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The Cruel Path

David J. Normoyle

In a society without love, three brothers develop an unbreakable bond; in a land without mercy, only a handful of boys like them are allowed to reach adulthood.

The three brothers take on the pitiless test of the Green Path, knowing that even if they win, one of them must die.

But which? Having to make that terrible decision proves crueler than anything else the Green Path can throw at them.

The Cruel Path is a prequel to the completed The Narrowing Path trilogy. The first two chapters of The Narrowing Path follows at the end.
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Chapter 1

I am a monster. I say it inside my mind and it feels right. It feels true. I survived when many others have died. But how can I just go on living as if everything is fine? How can I forget what has happened? Forget what I have done?

Being inside the Refuge magnifies my despair. How long has it been since I entered now? Nine, ten days? Eleven? Time barely has meaning in here—it just stretches out interminably.

Dead air presses upon me, and dust is a thick cloud that chokes and claws at my lungs. And the heat—I should be used to it by now, for it’s not as bad as it was on those last few days on the surface, before we came down here. But I’m not. My skin feels desiccated, like paper. My thirst hasn’t been fully quenched since I arrived; those bringing water don’t come often enough.

I don’t feel seventeen anymore. I feel older, as old as death. You have to grow up fast on Arcandis. Fifty days on the Green Path feels like years. How can I still be only seventeen? Torches are only lit intermittently, mainly at mealtimes. The darkness is continually closing in on me. Rationality has a difficult job controlling the deeper recesses of the mind in a place like this.

I haven’t registered who everyone around me is. All I know is that they all stink of sweat. The heat saps the energy levels and raises the tempers. There’s not much talking, not much to say. This place is a stasis, a hibernation. Everything will resume the way it was—the same jostling for position, the same alliances, the same scheming, but for now there is just waiting.

I still haven’t gotten used to the oppressive feeling of so many people near me. My brother is the only person I can identify easily. And though I love him more than anyone else, I now find his presence unbearable. Worse than the heat, worse than the smell and the dust and the darkness. Because he was a part of it, part of what I did. I sense a movement from him and flinch away as he leans in close.

“It’ll soon be over, Eolnar,” my brother whispers in my ear. “Only a few more days and we’ll be out of here and able to take our rightful place as ascor. Together we’ll rise high, you’ll see. Perhaps one of us will even become Guardian one day.”

I don’t say anything, just wait until he shifts away again. He is calm and full of purpose; he seems untroubled by how we got here. Though he must be scarred—how can he not be?—he is prepared to move on and forget the horror we endured. I know his way makes sense. When we leave the Refuge, the first days of the new sexennium will be crucial for newly raised ascor like us. But reason can’t banish the bands of iron that constrict my heart.

I came up with a plan. A wise old man told me that only if I could explain something fully could I be sure that I understood it. My mind is going in circles, and I need to gain a fresh perspective. So I decided to write down the full story, explaining everything in detail along the way.

I managed to scavenge two quills and some ink and paper from one of the Refuge supply masters. He thought it a crazy request but found me what I needed. I found a crevice for the inkpot where it wouldn’t spill and a board to put under my pages. To write in the darkness, my intended technique was to place the second quill down horizontally across the page and use that as a guide for my hand as I wrote across the page, moving the guide quill incrementally down as I finished each line.

Since I don’t intend for anyone else to read the account, perhaps I could have just written each line over the next in a haphazard fashion. But some quirk of my brain makes me always do things neatly. My other brother used to give me grief about it. My dead brother. I feel a twinge in my gut, and decide to begin.

“Eolnar, Frodan, Sorani, and the Green Pa,” I write, and my quill falls off the side of the page. I frown because I can’t correct the title in the darkness. I think, then move the second quill down the width of my baby finger, move my writing hand to the center of the page and write, “th.” Then I move the quill down another finger’s width and begin.

Chapter 2

Eolnar, Frodan, Sorani, and the Green Pa

th

We grew up together in Lessard Mansion as brothers. That set us apart from the other boys, or at least we felt it did. Those of us who were due to walk the Green Path together all trained in weapons, learned lessons, and played together. For most of them, that was their family.

But our mother, Joseen, made sure we spent time together with her and with our father, Cenarro. She called it family time. We were all in the Lessard family, but she used the word just to encompass us three brothers, plus herself and Cenarro. Cenarro’s other wives must have barely seen him, from the amount of his time that Joseen claimed. The rest of the Lessard ascor didn’t pay any attention to their sons; we were the exception. Cenarro did it just for Joseen’s sake, I’m sure.

So although many of the other Greens-in-waiting were half-brothers or cousins to each other—if they could be bothered to work it out—we three were the only ones who felt and acted like true brothers. We watched out for each other; we cared for each other; we loved each other. It never occurred to us that could be a bad thing—how could it? Our bond gave us strength, and together we were invincible.

I was only ten when that bond was truly tested for the first time. Frodan was nine and Sorani was eight, and we were playing capture the flag. We worked together in games like this, and, for that reason, we often won. And that day like many others, we joyfully claimed the flag together, simultaneously grasping it. Looking back, I can now see that it was too easy that day, but at the time we were young enough to not be aware that the scheming that runs through the blood of the noble families begins at a young age. It was a trap.

The flag had been set in a distant corner of the Lessard grounds, and a dozen boys converged on us. We fought, but there were too many and I was shoved to the ground by three of them. It was seven years ago and I still vividly remember the texture of the dirt: it was black and wet and stank of rotting wood. I spat it out and twisted my head to look up as my chest was pushed into the ground and my arms were yanked against my shoulder blades. “What do you want?” I shouted.

Standing at the top of the mound of dirt was—I could have guessed—Grayer. He fancied himself a leader, and never liked the way we three ignored him.

Grayer picked up the flag where it had been dropped in the struggle. “I’ve noticed that you three always hang together. You call yourselves brothers. Just because one of the ascor takes you out for picnics every now and again, you think you’re special.”

“What of it?” I jerked upward, trying to free myself but it was no use—my arms coming out of their sockets was the only thing likely to happen if I continued to struggle. Some of the boys were five- and six-year-olds, but one of them, a friend of Grayer’s called Vainn, was big and strong enough to hold me down by himself.

“I wanted to test this brotherhood,” Grayer said. “Come here, Arion. Show them what you found.”

Arion climbed up the mound to stand beside Grayer. He was the same age as Grayer and myself, but I didn’t know much about him. He was good with weapons but tended to keep to himself. He offered a small object to Grayer.

Grayer dropped the flag, took the object, and brought it close to my face. I flinched away from it, as much as I was able. It was a ring, but it was also so much more.

Grayer smiled. “So you know what this is.” He moved to show it to Frodan, then to Sorani. Grayer’s smile deepened when he saw Sorani’s lack of reaction. “Little Sorani doesn’t know what this is.” Grayer knelt down and placed the ring right in front of my brother’s nose. “This is called a Paradise Giver. It’s a very special type of ring worn only in extreme circumstances.” Grayer placed the ring on his finger and showed it to Sorani, palm up. “You see this sharp little spike that comes out the front of the ring? Very useful. You don’t have an itch on your chin? I could scratch it for you with this.”

Sorani shook his head.

“Get that thing away from him.” I hoped my voice sounded threatening, but in truth I was paralyzed with fear. If Grayer stumbled, it would be over for Sorani.

“You can sense you don’t want to be touched by this, can’t you, even if you don’t know what it is,” Grayer said to Sorani. “The spike is hollow, and inside the ring there’s a small chamber with a black liquid called Paradise’s Kiss.” Now it was Sorani’s turn to flinch. His nose flared and his eyes opened wide. “I see you’ve heard of that. When the ascor and ascora decide to step off the mortal Path, Paradise’s Kiss is the usual poison, and Paradise Givers are the usual method of injection.”

Grayer stood up, and I remembered to breathe again. “Arion found one and we didn’t want to put it to waste. So we decided to test what it means to be a brother. You three can decide which of you gets to visit paradise before the Green Path has even begun.”

“You’re lying. You wouldn’t dare.” I strained to free myself again, but by now I could barely move at all. Vainn and the other boys on my back had me totally immobilized. I had to believe that it was a bluff by Grayer, but nothing in his voice or manner indicated he was joking. To his side, Arion’s tongue ran along his top lip.

“Oh, I would dare. In fact, I guarantee one of you will feel the sting of a Paradise Giver in the next few moments. The only question is,” he said, pausing to walk across in front of each of us, dangling his palm with the spike prominent, “will it be little Sorani, happy Frodan, or clever Eolnar?”

None of us said anything.

“Come on now. Save yourselves. Name a brother, any brother. Eolnar, you are the oldest, what do you say?”

I just stared at him.

Grayer moved on to my brother beside me. “And you?” he asked.

Frodan jammed his lips closed.

“Little Sorani, you don’t want to die at eight years old, do you? They’ve made it easy for you. Just name one of your brothers and you are safe.”

Sorani shook his head vehemently back and forth.

Grayer sighed. “I didn’t want to choose myself, but I will. Eolnar is the oldest.” He leaned down in front of me, with his palm outstretched before him and the spike brushed past the front of my nose. I curled my hands into fists and waited. Fear hammered through me.

“No,” Frodan demanded. “Choose me.”

Grayer shifted toward Frodan. I opened my eyes.

“I said I would let you three choose. And so I will.” Grayer’s hand hovered over the back of Frodan’s neck. “Unless one of you two wants to take Frodan’s place.”

I should have shouted out to save Frodan, like he did for me. But fear constricted my throat. And then it was too late. Grayer slapped the back of Frodan’s neck with the Paradise Giver.

I surged to my feet, and this time Vainn and the others fell away, letting me stand. I shoved those holding Frodan off of him and turned him onto his back. Sorani joined me, kneeling at Frodan’s side.

“Are you okay?” I asked. It was a stupid question. Everyone knew that Paradise’s Kiss was fatal.

“I don’t feel any different,” Frodan said. “How am I supposed to feel?”

“You are supposed to feel like a big donkey,” Grayer said.

I looked up. Grayer was laughing, and so were the others around him. Only Arion remained serious, watching Frodan intently. “This was just a joke?” I asked.

“Of course it was. You should see your faces right now. Priceless.”

I was confused, uncertain whether to feel foolish, angry, or relieved. I helped Frodan to his feet.

Grayer gave a mock cheer. “Look, he’s still alive.”

Then Frodan stumbled and we had to grab him to stop him falling. I looked over to Grayer, whose face had fallen into a look of confusion. “The ring was empty. It was just a joke,” he said. Several of the other boys ran off.

“I don’t have time for you right now, but if you’ve harmed Frodan...” I didn’t finish the threat. “Help me get him back,” I said to Sorani, and we each threw one of his arms over our shoulders and half-carried him back to the mansion. Frodan tried to make jokes, but I couldn’t even attempt to laugh. His face was pale and drawn. He should have been dead by now—or close to it—if he’d actually taken Paradise’s Kiss, so I didn’t know what had happened.

When summoned, the doctor realized that trace amounts of the poison had been inside the empty Paradise Giver. Unfortunately, that was all the help the doctor could give. There was no treatment for Paradise’s Kiss. Frodan was put to bed to see if his body could fight off the tiny amount of poison inside him.

It was a long night, the longest one I had known up until then. Sorani and I sat with him. Joseen checked on us a few times, but she couldn’t stop crying whenever she saw Frodan’s pale face. The three of us made jokes that no one laughed at and told stories of old adventures together. There’s plenty of mischief to be found in Lessard Mansion, and we looked for it harder than most. So there was no lack of stories. When Frodan fell asleep, Sorani and I didn’t move; we sat on either side of his bed and waited. The eunuchs tried to chase us out after midnight, but when they saw the looks on our faces they didn’t try too hard.

I fell asleep a few times, but only for moments, and my own falling motion woke me each time. Then I would feel a renewed panic when I saw his lifeless features. But each time, once I looked closer, I could see that he continued to breathe. Near dawn, his breathing became more ragged. Sorani looked at me with frightened eyes and I reached across and gripped his hand.

Not long after, Frodan woke. I rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. Frodan gave me a wink, and only then did I know that everything was going to be fine. I cried, spilling large, hot tears. They had been near the surface, ready to fall in grief, and now they washed down my cheeks in happiness. Sorani wept, too.

“This isn’t a funeral, brothers, save your tears,” Frodan said.

We linked hands in a circle, holding tight to each other. We didn’t need to say anything. A short time later, the eunuchs brought breakfast and Frodan ate ravenously, quite opposite to the demeanor of the person who had been near death the night before.

Cenarro came later that day, but he didn’t enter our room. We could hear him out in the corridor.

“Won’t you come in and see him?” Joseen asked. “He’s much better now, but he was in a bad way last night. He would appreciate it.”

“No.” It was unusual for Cenarro to be so gruff with her. I crept closer to the door so I wouldn’t miss anything.

“What’s going to happen to the boys who did this?” Joseen asked. “This Grayer and Arion.”

“Nothing.”

“How can nothing happen to them? They nearly murdered our son.”

“Your son,” Cenarro said. “I’ve entertained this ridiculousness of calling him our son long enough.”

“He’s yours just as much as mine. We made them together. They all look so like you. Frodan and Eolnar have your chin and your eyes. And little Sorani is like a smaller version of you.”

“They may technically be my sons, but that means nothing to us. To me. We are not escay.” I knew that was final. He wouldn’t invoke a comparison with the escay, the lower classes, even to deny it, unless he was serious. There would be no more picnics with our father.

“Even if he wasn’t your son, a nine-year-old boy was nearly poisoned to death,” Joseen said. “And you’re telling me that nothing will happen to those responsible. They tried to murder my boy.”

I was surprised my mother was so calm even if the last two words did sound shrill.

Cenarro let out a long sigh. “We can’t punish them for something that will be encouraged when they are on the Path. They haven’t yet been Greens.” He walked away, the sound of his footsteps fading quickly. Joseen hesitated, and then she walked in the opposite direction, back toward her quarters.

They haven’t yet survived the Green Path, so their lives are worthless. That was what Cenarro was thinking and had said in so many words. I’d known about the Green Path all my life, but it was only then that what it meant sunk in. There were nearly three dozen of us that played together, and we would walk the Path together. Only one or two of us would survive, maybe three if we were lucky. So the ascor saw no need to care about what happened to us. If a few of us died off beforehand, that just meant fewer to die on the Green Path.

I went back to Frodan’s bed. They had both heard Cenarro’s words. Sorani had a different take on what he’d heard. “They won’t do anything to Grayer or Arion. That also means they won’t do anything to us if we take revenge on them.”

“That’s true.” I had been too worried about Frodan to even think about the ones responsible. But now the anger returned in full force as I remembered what they’d done. Remembered being held down while they almost killed my brother.

“We should make them pay,” Sorani said.

“No.” Frodan sat up on the bed. “They didn’t mean to hurt me. It was meant to be a joke.”

“They must have spent days planning this. All of them were in on it.” Sorani’s voice trembled. “We did nothing to them, and they made us choose which of us to die. I don’t believe they didn’t know about the poison.” He thumped his fist against the headboard, rattling it hard.

I saw Sorani differently that day. He’d always been little Sorani, the baby among us. I didn’t expect to see so much anger and forcefulness inside someone so young.

“Sorani’s right.” I didn’t think Grayer knew about the poison; I could still clearly remember his reaction when Frodan had stumbled, but he should have made sure the Paradise Giver was clean, at the very least. And Arion I wasn’t sure about—he could have known.

“No,” Frodan insisted. “I’m the one who was poisoned, and I say no.” He raised his hand to forestall an objection from Sorani. “Hear me out. We have many more years before we start the Green Path proper. No point in beginning it early.”

“We can’t just let this stand,” Sorani insisted.

“This is what we’ll do,” I said. If there were no repercussions, what was to stop Grayer and the other boys from doing something like this again? “We’ll tell them that we’ll forget what happened this once. But if any of us gets harmed again, they’ll have all three of us to deal with next time.”

“Sounds good.” Frodan held out his hand. I gripped it and Sorani put his hand on top of our two.

“And next time this happens, I’ll call out my name to save you,” Sorani said. “I swear it.”

Frodan laughed. “There won’t be a next time.”

“Nevertheless,” I said, “you put yourself at risk for us and we won’t forget it. If anything like this happens again, it’ll be Sorani’s turn, or my turn, to step forward and save you.”

We gripped each other’s hands tighter. I think that image will be the last one I see before I die. The three of us, clasping hands and swearing to die for each other. We were young and innocent.

Chapter 3

If that incident forged us together, it was a different one that shaped and directed us. The ascor don’t generally help those who walk the Path, before or after, so we were lucky. Our usual wandering had brought us to the rooftop that day, and mischief made us interrupt the old ascor called Ernard.

“I dare you,” I said to Sorani.

He hesitated then began to creep forward. It was a game we sometimes played, to try and touch one of the servants without being noticed. We generally stayed away from ascor, so I was surprised that Sorani even accepted my dare. But Ernard was sleeping in a chair with his tea going cold beside him, so there didn’t seem much risk. Frodan, beside me, watched with wide eyes.

Sorani reached the old man without incident, brushed his fingers against the ascor’s robe, and turned to give a smile of triumph.

Then there was a blur of motion and the next thing I knew, Sorani was lying on the ground with the ascor’s hand around his throat.

“Don’t expect to catch an ascor unawares,” he said to Sorani. “Might as well tell the other two to come out.”

I had no idea how he knew Sorani was there, never mind us, but Frodan and I stepped from our hiding place.

“Let my brother go,” I demanded.

“Brother, eh? So you are the three who have declared yourselves brothers.” Ernard released Sorani, who scrambled away. “Come, come, let me see you. I came up here to contemplate the setting of the sun, but I never had much time for scenery-gazing before, and it appears that my recent decision hasn’t changed that.”

We went to stand in front of Ernard. His white beard had grown long and scruffy and the lines of his skin showed both age and a deep weariness. But Sorani could testify to there being both vitality and speed left in the old body.

“Did you watch the Greens march out of Lessard Mansion for the start of the Path a few days ago?” Then, before we could answer, he continued: “Of course you did. You are lucky—another six years before your Path; you’ll be older then. It’s the thirteen- and fourteen-year-old Greens that have no chance. Sometimes...” He shook his head. “It is what it is. Tell me something—are you smart?”

“I am,” I said without hesitation. I was always one of the smartest in my class when we did schooling.

“That’s good,” he said. “Good to think you’re smart when younger, so you only get to recognize your stupidity when you are as old as me. You understand the Green Path, right? Why does it exist?”

“Every six years Helion comes,” I said, pointing up into the sky where the giant purple moon was brightening as the sun fell below the horizon. “It pushes the planet closer to the sun, causing the Infernam, when everyone must retreat to the Refuge or die. With limited room in the Refuge, the teenage sons of the ascor have to walk the Green Path. Fifty days before the Infernam, the Greens are sent from their mansions with nothing but the clothes on their backs. They come from each of the four families: the Lessards, the Raines, the Bellangers, the Greniers. At the end of the fifty days, four of them will be selected by the leaders of the families, the four Guardians. Each of the Selects—”

“Yes, yes, each of the Selects will choose one more. Only eight will survive out of the hundred and fifty or so,” Ernard said. “I didn’t ask what the Green Path was; I asked why it existed.”

That left me stumped. The Green Path just was, there was no reason for it any more than there was a reason for the sun to come up.

“As I thought,” Ernard said. “You’re smart enough to know things, but not enough to think for yourself.”

“The Green Path is a test,” Frodan said.

Ernard smiled. “That’s closer. Go on.”

“We have to prove ourselves worthy,” Frodan said.

“Pssh.” Ernard waved a hand dismissively. “Worthy—what does that mean? You have to prove yourselves valuable. You have to prove yourselves remarkable.”

“Why are you asking us these questions?” Sorani demanded. “You already know the answers.”

“What good is me knowing?” Ernard poked a finger in Sorani’s chest and Sorani took a step back and glared at the old ascor. “I don’t need to walk the Path again. You might think you know something—I bet if I first had asked if you understood the Green Path you’d all say you did. But you don’t. Only if you can explain it fully do you really understand it.”

“Then just tell us,” Sorani said.

“How does that help you think for yourselves?” Ernard asked. “You thought you could sneak up on me like you sneak up on the servants. What didn’t you think of?”

I began to see what Ernard was getting at. “You survived the Green Path.”

“Aha, maybe some potential to think for yourself after all. Go on.”

“Only the best survive the Green Path,” I said. “The Path exists to ensure that the ascor are the smartest and best out of all the Greens.”

“Exactly.” Ernard settled back into his chair with a satisfied look on his face. “Arcandis doesn’t need many ascor, but it does need them to be exceptional. Now go, leave me be. The sun is about to set.”

The last of the sun’s rays were disappearing behind the rooftops and a deep purple gloom was settling down upon them.

“Could you tell us more?” Frodan asked him. “Give us some help, some guidance.”

Ernard snorted, then muttered, “I’m getting soft. I can’t bear the thought of putting up with the upcoming heat for the next several weeks. And, for no reason, I felt an urge to help the Greens when they marched out of the mansion a few days ago.”

He had picked up his tea but he put it down again and looked up at us. “Okay, another few minutes. Tell me of your plans to survive: Wolfling, Shadow, Elect, or Defender?”

Once again I had no answer for him. I knew what each of them were: Greens who fought to the death in the Eye were called Wolflings; those who assassinated other Greens were Shadows; Elects were the leaders among the Greens, such as Grayer; and Defenders were those who followed the Elects.

But it was over six years until my brothers and I had to face the Path—it wasn’t something we needed to think about yet.

But Ernard’s shake of his head said differently. “It might not be too late if you start now. Could you be Wolflings? Are any of you outstanding in weapon practice? One of the best?”

We looked at each other. “Well, maybe not the best—” I began.

“Then the Wolfling’s Path is not for you.” Ernard’s voice was firm. “Only the strongest, fastest, and most skilled have any chance to beat experienced Eye fighters. Could you be Shadows? Could you plan and execute the assassination of a fellow Green? Do you have the stomach for that kind of killing?”

I had to believe I did. The Path was not for the squeamish. But how could I know until the moment came?

Ernard laughed. “Look at you.” He pointed at Frodan. “From the sick look on your face, I know you couldn’t be a Shadow. And I have my doubts about the other two. An Elect, then? A Defender?”

“We are going to work together,” Frodan said.

That much was true, at least. I put one hand on Frodan’s shoulder and the other one on Sorani’s.

Ernard looked at us with an amused expression. “I’m not sure that brotherhood is an appreciated value when the Guardians make a selection. Leadership is—that’s why the Selects are allowed to choose a companion, rather than having the Guardians pick two Selects each. But brotherhood...” Ernard shrugged. “Do you understand the ascorim?”

I was about to say I did when Ernard waved his hand in front of his face. “No, of course you don’t. I’m not sure I fully understand it myself, and I have breathed it for decades. It’s been called the maneuvering for power among the ascor, but it is so much more. The first step to begin to understand it is to wonder at the reason behind every action and every word of an ascor. You haven’t even asked yourselves why I’m helping you, have you? The answer is in that cup of tea.”

I looked down at the tea in confusion. It was full, and surely cold by now. What could be in there that would induce him to help us?

“So you want to form a group, just the three of you,” Ernard continued. “Elect and two Defenders, you can figure out who’s who later on. What’s your plan then?”

I looked to either side, but received blank stares from both Frodan and Sorani. I shrugged my shoulders.

“Having no idea of how to win comes from not understanding the Path.” Ernard glanced around. The sun was now fully set. “My time is nearly done. You have to focus on something and make a success of it.” He picked up his tea, took a sip, and made a face. “Even with honey, it tastes horrible. I guess that’s why no one does it this way. But I don’t want to go out like everyone else.” He took another sip. “Think about how to prove yourselves valuable. For example, the Lessards concentrate on trading, so one way to impress the Lessard Guardian is to find some profitable trades, make some bargains, do some deals. And start your preparations immediately. You’ll only get one chance at the Path, and the odds are against you.” He took one final long sip of tea, then put down the cup and flapped his hand at us. “Now go, tell one of the servants to come and collect my body in a while.”

“Thank you,” Frodan said as we left, but I’m not sure he heard us.

Chapter 4

Without Ernard’s advice, we wouldn’t have stood a chance. It was probably just a dying whim to him—imparting that information—but for us it was a lifesaver. No one else had taught us what we needed to do.

For the next six years, we focused on preparing for the Path. We didn’t change our behavior all that much; we still got into trouble for being where we weren’t supposed to be. But now we also listened to what we weren’t supposed to hear, and recorded it all in ledgers. We planned on making money from trading, like Ernard had suggested.

I wrote about the price of wheat, why stormy seas meant that gemstones increased in value, and what made coffee more valuable per ounce than gold. I wrote about who traded with whom, and which ship captains were reliable and which were drunkards. We recorded everything my brothers and I could learn from snooping around and eavesdropping when the ascor thought they were alone.

Not everything we learned could be trusted. The ascorim swirled beneath everything, and lies were as common as truth. If Cenarro was telling another ascor that the vegetable crop in the country was poor this year, we had to figure out if he was helping him with the knowledge, if he was lying to set up some kind of trap, or whether there was a deeper motive. The shifting of alliances, the subtle cut and thrust of wordplay, the tactics and stratagems of each ascor had to be taken into account. Who said it and to whom was often more important than the information itself. Sometimes there was more to be learned from a lie than from the truth. As Ernard had warned us, without understanding the ascorim, all we knew was worthless.

So we collected knowledge, tried to understand it, then burned the records after we had learned all we could. In the days leading up to the start of the Path, we were on double alert to hear as much as possible. The newer the information, the more useful it could be to us. And two days before the start of the Path, we discovered a valuable nugget. We learned that Black Lightning, an aphrodisiac recently popular among the ascor and richer marshals, was made up of simply two parts black pepper and one part nutmeg.

We investigated further. One small barrel of black pepper could be bought on the wholesale market for two golds, one small barrel of nutmeg for three golds. Three small barrels of Black Lightning cost fifteen golds. We could make our own Black Lightning, undercut the price, and still make a great profit. But we had no hope of getting the initial seven golds to buy the black pepper and nutmeg. The Raine bankers might lend a gold or two to Greens at ridiculous interest rates, but we needed more to buy the spices at wholesale rates. We spent days discussing various options, coming up with schemes. Eventually we hit on a plan. It required timing, nerve, and daring. The most ingenious—but also riskiest—part involved stealing the money from the Black Lightning seller without him ever realizing it. But what better way to get the heart racing and the blood pumping? To walk the Green Path meant to embrace risk.

Any overall strategy we attempted would have one large flaw. If we succeeded, one of us would be a Select, and one a Chosen. There was no possible way for all three of us to win a place in the Refuge. But at the start of the Path, the chances of even two of us surviving were so small that it wasn’t worth talking about that scenario. We concentrated on what was directly in front of us.

So when the Path began, we had a clear purpose and began to implement our plan. We’d accumulated small sums of money over the years, and had hidden it in a few cubbyholes around the city, ready for the Path. One of the cubbyholes had been plundered and was empty, but the other two contained several silvers each. This was enough to buy the few small things we needed to get started.

We found an abandoned house not far from the merchant quarter. Empty houses are common in Arcandis, so finding a suitable place was not difficult. It was a mess, though, so it took several days to clean it and set it up the way we wanted. But with three brothers working side by side, laughing and joking with each other, the hard work was enjoyable.

The place we chose had three rooms. The front room faced a busy road, and the back room opened out onto a narrow alleyway, and we outfitted both of them like the shops of successful merchants. Or as close as possible without having any money to buy merchandise or furnishings. A third room, between our separate shopfronts, was to be used as our warehouse and was key to our plan.

We drew straws for which room and role to take in our scheme, and I drew the middle room. So I waited in the dim light while Sorani and Frodan went out to persuade the buyer and seller to come to us. My thoughts raced, trying to plan for everything that could go wrong. Unfortunately, there were too many things that were out of control. Even getting the buyer and seller to our store was uncertain. So when I heard voices in the front room, I rushed to the adjoining door to listen. Frodan’s job was to bring Greft, a spice wholesale seller, with his nutmeg and black pepper.

“Welcome to the new store,” came Frodan’s voice. “It’s not much now, but we have great hopes. Thanks so much for coming to me.”

“Well, you didn’t give me much choice,” Greft said. “You offered me generous terms then insisted I come all the way over to your store.” He looked around. “Though you were being charitable calling this a store. This better not be some trick.”

I kept my ears strained for the sound of voices from the back room. Sorani and the Black Lightning buyer were late. We needed to do simultaneous deals—that was at the heart of our plan.

“No trick,” Frodan assured him. “We need to run a small test on your spices to be sure it’s what we need. I have two vials, so if I could just get samples from you...”

I almost stepped in to try and delay Frodan. If we took a sample and the buyer didn’t come, then this was all for nothing and Greft would never agree to another trade with us.

“You can have your samples, but I don’t have all day,” Greft said.

“My brother should be here in a moment. I apologize for the lack of tea,” Frodan said. “We are new to business, but that’s no excuse. I asked for tea to be ready for you.”

Frodan was clearly trying to delay Greft. I rushed over to the door of the back room to make sure there was no one there, then returned to listen to Frodan, twisting my fingers together.

“I don’t care about the Helion-cursed tea,” Greft said. “Do you want to test the samples or not?”

I heard a noise from the direction of the back room. There wasn’t time to be sure that Sorani had brought the Black Lightning buyer, so I strode into the front room just as Greft was turning away.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said. “If you’ll give me the sample, I won’t be long checking it out.”

Greft looked at me, then at Frodan, frowning at both of us before handing over the vials of spice.

I took them back into the middle room. I quickly checked the back room, and was rewarded by the sight of Sorani talking with Yuzeel, the aphrodisiac buyer.

Sorani was trying to persuade him that we needed the payment first.

“I insist on receiving the merchandise first,” Yuzeel said, “before I hand over any money. I still don’t understand how a Green would get any Black Lightning, never mind three barrels of it.”

I took the two vials of spice over to a table. I quickly measured out two portions of black pepper and one portion of nutmeg, mixed it up with a pestle in a small bowl. In the dim light, it was hard to know when it was ready. I could hear voices beginning to rise on either side, so I knew both Greft and Yuzeel were getting impatient. I needed to hurry, but I had to make sure the sample was fully mixed or the whole plan would fall to pieces. It was a fine line.

Finally happy, I took a vial of the mixed spice, which I hoped was now indistinguishable from Black Lightning, into the back room and handed it over to Yuzeel. I smiled as I did so, but inside I was quaking. This was going to be the riskiest part of the plan, and we were in too deep to abandon the deal with no repercussions. There was little margin on the Path for failure, especially at this early stage.

Yuzeel poured some powder from the vial onto his finger. He sniffed it then tasted it with the tip of his tongue. “This is the good stuff. Sells very well coming up to the Infernam, as you could imagine. Nothing like an upcoming apocalypse to get people horny. Bring out the rest of it.”

“We need to see that you’ve brought the money,” Sorani said.

“Now that’s insulting. Have I ever not paid for anything in my life?”

“Forgive us for being cautious,” I said. “But if this deal doesn’t go right for us, it means our certain deaths come the Infernam. As Greens, our lives aren’t worth much, so we are an easy target if someone chooses to cheat us.”

Yuzeel took a pouch from his belt and threw it to Sorani. The pouch was the same common brown bag we’d seen him use in other trades. If it hadn’t been, we’d have been in trouble. Sorani opened the pouch and poured some gold coins into his hand, then nodded and poured them back into the pouch and pulled the string around the top to close it.

“Hey, not so fast, let me see,” I said, pushing forward and reaching for the pouch. It fell to the ground.

“Hold it there.” Yuzeel moved forward and picked the pouch up from the ground. “That’s still my money.”

“Sorry about that.” Sorani pushed me back into the middle room. “Now go get the rest of the product.” As he released me, he slipped the pouch of gold, hidden in his sleeve, into my hand. Although he’d practiced the switch thousands of times over the last few days, I was still impressed at how well he’d done it. I was looking out for it, and I was only now sure that it was a pouch of iron pieces that had fallen to the floor and been picked up by Yuzeel.

Sorani went back to Yuzeel and I poured the golds onto a table. I took the seven required and returned to the front room where Frodan still waited with Greft.

“What’s going on? What were you doing back there?” Greft demanded. “If this is some trick just to steal the sample off me, then you two are in big trouble.”

“No, not at all. Here’s your money.” I counted the seven golds into his hand.

Greft looked suspiciously at me, then examined several of the coins in detail. “I know something strange is going on here, but I can’t put my finger on it,” he said. “The money seems real, and that’s all I really care about. But if I find I’ve been cheated in some way, I’ll come back, and it won’t be pretty.”

He gestured to his man, who followed him out, leaving the three barrels behind.

“Give me another gold.” Frodan watched Greft leave with a frown on his face.

“Why?”

“He’s leaving here with a bad taste in his mouth about the deal.”

“Fine, there are gold coins on the table in the middle room.” There wasn’t time to argue. I picked up the barrels of spice and carried them into the middle room while Frodan took a gold coin and disappeared after Greft.

I resented Frodan for wasting time when we were in the middle of this delicate operation, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. I poured the black spice into a large bucket then added the nutmeg. I used a large pole to swirl it all around, then, with a large pestle, I ground and mixed and churned it all together. I could hear the sound of raised voices in the other room, so I knew that Yuzeel was getting impatient.

If Yuzeel decided to abort the trade, he’d soon find out that we’d stolen his money and replaced it with pieces of iron, and our lives would be worth about the same amount as those same bits of metal. But I couldn’t rush this. It had to be fully mixed, and it had to look and smell and feel exactly like the Black Lightning Yuzeel was used to. I had to rely on Sorani to delay him long enough and concentrate on my own task.

My hands grew slick with sweat and my arms ached. Over and over, I repeated the same process: Swirl the bucket with the pole to bring the unmixed stuff to the top, then churn it with the pestle until all the powder I could see had the same consistency and color. I didn’t have time to be careful, so it didn’t take long until my clothes and all the floor around the bucket was covered in a dark gray powder.

Sorani came in and I chased him out. “Just delay Yuzeel another few minutes,” I urged, not giving him a chance to talk.

It took me a lot longer than I expected to get the whole batch mixed. At every moment, I was tempted to finish up and take it in as is, but I had to be sure. When I was finally happy with the result, I poured from the bucket back into the three barrels, watching carefully to make sure the consistency was the same throughout. Then I closed the three barrels, and gave each of them one last shake for luck.

I put one barrel under each arm and picked up the last one in my hands and hurried out as quickly as my awkward load would allow. The room was empty. My heart was already racing and now it threatened to charge all the way out of my chest. Was I too late? I carried the barrels outside. Sorani stood by the door and was glaring at the back of Yuzeel, who was halfway down the street. But Frodan had returned and was now talking to Yuzeel.

I hurried toward Frodan and Yuzeel. Yuzeel was swinging the pouch of iron pieces between his fingers. It was only when I caught up with them and heard a friendly laugh from Yuzeel that I was sure that the deal was not yet dead.

“Here we are—three barrels of Black Lightning as promised,” I said as calmly as I could manage, placing them at Yuzeel’s feet.

“What happened to you?” Yuzeel looked me up and down.

I looked down and realized that I was covered in a dark gray powder. I had forgotten to clean myself off. “A minor slippage,” I said weakly, dusting down my tunic with my hands.

“Show me.” Yuzeel nodded at the barrels.

Frodan bent down to open one of the barrels.

“No, that one.” Yuzeel pointed at a different barrel.

Frodan shrugged and flipped the lid off the indicated barrel and Yuzeel dipped his finger in it. He held his finger up, twisted it around, studying the powder sticking to it. Then he wiped his finger clean on his trousers.

“Seems good. You shouldn’t have lied to me about it, though.”

“Lied?” I swallowed.

“Yeah, Frodan told me all about it.”

I forced a weak smile. What had Frodan told him?

“We didn’t want to admit that we didn’t have the merchandise we were selling in our hands,” Frodan said.

Yuzeel clapped me on the back. “No need to look so worried. If you’d been honest in the first place, I wouldn’t have gotten so mad with Sorani.”

“I told him how we received the wrong barrels from the merchant,” Frodan told me, “and how we didn’t realize it until just before he arrived.” Frodan touched my shoulder. “Eolnar and I have been running around trying to get the mix-up sorted in time to make this deal. You can see the sweat on Eolnar’s brow.”

My smile was stronger this time. “We didn’t want to appear incompetent. We should have checked the barrels before bringing you to us.”

“Well, it’s your first deal—you’ll learn,” Yuzeel said. He nodded to his man, who picked up the barrels.”

I half-turned away when he stopped me.

“Aren’t you forgetting something important?” He dangled the money pouch in front of us.

I gave a start. It was important, but not for the reason Yuzeel thought. I took it from Yuzeel and put it in my pocket.

“We won’t make good merchants if we forget to get paid,” Frodan said with a laugh.

“You certainly won’t,” Yuzeel said.

Frodan took a gold coin out of his pocket and handed it to Yuzeel. “As you can see, there was some spillage, so the barrels might be light. Plus, for your trouble in being kept waiting.”

“No.” Yuzeel held up his hand. “My time isn’t worth that much.”

“That much and more.” Frodan took Yuzeel’s hand, put the coin in it, and curled his fingers around it. “I insist.”

“Very well.” Yuzeel walked away, shaking his head.

I grabbed Frodan’s wrist. “Why did you give away a gold to each of them? You’ve nearly halved our profits.” I wasn’t mad with him; I couldn’t be angry after the crazy plan we’d come up with had actually succeeded. I just wanted to understand.

“It’s our first deal, and Greft and Yuzeel are influential with other merchants. It’ll make it easier to get future deals if they spread the word that we’re good trading partners.”

I shrugged. I didn’t care about anything at that moment except celebrating our improbable victory. We returned to where Sorani waited for us.

“Sorry I let him get away,” Sorani said. “I ended up getting angry and getting in a shouting match with him. I then thought it best to let you two finish the deal.”

“Well done in getting him to wait that long,” I said, throwing my arm around his shoulder. “Frodan came up with a clever explanation for the delay. The merchant ended up happy.”

“Most importantly, he never figured out that he paid for the goods before he received them,” Frodan said.

Sorani linked his arm around my shoulder and Frodan did the same on the other side. We began to walk back into the shop, then realized we wouldn’t fit three abreast like this. We laughed but did not separate. Instead, we turned around and walked in sideways. It must have looked foolish, but we always solved problems by going at them sideways together, rather than separating.

We’d bought a small bottle of liquor and I don’t think such a small amount of liquid ever caused the same amount of merriment before or since. We were unused to alcohol and already drunk on the success of our plan. We laughed until tears came to our eyes and then laughed some more. I didn’t know it was possible to be that happy, but I know I will never be as happy again.

Chapter 5

The way score was kept on the Path was through the lists. These were the lists of all the Greens ranked according to their chance of survival as determined by the bet-takers. Many people from all parts of society liked to follow what was happening on Path and sometimes even bet on their favorite Greens. Although the lists were not official, the bet-takers conferred with the ascor families so that they knew more or less where each Green stood. In addition to the lists, the other way to find out what was happening on the Path was via the newsbards. They occupied the squares and the taverns, delivering news and gossip in return for tips, and during the Path, most of their stories involved the exploits of the Greens.

We would have liked to reveal the secrets of the deal we had pulled off, but we decided that we shouldn’t. This was unfortunate, because newsbards spreading word of our clever trade would have pushed us high up the lists. But if we revealed the secret formula behind Black Lightning, it would become worthless. Yuzeel would feel cheated and even if he didn’t come looking for his money back or set his men on us, our trading reputation would suffer.

So we used the golds we had earned on that deal to make more trades, and over time our money multiplied and we gradually moved up the lists. Frodan had been right about those extra golds given back to Yuzeel and Greft—we more than made up for the loss with the good reputation they earned. We worked well as a team. Frodan had a knack for making our trading partners happy with their deal, Sorani was as hard a bargainer as you could imagine, and I loved to analyze prices and information and figure out what should be traded and where.

Weeks went by. We allowed ourselves to forget about the Path whenever we could and just enjoy each other’s company and the experience of becoming good at trading. But with every newsbard talking about it, it was impossible to forget about the Path for long. Plus, we needed to know where we stood.

With ten days to go before the Infernam, the lists showed four Elects in the top five: one from each of the Lessard and Bellanger families, and two from the Raine family. The last person in the top five was a Wolfling from the Grenier family who had already killed three men in the Eye. The chief Defender of the Bellanger Elect was number six. The rest of the top twenty was made up of Defenders of those Elects, plus one other Wolfling and two Shadows.

We three had been nicknamed “the Triplets” and were grouped between twenty and thirty on the lists. No-hoper Greens were called Deadbeats, and we were far from being one of those, but also not close to the main contenders. Without a designated leader, the bet-takers found it hard to rank us individually, so they always listed us consecutively, or sometimes just as “the Triplets,” as though we were one person.

Although technically Greens were no longer considered part of the family they came from, it was easier to think of them that way. Guardians were free to select any Green, but because Greens were more likely to have the skills that the house they grew up in valued, the Guardians were more likely to select them. Grenier Greens were the best at fighting, and Lessard Greens tended to set up trading enterprises like we did. We felt we needed to overtake the other Lessards on the lists to give ourselves a chance.

Grayer was the Lessard Elect and had been in the top four on the lists since the first day. He had seven Defenders, with three—Tullop, Jepher, and Vainn—reasonably high on the lists. There was no clear chief Defender, which didn’t surprise me, for I knew that Grayer would play them against each other and keep them guessing until the last day. Grayer had given each of his Defenders a part of Arcandis city, with the job of visiting the trading shops and marketplaces there. They looked for price differences that could be exploited. It had worked so far—they’d made more money than we had, though there were more of them, of course.

One of the top Shadows was also a Lessard and also well known to my brothers and myself: Arion. And it turned out the childhood incident had affected him as much as it did us, only in a completely different way. His assassinations were done with poison via Paradise Givers.

For Shadows, it wasn’t just about the killing of other Greens. Given the nature of the Path, it might seem that killing other Greens until you were one of the last few left would be an obvious way to go about things. But it wasn’t possible for one person to kill everyone else, especially with the large Elect/Defender groupings. For Shadows, it was about whom they killed and how they killed. They had to demonstrate extraordinary skills to make one of the families select them. Just killing a random Deadbeat with a knife in the back wouldn’t count for much—it might actually count against them, because it didn’t show the qualities that the Guardians were looking for in their family’s ascor. If an Elect turned up dead with his room guarded by Defenders and no one with any clue of how the Shadow even got in, that was the kind of thing that shot a Shadow up the lists.

So Arion chose notable Greens to kill. So far he’d killed two—one of the top Defenders of the Bellanger Elect and another Shadow. It was how he’d done it that was most remarkable, though. That was what had the newsbards talking about him much more than the other high-ranked Shadow who had killed four Greens. Arion captured or cornered a victim—he’d always been one of the best with the sword among the Lessard Greens—and then offered them a chance to save their life in a duel of wits. He had two Paradise Givers, one with poison, one empty. The other party chose which ring they wanted and both Arion and his intended victim simultaneously injected each other. On each occasion, Arion had ended up unharmed and the other had received a lethal dose of Paradise’s Kiss.

No one knew how he did it. Some people said that he just allowed luck to decide—and that he’d been lucky so far. They couldn’t see how else he could do it. But I’d watched Arion for a long time. I mightn’t have known him well when he handed Grayer the Paradise Giver that day, but I’d watched him since then. He had dry skin, perpetually chapped lips, and he blinked a lot. He didn’t talk much, but listened and observed constantly. He had a small mole under his chin and a cowlick behind his right ear. When he decided to become good at something, he practiced relentlessly—that was how he was so good with the sword despite having neither remarkable speed nor strength. He was always calculating, always planning. Whenever he sparred, he’d know his opponents weaknesses and have a plan to exploit them. He wasn’t someone who left something up to luck, but instead was someone who’d been planning for how to survive the Path for many years. He was someone whose plan presently had everyone fooled.

But we were more worried about Grayer than Arion. Grayer was higher on the lists and the specialty of House Lessard was trading, and we both had trading operations. If we could overtake Grayer, we had a good chance of getting selected by the Lessard Guardian. Without that...well, things were going to get mighty hot for us around Infernam time, and we’d end up welcoming Arion and his Paradise Givers with open arms.

But Grayer hadn’t looked like he was faltering on his own and had made more money than us and been more impressive than us. We needed to do something to actively bring him down. There was nothing the Guardians liked to see more than a clever scheme that brought low a high-ranked Elect—the schemer tended to fly up the rankings. That was what we needed to do, and many evenings were wasted straining our brains trying to come up with a plan.

Then one day Sorani came up with something that offered a glimmer of hope. And the more we thought about it, the more excited we became about the idea.

It had to do with the selling of pitch. Pitch was mainly used on torches—it was the flammable liquid painted on them to keep them lit—and the market was usually stable. Most of the time, pitch cost between a half a gold and one gold per barrel. That changed coming up to Infernam. A normal year’s supply of pitch was needed in the two weeks of the Infernam when the whole of Arcandis society was underground and keeping torches lit became essential. So coming up to the Infernam, more pitch was produced, and the price became volatile. While those stocking the Refuge were looking for supplies, the price was high. As soon as the stockpiling was completed, the prices plummeted.

And it was in the peaks and valleys of wildly fluctuating prices where traders made or lost fortunes.

Chapter 6

Sorani and I were in Yuzeel’s store, keeping an eye on prices and staying abreast of the news among traders. While I talked to Yuzeel, telling him about our need to overtake Grayer in the lists, Sorani wandered around the store.

“I have full faith in the Triplets,” Yuzeel said. “I’m sure you’ll come out ahead of that Elect. In fact, I placed a bet on you a few days ago.”

“On which of us?” I asked.

“They have this special bet where you can bet on the Triplets and if two of the three of you survive, then the bet wins. Good odds, even still.”

A bet on two out of the three, I thought, because there’s no way for all three to survive.

Something must have shown on my face because Yuzeel slapped my back. “Don’t worry.” He lowered his voice so Sorani didn’t hear. “I’m sure you’ll be one of the two.”

But, of course, that didn’t cheer me any. It was hard to come to terms with my own likely death, but just as hard to contemplate going on without one of my brothers. The odds were against any of us surviving, so I avoided thinking about the certainty that one of us would die, and I couldn’t help but have my spirits dampened by Yuzeel’s reminder.

Sorani walked up to us. “I see you still have over fifty barrels of pitch for sale.”

Yuzeel scowled. “I got caught out there. They must have stockpiled the Refuge earlier than usual this year, and now I’m left high and dry. Will likely just have to eat the loss on them and hope they don’t burn up in a fire during the Infernam.” He shook his head. “You’re the second Green to ask me about them today.”

“Who was the first?” Sorani asked.

“Vainn was in here this morning. He asked me if the Refuge still needed more pitch.” Yuzeel made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “As if I’d be offering barrels for half a gold in that case. He’s always asking stupid questions. I wouldn’t even let him in here if Grayer hadn’t vouched for all his purchases.”

Sorani looked thoughtful, but didn’t say anything more until later that day. Once he told us his idea, we quickly hammered out the outline of what we needed to do. Like the Black Lightning scheme it was risky, but like then, we had no real choice. We needed to make a big move and didn’t have any time to waste. The plan hinged on Vainn’s reaction. We needed him to see an opportunity to stake his claim as chief Defender and take it.

It took one full day—which included bargaining with several traders and spending most of the money we’d made up to that point—to get everything set up.

The next day, I was in the back of Yuzeel’s store, making sure I wasn’t seen, when Vainn came in. He wandered around slowly. I stayed out of sight, though I had the ridiculous urge to go up to him and point out what we wanted him to see. Eventually he did notice the new price on the barrels of pitch.

“How come the pitch is selling for one gold today?” Vainn approached Yuzeel.

“Things change.” Yuzeel shrugged.

“What types of things?” Vainn’s eyes narrowed.

“Just heard a rumor or two.”

“What kind of rumor?”

“The kind that raises the price of a barrel of pitch to one gold. What do you want me to do, explain everything to you?” Yuzeel threw his hands in the air. “Come on, get out of here if you aren’t going to buy. This isn’t the school of trading.”

I watched Vainn leave and gave Yuzeel a smile and a nod as I left. He didn’t know the exact details of our plan, but he had sold us all fifty barrels of pitch at half a gold a barrel and agreed to sell them for us at the higher price, splitting any profits we made. He’d also agreed to be vague about the reasons for the rise in price.

I kept my distance from Vainn while I followed him. The marketplace was loud and crowded, so it was easy to avoid being spotted. My job was to make sure that Vainn visited his usual trading shops. And he did. He followed the same route as when we watched him the day before. He noticed a barrel of pitch for sale for two golds in two of the shops, with closemouthed merchants saying little about why they were priced so high.

I went ahead of Vainn into the shop where there were two barrels priced at three golds each. At the back, I looked out a small window to make sure Frodan and Sorani were in place. They were. Sorani sat inside a rickshaw with the curtain half-closed and Frodan leaned against it. Beside him was an actor we’d hired to help us. Frodan gave me a wave and I smiled back at him.

When Vainn spotted the barrels of pitch and hurried forward to check the price, I gestured out to Sorani and Frodan and they swung into motion. Frodan pulled the hood of his cloak over his head and pulled the rickshaw around to the front of the trading shop. Sorani closed the curtain, and the actor walked alongside.

I could see the animation in Vainn’s face as he studied the price on the pitch barrels. His job was to find price mismatches and exploit them, and he’d just been given a huge opportunity. But before he acted, a bigger opportunity was about to arrive. Fishermen will sometimes use a small grub on the end of a hook to catch a small fish then use the small fish as bait to catch larger prey. We’d dangled the grub, and now the bigger and juicier bait was about to be dropped.

The rickshaw stopped and the actor strode in and walked straight up to the merchant in charge.

“I’m looking to buy barrels of pitch,” he said.

I mentally winced. We obviously should have prepped him better. A trader looking to buy wouldn’t be so brash and straightforward.

“I’ve two barrels,” the merchant said, “at three golds each.”

“I need many more than two,” the actor said.

I was watching Vainn and I could swear that the tips of his ears moved when he heard that.

“I was told they wouldn’t be that expensive.” The actor glanced back at the rickshaw. “I’m not authorized to buy them at that price.”

“I don’t care about your authorizations. The price is three golds.”

“How much pitch are you looking to buy?” Vainn moved up to the counter to stand in front of the actor.

I swallowed. This was it. He was taking the bait.

“I can’t say exactly,” the actor said. “A lot.”

I physically winced this time. No trader would make statements that might push up the price of what he was buying. There were plenty of warning signs for Vainn if he’d the wit to see them. I hadn’t realized what a poor impression of a trader this actor would make.

Vainn simply nodded and stepped away. He didn’t make any offers. As I exhaled, it felt like all my hopes were falling from my chest and onto the floor. If Vainn didn’t bite, we’d spent everything we had on fifty barrels of unsellable pitch.

The actor looked confused, and it was the merchant behind the counter who got him back into role.

“So are you buying the pitch or not?” the merchant asked. “Three golds each.”

“Hold on a moment.” The actor at least remembered the basics of what he had to do. He went outside to the rickshaw, stood beside it for a moment. The curtain twitched and the actor returned.

The reason we’d hired the rickshaw was because occasionally those in charge of stockpiling the Refuge came along with those in charge. It rarely happened, and we wanted to give the impression that this was a priority buy. Only ascor and important marshals used rickshaws.

“I’ll take them,” the actor said to the merchant. “Hold them for me. I’ll be back shortly.”

Frodan pulled the rickshaw down the street and the actor followed. Vainn watched them disappear into the crowd, then he dashed outside. Had he taken the bait now? My hopes rose once more. I rushed to follow him, but he disappeared into the crowd before I had a chance to mark his direction. I wanted to charge into the crowd to find him, but the risk was too great. Vainn had been shown enough signs that the deal was rotten without finding out he was being followed.

Plus, there was only one place he could go for the plan to be a success. He had to go to Yuzeel’s and buy the barrels of pitch immediately, intending to come back here and sell them to the person he thought was a Refuge stockpiler. If he went to Grayer and explained the situation, Grayer would likely see through the scheme. Even if he didn’t, Grayer wouldn’t risk too much and would buy only a few barrels. He was high on the lists; why take a risk? It was Vainn who needed to do something major to prove himself the chief Defender in Grayer’s crew.

So I forced myself to walk slowly to Yuzeel’s. There was nothing that could be done now. I had to hope that the reason Vainn was rushing was to beat any rumors of renewed pitch buying. We needed Vainn to be ambitious enough to buy all—or at least a large portion—of the fifty barrels. After all our planning, it now came down to a massive gamble. We could only hope we had guessed right about what Vainn would do.

When I reached Yuzeel’s street, I took a deep breath, then stuck my head around the corner so I could see in the shop. And there he was: Vainn, talking animatedly with Yuzeel. I forced myself to not get too excited. He was there, that was the first step. How many barrels did he intend to buy? I got closer so I could hear what was being said.

“You told me one gold this morning, it says one gold on the sign,” Vainn’s voice was loud. “How can you now charge me more than that?”

“This morning I didn’t have the same information I have now,” Yuzeel said. “The price has gone up.”

That wasn’t part of the plan at all. What if it was enough to make Vainn change his mind? I wanted to go up and shake Yuzeel and tell him to sell the Helion-cursed barrels already.

“What new information?” Vainn’s cheeks were developing a distinctly purple tinge.

“Your fervent desire to buy.”

“You are charging me more because I want to buy them?”

Yuzeel’s smile was all teeth. “Maybe I was lying when I said this wasn’t the school of trading.”

“Okay, fine, I agree. Do we have a deal?”

I let out a breath.

“Grayer stands over your purchases, right?” Yuzeel asked.

“Yes, of course. He already told you that, didn’t he?”

Yuzeel made a note. “Okay, just making sure. Make your mark here and the barrels are yours.”

Vainn scribbled on the docket with Yuzeel’s quill. “Hold them for me, I’ll be back.” And he left.

I approached Yuzeel. “Well?” I asked.

“Well what?” Yuzeel’s expression was blank.

“How many did he buy?”

He shook his head sadly. “I’m afraid he only bought...” Then a smile that started in Yuzeel’s eyes spread across his face until he was grinning from ear to ear. “Just the whole bloody lot of them. Sixty golds for fifty barrels.”

I jumped into the air and Yuzeel clapped me on the back. “Thank you,” I breathed.

“No reason to thank me. Nice profit for the both of us.”

I met Sorani and Frodan back at our shop. I told them the good news and it was their turn to jump in the air. Then we embraced, held on to each other for too long but at the same time not long enough.

“I wish we didn’t return the rickshaw and let the actor go,” Sorani said. “We should have continued the deception a bit longer. I want to see Vainn’s face when he realizes what has happened.”

I nodded in reply, but in truth I didn’t want to see Vainn’s face at that moment. Vainn had been the one who held me when Grayer and Arion had played the childhood prank on us, but I’d never blamed him for that. I didn’t want to see devastation wash across his face when his newfound hopes of surviving were dashed only to be replaced by the certainty of death. Vainn would be a Deadbeat after today, still walking around and breathing, but with only the decision of how he was going to die waiting him. Vainn hadn’t even done anything wrong—he just saw his opportunity and tried to take it. Like us, he’d needed to take a risk. But for him, it had gone horribly wrong. His only crime was not being smart enough. No, I didn’t want to see that moment.

“So that’s it,” Frodan said. “We’ve done it, brothers.”

The words proclaiming our success pricked a hole in my elation and I felt it seep from me. I could see it in the faces of my brothers that the same realization had hit all of us at the same time. The thing we’d been avoiding even discussing. What we’d done would save two, not three. There had been no real point thinking about that when the chance of even one of us surviving was low. But now there was a great chance that one of us would be a Select, and another a Chosen.

“What now?” Sorani asked.

There was a moment of uncomfortable silence before I decided to fill the silence with practicalities. “We should make sure that the newsbards know all the details of what went down today. And close up the shop and go into hiding. A few more trades won’t make much difference between now and Infernam, so it will be best to stay out of sight. It’s not his style, but Grayer could decide that killing us is his only hope now. Or he might just want revenge.”

So while our previous major success on the Path was a euphoric moment, this victory felt more like a loss. We were gloomy as we closed down the shop, with our thoughts on the terrible choice that we could be faced with in the days ahead.

Chapter 7

The quill scratches a line across the page, and I look up to find my brother nudging my shoulder. “What is it?” I frown, putting down the quill and retrieving a fresh page.

“What are you writing?” he asks.

“Nothing important,” I say. I wonder what he would think if he knew what I was writing and why. Would he understand? I’ve always been able to share everything with him until now. “Something to pass the time.”

“I know you’ve always loved scribbling, but this is ridiculous. Nothing important, you say?” He does not believe me, but doesn’t press the point. “It’ll be over soon. Another day, perhaps.”

I didn’t realize the Infernam was so close to being over. I have been writing in snippets over the past few days whenever I’ve gotten the chance. I’m not sure how much my understanding has improved, but I know I must finish.

I pick up my quill again.

Chapter 8

We found a rundown, empty house on the edge of town and kept it looking unoccupied. We set up our bedrolls in a corner and stayed inside as much as possible. It was practically essential to stay indoors during the day anyway, as the heat really hammered down in those last days before the Infernam. It wasn’t comfortable indoors, but it certainly beat being in the direct glare of the sun. We took turns at night to go to less central parts of town to hear the news and pick up food.

It was two days before the Infernam when I left the tavern that night. Helion was so large that it seemed ready to fall out of the sky and land on top of the city. The news hadn’t changed much. Neither Grayer nor any of his Defenders were going to be selected, and Vainn was no longer one of Grayer’s Defenders—not that it mattered now. The Bellanger Elect was at the top of the lists, followed by the Wolfling from the Grenier family. The Triplets were next—the bet-takers had given up listing us separately. So we were third, but no one had any idea which of us would be selected. The two Raine Elects were next, then Arion. Arion needed another high-profile victim in the next few days to push him into the top four.

It was close between the two Raine Elects, and no one was sure what would happen. Some expected a battle between them, though that didn’t seem the style of either of them. Or they could just wait and let the Guardians decide. Thinking of that caused my thoughts to turn to the dilemma that hung over the three of us. Should we just do nothing and let the Guardians decide which of us to select? Or was that the cowardly way out? There was also the fear that, with no obvious leading candidate, the Guardians would skip over the Triplets completely. And even if the Guardians selected one of us, the choice would then fall upon the Select to choose one of his brothers and condemn the other. No. We had to figure out a way among ourselves.

Somehow.

I turned around the corner and stopped dead when I felt a pressure on my right shoulder.

“Not paying much attention as to who might be close by,” said a voice that I recognized all too well. “Didn’t you hear that the Path is dangerous?”

I slowly turned, twisting around to the left, the sword blade staying in place on my shoulder. “You!” I said to Arion.

“Of course. You must have known it would come down to us two at the end.”

“No,” I said. “I knew we’d have to beat Grayer. I hoped to avoid you.”

Arion’s smile was cold. He nudged his sword so the edge touched my neck. I didn’t flinch away from it. “I knew,” he said. “Ever since that incident when your brother nearly died, I knew it would come down to me and one of you three. I suspected it would be you. Don’t think I haven’t been aware of how closely you’ve watched me over the years.”

I shrugged. “You flatter yourself. I’ve not taken much note of you.” I didn’t want to follow whatever script Arion had practiced in his mind.

Arion licked his top lip. Then he extended his left hand, palm up, showing two Paradise Givers. “You know how this goes.”

“Not the way you want it to. I’m not going to take part in your game.”

“You seem to think you have a choice,” Arion said. “This sword is quite sharp, and that is real blood on your neck.”

I hadn’t realized the skin had been broken. I wiped my finger on my neck and examined the blood. It looked blue under Helion’s purple light. “I don’t value this as much as I value other things. Things you don’t understand, like friendship and brotherhood.”

“Your brothers don’t want you dead.”

“No, but it might be for the best. Only two of us will make it.”

Arion pocketed the Paradise Givers and pulled the sword from my shoulder and tapped the flat of the blade against the side of his leg. “How noble. You’re willing to sacrifice yourself. You’re right, I don’t understand brotherhood if that’s what it means.”

I thought about trying to run now that Arion had removed the blade from my shoulder, but I knew he was faster than me. If I were to beat him tonight, it wouldn’t be in a footrace.

“You forget, of course,” Arion continued, “that if I was to kill you I would move ahead of the Triplets in the lists. So your sacrifice would be in vain.”

“If you killed me in your poison game, you would rise above us,” I replied. “Just killing me with a sword, I’m not so sure.”

Arion smiled. His confidence was unshaken. “Do you know I’ve had a fear of death from a young age?” he asked. “Well, that is inaccurate. I first remember the fear from when I was five and in the Refuge for the first time. My mother was left behind to take Paradise’s Kiss with the other ascora whose husbands had found replacements for them.”

“Is this where I’m supposed to feel sorry for you?” I asked.

“I’m not sure how I knew the method of my mother’s death, but I always equated death with Paradise’s Kiss. After several years of continual nightmares, my fear changed into a fascination. With death and also with the poison that the ascor choose to avoid the flames of the Infernam.”

I mock yawned. “This is all terribly interesting, but if you’re going to kill me, I’d prefer if you would get on with it.”

“My fascination with the poison led me to know all there was to know about it and the Paradise Givers. The one I gave to Grayer that day long ago was not the only one in my possession then.”

My breath caught in my throat. “You were behind it all along?”

“Grayer proved rather easy to manipulate.”

“And you knew the Paradise Giver wasn’t completely free of poison? That it needed to be cleaned?”

Arion grinned. “Of course. Where would the fun be otherwise? I was interested to learn the effect of such a tiny amount of Paradise’s Kiss. My only regret is that I couldn’t watch to see how close to death Frodan came. You and your brother were always in the room with him while he was sick.”

Blood pounded through my temples and I lurched forward. Arion took a step back and raised his sword, pointing it at my chest, forcing me to stop.

“You know how you can get your revenge.” Arion touched my chest with the tip of his sword.

I forced myself to calm. I couldn’t let myself stay angry and react irrationally. Arion was trying to bait me. He liked manipulating people, and I couldn’t let my emotions rule me and do what he wanted. Though I was willing to let him kill me if it meant my two brothers survived—I wasn’t lying about that—I wasn’t sure that was my right move. Perhaps if I were killed by Arion’s sword it would be enough to push him ahead of my brothers. And if not, what if Arion searched out either Frodan or Sorani after? In that case, my brother would have no choice but to play this game of Arion’s, and they hadn’t studied Arion like I had. They didn’t know him from the mole under his chin to his habit of leaving a candle burning when he went to sleep.

“I always suspected you knew,” I said. I tried to let rage flow through my words. “You are going to die for what you did to Frodan. Bring out your Paradise Givers.” I wanted to make Arion think I was letting my anger get the better of me. Around us, a few people leaving the tavern had noticed our encounter. They hung back and watched.

Arion’s tongue snaked out and back in again. He lowered the sword and reached into his pocket and retrieved the Paradise Givers. The two rings were like a pair of evil eyes looking up at me from Arion’s palm. They were identical as far as I could see. I hovered my hand over each in turn, watching Arion’s eyes as I did so. His gaze showed nothing except amusement. It was as if he didn’t care which one I took.

I took the nearest one after a moment, careful not to touch the spike. “How does this work?” I asked.

“One ring contains Paradise’s Kiss, the other contains not even the residue of the poison. We each put on a ring and we clasp arms, such that we are simultaneously piercing each other’s arm. Before we clasp, I will give you the chance to change your mind.”

“Okay.” Is that the trick to it? I wondered. Did he intend to manipulate his reactions to fool me into making the wrong choice about whether to change or not. Was that why he didn’t care which I selected?

I put the ring on my finger and extended my arm. He did the same. Once again, I watched his gaze. Once again I could read absolutely nothing useful there. Moments passed while we stood there frozen, arms almost touching, me staring at him with utmost concentration and a bead of sweat sliding down the center of my forehead, him staring back with unconcealed amusement. How could he be not the remotest bit worried?

I pulled back my arm. “I want to swap,” I said. It was simply to give me more time to think; I had learned nothing.

“As you wish.” He pulled back his arm and took off the ring and offered it to me with the same unconcern. I fumbled slightly as I pulled the ring off my finger. I needed more time. There was a puzzle here and I had only moments to solve it.

I had to assume that it didn’t matter which ring I was wearing. But every time Arion had played this game, his opponent had died of poison and he had not. How? I recalled an outlandish theory presented by one of the newsbards that both rings contained the poison and Arion had developed immunity, but I’d seen the effect of the smallest trace of Paradise’s Kiss and knew that to be impossible.

I pulled off the ring and handed it over. Arion took it and gave me the other. I studied Arion from head to toe, ignoring his face this time, looking for any clue. And there was something strange about his clothes that I only now noticed. Over his tunic he was wearing a shoulder shawl, a covering that came halfway down his forearm and was tied around the neck. It was fashionable among the ascor lately, but I had never known Arion to care about fashion. And it was so hot now that no one in their right mind would wear more than one layer.

Another thought hit me. Arion had fished in his pockets twice for those rings. He was cautious and calculating—would he risk the needle of one of the Paradise Givers grazing his skin if there was poison in it? Then I remembered something else from the newsbards’ stories. Like a puzzle almost solved, the pieces were now tumbling into place. Each time Arion had clasped hands with a victim, he’d initially stumbled, pretending to have been stung by the poisoned ring.

As I reached out my arm once more, I studied the shoulder shawl Arion wore, and quickly focused on two buttons sewed onto each shoulder. I shifted my head to the side, and then I saw it. A small needle emerging from the button on the right shoulder. That was the true Paradise Giver—the only poison was in that, the rings were both empty. Each time Arion had stumbled, pretending to be dying, he’d nudged his victim with his shoulder.

Arion’s right hand was extended, and instead of clasping it I grabbed Arion’s fingers and jerked them upward. “For Frodan,” I whispered. He didn’t have time to resist. The back of his hand hit the button and I let his arm fall back down again. His eyes widened.

I now clasped his arm and felt the sting of the Paradise Giver ring puncture my skin. I didn’t fear it, though. I was confident that I had solved the puzzle and won. I took a long step back, however, for I wasn’t confident that Arion wouldn’t try to take revenge with his sword before the poison took hold.

But Arion didn’t react. He just stood there, showing no fear or anger. His eyes were unfocused. I imagined that he was looking inward, trying to study the effects of the poison within his body. He was fascinated with the poison and with death, and was just now getting a few unrepeatable moments to experience both. I became aware that around us a large crowd had gathered, including at least one newsbard. They were waiting, expectant, and I realized they either hadn’t noticed the fast upward jerk of Arion’s arm or hadn’t figured out its meaning. They were waiting to see which of us would fall.

Arion licked his top lip one last time and slumped to the ground. A gasp arose from the watching crowd, but no one approached. They were probably waiting to see if that was the end of it. Part of Arion’s trick was to pretend to be poisoned, after all.

I went to where Arion lay. He was still breathing shallowly, but wouldn’t be for long. I didn’t feel pity for him, like I did for Vainn. Arion had gotten what he deserved. I slipped the Paradise Giver from his finger and took the shoulder shawl from him and carefully folded it so that the needle didn’t prick me. I wanted to show Frodan and Sorani the tricks of Arion’s ascent and descent on the Path. It would make the story so much better.

I walked away from Arion’s dying body with the crowd of onlookers still wondering if I, too, would yet stumble and fall.

Chapter 9

I was bursting to tell Frodan and Sorani what had happened when I returned to them that evening. But I found them sitting close together with matching glum faces.

I put down Arion’s folded shawl. “What happened?” I felt sure something must have gone horribly wrong.

Frodan had tears in his eyes as he looked up at me. “We’ve been avoiding it for too long. Sorani and I finally managed to talk freely. We have to deal with it.”

“Oh.” I sat down beside Frodan, my elation gone in an instant. My victory with Arion hadn’t changed that. We were still three, and only two of us could make it.

“We decided we couldn’t just do nothing and let the Guardians pick one of us,” Sorani said. “We are brothers, and it’s up to us to decide as a family.”

I knew this moment had to come, but I wished I could have had a short time to savor with them what I’d just achieved. Each victory along the Path had been celebrated less each time. “I don’t suppose this matters all that much now, but Arion caught up with me just now. He forced me to take part in his game of poisoned Paradise Givers. I won.”

Frodan blinked. “Arion is dead? You just killed him?”

“He was still breathing when I left him, but Paradise’s Kiss doesn’t take long. I’m sure he’s dead by now.” My voice was dejected.

Sorani brightened. “That’s gre...” He trailed off. “Doesn’t change much, I guess.”

“I think it does,” Frodan said. “It means that Eolnar is a certainty to win selection. We are not just the Triplets anymore.”

I shook my head in confusion. “What do you mean?”

Frodan stood up. “Everything we’ve done so far has been together. That has been one of our problems in getting selected. We haven’t been differentiated on the lists. The Guardians would simply have to select one of us at random or skip over us. But now Eolnar has single-handedly defeated another top-ten Green at his own game. That will push him up high enough to guarantee his selection.”

“No.” I shook my head harder this time. “Just because this pushes me ahead of you on the lists doesn’t mean that I should have more chance of making the Refuge. We are equal; we have always been equal. It’s just random chance that Arion found me first instead of one of you.”

“Frodan’s right,” Sorani said. “So what if it is chance? It’s better than drawing straws to see which one of us lives or dies. If myself or Frodan were declared Elect, we might get the selection, but now you definitely will.”

“No.” I didn’t want to die, but I didn’t want to be put unfairly ahead of my brothers, either.

“Yes.” Sorani stood up beside Frodan. “This was never going to be an easy decision. At least the first part of it is now decided.”

“It is decided,” Frodan intoned before I had a chance to object again. Those words on top of what Sorani had said seemed to make it official. Irrevocable.

My face slumped into my hands and tears came to my eyes. Although I had just been given a wonderful gift by my brothers, they were tears of sorrow, not joy.

“Now comes the harder decision,” Sorani said. “Which of us two do you choose?”

I looked up in astonishment. They surely knew that I could never make that decision. If I was an Elect, then it was in name only.

“Pick me, pick me.” Frodan waved his hand in the air.

I couldn’t help a small smile.

“No, Eolnar has to set us tasks over the next two days, and whichever of us performs them better wins. I could wash his feet, for instance,” Sorani said. He and Frodan now had wide grins.

“Stop making jokes, brothers,” I mockingly admonished. “Laughing at a time like this is inappropriate.”

“While my younger brother is washing Eolnar’s feet, I’ll clean this place from top to bottom. Much more useful skill to have in a slave—ah, I mean Chosen.” Frodan spun across the room, pretending to clean up. He stopped when he saw Arion’s folded shoulder shawl. “What’s this?”

“Careful.” I rose to take it from him in case he accidentally pricked himself. “I have the Paradise Givers from Arion’s game.”

I unwrapped the shawl and showed Frodan the rings. He carefully took one and studied it. “Maybe this is how we should make our decision.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Frodan turned to Sorani. “What do you say, brother, shall we have a duel with the Paradise Givers? The winner takes Eolnar’s side as his Chosen, the loser gets to visit paradise early and wait for his brothers to join him later.”

“No, no, no. That won’t work,” I said.

“I agree,” Sorani said. “I was afraid we’d end up doing something boring like drawing straws. This way, it ends here tonight, one way or the other.”

“No, you two don’t understand. This won’t work. The game is a trick.”

“Of course it’s a trick,” Frodan said. “And you discovered it. Now it’s our turn to see if we can figure it out.”

“Let me explain the twist to this game and you’ll see why it won’t work,” I protested.

“No,” Sorani said. “Don’t explain it. This is how we’ve decided to handle it. Unless you want to adopt the Elect position in more than name and actually choose one of us.”

“You know I’d never do that.”

“Well, then.” Sorani held out his hand. “Give me the other Paradise Giver.”

I shrugged. “As you wish.” I handed it over. I figured they’d both end up pricking each other with the empty rings and that would be the end of it.

“Now set things up as Arion did, and we’ll see if one of us can figure it out,” Frodan said.

I sighed, then threw the shawl over my shoulders and tied it around my neck. They’d need to see the button on the shawl to have any chance of figuring it out.

“Describe what happened,” Sorani said. “But don’t tell us what you figured out. Let us work things out for ourselves.” Gone were the laughing and joking now. Sorani’s voice was deadly serious.

So I told them how Arion had made me choose one of the rings and then offered the chance to swap them.

“So what do you say, brother?” Frodan asked Sorani. “We’ve picked up the rings at random, now comes the choice. Do we swap?”

“I’m not sure,” Sorani said. He watched my eyes while he moved the ring toward Frodan and back. “It’s hard to decide.” I realized that Frodan was also carefully studying me. They were both repeating what I had done on Arion, trying to get a read on me as they wavered over swapping or not. I would have smiled if they both didn’t have such serious expressions.

“I say we don’t swap,” Frodan said, slipping on his ring. “What do you say?”

Sorani slipped on his ring. “I agree.” They were both watching me instead of each other. “What happened then?” Sorani asked.

I couldn’t tell them that I had slapped Arion’s hand against his own shoulder—that would give away the trick. “Then we clasped arms. In the end, he was poisoned and I wasn’t.”

“There’s something you aren’t telling us,” Frodan said. “But that’s okay, you figured it out, and now it’s our turn.” He turned to Sorani. “Are you ready, brother?”

“Wait,” Sorani said. “Eolnar’s a part of this. Come closer and stand by us. Both standing brothers can catch the falling one.”

I approached to stand closer, wondering what would be their reaction when neither of them was poisoned.

“Stand over on the other side of us.” Sorani pulled me by the sleeve and directed me to his other side. As he did so, he shot me a significant glance.

I was confused as I did so, wondering about Sorani’s meaning. But when I took my new position, I understood. Standing on Sorani’s right-hand side put my right shoulder beside Frodan and not beside him. Sorani was telling me that he had figured out Arion’s trick.

“We do it now,” Frodan said, holding out his arm.

“We decide this now,” Sorani shouted back, reaching out to clasp his brother’s arm. As he did so, he gave me a nudge and a nod of the head.

The nudge pushed my right shoulder closer to Frodan.

“Now,” Frodan shouted.

“Now,” Sorani shouted.

As their hands made contact, Frodan jerked toward me. It only required the slightest of motions from me, because I was already moving toward Frodan. I deliberately dipped my shoulder and touched it against Frodan’s upper arm.

Frodan’s shoulders twitched as we all sprang apart. There was a strange moment where we all looked at one another in shock. Then Frodan gave me a wink.

“Is it done?” Sorani asked.

I couldn’t speak, but managed a nod. The Paradise Giver button had made solid contact with Frodan’s arm. There was no going back. I tore the shawl from my shoulders and threw it in the corner, unmindful of the danger of the protruding needle.

Sorani and Frodan stood watching each other like Eye fighters facing off. Then Frodan swayed. Sorani and I raced in and grabbed him as he fell. We helped him into a sitting position. I was crying now, my vision blurring. I angrily wiped the tears away, but I couldn’t keep my eyes dry. I tried to tell Frodan what I’d done, but my voice kept breaking and he insisted he didn’t want to know the secret to Arion’s Paradise Givers; he just wanted to talk about old times.

And that’s what we did. I cried through the whole conversation, though I laughed, too, at times. We talked about how every day was a new adventure when we were younger. The boyish pranks we had gotten up to—the times we’d been caught, and the times we hadn’t. We remembered how Sorani’s arm had gotten caught in a rodent hole and he’d become terrified his fingers would be eaten off, and how Frodan’s dramatic attempt to swing from one tree to another had ended with him crashing face-first into the trunk. About the day we’d borrowed a fishing boat, spent all day jumping into and playing in the water. We had paid for that with several days of painful, peeling red skin. But we decided it had been worth the cost.

“This has been worth the cost, too,” Frodan said.

We asked him what he meant, but he never replied. His breathing became shallow and his eyes closed. We each took one hand and we watched him take his last breaths.

“What have we done?” I asked Sorani, but he didn’t reply. He stood and turned away from me.

“What have I done?” I asked Frodan’s lifeless corpse. I buried my face in his chest and the tears came anew. “What have I done?”

Chapter 10

When the Infernam came, I was selected and I chose Sorani. We were the only two from Lessard Mansion to survive the Green Path.

The Bellanger Elect and the Grenier Wolfling were also selected. The Raine Elects and their Defenders had a battle in which many on both sides were killed. With both groupings severely weakened, neither of those two Elects was selected; instead it was the second Shadow, who came from the Grenier family, who became the Raine Select.

Chapter 11

I put down my quill and shake the stiffness from my hand. I am weary, not from lack of sleep, but weary in a way no seventeen-year-old should be. Around me, torches are lit and people are stretching, readying themselves to leave. I wrote nearly the whole account in total darkness, so writing this last bit under torchlight seemed strange. Around me, there is a wordless anticipation and excitement. The Infernam is ending, and we are about to leave the Refuge.

I think about what I have written. Everything is much clearer in my head now. I leaf through the pages, looking at various details, focusing on key turning points. My hand quivers as I turn to my account of doing what I could never have believed myself capable of—killing my own brother. There is no excuse there, no exoneration of my action. I could pretend that it happened because of Sorani’s nudge and the way Frodan jerked toward me. I could claim it was an accident, that I was off-balance with blood pounding through my veins and my brothers shouting, demanding resolution. But I can’t lie to myself. There was a moment when I could have pulled back. Instead I dipped my shoulder and murdered a brother that I loved dearly. I am an abhorrent monster.

I still don’t know why exactly I did it. There wasn’t a calculation, a deliberate decision. Was it because Sorani had solved Arion’s trick, thus winning the duel between the two brothers? Was it because I wanted it to be over, because I couldn’t take the agony of having to go through another decision-making process? I was weak and took the easy option.

Frodan was the best of us. I think back to Grayer and Arion’s prank when we were younger and how Frodan had volunteered his life for mine. Afterward Sorani had said that the next time he would be the one offering himself to save Frodan, and I had said the same. I glance over to where Sorani is pacing back and forth, anxious to get out. Neither of us had made the offer when the time came.

I remember how nine-year-old Frodan had winked at me after his body fought off the poison, letting me know that he was alive and was going to stay that way. And that reminds me of a second wink. I look down at the page and read about the moment I nudged the Paradise Giver against Frodan and how he winked at me immediately after.

I barely registered the wink at the time, but now I consider it more fully. This time, it didn’t announce that he was going to live, but rather the opposite. Though at the time, he didn’t even know he was certain to die. Or did he? A flash of realization hits me so hard that my whole body jerks. It wasn’t just Sorani who had figured out Arion’s trick. Frodan had known. He knew what it meant when Sorani moved me to the other side of them. He knew what it meant when I touched my shoulder against him. He knew and went along with it. Just like when he was younger, he offered up his life in place of his brothers.

Tears splash down onto the pages. Sorani and I didn’t deserve to have a brother like Frodan. I now realize that Frodan’s wink was his final gift to me. He wanted me to know that he knew. He wanted me to know that he offered himself freely. And it does make a difference. I feel a lightening of the load on my heart. If I see Frodan’s death as a gift offered rather than a life stolen, perhaps I can live with myself. I am a monster, but perhaps we are all monsters, those of us who walk the Green Path and arrive at the other end.

I glance at Sorani again. We have dealt with Frodan’s death in opposite ways. He looks forward; I look backward. I remember him talking about one of us becoming Guardian one day, and I gesture for him to sit beside me. He does.

“I don’t want us to ever compete with each other,” I say, “but always work together.”

“Of course.” He nods. “I can imagine it no other way.”

“You can’t now. But years will go by, there’ll be schemes, we’ll start playing the ascorim and maneuvering for position. I don’t want there to ever be serious fighting between us.”

Sorani nods. It doesn’t need to be said that this is a vow to honor Frodan’s memory. He wouldn’t have wanted us to be anything except best friends, and he gave so much for us.

“I won’t seek to become Guardian,” I continue, “and will support you instead if the time comes.”

Sorani hesitates for a moment then nods.

I pick up the pages and bring them to the nearest torch and hold them against the flames. Once they are on fire, I drop them to the ground and watch them blacken, burn, and finally turn into a pile of black ash.

I won’t live my life under a rock of guilt, I decide. I will accept Frodan’s gift and move forward.

THE END

* * *
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The Narrowing Path – Prologue

Dread coiled inside my stomach. It wasn’t that I would be seeing so many corpses; as ascor, we accepted death before we ever became Greens. But this was an ending beyond death. I shared a glance with Cenarro and could see that the old man felt the same as I did.

The heat, heavy and wet, pushed down on me. Each time the Infernam came, it seemed as though my spine curved another notch. I could no longer stand as tall as I used to. Today was a day for a bowed head, in any case. A sad day.

“Come on Kesirran, let’s get this over with,” Stenesso said to me. He stood erect and strong as ever. There was an edge of triumph in his voice that disturbed me. This was a night for regret and reflection, not gloating. He didn’t understand like Cenarro and I did. Stenesso was too young to lead, but the Greniers always favored raw strength above wisdom.

The three of us approached the mansion. Stenesso nodded to the marshals and they moved aside. He struggled with the door, and only when he put his shoulder to it and shoved hard did it lurch open. He slid inside and the door shut behind him. When I pushed through after him, I was hit with a wave of nausea as the stench of sweat, excrement, and vomit hit me. Children’s bodies lay piled up against the door and on the floor. I tried to avoid looking too closely at the small corpses, but the images burned themselves into my brain. Bile seared my throat. Some of their faces looked serene and peaceful; others’ were frozen into a rictus of horror. A black tongue poked out of one mouth. A red haired boy had scratches across his face. One child’s hands clutched at another boy’s throat.

It was such a waste for all these children to perish like this. The boys should have had a chance to die as Greens. It was our way.

“Helion’s shadow,” Stenesso said. “It’s a good thing we set marshals to guard the house, or we could have dead ascor children littered all around town. The bloody Bellangers couldn’t even do this right.” He kicked a body out of his way and moved down the hallway.

He was right. They should have taken care of the children’s deaths before seeing to their own. Cenarro and I followed Stenesso as he led us to the base of the stairs. Through a far doorway, I could see four men collapsed over a Harmony board. Playing the game until the very end—that, I could understand. It would have been a fine way to go, if they hadn’t left dead children strewn about.

“Why do we have to go through here?” Stenesso asked, looking about. “They’re all dead—the marshals could have told us that.”

“You still haven’t grasped it,” Cenarro said. “One of the four families is no more. One of the cornerstones of our society has toppled, and you seem to think it’s no more than a few escay dying in the fighting Eye.”

“You live in the past,” Stenesso said. “There were four ascor families; now there are three. Death comes to all things.”

I sighed. I couldn’t understand how Stenesso could think like that. We were elected Guardians, with a duty to mind not just our own families, but all the ascor, plus the lower classes—the marshals and the escay. We were responsible for the health of the whole of Arcandis society. Losing the Bellangers—who knew what ramifications that would cause?

Was this a failing of our way of life? I wondered. Each family schemed against the others—that was what the ascorim was all about. But balance was maintained due to each family being equally powerful and equally adept at the ascorim. The Green Path ensured that only the best of our sons survived to become ascor. It shouldn’t have been possible for a whole family to collapse.

We climbed the stairs. The wood creaked at every step. Many of the candles had been knocked down and extinguished. The remaining ones weren’t bright enough to chase away the gloom; they sent shadows fluttering into the corners. Portraits of ancient Bellanger Guardians lined the stairwell. Their previously noble and aloof countenances now seemed filled with scorn. A solitary table held a white vase, patterned with spiraling blue ivy, that had somehow not been knocked over. The flowers it held were withered and blackened.

When we reached the landing, Stenesso pushed open one of the bedroom doors, made a disgusted noise, and shut it again. I got a brief glimpse of intertwined corpses in a four-poster bed draped with white lace. “Bowe Bellanger died as he lived,” he said. “Pursuing his own gratification above all else.”

That wasn’t fair. Bowe Bellanger had been a fine leader until the moment of crisis. But when his family really needed him, he’d proven himself unworthy. What had seemed like a small food shortage had swiftly deteriorated and events had overwhelmed the Bellanger family. And once they became destitute—it had been shockingly sudden at the end—the family had no option except to commit suicide. But for seeing to his own pleasure while poisoned children ran amok—I felt some of Stenesso’s distaste for the Bellanger Guardian.

“Kesirran, you’ve been here more often than me—you know layout. Where else will we find bodies?” Stenesso asked.

I almost smiled. That was what the game—the ascorim—was all about: little barbs associating me with the Bellanger family as they lay dead around us. I found it strangely comforting. The ascorim went on; there was no true end here. Of course, it seemed Stenesso knew where everything was better than me; he’d even known the location of Bowe Bellanger’s bedroom. As I was about to defend myself, I heard something. In a house of the dead, the smallest sound seems magnified.

“What was that?” I asked. We waited a moment in silence until I thought I had imagined it. Then a baby started crying, followed by a loud crash.

We followed the baby’s cries down the hallway to a part of the mansion I had never been in before. Stenesso led the way in long strides. By the time I reached him, Stenesso held the baby aloft, his fist gripping the back of the baby’s white clothes. The baby, facedown, roared, kicking and punching at the air while blood seeped from several wounds. Below him were shards of porcelain from a broken vase. Stenesso shook him. “Look, they’re not all dead. Bellangers are as hard to get rid of as rebellious escay.” He pulled his knife from his belt.

Cenarro sucked in air. “What are you doing? You can’t just kill him.”

I turned sharply toward Cenarro. For once, I was on Stenesso’s side. There was no choice here.

“That’s a Bellanger child,” Cenarro said. “We don’t have the right to kill him. Give him to me.” Stenesso was too surprised to react as Cenarro took the baby and cradled him. The baby continued to struggle and cry.

“We’ve just waded through scores of the little buggers. Another corpse won’t make a difference,” Stenesso said.

“None of the rest were murdered. As a family, the Bellangers decided on mass suicide.” Cenarro rubbed blood from the baby’s cheeks. As he did so, I noticed that Cenarro wore a ring with a sapphire on it. I must have been terribly distracted to not notice that before. Why would he wear the Bellanger gemstone on this night?

“The Bellangers made a mistake that we have to correct. He was meant to die,” Stenesso said.

“If he was meant to die, he would be dead.”

“Don’t bandy words with me. You know what has to be done.”

“Yes. And I’m doing it.” Cenarro held out the child to me and I took him instinctively.

I should have calculated first. I played the ascorim in my sleep; I never did anything without thinking it through. And yet, there I was, holding the baby. I could still have handed him to Stenesso. But Cenarro knew me well—I preferred to let events follow their course when possible rather than change them. Everyone who played the ascorim had their style, and this was mine. Handing the baby to Stenesso was different from not interfering.

Stenesso’s grin disappeared as he realized Cenarro wasn’t joking, and might even have an ally. “You can’t agree with him,” he said to me.

“No...I don’t know.” Letting him live seemed a needless complication. But I feared the vacuum created by the missing family. I knew one child wouldn’t make any real difference, but maybe it would seem less final: make it feel like the Bellanger family was not gone for good.

“Will you take him in?” Cenarro asked me. “Let him grow up in your family and he can become a Green in his time like the rest? That will decide if he’s meant to live or die.” It was clear now that Cenarro had taken the loss of the fourth ascor family even worse than I did. Wearing the sapphire ring was his way of showing solidarity with them, and now he saw a chance to help them.

“He’ll have no friends, only enemies. He’ll have no hope on the Path.” But even as I said that, letting him live seemed right. It was the ascor way: let the Green Path decide who lived and who died. That would be a much more fitting end to the Bellangers.

Stenesso growled. He could see from my expression that I was coming around to Cenarro’s way of thinking, and that he was outvoted. “We don’t even know the kid’s name. He could have been spawned by any of them.”

“Does it matter?” Cenarro asked. The baby’s cries had quieted now, as if he understood that the danger was over.

“Let’s call him Bowe, after the last great Bellanger leader,” Stenesso said. “You know, the one presently rotting away in his grave of female flesh.”

“Very well,” I said. “Bowe, the last Bellanger. I’ll rear him at Raine Mansion. He’ll live until his first day as a Green.”

The Narrowing Path – Chapter 1

51 Days Left

Purple light washed across the cityscape. Bowe Bellanger leaned against the railing on the highest balcony of Raine mansion, thinking of what was to come. He knew death to be a small thing, a simple stepping off the Path. And still he couldn’t stop fear from infecting his thoughts and tearing at his gut.

Footsteps sounded from behind and Vitarr joined him on the balcony, leaning down alongside him. “I’ve been searching for you. Dinner is already on the table.” There wasn’t much room on the balcony, and Vitarr was half a head taller than Bowe and much broader. He had a thickness to his body that encompassed his arms, legs and shoulders, but also included his nose, brow, and ears. Bowe tended to shy away from human contact, but Vitarr was an exception. He took comfort in the way their arms touched.

Bowe stared up at Helion, the purple moon that dominated the night sky. It was now over twice the size of the sun. It was to blame for what was to come, but it was pointless to curse at a heavenly body. It came every six years, and they had to deal with the consequences. He wiped sweat from his brow.

“Ever think about what might have been?” Vitarr gestured at the silhouette of the uninhabited Bellanger mansion off in the distance.

“I’d likely be enjoying my dinner over there rather than feeling sorry for myself here.” Bowe took a deep breath and stepped back off the balcony and headed down the corridor. “I guess hiding isn’t going to delay what will happen. Might as well get fed.”

Vitarr followed, clapping Bowe on the back. “That’s the attitude. Tomorrow, we can both step off the Path and leave our troubles behind. At least the heat will stop bothering us.”

“Before or after cremation?” Bowe asked with a grin. “Anyway, I’m stepping off the Path tomorrow; don’t count yourself out so quickly.”

“Ha. I have less chance than you,” Vitarr said. “At least you are skilled at Harmony. The Guardians admire that.”

“You can’t win the who-has-less-chance-on-the-Path game against me. I’ve been earmarked to be bottom of the lists for twelve years.” Bowe kept it out of his voice, but that blasted fear began to creep through his body again. The lists were controlled by the bet-takers and showed the odds of survival for each Green.

“Right now, I’m low on the lists myself. I know everyone expects the mentors to kill you off on the first day.” Vitarr hurried through the last part of his remark, then his voice turned serious. “If they don’t, though, you have the qualities to survive the Green Path. What do I have?”

“What are you talking about? You’ve been protecting me from bullies as far back as I can remember. You’re strong. And you’re older than most—you turned sixteen ages ago, while I’m barely thirteen. You have every chance.” Bowe put as much confidence as he could muster into his voice, but he could see that Vitarr didn’t believe him. His insides twisted at the look of sadness and resignation that shadowed across Vitarr’s features.

Then the shadow was gone and Vitarr grinned. “Hurry up. Whichever of us bites it first, we both deserve a good last meal. Come on, we should hurry. Likely, the rest of the Greens have eaten the best food by now.” He was never one to dwell on negative thoughts.

Bowe could do enough dwelling for both of them. Not that it did any good. Vitarr didn’t have Reyanu’s quickness of thought, or Tlirris’s quickness of body. A few years ago, Vitarr had been bigger than most boys his age, but now most of the others had caught up and made short work of him on the training grounds. His strength and size no longer made up for being slow and clumsy. Bowe needed to survive to help his friend. And for that, Ariastiana seemed to be their only hope right now. Only she seemed colder than ever lately.

It was unusual to eat in the ballroom, but there was no chance of the Greens treating the occasion with any kind of decorum. The raucous commotion could be heard long before they reached the entrance. Bowe felt like he needed to push his way through the wave of noise at the doorway.

Inside, the tables were overflowing with wine and food. None of the boys sat on their chairs. Some stood, some sat on tables. In one corner, five boys were involved in a general melee of shouting, shoving, and pushing. Most of the chairs were overturned. Bowe had expected mayhem, but he hadn’t expected it to be this bad. Though maybe he should have. Put thirty teenage boys in a room with food and drink, then add the knowledge that it could be their last meal, and mix in an amnesty on bad behavior—if that wasn’t a recipe for anarchy, Bowe didn’t know what was. Though perhaps the Greens should have been showing more restraint. At the head table, Kesirran, the Raine Guardian, and his chief wife, Ariastiana, watched everyone and everything.

As they walked in, Bowe brushed against one of the escay girls bringing out empty plates. His skin crawled. He hated touching the lower classes. He shot a glare at her departing back before following Vitarr.

They found a free place at one of the tables, but had to duck errant flying vegetables from a food fight to reach it. They righted the overturned chairs and sat. Wine from overturned pitchers stained large amounts of the tablecloth. Half-eaten carcasses of chicken and other cuts of meat lay scattered across the tables and the floor. The evening’s dinner was everywhere except on the plates.

Vitarr reached for an upright pitcher and Bowe knocked his hand away. “Eat the food, leave the wine be.” They needed to be clearheaded and ready to grasp at every sliver of hope to have any chance.

“Come on, Bowe, this could be our last night. If now isn’t the time to enjoy ourselves, I don’t know when is.”

“When we have safety survived the Green Path.” Bowe’s voice was firm.

Vitarr growled in the back of his throat as he knifed a leg of pork off the table and onto his plate.

Bowe glanced at the head table. Kesirran’s head was bowed, but his eyes darted back and forth. His head held only wisps of white hair, and his skin, yellowed and cracked like ancient parchment, hung loose from his face. Bowe wasn’t going to risk getting drunk in front of the Raine Guardian, and he wouldn’t let Vitarr do so, either. Kesirran was an old, but far from senile. He was a man of enormous power and influence as leader of one of the three remaining ascor families. Well, three if Bowe didn’t include his own family, the Bellangers, which currently contained a precarious total of one member.

Beside him, Ariastiana held her mouth in a disapproving pout and stared over the boys’ heads. She had straight black hair that reached halfway down her back. Her glittering black eyes reminded Bowe of a large beetle he had once seen. They could have been twins—if the beetle’s face had been plastered with heavy white foundation. Ariastiana always held her head steady, not allowing her makeup to crack. Her face was thin and she was one of the least plump of all the wives in the harem. Despite the frown, she must have been delighted to be here. Rumors that she was too old to remain as chief wife had been circulating, and the fact that she now sat beside Kesirran was a public reinforcement of her position.

Bowe glanced up at the window and saw Helion again, and he scowled at it. Every day it increased in size and pushed them closer to the sun. The heat would increase until it became unbearable. The Infernam. Only those who claimed a place in the Refuge, could survive those two weeks.

And that was why impressing Kesirran was so important. Everyone in Arcandis had their own narrowing Path to the Refuge but the Green Path was reserved for the sons of the ascor between the ages of twelve and seventeen. Only six Greens would survive, and one of those would be selected by the Raine Guardian.

Vitarr gave Bowe a nudge and put some slices of pork and a roast potato on his plate. Bowe picked up a fork and ate mechanically, looking around for the important Greens. Reyanu leaned against a wall, surrounded by his friends. He had blond hair, a handsome face, and natural charm. Reyanu was holding a goblet in his hand, but did not appear to be drinking. Now that Bowe looked more closely, most of the boys high on the lists were keeping themselves under control. Except Tlirris—the Raine Greens’ best fighter—who was red-faced. He was angry, too, clearly annoyed at Phevan, who was badgering him. That was unusual. No one messed with Tlirris, and Phevan was a small and clever boy, not one to get into fights.

A nearby pitcher moved and Bowe grabbed Vitarr’s arm to stop him from dragging it closer.

“Come on, give a boy a break. Last meal and all that.” Vitarr gave a lopsided grin.

“Have you noticed that Reyanu and the other important Greens aren’t drinking much? Kesirran watches everything.”

“You mistake me for someone high on the lists.” Vitarr sighed. “Never won an argument with you yet. Fine, have it your way.” He gestured to some food farther up the table. “That appears to be cake—want some?” What Vitarr pointed at was a jumbled lump of pastry and cream that looked like a face had been planted in it. Or a foot.

Bowe looked at the pastry and then back at Vitarr to make sure he was serious, then studied the mess of food that could once have been cake again before rolling his eyes. “I’m good.”

Vitarr muttered under his breath as he scraped some cake off the table and into a plate. Something about how Bowe wouldn’t know how have fun in a courtesan house with a fistful of gold coins.

Bowe continued to chew on the pork. The food tasted of ash, but this might be the last time he’d have a chance to eat so easily. Ariastiana was looking at Reyanu. Her expression was almost the same as earlier, but a slight upward crook of her lips had changed the disapproving smirk into a smug smile. None of Ariastiana’s other sons had survived the Path, and she showed obvious satisfaction at seeing Reyanu, her youngest, ranked highest among the Raine Greens and surrounded by likely Defenders.

Her head turned a notch, and Bowe managed to catch her gaze. He tried to put a questioning expression on his face—though he likely exhibited more of pleading manner than he would have liked, if the twist in his gut was anything to go by. Ariastiana’s mouth flattened, her eyes narrowed, and she shook her head once. Then she raised her chin and looked away.

The meaning was clear: Bowe would get no help from her. His heart sank. So that was that, his last hope gone. She had promised to intercede for him with Kesirran if he helped her in her scheme against Chalori. He’d feared she’d break her end of the bargain, and now she had. People kept their promises only when it was to their advantage to do so. The ascorim, the maneuvering for power among the ascor, was complex, but that much was simple. What benefit was there in keeping a promise to a boy who’d be dead the next day? Only desperation had driven him to help her.

He sighed. Perhaps Vitarr was right and they should both get roaring drunk and to Helion with the bloody Path and the blasted ascorim.

At that moment, a plate smashed on the floor and movement throughout the room stilled. Tlirris stood on a table, facing Phevan. Everyone turned towards them. Although Tlirris was high on the lists, Bowe didn’t like his chances on the Path. Perhaps Tlirris could make a name for himself as a Wolfling in the Eye, as he was a remarkably skilled fighter. But he was also extremely stupid, and wasn’t good at making friends and allies.

Tlirris was shouting at Phevan. “Of course the escay don’t have it better than us—they couldn’t be happier than the ascor. Look at their lives, look at the rags they wear, look at the hovels they live in! Not needing to face the Green Path doesn’t make up for that.” Tlirris’s face was turning purple and a vein throbbed in his forehead. He slurred his words; he was now clearly drunk. Phevan didn’t look as worried as he should have. He’d taken up the ridiculous argument that peasants had it easier than nobles in Arcandis, that the escay had better lives than the ascor. Not even a madman would think that, and Phevan was both smart and sane, so something was up. Bowe glanced at Reyanu, who had a smug expression on his face.

Tlirris lurched forward, knocking over a pitcher. Wine gushed out and soaked even more of the tablecloth. “How many escay die fighting in the Eye? How many go out on suicide barges? And,” Tlirris said, his eyes gleaming, “if the escay are so happy, then why do they have the Guild?” A dead silence descended.

The gaze of everyone in the room turned as one to the head table. Kesirran and Ariastiana were no longer there. When had they left? And had they heard Tlirris? A door at the back of the ballroom opened and a few boys began to drift out. Tlirris seemed to have just realized what he’d said. Phevan was gone, and suddenly Tlirris was isolated, standing alone on the table. His anger turned to dismay, then he jutted out his chin. “And why shouldn’t I say it? Guild. There, I said it again. Guild, guild, guild.” Those near him started to move away, and the trickle of people out the back door turned into a steady stream. “What are you afraid of? We are ascor—we don’t fear peasants or any organization they might form.” His voice became a despairing plea. “We do not fear the escay. We are ascor.”

Vitarr and Bowe exited the ballroom with the rest. We are not truly ascor yet, merely their sons, Bowe thought. And now you never will be. The Guild was only talked about in dark corners with trusted souls. Everyone knew a story or two of someone who had spoken about the Guild too loudly or too publicly and had disappeared. For that reason, details about it were sketchy. All Bowe knew was that it was an evil organization dedicated to destroying the ascor way of life.

The corridor was crowded with Greens streaming away from the ballroom. Bowe turned to Vitarr. “What do you think—?”

Vitarr raised his hand. “Best not to even mention it.”

Bowe stopped what he’d been about to say. Vitarr was right; there was nothing to gain from talking about what Tlirris had said. He cast his mind back to the earlier scene and remembered the satisfied smile from Reyanu. Was he behind this?

“I promised Chalori I’d say goodbye to her,” Bowe said. “See you later.”

Vitarr nodded and continued toward the boys’ quarters, and Bowe turned into the hallway that led to the women’s quarters. The harem contained the wives of all the ascor and some of the younger children. Mingled perfume gave the whole place a sickly smell. Several patrolling eunuchs cast him sidelong looks. If he were found in these hallways after today, he’d be lucky to leave lacking only his balls. The only men welcome in the harem were the eunuchs and the ascora’s husbands—the Raine ascor. After tomorrow Bowe would be considered more man than boy. All the silk doorway-coverings were tied up above the openings; they were only closed when the wives received visits from their husbands. Inside the bedrooms, plump ascora reclined on soft couches. Many had escay servants fanning them. Each room teemed with expensive baubles. The greater the ascora’s wealth, the more the room glittered.

Bowe’s pace slowed as he approached Chalori’s doorway. He had been putting off this visit. He couldn’t help but feel that helping Ariastiana against Chalori had been a betrayal of sorts. Even though it was just part of the ascorim and he knew he shouldn’t feel guilty, he couldn’t control his emotions as much as he would have liked. She and Vitarr were the only ones in Raine Mansion who showed him kindness. Perhaps it was natural that he and Chalori had become close when he was younger; she had been childless and he had been an orphan.

Chalori rushed to him and hugged him when she saw him in the doorway. Bowe was too old for motherly hugs and his body tensed up. But as the familiar warmth and smell of Chalori surrounded him, he relaxed against her, embracing her with all his might. His eyes stung and he blinked back tears. Ashamed of himself, he broke away.

He was surprised that she wore a simple white dress similar to something that one of the Greenettes might wear. Everyone on Arcandis wore light-colored clothing due to the heat, of course. The escay wore light grays and browns. Greens and Greenettes and the younger children dressed in plain white. The ascor and ascora used a white base material, elaborated with colorful patterns and trimmings, favoring designs that highlighted the house color—silver, in the case of the Raine family. The ascora always dressed well; he’d never seen any of them wearing something this plain before. Chalori wore no makeup, either.

She bustled away. “You’ll have some tea.” She was a small woman, so there was no hiding the excess weight she’d put on lately. She was still pretty, though, with curly brown hair and lively blue eyes. She’d been one of Kesirran’s favorites. Chalori’s room was smaller than most and just as overpopulated with knickknacks, but with a diverse mix of styles. In one corner, a carved mahogany insect leaned against a golden candlestick patterned with dragons; in another, a bonsai beech tree wilted from lack of water. When he was younger, Bowe had used to love inventing games with the strange objects he’d find in here.

He’d come to say goodbye to Chalori, and now he found he was bidding farewell to his childhood also. A cold chill went through him as he realized he’d get to experience less than a day of adulthood.

Chalori brought over an ornate silver teapot. On a small table nearby stood a metal platform with three candles underneath to warm the tea. As she set the teapot down, her hand shook and the teapot rattled against the platform.

Bowe had to take it from her. “Sit down. Forget about the tea. What’s wrong?” Bowe now noticed her red-rimmed eyes and wet cheeks. “You don’t have to worry about me, I’ll be fine; I’m always getting out of the little scrapes I get into. I’m sure the first day of the Path will be no different.” Bowe pulled her down beside him on the couch and clasped her hands in his until they stopped shaking.

She let out a sound that was half-sob, half-laugh. “I can almost believe it. You always were the little rascal. So small, but overflowing with mischievous energy. The amount of times I had to put ointment on the little cuts and bruises you used to get...” She shifted her shoulders, turning more towards him, and ran one hand through his hair. “And look at you now, so big and handsome.

“Chalori, stop it. What if one of the eunuchs passes by?”

“Don’t be silly.” She rubbed him under the chin causing him to flush. “They know I’m your mother, or as good as.”

Bowe slapped her hand away, feeling another stab of guilt as he remembered Ariastiana. “I’m not a child anymore. Besides, you’ve got me confused with someone else. Or maybe two someones. Reyanu is the handsome one and Vitarr is the big one.” Bowe was not the smallest of the Greens, but he was far from being the biggest.

“My fine, strong boy,” she said, sneaking in another caress of his hair before Bowe could chase her hand away. She hadn’t treated him this much like a child in years. Despite himself, it gave him a warm feeling.

“Now.” She wiped her eyes and composed herself. “I am strong enough,” she muttered under her breath. And then louder. “I have a present for you. Open that box.”

Beside the teapot was a small wooden box that Bowe hadn’t noticed before. Bands of interlocking leaves were carved around the edges of the box. “No need for presents,” he said.

Chalori tried to open the box herself, but her hands were shaking so much that Bowe had to help her. Inside were two curious-looking gold rings. Both had single spikes on the outside surface, pointing away from the center of the ring. At her request, Bowe held his hand out, palm-up and put the ring on his middle finger with the spike facing upward. She put on its twin.

“I see by your face that you don’t know what these are. They are called Paradise Givers. Inside is a little chamber containing a black liquid called Paradise’s Kiss—a fast-acting and painless poison.”

Bowe dropped the box and jumped up. “This is a sick joke.”

Chalori looked at her palm in wonder. “Look—my hand is no longer shaking.” The spike protruded from the ring like a viper’s fang. “Many of your old family, the Bellangers, would have worn these just before they killed themselves. You were just a baby then.” Chalori smiled. “I thought this would be hard, but now that the time has arrived, it just seems...natural. A goodbye kiss.”

Bowe hand jerked as he remembered that he was wearing the other ring. He carefully removed it, placed on the table, exhaled, and took a long step back. “I know how my family died. I don’t know what you are doing.”

“I am feeling strong. Now you have to be, too, my son. You know what’s going to happen tomorrow. The mentors always kill one Green the first day. Kesirran said twelve years ago when he rescued you that you’d die on your the first day as a Green. You’ve known this your whole life. I know you’re a fighter. But this is the easiest way.”

“You want to kill me?” Bowe, for once, couldn’t get his brain to work.

“No, silly. A suicide pact.”

“Why would you want to kill yourself?”

“I’m not making it to the Refuge this year. Kesirran hasn’t visited me in months.”

Bowe went still with shock. Had he caused this? “That doesn’t mean you don’t get to go to the Refuge.”

“The ascora have their own Path. Once their husband stops visiting them, they aren’t brought to the Refuge when the Infernam comes. I’ve gotten too fat and too ugly and too old. I see no point in waiting for the inevitable while the heat increases day by day.”

Bowe’s mouth dropped open. Was this because of him? Ariastiana had maneuvered things so that Chalori and Kesirran didn’t run into each other. She knew it was more likely that Kesirran would forget Chalori if he didn’t see her. And Bowe had been one of those who had watched and warned for Ariastiana. He hadn’t known that this would be the result; he’d thought it just meant a loss of status. Bowe felt hollow inside. What had he done? All for the ghost of a promise.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Chalori said. “It’s not so bad. We go can go out together. It’s honorable to form pacts like this when the end is approaching. It’s what the Bellangers did. It’s so much easier with someone you love. We embrace, our fingers grip each other’s necks, and the spikes on the rings breach the skin with a gentle pinprick. We are saying we love each other and we are giving each other the gift of paradise. We all have to leave the Path sometime, and there is no better way to go. Mother and son together.”

“I’m not your son.” The moment the words were out of his mouth, Bowe wanted to take them back. Sadness flashed across Chalori’s face. Then she moved. Bowe dived at her and grabbed her arm, trying to stop her. He wasn’t quick enough. She slapped her hand against her neck. Her eyes widened in shock for a moment, and then she smiled.

Bowe buried his face into her shoulder, wrapping his hands around her neck and weeping. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. You’re the only mother I ever wanted,” he sobbed.

Chalori’s fingers twirled through his hair. “I know you didn’t, my darling. My beautiful, strong son. I know you didn’t.”

Bowe held her tightly to him, crying. After a time, Chalori’s fingers stopped moving. He became aware of her heartbeat. He moved his head to hear it more clearly. After a time, it faltered, and then stopped beating. Bowe just lay there, feeling the heat leach from her body until, much later, a eunuch helped him to his feet and escorted him back to his own quarters.

* * *

To continue reading, pick up a copy of The Narrowing Path on Amazon, or get a discount by buying the completed trilogy. To learn more about the series, click here.
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