.” Bowe touched Iyra’s arm. “When will it happen?” he asked. “This invasion.”

“I’m not sure. It could be any day, to be honest.”

“And how come the Jarindors let you and the other Guild members know about it? Surely it would be better for them if his invasion was a complete surprise.”

“Washima doesn’t just want it to be a foreign invasion. He wants the escay to have a simultaneous popular rising.” Iyra looked up and seemed to become aware of how close they stood to each other. She took a step back. “We’d better get to bed. I’ll get up early and go into Belldeem and see if I can sort something out for you. No idea what that could be right now.”

Bowe nodded and moved toward his bedroll, opened it out, and lay down. Iyra did the same. Bowe couldn’t sleep, though; he was hyper aware that Iyra was so close. This hadn’t been a problem the other nights; he didn’t know what had changed.

Iyra’s breathing indicated that she wasn’t sleeping either. “Am I going to be kept up by your nightmares again tonight?” she asked after a while.

“Probably,” Bowe said.

“So you have them every night?”

Bowe sighed. “Afraid so. They started when I was in the Refuge and they haven’t stopped yet.”

“Do you know what causes them?”

“Who can say? Dreams are dreams. They don’t have rhyme or reason.”

“Are you sure?” Iyra asked. “It was only after the Refuge they started. After the Green Path. Perhaps there’s something behind them. Perhaps they’re trying to tell you something?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.” Bowe had often thought that there might some message in his dreams. But if so, he hadn’t been able to find it. Well, apart from the very latest dream—that had had an obvious message. In general, though, the only thing about the nightmares that he was sure of was that they woke him up panicked and sweating each time. “Might have something to do with the friends I lost to the Green Path. Vitarr and Edison and Glil.”

“Do you see them in your nightmares?” Iyra asked.

Bow nodded. “I can’t always remember what has happened, but when I do, I see those three more often than anything else.

“What about your mother?” Iyra asked.

“What about her?” Bowe’s voice was sharp.

“I heard that you were resp...” Iyra hesitated and changed what she’d been about to say. “I heard that you were there when she died.”

“That was before the Green Path, and it wasn’t my fault. She wasn’t my real mother anyway.” Bowe wrapped his blankets more tightly around him and turned onto his side so he faced away from her. “And I never see her in my nightmares.”

Iyra didn’t reply, and after a while came the soft, rhythmic sounds of her sleeping breaths. Bowe tossed and turned and it was a long time before he fell asleep.

Chapter 9

Day 14

Bowe always hated waiting around with nothing to do, but he hated it more out here. All types of insects wanted to crawl on him if he sat still for any length of time. Fresh and vibrant and full of life—that was what he’d heard the forest called by those who liked to go on outings and picnics. But that wasn’t what he experienced, sitting on a decaying tree trunk. The overriding flavor of the place, as far as he was concerned, was the wet pungent smell of rotting vegetation. It was more full of death than life.

Bowe’s trip since he’d left the city had consisted of several awful days, followed by one pleasant one. After the last day, he had begun to wonder whether he was getting used to this life. But this morning had answered that question. As he waited for Iyra to return from Belldeem, Bowe realized how much he missed city life and how much he disliked being in the forest. The pleasant day had been due to Iyra’s company, not the yearning for a woodsman’s life.

In between his efforts to keep the insects from nesting on him—or feeding on him, or whatever they were doing—Bowe had plenty of time to think. Iyra had been reticent about who she was going to meet, which made Bowe assume it was someone from the Guild. He wished he didn’t always have to be in the Guild’s debt, but he didn’t have many choices right now.

He knew little about Belldeem; he should know more. The Bellanger family used to be in charge of all other rural areas around Arcandis after all. Belldeem might be the biggest population center outside Arcandis, but it was still just a village. The difference between it and Arcandis City was night and day. Only one ascor lived outside the city—a Grenier by the name of Lears. He lived on the outskirts of Belldeem and it was his job to oversee all the farms, plus the Grenier watchtowers.

Thinking about the Grenier watchtowers made Bowe remember the invasion. Most of the ascor, as far as Bowe was aware, considered the watchtowers around the island as unnecessary. No one dreamed they’d actually be invaded. Now that they were about to be, Bowe wasn’t sure what difference they’d make. Some, he guessed. Those who designed them originally must have seen their purpose.

“You look perfectly content, sitting there with a spider on your lap.”

“What?” Bowe looked down, saw a jumble of long hairy legs, and leaped to his feet, flicking it away. “Bloody insects,” he said when he had made certain that it was gone.

Iyra was laughing at him. “Such a city boy.”

“What happened?” Bowe dusted his shoulders and arms to make sure he had no other unwelcome guests on his person. “Did you meet your contact in the village?”

“I did.” She scowled, remembering. “It was difficult to persuade him to help you.”

“Did he want to kill me at first?” Bowe asked.

Iyra snorted. “How did you know?”

“These days every new person I meet wants to kill me at first.”

“At first? This one still wants to kill you.”

“Did you not tell him Coensaw wanted to help me? Was that not enough?”

“Not everyone follows Coensaw’s word like it’s law. Especially not this far away from his base of power.”

Someone inside the Guild who is powerful disagreed with Coensaw and wasn’t afraid to go his own way, Bowe thought. He wondered if there were many such in the Guild or if the one who went behind Coensaw’s back in supporting the invasion was the same one who Iyra was now asking for help from. “But you persuaded him to help me?” Bowe looked around. “Or is he hiding somewhere around here, planning to jump out and kill me?”

“Luckily enough, he owes me a favor.” Iyra pulled the small backpack off her shoulder and threw it to the ground. This was a different one than her travel pack that she had left in the camp with Bowe.

Owes a favor for putting him in contact with Washima, perhaps, Bowe thought. “What do you have there?”

“A new uniform for you, plus a letter of recommendation. You can write, I presume?”

Bowe picked up the uniform from the ground. A gray cloak with the distinctive wide, circular collar of a scribe. He smiled. “You expect me to wear this. Next thing, you’ll want to put me into a servant’s uniform.”

“Are you serious?”

“I’m a Guardian—I can’t work as a scribe.”

Iyra roughly grabbed the uniform back off Bowe and stuffed it back in the bag. “I don’t know why I try to help you.”

“What are you doing?” Bowe reached down to stop her. “You haven’t told me the plan yet.”

“Are you willing to dress up as a scribe?” Iyra asked.

Bowe remembered his nightmare where he was wearing the face of the escay. Was it coming true? Bowe might have been born an escay—he knew that from Coensaw—was he now going to live and die as one? Was the universe correcting its mistake? “For how long?”

“I don’t know. Do you have a better plan? Would you prefer to be taken by the marshals than spend your days as an escay?”

Bowe hesitated. When he’d been younger, he’d hated his life as the outcast Bellanger boy and envied the other boys who were all part of the Raine family. One of his condolences during dark moments was realizing that things weren’t as bad as they could have been, for at least he wasn’t one of the escay. He’d often thought he’d rather be dead than be an escay. He shuddered. But that was then. Now...now he understood there wasn’t much difference between escay and ascor, didn’t he? Just an accident of birth.

“I knew it. I knew I couldn’t trust you. Look at you shuddering in disgust at the thought of being an escay. That’s exactly what you were like three years ago. You haven’t changed a bit.” She picked up the backpack with the uniform in it and stalked away. As she did so, a letter fell out of the pack and onto the ground.

“Wait, you don’t understand.” Bowe picked up the letter and ran after her. He stood in front of her. “Three years ago I wouldn’t have dressed up as an escay because the idea disgusted me. My reasons are different now.”

Iyra pushed Bowe out of the way and kept walking. Bowe ran around to stand in front of her again. “I have no objection to dressing up as an escay. To being an escay, even. You remember I told you how I dressed up as a beggar to fool those marshals and escape their cordon? The problem with this plan of yours is that I would be giving up by doing it. How could I return to being a Guardian again if the other ascor knew I had hidden as an escay? That I was in servitude to marshals or other escay? Whom am I supposed to serve anyway?” He looked at the name on the letter of recommendation. It was addressed to a marshal called Jakelin. “The other ascor would never respect me. It would mean giving up hope on regaining my family back in Arcandis. I’d be giving up on Sindar and Thrace. On Sorrin and Zofila.” Curse their cheating hides, Bowe thought to himself. “It would meaning giving up hope of finding places in the Refuge for all the escay and marshals who have become part of the family over the past three years.”

“You say the other ascor would never accept you after you pretend to be a scribe? How is this different from pretending to be a beggar?”

“That was just for a short while. And it was solely for a successful deception.” Then a thought struck Bowe. He looked back at the letter in his hand. The name Jakelin seemed familiar.

“Who’s this Jakelin person anyway?”

“He’s some blind marshal from Belldeem.”

“Is he a member of the village council?”

“What difference does it make?”

“No difference,” he said, while thinking it could make every difference. If Bowe was remembering correctly, this Jakelin had been an important marshal around here, even back in Bellanger times. A few documents had passed Bowe’s desk that had mentioned him. “You’re right, Iyra. I will become a scribe. I’m sorry, I was just being an idiot.”

Iyra squinted at him. “You’re not just saying that.”

“I’m not.” Bowe had realized that in the ascorim, anything that worked was generally accepted. He wouldn’t be able to explain being an escay scribe and go back to being Guardian unless he spun it as part of a deeper plan to regain his position. Bowe hadn’t figured out if there was a possible master plan that involved regaining the Bellanger fortune here in Belldeem, but if there was, it surely involved the old marshal who used to be in charge of Bellanger affairs.

“So you’re admitting you were an idiot? A mush-for-brains?”

Iyra wasn’t letting him get away with his earlier attitude too easily. “Yes, I’m a mush-for-brains. Yes, it’s a brilliant plan hiding me in plain sight as an escay in the middle of the village—no one looking for a Guardian would take a second look at a scribe.”

Iyra took the scribe’s clothes out of the bag again. The wide circular collar looked even more hideous now that Bowe knew he had to wear it. “Well, then. Go on,” she said. “Put them on. I want to see what you look like as an escay.”

Bowe’s attempt to smile was more like a grimace as he reached for the clothes. He recalled the nightmare about the escay who stole his face. He didn’t remember what that escay wore, but if Bowe ever dreamed of him again, Bowe was sure he’d be wearing a wide circular collar.

* * *

“Good day, Marshal,” Bowe said.

“What do you want? You’re not from around here.” Jakelin’s eyes didn’t look any different, but his stare was slightly off. As if he were looking straight through Bowe at something behind him. “You better not be selling anything, or you’ll feel the knotted end of this.” Before Bowe had a chance to deny he was selling anything, Jakelin whipped the stick across Bowe’s shoulder. Bowe winced, grabbed his shoulder, and stepped back just in time to avoid a second blow. Jakelin almost unbalanced in his effort to hit Bowe.

Jakelin’s head was totally bald, and some of the skin on the dome of his head was a mottled brown. His beard was thin and straggly and very white. From his appearance, Jakelin was as old as Kesirran—maybe even older, as hard as that was for Bowe to believe. Bowe had been sure that Kesirran was the oldest man in Arcandis, because the Infernam wasn’t very tolerant to those who were old. Or, at least, those who let people into the Refuge weren’t very tolerant. But Coensaw couldn’t walk, and he’d survived the last Infernam. And Bowe had met a community of bandits who managed to bribe their way into the Refuge every sexennium. So perhaps the lesson was that Bowe should realize he didn’t know as much as he thought.

“I’m not selling anything,” Bowe said. “I come from Arcandis City. I was told you needed someone to read and write letters for you. I have a letter of recommendation.” Bowe reached forward tentatively with the letter, ready to spring back if the old man tried to hit him again. He touched the tip of the letter against the old man’s hand.

Jakelin took the letter from Bowe. He put the letter up to his nose. “Smells of grass and dirt. Did you dig it out of the ground?”

“No. It fell.”

“And you probably thought that it wouldn’t matter, right? Blind man isn’t going to notice any stains, just give him the dirty old thing anyway. What good is a letter of recommendation, I ask you? I have to get you to read it to me, don’t I? And you’ll say that you are an excellent scribe who’ll prove of great use, whatever the words on the paper say. It could say that you’ve come to murder me in my bed, and I’d have to welcome you inside. What do you say about that?”

“I’m not.”

“Not likely to be useful, is what you’re not.” Jakelin scowled. “I didn’t ask for a new scribe. That son of mine thinks I’m a fool and can’t do anything for myself.”

“Maybe your son just thinks you’re blind,” Bowe said.

“Oh, a young fellow who thinks he’s smart. Just what I need.” Jakelin took a step forward and slashed his stick at Bowe’s midriff. Bowe jumped backward and just avoided it. “Of course, that’s who my son would send.” He scowled again, the wrinkles on his face bunching up around his mouth like a squeezed lemon, and then he seemed to make a decision. “You better come in, then.” He went back inside, leaving the door open.

Bowe hesitated, then cautiously entered, making sure that the old man wasn’t lurking behind the door waiting to try to hit him again.

Jakelin shuffled across the room to a desk in the corner. “Close the door. Get a chair. I might as well make use of you while you’re here. You probably won’t last long. Most of them don’t.”

Bowe grabbed a large chair from near the door and began to drag it toward the desk.

“No, not that one. Put it back.”

Bowe stopped in confusion. “Which one, then?”

Jakelin came back across the room, moving fast for an old man. He ran straight into the chair that Bowe had just moved. The chair upended and crashed to the floor, accompanied by curses from the old man.

Jakelin leaned down and felt along the ground until his fingers found the back of the chair. He lifted it and returned it to its original place. “Never move anything in my house.”

“But you said—” Bowe jumped back as Jakelin used the sound of his voice to aim a swipe. The stick swooshed through the air in front of his chest.

“Now.” Jakelin went to the far wall and picked up a stool from where it hung up on the wall and placed it in front of his desk. “Sit here. And no more of your smart replies.”

Bowe was about to protest when he realized that anything he said would likely only be used to locate him for another swipe of the stick.

Bowe waited until the old man had returned to the other side of the table and put his stick on the floor before he sat down on his stool.

“Now. Start reading,” Jakelin demanded, indicating a big stack of papers in the middle of the large desk. “It’s been several weeks since the last scribe left, so I’m behind.”

Bowe looked around the dim room, looking for lanterns. “It’s too dark to read.”

“Open the shutters, then. There’s a window over there.” Jakelin gestured to his left. “Think for yourself. You can’t expect a blind man to determine how bright a place is.”

Bowe bit his tongue on a retort and opened the shutters. Jakelin’s house was a lot more welcoming once the sun was allowed to enter. Though it did reveal that it hadn’t had a proper clean in a while and that the corners had been claimed by the dust and the spiders.

“And don’t move anything else beside the shutters.”

Bowe sat on the stool again, picked up the document from the top of the pile, and opened his mouth to start reading.

“Wait, not the top document. What kind of imbecile did my son send? That’s the latest correspondence I’ve received. It won’t make sense unless I’ve heard the earlier news first.”

Bowe thought about protesting that the more recent the news, the more valuable it was, but the stick wasn’t too far from Jakelin’s hand.

He returned that document to the top of the pile and carefully slid the bottom one out and began to read. Jakelin stared into the far corner of the room, but his reactions made it clear he was listening to every syllable. His mouth twitched, his eyebrows went up down and even sideways, depending on what he was listening to. At one point, his hand hovered over his stick as if he wanted to give the writer of the report a good thumping, and at another point he growled in the back of his throat. Bowe read through the pile one after the other. Unfortunately, this wasn’t the treasure trove of valuable information that Bowe had been hoping for. Nothing about how an outcast Bellanger could miraculously become the true Guardian again.

Most of it was about the minutiae of farming and the lives of the farmers. Still, Bowe concentrated on what he was reading, knowing that he was gradually learning more about the lives of the people who lived in Belldeem and the countryside around, and that one small thing could be the spark that he was looking for. But however much it seemed to animate Jakelin, to Bowe, everything he read was as uninteresting as servant chatter.

Toward the end, his voice broke several times. He could have done with a drink of water, but Jakelin didn’t offer. Bowe couldn’t remember the last time he spoke for so long without a break. Most likely never.

When he’d finished, Jakelin continued to stare into the corner. He was so still and did it for so long that Bowe wondered if he’d fallen asleep with his eyes open. Before Bowe had decided whether he should try to wake him, though, Jakelin came back to himself; he must have just lost himself in thought.

“Why did my son hire you now?” Jakelin asked. “This exact day? It can’t be a coincidence.”

Bowe didn’t reply, as Jakelin didn’t seem to expect a response. Bowe thought back over what he’d read, trying to figure out if there’d been anything mentioned to indicate that today was special.

“What time is it?”

Bowe shrugged then remembered that Jakelin couldn’t see him. He looked out the window. “Early afternoon. I’m not good at exact times.”

Jakelin shook his head. “I don’t understand how people who can see the sun all day can’t keep track of time.”

“We’re inside,” Bowe protested. “I can barely see the angle of the sun from here.”

“And it wasn’t so long ago that you were outside. My only metric for telling the time is that I wake up at the same time every day. But even then I have a better idea of the time than you. Learning to keep track of time without seeing the sun is harder than learning to walk around your own house without clattering into everything.” Jakelin stood up. “Put those papers you’ve read in the correct box in that storeroom—check the date to figure out which one.” Jakelin pointed at a small door. “I can reply later. Right now it’s time to interrupt a meeting that we weren’t invited to.”

Bowe carried the sheaf of papers to the door that Jakelin pointed out. The musty smell of old paper leaked out as Bowe pushed the door open. The reason for that was quickly obvious. The entire room was filled with boxes piled up on top of boxes, each box full of documents and marked with a date. On the floor before him was a half-full box with a recent date, and Bowe added the latest papers to that. He then ran his fingers along the outside of the stacked boxes, marveling at how far back some of the dates went. This would be Oamir’s definition of paradise. It was possibly a treasure trove of information—only it could take years of digging.

“What are you doing in there? It’s a storeroom, not a nap room,” came Jakelin’s voice. “We’re already late.”

Bowe sighed and returned to the main room. He had prepared himself for the necessity of taking orders from an inferior, he just didn’t expect quite so many of them. Or that they’d be all delivered in such a crotchety way.

“Come stand beside me and hold out your arm.”

Bowe did as instructed. Jakelin’s bony fingers wrapped around Bowe’s forearm and Bowe sucked in a breath. His nails were long and sharp.

“Now lead the way.”

Bowe walked outside.

“Not so fast, you fool. We’re not all as young as we’d like to be.”

Bowe slowed his pace down and led the old man through the village of Belldeem, following Jakelin’s directions. There was nothing remarkable about the village itself; Bowe had already passed through it on the way in. It was perhaps a hundred wooden houses separated by several dusty streets. But what was remarkable was the reaction to Jakelin. Everyone they passed stopped what they were doing, and offered him a greeting and a nod. Jakelin nodded his head in return, offering a half-smile, half-scowl. Even the boys playing in the middle of the street stopped their game and stood respectfully to the side until Bowe and Jakelin had passed.

Jakelin led them to a large house on the edge of the village and he used his stick to thump on the door.

A maid answered.

“Take me to them,” he demanded before she had a chance to speak.

“Marshal Jakelin,” she said. “I don’t think they were expecting you. The meeting has already begun.”

“I said, take me to them.” Jakelin whacked his stick against the doorframe.

The maid nodded and backed away, leading them past the main stairs and down a small corridor. She opened the door at the end and moved aside to let them in. Bowe followed Jakelin into a spacious room with a wooden floor and a large round table. Papers were strewn across the table, and sitting at it were a dozen or so men who seemed to be in the middle of an argument. It instantly stopped when they became aware of Jakelin’s presence.

Half of those at the table stood up and nodded their heads toward the old marshal. One of those standing spoke. “Marshal Jakelin, you’re here. Rianel told us you couldn’t come. He said you were too sick.”

“That’s what my son said about me, is it? Strange—never known him to worry about my health,” Jakelin said. “It wasn’t sickness that kept me away, though. I wasn’t invited to this meeting.”

There was a murmuring among those at the table as they turned to talk to one another in quiet voices. The only person who hadn’t turned to face Jakelin when he entered was the person with his back directly to him. That person now spoke. “Sit down, sit down, everyone. No need to stand.”

There were a few sideways glances, but everyone sat. The person facing away turned around in his chair, the legs scraping loudly against the wooden floorboards. “And yet you arrived despite the lack of invite,” he said. “How lucky for us.” He was a younger version of Jakelin; it was clearly the oft complained about son, Rianel.

“I can no longer see, but I still hear things.” Jakelin’s hand clutched tighter to Bowe’s forearm, his nails digging into the skin.

“The beating heart of Belldeem, you have been called,” Rianel said. “It doesn’t beat as powerfully as it used to.”

“No,” Jakelin said. “I’m not the heart of Belldeem. It’s the people who work hard here and in the countryside around it that are its heart. And you cowards in here want to tear out that heart. Have you discussed the holdings tax yet?”

“No, we were going to discuss that last,” Rianel said.

“Like I said, a bunch of cowards. The most important thing and you leave it to last. Well, are you going to do it? Are you going to gut the people of this area? Impose a tax that virtually no one can afford to pay? What will happen then when the Infernam comes around?”

“No one wants to do this, Marshal Jakelin.” The man who’d spoken when they first came in stood up again. “But what choice do we have?”

“Sit down, Marshal Galawiy,” Rianel said. Galawiy did so. “Jakelin knows the realities of the situation. He just chooses to make emotional outbursts, knowing it makes it harder on us to do our duty.” Rianel stood up. “I suggest we take a short break. I need a few moments’ discussion with my father before we continue.”

Rianel walked past Bowe and Jakelin and opened the door back into the corridor. He held it open until Bowe led Jakelin back into the corridor, then Rianel followed and the shut the door behind the three of them. “You had to come interfering, didn’t you? They’re never going to support the holdings tax after that.”

“Good. There has to be another way,” Jakelin said.

“There is no other way. When was the last time Lears listened to reason? All he cares about is getting enough shiny gold to impress Stenesso. I went blue in my face telling him that there’s no money.”

“Well, next time talk until you go purple in the face,” Jakelin said. “The ascor I worked for were smart enough to see reason, even if they thought the universe revolved around their manicured fingernails.”

“Different times, different ascor. And who is this?”

Bowe flushed slightly as he realized that Rianel was staring at him.

“I thought you sent him to me,” Jakelin said, frowning. “I had decided not to come; I didn’t think I had the fight anymore. But when the boy arrived today of all days, I thought you wanted me to.”

“I didn’t send him.” Rianel’s brow furrowed as he studied Bowe. “So I could have had a peaceful meeting where things got done if you didn’t turn up, boy. Who sent you to my father?”

The Guild leadership. The words were on the tip of Bowe’s tongue, but he managed to stop himself from saying them. “The chief scribes back in Arcandis knew I was looking for work,” Bowe said, relating the story Iyra had told him to tell. “A few days ago, they told me that a marshal in Belldeem had need of a scribe and sent me here with a recommendation letter. My name is Tolbert.”

“Why did you let me assume that my son sent you?” Jakelin shifted his shoulders, and he looked like he regretted that there wasn’t room in the corridor to swing his stick.

“I didn’t know who sent me—I wasn’t told. It could have been your son,” Bowe said.

“It wasn’t,” Rianel said.

“There’s something about the boy’s voice that seems familiar to me. Are you originally from the city, Tolbert? Let me see you.” Jakelin reached out toward Bowe’s face with his hands.

“Father. Stop that.” Rianel pulled his father’s hands down. “He’s an escay, and, from the looks of things, hasn’t even bathed since his journey from Arcandis.”

“What are you afraid of, Rianel? I was born an escay, as you well know, and I’m not afraid of getting my hands dirty.”

“Everyone knows you were born an escay because you won’t shut up about it,” Rianel said. “Most who are raised to ascor come from a long line of marshals. It doesn’t help my chances of ever becoming an ascor when you boast about your shameful beginnings.”

“I’d rather live in the dirt than be an ascor if it meant enforcing this holdings tax,” Jakelin said.

Rianel shook his head. “I suppose it was too much to expect to have the support of my father once in my life.”

“I supported you in becoming a marshal,” Jakelin said. “Can you believe I was actually proud of you? Never believed I’d regret it. But now that you’ve turned into Lears’s sidekick while he pushes the people’s faces into the ground with this new tax...”

Bowe became aware that he had backed against the wall of the corridor and was trying to push his way through.

“You might as well stay working for him now that you’re here, Tolbert,” Rianel said. “I’m sure he has enough money hidden somewhere to be able to pay you.”

“I would do it for free just for the pleasure of working for your father,” Bowe said.

To his surprise Jakelin laughed, loud and clear. It was the laugh of someone much younger, as if he had shed his years for just a moment. “He’s been with me all afternoon, and his spirit isn’t broken yet. He’s a stayer.”

Rianel opened the door to the meeting room. “Just keep the old man out of my way from now on.” He looked at his father. “I’m going to go back and get that meeting restarted and see if I can’t undo some of the damage.” He left and closed the door behind him.

Bowe wondered if Jakelin would follow Rianel back into the meeting, and it seemed Jakelin was thinking the same, because there was a long silence where they both stared at the just-closed door. “Take me back to my house,” Jakelin finally said.

Bowe held out his arm and the old man took it. He dug his nails into Bowe’s arm and leaned close. “And just because you got away with one joke at my expense, don’t think I’ll allow any more.”

Bowe led Jakelin out, judiciously deciding that silence was his best reply. Jakelin directed Bowe a different way on the way back. Once again, all who passed stopped to greet him or pay their respects. Once again, Jakelin nodded to all who spoke, but he didn’t manage a smile back.

“What’s this holdings tax that you were talking about?” Bowe asked.

“You don’t want to know.”

“If I’m going to read all your correspondence and write all your letters, it would be better if I understood what was going on.”

“The Guild—” Jakelin stopped suddenly and looked around, then snorted. “I guess I shouldn’t be afraid of talking about them anymore. I hear it talked about more and more out on the streets. The marshals don’t even try to stop mention of the name anymore.”

“You’re one of the marshals, right?” Bowe said. “Why would you fear other marshals overhearing you?”

“The Grenier marshals.”

“Aren’t you a Grenier marshal?”

Jakelin snorted again. “I guess I am at that. Fifteen years later, and I still have to remind myself I’m no longer a Bellanger. Still, there are two very different types of marshals in Belldeem. There are those who strut around the streets with swords and feast at Lears Mansion. And there are those of us who grew up on the land, and who know what bad weather means for crops and which family of escay live on the northern reaches. The Greniers have let us continue to choose our own type of marshals to oversee work and life on the countryside. Those you saw in that meeting, for example. Mostly marshals who worked for the Bellanger family, or sons of those who did. People like my son—though now I sometimes think a strutting sword-monkey would have been a better choice for that position.”

Bowe’s pulse quickened. It sounded like Jakelin and those other marshals were still Bellangers at heart and had never been integrated into the Grenier family. If that was true, perhaps they could be reclaimed for the Bellanger family. He cursed himself for a fool. This was where the heart of Bellanger power had been; this was where he should have come three years ago. But all he’d known was the life of Arcandis City.

Jakelin had fallen into a contemplative silence. “So, the Guild?” Bowe prompted.

“You have no problem speaking of it, either. Times are changing rapidly. Too fast for my old body.” Jakelin sighed. “The Guild have—well, I guess it’s not just the Guild. The bandits in the forest have been more active lately, it seems. We can’t afford the losses, but the Grenier marshals don’t think it’s worth it for them to try to hunt them down. But complaining about the bandits and bad weather is part of life out here. It’s the Guild that has made the large difference. They have started a campaign of sabotage throughout the countryside. Why, I have no idea. Their supporters claim them to be on the side of the escay. They have stolen plows, destroyed seed grain, burned crops, killed animals.” Anger trembled through Jakelin’s voice. “They are too cowardly to openly face the ascor, so they hurt us instead. They hurt themselves, I guess, since they’re among us, sitting at the dinner table with brothers whose crops they have burned and whose livelihoods they have destroyed.” Jakelin stabbed his stick into the ground. “Cowards, the lot of them.”

Jakelin’s hand shook against Bowe’s forearm. Bowe led him inside his house, whereupon he immediately released Bowe’s hand, walked to an armchair in the corner, and sat down.

“Forgive me, I sometimes forget that I am an old man. Time has not been kind to me, not least in that a young man’s blood still churns through my veins, heated by a young man’s passion, boiling with a young man’s rage.”

The old man was a twisted web of contradictions. Bowe understood him less the more he got to know him.

“After all that, I still haven’t answered your question,” Jakelin said.

“Sometimes the journey is more important than the destination.”

“Ha. You should tell that to my son the next time he complains of my rambling.” Sadness crossed his face. “I was sure he had sent you to me, that he wanted me to come to the meeting and help stop the holdings tax being imposed. You’d think I’d have learned by now to not expect barley from a field of weeds.” His eyes closed but he continued speaking. “Only those who fully pay their taxes to the Greniers are given their place in the Refuge. Usually taxes are based on the crops produced, but with the low production this year due to the Guild’s attacks, Lears wants to impose a tax based on holdings. So farmers who have barely enough food to feed their families will be expected to pay larger taxes than usual.”

He stopped talking and his breathing regulated. He had fallen asleep. Bowe crept over to the stool by the desk and sat down. He had no idea how to use all he’d found out in the last few hours, but there was plenty to think about.

Chapter 10

Day 22

Bowe kept his hood down as he walked past the tavern. On one of the outside tables, there were several men doing some serious drinking. They weren’t the usual Grenier marshals who lived in Belldeem—these were members of the group that Dulnato had sent out looking for him. Two of them were probably the ones who had passed Bowe and Iyra in the forest. Dulnato wasn’t here, and the men seemed to be taking advantage by not looking too hard for the missing Guardian. It wasn’t likely that they’d see past the scribe’s robes to recognize Bowe from whatever description they’d been given. But it didn’t hurt to be cautious, so Bowe kept his gaze fixed firmly away as he walked past.

It had been over a week now since Bowe had started working as Jakelin’s scribe. He’d learned much more about how things operated in this part of the countryside but hadn’t come any closer to figuring out any sort of plan, and certainly not a master plan. The worst thing was that if he’d come here three years ago, at the very start, he’d have had a great many options. But now that he—and the whole reborn Bellanger family—was in hiding and on the run, he had nothing to offer Jakelin.

“Over here,” came a low voice.

Bowe looked around but didn’t see anyone.

“Here.” This time the man stepped completely out of the shadows and pointed at himself. “Can you see me now?” It was Nechil, the White Spider’s Defender. A survivor of the Green Path and now a Raine ascor.

So Bowe had been found. He guessed it had to happen at some stage, but had hoped to stay hidden for much longer than a single week. Maybe there was hope, though. The White Spider and Bowe had been allies during the Path, so Nechil might not have intended to see him captured. Bowe glanced behind to make sure that none of the Grenier marshals had noticed anything, then went over to join Nechil in a narrow alley between two houses. “What do you want?”

“Is that any way to greet someone who saved your life the last time you saw them?”

“You were just doing it to help the White Spider.” Nechil had arrived at Bellanger Mansion and helped Bowe fight off Dulnato’s Defenders. He was there because the White Spider wanted to get his revenge on Dulnato, but Nechil had undoubtedly saved Bowe’s life.

“So that’s all the thanks I get.”

“I’m grateful. If you’d come to me at Bellanger Mansion sometime over the last three years, I would have thanked you properly. But you’ve caught me at a bad moment. You know, on the run and in hiding. You’ll have to forgive me if I’m not glad to see you. How did you find me?”

“The White Spider suspected you’d left the city when you weren’t found after a few days. So he sent me to look for you. I know you by sight better than most of the others looking for you. Plus, I can see truer than most.” He fingered the scribe’s collar at Bowe’s neck. “It also helps that I’m not confining my search to the bottom of a glass of ale.”

“What would the White Spider want with me?” Bowe hadn’t thought about the White Spider in a long time. His real name was Jisri. Bowe had seen him stabbed in the eye by Dulnato and fall into the sea. Bowe along with everyone else had thought him dead, but the knife had just taken out the boy’s eye. The next time he was seen, he was wearing a white mask with one eyehole and bearing the new moniker. But because of what Dulnato had done—and because Jisri’s beloved twin sister, Jadilla, had killed herself in grief while she thought him dead—the White Spider had been determined to get his revenge.

“I’m afraid he can’t leave the past behind. No matter how much I try to persuade him.”

“He still wants Dulnato dead? The Path was a long time ago. Virtually everyone who survives it has to do things they regret after.”

Nechil shrugged. “No point in telling me.”

“What’s it got to do with me?”

“Dulnato lives at the Fortress and it’s hard to get him isolated. Perhaps it would be possible to kill him in an underhand way, but the White Spider wants it done ‘right,’ in his words. He wants to be there at the end. What’s going to draw Dulnato out into the open? Dulnato’s reputation has plummeted since he botched your capture a few weeks ago. Especially since you were seen to get the better of him during the Path. Now he’s desperate to capture you.”

“You mean to use me as bait?” Bowe’s mouth felt dry. “I won’t allow it.”

“It’s not your choice. I could just shout it out to those marshals sitting outside the tavern. They seem pretty drunk, but they’d still manage to catch you.”

Nechil tried to move past, as if to do just that, but Bowe pulled him back. “And how would that help the White Spider get his revenge?”

“It wouldn’t. Just pointing out that you don’t have any good options. The White Spider considered using you without telling you about it.”

“Lovely. So I should be grateful that you’re even telling me I’m to be used as bait.”

“Exactly. I knew you’d understand.” Nechil grinned. “Dulnato will be made aware that you’re near Belldeem. Before he gets here, I’ll let you know that he’s on his way. I will take you to the place where the White Spider and I intend to confront Dulnato.”

“So no risk to me then. Sounds great.” Even in the best-case situation, where he wasn’t hacked to pieces by Dulnato, Bowe wouldn’t be able to remain in Belldeem. His cover would be blown. “How long until this happens?”

Nechil began backing away down the narrow alleyway. “Soon. In a few days. Be ready.”

“Come back here,” Bowe called after him. “There must be another way. Let’s talk about it.”

Nechil shook his head, backed out of the alley, and turned the corner.

Bowe rushed after him but when he exited the alley, Nechil was nowhere in sight. Bowe couldn’t see where Nechil could have disappeared to, but after checking a few nearby hiding places, he could only conclude that Nechil was gone.

Instead of returning to Jakelin, Bowe decided to visit the small marketplace. The long delay would likely earn him a few swipes of Jakelin’s stick, but Bowe had been getting better at dodging. The key was to remain quiet when Jakelin was in a swiping mood so that he couldn’t accurately aim. And Jakelin usually forgot he wanted to hit someone once a bit of time had passed.

Bowe had passed the marketplace several times over the past week and had noted the small stand selling little wooden carvings. He hadn’t needed to investigate further, recognizing Iyra in the small gestures of a hooded figure carving a new piece. He had decided it was too dangerous to contact her, but that seemed less important now that he had been found and only had a few days left in Belldeem.

Bowe stopped at her stall and picked up one of the more striking of the pieces. It was roughly spherical, and Bowe had to examine it from a few angles until he could figure out what it was supposed to be. Then the shapes focused into form—it was the world being embraced by a representation of the sun.

“Is the sun hugging the world in a friendly way?” Bowe asked. “Or is it a representation of the Infernam?”

“That’s for you to decide,” Iyra spoke in a formal voice. “If you buy it, that is.” Then she leaned forward and whispered under her breath, “What are you doing?”

“I need to talk to you,” Bowe whispered back.

“Keep moving. I’ll leave soon—then follow me.”

“I don’t have any money to buy it,” Bowe said in a normal voice. “I admire the skill behind it, though.”

Iyra took it back off him and returned it to its place. “I appreciate the admiration, but I prefer currency.”

Bowe nodded and moved on to examine the next stall. He kept watching Iyra out of the corner of his eye as he moved slowly through the marketplace. After a time, Iyra wrapped her carvings up and put them into a bag. She slung the bag over her shoulder and left the marketplace. Bowe allowed her a reasonable head start before following, hoping she wouldn’t disappear into thin air as Nechil had seemed to.

Iyra never looked back, but she didn’t break into her normal walking pace either, pausing at every junction before turning the corner. Bowe followed at a distance. She came to a small house on the outskirts of the village, pushed open the door, and went inside. When Bowe reached the house, he looked both ways to make sure no one saw, then followed her inside. It was dark and musty, with only a single room and a lingering smell of wood smoke.

Iyra was placing her bag of carvings in one corner. “I don’t know why I bother making them,” she said. “Haven’t sold one yet.”

“Not much currency around this part of the country,” Bowe said, using Iyra’s word. “Especially not these days.” From being Jakelin’s scribe over the last two weeks, Bowe had plenty of insight into how hard people were finding it to make ends meet. And that was before this holdings tax that Lears wanted to introduce. “Whose house is this?” The place wasn’t overflowing with possessions, but there was more here than Iyra could have brought in her pack.

“I’ve been allowed to stay here. The farmer who owns it is out working in the northern reaches.”

“Farmer?” Bowe raised his eyebrows. “Is he strong and good-looking, this farmer of yours? Young and virile? Where does he sleep when he’s not out on the reaches?” He stretched his neck to look around the room.

Iyra ignored Bowe’s comments. “You’re supposed to be keeping a low profile. Why did you try to contact me in broad daylight in front of half the village?”

“There’s no reason that us knowing each other would rouse suspicions.”

“Nothing obvious, no. That’s no reason for being sloppy,” Iyra said. “What was so urgent that you needed to talk to me?”

“I’ve been discovered.”

“Really?” Iyra went to the window and looked out. “By whom?”

“You’ve heard of the White Spider.”

“Of course. The Green Path was only three years ago and you weren’t the only famous contestant. He’s here?”

“A friend of his is. They’re planning to reveal my location to Dulnato and use me as bait so he can get Dulnato alone.”

“Why do they want to do that?”

Bowe shrugged. “Dulnato stabbed him in the eye. The White Spider is still looking for his revenge.”

“I thought grudges on the Path weren’t carried once it was over.”

“Usually. The White Spider isn’t much for following rules. There were some unusual circumstances. His sister committed suicide when she thought he was dead, and I think there might have been a feud between them before they ever left Grenier Mansion.” Bowe shook his head. “It’s a strange business. I just wish I didn’t always get stuck in the middle between those two.”

“Well, you should leave this very day. This very moment.” Iyra glanced outside the window. “Before they have a chance to set this trap.”

“I’ve been thinking about that, and wishing I could. But it’s not a good idea.”

“Why ever not?”

“Because then I will be on my own when Dulnato chases me. Nechil—he’s the White Spider’s right-hand man—is an extremely competent fellow. If I left, he’d know; he’d still alert Dulnato to my whereabouts but I wouldn’t be able to rely on his or the White Spider’s help. If I go along with their plan, at least they’ll be on my side, and if things go well, Dulnato will be dead and I’ll still be alive.” Also, Bowe wanted to spend more time in Jakelin’s house if at all possible. Bowe had been going into the little storeroom each night for the last week, spending various hours reading letters and documents. Most of it was terribly boring, but Bowe was learning more and more about how things worked in this part of Arcandis. He was now convinced that if he wanted to become a Bellanger Guardian once more, the key was to be found in Jakelin’s little storeroom.

“Take me with you when you go.”

Bowe’s mouth fell open. He had wanted to see Iyra to talk everything through. He hadn’t imagined that she’d want to come with him. “That’s not a good idea.”

“There’s nothing for me here—no one’s buying my carvings. You won’t be able to return to Belldeem after this, whatever happens between the White Spider and Dulnato. Then what will you do? I know a few people in other villages, and I know how to navigate between them. On your own, you’ll be lost.”

That was almost certainly true, but Bowe didn’t feel like admitting it. “I’ll manage.”

Iyra gripped Bowe’s forearm. “No, you won’t. Bring me.”

A great many reasons that that was a bad idea jumped into Bowe’s mind and he opened his mouth to explain them all, but instead all that came out was “Okay.”

Iyra smiled. “Good.”

She gripped his forearm tighter and Bowe suddenly became aware of how close she was to him. “I should be getting...Jakelin is expecting...”

Iyra released him and stepped back. “Yes, of course. You’ll find me here when you’re going. Don’t even think about leaving me behind. You swore you wouldn’t make me regret trusting you.”

“I haven’t forgotten my oaths.” Bowe opened the door and, checking to make sure there was no one around, he exited.

Bowe cut through a few alleyways to get back onto the main streets. He thought back on what he’d sworn. Not to betray Tee—that one was easy; Bowe didn’t even know who he was. To be a friend and ally to the forest bandits—that depended on first becoming a Guardian again. If he did, though, it wouldn’t be difficult to fulfill his duties and help the bandits. He knew from Jakelin how much the theft and ransoms cost those affected. He’d had an idea for solving that dilemma, though.

Bowe had also promised not to betray what he knew about the upcoming invasion—a small part of him wanted to figure out a clever way to use the information, and a larger part of him wanted to warn Jakelin so he could make sure the village was prepared. One interesting thing he had found out was that the Greniers had stopped manning the watchtowers, instead using their men to oversee the villages and the surrounding farms. That wouldn’t make the defense of Arcandis any easier. But Bowe owed it to Iyra to remain silent. He’d also sworn that he wouldn’t let Iyra down and make her regret helping him again. He had no reason to break that but somehow he knew that was going to be the hardest of all to keep.

It would be fairer to Iyra to leave her behind. He didn’t want to get himself in the middle of the feud between the White Spider and Dulnato, but he hadn’t much choice. There was no reason to drag Iyra into danger, too. But he didn’t want to leave her behind. It was only now that he’d met her again that he realized how much he’d missed her company over the past week. He’d gotten used to having her around, and only by burying his head in Jakelin’s storeroom and the old documents had he gotten used to being without her. And she had spent a week of hopelessly trying to sell carvings in Belldeem instead of returning to Arcandis. If Bowe survived the White Spider versus Dulnato confrontation, he had no idea what to do after; Bowe needed Iyra, and she knew it.

Bowe was so lost in his thoughts he almost ran into some children playing on the street. He skipped around them just in time and continued on his way. Even though the specter of Dulnato loomed larger than ever, Bowe couldn’t help whistling to himself as he walked down the street that led back to Jakelin’s.

Chapter 11

Day 23

“Come over here and help me—don’t be sitting there like a useless lump,” Jakelin said.

Bowe was used to the old man’s ways by now and didn’t take offense. He went to the corner of the room where Jakelin was making himself tea. “What do you need?”

“There’s a box over there in the corner with several vials in it. I want you to find the one with a brown grass-like substance and the one with a dark red powder.”

Bowe opened the indicated box. There were many vials inside the box with various herbs and powders. Bowe wondered what they could all be for as he fingered through them until he found the ones that Jakelin had asked for. They didn’t look like ordinary herbs. “I have them.”

“Put a pinch of the red powder and two grass stems in the tea here.”

Bowe began to do as he was bid.

“Not too much now, whatever you do.”

Jakelin’s interruption almost caused Bowe to jerk too much powder into the tea, but he managed the task correctly in spite of the man’s overzealous instructions.

When he was finished, Jakelin stirred the tea and drank it down in two long gulps. “Now I’m ready. Hold out your arm. I’ll need you to guide me on a visit. It’s been too long.”

Bowe held out his arm and guided Jakelin outside and through the village. As he did so, he noticed the expression on the old man’s face become more serene. Jakelin smiled as if he was happy for the first time since Bowe had met him.

“What was in those vials?” Bowe asked. “Strong stuff, it seems.”

“I probably shouldn’t take so much,” Jakelin said. “It should be okay if I only take it rarely, though. The feeling of the sun’s warmth on one’s face is a beautiful one, isn’t it?”

It was actually a cloudy day, and Jakelin had been out in much warmer days recently and scowled at the sun like it was the cause of all his woes. Whatever he’d taken had been more than strong—it had changed Jakelin into a whole new person.

They reached a house with a tidy garden outside, and Jakelin pulled Bowe to a stop. “They’ll offer you food and drink in there, but do not accept anything except tea or water.”

He indicated for Bowe to continue, and Bowe opened the little gate and led Jakelin up the path. When they reached the doorstep, Bowe knocked and the door was answered by a middle-aged woman whose black hair was streaked with gray.

“I hope I’m not disturbing you, Kara,” Jakelin said.

She beamed. “Marshal Jakelin, you do us a great honor. Come in, you’re most welcome. And your helper, too.” She nodded to Bowe.

The house was spotlessly clean. Bowe and Jakelin followed her into the kitchen where a man sat at the table. He rose when they entered and slapped Jakelin on the shoulder. “Why, you old rogue, how have you been keeping? Still living it large, I hope.”

“No, Middleton, that was never my style.”

“Nonsense.” Middleton turned to Bowe. “He forgets I knew him when he was a bit younger. He was a terror, I can tell you. And even today—there was this dancing act in the tavern the other night, and I could have sworn it was Jakelin in the lead role. Disguised, of course. Isn’t that right, my old man? And wasn’t it you who sneaked upstairs afterward with the prettiest girl in the room?”

“If I had your imagination, Middleton, I wouldn’t regret the loss of my sight at all,” Jakelin said. “The life I’d see in my own head would keep me occupied well enough.”

“Our bodies are tied to this world of toil,” Middleton said. “But our minds, they can soar if we let them. Why keep them chained down?”

Kara bustled over. “Don’t you mind his prattling. He’s like the rooster who crows every morning. He doesn’t know what he’s crowing about, but can’t help himself.”

Middleton directed an insulted look at his wife. “I thought you liked my crowing?”

She patted his hand. “In small doses, dear.” They smiled at one another in a way that left no doubt that they were still madly in love with each other. “Now sit down.” Kara gestured at a place on the table.

“It is my pleasure.” Jakelin allowed himself to be guided to the nearest chair.

When Bowe, Jakelin, and their two hosts were all seated, Kara jumped up again. “What am I thinking? I’ll get you something to eat.”

“No, honestly, Kara. Bowe and I have just eaten,” Jakelin said.

“Nonsense. I have this gorgeous cheese you’re going to love. And we still have some smoked ham left.”

“And how are you, Middleton?” Jakelin asked. “Lovely day out, isn’t it?”

Middleton glanced at the window outside, where the clouds were darkening. “Not at all.” He winked. “But I’d think it was a lovely day too if I had that pretty girl to go back to. The one from the tavern—you have her back at the house, don’t you, you old dog?”

Kara bustled about setting the table. Several cheeses of different colors and smells, smoked ham, and thick slices of bread were set before Jakelin and Bowe. Bowe was hungry and felt his mouth watering, but despite Kara and Middleton’s generosity, Bowe could see from their hollowed-out cheeks and waxy skin that this was the most food they had seen in front of them in a while.

Bowe put a selection of the food into a side plate for Jakelin, and nudged the old man’s hand against the plate.

“That smells wonderful,” Jakelin said. “Now tell me how things really are for you two.”

“Nothing we can’t handle,” Middleton said. “We’ve been in tough situations before, and will be again, I’m sure.” He reflexively licked his lips as he stared at the cheese.

Kara sat down on the chair beside Middleton, reached across, and gripped his hand. “He can’t help us if he doesn’t know how bad it is.”

“I’m not sure I can help in either case.” Jakelin’s mood changed as he spoke. Whatever effect those herbs had, they had just worn off.

“The barn burning down hit us hard. We can’t pay the taxes this year,” Kara said. “Not and feed the children. There was talk of pooling excess money from the farmers who aren’t as bad off to help those who have suffered the worst. That was before the mention of the new holdings tax. Now those with extra have to wait and see what happens with that.”

“Hush, Kara,” Middleton said. “Marshal Jakelin came for a nice meal and pleasant conversation. He doesn’t want to hear about our troubles.”

Kara tightened her grip on Middleton’s hand and continued. “We don’t care for ourselves. We’re getting on now. But neither of our daughters will be adults when the next Infernam comes. We have to make it for their sake.”

Jakelin stretched out his hand across the table and covered Kara and Middleton’s linked fingers. “I’ll do what I can. I’m sure Lears and the Greniers will see the madness in this new tax before introducing it. They have to.”

Bowe turned his gaze away; he couldn’t look. Jakelin and Kara and Middleton shared a moment of pain and compassion that made Bowe feel more like an outsider in Belldeem than anything else had done.

Though Middleton tried to lighten the mood afterward, not even he could manage it, and Bowe and Jakelin left soon after. Neither of them had touched the food, and Kara and Middleton pretended not to notice.

Outside, Jakelin didn’t rediscover his drug-induced glow; he remained melancholic. Bowe led him back the way they had come.

“You heard how they mentioned the barn burning down?” Jakelin said. “They didn’t say how it burned down, did they? That Guild has a lot to answer for. Can you believe I once thought that the organization was a good thing?”

“They are supposed to help the escay. There must be a reason for what they do.”

Jakelin shot Bowe a glare. “What do you know about it?”

“Nothing. That’s just what I’ve heard.”

“Words teem with lies,” Jakelin said. “Only actions can tell the truth. An ascor told me that once. The Guild hadn’t done much until recently—all talk and whispers—but now that they have acted, their truth is revealed for all to see.”

Bowe didn’t answer. He had been trying to figure out why the Guild was doing what it was and hadn’t come up with anything. Bowe couldn’t imagine that Coensaw would approve—would Coensaw risk the Guild’s reputation as an organization that helped escay? Perhaps the other Guild leader was behind it, the one whom Iyra knew and who had arranged for Bowe’s position as a scribe. The one who Bowe suspected was involved in the Jarindor invasion behind Coensaw’s back.

After a small silence, Bowe decided to risk another question because Jakelin was in a talkative mood. “What was that stuff you took in the tea?”

“It takes away my pain for a while,” Jakelin said. “Lately I only use it before my visits—I don’t want to inflict my own troubles on those who have enough on their plates. But it’d be nice to get rid of the physical pain and not have it replaced by another type of pain. A worse type.” His words had a heavy sound to them, and his step had a heavy weight as he said them.

“Do you visit many of the escay families?” Bowe asked. He wondered what was wrong with Jakelin to cause constant pain, but didn’t want to ask about it.

“I try to visit once every two weeks, but it’s been less often lately. It used to be a twice-weekly tradition of mine, come rain, snow, or the fires of damnation. It wasn’t long ago that I knew everyone in Belldeem—knew them well, too—knew the names of their children and what they liked to do with their free time. Now? Middleton and Kara are two of my favorite people in the world and I haven’t sat at their table in over a year.” He shook his head.

“Was it true what you told them? Do you think that Lears will see sense about this new tax?”

“I keep telling myself that he has to. We have a special position in Arcandis, or at least we should. The farms around here supply most of the food—they can’t let the farmers starve or deny them entry to the Refuge for not paying taxes. There’d be a famine.”

“The Bellangers wouldn’t have let it come to this.”

Jakelin stopped walking and turned to stare at Bowe. Bowe knew he couldn’t actually see him, but that only made the stare worse. It was like Jakelin was looking straight through Bowe. “What do you know about the Bellangers?”

“Nothing,” Bowe replied.

Jakelin stared a while longer, then turned to face forward and Bowe led the old man onward again. They didn’t speak for the rest of the journey back to Jakelin’s house.

Bowe wondered what that stare meant. Did the old marshal suspect something?

Chapter 12

Day 25

Bowe returned what he’d just finished reading and picked out the next stack of papers. He made sure to keep everything in order. Jakelin wouldn’t be happy if he knew Bowe had come to his storeroom to search through his old papers, but perhaps he’d forgive Bowe if Bowe didn’t mess them up in the process. Of course, Jakelin would never have a chance again to look through his carefully arranged documents, but it was a matter of principle. A lot of time had been spent preserving them, and Bowe intended to treat them with respect.

When Bowe had first started coming here at night, he’d read over the more recent documents. But the last few nights—knowing that his time was limited—he’d dug deeper and taken down the boxes dated fifteen years ago. He’d read about what had happened to cause the fall of the Bellanger family. The strange thing was that some of the things that Bowe read about seemed similar to what was happening now. Barns burning to the ground, crop seed being ruined. There was no mention of the Guild, though. Bowe remembered how Coensaw had said he was involved in the fall of the Bellangers fifteen years ago. At the time he wasn’t sure whether to believe him. This was possibly proof that he did have something to do with it, and also proof that Coensaw was willing to order that type of campaign if it helped his cause.

From other correspondence, it was clear that the Bellangers had been in trouble even without the Guild’s interference. They had taken loans from the Raine family whenever they had a bad year and never dealt with those loans, allowing them to get out of control. Then they had one terrible year where everything went wrong. They had seen no way out, which had led to the mass suicide.

The Greniers had taken responsibility for the Bellanger escay and marshals and their holdings and made sure those who deserved a place in the Refuge got one. Of course, if Arcandis had refused all the farmers and their crops and animals from the Refuge, then they would have had a famine in the following sexennium. The Greniers had also taken over the Raine loans. Perhaps that was why they were so desperate to keep the tax money coming in.

Bowe sighed as he read the legal document where the Greniers agreed to take over the holdings previously administered by the Bellangers. It was a historic document—it probably shouldn’t have been buried away in an old storeroom. But it wasn’t an event that the powers of Arcandis were proud of, so Bowe could understand why it wasn’t displayed anywhere. And for Bowe it had an extra sadness, for it was the signing away of the old Bellanger legacy. He put it back into the box and picked up the next document. He had begun to scan that when a thought hit him and he retrieved the legal document and read through it again. Carefully this time.

It had been signed by Jakelin and Stenesso and several other names that Bowe didn’t recognize, and had various weirdly worded clauses and all the appearance of an official legal document. There was one clause that Bowe read a few times. The clause mentioned that the Greniers gained power over the holdings because the Bellangers were gone. Did that mean that if the Bellangers came back this agreement became void and the Bellangers would legally regain their control over the countryside?

Bowe felt a movement of air at the back of his neck and turned to see Jakelin standing there. Scrambling to his feet, Bowe tried to think of how to explain what he was doing. But Jakelin didn’t look angry.

“Find what you were looking for?” Jakelin asked in a conversational tone.

“I’ll put it all back exactly how I found it,” Bowe said.

“I would hope so. I wouldn’t have put up with this if I thought otherwise.”

“You knew?”

“I don’t know how you think you could come into the storeroom every night and not have me know. My awareness of what’s going on around me doesn’t depend on my sight.”

“I thought you were asleep.”

“It’s been many years since I slept the whole night through. These days, an hour or two at a time is all I can expect.” He tapped on the wall. “There’s a guy just outside the house. He makes much less noise than you and I can still hear him. Are you expecting someone?”

Nechil, Bowe thought. “He’s a friend.” Then he rethought. “Well, not that, exactly, but I have to go with him.”

Jakelin nodded. “Are you leaving now?”

“I guess, but—” Bowe didn’t want to just leave like this. Have Jakelin think he was someone who came to take advantage of him. Just read his documents, learn what he could, and move on. Jakelin deserved more. “I want to talk to you before I go. Will you wait here for me?”

“And where would I be going in the middle of the night? This is my house.”

Bowe padded softly to the main door. He opened it and looked outside. “Nechil,” he called out softly.

A shadow materialized out of the darkness. “I guess the blind man heard me,” Nechil said. “How did you know it wasn’t Dulnato or one of his men?”

Bowe hadn’t thought of that. “Well, it is you. Slight change in plan—I’m bringing someone with me.”

Nechil glanced behind Bowe. “You better not be talking about the old man.”

“No.” Bowe shook his head. “It’s a young woman. She won’t slow us down.”

“The one from the marketplace?” Nechil asked.

Bowe snorted. “I’m glad you are on my side. Or at least sort of on my side. I need a few minutes more. Can I tell you where to collect the girl and then you can meet me back here with her?”

He considered. “Very well. I’ll be back shortly.” And he silently disappeared into the darkness.

“Wait, I haven’t told you where to find her.” But he didn’t come back. He knows, Bowe realized. He made a mental note never to underestimate Nechil. Bowe wouldn’t have gotten far if he’d followed Iyra’s advice and made a run for it.

Bowe closed the door and returned to where Jakelin waited. “Let me explain.”

“May I see you?” Jakelin held out his hands in front of Bowe’s face, paused for a moment, and, when there was no objection, placed his fingertips on Bowe’s forehead. He ran his fingers down Bowe’s face. Bowe closed his eyes as Jakelin’s fingers explored the eye sockets. They continued down Bowe’s nose until they reached his chin, mapping out every bump and hollow of Bowe’s face.

“That’s what I had suspected, though I barely dared to believe it,” he said when he was finished. “To someone who knew so many of your family, the nose gives you away. You can only be Bowe Bellanger.”

Bowe nodded. “I am.” Bowe realized something that made him feel immensely pleased. If Jakelin could recognize him from his features, then he must be a Bellanger rather than an escay. Coensaw had lied. He knew it shouldn’t matter, but it did. He smiled broadly.

“So coming to me was not a coincidence?”

“It was.” Or was it? Bowe couldn’t be sure anymore. Had the Guild specifically arranged for Bowe to work for the old Bellanger marshal? “At least I didn’t plan this. I was on the run from the Grenier marshals and needed somewhere to hide.”

“And because you were dressed as a scribe, they didn’t see you even though you were in plain view,” Jakelin said. “Sometimes I think sight can blind more than it allows you to see. I’m often more aware of what’s going on around me because I’m not handicapped by relying simply upon what my eyes tell me.”

Nechil could be back soon, so Bowe had to get to what was important. “Whether it was planned or not, I’m glad I got the chance to work for you. The escay are being crushed between the Guild and the Grenier marshals. I can see how unfair it is and would like to help if I can.”

But Jakelin didn’t seem to be listening. “I expected you, you know. Those first few months after you became the new Bellanger Guardian, I was sure you would come out and examine the old Bellanger holdings. I was excited to see—well, perhaps that isn’t the right word; my sight was nearly gone even then—I was excited to find out what you would do. But month after month passed and you never came. You stayed in Arcandis City.”

“I made a big mistake,” Bowe said. “I realize that now.”

“I was angry,” Jakelin said, “when I realized you didn’t care about us. The last Bellanger, and we meant nothing to you. But possibly it was stupid to think like that. You were only a baby when the family died out. What did you know of the Bellanger traditions? And you’re so young. It is only now that I’ve met you that I realize how young you must have been when you walked the Green Path.”

“I’ve grown a lot in three years,” Bowe said. “And especially in these last few weeks. And I came across something earlier. It’s a document, signed by you and Stenesso, among others.” Bowe went back into the storage room and retrieved it.

“I know what you’re talking about and I remember signing it,” Jakelin said. “There was no choice at the time for either side. The collapse of one of the great families of Arcandis—who could have foreseen that? It happened so suddenly. Sure there were signs, but there were always problems to be dealt with and ways to fix them. We never imagined that all the small problems would cascade into a giant mess that couldn’t be solved.”

“You said that you wanted me to come here three years ago.” Bowe wanted to get Jakelin’s mind back to be present. “What would have happened then? Would you and the other marshals have switched back to the Bellanger family?”

“No.” Jakelin shook his head. “You were a great family in name only; what could you have offered us? We couldn’t gamble everything on you. But you could have come, talked to us, and perhaps in time...who knows?”

“And now?”

“Now you have been reduced to pretending to be a scribe. You can’t expect the other ascor and marshals to respect you again?”

“I think it’s possible, but only if I emerge from all this stronger than I was. Which comes back to this document.” Bowe shook it in the air.

“Careful with that.”

“You are under pressure from Lears to apply this holdings tax and can’t see a way out. What about if you claimed to no longer be under his charge? If you declared that the document that gave the Greniers charge of the countryside was no longer valid? There’s a clause that implies that the Greniers are only in charge because the Bellangers are no longer around. Now that they’re back, now that we’re back...”

“That’s what you want, is it? You want to ride back to power on the backs of the old Bellanger marshals.” Jakelin’s voice held a touch of anger. “You couldn’t offer us anything three years ago and you certainly can’t now. Be gone if you mean to go.” He began to walk away.

“Wait.” Bowe grabbed Jakelin’s shoulder and the old man swung his cane at Bowe. Bowe didn’t try to dodge the blow this time, just winced as he was struck in the upper arm. “The situation here is bad; you’re desperate and don’t have a solution. I don’t suggest doing this for me. But perhaps it could help you.”

“Let go of me.” Jakelin swung at Bowe and struck him again and again. “It’s stupidity. You just want to take advantage of us because you have no other way to claw your way up to the top table with the other great families. You had no interest in us until you reached the bottom.”

Bowe gritted his teeth and bore the blows. “I made a mistake. And yes, I want you to do this because it might help me. The Belldeem marshals shouldn’t try to leave the Greniers for the Bellangers right now—the Bellanger family is too weak. But my suggestion could be used as a bargaining tool. As long as I’m alive, you can threaten Lears with shifting your loyalty and, more importantly, your taxes. Maybe it’ll be enough to get them to back off on trying to take more off you than you have.”

Jakelin pulled back his arm to strike, then stopped. “There’d be no power behind such a threat. Who’d manage everything when the Greniers left?”

“Why, those marshals who already do. You told me yourself that the marshals from the countryside are a different breed from the strutting sword-monkeys. Let it be known that I have invited all those marshals back into the Bellanger family.”

“It’s not that simple. And at least those sword-monkeys provide some protection from the worst excesses of the forest bandits and the Guild.”

“There are other ways of dealing with those threats.”

There was a tap on the door. Bowe backed away rubbing his upper arm. “For an old guy you pack a mean swipe.”

Jakelin leaned on his stick. “At my age, power comes from the mind rather than the body. I think I expended fifteen years of anger at the Bellanger family on you. What did you mean ‘other ways’?”

“I’ve met some of the bandits, and their situation isn’t much worse than the farmers here. They have no strong desire to be criminals; they just want a way of life outside the present system. I think they could be persuaded to help rather than hinder in return for food and some payment.”

“I knew you had too much familiarity with the Guild, but now you’re on speaking terms with the forest bandits, too. I clearly didn’t hit you hard enough when I had the chance.”

“Whatever happens,” Bowe said, “it’s been a pleasure to have met you. You do the Bellanger name proud.” He exited before the old man had a chance to reply.

Chapter 13

Day 26

The welts on Bowe’s forearm from Jakelin’s stick were rubbed raw from passing branches. His legs were aching and he was covered in crusted mud from when he’d fallen earlier. They’d walked through the night, then straight through morning and early afternoon with barely an hour’s rest. Nechil kept a relentless pace.

The mood between the three of them was dark. Nechil was purposeful and uninterested in conversation, and Iyra seemed to be mad at Bowe for some reason that he hadn’t figured out. That hadn’t stopped her from laughing when Bowe had fallen face-first into a giant mud puddle. Even Nechil had smirked. Bowe flopped about as he tried to regain his footing, which had made Iyra laugh long as well as loudly. “Mush-for-brains,” she had said afterward, which had caused her to start laughing again.

He was ready to sit down and refuse to move without a rest when he smelled the sea. It reminded him of being back in Arcandis and suggested they were near the end of the day’s journey; Nechil had revealed they were going to an abandoned coastal watchtower. That gave Bowe another burst of energy, and a short time later he was rewarded by the sight of the sea. They broke through the tree line and followed a path that wound upward. Atop a cliff was a stone tower, which was now in a state of bad repair; it looked like the weather had taken several big bites out of it. Seagulls circled it, screeching. Beyond the tower, the sea was in an angry mood. Even though there wasn’t much wind about, the waves churned violently against the rocks at the bottom of the cliffs. Because of the bay, the sea near Arcandis was usually calm.

Nechil gave a shout when they got close and the White Spider’s mask appeared in one of the windows. He waved them up. The door was battered but had recently been patched up. Nechil led the way up a narrow spiral staircase.

On the second floor was a large room that was largely empty except for various large baskets and packs along the walls. In the center of the room, the White Spider was sitting cross-legged on the floor. “Sit,” he said with the same disembodied voice that Bowe remembered from before, gesturing at the floor before them. Bowe didn’t know whether the voice was due to distortion created by the mask or if it was something he put on for effect. The mask was all white and shaped to give the vague impression of a human face. It had two eyeholes, but the left one was covered up.

“You must be tired,” the White Spider said. “Knowing Nechil, he pushed you too hard.”

“He did, at that.” Bowe found a place by the wall and gratefully allowed his legs to collapse. Iyra sat alongside Bowe while Nechil went to stand behind the White Spider.

“We needed to make sure we got here before Dulnato,” Nechil said.

“He had to track you, so he couldn’t have left until after first light. You must have a few hours’ head start on him,” the White Spider said.

“It’s best to be sure,” Nechil said. “I should go back out there and keep an eye out in case he’s closer than we think.”

He turned to go but the White Spider stopped him. “No, you must rest.”

“And if Dulnato comes upon us while we’re all up here? This is no time to be leaving anything to chance.”

“Having everyone alert and rested is more important than anything else. You have walked through half of last night and most of the day. I will keep watch while you three rest.” He went into the corner and took out three blankets. He threw one to each of them. As he caught the blanket, Nechil looked like he hadn’t made up his mind to follow the instructions, but the White Spider put his hand on Nechil’s shoulder. “I insist,” he said.

Nechil nodded once, then took the blanket over to a corner and wrapped himself up in it. The White Spider picked up a cloak and descended the stairs. “We’ll talk later,” he told Bowe before he disappeared from sight.

Nechil fell asleep almost at once, made obvious by the light snoring emanating from his corner of the room. Beside him, Iyra wrapped herself in the blanket and lay down. Bowe sat back with the blanket pulled up to his neck and looked around him. From the outside it looked like half the roof had caved in, but this one room, at least, had a complete ceiling. It was well provisioned, though that had been recently done. Dust trails showed where large baskets had been dragged against walls. The White Spider wasn’t leaving much to chance. From what Bowe could see sticking out from the top of the baskets, there was enough food to last through a siege and enough weapons to outfit a score of soldiers.

Bowe wrapped his blanket around him and lay down, using his arm as a pillow. The floor was hard, bumpy, and cold, but he was tired and he quickly fell asleep.

* * *

When Bowe woke, it took him a moment to orientate himself and remember he was no longer in Jakelin’s house. He sat up. Against the far wall the White Spider sat in a chair with a small lantern at his feet. The mix of light and shadow on the mask made it appear even more ghoulish than usual. The White Spider seemed to be watching Bowe, but who could tell with that damned mask on?

“Won’t the light from that lantern be seen?” Bowe indicated the window close to where the White Spider sat.

“Hopefully,” was the White Spider’s monotone reply.

“Where are the others?”

“Nechil’s gone back down the trail to see if he can find out how far back Dulnato is and how many men he has with him. Iyra is outside keeping watch in case they make it past him.”

“How do you know Dulnato is following us?”

“He received a tip-off about your location. When he arrived in Belldeem, the informant was able to point out which direction you left in. Nechil left an easy trail for Dulnato to follow.”

“I see.” Bowe hadn’t noticed that Nechil was leaving a trail, but the thought of hiding their tracks had never occurred to him. “What if Dulnato brings half the Grenier marshals in the city down on us?”

“I hoped that he’d follow the tip-off on his own. He doesn’t know for sure that it’s for real, and he wants personal credit for finding you.”

“So you think he’ll come alone?”

“No. It won’t be as easy as that. He is cautious, and will know that he follows the tracks of more than one person. He’s likely to use those marshals who are in Belldeem that he sent to search for you.”

“Those who have spent so much time in the local tavern.”

The mask moved up and down as he nodded.

“You can’t know Dulnato well enough to be sure.”

“Perhaps. We’ll find out for sure soon. I’ve had many traps fail.”

“Years of weaving webs and setting traps just to catch one prey. How did you get your nickname?”

“I chose it,” he said. “I once saw a white spider. It was in the back corner of an old barn I was playing in. I’ve never been afraid of insects, but chills ran through me when I saw that white spider with red eyes. It was tiny, probably wasn’t even poisonous, but still it terrified me. When I saw myself with that mask on, I remembered that spider. It didn’t take much to get people to change what they called me. Jisri was dead.”

“I didn’t like being used as bait when I heard, and now that I know the plan I like it less. It’s as much trapping yourself as it is him. And I’m stuck in the middle. This scheme is weak.”

“True. I’m not surprised you don’t appreciate getting stuck in the middle. But I got tired. Tired of waiting, tired of everything. Dulnato started pursuing you, just like that day on the docks when Jisri got in the way. Seems fitting that it comes back full circle like this. Dulnato chasing you and Jisri getting in the way. Hopefully this will have a different ending.”

“Why do you refer to yourself in the third person?” Bowe asked. “Has the mask changed you that much?”

“You of all people should have figured it out. You were there after all. It’s impossible to survive a knife to the brain.”

“What do you mean?”

“I guess there’s no point in continuing with this anymore. Tonight is the end of the White Spider, whatever else happens.” He reached behind his head to the strings that tied the mask together and began to undo them.

Bowe stood up and dropped the blanket at his feet, trying to prepare himself for what he was about to see. How horrible the scars would have to be for him to have worn the mask for so long.

The strings came loose and fell to the side. The White Spider gripped the mask on both sides and pulled it downward. As the mask fell away, Bowe remembered the knife entering Jisri’s left eye and the boy spiraling from the pier into the sea. For all the world, there had seemed to be no life in the body. It’s impossible to survive a knife to the brain, the White Spider had said. You of all people should have figured it out. That meant Jisri had died that day and the White Spider was—

The mask came away in Jadilla’s hand. Bowe had only seen her once a long time ago, but it could only be her. Jisri’s twin sister. Her face was pasty white, her skin blotchy, and her hair was cut short.

“Not what you were expecting,” she said. The monotone had clearly been put on. She now just sounded like a normal girl.

“No,” Bowe admitted. It was still a shock to him. “I still don’t understand.”

“I was there that night. Jisri and I were meeting on the docks when we heard running. He just had time to swing me down the platform below when you crashed into him and he was suddenly surrounded by Dulnato and his Defenders.”

A memory flashed into Bowe’s mind. Something Jisri had said that night. “That night, he was talking to you, not me.” Bowe recited the words Jisri had said. “‘No matter what happens, stay out of sight. For the love we bear each other. Remember the promise.’” Bowe had tried to figure out what Jisri had meant, but he couldn’t because the words hadn’t been meant for him. He had been speaking to his sister on the platform below.

A tear tracked down Jadilla’s cheek. “If I close my eyes I can still hear his voice saying those words. The promise was that the other would keep going if one of us failed to get into the Refuge. When I made the promise, I didn’t know how hard it would be to keep. Three years it’s been, and still I feel raw at the edges. We shared the same womb–perhaps, we were meant to be one person. All I know for sure is I cannot simply go on without him.”

“But you managed to survive,” Bowe said. “You survived the Green Path when scores of boys died. You are one of the ascor now.” Bowe was only now realizing the full extent of what this meant. A girl had pretended to be a Green, been selected as an ascor, and lived as one for three years. What would happen when the other ascor found out?

“I only live to see the light die in Dulnato’s eyes, and for him to know that it was I who did it and why.”

“Dulnato killed Jisri, it’s true,” Bowe said. “But it was on the Path, and that’s what Greens do. He killed friends of mine—Vitarr and Edison—too. I can’t blame him too much—it’s the nature of the Path.” Though even as he said the words, the twist in his gut told Bowe it wasn’t true. Bowe did blame Dulnato for killing Edison and most especially for killing Vitarr. He wasn’t prepared to dedicate his life to vengeance, though; he had let it go.

“You don’t know Dulnato like I do,” Jadilla said. “I grew up with him. Several boys died before they became Greens—those who wouldn’t join him that he considered threats—and Dulnato made a few attempts to corner Jisri at Grenier Mansion. He deliberately crippled one of your friends, Sorrin. There was no chance Jisri could have survived the Path while Dulnato survived. I live to see him dead.”

And then? Bowe wondered, but decided not to ask. Could Jadilla find a life for herself if Dulnato was dead?

Footsteps slapping on the stairs drew both their attention. They turned and waited. Iyra clambered up the last few steps of the stairs and ran across the room to them, her muddy shoes leaving a trail across the floor. She stopped dead when she saw Jadilla. Her gaze flicked down at the mask and back up to Jadilla. “So no horrible knife wound in your face.”

Jadilla smiled. “Much worse than that. I’m a female.”

“Well, I know the ascor will think it much worse,” Iyra said. “To find out that one of the chosen ones is actually a female. How is that possible?” She shook her head. “There’s no time for that right now. Nechil told me that they’re close and that we’re to get ready. He’ll remain in hiding behind them until the right time.”

“How many are with him?” Bowe asked.

“Four or five,” Iyra said.

Bowe grimaced. “We were hoping that he’d come alone.”

“Always a long shot.” There was a grim satisfaction in Jadilla’s features. “Not to worry. We didn’t want this to be too easy, now did we? I suggest you go to the door and greet them. You’re the bait after all.”

“I thought we were ambushing him.”

“Nechil and I are ambushing.” Jadilla picked up a bow from a basket and several quivers of arrows. She took the quivers to the window. “Quickly, now.”

“It would make more sense if we all ambushed them.”

“Don’t tell me you’re going to be awkward.” Jadilla pulled an arrow from a quiver and nocked it to the bowstring. “You know how invested I am in this going perfectly.” She didn’t pull back on the arrow, but the implication was clear.

“You wouldn’t shoot me,” Bowe said. “You need me.”

“Maybe you’ll be just as useful with an arrow to the ankle, with the added bonus of being more compliant.”

“I thought we were on the same side.” Iyra glared at Jadilla.

“We are, we are.” Bowe put a hand on Iyra’s shoulder. “We just do it the White Spider’s way. It’s her show.” Bowe nodded at the basket of weapons. “Can Iyra and I take all the weapons we need? I promise you I want Dulnato dead as much as you do.”

“Of course.” Jadilla nodded. “Though I seriously doubt you want him dead as much as I do.”

“Why don’t you grab a bow and take the far window?” Bowe suggested to Iyra. “Then when everything goes to chaos, start shooting.”

“What about you?” Iyra asked. “Your plan is just to go outside and get killed?”

“I’ll stay just inside the doorway. I’ll draw Dulnato close, then close the door and let Jadilla and Nechil and you do most of the work. I’ve the easy job.”

“That door is hanging off its hinges. It won’t make a great barrier. What happens if you have to hold them off with a sword?” Iyra asked. “There are plenty of stories about you outwitting opponents or winning Harmony matches. None about your skill with arms.”

Jadilla gave a soft laugh. “Nechil told me about the time Bowe charged down the stairs at four of Dulnato’s men and forgot to draw his sword. Nechil had to jump in front of him to block attacks on him, then haul him back up the steps.”

“That sounds like the mush-for-brains I know,” Iyra said. “Have you improved in the last three years?”

Bowe scowled at both of them. “I’ll be fine.” Why hadn’t he gone into the practice ring every time Thrace had urged him to? He couldn’t remember one of his excuses now, but at the time anything had seemed more important than swordplay.

Bowe looked at the pile of weapons and picked up the largest sword he could see. He tried a few practice swings, but the blade had a mind of its own. The tip of it accidentally scraped against the wall. He put it down, chose a smaller blade, and glared at Iyra, daring her to say anything.

She didn’t, but that tight smile was just as bad. The words mush-for-brains were in Iyra’s thoughts if not on her tongue. She picked up a bow and two quivers of arrows. “Come on,” she said. “I can’t let you go down there on your own. You’re likely to hurt someone, and I don’t mean our enemies.”

Bowe opened his mouth to object, but knew from her expression that nothing he said would make any difference. “Stay behind me,” he said instead, and descended the stairs. “Do you know how to use that bow?” he asked over his shoulder.

“Well enough to not hit you in the back,” she said, following him. “Unless I want to.”

Before Bowe could reply, Jadilla spoke in a low, urgent voice. “Quickly, they’re nearly here. Get ready.”

Bowe scraped the door ajar until it was a quarter of the way open and looked outside. He pushed Iyra back so she was out of sight.

He didn’t have long to wait. Shadows materialized, five or six figures barely outlined by the torchlight from the upper window. Great ambush, White Spider, Bowe thought. We’re outnumbered and surrounded.

“Who goes there?” Bowe shouted out. “Be warned that this is a cursed tower. Flee if you value your lives.”

“Is that the best you can do, Bowe? Children’s stories?” Dulnato stopped several paces away. Bowe couldn’t see his face but recognized him from his voice and build. In a children’s story he’d be a troll or giant, with his massive shoulders and thick arms.

“The truth is worse than the children’s story,” Bowe said. “The warning stands. Leave if you value your lives.”

“Is that a blade I see sticking out the door?” Dulnato asked, seeing Bowe’s sword. “Those from outside the Grenier family shouldn’t play with dangerous toys like that. Certainly not you, Bowe. You’ve had a good run. I’m happy enough to kill you now, but if you give yourself up we’ll bring you back to Arcandis for torture and execution. That’s a fair offer.”

A torch fell from the window above, and Dulnato twisted his neck to look up. The torch landed beside them, and Dulnato and his five men were all at once in plain view. Bowe recognized some of them as those who’d been recently drinking in the tavern in Belldeem. No sooner had they appeared than one of them called out in pain and fell. A twang sounded right by Bowe’s ear, and Bowe sensed more than saw an arrow fly through a crack in the door directly toward Dulnato’s head.

Either by luck or amazing reflexes, Dulnato’s head swayed to the side at just that moment and the arrow missed. Bowe grabbed the door and tried to pull it into him, but he was too slow. Dulnato’s face twisted in fury as he charged. He grabbed hold of the door and threw it open. It slammed against the wall, nearly falling from its hinges. Bowe got a glimpse of other marshals falling to arrows just before Dulnato filled the doorway, blocking out the torchlight. Bowe held his sword in front of him, but Dulnato simply stepped past it and rammed the hilt of his sword into Bowe’s face. Bowe fell backward onto the steps and quickly lifted his blade again, but Dulnato swung quickly and hit Bowe’s sword low on the blade. The sword flew from Bowe’s hand, crashed into the wall, and fell beside Dulnato’s feet.

Bowe could feel blood dribbling from his nose and mouth, and he wiped the back of his hand across his face. The sword was out of Bowe’s reach and with Dulnato standing over him he could do nothing to save himself. Suddenly Dulnato twisted around. Behind him Iyra was raising her bow and drawing back another arrow. Before she could release, Dulnato swung the flat of his blade against the bow, knocking it aside. The arrow fell to the ground and Iyra backed away, but there was nowhere to go; she was trapped in the corner behind the door. Dulnato struck downward and she raised her bow to block. The sword sheered the bow in two and the two halves fell to the ground. Dulnato raised his sword over his head again.

Bowe shoved himself forward. “No!” It was more of an inhuman roar than a shout. He wasn’t going to let her be killed. Bowe didn’t have time to get between Dulnato and Iyra or pick up his sword, so he did the only thing he could to prevent Dulnato’s strike. He grabbed the blade of the sword with both hands while it was still over Dulnato’s head. The blade bit into his palms, and his roar turned into a scream of agony. He didn’t let go, though.

Blood poured between his fingers. Dulnato elbowed Bowe in the face, and Bowe staggered back a bit but still he didn’t let go. Dulnato turned and kicked Bowe in the chest while pulling back on the sword. Bowe could no longer hold on. The sword slid agonizingly from his hands and he fell backward. He ignored the pain and scrambled forward on his hands and knees, trying to get between Iyra and Dulnato. He knew it was hopeless—as hard as he tried, he couldn’t get his body to move fast enough. His hands left bloody palm prints on the ground and his knees kept slipping. But hopeless or not, he made it before Dulnato struck again. He placed himself in front of Iyra then turned around.

It was only then he realized what had happened. Dulnato’s head was twisted back to look behind him. There, Nechil stood in the doorway with a bow in his hand and an arrow drawn fully back. Dulnato swayed slightly on the balls of his feet. He seemed to be making a decision.

“Please,” Nechil said. “You don’t know how much I want you to make a move.”

“Put down the sword.” The voice came from upstairs. It was Jadilla, though she had put the White Spider mask back on and was using the monotone voice. She took three steps down and stopped. “I will guarantee that you will have a better chance of survival by surrendering. You do not want to test Nechil.”

“You know you shouldn’t trust the White Spider,” Nechil said. “Now is the chance to make your move.” He pulled the string on the bow back another notch, his hand vibrating from the strain.

Dulnato dropped his sword and it rattled against the stone floor.

“Nechil, bring him up,” the White Spider said. “And relax the tension in that bow.”

Nechil kept the arrow pointed at Dulnato. His hand vibrated again.

“Nechil!”

Nechil relaxed the string, nodded toward the stairs, and followed Dulnato when he ascended.

“There’s bandages up here,” the White Spider said before disappearing up the stairs.

Bowe realized that he and Iyra were intertwined in the corner, their arms wrapped around each other. Iyra’s clothes were covered in his blood. He turned his palms up and looked at the bloody mess. “How come there’s no pain?” He’d been in agony while he gripped the sword, but now they just felt numb. But looking at all the cut skin and sinew and blood, he knew there should be pain. A lot of it.

“It’ll come. Let’s see if you can get up the stairs.” Iyra’s voice had a gentle note he hadn’t heard before. She put a hand around his waist and helped him to his feet. Bowe staggered against the wall, letting his shoulder take the impact on the stones rather than his hand. Iyra tightened her grip around his waist and pulled him off the wall and toward the stairs. “Come on, if we don’t get you up these stairs now, we never will.”

Bowe leaned on her shoulder and kicked his foot onto the bottom step. He tried to push but most of the upward force came from Iyra. He was surprised at her strength, and remembered how she had dragged him from a boat to a cellar the first time they had met.

“Push,” Iyra said every time he placed a foot onto a new step. He tried to help Iyra out but his muscles weren’t responding very well. Iyra was panting and red-faced by the time they were close to the top. With a huge effort, she wrenched him up the final step. Once on the second floor, Iyra helped Bowe to the nearest wall and propped him against it. He slid to the floor.

“Wait there—I’ll get the bandages.” Iyra went to search through the White Spider’s provisions. “Try not to bleed too much.”

Bowe couldn’t even crack a smile. His hands began to throb. He looked down at them but the sight made him feel sick. He pushed his palms against his chest and turned his attention to where Dulnato was facing the White Spider. Nechil stood back a few paces with his bow ready.

“So Jisri, all this so that you can face me one on one?” Dulnato said. “You could have just knocked on the door of Grenier Mansion. I’m usually in the mood to kill someone if they ask nicely.”

“You don’t believe in the concept of fair fight,” the White Spider said. “You’d probably have had your men hold me while you stabbed me.”

“Not necessarily.” Then Dulnato started laughing. “Who am I kidding—that’s exactly what I would have done. Would have been hilariously funny. Someone coming for a fair fight and being held by twenty guys while I stabbed them.” He stopped laughing when he noticed no one else was joining in. He shook his head. “Some people have no sense of humor. What makes you think you can take me now? Didn’t work out for you so well the last time we fought.”

“On the pier three years ago? You had two of your Defenders with you.”

“Of course. I always like to tilt the odds.” Dulnato shrugged. “I thought I had enough men with me this time as well. Just the two of you killed all of them?”

“I didn’t want to bring anyone whom I couldn’t trust not to kill you. I want you for myself,” the White Spider said.

“Not sure you chose wisely so.” Dulnato jerked his thumb behind him at Nechil. “He wants to kill me so bad I can smell it. And the girl nearly shot me in the head.” Dulnato grazed a finger along the top of his right cheek and Bowe noticed the shallow wound and line of blood. Iyra had been close to killing him with that first arrow through the crack in the door; Bowe still didn’t know how Dulnato had dodged it. “And the Bellanger boy nearly killed me, too. I almost died of laughter when he grabbed my blade with his bare hands.” Dulnato laughed again, this time in Bowe’s direction.

Bowe tried to think of something funny to say, but he felt lightheaded; his mind wasn’t up for serious thinking. Blood continued to trickle from his palms.

Iyra had been frantically searching through the packs by the wall and now raced over and skidded to a stop beside him. White bandages dangled from one hand and she held a bottle in the other. “Hold out your hands in front of you,” she instructed. “And close your eyes.”

Bowe held his hands out palms upward. “Is this going to hurt?” He jammed his eyes shut. “Lie to me if it is,” he whispered.

“It won’t hurt,” Iyra replied, but Bowe could hear the lie in her voice.

Liquid splashed down on his left hand. Bowe screamed; it was like she was pouring liquid flame onto him. He pulled back both hands, but Iyra grasped his right wrist and poured the flame onto that one, too, doubling his agony.

“Be strong,” Iyra whispered, but it was too hard. The pain was too great. His screams descended into sobbing, then he screamed again.

Iyra held his hands by the wrists. “You’re doing great.” Her voice penetrated the pain. “Don’t let your palms touch anything. Hold them upward.”

Bowe kept his eyes scrunched shut. His hands were shaking even with Iyra’s support, and the pain was shooting all the way up to his elbows. He would have done anything in that moment to get the pain to end but there was nothing he could do. His mind was full of babbling pleas for it to end. His right wrist was released, and then a feeling of tightness wrapped around his left hand. Then the process was repeated on his other hand. The pain slowly diminished to a bearable level.

“Open your mouth and prepare to drink,” Iyra said.

Bowe did so but spluttered out the fiery liquid she tried to pour into his mouth. He coughed and opened his eyes.

“I’ll try again.” Bowe watched as she inserted the opening of the bottle in his mouth and gently tilted it back. Bowe swallowed it in small gulps. It burned his mouth and all the way down his throat, but when it settled in his stomach, a warmth spread out through his body. He took several more sips before Iyra took the bottle away.

He looked down. His quivering hands were encased in white bandages. Pain still throbbed in them, but it was nothing compared to the explosion of pain that had happened when Iyra had poured the liquor on them. Bowe rested the back of his wrists on his knees. The shaking stopped in his left hand, but the right one continued to vibrate until Iyra gripped the crook of his elbow. Like when she helped him up the stairs, he could feel her strength flowing through him.

“You deserve to be thrown to the dogs.” Dulnato’s vicious shout brought Bowe’s attention back to the other events in the room. The White Spider mask was on the floor at his feet and Jadilla held her sword pointed at Dulnato’s chest. Nechil had his bow fully drawn. Dulnato looked ready to throw himself on the sword point just to get a chance to grab Jadilla’s neck. “All this time you’ve been pretending to be Jisri when you’re just a Helion-cursed woman.” Spittle flew from Dulnato’s mouth as he spoke.

“I only did it because I thought it’d give me a better chance to kill you,” Jadilla said. “I never thought I’d get this far.”

“Why shouldn’t she be ascor?” Nechil said. “The Green Path is meant to decide who is worthy and she proved herself. She’s as clever as any of the other ascor.”

“She’s just a stupid girl.” Dulnato calmed himself and backed away from Jadilla’s sword point. “Too ugly to get a husband, so she wore a mask and pretended to be a man.”

“Please,” Nechil said. “Please let me kill him.”

“You promised me,” Jadilla said. “This has to be done my way.”

Dulnato grinned. “Well, if there’s one good thing about this deception of yours, it’s got my blood boiling for a fight. I left my sword on the bottom of the stairs—may I retrieve it?”

“There’s a bunch of swords over in one of those baskets. Just choose one.”

Dulnato looked like he was about to argue then thought better of it. “Doesn’t matter, I could probably win with a knife. I knew you were a freak back when you were a kid, always dressing up like the boys and training with weapons. But surely you can’t expect to win against me.”

Jadilla didn’t answer, she merely pointed her sword in the direction of the weapons.

Dulnato walked across to them. As he passed Bowe, he dived toward him. Bowe jerked, but it was only a feint. Dulnato laughed and continued past. Iyra tightened her grip around Bowe’s arm.

Dulnato took a few swings with a rusty axe, but quickly put it down. He went for the large sword that Bowe had first tried. His practice swings with it were fluid and effortless, very unlike Bowe’s clumsy attempt to use the weapon. “We have ourselves a winner. Let’s get this over with.” Dulnato went to stand in front of Jadilla. “Just to confirm: You’ll let me leave when I win, correct?” He pointed his sword at Nechil. “He’ll let me leave.”

“I’ll release you,” Nechil said woodenly. “I promised Jadilla I would.” He didn’t lower the bow and arrow. “I’ll be keeping this trained on you until the fight is over, however. Just you and her, no tricks, no trying to escape.”

For answer, Dulnato swiveled and aimed a blow crossways at Jadilla. He clearly didn’t see attacking before his opponent was ready as a trick. Jadilla wasn’t fazed. She blocked the blow and calmly sidestepped, looking as though she’d been expecting this attack her whole life. The thunder of the two swords crashing against each other filled the whole room. That one strike revealed a lot. Jadilla was at a massive strength disadvantage, but she was more nimble than Dulnato was, and she was able to avoid the full power of his blow by moving backward and deflecting it. Dulnato used two hands on the hilt of his sword, gaining power and accuracy, whereas Jadilla took advantage of the reach and speed of a one-handed grip.

Dulnato stepped forward and swung diagonally downward from the left. Jadilla stepped back to her left, giving a little shimmy with her body that made Dulnato’s sword thrust miss, and she snaked her own sword forward beneath his missed attack. But Dulnato wasn’t just strong, he was also fast, and he was able to twist his downward blow back across his body in time to block, stepping to the right as he did so. Sparks flew as the swords met edge against edge. They circled each other.

Dulnato seemed more wary now. “I see your little lapdog over there has been training you. Nechil was always fast and skillful, though I never saw him as a threat when we were preparing to be Greens. What’s in this for him? Why has he helped you keep your vile secret?”

“He doesn’t see it as vile.” Jadilla darted forward and curved a strike downward toward Dulnato’s hip. Dulnato didn’t break stride. He blocked and continued to circle.

Bowe felt Iyra release his arm and he looked down to see her creep across the floor to grab a bow and some arrows. She scuttled back to join him. Bowe didn’t think she’d need the weapon, but it was a comfort. If Dulnato killed both Jadilla and Nechil, then they’d be next.

Dulnato was doing most of the attacking. He mixed up long powerful strikes that started from over his shoulder and behind his back with short, fast jabs that jabbed forward without warning. Jadilla blocked the jabs and tried to dodge or deflect the more powerful strikes. She counterattacked whenever one of Dulnato’s thrusts went wide. At times, there was a quick succession of attacks where the ringing of one parry was still echoing off the ceiling while the following attack was in progress. At other times, they circled each other, watchful and calculating, while they gathered their breath.

They kept to the side of the room near the windows, away from the area near Bowe where the floor was cluttered. Their breathing became heavier and sweat showed on both their faces, but neither slowed down. Nechil looked more worried than the fighters; the lines on his face were stretched as taut as his bowstring.

“How will you like it when the world finds out that you were beaten by a girl?” Jadilla asked.

“If I’m dead, what will I care?” Dulnato grunted. “The only thing that would bother me is that you would continue to live your lie. When the other ascor find out, they’ll want you cut into little pieces and to have your flesh thrown to the seagulls. Especially your adopted family, the Raines. You’ll bring disgrace down upon them all.”

“Maybe it’ll cause a change. I didn’t set out to—”

Dulnato ducked down and slashed low at Jadilla’s feet. She jumped back.

“There’ll be no change,” he said. “Just food for the seagulls.”

Jadilla thrust forward at Dulnato’s head. Instead of backing away Dulnato moved forward, deflecting Jadilla’s sword and taking his left hand from the hilt of the sword and punching Jadilla in the face. She rolled back with the punch, avoiding the full impact—though it still left her shaken—and moving back toward the wall. Dulnato gripped his sword with both hands again and slashed hard at her ribs. Jadilla didn’t have time to dodge this time, only block. She got her sword into position in time but shuddered at the impact, and Dulnato’s sword was deflected downward where it struck her knee, wounding her. Dulnato took a step back, and a smile spread across his face, but Jadilla didn’t give him time to enjoy the moment.

She counterattacked, slashing left and right, giving no thought to defense. It seemed impossible that Dulnato could block every attack, so quickly did they come one after the other, but he managed it, his sword blurring back and forth. He backed away and Jadilla followed but she dragged the injured leg behind her, and after the initial flurry her attacks slowed.

She aimed an upward diagonal slash at Dulnato’s head, but it went too high and he ducked under it and stabbed upward into her exposed midriff. Bowe gasped as the point of Dulnato’s sword emerged from Jadilla’s back. It was over.

To Bowe’s shock, Jadilla smiled widely. The smile turned into a chuckle, though it was accompanied by bubbles of blood on her lips.

“What are you laughing at?” Dulnato demanded.

“I lied,” Jadilla said between gasps.

“About what?”

“About the fair fight.”

Dulnato jerked and the point of an arrow thrust itself out from Dulnato’s chest. Nechil bent down and picked up another arrow, drew, released, and fired. Dulnato staggered backward as the second arrow hit him in the chest and his sword clattered to the floor.

Nechil dropped the bow, took a knife from his belt, and approached the still-standing Dulnato. “Jadilla instructed me to kill you if you won. Promises made to scum like you mean nothing.” He grabbed the hair at the back of Dulnato’s head and touched the point of the knife against Dulnato’s throat. “She intended to watch you die whether you won or lost.”

He jammed the knife home. Blood spurted from Dulnato’s throat and splashed Jadilla’s face and clothes. Her smile widened and she fell to her knees then collapsed to the ground. Nechil shoved Dulnato down, stepped over him, and bent over Jadilla. He turned her around so she faced upward. One hand cupped her cheek and the other held her hand as he lowered his head and whispered into her ear.

After a moment, he straightened and turned to Bowe and Iyra. “I think she wanted to die like this. I have tried to persuade her that there was a life for her once Dulnato was gone, but I could tell she never believed me. She would have been lost if she survived. At least she’s with her beloved twin now.”

With that, he picked up the White Spider mask, placed it on her, and put his arms under her body. He lifted her, carried her down the stairs, and disappeared into the darkness.

Chapter 14

Day 30

It smelled of rotting fruit. Bowe shivered and moved his bandaged right hand away from his nose. He wasn’t sure why it smelled like that, but he knew it wasn’t a good sign. He looked around. He was in the upstairs room in the watchtower and everything appeared normal. Just because it seemed normal didn’t mean it was, though. Bowe had seen all sorts of strange things the last few days. Iyra had told him it was all in his head but he wasn’t so sure. He searched for Iyra before he remembered that she was gone. He felt angry; he had injured himself badly saving her, and she had just left him behind. No, that didn’t seem right. Bowe tried to remember, but only a fraction of the things that happened in the last few days had really happened.

Yes, that was it, he remembered. She had left to get medicine for him. Bowe’s fever had broken and he’d seemed well enough for a while, and she’d decided he was well enough to leave him. There’d been plenty of food and water in the packs that the White Spider had left here. Iyra had gone to Belldeem to get medicine for him. Afterward, though, his fever had come back worse than ever. Lucid periods like the one he was having now were little oases in the sea of hallucinations and nightmares.

Bowe sniffed at his right hand again. No, something definitely wasn’t right there. He’d been ignoring it, waiting for Iyra, but she still hadn’t come back. What if he was on his own from now on? What if Iyra had been caught? What if she decided not to come back? He needed to do something about his hand. Bowe thumbed at the edge of the bandage until he loosened it. He then grabbed the free end with his thumb and forefinger of his left hand, and began to unwrap. The smell got worse. Bowe turned his nose up. As he unwrapped, he tried to wiggle the fingers but they refused to work properly. His thumb moved fine and the little finger jerked a bit, but the other fingers refused to move. At least on his left hand, both his forefinger and thumb worked as normal, and there was some life in the other fingers even if they were clumsy.

The last turn of the bandage didn’t want to come free, so Bowe closed his eyes and wrenched. He yelped, but the pain, though sharp, didn’t linger. He opened his eyes again, examining the used bandage. There were speckles of blood, but nothing compared with the bloody ones that had come off the first morning after the injury had happened. Now it wasn’t the red that worried him but the yellow. Yellow pus had soaked through large sections of the bandage. Bowe shivered again—he’d been perpetually either too cold or too hot for the last few days, but he wasn’t sure if it was the cold this time or the thought of what his right hand would look like. He knew he needed to examine it, but his gaze kept skipping past.

He glanced at his left instead. He probably couldn’t change the bandage on that one even if he wanted to—unless his toes were any good at that sort of thing—but it was clean and he wasn’t particularly worried about it. As for the right, it had looked disgusting the last time he’d seen it, and then it hadn’t smelled half as bad. It needed cleaning, he decided. If he gave it a good cleaning before he saw it, it wouldn’t be too bad. And there was only one place to clean it properly.

Bowe pushed himself to his feet, held his right arm straight down along his side and began to descend the stairs, making sure all the while not to look at his hand. He exited the tower. There were bloodstains on the grass outside, but no bodies. Seagulls circled overhead, screeching. Bowe remembered Dulnato talking about bodies as seagull food and he wondered if the seagulls had eaten the dead marshals. Was that why the bodies were gone? Had they eaten the bones as well?

Bowe walked toward the cliff. The calls of the seagulls followed him, and if he concentrated, he could understand them. He paused and tilted his head to listen. Mother killer, mother killer, they screeched. Bowe shivered. He knew it was probably just the fever, but that didn’t make the accusations any easier to take.

The last time Bowe had been seriously sick was when he’d been poisoned by Jeniano. He could hardly remember it at all, but he’d heard the stories afterward and knew he’d acted childlike and happy. These last few days of fever had been nothing like that. They had been a nightmare from which he couldn’t wake.

Mother killer, mother killer, the seagulls screeched and Bowe stumbled away from the tower toward the cliff tops. There had to be some trail down to the shore and Bowe meant to find it. His right hand was filthy and disgusting and it needed to be cleaned.

He scrambled along the cliff face, looking down. The wind tore at him, trying to pull him away, wanting to throw him down onto the rocks. Bowe didn’t let it take him. The wind tried to talk to him too, but he wouldn’t listen. He knew it would want to say the same as the seagulls. He covered his ears with his wrists and moved on, keeping his gaze averted from his right side.

A hundred paces from the tower, he found a trail and began to clamber down. The wind died as soon as he descended a few paces so he lowered his hands and stopped for a short rest, sitting down on a large rock. He leaned over, panting heavily. He didn’t want to keep going, but the seagulls continued to circle and screech, screech and circle, and his hand needed cleaning. He had to keep moving.

He stood, but his foot slipped and he started to fall. His stomach lurched and his head and lower body leaned way out over the edge, and the rocky shore far below filled his vision. The sea and the rocks below looked like the mouth and teeth of a giant beast wanting to devour him. He managed to hook his left hand around a rock in time to stop his fall and he pulled himself back onto the trail. After he’d given his heart time to calm down, he noticed that his left hand was bleeding. Great—that had been his good hand.

He followed the trail as it wound down the cliff face. He lowered himself onto his backside and crept down backward in places where it got steep. He tried to avoid using his hands, keeping them in reserve for another emergency. The state of his right hand was still an unknown quantity; blood trickled from his good hand, though, and it began to throb in pain.

It felt like he achieved a great feat when he reached the gravelly shore. He walked out against the tide. The wind picked up again once he was out of the shelter of the cliff. The sea was gray and murky, and white waves tumbled in one after the other. The water was cold but he didn’t care. Bowe walked in until the water came up to his shins, then he sank to his knees and lowered his hands into the water. His palms screamed out in agony, but he ignored their complaints, holding them under. They needed to be cleaned. A large wave crashed into his chest, drenching him in cold water, but the cold didn’t quench the fire in his hands.

He stayed there while the tide came in, holding his palms in the water. Then he finally braved a look at his right hand. The entire palm was brown and swollen, and the gash through the center of it was raw and mangled flesh. Around the edge of the palm was red and puffy. Several veins running through his hand had turned black. The sight of it made Bowe want to retch. He shoved it back into the churning water—he needed the sea to clean it much better than that. It was cold, but the cold turned into numbness, which wasn’t too bad. After a while, the waves were crashing over his head, so Bowe stood up, still holding his palms down. His teeth chattered, and the tumbling waves reached his neck.

“Bowe,” said a voice.

Bowe wasn’t sure if it was the seagulls or the wind this time. Or perhaps the waves. Then he felt a hand grab his jerkin and pull him around. Iyra stood before him.

“What are you doing here?” he asked her. “I thought you weren’t coming back.” It was difficult to get the words out between his chattering teeth.

“Of course I was coming back,” she said. A wave crashed against the back of Bowe’s neck and over her head and she was lost to sight for a moment. “Come on, let’s get out of here,” she said once the wave had passed.

Bowe held up his right hand. “I have to get this clean.”

“I’ve got some medicine from Belldeem that will help. Come back to the tower,” she said. She pulled him toward shore. His feet dragged but he allowed himself to be guided out of the water. When he was fully out of the water, the wet clothes felt heavy and the wind cut through him with an icy chill. He wrapped his arms around himself but he couldn’t stop the shivering.

“Come on,” Iyra said. “We have to get you back to the watchtower.”

She made Bowe go first up the path. Every time he stopped and wanted to rest, she coaxed him upward. The ascent was easier than the descent, which was just as well since he continued to shiver and his hands were blocks of ice—they wouldn’t be able to save him if he fell. But Iyra was behind him, so he wasn’t worried about falling. She had saved him so many times, and she would do it again if she needed to.

It took a special effort to climb the last few paces, because the wind made a last massive effort to push him off the cliff. But Iyra wrapped a hand around his back and helped him to the top and then on toward the watchtower.

“What happened to the bodies?” Bowe asked as they passed over the bloodstained grass. “Did the seagulls eat them?”

Iyra looked at him strangely. “I dragged them into a storeroom inside the tower. Though the seagulls did some damage first. They weren’t a pretty sight.”

Strangely, the stairs inside the tower was the hardest part of the climb. Bowe’s legs seemed to have given up. His calf muscles quivered and his knees buckled several times. Iyra, beside him, gave him support whenever he threatened to fall.

“Dulnato, too,” Bowe asked, seeing the bloodstain on the floor where the ascor had fallen. “You put him in the storeroom.”

“I did,” Iyra said. “Now strip off all of your clothes. Quickly.”

Bowe tried. He gripped his shirt between the thumb and forefinger of his left hand, but couldn’t get it to stop shaking. If his left hand had worked poorly before, it didn’t work at all now.

“Stop,” Iyra grabbed his shirt. “I’ll do it. Can you raise your arms?”

Bowe managed to raise his arms to head height and duck his head so that she could pull off his top. She then pulled down his pants and underwear and ordered him to step out of him.

Bowe did so. A distant part of him felt embarrassed, but most of him was too cold to care. She wrapped a spare blanket around him and used it to roughly dry him, then ordered him into the bedroll. He wrapped the blanket around him, continuing to shiver. He watched Iyra move around the room, lighting torches and placing them in a circle around him; she was still in her wet clothes. She took out a pot of salve and pulled out Bowe’s right hand and smeared the ointment on it. The salve smelled of burnt eggs.

When she was finished, she asked, “Are you going to regain your body heat naturally?”

Bowe’s only reply was the chattering of his teeth.

She sighed and stripped off her clothes and dried herself off with the spare blanket. Bowe knew he should be excited at seeing her naked, but his brain didn’t seem to be working properly. His mind was as frozen as his body. Iyra climbed into the blankets behind Bowe. She pushed herself against him and wrapped her arms around him. Her nipples pushed against his back.

Bowe continued to shiver for a while after that, but gradually he began to thaw out. Her body heat was stronger and hotter than he would have thought. She was like sitting near an open fire. First the skin on his back warmed up, and then gradually the heat flowed to his core. Neither of them spoke, and at some point Bowe fell asleep.

Chapter 15

Day 31

Bowe woke to find Iyra smoothing the same ointment over his right hand.

“I hope this stuff actually works and the doctor who sold it to me wasn’t some charlatan,” she said when she noticed Bowe was awake.

“Me, too,” Bowe said. “I don’t want that awful-smelling stuff on my hand for no reason.” Though the ointment was more pleasant than the underlying smell.

“How are you feeling?” Iyra asked. She touched his forehead. “You’re too hot, but that’s better than being as cold as you were yesterday. Maybe the ointment has already started working.”

“How long have I been sleeping?” Bowe was looking at her and suddenly pictured her naked, remembering her from the night before. He flushed and tried to put the picture out of his mind. Then he remembered that he’d stood naked in front of her and his cheeks burned hotter.

“Nearly a full day,” Iyra said. “Are you well enough for me to get mad at you?”

Bowe thought about that. “I’m going to go with no.”

Iyra shook her head. “It’s too ridiculous to get mad at. I go to Belldeem to get medicine for you and come back to find you’ve left the watchtower. A search reveals no sign of you until I notice one of the rocks in the sea moving about. So I go down to find you almost frozen to death in the sea and possibly close to drowning. Care to explain?”

Bowe held up his right hand. “I thought the salt water might clean up the infection.” That seemed a reasonable explanation, at least. More reasonable than most of the other things he had thought and seen. Had he heard the seagulls and wind talking to him? “I might not have been thinking straight due to a fever.”

Iyra raised her eyebrows, which made Bowe laugh. “I guess that’s an understatement,” he said.

Iyra indicated his hand. “Not sure that either the sea or the ointment will be able to cure that. You do seem better, though. No sign of fever.”

“I feel like I can think properly,” Bowe said. “Is there anything more we can do to cure my hand? Should we bandage it again?” he asked.

“You need to see a doctor,” Iyra said. “That was one of the reasons I risked leaving you. I wanted to see if it was safe for you to return to the village. But news from Belldeem isn’t good.”

“What has happened?”

“You cause mayhem wherever you go, don’t you?” Iyra let out an exasperated sigh. “It isn’t easy to keep you safe.”

“I’ve been up here in the tower for the last few days. I can’t possibly have caused any trouble.”

“Belldeem is in an uproar. The village council has declared that because of the return of the Bellanger family, they are no longer under Grenier control. They are parading some legal document around. They say they’ll pay taxes only to the Bellangers now. You wouldn’t know anything about that, now would you?”

Bowe stared at Iyra in shock. Bowe had figured that Jakelin and the council would use the threat of the Bellangers as a bargaining tool, and perhaps in time the Bellanger family could begin to regain their influence. He never imagined that the council would act so quickly. “That isn’t totally my fault,” he told Iyra.

“But you were behind it in some way. Everyone’s in a fever of speculation trying to figure out how you did it. Massive searches to find you have been organized inside the village. That Dulnato and several of his marshals have gone missing has only added to the confusion. Your legend is growing. Newsbards have started to retell the stories of what you did on the Green Path, with significant embellishments. It was bad enough hearing those tall tales the first time.”

“Tall tales? Most of them were true.”

“No, they weren’t. You got lucky,” Iyra said. “What would have happened if the Guild hadn’t helped you? You just blundered your way through most of it.”

“I made the best of my opportunities,” Bowe said, though he wasn’t sure he could deny the heart of Iyra’s statement. He grinned. “Tell me about these embellishments.”

“You’re actually happy about this? Don’t you realize what it means? How can I secretly get you to a doctor when half the village is looking to buy you a drink and the other half wants to burn you in a bonfire?”

“They were looking for me before. I’ll hide in plain sight, like before. Can’t I go back to being a scribe?”

“Then it was just Dulnato and some of the marshals looking for you. No one outside the city really cared. Now there isn’t a tavern in Arcandis where you aren’t the main topic of conversation. And some people are beginning to put two and two together about Jakelin’s scribe appearing out of nowhere and then disappearing just before Jakelin made his declaration.”

“So what’s the solution?”

“You tell me. You’re the one who turned the Green Path on its head. And brought the Guardians of ascor to their knees, to repeat some of what I heard yesterday.”

“I wouldn’t believe everything the newsbards say.”

Iyra sat down beside Bowe. “Joking aside, what are we to do?”

Bowe wrapped his left arm around her and she leaned into him. Bowe didn’t know how it happened that the gesture seemed so natural. “Perhaps the ointment will work,” he said. “It’s been less than a day since you first applied it.”

“Perhaps,” Iyra said. “But no more adventures in the sea.” She leaned her head against his shoulder.

* * *

Bowe pushed the blanket off of him and sat up. He wasn’t sure how he’d fallen asleep again after he slept for so long the day before. He touched his own forehead. That was hotter than it should have been, and a quick glance at his right hand showed no improvement. Luckily he still felt lucid. Outside was dark, and the torches on the walls were burning low. Iyra slept by the far wall.

Bowe stood and moved to the window, hoping that the fresh air would cool him down. He gasped at what he saw outside. Thousands of lights speckled the shore.

“Iyra,” Bowe called out in a whisper. “Iyra, quickly, come here.”

Iyra woke, and joined him by the window. “The invasion,” she said with wonder in her voice. “It’s here already.”

“It has to be,” Bowe agreed. “We have to get out of here. This place will be swarming with soldiers soon.”

“We should stay here. We’re more likely to be killed blundering around in the dark.”

“Iyra, we’re in a watchtower. These soldiers are probably going to attack the coastal watchtowers first to prevent news of their arrival from spreading. This place should be manned by Grenier marshals. The Jarindor soldiers will shoot first and figure out that we’re harmless afterward.”

“No. Washima and those from Jarind are coming to free us, not kill us. They’ll allow us to surrender and treat us well.”

“Whatever Washima said or thinks, that’s not how war works.”

“I have an idea. We’ll make it clear that we’re not a threat. Come and help me—we have to be quick.”

Bowe watched as Iyra took down some of the torches and started painting fresh pitch on them. He didn’t know what she was planning, but any plan was better than doing nothing so he ran to help her. He grabbed the torch from the nearest wall, but he’d forgotten that his left hand still didn’t work properly. The torch fell, and Bowe stepped back, cursing, as the falling flames singed the back of his hand.

“Stop messing,” Iyra said without looking up.

Bowe crushed an urge to strangle her and carefully picked up the torch between his thumb and forefinger. He brought the torch over to Iyra and went to retrieve the rest of them.

Iyra painted fresh pitch on all of them, then brought two downstairs. Bowe followed, carrying one torch. Iyra dug the point of each torch into the ground outside, showed Bowe where to put his, and then went back for the other torches. When she was finished, she’d arranged the torches in a wide semicircle in front of the watchtower.

“What do we do now?” Bowe asked her.

“We wait here.” She stood in the center of the semicircle.

Bowe joined her. “Is this where you cast the magic spell to move us to a different dimension? Go ahead, reveal your powers, demon woman.”

Iyra smiled. “I told you that the Jarindors are the good guys. Once they see that there are only two of us and we’re unarmed, they won’t attack.”

“So what do we do? Just stand here and...?”

She shrugged. “Look nonthreatening, I guess.”

“We look like idiots, is that close enough?” They were probably visible to others from hundreds of paces away, yet someone could be a few paces outside the circle and Bowe and Iyra wouldn’t see them. “Easy meat here,” Bowe hollered, mimicking a marketplace seller. “Get your target practice in. Plenty of light to make sure you won’t lose any arrows even if you miss.”

Iyra punched him in the shoulder. “This is serious.”

“I find that when things are at their most serious, that’s the most important time for humor.”

“That’s because you’re a fool.”

“I thought I was a mush-for-brains.”

“That too.”

The heat from the torches around them made Bowe’s face feel warm. He glanced across at Iyra. And then he leaned toward her, used his forefinger to tilt her chin toward him, and kissed her on the lips. Iyra’s lips responded against his, then she pulled back.

Their faces were close together as they stared at each other.

“This is the part where you shove me away and start ranting and raving about how I’m an escay and corrupting your ascor purity,” Iyra told him.

“That was three years ago.”

“And now?”

“Now I just want to keep kissing you.” Their lips met again, and they kissed for a longer time. Bowe’s hand cupped the back of her neck and Iyra clasped her arms around Bowe’s back.

When they finally broke off, Iyra asked, “Is this another one of the side effects of your fever? Standing in the freezing sea until you’re near death, and now this.”

“Kissing until near death. Now that’s a danger I’m willing to face.” He leaned in again, but Iyra stopped him. “You realize someone could be watching us right now, don’t you?”

“Don’t stop on account of us,” a strange voice called out.

Bowe and Iyra stumbled apart. Iyra held up her hands. “Don’t shoot, we’re unarmed. There’s no one at the tower except us.”

“Really?” The voice had a strange accent. “Usually when there’s a circle of torches with a kissing couple in front of a tower, it’s a sure sign of an ambush.”

“I’m a friend of Washima,” Iyra said. “He’ll want us unharmed.”

A troop of soldiers walked into the circle of light. They wore chainmail, helmets, and black cloaks, and they carried short swords in their right hands and long, rectangular shields in their left. The man who led them sheathed his sword as he approached. “I guess the show’s over. Will we get a kissing couple in front of other watchtowers? Our army manual is detailed, but it doesn’t mention what to do in that case.”

Bowe found his undisguised amusement annoying. “You don’t just gawk at them like twelve-year-olds.”

“Noted for future reference,” the officer said. He turned to two of his men. “Make sure they’re telling the truth that there’s no one else inside.” The two men entered the tower and returned a short time later.

“No one else inside, but a number of bodies and plenty of weapons.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” the officer said. He indicated that Bowe and Iyra should lead the rest of them into the watchtower. “My job is to hold this tower, so I’ll keep you here with me until I get further orders. Perhaps you can tell me how all this came to be.”

“My friend here needs medical attention,” Iyra said as they were going in.

“That will have to wait until tomorrow,” the officer said.

Chapter 16

Day 34

Bowe opened his eyes. He couldn’t make out what was going on around him. The world kept falling out of focus, and everything was blurry. He could make out colors—mainly white—but not shapes. Bowe closed his eyes and tried to remember what had happened and where he was. Dulnato and the White Spider killing each other. The White Spider being a woman. That seemed so absurd that he couldn’t be sure if he was getting dreams and reality mixed up. The watchtower, kissing Iyra, then the Jarindor soldiers coming. It was coming back to him. He was taken to a Jarindor hospital the next day and that was the last thing he could remember. That must be where he was. The hospital.

He opened his eyes again, and this time he could see better. He was in a white tent. The tent was large but a canvas screen had been pulled across, closing off the small area he was in. Although his vision had improved, there was still a fogginess at the back of his brain. That made sense now that he knew he was in a hospital—they had given him something for the pain. Bowe glanced down at himself. A white sheet covered him, and both of his hands were bandaged. He lifted his left arm and was glad to see that he could wiggle all of his fingers. That seemed to have improved. He lifted his right arm, and—

He closed his eyelids, held them closed, then slowly opened them again. He had to make sure it wasn’t just his eyes deceiving him. Unfortunately it wasn’t some trick of the light. The top of his forearm was wrapped tight with bandages, but they stopped below his wrist. Below that there was nothing. His hand was gone.

He let his right arm fall back down and turned his head so that he stared into the far corner of the tent. Thoughts about what this meant for him kept spiraling into his head, but he forced them away. He didn’t want to think about it. He didn’t feel any pain, but he nearly wished there was something to indicate what had happened. Now, there was just an absence. A nothingness. He tried not to cry, but a few stray tears fell from his eyes.

“I see you’re awake.” A man appeared in Bowe’s line of sight. “I’m Paulini and I’m your doctor.” He clasped his palms together and bowed his head.

“You did this to me?” Bowe’s voice was emotionless. He didn’t focus on the man’s face; his eyes remained fixed in the distance over the doctor’s head.

“I’m afraid we had no choice. Your entire hand was riddled with gangrene. We did well to save as much as we could. You’re lucky to be alive—another few days without treatment and there would have been nothing we could do. Even now I’m worried that the gangrene has spread to other parts of your body, or that you have blood poisoning. No signs of it yet, though, so I expect you’re over the worst of it.”

Bowe heard the words but he barely registered them. He didn’t want to think, he didn’t want to feel.

“How’s the pain?” Paulini asked. “We’ve pumped you so full of pain pills that you shouldn’t be able to feel anything.”

Bowe focused on Paulini. “The pain is still bad,” he said. “I need more pills.” There was no pain, at least no physical pain, but Bowe wanted to not be able to feel anything at all.

The doctor hesitated, but after a moments’ thought he left and returned with some pills. He put them in Bowe’s mouth, lifted Bowe’s head, and tilted a glass of water to his lips, allowing Bowe to take small sips and swallow the pills. As Bowe had hoped, his mind fell into the fog and into unconsciousness.

Chapter 17

Day 35

A shaking rattled Bowe awake. He opened his eyes to see Paulini in front of him. “Wake up,” the doctor instructed him. “You can’t sleep forever.”

Bowe didn’t want to wake. “I need more pills.”

Paulini shook his head. “Not now. I’ve started to wean you off of them. You have to face what has happened.”

Bowe turned his head away from Paulini and stared into the corner.

“Can’t look at my ugly face, is that it?”

Bowe didn’t reply. Paulini was in his forties with black wavy hair, and there was nothing ugly about his face. Bowe just wanted him to go away.

“Unfortunately you’re stuck with me until you’re ready to leave. I hope that will be soon. The most important thing for you to do now is eat. You have been hand-fed a few times over the last few days—you were out of it on pills each time, so you probably don’t remember. But you haven’t had a decent meal in several days. You might not know it right now, but your body is starving.” Paulini reached under Bowe’s bed and made an adjustment that tilted the front half of the bed forward, forcing Bowe into a sitting position.

“Put me back down,” Bowe demanded, but Paulini ignored him. “There’s food beside you.” He walked around the canvas screen and into the other part of the hospital.

Bowe turned his head away from the food, but he couldn’t escape the smell even when he shoved his face into the pillow. As soon as the doctor mentioned food, Bowe had realized how hungry he was. He wanted to refuse to eat just to spite the doctor, but his stomach rumbled painfully. He sat up and scowled at the food on the small table beside him. It looked different from anything he’d eaten before, but it sure smelled good.

Bowe decided that if he was going to spite the doctor, it might as well be on a full stomach. He sat up fully, reached for the plate of food, then stopped. He’d reached with his right hand. The blank space where his hand should have been mocked him. He wanted to shout and yell at the missing hand, blame it for what it had done to him, curse it for turning him into a cripple, but it wasn’t there to do any of those things to.

He reached across his body with the left hand and picked up the plate and placed it in his lap. The fingers of his left were still clumsy and the bandages around the palm made it awkward to use. Bowe took up a spoon and began to eat. The food tasted delicious, but that might have been just because of how hungry he was.

* * *

“That didn’t take long.” Paulini came back in just as Bowe finished eating.

Bowe looked away. Just because he’d eaten his food didn’t mean he was going to be best friends with the person who cut his hand off.

“How’s the pain?” Paulini asked.

There was a slight throbbing in his right arm; Bowe had barely noticed it while he ate. “Very bad,” he said.

“Hopefully the pain will die down. You seem to have made a remarkable recovery other than that,” Paulini said. “Young bodies often heal much faster than I expect.”

“So my hand will be growing back any day now, will it?”

“It’ll take time to get used to that,” Paulini said. “The physical healing will be the easiest part.”

“No. I think cutting it off was the easiest part.”

The venom in Bowe’s voice made Paulini pause for a moment, and then he dragged over a chair, put it beside Bowe’s bed, and sat down. “Let’s talk. What should we talk about?”

“You’re a doctor. Shouldn’t you be healing patients, not bothering them?”

“We brought plenty of doctors on the trip, but we haven’t seen any battles yet, so there are as many doctors as patients.”

“You can talk if you want—I can’t stop you, but I’ve no intention of listening.” Bowe wondered where Iyra was; he was surprised she hadn’t visited him. Possibly she stayed away because he was now a cripple.

“Let’s talk about ignorance as a central tenant in a mode of governance. Since you’re a Guardian of Arcandis, you’ll no doubt be familiar with that.”

Bowe hadn’t realized that the doctor knew who he was, though he guessed it wasn’t surprising. Iyra would have told them; she was on their side after all.

“When we came to this planet, all the different countries took different routes in terms of molding their legacy, and the Jarindors and Arcandi are on different ends of the spectrum. No surprise that we wouldn’t agree on much.”

“What do you mean, ‘when we came to this planet’?” Bowe had blurted it out before he remembered he didn’t intend to talk to Paulini.

Paulini looked at Bowe blankly for a second then shook his head. “Sorry, I didn’t realize the Arcandi were that ignorant. You know how and why we came here, don’t you?”

“We were born here. What else is there to know?”

“Have you ever wondered how we came to being on this world? It’s a harsh place, with the Infernam coming every six years, and we humans and our farm animals are not adapted to it. Ever wonder how those gigantic Refuges were created?”

“I guess we dug them out. Perhaps they were old mines.” Though Bowe remembered his awe at the size of the Refuge, and he understood that mine tunnels were narrow.

“And before they were dug out, how did the people who didn’t have Refuges survive the Infernam?” Paulini asked. “How did farm animals come to be on this planet when they can only survive so long as humans bring them into the Refuge every six years?

Bowe opened his mouth to answer then closed it again. He’d never thought about that before.

“Humans came from a different planet called old-Earth,” Paulini said. “Or, at least, that’s what we call it, I imagine they just called it Earth. The technology these old-Earth humans created is unimaginable to us. I’ve seen some descriptions and drawings.” Paulini shook his head. “The fact that they were able to travel the vast distances of space to come here shows what they were capable of.”

Bowe glanced above him, even though all he could see was the tent ceiling. “They could fly, these old-Earth humans? Fly among the stars?”

“They created massive metal ships that could fly up into the sky and out into space.”

“Why did they want to do that?”

“At first it was curiosity. They wanted to go farther, learn more, become better. But with all their advancements they ended up destroying their planet, destroying old-Earth, so they had to explore the stars to find new homes.”

Bowe shook his head in confusion. “And we are these old-Earth humans, or what became of them? That doesn’t make any sense. Where are the flying metal ships?”

“According to what I’ve read, the old-Earth humans found only a few suitable planets. This was one of the worst, with Helion passing every six years. There were a small number of old-Earth humans who wanted a new society without any technology, and those old-Earth humans were given this planet. So they created a number of Refuges and did something called terraforming that made the planet old-Earth-like as much as possible with similar vegetation and animals and insects. Everything had to be planned to deal with the Infernam, so the vegetation that was used would grow back fast after a fire, insects were ones that could adapt to extreme heat, birds were taught migration patterns that kept them safe every six years. Even with all the technology, this took generations.”

Bowe closed his eyes, trying to take all this in. It was like seeing the world in a different light—everything was the same, yet slightly different. “If all this is true, why is it a secret?”

“It’s only a secret to the Arcandi. The other countries know about it. Certain land areas on this planet were chosen as countries, and in each country a Refuge was created and a community was settled. The leaders were called Guardians. Each community had their own ideas on how to structure their society. The Guardians were tasked with preserving that structure and ensuring that technology was never allowed to develop. In Jarind, we have never been afraid of knowledge, always trying to preserve it and learn. We just don’t pursue paths that lead to technology. Nothing that resembles a machine is allowed to be created.”

“What’s a machine?”

“It’s like something made of metal that can perform tasks.”

“A piece of metal that’s alive?” Bowe’s mind was whirring, trying to understand everything Paulini was telling him.

“I guess that’s one way of looking at it. The reason you don’t know about this is because Arcandis took a stricter viewpoint in their quest to avoid the return of technology. Knowledge was restricted. In the beginning it wasn’t as severe, but the Guardians’ views must have hardened over time. From what Washima told me, I don’t believe there are any books here containing knowledge from old-Earth.”

“There are old children’s books. Do you mean to say that the animals described in them like lions and wolves and dragons are real? They are old-Earth creatures who were not brought here?”

Paulini laughed. “Lions and wolves are real. Or they were, at least—I’m not sure if they were settled on other planets. Dragons are what you believed them to be—imagined creatures for children’s stories.”

“How do you know all this? About old-Earth and about the Arcandis Guardians?” Bowe was starting to believe Paulini—as hard as it was to believe about flying ships, real lions, metal beings—because the man seemed so sure. Who could make up something like that?

“Like I said, in Jarind we preserve knowledge; there is a massive library full of books, many of them written by people from old-Earth. And those Jarindors who love books often dedicate themselves to making copies so that they’ll never be lost. There’s information about the settling of the planet in the great library describing the plans of each country. What I read about the initial plans for Arcandis was very different from the reports written by Washima.” He shuddered. “Those reports made me feel physically ill.”

Despite Bowe’s fascination with all this new information, he was sick of the outlander’s disparaging remarks about Arcandis. “You aren’t much better than us. You brought an army to our doorstep. You came to invade us.”

“It’s not like that,” Paulini said. “We mean no harm to anyone. We are not a war-like people—far from it. Over the last three years we have recruited this army from volunteers. We based the weaponry and organization on an old-Earth civilization called the Romans. The Romans were able to defeat ten times their number when facing undisciplined opponents. We chose the black cloak to signify that this is a dark thing we do, to take up arms against another country. We only do it because we must act now that we know the nature of the society of Arcandis. We come merely to help the ordinary people from the horror that the country has turned into.”

“It’s not that bad.” Bowe bristled. “There are problems, but we can fix them ourselves.”

“It hasn’t changed in a long time, as I understand it. I remember your name from Washima’s reports. You were the ascor boy he met who was doing the Green Path. Right?”

Bowe nodded. It felt strange to know that people in other countries had read something that mentioned him by name.

“I’m not sure how you went on to becoming a Guardian. I don’t claim to know your ways that well. But the Green Path, you were part of it—can you not see how barbaric it is? Hundreds of teenage boys fighting in a strange death match that only a handful will survive.”

“It’s our way.” Bowe agreed that the Green Path was wrong, but he wasn’t going to say that to this doctor. Paulini thought he knew more about it than Bowe just by reading a few lines in a report. “You don’t understand.”

“It’s not just the Green Path,” Paulini said. “The Fortress, the way escay are treated by ascor, the way ascor women are treated, and the callous way that so many are forced to kill themselves when they can’t get into the Refuge every six years. The Green Path is only the smallest part of what’s wrong with Arcandis. How could the Guardians have allowed this society to have become so corrupt?”

“It’s the nature of the Infernam,” Bowe said. “Only so many can survive. Why didn’t those in the flying ships make the Refuges bigger if they could do so many wonderful and magical things?”

“I wish they did make them bigger,” Paulini said. “But the size of the Refuges was decided by the first Guardians.”

“Are you saying that they could have made them much bigger if they wanted to? Let everyone in? And they decided not to, and now everyone who can’t fit in must die instead? You said we were the barbaric ones.”

“It sounds harsh. But whatever size they made them, eventually the population would grow to fill them. That was the problem on old-Earth. The amount of people became too big, and the only way they could manage was with more and more technology and eventually the planet became overloaded. Used up. So the Refuges were designed to allow the population to expand, but only in a controlled and limited way. I’m sure those who terraformed the planet couldn’t imagine things turning out as badly as they have here. The two main tasks of the Guardians of each country were to ensure that population growth didn’t get out of hand and that technology advances didn’t occur.”

“Well, the Guardians of Arcandis haven’t failed on the two main tasks.”

“I’m sure creating a decent quality of life for all the people in the country was the most important task of the Guardians, even if it wasn’t spelled out.”

“And the justifications that give one country the right to invade another. Were they spelled out?”

Paulini looked away. “I was hoping you’d understand when I explained it to you.”

“And what population control measures do the Jarindors employ?” Bowe asked.

Paulini walked to the edge of the canvas screen, then turned back. “We don’t slaughter people.” And he left.

But he isn’t happy to tell me about their population control measures, Bowe thought. No matter how much he appears to believe in knowledge.

Chapter 18

Day 36

Bowe woke up and immediately glanced down at his right hand. It wasn’t there, of course, but for an infinitesimal moment just after he woke, he had hoped that everything had just been a nightmare. He wanted to wake up and be whole again, but that would never happen. As if to remind him of that, a shiver of pain ran through his upper arm and Bowe gripped the base of the stump with his left.

He had to accept what had happened and move on. Last night when he’d felt sorry for himself, he’d started to play a game he called What would Vitarr say? Imagining his old friend’s words had cured him rather quickly. You still have three working limbs—how many do I have? he’d say. Or Don’t play the who-has-it-worse game with me; fish have been nibbling on my toe bones for three years now. It made Bowe smile to imagine the way Vitarr would look at him and make him feel like a fool for feeling sorry for himself. You aren’t beaten yet, Bowe Bellanger, Vitarr would say. You’re only beaten when you stop trying.

Stop trying or die, Bowe supposed. That was something he hadn’t thought much about yet. What was his status here? Was he a prisoner, and if so, what did the Jarindors intend to do with him?

Paulini interrupted Bowe’s thoughts by walking in with a plate of food. He put it down on Bowe’s lap and Bowe started to eat.

“I came in to see how you were doing. We gave you no pain pills last night, so you’ll probably need some this morning.”

Bowe’s forearm was aching but he decided he wanted to stay out of the pain-pill fog if he could manage it. “The pain isn’t too bad. I’m okay for now.”

Paulini watched Bowe for a moment before speaking again. “Have you heard of something called therapy?”

Bowe shook his head. “Is it a type of machine that’s alive?”

“No. How do I explain this... We have a great many medical textbooks, but some of the procedures and cures are not possible without the technology. But one that is actually rather effective doesn’t require any medical equipment at all. However, it does require the patient to believe in it.”

“Sounds like a strange kind of medicine. What is it?”

“It involves talking about what troubles you.”

Bowe laughed. “That’s what passes for medicine in Jarind? Here we call it moaning about your problems.”

“I’m serious. You’ve lost your hand. Physically, it seems to be healing excellently. But the psychological damage will usually last much longer than anything else. It can last years.”

“Psycho-what?”

“It means in your mind, essentially.”

Bowe laughed again. “Well, if it’s just in my mind that’s okay. An old friend has been talking to me recently from beyond the grave. Gave me some advice and sorted me out. That all happened in my head, so I’m good on the psycho front.”

Paulini didn’t look amused. “So if you don’t want to talk about your missing hand, what about your attempt to commit suicide?”

“What?” Bowe’s head jerked forward. “I didn’t do that.”

“I was just reading your file. The friend who brought you in told us that you recently went out into the sea on your own and nearly drowned.”

“That’s not how it happened. I had a fever and I wasn’t thinking straight. But I didn’t try to kill myself. Why would Iyra think that?”

“Maybe she didn’t understand,” Paulini said.

“Damn right she didn’t understand.” Bowe lifted his stump. “Maybe she’ll understand now. I knew there was something dirty, something unclean about the wound. It needed to be washed. I hoped that the sea would clean it.”

“Interesting words you used,” Paulini said. “Unclean, dirty.”

Bowe snorted. “I didn’t know the medical term for it. I didn’t know I had gangrene.”

“I heard some shouts in the night coming from here. Sounded like you had nightmares. Were they related to losing your hand?”

“No. They had nothing to do with losing my hand. I get them every night. Happy?”

Unfortunately, that did seem to make the doctor happy. “Recurring nightmares? When did they begin?”

“What does it matter? They’re just dreams.”

“Dreams matter a great deal,” Paulini said. “No one knows what’s going on in their own mind, not truly. Even if someone thinks they do, they often only understand the surface of their mind. Dreams and nightmares can be a window into the heart of the mind. Into your very soul.”

“Doctor, I had a hard time believing you yesterday with your flying ships and travel in the stars, but now you’re surely just having fun and making this up with your therapy and psycho-something and a mind with a heart.”

“I’m quite serious.”

Bowe hadn’t seen the doctor laugh or even smile; he was beginning to realize that the doctor was a person without a humorous bone in his body.

“Think about what you have done to cause the nightmares,” the doctor continued. “Do you feel guilty about something?”

“I know what I’ve done.” Bowe was guilty of being still alive while Vitarr and Edison and Glil and others weren’t. The nightmares were clear on that.

“Have you done wrong?”

“I did my best, but I still feel bad about what happened.”

“I think your problem is that you can’t accept blame for your actions. Deep in your soul, you know you did wrong, but you can’t admit it.” Paulini was leaning over Bowe now, his eyes slitted.

“What do you know about what I have and haven’t done wrong?”

Paulini backed away. “Nothing. I’m just trying to help. Doctors are responsible for more than just their patients’ physical ills.”

“So now that we’ve done this therapy and talked about it, am I cured? Will the nightmares stop?”

“We are still on the surface of your problems. You have to dig deeper and understand your guilt. I can guide, but the will to get to the heart of the matter must come from you.”

Mother killer, the seagulls and the wind had said. Bowe was sure that Paulini would love to hear that. From the way he had looked at Bowe earlier, the doctor seemed to have a strange fascination with Bowe’s guilt. That was enough to make Bowe shy away from admitting anything. Plus, that had been under the influence of the fever, so it probably didn’t mean anything. Chalori hadn’t really been Bowe’s mother, and he couldn’t stop her from taking Paradise’s Kiss. She wasn’t one of those who appeared in Bowe’s nightmares.

* * *

It was late afternoon and Bowe was getting bored. Paulini hadn’t been to see him in a while, and doing nothing except staring at the canvas tent ceiling tended to make Bowe feel sorry for himself, much as he tried not to. Iyra still hadn’t been in to see him, and wondering about the whys of that didn’t lead to happy thoughts either.

So Bowe decided he was well enough to walk around a bit. He was wearing a gown of some sort, and when he sat up and looked around he spotted a pair of slippers. The floor of the tent consisted of hard-packed dirt, with tufts of grass sticking out in the corners.

Bowe’s legs wobbled when he stood, but overall, he felt stronger than he would have expected. After a few moments to get used to standing, he walked past the canvas screen and out into the rest of the hospital tent. The rest of the tent was large and there were many beds, but few patients. There were several doctors, but no one seemed to notice Bowe, so he walked to the entrance, opened the flap, and walked out.

A gust of wind caught Bowe just as the flap closed behind him, and it almost knocked him over. Several chairs were lined up along the front of the tent and Bowe gratefully plumped himself down on the first one.

Bowe held up his right arm. “Well, we did it, stumpy. Our first adventure together, walking out of the hospital tent, and we did it, you and me together.” Bowe shook his arm up and down to make it appear as if the bandaged stump was nodding. He chuckled to himself and looked around.

Tents of all shapes and sizes filled the plain. The ground between the tents had been churned into mud. All the soldiers wore their black cloaks, though most of the ones Bowe could see were more brown than black. They wore chainmail and a few carried oversized rectangular shields. The camp was massive; the Jarindors certainly seemed to have a big enough army to do the job they came for. Bowe couldn’t imagine that the Arcandi had enough marshals between them to give this army any competition.

Two soldiers were trudging past, and Bowe listened in to their conversation.

“I don’t understand why we’re still here. Shouldn’t we have moved in on the city by now?”

“I think Washima wants there to be no bloodshed, for them to just surrender.”

“I wouldn’t mind a bit of action after coming all this way.”

“I’m happy enough to get rid of those ascor, sort everything out, and start sailing back to Jarind. How long since we left now? Forty days? We’d be home by now if we weren’t delayed by those storms.”

“It’s day thirty-six of the Arcandi invasion. After getting here, despite the stormy seas, I think we’ve done the hard part. Once we start marching, everything will fall into place and the country will fall in days. The ordinary people will stand up to their oppressors once they know they have some support. I’m thinking there’ll be plenty grateful to us for helping to free them. I’m hoping that some of those who are grateful will be attractive young ladies.”

“Careful, now. Watch what you’re saying. We aren’t supposed to take anything or mistreat anyone.”

“I don’t mean to take. But if there’s something being offered, I don’t think I’m obliged to refuse.”

Bowe leaned back and tuned out of the conversation as they headed out of earshot. They didn’t expect much opposition, and Bowe couldn’t say they were wrong. Paulini had said they had adopted the military tactics of a people who could defeat ten times their number. How were the Arcandi to compete with that?

“It’s you, isn’t it?”

Bowe looked up in surprise to see that the two soldiers had returned and now stood in front of him. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a rumor we captured one of the Arcandi leaders. A teenage boy Guardian. It’s you.” It was the taller of the two who spoke. The one who wanted the young Arcandi ladies to be grateful.

Bowe nodded.

He reached for his sword, but his companion grabbed his hand. “This isn’t our business. It’s for Washima and the other leaders to decide what to do with him.”

“I just hate to see the evil creature sitting out here like he hasn’t a care in the word.”

“So do I, but—”

“What’s going on here?” A third soldier joined them, and this one Bowe was glad to see. He was the officer who had come upon Iyra and Bowe by the watchtower.

“We came across the Arcandi Guardian. Just making sure he wasn’t going to escape,” said the taller soldier.

“Be on your way. I’ll take care of this.”

The two soldiers came to attention then turned and marched away.

“Thank you. I’m glad you came by.” Bowe’s smile died before it was fully formed when faced with the stony expression of the officer. He had been so friendly that night in the watchtower. Too friendly, even, Bowe had felt, the way he had laughed at all Iyra’s dumb jokes.

“Don’t be so familiar with me. You deceived me—I didn’t know what you were before. If I had, you might not have made it back here in one piece.”

“I’m not quite in one piece.” Bowe held up his stump.

“Just return to your bed.”

Bowe stood up and did as he was ordered, ducking back through the entrance tent. Unlike when he’d left, the doctors and patients all noticed him—they must have heard the ruckus outside. The attention made him hurry, for there wasn’t a friendly gaze among them. Bowe hadn’t liked Paulini much, but he hadn’t been outright hostile, which made him an exception among the Jarindors, Bowe now realized.

So Bowe was glad to get behind the canvas screen and slip into bed. He had barely a chance to start trying to analyze everything he’d just seen and heard when the canvas screen shuddered and Washima shouldered his way into Bowe’s room. He touched his palms together and bowed his head.

Bowe held up his stump. “I can’t return the gesture.” He was glad that Washima was being polite. On the other hand, he did wear a large sword at his belt, so it wasn’t beyond the bounds of possibility that he’d come to chop Bowe’s head off.

“I was told you were outside causing trouble with the men.” He had the same deep voice that Bowe remembered. The accent was more familiar to Bowe now that he had met other Jarindors.

“I didn’t do anything,” Bowe said. “But it seems that everyone here hates me.”

“They would. You are the great evil that we have come all this way to overthrow.”

“A great evil. I’ve come up in the world. I didn’t think I would become a great evil until I was at least forty-three. But I’ve achieved it at sixteen—is that a record?”

Washima sighed, pulled up a chair and sat down. He had to lift his sword belt so it didn’t tangle with the ground. “I remember you from three years ago. You were just a dumb kid, and I’m not sure much has changed. I wanted to hate you then, and I have even more reason to now. But I don’t. I hate your way of life, I hate what the Guardians have done to your country, I hate the suffering that the people here face. I hate what you represent, but I find it hard to hate the kid lying in the bed before me. I don’t understand how you have become a Guardian at such a young age, but that’s what Iyra told me, and I’ve no reason not to trust her.”

“Where is Iyra?” Bowe was glad to finally be able to ask.

“She’s not here at camp. She’s been helping our cause, though.”

Bowe didn’t know how to react to that. At least she hadn’t been around and decided not to visit. On the other hand, she clearly saw helping the Jarindor invasion as being more important than making sure he didn’t die.

“She asked me to take care of you as a favor to her,” Washima continued. “And I do owe her one.”

“Were you going to leave me to die if she didn’t ask?”

“It would have been easier.”

“I helped that time, too. When the crew was imprisoned in your ship.”

“All you did was let yourself be persuaded not to interfere. It’s her who I’m grateful to, and the thief, not you.”

“I see. You’ve brought this army of volunteers all the way to defeat these evil Guardians. And you now have one in your custody. I didn’t even know I was a prisoner.”

“I haven’t called you a prisoner,” Washima said. “Just an Arcandi who needed medical attention. But people have found out who you are.”

“Which changes things?”

“In the eyes of most of the soldiers, yes. But I’ve met you. I know you’re just a kid caught up in this whole thing. But maybe this could work out for the best. Perhaps you’ll be able to go back to the other Guardians and speak to them. Tell them about our army, how they can’t win.”

Bowe felt a lift—he had been beginning to think that Washima had no intention of letting Bowe leave. “My doctor told me you studied ancient military tactics.”

Washima nodded. “Yes. It was very impressive what the Romans achieved. The discipline and training of a relatively small amount of Roman soldiers led to a city-state becoming a vast empire.”

“How did you go from being a spy to becoming a general? I’m correct in that you lead this army?”

“We didn’t have any army until recently. I was the one who wrote the reports that showed my people that we couldn’t sit back and allow the evil to continue in Arcandis. Not when we could do something to stop it. I knew Arcandis better than anyone else, and,” he said, touching his hand to the hilt of his sword, “I was one of the few masters in the Jarindor school of sword fighting. That’s one place where I disagree with the Romans. The general cannot stay back and watch his people fight. He should be on the front lines.”

Bowe was beginning to think that Washima was an excellent choice of general—but only from an Arcandi point of view. “My doctor said that you’re only here to free the escay. You don’t come here for conquest. Iyra told me the same.”

“Yes.” Washima became animated. “You must convince the other Guardians of that. I mean no harm to the land or her people. If the other Guardians and ascor surrender, I will ensure they’re not harmed. I believe that the villages and the countryside will surrender shortly. The system must be changed, and we’re prepared to do what it takes to ensure this. But it would make me incredibly happy if we can do this without bloodshed.”

Bowe was surer than ever that the Jarindors had made a bad choice of general. He remembered something that the bandit queen had said when Iyra had talked about Washima’s desire to invade but avoid bloodshed. You know little of war, she’d said, and Bowe now thought that applied to Washima as well, despite all the man’s reading about military tactics.

“In your research, you must have read about a lot of different wars,” Bowe said. “Did many have such pure goals as yours? Did any manage to be bloodless? How many involved the invader just leaving after a wrong has been righted? Those Romans that you have studied—their empire didn’t come about from just conquering a country and then leaving afterward, did it?”

“You don’t believe me?” Washima seemed surprised.

Before Bowe could answer, Paulini walked in. Washima stood and addressed the doctor. “Thanks for doing such a good job with the patient. In fact, I think he’ll be able to leave the hospital tomorrow morning.”

Paulini touched his palms together and bowed his head. “Thank you, sir.” He glanced over at Bowe. “Will he be executed?”

Washima shook his head. “No, he’ll be released. He has a message from me to the other leaders.”

“You can’t do that! Begging your pardon, sir. You can’t just let him go. He’s evil—he hides it well, but it’s clear. He’s one of the Arcandi Guardians, after all. What did we come for if not to see those at the top punished for their crimes?”

Washima tightened his right hand into a fist. “We came here to liberate, not to punish. I’m surprised at you, Doctor. I’d heard you’d made a special effort to heal this young man.”

“I wouldn’t be much of a doctor if I didn’t want to heal all illnesses,” Paulini said. “Even ones of the mind. That’s why I gave him so much attention. I wanted to wash away his ignorance so he could look inside himself and see the evil there. I wanted him to be able to see and admit his own wrongdoing. It was in your reports that the ascor didn’t see the evil in their actions. I thought I could make him understand his crimes. But he must be punished. I didn’t for one moment conceive of that not happening.”

“Well, if he is to be punished, it will be in another time and place.” Washima walked out past the canvas screen then turned back. “He looks healthy now. If any harm should come to him before tomorrow, I’ll see you tried for murder.”

“No.” Paulini took a step after Washima. “He could still suffer a bad reaction. Someone else could decide he deserves to die.”

“Well, I suggest you take very good care of him tonight and make sure that you trust any guards you decide to place around the hospital.” Washima left.

Paulini glared at Bowe and Bowe smiled back. “Can we do more therapy now? I’ve got this upwelling of evil inside me and I feel I’ll explode unless I have a chance to talk about it.”

Paulini stalked out of the room.

Chapter 19

Day 37

Bowe woke to the prodding of the reverse end of a spear. Two soldiers stood in front of him. His old clothes were beside the bed and he was given the time to dress before he was marched out of the hospital. Paulini gave Bowe a murderous look as he passed, so Bowe wiggled his fingers at him. “Thanks for taking such good care of me, Doctor. Despite our short time together, I feel like I’m leaving behind a friend.” Paulini’s expression darkened and he turned away.

At the entrance, Bowe reached out for the tent-door flap, but he wasn’t given a chance to open it. He was shoved from behind. He fell through the door and landed face-first on the ground. He bit down on a mouthful of mud before he had a chance to jam his mouth shut. He turned his head, spat out the mud, and wiped dirt off his face before looking behind. He expected laughter, but the soldiers just stared down at him with grim eyes.

“Up,” one demanded, jabbing Bowe’s stomach with the butt of his spear. Bowe flinched and pushed himself to his feet, but he slipped and fell again. It was difficult to get back to his feet in the mud with only one hand to do the job. He received a kick in his backside for his troubles.

Bowe knew the soldiers weren’t going to make it easy for him to get up, so he needed to do it as quickly as possible. He gathered himself, stuck his stump into the ground on the right, used his hand on the left, and pushed upward. He roared in pain as the stump took his weight. It had healed well, but it was in no condition to take any pressure. He bit his lip and kept pushing until he got one knee under himself. He stood and looked around. Many soldiers had stopped what they were doing and were watching him. No one showed any sympathy; they all knew who he was. They didn’t know him, but they hated him because of what they’d read about Arcandi Guardians in Washima’s reports.

Bowe received another jab in the back from the butt of a spear. His scribe’s cloak hung off him, heavy with wet mud. Bowe half-staggered and half-ran forward toward the edge of the camp, not wanting to give the soldiers behind him another excuse to knock him to the ground. He cradled his right stump in his left hand. The pain within it was like something alive, twisting and writhing. He sensed it had started bleeding again, but it was hard to tell with all the mud.

There was no barrier around the camp, so he just walked past the last of the tents and he was outside it. He kept walking, picking up the pace now that there was no mud to drag at his feet. Once he’d put some distance between himself and the edge of the camp, he turned back. The soldiers who had taken him from the hospital tent hadn’t followed beyond the perimeter of the camp.

“We’ve been ordered to let you go and not pursue,” one of them shouted. “But you wouldn’t want to be captured again. A lot of us now know what you look like.” Both soldiers turned around and walked back into the center of the camp.

Bowe decided he’d better get moving before some enterprising soldier decided he had some free time and wanted to use that time Guardian hunting. The edge of the forest wasn’t too far away, so Bowe swiftly walked in that direction, keeping an eye behind him to make sure he wasn’t being followed. When he reached the first tree he stopped and leaned against it, bending over to pant. His body was still weak from the gangrene infection and amputation.

He didn’t want to risk stopping for long so he ignored the pain in his stump and pushed on, summoning all his reserves of energy and willpower. He found an animal trail that at least allowed him to make progress without having to thrash through the undergrowth. Unfortunately his strength was depleted quickly. It was a lot easier to believe he’d recovered when lying in a bed all day.

He sat down on an overturned tree trunk, wrapping his left hand tightly around his right forearm and sucking in deep breaths. He hadn’t allowed himself to feel any pain while moving, and it all came rushing back once he stopped. There was some small evidence of bleeding, but it was hard to tell by the mud and Bowe didn’t want to examine it too closely. The bandage hadn’t come loose, at least.

Now that he was away from the camp, he had to decide what to do. He was perhaps three days from Arcandis, but he was only a day from Belldeem—if he could find the way. He guessed that Iyra was in Belldeem. Washima had mentioned that Iyra was doing a task for him, and Bowe suspected that the Guild leader who was helping the Jarindors was in Belldeem. Washima had also mentioned that he expected the villages and countryside to surrender to him shortly. It all fit.

There wasn’t a particular reason that Bowe needed to see Iyra, but he hadn’t figured out anything better to do. He missed her; he knew that shouldn’t matter with hands being lopped off and armies invading, but he couldn’t help how he felt. Even if she hadn’t bothered to check whether he recovered from losing his hand, he still wanted to see her.

He hadn’t come to any conclusions about what to do with all he’d learned about the Jarindors over the past few days. He certainly wasn’t sure that Iyra was right that this would be a good thing for Arcandis, even for the escay. The Jarindors seemed to think they were invading for good reasons, but they were like gilded jewelry. Scratch the thin layer of gold away from the surface, and what was underneath was not so pretty.

* * *

With light failing, Bowe wasn’t sure whether he was still heading in the right direction, but he kept going because he at least had found a decent-sized trail to follow. His body had gradually gotten stronger over the course of the day. The muscles in his legs were more tired, of course, but there was less weakness inside him and the pain in the stump was gone. He’d kept moving as much as possible, just at a slow and steady rate. He was glad of the trail right now, glad not to have to perpetually watch his feet and push past branches.

He was thinking about finding somewhere to rest when he heard some rustling in the undergrowth behind him. He swiveled around. The noise stopped, and Bowe peered in the direction from which it had come, trying to make out the shapes in the gloom. Some animal, he decided, ready to turn and continue on his way. Then he heard it again, closer this time. He could see leaves moving, but couldn’t see what caused it.

Bowe backed away. A branch snapped off to the left and a dark shadow detached itself from the vegetation and charged at Bowe. Bowe raised his arms as the shadow grabbed him and brought him to the ground. Bowe fell heavily on his back, and roared in pain as something struck his stump. His left arm got tangled up in a branch and the figure, who now straddled him, rained down blows upon Bowe’s shoulders and face. Bowe turned his face sideways and lifted the elbow of his right hand to try to protect himself without getting his stump hit again. Once his panic subsided, he realized there wasn’t much force behind the blows.

“Wait—what are you doing?” Bowe shouted.

“I’m not going to stand by and let invaders take over our country,” came the reply. It was a boy’s voice; he seemed taken aback at being addressed.

Bowe managed to get his left hand free and was able to block more of his young opponent’s blows, though they were now only half-hearted. “I’m not an invader. I’m not from Jarind.”

The small fists stopped above Bowe’s face. “What else would you be doing sneaking around on Elmando’s Trail? Prove you’re not from Jarind.”

“Listen to my voice,” Bowe said. “Those from Jarind speak in a strange accent. I don’t, do I?” Bowe figured the boy was about ten or eleven and that he could easily throw him off now that he’d recovered from the initial shock, but he preferred to talk his way out of it if possible. He didn’t want to get another blow on the stump, which was still smarting from the initial hit.

“I guess not,” the boy said. “But how was I to know the Jarindors speak funny? No one told me.”

“You know now. Come on, let me up. You can’t just go attacking everyone you run into.”

The boy stood and backed away. “Dad sent me to check the traps for rabbits. He said to be careful because when the Jarindors come, it would be from this direction. I was supposed to come straight back if I saw anything strange, but when I saw that there was only one of you, I thought I could take you.”

“Of course you did.” Bowe stood. Now that Bowe could see him better, the boy was about half Bowe’s size with thin arms and a big head. Bowe felt embarrassed for getting knocked over.

“If you’re not from Jarind, what are you doing sneaking around here?”

“I escaped from the Jarindors.” Bowe decided the boy might be able to help him. “I need to get to Belldeem.”

“You escaped? Really? What are they like? Dad says they ride on dragons.”

“What’s your name?” Bowe asked.

“Gefkin, but everyone calls me Gef. I’m going to be a marshal one day—one of those marshals who swordfight, not the ones who sit on councils and talk—then I’ll be able to fight off these outlanders when they come. Dad says there’s nothing we can do, that we just have to hope they won’t kill us, but I want to fight.”

“Doesn’t your dad think that the marshals will be able to fight off the outlanders?”

“Dad says that the marshals are nearly as bad as the outlanders, and that expecting help from them is like a fly expecting help from a spider.”

Bowe decided to change his mind about asking Gef to take him to his dad’s house for the night. “You said this was Elmando’s Trail. Does it lead to Belldeem?”

“No. It leads from Dad’s house to the sea. Why are you coming this way if you want to go to Belldeem?” The boy noticed Bowe’s stump. “Your hand’s missing. Did the Jarindors do that?”

“Kind of. Is there a trail that leads to Belldeem?”

Gef nodded. “Course. Yaxman’s Trail. I’ve been to Belldeem plenty of times, it’s not far. I’ve never been to the city, though; Dad says that the size of it would blow my mind.”

“I’m sure you’ll get to see it someday soon. Will you take me to Yaxman’s Trail? It’ll mean you’ll be helping in the fight against the Jarindors.”

“‘Course. It starts down by Dad’s house, but we can cut through over here and get there quicker.”

Gef ducked under a branch to the right and dived between two ferns and disappeared. Bowe followed him. He couldn’t see him, but he was able to follow the shaking branches and rustling leaves.

“Not too fast or you’ll lose me,” Bowe called after Gef.

Gef kept racing ahead, and then coming back when he realized Bowe wasn’t behind him. He didn’t have the patience to keep to a steady pace. It was close to full dark now, so branches loomed out of the darkness without warning. Bowe took his time, but even so, he nearly collided with a tree trunk several times.

Gef’s father doesn’t see much difference between the outlanders and the ascor, Bowe thought. Everyone had a different opinion about the invasion. Iyra presumably thought that nothing could be worse than the present system. The Guild was split, with Coensaw wanting to fight against the ascor alone, but the Guild leader in Belldeem seeking out Jarindor help. The boy, Gef, was possibly surer than anyone else.

Bowe pushed around a bush and out onto another trail where Gef was waiting for him. This one was wide enough for a wagon, and there was a narrow slit in the canopy of trees allowing moonlight through. The effect was that the wagon trail was lit up, forming a glowing path. If it stayed like that, Bowe could walk through the night.

“Here you are,” Gef said.

“And Belldeem is in which direction?”

Gef laughed hollowly, trying to determine if the question was a serious one. “That way,” he said in the end, pointing.

Bowe nodded. “Thanks. You better go back to your dad. He might be wondering where you are this late.”

“‘Course.” Gef started back down the trail, then stopped. “I have to go back and check the rabbit traps first.” He started back the way he had come.

“Wait,” Bowe said. “Next time you see someone you think is from Jarind, don’t attack them. Go back and tell your father about it.”

“But that’s cowardice,” Gef said. “I’m not afraid of them.”

“I know you’re not. But maybe your father is right. It probably doesn’t matter to you whether the outlanders are in charge or the ascor and the marshals.”

“He’s not right,” Gef said fiercely. “This is our country.”

A tingle ran down Bowe’s spine. It was strange, but those simple words from the mouth of a ten-year-old boy made Bowe feel something deep within him. The boy didn’t understand the problems of Arcandis; he just knew that this was his world and it was being invaded by outsiders. Sometimes problems were solved by considering them at their most complex. Perhaps it was true that looking at a problem in its simplest form also held possibilities.

“You’re right.” Bowe didn’t like the idea of Gef ambushing an armed Jarindor. He could be dead before the soldier figured out it was just a kid. “You want to become a marshal, right?” Bowe lifted his stump. “You won’t be able to if this happens to you.” Bowe didn’t want to scare him, but couldn’t think of a better way of getting through. “You have to leave the fighting for grownups this time. And then when you are older, and a marshal, you’ll be able to fight off any further invaders.”

“They’d do that to me?”

“Just don’t attack anyone until you’re a bit older.” Bowe left Gef behind and headed up the path. He decided to keep walking all the way to Belldeem if it was at all possible. He needed to get something to eat and didn’t fancy spending the night in the forest. As he followed the moonlit path, Bowe had plenty to think about as he walked.

* * *

When the lights of Belldeem came into view, Bowe let out a long sigh of relief. He’d been close to giving up for the night, but he gained a spurt of energy in seeing his destination so close. As he reached the outskirts of the village, he wondered if he should walk straight through the middle of it. There had been a major search for him not so long ago. But he was unlikely to have anyone recognize him in the dark and he was too tired to do anything except walk down the main street, past the square where Iyra had attempted to sell her carvings, to the house where she stayed. He walked up to the door then stopped. He wasn’t sure that Iyra was even in Belldeem, and even if she was, she mightn’t have come back to this house. He might be waking the farmer who owned the place. As he was hesitating, he heard voices. He leaned in closer.

“You should go back to Washima.” It was a man’s voice. Bowe didn’t recognize it but he had a feeling he’d heard it before.

“Do you have a message for him?” It was Iyra’s voice. Bowe’s heart beat faster. She was here. Suddenly he didn’t feel so tired.

“No, I’ve already sent word to him that everything is ready. Lears has already fled with all the Grenier marshals. Jakelin and the council have agreed not to oppose the Jarindors—not that they have any choice. Washima can claim Belldeem and the rest of the Arcandis countryside as soon as he marches in. Without bloodshed, as he wished.”

Bowe had been ready to walk in once he heard Iyra’s voice, but now he realized she was talking to the Guild leader who had conspired to bring the Jarindors. He leaned closer.

“I’m happy to go back,” Iyra said. “But what do you need me to do?”

“He’ll trust you. It’ll be good to have someone on our side advising him.”

“Isn’t he on our side?” Iyra asked.

“Perhaps. All we know for sure right now is that we have a common enemy in the ascor. We’ll figure out if we’ll be friends once that enemy is defeated.”

Footsteps approached the front door and Bowe retreated rapidly. He darted to the side and managed to throw himself into a small alley to the side of the house just as the door opened. Bowe peeked his head around the corner to watch the man exit.

The Guild leader turned back and glanced once into the house before pulling the hood of his cloak over his head and walking down the street. That little glance was enough for Bowe to see him clearly, though, with the light from the inside of the house reflecting against his profile. It was Rianel, Jakelin’s son. It was no wonder he could organize the surrender to Jarind—he was one of the leaders of the council.

Bowe remembered Jakelin’s anger toward the activities of the Guild. What would it do to him to find out that his son was their leader? Bowe remembered how dismissive Rianel had been of escay, not wanting Jakelin to mention his escay roots. At the same time, he was one of the leaders of the secret escay organization. He had been the best of friends with Lears, helping him implement the holdings tax, pushing for himself to gain promotion to become full ascor, while at the same time sabotaging the farmer’s crops in the name of the Guild, and, behind Coensaw’s back, helping the Jarindor invasion. The many faces of Rianel.

Bowe couldn’t go to Iyra immediately. He couldn’t let her suspect what he’d witnessed. So he crouched down in the alley and waited. And thought. What was he to do now? It was time to make a decision. First he had to decide what side he was on. Was allowing a Jarindor bloodless conquest—as Iyra wanted—the best thing for the country? Bowe knew that the country needed a change. As things stood, if he regained his place as a Guardian, he’d have to preside over a whole new Green Path. Could he do that? Coensaw had dedicated many long years to the overthrow of the ascor, and he didn’t see the Jarindor invasion as the best route. So it wasn’t just Bowe’s upbringing as an ascor that made him wary of what the Jarindors offered.

By being treated in the Jarindor hospital, Bowe had learned a great deal about them. He was reasonably certain that the Jarindor goal was truly a noble one. But Washima wasn’t a thinker; he was driven by a passion to right wrongs. What would happen after? Washima promised the ascor wouldn’t be harmed if they surrendered, but could he guarantee that? Bowe had seen how much the Jarindors wanted punishment, and what would the fervor of the Guild be like in looking for retribution? And what after that? Would the Jarindors just leave, or would they take up the leadership vacuum? The Refuge wouldn’t be any bigger, so how would the choices of who was to survive in three years’ time be made? Paulini hadn’t wanted to go into detail about the Jarindor ideas for population control—what if they were abhorrent to the Arcandi? Would the Jarindors enforce all their laws and codes in their newly conquered territory?

Although Washima was their leader, it was the actions of the other Jarindors that worried Bowe most. It seemed that the Jarindors were a just people, a good people, but they were also a hard people. There was no room in their hearts for sympathy or forgiveness. Now, of course, the ascor weren’t much better—they were, in fact, much worse. But was replacing the ascor with the Jarindors the best choice? The kindest and best people that Bowe had met were Arcandi escay, and that was despite all the hardship they had to endure. If there was going to be a change, shouldn’t they be in charge?

Those from old-Earth had put people in separate countries to create different cultures. If the Jarindors took over Arcandis and enforced their morals and policies, would they turn Arcandis into a lesser version of Jarind? The Jarindors Bowe had met had struck him as being rather black and white in their viewpoint with not much room for gray. Bowe could imagine someone like Paulini implementing Jarindor laws with strict punishments for those who disobeyed them. Wasn’t it true what the boy, Gef, had said—This is our country? The words had evoked a deep-seated feeling in Bowe, but it was only when he thought about it that he understood why.

Was it too late for those thoughts? There was no way that the Arcandi could defeat the Jarindors in battle. A straight-out fight would just result in needless bloodshed. But Bowe had seen weaknesses in them. They had learned the art of war from books; they hadn’t experienced it. None of them were real fighters. They expected to win without much trouble—the soldiers thought that sailing from Jarind to Arcandis was going to be the hardest part. Washima was good-hearted, not exactly someone who would be the most effective at leading a war effort. How would he and his men react if they faced terrible setbacks? The Arcandi were likely better suited to handle the suffering that would come from a war simply because life in Arcandis was so brutal.

The ghost of an idea settled on Bowe’s mind. It seemed ridiculous at first, but the more he thought about it, the more it seemed possible. He would need to get back to Arcandis and get Coensaw and the Guardians to agree. They were unlikely allies, but they wouldn’t exactly have to work together. Bowe would need Iyra’s help to get back into the city and set up a meeting with the Guild leader. That realization created a roadblock in Bowe’s rapidly developing plan. She was sure that allowing the Jarindors to take over was the right way forward, and Bowe didn’t think he could convince her otherwise.

The only way he could get Iyra’s help was to convince her that he was on her side. He’d have to deceive her. Bowe had sworn that he wouldn’t make her regret trusting him, but he was now convinced that what he was planning was the best—no, the only—way forward for Arcandis and he couldn’t let the oath stop him from doing what was right. She wouldn’t be happy when she found out, but she’d understand once she figured out that he did it for the right reasons.

That is the only way, he decided as he left the alleyway and marched up to Iyra’s door. He knocked and waited. After a moment, light streamed out from the crevices around the door as a lantern inside was lit.

Iyra opened the door and gasped. “What are you doing here? Washima and the Jarindors haven’t arrived yet, have they?”

Bowe shook his head. “Not as far as I know.”

“Well, come in,” she said. “It’s great to see you up and about again. I’ve been worried about you.”

Bowe allowed himself to be guided in.

“You look a mess. Covered in mud and leaves—how long have you been traveling? You must be ready to collapse. Did you make it here on your own? I’m amazed you—” She noticed Bowe’s missing hand. “Oh no.” She closed the door and guided him to the table and sat him down. “What happened?”

“You didn’t know?”

“Of course not. Washima had some tasks for me, and I checked in on you before I left. You were sleeping, and the doctor told me that he was taking good care of you and that you needed rest but you’d recover.”

“I guess the good doctor didn’t exactly lie. I had gangrene, and they had no choice but to amputate at the wrist. They did take good care of me, though.” Apart from at the end when they’d shoved him out of the tent. “Most of the time.”

Iyra touched the edge of the bandage around his forearm. “Does it hurt?”

“Most of the time it isn’t too bad. Doesn’t take much of an impact to send pain shooting through it, though. I wish I could say I hadn’t any experience of that.” He smiled. “I was attacked by a ten-year-old in the forest on the way over.”

“And you lost, too, I bet.”

“You know me too well.”

“Well, the wound needs to be cleaned.” She went to get a bowl, filled it with water, and placed it on the table. She dipped Bowe’s stump in the water. The water was cool and soothing, and it made Bowe realize just how tight and tense his forehand had been. Mud came loose of the bandages and dissolved into the water, turning it brown. There were also streaks of red. “There’s blood, as well,” Iyra said. “I can’t believe Washima let you out in this state.”

“I’m just lucky I was let out of there at all,” Bowe said.

“What do you mean? Washima promised me he’d take care of you.”

“He did. He’s a good man.” Bowe didn’t see any point in going into detail about his experiences. “You were right that he means well. He truly wants this whole thing to end with no bloodshed.”

“So why do I find you at my door, muddy and bleeding and half-dead from tiredness?” Iyra started to unwrap Bowe’s bandage while his forearm was in the water.

“You don’t want to see that.” Bowe tried to pull his stump back but Iyra wouldn’t let him.

“Don’t be silly, it has to be cleaned. I’m not going to let you get gangrene again, not if I can help it.” She finished unwrapping the stump, then pulled it out of the muddy water. “Hold that in the air. I’ll get some clean water to clean it.”

Iyra didn’t flinch at the sight of the ugly and misshapen mass of flesh where Bowe’s wrist should have been. Unhealed skin was folded across the top of the stump and livid red scars ran through it. Despite having seen it many times in the last few days, Bowe still felt disgusted by it. He shuddered to think that he’d be faced with this ugliness every morning for the rest of his life.

Iyra returned with clean water and some fresh bandages. She dipped the stump in the water and gently cleaned it. Bowe closed his eyes. The touch of her fingers was soft and comforting.

“I can see where the wound reopened,” she said, “but it doesn’t look too bad. The bleeding has stopped. She dried the stump with a cloth then wrapped it up with the fresh bandage. “If you can prevent yourself from being beaten up by children for a few days, it shouldn’t start bleeding again.”

“Being beaten up by children isn’t too bad. It’s all the adults who want to kill me that’s harder to take.”

“I hope you don’t intend on feeling sorry for yourself. You were never much good with that right hand anyway. As an ascor, being able to use the mush between your ears is much more important than using your hands.”

Bowe wasn’t sure that the other ascor would see it that way. Would they just see him as a cripple, someone damaged and useless? “My right arm would be a bigger loss if I were a woodcarver?”

“Don’t be like that. You know what I mean. Now, you didn’t tell me what you’re doing here.”

“We all have to do our part,” Bowe said.

“What does that mean?”

“It means that Washima gave me a message for the other Guardians.”

“The other Guardians want you dead.”

“That was before the invasion. Right now, I’m the only one of the ascor who has met the Jarindors. They’ll have to listen to me. But I need your help to get into Arcandis City. You know how to find the tunnel that goes under the wall.”

Bowe reached across with his left hand and cupped the back of Iyra’s hand.

Iyra pulled her hand away and stood up. “I can’t. I have another task I need to do.”

“This is more important,” Bowe said.

“What did message did Washima want delivered?”

“He promises that the Guardians won’t be harmed if they surrender.”

“And you think they’ll do it.” Iyra sat down again. There was a note of hope in her voice.

Bowe’s mouth felt dry. He didn’t want to lie to her, especially now that he had found out she hadn’t known about his hand when she’d left him behind. The Guardians weren’t going to agree to Washima’s proposal because Bowe wasn’t going to mention it. “They might accept.” Bowe reached forward and grabbed Iyra’s hand again. This time she didn’t pull away. “Don’t you see? This is the chance to finish this without any fighting. Without requiring thousands upon thousands of needless deaths. Belldeem has already agreed to surrender without a fight, perhaps the city can too. Don’t you see how important this is—I need you to help me get back into the city. There’s no one else I can trust.”

Bowe’s stomach squirmed as he made his case. Some of what he’d said had been true. Not the heart of it, though. He was going to have a hard job persuading her to trust him again after this. Especially after what he’d sworn.

“I didn’t think we were on the same side in this,” Iyra stood up and paced to the other side of the room. “You’re a Guardian and I’m in the Guild.”

Bowe followed her and moved close, touching the top of her right hip. He thought about whether each statement was a lie or the truth as he said them. “I told you I changed.” True. “We’re on the same side.” False. “These past few weeks have shown me a great deal about myself and about the society we live in.” True. “As Guardian and as ascor, I’m part of a great evil.” True. “The only way to change things is for this Jarindor invasion to succeed.” False.

Iyra smiled hesitantly. “You’re serious? You truly see things like that? Like I do?”

Bowe nodded. “Coensaw wanted to keep me alive so that I could affect change from within. Now is the chance for me to do that. To redeem myself as ascor and as a man. Coensaw wouldn’t tell me if I was truly an ascor or an escay, so perhaps I can be both, perhaps I can be the bridge between them. But I need your help.”

“You can persuade the Guardians to surrender to the Jarindors?”

“There’s a chance. Will you help me?” Bowe leaned in and kissed her firmly on the mouth. She responded, her lips parting against his.

When Iyra finally pulled away from him, neither of them could keep smiles off of their faces.

“That was nice,” Bowe said.

“Is this how you win all your arguments?” Iyra asked.

“Does that mean you’ll help me?”

“I need more persuading.” Iyra leaned in and they kissed again. This time their kiss was hungrier, and they began fumbling at each other’s clothes. Strangely Bowe’s lack of a hand didn’t slow him down in undressing her.

Chapter 20

Day 39

A thrill ran through Bowe as he saw the city skyline in the distance. He looked across to see if Iyra felt the same, but her mouth had twisted in distaste. Bowe could understand that, because the black towers of the Fortress were the most obvious landmark from this direction. Most escay hated that building, for many of them who entered never came out again.

But for Bowe, after all the time away, most of it involving suffering in one form or another, seeing the city made him feel like he was home again. He was returning less whole than he’d been before. He glanced down at his right arm. On the other hand, he was returning with a far greater understanding of the world he lived in. Like how life on the planet had begun. He’d tried to explain to Iyra about old-Earth, but she hadn’t wanted to hear it.

He’d also gained an understanding about the lives of the escay. When Bowe had left, Coensaw had said that it didn’t matter whether he was the son of an ascor or the son of an escay. He didn’t understand that then, but he was beginning to now. He was the same person either way. If the other ascor felt different, it was they who didn’t understand. Not that he intended to tell any of the ascor that he could be an escay. He hadn’t lost his wits as well as his hand.

Plus, he more or less knew from Jakelin that he wasn’t really an escay. That made contemplating being one much easier.

“We’d better wait here until nightfall,” Iyra said. “Then we can get inside through the tunnel.”

Bowe reached for her. “That’ll be several hours. Whatever could we do until then?”

Iyra slapped his hand away. “Don’t be silly, we’re just outside the city walls, anyone could be wandering about. Including Grenier marshals looking for Jarindor scouts.”

“We’re not Jarindor scouts.”

“Doesn’t mean we wouldn’t be arrested. It’s unlikely you’ll be able to talk your way into a meeting with the Guardians from a cell inside the Fortress.” She set her pack down and leaned it against a tree. “If we keep alert and talk quietly, we should be fine.”

“I’m already on alert,” Bowe said, grabbing at her waist, “and willing to be quiet.”

Iyra slapped him away again.

Bowe smiled and settled down with his back against a tree.

They’d slept together in the farmer’s house in Belldeem and it had been wonderful. If Arcandis City felt like home in one way, being with Iyra felt like home in another. It had been so much better than the night he’d spent with a courtesan. That night had been all about the excitement of a new adventure and the satisfaction of release. With Iyra, it had been like the discovery and exploration of a new world—strange yet familiar. The act itself was the union of two bodies coming together in harmony, and afterward Bowe felt more complete than he ever had when he’d had two hands.

The next day Iyra had been all shy smiles and was unusually clumsy in getting ready for their journey. There was an awkwardness between them that hadn’t been there in a long while, and Bowe’s teasing didn’t help. During the course of the journey the easy familiarity had returned, though Iyra had not allowed Bowe to sleep with her last night. She’d said she wanted to, but needed more time to get used to the idea. Bowe didn’t understand, but was happy to give her time. It felt great just being with her and knowing they loved each other.

If he lived through what to come in the next few days, he wanted Iyra by his side. She wouldn’t be happy when she found out what he planned to do, but he’d make her understand that it was for the best once it was done. Matters between them would become complicated if Bowe returned to being Bellanger Guardian, of course. He wouldn’t be able to marry an escay.

He was also already married, of course—that was another complication, though his best friend and wife had already trampled over that marriage contract. Ascor had many wives, escay only one, and Bowe wasn’t sure of Iyra’s feelings on the matter, but didn’t think she’d be keen on sharing. He chuckled to himself—seemed more likely she’d stab any other wives with a kitchen knife than live in harmony with them. Bowe decided it best not to think about for now. The world might be a very different place soon enough. They loved each other; the rest could be worked out.

The sun descended and the shadows lengthened. When Iyra decided it was dark enough, they picked up their packs and moved on. They skirted along the edge of the tree line, Iyra gliding between trees, and Bowe doing his best to stumble along without making too much of a ruckus. On the walls, torchlight moved back and forth—unsurprisingly, there were even more patrols than the night when Bowe had escaped.

Bowe was impressed that Iyra had no trouble finding the entrance to the tunnel in the darkness; he didn’t have a clue how she managed it. She gripped Bowe’s hand and whispered, “Follow me. Be quiet until we’re well clear of the wall on the other side.”

She squeezed between two bushes and disappeared. Bowe followed, shielding his face and pulling the briars out of his way. Knowing what to expect meant he didn’t get as many scratches as when he’d come this way before. When he reached the center of the copse of bushes, Iyra was kneeling over a hole. She’d moved aside the object that had served as a door. She touched her forefinger to her lips and gestured for Bowe to enter. He did, entering headfirst and squirming his way down the tunnel. He used his elbows and knees to propel him, holding his stump lifted off the ground so it didn’t get in the way. He heard Iyra scramble down behind him.

The journey couldn’t have been any shorter than last time, of course, and it still involved crawling through dirt in the darkest black imaginable, but it seemed a lot easier this time. Bowe didn’t know if that was just because he’d done it before, or if he’d become more used to this kind of thing.

Even so, he was relieved when the tunnel began to ramp upward. He felt ahead of him with his left hand and moved cautiously forward until it hit a wooden board. He carefully lifted the board and pushed it aside, found another loose board and pushed that to the other side of the hole. There was a tiny breath of fresh air and a lightening of the darkness. Bowe stuck his head out of the tunnel then pulled the rest of his body out. He turned around, looking for the cracks of light that would show the way out. Then he sensed movement and became aware that he wasn’t alone. Something was pulled over his head. He opened his mouth to shout, but with cloth blocking his mouth, he only managed a muffled grunt.

Arms tightened around him, pinning his arms to his body. “Don’t fight now,” a voice whispered in his ear. “If you make noise, you could be caught by worse than us.”

Bowe relaxed into the grip and then tried to spring forward, but the arms held firm. He had to warn Iyra if he could. He tried to yell again, and this time half a shout got out before a hand pushed the cloth against his mouth again. He felt a sharp pain in the side of his head, and then his legs weakened and his mind went dim.

Chapter 21

Day 40

Bowe ran through the dark underground corridors. He was trying to escape the Refuge but he couldn’t find the way out. No, that wasn’t right—why did he think he was in the Refuge? He’d been captured by Grenier marshals while trying to sneak back into the city. He was in the Fortress, or rather under the Fortress in the dungeons below. On either side of Bowe along the corridor were doors to the prison cells, but they were all empty.

He came upon someone with their back to him. He stopped and pulled the person’s cloak and she turned around. Bowe jerked back.

“But you’re dead,” he said. It was Ariastiana, the Raine Guardian’s head wife up until the last Infernam.

“That’s a terribly rude thing to say,” she said.

“But aren’t you?”

“Whether I am or not doesn’t make it any less rude.”

Bowe shook his head. “Can you help me escape? I shouldn’t be down here.”

“Of course you should be here. You’re the jailor, after all. Why would you need to escape?”

“No, I’m not.” But Bowe looked down at his right hand, and in it was a key ring with several large iron keys attached. He looked back up at Ariastiana. “There’s no one in the cells here.”

“Yes, there is.”

In front of Bowe was a door. The door had a square hole at head height, with vertical bars across it. Inside the room a hooded figure was bent over.

Then Bowe was inside the cell with the hunched figure, and he knew she was a woman. She wore a hooded cloak so he couldn’t see her face, so he leaned in closer to see what she was doing. In front of her was a metal platform holding a silver teapot. Under the little platform were three candles that were there to heat the tea. The candles weren’t lit, but the woman rattled the teapot as if she was impatiently waiting for it to be ready. A memory hit Bowe and he recoiled in horror, remembering who had used to own a teapot and platform like that. He tried to turn and run away, but he was frozen in place.

“Bowe, Bowe,” said a voice.

“No,” Bowe groaned. “It wasn’t my fault.”

“Bowe, wake up. You’re having a nightmare.”

Bowe opened his eyes, and he was surprised to find himself lying in a bed in a bright room. “Why aren’t I in the dungeon?” he mumbled.

“Why would you be?” Iyra was sitting beside him with her hand on his shoulder.

“I was captured by Grenier marshals coming out of the tunnel.”

“No,” Iyra said. “You were captured by men of the Guild. Coensaw decided to guard the tunnel, given the circumstances. You nearly had the lot of us captured by marshals when you called out, though.”

Bowe managed to separate the dream from what had happened. He remembered being told to be quiet, and then...it was as if the memory of the injury brought the injury to life, for a pain speared itself into the left side of Bowe’s brain. He let out a deep breath and touched the side of his head. He traced the outline of the tender bump with his fingers and waited for the pain to fade.

Having made sense of reality, he returned his thoughts to his dream. The teapot had belonged to Chalori. She was the hunched figure who had been in the cell. “I did it,” he said.

“Did what?”

Mother killer, the wind and the seagulls had said when Bowe was fevered. They told the truth, but Bowe hadn’t believed it. “I killed my mother,” he said.

“It was just a dream,” Iyra said. “We have more important worries right now. I just met Coensaw.”

“It’s true, though, it was my fault.” Bowe sat up. Bowe had thought that his nightmares meant he blamed himself when he shouldn’t have. Vitarr, Edison, Glil—they had appeared in most of his dreams, but it was never about them. He had done his best for them and mourned them when they died. Bowe’s problem was that he hadn’t admitted responsibility for the wrong he had done to someone who loved him. Before the Green Path started, he had conspired with Ariastiana to stop Chalori from meeting Kesirran. He had helped Ariastiana, who always hated him, to plot against Chalori, who treated him like her own son. All because Ariastiana was more powerful and he hoped she’d help him.

“Focus, Bowe,” Iyra said. “I admitted to Coensaw that I helped...” She hesitated. “That I helped in the Guild to support the Jarindor invasion. And that we’ve come here to ensure a bloodless takeover for the Jarindors. I didn’t want to tell him, but he caught me in lies, and I had to admit everything in the end. Coensaw is furious right now—in his own cold way—and he wants to see you. I’m not sure what he’ll do.”

Bowe remembered the way Chalori used to twirl her finger through his hair. It wasn’t all his fault that she died, but he needed to accept responsibility for his part in it.

“Bowe, are you listening? This is dead serious.”

“It’ll be okay.” Bowe forced the memories away. He’d deal with it later.

“What do you mean it’ll be okay? Haven’t you been listening to me? Coensaw is not a man to be crossed. He could have ordered watery graves for us both by now.”

“I’m good at talking myself out of sticky situations.” Bowe wrapped his hand around Iyra’s waist and forced a smile, rubbing the small of her back. “I’ll sort it out.”

Iyra shook her head. “I’ve just come from him. I don’t think you can talk your way out of this one. But we’ve no choice.”

“Wait,” Bowe grabbed her trailing arm and pulled her back toward him. He lifted his right arm then stopped, smiled—she smiled back—and lifted his left hand to cup the side of her face. “You mean everything to me. Whatever happens in this meeting, remember that.”

Bowe stood up and opened the door. Iyra hung back for a moment, then followed. “Wait, what’s going to happen? What’s going on that I don’t know about?”

Outside were two men. They waited for Iyra to emerge, nodded to her, then one led the way down a corridor. Bowe and Iyra followed and the second man slipped in behind them. Neither openly wore a weapon, but they were big and burly and without doubt had a knife or cudgel somewhere on them.

“Bowe, what’s going on?” Iyra caught up with him.

Bowe squeezed her hand then released it. “You’ll see. This is for the best, I promise.”

“You’re scaring me. More even than Coensaw did.”

They were led into an open room with a large table in the middle of it. Blinds covered up the windows, and a fire blazed in the hearth at the far end. Beside the hearth was Coensaw in his wheelchair, and next to him was Xarcon. The leading guard wore heavy boots and his footsteps echoed against the high ceiling as he marched them alongside the long table. This place was more like the dining room from the mansion of a great house than somewhere Bowe would expect the Guild to be hiding out.

Xarcon’s hand was on the back of Coensaw’s chair. His face displayed no emotion when he looked at Bowe—he was truly Coensaw’s man. Perhaps when he heard what Bowe had planned, perhaps if he knew what Bowe now thought about escay... Bowe trailed off his thought. No, it was too late to redeem any relationship between him and Xarcon.

Bowe and Iyra’s guards left them in front of the Guild leader and stepped back. The crackling of the fire filled the pause while Bowe and Coensaw sized each other up. Although Coensaw didn’t look angry, Bowe could see in the way the old man’s wrinkles twisted and the way that he clutched the arm of his chair that there were raging emotions beneath the calm exterior. For the first time Bowe wondered if Coensaw was certain to agree to Bowe’s plan.

“I see you have come back missing a piece,” Coensaw said finally, nodding at Bowe’s stump.

“I gained more than I lost. Or at least I hope so.”

Coensaw chuckled. “Admirable sentiments. Very few could say that so soon after such a loss.”

Bowe nodded. “I understand that Iyra has been telling you what she thinks we came back to Arcandis for. She doesn’t know the full story.”

“What do you mean?” Iyra said. “Have you been lying to me?” She took a step back, turning to face him. The sinews in her neck stood out like knotted roots.

Coensaw raised his palm toward Iyra and she relapsed into a muttered silence. She held her aggressive posture directed at Bowe, though.

“You’re probably lying to me.” Coensaw said. “Iyra told you that I wasn’t happy. So you’re changing your story to save yourself.” Coensaw’s eyes tracked up and down Bowe, as if he could read the truth from the way Bowe stood.

“Nothing has changed,” Bowe said. “I wasn’t sure Iyra understood what needed to happen, so I wasn’t completely honest with her.” Bowe glanced at Iyra, but quickly looked away, unable to meet her gaze. “She thinks that the Jarindors taking over is the only way things will change here. I think—and I believe you feel the same way—that once we let them in, it won’t be so easy to get rid of them. At the moment the escay are under the chains of the ascor. The chains from the Jarindors might be looser, but they’ll still be chains.”

The wrinkles in Coensaw’s face relaxed the tiniest fraction. “I’m not saying I believe you, but you have my attention.”

“I know I’m an ascor, and by virtue of that an enemy in your eyes, but Xarcon was an ascor once.” Bowe glanced up, but Xarcon remained a statue. “He’ll tell you that I hated the Green Path. I’ve seen, heard, and learned plenty on my exile from Arcandis, and had plenty of time to reflect. I can now clearly see the evil at the heart of Arcandis and I know there must be a change, dramatic change, but it must come from within, from the Arcandi themselves, not from these invaders.”

“Are you sure you’re not just telling me what I want to hear? As a way out of your situation?”

Bowe looked around. Several of Coensaw’s men watched him with grim expressions. “No. I have thought long and hard about this. I wasn’t totally honest with Iyra, but I will be with you. My being captured was a lucky break for me because it means I didn’t have to arrange this meeting. I have a plan to end this.”

Coensaw frowned. “Iyra told us you want to persuade the Guardians to open the gates to the Jarindors.”

“Both you and I know they’d never do that. Those who survive the Green Path are not the type who give up easily. I doubt they like their prospects, but they’ll fight if it comes down to it. I have a plan, though, which I think will result in the Jarindors giving up and leaving without too much bloodshed. But I need your help and I need the help of the other Guardians.”

“They would never work with me,” Coensaw said.

“They don’t have to know the Guild was involved.”

“Why would I help? Half the escay in the city want the Jarindors to win; the other half don’t care either way.”

“That’s exactly why I need your help. It’s only the escay that can stop the invasion and I need you to persuade them that they should.”

“Just say I go along with this,” Coensaw said, “What happens after?”

“After, if things go as I hope, I’ll become a Guardian again. This time, one with real power. And I’ll work from within to bring an end to the present system.”

Coensaw used his hand to push on the wheels of his chair, propelling himself forward. He maneuvered the chair closer then did a full loop around Bowe and Iyra. The wheels made a slow eerie creaking sound. Bowe’s head followed Coensaw’s progress, until Bowe’s gaze met Iyra’s one of molten fury, then he stared forward until Coensaw stopped moving.

“So I just have to trust you, is that it? Trust that you’ve changed enough so that all you’ve said is true?” Coensaw said. “How can I possibly trust an ascor?”

“Ascor or escay, it doesn’t matter—we’re all the same. The question is, do you trust Bowe Bellanger?”

Coensaw smiled. “‘Ascor and escay are all the same.’ I never believed I’d hear a Guardian say that.”

“You said you sensed change coming, didn’t you? That was why you decided to become more open about your identity.”

“That was more because I’m old and no longer have the slightest fear of death. What else could you tell me to persuade me that you’re now on our side?”

“I’m in love with an escay.”

With a roar, Iyra threw herself at Bowe. “In love, you say?”

Iyra dragged Bowe down to the floor. His back slammed against the floor, but he managed to keep his stump from hitting anything.

“You did know I meant you, right?” Bowe managed, and then Iyra landed on top of him and she swung a fist that hit him in the cheek, jolting his head to the right.

“You asked me to trust you,” she said. “And this is what you do.”

Pain exploded in Bowe’s jaw. He held up his left hand to try to block, but it didn’t do much. Her fists came flying in from the left and the right. “You swore you wouldn’t betray me again.” Bowe tried to twist his head away but only managed to cause Iyra to hit different parts of his face as she rammed her knuckles into his nose, against the side of his neck, and then striking his temple and cheek.

Then it stopped. Bowe didn’t know what had happened for a moment until he realized he’d closed his eyes. He opened them to see Iyra struggling and snarling as Coensaw’s men dragged her off of him.

Coensaw wheeled himself to Bowe’s side. “I believe that Iyra didn’t know about your plan, at least. Or else that was the greatest fake performance ever.”

Bowe wiped the side of his face and his fingers came away smeared in blood. He turned onto his side and spat out a bloodied tooth. “No performance.” He felt like the entire Jarindor army had climbed inside his skull for a dance.

Iyra was dragged out of the room still kicking and screaming.

Bowe watched her go with a sinking heart. He had underestimated her reaction to what he saw as a slight deception.

“Let’s talk about this plan of yours,” Coensaw said.

“If we work together on this, you have to promise me that she won’t be punished. What she did toward helping the Jarindor invasion she did for good reasons.”

“You don’t have much right to set conditions, but I’ll agree to that one. Provided I like your plan.”

Chapter 22

Day 42

Bowe kept his hood up as he walked down the street. He didn’t know how many people would recognize him, but talk about him had dominated the taverns recently, so it was worth being cautious if he wanted to avoid attention.

The crowds jostled him on either side, but he reveled in it. Since arriving in the city he’d been either cooped up inside Coensaw’s house or unconscious, so it felt good to be back in the maelstrom of city life. After all the time in the forest, he felt energized to be walking down a city street again. He made sure to keep his stump out of the way, to avoid both harm and possible recognition. The atmosphere was that of the days before the Infernam—without the heat. With a foreign army only days away, the nervous energy was understandable.

Bowe stopped in front of Bellanger Mansion and took it in. A tingle ran through him. The last time he’d seen it, it’d been over his shoulder as he fled the Greniers. At the time, the chances of him returning weren’t high; but here he was. There were plenty of signs of neglect—gardening tools lying about, uncut grass, a shutter opening and closing in the wind. It had seen worse days, though. Bowe remembered how it had looked when he had first seen it, after twelve years of disuse. And even then it had a majesty to it—this latest setback was nothing to the old dame of a mansion. Bowe grinned, then winced and reached up to massage his lower jaw. Yet again, Bowe had discovered that Iyra was stronger than she looked. This time to his cost.

Bowe walked down the entrance path. The azure sun was carved into the door—the Bellanger sigil. Bowe ran his fingers along the carving and the door floated open. There was a rattle of footsteps and Bowe jerked back, ready to run. But he smiled when he saw who it was.

Thrace ran at him and encased him in a bear hug, lifting him off his feet. “Not so hard, you big lug,” Bowe protested. “I’m in a fragile state.”

Thrace put Bowe down and his grin disappeared when he focused on Bowe’s missing hand. “I hoped that the newsbards had that wrong.” He shook his head. “I knew it was going to be true, but hoped all the same. You ever do that?”

“All the bloody time.” Bowe hoped that Iyra would forgive him, but he remembered the look she’d given him when she was being dragged away by Coensaw’s men. He wouldn’t give up on her, though—he couldn’t. There was a hollow inside him that ached for her.

“So the talk from the newsbards is that you were captured by the Jarindors, they cut off your hand, you escaped, and now have this great plan to save us all,” Thrace said.

Perhaps Bowe should have been honest with Iyra from the outset and explained why he felt that defeating the Jarindors was best. But would she have understood? Or would she have thought that he didn’t want change because he was an ascor? Would she still have guided him to the city and led him through the tunnel? He hadn’t been able take the risk that she wouldn’t have helped him.

“Bowe,” Thrace said, “you still with me?”

“Yes, sorry, things on my mind. I didn’t exactly escape from the Jarindors—they let me go. And I received medical attention that saved my life that involved having my hand cut off. But other than that, the newsbards have it right.”

“So no more trying to drag you into the training grounds for sword work?” Thrace grinned. “You’ll have too good of an excuse.”

“Well, if I had practiced more when you wanted me to, this might never have happened. Dulnato wouldn’t have defeated me so easily.”

“Dulnato did this.” Thrace thumped his fist into his palm. “I should have gone with you. I should never have stayed here.”

“No. It worked out for the best, I think.”

“Where’s Dulnato now? Do we still have to worry about him?”

“No. He’s dead. The White Spider, too. They killed each other.” This wasn’t the time to reveal that the White Spider had been Jadilla, not Jisri. If there was ever going to be a time.

“So what now? The newsbards report that there will be a meeting with the Guardians here in two days. That’s why I came back. I was half-expecting a trap—that the place would be flooded with Grenier marshals. But here you are, and no marshals. How did you arrange the meeting?”

“It hasn’t been confirmed yet.” That was one of the many risks in Bowe’s plan. He needed a meeting with the other Guardians but he couldn’t exactly just summon them. So, with Coensaw’s help, he’d spread rumors that the Bellanger Guardian had a plan to defeat the Jarindor army and that all the Guardians were meeting in Bellanger Mansion to discuss it. He hoped that they would be both curious to hear what he would say and fearful of blame in not doing everything they could should they not attend. It was a tightrope, though—they could decide that they weren’t going to be forced into anything and arrest Bowe and throw him into the Fortress dungeons.

“What can I do to help?” Thrace asked.

“Can you get in touch with the other Bellanger ascor?” Bowe asked.

“I should be able to, yes.”

“Send for Sindar and Sorrin and Oamir, but forget about Xarcon. Tell them it’s safe to return and that I need them.” “Safe” was an exaggeration, but there was no point in mentioning the tightrope they’d be walking. “See if any of the escay who worked here before will return. And our marshals. The meeting, if it takes place, will be in two days’ time and we have a lot of work to do to get ready for it.”

“Will do. What about Zofila?”

Bowe blinked several times. Bringing her into the picture introduced several complications, but not having her around would introduce too many questions. “Yes, of course. Make sure Zofila returns, too. That goes without saying.”

“No problem.”

Bowe paused, thinking. “When you get in touch with Sorrin, make sure he knows that the first thing he has to do is to send out invitations to the other Guardians. Call it the Arcandis War Council meeting, and make sure that the newswriters know all about the invites.”

Chapter 23

Day 44

Bowe examined himself in the mirror, adjusting the lapel of his cloak. It looked old and faded. He would have given it to one of the maids to spruce up if he’d thought of it earlier, but he had been surprised to even find it. He hadn’t thought that the Grenier marshals and everyone else would leave his possessions untouched while the mansion was empty. But nothing had been taken, and at the bottom of a chest he found his famous azure costume. It had been with him for many successful battles during the Green Path. It was his armor, for an ascor won his most important battles in the banquet hall.

The door opened and closed. Bowe glanced behind, saw Zofila, and went back to studying himself. You are ready, he told himself.

Zofila walked across to stand behind Bowe. “I remember that cloak.” She brushed the top of his shoulders. “You really fill it out now.”

“Not quite.” Bowe shook his empty sleeve.

“A war wound,” Zofila said. “It makes you look even more striking.” She reached up from behind and touched the light purple bruise at the top of his cheek “This does take away from the effect, however. It looks like it was caused by a lovers quarrel.”

What rumors have been going around about that? Bowe wondered. He twisted away from her touch. “Are the other Guardians here? Is it time?”

“Before that, we have to talk,” Zofila said. “You’ve been ignoring me.”

“Not now. The Arcandis War Council meeting is about to start—it might end up being the most important meeting in our lifetime.”

“How grand you make it sound. How grand you make yourself sound.” Bowe brushed passed her and made for the door, but she darted in front of him and pressed her back against the door, blocking him. “Since you are so important, the others can wait for you. You can take a moment to talk to your wife.”

Bowe reached around her for the handle. “Don’t be childish. This isn’t the time.”

“I dressed up for you. Do I not look like a Guardian’s wife?” Zofila said.

Bowe noticed for the first time the elegant sky-blue gown she wore. It showed off her figure, and she’d used a light and skillful touch in applying makeup. He had never seen her looking as well.

“You look nice,” he said. “Now can we go?”

“I didn’t wear it for the compliments. I wore it because I thought you wanted to present the appearance that this is a great House that’s been going on as normal all this time. To show that you’re a Guardian in total control who only left to fight the Jarindors and return with a plan for the salvation of us all.”

“Yes, that’s what I want. That’s why I brought you all back here.”

“I thought you brought us back because we’re your family and you love us and need us.” Zofila arched her back against the door.

Bowe used that opportunity to reach behind her and twist the handle. The door opened and Zofila half-fell backward. Bowe squeezed past her.

“You won’t look like such a commanding and composed figure if your wife is weeping beside you,” Zofila called after him. “You know how much I cry when I’m upset.” She pulled down her lower lip with her forefinger, looked down at the ground.

“Bowe, they’re all here.” Bowe turned to see Sorrin coming up the stairs. His gaze skirted past Bowe to Zofila at the bedroom and he swallowed. “You should go down.”

Sorrin had avoided Bowe as much as possible these last two days, and hadn’t once looked him in the eye. But he’d done great work in getting the dinner organized and bringing back the escay and marshals to Bellanger Mansion.

Bowe looked back at where Zofila was still presenting her sad face and sighed. “I’ll be down shortly.” He went back into the bedroom and closed the door when she followed him in.

“Crying in front of the Guardians. Are you threatening me?” he asked.

Zofila put on a mock dumb-male voice. “Are you threatening me?” She went to the bed and sat down, then continued in a normal voice. “Is that what the cut and thrust of the ascorim has become for you? Coarse accusations and threats? You’ll want to be a bit better than that downstairs.”

Bowe sat down beside Zofila. “Let’s try some plain speaking for a while. We are man and wife, after all. Why’d you have to go and do it? You and Sorrin.”

“It just happened.”

“And is it going to stop happening?”

Zofila shook her head slowly back and forth. “Do you care?”

“Of course I care. Ascor don’t divorce. I can’t have my best friend running around with my wife.”

“No.” Zofila put a hand on Bowe’s shoulder and looked him directly in the eyes. “Do you care?”

“For myself, no.”

“Don’t lie.”

“I’m not. I was put out at first. I couldn’t understand...”

“We were never husband and wife, not really.”

Bowe raised his eyebrows at her and gave her a small smile. “We certainly weren’t. I’d remember something like that.”

“I’d like to say you didn’t miss out, but I didn’t come here to lie.” She returned his smile. “But you know what I mean. We were never meant to be together. Remember how you asked me to marry you.”

“That was something.” Zofila and Sindar had embarrassed him into making a proper proposal. “If only we’d married you to Sorrin then. There’d be no problem now.”

Zofila nodded. “Who was to know? The question is what do we do now? Sorrin doesn’t know what to say to you. He’s burning up on the inside with guilt.”

“His guilt didn’t stop him, did it? Didn’t stop him from stealing my wife while living in my house.”

“Your house—will you stop? This is the Bellanger Mansion and Sorrin and I are both Bellangers. You might be the most important person here, but the Bellangers are not just about you. We fell in love—it was no one’s fault. It wasn’t a choice, and I often wish it hadn’t happened. From the moment we fell in love, there were no good paths to take. Love can be more misery than happiness, I’ve learned, but we can’t just stop loving each other.”

Bowe thought about Iyra and sighed. “I’ll talk to Sorrin. Do others know about this? People who’ll talk to the newsbards.”

“Not that I know of. And why would they? Sorrin was chastely hiding me from the Grenier marshals while we waited for the return of our glorious leader.”

“Keep it like that. Maybe at some stage things will change but for now no one can know about this situation. We’ll work something out between the three of us when things settle back to normal.” Bowe stood up and held out his arm. “Are you ready?”

Zofila took his arm. “I am, indeed.”

“You’re not going to cry now, are you?”

“Certainly not.” She gave him a dazzling smile. “Life is wonderful.”

Bowe descended the stairs with Zofila on his arm. True to her word, she did make him feel more like a powerful Guardian as she glided alongside him, holding firmly to his arm and smiling down on those watching. The other Guardians were already in the dining hall, so it was only the servants and marshals down in the lower hall that saw them descending, but this was a stage, and Bowe had to perform for everyone here. Newswriters had their sources and Bowe hoped for this to be reported by the newsbards tomorrow as his triumphant return.

Bowe led Zofila into the dining hall. Everyone else was already seated, but they all rose as Bowe and Zofila walked in. Bowe nodded to each of the Guardians in turn, then sat. The table was made of varnished dark wood and supported by thick carved legs, and could seat twenty people. The Guardians and their head wives were seated closest to Bowe, with Sorrin, Thrace, Sindar, and Oamir farther down the table. Stenesso was on one side of the table with Kesirran and Sorani on the other side. Just like three years ago, Bowe wanted to set up a division between Stenesso and the other two Guardians.

“Thank you all for coming,” Bowe said. “These are dark days for Arcandis, but we will come through it. When the four great families put their minds together, there’s nothing we can’t achieve.”

“Thanks for hosting us,” Sorani said. “I haven’t been to Bellanger Mansion in a while, but now that I see what a spread you can put on for us, we’ll be meeting here more often, I’m sure.”

Bowe nodded. “Of course.”

“We find you in good health?” Stenesso asked. His eyes darted down to Bowe’s right arm.

“I’ve had some troubles.” Bowe placed his right elbow on the table and let the sleeve fall down enough to show the bandaged stump. There was no point in hiding it, so he might as well show it off. Take pride in the sacrifice he had made for this country. “It’s not so bad. I wanted to take up stitching when I got older, but I’ll have to give up on that dream.” Bowe chuckled. “I’ve found that most things can be done nearly as well with one hand as with two, though my writing is atrocious with my left. I passed down a note that said, ‘Thank the cook,’ and the servants questioned Sorrin as to what I meant when I asked for the moon to be spanked.” That was greeted by laughter around the table, though not much from the Guardians themselves. “More seriously, if the knowledge I gained proves to be key to ending the Jarindor threat, then it will have been a worthwhile loss.”

“The Jarindors will be dealt with,” Stenesso said, “without needing all of this running around the countryside pretending to be escay.”

Bowe’s smile hardened as he faced Stenesso. He hadn’t expected an outright attack; the ascorim tended toward subtle jabs and sly hints. But if that was the way Stenesso wanted it, Bowe was prepared.

“Yes, I lived disguised as an escay for a while. It was necessary to reclaim the Bellanger holdings that were lost to my family. And I succeeded.” The only thing worse than being an escay in ascor eyes was being a failure.

“You succeeded at nothing.” Stenesso stood up, his palms pressed against the table. “You mean that ridiculous rumor that some of the Belldeem marshals claimed Bellanger protection.”

Bowe leaned back in his chair and smiled. Stenesso’s anger was proof enough that it was more than a rumor. “Sit,” Bowe said. “Enjoy your meal. We can handle such internal disputes once we have dealt with the Jarindors.”

Stenesso grabbed his wife’s arm. “We’re going.”

Sorani stood. “We agreed to have this meeting for the good of Arcandis. I don’t believe you should leave just yet.” The two Guardians stared at each other, then Stenesso snorted and sat.

The rest of the meal passed without incident. Sorani and Kesirran chatted about nothing important, while Stenesso smiled and tried to pretend he wasn’t angry.

After dinner, Bowe led the other Guardians into a room to the side of the dining hall. The room was bare of furnishing except for four chairs arranged facing each other. The chairs were placed as if for a Harmony game, just without the table and board. Kesirran leaned heavily on his walking stick, as they walked across the room and sat.

Sorani looked around. “You’re sure this is private? Nowhere for servants to eavesdrop?”

“As long as we remain close to the center of the room and don’t shout everything, we won’t be overheard.”

“What’s your game?” Sorani was the one who looked angry now. “You spread rumors about a meeting here before even inviting us. Then you claim to be the Arcandis’ only hope against the Jarindors. You’re lucky we didn’t send a troop of marshals to wipe out the Bellanger family once and for all.”

“As should have happened a long time ago,” Stenesso said.

“I’m sorry,” Bowe said, but he didn’t sound contrite. “I’m sorry I forced the meeting in this way. But it’s true that I have a plan, a way to end this and win. The Jarindor army will be here soon. This was the only way I could think of to get a meeting this quickly.”

“We’re ready to take on the Jarindors,” Stenesso said. “My marshals are ready to fight. We will defeat them outside the walls when they come or die.”

“Most likely die,” Bowe said. “How did your defense of the coastline go when the Jarindors attacked? I was in one of the watchtowers when they came. It was unmanned and falling down. Isn’t that one of the jobs of the Grenier marshals. Aside from policing, you should provide protection from external attack. Don’t the other families pay the Greniers every year for that service?”

“The Bellanger family haven’t paid me in quite a while,” Stenesso said.

“That watchtower wasn’t manned in about the same length of time,” Bowe said. When the Greniers had received control of the Bellanger holdings, they took marshals who had previously been manning the watchtowers and used them in Belldeem and the neighboring areas.

“We know about that already,” Sorani said. “The Greniers will have plenty to answer for when this is over.”

“There was nothing that could be done,” Stenesso said. “Manned watchtowers wouldn’t have made a difference. The problem was with the escay. We discovered that the Guild conspired with the Jarindor spy who stayed in Arcandis for several weeks three years ago. The Guild has obviously been feeding our enemies information.”

“And if they let the Jarindors know that the coastal watchtowers were bristling with defenders, perhaps they would never have come,” Sorani said.

“This isn’t about Stenesso,” Kesirran said. “This is about Bowe and his plan. The only way to victory, the newsbards proclaimed. What is this magical way forward? It had better be good.”

“I agree,” Sorani said. “I hope you didn’t bring us here, Bowe, just so you could have a slinging match with Stenesso.”

“No, I didn’t. But the Grenier failings in this are not beside the point. You see, I want something in return for my help. If it works, I want the Bellanger holdings returned to me. As they were before under the old Bowe Bellanger.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Stenesso said.

Bowe was glad that neither Sorani nor Kesirran dismissed the idea out of hand. “It’s already done,” Bowe said. “The council in Belldeem has already declared that control should revert to the Bellangers. All it requires is that the Greniers not contest it, and the rest of the countryside will fall in line.”

“And you think you can hold it with your—what?—three ascor and four marshals? Do you know how many men I’ve had to use to keep the peace recently? The Guild openly sabotage crops, and bandits control much of the forest, growing bolder each year, raiding and disappearing.”

“I know I can hold it,” Bowe said, “if I’m given the opportunity and time. A Grenier ascor, helped by his marshals, was trying to kill me recently. If that doesn’t happen again—if the Greniers don’t interfere—the countryside will flourish under Bellanger rule. As it was meant to.” Bowe hoped to come to an agreement with both the Guild and the bandits. Rianel was using the Guild to keep the Grenier marshals distracted so as to help the invasion, Bowe was sure. That should stop—especially if Coensaw regained control of that section of the Guild. Bowe hoped that Meelyn could be persuaded not to raid in return for food and supplies. She just wanted her community to flourish outside the confines of the ascor system, and Bowe hoped he could get Meelyn to see that they didn’t need to rob and steal to achieve that. If they could keep other bandits and thieves under control, that would eliminate the need for the Grenier marshals.

“You can’t be taking this seriously,” Stenesso said, looking at Kesirran and Sorani in turn.

“Seems that you are overextended,” Sorani said. “You’re having trouble guarding the borders from without and defending us from the criminals like the Guild from within. Those things have always been the job of the Grenier family, and by taking over the Bellanger holdings, you have failed at your main tasks.”

“Like in the Harmony game, having three families hasn’t worked. It’s gone from bad to worse,” Kesirran said. “This is a chance to return to balance.”

“This isn’t some stupid Harmony game.” Stenesso stood up and kicked his chair, sending it sliding end over end until it crashed into the wall. “But go ahead, Bellanger. Tell us about this magical plan of yours. I can’t see how a simple trick can get us out of this.”

“Do you agree?” Bowe asked in a soft voice, scarcely able to believe it was happening. He’d reclaimed the Bellanger holdings. They were a great family in effect once more.

“If your plan works, yes, I agree.” Stenesso spat out the words. “I will back off and allow you to reclaim the countryside. My marshals will wholly dedicate themselves to policing and defense once again.”

Bowe leaned forward. “This is what needs to be done.”

Chapter 24

Battle

The streets were unusually empty as Bowe walked toward Drywell Square. The rest of the Bellangers were still back in the mansion. This was his idea, so he needed to be out there with his army, whatever happened; the others didn’t. The main force of the Jarindor army was now just outside the city wall. Bowe had told Sorrin to take charge if he didn’t come back.

Closer to the square, the crowds increased and before long he had to shove his way through. More people had turned up to be in this army than he’d expected. They carried various kitchen implements, but the most common were pots and pans, which was why the newsbards had started calling them “Bowe Bellanger’s army of pots and pans.” Trust the newsbards to see humor even in the bleakest of situations.

Close to the entrance to Drywell Square, Bowe forced his way through a knot of people to find a desk manned by Bellanger marshals. Oamir sat behind the desk with several ledgers stacked up. “What are you still doing here?” Bowe asked. “You were only supposed to be here for a few hours yesterday.”

Oamir pointed at the ledgers. “Still recording all the Bellanger escay who signed up for the pots and pans army. I think I’ve got everyone now. I was here late yesterday, but there was still a large line waiting, so I promised I’d continue this morning.”

Bowe stared at the pile of ledgers. “There’s only a handful of Bellanger escay—just a few servants. How could that many people sign up for us? Who are all these people?”

“Some said they used to work for the Bellangers. Some just said they trusted you more than the other Guardians to fulfill the agreement.”

The agreement. That was the heart of Bowe’s plan and the driving force behind this army armed with kitchen utensils. Bowe and the other Guardians had announced that any escay who joined an army to face the Jarindors would gain a partial credit toward their place in the Refuge in three years’ time. If they died in the fight, a member of their family would have a guaranteed place in the Refuge.

“So I have to find a place for all these people in the Refuge in three years’ time?” Bowe asked.

“Well, enough for the selected family members of those who die, at least. The survivors will only have partial credit, so will have to continue to work for you until they fully gain a place.”

So Bowe would have to find work for them as well. It was scary but exciting to think of the Bellanger family operating on a large scale once more. Bowe would have his work cut out for him.

“It’s amazing to be a part of this, isn’t it?” Oamir asked. “Living history. This event will be talked about for generations.”

“Go back to the mansion and get some rest,” Bowe said. “When the army returns, you’ll be needed again to make sure those who signed up actually went, and to record the deaths.” If the army returns. “Bring more people to help you next time if you can.”

“Okay.” Oamir stood up and one of the marshals picked up the ledgers and another started folding the table. “Listen, Bowe. Will you tell me about it after?”

“About what?”

“About everything that went on. You were chased out of Arcandis, the Bellanger family seemed to have collapsed. You lived among the escay for a while, were captured by the Jarindors, yet now return in triumph, reclaiming the Bellanger holdings and leading the army that will save Arcandis.”

“I think it only sounds exciting when exaggerated by the newsbards. The real story wouldn’t be half as interesting.”

“Go on, Bowe, you have to. I’ve read histories of previous events, and there are always gaps that are filled in with guesswork. No one ever knows what exactly happened or why. These are world-changing times; future historians will study this and I want to record it all. Without gaps.”

“I guess so.” Bowe would have to figure out exactly what he wanted to be said. He could better control what people thought of him if he came up with a good story for Oamir and the history books. As long as there was enough truth to mesh with what was known, Bowe could fill in the rest with whatever he wanted. “We’ll talk about it when I get back.”

Bowe pushed farther into Drywell Square. Most of the army consisted of older people, those who were over forty. That was what Bowe had hoped. The partial credit toward the Refuge wasn’t worth the risking of a life, especially not the life of those who could work to help themselves and their families be ready in three years’ time. The ones who Bowe wanted to recruit for his army were those who didn’t think they had much of a chance to gain entrance to the Refuge and were willing to sacrifice themselves so their loved ones would have a better chance. There was a tradition of self-sacrifice among the escay, and that was clearly evidenced in the crowds who had signed up.

Bowe kept his stump pulled against his chest to avoid the jostling as he struggled forward. He hit against several frying pans alone, not to mention soup ladles and long spoons and pots and pans in all shapes and sizes. No kitchen knives, though, only blunt kitchen instruments were to be used as weapons.

He wanted to get to the center of the square, but found it increasingly difficult to force his way through. “Make way,” he said in frustration, “make way for Bowe Bellanger.” He didn’t expect to be heard over the crowd noise, but at least one person did hear him. His words were repeated, again and again, until there were a thousand whisperers with the same words on their lips.

“Make way for Bowe Bellanger.”

Space opened in front of him, which then stretched out until a street-wide gap led all the way to the fountain at the center of Drywell Square.

When had the name Bowe Bellanger gained so much power? Bowe swallowed, composed himself, then strode toward the fountain with his back straight and his head high. He remembered the words of advice from Kirande at his first ascor ball. No matter how he felt inside, he needed to be confident on the outside.

He stepped up onto the low wall of the dry fountain. A circle of space opened up for him there, and the gap behind him disappeared. Bowe had felt the need to be with these people when they went into battle, but he hadn’t expected to lead them in any important way. These people expected something from him, though. Those who had just signed up to die looked up at him with blank, hopeful faces.

“This is our country.” He knew he had to say something, and Gef’s words popped out of his mouth. He didn’t shout, but the crowd had already started to quiet, and now all noise evaporated. It was an eerie feeling, both the silence and the sea of expectant upturned faces creating an unbearable pressure.

“This is our country,” Bowe repeated. “The Jarindors don’t see it that way. They see us as unruly children who have fallen, and they come as parents with plans of punishment and correction. They come bearing swords and armor and military tactics and they are willing to kill to set us on a different path.” Bowe took a breath. “They think they are willing to die. But not like the Arcandi. Every six years we face death, we accept it into our lives, we live with it. Every sexennium, death brushes past us, we feel it close. It hasn’t taken us yet, but it’s an acquaintance, and we know not to fear it.”

Bowe paused. Someone coughed, and it was a solitary sound in a sea of silence.

“This is our country. It’s not a wonderful place, it’s a hard brutal place, but it’s ours, and we can make things better together. What I admire most is the selflessness of so many who live here. The hardship didn’t make you hard—it made you strong. The suffering didn’t make you bitter—it made you generous. The competition for survival didn’t push you apart—it drew you closer together. It is because of your strength and your love for each other that I suggested the agreement, though I am amazed that so many have signed up. It has created an army, not of swords and armor, but of pots and pans. You are not soldiers, for you are stronger than soldiers. No one has gone into battle as bravely and as full of self-sacrifice as you will do today. Individually, you mightn’t have come out here for your country, but rather for your loved ones, but when thousands of you come together and fight for each other, then communally you do fight for Arcandis as a whole. This is our country.”

Bowe stopped speaking, having run out of things to say. The silence was almost overbearing, like the heat of the Infernam pushing down upon him. Then one person in the crowd shouted out: “This is our country.”

The words were taken up by others until it was a chant that rocked the square. Bowe fist-pumped the air, and the crowd roared approval.

There was still no sign of the organization the Guild had promised, so Bowe decided to lead the way outside the city and into the battlefield. Bowe stepped off the wall and headed toward Bell Gate. A space opened up for him once more. Although the speech had made him feel part of the crowd, close to everyone here, the people who made way for him didn’t show any familiarity. They stood back and bowed their heads toward him. He was still a Guardian and they were still escay—that hadn’t changed.

A cloaked figure appeared beside him and walked alongside. “As agreed, you have your army. We encouraged people to see the Jarindors as enemies rather than friends and convinced them that you and the other Guardians would hold to the agreement.”

Bowe recognized the voice. “It’s you, Xarcon.”

“Just remember that your obligation to us doesn’t end as long as the Guardians and the ascor reign. We will claim the debt.”

“We used to be friends, Xarcon, family even. Why do you talk to me as a stranger? As an enemy?”

“I’m no longer who I was. That person is dead and good riddance to him,” Xarcon said. “One less ascor is always a good thing.”

“But it was I who first helped you view the escay in a different light. I meant what I said to Coensaw. We’re on the same side.”

“As long as you remain an ascor, we’re on different sides. I’ll leave you now. The priests will help you control the army.”

“Where are they?” Bowe looked around and didn’t see anyone, but when he turned back toward Xarcon, he was gone. Bowe had seen several of the patchwork cloaks of the priests among the crowd, but none were in view right now.

Bowe continued on his way, emerging out of the crowd and heading down the street toward the Bell Gate. He looked behind him to make sure he wasn’t alone, and he was glad to see that the crowd was filtering out of Drywell Square and beginning to follow him. A short, bald man in a patchwork cloak was hurrying after him, so Bowe slowed to let him catch up.

“I wouldn’t have thought priests would be involved with this,” Bowe said to him. “What’s your name? Are you in charge?”

“I’m Florence, and you’re the one in charge. I objected to having our order help you, but was overruled.” The last word was turned into a growl. Bowe got the impression that Florence didn’t like him too much.

“I agree with you; I don’t see what this has to do with the priests.”

“Our task is to aid and comfort those who have no more to live for.” Florence wiped sweat from his temples. “So this venture of yours is very much related to what we’re about. My objection is that you are abusing the noble inclinations of these people for your own selfish goals.”

“I don’t want them to have to die.”

“You are sending out old people armed with kitchen utensils against a well-armed, well-armored, and well-trained enemy. What do you expect to happen?”

The job of the members of his army was to die—Bowe couldn’t deny that. But if he had judged things correctly, not too many of them would have to. “They all volunteered,” Bowe said. “They are willing to give their lives to help loved ones. When the Infernam comes, this many and more will be giving up their lives to help others. Why are you helping if you object so much?”

“Every Infernam, our order has to take people out in funeral barges never to return. At least this time, those we bring have a chance to come back. I hate what you’re doing, but if the priests are involved I’m going to make sure that as many are saved as possible.”

“You’ll follow my orders then?” Bowe was just realizing that he needed to be directly in charge. Florence would likely order the army to return to their homes if given the chance.

“Yes. You clearly have some kind of plan. Whatever is going to happen out there, it’ll be better if we all pull in the same direction. I’ve sent priests in to take charge of various groups, and some of the younger ones will act as runners and deliver orders. The priests will submit instructions and stay out of the way when the fighting starts.”

“That’s all I need, thanks.”

“Of course we don’t have any authority. We could give the order to attack and the people could just decide to return to the city.”

“I hope not. Let your priests know that we plan on exiting through Bell Gate. Then we’ll spread out and approach the Jarindor army.

“It’s not too late to call a halt to this madness,” Florence said.

“Just do it.”

Florence fell back. Up ahead, the walls of the city came into view, and Bell Gate. The marshals who should have been patrolling were clustered on top of the wall above the gate, looking down as the army of pots and pans approached. The ground vibrated from the thumping of thousands of footsteps. On either side of the street, heads were stuck out of windows to watch, and even the rooftops on either side were crowded with onlookers.

Bowe felt a slap on his back and turned. He grinned when he saw Thrace, Sorrin, and Sindar behind him. “What are you three doing here? I told you to stay at Bellanger Mansion.”

“And let you have all the fun?” Sindar said. “Not a chance.”

“You instructed the army to carry pots and pans.” Thrace held a pan in one hand and a ladle in the other, and he slammed together to make his point. “You didn’t say we weren’t allowed to bring swords.” He nodded down at the sword belt at his side.

“Weapons won’t be any good today. And there’s no need for you to accompany me,” Bowe said. “We haven’t come to fight.”

“You never know,” Thrace said, “fights can break out when you least expect them. For example, if you said you weren’t going to allow us to come with you, then we’d have to fight you over that.” He gave a significant glance at Bowe’s stump. “I don’t fancy your chances.”

“If you aren’t going to give me a choice, I’ll have to suffer your company.” Bowe grinned. Having his friends here mightn’t make much difference to what was going to happen, but they sure made him feel better.

Bowe looked across at Sorrin, but Sorrin didn’t have any wisdom to add. He limped alongside him in a determined fashion, looking straight ahead. Bowe had talked to him, had explained that he was okay with what had happened between him and Zofila, but he mustn’t have been convincing, because Sorrin still couldn’t look at him. It would come with time. They’d sort something out between the three of them.

The gate was open, and the guards cleared out of the way well before they reached it. Bowe went through. On the other side, the Jarindor army was spread out facing the city. It was a strange and disturbing sight. The soldiers were arranged in squares with regular spaces between each square.

A growing rumble of shouts made Bowe turn around to see the disorganized mayhem of his army as they all tried to get through the gate at the same time. Red-faced priests hollered at them to try to get them under control, but it wasn’t having much effect. Pots and pans were dropped in the squeeze and being picked up again outside, sometimes causing arguments when two people claimed the same utensil. It would have been comical if it weren’t so serious.

It took time, but everyone did manage to get through the gate. They spread out, with the priests imposing some semblance of order. Florence moved forward to join Bowe.

“That was a bit of a squeeze,” Bowe said.

“I only hope they show that kind of life when they return,” Florence replied. “Your army awaits your orders.”

“Now we march on the Jarindor army,” he told Florence.

“Are you sure you don’t want to rethink this.” Florence nodded toward the Jarindors. “They look like they mean business.”

Bowe could sense the nervousness around him, and he remembered what Florence had said about the priests having no authority to lead. Bowe needed the army to want to march.

Bowe took Thrace’s ladle from him. “Hold up the pan,” he instructed Thrace.

He banged eight times on Thrace’s pan with the ladle as hard as he could. “For we are the army of pots and pans.” He repeated the same again, then a third time, with eight bangs each time. By the second time, the noise had quieted down. By the third time, others were banging their pots in time with Bowe. Bowe did it again. “We fear no armies, we fear no man,” he said this time.

Bowe added more lines, making it up as he went along until he had the whole army banging in time, and everyone reciting the pots and pans line. “Give instructions that we march on our enemy,” he said to Florence. Bowe then began to march forward, continuing to bang and recite.

“We fear no armies, we fear no man,

For we are the army of pots and pans.

We offer our lives, against swords we dance,

For we are the army of pots and pans.

Life’s not forever, give someone else a chance,

For we are the army of pots and pans.

We fight for home, we fight for our land,

For we are the army of pots and pans.”

He recited the set of eight lines in full twice, then handed the ladle to Thrace. “Keep it going. Sing out at the top of your voice.” Thrace did, and his voice was stronger than Bowe’s, so it sounded even better.

Bowe glanced behind. Everyone was marching behind, banging and proclaiming themselves to be the army of pots and pans. It looked like the priests barely had to give the order to march.

“Where do you come up with this stuff?” Sindar asked, shouting into Bowe’s ear to make himself heard over the racket. “‘We fear no armies, we fear no man.’ Seriously?”

Bowe shrugged and shouted back, “Seems to be working.”

“What happens when an army of pots and pans meets a real army? I can’t imagine anything good,” Sindar said. “Why didn’t you arm them properly? And bring Grenier marshals, people trained with weapons.”

“No. That would be a disaster. Look at them.” The Jarindor army was closer now and looking even more impressive. The front rank of each square held a row of interlocking shields like an impenetrable barrier. The sun glinted off the helms and the shields. “We don’t have the numbers they do, but even if we did, it wouldn’t matter. They have knowledge of ancient wars and battles. They have trained in military tactics. They’re better armed and armored. The Grenier marshals are only trained for one-to-one fighting—they wouldn’t know how to defeat a square of soldiers like that one.”

“Then why not stay in the city and defend the walls?” Sindar suggested. “They won’t be able to stay in their armored squares then.”

“I’m willing to bet that in those ancient battle tactic manuals, they outline strategies to win in sieges. The Jarindors want a popular uprising from the escay to happen, so that they win without even fighting. I mean to show them both that the escay don’t want them here and that the Jarindors don’t have the stomach to win in a real war.”

That was why the army wasn’t carrying weapons that could hurt the Jarindor soldiers. The pots and pans were just something for the escay to hit out with—they wouldn’t do any real damage. The opposing soldiers, though, would be forced to use their swords and kill their attackers in cold blood.

They were within a hundred paces of the Jarindor army now. Thrace and the rest of the army continued to chant and bang on their pots. Bowe wondered what the Jarindors must think of this. He seriously doubted that anything in their army manuals prepared them for this. Bowe turned, located Florence, and gestured him forward. “Get word to your priests. Make sure that those in the front ranks are those who are most anxious to save a member of their family.”

“You mean those who are most willing to die.” Florence’s mouth twisted in disgust.

Bowe hoped he was doing the right thing. “If some are going to die, isn’t it better that it’s the sickest and oldest? Just give the orders. And tell them to be ready to charge.”

Florence hesitated, then nodded his head and went back to speak to those he had designated runners.

Fifty paces short of the Jarindor army, Bowe could sense that the marching and chanting was beginning to falter. Bowe touched Thrace’s arm, and he stopped moving forward and chanting, and the army behind followed suit. A silence descended upon the battlefield. Opposite them, the Jarindor army hadn’t moved; they waited in their armored squares.

Bowe hadn’t intended to actually be one of those to throw themselves on the shields. But having come this far, he didn’t see how he could order a charge without being at the forefront of it. As Florence had pointed out, the priests hadn’t the authority to give actual orders. These people were following Bowe.

Even after only this small delay, Bowe could sense that whatever confidence had been built up in the march was quickly dissipating. If he gave the order to charge and no one moved, he’d have lost control and might not get a second chance. It had to be done right and he had to lead it.

Bowe gripped Thrace’s arm. “The chant one last time, this time with real passion.”

Thrace lifted his pan over his head and beat on it eight times. “We fear no armies, we fear no man,” Thrace shouted with an effort that made his voice hoarse.

The army raised their pots and pans into the air, bashed on them eight times, and replied, “For we are the army of pots and pans.”

“We offer our lives, against swords we dance,” Thrace roared.

“For we are the army of pots and pans,” the army responded.

“Forward,” Bowe shouted, and he marched toward the waiting shield wall. Thrace, Sindar, and Sorrin walked alongside.

“Life’s not forever, give someone else a chance,” Thrace screamed.

“For we are the army of pots and pans,” the army responded.

“Faster,” Bowe roared, waving his left hand in the air and starting to jog. Beside him, Thrace and Sindar kept pace. Sorrin began to fall behind.

Thrace let his pan and ladle dip to chest height, but he beat it eight times once more. “We fight for home, we fight for our land.”

In front of them, Bowe heard the Jarindor soldiers, as one, unsheathe their swords. They were close now, so close. Behind him, the beating of the pans and pots became ragged now with the army running forward, but they managed the refrain one last time just in front of the enemy. “For we are the army of pots and pans.”

“Charge,” Bowe shouted. He pointed his hand forward as he sprinted at the enemy. He wished he had at least brought a pan himself, something to hit a shield with before he was cut down.

A few paces before he reached the shield, hands grabbed him. Before he could figure out what was going on, he’d fallen. He was trampled by the feet of those running behind him, and let out a roar of pain as an errant foot kicked his stump. Bowe curled up with his stump tucked under his chest, covering his head with his left arm.

There was an almighty clatter as pans crashed against shields. Then heart-wrenching screams filled the air.

When the trampling stopped, Bowe looked up. His army was throwing themselves against the shield wall of the Jarindor squares. Pots and pans crashed down, and swords darted out in response. The Arcandi were dying in the hundreds. The Jarindors were slowly retreating, leaving blood and bodies in their wake.

Bowe looked to either side to see Thrace and Sindar holding him. “Don’t try to get up,” Thrace said. “We came to protect you, and if it means hitting you over the head, we will do it.”

Bowe scanned the battle line. An old man grabbed hold of the top of a shield and vaulted over it. He was stabbed several times as soon as he landed. A middle-aged woman took advantage of the distraction to push her way between two shields. She crashed a large heavy pot against a soldier’s helm before two swords simultaneously entered her chest. Farther away, a youngish-looking man banged eight times on a shield with his pot and declared, “For we are the army of pots and pans.” A sword snaked out and gashed his arm and the pot dropped from it. The shield was then slammed into his face and he fell backward.

They are all dying, Bowe thought. What have I done? He tried to struggle to his feet, but Thrace and Sindar wouldn’t let go. “I have to do something,” he cried out, but it was too late to do anything. The bodies of the dead were trampled by others as the hopeless charge continued.

A horn sounded in the distance. The Jarindors began to swiftly march backward. They used their shields to block attacks but didn’t try to engage. Several escay pursued, running after them, and the rest milled about, uncertain as to what to do.

“It’s over, let me go.” Bowe shook himself free and stood up. “Cease pursuit,” he shouted. “Hold where you are.” No one could hear him. The priests were hanging back, and Bowe ran to the nearest. “Give the order to hold. Tell everyone else.” Bowe then ran through the ragged line of his army. He tried to avoid the bodies but there were so many of them. He stepped on a hand and nearly slipped on someone’s blood. He emerged in front of his army. Most of those who had chased the Jarindors had given up and were now wandering back.

“Come back,” Bowe shouted at those who continued to run, but they couldn’t hear him. The Jarindors must have been given the order not to kill any more, though, for those few who reached the lines were now being captured rather than killed.

A solitary man walked out of one of the Jarindor squares and approached slowly. Thrace, Sindar, and Sorrin joined Bowe. “What’s going on?” Sorrin asked.

“I’ll find out. Stay here.”

Thrace started to object but Bowe placed his hand on Thrace’s shoulder. “You’ve done your job. I recognize this man; I won’t be in danger.”

Bowe slowly walked to the center of the battlefield to join Washima. His back prickled with the knowledge that thousands on both sides were watching them. Washima dragged his sword behind him, and when Bowe got closer he could see that the blade was splattered with blood. Washima gazed down at his own feet.

Bowe stopped and waited for Washima to look up. When he did, his expression was bleak, though Bowe imagined his own was similar.

“I see you didn’t get the Guardians to surrender,” Washima said.

“That wasn’t going to happen,” Bowe said.

“Are you saying that this...this slaughter,” Washima said, shuddering, “had to happen instead?”

“You read the military histories. Did you read about any bloodless wars?”

“There’s never been anything like this. Unarmed people throwing themselves onto the swords of the soldiers.” Washima looked behind Bowe. “They are the everyday people of Arcandis. We came for them. I thought they wanted us to help them.”

“I think they made it clear what they’re willing to do to resist you. You still have the numbers to defeat us,” Bowe said. “You’ll just have to get that sword of yours an awful lot redder.”

Washima raised his sword and looked at the blade. Then he threw it away from him. It turned end over end in the air and fell into the dirt with a thud. “We’re done. I won’t lead this army any farther, and I’ve seen in the eyes of my men that they wouldn’t follow me into more bloodshed even if I wanted them to. Evil runs through your society—it’s evidenced even in this act of bloody sacrifice—but we cannot help those who do not wish to be helped.” Washima placed his palms together under his chin and bowed his head. “May your future be brighter than your present.”

Bowe touched the fingers of his left hand to his chin and he bowed his head in response. “Look for evil within yourselves before trying to help others.”

Washima didn’t reply to that; he simply turned and walked away.

Bowe returned to the army of pots and pans. “We’ve won,” he told them. He didn’t speak in a loud voice, but the message was whispered from one to the other. There were a few cheers but not too many. It was hard to be joyous when people were dying all around. One person in the distance couldn’t stop screaming, and several closer were groaning in pain. Those who were healthy had bent over to help the wounded.

“What do we do now?” Bowe asked Sorrin. “About the wounded?” He realized he should have thought of this before.

Sorrin nodded toward a large group who had emerged from the city and were approaching the wounded. “Someone has organized a medical response, and they seem to need bandages and medicine. I guess we need stretchers and should set up makeshift hospitals in the city. I’ll go back and help with all that. And I’ll make sure that Oamir and the other families are set up to record the names of those who took part and those who died. Are you coming?”

“I might stay here a little longer.” Bowe wasn’t sure that there was anything he could do, but he couldn’t leave yet.

“Okay, I’ll take Sindar back with me. Thrace, can you stay with Bowe?”

Thrace nodded.

“I don’t need anyone,” Bowe said.

Sindar grabbed Bowe’s arm. “You shouldn’t be left alone right now. This victory came at a high cost and there will be those who blame you for it.”

Bowe nodded. He had recognized one of those supplying medical attention, and he wanted to talk to her. “Thrace, come on, we might as well help those treating the wounded. Find someone in need of an extra pair of hands.”

Bowe went over to where Iyra was bent over an old man whose belly had been cut open. She had the old man’s head in her hand and she was helping him sip from a waterskin.

“Can I help?” Bowe asked.

“Put some pressure on the stomach to stop the bleeding,” she said.

Bowe knelt to do as she said, pulling off his tunic and using it to stem the bleeding.

Iyra looked up. “Oh, it’s you. Haven’t you done enough for one day?”

“I’m just trying to help.”

“Shouldn’t you just be admiring your handiwork?” She stretched out her arm and opened her palm to encompass the hundreds of dead and wounded. “You won, after all.”

“It doesn’t feel like a victory.”

“Well maybe it wasn’t one. Just a dumb boy playing games without considering the cost.”

“That’s not fair. I did what I thought best.”

“For yourself. You’ve ensured that the Bellangers have returned to power with you at their head. You did think about this scene, didn’t you?”

Bowe shook his head. “You’re still mad at me.”

“Mad at you, mad at you.” Iyra showed Bowe her fist. “Imagine this fist contains the amount of anger required for me to be shouting and screaming at you. Right now I hold enough anger to fill the Refuge. It’s a cold fury that’s sunk into the core of my bones. It’s way beyond shouting and screaming.” Iyra didn’t raise her voice but the intensity of the tone gave Bowe chills. He felt like he did when he knew he was inside a nightmare.

The man that Iyra was nursing gave a groan and seemed to come to some recognition of where he was. He lifted his hand and gripped Iyra’s sleeve. “Am I dying?”

Iyra stroked the hair at the top of his forehead. “You’ll be okay,” she said. “Don’t worry.”

“No, you don’t understand. I want to die.” The old man stared wildly. “I have this beautiful granddaughter. She’ll be of age by the time the next Infernam comes. I want to make sure she’ll have a place in the Refuge.”

“Don’t worry,” Iyra assured him. “Your granddaughter will have her place. You don’t have to die.”

“It’s true,” Bowe said. “Those who are seriously wounded will have a place guaranteed too.” That wasn’t in the agreement, Bowe would have to make sure he told Oamir and the other families to note those who were injured and how badly. It didn’t seem fair that those who would survive dangerous injuries should lose out.

He wasn’t sure the man heard him, though. The old man didn’t lose consciousness, but he became unaware of his surroundings again.

“See what you’ve done,” Iyra said. “He wants to die. You’ve turned our willingness to help one another into a weapon for your own gain. You promised me we were coming back to try to end this without bloodshed and I trusted you. You slept in my arms, and all the time this was what you had planned.” Tears fell down Iyra’s cheeks. “This slaughter.”

“It’s for the best. I’m sure of it.” Bowe didn’t feel the slightest bit sure; how could he, with all the dead and dying around him?

“And who are you to decide? All these people have died because you decided it was for the best.”

“I’m a leader. I have to make tough choices.”

Iyra leaned in close to the old man and touched his neck. She paused, then closed his eyelids. “You don’t have to keep trying to keep his guts in with your tunic. He’s dead. Get out of here. You’ve done your part. Let those of us who have come to heal do what we can.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. She shoved Bowe in the shoulder. “Get out of here.”

Bowe stood up. “I do love you, you know.”

“I hope not. If you do, that makes everything you’ve done worse somehow. Get out of here.”

Further Information

The Narrowing Path series concludes with The Collapsing Path. 

The Collapsing Path

In just six short years, Bowe Bellanger, still not yet twenty years old, has gone from being a doomed deadbeat to becoming one of the most powerful men in the land. However, that means 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 the new one? If instead, he wants to see real change, Bowe will have to sacrifice everything he has built and more.

~

Read details of all the books in the series: http://davidjnormoyle.com/the-narrowing-path-2/ Also, see below to get a free prequel set a generation earlier with overlapping characters. 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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Join the author’s mailing list and get The Cruel Path, plus prequels to two other great series: http://davidjnormoyle.com/readers-list/ 

Author’s Note

Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed this story. Consider leaving a review on your favorite book site. I always love to hear from readers so send an email (david@davidjnormoyle.com) or message me on FACEBOOK if you want to get in contact.
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