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The Narrowing Path
 
   David J. Normoyle
 
   Only the strongest, smartest and most ruthless will survive.
 
   Every six years, the world draws nearer to the sun. In Arcandis, those who want to live must claim the limited places in the Refuge, a series of underground caverns cooled by the sea.
 
   The teenage boys of noble birth are sent out into the city to demonstrate their wits and strength. Some prove themselves in combat, others display their empire building skills, still others attempt to kill off their rivals. Out of over a hundred, only six will be selected by the leaders of the great families and allowed a place in the Refuge. The rest will perish, one way or another.
 
   Not only is thirteen-year-old Bowe younger and weaker than most of the other boys, he has no family to support him. He is expected to die on the very first day of the narrowing path. Instead he begins a journey no one could have anticipated.
 
   ~
 
   The Narrowing Path Series
 
   Book 1: The Narrowing Path
 
   Book 2: The Treacherous Path
 
   Book 3: The Collapsing Path (Due 4th April 2016)
 
    
 
   Prequel Novella: The Cruel Path
 
   ~
 
   To get Book 2 for free, check the end of this book for a limited-time offer.
 
  
 
  



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.”
 
   


  
 

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.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   50 Days Left
 
   The sun beat down with molten heat. Bowe stood alone in the one corner of the square that didn’t have any shade. Sweat flooded down his face; if the mentors didn’t hurry up, they’d only have a desiccated corpse to kill. At the other three corners of Drywell Square, the rest of the Greens squashed together against the walls, hugging the shade. Everyone knew to protect themselves from the sun, especially approaching the Infernam, yet all the Greens had been sent out here without any hats.
 
   Drywell Square looked bigger today, cleared out of the escay who were usually there selling their wares. Now it held only the Greens, with marshals guarding the entrances. The Greens were separated into their families. The Bellanger corner held only Bowe. Opposite him were Reyanu, Vitarr, and the rest of the Raines. The Lessard and Grenier Greens stationed themselves in the other two corners. Without its usual marketplace bustle, Drywell Square didn’t seem interesting or impressive. Dust rolled along pockmarked paving stones. In the center of the square, a dry fountain was surrounded by a circular, knee-high wall. Two- and one-story houses, cracks running through their red walls, backed onto the square.
 
   This was where the Path always began. Every six years, another batch of Greens were filed into this square, divided into their families and left to wait for words of wisdom from the mentors. Though if Bowe thought the marshals would let him leave, he’d forgo the mentor’s advice. He wouldn’t mind missing the famed tradition of the first day of the Path: the killing of one of the Greens.
 
   Bowe glanced across at the corner occupied by the Greniers—the warrior family. Was it his imagination, or were many of those boys half again the size of everyone else? In the exact corner was the biggest boy of the lot. He had long hair, a flat nose, and prominent arm muscles. His body language, and that of those around him, announced him as a leader among the Greniers, though he had adopted a permanent scowl rather than Reyanu’s easy smile.
 
   Bowe turned his attention to final corner, only to find one of the Lessard boys walking toward him. The boy whistled tunelessly. A marshal moved as if to stop him, but thought better of it. The whistling Green had spiky brown hair, a high forehead, and small features—and he wasn’t much bigger or older than Bowe. He was the kind of boy Bowe might expect to be mercilessly bullied, not the kind to brush past marshals with careless arrogance. His footsteps echoed hollowly against the paving stones, and the other Greens watched him approach Bowe.
 
   “My name is Zidel,” he said when he reached Bowe. “And you are Bowe Bellanger, the only one here whose name everyone knows.”
 
   “What do you want?” Bowe glared. The boy wanted to use him in some way and Bowe wasn’t in the mood. At least they weren’t speaking loudly enough for anyone else to hear.
 
   Zidel laughed. “Would you believe I’m just bored?”
 
   “No. You want something from me. I’m not interested in whatever ascorim game you want to play.”
 
   “I expected more from you.” Zidel shook his head sadly. “If you aim to master the ascorim, you shouldn’t take it lightly. You should play it with every breath, with every gesture, with every word. The ascorim requires an artist’s touch and a dancer’s grace.”
 
   “I don’t aim to master it. I’m about to die. What does the ascorim matter to me now?”
 
   “When you’re about to die is when it matters the most.” Zidel bent down and picked up a pinch of dust from the ground. “We are nothing but grains of dirt picked up and let loose.” He released the dust into the wind. “Some particles fall immediately, others fly high then drift to the ground. They all fall eventually—no one cares where. But some, while they are in the air, will dance in the wind and soar higher than all the rest. For me, that is the dance of the ascorim. If I knew that I was to die soon, I would soar for those minutes I had left.”
 
   “That’s beautiful,” Bowe said. “All my life I wanted to be a speck of dust, but only now do I truly feel like one.” The boy was talking utter nonsense. The ascorim was the scheming for power among the ascor. Important but not mystical like Zidel made it out.
 
   Zidel smiled. “Feel free to interpret my words as literally as you wish. I am disappointed. I came over here because I heard you might be someone who could play, and perhaps even master, the ascorim. It seems I was misinformed.”
 
   “Whom did you hear that from?” Bowe’s one attempt at scheming had led to Chalori’s—no, he didn’t want to think about that.
 
   “Everyone is watched and evaluated before the Path. How do you think the lists are formed? I try to learn as much as I can about my fellow Greens. Let me see, who else is there from Raine mansion? Reyanu, of course, is the most important. Tlirris was a threat, but has plummeted down the lists since…” He trailed off. “You were there.”
 
   So Zidel already knew about what had happened in Raine Mansion last night. Bowe couldn’t decide whether this guy was a prodigy or insane.
 
   “In the Grenier family, Dulnato casts a large shadow over the rest,” Zidel continued. “He’s the big scowling guy in the corner—you can’t miss him. The other interesting character from that family is Jisri. Tall guy with a thin, narrow face, farthest away from the wall.” Bowe saw whom he meant. “He is a strange person though. You can’t see from here, but behind the marshals, in the crowd, watching him is his twin sister, Jadilla. The two of them have been inseparable since birth. She’s as thin as an escay; she trained in weapons with her brother and asked to be allowed to join the Path. And Jisri seems to support her.” Zidel laughed to himself. “A girl joining the Path. Going out in the world like a man. Maybe it’s just because she’s too thin to get a husband. In any event, Jisri is a fighter and has a good mind. He hasn’t attracted Defenders like Dulnato, but he could be a wildcard. I thought you might be one, too.”
 
   Where was Zidel getting this stuff from? “Me? A wildcard. I’m the Deadbeat of Deadbeats. Last on the lists. Couldn’t beat a straw mannequin in a fight.”
 
   “Never been one to do much fighting, myself. Except up here.” Zidel tapped his temple. “Sure, some will survive the Green Path due to their muscles and speed, but what’s behind your eyes is more important. Especially since your family’s collapse.”
 
   “What does that have to do with surviving the Path?”
 
   “The Bellangers weren’t able to deal with the crisis they faced. They lost their fortune and had no choice but to commit suicide. That focuses the minds of the remaining families to make sure that they select the smartest and best of the Greens. That’s why the Path is so important. There’s no room for sentiment. I bet most of the Raine children didn’t see their fathers much.”
 
   Bowe frowned. That was true. The ascor, when visiting their wives in the harem, never showed any interest in the children.
 
   “It’s the same at Lessard Mansion. The Guardians don’t care who a Green’s father is when they decide on the Selects; the ascor don’t become attached to their sons. The Greniers tend to select warriors, and it hasn’t done the strength of their family any harm. For the Lessards and Raines, though, it’s all about the quality of your brain.”
 
   “I’m certain my brain will look impressive when it spills out onto the pavement later,” Bowe said.
 
   Before Zidel could reply, a sudden flurry of movement at one of the entrances drew their attention. Three men walked past the marshals and moved towards the fountain.
 
   “The mentors are here.” Zidel took a step away, then stopped and turned back to Bowe. “It’s expected that you’ll die today, but I’m not so sure. Kesirran said you’d live until your first day as a Green, but he didn’t specify that you would die then. Who knows?”
 
   Zidel strolled after the mentors, and the rest of the Lessard Greens left their corner and streamed after him. Reyanu and Dulnato led out Greens from the other corners. Bowe hesitated. Whatever Zidel said, the mentors always killed one Green on the first day, and this year it would be Bowe.
 
   Bowe had always been angry at the unfairness of it all. He was to die just because of his last name. He could remember, as a kid, pretending to find a magical potion in Chalori’s room that would make the Raines forget how he’d come to live with them, and make them think he was one of them. But look how he’d repaid Chalori for all her kindnesses. She was dead, and it was his fault. Perhaps he deserved to die.
 
   Bowe took a step, dragging his feet. The three mentors now stood on the wall of the empty fountain with the sun behind them. The Greens gathered before them. Before Bowe had left that morning, he’d attended Chalori’s funeral in the Raine crematorium. Other than himself and Vitarr, the only mourner was Ariastiana, whose dark glittering eyes peered out from behind her usual mask of makeup. Bowe was sure she was simply there to gloat. He had almost boiled over in rage, but he knew he was angry at himself more than her.
 
   Remembering back, his throat constricted. He shut his eyes and balled up his fists. He didn’t cry, though. There wasn’t anything he could control today except himself. He may not have done the best with his short years, but now he only had dying left, and by the fires of the Infernam, he was at least going to die well.
 
   Plus, with sweat pouring from him, he couldn’t afford the extra water loss from tears. The hesitation left him, and he walked confidently the rest of the way to the fountain.
 
   Bowe recognized the mentor on the left as Alandar Raine. He liked gemstones so much that it was said he ate them at night and collected them from his chamber pot every morning. At the moment, only the sheath of his gem-encrusted dagger showed his jewel fetish. The mentor beside him was obviously a warrior; he had a long scar down one cheek, muscles bulging in all sorts of unlikely places, and a large sword strapped to his back. The Grenier marshal. His hair was tied up into two long braids. The mentor on the right seemed more like two people than one, or perhaps one person who had eaten another. Bowe had never seen a man with that much fat on him, and he sympathized with the fountain wall, wondering if it would collapse. By process of elimination, the fat man had to be from House Lessard.
 
   The mentors stood on the fountain wall and looked down upon the Greens who had gathered in a loose semi-circle in front of them. “Come closer,” the fat man said. “No need to keep such a distance. We’re all friends here.” The boys reluctantly pushed closer to each other and Bowe was startled to find that the marshals had come up behind them and now surrounded them. “My name is Veliro. This is Drakasi.” He indicated the Grenier ascor beside him. “And Alandar is beside him. We are your mentors on the Path.”
 
   “This morning, you woke up a member of either House Lessard, the trading kings, or House Grenier, the warrior clan, or House Raine, the money wizards or, in one case,” Alandar said, glancing pointedly at Bowe, “House Bellanger, previously the lords of agriculture. You are no longer a member of that family. You don’t have that house’s protection, love, or support anymore. You are all Greens.”
 
   “Walk or fall / Live or die / No one cares,” Drakasi recited.
 
   “I see you are still divided into your families.” Veliro raised his hand and curled his fingers toward him a few times, gesturing for them to approach closer. “There is no need for that anymore. Come closer, mingle.” Squeezed in by the compressing half-circle created by the marshals, the gap between the families shrunk and disappeared.
 
   “More importantly,” Alandar said, “you don’t have any right to a place in the Refuge when the Infernam comes. You can all see Helion filling the night sky. You can feel the heat increasing day by day.”
 
   Bowe could barely remember the Refuge from six years ago. It had been a long twenty days. Everyone had been packed into dark caves with never enough torches for light. He recalled sensations and smells more than actual memories: the pull and release of surf overhead; the boredom; the loud sounds of breathing; the cloying heat; the low, whispered conversations.
 
   “I can see the sweat dripping from your cheeks.” Veliro smiled. “I hope you don’t mind that we kept you outside longer than we should have. Unavoidably delayed. There were these cakes for dessert.” He touched the tips of his fingers to his lips. “Delicious.”
 
   Suddenly, Drakasi jumped from the fountain wall and strode directly up to Bowe. A corridor seemed to magically open in the tightly compressed crowd. Then steel whispered, Drakasi’s hand clasped Bowe’s shoulder, and cold metal touched Bowe’s neck. Bowe’s breath caught in his chest. It all happened before he could react.
 
   “Drakasi does like to get down to business quickly.” Veliro shook his head regretfully. “Now, I’m sure you all know that one of the Greens always gets killed by the mentors on the first day.”
 
   “A ritual execution,” Alandar said, his gaze moving across the crowd. “To remind you how worthless your lives are now that you have become Greens.” The intensity of Alandar’s gaze made Bowe remember another rumor about Alandar: he liked to watch others suffer. The cold touch of Drakasi’s blade slid against Bowe’s throat. Bowe’s mouth was dry, but he didn’t dare swallow for fear of cutting himself with excessive Adam’s apple movement.
 
   “We three were talking about the execution over dessert. Did I mention about the cakes we had for lunch? Mouth-watering. I may have to go back for more after I’m finished with you,” Veliro said. Bowe closed his eyes and clenched his fists. Just get it over with, he thought. I’m ready—just shut up about your infernal cakes and finish it.
 
   Then the coldness was gone from his throat. He opened his eyes to find Drakasi in front of him with his arms folded, his sword already sheathed.
 
   “We decided we didn’t need to kill anyone today. It’s an old custom, but it has outlived its usefulness. You grew up knowing about the Green Path. You all already know that most of you are going to die,” Alandar said. Bowe touched his fingers to his throat to make sure that his head was still attached and that there were no hidden wounds. He could barely believe he’d been spared.
 
   “Cliffs edge / Buffeting winds / Truly alive,” Drakasi said.
 
   “In Arcandis, life is only for the worthy, for those who’ve earned it,” Veliro said. “For you lot, that means walking the Green Path. Proving yourselves. Out of all of you here now, only six will be found worthy in fifty days’ time. Three will be selected by the Guardians. Perhaps it will be for their business skills, ascorim skills, or fighting skills. Maybe for ruthlessness, determination, or intelligence shown during the Path.”
 
   “And then each of the three selected will each chose one more,” Alandar said. “The Path is not about Greens standing alone. Just as the Selects will need to show leadership, those who aid them will need to be dedicated, loyal, and industrious if they want to be chosen. You have been cosseted in the mansions all your lives. Now you are being sent out into the city to flourish and prosper, or…not. That is the Green Path. Not an artificial test, but a chance to prove yourselves in a real environment. There are less than twenty ascor in each family, and we can’t afford any weak links.”
 
   “There are four common ways of surviving,” Veliro said. “The first is to become an Elect, gather Defenders about you, and build a successful enterprise. The second is to become one of those Defenders, and to make yourself chief among them so that you are chosen when your leader is selected. Most survivors of the Path are Elects or Defenders. The third way is to become a Wolfling by proving your fighting prowess in the Eye. The fourth is to become a Shadow and assassinate Greens high on the lists.”
 
   Bowe remembered asking Chalori about the Path when he was much younger. “Be good at killing people or making money, or be the best friend of someone who is,” she’d told him. It was still the best description of surviving the Path he’d ever heard.
 
   “Lick the blade / Savor the sharpness / Taste the blood.” Drakasi unsheathed his sword and, following his own instructions, stuck out his his tongue and licked the edge of his blade. Blood dripped onto his chin.
 
   “We mentors will be available over the next few days to help you.” Surprisingly, the Lessard mentor moved easily along the top of the narrow fountain wall; with his bulk, Bowe would have thought that Veliro would have had trouble balancing on level ground. “We are here to help you young adventurers take your first tottering steps in this dangerous world. I trade a wide variety of goods, Alandar runs a bank that gives out high-risk loans, and Drakasi trains young Greens as fighters.”
 
   “And, perhaps, before we go…one quick lesson.” The tone of Alandar’s voice made Bowe’s blood turn cold. Drakasi’s blade rose into the air once more. Bowe tried to back away, but crashed into the Greens behind him; there was no escape. The sword glinted in the sunlight, and then it descended in a blur. Bowe’s scream caught in his throat. Blood splattered his face and his vision clouded.
 
   Death wasn’t like he’d expected. Important memories didn’t flash through his mind. His only thoughts as the world faded around him were of the fat man talking about his cakes. Nothing noble. He wondered why he didn’t feel any pain. Then, through the haze, he saw the wide, bulging eyes of another boy. He wiped at his eyes as the boy fell to his knees. Unexpectedly, Bowe’s vision cleared, and he saw blood cascading from Tlirris’s neck. The blood was dark red, almost black, and Bowe couldn’t see how one person could have that much of it. But looking around at the other blood-splattered faces around them, all frozen into masks of horror, he realized that Tlirris was the only one who had been attacked.
 
   The blood on Bowe was Tlirris’s blood. Bowe was still alive.
 
   A tittering sound came from the direction of the fountain. “That’s what I call a valuable lesson,” Veliro said. “Now, get out of here before we decide to teach you pathetic worms a few more.” Swords sang as the marshals drew their swords.
 
   Bowe ran.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   49 Days Left
 
   “You want me to bet on you surviving.” Alandar Raine leaned back in his chair with his hands clasped together in front of his chest. “Now, why would I do that? Smarter men than me have you at the bottom of the lists.” Alandar’s office was surprisingly bare—just a few wooden chairs and desk with some papers on it. No jewels in sight except for his scabbard.
 
   Bowe was still getting used to the idea that it was day two of the Path and he was still alive. He sat opposite Alandar on a small stool. “I’m just looking for a loan—isn’t that what you do? Give loans to the Greens? That’s what Veliro said yesterday.” Bowe knew he sounded more cranky than diplomatic. But Alandar had kept him waiting long enough, and he wanted to get back to looking for Vitarr. No one apart from Tlirris had been killed yesterday—at least that Bowe knew about. But when the marshals had scared everyone into fleeing, Bowe had lost Vitarr in the chaos. After giving up the search for Vitarr, Bowe had sheltered in a doorway for the night, but hadn’t slept much. Having no plan of how he was going to survive the Path, he’d decided to visit the Raine and Lessard mentors today. He wasn’t any good at fighting, so maybe they could help him make money. But Alandar wasn’t proving particularly friendly.
 
   “You seem like a smart boy. You didn’t see anything yesterday that would make you question our sincerity in helping you?” Alandar asked. “Not everyone who asks for a loan gets one. And not everyone gets the same terms. We have to make money on you, young Bellanger. How do you plan to repay me?”
 
   “I beat the odds by surviving yesterday when all expected me to die. I can do it again. When the lists get updated, I won’t be at the bottom anymore.” Now that Bowe had survived the first day, he had to figure out how to prove his worth to the Guardians so he would have a chance. He was already far behind people like Zidel, Dulnato, and Reyanu. The Raines valued those who could make money, and for that Bowe would need capital. He also needed an idea to invest in, but one thing at a time.
 
   Alandar unsheathed his knife. The gemstones were only on the scabbard; the handle was polished bone, and the blade had a blueish tinge. He took a piece of parchment from his desk. “Do you know how sharp a knife has to be to slice through paper at the slightest touch?”
 
   “I’m going to take a wild guess and say very.”
 
   “No need to use a sarcastic tone. Do you know what a soul is?”
 
   Goosebumps ran up Bowe’s arms, and he suddenly wanted to be far away from this room. “I’ve heard talk of it.”
 
   Alandar began to cut a thin column from one end of the sheet of paper. There was a ripping sound as the blade sliced through the parchment. “Hear that sound? I like to imagine that it’s the sound of a soul screaming.” He cut another thin column, causing the same ripping sound.
 
   Bowe shivered.
 
   Alandar smiled. “I’ll tell you how we make money on these high-risk loans: we charge excessive interest rates. To repay in full, you may need to pay multiple times the amount of the initial loan. You pay in installments in case something untoward happens to you over the course of the loan. If there is money on you when you die, we’ll claim it. Obviously, if someone else gets there first, that might not work so well. So we endeavor to be first at the death of an in-arrears Green. Do you know how we do that?”
 
   “I can make a fair guess.” Bowe’s mouth was dry.
 
   Alandar’s smile widened and his eyes took on that same hypnotizing intensity that Bowe had first noticed in the square. “I knew you were a smart boy. We make being paid a very high priority. A Green behind on his repayments doesn’t last long. Can you believe that many refuse our kind offer of a loan? So how much are you looking for?”
 
   “How much are you offering?”
 
   “The maximum we’ve ever given a student was two golds, but that was an excepti—”
 
   “I’ll take two golds.” Bowe knew only one way to deal with fear: confronting it straight on.
 
   “Two golds is for someone who stands high in the lists, not for someone like you.”
 
   “Do you want to do business or not? I will not quibble over your rates. Give me the two golds.”
 
   “I like that, young Bellanger. That gumption. That spirit. That moxie. You’ll have your money. When you leave, the marshals will make a special note of you so they’ll be able to recognize you, should the need arise. I shall look forward to collecting.” Alandar put his ear next to the sheet of paper and cut another thin column from it.
 
   * * *
 
   Bowe paced back and forth in Veliro’s antechamber. He was getting tired of being kept waiting. He now had capital, but needed to invest it in some venture. Who better than the Lessards, the trading kings, to help him with that?
 
   A marshal watched him. Marshals wore a uniform in a lighter color than their house color. This meant that Lessard Green became mint-cream, Grenier scarlet became light pink, and Raine silver became silver-white. Bowe thought all the uniforms looked ridiculous. The most feared marshals wearing light pink—who thought that one up?
 
   After a while, the door opened and the marshal gestured for Bowe to enter the main chamber. Inside, Veliro sat on a large couch, sunk down so far that Bowe thought he’d need to be excavated before he could stand again.
 
   “So the last of the Bellangers,” Veliro said. “I’m glad I have a chance to meet you.”
 
   “Not as glad as I am, I can assure you.” Bowe poked himself. “I still have to double-check that I’m still alive.”
 
   Veliro reached out a chubby arm and retrieved a cream bun from a tray. Several plates of dessert lay within reach. The theme of the room was cushions. Small cushions, big cushions. Red cushions and blue. Patterned and plain. Cushions in the corner, cushions on the floor, cushions on top of cushions. Couches piled so high with cushions that a cushion mountain needed to be scaled before they could be used. Surprisingly, there were no cushions on the walls—only tapestries.
 
   “Nice place you have here.” Bowe squinted at the walls to check if there were pictures of cushions in the tapestries. “But it needs something soft and cuddly to take the edge off.”
 
   Veliro didn’t smile. “Not many Greens have come, despite the offer of help I made. Do you know why?”
 
   “Perhaps it was the slaughtering of a random boy in the square. Some are squeamish about that sort of thing.”
 
   “Always good to whittle away the squeamish. They have no place in the ascor.” Veliro took a bite of his bun, leaving dabs of cream around his mouth. He ate with his mouth open, and the sight of the cream and pastry churning inside that gaping maw made Bowe glad he had a strong stomach. “Before you ask for help from me, I must warn you: Lessards are traders; we deal in bargains. Greens who make bad bargains are taught a lesson.”
 
   “And lessons are not meant for the squeamish?”
 
   “Why not go to Alandar instead of me?” Veliro asked. “You lived with the Raines, after all.”
 
   “Alandar already gave me money.”
 
   “Let me guess: half a gold at two percent interest per day?”
 
   “Two golds at five percent per day.”
 
   The cream cake fell from Veliro’s hand and landed on the couch by his leg. He didn’t seem to notice. “Five percent? And you accepted? I guess the traders are not the only ones who punish Greens for making bad bargains. Alandar likes to draw out the punishment, of course. You have your money, so why did you come to me?”
 
   Bowe hesitated. He didn’t want to admit how clueless he was. But it was surely better to admit it now, at the start of the Path, than suffer for the ignorance later on. “I don’t know what to do with the money.”
 
   Veliro just looked at him. “I don’t know whether to laugh at you or feel sorry for you.” He reached for another pastry. “I suppose you’ve heard about your family’s last night? When you were found alive among the dead.”
 
   “In snippets.” He’d gotten the gist of it from various taunts down through the years.
 
   “You may not have heard this little detail: after the Bellanger family killed themselves, the three remaining Guardians walked through the Bellanger mansion. The old Lessard Guardian, Cenarro, wore a sapphire ring.”
 
   Bowe looked at Veliro blankly.
 
   “Helion’s fire, boy, do you know nothing about your family? The Bellanger color was—is—azure, and the family gemstone is a sapphire. Why did Cenarro show support for the Bellangers when the family wealth had just been destroyed and they’d killed themselves?”
 
   “I don’t know. Why?” Bowe knew that the Raine gemstone was a diamond, but he’d never thought to wonder about the Bellangers’.
 
   “No one knows. Or, if they do, they haven’t told me. Do you know why I’m telling you this?”
 
   Bowe shook his head.
 
   Veliro sighed. “Cenarro is no longer with us, but I’m not inclined to interfere in a long-term scheme he may have planned. House Lessard probably isn’t going to go out of its way to hurt you. That mightn’t help you much, though, since it sounds like Alandar wants you all to himself.” Veliro paused to lick some cream from his fingers. Bowe hoped that he’d wipe the daubs from around his lips; it was hard to take Veliro seriously when he looked like that. “Now, you wanted some instruction. It’ll cost you. Are you willing to spend some of the gold that Alandar gave you?”
 
   Bowe didn’t have a better plan. The money owed was just going to multiply if he did nothing. If Veliro could give him some tips on how to wisely use it, he might have a chance. Some secrets that would help him invest the money. So he nodded.
 
   “Now, there’s twenty-five silvers in a gold, so you have fifty silvers total. What if I charged you twenty silvers?”
 
   Bowe didn’t have many options, but he knew he couldn’t do that. “I can’t pay you that much.”
 
   “Looking for a better deal, are we?” Veliro said. “Name your price.”
 
   “Two silvers.” Bowe could at least show Veliro he knew how to bargain.
 
   Veliro’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t kid around here. You need me more than I need the money. Shall we say fifteen?”
 
   “Four.”
 
   “Ten. These cakes don’t come cheap, you know.”
 
   “Five.” If you ate the other half instead of splattering it all over you, you might have to buy less.
 
   “Eight,” Veliro said. “I should be insulted at how low you are pricing my services.”
 
   “Six.”
 
   “Done.” Veliro held out his arm. Bowe had to lean all the way across him to clasp it. Veliro’s grip was strong. Once the deal was sealed, Veliro settled back into his couch, looking worryingly satisfied. “Now, there are three things I must tell you before you go.” Veliro rang a bell that had been hidden between two plates of cakes. Two marshals in mint-cream uniforms entered. “One: you must pay the six silvers on the way out. Two: the number of silvers in a gold changes with the price of the two metals and is currently only twenty silvers to a gold, so you were paying more than you thought. Three: never pay for something until you see what you are getting. Now get out.”
 
   Bowe felt woozy. What had just happened? “But you promised to teach me.”
 
   “I just did. Twenty silvers to a gold. Never pay for something until you see what you are getting. Whether my lessons are worth six silvers, only time will tell.”
 
   “So all that about the sapphire ring was a pile of ash?”
 
   “No, that was true. And be glad it is true, because Greens have left Lessard Mansion in a coffin for making better deals than you. Now leave, before I come to my senses.”
 
   * * *
 
   The two marshals left Bowe outside in the street feeling like a fool. The Lessard meeting had revealed him as an idiot twice over. Veliro made him realize what a bad bargain Bowe had made with Alandar, only to coax Bowe into making a worse one with him. Bowe walked towards the Fortress. He’d find the final mentor there. The sun had almost set, and an evening breeze brought some relief from the heat. The light hadn’t diminished much, just changed color as Helion took over from the sun in providing brightness.
 
   The Fortress was the Grenier mansion. It was built with black rock and was feared by the escay. Bowe hadn’t intended to go there before being dumped out of Lessard mansion for he was no warrior. Why would the warrior clan help him when the Raines, who had raised him, and the Lessards, who claimed they wouldn’t go out of their way to hurt him, had just left him worse off? But right now, he didn’t have much to lose.
 
   As he got closer, he heard the mingled shouts, screams, cheers and thuds that were suggestive of a full-scale riot. Bowe decided that visiting was a bad idea and had begun to turn around when he noticed that a side gate on one black wall was ajar. It was where the commotion was coming from. He’d peek in and then move on.
 
   A scream rang out, louder than the surrounding tumult. A scream of pain, and genuine fear. A scream that Bowe recognized. He squeezed through the gate and shoved through a circle of onlookers. Inside a training ring stood Dulnato, the scowling Grenier Green, with a sword in hand. At his feet lay Vitarr, whose own weapon lay beyond his reach. Vitarr was cut and bruised and curled into a ball.
 
   Dulnato raised his sword and slammed it into Vitarr’s ribs. The sword’s edge must have been blunted, or Vitarr would have been cut in half. Vitarr didn’t scream this time; he just jerked where he lay.
 
   Bowe knew that if he stepped into the training ring and picked up the sword, he’d just join Vitarr on the ground. He looked around frantically and spotted Drakasi watching. Bowe ran over and grabbed the mentor’s arm. “You have to stop this. He’s killing him!”
 
   Drakasi turned and glared at Bowe’s hand until Bowe snatched it away. “Lions survive / Insects die / The Path persists.”
 
   Bowe wanted to scream in frustration. Vitarr was about to die, and he was getting this poetry garbage. There was a sick noise as Dulnato landed another blow, this time on Vitarr’s arm. “I’ll give you two silvers to let him go,” Bowe said.
 
   “Dulnato, stop.” Drakasi held up his hand. Bowe was glad to know that the warrior could speak in something other than a three-line poem.
 
   Dulnato paused with his sword over his head. He glared down at Vitarr and didn’t seem inclined to follow the mentor’s orders.
 
   “You won’t last long in training with me if you can’t follow instructions,” Drakasi said.
 
   Dulnato growled and let his sword fall to his side.
 
   Drakasi turned back to Bowe. “Just because I have interrupted the fight, doesn’t mean I’m just going to let your friend go. Why should I? After his performance in the fighting ring, he deserves to die. You think I care that much about a few silvers?”
 
   Bowe searched his mind for some way he could persuade Drakasi. “It’s not the value that you place on the two silvers that I offer, but the value I place on them.”
 
   Drakasi frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
   Bowe knew that the Greniers valued warrior ideals, so he tried to appeal to that honor code. Loyalty and sacrifice for a companion was surely something that Drakasi would respect. “I borrowed money from Alandar and have already spent some of it. That money is now my lifeblood, for the Raines will see me dead if I cannot return it with interest. And I will freely give up some of my lifeblood to save my friend.”
 
   “Blood and death / To save another / Exalted above all.”
 
   Yes, I know you are a terrible poet, Bowe thought. Just give the word to free Vitarr.
 
   “Did you know that you were the Green I was supposed to kill yesterday? We only changed targets on the day. Someone is looking out for you.” Drakasi said, considering.
 
   Bowe held his breath. Several light pink uniformed marshals had arrived, and now watched at a distance.
 
   Finally, Drakasi nodded. “Very well. I will release the Green. But not for two silvers. His incompetence has disrespected this place. I will require more lifeblood than that.”
 
   “Four silvers,” Bowe offered, holding Drakasi’s gaze.
 
   Drakasi didn’t blink.
 
   “Six silvers, and you ensure that both Vitarr and myself get out of here safely.” Bowe offered his forearm.
 
   Drakasi clasped it, and Bowe breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “If either of you return to the Fortress again, I may not be so merciful.”
 
   Bowe threw Vitarr’s arm over his shoulder and dragged him out the same side door he had entered. Vitarr’s jagged breaths lapped against his neck. Despite the dangers the day had brought, at least they were both alive.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   40 Days Left
 
   The wide-brimmed straw hat kept the heat off, but more importantly, it let him blend in. His white ascor clothes were now dirty enough to be indistinguishable from the everyday grays and browns that everyone else on the street wore. He jostled against a few escay as he crossed the street; he didn’t like having to brush against them, but he was getting used to it. He didn’t have a choice; he no longer lived at Raine mansion so apart from a few marshals and Greens, everyone he met was an escay.
 
   Bowe ducked into a narrow alleyway. Halfway down the alley, he hinged open the wooden boards tied with string that served as a door to the room where he and Vitarr stayed. “Hot out there,” he said to Vitarr, who sat inside.
 
   “Stop saying that.” Vitarr sat on a small stool, his back leaning against the wall. His arm was still in a sling, but he looked healthy. A small, square window high on the wall let in enough light for Bowe to see that the grayish tinge had left his face.
 
   “Have I said it before?”
 
   “Only every blasted time you’ve returned. You think you’re being funny, but you’re not. Just annoying.”
 
   “Can’t I be annoying and funny?”
 
   “Shut up already. Helion’s balls. Did you hear any news?” Vitarr massaged his arm under his sling.
 
   “The newsbard didn’t have much to say about the Path. All the talk was about a shipment of red garnets that were stolen from the Lessards and a trading ship from Jarind that was impounded, suspected of allowing a spy into Arcandis.”
 
   “Nothing to say about the Path? Seriously?”
 
   “Seems to be quiet. Reyanu, Zidel, and Dulnato are all doing well, and no one has challenged their position. No Shadows or Wolflings of note.” With only three Greens deciding to be Elects, and no other strong contenders, the Path had become so uninteresting that the newsbards barely mentioned it.
 
   “Any particular news about Dulnato?”
 
   “No.” Several days ago, the newsbards had reported that Dulnato had promised to kill both Bowe and Vitarr after being denied blood in the training ring. Bowe now regretted revealing that news to Vitarr.
 
   “What about you? I bet they still talk of you and your stupidity in rescuing me.” Vitarr tried to catch Bowe’s gaze. The newsbards loved making fun of Bowe, who had shot up the lists after surviving the first day only to plummet again when he had borrowed money at ridiculous rates from Alandar and then given it away to the other mentors. Bowe hadn’t begun to think about how he could repay his loan, especially now after the additional money he had spent on rent, food, and doctoring.
 
   The boards at the entrance rattled, and someone shouted, “You in there?”
 
   Vitarr and Bowe looked at one another. The escay who owned this place always came in the other way, and was quiet and respectful.
 
   “Bowe Bellanger,” the voice said.
 
   Bowe touched his fingers to his lips, quieting Vitarr. “Who wants me?”
 
   “I’m Glil, a Defender for Zidel.”
 
   “What do you want?” Bowe asked. He pulled the boards apart enough to stick his head out. Seeing the boy was alone, Bowe squeezed through.
 
   “Zidel wants to invite you for a game of Harmony.” Glil leaned against the opposite wall. He was a weedy-looking boy with sparse, straw-colored hair and long, dangling arms. Wide eye sockets made him seem like he was constantly staring.
 
   “Hasn’t he better things to be doing than looking for a Harmony partner? Avoiding the marshals, dodging Dulnato—just surviving?”
 
   “Those are your problems. Dulnato and he have an arrangement, and he never borrowed from the Raine bankers.”
 
   “Why would he want to play Harmony with me?” This could be a trap, but Bowe wanted to go. He was sick of just hiding.
 
   “Zidel wanted to meet the wildcard again.”
 
   There was obviously more to this than Glil would reveal, and it was likely that Bowe would never know what Zidel wanted unless he went. The first portion of the Raine loan would be due soon, so Bowe needed to start taking risks. “Okay, let’s go.”
 
   “Not without me,” Vitarr’s voice said from within their room.
 
   Bowe leaned his back against the boards. “I told you to stay quiet. Zidel has asked for me. There’s no need for you to go.”
 
   The boards rattled against Bowe’s back as Vitarr tried to push his way out. Bowe leaned back harder. Then Bowe felt an almighty shove from behind, and he was flung into the dirt. He looked back to find the boards lying on the ground and Vitarr smiling. “Try and stop me,” he said. “Look, I don’t need the sling.” He flexed his arm and tried to pretend it didn’t hurt anymore.
 
   Bowe scowled, looking up at Vitarr from where he lay in the dust. “There’s no way you are going with us.”
 
   “This is no time to be lying around.” Vitarr sighed. “I may just have to report back to you on what Zidel says if you don’t hurry up.”
 
   Vitarr wrapped his good arm around Glil’s shoulders and guided him out of the alleyway. “I don’t know what that young lad would do if I weren’t around to take care of him.”
 
   Bowe pushed himself to his feet, picked up his hat, and ran after them. They had already joined the stream of people on the main street by the time Bowe reached the end of the alleyway, but it wasn’t hard to find them. Vitarr’s big head stuck out above a sea of wide-brimmed hats.
 
   “You forgot your headgear,” Bowe told Vitarr when he reached them. The air was heavy with the dust kicked up by thousands of feet.
 
   Vitarr smiled up into the sun. “The heat won’t bother me. Not after being cooped up inside for so long.”
 
   Bowe shook his head. The sun was doing its bloody best to melt the skin from his face, and this big oaf was smiling up at it. A woman with a parasol had to dodge Vitarr at the last second, and Bowe nudged him. “Watch where you’re going.” You big dope, he added mentally, but it was hard to remain mad at Vitarr when he kept smiling with that doltish grin. Bowe just hoped that he wouldn’t regret letting Vitarr come with him. What could Zidel want?
 
   Glil led them through Drywell Square. Stall owners advertised their wares in strident tones. Urchins dodged around and sometimes between the striding legs of the multitude. Pink-uniformed marshals circulated, keeping an eye on everything and everyone—the urchins, above all. Mouth-watering smells wafted through the air—exotic spices, grilled meats, fresh-baked breads. Bowe’s stomach growled, but he didn’t have any money to waste.
 
   A crowd gathered by the fountain, and Bowe and Vitarr pushed their way through to see what was happening. A teenager—a Green, from his clothing—was being shoved around by a group of escay. Bowe’s mouth fell open; escay knew better than to treat their betters like this.
 
   “We should help him,” Vitarr said.
 
   “No.” Bowe grabbed Vitarr’s arm. “I can’t save every Green that gets into trouble.”
 
   The Green ran at one of his attackers, and, to Bowe’s amazement, the attacker somersaulted over him. The boy stumbled, then turned and charged at the same escay. The escay somersaulted again. With a confused look on his face, the Green swiveled around. A row of escay lined up before him. He charged, and each of them launched themselves over him before he reached them. Vitarr laughed. The escay began to vault back and forth, always avoiding the Green who staggered from one group to another.
 
   Vitarr clapped his hands in delight. Bowe was just glad that they hadn’t charged in like fools to interrupt the performance. The acrobats began to jump into one another and combine until they formed a human pyramid three people high. The Green looked around, seemingly perplexed, and then began to climb the pyramid, pulled up by spare hands. He climbed onto the shoulders of the two highest acrobats, completing the pyramid. He wavered back and forth for a moment, and Bowe’s breath caught. Then he straightened, and for the first time, his expression of confusion disappeared. He smiled, took three balls from a pocket, and juggled for a few moments. The watching crowd cheered and clapped. Then he bowed, and the human pyramid collapsed in an orderly way. Once they were all on the ground, the performers bowed. A few of them began to circulate through the crowd, holding out inverted hats.
 
   Vitarr continued to clap even when most others had stopped. “That was brilliant.” His eyes sparkled. “Can you give them something, Bowe?”
 
   “I can’t afford it.” Bowe turned back to where Glil was waiting for them.
 
   Glil was less than impressed. “Can we continue now? Zidel doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”
 
   “Did you know the Green?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Yes. He was a Lessard. Xarcon is his name.”
 
   “He was incredible,” Vitarr said. “How did he learn all that in the few days since the Path started?”
 
   Glil blew out a breath in a disgusted fashion. “He liked to practice little performance tricks when he lived in Lessard mansion. Always destined to be a Deadbeat.”
 
   The dismissive way he said “Deadbeat” created a silence; in truth, that was what Vitarr and Bowe were, too—Deadbeats. They weren’t Elects, Defenders, Wolflings, or Shadows. And everyone else on the Path was generally considered a Deadbeat. Perhaps Bowe wouldn’t have been one if he had invested the money he’d borrowed from Alandar rather than using it to rescue Vitarr.
 
   As they continued, Bowe fell into step with Glil while Vitarr lagged behind. Vitarr kept looking around him as if he’d never seen a market before.
 
   “I heard you saved him—your Defender there—from Dulnato,” Glil said. “Why?”
 
   “He’s not my Defender, just my friend. And as for why I saved him, I ask myself that at least once a day, and more often when he does stupid stuff.” Bowe glanced back and shook his head sadly. “Wandering around the streets like a lovesick calf for no good reason, for example.”
 
   “Still, it’s nice that you treat him so well.” There was a pause, and Glil seemed to be making some decision before he spoke again. “Have you heard of the Thardassians?”
 
   Bowe shook his head.
 
   “They are a race that live in the center of the planet. They are made of rock and carry their heads under their arms. Each tribe is made from a different rock type. You’re sure you haven’t heard of them?”
 
   Bowe raised his eyebrows. “No.”
 
   “I guess it’s not surprising. Even if you went to the center of the world, you likely wouldn’t recognize them as a life form. They move so slowly that a single eye blink for them would take longer than a lifetime for us. Not that they blink often—they have eyelids, but no eyes behind them.”
 
   “I see.” Bowe favored Glil with a wide fake smile.
 
   “Anyway, there was this Thardassian from the yellow sandstone tribe. His name was CrispyButter. That wasn’t his real name, of course; they don’t use words such as we’d recognize, but that’s a rough translation.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “CrispyButter got into a dispute with other members of his tribe, and he fled and hid in the caves of the red quartz Thardassians. He remained there safely for a while, but he was easy to find for anyone who wanted to, for yellow sandstone is conspicuous in a land of red quartz.”
 
   The story began to make sense. If Glil wasn’t being crazy, then perhaps he was trying to give Bowe a message. “Am I the yellow Thardassian with the red tribe?”
 
   Glil’s lips twitched into a half smile. “Are you crazy? Didn’t I tell you that Thardassians carried their heads under their arms? Yours is—strangely, from a Thardassian point of view—attached to the top of your neck. No resemblance between you and CrispyButter at all. Anyway, after a time, one of CrispyButter’s friends came and found him. I shouldn’t say friend—Thardassians didn’t have friends—but DiamondBar wasn’t one of CrispyButter’s enemies.”
 
   Glil suddenly stopped at a warehouse doorway. “Well, we’re here. I’ll have to finish another time.” Glil exhaled loudly and pushed open the door. “I probably shouldn’t have even started the story.” He ducked inside. Bowe waited for Vitarr to catch up, then followed.
 
   Inside was less crowded than out on the streets, but there was the same buzz of activity. The sounds of hammering and sawing rang out as escay boys worked on various half-built wooden contraptions. A few Greens oversaw the work, and they watched Bowe and Vitarr as Glil led them up a small wooden staircase to a room that overlooked the warehouse floor. Zidel sat behind a desk, reading from a sheaf of papers in his hand. In front of him, more sheets of paper had been shoved into an untidy pile to make space for a Harmony board. So we are actually going to play.
 
   Zidel left them standing there for a few moments before rising and holding out his arm with a wide smile. “Bowe, glad to see that you survived that first day. Very ugly, what Drakasi did to Tlirris.” Bowe and Zidel clasped each other’s arms. “And this is?”
 
   “Vitarr.” Bowe nodded at him.
 
   Zidel clasped arms with Vitarr. “I heard about how your friend rescued you from the clutches of Dulnato. You must be very grateful to him.”
 
   “I’d prefer he just let me die next time. I don’t want him to put himself in danger to save me. I’ve already accepted that I won’t survive the Path.”
 
   Zidel rubbed his chin with a finger thoughtfully. “If everyone had your attitude, this process would be a lot less painful. It’s hard for most to accept the inevitability of death.” He gestured at the board and the chair in front of it. “I hear you are quite the player, Bowe.”
 
   Bowe sat. “Not sure where your information came from, but it doesn’t do me full justice. I am a great player.” Bowe decided he’d win no points by being modest. Bowe wasn’t sure how good he was, in truth. He usually played Vitarr, who didn’t grasp the game well. So Bowe experimented with getting into losing positions and winning, and getting into winning positions and losing.
 
   Bowe sat, and he and Zidel bowed their heads over the board and began to play. There was silence during a brief flurry of initial moves. Patterns swirled in Bowe’s mind as he considered each move and the countering possibilities for his opponent. For each counter, he could see more options for himself, each possibility multiplying as he looked further ahead. The pieces seemed to blur as he considered each one’s present position along with all its possible future positions. Intending to make the game interesting, Bowe allowed a hole in his defenses, inducing Zidel to attack.
 
   “The two player version is, of course, just a pale shadow of the full game,” Zidel said. “It’s hard to get four high quality players together.” From the condescending way he’d said “high quality players,” Bowe guessed that Zidel didn’t consider Bowe to be such a player. Bowe smiled to himself and retreated one of his pieces. The longer Zidel didn’t see his trap, the better.
 
   “The Grand Sexennial Harmony Match between the Guardians has suffered now that the Bellangers are gone,” Zidel continued. Traditionally, a Harmony match was played between the four Guardians just before the Infernam. Now the Bellanger Guardian was no more. “A marshal takes the fourth seat, but it’s not the same.”
 
   “The Bellangers aren’t completely gone yet,” Bowe said.
 
   “Given your position on the lists…” Zidel trailed off and moved a piece forward.
 
   “Isn’t Harmony limited once a certain level of expertise is reached?” Bowe wanted to change the subject away from the dire chances of Bellanger family’s continued existence. “Too many draws.” Stalemates were common among equally matched opponents at the highest level, and Bowe hated to draw.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s more of an art form than a game. The result doesn’t matter as much as how it’s played.” Zidel now had that same edge of fanaticism in his voice that he’d displayed when talking about the ascorim. “No Guardian has ever been less than a master of the game. The best players of the ascorim and the best players of Harmony are one and the same. Being great at Harmony can increase your chances of selection.” Zidel picked up a piece and placed it in the heart of Bowe’s defenses. “You, however, are far from a great player; far, even, from an adequate player. I find myself disappointed yet again.”
 
   “After having Glil bring me all the way down here, I’d hate to be a total disappointment.” Bowe began his counter-attack.
 
   Zidel’s smile slowly disappeared, and he bent to study the board closer.
 
   As he did, Bowe glanced back to Glil. “You never told me what happened to that Thardassian.”
 
   “What Thardassian?” Glil squeaked.
 
   “You know, the yellow one hiding with the red tribe.” Bowe kept his eyes on Zidel.
 
   Zidel looked up from the board to study Glil. His lips smiled, but his eyes were cold. “You haven’t been telling our friends here your children’s stories, have you, Glil?”
 
   Glil said nothing, and, after a moment, Zidel returned to studying the board.
 
   Bowe hoped he hadn’t gotten Glil into trouble, but at least now he was sure that the warning—if that’s what it had been—hadn’t originated with Zidel.
 
   Bowe responded to one of Zidel moves and stood to scan the warehouse floor. “Impressive operation—do you mind telling me what’s going on?”
 
   “We’re making things.” Zidel didn’t look up from the board.
 
   “What kind of things?”
 
   “Things that will be needed for the Infernam. Extra carts for shipping supplies to the Refuge—that kind of thing.”
 
   “And you set all this up in just ten days.” It certainly wasn’t surprising that Zidel sat on top of the lists right now.
 
   Zidel smiled. “We all knew this was coming. I have prepared for this moment for years. Nothing has been left to chance.” He raised his eyebrows at Bowe. “I presume you have done the same.”
 
   Bowe returned to studying the Harmony board, determined to find a way to wipe that smarmy look from Zidel’s face. Bowe’s counter-attack was in full force now, and Zidel was struggling to hold. However, Zidel’s next few moves were clever and set up the beginnings of a stalemate line.
 
   A few further moves, and Zidel looked up with a satisfied smile. “I think I’ve recovered enough to claim the draw.”
 
   Bowe realized he wouldn’t be able to breach Zidel’s stalemate line. He frowned, then forced a smile. “I hope I gave you a better game than you expected.”
 
   “You are much better than I originally thought. However, you lack style. Your moves are crude, though effective. You don’t understand that how the game is played is more important than who wins. Thank you for the game. I assume you can find your own way back.”
 
   Bowe stumbled to his feet. Zidel surely hadn’t brought him here just to play a game of Harmony, had he? Had Bowe failed some kind of test? He looked behind to where Glil and Vitarr leaned against the wall, watching them.
 
   “I’ll just take Glil to guide me back. I’m not overly familiar with this part of the city.” Bowe grabbed Glil’s arm as he retreated, keeping a fixed smile aimed at the Lessard Elect. Zidel frowned at Bowe commandeering his Defender, but he didn’t object. Bowe turned as he exited Zidel’s office and started down the staircase. Under Bowe’s forced guidance, Glil stumbled at the first step, but recovered his balance and staggered down the stairs alongside Bowe. Vitarr followed.
 
   “What happened to the Thardassian? The yellow one?” Bowe put his mouth close to Glil’s ear and spoke in a low, hard whisper.
 
   Glil was hesitant. “It’s a sad tale. I’m not sure you want to hear the rest of it.”
 
   Bowe practically dragged him from the last step of the stairs and pushed him against a wall by the door. “If it’s a sad tale, I especially want to hear the ending.” Bowe remembered something else Glil had said—that Zidel and Dulnato had an understanding.
 
   “DiamondBar convinced CrispyButter that it was safe to return to his own tribe. It wasn’t. One of CrispyButter’s enemies caught him, killed him, and ground him into sand.”
 
   That was enough for Bowe. He’d known that he had to be missing something when Zidel had let him go without any obvious reason for the meeting. Now he knew what it was: he had fallen into a trap. Zidel had to have a good reason for bringing him down here, and if that reason wasn’t in here, then it was waiting for them outside. An ally of Zidel who wanted Bowe dead: Dulnato.
 
   Bowe felt like a fool. He should never have come, and he certainly shouldn’t have let Vitarr come. “Vitarr, wait here with Glil for a count of three hundred. Then leave. We’ll meet back at—wait, that place isn’t safe anymore.” He silently cursed himself; he should have organized a backup meeting place earlier. Bowe glanced at Glil, then leaned close to Vitarr’s ear to whisper, “Find somewhere to hide, then, when you get a chance, let the escay who rents that room to us know where I can find you. I’ll do the same.” With that, Bowe pushed the door open and went outside.
 
   The crowds of the day were gone. The sun had set, and now only Helion provided light. Long, dark shadows dappled the buildings and street, interwoven with traces of purple light. Bowe turned right and burst into a run, hoping to take unawares whoever might be waiting for him. It didn’t work. Shouts and footsteps followed him before he had gone more than a few steps. Twenty paces down the street, two figures detached themselves from the shadows and moved to block his path. There were no side streets to take, so Bowe just ran straight at his would-be captors. They didn’t look particularly fazed by Bowe’s brazen stupidity; they merely spread out their arms and braced themselves.
 
   They were bigger than Bowe, and a collision would just allow his chasers behind to catch up, so he changed direction at the last moment, swerving away just as the first one reached to grab him. Bowe clipped the other Green’s shoulder, spinning at the impact and stumbling. About to fall, Bowe reached down with one hand and pushed against the ground. He regained his balance and managed to keep running without losing momentum.
 
   He turned into the first side street he saw, skidded, then sidestepped to avoid a shocked-looking woman, and kept running. He heard a thud. The woman had been carrying a basket of fish on her head, and from the sounds and curses behind him, one or more of his pursuers had gotten a mouthful or two of dead fish when they had run into her. Bowe turned left at the next junction, then right, then left again. He didn’t have a plan—he’d never been the fastest boy at Raine Mansion, so perhaps some part of his mind hoped that all the changes in direction would help him stay ahead. Pounding footsteps followed every turn he made. His ragged breath burned his throat, his lungs begged for more air, and the muscles in his legs quivered. The few people on the street managed to scramble away in time to prevent any more collisions.
 
   He emerged out of a dark alleyway and ran straight at a forest of masts—the docks. As he bounced along the wooden quay, the sound of his footsteps changed to a hollow thudding. His pursuers’ footsteps changed tone an instant later—they were just behind him. He could hear their panting and sense their hot breath on his neck. A hand grabbed at his arm, and he swerved and ran up a pier. This was a dead end—he didn’t even know how to swim—but he was desperate now. He could only hope that he had given Vitarr time to escape. The pier vibrated from the impact of the running feet.
 
   A figure came out of nowhere, and Bowe ran straight into him, and this time he was unable to keep his balance. He crashed against the wooden planks of the pier, rolling, and, with a sickening feeling, he realized that there was nothing under his legs. He started to slide off the pier, but stopped himself with his forearms. He panted heavily and looked up. Dulnato and four other Greens skidded to a stop in front of Bowe and the person he’d run into, who also lay on the pier. Around them, the sea shimmered with a lavender glow, waves lapping against the pier’s pillars.
 
   “Look at this.” Dulnato said. “We set a trap for a rabbit and caught bigger prey.” Bowe now recognized the one he’d run into as Jisri. Jisri rose to his feet and pulled a sword from the scabbard at his side. Dulnato and his Defenders unsheathed their own swords. Bowe pulled himself back onto the pier, thinking he should have been able to outrun them if they were all wearing swords dangling at their sides.
 
   “No matter what happens, stay out of sight,” Jisri said to Bowe. “For the love we bear each other. Remember the promise.” Bowe frowned. This one was as crazy as Zidel—Bowe had never met him before, and he certainly hadn’t made any promises to him. Before Bowe had a chance to reply, Jisri turned to Dulnato with a smile. “I suppose single combat is too much to ask. Me against you. You always thought you could take me.”
 
   “Does this look like the Eye?” Dulnato said. “I’ll tell you what, Jisri. To give you a fighting chance, I’ll send two of the boys after the rabbit.”
 
   Before Dulnato had finished the sentence, Bowe was up and running again. He heard a curse, then the pounding of pursuers’ footsteps. The collision with Jisri had created a delay, but not an escape route. He was still running farther out toward the dead end of the pier, and two of Dulnato’s Greens would kill him as easily as five.
 
   Then he heard a shout. “Over here!”
 
   He slowed, trying to make out where it had come from.
 
   “Don’t slow, mush-for-brains, they’re just behind you. This way.” A shadow darted down the side of the pier and Bowe followed. He wouldn’t normally trust a random shadow that threw insults his way, but he didn’t have much choice right now. He saw the stairs leading down the side of the pier just in time to descend them on his feet rather than headfirst. The shadow below him seemed to fly down, vaulting from one landing to the next. The stairs chattered under Bowe’s feet as he followed as quickly as he dared. Dulnato’s Defenders started down after him. At the bottom, his potential savior was already in a small boat and rowing away.
 
   “Jump,” the shadow cried.
 
   Bowe hesitated, and the gap between the boat and the platform widened. His doubts disappeared at another curse from Dulnato’s Defenders behind him. He charged forward and leaped, but he’d waited too long. He flopped into the sea.
 
   Water closed around him. He gasped for air, and salty water burned his throat. He threw his arms forward, trying to get purchase on something—anything—but he just kept sinking. Whenever he managed to get his head above water, he’d splutter, get half a breath, and then more water would flood his lungs. He was certain he was about to die, but he kept struggling, thrashing against the sucking pressure that kept dragging him down. He didn’t want to die in the water like an escay. He forced his head about the waves once more, and a sudden slap across the face stunned him.
 
   A fist wrapped around the collar of his tunic and pulled him higher in the water. A girl’s face appeared. “Stop struggling,” she shouted.
 
   He did, more out of shock than with any conscious thought.
 
   “Lie back in the water and take deep breaths. Keep still.” The girl held onto his tunic with one hand and fished a rope from the boat in the other.
 
   Bowe coughed up water and tried to do as she said. She maneuvered the rope under his arms. “Keep leaning back. I’m going to try and row you away from those friends of yours.” Bowe looked back at Dulnato’s two Defenders on the lower platform of the pier. They held swords in their hands, and didn’t look inclined to dive in after Bowe.
 
   The rope tightened and pulled him away from the pier. Bowe tried to relax and this worked better than his earlier floundering. Waves washed over Bowe’s head, but the rope kept him high enough out of the water that he could spit most of it out.
 
   “If you start panicking again, I’m gonna slap you around some more. You hear me, mush-for-brains?” the girl said.
 
   That was when Bowe realized that he had to be dreaming. An escay girl had slapped him and was now threatening to repeat the dose. He allowed his exhausted muscles to relax as he drifted away from the pier, pulled by the rope.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   39 Days Left
 
   Bowe floated in a coffin. Helion was sinking from the iridescent sky into the lavender sea. Just above the horizon, the purple moon looked impossibly big. On the pier, specters fought. Their ghostly outlines danced with one another, swooping and twisting and turning. As Bowe focused, he could make out the figures. Jisri, with a sword in each hand, was holding off Dulnato and one of his Defenders. A body lay off to the side. A gash across Jisri’s forehead dripped blood, and his right arm kept falling against his side; he seemed barely able to hold the sword aloft. A bloody wound marked his shoulder. He dodged back and forth between his opponents to keep them from attacking him together. All the fighters had an otherworldly aspect; they were ghosts, or memories, or dreams, their images flickering in and out of view.
 
   Suddenly, Jisri dived toward the Defender, attacking with both swords at once. The left sword blocked his opponent’s blow, and his right skewered the boy’s torso. The Defender screamed up blood and fell. It was a crazy maneuver, leaving himself wide open, and Dulnato didn’t hesitate, swinging hard at Jisri’s head. Yet the ghost of Jisri turned in time, and, releasing the sword from his right hand, where it remained embedded in the Defender’s body, he raised his left sword to block. The swords clashed high above their heads, sparks flying at the thunderous impact. But the specter of Dulnato was not done with his attack; he stepped forward and struck with his left fist. At that moment, Bowe saw the knife he held. Dulnato stabbed the blade into Jisri’s left eye and Jisri fell from the pier, spinning into the lavender sea.
 
   Bowe gazed at up Helion from the coffin and watched as the moon distorted, morphing into something else. Was that a face? Why did the moon have such a devilish grin? Feeling pressure on his body, Bowe blinked his eyes open. A person was leaning over him, touching him. It was her—the escay girl. He struggled, attempting to get away, but he couldn’t move. A horrible sensation of helplessness flooded through him. He felt defiled by the escay lying across him. The awareness that this was a dream hit him. He wasn’t in a coffin; he was having a nightmare. He focused on waking up, relieved.
 
   He opened his eyes fully. And there she was again, still leaning across him. He jerked in shock. He managed to push her off enough to roll away and fell off the bed. He scrambled over to the far wall and attempted to push himself up, but his legs felt like jelly, and he let himself fall back into a sitting position.
 
   “Do I give you nightmares?” She had that same mischievous grin that Helion had in Bowe’s dream.
 
   “You…you were lying on top of me.”
 
   “I was just checking to see if you were waking up.”
 
   Bowe shook away the remnants of the dream. He remembered the docks and being dragged through the water away from the Greens, half-floating, half-drowning. Dulnato’s Defenders hadn’t given chase. Jisri had been stabbed and killed, though. That had really happened.
 
   “Why are you bothered by me touching you?” The girl tilted her head, examining him. “What about when I slapped you? Or when we docked at the second pier and I pulled you out of the water? You were in a pretty bad shape by then; you could barely walk. I needed to half-carry your waterlogged ass here. It would have been hard to do all that without touching you, and you didn’t seem to mind then.”
 
   Bowe shivered and looked around. They were in a dark cellar. Two candles burned in alcoves on either side of the room. The flames didn’t waver, burning the still, dead air. There were no windows, and only one door. Stones jutted out from the walls in places. Despite the cloying heat, the wall felt damp against his back. A few nailed-together boards of wood formed a makeshift bed and it held an uncovered straw mattress. A single sheet curled around one of the legs of the bed. There was no other furniture in the room, and in truth, there was barely enough room for the bed.
 
   “What do you think my punishment should be?” the girl asked. “For touching you, I mean? Maybe you would like me sent to the Fortress—not many escay leave there alive once they are arrested.”
 
   “Just forget it,” Bowe said. “What’s your name anyway?”
 
   “The name’s Iyra. Do you want to write it down so you’ll know who to set the marshals on?”
 
   He looked at her thin arms and small frame, wondering where she hid her strength. He only had flashes of memories of the trip from the docks last night. But he remembered the bone weariness, and the way he couldn’t get his legs to work right; somehow, she’d thrown his arm over her shoulder and managed to get him here.
 
   “You saved my life. I’m not going to have you sent to the Fortress.”
 
   “My. How noble of you. You’ll forgive my transgressions on account of my saving your life.” Her smug grin was starting to grate on him. Her hair was short, and a reddish brown color. She looked about fifteen, maybe two years older than him. Her eyes kept changing color in the candlelight, which accentuated her high cheekbones and symmetrical features. She’d be pretty, except that she was as thin as a boy.
 
   “I didn’t mean to insult you. Why are you goading me?”
 
   “Let’s start again. I’m Iyra, and you’re…?” She held out her arm.
 
   Bowe mouth fell open. Did she expect him to clasp arms with an escay? Her grin widened at his expression, and she dropped her arm. Everything seemed a joke to this girl. “I saved your life, but you wouldn’t even consider clasping arms with me. That’s the way it is, is it?”
 
   He’d had enough of this. Bowe stood, wobbling for a brief moment, and then walked to the door. He thought better of thanking her; she already thought too highly of herself. So he gave her a quick nod, and he twisted the doorknob—only to find it locked. “Open it,” he ordered.
 
   “No.”
 
   Bowe turned back to the smirking face, confused. “What do you mean, no?”
 
   “I’m not letting you out just yet.”
 
   “You are keeping me prisoner?” Bowe had thought that things couldn’t get any weirder.
 
   “I thought we could talk a bit. Since you haven’t introduced yourself, I’ll tell you that I know you are Bowe Bellanger.”
 
   He rattled the handle. “Let me out this instant!” The shout didn’t cause her smirk to budge an iota.
 
   “I thought your company was tough when I was lugging your dead weight around. To think I missed out on all this ordering about and shouting.”
 
   “I’ll have you—” Bowe stopped.
 
   “Sent to the Fortress? You said you wouldn’t earlier. But I guess you barely knew me then. Most people think I should be sent there once they get to know me. Do you know how I know your name?”
 
   “Probably from the newsbards.”
 
   “The newsbards don’t mention you much these days. Just an insignificant little Deadbeat who should be dead soon.”
 
   Heat rose in Bowe’s face. “Why are you still prodding at me? I never threatened you or did anything to hurt you.” Though the more she smiled at him, the more he wanted to strangle her. “But if you keep me locked up here, I’ll have to tell the Grenier marshals if I get free. Do you want that?”
 
   “I don’t want it, but I don’t shirk from it. My death will come; whether it is at your hand or that of another ascor’s matters little. I’m dedicated to something more important. Your Green Path likely leads to your death. My Path leads down equally dark routes.” She sat on the bed, dispensed with the smugness, and sighed.
 
   Now she sounded like a philosophizing Elect. Bowe was losing the ability to be surprised by anything she said or did. “You shouldn’t compare the Green Path to whatever you are dealing with.”
 
   “Because the Green Path is so noble, right? It’s not just a glorified game in which boys are encouraged to kill each other.”
 
   “Life is only for the worthy. We have to prove ourselves. It’s more than a game.”
 
   Iyra snorted. “It’s so selfish. Killing and scheming against each other. Walking over the corpses of others so you can live. And so unfair. So many Greens have no hope from the start. The Deadbeats. When you saved that friend of yours from Dulnato, it didn’t increase his chance of surviving the Path much, did it?”
 
   Bowe shifted uncomfortably. How did she know so much about him and the Path? “You don’t know what you are talking about. An escay can’t understand the Green Path.” Bowe grabbed the handle and rattled it again, harder this time. “When are you going to let me out?”
 
   “It wasn’t just chance that I came upon you yesterday,” Iyra said. “I followed when I saw you being chased, and overtook you on the lower platform of that pier. I didn’t just happen by.”
 
   “Why would you follow me?”
 
   “We were told to watch out for you. You see, I’m not just an escay—I’m worse than that. Much worse.” The smirk was back.
 
   “What could be worse?” The image of Drakasi dragging his blade through Tlirris’s neck popped into Bowe’s mind. All Tlirris had done was mention one name. “The G—” He slapped a hand over his mouth and backed away. “You couldn’t be.”
 
   She grinned.
 
   The Guild was made up of monsters, not smirking little girls. He looked back at the locked door. Who waited outside? Was that why she showed no fear? After what she had revealed, could she let him leave here alive?
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   “I—we—want to help you.”
 
   “I don’t want any more of your help.” Bowe shuddered. “And I certainly don’t want theirs.”
 
   “You know where you are on the lists. You have no chance of surviving the Path. We have something that could help you. Just hear me out.”
 
   Bowe stared at the door. Should he attack her? Did she have a key? Were more of the Guild waiting outside? A ripple of weakness traveled through his limbs, and he realized in was in no shape to fight anyone.
 
   “We have some garnets that we can’t sell.” Iyra said. “If you can help us, it could be profitable for both of us.”
 
   “Why not just sell them yourselves?” He remembered the newsbard report about the Lessards being robbed of a shipment of garnets.
 
   “It’s not straightforward; we need help. These garnets have a red color that makes them look like rubies, very rare. Because there were none in Arcandis previously, the Lessards were able to put a total ban on the sale, trade, and distribution of them. They don’t want the thieves who sold them to profit. I know you need money, and fast. If you figure out a way to sell them, we can split the profits and both benefit.”
 
   “I’m not going along with any plan that involves you and your organization. If that means you have to kill me, then get it over with.”
 
   Iyra shrugged. “If you insist. Now, where is my…?” She patted the pockets of her tunic. “Here it is.” She reached inside, and, with a dramatic flourish, produced a large key.
 
   “I never planned on killing you, so I might as well let you go.” Iyra threw him the key. Bowe grabbed for it, and it fell to the floor. It bounced under the bed with a ping. He dived after it and scrabbled around in the dust until he found it. He rushed to the door and stabbed it at the lock, but kept missing.
 
   Iyra placed one hand on his shoulder and the other over his hand. His skin crawled at the touch. She guided his hand so that it smoothly inserted the key. Bowe looked at up at her and his gaze locked with hers, trapped by her piercing eyes. Now that he could see their color, he realized that they were a smoky gray, and mesmerizing. He felt her body heat as she pressed close to him, and a jolt ran through his body.
 
   “I thought you didn’t believe in anything greater than yourself,” she said, “yet you were prepared to die just now to avoid helping the Guild. So you are willing to give of yourself for a higher cause.” She twisted his hand and the key turned in the lock. Bowe broke eye contact and turned the handle. The door opened, and Bowe left at a run. She said something to his departing back but the words didn’t register. He ran down a corridor and up a wooden staircase. At every moment, he expected someone or something to jump out at him. He reached another door, this one open. He staggered through it and emerged, blinking, in the sunlight. He was in the middle of a busy street, and he began to stumble away from the dungeon. He’d escaped the nightmare.
 
   It was only later that he realized he remembered Iyra’s departing words. “It’s just a pity that the cause you support is evil.”
 
   And I thought she couldn’t get any crazier. How could someone in the Guild accuse others of being evil?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   38 Days Left
 
   A crowd gathered halfway up the street. It was only when Bowe got closer that he saw they were gathered around a newsbard. He edged forward so he could hear. Perhaps he would get some word of Vitarr, though he hoped not; when a newsbard mentioned a Green, it generally involved bad news.
 
   “And so Jisri was killed, stabbed through the left eye by the warrior Green, Dulnato,” the newsbard was saying. “But that isn’t the end of the story. Jisri had a twin sister, Jadilla; they were inseparable from birth. Even at the age when girls and boys diverge, nothing changed for them. Jadilla continued to wear boys’ clothes and trained with weapons. She even claimed she was going to walk the Green Path just like a boy.” The newsbard laughed at that.
 
   Bowe got close enough that he could now see the newsbard clearly. He wore an eye-patch and a funny shaped hat; a skull and crossbones decorated his tunic. Newsbards liked to dress up to draw extra attention to themselves, and this guy had clearly adopted the uniform of what the old children’s books called a pirate.
 
   “She was strong-willed,” the pirate newsbard continued, “and neither her mother nor anyone else in the Grenier harem could control her. But she couldn’t survive the loss of her beloved brother. She left a suicide note in her room and her clothing was found on the cliffs above the Refuge. A sad story. Though, I guess the twins have reunited in death, both claiming a watery grave. That’s all the latest news on the Green Path. The Lessards have made no progress in recovering their stolen shipment of garnets, and the ban on the sale, trade, and use of red garnets remains in effect.”
 
   That reminded Bowe of Iyra’s offer. How dare she think he would betray the ascor for a few grubby gems! The memory of her and their meeting kept inserting itself into his thoughts even though Bowe knew he should be concentrating on looking for Vitarr. He shivered, remembering the jolt that had gone through him as their gazes locked. She wasn’t even attractive—she’d no flesh on her bones at all. Bowe knew that some ascor were said to favor escay girls, but he wasn’t a pervert. His thoughts of the girl broke off when he spotted Glil on the other side of the crowd. He began to make his way over to him—Glil might know where Vitarr was.
 
   Bowe continued to listen to the newsbard as he walked. “On the docks, Peace Bringer remains impounded. The missing crewmember, now named a spy by the Grenier marshals, has not yet been found. No more ships from Jarind have been allowed to dock since the incident. Unless the spy is captured or surrendered, the crew will remain locked up, even through the Infernam.”
 
   Bowe reached Glil and pulled him out of the crowd. “Do you know where Vitarr is?”
 
   Glil nodded.
 
   “Take me to him.”
 
   “I can’t. I have a task to complete for Zidel.”
 
   “Then tell me where he is.”
 
   Glil was silent for a moment, considering. “There was this powerful black granite Thardassian called ShatteredRain who had too many apprentices.”
 
   “Come on, I just want to find Vitarr, I don’t have time for this. Can you just skip ahead to the punch line?”
 
   “It ends with some of the apprentices getting used as food for the rest of the tribe.”
 
   “I totally get your meaning and I promise to help you in any way I can once I’ve found Vitarr.” Bowe wasn’t even trying to understand, but he could only think about his friend.
 
   Glil nodded “Very well.” He led Bowe away from the market. When the crowd thinned, Glil turned to Bowe. “You don’t know what I want from you, right?”
 
   “We can talk about it afterward.”
 
   “I want to be your Defender.”
 
   “I don’t have Defenders. That’s for the Elects. Not me. Deadbeats don’t have Defenders.” The air was freshening and becoming saltier as they approached the sea. What would Vitarr be doing down by the docks?
 
   “You’re more than the average Deadbeat,” Glil said. “You got a large loan from a Raine banker. They don’t hand them out unless they think there’s a good chance of getting paid back. You almost beat Zidel in Harmony. You escaped Dulnato’s trap.”
 
   “Just dumb luck. I ran straight into Jisri, and Dulnato decided he wanted to kill him more than me.”
 
   Glil stopped and turned to face Bowe. “It’s not just what has happened since the Path has started. All the children in the mansions are watched. Only a handful show the promise that indicates a chance of selection. Only because it was considered certain that the Guardians wouldn’t chose a Bellanger were you ignored. Everyone thought you’d be killed off on the first day. Then the mentors decided to let you live so now, with the right Defender, I think you can become a strong Elect and challenge the top three.”
 
   “Come on, let’s keep moving.” Bowe dragged Glil forward until they were walking again. “Promise is one thing, but I haven’t made any progress on the Path. More like the opposite. There’s no way I can pay Alandar back…unless you know how to sell those stolen garnets the newsbard mentioned.” Bowe shook his head. “Forget I said that.” Why had he even mentioned it? He had no intention of helping the Guild.
 
   “So you do have the beginnings of an enterprise in mind.” Glil smiled. “I might know someone who could help you.”
 
   “No. I don’t have any garnets or a plan to make money. It was an offhand comment—forget it. Where’s Vitarr?” They were on the docks now. Ships creaked in the wind. Up ahead, the walkways of a large ship with a black hull was guarded by Grenier marshals. This could only be Peace Bringer, the impounded ship from Jarind.
 
   Glil started running. “It’s is leaving!”
 
   Bowe sped up to catch him. Glil ran to the edge of the dock and jumped onto a departing barge.
 
   This time, Bowe didn’t hesitate and end up in the sea. He jumped alongside Glil while the gap between the barge and its platform was less than a pace. His feet landed on the deck and he stumbled to a stop. The air was infested with swarms of flies, and an overripe rotting smell filled the air. “This is an escay funeral barge. Why have you brought me—?”
 
   A sudden realization hit him. Was Vitarr among the…? No, he couldn’t be. Not Vitarr. Bowe ran to the first corpse and lifted its veil. A middle aged woman stared up at him. She was so thin that her skin seemed painted to her skull.
 
   Bowe dropped the veil. Of course it wasn’t Vitarr—the body shape was all wrong. He dashed down the line of corpses, checking the bodies. His heart hammered in his chest. He was nearly at the end of the row when he saw one that was the right shape. He knelt down beside it, allowing his breathing to slow while his hand hesitated above the body.
 
   He snatched the veil off. Vitarr’s dead face filled his vision, then disappeared behind an upwelling of tears. Bowe swiped at his eyes, and Vitarr’s face reappeared. A large bruise ran all the way down one side of his face, and a gash ran across his forehead, another down his nose. Blood congealed in his hair and crusted down one ear. A pressure in Bowe’s stomach made it difficult to breathe.
 
   He looked up to where Glil watched him. “Why didn’t you tell me?” He choked out the words between sobs. “Why didn’t you tell me he was dead?”
 
   “You knew he was dead.” Glil looked confused. “The newsbard mentioned it while you were listening.”
 
   Bowe blinked back tears, but more took their place. “I didn’t hear that. I didn’t hear the beginning of what the newsbard said. I thought we were coming to rescue Vitarr.”
 
   “Dulnato found him and killed him. We’re here to save him from escay burial.” Glil leaned against the railing at the edge of the barge. “I’m sorry you thought he was alive.” He didn’t look sorry. “Dulnato declared that Vitarr fought no better than an escay, and threw him in with their bodies. I thought that’s why you rushed us here, Bowe. To take him back to Raine Mansion to be cremated.”
 
   The flies and smell disappeared as the barge sailed farther out to sea. The deck swayed beneath them. Bowe looked back down at Vitarr’s lifeless body. He couldn’t see the death wound and didn’t want to look too hard for it. He should never have let Vitarr come with him to see Zidel.
 
   Bowe leaned forward and tenderly touched his friend’s cool, pale cheek. He filtered out the wounds as he scanned the face again. Death had molded him into a noble marble statue with a serene expression. Perhaps he was finally at peace now, free from the worries of the Path. Bowe forced back his tears. It was too late to rescue him, but at least he could get him off this barge. Save him from Dulnato’s final insult. He was strong enough for that, at least. Bowe stood and noticed for the first time that many escay watched him.
 
   “Send the barge back,” Bowe demanded. “This is a Green, and he shouldn’t be here.”
 
   A hooded man approached, wearing a patchwork cloak of grays and browns. “I’m sorry for your loss.” A hood covered his face. “But we must bury everyone else before we return with your friend.”
 
   Rage seethed through Bowe. Were all the escay he met going to defy him? “Just do what I said.” He shoved the man, trying to push him against the railing, trying to make him see sense. But the man didn’t budge; it was like shoving a wall. The man removed his hood to reveal a shaven head and a face of hard planes. Several long scars cut through his skin.
 
   His smile showed more gaps than teeth. “No.” He didn’t shout; with a face like that, he didn’t need to.
 
   Bowe now noticed how the cloth of his cloak was stretched over his shoulders, arms, and chest.
 
   “I am a priest, and it’s my duty to see to the funeral arrangements. Threaten me as you wish, I have nothing to lose. When I became a priest, I gave up hope of a place in the Refuge. I live only to provide comfort to those around me. Death will be upon me soon, and I do not fear it.”
 
   Plus, you could probably crush me with your little finger, Bowe thought. He’d always considered it a distinctly ascor trait to accept death, but both Iyra and the priest claimed to be ready to embrace it, as well. Bowe took a long breath. He no longer felt the urgency to get Vitarr off the barge.
 
   “Very well,” Bowe said to the priest. “You’ll help take my friend to Raine Mansion when we return.”
 
   The priest nodded. Bowe felt the weight of escay gazes on him. What must they think of him? The ascor knew that death was but a falling from the Path, and here he was, crying like a baby while they stood stoically over their own loved ones. Bowe concentrated on all those soft parts inside him that hurt so much, and tried to imagine them hardening. It didn’t seem to work, but at least he wasn’t crying anymore, and perhaps the effort had made him seem more ascor-like. “We’ll wait in the front cabin,” Bowe said.
 
   The priest led Glil and Bowe to the front of the barge where a roof gave them protection from the sun. The man holding the wheel didn’t look up as the priest sat on a bench and gestured for Glil and Bowe to join him. They sat in silence, listening to the splash of oars in the water and the shouts of the captain to his first mate. The barge pounded through the water while in the distance fishing boats skimmed along, cutting through the waves. Bowe’s thoughts kept returning to Vitarr, so he turned to the scarred priest to distract himself. Glil seemed lost in his own thoughts. “What’s your name? You don’t look much like a priest,” Bowe told him.
 
   “I’m Kaitan. And you don’t look much like someone who’ll become an ascor. Too young. Dare I even say, too green.”
 
   Bowe smiled. “You’re not the first to think that.”
 
   “I didn’t say you wouldn’t make it. I overheard your name. Bowe Bellanger, right? I’ve been keeping my eye on the lists, and you’re moving up. If I intended to live beyond the Infernam, I might place a bet on you. Good odds and all that.”
 
   “I bet you say that to all the tear-streaked Greens who try to hijack your funeral barge.”
 
   Kaitan laughed. It was a full-bodied laugh that came from his stomach. It made his chest look like it wanted to explode out of his clothes, and Bowe made a mental note not to anger him.
 
   “You must be a warrior of some kind. Why are you pretending to be a priest?”
 
   “A year ago, I gave up everything and went to the order—I became a priest. They gave me clothing from the dead, which I sewed together to create new clothes. From that moment, that’s all I have ever owned.”
 
   “No offense, but you are both a better fighter and priest than you are a tailor. Your clothes could do with being a lot looser.”
 
   Kaitan laughed again. “Took me several attempts, I can tell you that. I never got the shape right, but I learned to make the stitches strong enough to hold it all together.”
 
   “And before you became a priest?” Bowe asked. “You don’t survive that many scars without many interesting stories.”
 
   “I was an Eye fighter. One of the best.”
 
   The Eye was where public fights took place, with a mix of professional fighters and amateurs trying their luck. The fights were usually to the death.“Don’t all Eye fighters die in the arena?”
 
   Kaitan revealed a gap-toothed smile. “We try.” One of his scars started at the top of his forehead and ran down the side of his face all the way to his chin.
 
   “And you didn’t want to die like that?”
 
   “It wasn’t fear of death that made me stop. It was an aversion to killing.” He sounded sad.
 
   “You couldn’t have been much of an Eye fighter, then.”
 
   The priest held Bowe’s gaze. “I didn’t mind fighting and killing fellow fighters. Blood coursing through you like fire…” He clenched his fists. “There was glory in that. It was the only life I ever knew.” A quiver ran through his voice, and for an instant his face took on a savage glare, then it was gone. “At this time of year, though, others step into the Eye—mostly untrained escay with no other way to gain money. No other way of getting themselves or their loved ones into the Refuge. Some Greens too—those who choose the path of the Wolfling. Experienced Eye fighters put on a show before slaughtering untrained fighters. When I was younger, I even enjoyed it.” He grimaced. “Now, the thought of it sickens me. I took up the patchwork cloak instead of taking part this year.”
 
   There was a wistfulness in the way he spoke of giving up fighting. “And you regret it?” Bowe asked.
 
   “For me, this is a half life. Just waiting for death. But it feels right.” He placed his fist against his chest. “All I’ve known in my life is how to inflict death. To kill and destroy. That was my joy and passion. But I have this chance to do something worthy before leaving this scarred hunk of meat behind. So I regret it and don’t at the same time. Does that make sense?”
 
   Bowe wondered if that was what he should try to do. Find something worthy before he fell from the Path. He thought about the Deadbeats—they were made fun of for walking the Path in their own way with no hope of survival. Yet, they usually took part in something that gave them joy. Like that Green performer in Drywell Square, Xarcon. What had Bowe done with his time on the Path? He’d been trying to protect Vitarr. Perhaps he was seeking redemption for betraying Chalori. But now that Vitarr was dead, what was he to do? He was still a Deadbeat. Unless… He looked across at Glil who still was lost in his thoughts. Unless he tried to become an Elect. Only he’d need some way to make money. The only way he could come up with right now for that… No. He wasn’t willing to help the Guild, and that was that.
 
   Bowe cast a sidelong glance at Kaitan. “You think I should become a Wolfling?”
 
   “It would be quicker and cleaner to throw you overboard today.” He stood up. “I heard the anchor dropping, so the funerals will begin shortly. Come along if you wish.”
 
   Bowe followed the priest out. It hadn’t been a serious question; he knew he had no chance in the Eye against virtually anyone, so a Wolfling was out. Becoming a Shadow—someone who successfully assassinated important Greens—was just as impossible. His only hope would be that Dulnato would die laughing at the thought of being hunted by a runt like Bowe. To become a Defender, he would have needed to have wormed his way into the trust of someone like Reyanu well before the Path began. Of course here were ways to walk the Path without choosing one of the main routes—that had been what he’d aimed for when he’d first visited the mentors. It hadn’t exactly worked out well for him though. That led him back back to Elect once again. Perhaps he’d be better off as a Deadbeat and not even trying to survive the Path.
 
   Beyond the shade, the sun attacked with renewed force, and Bowe only now realized how pleasant it had been sitting under the awning with the breeze blowing the heat away. He looked back to see that Glil remained behind. A semicircle of escay gathered around the edge of the barge. Bowe felt out of place—unwelcome, almost—but didn’t want to push through them to go back and join Glil.
 
   They were outside Arcandis bay now, out on open sea. The air smelled clean and wholesome. The barge bobbed gently in rhythm with the sound of water lapping against its hull. Even at this distance, the outline of the four great mansions within the city was unmistakable.
 
   “Ooom-a-ma. Ooom-a-ma.” The escay began to chant and two patchwork cloaked men walked into the middle of the semi-circle. A corpse swayed in the cloth sling they carried between them. “Ooom-a-ma. Ooom-a-ma.” They lowered it to the deck. A young girl with a rock tied to her feet stared sightlessly. Her face was as pale as Vitarr’s, though her skin had more of a translucent quality.
 
   A woman sobbed into the shoulder of the man beside her. Kaitan spoke. “Would one of you like to share a story with us?”
 
   The woman disentangled herself from her partner’s shoulder and stepped into the semi-circle. Her eyes were red-rimmed as she looked down at the child. “One day, a few years back, Ana brought back an injured bird. One wing was broken—it had no chance of survival. It wasn’t even a pretty bird. Ana insisted we help it, and we let her put the bird in straw and feed it. She was inconsolable when the bird died.” The woman sobbed. “She had a kind heart. She was too good for this world.” Tears fell from the woman’s cheeks and landed on the face of the child. Her partner put his arm around her and led her away.
 
   The priests took the straps and carried the body to the barge’s edge. One held the feet over the water and the other raised the head. “She goes to a better place,” the fighter-priest intoned. A priest pushed the rock overboard and body slid down over the edge. With a splash, it disappeared beneath the waves.
 
   The two priests went back for another body. “Ooom-a-ma. Ooom-a-ma.” Bowe heard all their stories: the boy with the cheeky grin who shouldn’t have used it so much on the marshals; the grandmother who had decided to forgo her place in the Refuge and just help her family, but hadn’t allowed herself enough food to survive even that long; the child who always had a smile for her mother even when he fell ill; the man who drank too much but always had a joke on his lips and a smile on his face.
 
   “Ooom-a-ma. Ooom-a-ma.” They were mourned and they were celebrated. They were all sent to a better place by the fighter-priest, and they splashed into the sea one by one.
 
   Bowe knew they were just escay, so he clenched his eyes shut and concentrated on hardening those squishy parts within him. It was difficult not to cry, though; he was still raw over the death of Vitarr. The more he hardened himself, the less sad he became, and the more his anger grew. But he wasn’t even sure what he was angry at.
 
   He thought back to Chalori’s funeral. The heat. The three mourners. The smell of ash and dust. Chalori’s large body had been beautifully dressed and her face had enough makeup that she was barely recognizable. He remembered his anger at Ariastiana, who had come to gloat over another wife she had outlived. There had been no celebration of Chalori’s life.
 
   As the final escay disappeared, Bowe gripped the fighter-priest’s sleeve. “I’d like my friend—” The words caught in his throat.
 
   His request was understood. “Are you sure?” Kaitan asked.
 
   Bowe swallowed and nodded. The fighter-priest gestured to the bearers, and they went back for Vitarr’s body.
 
   “Ooom-a-ma. Ooom-a-ma,” the mourners chanted.
 
   Bowe joined in. “Ooom-a-ma. Ooom-a-ma.” He released his pent-up tears.
 
   “Ooom-a-ma. Ooom-a-ma.” The priests placed Vitarr’s body on the deck.
 
   “Would one of you like to share a story with us?” Kaitan asked, and Bowe stepped forward. He glanced down at Vitarr’s face, but that was too painful, so he looked out at the horizon as he spoke.
 
   “I remember finding Vitarr out on a balcony in the middle of a storm,” Bowe said. “The curtains were blowing back, and droplets of rain flew into the room. Vitarr held his arms outstretched embracing the weather. “I love the feel of rain against my skin,” he told me. He could lose himself in a moment, find happiness in the littlest thing. He found joy in life, but knew life would hold no joy for him. He wasn’t made for the ascorim, for the Green Path. He was a better person than that. I think he’d like it here surrounded by water, away from the heat.”
 
   “He goes to a better place,” Kaitan said. There was a splash, and he was gone.
 
   The escay dispersed, but Bowe remained there, staring at the horizon. He realized what he was angry at: it was the Path itself. And he understood why he was having trouble accepting it. To be angry at the Path was tantamount to being angry at the core of what it meant to be ascor. Vitarr didn’t deserve to die, but making him walk the Path was a death sentence. Could the Green Path be evil? He shuddered to even think of it.
 
   The barge was well on its way back to Arcandis by the time Bowe returned to Glil under the awning. Bowe was now prepared to make a decision that he wouldn’t have contemplated at the start of the journey. And he knew that what he was about to ask Glil would make the Lessard Green happy.
 
   “How do I sell those stolen ruby garnets?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   37 Days Left
 
   Bowe kept his hat low over his head as he dodged through Drywell Square, with Glil walking beside him. Bowe was worried that the Raine marshals would be after him. His first payment wasn’t due yet, but since he was so low on the lists and didn’t have any way to repay, Alandar could have called it in early. He saw several marshals in Grenier light pink, but none in Raine silver-white, and he hoped it stayed that way. Glil’s mind was elsewhere; Bowe had already pulled him away from a near-collision several times. He wasn’t sure where Glil went when he fazed out like this—perhaps Thardassia.
 
   He wondered if he could just choose the route of an Elect at this stage of the Path and have a chance. Dulnato, Reyanu, and Zidel had spent months—probably years—readying themselves. Recruiting Defenders, cultivating allies, creating plans. It wasn’t hard to imagine Zidel preparing from inside his mother’s womb. Bowe had only one Defender—a daydreamer who liked to tell children’s stories—and the vaguest of plans.
 
   Bowe snapped his fingers in front of Glil’s face. “How do you know this Oamir can help us sell ruby garnets?”
 
   “He probably can’t.”
 
   “But you told me—”
 
   “Did I ever tell you about the Thardassian from the red quartz tribe called FrozenFire?”
 
   “Did I ever tell you that Thardassian stories are annoying?”
 
   “You didn’t, but others have. They’re wrong, of course. The stories are part of my charm.”
 
   “Charm? I’m beginning to believe that you didn’t decide to leave. Zidel kicked you out for maddening people beyond the limits of endurance.”
 
   “When FrozenFire was chiseled into life, he unfortunately could not speak.”
 
   “‘Chiseled?’”
 
   “Rock people aren’t born into being like you and me, you know.”
 
   “So they are made with a hammer and chisel?”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. Chiseled is just the closest word. I’m not going to describe the rock-people’s reproductive system. You wouldn’t understand, and I don’t want you to judge. FrozenFire was the most intelligent Thardassian to ever be chiseled into life. But he could only answer questions by shaking his leg from side to side for ‘no,’ or moving it up and down for ‘yes.’
 
   “The other members of the red quartz tribe learned to pose their questions carefully so that they could make use of his knowledge and intelligence.”
 
   “How nice. However this is Thardassia, so I doubt that’s the end of the story.”
 
   “I’m afraid not. The red quartz tribe was never the most patient. One of the tribe, in a rage at not getting the answers he was looking for, pushed FrozenFire into a magma lake, where he melted and dissolved into nothingness.”
 
   Bowe was looking around as he listened, and his gaze fell upon a stall of wooden animal carvings. He drifted toward it. There were many stalls selling similar things, but these were exceptional. They weren’t elaborate, but their artistry made them come to life in a way Bowe had never seen before.
 
   “You like what you see, young man?” came the croaking voice of the hooded old woman standing behind the stall. She lifted up a carved lion and showed it to him.
 
   Some memory clicked in his brain, but before it was able to fully form, Glil called out, “Bowe.”
 
   Bowe turned back to Glil. “Yes, yes. Great story. I’m sure it’ll make sense when it’s too late to help me.”
 
   “No. Keep your head down.” Glil’s voice was an urgent whisper.
 
   The warning came too late. Two silver-white-clad marshals stood the next stall over. The nearest of them shouted, shoved aside an escay in front of him, and ran at Bowe. That answered the question about whether the Raine marshals were after him. Bowe turned on his heel and ran.
 
   He crashed off the first person in front of him, driving him to the ground, and glanced off two others before a space opened before him. He increased his speed, knocking the hats from several escay as he passed. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw both marshals in full pursuit. No sign of Glil—they didn’t want him, so there was no reason to think he’d be in danger. Bowe, still looking behind him, crashed straight into a vegetable seller’s stall.
 
   It sent him sprawling. He squashed several tomatoes underneath him as he fell. He scrambled to his feet to find the two marshals almost upon him and darted away, aiming for where the crowd was thickest, leaving a trail of cabbage leaves and celery stalks in his wake. He doubted he could outrun these men, but perhaps he could out-dodge them. Around him, the marketplace quieted—all nearby gazes had turned to watch the chase. At least no one moved to help his pursuers; luckily for him, escay were not in the habit of helping marshals.
 
   As he charged into the heart of the crowd, some people froze and others dodged, though they moved into his way as often as out of it. Bowe scampered through the sea of arms and torsos, ducking into a gap here, spinning around an old man there. He hoped his small size would allow him to move through the crowd faster than the marshals, and from the shouts and curses behind him, it seemed to be working. Emerging at the far side of the square, Bowe ran down the nearest street and immediately turned down the first alleyway he saw. It was narrow and empty. He was panting heavily now. The slapping footsteps behind him showed that he hadn’t lost his pursuers, although they were now farther back. He turned left down another alleyway, and instantly regretted it. There was barely enough room for one person abreast.
 
   He had no choice but to keep going. The alleyway swerved to the right, and then Bowe skidded to a halt. A dead end. He looked around frantically, but there was no escape. Had he passed a doorway somewhere? There was no other choice but to go back and hope. Bowe turned around and sprinted.
 
   A red-faced marshal jogged into view with his companion just behind him. A wide smile spread across his face. “You’re caught now.”
 
   But the smile disappeared from his face when Bowe didn’t slow down, but kept running full pelt at him. He reached forward, ready to grab. Bowe threw himself to the side at the last moment, diving for a doorway just in front of the marshal. The door crashed open, and Bowe fell through the doorway. A hand grabbed at the back of his neck, but he squirmed out of its grasp and slammed the door shut against it. The marshal let out a roar of pain, and Bowe was off and running again.
 
   The house he had broken into was dark. He banged off two walls before the marshals pushed open the door behind him, allowing light to stream in. Dust kicked up at every step he made, causing Bowe to sneeze. He found a back entrance, jumped through, and shut the door behind him. He was in another narrow alley. Bowe was sweating heavily now and beginning to pant. He turned to his left and ran to where a rectangle of bright light and a rumble of noise indicated a busy street. To one side, he saw another door, took a quick glance behind him, and seeing that the marshals had not yet emerged, he dived inside. He closed it behind him and slid to the floor, sitting with his back against the door.
 
   He forced himself to take shallow breaths to lessen the sounds of his panting. Right now, he was regretting his decision to hide rather than keep running. What if one of the marshals had emerged in time to see the door close? What if they decided to search the houses along the alleyway? As he sat, unable to do anything except hope, it seemed like a stupid gamble. He’d nearly gotten away. He should have kept running.
 
   Glancing up, he realized he wasn’t alone. Slanted windows set high in the roof provided light, which shone down upon an old woman calming stirring a cooking pot. She was watching him, wrinkles crinkling around her eyes. Outside, the marshals were getting closer. The old woman’s gaze flickered toward the sound of the footsteps and back to Bowe. If she called out now, they would have him. It felt ridiculous to have his life in the hands of an escay once more. She has white hair, Bowe realized distantly. White hair was a rarity in Arcandis—generally only ascor lived long enough for their hair to turn white.
 
   The footsteps increased in volume. Bowe sucked in a long, silent breath and closed his eyes. He waited for them to slow and stop. He waited for the old woman’s cry. Neither happened. The footsteps faded away until Bowe could no longer hear them. Bowe opened his eyes. The old woman had left her pot and now gestured him forward.
 
   Bowe followed her. She led him to a back entrance. She stuck her head out, looked both ways, then nodded to him. Bowe didn’t know how to thank her. He ducked his head as he passed her. To his surprise, she grabbed his arm. He forced down his repulsion at the touch; he wasn’t that person anymore. She looked him up and down, then grabbed a cloak from where it hung by the door and placed it in his hands. Bowe stiffened. The house he’d walked through didn’t have much: a single pot with watery vegetable broth, the thin bedroll in the corner, empty spaces—no sign of spare clothes. Bowe tried to hand it back to her, but she shoved it into his hands again and pushed him out the door.
 
   When Bowe turned back, the door had been shut behind him. He stood there for a moment, staring open-mouthed at the closed door. Why had she helped him? She didn’t know him and had nothing to gain from helping him, yet she gave him her only cloak.
 
   He threw the light gray cloak over his shoulders and pulled it down over him. Thick and old, the cloak was slightly tattered, and rough to the touch. Bowe had lost his hat in the chase, but the cloak had a deep hood that hid his face. Wrapped in this, he was indistinguishable from an escay. He should have been wearing something like this long since, he realized. He moved out of the alleyway into one of the major streets and drifted along with the crowd.
 
   He’d arranged to meet Glil later that night if something went wrong, but that wasn’t for a while, so with nothing better to do, Bowe continued with his original plan: meeting Oamir.
 
   Bowe felt a lot more secure wrapped in the cloak, even if it was warmer. He kept his head down when he spotted two silver-white uniforms and managed to pass them without incident. He didn’t dare look at their faces to check if they were the same marshals who’d chased him. After a while, he realized that he couldn’t remember where the old woman’s house had been. He cursed himself. He had wanted to return later to thank her, pay her, or give her something in exchange for the cloak.
 
   Bowe took a few wrong turns before finding the address Glil had specified. Evening had fallen; gone were the stuffy heat and crowded streets, replaced by long shadows and purple light.
 
   Bowe pushed the door open and walked in. The interior was dark and dusty, and two candles burnt on a desk against the far wall. The desk was overflowing with papers, and an escay sat hunched over them. There seemed to be more dust on the man than the furniture.
 
   “I’m looking for a Green by the name of Oamir,” Bowe said to him, throwing the hood back from his face.
 
   “He’s in the back room.” He pointed through the door. “Are you going to take him off my hands?”
 
   Bowe frowned. “No, I just want to talk to him.”
 
   The man nodded rapidly. “I see. A scheme of some sort. The ascorim. No matter; he is useful, if somewhat tiresome.” The man’s eyes narrowed as he examined Bowe more closely. “May I be so bold as to ask your name, young man? No—wait.” He raised a hand in front of his face. “Allow me to guess.” He steepled his fingers in front of his brow. “Oamir’s knowledge would be most useful to an Elect. However, you come dressed as an escay and without Defenders, so you are unlikely to be one of the big three. Maybe you’re a Shadow.”
 
   Bowe shifted under the man’s examination. He wished he knew how Oamir’s knowledge would be useful. All Glil had told him was the Thardassian story, which didn’t have much to do with selling the Guild’s garnets as far as he could tell.
 
   “Or else there’s a new Elect on the Path. Unusual to have a new one arriving so late. Let me see.” The man picked up his candle and held it above his head so he could see Bowe better. “Of course. The hooked eagle nose of a Bellanger. Who else could it be?” The man moved back to his desk. “Bowe Bellanger possibly becoming an Elect—now this is news.”
 
   He dipped a feather into an inkpot and began to scribble on one of his papers. “Are you a newsbard?” Bowe asked.
 
   The man didn’t stop writing. “No, no, my boy. Used to be in my youth. I don’t have the energy to stand out in the sun all day anymore. I’m a newswriter. I collect the news. The bards come to me for their stories.”
 
   Bowe went through the door the newswriter had indicated. It led to a big, empty room with most of the dim light coming from cracks in the ceiling. In the center, a wide board was balanced across two rocks with a boy sitting cross-legged beneath it. The rocks were uneven in size, causing the board to slope. Papers were piled on top of the board, and many had fallen off onto the low side of the makeshift table. The gaps in the ceiling created a spotlight of hazy purple light that shone down just where the boy was sitting, and evidence of scraping on the floor showed that the boy moved his table as the light moved over the course of the day. This was a bizarre, ramshackle version of the scene in the front room. The boy looked up when Bowe entered. He had wide, small eyes and disheveled brown hair. One of the few Greens—along with Glil—who was smaller than Bowe.
 
   Oamir beckoned to Bowe. “The two best Harmony players of all time were Zull Lessard and Delnan Bellanger,” he said. “Delnan was the best, of course, though due to the demise of the Bellangers, some Lessards are beginning to dispute that. Now there’s some argument over the third best player, with three strong claimants. I’ve listed out the…” He began to rifle through his papers. “It was here a minute ago.”
 
   Bowe was surprised to find him so talkative; from Glil’s Thardassian story, he’d expected a mute. On the other hand, he had no idea what Oamir was talking about. Bowe held out his arm, hoping to prevent the lecture from continuing. “My name is Bowe, and I’m hoping you can help me.”
 
   Oamir looked up, frowned at the outstretched arm, and returned to searching his desk. “I’m leaning toward another Lessard—Fulton—as the third best. But, of course, the Raines hate that idea, and won’t listen to any argument that doesn’t have their man, Gway, as third best ever.” Oamir’s voice had a sleep-inducing, monotonous tone.
 
   Oamir took a breath, and Bowe used that opportunity to break in. “How do I sell ruby-colored garnets?” He wanted to avoid hearing any more about Gway Raine and Lessard Fulton if at all possible. And avoid talk of any other long-dead Harmony players.
 
   “They are banned. The color of garnets is generally considered unimportant, but red ones are unusual. Due to a mine discovery in Urni, a shipment recently arrived for trade. Because they looked like rubies, it was thought they’d claim a high price in Arcandis. The Lessard placed a total ban on the trading and wearing of them once the entire shipment was stolen so the thieves couldn’t profit. Garnets are among the least sought-after gems. Rubies are the most rare; only the high-ranked and richest of the Greniers have them, even though they are their family gemstone. When Greens are selected into the Raine family, they are gifted a diamond, and, similarly, an emerald for the Lessards. No one knows what happened to the Bellanger sapphires with the demise of the family. Certainly the trading ships no longer purchase them…”
 
   Bowe rubbed his forehead and filtered out Oamir’s voice. He now understood Glil’s story. Oamir was knowledgeable, but Bowe would have to ask the right questions. Before Oamir could help him, Bowe needed to come up with a plan. He tried to fit the pieces together in his head. Who would buy these gemstones and risk the wrath of the Lessards? Marshals wouldn’t dare, escay couldn’t afford to—that left the ascor. There didn’t seem to be any reason that the other families would want to defy the Lessards, but there were always eddies and whorls within the ascorim. If only he could figure out how to nudge the current in the direction he wanted.
 
   He was most familiar with the Raine family, but nothing suggested itself to him there. If he could understand the dynamic within the other families better, perhaps something would come to mind. Bowe tuned back into Oamir, who continued to ramble on about the early history of Arcandis. He waited for a slight pause and broke in.
 
   “What’s the power structure within the Lessard ascor?”
 
   “Historically—”
 
   “I mean right now.” Bowe didn’t like to interrupt people, but it seemed like the only way to talk to Oamir.
 
   “It is a two-headed beast. Sorani and Eolnar are the two eldest sons of Cenarro; they survived the Path together. Eolnar is the eldest, and was an Elect when he walked the Path; Sorani was his Defender.” Oamir took a breath. “Many expected Eolnar to take charge once Cenarro fell, but it was Sorani, strongly supported by his brother. They present a unified front, and attempts to drive a rift between them have failed.”
 
   It didn’t seem to Bowe like he had much to work with there. “And the Greniers?” Bowe asked. “Also strong leadership and no malcontents?”
 
   “Stenesso leads in his own way. He takes little heed of his fellow Guardians. His moves have been successful in growing the Grenier holdings, taking over much of what was previously controlled by the Bellangers, so his support within his own family is strong. To fortify the expanded holdings, he has raised many more marshals to ascor than is common. That has proven controversial, and some Raines and Lessards are beginning to treat these newcomers as less than full ascor. Normally only one or two marshals are raised every sexennium, but Stenesso has raised seven in the last six years.”
 
   Perhaps the marshal-raised ascor was the key. Bowe needed to think about it further. He decided that he’d better make his escape soon, though, as Oamir had returned to discussing early history. He would come back to Oamir later when he’d figured out more. He needed to know the right questions to ask. The Green liked talking about what he knew, even if Bowe could only handle listening to it in small doses. “You want to become a newswriter?” Bowe asked Oamir.
 
   Oamir broke out of whatever monologue he was reciting to scoff at the question. “Of course not. Peddlers of cheap gossip for the masses? I’m a historian. There’s been very few in Arcandis, and as a result, not much is known about our early history. Very little is recorded about where we came from. The oldest knowledge we have are ancient children’s picture books, which aren’t much use for history.”
 
   A smile crept onto Bowe’s face as he remembered those picture books. He’d used to love reading them. Their tattered and faded pages; the simple stories full of mythical creatures like dragons, lions, and wolves. A thought occurred to him. If Oamir wanted to write history, what was his plan for survival? “What about the Green Path?” Bowe asked.
 
   Oamir paused, blinking rapidly. “I have no interest in that. Teenage squabbling. Recording the histories—now, that’s an important task. I found something interesting recently…”
 
   As he began to search through his papers, Bowe turned away and exited, waving to the newswriter as he passed, though the man didn’t look up. Outside, he thought of the strange Green, and it made him sad to think that he’d have no chance to write those histories. He was like Vitarr—he didn’t have the skills to walk the Green Path, but he deserved to live. Life is only for the worthy. There were different ways that people could be worthy, and most of those ways didn’t fit on the Path.
 
   Helion was high in the sky and the streets were empty. Escay generally thought of reasons to be inside when the the light was purple. There was no logic behind it; Helion didn’t provide as much light as the sun, but it was still bright enough; it just wasn’t as hot. But watching the violet rays bending around the dark buildings, Bowe could understand. Everything looked creepier and most dangerous in the purple light. He shivered, though it wasn’t cold. There was one more thing he wanted to do tonight, so he put aside his irrational fear.
 
   He pulled the hood back over his head and headed back toward Drywell Square. Likely the stall would be gone by now, but it was worth the chance. He kept his head down, his thoughts focused on what Oamir had told him and how he was going to sell those ruby garnets. He was still lost in thought when a shove threw him sideways. As he fell, he half-saw the light pink uniform of a Grenier marshal. He broke his fall with his arms, making sure that he landed facedown. He didn’t want them to see his face; he didn’t think the Grenier marshals were after him, but it was better to be cautious. “Watch where you’re going, escay,” a voice snarled.
 
   Bowe lay still for a moment before turning to look up. Two marshals were strolling away from him. That’s a disadvantage to this disguise, he thought. Being treated like an escay. Bowe guessed they’d decided to shove him to the ground rather than walking around him; he should have been paying more attention. Bowe stood, brushed himself off, and continued on his way. That brought to mind another problem. Even meeting a Grenier ascor to give him a ruby garnet would be difficult. Drakasi had warned Bowe about returning to the Fortress.
 
   Bowe spotted the stall he was looking for and moved toward it. Behind the stall, the old woman was packing up the carvings in boxes. He had been lucky to arrive in time to catch her; most of the other stalls had already been carted off.
 
   “Closed,” the old woman croaked as he approached.
 
   “Why do you pretend to be an old woman?” Bowe asked, picking up the lion carving again. It was made out of a dark, heavy wood, and the artist had caught the beast in mid-stride, its mane bouncing and its tail streaming behind it.
 
   “If it isn’t mush-for-brains,” Iyra said, the croak gone from her voice. “How did you know it was me?”
 
   “I didn’t until now,” Bowe said. “But I noticed your hands earlier—not the hands of an old woman. Something about them jolted my memory. And I wondered.”
 
   “Hmm, evidence of intelligence. You can’t be the same waterlogged Green I dragged from the bay. Why did you kill poor mush-for-brains and steal his body?”
 
   “Very funny.” Bowe didn’t let himself smile. She was still in the Guild. Even if they decided to make use of each other, that didn’t mean they were friends. “Why are you pretending to be an old woman?”
 
   “It amuses me, and it helps with the haggling. Now I’m packing up. Give me back my lion or give me a gold piece for it.”
 
   “A gold piece?” Bowe almost dropped the carving.
 
   “Special price for you. Reports of your bargaining skills are legendary, and I wanted to get some of your money while I have a chance. I hear the Raine want their loan repaid.”
 
   “Beautiful piece.” He turned it over in his hands, ignoring her barbs. “Who made it?”
 
   Iyra snatched the carving out of his hand. “Give it back if you’re not going to buy it. What do you want?”
 
   This was the moment. Was he was willing the work with the Guild? Whenever he thought about it, his mind went in circles. Was it a betrayal of the ascor? Was the Guild evil? Was the Green Path corrupted? If so, should he even try to walk it? He hadn’t figured it all out in his head. But on a deep level within himself, he’d accepted working with the Guild. He just had to go through with it. He took a breath and then blurted out, “I’ve decided to accept your deal.”
 
   “Offer’s no longer on the table.”
 
   Bowe jerked back. After all the soul searching, he hadn’t expected to get his acceptance thrown back in his face. But when he thought about it, he realized he didn’t believe her. “I doubt that. It took a great deal of effort to save me, and there was plenty of risk in making that offer. You want this more than I do.”
 
   “Ah, now that’s more like the cocky little lordling I rescued.” She stepped around to Bowe’s side of the stall and shook her hood back. “Do you still fear infection from filthy escay?”
 
   Those smoky gray eyes still had an effect on him. Bowe took a step back, which made Iyra smile widely.
 
   He wasn’t going to let her get the upper hand this time. “You need me.” His voice wasn’t as firm as he would have liked.
 
   “We can find someone else.”
 
   That made Bowe pause. He’d been thinking about it from his standpoint, but what about hers? Why had she saved him? She’d said it hadn’t been by chance. Why were she and the Guild interested in him? And then it hit him—the way he was unique: he was the last Bellanger. He needed to use that.
 
   “I want your biggest garnet set into a neck clasp and given to me.”
 
   “You exp—”
 
   Bowe didn’t let her finish. “Yes. That’s exactly what I expect,” he said. “And you’ll do it, too. That’s the only way you’ll get anything other than a cell in the Fortress for those garnets. And have the clasp brought to me in Bellanger Mansion.”
 
   Bowe left before she had a chance to reply.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   35 Days Left
 
   Glil followed Bowe into the tailor shop. “I still can’t believe you’re going ahead with this,” he said.
 
   “I’ve done stupider things,” Bowe replied.
 
   “That’s not something to boast about.”
 
   The shop was dim and compact. It looked like a hovel from the outside, but it was clean inside. Cloaks, dresses, shirts, and pants hung from the ceiling and Bowe and Glil ducked under the clothes to reach the counter. Most of the clothes were white with a dash of color, as this shop mainly sold to ascor. A row of hats circled the ceiling, pegged on hooks set high on the walls. The tailor was so short that his head was barely above the counter. He rested his arms on the wood and dry-washed his hands. Behind him, rolls of fabric filled the shelves. “How may I help you?”
 
   Bowe pretended not to see him. He peered behind the counter and looked around. After a moment, his gaze finally fell on the tailor. “There you are. What are you doing down there?”
 
   “Oh, a comedian. Lucky me,” the tailor said dryly. “No one has ever made fun of my size before. That’s a new one.”
 
   “No need to be short with me,” Bowe said. When the tailor didn’t react, Bowe continued. “Fine, straight to business. Some people are no fun. We are two Greens out on the town, and we’re here to have some fun and buy some clothes.”
 
   “I’m not here to have fun; I’m here to remind you to take this more seriously,” Glil said. “You are being too rash, risking too much on this one plan. If you don’t care about your own life, at least think about your loyal Defenders.”
 
   Bowe looked around. “Ah, my numerous Defenders. Why don’t I take them into account? Maybe because they are invisible.”
 
   “Not to interrupt,” the tailor broke in, “Oh—wait. I do want to interrupt. Very much so. Please make it stop. Why do two Greens want to buy ascor clothes? Shouldn’t you be out killing other Greens or some such?”
 
   “My killing hand is a bit tired.” Bowe shook his arm. “All that slashing and beheading—nothing like a bit of shopping to take your mind off the blood and gore. Do you have anything in Bellanger azure?”
 
   “To show off the bloodstains to maximum effect?” the tailor asked.
 
   “No, I’m serious. Something for the ascor ball in two days, in azure.”
 
   “He’s serious,” Glil added. “Can you talk him out of it?”
 
   The tailor’s eyes narrowed as he realized what Bowe wanted. “You have money?”
 
   Bowe slipped a pouch from his belt and showed the tailor the glint of gold inside.
 
   The tailor became more animated. “I think I have one roll left. I nearly threw it out recently. I mean, who is going to wear anything with…” He trailed off. “Wait here.” He disappeared down some stairs in the corner.
 
   Glil turned to Bowe. “Come on, give up this Bellanger stuff. I went along with staying in Bellanger Mansion—and that’s only because it beats sleeping in a doorway—but this is too much. Dressing up as a Bellanger and trying to gatecrash an ascor ball—getting refused entry is the best thing that can happen. In which case, you’ll just have wasted most of our money on clothes. I don’t even want to think about the worst case.”
 
   “No one walks the Path without taking risks.”
 
   “There’s a difference between taking a risk and walking into a fire and expecting not to get burned. Those balls are surrounded by marshals. Even Zidel and Reyanu couldn’t get in, and you’re still a Deadbeat as far as most are concerned.”
 
   “Shhh. My numerous loyal but invisible Defenders think I’m an Elect. Don’t disappoint them.”
 
   “Come on, stop making jokes. Get real.” Glil smacked a nearby cloak, causing it to swing back and forth. In the small room, the cloak hit all the other garments hanging up, and Glil and Bowe had to duck to avoid the moving clothes.
 
   “Stop that.” The tailor had returned and was now unrolling a wide swath of azure fabric. He was short enough to stand below all the clothes.
 
   “Amazing how you’re able to avoid the swinging garments without ducking. Do you have magical powers?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Now that you’re potentially a paying customer, do I have to laugh at your jokes?” The tailor smoothed out the blue cloth.
 
   “Go with your gut.”
 
   The tailor showed his teeth in a grimace.
 
   Bowe jumped back and grabbed Glil’s shoulder. “I told you goblins were real—they’re not just monsters in picture books.”
 
   “Glad that you’re still finding everything amusing.” Glil turned his head away.
 
   Bowe grabbed Glil’s shoulder. “Come on, laughing is allowed. We all fall off the Path. Best to go out in style.” Bowe had joked with Vitarr like this all the time. Vitarr understood. It was the ascor way—understanding that death was a mere falling from the Path. Bowe himself had forgotten that recently. Perhaps he’d become too upset at the deaths of Vitarr and Chalori. No, that wasn’t right—they deserved to be mourned. Still, there was no reason that Bowe couldn’t set forth on the Path with a laugh for the dangers it held.
 
   “There’s a difference between falling and jumping headlong to your doom.” Glil kept his face turned away.
 
   Bowe turned to the tailor. “He’s no fun today. At least he’s not talking about his rock people, though.” The tailor raised his eyebrows. “Yes, be glad you don’t know what I’m talking about. Now, about this cloth.” Bowe ran his fingers along the soft material. The rich dark blue color was gorgeous; at least his family had good taste. “You were about to throw it out. That makes it pretty worthless.”
 
   The tailor gave a small smile. “Might have been worthless yesterday. Today, the value’s gone up.”
 
   “It’ll be worthless again in a few days, most likely. I have a wild thought: rather than wasting white cloth, why don’t you make my whole outfit out of this material? You’ve enough, and it’s not much good to you unless I buy it. How many other Bellangers do you expect to walk in?”
 
   The tailor snorted out a laugh. “You can be funny when you want to be.” Then, seeing Bowe’s face, his eyes widened. “You’re not joking. You actually want me to…” He looked down at the azure cloth. “To use this as the base material for your clothing and not just as trimming? And you want to attend the ascor ball? Do you know how many fashion crimes you’ll be committing? Not to mention how you’ll be boiled alive wearing something this dark coming up to the Infernam.”
 
   The tailor was right on all points. Bowe had never seen an ascor costume that wasn’t mostly white. And he knew that light-colored clothing was needed to deflect the heat. But now that he’d gotten the idea in his head, he liked it. Gatecrashing the ball cloaked in Bellanger blue—what a sensation he would cause.
 
   “I’ll only be wearing it at night, so the heat won’t be too bad,” he told the tailor. “What do you say? Can you create an outfit for me in time?”
 
   “Certainly not. I’ve got a reputation. If people found out I created the monstrosity that you are describing…” He shuddered.
 
   Bowe jingled his pouch in front of the tailor. “I’ll give you a gold for it. And, providing that the quality of the clothing is top notch in all respects, excepting the color, I won’t tell anyone who made it for me. What do you say? You get to turn a roll of worthless cloth and a day and a half’s work into a whole gold.”
 
   “One gold?” Glil asked. “Are you kidding me? For the ugliest set of clothes that will ever see the light of day?”
 
   Bowe could see that Glil was calculating how much of the Raine money Bowe was wasting. Pretty much all of it. Bowe was gambling everything on this one shot. He held his breath as the tailor thought for a long moment. “One gold, five silvers,” he said finally.
 
   Glil groaned. Bowe took from his pouch one gold and two silvers and placed them on the counter. “Now, I know we are supposed to do that haggling thing, but I don’t feel like it right now, so can we skip it? We’ll just pretend you fought hard for one gold and three silvers and I refused to budge from one gold and one silver. We battled long and hard, eventually settling on one gold, two silvers.”
 
   The tailor looked at the money, sighed, then slid the coins from the counter into his hand. It was just as well; Bowe needed his last silver for transportation.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 9
 
   33 Days Left
 
   The rickshaw seemed to be making more vertical than horizontal movement. It bounced with every half-turn of the wheel, and Bowe clutched his seat tightly, wondering if there was any way to back out now. There wasn’t, though—not really. The rickshaw puller had taken his last silver, and even then it had been a hard sell. The puller didn’t seem too keen on transporting a Green to the ascor ball. Using an enclosed rickshaw was the easiest way to get though the outer ring of marshals around Lessard Mansion; most of the invited guests would be using something similar, so this would at least get Bowe to the door. After that…
 
   At least the preparations—such as they were—had gone smoothly. He wore his new pants, tunic, and cloak. All in breathtaking azure. Beautifully stitched and perfected fitted. Except he wished they didn’t fit half so well when he realized how much the new clothes itched. Bowe checked his pocket to make sure the neck clasp was still there. Iyra had come through on that. Via several painfully long conversations with Oamir, Bowe had finally settled on a plan. He was to give the clasp to one of three newly-raised Grenier ascor: either Kirande, Odrassan or Roneor. They were the three who Bowe decided would be most likely to wear the ruby garnet.
 
   The rickshaw gave another almighty jolt and lurched to a stop. Bowe peeked out the curtain—they were outside the main entrance. A rolled-out carpet in Lessard green led the way inside. Marshals wearing mint-cream uniforms flanked either side of the carpet. Bowe waited for the rickshaw puller to announce him. Bowe, of House Bellanger, he was supposed to say. Instead, Bowe heard a hushed growl from above him. “Get out,” the man said.
 
   Bowe shook his head up at the puller as he opened the rickshaw door and stepped onto the sea-green carpet. The puller didn’t even glance down at him; he pulled off as soon as Bowe closed the door, leaving Bowe to face the double row of spear-wielding marshals unannounced. Still, his clothes proclaimed him better than a newsbard shouting his name from the rooftops. They announced the arrival of a crazy person.
 
   Bowe strode down the carpet, pretending he belonged there, but he quivered inside. One of the marshals almost let his spear fall at the sight of him, but recovered in time. None of them challenged him until he reached the main entrance. There, a more senior marshal blocked his path. He was short, and though he was only in his thirties, he was already balding. He wore a long sword at his belt. The way he stood suggested that he knew how to use the sword; the way his hand hovered over the hilt showed that he wanted to use it.
 
   “I am Tokanu, and you are lost.” He scanned Bowe up and down. “In mind as well as in body.”
 
   Bowe smiled, trying to project confidence he didn’t feel. This was where his plan got murky. “I’m Bowe Bellanger, but you already guessed that, I’m sure.” He held out his arm, but the other man didn’t even look at it. He continued to stare Bowe straight in the eye.
 
   Bowe searched his mind frantically for something to say. The rickshaw had gotten him past the lower-ranked marshals, and now he only needed to bluff his way past one more guy. At least, that was the idea beforehand. Now that he’d met Tokanu, he wasn’t so sure; he didn’t look the type of guy to bluff.
 
   “One,” Tokanu said.
 
   “Listen, I’m sure the Guardians will want me to attend. I’m the last Bellanger. One final time with representatives from all four families together.”
 
   “Two.”
 
   “You never told me what you are counting up to and what happens when you are finished. There are rules to this sort of thing.”
 
   “Three.”
 
   Another rickshaw rumbled into position behind Bowe, and two words rang out that made Bowe feel like he was the luckiest bastard on the whole damn island: “Kirande Grenier,” a puller announced. One of the three he had come here to meet.
 
   “Four.”
 
   “Enough counting—I’m going. I need to talk to the man behind me.” Three, five and ten seemed the most dangerous numbers. Bowe had survived a three, and he certainly didn’t want to risk a five. He went to intercept Kirande.
 
   He reached the rickshaw just as Kirande was stepping out. The man was tall with thin limbs, and his body was all sharp angles from his shoulders to his knees to the hatchet-shaped thing that passed for a nose. Prominent swirls of scarlet slashed across his coat. He stopped short at the sight of Bowe, then threw back his head and let out a roar of laughter. He clapped Bowe on the back. “Look at you. Spectacular. And here I was afraid that the ball would be dull.”
 
   “I’d like to talk to you privately for a moment,” Bowe said.
 
   “Very well. He took a silver from his pocket and tossed it to the first of the two pullers. “Wait here a moment more.” He held the rickshaw door open for Bowe. “After you, young Bellanger.” Bowe got in and sank into the cushioned seat. His rickshaw had been nothing like this.
 
   Kirande sat opposite him and rubbed the lapel of Bowe’s tunic. “This is great. I can’t wait to see the reaction to your outfit when we go inside. Stenesso, in particular. This is going to be fun. Now,” he said, leaning back, “what’s do you want with me?”
 
   “To be honest, I only wanted to meet you. I have a gift that I hope you might appreciate.”
 
   Kirande’s smile faltered. “Well then, let’s see it.”
 
   Bowe produced the neck clasp. Kirande took it and turned it over in his hands. “Open the curtain,” he ordered. Bowe complied. The gem glittered as the torchlight reflected deep inside it.
 
   “Remarkable. I had heard about the red garnets’ recent arrival, of course, but I never imagined their color would match a ruby’s so well. So why have you given me this?”
 
   “I need to get selected. I hope you will look favorably upon me when the time comes.”
 
   A smile played on Kirande’s lips. “A bribe?”
 
   Bowe shifted in his seat, causing the rickshaw to creak. “More of an exchange of gifts.”
 
   “I see.” Kirande examined the clasp closely. “There’s very valuable information to be gleaned from lies.”
 
   Bowe leaned forward. “I wasn’t—”
 
   Kirande raised his hand to stop Bowe from continuing. “You can often tell the skill of an ascorim player from the quality of his lies. In your case, they are rather unsophisticated. Given your bold choice of dress, I had hoped for more from you. Let me see.” Kirande steepled his long fingers in front of his face. “You have access to those garnets and need to sell them. And you think that having an ascor wear one at the ball will make them desirable. Why me?” He scratched his chin with his thumb. “You wanted someone who doesn’t care about annoying the Lessards. Someone who would actually enjoy it.” Kirande grinned. “Guilty as charged. And you needed someone independent, not someone else’s lackey. How am I doing?”
 
   Bowe looked down at his knees and shrank back into the cushion. He was now aware of how clumsy his attempts to manipulate Kirande had been, and he realized that he’d been a fool to think he could outwit someone who’d been playing the ascorim since before he had been born. There was a click, and Bowe looked up to see Kirande adjusting the garnet against his neck.
 
   “You’re going to wear it?”
 
   Kirande smiled and stepped out of the rickshaw. “Just because I can see through your plan doesn’t mean it doesn’t suit my purpose. You got one thing right.” He helped Bowe out of the rickshaw. “Choosing me to wear it.”
 
   “Kirande Grenier,” the puller announced again. Another rickshaw waited behind. Bowe looked around, trying to figure out how he was going to get off the Lessard grounds and back to Bellanger Mansion. Perhaps Kirande would let him—
 
   A bony arm wrapped around Bowe’s shoulders, and the next thing he knew, he was being half-dragged down the green carpet. “Wait,” Bowe protested. “I don’t—”
 
   “You don’t think you need to go to the ball now that you have already given me the garnet?” They were approaching Tokanu. “As it turns out, you do.” Kirande leaned down to whisper in Bowe’s ear, “Because I insist.” His tone made Bowe suddenly very aware of how many marshals stood on either side of him. Bowe decided he did, after all, want to attend the ball.
 
   “Kirande, you are most welcome, as always.” Tokanu stepped in front of Bowe. “However, the walking blueberry hasn’t an invitation.”
 
   “I just invited him.” Kirande barely glanced at Tokanu and guided Bowe past him and through the doors. Bowe couldn’t resist turning to wiggle his fingers at Tokanu in a goodbye wave. He mouthed the word, “Five.” Tokanu’s grim expression was the only response.
 
   A long, arching staircase swept up and away from the entrance hall. To the right, a wide doorway led into the main ballroom. Bowe followed Kirande inside. Bowe thought that just seeing that expression on Tokanu’s face made attending the ball worth it. That feeling lasted for a few moments, and then people started to notice him. He felt naked. A ripple of turning heads spread across the crowd as more and more people became aware of his presence. Kirande had a big smile on his face, loving the attention.
 
   What in Helion’s name had Bowe been thinking when he’d decided to come here dressed like this? And why hadn’t Glil stopped him? Shouldn’t Defenders stop their Elect from doing crazy stuff like this? Glil should have at least tied Bowe down until the ball was over.
 
   The room contained many more women than men, since each of the ascor had multiple wives, plus all the Greenettes were here. The Greenettes had put aside their plain clothes and now wore dresses almost as elaborate as the ascora. As much makeup, as well. Everyone was dressed in finery, and Bowe had never felt more out of place in his life.
 
   Kirande leaned down to whisper, “Wear your clothes—don’t let them wear you. You can either look like a clown who got lost on his way to the circus, or you can look like the person who owns this ball. The daring Green who everyone will be talking about long after this is over.”
 
   Bowe straightened his shoulders and lifted his head. What Kirande was saying made sense, but it was hard to look confident when he felt all quivery inside. He glanced around the room, trying to ignore all the stares. The fact that everyone was wearing white with only small slashes of color was more noticeable than ever. He caught Ariastiana’s cold gaze, and it was almost a relief; she had looked at him like that all his life. At least there was something familiar. At her side, Kesirran was one of the few not staring at Bowe. That, too, went with the usual pattern of life in Raine Mansion.
 
   Kirande led Bowe into the heart of the ballroom and stopped in front of Veliro and Alandar. “Ah, two of the mentors,” he said.
 
   Bowe gulped, remembering his last meeting with each of them.
 
   “Bet you’ve never been joined by one of the Greens at a ball before,” Kirande said.
 
   “Definitely not.” Veliro had a pastry in his hand. “Nor have I met anyone as strangely dressed. And I’ve met all sorts of queer outlanders while trading.”
 
   Alandar rubbed the fabric of Bowe’s cloak between his thumb and forefinger. “Despite its ghastly coloring, this appears expensively made. Good cloth, fine stitching, well fitted. Might have cost a gold piece. Where would a Green get the money to purchase such clothing?”
 
   “You insult me,” Bowe replied. “I do not dress in cheap clothes. I am a Bellanger, not a Raine.”
 
   Alandar gave a thin smile. His fingers circled a gem on his knife’s scabbard. “I hear you have some loans to pay off—I would consider that before buying expensive clothing. Some friends of mine tried to have a talk with you about that the other day, but lost you in the crowd.”
 
   “Maybe you need more competent friends.” The confidence flowed through him as he bantered with the Raine mentor. As long as he was with Kirande, Bowe was safe from arrest. He lifted the side of his cloak and let it fall. “You are right about the fit, and both the quality and color suit me.”
 
   “I’m going to have so much fun when I finally catch you.” Alandar nodded respectfully to Kirande and Veliro and walked away.
 
   Bowe watched Alandar’s departing back. Making himself Alandar’s biggest enemy didn’t seem the wisest move, but Bowe couldn’t help himself. Veliro licked cream from his thick fingers.
 
   “I’d like to thank you for that bargain we made early in the Path,” Bowe said to him.
 
   Veliro frowned. “I got you to give me money for nothing. And you’d like to thank me?”
 
   “Hardly nothing,” Bowe said. “Money is just metal; wisdom is priceless.”
 
   Veliro smiled. “Never heard anyone value my words so highly. Though I fear you’ll find that Alandar and the Raines might not agree with that philosophy.”
 
   “You let me worry about Alandar. I have it under control.” Bowe almost believed it as he said it. The confidence he was channeling was liquid fire in his veins.
 
   Kirande laughed. “The boy is something else, isn’t he? To think, I wasn’t looking forward to tonight, and now it’s so much fun.”
 
   Veliro studied Kirande. “Interesting gem you have around your neck.”
 
   Kirande cocked his head. “Funny you should mention that. Quite the story behind it. The price was much higher than you’d expect to pay for a garnet. Must be the beautiful Grenier coloring. To purchase the gem, I had to go to a meeting place deep in the heart of escay Arcandis. I had to leave my protectors behind and was led with a cloth covering my head down a twisting series of alleyways. There, the exchange was made. I was led back and the cloth was removed.” Kirande rubbed at the neck clasp. “Quite the adventure. But it’s worth the high price to have it admired by you.”
 
   “We have been looking for those who stole the red garnets.” Veliro licked the remains of the pastry from his lips.
 
   “I suggest telling your marshals to keep their eyes open down dark and twisty alleyways in the poorest areas of the city.”
 
   Veliro’s grunted. “A fake ruby for a fake Grenier.”
 
   Bowe held his breath. Veliro must be among those who didn’t see Kirande as a true ascor, due to all of Stenesso’s recent promotions. Bowe didn’t know how Kirande had come up with the story about buying the garnet so quickly, but it was perfect.
 
   Kirande smiled. “If I was not a real ascor, I don’t think you’d let me get away with wearing this Lessard-prohibited gem. But I am, and so you swallow it like month-old bread.” Kirande looked Veliro up and down. “A common occurrence around Lessard Mansion, I’m sure. Bits of food forgotten by the edges of the trough.”
 
   A flush rose in Veliro’s cheeks, and Bowe thought he was going to explode. Instead, he nodded at Kirande, said, “Excuse me,” and walked away.
 
   Kirande patted Bowe on the shoulder. “Now that was fun.” He scanned the ballroom. “Who else can we annoy?”
 
   Bowe didn’t reply. He wasn’t sure he wanted to meet anyone else—he couldn’t afford many more enemies. Or even the ones he’d already made, truth be told.
 
   “Wait, I’ve a better idea: circulate by yourself and see what happens.”
 
   Bowe stiffened. “On my own?”
 
   Kirande slapped his back. “Go on. You’ll be great. Just remember what I told you: wear the clothes.”
 
   Bowe pushed back his shoulders, puffed out his chest, and marched into the center of the room. He stopped a waiter and took some grapes from the tray he carried. He popped one into his mouth and looked around. Among the maelstrom of disapproving and calculating faces, Bowe saw someone gesture him over—a Lessard, judging by the sea-green patterns on the man’s tunic.
 
   Bowe approached him and held out his arm. “Bowe Bellanger.”
 
   “I’m Eolnar. No introductions were necessary on your part.” Eolnar clasped Bowe’s arm warmly. “As of this moment, you are the most famous person in Arcandis.”
 
   “Famous or notorious?” Bowe asked. Eolnar was the elder brother of Sorani, and second in command after the Lessard leader, Bowe remembered. Maybe not the best person to talk to when Bowe seemed ready to insult anyone and everyone. “Tomorrow, I could be the most famous corpse in Arcandis.”
 
   “Such are the vagaries of the Path.” Eolnar had a small, round face, a pointy nose, and a head of short, curly black hair. He reminded Bowe of one of the creatures from those picture books—a hedgehog. “And of the ascorim. The possibilities are endless. One choice leads to death and ruin, another to riches and glory. The skill is in knowing beforehand which choice leads where.”
 
   “There seem to be many more paths toward death than ones to riches. What’s the direction that leads to a quiet life and a peaceful old age?” Bowe asked.
 
   Eolnar chuckled. “Gatecrashing this ball wearing that outfit does not suggest a search for tranquility.”
 
   Bowe didn’t know about that—he would have happily skipped the ball once he’d given the neck clasp to Kirande if he’d been allowed.
 
   “Now, Bowe, I’ve been thinking. Before, you were a nonentity. A Deadbeat. Today, you are something much more. The ghost of the Bellanger family come to curse Arcandis, perhaps. Or the last shovel of dirt thrown on their grave. Or something we thought disappeared and dead, found hanging on the edge of the Path and coming back to life. Time will tell. You’ll have many more enemies after this performance. To survive, you’ll need friends. Maybe I can help you.”
 
   “If you could direct your brother to select me, it would help a lot.”
 
   “Not so fast.” Eolnar chortled, showing his little hedgehog teeth. “I’m not going to bypass the Green Path. If you survive until the end and you are at the top of the lists, who knows? But even then, I don’t make the decision. You’ll have to impress my brother to get selected by the Lessards.”
 
   “So how are you going to help me?” Bowe was disappointed. Alandar was likely to be hot on his heels after tonight, and he’d hoped for more than moral support from Eolnar.
 
   “I heard you were good at Harmony. Used to be that the four Guardians played each other in the Grand Sexennial Harmony Match. Now we give four marshals the chance to play for the fourth seat in a qualifying match. I thought it’d be nice to have a Bellanger back at the table. I might be able to replace one of the four marshals with you. Win, and you’ll play in the famous Harmony match the night before the Infernam.”
 
   How in Helion’s name is that helping me? Bowe wondered. I probably won’t be alive by then, and even if I am, I will be unlikely to care about a stupid Harmony game. He bit his tongue and forced a smile. “Thank you—that’s just what I was hoping for.” He tried to keep the sarcasm from his voice. “Let me know if you manage to arrange a place for me in the qualifying match.” Bowe nodded to him and moved on.
 
   He continued to circulate, but now the confidence was draining from him. Ariastiana caught his gaze. Her dark eyes and makeup mask seemed to fix him to the spot. I know you aren’t the great Bellanger ascor you are pretending to be, the gaze said, You are just a Deadbeat. Bowe began to see the same expression on the faces of others he recognized: ascor, ascora, and even Greenettes from Raine Mansion. They all seemed to be saying the same thing: You are a fake. His shoulders wilted. He began to drift to the edge of the room to get away from their stares. He found a small staircase and climbed it to a second floor balcony that looked out over the city.
 
   He let out a long sigh as a breeze washed over him. The shadowed silhouette of the city lay before him. Helion had set and the white moon, Luna, was obscured by clouds. It was nice to have darkness without it being polluted by unnatural light. He allowed himself to relax for the first time since he’d arrived. Gradually, he became aware of someone else on the balcony with him. At the far edge, a girl was leaning against the ledge. She turned with a smile, but when she saw Bowe, it disappeared. “Oh, it’s you.” She leaned back over the ledge again.
 
   “What’s wrong with me?” Bowe asked. She was clearly one of the Greenettes.
 
   “Go away,” she said, her voice cracking slightly. “Find your own hiding place.”
 
   Bowe almost did. He figured he had to enough to worry about without adding a crying girl to his list. Then again, going back into the ballroom was more likely to add to his problems rather than solve them. “Why are you crying?” he asked. “And what’s your name?”
 
   “Zofila. And I’m not crying,” she said fiercely. She whipped around and rubbed her finger below her eyes. “Look, no tears.”
 
   “Bet you want to, though,” Bowe said.
 
   “Why would I want to cry?” She sniffed. “Just because I’m ugly and have to figure out how to get someone to marry me?”
 
   “You’re not ugly,” Bowe said, though she certainly wasn’t pretty. Her nose was too big and her eyes were too small and too far apart, but she did have a nice smile, from what Bowe had seen of it. “You’re a bit thin, is all.” She wasn’t as thin as Iyra, but she wasn’t nearly as plump as most of the ascora and Greenettes, either.
 
   A tear rolled down her cheek and Bowe cursed himself for saying anything. “I’ve eaten for two all my life,” she said. “I just can’t seem to put on any weight.” She dashed the tear away. “And now you’ve made me ruin my makeup.” She slapped his arm. “Infernam’s ass, whoever heard of a blue Green anyway? It’s all your fault. All the men are doing this evening is talking about you. They don’t even notice a desperate girl simpering right in front of them.”
 
   “It’s their loss.”
 
   “What are you talking about? It’s my loss. Fool Green. What do you think happens if no one marries me before the Infernam? There aren’t that many social events between now and then. I’d better get back out there. How do I look?” She presented her face. “Why am I asking you? What would you know?” She spun on her heel and dashed down the stairs.
 
   That went well, Bowe thought. I should probably leave on a high note. He tried to regain his earlier confident pose as he descended the stairs. Keeping his gaze fixed above head height, he strode to the entrance. He imagined himself as a king walking past his subjects, but didn’t think he pulled it off. Bowe nodded to Tokanu, then marched outside. As he passed between the double row of marshals, Bowe feared that an order would come to arrest him; but they remained still as statues. It might have been different if the ball had been held at Raine Mansion. A row of rickshaws waited to take the ascor and ascora away, but Bowe had spent the last of his money. He slipped past them and slunk away into the night.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 10
 
   32 Days Left
 
   Bowe awoke. The sun’s morning rays streamed through the window. He rose, dressed himself, and walked onto the landing. “Glil?” he shouted, but there was no reply. Where had Glil gone? Bowe wanted to talk about the previous night’s adventure.
 
   Bowe looked around him and smiled. “Bellanger Mansion.” Saying the words gave him a thrill. Cobwebs, so thick that they were almost black, gathered in the corners and hung from the chandeliers. Dust clung to every surface, except where Bowe and Glil’s recent movements had tracked through it. It was impossible to make out the faces in the portraits that lined the stairs. One portrait had fallen, and the broken picture frame lay scattered in pieces at the bottom of the stairs. Yet Bowe could close his mind and imagine it as it had once been with the sparkling white bannister curving down into the hall, and hundreds of candles flickering from atop the chandeliers.
 
   He wondered briefly why no one else lived here. The Grenier marshals must have chased out any escay who dared, he figured. There wasn’t a shortage of living space in Arcandis. Bowe started at the sound of running feet. He looked down the stairs to the main entrance in time to see Iyra appear.
 
   She glanced behind her, then darted up the stairs. “You truly do have mush for brains,” she told him.
 
   “What have I done now?”
 
   “Quickly—there isn’t much time. Take me to one of the windows facing out the back of the mansion.”
 
   Bowe led her to the east wing. “What’s going on?”
 
   “The word on the street is that someone enraged Alandar last night. Someone who has unpaid Raine loans. It didn’t take him long to find out where you were hiding.” She walked alongside Bowe. “I arrived just ahead of the marshals. Why did I decide to warn you? I must have caught your brain mush disease.” She jabbed a finger in Bowe’s chest. “I’m not going to get caught, too.”
 
   “This way.” Bowe led her into one of the rooms, catching a flash of a silver-white uniform entering downstairs as he glanced behind.
 
   He reached the window an instant before Iyra. Below, more marshals in silver-white swarmed.
 
   “You declared yourself a Bellanger, pissed off one of the ascor, and came straight back here to the bloody Bellanger Mansion, mush-for-brains.” Iyra put her foot on the window ledge and stepped up. “What did you think was going to happen?”
 
   “I didn’t tell anyone where I was,” Bowe protested.
 
   “It’s not like it would be noticeable if a famous building that no one had entered for years suddenly had an occupant or two. It didn’t take much sleuthing on the part of the Raine marshals.” Iyra leaned out the window and wrapped her hand around the underside of the window frame.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   She scanned above the window, then to the left and the right, before pulling herself back inside. “If you have an escape route planned, don’t hold back.” Footsteps rattled through the house as the marshals searched downstairs. “No, of course not. Why did my bosses decide that the dumbest Green was the one to keep an eye on?” She climbed down from the window and moved away from it, pulling Bowe after her. “This is the last time I’m coming to save you. Come on. That window was no good, but the one farther down might work.” She ran into the room next door. Bowe followed.
 
   As they passed the hallway, two of the marshals downstairs came into view. “Up there!” one shouted. “I see him.” They started up the stairs.
 
   Bowe ducked into the room after Iyra just in time to see her disappear out the window. Had she fallen? “Iyra!” he shouted, running to the window. His mouth felt dry as he looked down. Below, marshals milled about in the narrow alleyway. No sign of Iyra though—how had she disappeared?
 
   “Hey, mush-for-brains.” A voice from the heavens.
 
   Bowe twisted his neck and looked up to where Iyra’s face poked out from over the edge of the roof. “How did you get up there?”
 
   “A few bricks are missing above this window, creating handholds and footholds.”
 
   Bowe examined the outside wall. It was true that there were a few crevices, some even large enough to have one or two small plants growing out of them, but they looked like they would crumble at the first touch. Still, he didn’t have much choice, and Iyra had already made short work of the exercise.
 
   “He’s climbing up on the roof,” someone shouted from below as Bowe reached up and dug his hand into a crevice above his head. Dust ground beneath his fingers and fell into his eyes. The grip was even less firm than he had imagined. He glanced down, shaking the dust from his face. It was seven or eight paces to the ground. It wouldn’t be the fall that would kill him; it would be those nasty-looking marshals with swords in their hands.
 
   “What are you waiting for, mush-for-brains? You want the marshals inside to cut off your legs so you have less weight to pull up?”
 
   Floorboards rattled as the marshals ran into the room. Bowe reached up with his second hand and grabbed a handhold, turning his face away from the falling dust. He lifted his leg, but it couldn’t reach the ledge above the window. The marshals were closer now—only a few paces away, from the sound of their footsteps. He had to go for it and hope for the best.
 
   Bowe took a breath, crouched, and sprang upward, pulling with all his might with both arms. At the peak of his jump, he kicked his toes against the wall. The first foot scraped back down to the empty window. The second one caught on the tiny ledge above the window and held. Bowe let out a breath. Putting his weight on his leg and upper hand, he let go with his lower hand and pushed upwards. His toe slipped, but not until after his hand had curled over the edge of the roof. He scrabbled both feet against the brickwork until they got purchase. He planted one arm on the roof, then the other.
 
   Iyra pulled him up until his belly rested on the rooftop, his legs still dangling down. Bowe was finally feeling safe, but Iyra roared at him, “Lift your legs—now.” He raised them into the air and heard a clang from below—the sound of a sword hitting rock. The bastards must have tried to chop at his legs. Iyra pulled on his tunic and dragged him fully onto the roof.
 
   Bowe stood and looked around. Before him was a panoramic view of the city. The three other mansions were the first thing he noticed: Raine Mansion with its distinctive four turrets, one on each corner of the building; the Fortress—the blackened, blockish building that the escay dreaded; and Lessard Mansion, similar to Bellanger Mansion, designed with four wings and a large courtyard in the center. Not far from the Fortress was the fighting Eye, with its distinctive circular shape overlooked by another black Grenier building, the Brow. The rest of Arcandis City consisted mainly of simple one-story structures. From up here, the expanse of rooftops seemed like a single red plain with cracks formed by the streets and alleyways. Grasslands led away from the city, turning into hills and then mountains. The island nature of Arcandis was obvious from here: in all directions Bowe could see the sea, except for beyond the mountains.
 
   “Stop gawping, mush-for-brains.” Iyra was circling the rooftop. “We’re not out of this, not by a long shot. It won’t be long before we’re followed up here.”
 
   Bowe thought about that for the first time. The mansion was surrounded by streets on all sides. “We’re trapped.”
 
   “Not exactly.” She stopped above the little alleyway and looked down. “Here’s the best spot, I think. The rooftops are called Helion’s Highway by those who know them well, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to get caught here.”
 
   Bowe joined her. “The best spot to learn how to fly?” The same marshals were still down there, watching. Not far away, a marshal was climbing out of the window that Iyra and Bowe had just come from. The marshal hooked his fingers on the edge of the roof. They might be able to stop one marshal from getting onto the roof, but they wouldn’t be able to stop them all. Trying to fight would just be delaying the inevitable. Iyra moved back to the center of the mansion’s roof. Bowe began to wonder about Alandar’s capability for mercy. That wasn’t a comforting line of thinking.
 
   He sensed a movement beside him, and turned to see Iyra run past. He reached for her and opened his mouth to shout, but she threw herself from the roof before he could react. An instant later, she landed on the roof on the other side of the alley. Her legs folded at contact, and she turned her fall into a roll. She stood. “Your turn.”
 
   Bowe mouth was still open, and he still held his arm outstretched. He stared in shock. Did I just see that? It took him a moment to get his brain working again so he could close his mouth and lower his arm.
 
   “Come on, mush-for-brains, what are you waiting for? You’ve seen how it’s done. I don’t have all day.”
 
   That was true. The marshal was already on the roof and drawing his sword. Bowe examined the width of the street Iyra had jumped. It seemed too far of a distance to jump, but the other roof was at a much lower level than this one. That had to be the reason it was possible. If an escay girl could do it, there was no reason he couldn’t. The marshal was busy helping his companion up, giving Bowe enough time to take several steps back. Before he had time to change his mind, he sprinted toward the edge.
 
   At almost full speed, he saw the chasm opening up in front of him. Terror flooded through him, and he tried to stop. Only it was too late; he was going too fast to stop in time. When he reached the edge, he half-fell, half-threw himself forward. He knew he didn’t have a hope of making it. Nevertheless, he flung his arms in front of him, and, with a shuddering jolt, his chest hit the wall on the other side. His arms landed on top of the roof, and managed to stop his immediate fall, though they felt like they’d been wrenched off at the shoulders.
 
   For a moment, his forward momentum kept him pinned against the wall, but his hands couldn’t grab onto anything. He began to fall back. A weight on his back halted his slide.
 
   “Try to hook your feet into the crevasses. Quickly. Before both of us become too tired to save you,” Iyra said from on top of him.
 
   Bowe scrabbled with his feet until first one, then the other foot found purchase. That eased the downward pressure enough to stop the slide. Iyra got off his back. She pulled him up by his tunic while he pushed with his legs. When his legs touched solid ground, Bowe rolled over onto his back and panted heavily. “Am I still in one piece?”
 
   “Clever plan, mush-for-brains. You made the jump look difficult enough that our followers aren’t going to risk it.”
 
   Bowe turned to see two marshals watching them from the top of Bellanger Mansion. They returned their swords to their scabbards and shouted something down at their colleagues below, pointing at Iyra and Bowe. “They likely don’t get paid enough to leap alleyways,” she said. “We’d better be off before they find another way up here.”
 
   Bowe groaned as he pushed himself to his feet. His chest and arms were on fire. Iyra didn’t give him a chance to complain; Bowe had to break into a run to catch up with her as she sped off across the rooftops. She knew where she was going, and every time they needed to cross onto another block of houses, she led them to a place where the gap was narrow and they could jump across easily.
 
   “This is a good place to rest up for a while.” Iyra led him to a room-sized structure nestled on the roof of a one-story building. The small structure leaned precariously against the wall of an adjoining two-story building. Iyra squeezed in through a small, square opening, and Bowe followed. The interior was bare except for a bundle of clothes in one corner. As Bowe looked closer, it turned out that the bundle of clothes was actually someone sleeping. Iyra gave the figure a shake.
 
   The man woke, startled, and scrambled backwards. Then he recognized Iyra, and he sat up and grinned. “Iyra, darling! Always good to see you. You shouldn’t scare me like that.”
 
   Iyra smiled at him. “What are you doing here, Sindar?”
 
   “Dawn caught me on Helion’s Highway and I decided to rest for a while.” Sindar had wavy hair black and a handsome face. He looked several years older than Bowe, and dust caked his clothes.
 
   “Are you a Green?” Bowe asked. “On the run from marshals?”
 
   “I’m a Green, all right. Don’t think anyone is chasing me yet, though. I like the rooftops and the night, so I find myself staying in places like this now and again.” He touched Iyra’s shoulder and smiled at her. “So are you babysitting this child?”
 
   Bowe bristled. “We have a business partnership. And whom are you calling a child? We’re both Greens.”
 
   “Babysitting sounds about right.” Iyra grinned.
 
   Bowe scowled. He didn’t like the way that Sindar touched Iyra and smiled at her. He liked the way Iyra smiled back at Sindar even less. “So what do you actually do?” he asked Sindar.
 
   “He’s a thief,” Iyra said. “Already a pretty famous one in the right circles, even after only a few weeks.”
 
   “You’re too kind, Iyra.” The lecherous bastard touched her hand this time. “It’s true that I’ve taken a few interesting items from the mansions of the ascor.”
 
   “Stolen a few hearts, too, from what I’ve heard,” Iyra said.
 
   “The ascor don’t treat their wives well. Coming up to the Infernam, a few ascora run the risk of allowing a thief of the night into their rooms. Some of them already know there’s no place in the Refuge for them.”
 
   Bowe was sick of listening to Iyra’s glorification of the Green’s exploits. “So you’re nothing but a Deadbeat.”
 
   Sindar’s smile didn’t falter. “Is there something wrong with being a Deadbeat?” he asked.
 
   “Of course. Deadbeats are the lowest of the Greens.” Bowe felt guilty even as he said the words, thinking of Vitarr. “You have no hope of surviving the Path.”
 
   “And is the Path a good thing?”
 
   And the start of the Path, Bowe would have been certain it was. Now he didn’t know what to think. “What difference does that make? It’s the only way forward.”
 
   “I tried to talk to him about this,” Iyra said. “He doesn’t get it.”
 
   “I do get it.” Bowe clenched his teeth. “What difference does it make if the Path is evil? It’s still the only way forward.”
 
   “The only way forward, but not the only way,” Sindar said. “You see the Deadbeats as the lowest of the Greens, but what if they are actually the highest? The truest, the most noble? To be an ascor is to be willing to accept death. Deadbeats accept death over the Path. We choose our own way. I’m not willing to suck up to Zidel and backstab other Greens just to save my own life.”
 
   Bowe didn’t know what to say. It was a way of thinking he’d never considered; yet it tied into some of his recent thoughts about the Path. Maybe Deadbeats were the most noble of the Greens. Like Vitarr.
 
   Sindar moved to the window exit. “I should be moving on. This place is too crowded for three. I’ve had my sleep, and I need to get some food.” The interior darkened as he crept over to the window, then brightened again.
 
   “Maybe I should be a Deadbeat,” Bowe said.
 
   “Bit late for that, mush-for-brains. You still have to pay off what you owe to the Raines. Plus, you owe us a neck clasp.”
 
   That was true. Bowe needed to consider his options more carefully. Was there another way for him? “The neck clasp is gone,” he said. “Hopefully it’s done its job. You need to sell your ruby garnets for a gold each, or more, and add some spice to the sale. Try to incorporate dark tunnels, masked strangers—that sort of thing. Make it seem dangerous.”
 
   Iyra snorted. “That’s crazy. These aren’t actual rubies. If I could get two silvers a gem, I’d be delighted.”
 
   “Only sell them at a premium price. That’s the only way this will work. Hopefully Kirande has done enough to create the demand.”
 
   “And how did you manage to get a Grenier marshal to help us?”
 
   “He’s doing what he is for his own reasons. This time, his actions should end up helping you.” Bowe was beginning to feel claustrophobic in the confined space. “Should I stay here longer, or do you think it’s safe to leave?”
 
   “Fear of infection once again, is it?” Iyra moved closer to Bowe. “Afraid of being touched by a diseased escay?” She grinned and inched even closer.
 
   “I’m not afraid.” He didn’t step back. He wasn’t going to be pushed around by her anymore. He could feel her breath on his face.
 
   “Are you sure?” She placed her hands on his upper arms. “Do I make your skin crawl?”
 
   She made his skin burn. His gaze locked onto hers, and he couldn’t look away. He grabbed her. He had been intending to push her away, or he thought he was. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her and clutched her to him. She didn’t push away; she melted into him. He felt dizzy. Some small part of his brain knew he was being crazy, but the larger part didn’t care, just wanted to revel in the sensations pounding through his body.
 
   Since she was so skinny, Bowe expected her to feel like a boy, but she was nothing like that. She molded against him, soft and undulating and warm. His skin felt aflame where it touched hers. His heartbeat pulsated against his chest. His eyes were closed, so he wasn’t sure how it happened, but suddenly his lips were moving against hers. He could taste her. He had never thought it possible to taste another person, but he couldn’t describe the sensation any other way. It was a hunger he’d had all his life, one that he’d just never been consciously aware of, and only now was it being satisfied.
 
   Warm, soft lips caressed his own, and he suckled on them. Something wet and solid pushed against the bottom of his teeth, and he jerked back.
 
   Iyra had an expression on her face that Bowe couldn’t read.
 
   “What was that?” Bowe question came out as an accusation. Disgust curled the edges of his mouth, and his brain still felt fuzzy.
 
   “I’ve been warned about ascor nobles who take advantage of escay girls.”
 
   “Take advantage? Me? Of you?” Bowe’s voice cracked. “If this place weren’t so small, I might have been able to get away from you. Do you think I’d allow a skinny escay girl near me if I had any choice?” Bowe could still remember the sensations that had surged through him when he’d touched her, but now that his brain was working, he realized what he’d done. “I’m not a pervert.” He shuddered. “Can I go? Is it safe for me to leave here and return to the society of people who aren’t thieves and scoundrels?”
 
   “Probably not safe, but be my guest. Leave.” Bowe had never gotten under her skin before, but if he’d thought that he couldn’t, he was wrong. He could feel the anger radiating from her. “And don’t come looking for me next time you get into trouble.”
 
   “You’re only saving me because your precious Guild needs me. Don’t pretend that you’re looking out for me.” Bowe climbed out of the window.
 
   “That’s exactly right, mush-for-brains,” Iyra called after him. “You’re so clever that you understand the situation perfectly.”
 
   Bowe wanted to have the last word, but he couldn’t think of anything to say. So he just left.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 11
 
   31 Days Left
 
   Inside the sandy circle of the fighting Eye, two men faced off against one another. Bowe tugged yet again at the hood of his cloak to make sure it covered his face. He didn’t see any silver-white marshals here, but he had to be careful. An ugly guttural roar burst through the crowd. He’d only just arrived, but already he knew that he didn’t like it here. It was a place for hard, angry men. He squeezed between two violent-looking men to find a free spot at the railing. One of the fighters in the circle was blood-streaked and staggering. He could barely hold up his sword. The other pranced back and forth in front of him, swiping his sword at his opponent whenever he got close. The fight was nearly over, and there was no doubt who would win.
 
   Beyond the two fighters, a stand held most of the watching crowd. Among them moved food and ale sellers and bet-takers, shouting for business. Above Bowe’s head was the Brow—a tall structure that leaned toward the Eye whose upper story had been designed to view the fights. Made of black rock and controlled by the Greniers—just like the Fortress—it was the headquarters for those who ran the Eye.
 
   Bowe couldn’t understand the crowd’s thrill at what remained of the fight. There was no competition or drama left in it, yet every blow that the stronger opponent inflicted on his opponent invoked another savage cheer from the crowd. The stronger fighter was toying with the other. Bowe remembered Kaitan telling him about this—how the experienced Eye fighters would put on a show before butchering their weaker opponents.
 
   Bowe noticed another person on the opposite side of the railing who didn’t share the frenzied expression of the other onlookers. From his age and clothing, Bowe guessed that he, too, was a Green. Perhaps he was the Wolfling Bowe had come here to see.
 
   Since his escape from Bellanger Mansion, Bowe had decided he needed more Defenders; he couldn’t keep relying on the Guild, and certainly not on Iyra. He’d gone to talk to Oamir and the newswriter and had found out that a Green was fighting here today. Wolflings surviving the Path was rare; perhaps he’d prefer to join Bowe rather than continuing to fight in the Eye.
 
   Bowe pushed himself away from the railing and walked around the Eye. The other boy was leaving the ring of watchers, too, and Bowe moved to intercept him. Looking back into the circle, he caught a glimpse of the Eye fighter hammering his sword against the corpse of his opponent. Ignoring his queasiness, he hurried after the Green. The boy walked with a severe limp, so couldn’t be the fighter Bowe was looked for, but Bowe tapped his shoulder anyway. Anything to distract him from the Eye fighting.
 
   “How are you?” Bowe greeted him. “I’m a fellow Green.”
 
   “So?” He continued limping away.
 
   Bowe followed.“I wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “Why? Just because we are both Greens doesn’t mean we have anything in common. It’s not like we are a brotherhood. In fact, more like the opposite.”
 
   Bowe continued to walk alongside him. “Perhaps we should be more of one.”
 
   “Perhaps we should all be thrown into the Eye for a melee to the death. That would be cleaner,” said the Green.
 
   “I just saw that last fight. Didn’t look too clean to me.”
 
   “I said ‘cleaner,’ not ‘clean.’”
 
   “You don’t look like someone who’d survive long in the Eye,” Bowe said, indicating his leg. “No offense.”
 
   He smiled bitterly. “The injury was given to me by a Green long before we became Greens. He wasn’t as good a fighter as I was, but he had the ruthlessness and animal cunning to knock out a future rival when we were young. Some brotherhood.” He turned to face Bowe. “Who are you and what do you want with me?”
 
   Bowe held out his arm. “Bowe Bellanger.”
 
   “Sorrin,” he said without accepting Bowe’s arm. “I can see why you keep your hood up. And you aren’t entitled to the Bellanger name.”
 
   “No?” Bowe dropped his hand. “Why not?”
 
   “When we start the Green Path, we leave our families and names behind. You won’t be entitled to a family name unless you are selected or chosen by a Select. I’m no more a Grenier than you are a Bellanger right now. Perhaps we are in somewhat of a brotherhood. We’re both Deadbeats. The lonely brotherhood of the damned. Come on, let’s watch another of our brothers on the Path of the damned.”
 
   He led Bowe up the steps of the stand and sat on a bench. Bowe squeezed in beside him.
 
   Sorrin tried to call over a bet-taker, but was ignored. “We’ll watch the fight from a distance. You were looking green around the gills after the last one.”
 
   They were high enough to see over the circle of onlookers and into the Eye. The last corpse had been dragged out and two escay were raking the sand. “So who’s fighting next?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Cetu.”
 
   “That’s who I came here looking for. How is he part of the brotherhood of Deadbeats? Isn’t he a Wolfling?”
 
   “A Wolfling in name, perhaps, but just as damned.” Sorrin threw Bowe a sideways glance. “A Deadbeat has more chance of becoming a Guardian than Cetu has of surviving. I’d bet everything I have against him; unfortunately, it’s a fight the bet-takers won’t accept money on.”
 
   “How do you know he’ll lose?”
 
   “A few Greens train here. None of them are any good, and he is one of the least skilled. The Eyemaster likes to create mismatches between novices and his best fighters. That way, his good fighters don’t die and they get to put on a show for the crowd such as the one you just saw. Here they come.”
 
   Two men entered the Eye. Or, rather, a man and a boy entered. The man—large, muscled, scarred, and tattooed—looked every bit a warrior. Cetu looked like a boy who was trying on his father’s armor for the first time. They faced each other over the blood-speckled sand. Bowe’s insides twisted at the thought of what was to come as the crowd roared its approval.
 
   “If you know he is going to die, why didn’t you stop him?” Bowe asked. He didn’t like the thought of Sorrin profiting from the boy’s death by betting on his opponent.
 
   “How could I?” Sorrin frowned. “He’s older than you. He’s a Grenier; he doesn’t know of any way other than fighting, and Dulnato didn’t choose him as one of his Defenders. What else is there for him? He’ll die sooner or later, and this is as good a death as any other. There’s honor in it.”
 
   The warrior raised his arms aloft, showing off bulging biceps. The crowd cheered. Cetu raised his sword and growled, showing his teeth. Shouts of derision greeted this. Cetu deflated for a moment, then puffed himself up again, raised his sword, and charged his opponent. The warrior leaned forward, balancing his weight on the balls of his feet. He grinned. Cetu’s sword flashed in the sun as it began its downward arc. There was an instant of silence, and Bowe’s breath caught in his throat. The warrior seemed frozen in position with the sword crashing toward him. Then he spun—fast as thought, smooth as silk. He dragged his sword across Cetu’s side as he flowed past him, and Cetu’s blade fell harmlessly into the sand. The Green grabbed his side, then looked down with a surprised expression at the blood on his palm.
 
   “They go into the ring feeling invulnerable,” Sorrin said. “Even though deep down they know they won’t survive, they always manage to convince themselves that this time the odds will be overturned. This is their moment of greatness. This is the start of the journey that will make the Guardian of Grenier proclaim them a great warrior and select them.” He rubbed the side of his head. “After the fight has begun, a moment arrives when they realize this isn’t going to happen. I think Cetu just had that moment. It doesn’t usually come this early in the fight.”
 
   The warrior, ignoring Cetu, pranced in front of the crowd, soaking up their cheers. Cetu charged again, and slashed down at his opponent. The warrior blocked Cetu’s sword above his own head and kicked the boy in the chest. Cetu fell onto his back, and the sword skittered from his grasp. The warrior darted in close, cut the boy’s cheek, and darted away again. He kicked the sword back into his opponent’s reach. Cetu picked it up and rose unsteadily to his feet. Blood welled in the gash on his face.
 
   Bowe felt sick and turned to Sorrin, unable to watch anymore. “So what do you do here?”
 
   “Like most Deadbeats, I await death in my own way. For me, it’s betting on fights. Although I cannot fight anymore, I can still read them. The bet-takers will be glad to see the end of me.”
 
   “There doesn’t seem to be much point betting on something like this,” Bowe suggested. Intermittent shouts from the crowd indicated the continuing downfall of Cetu, but Bowe didn’t look.
 
   “Some fights are set up like this. Others are much more even.”
 
   “Ever bet on the Green Path?” Bowe asked.
 
   Sorrin laughed bitterly. “Not much point in making a bet I won’t be able to collect on.”
 
   “But you follow the lists? They are set by the bet-takers. I was on the very bottom and moved up. Perhaps every situation is not as bleak as you make it out to be.”
 
   “So you moved ahead of some Deadbeats and hopeless Wolflings like the one down there. Doesn’t change much.” Almost on cue, Cetu released a heart-rending scream. Bowe gripped the side of the bench. I’ve never even met Cetu, so I shouldn’t be affected by his death, he thought. But he couldn’t help remembering Vitarr’s fate at the hands of Dulnato. He had promised to save Vitarr. Was he destined to relive that failure over and over again?
 
   “I heard that you are calling yourself an Elect and have picked up a Defender,” Sorrin continued. “That’s enough to move you above many others, even if most still see you as a Deadbeat.”
 
   Bowe was no longer insulted by that name. The Green Path was a twisted thing. Why was he still following it? “Perhaps that’s not a bad thing. I’ve met some remarkable people who call themselves Deadbeats. Oamir the historian. Sindar the thief. Xarcon the acrobat. They could actually be the best of the Greens. I’m sure there are others like them.”
 
   “I get it,” Sorrin said. “You are looking to recruit Defenders but are late to the race, so have to settle for Deadbeats. Why are you telling me all this?”
 
   “I want you to join me.”
 
   “Even if I wanted to, you’d be getting a lousy deal.” Sorrin slapped his bad leg. “I’m not much good to anyone now.”
 
   “That’s not true.” Bowe gripped Sorrin’s arm. “I need you.” Sorrin was a crusty old man in the body of a teenager. Bowe needed all the wise heads he could find.
 
   “I want to laugh at you.” Sorrin scrunched up his face. “In fact, I’m amazed I’m not laughing in your face. You seem as earnest as Cetu was when he entered the Eye. And just as bloody innocent. I’ve never met anyone with less of a stomach for a fight. You went green, then white while watching Cetu. And now you can’t even look.” Sorrin paused. “But I’m not laughing. For some reason, I like you. But I don’t want to be a Defender. I’ve always hated the idea of that. All that infighting to be the chief Defender, the one who’ll be chosen—it’s not for me. I can respect Eye fighting, even when there’s a mismatch. It’s an honest fight, too, to be one of the top three selected by the Guardians. Unless, of course, your name is Dulnato, and you are the sneakiest, most evil son of a bitch ever to be born. But the fight to be chosen among a crew of Defenders? No. I don’t have the stomach for an underhanded fight like that.”
 
   Bowe hadn’t thought about it like that. For the first time, he realized that Glil might not be happy if Bowe recruited more Defenders.
 
   “And if I told you it wasn’t going to be that way?” Bowe wanted a brotherhood. He didn’t want a scheming nest of vipers.
 
   “There is no other way. It’s the way the Green Path works.”
 
   Bowe couldn’t deny that. Just as the rules of Harmony determined how the game was played, the rules of the Path determined how it could be traversed. Three selected by the Guardians. Each Select chooses one other. Another scream came from the Eye. This one was lower pitched, with less energy—Cetu wouldn’t last much longer. But Bowe didn’t want to play by the rules. Wasn’t that what he’d decided on the funeral barge? That the system that left Vitarr with no hope of survival wasn’t one he wanted to be a part of? Wasn’t that why he had decided to work with the Guild?
 
   “I don’t want Defenders; I want a brotherhood. If selected, I will go into the Refuge with all my crew, or not at all.”
 
   Sorrin barked a laugh. “You expect me to believe that? You’ll just use us until you become the Select, then choose your chief Defender as always.”
 
   “No. I won’t choose one person. I will not accept selection unless all my Defenders are saved with me.”
 
   “The Guardians will just select someone else.”
 
   “I can live with that.”
 
   “There is no living with that, only dying.”
 
   “What Green fears death? It is the most common step on the Path. Do you have a belt knife? Take it out.” Sorrin took out a knife with a confused look on his face. Bowe lowered his hood and gripped Sorrin’s hand, moving it so that the knife was held to Bowe’s throat. “The Raine marshals are after me. Dulnato will kill me if he gets the chance. I do not fear death. Kill me. It will be one less Green on the Path for you.” Bowe took his hand off of Sorrin’s and waited. Sorrin held Bowe’s gaze, then jerked the knife against Bowe’s neck. Bowe didn’t flinch.
 
   “I must sharpen my knife. I didn’t even break skin.” Sorrin smiled. “For someone so squeamish at other people’s deaths, you seem brave enough when faced with your own.” He sheathed his knife. “It’s a lot easier to accept death when it’s all that’s left to you. But if you are offered life, if you are selected, it will not be so easy to turn it down.”
 
   “I hate the Path.” Bowe hadn’t meant to use the word “hate,” but as he said it, he knew it was true. “That Cetu has to—” Bowe glanced down to where the warrior was holding his sword aloft above Cetu’s corpse, acclaimed by loud cheers. “I hate everything about it. I don’t want to win—I want to beat the system. I want a brotherhood of Greens to walk the Path hand in hand. I’m not sure it’s possible, but it would be interesting to try. It’s not as if Deadbeats have anything better to do.”
 
   Sorrin shook his head. “You know when I’m figuring out who’ll win a fight—I’m good at seeing the truth behind the bravado. Two men can confidently enter the circle, and I will sense that one is quivering inside, and the other feels untouchable. It’s only when I get people to take my bets on that fight that I know others don’t see what I see. And right now, you are telling me that if—by some amazing quirk—you win your life on the Path, you’ll give it up for me, who you just met, and others who you do not yet know. And there’s no way I should believe it. I can’t understand how it could be possibly true. And yet, I’ve never been so sure that someone is telling the truth. Or, at least, you believe yourself to be.”
 
   “So?” Bowe held out his arm.
 
   “And you did risk your life to save your friend, Vitarr, for no personal gain. Only an idealistic fool would do such a thing. The newsbards still like to joke about that,” Sorrin mused. “There was this one fight I still remember. A giant of a man, heavily armored, against this slender boy with a thin rapier. And I read from their body language that they were both confident. And I thought, The giant is looking at the boy; it makes sense he would be confident. The boy is looking at the giant and shows not the slightest fear. And I bet big on the boy. I won more that day than I ever did before or since.” Sorrin clasped Bowe’s arm. “You remind me of that boy.”
 
   There was warmth and strength in that grip. And suddenly, subverting the Path didn’t seem so impossible.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 12
 
   26 Days Left
 
   Bowe paced back and forth in the narrow room. He’d been listening for footsteps on the stairs for hours, it seemed, and now he was jumpy. Sorrin should have been back by now with the other Deadbeats.
 
   He’d never felt so confined in his life. If he’d realized what having Sorrin as a friend would entail, Bowe would never have approached him at the Eye. Sorrin lived in this little cubbyhole of a basement, and he had refused to let Bowe leave. It had to be safe enough to go outside with the hood up, but Sorrin wouldn’t listen to reason.
 
   The Raine search for Bowe had escalated. Bowe wished he could have heard the news himself instead of receiving it secondhand from Sorrin. Apparently Bowe’s gatecrashing of the ascor ball had been a sensation. He was now the most talked about Green on the Path. The Raines were no longer satisfied with having Alandar searching for Bowe, and a more senior ascor by the name of Jeniano had now been tasked with tracking him down. Jeniano was the Raine specialist in recovering debts. That was the bad news; the good news was that ruby garnets were selling fast. The Lessards were forced to bite back their disgust. Sorrin had even seen a Grenier marshal wearing a ruby garnet on patrol.
 
   Bowe stopped pacing and leaned against the wall. It was sand colored, dusty, and dry. Flakes came away at the touch of his fingers. He turned with a start toward the stairs, but there was nothing there. When would Sorrin get back with the others? Another piece of news that Bowe had received secondhand was just as dramatic: Jisri had come back from the dead. Bowe could still barely believe it, but after several similar reports from the newsbards via Sorrin, he had to accept it. Jisri now wore a white mask with an eyehole for his right eye. The knife thrust Bowe had seen must have injured Jisri’s left eye and perhaps that whole side of his face. Jisri was now called “the White Spider.” Sorrin hadn’t been able to figure out how that nickname had gotten started.
 
   Why couldn’t Glil have stayed? Bowe wondered. If someone had kept him company, he wouldn’t be so jumpy. Glil had visited him here a few times in the last few days, but, as Bowe had suspected, he wasn’t too happy about Bowe’s attempt to increase his Defenders. He had decided not to attend this meeting.
 
   Finally, footsteps sounded on the stairs. Bowe’s relief was short-lived, however. It wasn’t Sorrin’s limping gait. Bowe glanced to the back of the room, where a back entrance led to another street. It was why Sorrin had chosen this place. Bowe waited, expectant, ready to run as the footsteps descended. Then a face appeared that Bowe recognized. He exhaled and held out his arm to the newcomer.
 
   “I’m Bowe,” he said. “Xarcon, right? I saw you performing in the marketplace once. Quite a show.”
 
   Xarcon clasped his arm and smiled warmly. “I’m only learning. It’s the others who have the skill and do all the hard parts. I’m just lucky that they let me work with them.”
 
   “So Sorrin asked you to attend?” Bowe asked.
 
   “He did. I thought he and others were going to be here, as well.”
 
   “They’ll be along. I’m not sure what’s keeping Sorrin.”
 
   There was a moment of uncomfortable silence, then Bowe spoke again. “There’s one thing I don’t understand. Performers and newsbards have no income except for what people freely give them, yet most of the escay seem extremely poor and they surely need all of their money get into the Refuge. How do performers get enough to survive?”
 
   Xarcon ran his fingertips along the wall. “Those who have extra always give generously to others. It’s the escay way. I don’t fully understand it myself. I’ve been living with them for a while now and it’s still a different world.”
 
   Bowe smiled. “Yes, the escay I’ve met have been nothing like I expected. One of the biggest surprises for me since the Path began.”
 
   Xarcon straightened. “Listen, Sorrin told me something about what you’re going to say. Getting us Deadbeats to be your Defenders and all that.”
 
   “Not exactly like that,” Bowe said. “I want to wait until we are all here to explain—”
 
   Xarcon raised his hands. “No, that’s fine. We don’t have to go into it now. You seem like a decent guy, and I just wanted to let you know that I won’t be a part of whatever this is. I’ve agreed to hear you out; I thought it was only fair. But words won’t make me change my mind. I remember what it was like in the harem. The schemes, the plans, the lies. The ascorim runs through the ascor’s veins. I’ve seen the most elaborate plans, heard the most barefaced lies. I know the value of words in the ascorim.”
 
   “This isn’t the ascorim.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Actions, I can believe, but not words. What you did for your friend, the other Green—”
 
   “His name was Vitarr.” Bowe didn’t want his friend’s name forgotten.
 
   “Saving him—that was well done. But it’s not enough.”
 
   Bowe nodded. “Thanks for letting me know. I won’t keep you long.” Bowe heard Sorrin in the stairwell. He and others were descending. Bowe now realized how difficult this was going to be. Persuading Sorrin had been a once off. No one else was going to go along with what he was suggesting.
 
   Sorrin came down the stairs, followed by two Greens. “No sign of Drenno or Sindar,” he said. “They promised they’d come, but in the meantime: this is Thrace and Edison. Both train at the Eye.”
 
   “So you want to be Eye fighters?” Bowe asked. “I saw my first fights yesterday and I can’t understand why anyone would want to go in there.”
 
   “Got no other choice,” said Thrace. He was large enough that even when he bent his head, his hair still brushed the ceiling. He didn’t seem comfortable in the small room.
 
   “Well, we’re here today to talk about a choice,” Sorrin said.
 
   “Sorrin, what you said earlier was a load of horseshit.” Edison was a tall boy. He wasn’t that skinny, but looked it beside Thrace. He had thick black hair and bushy black eyebrows that met over his nose. He turned to Bowe. “And if you aren’t going to talk more sense than him, this will be a short meeting. But about the Eye: let me tell you the appeal. Have you trained in fighting? No, of course you haven’t.”
 
   “I have,” Bowe said.
 
   “In Raine Mansion?” Edison blew out a mouthful of air and flicked his hand. “They don’t take it seriously. In the Fortress, fighting is an art form that we practice every day. Training for that moment where we dance on a knife-edge, another warrior and I. One will stand and one will fall. One receives the adulation of the crowd, the other their shouts of derision. A culmination of years of practice climaxing in that mome—”
 
   “Except he’s too scared to go into the Eye and fight,” Sorrin said. “Or else he wouldn’t be here.”
 
   Edison glared at him. “I just don’t want to face the kind of warrior that Legrand will put me up against. I don’t want to be the next Cetu.” He turned to Bowe. “What are you offering?”
 
   “I want to form an alliance of equals. A brotherhood in which we all survive the Infernam, or none of us does.”
 
   “And you would be the Elect of this alliance and we’d trust you not to accept selection,” Edison said. “That’s what Sorrin was trying to explain to us, but it sounded so monkey-ass crazy I thought there had to be more to it.”
 
   Bowe had prepared what he would say in his head, but it seemed pointless now. It was clear they weren’t going to trust him. He couldn’t blame them; he’d have a hard time trusting himself if he weren’t inside his own head. “Just offering you a chance.”
 
   “Who ever heard of Deadbeats joining together?” Edison asked.
 
   “Yeah, because Deadbeats have such a good survival record, it’d be daft to try anything new.” Sorrin slapped his palm against the wall, causing flakes and dust to fall.
 
   Footsteps clattered down the stairs, and Bowe turned to see another face he recognized entering the room. Drenno, a Raine Green. The addition of the sixth person compressed them closer together in the small room. Meeting here had been a bad idea.
 
   Drenno pushed his way around Thrace. This was the person that Bowe had least expected to come when Sorrin had told him who he was bringing. Bowe didn’t know him that well, as he was seventeen and hung out with the older boys. Despite that, he’d always been friendly, never one to bully Bowe. Still, he’d been one of Reyanu’s friends as long as Bowe could remember.
 
   “I’m surprised you came,” Bowe said to him.
 
   “Sorry I’m late.” Drenno stood in front of Bowe.
 
   “I can understand why the Deadbeats would give me a chance. But you’re already one of Reyanu’s Defenders—why would you have the slightest interest in my monkey-ass crazy idea?”
 
   “If only being one of his Defenders were enough.” Drenno gave a twisted grin. “Reyanu will be selected—that’s clear enough. But Phevan has been his number two ever since that stunt with Tlirris. Before the Path even began. Even without Phevan, others are more likely to be chosen chief Defender than I am. I have little chance of survival as a lowly member of Reyanu’s crew.”
 
   “I know Drenno as he likes to bet at the Eye,” Sorrin said.
 
   “Not as successfully.” Drenno grinned. “The bet-takers welcome my bets.”
 
   “I got sick of hearing him complain about being a Defender in Reyanu’s crew, so I offered him this opportunity,” Sorrin said.
 
   “And I jumped at the chance. Sounds like, at the very least, this could be more fun.” He held out his arm for Bowe to clasp. “I want to try something new.”
 
   Bowe automatically reached for Drenno’s arm. This could be a breakthrough. Maybe others might change their minds when they saw a Reyanu Defender change Elects. But even as the thought entered his mind, he knew something was wrong. There had to be something more to this.
 
   He studied Drenno closer—there was tightness at the edges of his warm smile. Even as Bowe’s arm continued to reach for Drenno’s, Bowe felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. His hand closed around nothing, and instead of clasping his arm, Drenno’s hand darted toward his face. Bowe flinched away, but it was too late. He caught a glimpse of a ring as the hand snaked past his face and slapped against the back of his neck. Bowe felt a sharp pain.
 
   Thrace grabbed the back of Drenno’s tunic and dragged him back. “What’s going on here?”
 
   “It’s done, it’s done,” Drenno shouted out the doorway.
 
   Bowe grasped Drenno’s wrist and turned it palm-up. Blood glistened on the end of a spike that emerged from the ring. It was a Paradise Giver, like the one Chalori had used.
 
   Rat-tat-tat-tat came the sound of marching on the stairs. “You guys had better go,” Bowe told the others. “Quickly—out the back. The marshals aren’t looking for you.”
 
   Thrace shook Drenno roughly. “What do I do with him?”
 
   “Let him go.” Bowe sighed. He was surprised at how calm he felt. “What’s done can’t be undone.” Rat-tat-tat. Louder and closer. Like the sound of nails in a coffin, Bowe thought.
 
   “He betrayed you, it can’t be undone.” Edison touched the sword at his hip. “But it can be avenged.”
 
   “No,” Bowe said sharply. “You don’t want to give the marshals a reason to chase you. Go quickly.” The worry on Drenno’s face turned into fear, then relief at Bowe’s words. The truth was that Bowe didn’t want to see any more killing on his account.
 
   Thrace released Drenno, and he and Edison exited out the back. Xarcon followed with a final regretful look. Sorrin moved after them, then stopped and scowled. “I’m not leaving you.”
 
   “There’s no more you can do for me,” Bowe said. “We all fall from the Path, and now is my time. The only thing that can hurt me now is if my fall knocked you from the Path, too. Please.” At bottom of the stairs, two silver-white marshals came into view. Sorrin balled up his fists and glared at them for a moment before turning and leaving. From the footsteps of his limping gait, Bowe could tell he didn’t make it very far.
 
   A man who could only be Jeniano appeared behind the marshals. He already had white hair even though he wasn’t much older than forty. His hair was neatly combed back, and he was dressed like he was attending a ball. Tall and thin, he also needed to duck his head in Sorrin’s basement room. He raised an eyebrow at the sight of Bowe. “I had hoped catching you would be rather more difficult. I haven’t had much interesting work lately.” He nodded at Drenno. “Good job.”
 
   As Drenno turned to go, Bowe grabbed his arm. “Why?” he asked. Even as Bowe asked it, he knew it was a stupid question. It was just that—even now—Drenno seemed perfectly nice. There was none of the anger of Dulnato, or the zeal of Zidel, or the cunning of Reyanu.
 
   Drenno turned back with a puzzled expression. “It’s just the ascorim. This will make Reyanu look at me more favorably when the time comes. Nothing personal. Same as you trying to trick those Deadbeats into helping you.”
 
   “I’m not…” Bowe sighed. He wasn’t sure he even believed himself anymore. He watched Drenno disappear up the stairs. “So what now?” he asked Jeniano. “Do you just watch me die or help me along?” He leaned back against the wall, feeling woozy. He imagined the poison creeping through his veins like black ooze, spreading throughout his body. This is probably fitting justice for me, he thought, dying as Chalori did.
 
   “You don’t have to die.”
 
   It’s what I deserve, he thought, imagining the blackness invading his heart and his lungs. He shook his head, suddenly registering what Jeniano had said. “What did you say? Didn’t you just give me Paradise’s Kiss?”
 
   “No. It’s a different type of poison called Shade of Helion; it’s slower-acting and has a cure.”
 
   Bowe didn’t feel so woozy anymore. He straightened. “Why that poison?”
 
   “This is why I was put on your case. Alandar had an intense hatred for you and didn’t care about recovering the loan. The Raine family didn’t make its fortune that way. Kesirran didn’t want you killed off without a chance to pay.”
 
   “Tell me more about this cure.”
 
   “It’s called Light of Helion, and we have it at Raine Mansion. I doubt you’ll find it anywhere else.”
 
   Bowe blinked rapidly, thinking. “So I have to repay you to get the cure.” He still didn’t have any money. “How much do I owe?”
 
   “Eight golds.”
 
   Bowe staggered. “There’s no way I owe you that much. The entire loan isn’t even due yet.” If the mention of a cure had provided a gleam of hope, that number surely crushed it.
 
   “You were on a rather high interest rate, and once you avoided our collection attempts, the whole sum became immediately payable. Plus, we’ve added penalties and charges as you’ve continued to avoid us.”
 
   Bowe knew the system was loaded against him, but this was outrageous. “So all your efforts to track me down—you’ve charged that to my account. I’m basically paying to kill myself.”
 
   “What a delightful way of looking at it.” Jeniano smiled. “I guess you are.” He turned to the marshals. “Search him, and then search the room. Take anything of value.”
 
   The marshals roughly searched his pockets, taking the remaining coppers and handing them to the ascor. Jeniano poked Bowe’s coins about in his hand. “Not very much at all. There’s still time before the poison takes effect, though. You have money hidden anywhere? With associates?”
 
   Bowe shook his head.
 
   “I guess you’ll die, then. If you think of anything in time, bring eight golds to Raine Mansion and we’ll give you the cure. If you bring less than that, we’ll swirl the disk.”
 
   Swirling the disk was commonly done with escay who only had partial payment when the Infernam came around. The disk had black sectors on it to represent the proportion of the payment missing. The disk was spun, and only if it came to rest on a white sector did the escay get a place in the Refuge. The payment was kept either way. The few coppers Bowe had given up so far wouldn’t have been enough to get any white sectors on the disk.
 
   Sorrin limped back into the room. He ignored the marshals and Jeniano and grabbed Bowe by the arm. “Come on, we’ve no time to waste. We have to get the man his money.”
 
   Bowe allowed himself to be dragged to the stairs.
 
   “I hope to see you later, young Bellanger,” Jeniano called out.
 
   “What are you doing? I told you to leave.” Bowe followed Sorrin as he navigated the stairs, stepping up with his good leg, then swinging his bad leg up after it. “There’s no way I can get that kind of money. Or any kind of money, for that matter.”
 
   Sorrin didn’t seem to be listening, because when they emerged out on the street, he told Bowe to lead on.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Those ruby garnets. Rumor is that you’re behind their sale. Your partners in that might have the money you need. Where can you find them?”
 
   “At Drywell Square, possibly,” Bowe said. Iyra could be there. “But there’s no way—”
 
   “Come on.” Sorrin turned and headed down the street. His half-limping, half-running gait looked ridiculous, but Bowe had to break into a jog to keep up. Bowe pulled his hood over his head and didn’t argue further, as he needed all his breath. He wasn’t sure Iyra would even look at him after their last meeting. Hadn’t he sworn he wouldn’t keep returning to her for rescue? He needed another plan before they reached her. Unfortunately, his mind was blank when it came to drawing eight golds out of thin air. As he ran, sweat dripped from his forehead into his eyes. After a while, his breath came in jagged gasps and his heart felt like it was going to gallop out of his chest. He staggered, his legs almost buckling. After that, Sorrin slowed his pace and kept a worried eye on Bowe.
 
   By the time they arrived at the square, Sorrin was holding Bowe’s arm and guiding him through the crowd. Bowe’s leg muscles felt like water, and it was all he could do to keep himself upright. He staggered with every step. Around him, the market was louder and more chaotic than he’d ever seen it. A hawker who had been selling his wares from a distance was suddenly screaming in Bowe’s face. Bowe tried to push the hawker away, but his hands went straight through the man’s head.
 
   “Where’s your contact? Where’s your contact? Come on, Bowe,” someone said from far away. A nearby fruit stall became two, then four. Bowe turned away, but they continued to multiply until he was surrounded by them. The fruit stalls began to spin around him, and apples and bananas and grapes shot through the air at him. He covered his face with his arms trying to avoid them and fell to the ground.
 
   A hand touched his arm. Then Sorrin’s voice: “Concentrate, Bowe. What part of Drywell Square? Who are we looking for?”
 
   Bowe opened his mouth to speak, but his tongue was too dry to form words. He swallowed and tried again. “Near the north end. An old woman selling carvings.” He wasn’t sure his words were coherent enough to make sense, but Sorrin pulled him up and led him on. Bowe kept his eyes on the ground, watching his feet, trying to avoid looking at the mayhem of the marketplace around him. Still, it was difficult to walk without stumbling when he wasn’t sure which of his multiple feet he wanted to hit the ground first.
 
   Then he heard a voice—her voice. “What’s going on? What have you done to him?” Bowe looked up, but didn’t see her. Instead, he saw her carvings coming to life. The lion grew in size and its mouth opened, revealing a row of sharp teeth. It pulled back into a crouch. The eagle opened its wooden wings and launched into the air. It extended its claws and dived. Bowe screamed and threw himself away from it. He crashed against the counter and felt it give way. His head thumped against the ground.
 
   * * *
 
   A palm slapped Bowe across the face. “Wake up, wake up—I’m not going to let you die on me,” Sorrin said. “Drink this.”
 
   Bowe felt his head being raised, and water trickled into his mouth. He gulped it down. “Thank you,” he said, “but it’s too late. The poison has already gone too far. I’m already blind.”
 
   “You’re not blind, you idiot—your eyes are closed.”
 
   Bowe thought about it for a moment, and then, concentrating on his eyelids, he managed to get them to open. He caught a quick glimpse of Sorrin leaning over him in a darkened room before the world began to spin, and he closed his eyes again. “Where am I?”
 
   “We dragged you here when you knocked yourself out. The escay girl and I.”
 
   “Where is she?” Bowe asked.
 
   “She’s seeing if she can get the money for you. Your cut on the garnet sales isn’t enough to cover your whole loan, but she may be able to persuade her partners to advance enough to save you.”
 
   Bowe sighed. “No, don’t bother. I don’t want to be saved by her again. How do you even know that Jeniano has a cure? Or that he’ll give it to us if we repay him?”
 
   “Jeniano is known for using Shade of Helion. If he refused the cure to a paying debtor, no one would repay him again.” Sorrin’s voice seemed to come from far away, as if he were at the other end of a long tunnel.
 
   “I deserve to die like this. By poison. For what I did.” Bowe was falling farther down the tunnel. “I deserve it.”
 
   Sorrin gripped Bowe’s shoulder. “Maybe you do deserve to die, but I don’t. And you promised to help me along the Path. You may not have taken that seriously, but I did. There’s no way I’m going to let you die until you’ve fulfilled that promise. Do you hear me?” Sorrin’s voice got farther and farther away until it was swallowed up by time and distance, leaving Bowe alone in the darkness.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 13
 
   23 Days Left
 
   Bowe’s eyelids rolled open to reveal a blurry world. He tried to rise, but his neck didn’t have the strength to control his head and it flopped back and forth. He closed his eyes again.
 
   “You’re awake,” said a voice. Bowe opened his eyes again, and this time the world came into focus. He was lying on the floor in Sorrin’s basement room, and Xarcon looked down at him with a concerned expression on his face.
 
   “You’re Xarcon.” Bowe found that absolutely hilarious and roared with laughter. “We’re at Sorrin’s place, but you’re not him, you’re Xarcon.”
 
   The furrows deepened on Xarcon’s brow. “I came to see how you are, and Sorrin asked me to stay while he went for some food. Are you okay?”
 
   Bowe stopped laughing. He thought for a moment and then smiled. “I’m wonderful. Isn’t the world great?”
 
   Xarcon leaned down and touched Bowe’s forehead. “Still a bit warm. The fever seems to have broken, but you…aren’t fully right.”
 
   “I’m too hot.” Bowe threw his blanket off. “No, wait—I’m cold.” He shivered and laughed at the same time. “The Infernam is nearly here, and I’m cold.”
 
   Xarcon replaced the blanket and Bowe snuggled into it until the shivering stopped. “I’m hot.” He tried to throw the blanket off again.
 
   Xarcon held his arms. “Why don’t you hold on to that in case you get cold again?”
 
   Bowe’s mind felt foggy, but that made sense, so he stopped struggling. He found it difficult to form thoughts, but he was so happy that it didn’t matter. He gripped Xarcon’s wrist. “Sit down. Talk with me.”
 
   Xarcon sat on his heels, carefully removing Bowe’s hand from his wrist. “What do you want to talk about?”
 
   Bowe smiled widely. “I’m happy. Isn’t life wonderful?”
 
   “That’s what you want to talk about? The poison and antidote combination was strong stuff.”
 
   Bowe put his finger to his lips. “Shhh. Don’t let people know, or everyone will want it.” He giggled. “Everyone will want to be poisoned.”
 
   Xarcon shook his head. “To answer your question: no, life isn’t wonderful. Especially not if you are an escay.”
 
   Bowe’s joy lessened. Fragments of thought surfaced out of the fog. “The escay have a hard life. But I’m helping them, I think. I’m working with the Guild.”
 
   Xarcon leaped up and looked around. “What are you saying? You know it could mean both our deaths if a marshal heard you talking about that. Even in your state.”
 
   “The Guild isn’t so bad. Or maybe it is, but I hope not. I think the Guardians don’t like it so they make us think it’s evil.”
 
   “Shut up.” Xarcon stared at Bowe in horror. “Stop talking. Think about something else. Flowers. How wonderful life is. Anything.”
 
   Bowe giggled. “Flowers. Flowers are pretty.” Sorrin entered and Bowe giggled harder. “I know you. You walk funny.”
 
   Sorrin rushed over to him. “You’re awake.” He touched Bowe’s forehead. “And the fever’s broken.”
 
   “His mind may also be broken,” Xarcon said. “You don’t want to hear what he’s saying.”
 
   Sorrin turned to Xarcon. “I’m just happy he’s woken up. He was in an awful state these last two days. Hopefully his mind will clear when he recovers further.”
 
   Xarcon’s mouth twisted. “It’s worse than just mindless babbling. We can’t let anyone hear him. He can’t control what he’s saying. If we’re lucky, he’s gone crazy, but I fear it’s much worse than that—I fear he’s telling the truth.”
 
   Sorrin rubbed his chin. “He’s in a fevered state that makes him tell the truth?” He leaned down. “Bowe, what’s your biggest secret?”
 
   “Don’t answer that,” Xarcon shouted at the same moment that Bowe said, “I killed my mother.”
 
   Sorrin straightened. “He killed his mother. That’s excellent.”
 
   “How’s that good? What’s wrong with you?” Xarcon asked.
 
   Sorrin was already limping out the door. “The last time, you didn’t believe him. Neither did Edison or Thrace. I’m going to bring them back and we’ll find out for sure if we can trust him. Was he trying to play us, or did he truly mean what he said?” Sorrin clumped up the stairs.
 
   Xarcon ran after him. “Wait. You don’t know what you are doing.”
 
   “Keep an eye on him until I’m back.” And Sorrin was gone.
 
   Xarcon returned to Bowe’s side and squatted down beside him.
 
   Bowe grinned up at him.
 
   “Are you feeling more like yourself?” Xarcon asked. “You better recover before Sorrin gets back. You just can’t talk about certain things.”
 
   Bowe’s grin faded. “You mean the Guild?”
 
   “Stop talking about that.” Xarcon rubbed his hand through his hair. “Come on, you can’t go around spouting stuff about the Guild. I don’t care how fevered you are.”
 
   “You must like the escay, since you live and work with them now.”
 
   “I didn’t become a performer because I liked the escay.” Xarcon sighed. “Maybe if I talk, I can stop you from telling too many truths. I knew years ago that I couldn’t survive the Path. There are others who are stronger, smarter, and more ruthless than I. They’ll be the ones selected and chosen. So I decided to spend the time I had left doing what I most enjoy. And I’ve always loved watching the street performers. So when the Path started, I went to them. When I asked, they took me in, taught me, and took care of me. I already have more friends among the escay than I ever had in the serpent’s lair known as the harem. But that doesn’t mean I want anything to do with the Gu…that organization.”
 
   “I liked the escay I met, too,” Bowe said. “I didn’t expect to. The priest, the newsbard, and a girl. An old woman protected me from the marshals and gave me her only cloak. For no reason. And I don’t even know where she lives so I can go back and thank her.”
 
   “Just because escay are nice is no reason to speak well of the—you know. That organization is dedicated to destroying the ascor way of life. Our way of life. Just a mention of it in the wrong company will have you sent to the Fortress, never to return.” Xarcon stood up. “I can’t believe I’m even talking about this with you. Shhh.” The sound of footsteps came from the stairwell. “No more talking about it.” Xarcon looked down at Bowe’s expression and groaned. “Seems to be no reasoning with you right now. I’ll just have to hope the conversation stays on safer matters such as matricide.”
 
   Remembering Chalori, sadness spread through Bowe’s mind like tendrils of darkness in a fog. Then Sindar walked in, and Bowe felt joyous again. He beamed at the other boy. “Specter of the rooftops. Thief of hearts, and other stuff that doesn’t belong to you,” Bowe said.
 
   Sindar bowed. “At your service.”
 
   “Who are you?” Xarcon asked Sindar.
 
   “I’m Sindar. I was supposed to meet Bowe here at the meeting a few days ago but when I checked out the place, the marshals were watching. Sorrin met me just now and told me to come here, that I wouldn’t regret it, then limped off faster than I could run. What in Helion’s name is going on?”
 
   “I can see rainbows.” Bowe grasped at the air in front of his face. The bright colors dazzled him, but each time he grabbed at a rainbow, it disappeared. “But I can’t catch them.”
 
   “I can see that.” Sindar edged away from Bowe, as if he had something that was catching. Bowe knew the thief couldn’t see what he did. None of them could. He wanted to share his joy with the others, but they couldn’t understand.
 
   “Bowe was poisoned, then given the cure as he was dying. He was really sick for the last three days, badly fevered, and now he’s in a weird state of flowers and rainbows.” Xarcon glanced at Bowe and then back at Sindar. “Because none of us trusted Bowe earlier, Sorrin thinks we should question him now, since he always tells the truth in this state.”
 
   “How do we know that?”
 
   “That’s just what Sorrin thinks. Me, I think he’s just coming up with all kinds of craziness. Look, he’s trying to catch rainbows again.”
 
   “I guess we should ask him a question that he’d never normally tell the truth about.”
 
   Xarcon’s voice had a nervous edge. “No, that’s not a good idea.”
 
   Sindar was already crouching down in front of Bowe. “You know that escay girl you were with the last time we met? Are you in love with her?”
 
   Images of Iyra flashed though Bowe’s brain. Pulling him into the boat. Holding his shaking hand and helping him turn the key. The warmth of her as he held her and kissed her. “I think I am. I don’t even know her that well. And I know she is an escay and could never be for me, but—” He curled his fingers into a fist and placed it on his abdomen. “—deep down, I know I love her.”
 
   “That’s your bellybutton, not your heart.”
 
   “Oh.” Bowe raised his fist and placed it on his chest, but it slid back down. “Deep down…”
 
   Sindar smirked. “Still your stomach.” He grabbed Bowe’s wrist and placed Bowe’s fist against his breastbone. “Deep down there in your heart—I get it.”
 
   “Don’t you feel the wrongness?” Xarcon asked. “For an ascor to lie with an escay is bad enough, but to actually fall in love with one…”
 
   Bowe tried to understand the feelings that Xarcon’s words induced, but he couldn’t make sense of them. “All that isn’t important right now. All that matters is that I love her.” He beamed up at Sindar and Xarcon. “I should tell her.” He tried to get up, but dizziness and weakness washed through him and he fell back down.
 
   Xarcon shook his head. “He’s fallen in love with an escay. Is there anything that boy hasn’t done?”
 
   “Sounds like Sorrin is back. No one else could limp down that stairs at that speed without falling.” Sindar pushed himself to his feet. “And what do you mean? What else has Bowe admitted to doing?”
 
   Xarcon cleared his throat. “He said he killed his mother.”
 
   Sorrin entered, followed by Edison and Thrace. The room became overcrowded once more, and Sindar was almost pushed out the back.
 
   “This scene is familiar.” Edison looked down at Bowe. “Though, our would-be glorious leader is rather the worse for wear.”
 
   Bowe was happy that all these people had come to visit, but found it hard to summon the strength to smile. Everything blurred and darkened, then disappeared.
 
   “He’s falling asleep,” said a panicked voice from far away, and then a slap on his cheek gave him a jerk, and everyone reappeared. Sorrin was at his side. “Ask your questions,” he demanded of Edison. “If we let him sleep, the effect may be gone by the time he wakes up.”
 
   “It had better,” Xarcon said.
 
   “Okay.” Edison scratched his head. “I’m still not buying into your story that he can’t lie, but there’s no harm in asking a few questions.”
 
   Xarcon made a noise deep in his throat. Edison glanced at him, then turned his attention back to Bowe. “What’s your honest opinion of this noble journey to prove ourselves worthy—the Green Path?”
 
   A deep weariness pinned Bowe to the floor. He focused on Edison and tried to think about the Green Path. The images hit him much harder than Sorrin’s slap on his cheek. Vitarr’s inert body being pummeled by Dulnato, then his serene expression on the funeral barge; Jisri falling into the sea with a knife in his eye socket; Cetu being sliced to pieces by the Eye fighter while his screams cut the air. “The Green Path is a monstrous thing.” He threw the weariness from himself like a cloak and pushed himself up to a sitting position, looking at each of the Deadbeats in turn. “It is an evil beyond describing. To make young men walk is a terrible crime against the natural order. And the ascor who make us do it are perpetuating that evil.” Then Bowe started giggling. “‘Perpetuate’ is a funny word.”
 
   “See, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Xarcon said. “It is not truth he speaks, but madness.”
 
   “It is often madness to speak the truth.” Sorrin helped the patient back into a lying position. Bowe’s burst of energy had died as quickly as it had arrived. “Anyone with eyes can see that he speaks what he believes to be the truth.”
 
   “Do you expect us to believe you when you say you won’t accept selection unless you can bring all your followers into the Refuge?” Edison asked Bowe.
 
   “I don’t.” Bowe’s eyelids became heavy. He let them fall, and spoke into the darkness. “Anyone who follows the ascorim wouldn’t believe me. All I know is that I cannot—no, will not—walk the Path as it now exists. If there is no other way, death has beckoned me all my life. I don’t want Defenders; I want a brotherhood where we walk forward together—where either all of us survive, or none of us.”
 
   If anyone replied, Bowe didn’t hear them.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 14
 
   13 Days Left
 
   Bowe twisted the azure cloak in his hands. He’d put on his tunic and pants, then taken them off after deciding they were too hot, and now had put them back on. He had nothing else to wear to an ascor event, so he would just have to suffer the heat. It was crazy to have an event take place in the afternoon this close to the Infernam, but he had to put up with it. This Harmony match was important—at least, he thought it was. Eolnar had, as promised, arranged a place in a qualifying match—if Bowe won, he’d play against the Guardians on the evening before the Infernam. Glil considered playing too risky, but Bowe tended to ignore Glil’s conservative advice. The Path didn’t leave much room for prudence.
 
   Bowe walked onto a balcony that looked out over the central courtyard. He hoped that the fresh air would cool him. But the outside was worse—like a furnace expelling hot air. Beneath him, Edison trained alone, hacking and slashing the stuffing out of several dummies. In the center of the courtyard, Thrace was putting a row of escay teenagers through their paces. Bowe didn’t understand how they trained in this heat. Their arrival at Bellanger Mansion had been one of many shocks for Bowe when he had woken up.
 
   He couldn’t even remember persuading the Deadbeats to join with him, though he’d heard the basics repeated by the newsbards many times since. How Bowe Bellanger had recruited a handful of Defenders while lying in his sickbed was their new favorite story. Only shards of his five fevered days in bed remained in his memory. Much good had come out of that fever, though—he’d achieved more in his short time of sickness than in all the time he was well.
 
   He’d apparently insisted that they bring him to Bellanger Mansion in a stretcher. He didn’t have to fear the Raine marshals now that his loan was repaid. The whole brotherhood now resided here—plus others. He wasn’t sure why the escay girls had arrived to clean, or why escay boys had arrived to start training as guards—though he knew Iyra had something to do with it.
 
   The escay boys barely knew which end of the sword to hold when they’d first arrived. Edison had tried to train them, and they’d all left nursing more bruises and cuts than they were willing to bear. After they had been coaxed back, Thrace had started training them. He shouted a lot, but he didn’t hit them as much as Edison. Things were improving. They were now able to pick up the sword by the handle instead of the blade nearly every time.
 
   Bowe rubbed his fingers along the wooden balcony railing. It felt great to see the mansion coming back to life. In the courtyard, scrub brush had been cleared away to make room for the sparring. There were still many weeds, but it was getting better. The escay girls had started cleaning up years upon years of dust from the interior one room at a time. It had begun to look less like a derelict building and more like the grand mansion it had once been. Bowe hadn’t received any more gold from Iyra since she’d paid off his loan, so he assumed she was using the rest to pay the escay servants and guards.
 
   The bet-takers had been impressed with his latest progression along the Path, and Bowe had edged up the lists into the top ten. Heady heights for someone who had been nailed to the bottom for so long. Perhaps Bowe should obtain more of that poison and antidote from Jeniano.
 
   Jisri had moved up the lists, as well. The White Spider had developed a business that concentrated on selling to the ascora. By all reports, it was wildly successful already. Bowe was indebted to Jisri for saving him from Dulnato, so he was glad to see him doing well, but it meant more competition at the top. The Path was only going to get narrower, and Bowe needed every edge. That was why he needed to compete at this qualifying Harmony match. He had to win in order to be invited to the next ascor event. He couldn’t let the ascor forget him.
 
   It was time for him to be off. He left the balcony and descended the stairs. In an alcove halfway down, an ornate turquoise vase rested. That was new. Courtesy of Sindar, expensive-looking objects had begun popping up throughout the mansion. In addition, one object that wasn’t from Sindar had appeared in Bowe’s bedroom. It was the lion carving he’d admired on Iyra’s stall. He didn’t understand why she’d left it. Their last parting had been acrimonious, yet she continued to help him.
 
   Bowe heard the front door opening, and he looked up in time to see Xarcon exiting. “Wait up,” Bowe shouted and ran down the stairs two at a time. Xarcon looked like he wanted to flee, but thought better of it and held the door open for Bowe with a nervous smile.
 
   “Where are you off to?” Bowe asked. “I’m on my way to that Harmony match I’ve been practicing for.”
 
   “I’m just going to visit with the street performers.”
 
   “You should keep training with them. Sindar still gets involved in nocturnal adventures and Edison continues to train for the Eye. We’ve started something great here,” Bowe said, gesturing at the revitalized mansion, “but I’m not sure exactly how to proceed. You may as well do what you enjoy. And the skills you learn could prove useful later on.” Bowe moved into the street. “Come, walk with me. I’ve been meaning to talk to you.”
 
   Xarcon walked alongside Bowe. Although he had joined Bowe’s brotherhood along with Sindar, Thrace, and Edison, he seemed more reticent than the others, almost afraid of Bowe. Bowe wondered if he had said something under the influence of the fever that had offended or frightened Xarcon. “I can’t remember much of what I said when I was sick, but Sorrin told me I said I killed my mother. I’m worried that you might have gotten the wrong impression. I didn’t really kill Chalori, my—well, I guess you could call her my foster mother. I blame myself, but I didn’t actually kill her. She committed suicide.”
 
   Xarcon studied the ground as they walked; he didn’t react to Bowe’s words.
 
   “Come on,” Bowe insisted. “Every time I look at you, I know there’s something you want to talk to me about. Let it out.”
 
   “Okay, let’s talk.” Xarcon pulled Bowe down an alleyway, and Bowe was too surprised to resist. “You told me about the escay organization that you are working with.”
 
   Helion’s blood, mentioning that was stupid. “I see.” Xarcon’s attitude made sense now. “And the others—Sorrin, Edison, Thrace—did they hear the same?”
 
   “Thankfully not. You mentioned it when we were alone. I was sure you were going to blurt it out again, but it didn’t happen.” Xarcon didn’t meet Bowe’s gaze, but his expression showed his revulsion at talking about the Guild.
 
   “I’m surprised you joined our brotherhood after what you learned.”
 
   “Everyone joined together and I just went along with it. Hoping for some explanation, maybe. I don’t know.” Xarcon swallowed. “You don’t even deny it. I can’t understand how you can just stand there and be so brazen about it. You’re not sick anymore.”
 
   Bowe paused for a moment before replying. “There’s a picture in a children’s book that I think about a lot.” Bowe let his gaze drift, visualizing it. “It’s a simple black and white photo of a candlestick, but underneath is the caption, ‘Look closer.’ After studying it for a few moments, you can see that it’s actually a picture of two women’s faces studying each other. Once I saw the women’s faces, I could no longer see the candlestick. Do you get my meaning?”
 
   “That you are still fevered?” Xarcon suggested.
 
   Bowe laughed. “I was hoping for more of a revelation about perspective. But maybe you are right. Perhaps I am crazy. Though, I bet your feelings toward escay have changed since you started living with them. What if everything you thought you knew when you lived in Lessard Mansion was a lie? What if everything you think you know about the…about that organization is distorted?”
 
   “Let’s continue walking.” Xarcon led them back onto the main street. “You must be burning up in those clothes.”
 
   “I’ll need a water hose inserted down my throat so I can be re-inflated when I reach Lessard Mansion.”
 
   “We can’t have that.” Xarcon inserted a finger into each side of his mouth and whistled. A passing rickshaw pulled over. “No one is walking to Lessard Mansion—certainly not one of the competitors. You know that.”
 
   Bowe had needed a rickshaw to get to the ascor ball, but he’d hoped to get away without one this time, since he was invited. But Xarcon was right—appearances were important. “I don’t have any money.”
 
   Xarcon reached into his pocket, pulled out a few coppers, and gave them to the rickshaw puller, then turned back to Bowe. “I still make a few coins. If you can’t figure out another way of making money, I might have to get you out in the square with the performers soon. Always room for a good clown.”
 
   Bowe swung into the rickshaw. “Thanks for the help. Does that mean you understand what I said? About…you know.”
 
   “It means I’ll think about it.”
 
   Bowe nodded and leaned back in the rickshaw, letting the drape fall across the window. It was a huge relief to be out of the direct sun, and Bowe tugged rapidly at the front of his tunic, fanning air against the skin of his chest.
 
   He wiped sweat from his hairline. He now wished that he’d listened to the tailor. At the time, he’d never considered that he might need to wear the clothing more than once, never mind during the daytime this close to the Infernam. The rickshaw jolted back and forth, only slowing when the puller shouted at people to get out of the way. Bowe took deep breaths; he didn’t want to arrive hot and flustered. He wondered about Xarcon. Would he be too frightened of the Guild to keep helping Bowe? Xarcon was one of the few Greens who respected and liked the escay, so if he couldn’t accept the Guild, who else would?
 
   “Lessard Mansion, sir,” came a shout, and the rickshaw jolted to a halt. Bowe stepped out of the rickshaw and walked inside, nodding to the marshals on guard. Out of the corner of his eye, Bowe spotted a face he thought he recognized, but when he turned, there was no sign of the man. He frowned. Had that been one of Dulnato’s Defenders? He was likely up to no good, but Bowe couldn’t be sure he’d even seen him, so he shook his head and continued into the mansion.
 
   Bowe was directed into the ballroom. As soon as he walked in the door, Eolnar dragged him aside. “Sorry about this. I’ve done all I could, but the Raines and Greniers have combined to ensure that one of them will win.”
 
   Bowe’s spirits fell. “You mean I won’t get to compete?” All the time he’d spent practicing the full four-player version of Harmony with Sorrin, Glil, and Edison now seemed a waste. Bowe looked around—ascor and ascora no longer stared at him the way they had at the ball. He was expected this time.
 
   “No, the players are set. I had no luck in getting the other judges to agree with me. Normally there would be a three-way impasse between the three judges, and I hoped they would choose you as a compromise winner. But there’s a Grenier/Raine pact this year—Legrand will support the Raine candidate.”
 
   “We haven’t even played yet! How can you judge already?”
 
   Eolnar tilted his head and looked at Bowe with an amused expression. “We know what the outcome will be, more or less. All four of you are excellent players, so it’ll likely end in a three- or four-way draw.”
 
   “Then the judges will decide who played the best, and he will be declared the winner,” Bowe said. “But they’ll have made up their mind already.”
 
   “Exactly. The judges will, of course, decide based on the ascorim, not on how the Harmony game was actually played. That’s just the way the world works.” Eolnar touched Bowe’s arm. “I was looking forward to seeing a Bellanger as the fourth player once more in the Grand Match; it wasn’t the same last time with three Guardians and one marshal.” He shrugged. “But that isn’t to be.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Bowe muttered under his breath as Eolnar moved back into the crowd. There would be no four-way draw, not with the way Bowe intended to play. He might lose horribly, but if he didn’t, the other players would find themselves in a Harmony game such as they’d never played before.
 
   “Players, take your positions.” Bowe recognized the voice—it was Jeniano’s. Bowe hoped he wasn’t in a poisoning mood.
 
   The crowd swirled toward the edges of the ballroom, leaving the center vacant except for the large circular table with three marshals sitting at it. A large Harmony set was laid out, and Bowe took the fourth seat. The board was checkered black and gold. In front of Bowe were the azure-colored pieces. Opposite Bowe on the other side of the board were the sea green pieces, and behind them sat a marshal who Bowe recognized. Tokanu gave Bowe a nod. Sitting in front of the silver pieces was the Raine captain of the guards, Myro. Taking control of the scarlet Harmony pieces was a Grenier marshal Bowe didn’t know.
 
   Behind Tokanu, a high table was set up with three chairs. Jeniano sat on the middle chair. As Bowe watched, Eolnar took his place to the right of Jeniano. Another man took the last seat. Bowe had never seen him before, but knew he must be Legrand, the Eyemaster and third judge. He had dyed his hair scarlet. Bowe had to force himself to stop staring.
 
   “Welcome, all. Welcome.” Jeniano stood and waited for the room to quiet. “Welcome to the second ever sexennial qualifying match. After the demise of the Bellanger family—current company excluded,” Jeniano said, his eyes flickering to Bowe, “the Guardians needed to decide what to do about the Grand Sexennial Harmony Match. Some argued for the tournament to be canceled, but the Guardians decided to honor the marshals of Arcandis by offering them a chance to play in a qualifying match. Six years ago, the Grenier marshal, Kirande, won the seat. He went on to play in the Grand Sexennial Match against the Guardians and acquitted himself with pride, though he lost. He was later raised to become an ascor by Stenesso.”
 
   Jeniano paused for a smattering of applause. There was clear division in who clapped. The Raines and Lessards were not happy about the number of marshals raised to ascor by the Greniers. “Today, three marshals have the honor of being selected to play for this great prize. Gentlemen, I’d like you to congratulate Xelu, Tokanu, and Myro.” Each stood for applause and bowed when their name was called. “In addition, we have an unusual fourth player. A baby was saved from Bellanger Mansion twelve years ago on the day the rest of his family died. The Guardians, in their wisdom, decided that the child should be raised in Raine Mansion and be given a chance to walk the Green Path. Having made great strides along that Path, he is here to fight for the Bellanger seat at the Harmony table on the final day before the Infernam.”
 
   Jeniano gestured to Bowe, who rose to his feet and nodded. No one clapped. Someone coughed; another person cleared his throat. Both sounds were amplified by the silence all around. Bowe quickly sat again.
 
   “In the event of a draw,” Jeniano continued, “we three judges will decide who played the best and deserves to go forward. We already drew for first move. Scarlet opens. Begin when you are ready.”
 
   Jeniano sat, and Xelu made his first move, followed by Tokanu, then Myro. Bowe considered. The Grenier made an aggressive move—which was to be expected for the warrior family. Myro’s move, on the other hand, was cautious. This set up the perfect situation for one of the strategic plans Bowe had in mind. An extremely risky plan.
 
   Bowe’s hand drifted over the board, but he snatched it back again. He could sense everyone watching him, wondering what was taking him so long. A lump congealed at the bottom of his stomach and a tightness squeezed his throat. He had experimented with various unorthodox strategies against the Deadbeats to varying success, but had never tried this exact one. And these marshals were likely superior players. He’d look like a fool if this backfired horribly in front of everyone. Bowe swallowed, reached forward, and quickly moved a piece before he could change his mind.
 
   A rumble of noise greeted the move. Jeniano leaned forward and studied the board, frowning. Bowe’s move was lateral, almost backwards. Xelu’s lips curved into a smile and he advanced his original piece into Bowe’s territory. The initial stages of Harmony were usually marked by a grab for the center of the board. Xelu saw his opportunity to grab the central areas in front of both his and Bowe’s pieces.
 
   Bowe found himself with time to glance around the ballroom. He didn’t recognize too many people. The Guardians and higher ranked ascor hadn’t attended. There were very few ascora about, and only a handful of the Greenettes.
 
   Zofila was here, though. She was laughing in a forced way at a joke from an ascor who sat beside her. Bowe turned back to the table, but kept an eye on her whenever he got the chance. On the Harmony board, the game developed just as Bowe had hoped. Xelu had taken control of most of the central areas, giving the Grenier marshal a good strategic advantage. Bowe began an ineffective attack on Xelu’s flank. Both Tokanu and Myro developed their pieces in a waiting pattern.
 
   Xelu now launched an attack on Bowe’s position. From his attitude, the Grenier marshal didn’t expect crushing Bowe to take long. Both tactics and strategy were important in Harmony—strategy for the board-level positioning and tactics for the actual close-in fighting. Xelu clearly expected Bowe to be as inept at tactics as he seemed to be in strategy.
 
   Bowe allowed some of the conversations around him to filter through. There was much talk about the Jarindor spy, who still hadn’t been found. Some thought it too harsh to keep all his crewmates locked up, since they needed to return to their home country before the Infernam, but most considered this the best way to ensure that the Jarindors followed the laws of Arcandis and didn’t come ashore again.
 
   Xelu’s pieces were lined up against Bowe’s. Bowe began to concentrate more; he leaned over the board, his hands trembling with each move. Xelu’s lips curled into a snarl as he realized his opponent wasn’t easy meat. Bowe was dug into a defensive shell, but couldn’t hold out too long against Xelu’s superior position. He just had to hope—and then it happened. Tokanu and Myro made their moves, attacking Xelu. Bowe sat up straight on his chair. Xelu’s strength was now his weakness. His control of the important central areas made him an appetizing target for the others, and with Bowe proving tougher than expected, Xelu was overextended. Xelu began to redeploy his pieces to deal with the new threat, but Bowe wasn’t going to give him time to regroup.
 
   Bowe’s pieces on Xelu’s flank now launched a strong attack into the heart of his position. Spectators who had gotten bored and drifted away now returned and pushed in closer. It felt like fifty people were breathing down Bowe’s neck as they studied the board. Bowe won the next few tactical battles against Xelu, and, with both Tokanu and Myro attacking, Xelu’s demise was sudden. He went from having the most pieces to having none within a handful of turns.
 
   “And with the elimination of Xelu, we’ll take a short break.” Jeniano looked like he couldn’t believe what he’d just said.
 
   Bowe stood up, stretched, and pushed his way out through a knot of onlookers who still studied the board.
 
   He spotted Zofila darting away from her companion and moved to intercept her. She turned sharply when he touched her shoulder.
 
   “Oh, it’s you,” she said. “Shouldn’t you be playing a game?”
 
   “Life’s a game,” Bowe said. “We are always playing at something or another. How goes your game?”
 
   “Since when do you care about what I do?”
 
   “I was watching you talk to the ascor you were with. You didn’t seem happy.”
 
   She was about to retort when her face seemed to fall into itself, and she burst into tears.
 
   “Hey, hey—now there.” No one else had noticed her quiet sobbing, and Bowe put his arm around her and eased her out of the ballroom and into a corridor.
 
   He waited, his hand resting on her upper arm while she dried her eyes. “You have some strange effect on me,” she said. “I never cry, but I’ve met you twice and I’ve cried both times.”
 
   Bowe studied her. “I don’t believe you never cry.” Her tears came too easily.
 
   She laughed at that, or tried to. It turned into a sob, and she buried her face into her hands and wept once more. After a few moments, she rubbed her hands down her face, wiping the tears away. “Right, I’m done crying. No time for it. My makeup must be a mess.”
 
   That was an understatement—she looked like someone had dipped a mop into several vats of makeup and scrubbed her face with it. “It could use a touch-up.”
 
   She laughed, and this time it didn’t turn to tears. “You’re right. I cry more than I should. Most nights. But not in public, except with you.”
 
   “I’m sorry I upset you.”
 
   “It’s not that you upset me; it’s that you are kind to me. I spend all day putting up this shield around me, protecting me from all the ascor can throw at me, and then you make me crumble by caring.”
 
   Bowe turned away. “That might not be a good thing, you know. Bad things happen to those I care about. What do you need a shield for, anyway? It can’t be that bad, coming to events like this. Wined and dined by the ascor looking for your hand in marriage.”
 
   Zofila snorted. “What would you know about it? Just because the Greenette Path doesn’t have the prestige of yours doesn’t mean it isn’t just as tough. For ugly girls like me, at any rate.”
 
   “You aren’t…” Bowe tried to protest her self-proclaimed ugliness, but had difficulty finding the words with her face a mess of tears and makeup.
 
   “The pretty girls have it easy.” Her eyes were focused on a point above his head. “In getting married, at least, and surviving past the Infernam. The senior wives make their lives hell after, I’ve heard, but that’s a problem for another day. After the initial flurry of selections of the attractive girls, the ascor men sit back and wait for the rest of us to come on to them. They have the power of life and death over us, and they enjoy watching us squirm. The only ones who have yet to select wives now seem to want to torture us. They treat us—they treat me—” She scowled. “—like whores. Whispering all kinds of perverted suggestions to us. Like we were just their escay women. Of course, if one of us goes too far before we are married, word gets round, and then that girl is shunned and might as well immediately take Paradise’s Kiss for all the chance she has of getting a place in the Refuge.” She looked suddenly at Bowe. “What am I telling you all this for? You probably don’t understand half of it; you are nothing but a boy.”
 
   “You’re not much older than me,” Bowe said.
 
   “Boys mature more slowly than girls.” She raised her hand to forestall Bowe’s protests. “I don’t mean in terms of fighting or playing your games; I mean with regard to marriage and the debased things that men do to women. Ascor don’t take a wife until they are at least eighteen. We Greenettes have to walk our Path at the same age you Greens walk yours—some of us are only thirteen.”
 
   Bowe flushed slightly, remembering his kisses with Iyra. Zofila would surely consider that a perverted act with an escay woman.
 
   Zofila studied Bowe. “But boys do get urges before then. They are watched closely in the harem section once they reach your age.” She smiled and tugged at Bowe’s cheek. “You look so cute when you blush all red like that.”
 
   Bowe pushed her hand away. “Until you did that, I was going to offer you a chance to escape the—as you call it—Greenette Path.”
 
   Zofila took a step back and looked him up and down. “There. You did it again.”
 
   “Did what?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Every now and again, you fill out that absurd blue outfit and make it look like kingly robes. And you look like a Guardian trapped in a boy’s body.” She laughed. “Now you’re blushing again and the effect is ruined.” She turned serious. “What was that about escape?”
 
   Bowe opened his mouth and then closed it again. What was he doing making more promises when he had no idea how to keep his current ones? “I’m hoping to find a way to get all my Defenders into the Refuge. Perhaps I could get you in, too.”
 
   She looked at him with a quizzical expression. “But you’ve no idea how you are going to do that, right?”
 
   Bowe rubbed a knuckle against the side of his head. “Well…at this moment…”
 
   Zofila tilted her head upward and roared with laughter. “Look at that, you’ve cheered me up completely. But the worst of the perverted suggestions from the ascor sound better than your escape plan. At least they’re real. I’d better get back.”
 
   “Ah.” Bowe raised a finger. “You’re going back in there? You could use a touch-up of your makeup.”
 
   “Helion’s daughters! Now that you mention it, I couldn’t be bothered going back right now. Not just after you’ve cheered me up. They can save up their torments for another time. I’m leaving.”
 
   She turned back the other way. Bowe raised his finger again. “You’re going outside? People might see you. You could use a…you know…on your face.”
 
   She laughed again, her shoulders shaking with mirth. “You’ve put me in such a good mood, I don’t know if I’ll even be able to cry tonight. How will I ever get to sleep?” She and strode away, still laughing.
 
   Bowe went back to the ballroom, trying to understand how she had gone from tears to laughter so quickly. He hadn’t helped her with any of her problems.
 
   Before he had a chance to get his bearings back inside the ballroom, Legrand intercepted him. The scarlet hair looked even more ridiculous up close. “There you are. We are trying to get the game started again.”
 
   “Okay.” Bowe tried to move past him, but Legrand grabbed his arm and leaned in close.
 
   “That was some stunt you pulled—Xelu was supposed to win today. I saw you talking to Eolnar when you came in. Did you two come up with this scheme together?”
 
   Bowe opened his mouth to deny it and stopped. Perhaps it would be better to have Legrand annoyed at Eolnar and, thereby, at his house’s player, Tokanu. “Eolnar told me that he expected Xelu to win unless I could pull off something crazy. So I did.” Legrand released Bowe’s arm and Bowe returned to the Harmony board. All the other players were there, and once Legrand took his place on the judges’ bench, Jeniano instructed the players to recommence.
 
   Bowe quickly scanned the board. Usually at this stage of a Harmony game with advanced players, many stalemate lines would have been set up at strategic locations. But because of Xelu’s sudden and unexpected fall, each player’s forces were much more jumbled up than usual. Tokanu had the safest position, hugging his side of the board. Myro occupied the center, making him stronger but more vulnerable. Considering that, due to the Raine/Grenier pact, Myro would be selected as winner in the event of a three-way draw, Bowe’s plan was clear. With his first move, he struck aggressively against the Raine player and his silver pieces.
 
   Myro fidgeted with his fingers as he considered his next move. It was clear he’d never played a Harmony game like this before. Bowe’s best hope for a solo victory was for Tokanu to sit and hold his position. But it soon became clear that that wasn’t going to happen. Tokanu quickly launched his own attack against the silver pieces. Myro wasn’t able to put up much of a fight against the two-pronged attack. His position collapsed almost as quickly as Xelu’s had.
 
   Jeniano stood. “Remarkable. Two contestants left. Tokanu Lessard and Bowe Bellanger.” He looked down at both the players. “Should we take another break before resuming?” he asked.
 
   Bowe re-examined the board. Tokanu hadn’t made the mistakes of Xelu or Myro in overextending himself. Large parts of the board now had stalemate lines set, and Bowe could clearly see that the game would end in a two-way draw. Perhaps against Vitarr Bowe would have been able to win from this position, but Tokanu had proven himself to be an excellent player.
 
   Bowe looked back at the judges’ table. Perhaps he could use a break in play to nudge Jeniano toward selecting him instead of Tokanu, the way he had done with Legrand. Bowe took one look at the ascor’s eyes and knew that wouldn’t work. They were the kind of eyes that could read the ascorim as easily as other people could see colors. Trying to manipulate him was bound to be ineffective at best and counter-productive at worst.
 
   “No need for a break,” Bowe said. “The match is nearly over.”
 
   And it was. Bowe and Tokanu played out the rest of the game without surprises, though Tokanu played like he suspected a trap at every turn. When they finished, Jeniano announced that the judges would confer before announcing their decision. Bowe tried to stretch his hearing toward their bench, but the room had descended into an uproar of arguing and discussion, making that impossible. Eolnar and Legrand needed to lean in close to Jeniano just so they could hear each other.
 
   Tokanu reached out his arm to Bowe. “That was the most remarkable game of Harmony I’ve ever played.”
 
   Bowe clasped his arm and grinned. “I was hoping to take you down, as well.”
 
   “In both of our encounters you’ve surprised me. I’ll be wary at our next meeting, that’s for sure,” Tokanu said.
 
   Jeniano stood, and the room hushed. “I have the pleasure to announce that, by a vote of two to one, there will be a Bellanger at the Grand Sexennial Harmony Match one last time.”
 
   The ballroom erupted. If Bowe had thought the crowd was loud before, that was nothing compared to now.
 
   * * *
 
   Bowe’s elation gave him a floating feeling as he exited Lessard Mansion. Even the renewed blast of heat when he stepped outside and the realization that he had no money for a rickshaw couldn’t dim his euphoria. He wasn’t exactly sure how the Harmony win would help him survive the Path. Most of the Path was twists and turns, humps and hollows—it was often hard to tell victories from defeats. But this was a win. No one could take that away.
 
   A familiar face appeared and disappeared in the crowd. Bowe stopped dead. One of Dulnato’s Defenders? People thronged through the main street in front of Lessard Mansion, and Bowe couldn’t find the face again. He suddenly felt alone and vulnerable. How could he have been so dumb as to forget whom he had seen on the way in? He should have asked Eolnar or Jeniano for an escort. He decided to return to the mansion, but when he turned, he saw two teenagers lounging close to the main entrance. They had the look of Grenier Greens about them, with black hair and thick limbs.
 
   Bowe saw the face again. The man was closer, and this time he recognized him for sure. Clain, one of Dulnato’s main lieutenants. He closed in on Bowe from one side, and Bowe sensed another person approaching on his other side. A large rickshaw pulled in front of him. The two at the entrance were now approaching him from behind. He was surrounded.
 
   The rickshaw window’s curtain was jerked to the side and a white mask with only one eyehole appeared. “Get in,” the White Spider said in an urgent whisper.
 
   Bowe knew it could be a trap, but there was no love lost between the White Spider and Dulnato. And Bowe didn’t exactly have much choice. Even as those thoughts flashed through his mind, Bowe climbed into the rickshaw.
 
   “Go,” the White spider said to the two pullers at the front. Through the crack in the curtain, Bowe caught a brief glimpse of Clain’s confusion before the rickshaw jerked forward.
 
   “To Bellanger Mansion,” the White Spider called out to the pullers, leaning back into the cushioned seat. “They won’t bother us in this. They wouldn’t dare—two-man rickshaws are rarely used by anyone except the ascor.”
 
   “So how come you have one?”
 
   “I bought it. I like my privacy and this helps.” Due to the mask, his voice had a disembodied quality.
 
   Bowe suppressed a shiver as he looked at the expressionless visage. The mask was all white and curved around his face. Contours on it drew the mouth and nose. Two eyeholes had been carved into it, but one had been blocked by the same white material. “I’m sorry, you know,” Bowe said, “about what happened on the pier that night.”
 
   “Wasn’t your fault. We were on the same side at the time. Dulnato is the one who needs to pay. And he will—believe me, he will.”
 
   “Is that why you saved me from Dulnato’s Defenders just now? What were you doing here anyway?” Bowe tried to get comfortable in the seat, but he was on edge. He still feared a trap within a trap, and having a guy in a creepy mask beside him didn’t lower the tension.
 
   “I was here on other business when I saw Dulnato’s goons, and I decided to wait and see what they were up to. When I saw you about to be surrounded, I decided to intervene.”
 
   It’s the second time that his intervention has saved me from Dulnato, Bowe thought. But he didn’t bring it up again. Bowe got the impression that the White Spider didn’t like talking about that night on the docks. “Thanks,” Bowe said instead.
 
   “How did your Harmony match go?”
 
   “I won.” Bowe grinned, but the smile quickly died when faced with the mask’s blank expression. “Well, actually Tokanu and I drew, and the judges declared me the winner.”
 
   “Interesting.” The White Spider’s voice was as expressionless as his visage. “What do you think of alliances on the Green Path?” he asked. “Are true allies possible? Not between Elect and their Defenders, but between two Elects?”
 
   Bowe frowned, thinking. “Zidel and Dulnato have an understanding, as I learned to my cost. But true allies? I imagine either one would stab the other in the back without an instance’s thought if they decided it was to their benefit.”
 
   “Indeed. But you are made of different mettle than either of them, I believe. Either that, or your ascorim skills are beyond what anyone has thought possible.”
 
   “Are you suggesting an alliance? I don’t see how we can help each other.” The rickshaw stopped, and Bowe peeked out the curtain. “We’re at Bellanger Mansion.” He said it in a surprised voice—he’d still been half-expecting a trap.
 
   “The three who headed the lists on the first day of the Path are all still alive with thirteen days to go. Do you know how unusual that is?” the White Spider asked.
 
   Bowe shook his head.
 
   “Zidel, Dulnato, and Reyanu…” He trailed off. “You can go.” The White Spider gestured for him to leave, and Bowe slid out of the rickshaw and onto the street. A quick glance around revealed no sign of any of Dulnato’s Defenders.
 
   “I may have something to show you in few days. Will you come if I send for you?” the White Spider asked.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Bowe replied. Could a trap be elaborate enough to let him go simply to gain his trust? After all, the ascorim had many levels.
 
   “Think on it,” the White Spider said. The rickshaw moved off and disappeared around the corner.
 
   Bowe tried to follow the White Spider’s line of reasoning before he’d trailed off. Zidel, Dulnato, and Reyanu still led the lists. After them, the White Spider could be fourth. And I could be close to fifth after today, Bowe thought. Is he suggesting we eliminate the leading Elects?
 
   


  
 

Chapter 15
 
   10 Days Left
 
   The White Spider had asked to meet at a tavern and Bowe decided to go. “There’s no point in even giving you advice.” Glil was animated. “Like you ever listen to me.”
 
   “I do, I even listen to your Th…Thar-something stories about trees or some such,” Bowe said. He was with Glil, Sorrin, Edison, and Thrace in one of Bellanger Mansion’s second floor rooms. The wooden floors had been polished. Old furniture had been cleaned, dusted off, and placed here. Now that it was revamped, this room wouldn’t have looked out of place in one of the other mansions. A mirror with a gilded frame hung on one wall, and an ancient portrait of a long-dead Bellanger Guardian glared down at the gathering.
 
   Glil glowered. “Always happy to hear that my rock-people and I have been of service. Now that you’ve brought them up, you’ll get to hear one more story.”
 
   “Please, no.” Bowe put his head in his hands. “Think of the others. They’re not all as strong as me.”
 
   “The black granite tribe was at war with the yellow sandstone tribe. Its leader, CoalHeart, invited the leader of the yellow sandstone tribe, ChunkyTurnips, to a parley above a flagstone of peace.”
 
   “ChunkyTurnips? Seriously, that’s the closest translation to his actual name?”
 
   “ChunkyTurnips was suspicious.” Glil ignored Bowe’s interruption. “However, CoalHeart set up the meeting place on a rocky ridge which could be seen for miles around. No one could come to CoalHeart’s aid without the yellow sandstone tribe seeing them, and ChunkyTurnips knew he could defeat CoalHeart in single combat.”
 
   “So are you trying to say I can defeat the White Spider in single combat?” Bowe suggested.
 
   Glil glared at him. “When ChunkyTurnips met CoalHeart, he was confident. But he didn’t know the territory as well as the black granite tribe, and CoalHeart lured him to stand at a point where the surface was weak. The ground collapsed, and ChunkyTurnips fell into a deep ravine and was never seen again.”
 
   “Good thing I’m not meeting those tricky black granite Thardassians,” Bowe said. “I’d never trust someone called CoalHeart.”
 
   “Because White Spider is so much better. Yet you prance blithely into his web.”
 
   “My instinct is that he means me no harm.”
 
   “Do you not get that this is a competition where all of the Greens are trying to kill each other? No one trusts their friends, never mind their enemies. And you have already been betrayed and fallen into several traps.” Glil threw his arms in the air. “I give up.” He stormed out of the room.
 
   “He always gets jealous when I trust someone new,” Bowe said to Sorrin. “Breaks into a mad Thardassian story rant.”
 
   “He’s right—this is risky,” Sorrin said. “I’m not sure I disagree with him.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Bowe said, “I’ll have Thrace and Edison with me. At least they don’t think that I’m crazy.” Bowe turned around and saw both Thrace and Edison twirling their fingers to their temples and pointing at him.
 
   “Stop that,” Bowe ordered. “You guys agreed to protect me. You can start by being more supportive.”
 
   “We might be able to protect his body, but we can do nothing to save his mind. He’s one crazy fool,” Edison said.
 
   “Shut up and let’s go,” Bowe said. “This brotherhood wasn’t created just so everyone in it could make fun of me. Though maybe it serves me right for thinking that anything useful could come from Deadbeats.”
 
   Bowe led Thrace and Edison down the stairs and out the main entrance. As they exited, the force of the sweltering heat sucked the energy from him. Bowe stumbled, wilting, but forced himself to keep going. At least he was wearing plain brown escay clothing this time and not his ascor costume. No one did anything in the middle of the day anymore, and even now, an hour before sunset, being outside felt like being in a furnace.
 
   Initially, Thrace and Edison walked just behind him and to either side, like marshals escorting an ascor, until Bowe insisted they walk beside him.
 
   Edison cleared his throat loudly. “Can I ask you something?”
 
   “You already did, but go on,” Bowe said.
 
   “I want to fight in the Eye. Will you help me?”
 
   “I don’t understand. You came to me so you wouldn’t have to fight and die there.”
 
   “I’m not so keen on the dying part. But fighting—you don’t know what it’s like to be born a Grenier. Everything is about training to be a warrior. And I’m good, even if I’m not one of the best. Dulnato usually beat me, and Sorrin, before his injury. Perhaps Jisri was better, too. But I am a skilled fighter. And I enjoyed the old life I had before the Path. The banter, the competition. The weariness at the end of the day that meant you were asleep before your head hit the pillow. I even miss the constant array of bruises.” Edison rubbed at his arm, as if massaging a bruise that no longer existed.
 
   “You can’t go back to that,” Bowe said. “Even if you fought every day in the Eye, you can’t go back in time.” Bowe thought about Edison training alone out in the courtyard every day. “Perhaps you can experience the bruises and the competition once again. But fighting in the Eye won’t bring back the camaraderie and the banter of living in Grenier Mansion.”
 
   “I know. If I were training in the Fortress under Drakasi I might be happier, but Dulnato wouldn’t allow it. I still want to fight, though. None of Drakasi’s students have done much in the Eye; only a Lessard fighter called Kotara has showed promise as a Wolfling.”
 
   Bowe thought about what Edison was saying, then tried to look deeper, beyond the words. In the ascorim, words were lies—only actions held truth. He tried to see through Edison’s eyes. It was a trick he’d learned from playing Harmony—by considering the board from your opponent’s point of view, it was easier to understand his strategy. Edison was without a role at Bellanger Mansion. Thrace trained the escay in fighting. Sorrin and Glil were Bowe’s advisers. From Edison’s point of view, if Bowe went back on his word and chose someone to accompany him to the Refuge, it wouldn’t be him. By proving himself in the Eye, Edison’s status and visibility would be enhanced. A prominent Eye fighter could be chosen by another Elect who didn’t have an obvious Defender, such as the White Spider.
 
   Bowe turned to Thrace. “And you? Do you want to fight in the Eye?”
 
   Thrace shook his head. “That’s not for me.”
 
   He didn’t talk much, and Bowe understood him less than any of the other Deadbeats. Among the brotherhood he was the most quiet and shy, and he barely said a word, usually letting Edison talk for him. On the other hand, when he was training the escay guards, he barely stopped shouting. And the escay boys seemed more comfortable having him shout at them than having the other Deadbeats talk to them. Except for Sindar, of course—everyone liked Sindar. That turned Bowe’s mind toward the unpleasant thought of Iyra liking Sindar, so he decided to quash his line of thinking.
 
   “You want to fight in the Eye, but…” Bowe studied Edison. “There’s always a ‘but,’ right?”
 
   “The problem is that no one finds out who they are facing until the day of the fight, and it’s too late to back out then. I want a fair fight. In my first fight, there’s no way I could beat one of those scarred giants who have fought in the Eye for years. Even winning one fight would give me a huge increase in experience. I want to face someone else who has never fought in the Eye before.”
 
   “You don’t want to face the guy who chopped Cetu into pieces, you mean. Or anyone like him.”
 
   “Exactly. And since you know the Eyemaster, Legrand, I thought you might be able to help me.”
 
   “He’s met me, but that doesn’t mean he’ll look favorably on me.” By now, Legrand might feel that Bowe had put one over on him at the Harmony match.
 
   “We’re here,” Edison said. They stood in front of the tavern; it was called The Last Stop. It looked no different from all the other buildings along the street. With red clay walls and an air of dereliction, only the signpost displaying its name showed it to be a tavern.
 
   Inside, it was dark and smoky. No one talked. Solitary drinkers occupied most of the tables, each sitting in front of a glass of ale. Several men lay slumped over tables. Only one person turned to the new arrivals, and he gave them an uninterested glance before returning to his drinking. The White Spider had indicated that he would be upstairs, so Bowe moved toward the wooden staircase that hugged the near wall. Thrace stepped in front of Bowe and took the lead. He kept his hand on his sword hilt and ascended carefully. Bowe and Edison followed.
 
   The stairs led the way onto a rooftop terrace. The sunlight was momentarily dazzling after the dim light of the interior. Railings surrounded the terrace, and several chairs and tables were scattered about. The only person there—the White Spider—sat in a chair near the wooden railing.
 
   “It’s just us,” the White Spider said as Thrace checked for hiding places. He wore a white robe and, of course, the white mask with only one eyehole. Even outside in the open air, his voice sounded otherworldly. “This place is popular in the evening, with great views of Helion painting the city in purple light. Too hot to be here during the day, though.” He gestured toward Thrace. “Tell your man not to worry. Today’s trap is not for you. Good to know you are using bodyguards finally. It’s likely that Dulnato will move against you. As you move up the lists, you become more of a threat, and Dulnato knows only force.”
 
   “What about you? You surely must be more danger to Dulnato than I am. And what trap are you talking about?”
 
   “Sit down. In a city this big, it’s hard to find one little spider. I don’t live in a big mansion. You came, so perhaps there can be trust between us. As for the trap, all will be revealed. Hard to trust one wearing a mask, isn’t it?”
 
   Bowe took a seat opposite the White Spider. “Hard to even have a conversation.” It was difficult to communicate without the feedback of facial expression. Bowe wondered how bad the facial scarring must have been to make him wear it. He couldn’t imagine how hot it must be under there.
 
   “Yet you came. Like many of your moves along the Path so far, it could be seen as either clever and calculating, or reckless and dumb.”
 
   “Courageous and adventurous,” Bowe suggested.
 
   The White Spider paused. Bowe imagined he was smiling, but who knew what went on behind that mask? “Well, your success in moving up the lists has been unparalleled so far.”
 
   “Except for you. I wasn’t the one who came back from death,” Bowe said. “So what do you want from me?”
 
   “Just your friendship. And to prove it, I have a gift for you. Look down there.”
 
   Bowe couldn’t believe that the White Spider didn’t have ulterior motives. He looked down and studied the street below them through the gaps in the railing. It was hard to follow the gaze of someone wearing a mask, so it took Bowe a moment to figure out what the White Spider was looking at. Then he saw Reyanu striding down the street surrounded by some of his Defenders, including Phevan and Drenno.
 
   A group of women approached them from the other direction. They wore bright pink, yellow, and peach dresses and decorative lace bonnets. It was unusual to see courtesans out during the day; they were usually only seen at night or in the Helion twilight. Each of them held a basket in one hand and threw flower petals into the air with the other. White cherry blossoms. Bowe glanced to the side where the White Spider looked down, gripping the handrail with one surprisingly petite hand. Bowe stood up and leaned over the edge, studying the scene.
 
   By now, the courtesans were mingling with Reyanu and his Defenders. The boys laughed and moved aside for them. As one, the girls flipped their baskets upward, causing a cascade of flower petals to rain down. Then there was a flash of metal, and the woman in the peach dress pulled a knife from the bottom of her basket. Bowe’s breath caught in his throat and his knuckles turned white as he gripped the railing. He knew he should shout a warning, but he didn’t. And by then it was too late. The blade was thrust upward through Reyanu’s stomach and into his chest.
 
   The cherry blossoms still fell. One of the women screamed, and they all ran, the woman in the peach dress among them. Only now that the bonnet had fallen from her head, she didn’t look much like a woman. She certainly didn’t run like one, holding the hem of her dress up around her thighs and sprinting at full pelt. Bowe remembered that one of the newsbards had reported that a Shadow named Nechil was allied with the White Spider. She…he turned a corner and disappeared from view.
 
   Reyanu’s Defenders stood in confusion and shock with cherry blossoms stuck to their clothes, tangled in their hair, and carpeting the ground. The normal movement on the street had stopped, and the escay circled the scene at a distance. Phevan shoved Drenno out of his way and ran to Reyanu, kneeling at his fallen leader’s side. Phevan lifted his head. Blood spurted from Reyanu’s mouth and his body convulsed. Phevan clutched Reyanu’s tunic, his hand reddening from his leader’s blood. He looked up at the sky and roared with anger. In that moment, his gaze fixed on the White Spider and Bowe.
 
   The White Spider waved to Phevan and stood up. “Follow me.” He led the way to the back of the roof terrace, where planks of wood had been placed to bridge across a road. “After you?”
 
   Thrace stepped in front of Bowe and tested the makeshift bridge with his foot. It bounced but seemed solid, and he quickly walked across it. Bowe followed, then Edison, and finally the White Spider crossed. Checking first to make sure no one was underneath them, the White Spider then kicked the planks down and they crashed to the ground. Several nearby pedestrians got a shock, but no one was hurt.
 
   “They’ll probably be too disorganized to come after us right now, but you never know.” The White Spider led them across the rooftops. “You’d better get back to your mansion. I’ll show you the best way from here.”
 
   “How was that a gift?” Bowe asked, running to catch up. “I’m supposed to trust you more now that you’ve organized an assassination in front of me?”
 
   “You knew what was going to happen. You knew it before you even came here.” The White Spider didn’t turn to face Bowe—not that it made much difference with the mask on. “This is what you wanted. You gain revenge for Reyanu helping Jeniano to capture and poison you, and you become the highest Raine left on the Path. Plus, we both get credit and move up the lists for eliminating a strong opponent.”
 
   “I didn’t want this.” Bowe didn’t like how his voice came out whiny and weak. They reached a gap in the rooftops, and they all jumped across. The sun had nearly set and its rays were shining straight in their eyes, almost blinding them.
 
   “This is the Path,” the White Spider said. “You want to walk it and keep your hands clean, but that isn’t possible. It’s kill or be killed. There’s limited room for partnerships, and anyone who isn’t your friend is your foe. Reyanu was your enemy, Dulnato is your enemy, Zidel is your enemy.”
 
   The White Spider’s monotone voice gave a slight inflection when he said Dulnato’s name. Even behind the mask, he was unable to hide his hatred for the person who had disfigured him. That was the key to understanding him. Bowe thought about the lists. After this, both the White Spider and Zidel would be ahead of Dulnato, leaving Bowe and Dulnato fighting for the third and last selection. And hadn’t the White Spider already said that Dulnato knew only one way? “You want me to kill Dulnato. That’s the point of this alliance.”
 
   The White Spider didn’t say anything. He stopped at a trapdoor and opened it. “Go down here. This will take you out onto the street near Bellanger Mansion. Until next time.”
 
   Edison peeked down. “It’s dark down there. How do we know this isn’t a trap? You could get rid of us and Reyanu in one go.”
 
   “No,” Bowe said. “The White Spider doesn’t want to kill me and leave only three strong candidates for selection left in the field.”
 
   “He understands,” the White Spider said. He gestured down the trapdoor again, and Edison reluctantly descended.
 
   As Bowe followed Edison and Thrace down the dark stairway, the White Spider called to him. “You’re wrong. I don’t want you to kill Dulnato. I want you to draw him out so I can kill him.” He closed the trapdoor, leaving them in complete darkness.
 
   Thrace found the exit door, and they were able to make it back to Bellanger Mansion without any mishaps.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   8 Days Left
 
   The only furnishings in the small room were a desk and a stool. The desk held a number of carefully piled papers. Behind it, a marshal sat erect on the stool, reading. Bowe moved to the side so the marshal could see him, but the marshal shifted his sheet of paper to keep it between them. Bowe coughed loudly.
 
   The marshal was a short man with a large nose. Scrawny arms and the lack of a sword indicated that he was more clerk than soldier. The marshals who worked as guards and police and soldiers were so noticeable, it was easy to forget that marshals also worked as clerks and administrators. Escay became promoted to marshals when they moved into positions of authority.
 
   “Yes?” the marshal said, looking up at Bowe, Edison, Thrace, and Sorrin. He drew out the word in a long, nasal syllable and tilted his head in such a way that he seemed to be looking down his nose at them even though he was seated and they were standing.
 
   “We want to see Legrand.”
 
   “Let me check.” He shuffled through one of the piles of papers, took one out, and scanned it, then looked up. “As I suspected. Legrand wasn’t expecting any scruffy escay today.” He smiled. “Wipe your feet on the way out.”
 
   “We’re Greens,” Bowe protested. “Not escay.” He had decided not to wear his ascor outfit; it was too hot out.
 
   “And you make me thankful we have a system in place to prevent Greens from becoming ascor. The blessed Path.”
 
   “Some Greens become ascor.”
 
   “Only the right ones.” He looked Bowe up and down again to suggest that Bowe was as far from being a “right one” as you could hope to get. “Now, be off.” He flicked the back of his hand at them.
 
   Bowe leaned against a wall. “I’m not leaving until you ask Legrand if he’ll see Bowe Bellanger.”
 
   The clerk sighed deeply enough to suggest that the weight of the world’s afflictions rested upon his shoulders, then lifted up his sheet of paper and returned to reading. After a moment, he got up and went to a door at the back and ascended the stairs there. A while later, he came back down the stairs, returned to his desk, and sat down. He didn’t say anything, and Bowe had to suppress the urge to strangle him. After a long pause, he looked up again and pretended to be surprised to see them there. “Why are you still here? Didn’t I tell you Legrand would see you?”
 
   Bowe ground his teeth. “No, you did not.”
 
   “Well, hurry up. Through that door, up the stairs—don’t keep him waiting.” He pointed at the stairs he’d taken.
 
   Bowe blew out a mouthful of air, then walked across the room and took the stairs, followed closely by the others. They emerged into the open-ended room that was the heart of the Brow. Bowe had seen it before, of course, from below. It looked rather different from this perspective. It was long and shallow, with only short walls on both sides and opposite; where the fourth wall should have been was a wide rectangle of sky, sea, and cityscape. Bowe felt a moment of dizziness. An optical illusion made it seem that the floor sloped downwards toward the opening. Several tables and chairs lined the edge of the room.
 
   Legrand, the Eyemaster, was sitting at a large desk that occupied one corner. He looked very different from when Bowe had last seen him. His hair was no longer scarlet; instead, it was parted in the center, with one half dyed white and the other half black. It was long and straight and came down to just below his shoulders. He wore a solid scarlet outfit—similar to Bowe’s ascor ball outfit, except in Grenier scarlet instead of Bellanger azure. Four light pink-clad marshals stood at attention beside the door, two on each side.
 
   “Hello again.” Legrand stood, approached Bowe, and extended his arm.
 
   Bowe clasped the arm. He gestured to Thrace, Edison, and Sorrin. “This is—”
 
   “Yes, yes, we’ll get to the introductions shortly.” Legrand ignored Bowe’s companions and placed his arm on Bowe’s back and guided him to the edge of the room. “You started a trend with your colorful outfit at the ball. What do you think of mine?”
 
   It’s like your clothes are screaming, Bowe thought. “Very nice. I can’t wait to see it in combination with your scarlet hair.”
 
   Legrand led Bowe between the tables and chairs and they stopped at the precipice. They looked down into the Eye, where a fight was in progress. The fighters’ swords clanged as the closer one made wild swings at his opponent, who blocked each blow, stepping backward. Around them, the crowd roared their approval. “Scarlet hair with a scarlet outfit might be a bit much, even for me,” Legrand said. “I like the black and white hair for the Eye, though. Suitable, don’t you think?” He gestured down at the fighting men. “Two different sides. One will live and one will die. Who will it be today?”
 
   Bowe could feel the subtle pressure of Legrand’s hand on his back. He was nervous about philosophizing about life and death so close to the edge of this room. He’d likely be just seriously injured rather than killed if he fell…or was pushed. Though a serious injury on the Path might as well be death. “What I dislike most about Eye fighting,” he said, “is that it is often clear who will die before the fight even begins.”
 
   “Not at all,” Legrand said. “Not knowing who will win is essential to the drama of the Eye.”
 
   Bowe frowned. “For example, I could take a guess that the man down there swinging his sword like an axeman trying to fell a moving tree isn’t going to beat the muscled warrior who is blocking his blows without breaking a sweat.”
 
   “I don’t think that particular escay would have a chance against anyone. We might as well put him up against someone who can show the crowd some of the artistry of death. But not all fights are like that.”
 
   “What’s in it for the escay besides certain death?”
 
   “A chance. The winner’s purse might save him. At this time of year, there’s many people who won’t survive the Infernam without a few more golds, so the impossible gamble is preferable to boarding a funeral barge with a rock.” Legrand smiled. “Now what can I do for you?”
 
   Right now, Bowe didn’t want anything to do with the Eye or fighting in it. Remembering his previous visit, the sight of the Eye made him feel ill, and the vertigo didn’t improve matters. But Edison wanted this. Perhaps Bowe could guide Legrand toward not giving Edison a fight while pretending to push for the opposite.
 
   “What did you think of my Harmony skills?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Most impressive. If someone had told me at the start of the day that we would decide in your favor, I would have laughed.” Bowe detected the hard edge of anger underneath his oily smile. “But now that you’ve won the match, I’m looking forward to seeing you in action against the Guardians.”
 
   Bowe smiled back at Legrand. His words said one thing, but his eyes said another. Bowe no longer wondered if Legrand knew he had been manipulated at the match; Legrand looked like he wanted to tell Bowe to take a flying leap. Bowe took another look down at the Eye—the escay was clearly tiring, and the Eye fighter was moving in for the kill—and swiveled out of Legrand’s grasp. If Bowe were going to take a flying leap, he didn’t want it to be off the Brow. “After you voted for me in the Harmony match, I’m loath to ask another favor of you. But there’s something that only you can help me with, and I feel we have a—” Bowe moved his hands back and forth between Legrand and himself.
 
   “A connection?” Legrand displayed the oily smile with the hard edge again—he was getting worse at hiding his animosity.
 
   “A connection—exactly. Why you wear robes in your family colors just like I did. We think alike. Now, the favor: my friend Edison wants to fight in the Eye.”
 
   “You don’t need my help for that. He can give his name to my man downstairs and he’ll get sorted out.”
 
   “Yes, but—” Bowe paused, striding away from Legrand to the other side of the room, trying to build up the drama of the moment, hoping to antagonize Legrand even more. “Edison is not desperate like that escay down there. For him, the winner’s purse, while welcome—” Bowe turned and strode back towards Legrand. “—is not worth throwing his life away for. He has other options.” His last sentence was followed by a scream, and Bowe looked down to see the warrior’s sword skewering his opponent. Blood oozed from the escay’s mouth. Bowe’s stomach turned. He did another turn and a walk back and forth, this time to control himself. He hoped Legrand didn’t notice.
 
   “This isn’t a civilized game of Harmony,” Legrand said. “He can’t fight in the Eye and not risk his life. The Eye isn’t for children to learn how to fight.”
 
   “I—” Edison began, but Bowe held a hand up for him to be quiet.
 
   “He doesn’t need to be babied. He wants a fair fight. He just doesn’t want to be on the wrong end of a fight like we’ve just seen—one where it’s clear who the winner will be.”
 
   “So he wants to pick a fight he knows he can win? That isn’t what the Eye is about.”
 
   “No. We just want to make things fair for his first bout. He wants to fight someone who, like him, hasn’t fought in the Eye before. Like you said, the fights where the outcome isn’t clear have more drama. They are better. And fairer.”
 
   “Fair has nothing to do with the Eye.” Legrand rubbed several strands of white hair between his fingers. “And I’ve never heard of a deal like the one you’re suggesting. Fighters never know who they’ll get pitted against when they put their names in. But because of our—” Legrand moved his hands back and forth, mimicking Bowe’s earlier gesture. “—connection, I can make you a one-time offer. Have you heard of the mystery fighter?”
 
   “No.” Bowe frowned. He had been sure Legrand was about to kick them out without offering any deal.
 
   “See that square tent on the other side of the Eye?” Once it was pointed out to him, Bowe noticed the small gray tent guarded by two marshals. “Bet-takers and punters are always looking for something new. So some days, we have a fighter waiting in that tent in the morning—the mystery fighter. Sometimes it’s a seasoned Eye fighter, other times it’s an escay who doesn’t know a sword from a cow’s ass. The mystery fighter is always revealed at the very last moment, allowing bet-takers and punters to make their bets half-blind. I’m willing to let your man be the mystery fighter’s challenger today.”
 
   “No, absolutely not,” Bowe said. “There is no way we will agree to that. You know who’s in there, and that’s the only reason you are offering this deal.”
 
   “I know who is in the tent, yes. But I didn’t know you were coming today. You asked for someone who never fought in the Eye before. When we announce the mystery fighter’s opponent, we always give a tidbit of information about the mystery fighter himself. Something to encourage the punters to bet. And today I will reveal that the mystery fighter has never fought in the Eye before. What do you say?”
 
   At that moment, Sorrin limped rapidly away. “Just remembered, I have to—” And then he was gone, disappearing down the stairs.
 
   “That was the Green with the limp who’s always hanging around the Eye, right? What’s his name?” Legrand frowned at Sorrin’s departing back.
 
   “Sorrin.”
 
   “He probably saw a betting opportunity. I’d better announce the information to everyone else so he doesn’t get a head start. Will your man Edison be the opponent, or should I find someone else? Quickly, now.”
 
   “Wait.” Something was in motion here, and Bowe didn’t trust it. “We came here to organize a fight for another day. Not—”
 
   “I’ll do it.” Edison stepped forward. “This time is as good as another. Just give me time to get my gear together.”
 
   “Fantastic.” Legrand turned to a marshal. “Announce that the mystery fighter has never fought in the Eye before and that his opponent is Edison, a Green, formerly of the Grenier family and currently living in Bellanger Mansion.” He rubbed his hands together. “That should get the bets flying.”
 
   Bowe grabbed Edison by the shoulder. “Are you sure? This isn’t the way we wanted it.”
 
   “This seems like the best we’ll get. I want to fight, and this is my chance.”
 
   “This doesn’t feel right. There’s something going on here.”
 
   “The mystery fighter has never fought in the Eye before. That’s all I asked for. I don’t expect the fight to be easy; I just want to have a chance. Legrand didn’t know we were coming today—the mystery fighter was already in place when we arrived.”
 
   That was true, and it worried Bowe more than anything. There was some angle here, and he couldn’t see it. “If you’re sure. Let’s go back to the mansion and get ready.”
 
   “Wait.” Legrand rested his hand on Bowe’s upper back again. “Your Eye fighter seems to have an admirable second already.” He gestured at Thrace. “Why don’t you stay here with me? Best place to watch a fight, believe me. I’ll have some ale brought up. We can discuss a bet, your man against mine, make it more interesting. What do you say?” Legrand applied an ever-so-slight amount of extra pressure to Bowe’s back, and Bowe became aware of the three marshals standing by the door. He realized that it hadn’t been a request.
 
   “Edison, Thrace—you go,” Bowe said. “I’ll wait here.” Behind Legrand’s smile there was an edge, but this time it wasn’t anger. Could it be triumph? Bowe had fallen deep into a net and couldn’t see the strands that held him. He just hoped he—and Edison—would be able to fight through it.
 
   * * *
 
   Bowe paced to the far side of the room and back again. He was wearing out the floor. Legrand sat at his desk, writing. Every now and again, he’d look up and share one of his oily smiles. Their ales lay untouched on a table. Their talk hadn’t lasted long once Bowe had refused pointblank to make any kind of bet. Bowe had asked if he could go down and wish Edison good luck before the fight, but had been denied permission. Legrand didn’t even have the good grace to pretend that Bowe was free to go if he wanted.
 
   When was this fight going to start? And how had matters gotten so far out of hand? Bowe paced back and forth. He tried to bore through the tent with his gaze. Who was in there? It wasn’t going to be good, whoever it was. Had Legrand somehow known that Bowe was coming? And where had Sorrin gone? The bloody Green had agreed to help Bowe; the least he could have done was keep Bowe company when he was captured rather than going off making bets.
 
   Finally, Legrand stood and moved to the table holding the ales. “Come. Drink and be merry. The fight is about to begin. Should be very interesting.”
 
   The crowd had swelled from the last fight, and they were more raucous and boisterous. They were clearly excited by the choice of opponents. Edison stood just outside the circle with Thrace beside him; he didn’t look confident. Then, at a lull in the crowd noise, the marshals opened the mystery tent.
 
   For a moment, no one emerged. Then a warrior backed out, holding his fists aloft and flexing his biceps. This was certainly no escay. He held a sword in one hand. Then he swiveled around and Bowe could see his face. It was Dulnato.
 
   Bowe sucked in a deep breath. This was even worse than he had thought. Below, Edison’s head bowed and he grabbed the railing to steady himself. Bowe couldn’t imagine what he was feeling—Dulnato must have been one of the last people he’d want to face. Edison knew that Dulnato was better than him.
 
   Legrand’s gaze bored into the side of Bowe’s head, but Bowe didn’t turn to face him. He didn’t want to see Legrand’s smug smile. Dulnato raised his well-muscled arms into the air and looked straight up to where Bowe sat. He’d known, the bastard—he knew exactly where to find Bowe. A trap set and sprung. Bowe reached for the ale and took a chug. It burned his throat and the taste was bitter, but any distraction was welcome.
 
   “The mystery fighter is Dulnato, a Green, leader of those training under Drakasi in the Fortress,” a marshal announced. “He’s a favorite to become an ascor, but first he has to face a former brother in a fight to the death.”
 
   Dulnato pranced around the ring, receiving cheers and boos in equal measure. Bowe guessed the punters’ acclaim depended on whom they had bet on.
 
   Edison looked a forlorn figure, but Thrace didn’t let him feel sorry for himself. Thrace put his hands on Edison’s shoulders and shouted at him. He shook Edison, pointed at Dulnato, and shouted again. Bowe wished he could hear him; he needed a pep talk himself. It seemed to work, because Edison straightened his shoulders before striding into the Eye. He wasn’t as big as Dulnato, but in that moment, he looked every bit the warrior. Though Thrace had to run after him and give him his sword and shield, which ruined the effect.
 
   They didn’t waste time on formalities. Dulnato darted in, his sword aimed at waist height. Edison blocked it, spun away, and countered with a strike directed at Dulnato’s head. Dulnato took it on his shield, splinters exploding from it as the blade struck. The crowd went quiet; it was clear after only a few blows that this was an evenly matched fight between two skilled opponents. The ringing of swords and the grunting of the two fighters echoed loudly in Bowe’s skull. Could Edison win this?
 
   “Your man is looking good out there. Are you ready to make that bet yet?” Legrand asked, taking a sip of ale.
 
   “I told you, I have no money for betting,” Bowe replied. Dulnato launched an attack at Edison that drove him toward the edge of the circle, but Edison circled away and moved back to the center.
 
   “We don’t have to bet money.”
 
   “What makes you so sure that Edison isn’t going to win? Have you fixed this somehow?” Bowe turned his attention away from the fight and onto Legrand.
 
   “Nothing is fixed. Your man could win, Dulnato could win. I like to have an interest in the outcome of a fight—makes it more exciting. Let me see. If your side wins, I will support your selection; if you lose, you will fight in the Eye.”
 
   “How can you say nothing is fixed? You expect me to believe it was a wild coincidence that Dulnato was the mystery fighter?” A shout from the crowd diverted Bowe’s attention back to the fight. Dulnato was on the ground. Edison struck down at him and he spun away. Edison struck again, and Dulnato used his shield to deflect the blade into the ground beside him. He sprung to his feet and moved back. They circled each other.
 
   “Dulnato being the mystery fighter—oh, yes, that was set up ahead of time,” Legrand said. “One of your Deadbeats is not as trustworthy as you thought.”
 
   “One of my Deadbeats?” Bowe swiveled back towards Legrand. “No. Who?”
 
   “I don’t know if I should tell you.”
 
   Bowe peeked back at the doorway. Were the marshals standing directly in front of the door now? He couldn’t see them well since Legrand blocked his view, so he shifted to see better, but Legrand’s next word stopped Bowe dead. “Glil.”
 
   “No. No, Glil wouldn’t.”
 
   Legrand scratched his cheek. “What was it he said? Something about not being happy he wasn’t chief Defender?”
 
   “None of the Deadbeats will be chief—” Bowe stopped. Best not to share too much information.
 
   “So your Deadbeat went to Zidel about returning to the fold—he was with him earlier, I believe. As a price, Glil had to supply something useful. Zidel went to Dulnato with the information about your man wanting to fight against a fellow Eye virgin, they came to me, and a plan was born. Brilliant, eh?”
 
   I might never hear another Thardassian story, was Bowe’s first thought. Why hadn’t Glil said he was unhappy with the new situation? Then Bowe thought harder and realized that he had, just not in words. Maybe if Bowe had talked to him, he could have made him understand. Could he have, though? Bowe wasn’t even sure himself what he was offering to his brotherhood: hope or certain death.
 
   In the Eye, both fighters were clearly tiring. Their movements were slower; neither made the wild extravagant maneuvers of earlier in the fight. Most attacks were a simple strike with the sword, and most blocks were done with shields that looked ready to crumble.
 
   “So…” Legrand leaned across the table, the bottom of both the white and black sides of his hair touching the surface. “About that bet. I don’t know who’s going to win. Even now, they look equally matched. You win, I help you with selection. You lose, you accept a fight in the Eye.”
 
   “No.” Bowe didn’t see any way he was getting selected by the Grenier family, whatever else happened at the end of the Path. On the other hand, he didn’t see any way Legrand would let him just leave, either. “Wait, let me think about it.”
 
   “Come on already.” Legrand leaned back in his chair. “The bet must be made before the fight is over.”
 
   “Let me see.” Perhaps Bowe should ask Legrand to let him go if Edison won. But Bowe sensed that Legrand saw this bet as a game. Bowe wasn’t sure Legrand meant to let him go regardless of what happened.
 
   The crowd let out a collective shout, and Bowe turned his attention back to the fight. Edison was on one knee and Dulnato slammed his sword down at him. Edison’s shield blocked the blade, but the force of it reverberated through his body. He stumbled to his feet and backed away, holding both sword and shield at his side. Blood wept from various gashes on both men’s bodies.
 
   Dulnato advanced with a smile on his face. He threw his own shield aside, grabbed his sword with both hands, and swung at Edison’s side. Edison lifted his shield, but couldn’t maintain his grip on it during impact, and it skittered from his grasp. Bowe could now see that blood soaked one side of Edison’s jerkin—he had a serious injury to go along with the gashes.
 
   Edison continued to retreat, looking to either side as if for help. But that wasn’t going to happen. The crowd howled for blood. Thrace stood clenching the railing. There was nothing anyone could do for Edison now. Bowe couldn’t even imagine what would happen to anyone who tried to intervene, but he knew it wouldn’t be pretty.
 
   Dulnato swung two-handed again. Edison raised his sword in time, but didn’t have the strength behind the block, and his own sword crashed against his body before falling from his grasp, leaving Edison on his knees, defenseless. Dulnato didn’t hesitate. He swung again, a two-handed blow that cut deep into the side of Edison’s neck. Blood spurted from the wound, spraying all over Dulnato. Edison’s corpse toppled over. Dulnato didn’t seem satisfied with his opponent’s death, and struck again and again at Edison’s corpse. The crowd roared him on. Bowe stood and turned away, sickened.
 
   Legrand was sitting in his chair, fingering the black side of his hair, watching Bowe. A quick glance showed that the marshals stood directly in front of the only door. Bowe swallowed, composing himself. “I’m glad I didn’t make that bet now. I wouldn’t do half as well as Edison if I had to fight in the Eye. I’ll be off now.”
 
   Legrand smiled. “You can’t go just yet. Dulnato will be up shortly to claim his prize, and I’m sure you’ll want to congratulate him personally.”
 
   “I’d rather not.”
 
   “Oh, I insist.”
 
   “Bowe,” came a shout from behind him, “over here.”
 
   “What in Helion’s craters…?” Legrand stood and stared open-mouthed at something behind Bowe’s shoulder.
 
   Bowe turned, and—no, it couldn’t be, that was impossible. Xarcon was hovering in midair in front of the Brow as if he were eight paces tall.
 
   “Come on—quickly!” Xarcon shouted.
 
   Bowe moved toward Xarcon, still not sure if he could believe his eyes. Only when he could see over the edge did it make sense. Xarcon stood on the shoulders of some of his acrobat friends. They formed a human pyramid similar to the one Bowe had seen in the marketplace.
 
   “Marshals!” Legrand roared. “Don’t just stand there. Get them!”
 
   “Give me your hand.” Xarcon reached out.
 
   “What are you doing?” Bowe asked as he reached out to clasp Xarcon’s hand. Then Xarcon pulled him. “No,” Bowe shouted, his stomach trying to leap clean out of his body as the rest of him began to fall. Hands grabbed at him and slowed his descent. Even so, he crashed to the ground with a thump that took the wind out of him. Above, the human pyramid unfolded and people landed all around. They all managed to avoid stepping on him, however.
 
   Xarcon knelt at Bowe’s side. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Like I was just thrown off a building,” Bowe said.
 
   “Sounds like you’re fine. Come on—we have to get out of here. This is no time to be lying around.” Xarcon helped Bowe to his feet.
 
   A bloodied Dulnato was climbing out of the circle, and marshals were beginning to converge on Xarcon and Bowe. Some of the street performers disappeared around a corner, and Bowe and Xarcon sprinted after them. They only stopped to catch their breath when they were halfway to Bellanger Mansion. No one had followed them.
 
   “Now, how in Helion’s shadow did you appear out of nowhere like that just in time to save me?” Bowe asked.
 
   * * *
 
   Inside the mansion, Sorrin waited for them. He let out a long sigh of relief. “Thank the Guardians. You made it.” A smile began to form on his face, then died. “Edison?”
 
   Bowe shook his head. “Dulnato killed him.” He shuddered. “I’m not sure his body is in one piece anymore.” A thought hit him. “We left Thrace behind.”
 
   “I told him that if things went badly he was to disappear discreetly,” Sorrin said. “Hopefully he did that.”
 
   “What just happened?” Bowe asked. Edison’s death was only now beginning to sink in. Numbness permeated Bowe’s chest. Another friend had died on his watch.
 
   Sorrin sat down on the bottom step of the stairs. “I suspected something was wrong the moment we stepped into the Brow. There’s normally one marshal standing guard there, but today there were four. Also, Legrand was wearing that scarlet outfit, as if he wanted to contrast it against your azure one. I figured Legrand knew we were coming and had something planned. As soon as he mentioned the mystery fighter, I was certain.”
 
   “Why didn’t you warn me? Why didn’t you warn Edison?” Bowe asked. Surely they should have been able to prevent it.
 
   “I knew Legrand wasn’t going to just let all of us walk out. I figured that he didn’t care about me, so if I could get away, I could do something to help. I told Edison when he went to get his gear that I suspected a trap, but he had to go through with it. The Greniers hunt down those who agree to a fight in the Eye and don’t turn up.”
 
   I should have tried harder to persuade Edison not to fight in the first place, Bowe thought.
 
   “So I had to hope that Edison could escape the trap by winning his fight. I also feared Legrand wouldn’t be inclined to just let you out of the Brow, Bowe.”
 
   “He surely wasn’t.”
 
   “We couldn’t openly attack the Brow. And Sindar wasn’t around; I doubt he could find a way to sneak in there, in any case. That left Xarcon, and I didn’t trust my bad leg in a footrace, so I waited here, hoping that his ingenious plan would work.”
 
   “I would appreciate more warning next time I’m pulled off a ledge like that.”
 
   The door opened and everyone collectively held their breath. Thrace walked in. Bowe rushed over, and, to Thrace’s obvious surprise, threw his arms around him and hugged him.
 
   Bowe released him and stepped back. “Sorry about that. I guess I couldn’t handle losing another one of you guys today, and I’m glad you’re okay.”
 
   Thrace face was stone. “Dulnato had no right.” His hands were balled into fists, the knuckles white. “He won the fight; he didn’t have to chop up Edison’s body.”
 
   “Dulnato will get what’s coming to him,” Sorrin said.
 
   Maybe what’s coming to him is a life of luxury and ease as an ascor, Bowe thought. Wasn’t Dulnato the kind of person the Green Path was designed to reward? On the other hand, Dulnato might have picked up too many enemies.
 
   “I’ll go and see how the boys’ training is getting on.” Thrace stalked out to the central courtyard. Bowe didn’t envy the escay who had to face him on the training grounds today.
 
   “I don’t understand how they knew we were coming,” Sorrin said.
 
   Bowe sighed. “Legrand told me. It was Glil. He wanted to go back to Zidel, become his Defender once more.”
 
   Sorrin jumped to his feet. “That little weasel. When I get my hands on him…”
 
   “He was just doing what he thought was best. For himself.” Bowe wasn’t angry about what Glil did, just sad.
 
   “He sold Edison’s life, and almost yours, too, for a chance to get one step farther along on the Path. Maybe not even a step—Zidel will never name him chief Defender. All the while pretending to be our friend. Perhaps you can forgive him that, but I surely can’t.” Sorrin left, slamming his palm into a wall.
 
   Bowe realized he should be angry about it. Glil had betrayed them all, and it had led directly to Edison’s death. But what Sorrin had said made him realize why he wasn’t. It wasn’t his fault—it was the Path’s. Following the Path rewarded monsters like Dulnato and turned people like Glil into turn-cloaks.
 
   “Sorrin’s right,” Bowe said. Bowe had always thought Xarcon to be even-tempered, but he was anything but right now. Tension quivered through Xarcon’s body, anger reverberated in his voice, and fire burned behind his eyes. “Dulnato killed Edison in a fair fight. But what Glil did—betrayal from the shadows—that is the worst thing anyone could do.” Xarcon curled his fingers around an imaginary neck. “If I get my hands on him, he’ll be praying to Helion for a quick death.” Xarcon wasn’t much bigger than Glil, but, in that moment, Bowe had no problem imagining Xarcon tearing him limb from limb.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   7 Days Left
 
   Bowe was descending the stairs in Bellanger Mansion when a street urchin ran past him. He looked around. “Do we let them run around here now?” he asked, though there was no one there to answer him. He waited until the urchin ran back down the stairs and out of the mansion, and then finished descending. Then Sindar arrived.
 
   “I presume he had a message for you?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Your roof rat wants to meet me.” Sindar trudged down the stairs.
 
   “Why does Iyra want to meet you?” Bowe felt a sudden pang.
 
   “Not sure. The message wasn’t specific. Just that she needs me. I might as well see what’s going on.”
 
   “Wait, I’m going with you.”
 
   Sindar shrugged and led the way outside. The sun had set, and Helion was high in the sky.
 
   “I don’t think we should help Iyra,” Bowe said, walking alongside Sindar. “We’ve had a good partnership, but I don’t want to maintain it. The brotherhood won’t escape the Path if we are considered too close to the escay.” Sindar didn’t know she was in the Guild, of course, just that she had helped him sell the garnets.
 
   “I thought you liked the girl.”
 
   “No, I don’t.” The words tumbled out of Bowe’s mouth a little too quickly. “She’s an escay. I found her useful to me.”
 
   “You don’t remember what you said when you were in that fever, do you?”
 
   “There’s more?” Surely admitting that he’d worked with the Guild had been the worst of it.
 
   “You said you loved the escay girl.”
 
   “Infernam’s balls! I didn’t.” Bowe stumbled and almost fell. “Well, I know you all thought I was speaking the truth, but I couldn’t have been. I don’t even like her.”
 
   Sindar smirked. “I saw the way you looked at her. That’s why I asked the question. No need to be ashamed.”
 
   Bowe spluttered. “I never… I don’t know what you are talking about. And if I did, of course there would be a reason to be ashamed; I’m not a pervert.”
 
   “‘Pervert’ is just what the ascora call it; they don’t like their menfolk to venture downtown. Have no doubt that many of the older Greens have visited courtesans. All of the ascor themselves, no doubt, have tried out an escay or two in their time.”
 
   “What about you?” Bowe’s throat was dry.
 
   “I prefer ascor women. But I’ve had a sweet escay girl or two. I haven’t had to pay, mind you.” The memory of Sindar touching Iyra’s shoulder and her smiling at him rose in Bowe’s memory, and he felt sick. “They are generally dirtier, but who doesn’t like getting down and dirty once in a while?” Sindar gave an earthy laugh.
 
   Bowe smothered his sudden inclination to hit the thief. He decided to change the subject back to his original purpose. “I don’t think we should be helping Iyra anymore—do you agree?”
 
   Sindar stopped and looked at him. “I think you’re a sucker for her charms and will end up agreeing to whatever she wants. But yes, I’ll follow your lead.
 
   “I guarantee that won’t happen.” Bowe looked around. “So where exactly are we going?” They were heading in the direction of the docks.
 
   “Helion’s teeth, we’re nearly there!” Sindar lowered his voice. “We’re heading to a clandestine meeting; we shouldn’t be standing in the middle of the road gossiping like newsbards. Come on.”
 
   He guided Bowe to the side of the street and into the shadows. From there, Bowe followed Sindar down a series of alleyways, keeping close to the walls all the way. The streets were deserted. Other than one child peering out of a window, they saw no one.
 
   Once they had reached the edge of the docks, Sindar ducked into a doorway. Most of what appeared to be a warehouse was shrouded in darkness, but a torch hung in a bracket just inside the door.
 
   Iyra was there to greet them. “Why did you bring him?” she asked Sindar.
 
   “He insisted on coming,” Sindar said. “I think he wanted to see you. Ouch!” Bowe had thumped Sindar on the shoulder.
 
   “Well, we better get on with it, then.” Iyra looked up at the loft, then turned and spoke into the darkness behind her. “It seems safe. Come out.”
 
   Bowe tried to follow Iyra’s gaze to the loft, but couldn’t see anything except for a window leaking purple light onto a railing. Were they being watched? When Bowe had helped the Guild, he’d only ever seen Iyra; he had no idea what shadowy figures lurked there. He had definitely been right to stop helping them. Even though, as he’d told Xarcon, he’d come to accept that the Guild wasn’t evil, that didn’t mean he had to keep associating with them.
 
   A large man walked into the torchlight. He reminded Bowe of Drakasi even before Bowe noticed the large sword strapped to his waist. His features looked…different; in this light, however, Bowe couldn’t figure out exactly how.
 
   “Allow me to present Washima,” Iyra said.
 
   “It’s an honor.” He had a deep voice with an unusual accent. Washima folded his palms together with his forefingers touching his lips and bowed his head toward Sindar and then Bowe.
 
   Bowe felt an urge to bow in response but stopped himself. Outlanders weren’t allowed to stay in Arcandis, so this man could only be the spy who had escaped the Jarindor ship, leading to the seizure of his crewmates. “We’re not going to help you,” Bowe said. “Iyra, our deal is over. I’m not even getting money from you anymore.”
 
   Iyra frowned. “There is no more money—I told you that. Once you were able to pay off the Raines—and the word spread that it was because of the ruby garnets—Stenesso put a stop to any of the Grenier marshals or ascor buying garnets. It was a good plan while it lasted.” Iyra advanced on Bowe. “Did you think I was stealing your portion?”
 
   Bowe didn’t like having her so close. Those smoky gray eyes caught his gaze and wouldn’t let go. He took a step back. “No, I didn’t think you were stealing it. I just thought you were giving it to those servants and fighting apprentices who turned up at the mansion. As payment.”
 
   “No, I told you they wouldn’t require any monetary payment. Don’t you remember anything?”
 
   “It would appear not.” Bowe scratched the side of his head. “When did you tell me all this?”
 
   “It was just after you’d recovered from the poison. Or, at least, I thought you’d recovered.”
 
   “Did I seem happy?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Yes, I guess so.”
 
   “Aha!” Bowe exclaimed. “That doesn’t sound like me at all. I must have still been fevered. Anything I said then shouldn’t be taken seriously.”
 
   “You said you’d save the escay I sent to you.” Iyra’s eyes narrowed and she moved closer to Bowe. “You seriously can’t remember? You’re not just having fun at my expense? Because this isn’t the time.”
 
   “It certainly isn’t. Time is running out,” Washima’s deep voice said.
 
   “I said I’d save—” Bowe gulped and stepped back. “So that’s why they’re all there.”
 
   “Did you think the girls just loved cleaning broken down old mansions? And that the boys wanted to get beaten black and blue by one of your Deadbeats?”
 
   Now that Iyra mentioned it, the girls did work with an unusual intensity. They must think they are cleaning for their lives. “So you believed this uncommonly-happy just-out-of bed patient when he promised to save virtually the whole of Helion-bathed Arcandis from the Infernam? And you got others to believe it, too?” Bowe’s voice had adopted a high-pitched edge. Why did he have to sound hysterical whenever he tried to be forceful?
 
   Iyra advanced toward Bowe once again. “Are you saying you can’t save them?” She took a step with each word, causing Bowe to retreat farther into the shadows. “Or that you won’t save them?”
 
   Now that was forceful, Bowe thought. “I’ve promised to save nearly everyone else—why not them, too?” Iyra looked ready to advance on Bowe again, so he raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll do my best. I haven’t figured out exactly what I’m going to do yet, but when I do, I won’t forget the escay.” The beginnings of a plan had started to form in Bowe’s mind, but he hadn’t yet figured out the details.
 
   Bowe moved sideways to get around Iyra and returned to the torchlight, where Washima and Sindar waited. I told you so, Sindar’s smirk said.
 
   Sindar had nothing to smile about. Bowe wasn’t giving in to her. He had previously agreed to help the escay at the mansion; he’d just forgotten about it. He hadn’t agreed to help Iyra any further. “We’re not helping the spy.” Bowe glanced at Washima. “No offense. I’ve enough on my plate without committing treason, as well.”
 
   Washima bowed his head again, and Bowe had to stop himself from mirroring the gesture. Why was it so addictive? And why was Bowe apologizing to Washima, an enemy to Arcandis?
 
   “I don’t need your help.” Iyra rejoined them by the doorway. “I need Sindar’s.”
 
   “I agreed not to help without Bowe’s say-so,” Sindar said. “Personally, I think he wants to be persuaded.” Sindar jiggled his eyebrows. “If you know what I mean.”
 
   Bowe thumped him on the shoulder. “It’s a pity I didn’t figure out how tiresome you were, Sindar, before you joined the brotherhood.”
 
   Iyra glanced up at the window up by the loft. “Helion has set. We don’t have too much night left. This is what will happen now: Washima will explain to Sindar the plan, and I’ll explain to Bowe why he has no choice but to help us.” She grabbed Bowe by the arm. “Come this way.”
 
   A flash of anger coursed through Bowe and he shook her hand away. “Don’t lay your hands on me.” He’d come here to assert his authority, not be pushed around by this infuriating escay. “Remember who you are and who I am.”
 
   Iyra and Washima shared a silent glance. Then Iyra said quietly, “Please come with me.” She led him into a corner.
 
   “Don’t stand too close,” Bowe said, raising his voice so Sindar could hear. He didn’t want more insinuations from the thief on the way back. The darkness hid Iyra’s face, which was good, but it accentuated Bowe’s awareness of her, which wasn’t. She smelled musky and wholesome and…nice. Helion, even his nose betrayed him! Why couldn’t he get rid of these blasted feelings about her? She was an escay, and he wasn’t a pervert.
 
   “I understand that your emotions are a bit raw. I heard that one of your friends died yesterday,” Iyra said. The voices from across the room rose and fell as Washima’s deep voice was interspersed with Sindar’s higher pitched one.
 
   “I don’t need your understanding,” Bowe spat out. “And I don’t apologize for any of my actions. What was that glance you shared with Washima?”
 
   “What? Nothing, nothing.”
 
   “If ever a glance spoke volumes, that one did. Don’t take me for a fool.”
 
   “Fine.” Iyra’s voice rose in anger. “Washima hasn’t met any ascor, and asked me what they were like. I told him I’d only met their sons—the Greens. I said that those I knew seemed normal, but there was always a black thread running through them. A sense of superiority and a disdain for the lives of others. Especially when it came to escay. You were polite and considerate all along, so Washima didn’t see what I was talking about until you blew up on me when I touched your arm.”
 
   “Of course we are superior.” Bowe’s own voice rose in anger. “Of course ascor are superior to escay. In birth and in breeding, all the way to our bathing habits.” Bowe made a significant sniff with his nose, turning it into a liar.
 
   “Bathing habits?” Iyra’s voice was like the ice of cold fury. “You’ve got to be kidding me. We don’t all have time to powder our noses before the nightly ball. Some of us have to struggle to eke out an existence with the pittance of resources that the ascor leave the escay.”
 
   “We give you too much if you still have time to form organizations like the—” He paused, lowering his voice. “Like the Guild.”
 
   Iyra seemed about to explode, then stopped herself and took a breath. “This isn’t the time for arguing about that.” Her voice was calm, but Bowe could still sense her anger. “We need your help. I’m willing to put up with your insults to get it. Don’t think I’ll forget, though. We have a copy of the key to the brig of Peace Bringer. Sindar is the best thief I know, and the only one used to getting past marshals on a consistent basis. Plus, he can swim. Washima is explaining the layout of the ship to him right now.”
 
   “He’s wasting his breath. I never should have gotten involved with you people. I’m not going to stand for any further treason. Why should I be helping outlanders over my own people?”
 
   “Do you know what the ascor have planned for the outlanders?”
 
   “They’re going to keep them locked up until the Infernam, I guess.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “And then they will die.”
 
   “The heat will rise and they will be cooked to death unless someone frees them.”
 
   Bowe shrugged. “Many people will die during the Infernam.”
 
   “They won’t even be given the chance of poison or drowning for a quick death. It’s seven days until the Infernam—if we free them now, they’ll have a chance to sail to their homeland and find shelter.”
 
   “It’s not my fault they’re locked up. It’s his.” Bowe gestured at Washima. “The spy. The rules for outlanders are clear. He should never have left the ship.”
 
   “He left the ship against the ridiculous rules the ascor have for outlanders. I have talked with Washima, and I know that his reasons were honorable. The other crewmembers did absolutely nothing wrong. Do they all deserve to die?”
 
   “It’s not my decision to make.”
 
   “Yes, it is. If you don’t allow Sindar to help us, then you are condemning them to death. I know the ascor love to dodge decisions. The Guardians won’t kill the outlanders, they just keep them locked up long enough to ensure their death. But right now, you have to decide if you are willing to let them die. Their lives are in your hands.”
 
   Bowe wanted relent, but stopped himself. “I’m not going along with your plans anymore. I told myself that before I came here, and I’m sticking to it.”
 
   “Your friend who died yesterday—what was his name?” Iyra asked.
 
   “Edison. Why?”
 
   “Did he have to die? Because of the Infernam, did he have to die?”
 
   “No.” The image of Dulnato striking Edison down rose again in Bowe’s mind and he rubbed a finger against the corner of his eye.
 
   “Would you have done anything you could to save him? Of course you would have. Those people in that ship have friends in another country hoping that someone will help them. A great many people on Arcandis have to die by the time the Infernam arrives. A horrific amount. No one can save them. But Washima and the people on the ship have a place in a shelter in their home country.”
 
   Bowe ground his teeth. “This is the last time I will allow you to involve me in one of your Guild plots.”
 
   “Thank you,” Iyra said.
 
   Bowe couldn’t see her face, but he sensed she was smiling. “Let’s go back to the others.” Iyra and Bowe rejoined Washima, but there was no sign of the thief. “What happened to Sindar?”
 
   “I gave him the key,” Washima replied. “He said he already knew how his friend would decide, so he decided to get started.”
 
   “That infuriating bastard.” Bowe balled his hand into a fist. “This brotherhood thing was a terrible idea. I should have gone with more of a tyrant theme.”
 
   “I have to be ready to board the ship when the time comes. Iyra, I’d like to thank you for everything.” Washima bowed deeply to her and she mirrored him. “And it’s been nice meeting you, Bowe. Thanks for your help.” He bowed his head to Bowe and this time, Bowe repeated the gesture. Washima left the warehouse and disappeared into the shadows.
 
   “What’s all this bowing about? Can’t he just clasp arms like a normal person?” Bowe said grumpily
 
   “It’s the Jarindor way.”
 
   “Well, he’s in Arcandis now. Should be doing it our way. He’s supposed to be a secret spy—what’s he doing walking around with a giant sword?”
 
   “He hasn’t been carrying it around all this time. But he’ll need it to fight his way back onto his ship. Come on, let’s go somewhere where we can see what happens.”
 
   Iyra led Bowe out of the warehouse and along the docks, keeping close to the warehouses. Helion had set, but there were no clouds and Luna was half full. The white moon provided enough light for Bowe to be able to follow Iyra without tripping over anything, and after a while, his eyes adjusted and he began to make out the outline of ships tethered against the quay.
 
   Iyra stopped at small staircase and held her finger to her lips. “That’s Peace Bringer over there,” she whispered, pointing at the black masts and hull of a large ship opposite them. “We can get a better view from the roof. Be careful on these stairs—they creak. We don’t want the marshals guarding the ship to get suspicious.”
 
   Bowe managed to climb the stairs without incident. He might not have had as much experience skulking around rooftops as Iyra or Sindar, but that didn’t mean he was a clumsy oaf.
 
   When they reached the top, Iyra sat on the edge of the roof with her legs dangling and Bowe slid down beside her. From here, Bowe could see even better. Luna reflected off of the sea, creating a ghostly shimmer. The outline of the black ship was clear, and as Bowe studied it, more details came into focus. Two marshals guarded the walkway while several others patrolled the deck.
 
   In silence, Iyra and Bowe watched together. For once, Bowe was enjoying Iyra’s closeness. The ships along the quay rocked gently in the wind, the waves lapping against the hulls. The dark expense of the sky, pinpricked with stars, met the shimmer of the sea at the horizon. Peace Bringer, the ship was called and Bowe did feel at peace. Edison had just died—betrayed by Glil—a daring rescue was in progress with Sindar in danger, and Bowe still didn’t know how he could survive the Path. Yet, in that moment, Bowe was able to push away his worries and soak up the soothing sound of the wind rustling against furled sails and the rhythmic creak of the wooden ships. Moonlit silhouettes swayed back and forth.
 
   Iyra turned to him. “It’s beautiful,” she said in hoarse whisper, and he knew she was feeling it, too. Her face was a tapestry of moonlight and shadow. A sheen of light outlined part of her hair, and several individual strands glowed. Her eyes glistened. Bowe lifted a hand to touch her cheek. Out of the blackness, there was a shout. Bowe withdrew his hand and they turned toward the ship.
 
   The shout came from inside the hull of Peace Bringer. All the marshals drew their swords, the sound of metal scraping against metal almost painful to Bowe’s ears. A shadow ran at the two marshals at the base of the walkway, shouting. The shadow drew his sword, and Bowe could see him well enough to recognize Washima.
 
   The marshals froze, and in moments, one had been kicked into the sea and the other was lying on the ground, clutching his midriff. I never thought about those who would die so the outlanders could escape, Bowe thought. I shouldn’t be involved in sacrificing men from Arcandis so that men from Jarind can go free. How had he let Iyra talk him into this? On the decks, the bowels of the ship disgorged shadows, who fell upon the patrolling marshals. It seemed Sindar had done his job, freeing Washima’s crewmates. There were screams and several splashes as men fell—or were thrown—overboard.
 
   At the top of the walkway, Washima had released the ship from the docks, and it began to drift away. Shouts multiplied across the deck, and several men began climbing the masts. Bowe looked up and down the docks, but no further marshals were arriving to stop the escape.
 
   Bowe clutched at Iyra’s sleeve. “Sindar—did you see him get off the ship? He must still be on board.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Iyra sounded worried. “He should be off by now. Washima will make sure he’s safe.”
 
   “The spy doesn’t care anymore,” Bowe said bitterly. “He’s saved himself and his men. A few from Arcandis had to die; what does it matter if one of them is Sindar?” Bile rose in Bowe’s throat. “I just lost Edison—I can’t lose Sindar, too. I just can’t.” He stood.
 
   “It’s okay.” Iyra rose beside him and rubbed Bowe’s arm. “I’m sure he’s fine. Look over there!”
 
   “Where?” Bowe scanned the ship.
 
   “At the stern. Or the bow. Whichever pointy part is closest to land.”
 
   “I see him,” Bowe said. A shadow climbed the railing and dived into the water. “It must be Sindar.” A short moment later they could see the shadow swimming for shore.
 
   “He did it,” Iyra exclaimed, and they clutched each other and jumped up and down.
 
   The clutch turned into an embrace, and before Bowe knew what he was doing, he was kissing her. Her lips were warm and welcoming. She swayed against him, and the same peace from earlier flowed through Bowe.
 
   Then he realized what he was doing. He broke away and shoved her so hard that she fell.
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, looking up at him from where she lay.
 
   “You’re what’s wrong with me.” I’m not a pervert, Bowe said to himself, and you’re not going to make me one. The memory of Washima killing that marshal stoked his anger. Iyra had taken advantage of him for her own ends. She had done nothing but try to seduce him and use him since he’d first met her. “Don’t ever touch me again. Filthy escay. How dare you kiss me? How dare you take advantage of me like that? Remember your place.”
 
   Iyra pushed herself to her feet. “Filthy escay—is that so?” she shouted. Her voice sounded raw. “What about you? You’re not an ascor.”
 
   “I’m a Green. I’ll become a full ascor or die. I’d rather die than be an escay.”
 
   “Ever think it was strange that we helped you? Why do you think we chose you to help? You were the lowest of the Greens when we first met, remember? It’s not because you are a Bellanger—who could have known that would turn out to be so useful? It was because you are actually an escay.”
 
   “That’s a lie.”
 
   Iyra put her hands up to her face. “Damn you, Bowe, why do you always have to turn me upside down and inside out? Forget what I just said.” She turned and ran, her feet slapping against the rooftops.
 
   “Wait!” Bowe ran after her, but he soon lost her in the darkness. “What did you mean? Tell me it was a lie,” he yelled into the blackness. It has to be a lie. Bowe sank down on his haunches. A roaring filled his head. It has to be a lie.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   6 Days Left
 
   Bowe woke up in his own bed at Bellanger Mansion. That was a surprise—he didn’t remember returning. Marshals had converged on the docks after Iyra had left him, but he’d managed not to run into any of them even with the roaring in his head. He still wasn’t thinking straight. A cloud fogged up his brain, preventing serious thought. He didn’t want to deal with what the girl had said. The last thing he could remember from the night before was wandering down alleys and streets in the darkness, stumbling from one corner to the next.
 
   Someone shouted his name from the hall, bringing him back to the present. He noticed that he was soaked with sweat and feared that the fever had returned until he realized that it was well into morning. No wonder he was soaked: he’d slept into the heat of the day, and fully dressed, at that. Bowe stood and went to the door. When he emerged, he saw the brotherhood gathered at the bottom of the stairs, looking out the front door.
 
   Sorrin called out to him. “Come down. You’ll want to see this.”
 
   Bowe didn’t feel like he could deal with anything right now, but he descended to the hall. On the ground outside the door lay Glil, dead. His eyes bulged and bloody rents ran up and down his neck. His mouth was open and full of pebbles.
 
   Bowe’s stomach recoiled. He turned away and vomited against the wall by the door. He hadn’t eaten much in the last day, so all that came out was watery yellow bile. His throat burned, and the dry heaving of his stomach felt like his guts were being pulled from his body. Another death on his account.
 
   “We just found him here,” Sorrin said, handing him a note. Bowe read it.
 
   A present. We couldn’t stomach any more Thardassian stories, and it seems Glil couldn’t swallow them, either. Someone who turns his cloak once is someone to watch, someone who turns twice is not one to know.
 
   “That’s not a present. Why do the other Elects assume I want everyone dead? Can’t they understand I’m not like them?” Bowe leaned against the wall, looking down at his own vomit., turning his gaze away from Glil’s accusing face. The noxious smell of vomit was trying to induce him to throw up again even though he had nothing left in his stomach. He had nothing more to give.
 
   “If Zidel wanted to give us a present, he should have given the traitor to us alive,” Xarcon said, “rather than taking revenge out of our hands. Dead will have to do.”
 
   “He betrayed us, Bowe. This is all he deserved. Maybe you should consider it a gift,” Sorrin said.
 
   “I’m not like them. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t pretend.” Hot tears ran down his face and dripped into his vomit. A certain part of him wanted to fall to the floor and lie in it, repugnant smell and all, and never get up again.
 
   “Come with me.” Sorrin grabbed Bowe by the collar and practically pulled him away from the wall. He limped to the nearest room still holding Bowe’s collar, forcing him to follow along. He shut the door behind them.
 
   “Good; there’s a mirror here. Go over there and look at yourself.” They were in the old Bellanger ballroom; no other room was as large. It hadn’t been cleaned, so a layer of dust covered every surface. Bowe went to stand in front of a long rectangular mirror with a patterned frame. He rubbed dirt from a section of it so he could see his reflection.
 
   “What do you see?” Sorrin asked.
 
   “I see myself,” Bowe replied, sniffling. His face looked distorted in the grimy mirror.
 
   “Describe what you see,” Sorrin ordered.
 
   “I see a boy, thirteen years old,” Bowe said. “Blue eyes that have seen too much. Untidy brown hair—”
 
   “Helion, I’m not looking for a poem. I’ll tell you what I see: I see a snot-nosed kid with vomit on his lips and tears tracking big, sorrowful tracks down his dirty, haggard face. I see a pathetic little runt of a Green who should have fallen from the Path long ago. Is that what you are?”
 
   Bowe wiped at his face with his sleeve, cleaning off some of the snot and vomit. “Yes.”
 
   “I told you once that I wasn’t going to let you die before you fulfilled your promise to me. And I’m certainly not going to let you be a sniveling boy. Do you hear me?” Sorrin shouted. “If it were just you, I wouldn’t care. But it’s all of us. You promised to save every Deadbeat in this place, as well as the servants and the escay boys that Thrace is training.”
 
   “I didn’t even know I promised to save them until I was told last night,” Bowe said in a small voice. “How did you know?”
 
   “I can understand not remembering—you were in a bad way for a long time after taking that poison, and I’m still surprised you recovered—but did you not think to talk to the escay after you were better? Ask them why they were working for us?”
 
   “No,” Bowe said in an even smaller voice.
 
   Sorrin snorted. “You’re an ascor in your attitude to escay, at least, if not in your attitude to death. We learn at an early age that death is merely a step from the Path. And here, you fall to pieces over the death of one person. An enemy of yours, no less.”
 
   Bowe started crying again. He couldn’t help himself, even with Sorrin looking at him in disgust. “It’s not just Glil’s death,” he blubbered. Iyra’s accusation vibrated through him. She had said that he wasn’t an ascor. That his whole life had been a lie. More than his life. Sorrin was right: death was nothing. He’d accepted from an early age that he wasn’t to have a long life. But being an ascor—that was everything. He always knew that his short life as an ascor was infinitely preferable to any kind of life as an escay. Ascor could die, but they could never be reduced to being an escay. And now Iyra’s words felt like an implosion within him.
 
   The image of Sorrin’s face, blurred by Bowe’s tears, scowled down at him. “If it’s not Glil’s death, what is it?”
 
   He couldn’t tell Sorrin, of course. Even the suspicion that he wasn’t an ascor would destroy the brotherhood in an instant. His hands shuddered. “Not just Glil’s death. Edison’s death, Vitarr’s death. The Path before us is a black, twisted thing yearning for—grasping for—our blood, and everyone expects me to solve everything. I’m not who you think I am.” It has to be a lie. What Iyra had said—there was no sense in it. But why had the Guild decided to help him when he was last on the lists? Why had they chosen him as their ally?
 
   “The pressure you’re under…” Sorrin knelt at Bowe’s side and held his shoulder in a firm grip. The shuddering in Bowe’s body eased, then stopped. “Don’t think I don’t understand how much has been put on your shoulders.” He wiped at the tears on Bowe’s cheeks. “But this has to be your release. Your one collapse. You must rise stronger, and never again fall. You must and you will.” Sorrin’s firm voice helped Bowe to get his emotions under control. The tears dried up.
 
   Sorrin pulled Bowe to his feet. From somewhere he produced a cloth and gave it to Bowe. “Clean and dry your face.” Bowe did so. “You have set yourself an impossible task, and I don’t really expect you to succeed. But I and others have trusted you, and we expect you to light a fire under the ascor establishment and let them know that there never were, and never will be again, such Greens as Bowe Bellanger and his brotherhood of Deadbeats.”
 
   Goosebumps ran along Bowe’s arms. Sorrin’s words washed the weakness from his muscles and he stood straighter. But it was all a lie. “Sorrin, I’ve been faking all along. Kirande told me to pretend I belonged in the ascor ball, and ever since then I’ve just been continuing to fake it. But I can’t do it anymore. I’m sorry that I deceived you and the others.”
 
   Sorrin threw back his head and roared with laughter. Bowe looked at him, dumbstruck. “I’m not joking.”
 
   Sorrin slapped Bowe on the back. “You still don’t get it, do you? Wait there for a moment.” Bowe watched as Sorrin left the room. There was some shouting, and then he was back, Bowe’s azure cloak in his hands. “Put this on,” he ordered.
 
   Bowe was too surprised to do anything but comply. When the cloak was on, Sorrin stood in front of him and poked him in the chest. Hard. Bowe took a step back, rubbing at his chest. “You think you’re faking this? You have walked with ascor leaders and even Guardians and come away with allies and respect. People who have trained their whole lives in the ascorim and are the best protagonists of the art. You think you can fool them so easily?” He poked Bowe in the chest again.
 
   Bowe took a half step back. “Stop poking me.” He was starting to get angry now.
 
   “Did you fool Sindar, Edison, Xarcon, and Thrace? I told you that I could read fighters in the Eye. That I knew which ones faked their confidence. Do you think you could fool me so easily?” Sorrin poked Bowe again, but he was ready this time and pushed back, his chest deflecting Sorrin’s finger.
 
   “Perfect,” Sorrin said. “Now, come and stand here.” Sorrin used a cloth to clean a large section of the mirror. “Look—really look. Now what do you see?”
 
   Bowe certainly didn’t see the same person as before. In his azure cloak with his chest swelled up, his back straight, and his eyes flashing with anger, Bowe saw a young man of presence. Nothing like the crying creature who’d stood in front of the mirror just minutes earlier.
 
   “Do you see now?” Sorrin said. “Do you see what others see? Do you see the potential? The charisma? The inner strength? And we know you have the intelligence to back it up—who else could have manipulated that Harmony match the way you did?”
 
   Sorrin was right. What Bowe could see now was a young ascor. If he were an escay, would not the Guardians have known that in an instant? Of course they would have. Iyra was mad at the rejection, and, in the way of women, wanted to hurt him. The Guild had chosen him at random, or because he was a Bellanger. He should never have let an escay get under his skin so. He was ascor.
 
   Bowe clapped Sorrin on the back. “Thank you. This won’t happen again.” Molten strength had been poured into Bowe, and it now flowed through his veins. He opened the ballroom door. “Now let’s light that fire.”
 
   Outside, the other Deadbeats remained in the hall. They were talking in low voices, but the way all their heads turned toward him when he emerged showed that they had just been waiting to see what Bowe would do. They straightened their backs when they saw that the broken, vomiting creature that had been dragged into that room hadn’t returned. Instead, an aspiring young ascor stood before them.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Bowe said. “I ate some shellfish last night, and the smell of the dead didn’t mix well with it.” He smiled and received some smiles in return, but their gazes remained wary. Bowe could imagine the brotherhood drifting away unless he showed them the leadership they needed. He looked down at Glil’s body. He felt a catch in his throat but didn’t let it show on his face. He could feel them all watching him. It shouldn’t affect me so much, he thought. I’ve recovered from Vitarr and Chalori deaths, and they were closer to me. He remembered the escay funeral barge and how he’d changed during the journey.
 
   “What happened to Edison’s corpse?” Bowe asked.
 
   “He was cremated in the Grenier pyre.” Sorrin sounded worried, as if he feared Bowe would descend into tears once more.
 
   “We know that death is a simple step. Nothing to be feared.” Bowe paused and looked at each of the brotherhood in turn. “It is just a step for the one taking it, but it can be harder to deal with for those left behind. A good man will leave behind those who miss him. Before continuing on the Path, I’d like to have a ceremony of remembrance for those of the brotherhood who have had to take that step.”
 
   “A what?” Sindar asked.
 
   “You heard. Can someone get some chairs? We might as well do it here, in the presence of Glil’s body. His corpse can be removed to the Lessard pyre after.”
 
   The worry lines on Sorrin’s face lengthened, but after a few shouted commands, all of the brotherhood were seated in a circle in the center of the hall. The servants who collected the chairs didn’t return to their duties; instead, they gathered on the upstairs landing and looked down.
 
   “I’d like for each of us to recall a happy memory about Edison,” Bowe said. The group didn’t need to know he was taking this idea from an escay funeral. “I’ll start. That spot in the courtyard just below my balcony will always remind me of Edison. You all know the one. While Thrace trained with the escay, Edison went under the shade of the south wing balcony and practiced by himself. Hour after hour, he sweated and practiced, practiced and sweated. He didn’t have to fight in the Eye, but he was determined to prove himself. I admire him for that more than I can say.” Bowe bowed his head and waited.
 
   A long moment passed. Then Sorrin spoke. “Back in the day, when I still had two good legs, we were having a race. A big bunch of us at Grenier Mansion. Edison fell near the end, and we all turned to laugh as he pushed himself out of a big, dirty puddle. Brown water streamed from his hair and clothes, and he looked a fright. He was probably going to get into a world of trouble when he returned to the harem. I would have been fuming. But Edison jumped up with a genuine smile on his face and laughed harder than the rest of us. I’ll never forget it.”
 
   “I didn’t know him that well,” Xarcon said. “But I always knew he was one of the good guys. He had a certain strength about him. I felt better about our chances knowing he was on our side.”
 
   “We’re screwed now that he’s gone,” Sorrin said.
 
   Bowe laughed, and looked up to see everyone else laughing along.
 
   “Laughter: that’s how I’ll remember him,” Sindar said. “Making a joke and having fun. He’d like that we were laughing in his honor at this remembrance ceremony.”
 
   There was a pause before Thrace spoke up. “I—” His voice broke. He paused, then continued. “I don’t know why he helped me.” He measured each word before he said it. “I’ve always been slower at understanding things than other people. Everyone knew I wouldn’t survive the Path. That I wasn’t worthy to be an ascor. I wasn’t smart, or one of the best fighters. But the more I was left to myself, the more Edison looked out for me.” Thrace took a long breath; Bowe figured that was the longest speech he’d ever made. “If there was some way I could bring him back and take his place, I’d do it.”
 
   The silence had a weight to it that made it difficult to break. Finally, Bowe said, “We remember Edison.”
 
   It was repeated in a chorus by the rest of the brotherhood. There was an expelling of breath, and bowed heads were raised. “Now for Glil.” Bowe’s words produced a scowl from Xarcon. “Thinking of Glil means thinking of his rock-people stories.” Bowe smiled at the memory of them. “He had a story for each occasion. If he wanted to tell you something, he had to turn it into a story. Some of them had obvious lessons. For others, there was a nugget of wisdom just waiting to be mined from its murky depths, if you’d the wit to find it. Still others were so ridiculous that they surely had no deeper meaning, but who knows? I made fun of his stories, but now that he’s gone, I wish I had written them down so they don’t die with him.”
 
   “I remember how he pretended to be our friend, then betrayed us,” Xarcon said.
 
   Bowe sighed. “Glil may have been corrupted by the Path, but I firmly believe he had a good heart. This isn’t the time for recriminations. If anyone has anything good to say about him, we’ll hear it now.”
 
   “He was always nice to me,” Thrace said.
 
   When no one else was inclined to speak, Bowe decided to end it there. “We remember Glil,” he intoned.
 
   This wasn’t repeated, but Bowe still felt better. He looked down at the body again. Time to move on. “Now,” he continued, “there’s only six days left until the Infernam, so we’ll all be busy. Sorrin, there’s a Deadbeat called Oamir—do you know him?”
 
   “I’ll find him.”
 
   “He lives with a newswriter. See if he’ll join us. We’ll need someone to keep records, and I think he’s the guy for the job.” It was time to implement the plan that had been forming in Bowe’s mind. He hadn’t figured out all the details yet, but there was no more time for thinking.
 
   “Thrace, keep training those escay boys. In fighting, mainly, but make sure they can march in unison, as well. Sorrin—can you get some better weapons for them? I know you’ve got some betting winnings squirreled away somewhere. Oh, and Sorrin?” New ideas were flashing through Bowe’s mind as he spoke. “See if you can get them marshal uniforms, only in the Bellanger colors.”
 
   “Bellanger marshal uniforms?” Sorrin said. “What in Helion’s name are you planning?”
 
   Bowe smiled. “We are going to light a fire on the Path such as has never been done before. Are you with me?”
 
   Sorrin grinned back and clapped his hand onto Bowe’s shoulder. “Now this is what I’m talking about. I never doubted you, boy.”
 
   “I’m a boy no longer.” Bowe winked at Sorrin.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Xarcon asked.
 
   “Let me see. What else will we need?” Bowe tried to visualize what he hoped would happen. “Rickshaws. Two two-man rickshaws, with Bellanger colors and emblems. And,” Bowe said, turning to Sindar, “most importantly, I’ll need a certain door unlocked.”
 
   “Won’t be a problem,” Sindar said.
 
   “I hope not. But this won’t be as easy as you think. This is a rather unique door. It hasn’t been opened in eighteen years.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   1 Day Left
 
   Bowe shrugged into his ascor clothing. It was freshly washed and pressed and smelled of lemon; there was plenty to be said for having escay servants around. Likely the ascor were sick of seeing him appear always in the same clothing, but the azure robes had gotten him this far. He would go to the final ascor event in them and take his place as the fourth player in the Grand Sexennial Harmony Match. Bowe shivered despite the heat. The Infernam was upon them. This was it. So many people would die before another day passed—likely including himself and everyone in Bellanger Mansion.
 
   No one could venture out under the full heat of the sun anymore. Yesterday at midday, Bowe had seen a sheet of paper left out in the courtyard curl up, blacken, then burst into flame and burn. He shivered to think of skin blistering in the same way. What a horrible way that would be to die. He surely had been right not to stand in the way of the Guild freeing the Jarindors.
 
   Xarcon appeared in the doorway. “There’s someone here to see you. Sorrin took him to the ballroom. Come on.”
 
   “Who is it?” Bowe asked as he followed Xarcon down the stairs.
 
   “Sorrin didn’t tell me.”
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, Bowe moved toward the ballroom door, but Xarcon stopped him. “He asked for you to be brought in the side entrance.”
 
   “Why?” Bowe asked.
 
   Xarcon shrugged and led him down a narrow hallway. Bowe didn’t particularly want to revisit the ballroom. The last time Bowe had seen its dust-covered floors and grimy windows, he’d been crying over Glil’s death. Xarcon opened a door and stepped back to let Bowe enter. Bowe walked in, then stopped in shock.
 
   The room had been cleaned from top to bottom. The windows sparkled and Helion shone through them. Torches blazed along the walls, adding to a yellow light to Helion’s purple glow. Opposite where Bowe had entered through the side door stood an ornate wooden chair flanked by two of the escay marshals. The Bellanger marshals used to wear a uniform that was an extremely light blue called azure mist, and Sorrin had managed to get several escay outfitted in them, including those two.
 
   In front of the throne—for that is what it surely was—Sorrin was arguing with the White Spider, who had one man in attendance. The Shadow, Bowe guessed.
 
   “I don’t ask for a bloody show—are you going to have singers and dancers coming out next?—I just need to see Bowe. And it’s bloody urgent,” the White Spider said.
 
   “You’ll just have to wait. Coming here with a Shadow the night before the Infernam. You’ll be lucky if I let you see him at all.”
 
   “You have guards. Just get him here.” The White Spider’s voice quavered.
 
   “I’m here,” Bowe said. He strode across the room, hesitated, then sat down in the chair. Xarcon followed Bowe and stood to the side, scowling at the White Spider.
 
   Bowe was about to ask Sorrin what had possessed him to transform the ballroom like this, then decided against it. Questioning it would only ruin the effect. What Sorrin had done was perfect—Bowe only wished he’d thought of it himself. He had to look like he truly was the Bellanger Guardian if he wanted others to believe it.
 
   “Look what has become of the frightened boy who ran down the pier.” The White Spider did a full circle, taking in the whole room. As he did so, Bowe noticed a large flag on one wall. Gold cloth with an azure sun: the Bellanger emblem.
 
   “What do you want?” Bowe asked.
 
   “I want to save you from Dulnato once more.” The White Spider leaned back on his heels. “I ask for only one thing in return.”
 
   “And what is that?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Shouldn’t you first ask why you need saving from Dulnato? Only the small-minded fear the price rather than valuing the prize. In any case, there is nothing to fear right now. Just as well, since your man was intent on delaying my warning. But Dulnato and his Defenders are on their way here. There is a strong rumor that you will be offered the third Select position along with Zidel and myself at the Harmony match tonight. Dulnato has declared that whichever of his men kills you will become his chief Defender. In return for the warning, I only ask that Nechil and I be allowed to remain here and aid in your defense.”
 
   At that, Nechil gripped the White Spider’s arm. The White Spider turned, and Nechil stared into the mask. It was strange to see a staring contest between a mask and a person, and surprisingly, the mask lost. The White Spider turned away from Nechil’s gaze. “Nechil thinks that, if I stayed, I would be in as much danger as you, Bowe, but without the protection. I will therefore leave. Nechil will remain, with your permission.”
 
   Nechil was short and handsome, so it was easy to see how he could pass for a woman with the right makeup and clothing. It was he, without doubt, who had killed Reyanu.
 
   “To want us to allow your Shadow to stay here?” Sorrin asked. “This sounds like a trap, if I ever heard one.”
 
   “What if Nechil is just here to get close to Bowe?” Xarcon’s face remained in a scowl. “Perhaps the White Spider won’t get selected unless Bowe dies.”
 
   There was a blur of movement. Bowe jerked back and grabbed at the armrests. Nechil had leaped forward. Bowe felt a touch at his neck, and then Nechil scrambled back to his position beside the White Spider. Swords scraped against scabbards as Sorrin and the two marshals drew. But they were too slow—much too slow to have saved Bowe if Nechil had wanted to harm him. They were ready to make sure Nechil couldn’t do it again, though; they pointed their swords at him.
 
   “Stop.” Bowe touched his neck as he stood. “Sheathe your swords. I am unharmed.” Nechil had simply touched him.
 
   “If Nechil wished to kill you, he would have done it,” the White Spider said, moving Nechil’s cloak back to reveal a knife in a scabbard.
 
   The two marshals sheathed their swords, but Sorrin continued to point his at the White Spider. “Don’t ever try a stunt like that again. Now hand over that knife.”
 
   “It’s a bit late for that now,” the White Spider said calmly. “You should have been more worried about that earlier and less about putting on this…display.” The White Spider twirled his hand over his head to indicate the ballroom’s new decorations.
 
   Sorrin’s sword shook slightly and he moved it closer to the mask. The White Spider didn’t react, but Nechil’s hand moved to his knife.
 
   “Sorrin!” Bowe shouted. “Sheathe your weapon. We’re on the same side.”
 
   “For now.” Sorrin slammed his sword into its scabbard.
 
   The White Spider nodded his head at Bowe. “I’ll be off, then. Dulnato will be here shortly. Good luck.” He turned and exited. Nechil removed his hand from his knife and watched the White Spider leave with a wistful expression on his face.
 
   “And I thought this was going to be a peaceful evening,” Bowe said. “Just invade another of the ascor social events, play an epic game of Harmony, and convince them to turn the Path on its head. Looks like it’s not going to be as easy as all that, though. We’d better prepare our defense.” Bowe realized he had no idea how to do that. “Sorrin?”
 
   “We’ll need to know how they intend to attack. Xarcon, get Sindar, and the two of you take to the rooftop. One of you can report back while the other keeps watch.”
 
   “We’ll take two bows, as well, and see if we can do any damage,” Xarcon said as he left.
 
   “Good idea. Thrace and I will lead our newly promoted marshals. Knowing Dulnato, he’ll just charge straight through the main door. We’ll try to stop them just inside the hall. The most important thing is to keep Bowe safe. Bowe, you’ll have to stay as far away from any entrances as possible, yet within sight of us.” He rubbed his forehead with his fingers, thinking. “Yes, we’ll have Bowe wait on the upstairs landing. If attacked from behind, try to descend the stairs so we can protect you.”
 
   “No, I’ll fight too.” Bowe didn’t want more people to die without being able to help them. That had happened enough. “Just give me a sword and tell me where to stand.”
 
   “Give him your sword,” Sorrin said to the escay marshal to Bowe’s left. The marshal did so. Bowe frowned as he took it. Something about Sorrin’s voice made him suspicious. Bowe took the sword and held it up, letting Helion cast purple shimmers up and down its length.
 
   There was a scrape of metal, and before Bowe could react, Sorrin had unsheathed his sword and struck Bowe’s blade. Bowe’s sword fell from his grasp and clattered across the floor.
 
   “Do you see why we don’t want you in the middle of the fighting?” Sorrin asked.
 
   “No fair. I wasn’t ready.”
 
   “That’s right, you aren’t ready. How much time have you spent out in the courtyard practicing with weapons? How much time did you spend when you were in Raine Mansion?”
 
   Bowe hadn’t been one of the best with the sword before he’d become a Green; it hadn’t seemed important when he was sure he would die on the first day. “We need everyone who can hold a sword.”
 
   “Exactly. You’ve just proved you can’t. Disarmed by a cripple. All of Dulnato’s men trained in the Fortress before they became Greens, where training is more intense than in Raine Mansion. Their training has escalated under Drakasi, and several have died.”
 
   Bowe wasn’t surprised, remembering Vitarr’s treatment at Drakasi and Dulnato’s hands. “The fact that a few are dead helps us, at least. How many are left?”
 
   “Seven, including Dulnato,” Sorrin said.
 
   “That will give them the advantage. I still think you need me—”
 
   “No. If you die, we all die. None of us have a chance of survival tomorrow without you. Protecting you is our number one priority. All they care about is killing you. If you’re there, they’ll all charge you, one of them will kill you, and it’ll be over.”
 
   Rather me than all the rest of you, Bowe thought. He didn’t want the death of anyone else on his hands. But Sorrin was right. He was the key to whatever small chance they had at survival. The last Bellanger.
 
   “We’ll do it your way,” Bowe said finally.
 
   * * *
 
   Trickles of sweat crept down his body; the waiting seemed to make the heat intensify. Bowe cursed himself once again for not changing out of his dark clothing when he’d had the chance. Not only did it increase the heat, it also made him a big blue target that no one could miss. But it was too late now; Xarcon had just reported that Dulnato’s men were close. Bowe clutched the railing on the landing. Below him waited Thrace, Sorrin, and the six escay marshals. Nechil stood beside Bowe. Sorrin had wanted Nechil down in the hall, but Nechil had refused, insisting on staying with Bowe. Bowe glanced at the boy beside him. He didn’t seem nervous, just watchful. Bowe would have given a lot to have that composure right now as he clenched on the railing.
 
   Bowe thought of Oamir. He’d been set up in one of the upper floor rooms with the ledgers that Bowe had asked him to fill out. And no one had remembered him when they’d discovered Dulnato was attacking. Just as well, Bowe thought, he was unlikely to be much good in a fight. Best to leave him alone with his studying and writing.
 
   The main door had been left open. Sorrin wanted Dulnato to attack head-on, and figured that leaving the door open was a challenge of sorts. The door faced out toward the setting Helion. Rays of purple light flooded through the open door, though their intensity had diminished in the last few minutes. Sorrin must have been thinking the same thing; at that moment, he limped through the door. He held out his hands. “What are you waiting for? Nothing but a few cripples and escay here. Come at us!” Sorrin yelled. He clearly wanted them to attack while there was still enough light for the bows of Xarcon and Sindar to be of use.
 
   There was a roar from outside, and a gallop of running feet. Bowe’s hand clutched his throat, afraid that Sorrin would be caught out on his own. Sorrin scrambled back away from the door, but his limp slowed him down. Dulnato’s Defenders charged the entrance, almost getting in each other’s way in their pursuit of Sorrin. There was a whirring sound, then another, followed by a shout. An arrow sprouted from the shoulder of the lead Defender, but he snapped the shaft off and kept coming.
 
   The arrows delayed his pursuers enough for Sorrin to make it back to Thrace and the marshals ahead of his pursuers. An instant later, the whole hall descended into a melee of fighting. Dulnato wasn’t there; only five of his men were attacking. Where were Dulnato and his other Defender? Nechil had obviously had the same thought, because he was scanning the landing, looking for further attackers. They had Xarcon and Sorrin on the roof to alert them and Helion still hadn’t fully set, so there was enough light to see. That would have to be enough.
 
   Below, although outnumbered, Dulnato’s men were having the best of it. Thrace was the only one who seemed evenly matched to his opponent. Clain had driven Sorrin into a corner, and he was struggling. The five escay marshals stood against the other three, but even then the escay were clearly at a disadvantage. Dulnato’s men were faster, stronger, and much more skilled. Moments later, even the numerical advantage disappeared. Almost simultaneously, one of the escay was run through the chest while another’s throat was cut. Both fell, bleeding, to the floor. The remaining three marshals backed away, fear in their eyes.
 
   Bowe could see what would happen next as clearly as if he were considering Harmony moves. Those three would fall quickly and all five men would attack Thrace and Sorrin together. There were possibly only moments until all seven of Bowe’s men would be dead. Bowe had to do something. He jumped up and ran down the stairs.
 
   “Stop!” Nechil reached out to grab him, but Bowe was already gone.
 
   “It’s me you want,” Bowe screeched, grabbing the bannister with one hand and leaping down three steps at a time.
 
   Bowe was a few steps from the bottom when he stopped suddenly. He had attracted more attention than he’d intended. All five of Dulnato’s men had disengaged from their opponents and now stared at him. They all looked at each other, and then charged blindly at the stairs. At him. Helion in a rickshaw! Bowe began to scramble backward, but he seemed to have lost all coordination.
 
   “Bowe, your sword!” Sorrin shouted and Bowe realized that, in his rush, he hadn’t even drawn his weapon. He reached for his hilt, but only had time to watch as Clain’s blade crashed down at him. A sword appeared above Bowe’s head, blocking Clain’s, and then a leg kicked Clain in the chest. Clain stumbled back against his men and was shoved aside. He crashed through the bannister, falling back down to the ground floor. Behind him, another of Dulnato’s Defenders swung at Bowe. The sword appeared above Bowe’s head, again blocking the Defender’s swing. Bowe thought for one crazy moment that mystical forces were fighting Dulnato’s men to save him.
 
   “Get back!” Nechil grabbed the back of Bowe’s shirt and pulled as he struck out at the Defenders below. Ah, Nechil saved me. That made sense. Bowe managed to get his legs to work well enough to allow him to scuttle up a few steps. Nechil stepped between him and Dulnato’s men. Below in the hall, Sorrin had stabbed Clain before he’d had a chance to recover from his fall. On the stairs, Dulnato’s men were now a single ball of legs, arms, torsos, swords, and screams. One of them had fallen back into the other three, and now they fought to regain their footing, fighting each other as much as their opponents. Thrace and the marshals now attacked them from behind while Nechil stood above them and prevented them from getting up.
 
   Their screams and struggles lingered for a while longer, but they all died before fully regaining their feet. Red rivulets trickled down the stairs, pooling below the bottom step. Bowe and Nechil jumped through the gap in the balcony to avoid the blockage of bodies on the stairs. Blood was smeared all over the faces of Thrace and the three remaining marshals, and no one’s clothes were without at least several large stains. Bowe rubbed at the wet purplish stains on his own clothes. He felt strangely blank, as if two opposing emotions canceled each other out. He knew he should feel euphoric for winning, for still being alive. But the room stank of death.
 
   Xarcon came in the front door, holding his bow loosely in his fingers. “You did it.” He said it like he was saying that the sun didn’t rise in the mornings anymore. “How?”
 
   “Killing Bowe meant being chosen as Dulnato’s chief Defender,” Sorrin said. “They virtually fought each other in the end to try and kill him. Once Nechil stopped their rush on the stairs, we were able to pick them off.”
 
   “What about Dulnato and the other?” Nechil asked Xarcon.
 
   “One tried to creep in the back, but he ran off when we shot a few arrows at him. Dulnato was watching from the street, but he left once the battle turned bad.”
 
   “Which way did he go?” Nechil asked, gripping Xarcon’s sleeve. Xarcon pointed down the street and Nechil ran off in that direction.
 
   “I guess his main task was to kill Dulnato, not to save you,” Sorrin said.
 
   “Yet he still saved me. He didn’t have to come down the stairs when I—”
 
   “When you charged down like a lunatic.” Sorrin raised his eyebrows at Bowe. “Without so much as drawing your sword. I don’t remember that being in our plan to keep you safe.”
 
   “Improvisation is sometimes called for, even in the best laid plans.” Bowe walked over to the corpses of the two marshals. Another two to add to those who had died on his account. Chalori, Vitarr, Edison, Glil. And he’d never even talked to these two. “What were their names?”
 
   “Raef and Fern.”
 
   They looked so young, even though they were only a year or two older than Bowe. They both had blond hair. One had blue eyes; the other’s eyes had been splattered with blood, so Bowe couldn’t make out the color. Bowe clenched his eyes shut, then opened them again. He had to be strong. He couldn’t break down over the death of a couple of escay. “Can someone see that their loved ones know what happened? And make sure they get a place on a funeral barge.” Bowe was glad his voice was firm.
 
   “This is the last day—they don’t always have room for more corpses on the barges,” Xarcon said. “But I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   Bowe straightened his back and puffed out his chest. “Now, for the next task. Hopefully they won’t mind a few bloodstains in the ballroom at Raine Mansion, because I’ve got a Harmony match to play.”
 
   * * *
 
   Bowe leaned back in the rickshaw, letting the rumbling of the wheels and the steady movements wash over him. He had to stop himself from falling asleep. He knew he should be planning his ascorim moves for the hours ahead, but he couldn’t concentrate. At least he had a plan for what he wanted to happen on the Harmony board today.
 
   The rickshaw stopped suddenly, and Bowe’s head jerked forward. Had he actually fallen asleep? “We’ve arrived,” a voice said.
 
   “Thank you.” Bowe pulled back the curtain and stepped out. First time back at Raine Mansion since the start of the Green Path, he thought. Helion had set and Luna wasn’t in sight, but the walls and four towers of the mansion were outlined by numerous flickering torches.
 
   Turning back to the rickshaw, he noticed for the first time that it displayed the azure Bellanger sun on the outside of the curtain. The two rickshaw pullers had been another surprise earlier. Xarcon had recruited a couple young men to fulfill the task with the usual promise of salvation. How many now relied upon Bowe to save them? Based on hopes and wishes, and faith in Bowe.
 
   “You okay?” Thrace asked. He and another marshal had marched behind the rickshaw. They looked tired, but Bowe hadn’t been able to convince them not to come.
 
   “Fine.” Bowe shook his head, trying to shake the tiredness from his mind. He couldn’t allow himself to be any less than his strongest now. “Find somewhere to sit and rest.” He turned and entered Raine Mansion, nodding to the marshals who guarded the entrance.
 
   He blinked several times after walking into the ballroom; the light was dazzling. A multitude of lamps hung from the ceiling, and additional torches were bracketed to the walls.
 
   Bowe stood at the entrance for a moment and waited. First, those closest saw him; then they whispered to those beside them, and the news of his arrival spread outwards in a wave until all gazes had turned toward him. A hush descended upon the crowd.
 
   “Sorry about the bloodstains.” Bowe brushed dust from his tunic. “The Green Path isn’t always as bloodless as I would like.” He strode into the heart of the crowd and a corridor opened for him.
 
   In the center of the room, a decorative Harmony board had been set up. A large chair—almost a throne—had been placed in front of the silver pieces. Bowe stood in front of the blue pieces. “Shall we begin?” he asked.
 
   Stenesso detached himself from a group of Grenier ascor and moved to the board. “We would have started earlier if you’d been here.” He was a tall man, and his head seemed bigger than it should have with his large forehead, the thick ridges over his eyes, and his wide, flat nose. His hair was black and shoulder length. Like many other Grenier marshals, he wore a large sword strapped to his waist.
 
   “Unavoidably detained.” Bowe rubbed at a bloodstain on his sleeve. “I wish I could have arrived on time and in pristine condition.” The rest of the crowd returned to their conversations. A space between the Harmony board and everyone else meant that Bowe’s conversation with the Guardians was private.
 
   A man stepped up to the board; he looked so much like Eolnar that Bowe knew him to be Sorani even before he came to stand in front of the green pieces. The main difference from his brother was his hair; it was longer: thick and curly. He reached his arm out across the board. “We haven’t met before. Nice to finally meet you, Bowe Bellanger.”
 
   “And you, Sorani Lessard.” Bowe clasped his arm.
 
   “Enough of this Bellanger stuff,” Stenesso said. “He’s a Green, remember? Gives up his family name until he’s selected. Then he adopts that family.”
 
   “This seems to be a rather unique case,” Sorani said. “I hear that he’s reopened the ballroom in Bellanger Mansion and sits on a throne with the Bellanger flag flanking him. And he arrived like royalty tonight in a rickshaw with Bellanger-uniformed marshals guarding him. Hardly your average Green.”
 
   “Word travels quickly.” Bowe wondered how Sorani knew all that already.
 
   “I had not heard,” Stenesso said. “Perhaps we should reconsider our decision.”
 
   “Perhaps it is too late for that,” said another voice, “now that Dulnato has failed so badly.” Bowe turned to see Kesirran tottering toward them, leaning heavily on a cane. “If you’ll allow an old man this comfort,” he said as he sat on the chair in front of the silver pieces, “we can begin.”
 
   They began to play.
 
   “What decision do you mean?” Bowe asked after a moment.
 
   “Our choice for selection. Zidel, the White Spider, and you.”
 
   “Provided,” Stenesso broke in, “that you prove your Harmony skills by not losing in this match.”
 
   Bowe’s heart beat faster. He’d been selected. Even though he knew his position on the lists and Dulnato’s failed attack made him a favorite, only hearing it from the lips of the Guardians made it real. Bowe now had a decision to make. “Have I not already proved my Harmony skills by getting here?”
 
   “We looked at the record of your last game.” Stenesso advanced a scarlet Harmony piece. “Very clever, but crude. I’m not sure you understand how your game looks to us, who have played Harmony for so many more years than you. Imagine a dance competition: there are a number of ways to win. You could bludgeon the other dancers so they can’t compete, or you could dance better than them. You bludgeoned.”
 
   Rubbish, thought Bowe, I played within the rules. A tactic wasn’t ugly just because it was new. “And if I don’t accept selection?” Bowe asked.
 
   Stenesso laughed. “Why would anyone not accept selection? What would you do instead? Die?”
 
   “Will you allow me to bring all my followers into the Refuge? I promised I would not enter without all of them.”
 
   “An interesting tactic,” Stenesso mused. “So there is no infighting among your Defenders? They believed you?”
 
   “I was serious.”
 
   Stenesso smiled. “Serious or not, that’s not how the Green Path works. If we let you do that, all the Selects would be demanding extra Defenders, and we’d soon be awash with ascor. There’s not enough room in the Refuge.”
 
   “There must be some extra room with the demise of the Bellangers only twelve years ago,” Bowe said.
 
   “That space will be filled in a natural way. Each of the families will expand as their power dictates. You get to choose one Defender, just like Zidel and the White Spider.”
 
   Bowe had known he’d be refused, but he’d had to ask all the same. He looked down at the board. Everyone had made standard opening moves so far, and he was confident he could play well enough to draw. He could be become the Select. He could choose one person to be his chief Defender and move on. There would be no one to hold it against him after the Infernam.
 
   Or could he give up selection and his guaranteed survival for a chance to save more than just one other person. Bowe scanned the ballroom and noticed Zofila. Beside her, Alandar clutched her arm tightly. Bowe noticed the sadness and resignation in her eyes. No, he couldn’t just accept selection and let everyone else die. He remembered Vitarr on the funeral barge. Edison, Tlirris, Glil, Reyanu—everyone killed by the Path. He wasn’t going to continue walking along it and let the other Deadbeats die. Nor the escay who had risked their lives because of his promise, two of whom had died just hours ago to save him.
 
   Bringing his attention back to the Harmony board, he chose his strategy. He launched a double-pronged attack against the two players on either side of him, Kesirran and Sorani. An all-out attack. No thought to defense; no thought to survival. He made his first move to that end and watched additional wrinkles form on the brow of each of his opponents as they bent to study the board.
 
   “Stenesso, you mentioned about the excess room in the Refuge being filled as each family gains power,” Bowe said. “Is that why the Grenier family has promoted so many new ascor recently?”
 
   Stenesso’s eyes narrowed. “Your selection isn’t confirmed yet. I’d worry more about your position on the Harmony board and less about internal Grenier matters.”
 
   Bowe could sense the anger under the surface of the Grenier Guardian’s words and smiled to himself. He allowed a few rounds of moves to unfold before speaking again. This time, he addressed Sorani. “The game Harmony—it’s unique to Arcandis, isn’t it?”
 
   Sorani nodded. “As far as we know. There are some similar games in other countries.”
 
   “It’s a curious name. Do you know where it comes from?”
 
   This time, Kesirran replied. “It speaks of the way in which all four sides can maintain equality in a well played game. Each player plays only to advance himself. But once a balance is maintained, all four players can harmoniously prosper.” His mouth twisted into a smile. “From how you play, that seems to be something you don’t understand about the game.”
 
   “Oh, I understand. I’m just not sure the rest of you do.” There was no harmony on the board today—only chaos. Bowe’s pieces were entangled with Sorani’s and Kesirran’s. Because he was fighting two opponents, he wouldn’t last much longer. Stenesso was untouched, and taking control of large areas of the board.
 
   “I’ve played a two-person version of this, but never a three-person one. Why didn’t you adapt the game for three people and use that for the sexennial tournament? Beats having to invite a marshal or a Green to take the fourth seat, no?”
 
   There was no reply. Bowe already knew from talking to Oamir that Kesirran had famously demanded that such a three-person version be developed, but no one had figured out how to create the proper balance to make it workable.
 
   Another few rounds of moves, and Stenesso captured Bowe’s last piece. Bowe had lost. Both Kesirran and Sorani’s positions were weak, but it was hard to tell if Stenesso would be able to force a solo victory, or whether one—or both—of the others could recover enough to claim a draw.
 
   Bowe took a step back. “Look at that. The Bellanger pieces destroyed, and the Greniers in the ascendency. I wonder if balance can be reclaimed, or if harmony will come about only through single-family domination. The future will tell.” Bowe nodded his head to each of the Guardians in turn. Stenesso looked furious, but the other two didn’t give their feelings away. “If you’ll excuse me, I have the last day of the Path to prepare for. I assume I’ve lost my chance of selection on the Green Path and will have to attempt a different Path.”
 
   He walked away, heading back towards the entrance. Several people from the crowd craned their necks forward so they could study the Harmony board. It was considered a good sign for the upcoming six years when the Grand Sexennial Match was well balanced. That certainly hadn’t happened this time. Bowe was about to exit the ballroom when he spotted Zofila out of the corner of his eye.
 
   He went over to her and nodded to Alandar, who was tightly squeezing her fingers. “Can I borrow Zofila for a moment?”
 
   The Raine ascor reluctantly released her and Bowe pulled her aside. “Are you married yet?” he asked.
 
   “No. Last chance tonight.” Zofila grimaced. “I’m in luck, though: Alandar will have me. As his sixth or seventh wife, I’ve lost count.”
 
   “Why do I get the impression that that’s not a good thing?”
 
   “He likes them young, so he marries a new batch every six years.” Dark shadows showed under Zofila’s eyes, despite the makeup. “He likes inflicting pain, too, so the additional six years I buy with this marriage could be more bad than good. I have to decide soon.”
 
   “The offer I made to you before is still open.”
 
   “What are you talking about? I’ve followed the news. You’re about to be selected.”
 
   “That’s not happening now. I have a number of followers—both Greens and escay—and a plan to get us all into the Refuge. It might not work; likely we’ll all be killed. But we intend to at least make a bit of noise. And you’re welcome to join us.”
 
   Zofila hesitated, then smiled. The dark shadows lifted. “My blue knight.” She wrapped her hands around his arm. “That’s my best offer yet. If you’re willing to guide me into certain death, then I’m willing to follow you there. Lead on.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   Infernam
 
   The coverings on both sides of Bowe’s rickshaw were tied open at his insistence, letting the last rays of the sun stream in. His whole life had been leading up to this day, and he wanted to soak it in. To look at Arcandis, perhaps for the last time. Sorrin sat beside him. Zofila and Xarcon were in the rickshaw behind them, the coverings down, displaying the azure Bellanger sun. The pullers were waiting word to start the journey to the Refuge.
 
   The brotherhood had done an incredible job of turning the whole group into the Bellanger family—in appearance, at least. Each rickshaw had two pullers. Everyone wore wide-brimmed hats and modified shoes with a finger of wood cobbled to the bottom to protect leather—and skin—from the sunbaked ground. It was necessary, even now with the sun about to set.
 
   “Please, can we have the coverings down?” Sorrin asked. “I’m being boiled alive.”
 
   “We’ve been over this. You can last until we reach the Refuge—it’s not far. It’s worse for me than it is for you.” Bowe indicated his azure clothing.
 
   “No one’s making you wear that. I spent all morning trying to talk you out of it.”
 
   It seemed right to Bowe that he finish this wearing his azure costume; it had stood by him. Plus, if things went to plan, he’d meet the Guardians again. He couldn’t show up dressed as an escay. Bowe tapped the shoulder of one of the rickshaw pullers. “Let’s go.”
 
   They began to pull, leaving Bellanger Mansion behind. The second rickshaw followed, then everyone else on foot—Sindar, Oamir, Thrace, the marshals, the servants, and a number of children belonging to the escay. Children under twelve were always allowed in the Refuge if their parents were. Everyone moved forward at a slow shuffle, sweat dripping from their faces. Behind them came two carts piled high with food, water, and belongings, dragged by two further sets of pullers. The rickshaw pullers were gasping for breath before long, but Bowe didn’t want to stop too soon. Considering the speed at which they were moving, he now realized that they should have left earlier.
 
   The sky was an intense blue, even now as the sun set. Bellanger blue, Bowe thought. The fiery-red, almost blood-red sun shimmered as it descended into the sea, meeting and being eaten up by its reflection. The heat was like an open furnace. It should have been unbearable, but each day they’d been getting used to the incremental increase. Still, it was hotter than he could have imagined just ten days ago.
 
   The streets were mainly deserted. Most of what was left of the evacuation had happened in the early hours of the morning. A few escay shuffled toward the docks, where the funeral barges were still being shuttled out to sea and back, overseen by the priests. For escay at this time of year, walking to his or her funeral was much more common than being carried. He wondered what had happened to Iyra. That was an uncomfortable thought; Bowe had no idea if she had found a place in the Refuge. It would serve her right if she didn’t, said a small voice deep within him as he remembered their last meeting, where she had accused him of being an escay. A larger part of him suffered a painful pang at the thought of her death. She will survive, he told himself. If he lived, he would see her again.
 
   They passed Raine Mansion. Bowe wondered if those left behind had taken poison already or if they’d wait until the last possible moment. His answer came immediately, for he caught a glimpse of a face in a second floor window with a pair of dark, glittering eyes. Ariastiana. So her schemes to remain the chief wife had failed. Bowe knew it was what she deserved, but on this day, with death like a vulture of fire consuming life after life, it was hard to be glad at any death.
 
   Drywell Square was empty, and the scene reminded him of the first day, when Drakasi had killed Tlirris, when the four corners had been occupied by each family’s Greens. He looked over at the corner where he’d waited, the Bellanger corner, and wondered if that would be empty for future Paths. A line of escay walked through the square, led by a figure in a patchwork cloak. He had large shoulders and a bald head. “Kaitan!” Bowe called out. The figure turned, and Bowe could see that it wasn’t him. Bowe waved him on and the line of escay resumed winding its way toward the docks and death.
 
   Helion’s purple light gradually replaced the sun’s yellow one. The procession continued until Bowe noticed the pullers beginning to drag their feet. “We’ll stop here for a few minutes,” he said. “Get some water into you. We’ll be at the Refuge soon.” What awaited them at the Refuge was left unsaid. Death or life?
 
   Bowe got out of the rickshaw, and Oamir moved to intercept him. He held a ledger in his hand. “I’ve filled this out as you asked; there’s just one problem—her.” He pointed his thumb at Zofila.
 
   She overheard and walked over to them. “So I’m a problem, am I? I’ve never heard that before. What is it this time?”
 
   “Everyone has their role in here,” Oamir said, tapping the brown leather cover of the ledger, “except for the Greenette.”
 
   “I told you: she’s an ascora now.” Bowe was handed a waterskin and took a drink. The water wasn’t exactly refreshing; in fact, it almost scalded his throat, but it was needed. He’d surely sweated out more than a waterskin’s worth since he’d left, even just sitting in the rickshaw.
 
   “But whose wife is she?” Oamir said. “Someone has to stand for her.”
 
   Bowe looked hurriedly around and caught Sindar’s gaze. He beckoned. “Sindar, come over here. You like women, right? How about a wife?”
 
   Sindar smiled at Zofila and touched her arm. “It would be an honor, but I’m afraid I’m spoken for by another.” He turned towards Bowe. “Several others, in fact. I fear it would be dangerous for me to marry right now. If word got out…”
 
   “It’s the last hours before the Infernam starts, and we’re trying to bluff our way into the Refuge,” Bowe said. “Helion! How much more dangerous can things get?”
 
   “You know little of women.” Sindar shook his head sadly. “If you’d seen the look they can get in their eyes sometimes, you’d never again think that things couldn’t get more dangerous.” He turned to Zofila. “Back me up here.”
 
   “It’s true,” she said. “I’ve seen that look.”
 
   Bowe looked around. “Um, Thrace—?”
 
   “Am I to be handed around like a sack of vegetables?” Zofila’s eyes narrowed. “A rotten sack of vegetables that no one wants? I’m too late to go back to Alandar, but there’s still time for me to return to Lessard Mansion and take Paradise’s Kiss.”
 
   Bowe cleared his throat. “Of course not. Listen, Oamir, put Zofila down as my wife.”
 
   “Is that what you call a proposal?” Zofila’s voice had an edge to it now. “Alandar made a better one. He was offering me six years of Infernam followed by certain death, but at least he asked.”
 
   Bowe sighed. Didn’t Sorrin and Zofila know they were almost certain to die soon? But Zofila wasn’t laughing.
 
   Sindar put his arm around Bowe’s shoulders. “Listen, Zofila. You’re fully within your right to slap him in the face and leave us after that. But I know Bowe. Though he’s useless around women, he’s got a good heart. Give him a chance. You’re older than he is, and I think he’s embarrassed and feels he’s too young to be able to satisfy you. His equipment hasn’t fully matured.”
 
   Bowe blushed. He hadn’t thought it could get any hotter, but now smoke threatened to pour out from under his collar. And now Zofila was smiling, blast her! “Given the circumstances,” she said, “I wouldn’t expect—”
 
   “Nothing wrong with my equipment,” Bowe squeaked. He couldn’t see any way to get out of this with his dignity intact. He might as well get it over with as quickly as possible. “Zofila, will you marry—will you give me the honor of marrying you?”
 
   She gave a little squeal, grabbed his hand, and kissed his cheek. “Of course I will, my shining knight.”
 
   Bowe’s ears burned. Both Zofila and Sindar were grinning from ear to ear, making Bowe almost certain that they had planned this just to torment him. At least Oamir was oblivious to it all. He opened his ledger and began writing in it.
 
   “Let’s move out,” Bowe shouted. Their impending death couldn’t come fast enough right now, as far as he was concerned.
 
   The rest of the journey passed without incident. The entrance to the Refuge was just outside the city, and the smell of blood and fear was heavy in the air. Escay waited their turn in three lines. Bowe had been here before, but it looked different now, with both the rocks and the shadows between them darker under Helion’s light. Four large doors had been built into the small cliff face. The cliffs overlooked the sea, but the waves churning against the shore were far below. The ground all about them was rocky, but a well-worn cart path allowed easy travel for the rickshaw pullers.
 
   The Refuge itself was, of course, below the sea. Cooled by the ocean’s waters, it was the only place in Arcandis where people could survive the Infernam. And this was the only way in. A single entrance with four doors, each ten paces apart. The Bellanger door was first, then the Lessards, then the Raines, with the Grenier door at the end. He hoped the layout would work in his favor.
 
   Three of the doors were open, with marshals processing the line of escay. To the side of each door, several bodies lay piled up. The blood that pooled on the ground suggested that many more than just those he could see had been killed here today. Either they had tried to get in without the proper permissions, or the marshals thought they had. On this day above all, the marshals were told to kill first and ask questions later. There were more bodies at the Grenier door than at the others.
 
   Bowe gagged at the smell. He looked at the ground to avoid seeing the dead bodies, but noticed rivulets of blood running down towards the cliffs. Bowe took a deep breath and forced all thoughts of the dead from his mind. He was here for the living.
 
   The Lessard line of escay watched as Bowe and his procession neared the Bellanger door. They clutched their belongings and their children nervously as they waited their turn. When the Lessard marshals noticed the Bowe and his caravan, several bows were pointed their way.
 
   Bowe tapped on the puller’s shoulder to get him to stop. “Set the table up here,” Bowe said to Thrace.
 
   Thrace took down a small table from one of the carts and placed it beside the door. The Lessard marshals whispered among themselves, and then several broke off and moved towards Bowe. Bowe was glad to see that he recognized the leader. Tokanu had brought two swordsmen and two bowmen with him, and the rest of the marshals watched them warily from the Lessard door. They stopped processing the escay.
 
   “Oamir,” Bowe said.
 
   Oamir took a chair from one of the carts, placed it beside the table, sat down, and opened his ledger. Two of Bowe’s marshals moved to flank him.
 
   Bowe stepped out of the rickshaw to greet Tokanu. “Greetings, and thank you for your offer of help, but we don’t need it right now. We have everything in hand.”
 
   Tokanu stopped two paces in front of Bowe. “My offer of help? I’ve come over to kill you and your people if you don’t leave right now. I know you have not been offered a place in the Refuge by my family or by any other.”
 
   “Of course I have. It’s right in there, if you want to check.” Bowe indicated the ledger in front of Oamir. “I believe all of the people here with me have been offered a place here by the Bellanger family. But we’ll check and double-check before letting anyone in. I only hope we don’t have to kill as many as the Greniers have.”
 
   Tokanu gave a little smile. “People can get very imaginative when they have to lie to save their lives. I thought I’d heard everything.”
 
   “But it’s true,” Bowe lied. “Did no one tell you? You must have heard that I was offered selection. Instead the Guardians decided to revive the Bellanger family. Why would I have turned down selection otherwise?”
 
   “Zidel Lessard, Jisri Raine—the White Spider—and Dulnato Grenier have been selected.” Tokanu gave each of the Selects their new family name.
 
   “Yes, and they have chosen Pamil Lessard, Nechil Raine, and Kotara Grenier. I know all that.” Rumor had it that Dulnato had killed his last Defender for failing to attack Bowe before choosing the Wolfling, Kotara. “This has nothing to do with that. You know what happened in the Grand Sexennial Harmony Match. Not a good sign for the future prosperity of Arcandis.” Stenesso had declared a three-way draw once Bowe had left, refusing to play anymore, leaving the game with an unsatisfying conclusion. “With the Bellangers destroyed, there can be no harmony, no balance. The Guardians realized that and know that I’m the last chance to revive the Bellanger family. Look, I can prove it.”
 
   Bowe walked up to the Bellanger door and took the handle. “You know this was locked, right?”
 
   Tokanu nodded.
 
   “Hasn’t been opened in eighteen years. Six years ago, there were no Bellangers, and six years before that, the Bellanger family committed suicide just before the Infernam. It was six years earlier again that this door was last used.”
 
   Tokanu nodded again.
 
   “The Guardians ordered it unlocked for us.” Bowe looked at Sindar for comfort, but he just shrugged. Bowe wanted to strangle him—he could at least look more confident than that. Sindar had picked the lock during the night, but he couldn’t verify that it had worked. If Sindar had tried to test it, the Lessard marshals would have seen him.
 
   Bowe pulled at the handle, but the door didn’t budge. He glanced at Tokanu, cleared his throat, and tried again, giving the door an almighty wrench. Nothing. Bowe cursed Sindar under his breath while he tried to figure out a new plan. Only he couldn’t see how anything would work after this.
 
   “Bloody thing must be rusted shut,” Thrace said, moving forward to stand beside Bowe. “Let me give you a hand.”
 
   Bowe smiled weakly at Tokanu. “Yes, that must be it. Sorry about that. Give us a moment.” The fingers of Tokanu’s marshals were creeping towards the hilts of their swords. Bowe faced the door, planted his feet, and took a firm hold on the handle. Thrace did the same. Bowe noticed that a sun, the Bellanger emblem, had been carved into the center of the door. “Hold on a second,” he told Thrace, reaching forward to rub the carving while he sent up a prayer to his ancestors. You bloody bastards have royally screwed me up, and if you can’t help me enough to let me open this door, then so help me, I’ll track you down and strangle the afterlife out of the lot of you.
 
   Bowe planted his feet once more, took a breath, nodded to Thrace, and pulled. For a moment, there was nothing. Then there was a squealing sound, and a release. The door opened so fast that Bowe fell backward, landing hard against one of the rocks on the ground.
 
   Bowe jumped to his feet, gave Thrace a big clap on the back, and beamed at Tokanu. “Just a bit of rust. Never any doubt.” He mentally decided to curse his ancestors more often—perhaps every night before bed. He rubbed at his back where he’d hit the rock. “Now I’d better start processing the rebirth of the Bellanger family.”
 
   But Tokanu wasn’t smiling back. He told one of his marshals to go and ask the Raines for reinforcements, then walked over to Oamir’s desk and picked up the ledger. He flicked through it and snorted before throwing it back on the desk.
 
   “Careful with that,” Bowe said. “You know how important it is to get the numbers right.”
 
   “Looks exactly like our ledger, only with fewer names.” Tokanu paced back and forth in front of Bowe. “And you mean to tell me you prepared all this in one day?”
 
   “We were hoping something like this might happen.” Bowe’s spirits were sinking again after the euphoria of getting the door open. Several Raine marshals were rushing to join Tokanu.
 
   “I don’t believe you,” Tokanu declared, stopping to stand in front of Bowe as the Raine marshals added to his forces. “However, I don’t understand what’s going on. Everything you’ve said has added up and I have underestimated you before. This is too big for me. So you will go inside with me, and I’ll take you to the Guardians. The rest of your people had better do nothing untoward, or they will be slaughtered.”
 
   “Of course.” Bowe held his hands up, palms out, then turned to the brotherhood and the Bellanger escay. “Everyone move away from the door, back against the cliff there. Sit down and wait. There seems to be a problem. I’ll go inside and get it sorted, then come back and get us all in.”
 
   Bowe followed Tokanu across the Bellanger threshold with two marshals flanking them. Inside the Refuge, all four entrances fed into the same large cavern. The walls were too smooth and the dimensions were too regular for it to be anything but man-made. As they entered, an escay family was being admitted through the Grenier door.
 
   Tokanu marched immediately toward the back of the cavern, which opened up into a tunnel with a steep downward slant. They descended. “We’d better hurry. Helion will set before long, and I still have many people to process.”
 
   “As do I.” Bowe quickened his pace to match Tokanu’s. He took a quick look back to the entrance cavern, where four distinct pools of purple light marked the four doors. Then they turned a corner, and it was gone from view. The torches that lit the tunnel were widely spaced, so most of the time there wasn’t much light. With the steepness of the descent and the sudden turns, Bowe had to concentrate on watching his feet to make sure he didn’t trip. The tunnel was wide, though—two two-man rickshaws would easily be able to pass each other, and the ground was more even than most streets in Arcandis. Tokanu kept up his fast pace, and after a while, Bowe needed to jog a step or two every few paces to keep up with him. As yet, the heat hadn’t diminished much and the air was heavy, making it hard to breathe. Bowe was soon panting. Luckily, Tokanu noticed and slowed.
 
   Bowe lost all sense of direction after a few turns, but by their frequency and regularity, he could sense the tunnel spiraling deeper and deeper down into the rock. They had passed several groups of escay by the time the descent eased and then stopped. Bowe could see several torches up ahead as the tunnel straightened. Now, at last, he noticed a refreshing coolness in the air and heard a rhythmic rushing sound above his head.
 
   Did the tunnel lead to Bowe’s salvation or to his death? The first part of the plan had gone as well as could be expected, rusty hinges notwithstanding. He was going to get an audience with the Guardians. Now it came down to their decision. Could Bowe persuade them—or at least two of them—to make an exception to the rules of the Green Path just this once?
 
   At the end of the tunnel they entered a large chamber; they were now in the Refuge proper. A number of smaller tunnels met here, and various people were going about their business. It was like a busy crossroads in Arcandis, only a darker version, since the number of torches was still sparse. Tokanu knew where he was going; he immediately led Bowe and the two marshals down one of the tunnels. They needed to lean against the wall at one point to allow herders to bring a cow and calves through. They passed several openings before reaching a place where six marshals stood. Two marshals from each family. Bowe swallowed.
 
   “I need to see the Guardians,” Tokanu announced to the marshals.
 
   “About what?” a Grenier marshal replied.
 
   “I am asking permission to execute him.” Tokanu pointed his thumb at Bowe.
 
   Thanks for the support, Bowe thought.
 
   “Since when do you need permission to execute Deadbeats?” The Grenier marshal touched the hilt of his sword. “If you’ve become too squeamish to do your job, I keep my blade sharp.”
 
   “So you haven’t heard of this Bellanger family revival business, either,” Tokanu muttered. “This could be a big mistake.” Then, louder, he said, “This is more complicated than simply executing a Deadbeat. I need to talk to them.”
 
   “Very well,” one of the Lessard marshals said, moving aside for him, and the rest of the marshals grudgingly did the same. The Grenier marshal gave Tokanu a glare as he passed, but didn’t object further.
 
   Tokanu entered the chamber. Bowe waited expectantly. There was a decent chance Tokanu would return and run him through by way of answer. By rights, that’s what the Guardians should do. Bowe had lied in their name, claiming they had given him permission to open the Bellanger door.
 
   So when Tokanu re-emerged, Bowe held his breath and tried to read the Lessard marshal’s eyes. Tokanu moved to stand in front of Bowe, and…nodded. “The Guardians will see you now.”
 
   Bowe released a long sigh and walked into the Guardians’ chamber. It was a small room with three thrones, each holding one of the three Guardians. Kesirran’s wrinkled skin had the color and texture of melted candle wax in the low light. Beside him, Stenesso, half a head taller than the other two even sitting, glared at Bowe. Several marshals flanked the thrones.
 
   “Leave us.” Sorani waved away the marshals.
 
   The marshals looked at each other for a moment. Then Stenesso pulled a broadsword from the scabbard at his hip and laid it across the arms of his throne and addressed the marshals. “Do you think I am unable to defend myself against this boy?”
 
   The marshals swiftly exited. There was a moment’s silence before Kesirran spoke. “Who could have known that saving that baby twelve years ago would lead to this moment?”
 
   “I should have argued harder for his death,” Stenesso said. “Things would be simpler for us now.”
 
   “Simpler, indeed. But perhaps not better.” Sorani studied Bowe. “What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   The exchange gave Bowe confidence. It seemed that Sorani and Kesirran at least were not totally hostile to this development.
 
   “First, I’d like to apologize for telling Tokanu that I had your permission to enter the Refuge when I did not.”
 
   “Deception is the milk that nourishes the ascorim,” Sorani said, “and nothing to apologize for. I’m surprised that Tokanu was taken in so easily. His life, of course, hangs in the balance, depending on what we decide here.”
 
   Another person whose life I’ve risked on the whisper of a hope, Bowe thought. “I’m offering you an opportunity,” he said, “and I think you already know what it is, and why it is needed. The structure of society in Arcandis has remained unchanged for centuries, led by the four great families. Twelve years ago, one family fell. Since then, the imbalance has grown. It might take another few sexennia, but the stasis of the three families will not hold.”
 
   “What do you base such grand claims on?” Stenesso rubbed a finger up and down the flat of his blade. “A game of Harmony?”
 
   “I cannot prove the imbalance. But I think it is as evident to the three of you as it is to me.” Bowe didn’t want to actually accuse Stenesso of making a power grab; he was sure that Sorani and Kesirran were more aware of the situation than he was. “Now I have a solution. I have formed the genesis of a new Bellanger family. New ascor, new marshals, escay loyal to the Bellangers. Even a new ascora. Bellanger Mansion has been reoccupied these last few weeks. The Bellanger colors and emblem have been dusted off and redisplayed. I told those at the gate that the Guardians have revived the family. All you have to do is go along with that story and it will be done. The Bellangers will be back. Once more there will be four families. That is your opportunity. It could very well be the last chance you have to regain the old balance in Arcandis.”
 
   Stenesso stood up and began to pace back and forth behind Bowe. He held his sword in his hand, making Bowe feel nervous. “Sorani, Kesirran—you agreed to this audience against my advice. I will now tell you what is wrong with his assertions. First, change isn’t always a bad thing. There were four families, and now there are three. More power to go around.”
 
   Bowe could see a tightening around the eyes of both Kesirran and Sorani, and he knew that Stenesso had made a mistake. If three were better than four, it wasn’t a big jump to suggest that one was better than three.
 
   Stenesso continued to pace. His sword swung loosely in his fist, and Bowe could only hope he didn’t decide to end the diplomacy by taking matters into his own hands. “Second, the boy talks about reviving the family as if it’s already done. When, of course, it’s not. It takes more than emblems and pretty clothes.” He gave the back of Bowe’s cloak a swipe with his sword. “The Raine family’s fortune and power are based on their banks and mines. The Lessard family’s, on their ships and trade. The Grenier family controls the Eye, polices the city, and provides the military to defend it.” Plus, they now control the farms that were once the remit of the Bellangers, Bowe added silently. “The Bellanger family committed suicide not because they lost their emblems or their marshals, but because they lost their fortune and their power.”
 
   “This is true.” Kesirran leaned forward toward Bowe. “What do you say about that?”
 
   “I haven’t had enough time to regain the Bellanger fortune, but look at how far I’ve come in just a few weeks. Give me until the next Infernam. If the Bellanger fortune has not been restored by then, then seal the Bellanger entrance to the Refuge once and for all.” Bowe paused. “If, on the other hand, the fortune is restored, then the four families will once again rule Arcandis in harmony.”
 
   “And third,” Stenesso continued, “this little stunt subverts the Green Path. The Path is designed to only allow the very best Greens to become part of the ascorim. Bowe here has recruited Deadbeats who are in no way worthy of becoming ascor.”
 
   “All those I’ve chosen have ascor blood,” Bowe said, leaving unmentioned the fact that Stenesso had promoted a number who hadn’t. “Each of them provides skills that have proven useful to me and will in the future, should you allow us to proceed. An excess of ascor died twelve years ago, and if an excess is promoted today, it doesn’t mean that the Green Path has been subverted—just that an exception has been made to restore the balance. If the new Bellanger ascor revive the family within one sexennium, then surely that will prove that they are worthy.” Bowe could feel sweat creeping down his chest, but managed to keep any desperation from his voice. Kesirran and Sorani were listening, but it was hard to read their intentions.
 
   “Very well,” Kesirran said, “We shall consult about this in private and make a decision.”
 
   “No.” Stenesso placed his sword on Bowe’s shoulder. “We will decide here and now. I vote that he dies.” He moved the blade along Bowe’s shoulder until it touched his neck.
 
   I started the Path with a blade against my throat, Bowe thought. It seems fitting that it should come to an end in the same way.
 
   “I agree we should decide immediately,” Sorani said. “Helion will set soon, and we must either let Bowe’s new family in or kill them all. I vote we give this new Bellanger family the six years Bowe has asked for.”
 
   Kesirran leaned back. “So it comes down to me.”
 
   “Don’t make the same mistake you made twelve years ago, old man,” Stenesso said. “The Bellangers made their mistakes and paid the price. We need a clean break from the whole family. His presence caused this uncertainty. He creates this imbalance he is spouting about.”
 
   “So you admit there is an imbalance?” Sorani asked.
 
   As an answer, Stenesso growled in the back of his throat and edged his blade against Bowe’s skin.
 
   Kesirran addressed Bowe. “I don’t see how it’s possible that you can recreate the Bellanger fortune. You start with almost nothing, and you already have many dangerous enemies and not many allies.” Kesirran didn’t have to clarify that remark with Stenesso standing at Bowe’s back with a sword at his throat. “You have no money or resources to call upon, and just six years. It’s a hopeless cause.”
 
   “In a mansion of dead people, a solitary baby cried,” Bowe said. “How hopeless was the survival of the Bellanger family then? The baby has grown and the house now contains more than ghosts. There is a chance of rebirth. All I ask for is that chance.”
 
   Kesirran nodded. “Very well. I, too, vote that he be given another sexennium. But only one. They must either truly become one of the great families in six years’ time, or there will be no place in the Refuge for any Bellanger, new or old.”
 
   Bowe raised his fists, and elation exploded inside him. He’d done it. Then he realized that Stenesso hadn’t removed his sword, and, in fact, the pressure from the edge was tightening against his neck.
 
   “Stenesso, the majority still rules among the Guardians of Arcandis, does it not?” Sorani asked. “Unless I missed something.”
 
   There was a moment of absolute stillness in the chamber, and then Stenesso removed his sword from Bowe’s shoulder, sheathed it, and returned to his throne. Bowe allowed the elation to return, and this time it was matched by relief.
 
   “Tokanu, get in here,” Sorani called out.
 
   Tokanu entered and Sorani addressed him. “We had to iron out a few details, but what Bowe told you earlier is essentially correct. We have decided to revive the Bellanger family. Allow him to admit people through the Bellanger door.”
 
   And as Bowe followed Tokanu out of the chamber, Sorani had one more thing to say.
 
   “The upcoming sexennium promises to be an interesting one.”
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The Treacherous Path – Chapter 1
 
   Day 4
 
   The Fool’s Hope, it was called. Bowe hadn’t figured out if Sorrin had changed the name after he bought it or deliberately searched out a ship with a name that expressed what he thought of this venture. As if all his harping on about it hadn’t already made his objections crystal clear.
 
   Bowe and Sorrin stood on the docks with Bellanger marshals on either side holding up umbrellas for them. The rain fell in sheets; on the ground streams of water were flowing over and around their feet and cascading into the sea. Bowe’s shoes were soaked through, but at least the umbrellas kept the rest of himself and Sorrin dry, though water streamed down the noses and chins of the marshals holding them.
 
   If the ship succeeded on its first trading mission, Bowe would change its name. Perhaps Bellanger’s Hope would be better. Beside the other ships in harbor, it looked rather unimpressive. With just a single sail, it was much smaller than the vessels on either side. A small trading ship was all Bowe could afford; even managing to scrape together enough funds for that was an achievement.
 
   It wasn’t nearly enough, of course. Three years had passed since the Infernam and this was Bowe’s biggest financial venture. He hoped several runs could return the cost of the ship and after that it’d start making profits. On this trip, they were shipping foodstuffs to Urni—a safe but profitable venture.
 
   Beside him, Sorrin scowled down at the ship. “This is a bad idea.”
 
   “So you’ve told me many times. It’s done now, let’s go.” The ship had drifted away from the docks, and they were beginning to unfurl the mainsail. Sailors buzzed about the deck and climbed in the rigging. It was foolish of Bowe to even come out here and stand in the rain to watch it leave harbor. But it seemed more real to actually see it set sail. When planning, he tended to see his business decisions like moves on a Harmony board.
 
   “Let’s go.” He led the way back toward the waiting rickshaw. The marshals walked alongside, keeping the rain from his head, but that did nothing to save his feet from having to trudge through mud. He climbed into the rickshaw and pulled the opening closed behind him to keep out the rain. Sorrin entered from the other side.
 
   “These shoes are probably ruined,” Bowe complained, looking down at the sodden dirty leathers. “They’re new.”
 
   At an order from the marshals, the rickshaw pullers lurched the carriage into motion.
 
   “This is risky, Bowe,” Sorrin said. “The Lessards won’t be too happy to see you wrestling into their territory. They are the traders.”
 
   “We’ve been over this,” Bowe said. “I have to do something. We can’t just tread water and hope. Anything I do will upset one of the families. How am I to carve out an empire for the Bellangers before the next Infernam without taking a few risks and treading on some toes?” It had taken Bowe and the rest of his ascor a lot of hard work to create as much as they had. And it was an anthill beside the mountain of power that each of the other families controlled. If it had taken them three years just to create the anthill, what hope was there of turning the anthill into the mountain over the next three? But that was what had to be done, or no one in the family would have places in the Refuge.
 
   “It’s just too much to risk on one venture.”
 
   “There’s no point thinking small. Slow and steady growth isn’t going to get it done. When the chances are small, the risks must be big.”
 
   Sorrin grumbled to himself but didn’t reply. They were rehashing an old argument. The ship had sailed, it was too late to change course. Bowe peeked out the front of the rickshaw as they approached Bellanger Mansion. It always perked him up to see the family home. When he’d first been here it had been fading away, left to the spiders and the dust. Now it was fully restored.
 
   When they stopped and Bowe pulled down the opening, he saw another rickshaw parked outside and scowled at it. Which of the ascor would visit him in this rainstorm? It wasn’t likely to be good news.
 
   Sorrin frowned at the rickshaw. “We should never have bought that ship.”
 
   “Probably not related,” Bowe said, even though he thought the opposite.
 
   One of the marshals approached Bowe, holding up an umbrella. His azure-mist-colored uniform looked a washed-out white drenched in water.
 
   “Who’s decided to visit us, Toose?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Sorry, sir,” Toose said. “He just barged in and announced he’d wait in the ballroom. Didn’t know how to stop him.”
 
   “Who?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Kirande.”
 
   “Thanks.” Bowe touched Toose’s shoulder. “You did the right thing letting him through.”
 
   “This isn’t good.” Sorrin swung out of the rickshaw without waiting for an umbrella and limped across the courtyard into the main door, making a splash every time he planted his good leg.
 
   Bowe stepped out of the rickshaw and leaned under Toose’s umbrella, wondering what Kirande could want. Eolnar had asked for a meeting several days ago, but wasn’t due until the afternoon. Bowe had initially hoped that the rickshaw was just the Lessard ascor coming early. Kirande turning up unannounced like this—it wasn’t good.
 
   Inside, Bowe took his time changing into dry clothes. He asked one of the servant girls if his shoes could be fixed up and she gave him a scared look and curtsy and practically ran out of the room, holding the shoes at arm’s length. Bowe decided to take that as a no.
 
   When he was ready, he walked to the ballroom and hesitantly reached for the door handle. He stopped himself; this wasn’t the time to be hesitant or display any signs of worry. This was his kingdom and he would be assured and confident in front of the Grenier ascor. It had been Kirande himself who had first taught Bowe the importance of appearances. Bowe straightened his back and lifted his chin, then turned the handle, flung open the door, entered, and charged down the center of the ballroom.
 
   Halfway down, he stopped dead. Kirande was sitting in his throne, smiling down at him. Bowe cursed himself for showing his surprise. “Why are you sitting there?”
 
   Kirande looked down and pretended to be surprised at where he found himself. “Is this your throne? Why, I didn’t even realize.” He didn’t move to get up.
 
   “What do you want?” Bowe asked. “I wasn’t expecting you.” Trying to eject Kirande would just make him appear weak. Best to pretend it meant nothing. Sorrin was standing off to the side, throwing scowls at Kirande whenever the Grenier ascor looked away.
 
   “Now that I’m sitting here, though, I find that I like it,” Kirande said. “Rather comfortable. Suits me.”
 
   “We’ve been over this.” Both Eolnar and Kirande had been angling to take over the Bellanger family since the Infernam ended. Both had helped him go from being a Green to becoming the leader of the Bellanger family. But now they both wanted that role. Kirande would bring the support of the Grenier family, and Eolnar would bring the support of the Lessard family.
 
   Kirande stood, towering over Bowe. He was long-limbed and skinny with a hatchet nose. “My patience is growing thin.” He wasn’t smiling now. He took a long step forward, placing himself right in front of Bowe and staring down at him. Bowe didn’t want to step back, so he was forced to look directly up the man’s nose. He felt slightly ill.
 
   “As you know,” Kirande continued, “the Grenier family was not particularly happy about the little trick you played to allow you and your friends to survive the Path. They haven’t moved against you because of me. I’ve convinced them that a Bellanger family with a strong Grenier influence can be an asset for Arcandis.”
 
   “And I appreciate your help,” Bowe said. Kirande wanted to bring across other recently promoted Grenier ascor and use the Bellanger family as Grenier’s second family.
 
   Kirande loomed over Bowe, edging forward. Bowe didn’t want to retreat, so instead he squirmed around the side of Kirande and threw himself onto the throne.
 
   Kirande snorted, turning around. “Looking for a game of hide-and-seek, young Bellanger?”
 
   “Just tell me why you’re here,” Bowe said. “I know you want to be the leader of the Bellangers, but that position is taken.”
 
   “I have come to give you one last chance,” Kirande said. “The ultimatum is a blunt instrument, not normally a strong component of the subtle swirls of the ascorim, but sometimes it’s called for.”
 
   “What’s brought this urgency on?” Bowe asked. Things were at a delicate balance right now and the last thing he needed was a blunt instrument crashing down.
 
   “You’re spreading your wings—you just sent out a trading ship. I have to assume that means you’re leaning toward an alliance with the Lessards and away from one with me.”
 
   “Not at all.” Bowe deliberately didn’t look at Sorrin. “The trading ship is just one of the ways that the Bellangers are expanding our interests. We have a long way to go to gain our places in the Refuge when the time comes.”
 
   Kirande inexplicably started to laugh.
 
   “Why are you laughing?”
 
   “You still think you can do it all by yourself. I remember how naive you were when we first met in my carriage outside that ball. And in some ways, you’ve come so far.” Kirande raised his arms to indicate the ballroom. Banners displaying the Bellanger azure sun lined the wall. “In others, you are just as green.” Kirande shook his head, turned, and began to leave.
 
   “Wait. What about the ultimatum?”
 
   Kirande turned around. “Oh yes, that. You know Dulnato, right? Well, you have—” He stopped suddenly. “Wait, I’ve a better idea. I’ll let you figure out the deadline and what it means if you miss it yourself. It should be obvious, I don’t have to spell it out to you.” He turned and left.
 
   “Wait, you can’t just…” Bowe allowed his words to trail off. Kirande could and had just done it. He’d given Bowe an ultimatum but not specified how long Bowe had or what the consequences would be. Bowe allowed his face to sink into his hand. “We shouldn’t have launched The Fool’s Hope, should we?”
 
   “No,” Sorrin said. Bowe was glad that Sorrin didn’t try to rub it in.
 
   “What’s he going to do?”
 
   “The Greniers have always held a grudge against you, none more so than Dulnato. Up until now, Kirande has held them off. The Greniers wouldn’t move against you while they thought they had a chance of having one of their own leading the Bellanger family. Obviously Kirande has decided they’ve waited long enough and plans to unleash Dulnato unless you appoint him as leader. I’m not sure how long we have. I’ll send some men to investigate further and see if we can figure out when Dulnato plans to move.”
 
   Bowe rubbed his palms against his temples. “Well, there’s one good thing. I’m dreading Eolnar’s visit a lot less now. It can’t go any worse than that. We’ll decide what to do about Kirande afterward.”
 
   * * *
 
   Bowe sat back and rubbed the hand rests of the throne as Eolnar approached. At least this time Bowe had the advantage of position. Bowe hadn’t grown that much in the last three years, so he’d had a platform installed below the throne to raise it up. Eolnar wasn’t as big or imposing as Kirande either, with a small face and short, curly hair. The Lessard family was led by Eolnar’s brother, Sorani, and Eolnar didn’t want to either usurp his brother or remain as second to him. Both brothers wanted a new family for Eolnar.
 
   “Have you received any word from your trading boat?” Eolnar asked as he came to a stop before the throne.
 
   “My ship? No, why should I? It just departed.” Bowe was surprised that Eolnar got straight to business. He tended to start with small talk and subtle hints.
 
   “It might have been captured by pirates.”
 
   “How can you know that? It just launched; it probably isn’t even out of sight,” Bowe said.
 
   “You know any way to bring it back before it hits the open seas?” Eolnar asked.
 
   Bowe shook his head.
 
   “Well, then. Pirates, I’m afraid.”
 
   “But why? Why would you do this to me?” The Lessards had clearly arranged for Bowe’s ship to be attacked once it reached the open seas.
 
   Eolnar shrugged. “You brought it on yourself. I offered you an alliance.”
 
   “You offered to take over control of the Bellanger family. My family.” Bowe stood up.
 
   “You refuse my alliance and instead try to maneuver into Lessard territory by starting your own shipping empire.”
 
   “It was just one ship,” Bowe protested.
 
   “Soon to be one shipwreck,” Eolnar said, and strode out.
 
   “Wait, what can I do to make this right?” Bowe called after him.
 
   “Too late to do anything for your ship. If you decide to come to your senses and make me Bellanger leader, perhaps your next venture won’t be so pitiful. This is the last time I’ll offer, though. There’s only three years to the Infernam and you’ve made no progress. Even now, joining you is a huge risk. But with Lessard support there might be a chance. Without that, being a member of the Bellanger family could be a death sentence.”
 
   He left.
 
   “Might be it’s already a death sentence,” Sorrin said as Bowe slumped against the backrest of his throne.
 
   Around them, the emblems and banners of the Bellanger family lined the walls of the ballroom, but it was all a lie. They’d created the lie to save themselves from the Infernam, surrounded themselves with the trappings of the great house. And the other Guardians had gone along with it. They wanted the return of the fourth family. But a great family wasn’t an assortment of emblems and banners. They needed the power and wealth and influence. And in three years Bowe had made very little progress toward gaining any of that.
 
   “We need to call a family meeting,” Bowe declared.
 
   Sorrin frowned. “What’s a family meeting?”
 
   Bowe just looked at him. “It’s obvious, no? A meeting between all the Bellanger ascor.”
 
   “I understand the idea in principle,” Sorrin said. “But this after three years of you doing whatever you felt best without consulting us. Does that mean you intend to listen to what the rest of us have to say?”
 
   Bowe pulled a cushion out from under him and threw it at Sorrin, but Sorrin ducked and it flew over his head. “Just arrange the meeting.”
 
   “Still most accepting of criticism.” Sorrin went to pick up the cushion. “As for the meeting, I haven’t seen Xarcon in months. Don’t know what he’s getting up to these days, but he has distanced himself from us more and more.”
 
   “Get the word out as best you can,” Bowe said. “Let’s meet tomorrow morning
 
   


  
 

The Treacherous Path – Chapter 2
 
   Day 5
 
   Darkness surrounded him. Bowe took deep breaths of the thick air, but he couldn’t suck in enough to satisfy his lungs. He felt crowded, hundreds were pushing in on top of him from all sides, but he couldn’t make out clearly whom they were. He pushed his way through the shadowy crowd. Dark hands reached out to grab him, and he quickened his pace. He saw what looked like a doorway, a square of space a shade lighter than the rest of the darkness. The hands began to pull at him with more insistence and he stumbled and fell. Hands plucked at his clothes and ran through his hair. Bowe crawled forward toward the doorway, closing his eyes as fingers clawed at his face, pulling him back. He reached for the doorway.
 
   And then he was out. He was still on his hands and knees but the sensation of figures around him disappeared. He opened his eyes. He could see a bit more now, though it was still dark. The air still clogged his lungs but there was only one other person near him. The person was lying face-down a few paces ahead. Bowe didn’t want to go near them, but couldn’t stop himself. His body crawled forward and one of his arms reached out. His hand touched the shoulder of the other figure, and suddenly the person was face-up rather than face-down. Their skin was blackened and peeling, and the hair had been burned off of their skull. Pieces of white bone showed beneath the burnt flesh.
 
   Iyra’s lips opened as she spoke, showing a row of strangely untouched teeth. “You killed me,” she said.
 
   Bowe screamed and sat up in the bed. Breaths shuddered through his body and his hands quivered. A dream. Almost every night for the last three years he’d had these nightmares and he still hadn’t figured out that they weren’t real. Every time the terror was the same. Every time he woke up soaked in sweat with his pulse pounding. Why couldn’t he learn that it wasn’t real?
 
   Bowe took deep breaths, forcing his body to calm down. He collapsed back onto his pillow, but there was no way he was getting back to sleep. A bluish light leaked around the corner of the curtains, so Bowe knew it was already morning.
 
   It was unusual for Iyra to appear in one of Bowe’s nightmares. He hadn’t seen her since that night when the Jarindor ship escaped. She’d accused him of killing her in the dream, but he had no reason to think she was dead. He hadn’t done anything to ensure her place in the Refuge but she was part of Guild, so he figured they must have found a way to save her. He hoped so anyway. He had plenty of dead to accuse him without adding one more.
 
   He had been thinking of Iyra more lately, though. She’d been in more pleasant dreams once or twice. Thoughts of girls had been filling his mind more often—part of growing up, he guessed. And when he thought of girls, he often remembered his experiences with Iyra, though sometimes with shame. The last time he’d seen her, he’d shoved her to the ground when they were mid-kiss.
 
   The door opened and Zofila strode across the room. She threw open the curtains. “You’re going to be late to the first-ever Bellanger family meeting,” she said. “And you organized it.” She looked down at him, and the skin above her nose scrunched up in her concerned expression. “Nightmares again?” She shook her head. “What’s with you and nightmares?”
 
   “What can I say? Some people get bad dreams.” He had never gotten them before the Refuge three years ago, of course. He flipped off his blankets and went to his closet and ran his fingers along the row of garments hanging up. All the trappings of being a Guardian of Arcandis, but nothing to back it up. Everything was a facade.
 
   “Where are those azure robes?” Bowe asked Zofila. “The ones I wore during the Green Path.”
 
   Zofila studied Bowe. “So this meeting you called is that important. What’s going on? Should I be worried?”
 
   Bowe turned away. “Nothing important. I was joking.” He grabbed one set of clothes randomly from the closet and put them on. “Those old azure robes did their job and deserve retirement. So who told you about this meeting?” Bowe had been wondering for a while how Zofila always knew what was going on. He had his suspicions about that.
 
   Zofila sat on Bowe’s bed. “I have my ways. No one tells us ascora anything—doesn’t mean I‘m stupid.
 
   “Us ascora? Do you think of yourself like that? There’s still only one Bellanger ascora so far.”
 
   “I have to do the work of twenty.”
 
   “So you think the others should start getting married? Sorrin, Sindar, Thrace, Xarcon?” Was there one of those that she wouldn’t like to see married? “Give you some ascora to order around.”
 
   “All ascor marriages take place during the Green Path, and I don’t think now is the time to change that tradition. I’ll survive another three years as the sole ascora.”
 
   “You should attend the meeting,” Bowe said. “It affects you as much as anyone else.”
 
   “No, don’t be ridiculous. Something like this is just for the ascor men.”
 
   “From how I remember the Raine harem, the women didn’t attend the meetings, but they usually knew what went on in them even before the men had exited it.”
 
   Zofila smiled at him. “You wouldn’t expect it to be any different here, would you?”
 
   “So you’ll just have a servant listening at the door?”
 
   “Something like that. You know me too well.”
 
   She had her sources, but Bowe didn’t think it was the servants. Or at least not only them. He moved around the bed and leaned in toward her. “I do know you well. You are my only wife, after all. So how come we’ve never…” He grabbed her waist and pulled her close. “You know?”
 
   “Why, who’s the feisty goat this morning?” She patted Bowe on the cheek and swiveled out of his grasp.
 
   Bowe reached for her again and she danced out of reach with a laugh. She ducked behind the curtains and stuck her head out. “I’m not coming out from behind here until your blood cools.”
 
   Bowe remembered meeting Zofila for the first time out on the balcony at the ascor ball. She’d called herself ugly and Bowe hadn’t protested. When he’d first married, he hadn’t objected when she had said they had to wait. For the last few months, though, he had wanted her. Her easy smile, quick banter, and the sparkle in her eye attracted him. And her body had filled out in ways that could cause a trembling behind his kneecaps. “We’re over three years married now.” Unfortunately, he now suspected the sparkle was for someone else.
 
   Zofila’s smile became fixed. “You know you’re still too young.”
 
   “I’m no longer a boy. I’m a man.” He was sixteen now, more than old enough. Sindar and Sorrin had brought him to a courtesan house a few weeks back for his sixteenth birthday. He’d been back a few times since, but he often left feeling empty. It inflamed his desire for Zofila instead of quenching it. And, in his happier dreams, for Iyra.
 
   Zofila came out from behind the curtain. “What brought this on? You know our marriage was one of convenience to survive the Infernam. We haven’t discussed becoming man and wife for real.”
 
   “That’s because you dodge whenever I broach the subject. When we first married, you were adamant it was me you wanted to marry rather than any of the other ascor. You didn’t seem so cool toward my affections then. You insisted on a heartfelt proposal. What’s changed?”
 
   “I thank you for saving me, and making me a Bellanger ascora. But come on, that wasn’t heartfelt. I practically had to force you into asking me.”
 
   “What’s changed?” Bowe repeated.
 
   “Now isn’t the time.” Zofila brushed past Bowe. “You shouldn’t keep everyone waiting downstairs. You called the meeting.”
 
   “Every time I try to have this discussion—” Bowe called after her, but she didn’t reply. Bowe felt a sinking feeling. He had started to suspect that Zofila had become involved with one of his ascor from her constant rejection and the way she always knew what was going on. Did Sindar get tired of looking for companionship just among the ascora in the other three families?
 
   Bowe went to the mirror to make sure he looked presentable. It was mainly to confirm that he still looked like the Bellanger Guardian and not the little boy Zofila made him feel like.
 
   He left the bedroom and descended the stairs and entered the dining hall. The table was much too big for the number of ascor the Bellanger family had. Sorrin, Thrace, Oamir, and Sindar took up only the smallest part of it, and Bowe went to join them. Oamir was reading from a book and making notes on a parchment. Bowe shoved Sindar’s feet off the table, then sat. “Where’s Xarcon?”
 
   “I got word to him,” Sindar said. “Or at least I think I did. I talked to someone who told me they could get a message to him.” He shrugged. “I told you we don’t see him around much anymore.”
 
   “So did Sorrin fill the rest of you in?” Bowe asked.
 
   “About what Eolnar and Kirande said.” Sindar nodded. “Sounds like we’re in the bowels of a sinking ship with no way out.”
 
   “And the ship’s on fire,” Thrace added.
 
   “And there are sharks in the sea,” Sorrin said.
 
   “And—”
 
   Bowe interrupted Sindar. “Okay, okay, I get it. No need to rub it in. Sorrin, did you work out when Dulnato is planning to make his move?”
 
   “Afraid not. I’d assume sooner rather than later for now.”
 
   Bowe still hoped the other families wouldn’t act too quickly, allowing him more time. Either way, he didn’t have many options. “Any word on The Fool’s Hope? Is what Eolnar said true?”
 
   Sorrin shrugged. “We haven’t heard. I don’t think it matters now, though. We don’t have the time to wait and find out.”
 
   Bowe turned to Thrace. “What are our chances in a fight against Dulnato?”
 
   Thrace considered. “We have eight marshals. You didn’t want us to recruit more than that for now. They’re pretty well trained this time around. Better than the last time Dulnato attacked, at least. But we don’t know how many Dulnato will bring.”
 
   “For all we know, Dulnato could bring every Grenier marshal in the city down on us,” Sindar said.
 
   As Sindar spoke, Bowe imagined him and Zofila together and his stomach churned. He had more important matters to worry about but he couldn’t help himself.
 
   “So what are our options?” Bowe asked. “Should we accept either Eolnar or Kirande as our leader? Name one of them the Bellanger Guardian?”
 
   Oamir looked up from his book, seemed about to say something, then returned to his reading.
 
   “It’s the worst time to take either of them as leader,” Sorrin said. “If we accepted one of them earlier, we might have retained some independence. But now…”
 
   “We’d just become an offshoot of the Lessard or Grenier family,” Bowe said bitterly. “Fear of that is why we refused them in the first place, and now we have no choice.”
 
   There was a long silence around the table. When they’d left the Refuge, the task of building up the family once again had seemed daunting, but also an exciting challenge. How had it gone so wrong?
 
   Bowe stood up and walked to the wall and pulled down the banner showing the azure Bellanger sun. He threw it on the table. “Is this where we decide whether to re-color the Bellanger sun red or green?”
 
   Thrace slapped his hand on the table. “Neither. If they want the Bellanger sun, let them come here and take it.”
 
   Bowe sighed. “What choice do we have? Sorrin, what do you think?”
 
   “If I had to pick one, I would choose Lessard and Eolnar,” Sorrin said. “Even though Kirande seems a reasonable guy—for a Grenier—I suspect we’d get a looser leash from the Lessards. Sorani wants his brother to have power. The problem, though, is that the Greniers have more immediate muscle at their disposal. So by making Eolnar the leader while the Greniers are prepared to strike might be throwing ourselves into the fire.”
 
   “Would the Greniers dare attack if we were under Lessard protection?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Maybe that’s why Dulnato is tasked with this,” Sorrin said. “He could attack, claim it was because of a personal vendetta, and afterward Kirande and Stenesso could deny involvement.”
 
   “So that leaves choosing Kirande as our only choice,” Bowe said.
 
   “Kirande as Guardian might solve the immediate problem,” Sorrin said, drumming his fingers on the table as he thought. “But come next Infernam, will the Lessards and Raines accept the Bellangers as a fourth family when it is controlled by the Greniers? The whole reason the other Guardians allowed you and your new Bellanger family into the Refuge was to prevent the Greniers from becoming too powerful.”
 
   Bowe shook his head. “How do you escape a room with no doors?”
 
   “Fly,” said a voice.
 
   Bowe looked up to see Xarcon striding across the room toward them.
 
   “Look who decided to join us finally,” Sorrin said.
 
   “I missed a bit of your nattering, did I?” Xarcon placed his palms on the table and leaned toward Bowe. “You shouldn’t still be here.”
 
   “Where else can we go?” Bowe asked. “Fly? I don’t exactly have wings.”
 
   “Well, grow them. You need to flee now. Dulnato is already on his way.”
 
   Sorrin leaped to his feet, his chair crashing to the ground behind him. “He can’t be. They have to give us more time than this. Kirande just gave us the ultimatum yesterday.”
 
   “More time for what?” Xarcon asked. “How long do you need to figure out you don’t have any options?”
 
   “We can’t just leave,” Thrace said. “We’ve fought too hard for what we have.”
 
   Xarcon laughed. “What you have? This is all based on pretense. Just be amazed it’s lasted this long. There is no power behind the mask that has been created. All it needed was a little push and everything came tumbling down.”
 
   He’s right, Bowe thought. They’d had three years to reestablish the Bellanger power and everything they’d tried had ended in failure. “How many men is Dulnato bringing?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Scores of them.”
 
   “Okay, let’s get out of here,” Bowe said. “We should divide up. No point in all of us getting caught.”
 
   “Where can we go?” Sorrin asked.
 
   “Don’t pretend you haven’t prepared for this.” Xarcon walked behind Sorrin and brushed his fingers up Sorrin’s arm, across his shoulders, and down the other side. “I know what you’re like. You’d always have a bolt hole ready.”
 
   Sorrin turned around and pushed his face into Xarcon’s. “And what if I have?”
 
   Bowe pushed Xarcon and Sindar apart. “We don’t have time to fight among ourselves. Smart of Sorrin to have prepared for something like this.” Of course that left him wondering why he himself hadn’t done something that obvious and easy. He’d thought he would have more time. “What about you?” Bowe turned to Sindar. “Do you have somewhere to go?”
 
   “Nowhere planned,” Sindar said. “But I know a lot of hidden routes and people who’ll hide me.”
 
   “Could you hide others with you.” Bowe studied him closely. “What about Zofila?”
 
   “I’ll take her,” Sorrin said.
 
   So it’s you, Bowe thought. Bowe stared at Sorrin until he flushed and looked away. Focus, he told himself, stopping his mind from picturing what he didn’t want it to picture.
 
   “They’ll want me above all, so it’ll be easier for the rest of you to get away if I’m not with you,” Bowe said. “Since you already have an escape planned, Sorrin, you can take Zofila and Oamir with you.” It pained Bowe to say it, but he wouldn’t be able to keep Zofila safe with half the Grenier marshals after him. At least he knew that Sorrin would protect her. It gave Bowe some small satisfaction to put a third wheel with the two lovebirds; he didn’t want to make it too easy for his wife and best friend to cheat on him. “Thrace, you and Sindar tell the Bellanger marshals and servants to disappear. If they remove the Bellanger colors, they shouldn’t have any problem disappearing. Tell them…” Bowe hesitated. He didn’t know if it was a lie or not. “Tell them they can rely on the Bellanger family reforming again. And when the Infernam comes around, those who were with us from the start will be first in line for places in the Refuge. Can you do that, Thrace?”
 
   Thrace nodded.
 
   “After that, you and Sindar should get out of here,” Bowe said.
 
   “What about you, Bowe?” Thrace said. “How will you find somewhere safe even if you get away?”
 
   “I can take Bowe to someone who might be willing to help him,” Xarcon said. “Perhaps the only person capable of hiding him once the Greniers start turning the city upside down looking for him. Bowe, we have to move now.”
 
   “Okay.” Bowe grabbed Sindar and embraced him. “Keep safe. Don’t be doing anything too dangerous.”
 
   Sindar raised his eyebrows. “Who, me? Never.” Despite his protestations, his cheeky smile indicated he’d be hanging upside down by his toes while on some daring escapade before long.
 
   Bowe moved on and threw his arms around Thrace. “Keep the faith. This is only a setback.”
 
   Bowe put his hand on Oamir’s shoulder. “I’ll be back before you know it,” he said, then put his arms around Sorrin’s neck and pulled Sorrin’s head to his chest. “Keep the Bellanger family safe until I return. Stay loyal. Say goodbye to Zofila for me.”
 
   “Come on,” Xarcon called out from the hall. “I’m leaving now, with or without you.”
 
   Bowe sprinted out after Xarcon.
 
   “Here, throw this on.” Xarcon threw Bowe a large cloak. “Hide those fancy clothes you’re wearing.”
 
   Bowe threw the cloak over his head, shrugged it down over his shoulders, and, after wrestling with it, managed to shove his arms into the sleeves. He pulled the hood over his head and darted outside.
 
   When they reached the street, Xarcon—after looking both ways—turned left. He stopped at the corner and poked his head out to make sure the way was clear before turning right. Bowe followed, keeping the hood low over his face.
 
   At the next corner, Xarcon stuck his head out then jerked it back. “Two Grenier marshals guarding the end of that road.”
 
   “We’ll have to try a different route.”
 
   “If they have this road blocked off, no doubt the other streets will be the same,” Xarcon said. “Not much point guarding a single exit point. And I don’t know where is safe in this section of the city. Maybe we can escape via the rooftops. I think we passed a stairway.”
 
   They retraced their steps and turned into a narrow alleyway with a small set of stairs cut into one wall. Xarcon started up the steps and Bowe followed. The stairway was made of the same red clay as the wall it leaned against; it was barely wider than the width of two feet, and so cracked and weathered that it was more like climbing a steep slope than defined steps. Bowe was only halfway up when he realized Xarcon had reached the top and was scrambling down again. Bowe descended, skidding on loose stones near the bottom but managing to hold his balance.
 
   “Let me guess. They have the rooftops guarded, too,” Bowe said when they were both down.
 
   Xarcon grimaced. “This is the last time I help you. I could have stayed away and let you get caught.”
 
   “Well, go,” Bowe said. “I’m sure you can get away easier without me. If trying to help me is such a chore for you.”
 
   “I still owe you. But if I get you out of this, I’ll consider my debt to you paid.”
 
   “Just like that? Are you not still one of the Bellanger ascor?”
 
   “In name only. It’d be better if you no longer consider me as one.”
 
   “If that’s the way you want it.”
 
   “That’s the way it is. Now, enough of getting sidetracked. We have enough to deal with.”
 
   “Why didn’t they just surround the mansion?” Bowe asked. “Why set up such a wide net?”
 
   “I guess they figured you’d probably have an escape route out of the mansion. A tunnel to a nearby house, perhaps.”
 
   Bowe nodded. “I certainly should have had something like that. What do we do now?”
 
   “We could find an empty house and hide out, but they’ll likely find us eventually. I’ve an idea. Follow me.”
 
   Xarcon led Bowe farther down the alleyway until they came upon a beggar sitting on the side of the street. Xarcon nodded toward him. “He looks about your size. Offer to swap clothes with him.”
 
   “This is your plan? Are you serious?”
 
   “We have to be invisible. What are more invisible than the beggars on the streets? Hurry.” Xarcon disappeared around the next corner.
 
   The beggar glanced up at Bowe, then sank his head back on his chest. His beard was long, twisted, and dirty and he smelled of piss and unpleasantness. Bowe felt dirty at the very thought of putting on the beggar’s rags, but he didn’t have a better plan than Xarcon’s.
 
   He took a deep breath and crouched down. “What do you say? Want some new clothes?” Bowe glanced up and down the street, but there was no one else around. The Grenier marshals were likely stopping people from entering this part of Arcandis.
 
   “What’ll you give me for my clothes?” The beggar peered up at Bowe, scrunching his face into a mass of wrinkles and dirt streaks.
 
   “These clothes that I’m wearing,” Bowe said. “Clean, good quality.” Bowe pulled down the neck of his cloak to show his ascor garments underneath.
 
   The beggar rubbed the sleeve of Bowe’s cloak, leaving a dirty stain on it. “I don’t like them.”
 
   Bowe did his best not to flinch away. “What’s not to like? They’re not falling apart and covered in filth. Do you expect someone to come along shortly and offer you a better deal?”
 
   The beggar shrugged his shoulders. “How many golds will you give me for my clothes?”
 
   “Golds? You think those rags are worth more than a fraction of a silver? Must be nice to live in your world.” Bowe scanned the street again, hoping to spot another beggar whom he could swap with.
 
   Xarcon returned. “You look and smell awful,” Bowe said, looking at the filthy pieces of cloth that he wore.
 
   “Thanks. That’s the idea. Why haven’t you switched? We don’t have much time.”
 
   “This guy is looking to sell his rags for several gold coins. Not one. Several. He doesn’t like what I’m wearing.”
 
   Xarcon bent down to examine the beggar’s face, then smiled. “Oh, it’s you, Jilf. Stop messing and swap. We haven’t all day.”
 
   Jilf winked at Xarcon but didn’t move to change, instead directing a scowl at Bowe.
 
   “Do it for me, Jilf. It’s important. We want him alive.”
 
   The beggar gave a stiff nod and began to undress. Xarcon nodded to Bowe, who did the same. Bowe wondered who the “we” that Xarcon referred to was.
 
   Bowe made sure to detach his money pouch before handing over his clothes. He didn’t want Jilf to profit even more from his exchange. It took Bowe several tries to get the beggars clothes on. The outer cloak seemed a shapeless mass with holes in it and Bowe couldn’t figure out which holes were for his head, which were for his arms, and which were just accidental holes. Eventually he got it on enough that it covered most of him as long as he kept pulling the cloth up his right shoulder. He tried to hold his breath as he dressed, but eventually he just had to breathe in the smell and try to become accustomed to it. It took only one breath to induce the beginnings of a headache in the back of his skull.
 
   Xarcon handed Jilf a silver as they left and the beggar took it sullenly, then returned to scowling at Bowe.
 
   Bowe followed Xarcon, shifting the new clothes across his shoulders. The cloak was threatening to either fall off or fall apart, and Bowe didn’t have enough hands to keep it all together. “These smell terrible. What’s the plan now? Will this disguise be enough, do you think?”
 
   Xarcon paused. “You’re right, it’s not enough.” He sniffed the air. “Follow me.”
 
   Xarcon changed direction, leading them down a narrow gap between two houses. Bowe gagged and turned back, for there was a sewage bucket in an alcove. To Bowe’s shock, Xarcon knelt down beside the bucket and began splattering the excrement onto his clothes and rubbing it in.
 
   Bowe took a long step backward. “What are you doing now?”
 
   “You were right. We don’t smell bad enough. We want the Grenier marshals to refuse to go near us. If they get too close, one of them might recognize you.”
 
   “No one’s going to expect a Guardian of Arcandis to be wearing these.” Bowe spread his arms wide then quickly pulled the clothes back into shape when they started to fall off. “No way I’m dousing myself in that. I thought you said we were going to be invisible.”
 
   “Invisible and repellent. An unbeatable combination.” Xarcon pulled back out of the alcove rubbing his fingers down the side of his face.”
 
   Bowe stepped back, keeping his distance. “No way.”
 
   “Come on. I don’t have time to babysit your squeamishness. What is worse, a small bit of unpleasantness or spending the rest of your life being tortured in the Fortress?”
 
   “This is more than a small bit of unpleasantness.” Bowe stepped hesitantly up to the bucket and knelt. He gagged, but forced back the bile. A horrible thick brown liquid with floating solids came up nearly to the top of the bucket. He leaned in with his hands and closed his eyes as he dipped his fingers into the slimy shit. Scrunching up his nose, he quickly cleaned his hands off on his clothes and backed out of the alcove and followed Xarcon back onto the street. He allowed himself to breathe again, but they’d brought the smell with them now, so each breath filled his nose with the noxious smell.
 
   “Come on,” Xarcon said. “We better try this now while the stench is strong and before they figure out you’ve fled the mansion.”
 
   “The sooner the better. I need to get clean.” Bowe pushed the palm of his hand against his chest and swallowed saliva, resisting the urge to vomit.
 
   Xarcon and Bowe stayed to the side of the street as they continued on, keeping in role as beggars. Xarcon moved in a shuffling walk and ran the fingers of his right hand along the side of the wall. Bowe staggered along behind him, almost falling once or twice—not because he was pretending to be a beggar, but because he felt sick from the smell, and because his clothes kept threatening to trip him.
 
   “What about the others?” Bowe asked. “If we are having this much trouble, how’ll they get out?”
 
   “They are mainly interested in you. All the marshals will have been shown your likeness and be on the lookout. It’ll be easier for the others. All the escay and marshals have to do is take off their uniforms. Sindar is used to moving about without being seen, and Sorrin seems to have planned some escape route for himself.”
 
   For himself and Zofila, Bowe thought. Bowe still hadn’t figured out how upset he was about that yet. It hurt, but he hadn’t had time to take it in properly. Thinking about it logically, Zofila had been his wife in name only—they had never even slept together. But logic couldn’t control the way the pit of his stomach tensed up into a hard ball when he thought about it. He had been rejected by his wife and she had turned to his best friend instead. It was hard not to feel betrayed by both of them. And politically? The politics of it didn’t make his stomach acids burn any stronger, but they were more important long term. If the newsbards broke the story about how the Bellanger Guardian was played the fool by his wife and best friend, Bowe would be hard pressed to maintain any respect in Arcandis.
 
   Though, given that he was currently covered in shit, dressed in rags, and likely to be soon arrested, perhaps that ship had already sailed. His respect and standing wouldn’t be worth much if he had to face the torturers in the bowels of the Fortress.
 
   They turned the corner and approached a group of marshals who formed a line across the street. Bowe’s step faltered, then he continued after Xarcon. On both sides of the line of marshals, escay waited for a chance to pass. They gathered in groups, talking quietly. As Bowe and Xarcon got closer, the group of escay nearest the edge of the street saw and smelled them and began to drift away.
 
   Five marshals, Bowe counted, all dressed in Grenier light pink. If Xarcon had hoped that they’d just let them through without taking much notice, he was wrong. They weren’t just stopping Bellangers. They had decided to stop everyone from entering or leaving this entire section of the city.
 
   Xarcon had clearly come to the same conclusion because he stopped. He glanced back over his shoulder with a shrug, as if to say, We tried. The marshals weren’t going to just step aside and let them pass. But Bowe didn’t see giving up on this plan as a choice. They didn’t have a better plan. The Greniers hadn’t left much to chance, and if Bowe wanted to escape, he needed to take a risk.
 
   “Hey.” Bowe stepped forward and waved his arms at the marshals. He slurred his voice. “What are you doing blocking the road? People are trying to cross here.” He stamped forward. His cloak half-fell from his shoulder but he ignored it. He half-tripped and kept going.
 
   Xarcon grabbed Bowe’s arm, pulled him close, and whispered in his ear. “What in Helion are you doing? Are you trying to get us caught?”
 
   Bowe shrugged Xarcon’s hand off. There actually was a good chance he would get them captured; it was best not to mention that.
 
   He waved an arm at the marshals. “Get out of my way. I’m a Guardian. How dare you block me.” He rubbed his hand against his face, smearing dirt down one cheek. The smell was still strong but he ignored it. He decided not to hide his face in any other way. The marshals had clearly seen his likeness, but he was going to test Xarcon’s theory that he became invisible once dressed in beggars’ rags one way or the other.
 
   The two marshals closest moved to block Bowe’s path, but he swerved away. “Don’t you dare touch me. Filthy marshals. I’m an ascor and I won’t be touched by the likes of you.” Bowe kept his voice loud and slurred.
 
   Several escay laughed at Bowe’s proclamation. Good, Bowe thought. He wanted the atmosphere light with a touch of silliness. Xarcon shuffled in behind Bowe, following his lead, although undoubtedly cursing Bowe under his breath.
 
   Having moved away from the first two marshals, Bowe now charged directly at the one in the center. The leader. His chin was clean-shaven and his mustache was carefully trimmed.
 
   “I need to get through. Important business with the other Guardians,” Bowe said. “Kesirran and I have to discuss reducing the number of filthy escay who clog up our streets.” The leader of the group of marshals would make the final decision on letting the two crazy beggars through, so Bowe wanted to deal directly with him. Plus, Bowe thought that the leader would be less inclined to personally deal with the smell and unpleasantness.
 
   “Stop right there,” the mustached marshal said. “No one is getting through here until we have the Bellanger Guardian in our custody.”
 
   “Well, then today’s your lucky day.” Bowe opened his arms and launched himself directly toward the marshal. “I’m Bowe Bellanger, the greatest Guardian Arcandis has ever known. Arrest me if you dare.”
 
   Another chuckle came from the watching escay. The mustached marshal’s eyes flickered across to the watching crowd. He didn’t want to look like an idiot. He hesitated, his hand drifting down to the sword at his side. When Bowe was almost upon him, the marshal caught the full force of Bowe’s stench. He reached up to cover his nose and stepped back, dodging out of the way as Bowe barreled past with Xarcon following in Bowe’s wake.
 
   Behind the marshals, the escay closest also swiftly moved back before Xarcon and Bowe’s smell. Bowe looked over his shoulder as he continued forward.
 
   One of the other marshals drew his sword and stepped after the beggars. “Should I go after and catch them?”
 
   “Catch the great Bowe Bellanger. That’ll be harder than you think. Do you have the nose for such a task?” Bowe called out to another round of sniggers.
 
   “Let them go.” The mustached marshal waved his hand. “We have more important matters today than arresting smelly vagrants.” He shouted after Bowe: “The next time I see you, I won’t go so easy on you.”
 
   “You’re all fools,” Bowe shouted back. He was about to boast further about the great Bellanger Guardian, but Xarcon grabbed his cloak, forcing Bowe away.
 
   “Don’t push your luck,” Xarcon whispered.
 
   They turned left at the first corner they saw, then right at the next one. Best to be out of sight in case the marshals changed their mind.
 
   Xarcon shoved Bowe again the wall. “What kind of fool move was that?”
 
   Bowe gave a giddy laugh. “It worked, didn’t it?”
 
   “You could have gotten us killed. Even if they didn’t recognize us, do you think they’d have any hesitation killing two vagrants who crossed them? You antagonized them for no reason. All that shit about Bowe Bellanger, the great Guardian—were you just trying to build your crazy reputation? Is that why you risked both of our lives?”
 
   “No. I just thought that the best strategy was to act as crazy as possible and force our way through before they had time to think about it. I know it was risky, but we were running out of options.” Bowe grinned. “Never thought I could have fun dressed and smelling like this.”
 
   Xarcon shook his head. “You’re crazy. And stop that grinning. You aren’t out of this by a long shot. The Greniers will redouble their efforts to find you after this. I know someone who might help you. Might also decide not to, but you don’t have many options right about now.” Xarcon shook his head again. “I definitely will owe you nothing once this is over. Let’s get rid of these clothes and smell.”
 
   With the reminder, the smell returned in full force, and Bowe reached for his nose and forced back a gag. “Yes, please.”
 
   


  
 

The Treacherous Path – Chapter 3
 
   Day 6
 
   The last ray of the sinking sun dyed the scuttling clouds into a smoky red. Bowe watched from inside his small, single-windowed second-story room. Xarcon had left him here to hide out—that had been a day ago and he hadn’t been back, though he had sent an urchin with food and water.
 
   At least Bowe was clean again. After finding somewhere to dump their clothes and clean up, the bucket of cold water thrown over him had felt glorious. They didn’t have any soap, so Bowe had scrubbed at his flesh until his hands felt raw. Bowe still got hints of the smell of shit when he sniffed at times, but he was nearly sure it was in his imagination. Xarcon had given him fresh clean escay clothing, and when he first put them on, the coarse wool against his freshly scrubbed skin had felt softer than the finest ascor garments.
 
   Bowe hoped Xarcon was okay and would be back soon, but as time passed, Bowe got more and more worried. What if Xarcon had been captured and the marshals were right now torturing Bowe’s location from him? Bowe shuddered. Would I be tortured too if I were caught? he wondered. Or would Dulnato be satisfied with my death? There didn’t seem a good reason to torture him, but those in the Fortress didn’t need much reason once they captured someone.
 
   With the sun having completely set, Bowe looked for Helion. It was at its farthest away, but it was still usually visible as a purplish star. Bowe gave up looking after a while and just stared out across the rooftops. He considered leaving, now that he feared Xarcon wouldn’t be coming back, but he didn’t know where to go. It showed how little Bowe had done in terms of rebuilding the Bellanger family that everything could be ruined in an instance, leaving Bowe with nowhere to go and no one to turn to. He wasn’t sure that there was anywhere within the city that he would be safe if the Grenier marshals were serious about catching him.
 
   And leaving the city? Xarcon had hinted that that was what had to be done. Bowe had never been outside the city except for when he when out in the bay on the escay funeral barge. He had no idea how to escape the city walls and, more importantly, what he would do if he got outside. Traditionally, the heart of the Bellanger fortune had been in the countryside; they’d run the farms and supplied the food. But the Greniers had taken that over fifteen years ago, and Bowe knew nothing of farming or life outside the city.
 
   Bowe heard a noise coming from downstairs. He held his breath, but it was a single set of footsteps that ascended the stairs. If the marshals had come to arrest him, they’d likely be coming in force. Still, Bowe didn’t fully relax until the door opened to reveal Xarcon.
 
   “What kept you?” Bowe asked.
 
   “Turns out that the person who might be able to help wants to meet you first. It wasn’t straightforward to set up that meeting.”
 
   “An important figure in the Guild, is he?” Bowe asked. He’d been thinking about how Xarcon had said to the beggar, “We want him alive.” And how Xarcon knew the only person in Arcandis who could help Bowe escape. The only thing that made sense was that Xarcon had joined the Guild. Bowe’s friends had started to desert him before yesterday—he was just now finding out about it. First Zofila and Sorrin, and now Xarcon.
 
   Xarcon held Bowe’s gaze for a long moment. “You shouldn’t talk so much.”
 
   Xarcon descended and Bowe followed. When Bowe had arrived yesterday, both the upstairs and downstairs rooms had been empty and deserted. Now, though, torches were lit in the downstairs room and several men leaned against the walls. Xarcon waited at the bottom of the stairs.
 
   Bowe didn’t need it to be pointed out whom he was supposed to meet. The torches were placed in such a way as to leave one corner in darkness. A shadowy figure sat in a chair in that corner.
 
   “Who’s the geezer in the corner?” Bowe asked.
 
   The man on the chair spoke. “Is he always this rude toward those who want to help him?” The voice was an old one, but it had an authority to it that Bowe had only heard from the other Guardians.
 
   “Quite often,” Xarcon went to stand by the old man. “He jumps first, either with feet or mouth, then thinks after.”
 
   “That concurs with what I’ve heard from other sources,” the old man said.
 
   What other sources? Bowe wondered. Have you been watching me, old man? “Who are you? Come out of the shadows and show yourself.”
 
   “‘Come out of the shadows.’” The old man chuckled. “I haven’t done that in a while. But maybe it is time. Very well. Xarcon, push me out.”
 
   “The Bellanger Guardian is not to be trusted,” Xarcon said. “He hasn’t taken the oaths.”
 
   Bowe felt a pang, a stab of betrayal. How long had Xarcon been working with Bowe’s enemies?
 
   “Do you think I’m senile? I make the decisions. I said push me out,” the old man said.
 
   Xarcon moved behind the chair and pushed it forward. Bowe was surprised when the chair noiselessly glided forward and even more surprised when he saw why. Instead of having legs, the chair had two large wheels.
 
   “I’m Coensaw, and I’m the leader of the Guild,” the old man said. He was as old as Kesirran—whom Bowe had assumed to be the oldest man on Arcandis—and bald, with a wispy white beard.
 
   Xarcon’s mouth dropped open as the old man said his name, but he quickly controlled his features.
 
   “Why did you tell me your real name?” Bowe asked. “Does that mean you intend to kill me?”
 
   “No. I’ve been thinking about this for a while. Coming out of the shadows, so to speak. Perhaps it’s time. I’m not surviving another Infernam whatever happens. My life is worth much less than it once was, and the need for me to hide is therefore lessened. I’ve been battling the Guardians of Arcandis from the shadows for a long time and I’d like to meet one face to face for once. Are you willing to take the oaths to become one of us like Xarcon has done?”
 
   Bowe shook his head. He certainly didn’t want to join the Guild. He had more sympathy for their cause than he’d had three years ago, but not enough to contemplate that.
 
   “I didn’t think so,” Coensaw said. “Nevertheless you have had access to certain secrets for a while and haven’t done anything to betray them. Just so you know, the consequences for betrayal are just as severe whether you’ve taken the oaths or not. Do you like my chair?”
 
   “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Bowe said.
 
   “One of my people visited Jarind and brought back the ideas from there. Fascinating place, Jarind. Over there, old people are respected. Here, they are expected to quietly die before the first gray hairs so as not to be taking places in the Refuge from those who are younger and stronger.”
 
   “There’s only so much room in the Refuge,” Bowe said.
 
   “Possibly. The Jarindors see things very differently from us in so many ways. I met one. I believe you met him too—a man by the name of Washima.”
 
   Bowe nodded. Iyra must have been the one who told Coensaw about him. Bowe wanted to ask Coensaw if Iyra was still alive, but he held his tongue. He didn’t want the Guild leader to know he still thought about her.
 
   “After talking to him for a while, it makes one see how wrong our society is here in Arcandis. Washima used to get so angry when we’d tell him what life was like here. He hated you ascor, you know? He hated the system we live in with a passion that was strange even for someone like me who has fought against it his whole life. It’s harder to see something clearly and understand it when you’re inside it.”
 
   “Washima didn’t tell me any of this.” The Jarindor spy had been reasonably polite when Bowe had met him.
 
   “Well, he needed you to help him free his crewmembers on the ship. But if he had his way, the whole of Arcandis society would be turned upside down and inside out.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why we don’t let outlanders visit Arcandis.”
 
   Coensaw smiled. “Yes, they don’t want us knowing what goes on in other countries, and they don’t want other countries knowing what goes on here. What are your thoughts on matters like the Green Path and old people not getting places in the Refuge?” Coensaw rubbed his bald head and smiled. “Though you might have noticed that I’m an exception.”
 
   Bowe shrugged. The Green Path was a terrible thing and he intended to do something about it if he ever got a chance, but old people giving up their places in the Refuge for younger people made sense. There didn’t seem much advantage in giving the old man insight into what he thought, though, so he let the old man continue to talk.
 
   “My friends thought I was valuable enough to be worth the effort of getting an old man into the Refuge three years ago. It cost more in bribes to get someone as enfeebled as me in, though I could walk more back then. I wasn’t as bad as I am now.”
 
   “So what does the Guild want with me?” Bowe asked. “How come I always run into the Guild when things are going badly?” It had been a while since he’d allowed himself to think about it, but Iyra had said he was an escay. Was it because the Guild believed him to be an escay, to be one of them, that they helped him? Was he not really a Bellanger—had his whole life been a lie? “How come I can never shake your organization?”
 
   “We have helped you, and now you complain.” Coensaw turned to Xarcon. “He isn’t very grateful, is he?”
 
   Xarcon shrugged. “He sees the world like an ascor, looking to take from it what he can.”
 
   Bowe felt another pang. “When did this happen, Xarcon? You and the Guild. We were friends once, or at least I thought we were. I remember you being repulsed by the idea of the Guild at one point, and I had to defend it to you.”
 
   “I was still under the ascor conditioning then,” Xarcon said. “I feel ashamed whenever I remember my thoughts from back then. I’ll admit you were the one who first pointed me in the right direction. You got me to open my eyes and actually look, rather than just see what I’d been told to see. When I looked at Arcandis and its society—truly looked—it was clear who was on the side of good and who was on the side of evil.” Xarcon took a step toward Bowe. “I know you aren’t blind to what’s going on around you like others. You could join the Guild, Bowe.”
 
   Bowe shook his head. “There are some issues in Arcandis, I know that, and I want things to improve. But this isn’t the way. A bunch of underground criminals. You’re better than this, Xarcon.”
 
   “After all the help we’ve given you, Bowe, that’s how you think of us?” Coensaw wheeled his chair closer. “A guild member saved you from Dulnato on the docks when he was about to have you killed. We paid your debt to the Raines when you were dying from poison.”
 
   “You paid the debt with my money. I helped you make a profit on the red garnets, and you paid the debt out of my share. Yes, I was helped by a Guild member, but I also helped Washima escape for you. I owe you nothing.”
 
   “What about now?” Coensaw asked. “You want our help to escape the city.”
 
   “I wanted Xarcon’s help,” Bowe said. “I was under the mistaken impression that his loyalties still lay with the Bellangers.”
 
   “Now that you know the truth, are you asking for our help?”
 
   Bowe crossed his arms. “You do what you have to do. I’m not going to beg for help.” Bowe didn’t want to get caught in the Guild’s web. He wasn’t going to betray Arcandis just to save his own hide.
 
   “You’re a Guardian of Arcandis. Shouldn’t you be bargaining, scheming? I know you don’t want to go down without a fight.”
 
   Even if Bowe could make some deal to save his skin, it’d only be temporary. Though he got the sense that he didn’t even need to agree to anything. “I don’t need to bargain. I know you’re going to help me whatever I say.”
 
   “Why would I do that?” Coensaw leaned back into his chair with a small smile on his face.
 
   “It doesn’t matter why. That’s just what’s going to happen.” Coensaw hadn’t come all this way to see Bowe die. The Guild had helped Bowe before, and Bowe suspected that they intended to again. Maybe it was because the Guild thought he was really an escay, maybe it wasn’t, but for some reason they had an interest in him.
 
   “But it can’t be that simple,” Coensaw said. “Is it my guilt in causing the fall of the Bellangers fifteen years ago? Do I feel the need to protect the remnants of the family because of that?”
 
   Bowe started. “You had nothing to do with that.”
 
   Coensaw raised his eyebrows. “You’re not the only one who can play Harmony games with the Guardians.”
 
   “I would have heard.” Bowe was beginning to wonder how much he could trust what Coensaw said. Did the old man play his own version of the ascorim? Schemes and lies webbed together into a giant net.
 
   “Yes, because I’m sure if the Guild were behind it the ascor would shout that from the rooftops. They do so like people to talk about the Guild. It’s true that I was involved, though. It wasn’t just me; the Guild isn’t powerful enough to bring down one of the great families on its own. But sometimes a little push in the right direction is all it takes. It doesn’t really matter now after so lo—” Coensaw stopped talking, his body went rigid, and his face twisted in pain. He closed his eyes and it took a few moments for the spasm to pass. “My body betrays me.” He took rapid shallow breaths. “I can feel a change coming for Arcandis, though. I don’t suppose your bones tell you anything, do they?”
 
   “My bones?” Bowe asked, confused.
 
   “You’re young, you wouldn’t have experienced this. Only the old can hear the wisdom in their bones. They tell me if the weather is going to turn poorly and if the day will go well for me. I don’t know how they do it—perhaps it’s because bones are solid immobile structures and they are sensitive to change. And my bones tell me that something major is going to happen. And my gut tells me that you, Bowe Bellanger, could be at the heart of it. So you’re right. I don’t expect any oaths from you in exchange for help.”
 
   Coensaw nodded to Xarcon, and Xarcon went behind the wheeled chair and pushed it forward. The four men who’d been leaning against the walls moved to open the door.
 
   “I’ll send someone tomorrow to help you out of the city. Even I can’t keep you safe inside the walls for now. But if you go to ground in the countryside for a while, perhaps you’ll be able to return at a later date.”
 
   As Bowe watched the chair on wheels get pushed across the room, he wondered what else the Guild had learned from the Jarindors. Obviously Washima’s visit had not been the only illicit contact between the Jarindors and the Arcandis escay. Thinking about Washima brought Iyra’s words back to Bowe’s mind again. This man might be the best person to tell Bowe the truth, and Bowe might never get another chance to ask. “One moment,” Bowe called out.
 
   Xarcon stopped at the doorway and turned Coensaw’s chair around so he faced Bowe.
 
   “I’d like to discuss something with Coensaw,” Bowe said. “Alone.”
 
   “No, he’s not to the trusted,” Xarcon said. Bowe felt another splinter of betrayal as Xarcon showed just how much he was Coensaw’s man. Xarcon now saw Bowe as nothing more than a possible threat to his leader.
 
   Coensaw glanced outside to where his bodyguards waited for him. “Leave me in the center of the room,” Coensaw ordered Xarcon. “And stand by the door and watch.”
 
   Xarcon scowled but did as ordered. Bowe crouched down so his mouth was close to Coensaw’s ear. “I was told I wasn’t an ascor,” Bowe whispered. “That was just a lie, right?”
 
   Coensaw hesitated before answering. “I know who told you that. She wasn’t supposed to say anything,” he whispered back.
 
   Bowe’s stomach clenched. “Well, she did. Is it true?”
 
   “Does it matter?” Coensaw asked. “Say we planted an escay baby in the heart of an ascor mansion and it was raised as an ascor child. What would emerge a decade and a half later would be an ascor teenager.”
 
   “No.” Bowe shook his head. “No.” He shouted out the second no, causing Xarcon to start. Bowe calmed himself down, and Xarcon stayed where he was.
 
   That there was no difference between ascor and escay was a Guild lie. Bowe had to know the truth. Was he an imposter? Was his whole life a Guild plot to undermine the ascor?
 
   “Look at it this way,” Coensaw said. “From what I’ve heard, you hate the escay as much as or more than any other ascor.”
 
   “When I was younger, maybe. Not anymore,” Bowe muttered. The behavior of his thirteen-year-old self was an embarrassment to him now. He was horrified at how he had treated Iyra, who had only helped him.
 
   “You were physically repulsed by escay. Even if you were born an escay and Xarcon was born an ascor, whom would we prefer to have on our side now? I don’t care who anyone’s parents are; I only care if a person is on our side or not.”
 
   “Why can’t you just answer my question?”
 
   “Let me tell you a story,” Coensaw said. “It’s set fifteen years ago and the Bellanger family has been ruined. Most of the escay servants who worked in Bellanger Mansion have no hope of getting a place in the Refuge. One of the escay servants is a woman of remarkable courage and strength. She accepts that there’s no way to save herself, but isn’t willing to accept death for her one-year-old boy. So she sneaks him into Bellanger Mansion on the very last day, she drugs him to sleep so he will not cry, she dresses him in the clothes of one of the ascor children, and she hides him in a vase.”
 
   Bowe felt a sinking feeling as he listened to Coensaw’s story. “What happened to the woman?”
 
   “She went out on the escay funeral barge that very day. She never even waited to see if her plan succeeded. Knowing that it was better that absolutely no one knew about it, she planned on telling no one. But she bonded with another woman, a fish-seller, on the funeral barge, and knowing that both were about to die, she whispered her secret to that one person. The fish-seller decided the secret was valuable enough to buy her own life, so she didn’t go into the water with the rest. She watched the servant go to a watery grave, told the priests she had changed her mind, and returned with the barge. The fish-seller knew enough about the Guild to be able to get a meeting with the Guild leader.”
 
   “And you were that Guild leader?” Bowe suggested.
 
   “Let me finish the story. The Guild leader promised to find a place for her in the Refuge if she revealed her knowledge to no one else. She agreed. Unfortunately, at the entrance to the Refuge her papers were not in order, and the marshals killed her.”
 
   “Why did you phrase it as a story?” Bowe had a sick taste in his mouth. “Clearly you’re saying that you were the Guild leader and that’s what happened. I’m the son of some escay servant who disguised her baby as an ascor.”
 
   “Do you trust me, Bowe Bellanger?” Coensaw had a strange smile on his face.
 
   Bowe shook his head. “No, of course not.”
 
   “Then why do you believe that the story I just told you is true?”
 
   “It’s so detailed.”
 
   “I told you I didn’t care whether you were escay or not. But what if it was in my interest for you to believe you were? I’d tell you a story like that whether it was true or not. My mind is fertile enough to supply all the little details to make it seem plausible, I can assure you.”
 
   “So which is it? Is it true, or do you just want me to believe it’s true?”
 
   “I have no proof either way,” Coensaw said. “And you don’t trust me not to lie. So what point is there in me telling you either way?”
 
   “If you wanted me to believe I was escay, why would you tell that story and then immediately cast aspersions about its truth? If you didn’t want me to believe that, why even tell me that story?” Bowe was used to the webs of deception of the ascorim, but this was ridiculous.
 
   “I like to mess with people’s heads,” Coensaw said.
 
   “So what you told me about the Guild bringing down the Bellanger family fifteen years ago—that was similarly a lie?”
 
   “That was similarly something I said. Whether it is the truth or not, that is another question. During our conversation this evening I have told some truths and some lies.”
 
   Bowe considered. He thought he’d learned something this evening, but if he couldn’t tell the truth from the lies, he’d learned nothing.
 
   “I can see you thinking back over our talk, trying to figure out the truth from the lies. But maybe saying I told some truth was a lie. Or maybe I told all truths. Though I think there’s a paradox somewhere if said I told all truths. Doesn’t matter, I embrace paradoxes. For one of the lowly underclass to be able to challenge the mighty ascor leadership is a paradox in itself.” Coensaw nodded to Xarcon, who came over and wheeled him away. “It’s been fun talking to you, Bowe Bellanger. I hope we meet again.”
 
   Then he was gone, leaving Bowe wondering if Coensaw had lied when he’d said that he would help Bowe escape the city.
 
   END OF SAMPLE
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