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Abanon wields the Blade that Whispers Hate,
Moranos holds the Dagger of Desire,
Ninkashi grips the trembling Blade of Rage,
With which she pierced the heart of her mad sire.
 
 
Heletia grips the Knife called Winter’s Tooth,
Visini wields the Blade that Binds and Blinds,
Husth fights with the Kris that Strikes Elsewhere,
And woe betide the soul it finally finds.
 
 
Kalara hones the Knife that Parts the Night,
Grim Xith commands the Dirk that Harrows Souls;
Eight Blades the Goddess has, and one
From eight will ren—
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The Knife
 
 
It did not know impatience.
It had existed for more than a thousand years. It had been created to fulfill a single purpose. After a thousand years waiting for the proper conditions, then a century of stealthy, careful manipulation, and then twenty years of outright meddling in the affairs of mortals, its purpose was now very nearly fulfilled.
The Knife that Parts the Night had instigated two wars, along with all the plague, famine, and suffering that followed. It was responsible for tens of thousands of deaths.
It did not know impatience, and it did not know remorse.
The Knife had manipulated events to ensure that hundreds, perhaps thousands, of refugees, mainly war orphans, would flee to Bellarius, hoping the City of the Mount would be a refuge from the madness further south. Those hopes proved to be worse than false. The Knife made sure of it.
The Knife did not have a conscience. It had purpose, frightening intelligence, and vast power.
The Knife observed with keen interest the children who flooded the city, found no aid, and, crushed by the weight of destitution, desperation, and hunger, became petty thieves, then cunning criminals, then—as often as not—cold-eyed killers. But most keenly, it observed the handful that became consummate survivors. Those who died were not, of course, mourned though the Knife remembered them. The Knife remembered everything.
It had to be children, or so the Knife had determined centuries before. Adults simply weren’t malleable enough. And the Knife needed to mold an individual with a very specific set of characteristics.
Someone quick-witted.
Someone with an almost inhuman will to survive.
Someone who could inspire loyalty, even love.
Someone with the ability to overcome desperate, brutal situations against hopeless odds.
Someone who, under the right set of circumstances, could be manipulated into doing what the Knife required of them.
And that someone had to be female.
The Knife that Parts the Night did not know impatience or most of the other basic human emotions. But it did know satisfaction and anticipation. As it set the final series of events into frightful motion, it felt both.
Its purpose was very nearly fulfilled.
 




Chapter One
 
 
On Halfa’s Night, one of the rowdiest of Lucernis’ festival nights, someone sent me Borold’s head in a cedar box.

I was home alone, savoring a nice Gol-Shen red and rereading Dubbuck’s epic and amusing Iron Witch, when someone came knocking at the door. At first, I ignored it, thinking it was a group of drunken revelers come to serenade the big houses on the Promenade in hopes of festival largess. Then, whoever it was found the bell-pull and started pulling. And pulling. And pulling.
I sighed and went to answer the door, cursing all drunkards and wondering, not for the first time, whether it really wouldn’t be best if Holgren and I hired some sort of live-in servant. I was the one who had wanted the big house on the Promenade. I’d never considered how much effort it would take to keep even a small manse in something approaching a decent state. It was built to be run by a staff, and there was just Holgren and me knocking about the place. Sometimes, I felt like a squatter in my own house. Usually, it was when the neighbors stared at me with disdain.
Holgren couldn’t have cared less one way or the other, but I had a sort of bone-bred repulsion toward the idea of a maid or serving man. I suppose I’d seen my mother scrub too many floors she wouldn’t otherwise have been allowed to walk on, wash and mend and embroider too much in the way of clothing she would never be able to afford to wear. And I’d seen my father drink away what little she made, which brought my thoughts back to the drunk fools outside. I had the sudden, strong urge to cut the bell pull and wrap it around somebody’s throat.
But when I opened the door, it wasn’t a group of wine-sotted minstrels. It was a sailor, a merchantman by his scruffy port jacket and ragged canvas pants. Under one arm, he held a wooden box. 
“Ye’r Amra Thetys, then?” he said with a distinct Bellarian accent.
“What do you want?”
“I’m here to give you this, then, amn’t I?” He held the box out to me. “If ye’r Amra Thetys.”
“What is it? Who sent it?”
“As to what it is, it’s a box, innit? I don’t know the tall chappy’s name what give me the box neither. He only said give it to Amra Thetys, who lived down by the Dragon Gate. And even with that, I had a time finding you.”
“What did he look like?”
“Not really sure, mistress. He were all wrapped up in a night-black cloak, an’ I might’ve had overmuch to drink.”
“And you’ve come from Bellarius?”
“I come from all ‘round the Dragonsea, mistress, if you take my meaning, but that’s where I was given this to give to you. Are you goin’ to take it, then?” He glanced over his shoulder at the lamp-lit, boisterous crowd staggering up and down the Promenade, clearly itching to spend his leave out there on the street rather than at my door. I couldn’t really blame him. The wine and the ale flowed freely, and the revelers, both men and women, seemed to have abandoned anything approaching morals or common sense. Many had also abandoned important parts of their attire, though everyone I could see still had on a mask of one sort or another.
“Fine,” I said, more to myself than to him. I wasn’t born naturally suspicious, but I picked up the trait fairly early. I took the box gingerly, surprised at the weight of it, and set it down on a dusty table there in the entry hall. When I turned back to close the door, the sailor was still there, hand half-out. I dug a silver mark out of a pocket and put it in his grimy palm. He looked like he was going to ask for more, but I closed the door in his face. Maybe if he hadn’t been so energetic with the bell.
I took my time with the box, checking for nasty surprises. There was nothing obvious. Just a well-put-together box, about two hand-spans square. The only way to be truly sure it was safe was to have somebody else open it with me in another room, but what can I say? The list of people I would use that way had grown remarkably short. Eventually, I shrugged to myself and pried open the lid with a knife, holding my breath. The breath-holding part turned out to be a good idea. 
The first thing I saw was a loop of brown hair, braided and tied off just like it was meant for a handle. What it was a handle to was down in gray oakum fibers, the stuff that’s left over when you pick apart ships’ ropes once they’d outlived their usefulness. I briefly considered slapping the lid back on and just living with the curiosity, but even as I was thinking it, I put three fingers into the loop and lifted up.
The reek of Borold’s decaying flesh invaded the room. There was no note, only Borold’s noggin, open eyes gone squishy and his heavy, vaguely pig-like face slack and greenish-gray. I recognized him almost immediately despite the decay and the intervening years.
I gagged a little. I’m not exactly squeamish. I’ve seen and done some foul things, but you get a rotting head sent to you and see how you handle it.
After I got my stomach under control, I took a good look at my grisly package. The cut itself was amazingly clean, as if Borold’s head had been severed with one blow. While this was certainly possible, it was by no means an easy thing to accomplish. Unfortunately, I’d had first-hand experience at decapitation—but that’s another story. Such a cut spoke of either an experienced headsman or a wicked-sharp blade. Perhaps both.
There was a brand on his forehead. It had been done, it looked like, while he was still alive. Or at least while he was still fresh. Not that I’m an expert on such things. I’d seen the brand somewhere, something much like it at any rate. It was the Hardish rune for “traitor.” Well, almost. Something like a downward-pointing dagger with three successive cross guards, or quillons, of equal length. Except the middle quillon was missing from the brand. I set the head back on top of the now-loose oakum fibers it had been packed in and backed away into the next room to get a clean breath.
Who had sent it? Who had done the deed? Probably, but not certainly, the same person. Someone who knew that I knew Borold, who had cause to believe I would care whether his head had parted ways with the rest of him. Did I? Not particularly. Not any more.
And who was Borold? In years past, he had been a wharf-rat in Bellarius, a tough, and a bully. An altogether unpleasant boy who, I was sure, hadn’t grown any more likeable with age. He’d hurt me once. Badly. I’d been one of the few gutter children he couldn’t cow into giving him “tribute”—scraps of scrounged food or pilfered coin. I suppose I set a bad example, so one afternoon, he’d sneaked up behind me as I sat on the sea wall, watching the waves crash against the rocks, and damn near knocked my head in with a paving stone. 
I had reason to wish Borold dead, but fifteen years or thereabouts had dulled the edge on that particular desire. 
Someone else, it seemed, had decided that late was better than never. And I had a fair idea who it might be. 
Damn.
I took a few deep breaths and went back to Borold. I don’t know exactly what I was looking for. Something, anything else to tell me my suspicions were wrong. Or right for that matter. 
There was just the head, the cut, the brand, the box. And the oakum, old rope fiber used mainly for caulking boats. Maybe there was something in that, maybe not. It was common enough stuff though not generally used for packing.
The brand drew my eye again. If there was a message in all of this, that was it. I just wasn’t sure I knew the language. If it meant Borold was a traitor, well, that wouldn’t have surprised me. But who goes to the trouble of making a brand and gets it wrong? It could be some noble’s chop, I supposed, or some warlord’s, as unlikely as that was in Bellarius. More likely it was the symbol of one of the crews, the street gangs in Bellarius that made up the bulk of the shadow guild there. I just didn’t know. It didn’t even occur to me that it might be some magical symbol until I traced a fingernail over where that missing middle stroke of the rune would have been if it were indeed “traitor.”
Borold started screaming then, a shrill, tortured scream that didn’t stop, never had to draw breath from lungs no longer attached. It was a scream that spoke wordless volumes about agony and mindless terror. I should know. I’ve heard the like.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up; whether from the magic or the shock, I couldn’t say. I pushed Borold’s face into the oakum so that it would dampen the sound somewhat and slammed the lid back on, hastily hammering nails back in with a knife pommel. I could still hear him. Kerf’s beard, the neighbors could probably still hear him, and I no longer lived in the Foreigner’s Quarter, where screams of pain were most often met with shouted curses to shut the hells up.
I dumped out one of Holgren’s countless chests, put the box in it, and padded it all around with blankets and pillows from around the house. Then, I went looking for a shovel. 
#
Holgren dragged himself in from the workshop about an hour before dawn, smelling of chemicals and singed wool. He found me in the bedroom. I’d already packed and made all the preparations necessary for my trip. Money can make things happen, whatever the hour. It just takes more money on Halfa’s Night.
He took one look at me, at my bags, opened his mouth, closed it again. A twinkle sprang up in his smoke-reddened eyes. “There’s a hack waiting outside. Was it something I said?”
“I should give you hells about spending all your time down there at that madhouse of yours,” I replied. It didn’t actually bother me. He’d given up magic, the Art, after being forced to use it on me—painfully. If experimenting and inventing one silly thing after another made him happy and kept him occupied, who was I to complain? I had my own interests to keep me amused.
He came over and put his arms around me. I leaned into him briefly, but the fumes coming off him made my eyes water. I gave him a quick kiss and pushed him away.
“I have to go to Bellarius. An old friend may be in trouble. It might be nothing, but I have to make sure.”
“I’ll throw a few things in a bag—”
“No. Just me. My ship leaves in two hours with the tide. I was going to stop by the workshop if you hadn’t arrived in time.”
“But I’ve always wanted to see Bellarius.”
“Nobody wants to see Bellarius, Holgren. It’s a pit. And it’s best if I go alone. There are people I’ll have to deal with who won’t say mum if you’re with me. You’d wind up sitting on your hands in some inn or public room when you could be here, trying to blow up half the city.”
“Unfair. We haven’t had a fire in months.”
I pointed to the charred hole in his shirt. He glanced down at it. “Not a large fire, in any case.”
“I’ll be back in a month, hopefully less. Assuming this is all just me worrying for nothing.”
“When you worry, it’s never for nothing.” Holgren stripped off the shirt and sat down on the edge of the bed, his chest pale and lean. “What’s this all about then? Who’s this friend who’s in trouble?”
“He may not be in trouble at all. But I received a disturbing message tonight.” Which was now buried in the back garden. I could have told Holgren about it, could have used his magical expertise, I supposed. But he’d left magic behind, and had a good and sufficient distaste for his former profession. I respected that. “I’m just going to check things out is all. I owe Theiner that much.”
“A childhood friend, then.” Holgren knew something of my childhood. Enough to know it wasn’t dolls and skip-rope.
“Yes. Now, come here and give me a kiss. I’ve got to go.”
He got up, but instead of kissing me, he went to one of the many chests that lined the walls. An inveterate pack rat, was my Holgren. So long as nothing exploded, it didn’t bother me. He’d been doing lots of experiments with gunpowder. Enough that I’d made him promise to keep the stuff out of the house.
He rummaged around for a few moments then came to me holding a black velvet bag and a smallish wooden case.
“Traveling gifts,” he said and smiled. He handed the box to me and took a silver necklace with a bloodstone pendant out of the bag.
“No thanks, lover.” I’d had a bad experience with a certain necklace not so long ago in the Silent Lands. I wasn’t fond of jewelry in general any more.
“Wear it for me, Amra. If it leaves your skin for more than a day, I will know. And I will come.”
“Dabbling in magic again?”
“It still has its uses. Someday, it will fail utterly, but until then, I will use it if it can help keep you safe.”
I was touched. Holgren hadn’t wanted to be a mage even when he was a practicing one despite his formidable power. “What’s in the box? More mystical artifacts?”
“Oh, no. Something I take much more pride in.”
“Guns?” I knew he’d been working on some smaller version of an arquebus. And he knew my low opinion of firearms.
He shook his head. “Open it.”
Inside was a brace of throwing knives, ivory-handled, single-edged, elegantly simple. I picked one up. It was perfectly weighted for my hand.
“I was saving them for a special occasion. You’ll find they hold an edge quite well.”
“You made these? They’re beautiful.” 
“Helped make them. I owe you a few knives, no?”
“All right. Thank you. I’m certain I won’t need them or the necklace, but thank you.”
“I don’t like seeing you in danger,” he said, face tightening briefly.
We were a pair. Even after a year together, we both found it hard to share our emotions. But then, after the things we’d been through, most times, that wasn’t necessary. 
“I’ve got to go.” I slipped the necklace on, feeling it warm to my skin almost instantly, and put the knife case into a graceful old sabretache I’d lifted from an annoying cavalry officer. The fashionable idiot had worn it low enough that it had slapped his knee. I wore it higher up, against my thigh, like the non-idiot I was. The knife case didn’t leave much room for anything else. 
I’d have to have sheaths made for them once I’d reached Bellarius; they wouldn’t fit in my current rig. I stripped it off and hung it on a hook. Over the last year, I’d decided to limit myself to two knives on my person at any one time in an effort to better play the respectable woman of business role. It wasn’t easy. I felt, if not naked, at least under-dressed.
It was time to go, or I’d have to wait another day at a minimum for the next outbound berth.
“Come back soon,” he said. “You know how I fret.”
I kissed him, letting my mouth say in one way what it had trouble saying in another. It occurred to me, as his hands tangled themselves in my hair, that a month was really rather a long time to be apart. I let my hands run down his bare, pale chest. Lean, but muscled, and scarless since being regenerated by Tha-Agoth’s blood. My own body was nearly as unblemished save for the stain that Abanon’s Blade had left on my palm and the scars on my face that were far older and apparently beyond the power of a demigod to erase.
“A month,” I said, grabbing his waist. “That really is quite a long time.”
Judging from his reaction, it seemed the same thought had occurred to him. 
An hour later, the hack I’d hired was making unusual speed down to the docks. I wondered as the cobbled streets jounced me around inside the carriage if I’d miss my boat. Just at that moment, I didn’t really care.
 




Chapter Two
 
 
I’d sent a messenger to secure the first berth available to Bellarius. It happened to be on a ship called Horkin’s Delight, a three-masted carrack, lateen rigged. It reeked of turpentine and dried fish. I had a hunch that it was both faster and more maneuverable than it looked. I was sure it was at least sometimes a smuggling ship. Not that that bothered me, especially. I wouldn’t have to deal with any nonsense about a woman traveling on her own. I would have to keep a sharp eye on my belongings, but I would have done that in any case.
I climbed up the rope ladder thrown over the Delight’s side, grateful to be off the bobbing, pitching deck of the lighter I’d hired to row me out. False-dawn was creeping up on the sky. I was met by a small, paunchy man in stained finery much too big for him. Horkin, I assumed.
“You’re almost late,” he said, taking in my disheveled hair and mis-buttoned shirt as my traveling chest was whipped up from the lighter by two of the sailors.
“And you’re almost making a point,” I replied.
He laughed, a surprisingly rich, deep laugh. “Oh, we’ll get along fine, you and I.” He hooked a thumb toward one of the sailors roaming the deck, preparing to get underway. “Haemis will show you your berth after you show me your coin.”
I produced three gold marks and put two into his palm.
“Right fine,” he said, smiling. “I’m Captain Horkin. Just remember, you’re cargo. Stay out of the way.”
“I know my way around a boat.”
“Then you’ll know when you’re in the way,” he replied, and whistled up Haemis to lead me below decks. Haemis lifted my chest without even grunting, and I followed the silent, muscle-bound sailor down into the depths of the Delight. After surveying the dark, filthy closet that was my cabin, I decided that Horkin was far too easily delighted. And that I’d be sleeping above deck when the weather permitted.
#
Night on a ship. It always made me feel small. The wind and the waves and the creaking of wood and rope, and nothing else for miles and miles. And, as a passenger, nothing to do but think.
I was sure it was Theiner. No one else knew what Borold had done to me that day. And while Theiner might have told someone else, I doubted it—and doubted too that anyone besides Theiner would think I’d want such a grisly favor. Come to think of it, I couldn’t see why Theiner would think I’d want Borold’s head, not after all these years.
I shook my head, tried to clear away all the questions that couldn’t yet be answered. Theiner was mixed up in all this somehow; that much was fairly certain. Just what “all this” was about, I had no idea. Nor would I until I got to Bellarius. But something was wrong. Theiner wasn’t the type to bestow grisly presents, like a cat bringing home some gutted toad or thrush. Nor was he the kind to send cryptic messages. Certainly not magical ones. Theiner was shrewd, plainspoken, and practical. That’s how I remembered him, at least. But it had been years.
Theiner, the Theiner I’d known so long ago, was as decent a boy as the streets of Bellarius allowed him to be. I could still recall his broad, farmer’s face, the shock of blond hair that stuck up from the back of his head, and the dusting of freckles across his nose and cheeks. He looked slow, almost simple, but there had been a sharp mind inside that thick skull of his. Sharp enough to keep him alive for years on the streets of Bellarius after war and plague and famine had dumped hundreds, perhaps thousands of unwanted children onto a city already bursting at the seams.
He’d never let the constant grind of survival take away his sense of right and wrong. If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t have made it through my first week on the streets there. He’d taught me how to survive, and taught me too, that there were some things worse than not surviving.
“Two things you never do for money, little one,” he’d told me. “You never sell your body. And you never take a life. The one you give away or maybe it gets taken, and the other you do if you have to, and do it smart and quick and sure. But you don’t sell such things. Some things are worse than dying, eh?”
I’d just nodded, then, taking on faith that what he said was true. And after all these years, I’ve still never sold my body or my blade.
I sighed, tried to get comfortable in the moldy hammock I’d got Horkin’s grudging permission to string up on the quarterdeck, stared out at the stars above the Dragonsea. Whatever Theiner was up to, unless he’d changed far more than I thought possible, he was driven to it by some sense of right and wrong, some sense of justice. Or because he was forced somehow. But still, it wasn’t adding up.
Despite myself, I thought back on those bleak, terror-filled days before I finally escaped Bellarius for good, before Theiner helped me stow away on an outbound ship. I remembered the Blacksleeves roaming the night streets, slaying the gutter children where we slept in doorways, ferreting us out of rooftop hideaways and abandoned buildings and deserted cemeteries. They said that a mage was working with the Blacksleeves, that it didn’t matter where we hid. I believed it then. Hells, I believed it now. It was why I took the chance of being found out as a stowaway and tossed overboard, meat for pheckla or gray urdus.
The Syndic and the Council of Three had finally had enough of our petty depredations, I suppose, or maybe it was the shadow guild culling the herd, getting rid of those too stupid or unlucky to eventually recruit. In any case, someone in power had finally had enough and decided starvation and disease and abject poverty just weren’t doing the job fast enough. And so came what was referred to in polite society as “the Purge” when it was referred to at all. Such a simple phrase for the mass murder of street children. 
I looked out into the night, and the slow rocking of the Delight showed me stars and water, stars and water. I drifted off to sleep and dreamed of hundreds of head-sized boxes floating on the swells of the Dragonsea, and a shadow darker than the night that moved across the stars. It laughed, that shadow, and the laugh was like distant thunder.
#
It was a cloudless, golden autumn morning when we came in to Bellarius’ wretched port. It took nearly two hours to warp in to the dock; enough time for me to remember just how much I loathed the place. When it had been over the horizon, I could loathe it in an abstract sort of way. Once it was in front of me, my disgust became more visceral. I wanted to just turn around and go back to Lucernis.
The Bay of Bellarius is a natural, deep-water harbor, sheltered by the bulk of Mount Tarvus to the east. The Mount’s western slope is—was—covered by increasingly fine houses, and then the spire-tipped towers of the Gentry, and then the Riail, the Syndic’s palace as you neared the summit and the Citadel. To the north, the bay is sheltered from the worst weather by the black face of the Rimgurn Cliffs, which are really an extension of the mount. Lining the cliff top and the narrow stretch of land beyond are more houses of the well-to-do and then the Lesser Lighthouse and the sea. Perhaps there had been a Greater Lighthouse at one time; now, the Lesser was also the Only. 
To the south is Hardside proper, a low, muddy spit of land good for little except growing shanties and generation after generation of poverty. Beyond Hardside are the marshes, home to smugglers and fugitives and the odd witch or black magician. Between Hardside and the Mount is Bellarius proper, known to one and all as the Girdle.
Every few years, the sea would rise up to sweep away most of Hardside, which is, I suppose, why those of means never bothered much with it in land-short Bellarius. It was Hardside where I was born and bred. It was Hardside where my father had killed my mother, and I had killed him.
I looked out at it all as we made our slow, tedious way to port. The Girdle and the high houses of the Gentry were ugly. Bellarius was an ugly city, no way around it. Graceless and cramped. Hardside though—Hardside just looked diseased.
#
I paid Horkin his other gold mark and climbed down onto the bleached boards of the pier, which was already filling with beggars, hawkers, thieves, working girls, and the occasional family member waiting to greet the Delight. My chest would follow shortly, but I kept Holgren’s box of knives on me in my sabretache. 
Some people keep talismans. Some kids have a favorite doll. Knives comfort me, and I needed a bit of comfort, coming back to Bellarius. Don’t judge.
As soon as my foot met the tar-stained wood, I felt an instant of sickening dizziness. For a moment, I couldn’t seem to draw a breath. It passed almost instantly though, and at the time, I put it down to suddenly solid footing after eight days aboard ship.
“Aya, lass!” Horkin called, leaning over the rail. “We’ll be in port for a fortnight. Make your way down to the Pint and Anchor if you want to lose some marks at dice.”
I waved to him then paid a burly fellow with the body of a war god and the face of a simpleton to toss my sea chest on his shoulder and follow me. Then, I weaved through the crowd toward the Girdle to the north of the docks. I was a little unstable due to my newly acquired sea legs. Dicing wasn’t on my mind. I wanted a decent meal, a bath, and a glass of wine while I mulled over what to do next.
I’d made it about halfway down the pier when I heard my name being called over the babble of the crowd. At first, I thought it was Horkin again and turned back a little impatiently. It wasn’t Horkin. A scabby, black-haired youth was swaggering toward me, face set in a practiced scowl. I was familiar with the look. I’d worn it myself at his age. He was carrying a letter.
I let him get close, my hand dipping idly into the sabretache. He had the letter in his left hand; his right swung free. As he came toward me, I shifted so that I was a little to his right. Before he could say anything, I hooked my left arm through his right. Instantly, we were two friends easy in each other’s company. Except my other arm, extended across my midriff, had a knife at the end of it that poked firmly but gently into his scrawny side. He stiffened.
“Keep your mouth shut, and don’t make trouble,” I said, my tone pleasant and calm, “and you won’t get punctured.” I led him down the pier, my hulking porter following along, mindful of nothing but what foot came next.
“Look, lady–”
“Shut it,” I said again, and poked him a little. He shut it. Smart kid.
Someone—Theiner?—knew I was coming, and maybe on what ship. It could have been good guesswork, or the kid could have been staked out here, waiting for someone who fit my description to show up. Or it could have been magic at work, or something else that hadn’t occurred to me yet. The boy, or to be fair, young man, had to know something. I glanced around, trying to see if anyone had been set to watch him but saw no one who showed interested in us. Didn’t mean a thing. Have I mentioned my suspicious nature?
My first thought was to haul the kid into the first dark alley I came across and make him talk, but I couldn’t be sure he didn’t have someone set to watch him. I didn’t want our private conversation interrupted by his mates or employers. I just wanted answers.
“Who sent you?” I asked him as we neared the end of the dock. I glanced at his face, noting the first growth of downy beard on cheeks and chin and above his upper lip, the stubborn set of his jaw. I poked him again with my knife.
“Thought you wanted me to keep my gob shut,” he muttered.
“I’m a woman. I get to change my mind. Get used to it.”
He snorted, and I liked him a little better for it.
“Who?” I asked again.
I felt the chill hand of unleashed magics grope the back of my neck just as he opened his mouth to speak. Whatever the kid was going to say was lost in the crumping roar of the dock behind us being blown to bits.
 




Chapter Three
 
 
Most believe the eleven hells are all savage infernos. I happen to have it on authority that at least one of them is in fact bitterly cold; but in any case, it was as if a huge hand had risen up out of some flaming hell-pit of the more traditional sort and slapped me and the boy sprawling.
I must have flown a dozen feet before touching down again and skidded a dozen more across splintered planking that bucked and swayed and peeled skin from my arms and face. Smoldering chunks of wood and flesh rained down around me. Someone close by was shrieking in short, sharp, monotonous bursts. I smelled burning cloth and hair, realized it was coming from me, from my shoulder and the back of my head. I patted out the flames with stupid, trembling hands and looked around me, trying to understand what had happened. 
Nothing would hang together at first. The world was screams and smoke and fire and people running, some away from the dock, some toward. I looked back and saw that the dock that I had just walked down was flaming wreckage, most of it floating in the Bay. The Delight was on fire, as were two or three other ships. There were bodies and parts of bodies everywhere, lying on the remains of the dock, floating in the water, tossed into the burning rigging of the nearest ships. It was wholesale slaughter, and I felt—knew—that it had been meant for me.
The youth was a yard or so away from me, unmoving. His arm was folded under him at an unnatural angle. The letter he’d carried was nowhere to be seen. My knife, miraculously, was right next to me rather than in me. I picked it up and put it in my belt while absently still staring at the boy. As I looked at him, a woman rushed past, her face sheeted with blood. Unseeing, she kicked the boy in the face. Uncaring, she stumbled on. I dragged myself up and grabbed him by the collar. I wanted to get him off what was left of the dock or at least to one side so he wouldn’t be trampled to death. He was my only source of information, after all.
He proved to be heavier than he looked. A balding merchant in gaudy, singed velvets stopped to help. His face was white, and his hands shook, but he got the boy’s good arm around his thick neck and dragged him off the dock and onto gray cobbles and, after a quick nod in my direction, hurried back toward the conflagration. I felt the odd urge to follow him, to help where I could well up inside me, but common sense overruled it. If the fire had indeed been meant for me, the best thing I could do for all involved would be to go far away as fast as I could.
Bells were ringing now, clamoring, being taken up throughout the city. I could see several Blacksleeves, members of the watch, pushing their way through the frantic wharf-side crowd like fish swimming upstream. Fish with truncheons that they used freely. It was time to go. Bellarius’ peacekeepers were brutal and efficient when it suited them.
The youth was twitching and moaning now at my feet. I gave him an open-handed slap to the face that had his eyes open and his good hand searching for the knife at his belt. The one I’d already made disappear.
“Blacksleeves are coming,” I said. “Can you walk?”
He nodded, face gray with pain, and I helped him climb to his feet.
#
It was to Hardside that we made our way. The place I’d lived until I was ten. The place I’d killed my father. The place he’d killed my mother.
It felt like going home, and I dreaded it. But Hardside was the closest and easiest place in Bellarius to go to ground.
I thought that I knew Bellarius, particularly Hardside, but as we stumbled and shambled down refuse-littered, grimy “streets,” I realized that more than a decade had changed details I remembered. I don’t know why this should have surprised me, but it did. Perhaps because my memories were so vivid if mostly horrid. I felt a strange sense of indignation that the streets and buildings were not trapped in amber. Stupid. Nonsensical. Would you curse a knife that gave you a scar for growing dull or rusty? Gods only knew how many times Hardside had been washed away by flooding and rebuilt since I'd left.
The youngster, whose name was Keel, directed me to a dingy, once-whitewashed cottage with the bleached bone hanging above the lintel that denoted a chirurgeon. It was dilapidated as all hells and probably one of the nicest buildings in Hardside. I banged on the door, heard snores and then muttered imprecations from inside, and banged harder. Eventually, an evil-looking, foul-smelling troll of a man poked his head out. His gray hair stood up in kinks above his sallow face, and I could tell by his bloodshot eyes and drink-reddened nose that he was more than halfway down the neck of a bottle. But once he saw my bloodied face and Keel’s ashen one, he got it together and hustled us into his lair, which was far cleaner and more orderly than I had expected.
“You have coin?” was the only question he asked, and once satisfied as to the answer, he went about examining and then setting the boy’s arm with expert, if trembling hands. He was efficient about it, though not particularly gentle. He had me hold Keel still while he aligned the bones. For his part, Keel bit his lip bloody but did not cry out. Stupid bravado, but I knew well enough that stupid bravado could be an asset on the streets of Bellarius.
“You’ve got a two in three chance of this healing straight and true,” he told Keel as he bound the splinted arm to the youngster’s chest, “and the Lord Councilors’ healers could do little better. As for you,” he said, addressing me but not looking away from his work, “There’s a stack of clean rags in that cabinet and a basin of fresh water on the table to your left, though no mirror. Clean off the blood as best you can, and I’ll see if you need stitches presently.”  
I did as he instructed and realized after most of the dried blood was off my face and palms that, beyond having to pull a few splinters and wearing scabs for a time, I had escaped remarkably unharmed. When the bone-setter came to look at me, I waved him off.
“What’s your name?” I asked him.
“Hurvus. You’ll need unguent and plaster for that cheek unless you want to chance scarring.”
“Do I look like I care about scars?” I asked. He just stared at me. “Fine. How much?”
“Two silver.” It was an outrageous sum for what he’d done.
“You’ll have four, but we’ll need a room for the night. And a meal that you’ll go and get from someplace that serves edible food.”
“This isn’t an inn, woman.”
“No, but it isn’t exactly a thriving practice either, now is it? Five silver.”
“I like my privacy.”
“Don’t push it, or I’ll take my coin elsewhere, and you’ll be drinking small beer instead of spirits.”
His lip lifted in a tick that was half a smile. He held out a drink-tremored hand, and I put down three silver into his palm, showing him two more before I tucked them away.
“Room there past that curtain,” he said, and went out to secure us dinner.
I helped Keel into the room, which was a narrow little space with a cot, an uncomfortable willow-branch stool, and a clean chamber pot. Keel lay down on the cot, trying to look like he didn’t want to throw up from the pain, and I eased myself down on the creaky stool.
“Time to talk,” I said.
“Not in the mood,” he managed through clenched teeth.
“I know. I’ve been there. But we need to talk while we have privacy. Our landlord’s a wine-belly, and if there’s anything worth selling in our conversation, I don’t trust him not to sell it when he’s down on his luck and out of alcohol. 
“First question: Who gave you the letter to give to me?”
“Ansen.”
“Ansen who?”
“The Ansen.”
“Oh, come on. Do I look stupid?”
“You think I don’t know how it sounds?” he got out through gritted teeth.
Ansen. The Just Man. A Bellarian myth. A hero from centuries ago who promised to return when needed, according to legend.
“Don’t play with me, boy.”
“Not,” he managed, then leaned over and retched into the chamber pot. I was inclined to believe him. Or rather believe that he believed it. He was in too much pain to try and be funny.
I went out to get a few clean rags, both because Keel hadn’t had the greatest aim and because the smell of it had me more than half on the way to vomiting myself. I hate puking. I steeled myself and went back in, breathing through my mouth.
I cleaned up the worst of it, forcing myself not to gag. Keel lay on his good side, eyes closed, panting.
“I’ll have him give you something for the pain when he gets back,” I told him. “Now, the man who gave you the letter. He told you he was Ansen, and you believed him just like that?”
“No. Not just like that. He was Ansen. Is again.”
I sighed. “Keel, Ansen lived three centuries and more ago. He was just a peasant who led a revolt that made things better for some for a time. He wasn’t a mage or a god, he didn’t have any power over death, and he certainly isn’t going to come back and save Bellarius in its darkest hour, whatever the legend says.”
Keel didn’t say anything to that. He just shook his head then lay there and panted, eyes closed.
“All right. That’s enough for now. Get some rest.”
I left the room and threw the soiled rags into the low fire in Hurvus’ main room, then sat back in one of his two chairs and watched them burn. I had no idea who Keel’s Ansen might really be. But I’d bet marks to coppers it wasn’t some peasant legend come crawling out of the grave.
I wanted to know what had made Keel believe such a fairy tale. He was obviously a bright kid. Too bright to be suckered in by such a bombastic lie, I would have bet, had I not just learned better.
Whoever was pretending to be Ansen, for whatever reason, must’ve been very slick indeed. And “Ansen” had had a letter waiting for me on my arrival. Somehow, that was connected to the inferno the dock had turned into to welcome me home. I don’t believe in coincidences.
“Gods, I hate Bellarius,” I whispered to myself, and poked bits of the fouled rags deeper into the fire.
I don’t believe in coincidences, and I don’t like people knowing where I’m going to be and when I’m going to be there before even I do. I was being used in somebody’s game, and the game stank of magic. Again.
Reluctantly, I pulled Holgren’s necklace off and tucked it into a secure inner pocket against my heart. I didn’t want to bring him into this, whatever this was. I didn’t want to be in it myself. But with the amount of magic I’d already encountered on my first Kerf-damned day back, I saw no choice but to call out for his help.
He didn’t want to be a mage. He didn’t want to use his considerable power in the Art ever again. But he would, for me, without hesitation. 
I didn’t feel like I had the right to ask him to do so, and I didn’t want to ask him. But I could feel something in the air, something subtly, deeply wrong. Without Holgren, I was very much afraid I wouldn’t even be able to see the threat coming before it was far too late.
A day for him to know I’d taken off the necklace. Eight days from Lucernis to Bellarius, weather permitting. Another day just to make the gods happy.
As the light faded outside, I pondered where I could best go to ground for a ten-day.
#
It was full dark when Hurvus returned. He’d obviously filled his skin while he was out. His hands had stopped trembling. He brewed a willow bark tea for the boy and forced it down his throat, then put some foul-smelling plaster on my cheek and a liniment on my hands. Then we ate, he and I. Black bread, clam soup from a clay pot, a quarter wheel of a young, gray cheese. When it was plain that Keel wasn’t going to be eating anything, Hurvus ate his share of the soup and more of the cheese as well, and wrapped the rest up in cleanish linen.
When he’d sucked the last crumbs from his graying beard, he looked up at me with those bloodshot, still-clever eyes of his and said, “People looking for you. At the public house.”
I felt a knife of fear slide into my guts but didn’t let it show.
“Do they know where to find me?”
“No. Not from me.”
“Why not?”
“You still owe me two silver. Besides, I didn’t like the look of `em. Or the smell.”
“Blacksleeves?”
He shook his head. “No. Don’t know what. Don’t know what you’re into. Don’t want to be part of it.”
“We’ll be gone in the morning.”
He nodded his head then stoked up the fire a bit. With the falling sun, the temperature was dropping. After a time, he put the poker away, put a bottle of cheap stuff by his chair, and settled in.
“What did they look like, these people who were looking for me?”
“Two of `em. One a bruiser, shaved head. The other a weaselly type, expensive clothes, silk and ermine and lace. Looked like he looted it off a corpse if I’m honest. The both of `em smelled like the marshes. Were asking after a woman looked hard and an injured gutter boy, maybe together, maybe alone.”
“Marshes, eh?” Smugglers? Who knew? “Did anyone else pipe up?”
“They weren’t offering a reward, only threats. People ‘round Hardside, they don’t pay much attention to such. Unless they got a personal stake.”
That much, at least, hadn’t changed. I sat and stared at the fire while he filled his pipe, thinking. They’d get around to checking bone-setters soon enough, whoever they were. Hurvus would be on their list. Best I moved on with Keel before dawn. I couldn’t just leave the kid. He didn’t know anything about me, but that wouldn’t stop them from beating him to death to find it out, most likely, if they had anything to do with the fire. And I still had questions to ask him. I had too many questions all around.
They must have set someone to watch Keel, else they wouldn’t have known I might be with him or that he was injured. That they didn’t know if I was still with him probably meant they’d lost track of us in the confusion following the explosion. In any case, they had the brains to search Hardside. Which was too bad, really. I prefer any possible enemy to be as stupid as mossy rocks.
Well, if they were looking for me low and I wasn’t ready to face them, then I’d hide myself up on high. I had enough to take a room at one of the posh inns near the top of the Girdle. And I had enough to hire a few thugs of my own if it came to it. I just didn’t want it to.
Mainly, what I needed was information. There was too much going on, and I didn’t understand any of it.
I glanced over at Hurvus. He had nodded off in his chair, pipe gone out and dangling from his mouth. I gently nudged his chair with a boot tip, then harder when that had no effect. He sat up, snorting and blinking.
“I have a few questions. I’ll give you gold if you can answer them.”
He wiped his eyes with a thumb. “I’ll answer if I can.”
“You heard of anyone masquerading as Ansen lately, come back from the dead?”
He snorted. “Every year, it seems. The Syndic and his Council don’t get any less popular as time goes by only because once you hit bottom, there’s no further to go. If it weren’t for the Telemarch sitting up there in his Citadel, I don’t doubt the mob would’ve burned down the Riail long ago. But it’s hard to start a revolution when the other side has an archmage on the payroll.”
“So what’s the story of the latest Ansen, then?”
“I honestly couldn’t say beyond slogans scrawled on walls. ‘Return the people’s power’ and such like.”
I grunted. “If I wanted to find somebody on the quiet, who’s the best person to talk to?” I knew of one professional information broker in Bellarius, but I would much rather not use him if I could avoid it. I tried to keep the professional and personal separate wherever I could.
Hurvus shrugged his shoulders. “The Hag; who else?”
“Kerf’s crooked staff, she’s still alive?” She’d been ancient when I was a girl and more than half legend. But I knew where to find her. Everybody in Hardside knew where to find her. It made it easier to avoid her.
“Let me ask you a question,” Hurvus said. “Why do you want to know all this?”
I thought about it a long time before I answered him. Decided to be truthful, Kerf only knows why. “I was born and raised in Hardside, Hurvus. I know you know it; you can hear it in my speech as surely as I can hear it in yours.”
He nodded. “There’s no mistaking the Hardside drawl, sure. Though yours has gone soft around the edges.”
“I’ve been away a long time, and coming back’s not something I ever planned on doing.”
“So why have you? I know it’s your business and none of mine, but if I were less of a wreck and managed to climb out, nor hells nor the dead gods could drag me back. But it’s too late for the likes of me.” He took a swig from the bottle as if to prove his point.
“I have a debt to pay,” I told him, “and the marker finally got called in.”
He looked over at me, and even drink-fogged, his eyes were appraising. “You sit there in your raw silk trousers and bleached linen shirt and dagwool waistcoat, carrying knives the like I’ve never seen except on noblemen who had no least clue how to use `em properly, wearing boots that cost what most people make in a year, offering me gold to tell you what anyone would tell you for the time of day, and you tell me you came to Hardside to pay a debt? Don’t talk rubbish. Whatever you are, however you made your moil, you could’ve sent somebody else to settle it.”
I shook my head. “It’s not that kind of debt. And coin won’t cover it.”
“What will, then?”
“I don’t know. Maybe nothing. Maybe blood. Probably blood. Maybe my life.” Whatever Theiner needed, I owed. And would pay. And that, I finally admitted to myself, was why I hadn’t wanted Holgren along.
He was quiet for a while. When he spoke, his voice was rough with drink and with some obscure emotion. “I had a debt like that once.”
I cocked my head. “How’d you settle it?”
He smiled, but there was nothing of humor in it, just some old, private pain. “I never did. Or I still am. Can’t decide which it is any more.” And he took a long, long drink from the bottle and stumbled off to his bed without another word.
I banked the fire and dug out a blanket from my pack, then went to sleep there on the floor, one of Holgren’s gift-knives in each hand.
My last thought, before sleep overtook me, was that I really didn’t want to go and see the Hag. That was the nicer of her two names.
Her not-so-nice name was the Mind Thief.
 




Chapter Four
 
 
Morning was a gray smear in the eastern sky with the last stars still twinkling in the west over the Dragonsea. Keel was groggy and pale-faced, but he’d live. I got us moving through streets populated only by us two and a surprisingly large number of sparrows, even for Bellarius. Sparrows were—well, not sacred, exactly, but favored. There was a local god who watched over them. Had a shrine in the Girdle and everything. I had no idea why there would be a god who watched over sparrows or why anyone would bother to build a shrine to him, but it was harmless enough, and I’d heard of stranger. And much more repugnant.
Anyway, sparrows were thick on the ground that morning. People were not. And so I wasn’t expecting any trouble.
The thing about Hardside is that there’s no law—only a thin tissue of custom. Oh, sure, Blacksleeves might occasionally come down from the Girdle to roust a few shanties by way of making a point or to search for some particular miscreant who did a bad thing to someone with some pull, but there’s no Watch in Hardside, no authority to go running to when the bonds of civilization are tested. You’ve got your family and friends, and possibly your neighbors, who might lend a hand out of enlightened self-interest when things get ugly. Might. If they’re not too drunk, too hung over, too shattered on hell weed, or just plain worn down too far by an existence defined by deep, relentless poverty.
Point being, when the two shit-heels Hurvus had described to me the night before appeared from around the corner of a driftwood shanty as Keel and I were on our way to see the Hag, I knew without thinking there was just me to deal with them. Keel was useless, and nobody else was going to interfere, however it turned out. No passerby was going to get involved, not that there were any at that hour of the morning. In Hardside, you deal with trouble yourself. Or it deals with you. Either way.
It was plain they weren’t expecting to see us. The big one stopped dead in his tracks when he spied Keel. The smaller one took a couple of extra steps before he realized his partner had stopped, but it only took him a heartbeat after that to figure out the situation.
“Been looking for you, Keel,” said the big one. “Moc Mien wants to see you.”
I glanced at the kid. He’d turned even whiter. “Ah, fuck,” he whispered.
“I take it you know them?” I asked.
“Yeah.” He looked like he was going to bolt. I put a hand on his arm. I still had questions for him.
“Let’s go, Keel,” the big one said. “Say goodbye to your lady friend.”
“I don’t think he wants to go with you,” I said.
“He doesn’t have a fucking choice,” said the big one. The one that looked like a dissolute merchant sniggered, exposing rotten teeth. The big one cut him an annoyed glance.
“Why’s that?” I asked.
“Because Keel’s part of Moc Mien’s crew, though he seems to have forgotten that fact.” He wasn’t really talking to me. His eyes never left the kid’s face. “He took Moc Mien’s mark and Moc Mien’s coin, and now, he takes Moc Mien’s fucking orders. In short, whoever the fuck you are, young Keel doesn’t have a choice because he already made his fucking choice when he joined the fucking crew. Now, come the fuck along, Keel. I’m not going to say it again.”
Keel surprised me. Broken-armed and obviously scared spitless, he still stood up straighter and said, “No.”
“Ah, fuck,” said the big one. “It was already bad, kid. Now, it gets much worse.” And he and his partner started forward through the muddy excuse for a street.
So I pulled out Holgren’s gift knives, held them low and away from my body, points down.
“He said no.”
They were still maybe ten feet away. Both of them pulled up at the sight of steel. The little one brought out a chopper of his own, pure marsh-blade, meant for chopping through undergrowth and stubborn roots. It would do a person’s limbs or neck just as well. He smiled his black, crumble-toothed smile. The big one frowned.
“I don’t know who the fuck you are, but if you want to go knocking on sorrow’s gate, don’t fucking cry if it opens.”
I smiled. “You say ‘fuck’ too much. You should expand your vocabulary.”
The littler one jumped forward, chopper raised high. So I threw the left knife. You don’t hesitate in Hardside.
It got him in the neck, in the hollow at the base of the throat, and he went down, choking on blood and Lucernan steel. I felt nothing, and some part of me that belonged in Lucernis, not Hardside, worried about that in a distant, abstract sort of way.
The bruiser was already wading in as well, unconcerned about his partner, betting I wouldn’t cast my other knife, betting I didn’t have another somewhere I could get to before he got to me. He was right.
If he could get hold of me, it would be over quick. He was probably triple my weight, and he had on the velvets—gutter gauntlets, thick, leather gloves with iron plates sewn in all over, good for bashing faces in and blocking and grabbing blades. He looked like he knew how to use them.
So I rushed into him, diving at the last instant below a surprisingly quick attempt at a grapple. And once I was down in the muck between his legs, I shoved the other knife up into his crotch.
You don’t hesitate in Hardside, and you don’t ever fight anything but dirty.
A slab of meat like him, he probably would have shrugged off a knife in the arm or leg. One in the chest would have disabled him if I planted it right, but he wouldn’t have held still long enough for me to make certain, and even if I hit something vital, it might not have taken the fight out of him quick enough. So I drove the knife into his crotch and ripped it out the back, feeling the blade scrape along something bony and pelvic along the way. And he screamed and fell to the ground and screamed some more, all the while writhing and clutching his privates.
I felt something then. My nerves were buzzing, my whole body trembling in reaction to the sudden violence, and I wanted to vomit.
He wasn’t going to live through that kind of wound. So I made myself do the right thing though all I wanted to do right then was run off somewhere and puke my guts out then squat and hug my knees till the trembling stopped. But the kid was standing there, watching me with big, round eyes in a pale face. So I made myself get up and cut the man’s throat with a shaking hand. His writhing didn’t make it any easier. Then, I went and removed my knife from the corpse of the other one, wiped the blood off of both on his stench-laden cloak, and put them in my belt. Carefully. I really needed to have sheaths made.
Less than a minute had passed. 
Welcome home, Amra, said a voice in my head that I assumed at the time was my own.
I shrugged it away and said, “Let’s go,” to Keel. My voice came out colorless and harsh, even to my own ears.
“Wh-where?” He was just standing there, staring at the bodies.
“We still need to see the Hag, don’t we?” I walked over and grabbed his good arm. He shook me off.
“After that?” His face was the picture of incredulousness.
I squinted at him. “What should we do, boy? Go light candles for them at the temple of the departed?” But I knew how he felt. When I’d seen Holgren turn Bosch into a bloody mist just by snapping his fingers, I’d had a similar reaction though I hadn’t voiced it at the time. Sudden, ferocious violence should be something that takes us aback. Seeing two men turned into corpses in less time than it takes to lace up a boot isn’t something a healthy-minded person should be able to dismiss with a shrug. But honestly, there was nothing to be done about it after the fact. The doing had already happened.
“Well?” I prompted him. “What do you think we should do now, Keel? Go up to the Girdle, find a bench in Jaby cemetery and contemplate the fragility of life?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know what we should do.”
“Well, I do. We have business to attend to. We’re going to attend to it.”
“No offense. Really, no offense. But your business isn’t my business. And I don’t want it to be.”
I gave him a flat stare. “I just killed two members of your crew—”
“Former crew.”
“They disagreed, but never mind. My point is, your business just became my business. And that means my business is now yours as well.”
“Um, that doesn’t really make logical—”
“I’ve got the knives, Keel, and I’ve got the will and ability to use them. If I say my business is your business, then that’s the Kerf-damned way it damned well is. Is that logical enough for you?”
He nodded. He was not wearing a happy face.
“Here’s some more logic for you: If you think the only ones who just saw this were us and the sparrows, you’re dreaming. Someone in one of these shit-shacks saw what happened and will run to your ‘former’ crew boss and tell the tale for the reward they’re sure to get. Your crew boss will find out about it sooner rather than later. Which means we both just went to war with—Moc Mien, was it?”
He nodded.
“Now, would you rather go to war broken-armed and friendless or with me?”
He thought about that, but not for long. “With you,” he said.
“Good. Now, let’s get away from this cooling meat. The Hag isn’t getting any younger.”
I started walking, and he followed after a few seconds as I knew he would.
As we walked, he kept shooting me furtive looks when he thought I wasn’t looking. But there isn’t a damned thing wrong with my peripheral vision. It finally got annoying enough that I said, “What?”
“No offense, but you don’t look like much. Not like Mouse.”
“Mouse?”
The big one you, uh…”
“The second man I killed.”
“Yeah.”
“What’s your point?”
“How did you get so hard?”
“I’m exactly as hard as Hardside made me.”
“I grew up in Hardside. I’m not like you.”
I could have told him that Hardside, that Bellarius fifteen years before, had been hell on earth for ones like me. I could have explained about the numbness that seeps into you when your every waking moment is a struggle not to wind up dead and how I felt that chill stealing back into my soul with every breath I drew of Bellarian air.
I could have explained to him that outside of Hardside I was just a semi-retired thief, not a stone killer. I could have told him that I would probably be having nightmares about what I’d just done for weeks, that the shock of my knife against the bone in Mouse had felt almost exactly the same as when I’d stabbed my father and the knife had grated along a rib.
He wouldn’t have understood any of it. And that was a good thing.
“You’re right, kid,” I said. “You aren’t like me. Be thankful for that.”
He kept staring at me with that look that said he had more questions.
“What?” I said exasperatedly.
“Did Hardside make you quick like that too?”
“Huh?”
“I never saw anybody move that fast. Nobody. Ever.”
“What are you talking about? I’m just quick. It makes up for being small, some.”
He looked at me like I was telling a joke at his expense. “Nobody is that quick.”
“You never met Red Hand.”
“The king of assassins. You’re saying you did?”
“As a matter of fact.” I didn’t mention the fact that Red Hand had beaten me in a knife duel so easily it had bored him, that he’d actually made fun of me.
“Now I know you’re just fucking with me.”
“Language, Keel. Language.”
As we walked away from the two bodies in the street, all the sparrows suddenly rose up in a storm of tiny wings and flew off in a ragged cloud toward the Girdle.
 
 




Chapter Five
 
 
I could have quizzed the kid while we walked about his letter and the supposed Ansen who’d had him deliver it, but I was in no mood for talking. I was still shaken by the aftereffects of the slaughter I’d just committed. I figured there was time. He was smart enough to stick with me while Moc Mien wanted his hide. And if he did get a sudden case of stupid and disappeared on me, well. Somebody had sent me one letter. They could send me another.
Hardside doesn’t really have a beach. It’s mostly mud flats or rocky tidal pools until you get to the water. Except for the Wreck.
On the rare occasions that a storm blows from just the wrong direction, there are, inevitably, fishing boats and even the occasional ship blown up and broken on the rocky jumble called the Wreck, where they are immediately scavenged by all and sundry. But that’s not why that little spit of jagged rock is called the Wreck or at least not the only reason.
The Wreck is where madmen and lepers, and some say the Hag’s enemies, end up, camping out and scratching a meager existence, catching what was to be caught in the jagged margin between land and sea. Mostly clams and crabs, I’d imagine. I’d never had cause to investigate.
At the furthest extent of the Wreck, there is something very, very different. It’s a galley, a fifty-oared penteconter, unlike anything that plies the waters of the Dragonsea today. Or, possibly, since the Cataclysm. At any rate, it’s ancient.
And made completely of stone.
The hull, except where a great rent lets in the sea? Stone. The oars, those that are not sheared off? Stone, as well. The rowers, or let’s be honest here, the galley slaves, some dead at their benches, others forever pulling, mouths open in a silent rictus of strain or pain are also stone though they’re difficult to see since they are mostly submerged. 
And that is what the Wreck gets its name from.
I’ve no idea what happened. But that ship is no sculpture. Even after however many hundreds of years since whatever doom it was befell that ship, it still stinks of magic. Somehow, unimaginably long ago, that galley broke itself upon the rocks and then immediately became a part of them.
That was where the Hag lived, in the tiller’s shed of a doomed stone ship with the sea sloshing in the unfenced oarsman’s pit beneath her and madmen and lepers outside her door.
She didn’t get many visitors.
Neither the madmen nor the lepers gave us any trouble. They seemed to want nothing to do with us and scurried away from us as soon as we appeared, some glaring, most just hiding in the jumble of rocks, waiting for us to pass. Their camp was pitiful. A single driftwood fire, a few moldering, greasy blankets, a pile of clam shells, another pile of gull bones and feathers. And a stench. We passed by quickly and were at the galley within a few minutes despite the hard going through the rocks and Keel’s difficulty climbing. Then, it was just a short drop down onto a narrow margin of stone deck. A wooden plank crossed the oarsman’s pit, obviously installed in recent memory, and fetched up against a raised platform and the tiller’s shed. The doorway was covered by a heavy, moldering tarp that barely shifted in the breeze.
Everybody knew where the Hag lived, and nobody went there unless they were desperate.
I wasn’t desperate exactly, but I wanted to find Theiner as quickly as I could and get the hells out of Bellarius as soon as possible. The Hag knew things, and what she didn’t know, she could find out quickly for all that she never left her boat. The question was, what would she ask for payment? The rumors growing up had been rife and horrific. Had they been based on anything even close to the truth?
“Only one way to find out,” I said.
“Find out what?” Keel asked. I’d forgotten he was there.
“Nothing. Let’s go.”
“I’d rather stay here.” He looked like he was going to wet his pants.
I shrugged. “Suit yourself,” I replied, and made my way across the plank to the canvas that served as the Hag’s door.
“Enter, Amra Thetys,” said a low, melodious voice before I could call out.
So I did.
#
The small space smelled unpleasant. Not foul, but like the room of a very old person unaware of their own smell. There was a little light from the curtained doorway and a little more from the hole through which the great stone tiller plunged into the sea below. There was nothing else in the room but the Hag and the chair she sat in.
She was sitting in a cane-backed, wooden chair. Her hair was iron-gray and straight, and it fell to the floor. She wore an old-fashioned linen dress, yellowed with age but clean. Her hands were in her lap. Every finger had a ring, and her nails were very long but well-maintained.
Her face was lined and pale, and her eyes were milky orbs that shimmered faintly in the gloom.
“I’m sorry I haven’t any place for you to sit, Doma Thetys,” she said, and I was struck by her voice. It wasn’t old or weak in the slightest. She could have been a singer.
“That’s all right. I don’t imagine I’ll be staying long. What’s a ‘doma’ if you don’t mind my asking?”
“Just an ancient form of address. The meaning is akin to ‘mistress.’”
“I see. Just call me Amra.”
“Very well. And you may call me Lyta.”
“I’ll do that.” I cleared my throat.
“Yes,” she said. “I know you aren’t the most patient of women, Amra. So down to business.”
“If you don't mind.”
“I don’t,” she replied. “You want to know where your friend Theiner might be.”
“You’re pretty good, Lyta, I’ll give you that. How do you know my name or what I want?”
“I know many, many things,” she said with a small smile.
“Are you a bloodwitch?”
She laughed. “No, my word, no. I’m something much more powerful than that.”
It was on the tip of my tongue to ask her just what she was, but then I realized I probably didn’t actually want to know. Idle curiosity rarely payed in any coin but trouble, and I had enough of that.
“All right,” I said instead. “You know what I want. What do you want from me in return?”
She sighed, and her hands twitched in her lap.
“I want your memories,” she said.
I blinked.
“Oh, not to keep. Just share them with me. You won’t be harmed in the slightest, and you won’t forget a thing. You’ll just be giving me a copy, as it were.”
I blinked again. “I can think of a half-dozen different reasons why that would be a bad idea without even half-trying.”
My profession, however retired I might be at the moment, required secrecy. People don’t like it when you steal very valuable things from them and tend to go to great lengths to find out who took their shinies. Everyone I knew and even half-cared about would also be at risk from some very bad, very powerful people if my name ever got out in connection with some of the jobs I’d done. Daruvner, Holgren, perhaps a dozen others.
Not to mention the fact that just because she said I wouldn’t lose any memories didn’t mean I wouldn’t. I mean, how would I know? How could I ever be sure?
“That’s just not an option, I’m afraid.”
“Oh, that is a pity.”
“I could pay you in a more standard fashion. Money is very popular nowadays, you know.”
“Do I look like someone who has use for coin, Amra?”
“You might appreciate a more comfortable chair.” 
She smiled. “You don’t trust me.”
“I don’t even know you. And most days, I barely trust even myself. No offense, Lyta, but I’m not going to let you root around in my memories. I had a godling do that once. Never again.”
She leaned forward, suddenly intent. “What godling, may I ask?”
“A question for a question?” I replied, and she smiled again. There was no emotion in her smiles, I’d realized, any more than there is in a facial tic.
“The answers to some questions are worth more than others.”
“You know my question. What payment will you take other than my memories?”
“None, I’m afraid.”
“There’s nothing you want? Really?”
She sighed. “Nothing you could buy, beg, borrow or steal, Amra Thetys.”
“Are you certain of that? You know my name. You know I’m not one for idle pleasantries. You should also know that if there’s something you want, there’s a very good chance I can get it for you if it’s physical and portable.”
She laughed, but it was tinged with bitterness. I knew she wasn’t laughing at me.
“Tell me,” I said.
“I do desire something. And it is indeed physical. Portable, however, would be stretching the definition.”
“Just tell me,” I said, leaning against the wall.
“It is a stone, brilliant white, oblong, inscribed with arcane symbols, and layered in puissant sorceries; it stands half a man tall and three wide…”
It was my turn to laugh. “You want the Founder’s Stone.”
“I do indeed.”
“The Syndic wouldn’t like that. That’s where he puts his comfortable chair.” In the Great Chamber of the Riail, the Syndic’s palace. The throne room.
“Nevertheless. That is all I desire, Amra Thetys, and all I will take in payment for the information you seek besides your memories.”
“You want to rule Bellarius?”
“I do not. I want only the Stone.”
“Why?”
“Because it is mine, and was taken from me when this city boasted four mud huts and this harbor sheltered nothing greater than copperbark boats rowed by headhunting savages.”
“I sense a story there.”
“You do, I’m sure.” But she said nothing more, and I didn’t press. 
After a short silence, I pushed myself off the wall and said, “Well then. If I happen to stumble across the Founder’s Stone on one of my walks, I’ll be sure to pocket it and bring it to you.”
“Yes, do that if you don’t mind. And Amra, you should be aware that I will require both your memories and the Stone to secure my assistance once the spirits of the slain speak to you.”
I frowned. It was a sad state of affairs that I had come to a point in my life where cryptic statements from mysterious and powerful people were almost expected. 
“I have no idea what that means,” I replied.
She nodded. “You do not, yet. Good day, Doma Thetys.”
“A pleasure, I suppose. Good day.” I pulled the tarp aside and stepped out into the bright, morning light. I’d just have to try and find Theiner the hard way. There’s a reason shortcuts are generally not well-traveled.
The kid was still where I’d left him, squatting on the rocks above the galley and flicking chips of stone into the restless wash below. He saw me and half-raised his good hand.
“Still got your mind?” he asked. Only half-joking, I think.
“As much of it as I went in with at any rate,” I replied as I crossed the plank and joined him. We started back towards Hardside
“Did you get what you wanted?”
“I did not.”
“What did you want, anyway?”
“I’m looking for somebody. The Hag was the quickest way to find him. Now, I have to put my ear to the ground and knock on doors.”
“Hopefully not at the same time.”
I laughed. I was starting to like this kid.
When we got back to the madmen’s camp, there was someone waiting.
 
 




Chapter Six
 
 
He was squatting over the meager fire, warming his hands. The normal residents had vanished completely. Dressed in a particolored cloak and wearing a frockcoat and leggings at least a decade out of fashion, he was shaven-headed with tattoos covering the shiny dome. His face was long, his eyes dark, his skin pale. Magic poured off him in a cold, unseen river, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand.
I’d met someone else with tattoos something like that. The Sorcerer King. He hadn’t been a nice person for all that he’d helped me. I was instantly wary. One hand slipped to a knife hilt. The other shot out to check Keel’s forward progress.
The mage stood and executed a shallow bow. He was a tall one.
“Amra Thetys, greetings.”
“That’s two people this morning who’ve had me at a disadvantage,” I said, tense but polite.
“Your reputation is such that it precedes you,” he replied, ignoring my polite request for his name.
“What reputation is that?”
“Master thief. God-touched. Blade breaker.”
“That’s a lot to unpack,” I replied. “Let’s start with the last one.”
“As you wish.”
“I’ve broken many blades in my life. I’m hard on cutlery.”
“You broke a Blade forged by a goddess, powerful enough, perhaps, to cleave the world in twain. I would very much like to know how you managed such a feat.”
“I expressed my dislike for it using harsh language.”
“Amusing.”
“And true.”
He waved a long-fingered hand. “This is getting us nowhere.”
“With all respect, Magus, I don’t even know your name. I’m not asking for flowers and a nice dinner, but if you want something from me, you’re being a bit brusque about the getting of it.”
He smiled as insincere a smile as I’ve ever seen and bowed again. “My apologies. I am long removed from polite courtesies. My name is Fallon Greytooth. I am indeed a magus.”
“And how did you know my name, Master Greytooth? Or where to find me?”
“I have been waiting for you to come. It was inevitable. I felt you step on that dock yesterday. And so did…others.”
“I’m not really fond of cryptic comments, Master Greytooth, and I’ve already had one this morning.”
“Then let me be direct: tell me how you broke the Blade that Whispers Hate.”
“I did tell you. You weren’t listening.”
“I am listening. Attentively and patiently, which is something that I am not terribly good at if I am honest. Tell me, Mistress Thetys, how you destroyed the Blade. And I will give you information you require in return.” He glanced at the penteconter. “A much more reasonable price than others have demanded, no?”
“Do you know where Theiner is?” I asked.
“No. I’ve no idea where, or who, this Theiner you seek might be. But I have other information that, I assure you, is of far greater import.”
“Will you swear by your name and power that what you tell me is true?” Holgren had told me about that one. It was old-fashioned and formal and wouldn’t stop any mage who wanted to lie. But this Greytooth seemed like an old-fashioned, formal kind of fellow. I figured it couldn’t hurt. And I also figured if I didn’t tell him what he wanted to know, things might get ugly. Mostly for me.
“I will so swear. If you will do the same.”
I blinked. “I can swear by my name, sure. But I don’t have any power to swear by.”
He stared at me for a moment, disbelief etched on his long, thin face. Then, he uttered a quick bark of a laugh.
“Do you understand yourself so little, then? I can’t decide if that makes you less dangerous, or more.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“I believe you,” he replied then stood a little straighter. “I swear by my name and on my power that what I say to you is true and that I harbor no intention to deceive. I told you that I felt you step on the dock yesterday. So did the Knife.”
“What Knife?” I asked, a feeling of dread welling up from my gut.
“The Knife that Parts the Night, sister weapon to the Blade that Whispers Hate, which you destroyed.” He frowned and shook his head in a parody of distress. “I think it is unhappy with you for that.”
“Kalara’s Knife is here? In Bellarius?” I asked. The sick dread I felt started to choke me. I never wanted anything to do with the Eightfold Goddess again as long as I lived. Which wouldn’t likely be long if one of her sentient weapons was looking for me.
“Kalara’s Knife is here,” he affirmed.
“Do you know where?”
In answer, he pointed back to the bulk of Mount Tarvus.
“In the Girdle?”
“Higher.”
“Among the Gentry? In the Riail?”
“Higher.”
The Citadel. The Kerf-damned Citadel. Where the Telemarch, probably the greatest living mage in the world, kept his comfy chair.
The Eightfold Goddess had eight aspects, each of which wielded a weapon, a Blade.
The Blades were eight intelligent, powerful magical weapons She’d left lying around in the world when She died. Or pretended to die. Or split into eight separate goddesses. Whatever. So I had been told by the most knowledgeable and most insulting man in Lucernis.
The Blades had been fashioned from the bones and fangs and scales and talons of Her demon lord husband, whom She’d slaughtered, and suffused with Her will and Her madness. And Her power.
It had not, apparently, been the happiest of marriages.
The one I’d encountered, the Blade that Whispers Hate, had been crazier than a sack of rats and had essentially pounded my mind into hate-filled pudding until Bath, the God of Secrets, had intervened.
Oh, he hadn’t saved me. He was all for putting me away in a small, dark room for the rest of eternity as a catatonic human sheath for the Blade to keep it—and me—from running amok. But he did give me the smallest of nudges toward wrestling with the Blade’s will and winning.
It had worked. But it had been a close, close thing. If I’d tried to do what others before me had done—use it or contain it—it would have eaten me up and spat out an Amra-shaped marionette to do its bidding. Or worse.
Instead, I’d turned its power against itself. And it had crumbled to ash and bone chips in my hand. The same hand that was now itching and burning like I’d stuck it into an ant hill.
I very much doubted such a trick would work a second time against another Blade. I didn’t even know what power this Blade used. The Blade that Whispers Hate had lived up to its name. It had done exactly as advertised—unceasingly, corrosively. Maddeningly.
But the Knife that Parts the Night? What did that even mean? The best I could come up with was that it could see in the dark, which was a decidedly underwhelming power for one of the Eightfold’s toys. Kalara’s Knife was a mystery except for being bad, bad news.
Anyway, it didn't matter. I was not going to get involved. I was here for one reason only: to find Theiner and help him however I could. Once I’d done that, I was on the first ship, boat, or floating log out of here.
“You seem to be disturbed by my tidings,” Greytooth said.
“That’s because I’m sane. What do you want from me, Magus?”
“I’ve already told you. Repeatedly. I wish to know how you destroyed the Blade that Whispers Hate.”
“It won’t help you.”
“How could you possibly know what would help me?”
“You are a mage. Almost every mage I’ve ever met craved power like a drunkard craves a bottle. Unless every ounce of your will is determined to destroy that Knife, it will take you and twist you and make you into its tool.” I took a step forward. “Listen to me, Master Greytooth. You can’t reason with it, bargain with it, or threaten it if it is anything like the Blade I encountered. If you try, it will have you. All you can do is fight until you or it is destroyed.”
“And how exactly did you do that with the Blade that Whispers Hate?” he replied, ignoring everything I’d said but the last bit. I sighed. Handing out sound advice is generally a thankless task even with rational people. Try it with a mage sometime.
“I destroyed the Blade that Whispers Hate by using its own power against it,” I told him. “It offered to destroy whatever I hated. I hated it with every fiber of my soul and unleashed that hate on it, and it crumbled in my hand. I swear it.”
His cold, hard eyes searched mine for a few seconds. Then, he nodded. “I thank you, Mistress Thetys. Good day.” He turned and walked a few steps toward Hardside, and then, he just disappeared.
I stood there for a moment, staring at the empty space where he had been. I’d seen that trick once before. It wasn’t magic, apparently. It was, according to a boy who was now dead, philosophy. Master Greytooth wasn’t just a mage. He was one of the famed, and generally hated, Philosophers. 
The group of gentlemen that had set off the Cataclysm a thousand years before.
“Uh, Amra?”
“Yes, Keel?”
“Is your life always like this?”
“Is my life always like what?”
He waved his good arm toward where Greytooth had disappeared. “Um. That. Powerful and mysterious people appearing and disappearing, talking to you like you were a barrel full of gunpowder sitting next to a bonfire.”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said. “Nobody talks to barrels. That would be crazy.”
“Ha. Ha ha.”
“Come on. Let’s go get some breakfast. Your sense of humor might improve once you’ve got some food in you.”
 




Chapter Seven
 
 
I was, by all the dead gods, not going to eat at a slop house in Hardside or even wharfside if I could help it. And I could. So we walked around the edges of Hardside proper and fetched up against South Gate in about half an hour. The gate guard took one look at us and stuck out a hand. Palm up. I flipped a silver mark into it, and he went back to doing what he did best, which was as little as possible. He couldn’t even be bothered to keep kids from painting graffiti on the wall, it seemed. Within a dozen yards of the guard post, I saw two penises, a pair of improbably large breasts, a suggestion that the Syndic do something anatomically impossible, and the Hardic rune for “trap.”
The last made me hesitate. After my experience with Borold’s gourd, I was a little sensitive where Hardic runes were concerned. It was the closest thing there was to a thieves’ language, and it wasn’t uncommon in many cities on the Dragonsea. But out in public as graffiti? No, I’d never seen it used in that fashion. To my mind, it was a message or a warning. But to whom? And about what exactly?
The guard was giving me the eye, looking like he might want to take an interest in me loitering after I’d paid him. I wasn’t in the mood to talk to any Blacksleeve, lazy or otherwise, so I moved along, a few steps behind Keel.
There was some invisible line. I crossed it as we walked through the gate. I felt it, a repeat of the sudden dizziness and the momentary inability to breathe I’d experienced when I’d disembarked from the Delight. It was accompanied this time by an almost indefinable mental pressure; an instantaneous sense of entrapment that settled on my mind like a spider web with a million fine, sticky strands.
What I had shrugged off on the dock as a bad reaction to returning to land after days at sea was, I was now certain, me sensing very bad magic aimed squarely at me. I grabbed the kid by the arm—the broken one as it turned out as it was closest—and started running. He cried out in pain.
“Move!” I shouted.
It wasn’t fire this time.
The Girdle side of South Gate is all narrow, cobbled lanes and narrow graystone shop-houses three and four floors high. They weren’t in the best shape because South Gate wasn’t the best of neighborhoods, but they weren’t slums either. There weren’t any slums in the Girdle. That’s what Hardside is for.
There were people out on the street: a knot of workmen with sawdust in their hair, a butcher’s boy delivering a dripping packet, a knife sharpener trundling his grinder down the street. When the bilious, green fog started seeping up from between the cobbles in the street, nobody seemed to notice for a moment. Then, the butcher’s boy tripped and fell.
The fog coalesced and rushed toward him. In an instant, it enveloped him completely. He was invisible inside but not inaudible. He screamed. And then, the scream was choked off. The fog drifted away from him seconds later, and what was left was wet bones in an untidy pile of clothes.
The fog had gotten thicker.
“We need to get off the street and up high,” I told Keel and abruptly changed directions, heading for the nearest door. It was a tailor’s shop. Behind me, I heard the knife sharpener curse and then his shorn-off scream. People were popping out of the buildings all around to see what was going on.
“Get back inside!” I screamed, hoping it would do some good. But knowing human nature, I doubted it. I risked a glance behind. It looked as though my shouting had attracted the fog’s attention. It was forking in two directions above the remains of the knife sharpener, half of it floating toward us rapidly, the other half spreading out along the street.
It was moving fast.
We reached the tailor’s shop. I shoved Keel in ahead of me and slammed the door.
I caught a quick glimpse of the interior. Dusty and disheveled. The tailor looked much like his shop and was gabbling something; I’ve no idea what. Bolts of cloth were stacked on a low table near the door. I grabbed one, took a handful of the ragged edge, and flung the rest down to the floor, unwinding it. I whipped out my knife and started cutting.
The fog had eaten the butcher’s boy, but it hadn’t touched his clothes.
The tailor and the gate guard were screeching now. I felt a hand on my shoulder, then Keel snarled at him, and the hand went away.
Good kid.
There were more screams coming from the street now. A lot more.
I started stuffing the cloth into the space between the door and the frame, starting at the floor, hoping I’d be quick enough.
I wasn’t.
“Amra!” came Keel’s warning cry, and I looked up to see the fog boiling in all around the sides and top of the door.
“Go!” I cried and flung myself backward, but it was too late.
A tendril of the fog struck out at me, viper quick, and latched on to my right hand.
The first touch was fire. Then, it burrowed in under my skin, and I screamed.
You, said a voice in my head. Then, Yes.
The fog suddenly hardened, became something slick, rubbery. Dazed, I watched the transformation. It started at my hand and rapidly traveled back up the tendril. When it reached the door, it flexed, and the door shattered into splinters. It started pulling me outside.
My hand was in agony. It felt as if the tendril had wrapped itself around the bones in there. It was solid now. It took me a dazed moment to realize that meant I could do something about it—or at least try.
I pulled out my other knife and cut the tendril. Or at least I tried to. But the blade passed through it as if it were still just so much fog. Kerf-damned magic.
Suddenly, I felt an arm around my waist, pulling me back or trying. Keel. Brave kid. But the pain in my hand became pure agony. I screamed.
Interference, said the voice in my head. Then, Kill it. Another tendril snaked through the door.
“No!” I screamed and felt the mountain tremble somewhere down beneath my feet.
The fog paused.
It talks, it said. It hears.
I talk, I said to it in my mind. I hear.
Do not resist. No more interference.
“Let go of me,” I said both to it and Keel. 
And both of them said, “No.”
“Back off, Keel,” I grunted. “It’ll kill you or pop my hand right off if you don’t. Maybe both.”
“Damn it,” he muttered and let go of me.
It yanked me through the remains of the door.
It dragged me out into the center of the street.
I could see dozens of other tendrils of fog retreating from doors and windows all along the street, all contracting toward a central mass, which I was rapidly being pulled toward.
“Stop,” I told it.
No.
It yanked me into the heart of its central mass. The world disappeared in a green blur. The fog plunged down my throat, into my nostrils, rubbed up against my eardrums.
Now, you cease, it said matter-of-factly.
Along with the terror and the agony, rage boiled up inside me. 
NO! I screamed silently at it and sensed again, somehow, Mount Tarvus tremble beneath me. And then, my flesh began to burn. My skin, my throat, my lungs.
NO! I shrieked again with all my will as I felt first my eyelids and then my eyes begin to dissolve and dissipate.
NO, I decided with all the force of my will. What was left of my hand, where Abanon’s Blade had turned to dust, throbbed in sympathy. And I felt the world crack just a little.
I’m a thief, not a mage. I’ve seen massive magics done and been both healed and badly hurt by magic, but I know no more of the doing of it than I would know how to fly by watching birds. Holgren would probably be able to describe what happened so that it sounded clear, concise, and rational. There was nothing clear, concise, or rational about what happened next as far as I could tell.
It felt as if some metaphorical wall had cracked open, and through it streamed a blinding light. I knew, without knowing how I knew, that the light was meant for me, mine to shape. Mine to use. Mine to make with. To make what?
Anything. It was pure, undiluted possibility.
As my skin boiled away, and I shrieked silently in agony. I grabbed onto that light, let it fill me. Let it suffuse me. Let it harden me. Let it force the fog from my lungs, from my hand. And as the fog retreated, the light mended all the horrid damage caused.
No, said the fog monster.
I pushed the light outward so that it did not just fill my body, but surrounded me in a cocoon of radiant power.
No, the fog said again.
I opened my newly regenerated eyes and saw the world and the world in between.
I lay on the cobbles, curled up like an infant. Beneath me, deep down in the heart of Mount Tarvus, I sensed a restless ocean of power, of possibility. Here was where the light poured out from for me to use. I glanced up at the fog, wavering uncertainly above me, and saw a black, smoky thread in the center of it, the end nearest me twitching back and forth like the tail of an angry cat. I followed the thread with my eyes and saw that it plunged down into the street then ran under it, maybe a foot or more beneath it, and went…somewhere. I couldn’t see the other end. 
“Where do you go, I wonder? Who’s at the other end?”
I grabbed that twitching cat’s tail and pulled.
Cobbles and packed earth flew as the smoky thread was yanked out of the ground. The thread writhed, trying to escape, but I wouldn’t let it. Hand over hand, I pulled on it, pulled more of it out of the ground, creating a new ditch there in the center of the street. Cobbles flew, but none could touch me.
“I’m coming for you,” I told whoever or whatever was on the other end of that thread. 
Apparently, they heard me, whoever they were, because they cut the thread. I fell backward on my rump, and the thread just dissipated in my hands.
“Bastard,” I said. Then, I passed out.
 




Chapter Eight
 
 
I woke again when Keel started slapping my cheek with his one good hand. I opened my eyes and saw only the same mundane world I’d ever seen before that day. I was where I had fallen in the street.
“Trying to give me rosy cheeks?” I said or tried. What came out was more like, “Trrgmpfh mrgle chuuh?”
“Gorm on a stick!” he said, a particularly vulgar epithet, seeing as how Gorm had died via impalement. “Are you all right?”
I tried to speak again, got no better results. I settled for raising one hand and waggling it back and forth from the wrist. So-so.
“I don’t know whether to help you up or run away screaming. What the hells just happened?”
“Not. Really sure,” I finally managed, and with his help, I got to my feet. I felt weak. And very, very hungry.
“Do you need anything?”
I pushed away from him, stood on rapidly steadying feet. “We need to get away from here.” Blacksleeves would eventually show up now that all danger had passed. “And I need food. Lots and lots of food. And wine.”
“Do you want to talk about—”
“Gods, no. Not yet. I need to think. For a while.”
“Because it sure looked like you—”
“Keel.”
“Yeah?”
“I don’t know what happened. I swear to Kerf.”
He thought about that for a moment then said, “You’re a very scary lady.”
“Call me a lady again, and you’ll have reason to be scared.”
#
It was not the most expensive eatery in the city. Not even close. It wasn’t nearly high enough up Mount Tarvus. It was, however, the one place I remembered well enough after fifteen years to go to without having to ask directions.
The thing that made the Garden memorable, or at least impressed me as a street rat, was the fact that there was indeed a small water garden in the center of the place with ferns and mossy rocks and big, bright fish circling lazily in small pools.
I’d seen it from above; the garden area was open to the sky with the eating area surrounding it on all sides being roofed. It was no challenge at all to climb up there and watch the fish and the rich (rich to me at least, at the time) stuffing their faces with all manner of foods I had no names for then.
It was an Elamner eatery back then and still was, as we discovered when we went inside. It was smaller than I remembered and more dingy, though that might just have been due to the passage of time. But the smell of the cooking was just as good as my memory insisted.
The man at the front smiled and led us in. As with most Elamner establishments, it was all low tables and cushions instead of chairs. Elamner eateries also meant searingly spicy food, mostly grilled, and awful wine. I was fine with everything but the last.
Once he’d seen my silver, the man sat us in a quiet, screened corner and at my request sent a boy to fetch a bottle of table Fel-Radoth that I knew from experience would go well with the meal. Then, he assigned someone to hover unobtrusively while we ate—a fine line to walk, but the girl managed well enough.
Both of us were hungry. Not much talking got done as dish after dish appeared and disappeared. Finally, neither of us could eat any more, and as if on cue, tiny cups of veul dom appeared before us, the after dinner drink Elamners claim aids digestion. I’m not partial to it myself. When it became apparent that Keel was, I pushed mine toward him.
“Time to talk,” I said. He nodded.
“You’re a mage. Why hide it? You could have just told me.”
“I’m not a mage, and it’s time to talk about you, numbskull, not me.”
“I saw you. You went from wet meat to not a mark on you in a heartbeat. You re-grew your eyes. Then, you got up, floated above the ground, made that killer fog go poof, and destroyed most of Southgate Street. But no, you’re not a mage. Not possible.” He rolled his eyes.
“Look, I don’t know what happened, Keel. It sure as hells has never happened to me before. If I am a mage, no one would be more surprised than me.”
He stared at me. “You’re serious,” he finally said.
“Completely.”
“That’s…that’s awesome and terrifying all at the same time.”
I grunted. I was suddenly very, very tired.
“Look,” I told him. “I was going to interrogate you about your pal Ansen, but I just don’t have the energy. Do me a favor. Take me to an inn, somewhere nice. Then, tell Ansen to come meet me there. Say, tomorrow afternoon.”
“All right. You want nice, or very nice?”
“I’ve got money and don’t want to share my bed with any creepy crawlies.”
“Follow me then.” 
I paid, and we left. 
#
The innkeeper was fat, bald, dainty, and unimpressed with me and Keel. His inn, the Copperbark, was smallish but very, very well-appointed.
“I want a bed,” I told him as we entered his brightly lit common room.
He raised a plucked eyebrow. “I’m not sure this is the right establishment for you. I believe you’d be more comfortable wharfside. Something with an hourly rate, perhaps.”
I turned to Keel. “Did he just call me a whore?”
Keel shrugged. “Maybe he meant me. I’m younger. And prettier.”
I turned back to the innkeeper. “I changed my mind,” I said. “I want a suite. You do have a suite, right?”
“Very amusing,” he replied. “Now if you don’t mind, I have guests with coin that I need to see to.”
I pulled out a doeskin purse from an inner pocket. There were enough gold marks in it to keep me in a place like that one for half a year. Say one thing about Bellarius; it was far cheaper than Lucernis. I tossed it to him, and he caught it, visibly surprised by its weight.
“Let me know when that runs out. Meantime, I’ll want a bell to ring for service. And I’ll want you to answer it personally, day or night.”
Money doesn’t make anybody better than anybody else. But it can make servants out of those who believe it does.
The suite had a sitting room complete with couch and stuffed chairs; a bedroom with an enormous, curtained bed; a balcony behind heavy, expensive drapes; and a bathroom with an actual copper bath. Everything was meticulously clean and neat and of a very high quality if a bit precious for my taste.
I made sure the innkeep knew Keel was free to come and go as he pleased then dragged myself to the bedroom, threatening death to anyone who disturbed me as I closed the door. Then, I fell face-down onto the feather bed. I think I was asleep before I hit the mattress.
#
I woke sometime in the night to the muted sound of rain on the roof and on the balcony. I lay there in that enormous bed for a long time, but I couldn’t get back to sleep. One thought chased the next through my head. Finally, I gave up, lit a candle, and started pacing up and down a monstrously expensive Helstrumite carpet.
You’d think I was thinking about my using magic. You’d be wrong. I didn’t want to think about that because it made absolutely no sense and scared me spitless. When I finally saw Holgren again, yes, I’d unpack that mystery and pore over it with him, try to figure out what had happened. But on my own, I wasn’t even equipped to ask myself sensible questions much less come up with reasonable answers.
What I couldn’t keep my thoughts away from were the attacks on me at the dock, then at South Gate. Two magical attempts on my life. 
I didn’t really have any doubt that someone was trying to end me using magic, and they weren’t concerned about others getting dead in the process. For the life of me, though, I couldn't get a handle on why. No doubt there were a few people out there in the world that would like to see me dead. Most of them were people I had stolen very precious things from. But those people wouldn't know who exactly had stolen their shinies. Unless I was very, very unlucky, they would never know the identity of the person who'd robbed them. And anyway, you didn't hire a mage to kill a thief. You hired a guy with a knife and a bad reputation.
It was the magic that didn't make sense. It was the use of magic, and maybe my sensitivity to it, that nagged at me. I was pretty sure these two things pointed to who and to why someone wanted me dead, but if they were clues, they were written in a language I didn't read.
I’d always been sensitive to when magic was being actively used around me. I’d never met anyone else who could feel it though—but it’s not like I go around asking people. When Holgren had first discovered I could sense him working magic, he’d been surprised but not exactly dumbfounded. But then I couldn’t imagine Holgren being dumbfounded by anything. Ever.
Just how unusual was my talent, exactly? And was it something that improved over time? I’d never before been able to feel with such clarity the shape or form or whatever the correct word was for what a spell was and how it worked. I had at the dock and had again, even more distinctly, at South Gate. I recalled with absolute clarity the feeling of a giant spider web settling on me, shuddered, and resisted rubbing my skin free of magical webs that weren’t actually there.
Was this increased sensitivity to do with me or the particular magic that had been used? I just didn’t know enough about magic to even make a guess. But I was more than half-convinced that these spells had been laid down ahead of time and left to wait for me to come along and trigger them. The first at a place I was more than likely to arrive at; perhaps the other docks were similarly spelled. I wasn’t curious enough to go wharfside and jump up and down on docks to find out. Unless I had to.
The second at South Gate. I was willing to bet all three of the Girdle’s gates had been fitted out with a nasty surprise for me—
A series of truly frightening thoughts occurred to me then.
Were these traps set to keep me out, or keep me in, or just to do me in, whichever way I was going?
Would these magical traps reset?
Would I be able to leave without being attacked if I retraced my route?
Were they only placed at strategic choke-points in the city that I was likely to pass through, or were they scattered randomly around Bellarius?
Kerf’s dirty beard.
#
I slept again for maybe four hours—surprisingly deeply, considering. Then, the most damnable itch on the palm of my hand woke me up.
It could have been my imagination. It could have been the last, wispy remnants of a fading dream that I saw as I opened my eyes. But the palm of my Blade-stained hand was glowing faintly blue for an instant after I pried my sleep-gummed eyes open.
Even sleep-stupid, I made the connection. After all, the faint discoloration was still there, where Abanon’s Blade had disintegrated at my will.
It could have been a dream. Sure. Kerf’s crooked staff, what did it mean? I had no idea, other than trouble.
At least the itching had faded along with the glow.
I got up.
I needed to see how deep into the trap I actually was. And I needed to decide what I was going to do about it.
I passed Keel on my way out, sleeping with his mouth open on the couch in the sitting room. Asleep, he looked even younger. Really just a kid. It seemed I was stuck with him for a while. I thought about that, decided I didn’t much mind.
The night watchman bowed as I went out into the chill pre-dawn. The rain had stopped, but I knew it would be back. It was the season for cold, wet rain, and once it settled in, it would go on, off and on, for days, even weeks at a time. I was going to have to get a cloak. Hells, I was going to have to get a whole wardrobe. Nearly everything I owned had burned up on the dock.
I hate shopping. Fortunately, I had enough money to make the shops come to me.
#
Southgate Street hadn’t been repaired yet. It looked like it hadn’t been touched at all. The deep furrow in the cobbled street had collected a little rainwater and a little rubbish, but the whole area looked exactly the same as it had the afternoon before, barring the early gray light and the sparrows.
There were thousands of sparrows on the street, on window ledges and rooftops, and criss-crossing the air between me and the gate.
Hopefully, they’d be the only witnesses if things went horribly wrong and I was killed by magic and my own stupidity in unleashing it for the second time in as many days.
I walked along the crumbling edge of the furrow I’d somehow created using the magic that seemed to now reside inside me or beneath me. I tried to sense something, anything, of that magic, either an echo of the previous day’s goings-on or anything still waiting for me or in me. I felt nothing at all. Not a single hair on the back of my neck stirred. No mystic sunlight appeared to my inner eye or whatever. Everything seemed to be perfectly mundane.
As I got closer to the gate, I had to slow my pace. It wasn’t the unsure footing that was the problem. It was the sparrows. They kept darting under my feet, as if they wanted to block my path. The closer I got to the gate, the more suicidal they became. It finally came to the point where there was nowhere left for me to place a foot that wasn’t already taken up by several fragile little bird bodies.
I tried to take a step forward, to scare them out of the way. I couldn’t. They wouldn’t budge. I wasn’t walking any closer to the gate unless I was willing to kick or squash a few sparrows.
“This is ridiculous,” I told them. They had nothing to say in reply.
“The gate’s only three or four paces ahead. I can easily jump the distance even flat-footed, you know.” Yes, I was actually talking to sparrows. Yes, I knew it was crazy.
Even more crazy was that they seemed to understand me, for as soon as the words were out of my mouth, hundreds more sparrows launched themselves from the surrounding rooftops and swarmed the air between me and the gate, creating a living, swirling, winged curtain that blocked my path.
Of course, the only thing stopping me from walking or jumping through the gate was my own reluctance to injure a few small, fragile birds.
It was enough, that reluctance. That and the fact that somebody or something obviously thought me passing through the gate wasn’t the greatest of ideas and would rather I didn’t do it. That made me very, very curious.
“All right, all right,” I sighed. “I know when I’m beaten. But I think I’d better have a talk with your boss.”
As I walked away from the gate, the sparrows rose up in a storm of wings and flew once again in a ragged cloud to somewhere deeper in the Girdle. I followed them at my own, non-winged pace.
 



  Chapter Nine
 
 
I had to stop and ask the way several times. It was at the end of a very long alley that was more vertical than horizontal and mostly made up of steep, worn sandstone steps that were almost more easily climbed on all fours.
The shrine of the God of Sparrows wasn’t exactly what I’d expected. I’m not sure what I expected, actually, but what I saw before me certainly wasn’t it. A huge, ancient tree in the heart of the Girdle? If anyone had told me such a thing existed, I’d have called them a liar. Land is scarce in Bellarius, and any patch of ground big enough to grow a tree is big enough for a building of one sort or another. In the Girdle, growing things were confined, literally, to pots.
It was thick-boled if not especially tall, and it grew out of the slope of Mount Tarvus at a gentle angle. Exposed, gray roots as thick as my thigh formed a recess at the base of the tree maybe big enough for three adults to sit in if they were especially friendly.
The hodgepodge nature of the city’s growth had created a small, mostly level courtyard in front of the tree, maybe eight paces wide by ten long, and the rocky slope the tree grew out of climbed upwards for maybe twenty paces behind it before ending at the featureless, plastered wall of the building above. To the left and right, dry-stone walls had been erected with hundreds of nooks and crannies in each, all of which were filled with sparrows, sparrow nests, and little scraps of prayer notes. The tree itself was also chock-full of sparrows, constantly flitting hither and yon.
The courtyard was carpeted with sparrows, all in constant motion, groups of ten or twenty or more coalescing and breaking apart to reform elsewhere, flashing brown and white and black wings and bright eyes, intent on their own business. They took no notice of me now except to avoid my tread. It all seemed very natural and peaceful until I realized the sparrows made no noise at all. No chirping, not even the smallest rush of air on wing.
Once I noticed the silence, my skin began to crawl a little.
Someone was sitting inside the little root-cave. All I could make out through the sparrow-roil was that the person was small, had their back to me, and had long, black hair. I shuffled forward carefully. Sparrows darted out from under my feet. When I was about halfway to the shrine, the figure inside turned and smiled at me.
She was maybe ten years old and cuter than a basket full of kittens. Which made me distrust her instantly.
“Hello,” she said. “Are you her?”
“I suppose that depends on which her you mean.”
“Her. The one the God has been waiting for. I think you must be. He said you had some wicked scars.”
“Scars I have, certainly,” I replied, consciously keeping my hand away from my face. “And I think He’s been trying to communicate with me, your God.”
“Oh, He's not my god. He’s the God of the Sparrows.”
“But He talks to you?”
“Yes.”
“So you’re His priestess?”
She laughed. “He talks to me, but I’m not His priestess. He doesn’t have anything like that, or at least He doesn’t any more. Not for a long, long time.”
“So what are you, then, to the God of Sparrows?”
“I guess I’m His friend.” She waved her hand. “As much as He loves His birds, they’re not very interesting to talk to, you know.”
“I’d imagine not.”
“So you want to sit down?” she asked, so I squatted down next to her on the hard-packed dirt.
“You said He’s been waiting for me?”
She nodded.
“Why?”
“He said He needs to tell you some things. He said there’s something you need to do, or all of us are going to die.”
I blinked. “Well,” I finally managed. “That would be bad.”
“Yes,” she replied.
I waited a while, but apparently, the girl had said all she had to say about that.
“So, does the God want to talk now? Or…?”
“Oh, yes, any time you’re ready.”
“I suppose I’m ready now.”
“Did you bring a knife?”
“A knife? Well yes, I’ve got a couple actually.”
“All right then. Just go ahead. I’ll be here; don’t worry.”
“Um, just go ahead and what?”
“Give Him blood, silly.”
“See?” I muttered. “Never trust kids who are cute as baskets full of kittens.”
“Huh?”
“Nothing,” I replied. “Talking to myself.”
“You shouldn’t talk to yourself. People will think you’re crazy.”
“Kid, why does the God of Sparrows need blood to talk to me?”
“Oh. He wasn’t always the God of Sparrows. Before that, He was the Blood God. But He did something the other gods didn’t like, and they made Him watch over sparrows instead. He says He likes it better now.” She shrugged. “I guess sparrows are better than human scarri—sacar—”
“Sacrifice.”
“Yeah, that’s the word. Anyway, He still needs blood to talk to you, at least the first time.”
“Did you give Him blood the first time?”
She nodded. “On accident. I was playing here. I fell down and split my lip on that root there,” she said, pointing to one by my knee. “Then, He was in my head. Or really I was in His, I guess. Now, He can talk to me anytime as long as I’m here. Though He doesn’t really talk.”
“Wait, does he talk or not?”
“Sort of. He understands what I say, but He talks back in pictures. Sort of.” She shrugged. “Talk to him and see.”
I blew out a breath and pulled out a knife. “All right. Here goes.”
I pricked the fleshy pad at the base of my thumb and squeezed until a bright drop of blood welled up. Then, I pressed my hand against the root.
The world kind of half went away.
I mean, I knew my body was still sitting there at the base of the tree next to dangerous kitten girl, but I knew it in a very distant, abstract sense. I had to concentrate to make the connection. And most of my concentration was taken up with where I now sort of was. Which was someplace very, very different from Bellarius.
I suppose it was a temple. The space was cavernous, brown stone walls stretching up and up out of sight, impossibly high. It was a long space lit by flickering braziers every twenty feet or so. A deep, dark, jagged fissure maybe a hand span wide ran the length of the floor. The floor was tiled in gold bars. As in actual, buttery bars of gold as long and wide as my foot. Thousands of them. I tore my eyes away from them. Reluctantly.
At the far end was a throne made of the same stone as the walls. At a glance, it was big enough for half a dozen giants to sit together comfortably. It, too, was cracked down the middle. One half leaned drunkenly against a wall. Some rubble was scattered around the throne’s foot. Somebody was sitting on one of the chunks of stone.
I walked forward.
He was big. Muscular, bald, bronze-skinned as Tha-Agoth had been. Naked as Tha-Agoth had been. Generously endowed and utterly unselfconscious about it. 
But where Tha-Agoth had been unarguably handsome, this guy’s features were brutal, and an old, deep, furrowed scar creased his skull. He looked like a killer or, I guess, a blood god. One that had mellowed considerably though. His face showed no anger at least, and his eyes, beneath thick brows, were mild.
I got to within a few feet of him and said, “The God of Sparrows, I presume.”
He nodded.
“You wanted to talk to me.”
He nodded again.
“Why?”
An image filled my mind. Bellarius from above. Or more precisely Mount Tarvus. It was as if I were floating in the sky, a bodiless eye, seeing the whole mountain below me.
Time sped up. The sun set three times. When the sun rose a third time, Mount Tarvus exploded, taking all of Bellarius with it. The destruction was total, brutally swift, and too incredible to really grasp. All that was left of the city and the mount was a huge, gaping hole that the sea rushed in to fill.
Then, the vision was gone, and I was standing in front of Him again. “Kerf’s bunched back!” I swore. “In three days?”
He nodded.
“Why?”
He pointed to my hand. The one that had held the Blade that Whispers Hate when I destroyed it. Then, He showed me another vision: the Citadel at the top of Mount Tarvus. Where the Telemarch lived. And, according to Fallon Greytooth, where the Knife that Parts the Night currently was.
“I don’t really understand,” I told Him. “I’ve got something to do with Bellarius becoming a smoking hole in the ground?”
He nodded.
“Then I should get the hells away from here.”
He shook his head emphatically. He showed me the Citadel again.
“I should go to the Citadel?”
He nodded.
“And do what?”
He showed me a picture of the Citadel again then an old man with a long, dirty beard standing on a balcony. Then, He showed me a picture of blood.
“I’ve got a bad feeling the old man is the Telemarch. The world’s single-greatest mage. Am I right?”
He nodded.
“And you want me to go to the Citadel. Meet him. And spill his blood.”
He nodded.
“You want me to kill him.”
He nodded. He was good at it.
“And If I don’t? Is this some kind of threat? Why should I trust you?”
He shook his head. Then, He showed me Mount Tarvus exploding again. But this time, He showed me pictures of the kid at His tree being blasted limb from limb, and sparrows dying in their thousands, and His tree shattered into splinters.
“So. You’re not threatening me. You’re just telling me what will happen if I don’t kill the Telemarch.”
He nodded again. 
“Leave that aside for a moment. Why will all this happen?”
He pointed to me, to my hand, then showed me a picture of a knife.
It was nothing like Abanon’s Blade. That one had shifted form constantly and thrown out sparks and jags of painful, unearthly light.
This one was just a little, crystal sliver, maybe as long as my index finger, with a black hilt. It glowed faintly, blue-white, and the glow pulsed like a heartbeat. It floated in the air above the Telemarch’s head, point down, slowly spinning.
“Sorry, I just don’t get that part,” I told him. He nodded, looked frustrated, shrugged helplessly.
“You can’t make it clearer than that, can you? It’s too complicated to do with pictures.”
He nodded His head.
“Why me? Why not you? You’re a god.”
He just shook his head a final time and pointed to me and to my hand. Then, I was suddenly back at the tree, next to the kid. I shuddered.
“He’s nice, isn’t He?”
“Er, He’s not mean anyway. Have you been inside His throne room?”
“Of course. That’s where I talk to Him. He says it’s His mind.”
If that’s His mind, it’s cracked. Literally, I thought to myself, which means everything He just told me is suspect at best.
“If that’s His mind, where is His body?” I said out loud.
She patted the nearest root. “He’s the tree now. That’s what the other gods did to Him. And the sparrows are His eyes, of course.”
“Of course. How could it be otherwise?”
“‘Zactly,” she replied, serious as a justicar.
“What’s your name, anyway?” I asked her.
“Cherise.”
I felt a little stab of emotion at that. “That’s—that’s a good name,” I managed. “It was my mother’s name. I’m Amra.”
“Sounds like a boy’s name,” she told me.
“It’s one of those names that can go either way.” I got up. “Well then. Thanks, kid. Cherise.” I turned to go.
“Are you going to do it?” she asked.
“Do what?”
“Save the city. I don’t want to die.”
“I’ll be honest with you, kid. I don’t know if I can. And I still don’t know why your friend the God of Sparrows thinks it has to be me.” Or if I should believe anything He’d just told me. I was leaning heavily toward crazy god talk. Or crazy god pictures. Or whatever.
She scrunched one eye up and regarded me. “It has to be somebody, doesn’t it? And it can’t be Him; I mean, He’s a tree now. And it can’t be me. I can’t even stay out after dark.”
“All valid points,” I acknowledged.
“So I guess it’s you. He’s pretty smart, you know, even if He can’t talk properly. He sees everything His birds see. And He’s really, really old.”
I rubbed my forehead. When did I go from being a thief to some sort of hero? When exactly did that happen, and how could I possibly not have noticed? And most of all, why me?
“Tell you what, kid. Let me have a good think, and I’ll get back to you.”
“All right. But you’d better hurry. We’re all going to die in three more days, you know.”
“That’s what I’ve been told, yeah.”
 




Chapter Ten
 
 
Funny thing. At the tree, the sky was cloudless, the sunlight gold on the leaves and the courtyard, and the sparrows, of course. But once I was in the alley on my way back to the inn, the temperature plummeted, the sky became leaden gray, and a cold wind came down off the Dragonsback range to skirl around Mount Tarvus. That miserable, chill Bellarian autumn rain was coming again.
When I got back to the inn, I was assaulted by the most delicious odor: roast beef. I realized I was ravenous and sat down in the common room rather than take my meal upstairs. The innkeep served me personally, a little white cloth on his arm and a deeply unhappy look on his pudgy face. I tore into the meat, ignorant of anything else around me until a lace-cuffed, hairy, manicured hand intruded on my field of vision. A hand that snapped its fingers. A hand attached to a man who was obviously one of the Gentry. The powdered wig was a big giveaway. He’d snapped his fingers in my face to get my attention.
“You, girl. Can you afford that meal?”
“What the hells is it to you?”
“If you’re in need of coin, you can accompany me this afternoon. Once you’ve bathed and dressed suitably.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Accompany you?”
“Indeed. I find myself at loose ends. You can amuse me.” He said it like it was a rare honor.
“I think I’ll pass.”
He stared at me as though I had suddenly started speaking in tongues. Then, some idea occurred to him and slowly seeped into his face.
“Ah. You are a lover of women then.”
“No, I’m what you might call a misanthrope.”
A slick, mean grin crawled across his face. “Mis-an-thrope. That is a very large word for such a chit of a girl. Are you quite sure you understand its meaning? I’d have said you were a bit of gutter tail myself.”
I rolled my eyes and did that trick where my knife is suddenly poking up somebody’s nostril.
“Misanthrope. It means ‘piss off right now’ in Lucernan.”
He did. The innkeeper wasn’t happy. I didn’t care. I pushed the suddenly flavorless beef away along with the dirty feeling the Gentry idiot had smeared me with and stared out the window and the low, gray sky. Rain was coming for sure.
Once it arrived, it would linger for days, maybe weeks on end, constantly inconstant.
Of course, I wouldn’t have to worry about that after a few days, now would I? If I did nothing, I’d be blown to bits. If I did what the God of Sparrows wanted me to, I’d be dead in some other hideous, magical way once the Telemarch and Kalara’s Knife were finished with me. 
If the God of Sparrows wasn’t mentally damaged to the point of derangement.
If I ran away like a sensible thief—
Could I run away? Leave Bellarius to its fate? It had left me to mine all those years ago. Part of me truly believed this stinking city deserved to be wiped from the map. All of it. Every brick and shingle. It wasn’t the sanest part of me, but it was very persuasive.
I wasn’t going to save Bellarius. That was impossible. Kill the world’s most powerful mage, who happened to also possess one of the Eightfold Goddess’ Blades, all on the say-so of an obscure, mentally damaged deity? Oh, please.
So the question I was really facing was pretty straightforward. 
Was I going to bugger off before Mount Tarvus maybe, possibly erupted, or was I going to ignore the conversation I’d just had and continue on looking for Theiner?
Decisions, decisions, said the voice in my head that sounded almost like my own.
“Oh, shut it,” I told the voice. “I’m feeling crazy enough without hearing voices added into the bargain. Not that talking out loud to myself is helping matters.”
#
Since my traveling chest had been destroyed along with most of the dock when I arrived, I had exactly what I was wearing in the way of clothing, which wasn’t warm enough, was rather singed, and in all truth was starting to smell. So when I got back to the Copperbark, I summoned the innkeeper and told him what I wanted. I was not going out amongst the shops of the Girdle and suffering looks down noses until I put gold under them.
Keel was nowhere to be seen. I shrugged to myself. I was sure he’d turn up. If not, he was his own man. I hoped he’d taken my message to Ansen, but if not, I wasn’t terribly concerned. I had plenty of other things on my plate. Like finding Theiner.
Within half an hour, two tailors and their assistants and baggage had arrived along with a leathersmith. I bathed while waiting for them and then met them in the sitting room wrapped in an enormous and dangerously soft towel. The innkeeper might have been a self-important little class monger, but he had taste. I reluctantly changed into a bathing robe and let them start measuring.
If the tailors disapproved of my unladylike sartorial requirements, they wisely kept their opinions to themselves. After all, I was paying triple to have my order finished by day’s end. 
They finished up and started muttering to each other, and then the leathersmith silently took the measure of my waist and chest, showing no embarrassment whatsoever and pointedly ignoring the fact that the tailors had just done it before him. Then, he measured out Holgren’s gift knives. Then, he asked me when I’d be wanting my sheaths and harness.
“As soon as possible,” I replied.
He grunted. “Cheap, fast, or good. Choose only two.”
“The last two. But nothing fancy required.”
“I’ll be back at dinner time then,” he grumbled and stalked out.
The tailors left soon after with a long sheet of scribbled notes and a hefty deposit, which left me short of hard currency, as I’d known it would. The next person in was a gem merchant, a wizened old Pinghul gentleman shadowed by a very large, very hard-eyed guard. I showed him three of the smaller jewels I’d brought with me. He inspected them with his loupe and a spelled talisman then quoted me a ridiculously low price. I laughed, countered with a ridiculously high price, and we set to bargaining. Ten minutes later, we’d exchanged gems for coins, and he’d bowed his way out, a small smile on his face. He’d gotten the better of me but not by much.
I had lunch in my rooms, and then, there was nothing more to do until my new clothes arrived, since what I’d been wearing had been whisked away to be laundered and mended. Or possibly burned, considering the innkeeper’s personality.
Now, with suddenly enforced idleness pressing down on me, my conversation with the God of Sparrows came unbidden to my mind. I very much wanted to ignore it, to forget it. It was ridiculous.
It is rarely wise to ignore messages from gods, said the voice in my head.
“Maybe, maybe not,” I muttered. Maybe He wasn’t deranged. But doing what He wanted me to certainly would be.
Assuming He wasn’t crazy as a box of frogs, what was I going to do? Was I going to high-tail it out of Bellarius, leaving everyone to be blown to bits? Or was I going to go on a suicide mission to assassinate the Telemarch, on the say-so of a blood god who had been turned into a tree by his fellow gods for, presumably, being a not-nice fellow?
There was a knock on my door.
“Take that, ridiculous decisions,” I muttered and sat on the couch, put one knife on the table in front of me and another down in the cushions at my back.
“Come in,” I called.
The door opened, and Keel popped his head in. “You’re not naked or anything?” he said, staring at me in my robe as only a teenage boy can do.
“Don’t make me hurt you, Keel.”
“I told him what you said about meeting him,” the kid replied, coming into the room and putting his eyes on the curtains rather than my legs.
“Ansen?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“He’s, uh, not coming,” Keel replied, sitting down on one of the overstuffed chairs.
“Color me surprised.”
“But he gave me this to give to you.” Keel took out a crumpled letter from inside his waistcoat and handed it to me. This one I took. But I didn’t open it.
“Why do you believe in this guy, Keel? What makes you believe this man is a three-hundred-year-old hero returned from the dead?”
His face sobered. He looked me in the eye. “Maybe he isn’t. Maybe it really is impossible. I know you don’t believe it, and you obviously know a lot of things about a lot of things. But if he isn’t Ansen, the real Ansen, he might as well be. There’s nobody else out there fighting for what’s right.”
“Are you sure that’s what he’s doing? What makes you think this whole Ansen persona isn’t just some elaborate scam?”
“Con men and grifters don’t feed the poor. They don’t kill bent Blacksleeves. They don’t start rebellions.”
“Small time grifters don’t, no. But maybe this guy is playing the big game.”
“What do you mean?”
“So he’s not out fleecing the poor for what little they have. That doesn’t mean he’s not using them all the same.”
“For what?”
“For a power base. If this Ansen character is starting a rebellion, he needs, you know, rebels, now doesn’t he?”
“You’re wrong,” he said flatly. “He doesn’t use people.”
“Maybe I am wrong. For your sake, I hope I am. But if
your rebellion is successful, and that’s a staggeringly large ‘if’ considering the fact that the Syndic has the Telemarch to stomp all over pitchfork-wielding rabble, we’ll see who ends up sitting in the Riail, passing laws and collecting taxes. If it’s your Ansen, try not to feel too used and bitter about it.”
Keel gave me a look that was both hurt and disgusted at the same time. “I don’t like you very much right now,” he said, getting up and walking out.
“Sometimes, I don’t like myself very much either,” I said quietly to the closing door.
After a moment, I remembered the letter in my hand and opened it.
 
Amra Thetys, Greetings – 
 
My apologies for not being able to meet with you personally. Circumstances make such a meeting inadvisable. I beg your understanding.
Keel informs me that my first message to you was lost during the incident on the dock (and I thank you for looking after my young associate). Its essence was this: the man you are seeking lodges at Number 7, Ink Street
– A.
 
“Well,” I said to the empty room, “I guess I know what I’m doing tonight.”
 




Chapter Eleven
 
 
“Kerf’s hairy warts,” I whispered to myself when I found No. 7 Ink Street.
It wasn’t all that big a building, but it was the finest one on a street full of scribes, copyists, chandlers, and accountants. People and businesses that, by and large, made decent money. Fully half the first floor was taken up with leaded, glass windows. I could see a couple of people moving around inside and dimly make out clerk’s desks lit by oil lamps.
The sign hanging from the eaves read:
 
SWAINPOLE & SON
FACTORS—CHANDLERS
 
I’d never seen the building before; in fact, I’d never set foot on Ink Street in my life. But I knew who lived in that house. I’d heard my father shout it at my mother more than once.
Why don’t you go back to Ink Street, Cherise fucking Swainpole? That’s right; they won’t fucking have you any more! What followed next was usually a slap.
I was standing in front of my maternal grandfather’s house. The man who’d refused to let her marry my father, not that I’d have disagreed with him if I’d been around. The man who’d disinherited my mother when she’d gotten pregnant with me.
That, I had a problem with. Ultimately, it meant she’d stayed with my father because she’d had nowhere else to go. Ultimately, it meant him beating her to death. Ultimately, it meant years on the street for me, fighting for food and being hunted like an animal.
Yes, I had a problem with that and those who lived in the house that stood in front of me. Enough of a problem that I found myself considering burning the house down to the ground. Arson seemed fitting, somehow, for a house I had never been allowed to set foot in.
What, by all the dead gods, had Theiner been doing living there?
Abruptly, I decided I didn’t want to know. It wasn’t worth it. 
“Just let it go, Amra,” I whispered to myself. “Just walk away.” But I couldn’t take my eyes off the place.
Coward, whispered a voice in my head. I’m pretty sure that one was my own.
There was a face in the window now, a man’s face looking out into the street. Looking at me. I turned on my heel and started walking away. I heard the door open, the bell ring.
“Amra?”
I kept walking.
“It is you, isn’t it?”
I kept walking.
“I’m your uncle. Ives. Your grandfather’s dead.”
I stopped. Turned around. Looked at him. He had the same eyes as my mother. As me.
“How do you know who I am?”
He smiled, a little sadly. “You look very, very much like your mother. Except—”
“Except for the scars,” I finished.
We stood that way for a while. Then, he said, “So why don’t you come inside for a while?”
“Too many reasons to count,” I replied.
He nodded. “All right. I understand. But just stay there for a moment, will you? I’ve got something to give you.”
“Whatever it is, I don’t want or need it.”
“I think you will want it. It was your mother’s.”
He had me.
I still really didn’t want to. Which probably meant that I should. 
“All right,” I finally said. “I’ll come in.”
#
He led me past the front office, where two silent clerks sat at desks writing lots of numbers in big ledger books, down a short hallway, and into a cheery, brightly lit kitchen. There he sat down at a sturdy, scarred table and gestured me to sit as well. I slid onto the bench opposite him.
“What do you want to give me?”
He reached under his broad, linen collar and pulled from around his neck a silver locket on a chain. He put it on the table between us and leaned back.
“You could have given this to me on the street.”
“I did offer,” he replied. “But the light is better here.”
I picked it up and pressed the catch. The locket popped open.
My mother, no older than sixteen, smiled up at me from the palm of my hand. Fresh, happy, beautiful.
Unbroken. Like I’d never seen her while I was alive.
“Gesher painted that before he got too famous to do miniatures. When your mother left, she gave it to me and asked me not to forget her.”
I snapped the locket closed.
“But you did.”
He shook his head. “I did not. But I was four years her junior, and our father was a hard man. When he disinherited her, I was only twelve. There was nothing I could do.” he shifted on his bench. “I tried to sneak out once, to bring her money. He found me before I even got outside the Girdle and beat me bloody. I couldn’t leave my bed for a week.”
“Sure, I can understand a boy of twelve being cowed. But my mother died ten years later. In all that time, she—we—never heard from you once. Were you still so afraid of your father when you were fifteen? Seventeen? Twenty?”
He looked down. His hands were clasped together. White-knuckled.
“Yes,” he finally said.
I stared at him. Contempt bubbled up from my gut and choked me.
“My father was a monster, a drunk, and, let’s face it, a murderer,” I said. “But at least he wasn’t a coward.”
“You’re right; I should have found a way to help your mother and you. But do you know what your grandfather said to me as he kicked me in the ribs until several of them broke?”
“I have no idea.”
“He said, ‘If you ever try to help that whore that was your sister again, I’ll have her and her whelp killed, and by all the dead gods, I’ll make you watch. And you will know, boy, as she screams her life out, that it’s all your fault.’”
He looked up at me. “My father was a monster too. Never doubt it.”
I looked down again at the locket in my hand. I nodded. I heard the truth in his voice. “So I have monsters on both sides of my heritage.”
He leaned forward and placed a finger on the locket. “But you also had her.”
“Not for long enough,” I forced out.
He looked away while I cried. 
I don’t cry. But for my mother, I did. I don’t really want to talk about it. When it was over, I put the locket around my neck, safe under my shirt.
“Do you need money? A place to stay?” he asked.
“I do not.”
“Is there anything that I can do for you?”
I thought about that. Thought about my mother. Thought about my time on the streets. Shook my head.
“The time for doing is long past, Uncle. Your offer comes years too late.”
He seemed to slump inward. He nodded. “I understand,” he replied.
“There is one thing I want,” I told him.
“Anything.”
“A man lives here named Theiner. I’d like to know what he’s doing here and how you met him.”
“Theiner did live here, yes. But he died last week. I’m sorry, Amra. I know he was your friend.”
I was taken aback. I didn’t know how to respond. Or even what to feel.
“How?” I finally asked. “How did it happen?”
“I don’t know. He didn’t go to work one day. Daymer sent a lad around to check on him since Theiner hadn’t missed a day’s work in years. We knocked, but there was no answer. I unlocked the door, and we found him sprawled on the floor, dead. There wasn’t a mark on him, and his room was as neat as it ever was.” He leaned back, blew out a breath of air. “It could have been a natural death.”
“But you don’t think so,” I said.
He shook his head. “I don’t, and I can’t tell you why. He was young, younger than me at any rate, and far healthier. Sure, fit fellows drop dead sometimes. It happens. But…”
“But what?”
“Theiner worked at Daymer’s ropewalk during the day. But in his free time, he did something else. Something dangerous. Very dangerous.”
“Maybe you should tell me everything from the beginning. Like how you met him in the first place.”
He smiled a little. “I met Theiner after your grandfather died. When I went looking for you.”
“You looked for me?”
“I did, near ten years ago. By then, you were long gone across the Dragonsea and disappeared. I was relieved that you’d at least escaped the Purge even if I could find no trace of you. By then, Theiner was a young man, and when he found out who I was, he punched me in the face.” He smiled and shook his head ruefully. “It took him a while to believe I wanted to help you. Over the course of a few weeks, we became friends. He told me about you, what you were like, what you had been through, and how he admired you.”
“He admired me?” I laughed.
“He did. He said you were the most relentless person he’d ever met and that he wished he had half your will.” He grew serious, then, and looked me in the eye. 
“It was about that time he decided he was going to make an accounting for the purge. He decided he was going to do what he could to make those responsible pay for their actions.”
“Madness. You talked him out of it, right?”
“Wrong. I financed him.”
“You’re joking.”
“I am not.” He spread his arms wide, looked around. “This business your grandfather left me is very profitable. I have no wife, no children, no family at all except you, and you were lost, I thought, for good. Theiner became almost a younger brother to me, and he had a good cause that lacked funding. You knew him. He was as honest and earnest as the day is long. I considered it money well spent, and in truth, it wasn’t all that much money. He refused to work for me or live off the funds I gave him. Every copper I gave him went to uncovering those who had a hand in planning or executing the Purge.”
“And just how far did he get in this one-man quest for justice?”
“I don’t really know. I could show you where he spent the money and what for. He kept meticulous records for me though I told him time and again it wasn’t necessary. But results? I don’t know. We decided almost at the outset that it would be safer if I didn’t know any of the names he unearthed.”
“I guess it wasn’t safe enough for him,” I said. 
“Considering what he was doing, he was making enemies of some dangerous and potentially powerful people.”
“Precisely. The only thing that I can’t work out is why they would bother to make it look natural. They could have had him knifed him in the street just as easily. Or even just made him disappear.”
“Maybe they were afraid someone wouldn’t leave it alone in that case.”
“Maybe. There’s just no telling.”
“Where is he now?”
“I put him to rest up in Jaby.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know if Theiner would appreciate rubbing elbows with the Gentry, even in death.” Jaby was a cemetery within spitting distance of the houses of the Gentry.
My uncle smiled. “I rather think he would have approved. He had a quirky sense of humor, did our friend Theiner.”
“Did he? He must have grown it after I left.”
“When you knew him, there probably wasn’t much to joke about.”
“True enough.” The picture my uncle was painting of Theiner was a strange one. Theiner as some sort of vigilante, yes, I could see that to a degree. But I still wasn’t seeing Theiner as a man who would be lopping heads off, stuffing them in boxes, and sending them across the Dragonsea. But there was no one else who knew what Borold had done to me, damn it. Which left me with the rune on Borold’s forehead as the only clue, and magic as the only answer. Which was no answer at all.
I made a decision, knowing as I did so that I would almost surely regret it. “I need to have a look at anything that was Theiner’s. You haven’t thrown his belongings out yet, have you?”
“No, his room hasn’t been touched. It’s all just as he left it. There wasn’t anyone to give his things to, not that he had much; nor is there anyone who needs the room.” He sorted through a ring of keys at his belt and pulled one off. He handed it to me, holding just the tip. As if he were afraid our fingers might touch. I took it and nodded.
“He had his own entrance, in the back. The stairs are right outside the door there,” he said, indicating a door on the far side of the kitchen that led outside.
“Thanks. I’ll find my way.”
He jerked his head in assent and sat down again at the table, putting his chin in his hand. His eyes traveled over the dining room but in an abstract, unfocused way. As if he wasn’t sure just what to make of the day’s events.
I felt exactly the same.
 




Chapter Twelve
 
 
Theiner’s garret was at the top of a set of sturdy, wooden stairs in the house’s attic. I unlocked the door and stepped inside, holding up the lamp I’d taken from my uncle’s kitchen. I fit the key in the lock but stopped before I turned it.
Here I was, at the end of my search. I could just leave it here, turn around and walk back down the stairs. Keep walking, down to the docks. Take ship. I’d come to Bellarius to find out what Theiner was up to. What he was up to was lying down and not ever getting up again. He didn’t need my help with that.
I stood there for a long time, hand on the key. Finally, with a muttered curse, I turned it and pushed open the door.
It was a small room with a single window next to the door, a sloped ceiling with exposed beams. It was a little musty now that no one was inhabiting it. On one side stood a narrow, wooden bed with a thin mattress and an even thinner pillow covered by an old, soft-looking quilt. On the other side was a narrow table and a rickety, wooden chair. At the far end was a tiny wardrobe with a tiny, steel mirror nailed to the door and a tiny table holding a pitcher and a basin. And that was it.
Except I knew that wasn’t it. There would be more. Theiner would have a hidey-hole here somewhere.
I checked the bed, the table and wardrobe, and found nothing more than a few changes of clothes, a knife, fork and spoon and, under the bed, a pair of boots that had seen much better days. They were caked in grime and smelled like a particularly vile strain of cheese.
I checked the basin, the pitcher, the tiny little wash stand. I checked behind the mirror. I checked the floorboards and the ceiling and the beams. I checked the walls for hidden cavities.
Nothing. Nothing at all. Everything was painfully neat, tidy, clean—
Everything except the boots.
“Disgusting but clever, my friend,” I said to the air and, breathing through my mouth, stuck my hand into one and then the other of the boots.
Crammed into the toe of the second was what I was looking for. I fished it out, a many-times folded sheet of paper.
I dropped the boot and unfolded the paper. I couldn’t read what was written there; the room was too dark and the writing almost unbelievably small. I brought it and the lantern over to the table and sat down to try to decipher the incredibly close, cramped writing. 
It was a list of names with annotations. The names meant nothing to me, but Theiner’s notes meant something more: 
 
 
Adok Frees, Blacksleeve, Murdered three in front of witnesses. Deceased.
Garl Lenst, Former Blacksleeve, Now Justicar Lenst. Murdered two. 12 Coln Street.
 
 
Almost three dozen names in all. Borold’s wasn’t among them. More than half were still alive. A long list of child killers. I suppose I should have felt more, felt something. Anything. But I didn’t, really, until I got to the end of the list. The one at the end of the list stood out because of the note that Theiner had underlined.
 
 
Affonse Yarrow. Blacksleeve Commander. Retired. Murdered dozens. Address unknown.
He knows the mage’s name.
 
 
I stuffed the list into a pocket of my new silk waistcoat, grabbed the lamp, and walked out. My hands were sweaty. After years of believing without proof, here at last was confirmation that there really had been a mage finding street rats for the Blacksleeve death squads, that it really hadn’t mattered where we’d hid.
We’d never had a chance, any of us.
If I hadn’t left, I’d almost certainly be dead.
I locked up and went back downstairs.
Uncle Ives was still sitting at the table, this time with a mug in front of him.
“Did you find anything?”
“I did. Maybe why Theiner was killed. Do you want to know?”
He thought about that for a while. “Yes. But no. What will you do?”
“Honestly, I’m not sure. I need to think. To decide.”
“I understand.” 
“Thank you,” I told him. “For…thank you.”
“Are you sure you wouldn’t like to stay here?” he asked.
I shook my head. “I’m also into things right now that you’re safer being away from and knowing nothing about.”
“All right,” he said, but I don’t think he believed me.
“I’ll come back again once I’ve taken care of my business.”
“I hope you do, Amra. Niece.”
I forced myself to give him a brief hug, which made both of us uncomfortable. Me more than him, probably, since as soon as we touched, the small hairs on the back of my neck stood up.
Uncle Ives, if that’s who he really was, was a mage.
I kept my face neutral as we parted. “Goodbye, uncle,” I managed. Then, I was out the door.
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
 
I brooded on it all night. Ansen’s note. Meeting my uncle. Finding Theiner’s list then discovering Uncle Ives, if that was really who he was, was a mage.
It stank like week-old fish. It stank from so many directions I didn’t even know which one stank the worst. I have a very suspicious, pessimistic, and fertile imagination. The ways that the situation could be rotten were almost limitless, and I didn’t have enough information to make any sort of reasonable guess as to what exactly was really going on. But someone, somewhere was trying to play me, to make me believe… What, exactly?
That I had an uncle. That said uncle knew Theiner. That Theiner had been on a one-man crusade to right the wrongs of the Purge.
A mage had helped track down gutter kids. The man who said he was my uncle was a mage. It would be very, very easy to stick those to bits of knowledge together and make an assumption. Too easy, maybe.
I spent a good hour pacing my rooms, staring at the locket my supposed uncle had given me.
It was her. Of that, there was no doubt. The miniature portrait in the locket was of my mother. And if it wasn’t a Gesher, it was the best forgery I’d ever seen. I’d had the opportunity to see a full-sized Gesher up close. Yes, it was for a job. No, I’m not going to talk about it. But there was a reason Hurin Gesher was the greatest living portraitist on the Dragonsea, and when you’d seen one of his works, you wouldn’t mistake it for anyone else’s. At least I wouldn’t.
The thought crossed my mind that the locket could be spelled, that I should get rid of it. But I couldn’t make myself do it. I finally slipped it into my pocket, where it kept company with Holgren’s necklace.
Sometime after midnight, Keel came back, forcing me out of my brooding. He flopped down on the couch. It was an awkward flop, him being effectively one-armed.
“I forgive you,” he announced.
“That’s nice. For what, exactly?”
“For being a negative, suspicious hope-killer.”
“Oh, that. You haven’t even seen the tip of the knife on that, I’m afraid.”
He snorted.
“Do you know what your buddy Ansen’s note said?” I asked him.
“No idea.”
“You didn’t sneak a peek before you gave it to me?”
He snorted again. “I can’t read. Well, I can read my own name, but that’s about it. So unless it said ‘Keel Fenworth’ a bunch of times, his message was safe with me.”
I wasn’t surprised. You could probably count the number of people in Hardside who could read on one hand.
“What kind of a name is Keel anyway?”
“An awe-inspiring one.”
“As in ‘keel over and die?’”
“Ha ha.”
“As in ‘well I’ll be keel-hauled?’”
“What kind of a name is Amra? Sounds like something you take when you’ve got the runs.”
“Better than being named after a ship’s bottom.”
“My ma said my da named me Keel because without its keel, a ship could never make it where it wanted to go,” he said, serious now. “Without its keel, a ship will always be pushed off course by wind and tide. He wanted to make sure I always had a way to get where I was going.”
“That’s actually sensible. Your da knew a thing or two.”
“Yes. He did.” It was the first time I’d seen the kid serious and sad. Obviously, he’d lost his father, and just as obviously, it had been a loss. Unlike mine. 
He shook himself out of it fairly quickly. “So? What kind of a name is Amra?”
“The kind of name you get when your father wants a boy and gets a girl,” I replied.
“It’s not a Bellarian name. Not even a boy’s name.”
“No. I don’t know where my father got it. The only other Amra I’ve heard of was a pirate king from Nine Cities a long time ago.” I shrugged. “My father was unpredictable.” By which I meant irrational, which was a nice way of saying half-crazy. Among other things. I didn’t want to talk, or think, about him, so I changed the subject.
“What does he look like, this Ansen?”
“Huh? I don’t know.”
“Oh, come on, Keel. Aren’t we past that sort of thing by now?”
“Really, I don’t know. I’ve only been in the same room with him a few times. His face is always covered. The Blacksleeves are looking for him, you know.”
“How many people listen to this guy?”
“I’m not really sure. A lot of people, I think, but any time he talks, it’s only to a few people at a time. He says we have to be cautious for now.”
“How do you know how to contact him?”
He sat up and shook his head. “I can’t talk about that. Please don’t ask.”
“All right.” It was important, but not important enough to torture it out of him, which was likely what I would have had to do. As long as Keel could make contact, and I had a hold on Keel, it would suffice. “Listen, Keel, you know I’m looking for someone. The letter Ansen had you deliver to me told me where he lives. Lived. I’d like to know how Ansen knew I was looking for Theiner in the first place, how he knew Theiner, and why he bothered to give me the information that he did.”
“I don’t know anything about that.”
“I know you don’t, and if you did, you probably wouldn’t feel comfortable talking about it. I respect that. But you can pass on the message for me.”
“Sure, I can do that. You want to write a letter?”
“I’d rather not. Just mention it if you get the chance.”
“I will. But I don’t know when.” He yawned.
“Fine. Meanwhile, I need to pay a visit to Daymer’s Ropewalk. Any idea where that might be?”
“Wharfside. I’ll take you.”
“I doubt they’re open at the moment.”
He rolled his eyes then rolled over on the couch. “I didn’t mean now,” he mumbled into the cushion.
I sat there until I heard his muffled snores. It didn’t take long. When you’re young, you can stay up for days. You can also fall asleep at the drop of a hat.
I went to bed but not to sleep, not for a long time. I missed Holgren’s arm around my waist, his forehead against the nape of my neck, his long legs tangling with mine.
The rain came and went all night.
#
When we got to South Gate, I steeled myself and went through the gate, waiting to feel some malicious magic wake and try to kill me.
Nothing.
Happily disappointed, I continued on, following Keel. We fetched up at Daymer’s ropewalk a few minutes later.
A ropewalk is just a Kerf-damned long building where they turn almost-rope into rope used for ships. To be fair, the rope they make in such places is thicker than my arm and damned long, which I suppose is impressive in its own way, but it didn’t really excite my interest. To me, it just looked like a lot of sweaty men pulling on rope. Holgren, on the other hand, would have been fascinated by the process. But Holgren wasn’t here.
I wasn’t in much of a mood to dance about trying to get information about Theiner. I just wanted to confirm that he had indeed worked there. I wasn’t taking much of what “Uncle Ives” had told me on faith, and Theiner’s day job seemed the easiest thing to verify.
I asked around for the foreman and was pointed to a man who was as big as a house with his shoulder muscles bulging up damned near to a level with his earlobes. I lay a gold mark in his rough hand.
“You had a man named Theiner who worked here. I need to know anything you can tell me about him.”
He put the mark back in my hand. 
“I don’t know anything about anything. Good day to ye.”
I grabbed his paw and shoved the mark back in it along with an equally shiny friend of the same denomination. 
“Just tell me what you know about Theiner, and I’ll be out of your hair.”
He got an annoyed look on his face, took my hand, pressed the marks firmly back into it once more, and curled my fingers around them.
“No.”
“Why the hells not?” I asked, exasperated. I wasn’t paying three gold for a simple bit of information.
“Because I don’t know you or why you want to know what you want to know and because you’re a rude little chit.”
Behind me, Keel stifled a laugh.
I sighed and stuck out my hand, this time without any gold in it. “I’m Amra Thetys. What’s your name?”
“Kubo,” he replied, “Kubo Daymer.” His hand engulfed mine. He shook it. When I got it back, it wasn’t too badly mangled.
“Master Daymer, I’m trying to find my friend Theiner. I think he might be in trouble. Any assistance you could give me in finding him would be greatly appreciated.”
“That’s better. Money don’t serve for manners ‘round here. This ain’t the Girdle. As to Theiner being in trouble, I couldn’t say.”
“What do you mean?”
“If it’s the same Theiner who worked for me, he quit years ago.”
#
I described Theiner, and Kubo allowed as to how that certainly sounded like the fellow he’d employed. If memory served him correctly, Theiner had had trouble showing up for work on time due to unspecified nightly activities. Finally, he’d told Daymer he wouldn’t be working there any more. That was all the ropewalk owner remembered after more than five years.
We left. I bought us bowls of stew from a streetside vendor, and we washed it down with small beer. I wasn’t feeling particularly talkative, and Keel seemed to sense that even if he didn’t know what was going on. When we’d finished, I told him to get lost for the day. Then, I set out for Ink Street.
I was passing an old, badly dilapidated warehouse when I saw another rune marked on the swollen, mold-eaten door. I knew that one too. Hardic only has about a hundred runes total. It was a good, easy written language for illiterate thieves to pick up, if rather limited when trying to get across complex concepts. The rune scrawled on the door ahead of me was simple enough to understand.
Murder.
I kept walking.
Got a dozen steps away.
Turned back.
“You’re an idiot,” I told myself. But I had to know.
I made short work of the lock. The whole mechanism just fell out of the rotted wood with a judicious application of force. But the door itself was swollen into its frame. After a considerable amount of grunting and shoving, I got it open enough to slip inside. I got a knife out and stepped to the side so that I wouldn't be silhouetted by the light from outside and stood perfectly still, letting my ears inform me while my eyes adjusted to the gloom.
The place was empty and had been for a long, long time. The flagstone floor was now an algae-slick pond. I could hear a steady drip drip from the leaking roof and nothing else. Until I did hear something else. The slightest whisper of sound from the far side of the building. I might have imagined it.
I pulled out the other knife and walked slowly across the empty space toward the sound.
At the far end, there was just the foreman’s windowless cubby, a small room maybe eight feet deep by a dozen across. The flimsy door was torn off its leather hinges and lay on the floor quite some distance away from the frame, like it had been thrown there.
Knives out in the defensive posture that Theiner had taught me so long ago, I entered the dank cubby.
There was a desk, furry with moss, and a broken chair. I couldn’t see anything else in the deep gloom. Except—
Something under the desk. Something whitish.
I took a step closer, squatted down.
The white I’d seen was a skull. There was a skeleton to go along with it, dressed in rotting clothes.
I held still. Listened very carefully. Nothing. And in this small room at least, nowhere for any potential enemy to be hiding.
I eased myself around so that I would be facing anything that decided to enter the foreman’s cubby and looked over the remains a little closer.
It was a kid. I don’t know how old; I’m no expert on that sort of thing. Maybe ten years old? Not a toddler, not an adult; that’s all I could tell for sure.
Something had caved in the left side of the skull.
The body had been stuffed into the space under the desk. Even as small as it was, it had been a tight fit. I knew in my gut this had been a street rat, futilely trying to hide from the Blacksleeves. Another victim of the Purge.
I didn’t hear anything. There was no noise, but I caught the slightest flicker of motion in the doorway. I sprang up, knives out. Maybe I saw something, a darkness moving against a dark background. Then, it was gone.
Maybe I imagined it.
I scanned the warehouse, but it was empty. There was nowhere for anyone to hide. After a couple of minutes, I gave up, telling myself it was just nerves, not really believing it. Then, I went out, bought a few yards of linen, came back and wrapped up the bones and then took them to the temple of the departed.
#
I stayed at the small, badly maintained temple until the votive candle I’d bought guttered out. The bones made a depressingly small bundle in my lap. The bench was uncomfortable and cutting off the circulation in my legs. I lived with it.
They could have been my bones just as easily. It could have been my body stuffed into the knee-hole of a desk for more than a decade. Murdered then crammed out of the way like rubbish. How many more were out there in the nooks and crannies of the city? How many more stuffed in crawlspaces, up disused chimneys, dumped in cesspits, and discarded in unmarked graves? I couldn’t begin to guess at an exact number, but I had a good idea of the digits. Hundreds.
Hundreds. And nobody would remember them. Except for people like me, survivors of the Purge, nobody cared.
Finally, I got up, found one of the volunteers that doled out the candles and kept the temple tidy, and put the bundle in his arms.
“This one needs a home,” I told him.
Once he figured out what he was holding, he tried to give it back to me. I didn’t take it. “This is not a cemetery, mistress, just a place to remember the departed,” he said.
“Yeah, well, nobody remembers this one. Not even his or her name.”
“The temple isn’t for the dead; it’s for the living,” he replied not unkindly.
“Make an exception,” I told him and dug out one of my more precious gems. “Find this kid a place to rest here in the temple. That fire opal will keep this place in candles and brooms for a while. The roof is leaking. The benches are torture devices. You could use the donation; don’t pretend otherwise.”
“All that is true, mistress, but it’s also true that the temple is not a place to lay anyone to rest.”
“According to who?”
“Well, tradition, I suppose.”
“Then start a new one. There’s no god to gainsay you. Not here.” The temple of the departed was a purely mortal place, owing no allegiance to any deity, living or dead. No god had lent a hand to this murdered street rat in life. They could piss off in death as well.
“But…but where? Where will we put this?”
“I don’t know. That’s up to you. Anywhere will be better than where it’s been the last decade and more. Just give the bones a little dignity for pity’s sake.”
“All right. I suppose we can do something.”
I turned to leave. Turned back.
“Put up a plaque.”
“A plaque?”
“It should say, ‘Victim of the Purge.’” I put another gem in his hand.
“All—all right.”
“Good. I will be back to check. Take care of it. And thank you.”
I left the attendant standing there, holding the bones of a murdered child in one hand and a small fortune in the other, with a look of consternation on his face.
#
Number 7 was still there. But it wasn’t the same place I’d visited the night before.
The leaded glass windows were grimy and cracked. The signboard was faded, its paint peeling. I made my way to a service entrance on a side alley, made short work of the lock, and entered.
Nobody had lived or worked there for quite a while. Dust covered every surface, including the floor. It was undisturbed except for a couple of tracks leading back and forth from the front door to the kitchen.
Only the kitchen showed any sign of recent use. Or at least recent cleaning. The ashes in the grate were fresh at least, and the table, benches, and floor were dust-free. A couple of the lamps had clean windows, fresh wicks, and a decent amount of oil.
I did a quick search of the upstairs rooms, ones I hadn’t seen on my previous visit. The entire upstairs was bare. Not a stick of furniture. There might have been a cellar, but I didn’t bother to check.
I went out, climbed the stairs, and checked “Theiner’s” room.
It, at least, was exactly as I had found it the night before.
“What the hells is going on?” I said out loud.
Nobody answered, not even the little voice in my head.
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
 
I spent the rest of the day sorting truth from lies, fact from fiction, and emotion from reason. I was angry at being manipulated. Furious, actually. I was also confused as all hells as to what the point was.
Fact: Somebody had sent me Borold’s head marked with a magic-infused rune. Those same sorts of runes had warned me of a trap and led me to a years-old murder.
Fact: Somebody with magic, and lots of it, had tried to kill me. Twice. I had somehow tapped into some sort of power that lay deep in the heart of Mount Tarvus, and used it to regenerate my own flesh and drive off one of the vicious magical attacks.
Fact: Someone purporting to be Ansen had sent me to the old family home, where a mage purporting to be my uncle had given me a locket with my mother’s portrait (real) and a story about helping Theiner hunt down those responsible for the Purge (part of which, at least, was false).
Fact: The God of Sparrows wanted me to believe the whole city would be destroyed in two days and that me killing the Telemarch was the only way to avert that. Fallon Greytooth wanted me to believe that Kalara’s Knife was in Bellarius, probably being used by, and in turn using, the Telemarch. And that it wanted me.
“Well, Amra,” I said to myself as I paced my rooms, “that’s an impressive number of facts you’ve got gathered up there. But what do they all mean?”
They didn’t hang together neatly. They didn’t hang together at all, really, that I could see. Oh, I could take various pieces, glue them together with a liberal dose of guesswork and supposition, and get any number of pictures. But none of them were pretty. All of them were logic-challenged to put it kindly. The only thing I could really divine from all that had happened was that someone was trying to run a game on me. That and Bellarius was bad for my health and peace of mind.
Mysterious, powerful, nameless entities toying with my life kind of scared me spitless. I don’t like being scared spitless and couldn’t do anything about the mysterious or powerful parts, so I decided I’d work on the nameless bit. I didn’t happen to have a name, so I made one up.
“Chuckles will do,” I said to myself.
The only way not to lose the kind of game I found myself in, whose rules were obscure and whose players were cyphers, was not to play. And to give said cyphers ridiculous names.
By late afternoon, I’d reached a decision. It wasn’t one I was entirely happy about, but then those sorts of decisions are fairly uncommon in any case.
I’d come to help Theiner. Theiner was elusive, possibly dead. It was time for me to go.
Theiner’s list, if it was real, was far heavier in my pocket than paper had any right to be. But I was not some vigilante, some instrument of justice. I certainly wasn’t going to be hunting down bad people for things they’d done fifteen years before. Not because they didn’t deserve it; they did. They deserved all the pain and suffering it was possible to visit upon a living thing. No, I wasn’t going to start, or continue, some campaign of retribution because I deserved to have a life and had been lucky enough to survive and to build one. 
Vengeance would suck that life away from me as surely as Athagos had sucked the life out of the Mad Duke of Viborg and his men back in Thagoth if more slowly. It would consume me. I knew that. I’d been down the revenge road with my friend Corbin’s murder, before Thagoth. Revenge hadn’t been nearly as sweet as I thought it would be, and it had gotten a lot of people killed unnecessarily who’d still be walking around Lucernis instead of decomposing, if I hadn’t gone looking for my own personal justice.
If I went looking for those responsible for the Purge?
In all likelihood, I’d become a monster. There was a sea of rage deep down in my soul. It had taken years for those dark waters to become still. When I’d first arrived in Lucernis and the terror had abated, I’d been angry all the time. At everything. I’d learned quickly enough to channel that rage, that energy, into productive things like making money and not getting caught. But I wasn’t going to pretend that I had anything approaching a normal life.
I had more scars than those on my face. I wasn’t about to start cutting them open again.
Stirring up that rage was not something I wanted to do. I couldn’t.
Not if I wanted to stay me. And I was finally, after decades, fairly content with myself.
“So. Sorry, Theiner. I tried,” I said to the lengthening shadows that were slowly coating the room in autumn gloom. “Sorry, Sparrow God, Blood God. I really hope for Your sake, and Your little friend with my mother’s name, that You’re just mentally damaged and delusional. 
“Goodbye, Bellarius. Time for me to go.” Holgren would forgive me for his unnecessary trip. If he got upset, all I had to say was, “Thagoth. Six months. Eating grubs and bark.”
“Sorry, Chuckles, but your game is no fun. Time for me to go,” I whispered again.
But you just got here, said the voice in my head.
#
There was one place in Bellarius—or Hardside, actually—that I wanted to go to. Well, wanted might be a stretch. Say rather that I felt obligated to go to and didn’t feel reluctant about. If I was going to be leaving, I needed to go there first, and any magical traps be damned. I had a quick dinner in my rooms, threw a bottle of Gol-Shen in my sabretache, and went out into the chill evening.
They’d burned down his shack and him in it of course. I’d watched them do it after he died. You didn’t take chances with something like lung fever. But I knew exactly where it was or had been.
Arno had been much more of a father to me than my own ever had. I’d had him for six months before he drove me out of his shack with a stick and coughed curses and tears lest I catch the lung fever as well. Six months. Long enough to teach me what I needed to know to survive as a thief. How to pick a pocket and a lock. How to cut a purse. How to tell good coin from bad and gems from glass. How to move as silent as a shadow, and how to avoid notice in a busy street. He trained my hands and feet, my ears and eyes. But most importantly, he trained my mind. He taught me how to think, even when my fear threatened to choke me.
He gave me everything I’ve ever really needed to survive. And all he ever asked for in return was food and the occasional bottle of wine. Blacksleeves had caught him years before I ever met him, and the magistrate had ordered every bone in both his hands broken. Then, they’d kept him in a cell long enough to ensure they would never heal properly. Then, they’d let him go, laughing. The funny thing was, he told me, they’d pinched him for a theft he hadn’t actually committed.
Yeah. Funny. Ha ha.
Anyway, after that, his thieving days were over. But he could still teach, and when he found me hiding in the muck under his shack, clutching my mother’s comb and the knife I’d ended my father with, he took me in and proceeded to teach me everything he knew.
I was a much better thief now than he had ever been. But I would never be a better person.
After he died, I was truly on my own, navigating an endless, perilous path between the everyday dangers of the streets, the Blacksleeves, and the street rat gangs.
I survived. Many, many more did not. The difference was what Arno had taught me about theft and what Theiner had taught me about knives, and eventually, when the purge was at its height, Theiner’s help in stowing away on a ship bound for Lucernis.
I retraced my route down to South Gate. The street was still torn up. I walked through Hardside to the place where Arno’s shack had been in the shadow of the Rimgurn cliffs. The whole area was deserted despite the ground being rather less waterlogged than most of Hardside. Common wisdom in Hardside had it that the stretch of ground where Arno had built his shack was cursed, poisoned with some sort of dark energy. He hadn’t believed it; he called it superstitious nonsense.
Maybe he was right, maybe not. But nobody else had died of lung fever that season. At any rate, the place was shanty-free for quite some distance around.
My feet led me up the slight, almost imperceptible rise almost of their own accord. Of course, there were no charred beams, no ash drifting in the still air. That was just my memory. But half-hidden in the coarse weeds that passed for grass in parts of Hardside, I found without even trying the motley collection of scavenged bricks and cobblestones Arno had laid down in front of his shack and had called his stoop.
“A man, and even a girl, needs a place to sit outside of an evening without their arses getting muddy,” he’d told me once as we sat there and watched the sun set over the Dragonsea.
I sat down in my old spot and imagined him there, to my left, grizzled chin pointing seaward as he hugged his knees. I pulled out the bottle of Gol-Shen, prised out the cork with a knife and long practice, and took a swallow. Stared out at the stars and the ceaseless sea. To the north, the stars were disappearing. Rain was coming again.
“Brought you some of the good stuff, old man,” I whispered and poured the rest into the ground.
I never heard it coming. It literally didn’t make a sound.
I looked up from pouring out the wine, and there was someone—something, sitting next to me, where Arno had once sat.
It looked human. Sort of. A young man with sad eyes and some sort of brand on his forehead. It was also a flayed corpse, dressed in smoke and shadows. Wet meat and white tendons and damp, pink bone, teeth exposed by a gaping hole in one cheek, and all of it hidden, exposed, hidden again in a restless cloak that seemed torn from the night sky. All this I took in, in the instant it took for me to drop the bottle, whip out both knives, and drive one toward its throat.
It blocked my thrust with enough force to make my wrist go numb. The knife in my left hand slid from suddenly nerveless fingers. Then, almost as quickly as Red Hand, it punched me in the face.
My head snapped back, and I went sprawling. My vision went black around the edges, and I saw stars, swarming like agitated fireflies. Felt the hot blood gushing from my nose and down my lips and cheek.
“We don’t want to hurt you,” it said in a voice like cemetery gates creaking in the wind. “Don’t do that again.”
Get up. Get up. I still had one knife. I started to roll over, away from him, intending to come up in a fighting crouch. As soon as I started to shift, an iron grip pinned my wrist to the ground. I froze. My vision cleared. Those sad, soulful eyes were inches from my own. I recognized the brand on his forehead now. It was the Hardic rune for justice. An image of Borold’s rotting noggin flashed through my mind.
“Listen,” it said.
“I’m listening.”
“They are all going to die,” it said.
“Who’re they?”
“All the souls in this city.”
I got it. Suddenly, I got it. Or at least I thought I did. “You’re Chuckles,” I said.
“We are Justice.” The way it said it, you could hear the capital “J.” It should have been funny. It wasn’t, not in the least.
“So it says on your forehead,” I replied. “What do you want with me?”
“You are the witness. You must see and understand.”
“Why me?”
“You are the witness.”
“You sent me Borold’s head, didn't you? You lured me here.” It was just a wild guess, but the rune was kind of a big coincidence.
“You are the witness,” it repeated. It wasn’t really an answer.
“Get off me.”
It did. I rolled over, sheathed the knife I was holding. Took a corner of my cloak and staunched my bleeding nose. Kept it in view. It just stood there, impossible, gruesome. Once I’d got the bleeding more or less under control, I said, “So you’re going to kill everyone in Bellarius, and you want me to watch.”
“Yes.”
“And what did an entire city do to deserve death?”
“This city killed innocence. Over and over and over.”
“I won’t argue that. But not everyone in this city is guilty.”
“Bellarius must die.”
“That’s not justice. That’s mass murder.”
“Yes. And that is what makes it just. One mass murder for another.”
“What are you? Who are you to decide the fate of thousands?”
“We are Justice. We are legion.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
He stared at me for a time then seemed to come to some decision. “You are the witness. You must understand.”
Suddenly, its hands were on either side of my head, and its eyes had locked mine. I fell into them.
I was running down an alley, scared out of my mind. The fear blocked out the agony of the cuts and weeping sores on my bare, freezing feet, the hunger that gnawed my belly hollow. My breath came in ragged gasps, pluming in the cold night air. The Blacksleeves were coming, and I was going to die. I had to run, run faster, run furth—
The crossbow bolt took me high in the back. The steel head sprouting suddenly from my thin, bony chest. It had pierced a lung. I stumbled, fell, sprawled on my side on the frigid cobbles. Nothing had ever hurt like this before. I curled up around my pain, around the bolt.
Footsteps approached.
I opened my eyes, stretched out my hand, opened my mouth to say please. 
The billy came down on my head again and again until my skull cracked then shattered, and all the light in the world went out.
My eyes fluttered open. It was still holding my head, staring into my eyes, my soul.
“One,” it said.
“I—”
It was dark and smelled of mold and rotting wood. I was crammed into a tiny space, tiny even for my tiny body. I was trying to breathe silently. I was terrified they could hear my heartbeat. I was terrified of the spiders and centipedes I could feel crawling over my face, down the neck of my filthy shirt. I wanted to scream. I dared not scream or even breathe.
On the other side of the wall, I could hear footsteps on the warped floorboards of the abandoned warehouse. The insects began biting, and their bites were like fire. I thought I would go mad with it, with having to stay still as they stung me over and over.
It was a good hiding place. It was a safe hiding place. Too small for Blacksleeves to fit. Too hard to find, I told myself over and over, silently.
Until the ax bit into the wall above my head, and I started screaming.
They dragged me out once the hole was big enough, the jagged, wooden teeth of the demolished wall ripping deep furrows into my flesh. They threw me onto the floor. One sat on my back and held my arms. Another ground my face into the floorboards, keeping my head immobile.
The third parted my head from my thin shoulders.
“Two,” it said.
“Wait—”
I was very small, and didn’t understand anything. I hadn’t eaten in a long time. The fever wasn’t getting any better. Somehow, I’d made it to the city with the others. They said there would be food, but no one had given us any food.
One girl sat me in a doorway and said she would come back. She told me to stay where I was. I stayed there all day, and the fever climbed higher. I watched people pass by. I called out to a few, but all of them ignored me. Every single one. 
The girl never came back.
As the sun set, the fever that I’d carried all the way from Elam finally drove me down. I fell from where I was sitting in the dirty, piss-reeking doorway and sprawled out into the narrow street. The last thing I remembered, before I lost consciousness and then my life, was a man kicking my arm out of his way. His shoe was brown, the toe scuffed, the copper buckle tarnished.
“Three,” it said, and I tore my head away from its grasp.
“Enough!” I shouted and scrambled back, panting.
This thing in front of me. It was a conglomeration of the souls of murdered children. Of the street rats that had been slain or allowed to die in the Purge. And it wanted justice. Another unintended consequence of the Telemarch’s attempt to revive magic?
“How many?” I finally managed. “How many are you?”
It shrugged. Shook its head slightly. Not that it didn’t know; rather, the question didn’t really matter. “All.”
“And you’re going to kill everyone in the city.”
It just stared at me, sorrowful eyes and glistening flesh.
A horrible sort of realization was born in me. “In a couple of days, Mount Tarvus really is going to explode, isn’t it? Everything will be destroyed.”
“Yes.”
“Is that your doing?”
“No.”
“Then what is this all about? What justice is it you’re going to lay on this city if it’s already doomed?”
It nodded. “Now, you will understand.” It leaned forward, slowly, never taking its eyes from mine. Put a careful, bloody hand on my knee. For the first time, some emotion crept into its voice. It wasn’t happiness.
“You left. You escaped. Once you were gone, they stopped hunting us.
“You’re saying the Purge stopped once I left Bellarius?” I knew it had ended soon after I’d escaped to Lucernis but not when exactly. It wasn’t something they put notices up about. The implication of what it—they—had just said hit me.
“You think the Purge was meant to kill me?”
“When you left, it stopped.”
“That’s what people call coincidence, for Kerf’s sake.” But I didn’t believe in coincidence. I believed in cause and effect.
“It wanted you. It took us. Now, you will witness. And then, you will join us.”
It exploded into hundreds of sickly, green corpselights. They rose into the air, higher, higher, like Chagan fireworks, until they were almost indistinguishable from the mundane stars above. Then, they began to fall.
They did not make it back to the ground. It was as if they met some invisible barrier and smeared themselves across it. Met or made it. Slowly, the shape of the barrier became plain. 
Bellarius was now trapped under a dome of slowly fading corpselight from the peak of Mount Tarvus to the end of the longest wharf. Above the Citadel, unfading, another Hardic rune burned in cold corpse fire.
Guilt.
I got up, picked up my other knife, absently stuck it back in its new sheath, and started walking. I was going to check. Of course I was going to check. But I knew with complete certainty no living person would be leaving Bellarius before it exploded.
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
 
The souls of murdered gutter children had passed judgment on an entire city and sentenced it to death. And then—
And then, they’d decided, I was going to join them in whatever sort of conglomerated afterlife or post-life had become their fate.
I had been on the verge of leaving Bellarius to its fate, and try as I might, I couldn’t muster up much sympathy for the city even though I knew it was deeply, heinously wrong. There was no excuse for murdering tens of thousands, the vast majority of them having had nothing to do with the Purge.
But to my knowledge, no one had offered shelter to the street rats before and certainly not during the Purge. No one had hidden them—us—from the death squads. No one had fed or clothed us. Not one person. I didn’t even remember a single kind word. Just curses, kicks, thrown stones, and backhanded slaps when I’d gotten too close to any upstanding citizen and been noticed.
I had been treated exactly like vermin. A rat, a cockroach. We all had. Every hand, and I do mean every hand, had been turned against us.
How was it possible that an entire city would treat children in such a fashion?
That deep, dark sea of rage stirred within me at the thought. Storm winds had started to blow in my soul.
How would it be possible for those murdered shades to feel anything approaching compassion, mercy, or forgiveness? In a frighteningly real way, Bellarius had planted the seeds of its own death with every murdered street kid. I understood that like few could. I have a marrow-deep repulsion toward the idea of fate, but even I couldn’t help but feel what was happening to the City of the Mount was the next best thing to destiny, to inevitability. And if I couldn’t bring myself to call it justice, I still could not convince myself it was completely unjust. Not from the dead’s perspective anyway.
I would have had more sympathy for the dead, however, if I wasn’t as trapped and doomed as everyone else.
I walked out to the end of Aloc Pier, the longest of the docks wharfside, ignoring the drunk, slurred questions of the single guard stationed there. I could still see, faintly, the corpselight prison wall shimmering just an arm’s length away off the edge of the pier. I reached out and tried to put my hand through it. I felt nothing, but my hand would not break that almost invisible barrier no matter how hard I pushed.
“Hey! What’re you doin’?” The drunk guard behind me. He stumbled up next to me, squinting first at me then at my hand.
“What’n hells is that?” he said and reach out to touch the barrier.
“Maybe you shouldn’t—” I said but too late.
As soon as his hand met the corpselight, he froze. His eyes grew wide. The corpselight crawled up his arm in a heartbeat then wrapped around his head. He never screamed. It released him an instant later, dissipating, and he fell to the salt-stained boards of the pier, dead.
The guilt rune was branded on his forehead.
I was pretty sure the same would happen to anyone who tried to leave Bellarius. Except for me, apparently. I was here for the duration.
I left him there. He wouldn’t be the last. The spirits of the slain had passed their judgment. Which meant that the Hag had known this was going to happen. She’d told me her price would be my memories and the Founder’s Stone once the dead talked to me.
But her price for what? I’d assumed she’d meant for finding Theiner, but that seemed highly unlikely in light of recent events.
I started walking to the Wreck. I had a feeling she’d be expecting me.
The rain I’d seen approaching from Arno’s stoop began to fall, soft and cold.
#
The madmen’s camp was deserted. Not even a fire. The war galley was a stony as it ever was. The sea still rushed in and out of the great hole in the hull. But I could see a faint light leaking out of the tiller’s shed, past the tarp.
I didn’t bother knocking.
The room was very dark except for her eyes. They glowed like fire opals. Looking her in the eye would have ruined my night vision, so I settled for looking at the air over her shoulder and her hands.
She hadn’t moved a muscle since the last time we’d spoken as far as I could tell.
“You knew this would happen,” I said.
“What ‘this’ do you mean exactly, Doma Thetys?”
“This situation we’re in now. Bellarius about to disintegrate, and the souls of murdered children making sure nobody escapes before it happens.”
“Yes. I knew.”
“What are you?” I asked.
“I am the Hag, the Mind Thief. Or so they call me, no?”
“Tell me who and what you are,” I insisted.
“I am Elytara Mour, Queen of Trevell, Avatar of the Goddess Mour.”
“Trevell I’ve heard of. It was destroyed during the Cataclysm.”
“It disappeared during the Cataclysm,” she corrected.
“Normally, cryptic statements like that would drive me insane, but tonight, I just don’t have the energy. Who was Mour?”
“It doesn’t matter. She was destroyed in the Cataclysm. No one worships Her any more, and few even remember Her.”
“Why do you want my memories, Lyta?”
“For several reasons. Information. I don’t get out much. Entertainment. I’ve been alive a very long time, and experiencing the memories of others helps to stave off the inevitable madness that confinement paired with longevity brings.”
“What else?”
“What makes you think there is something else?”
“There’s something else. I don’t know how I know it, but I know it. Why do you want my memories?”
“You have lived a very interesting life. Much more so than most who seek my assistance. Is that not enough?”
“No. You have some other purpose.”
“All right. Mour had a sister.”
“That’s nice.”
“Her sister became the Eightfold Goddess.”
“Ah. So?” I asked, but I didn’t much like where this was going. That’s what I got for asking.
“Consider it a familial curiosity on my part. I am Mour’s avatar. A part of her remains in me though She is no more. That part of me wishes to know the doings of Her sibling. You have experienced something of the Eightfold. I want to see those memories.”
“Tell me; were Mour and her sister what you would consider close?”
She laughed softly. “They were bitter rivals from birth.”
“Mour couldn’t have been that bad then,” I replied.
She waved a hand. “As I said, it doesn’t really matter. She is gone, never to return. The Cataclysm did what the Wars of the Gods could not.”
“A couple more questions. Why are you here, like this?”
“When Trevell was about to fall to the Cataclysm, I fled with my consort and the Founder’s Stone.”
“Just left everybody to die, did you?”
“I did not. You have no idea what the Stone truly is. No one does in this benighted, magic-poor Age.”
“So tell me.”
“It is Trevell. Every soul, every stone, every tree and tower and toss pot.”
“Um. What?”
“The Cataclysm raced across the land, an unstoppable tide of unreason, first sickening and then severing every bond of nature and logic. Up became down, light became dark, the blood in your veins might turn to water or wine or molten lead. The very air might become poisonous vapor or simply disappear, leaving countless thousands to suffocate like fish on land. You could not trust your senses. Silk could suddenly cut skin like razors. Between one moment and the next, your eyes might see something a thousand leagues or a thousand years removed. Reality itself was collapsing. Most living things died. Some became monsters. A few became dark powers, not far removed from gods.
“I did the only thing I could. I called upon the goddess to save Trevell, and she did. My city is there in the Founder’s Stone, the greatest transformation the world has likely ever seen. We took the Stone and fled, seeking a place to rebirth Trevell, far from the consuming chaos of the Cataclysm. Mour was destroyed holding that tide at bay, giving us the time necessary to escape.”
“That’s…that’s incredible,” I said.
“Whatever challenges you face, yours is a quiet Age, Amra Thetys. You are blessed.”
“You’ll forgive me if I don’t feel particularly blessed,” I replied. I take death very personally, especially my own. Which was rapidly approaching. 
I squatted down, leaned my back against the wall. My face hurt from the punch I’d received, and my wrist ached from my blocked strike. “How did you end up as you are now?” I asked her.
“My consort, Kyphas, was a powerful mage. Eventually, he grew weary of the search for a new land in which to wake Trevell. We argued many times. I wanted to continue the search, to go as far as possible from the lands which had fallen to the contagion. He believed we had journeyed far enough. I suppose he was right,” she said. “In the end, the Cataclysm never did reach the Dragonsea.
“When we were wrecked upon the rock here during a fierce storm, he unleashed magics that he had, somehow, been preparing in secret. I was battling the storm; his treachery caught me completely off-guard. He carried me, senseless, to this room and trapped me here. I cannot leave; I cannot die. I believe he intended to return, to set me free once he had woken Trevell. He did love me. But he overestimated his own powers. He could not call the city forth from the Stone; only I, the Goddess’ avatar, can do that.
“Love me or no, Kyphas was proud to a fault. Instead of returning to me and admitting defeat, he built the first crude iteration of the city that stands here now. Bellarius. The City of the Mount. The Archmage of Trevell died the chieftain of a mud-walled village, his throne a split log atop the Founder’s Stone.”
“And you’ve been here ever since.”
She nodded.
“Now, you want my memories and the Founder’s Stone. What do I get in return?”
“If you manage to avert the disaster that rapidly approaches Bellarius, the spirits of the slain will not simply disappear. As things stand, they are content to contain the city’s inhabitants. If the city fails to be destroyed, they will fall on the city like the judgment they are, killing every living thing.
“I, and only I, can keep them from doing so. But not while I am trapped here. And in order to escape, I must have the Founder’s Stone.”
“The God of Sparrows, the souls of those dead street kids, and now you have all confirmed that Bellarius is going to end badly. But I still have no idea why, except that it has something to do with the Telemarch.”
“What do mages want more than anything else?” she asked in reply.
“Generally speaking? Power.”
“Correct. True in my day, true today. But magic is fading.”
“I’m aware of that. What’s your point?”
“If you were the most powerful mage in the world, would you be happy about that situation?”
“Probably not. But as far as I know, there’s not a damned thing anyone can do about magic going away.”
“The Telemarch believes he has found a way to bring it back. Or at least create a reservoir of magic, of power for his own personal use. A very, very large reservoir.”
A chill crept over me. “Let me guess. He’s using the Knife to do it.”
“You are clever when it suits you, Doma Thetys.”
“What’s that got to do with you? Or me, for that matter? Or with Bellarius being leveled?”
“The power he is gathering, it isn’t truly magic. Or rather, it is magic that hasn’t been refined. It’s chaos. Pure possibility. The Telemarch believes he has it safely contained, but that is impossible due to the nature of that which he is attempting to contain. How can one contain the essence of possibility?”
“That’s a little too philosophical, or maybe semantic, for me to tackle. I do better with more mundane questions.” But that word, possibility, itched in my mind.
“That power has been leaking out from day one,” she said, “and reacting with the mundane world in unpredictable ways. There are things out there in the city, Doma Thetys. Impossible things, that can do impossible things, that know impossible things. They are not nice, and they are not sane by any reasonable definition. But they are not what concerns us now.
“In a few days, the safeguards that hold that chaos more or less contained are going to fail. Catastrophically. They are already crumbling. Bellarius will become a waking nightmare before it’s finally destroyed. It is even possible that we will see a short encore of the Cataclysm before the final curtain.”
“And all of this is somehow because of me. Or so the God of Sparrows seemed to think.”
“It is, I’m sorry to say.”
“Nothing you’ve yet told me has any connection to me at all.”
“You know how these Knives work, Doma Thetys. You have experience.”
“I do. Though how you know that is beyond me.”
“It’s not important now. What is important is this: the Telemarch is using the Knife that Parts the Night. What do you think the Knife is doing in return?”
I sighed. I knew the answer to this one. “It’s using the Telemarch in turn.”
“Absolutely,” she replied.
“How do you know all this, Lyta?”
“Do you know who Mour’s lover was?”
“I have no idea. I’m not really up to date on the love lives of dead gods, sorry.”
“Bath.”
The God of Secrets. The Silent One. Except He talked sometimes. He’d said a very bad word to me once. I still hadn’t forgiven Him.
“What’s your point?”
“Bath shared some of His secrets with Mour. Including the getting of information by unusual means. I know things, Doma Thetys. I am Mour’s avatar.”
“Fine, fine. Kerf knows I’m not interested in Bath’s pillow talk.” An unbidden image of Bath kissing somebody entered my mind. I shuddered. The two times I’d met Bath, he’d been masquerading as one of his own priests. Those guys sewed their mouths shut. 
“So,” I said. “The Knife set all this up on the off chance I’d decide to visit Bellarius after fifteen years so it could destroy me along with the rest of the city? Seems like chopping down a tree to make a toothpick.” But actually, I hadn’t returned on some off-chance, had I?
“I could not say what the Knife wants. The Telemarch, however, is terrified of you and wants you to die as soon as possible. The moment you appeared in the city, he began pouring more power into his reservoir at a reckless rate. He will kill everyone in a few days if he does not stop. Or isn’t stopped.”
“The Telemarch is afraid of me?” I laughed.
“Aither is afraid of his own shadow. I believe the Knife has twisted him to be that way, but that, admittedly, is speculation. What is not speculation is the fact that you scare him spitless for whatever reason. He set traps for you throughout the city long before you ever arrived.”
“I’ve run into a couple.”
“And you are still here. Perhaps he is right to fear you.”
“The first was too slow. The second wasn’t, but I had…help.”
“What sort of help, may I ask?”
“I sort of found some magic of my own. I don’t really understand it.”
“You ‘found some magic,’” she repeated, amusement in her voice. “Was it lying in the street then?”
“No. Beneath it, actually. Deep down in Mount Tarvus. I was dying, and I felt it down there, and I reached out to it, or maybe it reached out to me. It gets confusing. It was like sunlight. Or…”
“Or pure, undiluted possibility,” she finished for me. “I think I know why the Telemarch fears you, Amra Thetys.”
“Why?” I asked. But I was afraid I already knew the answer.
“Because, somehow, you have access to the power he has been building up for more than a decade.”
“The power that’s going to destroy Bellarius in a matter of days?”
“The very same,” she replied.
Silence settled between us. I thought about my situation. In order to save myself and the city, I needed to steal a two-ton slab of stone from the Syndic’s throne room, cart it all the way down the Mount, through the Girdle, out the gates, through Hardside, and to the Wreck. And that was the easy part. After that, I had to kill the Telemarch and, probably, break another of the Eightfold Goddess’ Blades. And there was still a list of names in my pocket, one of which, I realized, I very much wanted to see crossed off. Though how I was going to do any of that escaped me at that moment.
“We’re all well and truly screwed,” I muttered.
She laughed.
“What’s so funny? This isn’t the least bit amusing.”
“I’ve been a prisoner for a thousand years. My perspective is slightly different from yours, I suspect.”
“I just hope you aren’t as batshit crazy as the last thousand-year prisoner I freed,” I replied, standing. Though Tha-Agoth hadn’t been as blatantly insane as his sister.
“I look forward to finding out,” she replied. “Will you share your memories now or once you’ve brought me the Founder’s Stone?”
“I’ll wait if it’s all the same to you. I prefer to do the impossible before the unpleasant.”
“As you wish, Doma Thetys. As you wish.”
#
Past the Girdle, on the increasingly steep slope of Mount Tarvus, were the houses of the Gentry.
Carved into the rock of the Mount itself, their façades built vertically for the most part, the rising towers of the Gentry vied, each against the others, to look down on who and what was below them. Elevation equaled status. The higher up the slope, the more elite the house—and the House. For those lower down, building up was some sort of partial remedy. Or maybe they just wanted to block the views of those higher up. I don’t know. The Gentry might as well have been another species as far as I was concerned. I didn’t spend much time trying to puzzle out their mindsets.
Anyway, the mad jumble of towers and spires had always struck me as singularly ugly. But it afforded me a large number of vantage points to climb to, from which I could get a closer look at the Citadel and the Riail. I had no idea how I was going to break into the two most secure, well-guarded buildings in Bellarius, but I figured taking a look at them from somewhere closer than the Girdle was a good start.
I chose a house whose thin tower was particularly ugly, ornamented with so many stone friezes that climbing it was child’s play even in the rain. The seal on the gate was of a stylized hart wearing a crown, its neck bent back at an improbable angle, its hooves kicking up flames. Whatever. Heraldry wasn’t my strong suit.
The single guard wasn’t asleep, but he wasn’t exactly wary, either. I slipped over the ornamental wall as quiet as a shadow and began to climb the tower on the northeast side, out of his view. I peeked in one window and realized the tower was wholly for show. Inside was just a staircase, no space for rooms of any sort. It was just a folly. Which meant all of the living portions of the house were carved into the Mount. I stifled a laugh. 
The Gentry, those high and mighty nobles of Bellarius, basically lived in caves.
When I reached the top, I hung an arm over the rusted weather vane and took a long look at the Riail.
It was like a pale, stone necklace adorning the throat of the Mount. It was a graceful building, especially for Bellarius. Level upon level rose up like layers of a cake, buttresses and arches and spires graceful in the glow of hundreds of lanterns. For all that, it wasn’t especially big. There just wasn’t enough land to work with that high up the Mount.
Small or not, I knew nothing of the interior. I certainly didn’t know where the throne room, and the Founder’s Stone, was located. Visiting the Syndic wasn’t something I’d had the opportunity to do when I’d lived here.
I was going to need plans of the building or, failing that, a description from someone who had been inside and seen the interior well enough to describe it with some accuracy.
I thought I knew where I might get the first as well as plans of the Citadel. Both would cost me, but you can’t spend money if you’re dead. The second wouldn’t be terribly difficult either if likely less useful.
I looked up higher to the Citadel, where it loomed just above the Riail, brooding and heavy where the Riail was graceful.
The Citadel was just a massive, square, squat tower built of a stone so gray it was almost black. It took up the peak of the Mount. Windows of random shapes and sizes pierced its sides in random places. No getting around it, the Citadel was an ugly piece of stonework. Worse, I could intuit nothing of the layout from its exterior.
I studied it a while longer, then sighed and prepared to climb back down.
Something moving through the air caught my attention. It was far too big to be a bird.
Rising into the air from somewhere below the Riail, but above my position, was a man. He was too far away to make out facial features; he was turned away from me in any case. But I recognized the particolored cloak he wore, even in the gloom of the night and the softly pattering rain.
Fallon Greytooth. Magus. Philosopher.
What the hells was he doing?
When he had floated up until he was level with the Citadel, he whipped his hands in the air in some sort of arcane, sorcerous gesture. With a squeal of tortured metal, the grate that covered the window was ripped out of the wall along with a goodly portion of the stones the grate was attached to. Greytooth made another gesture, and the grate flung itself out over the city, far enough that it would end up in the Bay. After a moment, Greytooth himself flew at amazing speed through the dark, gaping hole he’d just ripped open.
Nothing happened for two, three, four heartbeats. Then, a blazing gout of fire shot out of the window followed immediately by a low, loud roar and a loose-limbed body in a smoking, particolored cloak. Greytooth was hurled with vicious force out and away from the Citadel. I watched him fall, his terminal arc ending down in the Girdle. I knew where he’d landed. Jaby Cemetery.
“Well, that’s fitting, I suppose,” I whispered to myself, shaken. 
If that’s what happened to Greytooth when he stormed the Citadel, I didn’t want to think about what was going to happen to me.
I waited a few minutes more, but nothing else happened. The citadel was as dark and quiet as it had been before Greytooth’s intrusion. Apparently, the show was over. I started back down again.
At some point during my climb down the tower, I realized that I had decided to go and check out Greytooth’s body. I must have been getting morbid in my old age.
#
The bastard was still alive.
Oh, he didn’t look good. He’d crashed down atop a little mausoleum, crushing the lead roof and cracking the marble-fronted walls. He lay there, unconscious, in a pool of his own blood. What parts of him that weren’t charred were bloody. But he still had all his limbs and digits.
I assumed he was dead until he coughed.
“Kerf’s bunched back,” I muttered. “You’re a tough one.”
His only response was a groan.
I got up onto the remains of the mausoleum and, with not a little difficulty, dragged him down to the ground. He was not small. Once there, I nudged him in a relatively blood free place. Eventually, his eyelids fluttered open.
“Are you going to be dying in the next hour or so?” I asked him. “Because I’m not hauling your dead body through the streets. That sort of thing never ends well.”
He didn’t laugh. Some people have no sense of humor.
I got his arm around my neck and him more or less to his feet. 
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“Like a stain, it soaks into the fabric of reality. Between the warp and weft of what is, is what might be. For those who want it badly enough. For those not concerned with consequences. This is what Aither, the Telemarch, has done.” Fallon Greytooth knew lots of big old words.
He’d been coherent enough to direct me to his lair, which hadn’t been all that far from Jaby. Greytooth was staying in one of the lowest and smallest of the houses of the Gentry. It was, apparently, deserted. He didn’t offer to explain how he’d ended up there, and I didn’t ask. And yes, it was almost completely carved into the rock of the Mount. It was dusty, cold, dark, and barely fit for human habitation despite its expensive furnishings.
We were sitting in a cramped, close room whose ceiling was low enough to make me uncomfortable. Greytooth couldn’t have stood up straight in it even if he were capable of standing. Which he wasn’t at the moment. He was slumped on a very expensive, very old couch that had not been made with comfort in mind. The bloodstains he was getting on it would never come out, I noted absently. I was sitting on a stool. I’d found a bottle of wine in a cupboard though there were no glasses. The bottle stood between us on an ugly little gilt table. Two oil lamps smoked and blackened the ceiling, making the air grimy and my eyes itch.
“He used the Knife that Parts the Night to cut open reality, to get himself some power,” I replied. “I know.”
“He used the Knife to attempt to bring magic back into the world. In so doing, he evoked the law of unintended consequences. And we will all be destroyed by it. Unless he is stopped.”
“I know that too. So go stop him. You’re the Philosopher, the mage.”
“What do you think I just attempted to do?”
“Commit suicide?”
He gave me a sour smile.
“You can’t have it both ways, Mistress Thetys. Either I should be trying to stop him or running away from certain death. Which would you prefer?”
“I’d prefer to be back in Lucernis, drinking bad wine at Tambor’s and watching people pass by on the street, shaking my head at their poorly thought-out fashion choices.”
“This conversation is going nowhere.”
“All right, how about this: other than the Telemarch, you are almost certainly the most powerful and deadly person in this piss-pot of a city. You seem to want to stop him. You failed once, but you survived. It goes to reason you should try again with a better plan.”
 “Oh, you want to talk reasonably. All right. I tried, and failed, to stop the Telemarch. I failed to destroy the Knife. I failed to avert the coming disaster. Your turn.”
I glared at him. “I’m just a thief. A retired one at that.”
“You are more than that, and you know it. Whether you like it or not.”
“Look. I already saved the world from evil once, maybe twice, depending on how you count such things. I’ve paid my dues. If you failed, I have absolutely no chance of succeeding.”
“I am powerful. But the power that resides in the Citadel is beyond me. I tried to intercede. The Knife slapped me down as though I were a child. What else would you have me do?”
“The same thing you’d have me do, I suppose.”
“If you will not, then I will try again. But I will fail. Again.”
My temper snapped. “What makes you think I won’t fail, Kerf damn you?” I shouted.
“I don’t know that you won’t,” he replied calmly. “But the Knife wants you, Amra Thetys. That presents opportunities open to no one else.”
“How in the cold hells do you know that? Or any of this you’ve been talking about? Just what, by Kerf’s dirty beard, is the connection between you Philosophers and the Eightfold’s blades, Greytooth?”
He reached out a bloodied hand, grabbed the wine bottle, and took a healthy slug. Then another one. Put the bottle back carefully.
“Do you really want to know?”
“I asked, didn’t I?”
“‘Moranos holds the Dagger of Desire,’” he said.
I stared at him for a second. It sounded familiar. Then, I remembered where I’d heard it before. “I’m aware of the poem. Or most of it, anyway. The copy at Lagna’s temple in Lucernis is missing the end bit. What’s your point?”
“Do you remember the Cataclysm?”
“Why do people always ask me that? How Kerf-damned old do I look?”
“What the renegade Philosophers who caused the Cataclysm a thousand years ago desired most was to understand the workings of reality itself. What they did not realize, sadly, is that which is observed is changed by the very fact of its observation.”
“You’re saying one of the Eightfold’s Blades caused the Cataclysm?”
“Caused it? No. Men caused it. But the Dagger of Desire made it possible.”
“That’s just word games, Greytooth.”
“Perhaps. It doesn’t really matter. To answer your original question, the Order of Philosophers is tasked with tracking down and securing the weapons of the Eightfold Goddess so that nothing like the Cataclysm may ever happen again.” He leaned back on the couch, pain and exhaustion plain on his long face. 
“Your job is to find and secure the Blades. Not destroy them?”
“We didn’t even think it was possible to destroy one of Her blades until you did it.”
“So how many have you managed to ‘secure’ then?”
“At the moment, none.”
“None? After a thousand years?”
“At one time, we had six contained. That was a century ago. Since then, they have, one by one, managed to breach their containments or subvert their guardians. The last we lost was the Blade that Whispers Hate. Which leads us back to the matter at hand.”
I got up. Started pacing. In that small cave of a room, it was unsatisfying. It reminded me of my cell in Havelock prison only with less feces on the floor and gaudy furniture.
“Everybody who’s anybody in this stinking city is pushing me to go kill the Telemarch and destroy the Knife, and you all seem to think I’m the only one who can do it, but not one of you can give me the least clue how to go about it.”
“I planned my assault with great care. Much good it did me.”
“You flew into a window and tried to burn the Telemarch to a crisp. You call that planning?”
“I bypassed a dozen layers of guards and wards. I attacked with what should have been an element of extreme surprise. It afforded me the best chance of success. Or so I thought. I did not give sufficient weight to the Knife’s capability or independence of action.”
“You thought the Telemarch controlled the Knife, not the other way around.”
“I had hoped their union was of a more equal nature. He is the Telemarch, after all.”
“Have you ever actually held one of Her Blades?” I asked, and he shook his head. “He’s a meat puppet for the Knife, Fallon. Never doubt it. And now, the Knife knows you’re out there trying to get it. You showed your hand, put its guard up. If surprise was an option before, I very much doubt it is now.”
He sat up straight though it caused him obvious pain. “Do you want to know how I would go about it if I were you?”
“Oh, yes, please. Enlighten me.”
“I would just walk into the Citadel.”
I stopped pacing and turned to stare at him.
“Did I do something to you to make you want me dead?”
“I’m completely serious. The Knife wants you. I don’t know why, but it does. I think you are the only person in the world who could just walk up to it and take it.”
“That is the most spectacularly stupid idea I have ever heard in my life. Let’s assume you’re right, and the Knife wants me for whatever reason. I have it on very good authority that the Telemarch wants me to become a greasy red smear, the sooner the better. Do you think he will just let me take his shiny away from him?”
“Didn’t you just call him a—what was that lovely expression you used? Ah yes. Didn’t you just call the Telemarch a ‘meat puppet’ for the Knife?”
“Yeah, well, the Knife didn’t keep him from laying deadly traps for me all around the city, did it? He might be some sort of gibbering tool, but he obviously has some free will left to him. And anyway, the point is moot. You did notice what happened to the sky earlier tonight? And the big ‘guilt’ rune floating over the Citadel?”
“I did. I considered it a situation to deal with after I’d dispatched the Telemarch and the Knife.”
“Good job you failed then.” I explained what the Hag had told me, that the city would just die a different death if the Telemarch’s disaster was averted. When I was done, he steepled his fingers in front of his face and lost himself in thought for a while.
“You say she needs the Founder’s Stone.”
“That’s what she said. Though how in hells I’m going to steal a two-ton slab of rock out from under the Syndic’s ass—” Oh. 
Oh, sometimes I have a thought, and it approaches being clever.
“What is it?”
“I think I know how to do it. I need some more information to make sure, but it’s at least possible. But I’m going to need your help.”
“You have it. Whatever it is and if it is within my power.”
I left him shortly thereafter to recuperate and made my way back to my inn. Along the way, I slowly became aware that someone, or something, was watching me. I knew it with perfect certainty though I saw absolutely no evidence. Once, I heard what might have been the soft scrape of a foot on a rooftop. Or it might have been something completely different.
Suspicion? Paranoia? Considering the life I’d led, it was entirely reasonable for me to assume that everyone and everything was out to get me. Far too often, that assumption has been dismally accurate.
I made it back to my rooms no worse off and none the wiser.
 
 




Chapter Seventeen
 
 
It was abysmally early in the morning, which generally meant for me that it was almost time to sleep. Instead, I was squatting at a low, rickety little scrap-wood table in front of one of the many, many kef shops in the Keddy Glam neighborhood of the Girdle. The kef was good. I’d drink it more often if it wasn’t so gods-damned time-consuming to make. Or if women on their own were more welcome in Helstrumite establishments. But I wasn’t there for the kef, and I hadn’t picked the place.
I’d sent Keel to set up the meet when I’d returned to the inn. He’d been happy to get out but doubtful about delivering a message that late at night.
“Don’t worry about it,” I’d told him. “Coin never sleeps. There’ll be somebody up to take the message.”
He had come back with the details on where and when the meet would take place, and I’d let him sleep a couple more hours while I paced my room and turned the situation over in my mind.
As morning approached, I’d woken Keel, who’d been snoring away again on the couch in the sitting room, and sent him down to the Wreck to ask the Hag a simple, very important question: How much of a physical beating could the Founder’s Stone take without being damaged?
Keel hadn’t liked the second errand. Not even a little bit.
“She’s dangerous,” he’d complained, rubbing his eyes with a knuckle of his good hand, “and scary as all hells.”
“I’m dangerous and a lot more likely to stick you. Especially since you snore like a rabid goat.”
“Rabid goat? That doesn’t even make any sense.”
“Go, whiner. And try not to get noticed by your crew along the way. I’ll be too busy with my own stuff to save your ass again.”
“Pffft.” With that and a yawn, he’d headed out the door, and I’d followed him a few minutes later to keep my very early morning appointment.
The measured, cultured voice of a Keddy priest washed through the streets from the temple a few dozen yards away, magically enhanced. It was morning prayer time. I don’t speak more than a few phrases of Helstrumite, so I had no idea what he was saying. But based on the Keddy religion’s dim view of women, I disagreed on principle.
I was waiting for Hoddy Marza. Marza was an information broker. Fengal Daruvner, my fixer in Lucernis, had distant family ties to the Marzas and, much more importantly, a current business relationship that was apparently mutually beneficial. So playing on Daruvner’s name, I’d reached out via a note delivered by Keel and secured a meeting. I could have gone to him when I’d first arrived, to find Theiner, but I didn’t like to use business contacts for personal matters. And I didn’t like Keddy Helstrumites. And I didn’t trust information brokers.
Those who dealt in information were untrustworthy on principle, to my mind. The fact that someone was seeking information was information in and of itself and potentially worth payment from someone else somewhere. I always assumed that whatever I might say to such a person would eventually find its way back to ears that would have an interest. Which is why I usually let Fengal deal with such matters and gave him his cut. It’s also why I hadn’t gone to Marza first when I was looking for Theiner, even more than the fact that I just plain dislike Keddy adherents. My fondest wish is to be utterly unknown. To everybody. But life rarely grants us our fondest wish.
I could have used an intermediary to meet with this Helstrumite. It might even have made more sense to send a man. Which is probably why I hadn’t gone to the trouble. Let this Keddy talk to a woman as an equal, as a client. Let it stick in his throat.
That, and the list of people I would trust to go to a meet for me had exactly two names on it—Fengal and Holgren—and neither of them happened to be available. Besides, who knew me in Bellarius now? I wasn’t staying long enough, one way or another, to worry about any long-term issues with identity. 
I needed three pieces of information. I was looking for an old man who was, at least nowadays, nobody. At least, I didn’t recognize his name, and neither had Keel, so either he’d changed it or he’d never risen much in the city’s power structure however important he might have been in the Blacksleeves fifteen years ago.
I also needed detailed plans of the Riail and the Citadel. I didn’t have time to case them myself seeing as how the city was going to become a big hole in the ground come the next morning.
A few minutes after the morning prayer had finished, worshipers began clogging the streets. I’ll give them this: The fear of being trapped, unable to leave, that seemed to be slowly gripping the rest of the city seemed nonexistent here. The Helstrumites were going about their daily business as if nothing unusual was happening, unlike the confused, frightened gabbling I’d passed on my way to the meet. Too bad that business included looking down on me. I suffered a few hostile glances before Marza appeared in front of the kef shop, unwinding a red prayer cloth from around his face and head.
He was a handsome man and pale in the way most Helstrumites are with close-cropped, platinum blond hair and sky blue eyes. He looked to be in his early thirties, on a par with me. His smile was brilliant and disarming. If you didn’t know better.
“Amra Thetys,” he said, spreading his robes and squatting opposite me. “It is a pleasure and an honor to meet you.”
“Oh? And why is that?”
“You are Bellarius’ most famous daughter, at least in the circles that you and I travel. Your deeds rapidly approach legend.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said, straight-faced.
“Of course you do not. Just as you would have no idea that the Governor of Lucernis is missing an entire crate of an almost mythical vintage, or that a cask of Westmarch fire opals disappeared one day from the most secure vault of the most powerful banking concern on the Dragonsea, or—”
“Like I said,” I cut him off. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” He was good. Too good. Information like that, if it got out, could get me dead. Which is why he’d said it, of course. To show he was worth the fee he was going to charge me. And to make me nervous. Nervous people let things slip and didn’t haggle nearly as hard over fees.
“As you say,” he replied. “How is Fengal Daruvner?”
I smiled. “Fat, happy, almost completely bald. Surrounded by nieces that he spoils shamelessly.”
“It’s a pleasure to hear that,” he replied. “When next you see him, please tell him the Marzas send their regards.”
“I will.”
“To business, then. How may I be of service today?”
“A few things. First, I’m looking for someone here in Bellarius. All I have is a name and some speculation as to what he was into fifteen years ago.”
“And what was this mystery man into fifteen years ago?” he asked.
“Exterminating street rats.”
Marza’s face froze then suddenly became blank, devoid of any emotion. I was pretty sure I knew why. Fifteen years ago, he was probably a street rat much like me; a refugee driven northward to Bellarius by war, plague, famine, or a combination of them all.
“And what would you wish of me?” he asked lightly.
“I told you. I’m looking for this man. You are a master of information. I’d like you to inform me of his whereabouts.”
He leaned forward slightly. “Why would you wish to know such a thing? What is revenge to you? You left Bellarius. You escaped.”
I could have asked him why he wanted to know. I could have said it wasn’t his concern. I could have lied to him. Instead, I just told the truth.
I locked eyes with him and traced the scars that marred the left side of my face with one finger. “I didn’t get these plucking my eyebrows, Hoddy Marza.”
He nodded slightly and leaned back again.
“You remember when the killing started in earnest,” I said. It wasn’t a question. If he lived through it, he remembered. “No matter how well-hidden we were, they found us. And ripped us apart. The man I’m looking for, he’s the only one left who knows the mage that made it possible for the Blacksleeves to find us no matter where we went to ground.”
He didn’t agree or disagree. He didn’t confirm or deny being a street rat during the time of the death squads. But I saw the slightly flushed tone on the fair skin of his face, the slight, almost imperceptible flaring of his nostrils, the sudden jumping of the artery in his neck above the high, tight, stiff collar.
I leaned back and smiled a small, tight smile. “I thought I might pay this man a visit and do a little reminiscing. If I can find him.”
Marza cleared his throat and signaled the shop boy, who brought him a steaming glass of kef. He sipped from the steaming glass before he spoke.
“This name you have. I and others have been seeking just such a name for a very long time. Despite considerable effort and gold, and not a little ingenuity spent on the search, such a name has not surfaced. Out of curiosity, may I ask how you found it?”
“I didn’t. A friend did.” Supposedly. Though I had my suspicions. But I wasn’t getting into that with Marza. My plan was to get the man’s location, have a nice chat with him, and find out if the list was real or a pack of made-up rubbish.
“I understand. Your ‘friend’ would no doubt prefer to remain anonymous.”
“He won’t care. He’s dead.” Maybe. “His name was Theiner.”
“This man, this name. You understand he will be wanted in his own right. Not just for what he knows but also for what he did.”
“Wanted? By who?” In one sense, I knew exactly who. People like Marza. People like me. Survivors. But he understood my question.
“There is an affiliation, I suppose is the best word, of like-minded individuals who have an interest in…chastising people such as this man whenever they are found. Members are all over the Dragonsea, including here in Bellarius, of course. I’m surprised no one ever approached you.”
“Well, I make a practice of being difficult to find.”
“There is that.” He smiled. “My point is, this affiliation will very much want to have a representative present when you meet with this man.”
I thought about it. I leaned toward “no” but didn’t want to offend Marza. So I put the question off.
“I’ll think about it. But Marza, I’m not doing this for some group I never heard of before just now.”
“If it is a question of money—”
“You know it isn’t.”
He nodded.
“Your ‘affiliation’ can have what’s left of this old bastard when I’m done talking to him. Once I get what I want. I don’t plan on killing him. I want the one whose name he knows.” I pulled Theiner’s list out and passed it to him. “They can also have this.”
He took it but did not unfold it.
“What is it?”
“A list. Lots of names there along with what they did and where they are now. Some are apparently dead. Every name on it will have to be verified, Marza. I can’t vouch for it not being a pack of lies. Don’t take any of it on faith.”
He nodded again and made the paper disappear inside his robes. I noticed his hand trembled slightly. “Many thanks, Amra Thetys.”
“So. How much for finding this man?” I asked him.
“As you said, this isn’t a question of money. The list you just gave me would have more than covered the fee in any case. If it’s genuine.”
“If, yes.”
“Just tell me the name, and I will find him.”
“Affonse Yarrow. It’s on the list as well.”
“You said you need a few things. That’s one.”
“I also need a map of the Riail and the Citadel. And I need them today. Actually, I need everything today.”
He laughed. 
“I’m serious.”
“Let’s pretend that’s possible. Can you tell me why? It’s not a question I usually ask, but…” He spread his hands, raised one eyebrow in amusement.
“Because tomorrow morning, Bellarius is going to cease to exist unless I do something about it. And to do something about it, I need those maps and time to plan.”
His face slowly sobered. “You’re serious.”
“Unfortunately.”
“Does this have something to do with the wall of death that’s gone up around the city?”
“It does.”
“What you ask is not a small thing. You say the city will be destroyed if you do not get maps of the Syndic’s palace and the Telemarch’s sanctum, the two most powerful men in the country. On this, I have only your word. However, if I am caught getting or giving you such information, I will absolutely and unequivocally be executed even if you only hang those maps on your wall as mementos.”
“If you can get me those maps, all our chances for survival improve. If you can’t, I understand. I’ll just have to make do without them.”
He shook his head. “I don’t even know if it’s possible.”
“You know your business best,” I said, standing. “I need them by tonight or not at all.”
“Wait,” he said.
“Yes?”
“The city is about to be destroyed, you say. You are, it would appear, determined to save it. And yet you are still looking for a man whose crimes, and knowledge, will cease to have any meaning in a day if you fail.”
“That’s about the size of it, yes.”
“Why?”
“I have to take care of Theiner’s business before it’s too late, now don’t I? I came back to this cesspit to help him. I was far too late; he was dead before I ever boarded ship. But he had unfinished business. I can at least try to clean up the worst of it before everything is blown to hells.” It sounded good at any rate.
“I’m not sure I understand the logic, frankly.”
“That makes two of us,” I replied. “But it’s something I need to do. And that’s enough.” I didn’t have time to explain the feeling in me. Somewhere, there was a mage who ferreted out street rats for the Blacksleeves, who found their every hiding place, and who ripped away any shred of safety from them. From us. And all the while, he remained hidden, anonymous, and safe—denying us what he himself had apparently guarded jealously. Still guarded, fifteen years later.
I wanted to take away from him what he had taken away from so many. I wanted to rip him out of his hiding place and leave him exposed, vulnerable to anyone who wanted to take a bite. 
Maybe I wouldn’t have been so determined if I hadn’t discovered a child’s skeleton stuffed under a desk or experienced the dismal, terrifying deaths of three pitiful street rats. Probably not. I’d spent a great amount of time and effort putting the past behind me. But I had found those bones and experienced those deaths just as if they were my own.
It had changed things for me.
I gave Marza a leave-taking nod and set off back toward the inn to wait for Keel and the Hag’s answer. It was only a piece of what I needed to keep Bellarius standing. But…
One thing at a time.
#
I heard whimpering coming from an alley I was passing. That wasn’t an especially remarkable thing in the grand scheme of things, not in any city I’d ever been in. I’d almost certainly have passed by without a second thought or a single glance if something hadn’t told me it sounded like Keel.
There aren’t any coincidences in my world, and I expect the worst pretty much all the time. If it sounded like Keel, it probably was him. If he sounded like he was in pain, he probably was. I turned into the alley, hand on a knife.
It was rubbish-choked and rat-infested. They scattered away from me as I took cautious steps, scanning the heaped garbage for the kid.
I didn’t find Keel. But I found something else.
He looked like a moving pile of garbage, one among many, and he smelled much worse. It was only with some difficulty that I made out the human bits: head, with two eyes, a mouth, and a nose where it definitely shouldn’t have been. The two expected arms, ending in rather unexpected and brutally malformed hands, resembled nothing that came to mind. I couldn’t make out any legs. He—it—dragged itself toward me on its arms. It blocked all of the narrow alley’s far end.
It was a revolting sight. Somehow, I knew that this thing had once been a normal human. It wasn’t any more. Now, it was a moving mound of trash and offal with a carrion stench to go along with it. It mewled piteously. It also blocked my way. I wasn’t stupid enough to think it wasn’t, in some fashion, dangerous.
“Do you like my pet?” a voice behind me asked.
I half-turned, keeping rubbish-man in sight.
Mage. I felt the power trickling from him. It was more than just a familiarity with the breed. There was a feeling down in the pit of my stomach almost any time I was around one, including Holgren, that hadn’t been there before Abanon’s Blade or before Thagoth. Not unless they used their magic on me anyway. I couldn’t really pretend any more that I hadn’t been changed by my experiences. Just how I had changed, and what it meant, I had no clue.
This one was tall, taller than Holgren, with close-cropped, silvery hair, a strong-boned face, sturdy frame. He wore a simple tunic and trousers and well-made boots. A few silver rings shone on his long fingers. His eyes were mild.
I stuck a thumb at the rubbish man, who was still inching toward me and making pitiful sounds.
“Is that yours?”
“Indeed. I’m rather proud of my handiwork there. It’s a tricky thing, keeping someone alive through such an extreme transformation.”
“You made that out of a person?”
“He deserved it, I assure you. Killing was too good for him. Literally.”
I shrugged. “Not my business.”
“You are a difficult woman to approach. I apologize for waylaying you. I mean no disrespect—or harm.”
I believed that about as much as I’d believe a tooth-puller who said I wouldn’t feel a thing. But I kept quiet and kept an eye on him and his awful pet. My hands itched for my knives, but I kept them loose and open.
“Did you know, Mistress Thetys, that powerful creatures are being birthed in Bellarius as we speak? That old things, long sleeping, are waking in dark places?”
“Can’t say that I did,” I lied.
“Many are already about. Many more will swarm, like flies to rotten meat, to feed at the trough of power the Knife has cut open. I’ve seen it, and what I see is never wrong.”
“That’s kind of a mixed metaphor, but I’ve been guilty of the same. Go on.”
He smiled. It was the least genuine smile I’d seen all day.
“The Knife wants you, Amra Thetys. I have seen it. Others will have as well. And they will try to use you to influence the Knife, to secure its power for themselves alone. Some will seek to partner with you, others to make you their slave. Some, of course, will simply seek to eliminate you.”
“Is that what you’d like to do?”
“I’ve already said I wish you no harm. I just want you to go far, far away and never come back.”
You and me both, I thought, but my mouth said something different.
“Now why would I do that? Bellarius is my home town.”
“Bellarius is a sty, and you hate it here. I’ve seen that as well. I am not enamored of the place myself—but I rather think there will be great changes very soon. You wouldn’t recognize the place, I assure you.”
“There’s a slight problem with the whole ‘me leaving and never coming back’ proposition. Maybe you noticed the light show last night? Nobody is going anywhere. Bellarius is locked up. Anyone who tries to leave gets dead very fast.” Well, except for me, apparently. But while I seemed to be safe from being killed trying to leave, I was as trapped as everyone else.
“Oh, dear. That is a problem. One I’m sure you will resolve in time though. I understand you are frighteningly resourceful. I wouldn’t take too long coming up with a solution, however. Say, by the end of the day?”
“You still haven’t told me what I want to hear,” I said.
“Which is?”
“What are you offering for my hasty departure?”
He smiled again and snapped his fingers.
The revolting thing in the alley shrieked and writhed, and a portion of its form distended. Rotting flesh shifted and thinned, revealing another face.
It was Keel. Maybe I had heard him after all.
He was imprisoned within the monstrosity, bound and gagged by ropes of intestine and crepuscular tentacles. He wasn’t moving.
“Completely unharmed, I assure you.”
I turned to face the mage directly. I wasn’t angry. What I was feeling was too cold to be called anger.
“Oh, see now, you shouldn’t have done that.”
“And why, pray tell, not?”
“Because now, I have to kill you.”
He smiled. Then, he laughed. He made a pass with his fingers, and the gibbering nightmare shrieked again. I glanced back. The ropes of intestine binding Keel were tightening. 
“He is completely unharmed. That can change very quickly.”
I didn’t know if I could summon it again or control it if I did manage to call it up. It had only come to me the once, at South Gate, and then, to the best of my understanding, because it was reacting to something in the magic that had been thrown at me or maybe my rapidly approaching death.
I simply knew that I could never, ever allow anyone to control me through fear. Not fear for myself or fear for the safety of others. A mad mage named Bosch had tried that on me once, and I’d half-knuckled under. And he’d murdered his hostage anyway. I wasn’t going to bow to that sort of blackmail again.
I was willing to bet Keel’s life that if the mage that controlled it was dead, the monstrosity he’d created would die along with him.
Maybe that made me a not nice person. I don’t know. I’d consider it a gray area.
I sort of reached inside me and called out, and it was there, just like that. I could feel the rent now, down deep, deep under Mount Tarvus. I knew what it was now thanks to the God of Sparrows and the Hag. Pulsing power, for all practical purposes, to do anything I wanted. Absolutely anything. To reshape reality. I felt a deep, seductive temptation to…change things.
But whatever I did, I had to give it form. If I didn’t, if I didn’t take care to channel it, form it, constrain it, it would very likely scour me out of existence as soon as I tapped it. That much I knew instinctively.
So I did what I had seen Holgren do once.
I smiled as I’d seen Holgren do that night in Lucernis, the night Tambor’s arbor had burned. 
Just like Holgren, I said, “My turn.” And I flicked my fingers just as he had, imagining the same destruction he’d visited on Bosch happening to the man in front of me, willing the power pulsing down in the rent to flow up through me, through my hand, and into the smiling, kidnapping magus in front of me.
That night, Holgren had turned his opponent’s body into a bloody mist. I’d actually been frightened of him then, of his power, of his absolute willingness to use it to end a life without a shred of hesitation. I hadn’t understood him very well back then.
What happened when I tried imitating his spell—it made me terrified.
Of myself.
An invisible but palpable wave of pure force leapt from my hand. The mage just disintegrated before my eyes, every eyelash and toenail.
So did the building behind him. And the one behind that.
And the one behind that.
I don’t know how many people I killed that day.
I stood there for a long time, horrified by the destruction I had caused. Long enough for shrieks of fear to start up in the neighborhood. Long enough for people to start running toward the strangely tidy destruction. Long enough for a haze of dust to drift into the alley, composed surely of masonry and furnishings and people—
Behind me, a ragged, gagging cough. I turned around.
Keel knelt in a vast pile of rancid meat, hacking and gagging and pulling intestine from around his neck and arms and legs. He looked up finally and saw me.
“What in hells is going on?” he said.
I just shook my head.
“Where are we?”
Finally, I shook myself out of the shock that I had fallen into and moved to help him.
“It doesn’t matter,” I replied. “We’re leaving.”
 




Chapter Eighteen
 
 
When we got back to the inn, Keel was still shaken. So was I. The horror of what I'd done, inadvertent as it might have been, threatened to choke me. But I put it away, buried it deep, ruthless with myself. I would deal with it later. When there was time. If there was time. If all of Bellarius went up in a cloud of dust, then three buildings full of Kerf-only-knew how many people was nothing—
Stop it, Amra. Just stop, I told myself.
“This kid needs a bath,” I told the innkeep as we passed him on the way to the stairs, “and I need something stronger than wine. Send both up as soon as you can.”
The man bowed sarcastically, which was an impressive skill, I had to admit.
As soon as I unlocked and opened the door, I knew something was wrong. The door connecting the sitting room to the bedroom was open, and there was a cold breeze blowing through both rooms. Which meant the balcony doors were open. I’d left them closed and latched.
I blocked Keel from entering the suite and drew my knives.
“You’ve got a nice view here,” came a Hardside voice from the balcony.
“Why don’t you come over here and let me get a view of you?” I replied.
I heard slow footsteps approaching. I brought up a knife, ready to throw.
That broad, farmer’s face was older now. A few wrinkles around the eyes and on his forehead had joined the freckles on his cheeks and across the bridge of his nose. His hair was still blond but cut close to the scalp now; no cowlick sticking up from the back any more. His blue eyes were as intense and determined as I remembered them but not nearly as kind.
“Amra,” he said. “Been a long time.”
“Theiner.”
He smiled a little at that. “Not for a while now. These days, everybody calls me Moc Mien.”
He was average height and wore clean, loose-fitting, dark gray silks. I noticed his boots were soft-soled. I suspected he’d trod intentionally heavily to let me know he was approaching. Everything about his demeanor spoke of a cat-like grace. His hands were plainly visible and empty.
Theiner was Keel’s crew leader.
“I’ve been looking for you,” I told him.
“I know. Wish we could’ve met under better circumstances. Bottle of wine, good meal, reminiscing about the bad old days. All that.”
“Want to tell me what the hells you’re doing in my rooms?” I asked.
He sighed. “I came for that little bastard cowering in your shadow,” he replied.
“So. You’re Moc Mien?” I asked, not ready to delve into the issue of Keel just yet.
In reply, he gave me a shallow bow.
“Why the name change?”
“Theiner is a farm boy’s name, not one to attract respect, much less fear. Might as well be called Turnip Boy. Moc Mien, on the other hand…”
“Chagan, isn’t it?”
“It is. Means ‘peaceful life’ or some such. Not that anyone around here would know that.” He shrugged.
“I’m not calling you ‘Moc Mien,’ Theiner.”
“You can call me whatever you like, Amra, as long as you hand over the kid.”
“I’m not going to be doing that.”
He sighed. “We go back a long way. I don’t think I have to remind you that you owe me.”
“That’s why I’m here, actually. I got your present.”
He stared at me blankly. “What present?”
“Borold’s head.”
“Borold? What are you talking about?”
“Somebody sent me Borold’s head in a box. You’re about the only person who’d have reason to believe I’d want it.”
He shook his head. “I haven’t seen Borold in years. I certainly didn’t chop his head off and send it to you. I’ve got better, and less insane, things to do with my time.”
I sighed. “I was afraid you were going to say that.” If Theiner hadn’t sent the head, that meant I had been lured to Bellarius. But for what and by whom? Exhaustion, both physical and mental, settled on me like a smothering blanket.
“I’m tired, Theiner. Really tired. Can we have this discussion another time? I had no sleep last night and a very rough morning.”
“I know.”
“You know what?”
“That you didn’t sleep last night, and your morning's been busy. I’ve been shadowing you since you left the Wreck last night. For a master thief, you’re not particularly aware of your surroundings. Maybe you're getting ol—er, complacent.”
“I was being followed. I knew it!” Paranoia? Kerf’s shriveled balls.
“Did you mean to destroy those buildings this morning, by the way? It seemed a bit…excessive.”
I was not going to talk about that.
“What do you want, ‘Moc Mien?’”
“I told you. I want Keel.”
“And I told you. You can’t have him. Sorry.”
He sauntered over to the couch and sat down. Leaned back, stretched his arms out behind his head. Laced his fingers, put his hands behind his head. Stared at me. “You know I can’t allow him to just leave the crew consequence-free,” he said.
“I know that wouldn’t play well,” I acknowledged. A crew leader couldn’t be seen to tolerate that kind of blatant insubordination, or they wouldn’t remain crew leader for long. But that wasn’t my problem. I knew, however, that Theiner was going to make it my problem. He didn’t really have a choice if he wanted to remain in charge of his crew.
“You can come in, by the way,” he said. It’s your room, after all.” I was still standing in the doorway. I wanted Keel out of his line of sight.
“Are you going to try and make a move on the kid?” I countered.
“Not for the length of this conversation, at least,” he replied, so I put away the knife and sat down opposite him. Keel walked in behind me and closed the door. He was obviously scared, obviously trying not to show it. He leaned against a wall, as far from Theiner as he could get without being too blatant about it.
A few seconds later, there was a knock on the door, and the innkeeper entered with a tray. On the tray was a carafe of water, three small glasses, and a bottle of root: clear, distilled spirits. He set the tray down and looked at me, pointedly ignoring Theiner and Keel.
“Shall I delay the bath?” he asked me.
“Yes, thanks. Did you know I had a visitor?”
“Not until I heard voices. I went back for an extra glass since I heard no screams of pain or bodies falling to the floor.”
“You are a consummate host.”
He rolled his eyes and left.
I poured myself a splash of root, threw it back, coughed and shuddered, then mixed a little more with water and settled back into my chair. I really was tired and not in the mood to deal with this. Theiner watched me with calm, cold eyes all the while. Keel was behind me; I had no idea what he was doing.
“Aren’t you going to offer me any?” asked Theiner.
“You helped yourself into my rooms. You can help yourself to a drink if you want it.”
As he mixed himself a drink, I asked him, “How much?”
“How much what?”
“How much to make this problem go away?”
“It’s not that simple. Keel didn’t just try to quit the crew. He got political,” said Theiner, disgust plain on his face and in his voice. “He mouthed off about how we should be trying to overthrow the Syndic rather than taking from our fellow oppressed citizens.”
I glanced back over my shoulder at the kid. His face was a little red, but his jaw was hard. Embarrassed but stubbornly sure of his belief.
“Ansen really has a way with words,” he muttered. “Probably because he speaks the truth.”
Theiner snorted. “Believe what you want, boy, but you were happy enough to join the crew when it meant a full belly and a roof over your head, you ungrateful little shit.”
“I was happy,” Keel replied. “That was before I knew better. The Syndic and the Council of Three want us down in the mud, preying on each other. It keeps us from looking up and seeing who’s really keeping us from climbing out of the muck.”
“Yeah, well, when you figure out how to off the Telemarch, then you can talk to me about revolution. While the archmage takes the Syndic’s pay, things will remain exactly as they are, you stupid git.”
“Enough,” I said. “You two are giving me a headache. Keel, please shut up. Theiner, I understand your position, but I won’t be giving Keel up to you. And honestly, you and everybody else in this city have bigger things to worry about. Or haven’t you noticed the wall of death sealing the city off from the rest of the world?”
“That’s a problem I can do nothing about,” replied the crew leader who had once been my friend. “Young Keel, there, is a problem I can do something about. In fact, he’s right at the top of my list of chores.”
“If you’ve been shadowing me for the last dozen hours, you know there are some very bad things happening in Bellarius, Theiner.”
“There are very bad things happening in Bellarius every single day, Amra. I’m one of them.”
“Oh, gods, spare me the menacing patter. I’m not some pot-bellied shopkeeper you’re looking to intimidate into paying protection money. Tomorrow morning, the whole city is going to become a smoking hole in the ground. It seems very likely that I’m the only one who has a chance to stop that from happening. I don’t have the time or the patience to listen to your extortion speech.”
He raised an eyebrow. “I see why you and Keel get along so well. An idealist and a thief with delusions of grandeur. Tell me; how are you going to stop the supposed destruction of an entire city?”
“I don’t know if I can stop it, but I do know that I don’t have time to be dodging you and your crew while I go about trying.”
“Then give my wayward lamb to me, and get on with your heroics. I’ll applaud when you’re finished.”
I slammed the glass down on the table. My patience had evaporated. “Why don’t you cut me some Kerf-damned slack, Moc Mien, and put your vendetta on hold until lunch time tomorrow? Surely, you can keep your crew under your thumb for that long. If the city’s still standing then, we can revisit this conversation.”
He gave me a long, flat stare. Finally, he spoke, and his voice was deadly serious.
“I don’t know if I can give you that long. There are internal pressures in the crew that you know nothing about. I can give you few hours. Then, I’m going to have to come for Keel. How you respond at that time is up to you, but think on this: I could have put a dagger in your back at any time over the last dozen hours, whatever freakish powers you seem to have now. I didn’t out of respect for the friendship we once had despite the fact that you killed two of my crew.
“You owe me, Amra. Without me, you’d never have got on that ship, not on your own, and like as not, you’d have died in the Purge. I didn’t help you to put you in my debt, gods witness, but you’re there nonetheless.”
“Are you really going to let this come to bloodshed, Theiner?” Fifteen years was a long time, but we had been close back then. Too close for the nonsense I was hearing now.
“I got no choice, Amra. Do you see many former crew leaders puttering around?”
I looked down, picked at my nail. He was right about that. Being the boss of a street crew was dangerous. Being the ex-boss of a street crew meant you were a corpse, one way or the other. Whoever took your place wouldn’t just let you spend time with your knitting. You’d always be there, a whisper, a shadow falling over every unpopular decision the new fellow made.
He let the silence stretch a bit then said, “You can pay the debt on your own, or I can make you pay. That’s something I’ve got good at over the last few years. That’s not patter. It’s the cold, hard truth. Just ask Keel. And remember who taught you knife-work in the first place.”
With that, he stood and walked toward the door of the suite.
“Theiner,” I called.
He paused. “What?”
“Did you ever meet my uncle?”
“You have an uncle?” he replied, obviously annoyed. I’d stepped on his parting speech.
“I have somebody who claims to be my uncle. Says you punched him in the face when he went looking for me ten years ago.”
“I remember. Some fellow came around asking after you, yes. There was some family resemblance, sure, but I didn’t like him. He got a little too insistent. I popped him in the nose. He made himself scarce.”
“That was it?”
“That was it.”
“Thanks.”
“A day, Amra, at the most,” he reminded me. Then, he turned to Keel. 
“I’ll be seeing you again soon, kid,” he said in a mild voice. Keel played at being a statue. Then, Theiner was gone.
I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair. Let out a sigh. For all the bad, very bad, and stunningly bad news that had come my way since I’d gotten back to Bellarius, the conversation I’d just had made me feel the worst. Powerful entities trying to kill me? Sadly, nothing new. The threat of horrific destruction looming? Somehow, I’d become almost inured to the concept.
Choosing between giving up the kid to be, at best, maimed for life or fighting my oldest living friend to the death? That put some serious cracks in the shell of numbness I’d grown since my return.
“If you want me to get lost, I understand,” Keel said quietly.
“What I want is for you to take a bath,” I replied, forcing myself out of my funk. “I thought you smelled bad before you got a big hug from Rubbish Man. Kerf, was I wrong. Oh, that reminds me. Did you manage to see the Hag before you got swallowed?”
“Isin’s love, you’re just full of compassion, aren't you?”
“I’ll work on that. Just as soon as I’m someplace that isn’t about to be ripped apart by fell magics. Well?”
“I saw her. She said, and I quote, ‘The Stone is indestructible. It will survive the city’s death, should you fail. As will I.’”
I grunted. No wonder she’d laughed when I said we were all screwed. But it was good news. It meant my plan had a chance of success.
A few minutes later, the innkeeper arrived, servants trailing him with pails of hot water. Keel complained that he couldn’t get his clothes off with one arm.
“Use your teeth,” I said.
 




Chapter Nineteen
 
 
Marza came through on the first item I’d asked for not long after Keel had finally managed to get undressed. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to accommodate me on the others.
Keel was splashing around in the tub in the bathroom, complaining that he couldn’t reach half his body what with one arm broken.
“If you think I’m coming in there to help, you’re out of your very tiny, teenaged mind,” I shouted back from the couch.
There was a knock on the door. I went over and opened it, free hand on a knife hilt.
The man was very large, very tanned, and very scarred. The sword slung from his hip was nearly as long as I was tall. 
“Mistress Thetys?” he rumbled.
“Maybe. Who’s asking?”
“Hoddy Marza sends his regards and the address you requested.”
“That was fast.”
“Hoddy Marza also regrets to inform you that he cannot secure the other information you requested within your specified time frame.”
I blinked. “You talk real good for a sword-swinger,” I said.
The armsman said nothing to that, just regarded me levelly with mild, competent eyes.
“So what’s the address, big man?”
“The Trise. Seventh house on the left, coming from wharfside. Gray stone; weathered, yellow shutters. Your item of interest is at home now.”
“Thanks. And my thanks to Marza.” I dug a silver mark out and offered it to him. He ignored it.
“I’m to go with you,” he said, “and I’m not on your payroll.”
“I don’t need a guard.”
“I’m not guarding you. I’m to collect whatever is left when you’re done and deliver it to some other people.”
“Ah. Well then. I suppose we should go.”
I shouted to Keel that I was going out, got a muffled acknowledgment, and then we were on our way to the Trise to have a chat with Affonse Yarrow: old man, suspected child murderer.
#
The house was just a house. A little run down, peeling paint on the shutters. A little grime around the door’s handle. But it was just a house. I couldn’t help the irrational thought that evil people shouldn’t live in innocuous-looking places.
The armsman’s name was Springsweet. That didn’t fit either, not that I was going to tell him that. He didn’t seem to have much of a sense of humor anyway. I did tell him to wait a short distance away, out of sight. I didn’t want old man Yarrow spooked when he answered the door.
Once Springsweet had moved off an appreciable distance, I knocked. There was no answer. I knocked again and waited some more. So I pulled out a knife and started banging on the wood with the pommel. Finally, it was yanked open.
“Isin’s thighs, what the hells do you want!”
He didn’t look evil at first glance. He just looked old and grumpy. Stick-thin, yellow-white hair in disarray, wearing an oft-mended nightshirt in the early afternoon. I knew without having to think about it this old bastard lived alone. The only thing that put me off about him were his eyes. They were still sharp. And cold.
“You’re Affonse Yarrow.” It wasn’t a question. Marza wouldn’t have made a mistake about that. “I want to come in and talk to you.
“What makes you think I want to talk to you?”
“Because I’ll pay you for the conversation,” I lied. “I don’t imagine a Blacksleeve’s pension is so generous that you couldn’t do with a little more coin. Or a lot more coin, depending on what you have to say.”
“What’s it about?”
I shook my head. “Not on the street.”
He thought about it a moment. Looked around the street. Opened the door wider.
I went inside.
He sat down on a sagging, greasy couch there in his front room. I sat across from him in a chair whose stuffing was slowly bleeding out onto a diseased-looking carpet. The whole interior of the house that I could see looked dim, dingy, and unhealthy. More like a lair than a home. That’s more like it, I thought.
“What do you want to know?” he asked, his voice casual. His face was mild, but his eyes were devoid of emotion if not calculation. His gaze traveled up and down my body, but there was nothing sexual about it. Something told me this man didn’t have much of an interest in sex, maybe never had. He was just taking in details.
“I want to know the name of the mage who helped the Blacksleeves track down street rats during the Purge.”
“And you’ll give me money for that name?”
“Sure. How much do you want? I’ve got lots. Name your price.” My mouth was saying the right words, but my heart wasn’t in it. I kept seeing an untidy pile of bones stuffed under a desk.
“I think you’re lying,” he replied. “In fact, I know you’re lying.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Well, that’s not a very nice thing to say to someone you just met.”
“I’m not a very nice person,” he replied.
“That makes two of us. Look, Yarrow, I’ve got a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it. I could go into a big, emotional monologue about all your wicked deeds and how you should pay for your crimes, but Kerf’s balls, we both know it would be just so much wasted breath. Just give me the name, and I’ll be on my way. Or don’t give it to me, and let things get ugly. I’m fine with either option.”
“You interest me,” he replied, his expression of mild interest never changing.
“I’m thrilled,” I replied, but he continued on as if he hadn’t heard.
“Your accent, for example. Ostensibly Lucernan, but down at the roots, it still carries the grimy residue of Hardside. Your vocabulary—in the same sentence you use the word ‘monologue,’ you swear by Kerf’s testicles. And your clothing as well. Beyond the fact that you dress as a man, every item you’re wearing is perfectly fitted and of the highest quality, and yet you display not a single stitch of ornament or adornment.”
“So?”
“So you interest me.” And then he sat there and stared at me with his old man’s watery blue eyes, his stone killer’s eyes. I put up with it until it got old. Which was about three seconds.
“Right then,” I said, getting up to stick a knife to his throat.
“Who are your parents?” he asked me suddenly before I made it to my feet.
“My parents are dead.”
“Ah. Were you a war orphan or a plague orphan?”
This old turd hadn’t earned the right to be nosy about my past. “I’m a dead parents orphan,” I snapped.
“If you tell me what happened to your parents, I’ll tell you what you want to know,” he smiled. “I will tell you the name you want so badly to hear.”
I didn’t believe him for a moment. I knew, without knowing how, I would have to drag the mage’s name from him, syllable by bloody syllable. And I was fine with that because this old child murderer was a dead man, whatever happened. Springsweet was waiting outside to make sure of it.
“Well?” he asked, and I smiled back at him.
“My mother was a clerk’s daughter from Ink Street. My father was a caravan guard when he was sober. I was born in Hardside. One evening when I was almost ten, my father beat my mother unconscious, then kept beating her. I stuck a knife in him to make him stop. He stopped. My mother never woke up.”
I found myself suddenly standing over him where he sat on his dusty, faded couch, my hands itching for my knives.
“So what kind of orphan am I? Not war. Not plague. I suppose you might call me an orphan of poverty. Or just plain, unadorned, shitty luck.”
He sniffed, and his lip curled. It was the first honest emotion that had touched his face the whole time I’d been talking to him. “You’re still a street rat.” He placed a casual hand on the back of the couch.
“Oh, I’m much more than that. Now, tell me the name.”
“It’s—”
For an old man, he was still fast. The casual hand on the back of the couch sprouted a stiletto, and he drove it at my midsection with a speed and force that seemed impossible considering his age and frailty.
I’d been waiting for it. Once a cold-blooded killer, always a cold-blooded killer.
I arched my abdomen out of the way of the stiletto’s wicked point, grabbed his bony wrist with my left hand, and brought my right elbow down on his thin forearm. 
The sound of bones breaking is unmistakable.
I dragged him down to his filthy carpet, on his belly. Sat on his back. Pulled the stiletto from his loose fist. Ignored his moans.
“I believe you were about to tell me a name,” I murmured in his hairy ear.
“You c—”
I slammed a fist down on the broken bone. He screamed.
“The name.”
“Piss on you,” he panted. “Filthy street rat.”
“I’m only going to ask once more. Then, I’m going to break the other arm. Then, I’m going to tie you to a chair and go see some fellows I know down in Hardside,” I lied. It wouldn’t do to tell him the truth and leave him no hope. He’d clam up as like as not. 
“I’m going to tell them there’s an old man named Yarrow tied to a chair in his house on the Trise, who used to be a Blacksleeve back during the Purge. Maybe they’ll remember you. Even if they don’t, they will consider it their duty to send you on to whichever hell you’ve earned in as slow and painful a way as possible. They just aren’t civilized like me. Never having left Hardside, their vocabularies are sadly lacking.
“Now, did my little monologue bore you? Or are you ready, by Kerf’s hairy balls, to give me the name?”
He was silent for a little while except for some panting. Then he spoke in a broken, quavering old man’s voice.
“Aither. The Telemarch. Much good it will do you,” he panted.
“You’re lying. The Telemarch got his hands dirty hunting down street rats? Come on, Affonse. You can do better than that.” I put a knee his broken arm and ground down on it until he writhed and screamed.
“The Telemarch ordered it! Aither ordered the Purge, I swear to Gorm!”
“All right, Affonse. All right. I believe you.” Kerf’s dirty beard, I did believe him. I wished I didn’t.
I got off his back, kicked the stiletto into a corner. Wiped my hands on my thighs. I left him moaning on his filthy carpet, walked out the door, and nodded to Springsweet, who was waiting at the foot of the steps.
“He’s all yours,” I said and walked away. I didn’t look back. I had no interest in whatever was going to happen to Affonse Yarrow. He was a twisted little monster of a man who would soon meet a fitting end, and I didn’t need or want the details.
I felt unclean. Like I’d just wallowed in a pool of filth. I very badly wanted a bath.
No time. I had a much scarier monster than Yarrow to deal with, and I still didn’t know how I could possibly do it.
 
 




Chapter Twenty
 
 
I wasn’t getting the layouts of the Riail or the Citadel from Marza. That was a problem, but not an insurmountable one. I was pretty sure there was one person who could give me what I needed. So I climbed higher up into the Girdle to have another chat with the God of Sparrows.
On the way, I had a good think about the Telemarch. Everything, it seemed, was pointing me to him, from Greytooth to the God of Sparrows, from Ansen and his false note to my dear, mysterious, lying, vanishing “Uncle” Ives. Everything since before I arrived in Bellarius, actually; Borold didn’t chop his own head off and send it to me for a laugh.
About the only person who didn’t seem to be involved in any way was Theiner. He might well do his best to knife me in a few hours, but at least he wasn’t trying to run a game on me. It’s good to be able to count on old friends. Did I wish Theiner and I had had a happier reunion? Of course. But the thing was, anyone who hadn't been through what we'd been through would almost certainly see him as a cold, murderous bastard. I'd escaped; he'd stayed in this hell-hole. By his own lights, by the standards that we'd both grown up with, Theiner was a fucking paragon of virtue. He wasn't lying or cheating, and he wasn't giving me cold steel in the back. No, I had no hard feelings towards Theiner, strange as it might seem. He was giving me the most important thing a street rat could give to another: respect. And it was costing him with his crew.
Pushing thoughts of Theiner aside, I went back to picking at the whole sordid mess surrounding the Telemarch. Manipulated into it or not, I had a stack of reasons as high as my head to want to go and make the Telemarch dead. From the fact that, according to Yarrow, he was responsible for the Purge to the fact that, according to everybody in a position to know, he was inadvertently about to destroy the city and me with it, it seemed like a good idea for the Telemarch to stop breathing. It seemed simple. Not easy, by any stretch of the imagination, but simple.
Too simple. Someone wanted very, very badly for me to kill the Telemarch. Or at least attempt it. And that just didn’t make much sense on its face. Sure, I’d survived my share of scrapes, but at the end of the day, I was not on the same level as Aither. Not even close. He was an archmage, for Kerf’s sake, while I was a thief. Maybe I had powers. All right, three destroyed buildings said I had access to some real, deadly power. But those three destroyed buildings, and all the people inside them who’d suddenly disintegrated, also said I had no idea what I was doing with it. Being able to tap that power didn’t make me a mage. It made me a disaster waiting to happen.
A disaster—
I stopped still in the street. People moved around and past me, muttering.
Maybe I didn’t need plans for the Citadel after all. Maybe I didn’t need to break in and confront the Telemarch.
Maybe all I needed was to call up that power again, flick my fingers, and watch the Citadel and everything in it transform to dust, drifting away on the wind.
It couldn’t be that easy, could it?
Could it?
I started walking again, faster. 
#
The sparrows were in a frenzy. They swirled this way and that in the courtyard, no longer silent, a storm of wings and piercing, distressed cries. Kitten girl—Cherise—was nowhere to be seen.
“Something’s wrong, huh?” I asked them. They didn’t answer. So I went to talk to their boss.
I walked up to the tree and put a hand on a root, not bothering to sit. Immediately, I was in the God’s throne room, or mind, or whatever.
He was agitated. Pacing up and down, making fists. His brutal face wasn’t in the least mellow now. He looked exactly what I would imagine a blood god should look like.
He didn’t bother waiting until I’d walked up to him. He sent me a picture almost immediately.
The kid. Cherise. Being dragged away from the tree by Blacksleeves, screaming and crying.
“Where?” I asked, walking up to Him. “Where did they take her?”
Another picture.
The Citadel.
“Kerf’s crooked staff,” I cursed. I wasn’t going to be disintegrating the Citadel with a child inside it. Which I suspected was the point of her being taken. Someone knew far too much about how my mind worked. “When?”
He showed me a picture of myself leaving Yarrow’s house.
Somebody knew what I was likely to think of before I even thought of it? Shit.
“All right. I’ll try to help. I’m going to kill Aither anyway. Or at least try. But first, I have to take the Founder’s Stone from the Syndic.”
He showed me a picture of Cherise again, her screaming, tear-streaked face. His message was plain enough.
“Listen. This is about more than her. You told me so Yourself. If I walk into the Citadel now and somehow succeed in killing the Telemarch, that girl will die anyway along with everyone else in the city. You must know the spirits of those murdered in the Purge have turned Bellarius into a prison. They’ve sentenced everyone in it to death. If the city doesn’t explode, they’ll just kill everyone themselves. In order to stop that from happening, I need the Founder’s Stone. So first, I get the Stone, then the girl. I don’t like it any more than You, I swear to Kerf.”
He kept making fists. Big, brutal fists. His lantern jaw was clenching and unclenching, the muscles on either side working, bulging out. Finally, He nodded.
“I need to know the layout of the Riail, specifically the throne room and everything between it and the wall closest to the Bay. I also need to know the layout of the Citadel. I’m sure You’ve seen both.”
He showed me the Citadel from the outside. A sparrow tried to fly into one of the windows. It just disappeared in a puff of feathers before it broke the plane of the opening. Its tiny body, what was left of it, drifted to the ground.
“Not the Citadel then. Damn. What about the Riail?”
This time I was, apparently, perched on the stone railing of a long balcony. To my right was the Bay of Bellarius, sparkling in the sun. To my left, graceful, stone arches and beyond them a big room. In the room was a big, white block of stone. Glowing runes chased each other across its surface. Sitting atop the stone was a gilt chair. Sitting in the chair was a heavy man, chin on his fist, surrounded by men in armor.
Finally, some good news. If the Founder’s Stone was that close to the outer wall of the Riail, it made the first part of my plan much more likely to succeed.
“Is there anything else You know or can do to help me?” I asked him.
He shook His head, frustration, rage, and desperation all evident there. Then, He was suddenly still, as if a thought had occurred to Him, or perhaps He’d made some important decision. He reached up above His head and, from thin air, pulled down a green, heart-shaped leaf. Carefully, slowly, He opened up the top of my waistcoat with one massive finger. With the other hand, He tucked the leaf into the inner pocket where I kept Holgren’s pendant and my mother’s locket.
“Um, thanks? What am I supposed to do with it though?”
He shook His head and smiled a little sadly. Shooed me away.
“I guess I’d better go, then,” I told Him. “Time is running out.” 
He nodded, and I was back at the tree. The sparrows, while still agitated, weren’t quite so frantic.
I had very little time and a lot left to do.
 
 




Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
Fallon Greytooth was still recuperating in his cave. He didn’t look like he was up for what I needed him to do, but he assured me he’d be ready by evening. Yes, time was running short. Yes, I was going to break into the Riail and steal the Founder’s Stone. But I wasn’t going to do it in broad daylight. I was desperate, not insane. That and there was still one small part of my plan that I didn’t quite have worked out. A detail, really.
For all that I’d mocked Greytooth for his “careful” planning in assaulting the Citadel, my own plan to relieve the Syndic of the Founder’s Stone wasn’t all that different. Seeing Greytooth rip out that window grate, along with a goodly portion of the wall it was attached to, and fling it out into the Bay had given me the idea. Lyta had confirmed that the Founder’s Stone wouldn’t be damaged, whatever we did. The Sparrow God had shown me enough of the layout of the Riail to reassure me we wouldn’t have to blunder around the Syndic’s palace trying to find it, probably fighting Council guards all the while and blasting holes in walls to get the Stone outside. In a very real sense, this wasn’t going to be a burglary; it was a simple smash and grab.
It was just that the scale of it was so much bigger than shattering some display case and bolting with the loot before a guard could nab you. Or stab you.
That and making sure the Stone landed where we needed it to.
“Can you guide the Stone’s flight?” I asked Greytooth.
“To a degree.”
“How fine a degree though? Could you land it on the deck of a ship, say?”
“I don’t say I couldn’t hit a moving target, but I do say that I would be very surprised if I managed it.”
“How about a ship that that hadn’t moved in, oh, a millennium or so?”
“Still doubtful. Such a target is very small, Mistress Thetys. Unless…”
“Unless?”
“Well. I would need a magical lodestone of sorts. Something to call to the Stone in its flight. It would take some preparation.”
“How much? How long?”
“What time is it now?”
“Mid-afternoon. Which you would know if you didn’t live in a cave.”
“Give me until midnight then. I’ll also need something from the location where you want the stone to land.”
I thought about that. I didn’t see how I could even scratch Lyta’s penteconter much less break a piece off and bring it to Greytooth. A thousand years being assaulted by the sea hadn’t put a mark on it.
“Would sea water be good enough?”
He gave me a look that said, “Don’t be daft.” “Does sea water stay in one place?”
“All right, how about a scrap of tarp?”
“Has the tarp been in the same place for an appreciable amount of time?”
“Years, probably.”
“Then yes. That will suffice.”
We talked over my sorry excuse for a plan a little more, searching for anything that would increase its chance of success. Basically, it boiled down to “get to the Founder’s Stone without getting killed, launch it out across the city and make it fetch up in Lyta’s lap without getting killed, and then run away before we got killed.”
The scariest part was the fact that Greytooth would be very busy during almost the entire job, leaving me to keep the Council guards from sticking lots of holes in us. I said as much to Greytooth.
“They’re trained warriors, and there are likely dozens of them. I’m a burglar, and last I checked, there was only one of me. They’ll hack us to pieces. Isn’t there any sort of edge you can give me of the magical variety?”
“Wouldn’t it be easier to hire some blades of our own?” he said.
“No, actually, for two reasons. First, as soon as you told any mercenary what the plan was, they’d laugh their heads off, leave, and report us for the reward they’d be certain to get. Second, it would be almost impossible to sneak enough people in to make a difference. So. Magic?”
He blew out a weary breath. “I’ll think of something. But I’m no battle mage.”
“Do your best,” I told him. “I’ll be back. I’ve got to go get you your target.”
Another thing about living underground is the fact that you have no idea what the weather is up to. When I opened Greytooth’s door, I discovered it was now pissing down rain: a cold, pitiless rain from a slate-gray sky. I drew the hood of my cloak up over my head and waded out into the deluged streets. This far up the Mount, the streets were more vertical than horizontal, making them the next best thing to waterfalls.
“Gods, I hate this city,” I muttered.
#
It was dark by the time I arrived at the Wreck. As furious as the rain had been when I set out, it had died down to a miserable drizzle by then. I was thoroughly soaked and in a foul mood.
Lyta was, surprise, at home.
“Once again, welcome, Doma Thetys,” she called out as I reached the tarp that served as her door. I pushed it aside and entered.
“Don’t suppose you’ve got a fire hidden somewhere,” I asked, keeping my eyes from her glowing ones.
“Alas, no. I don’t really feel the cold.”
“Lucky for you.”
“To what do I owe this visit?”
“I’ll be doing my damnedest to deliver the Stone to you. Tonight. I need a piece of your front door to do so.”
“You are welcome to it,” she replied without any perceptible change in her tone. I might have been asking to borrow an egg or a cup of flour for all the emotion she showed.
“I’d have thought you’d be a little more excited at the prospect of getting the Stone and getting free,” I told her, cutting a corner away from the tarp and pocketing it.
“I find it doesn’t suit to become excited by prospects, Doma Thetys, only realities.”
“In other words, you’ll believe it when you see it.”
“Precisely.”
“I suppose I can understand that,” I replied, rising. “Well, if all goes well, you’ll be seeing something believable sometime after midnight.” I pushed the tarp back, preparing to leave.
“Amra.”
“Yes?”
“Aren’t you forgetting something?”
My memories. She still wanted them. 
“I was kind of hoping you would forget, actually.”
She shook her head. “Mour is insistent.”
“Mour is dead.”
“Nevertheless.”
I sighed. “All right. Now’s as good a time as any, and later might be too late. Let’s get this over with. What do I do?”
“Give me your hand,” she replied, stretching out her own in the gloom. I crossed the short space between us, leaned down a little, and put my right hand in hers.
As soon as our hands touched, there was a spark, a shock, the kind you might get from a door knob after walking across a carpet on a cold, dry winter’s day. I pulled back instinctively, or tried to, but her grip was suddenly vise-like and painful. She was far stronger than her old lady body had any right to be.
“I thought you said this wouldn’t hurt a bit, Lyta.”
She didn’t reply. Her eyes grew brighter. Her long, white hair began to billow about her head. Her grip on my hand was getting painful. Bones started grinding against each other. And the stain left by the Blade that Whispers Hate began to glow.
“Abanon? What do you here? What fool let slip your chains?” The words were coming out of Lyta’s mouth, but it wasn’t Lyta’s voice.
“Lyta? Better let go now. I’ll be needing that hand later to get you the Founder’s Stone.” I was starting to sweat despite the chill.
“Mad shard of a mad sister, I will not let you free. You are a stain, a poison, and one I will not countenance.” And then she started strangling me with her other hand.
I couldn’t knife her. I needed her. But if I didn’t do something quickly, she was going to crush my windpipe. So I punched her dead between the eyes with my free hand and with a strength born of not a little desperation. And maybe something more. Certainly I’d never hit anybody else that hard in my life.
She flew back, chair and all, breaking both her hold on my hand and my neck. Her head smacked hard against the stone deck with a very serious sounding thud. Her lights went out. Literally. The room was very dark. I backed off until I was just inside the doorway and pulled the tarp open to let in a little more light.
After a few seconds, she began to move. She opened her eyes, and they glowed faintly once more, opalescent. She made it to her knees and leaned against her overturned chair. Her long hair covered most of her face.
“Are you going to try and kill me again?” I asked her.
“No. I apologize. That was Mour, not me. I think it best we do not touch again.”
“Sounds very reasonable to me. Mind telling me what just happened?”
“You did not destroy the Blade that Whispers Hate, Doma Thetys.”
“The hells I didn’t.”
“No. Listen to me. You used your will to disintegrate it. A very unlikely achievement and the only thing you could have done to keep from becoming its pawn. But you did not destroy the Blade. You overpowered and overwhelmed it. You took from it its physical form, its ability to act on and in the world as an independent agency.”
“So what’s the Kerf-damned problem?”
“In doing so, you became Abanon’s avatar.” She stood, righted her chair, and sat down in it once more. As if nothing had happened, she pulled her hair away from her face and tucked it back over her shoulders.
“That’s impossible,” I told her flatly.
“Do you not think I know something of being an avatar of a goddess?”
“Do you
know the things I’ve been through since I destroyed the Blade? If I’d had access to some sort of power, anything like the power that the Blade had, then everything to do with Thagoth would have been child’s play instead of the worst half-year of my life.”
“You, Amra Thetys, are the living vessel of Abanon, Goddess of Hate, and one of the eight shadows of the Eightfold Goddess. I swear it.”
I shook my head. “You’re either lying or crazy. Either way, you’re wrong.”
She had nothing to say to that. The silence stretched. I realized I was angry, so angry my hands were trembling. There was no time for this.
“Can you actually save the city from the spirits,” I spat at her, “or was that just crazy talk as well?”
“I can and will if you get me the Stone.”
“So we’re done here?”
“We are. For now.”
“For good, you mean. As long as you follow through on your end of the bargain. And you’d damned well better.”
I walked out without another word.
I walked through Hardside toward the Girdle, wet, cold, and shaking with rage, unaware of my surroundings. I didn’t know what sort of game the Hag was playing or what she hoped to accomplish. But by all the dead gods, she had to be lying. There was nothing to lend credence to her story. I’d had the Blade pouring its bile straight into my mind. I knew the sound of its voice, the feel of its awful, corrosive power better than anyone except the young Arhat, who had guarded it for years until Corbin had stolen it.
Better than anyone living, in other words.
If it was still inside me, somehow, I would know it.
Wouldn’t I?
The only answer was a damnable itching on the palm of my hand, which was no comfort at all.
The rage had left me by the time I got to the Girdle, leaving in its wake a sick feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach.
That rage would flare again once I got back to Greytooth’s.
 
 




Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
This time, Greytooth wasn’t alone.
He’d finally started a fire in the grate, which helped with the light and didn’t with the smoke. When I walked in, he was cross-legged on the floor, bent over a very big, very fat book. At the far end of the room was a man with his back turned to me, studying a dusty, broken, gilded clock.
“Master Greytooth,” I said in greeting. “Who in hells is that you’ve got with you?” Entertaining visitors right before breaking into the palace of a country’s ruler seemed somewhat inappropriate.
“Amra,” replied Greytooth, not looking up from his book. “You suggested we would require magical aid in our endeavor. I procured it.” He gestured to the man. “May I present to you the Just Man, Ansen.”
The man turned around to face me.
“Hello, Uncle Ives,” I said, and then I was across the small room and pounding his face with my fist. I got in three good blows before Greytooth pulled me off.
“Amra! Have you gone mad?” he said, pinning my arms. Which left my legs free. I managed a good kick to Ansen’s privates, which doubled him over in a very satisfying fashion. I’d like to say that even though I was furious, I still had enough sense not to stick him with a knife. I’d like to say it, but it would be a lie. The truth is, I wanted to hurt this man who had pretended to be my family, who had, through his deceit, caused me to cry over my mother. I wanted to cause him pain, and a knife was just too impersonal.
I only stopped because Greytooth made me. I felt his magic run cold fingers down my spine in the instant before it took hold, locking every muscle of my body rigid. It was not a comfortable feeling.
“You assault a guest in my home?” Greytooth growled, staring down at me where he’d dropped me on the floor—and not gently. “How dare you? By what right?”
“She has the right,” wheezed Ansen from out of my view. “I deceived and manipulated her in a very personal manner. Let her up, Magus.”
Greytooth glanced at Ansen then looked back at me. “No more melees, Mistress Thetys. I warn you, this is not a tavern.” And then my muscles were my own to move once again. I climbed to my feet, ignoring Ansen and Greytooth. Went over to the cabinet where the wine was kept, pulled out the first one that came to hand, and uncorked it with a knife and an expert twist. Took a long swallow, didn’t taste it. Stared at the wall for a while.
“I’m not working with that piece of filth,” I finally declared.
Greytooth sighed. “I’ve no idea what has passed between you two, nor do I find myself caring. We need assistance in order to meet our objective. Ansen can provide it. His interests are aligned with ours, time is desperately short, and the consequences of failure, need I remind you, are dire in the extreme.”
“So what’s your point?” I asked, turning to face him. He looked like he was about to kill me, so I put up my hand and said, “I hear you. You’re making perfect sense. But I can’t trust him, Fallon, and what’s more, you shouldn’t trust him either. He’ll use us both to get what he wants and leave us twisting in the wind once he’s got it.”
“Do you even know what I want?” Ansen asked.
“I’m guessing you want me to punch you in the face some more, or else you wouldn’t be talking.”
“I want the Syndic and the Council of Three thrown down. I want the whole damned Riail pulled down. I want just rule for Bellarius and all of Bellaria, an end of the depredations of the—”
“Tell him to shut his mouth, Greytooth, or I swear by all the dead gods, I’ll shut it for him.”
“You’ll do no such thing,” replied Greytooth. “Ansen,” he continued, “please be quiet.”
“Look, Fallon. This is very simple. You can’t trust him. Deceit is what he’s all about apparently. What we are about to do, it’s too damned important to risk bringing this liar and fake in on it.”
Greytooth stared at me, his long face gloomy, the tattoos on his bald head shifting restlessly.
“There is a simple way to resolve this,” he finally said. “Master Ansen, will you consent to a Compulsion?”
“What kind?” Ansen asked in return.
“Truth.”
Ansen didn’t look pleased at the prospect. “If I must,” he replied.
“What are you talking about?” I asked Greytooth.
“Simple magic. A Compulsion of truth, imagine it, compels the subject to speak only truth for the duration of the spell. It must, however, be agreed to voluntarily. I cannot force the spell upon him.”
“Are you sure it will work?”
Greytooth didn’t bother to reply to that.
“Fine, fine. Can I also ask him questions?”
“You may. It would be up to him whether he chose to reply. He will be compelled to tell the truth. He will not be compelled to talk if he doesn’t wish to.”
“I don’t like it,” I said, and sat down on the couch with my bottle.
Greytooth had Ansen sit in a chair, put the first two fingers of his right hand on Ansen’s lips, and muttered a few liquid syllables. I felt the chill of active magics brush the nape of my neck. Then, Greytooth sat down next to me.
“Do you intend to betray us or otherwise see our plans to take the Founder’s Stone fail?” he asked Ansen.
“No,” Ansen answered.
“Do you intend to aid us in that endeavor to the best of your ability?”
“Yes.”
“Why are you helping us?” I asked him, and Greytooth gave me a glare.
“Because taking the Founder’s Stone will help to weaken the Syndic’s grip on power and hearten the masses, making them more likely to rebel. And because I am assured that if we don’t steal it, we are all going to die.”
“Are you satisfied now, Mistress Thetys?” Greytooth asked me.
“Nowhere near,” I told him, looking him straight in the eye. Then, I turned back to Ansen.
“Why did you pretend to be my uncle?”
“I didn’t.”
“What do you mean?”
“I am your uncle. Your mother’s brother, just as I told you. That was not a lie then or now. Nothing I told you about our family was a lie.”
“But you certainly did lie about knowing Theiner.”
He smiled. “That’s not a question.”
“Why did you lie to me about Theiner and his list?”
“Would you have liked it better if I’d said, ‘Hello niece, I’m your long-lost uncle. By the way, I’m also a revolutionary leader, a middling mage, and I’ve got a sideline in hunting those responsible for the Purge. You know, on my idle days?’”
“You didn’t answer my question. Why did you lie to me?”
“Because I didn’t want you to think me mad. I wanted you to have the list of murderers I’d compiled over the years. I wanted it to be your choice what you would do with it. Burn it or cross each name off in their own blood, whatever would serve you best. It’s a grisly sort of present, I know. But then we are grisly sorts of people, Amra, aren’t we?”
They say nobody knows you like family. I shook the thought away.
“I went back to Ink Street after I found out you’d lied about Theiner. The place is deserted and has been for a long time. Why all the illusion? Why pretend you lived there, that the business was a going concern, employees and all?”
“I shut it all down once my father died. A factor’s business is a dirty one, Amra. You buy over debts from businesses in distress, and then you squeeze those who owe. Your grandfather made a lot of money from it because he was ruthless. Having a conscience is a liability.”
“You didn’t answer my question.”
He sighed. “What can I say? Illusion is my specialty. Caution and subterfuge keep me alive. It’s second nature. And maybe I wanted you to get a sense of normality or constancy about some part of your family history. I’m not really clear on my own motives, Amra, and unfortunately, Master Greytooth’s spell can’t make me tell a truth that I don’t actually know.”
I frowned. It wasn’t a satisfying answer, but apparently, it was all I was going to get. I moved on.
“You had a letter waiting for me before I ever reached Bellarius. How did you know I was coming?”
“I’m a mage, and you are a blood relative. It wasn’t that difficult.”
“Why did you kill Borold?”
“Who?”
“Borold. The man whose head you shoved in a box and sent to me in Lucernis. Did that somehow slip your mind?”
“I’ve never, to my knowledge, killed anyone named Borold. And I definitely never sent you anyone’s head. That I would remember.”
“Is your spell still working?” I asked Greytooth.
“Yes.”
“Are you sure?”
“Don’t be insulting,” he replied.
“Shit.” I’d pinned most of what had happened to me on Ansen, or rather Ives, once I’d found out he’d lied to me about Theiner. It wasn’t that simple. I admitted to myself that I had been ignoring evidence that had pointed in other directions. There was still an unseen player out there trying to run a game on me. Someone who had started the whole ball rolling with Borold’s decapitation. The brand on Borold’s forehead pointed to the spirits of the victims of the Purge, as did the runes I’d found wharfside and in the Girdle. And the big one in the sky over the Citadel.
They had pulled me to Bellarius just to witness and experience its demise. Which seemed more than a little insane. What good would it do for me to witness the death of the city if I was going to be killed along with everyone else? What good was a dead witness? Wasn’t the point of a witness to tell what she had seen?
“Are there any more questions?” my uncle asked. “This spell is beginning to make my brain itch.”
“Mistress Thetys?” Greytooth asked.
“I can’t think of anything else right now,” I admitted. Grudgingly.
“Then let us get to work. Time is in short supply, and this has been an unwelcome distraction.”
#
Less than an hour later, we were standing at the foot of the Riail, out of sight of the main gate. I’d suggested Greytooth fly us all up as he had done at the Citadel, but he’d disabused me of that desire. First, he couldn’t carry another person while he levitated. Second, he and Ives could not cast any magic whatsoever before they set foot inside the Riail. Every external wall of the entire building was warded, and using magic would set those wards off. None of us would survive that, or so he said. I had no reason not to believe him.
So. It was up to me to climb the dozen yards to the balcony of the throne room, tie a rope around something, drop the other end of said rope down to my accomplices, and keep any guards distracted while Ives and Greytooth climbed. 
What could possibly go wrong? said the voice in my head.
I couldn’t risk throwing a grappling hook and didn’t have one in any case, so I had the joy of free-climbing the ridiculously smooth wall, coiled rope slung over a shoulder, bandolier-style. I also didn’t have any resin. I also hadn’t really been keeping in shape. I was supposed to be retired, for Kerf’s sake.
The wall was marble-faced, polished smooth and made slick by the miserable drizzle that had started up yet again. Each rectangular block was about a yard wide and two feet tall. The space between each block was just enough to stick a knife in; not nearly enough for a finger hold. The only thing in my favor was the fact that the wall wasn’t completely vertical; there was roughly a ten-degree slope to it in my favor likely because it served as a retaining wall as well as a keep-intruders-out wall.
“Sorry, Holgren,” I muttered, drew my knives, and wedged the blade of the first lengthwise into the highest join I could reach. I hated to think what I was doing to the edge of the blade. And I hoped to hells the knives were strong enough to take the punishment I was about to mete out to them. If the tang broke, I’d be holding a very nice hilt as I fell, feeling like an idiot. Until I hit the cobbles. Then, I’d be lucky to feel anything.
Slow and easy, I pulled myself up, careful not to shift my center of gravity. My boots were soft-soled enough that I got a little purchase in a lower join. It helped some. It helped much more that I was small and didn’t weigh much.
Slowly, carefully, I reached up and wedged the next blade in sidewise. Set myself. Wiggled the first blade out. My arms were already starting to complain.
“Not bad,” I heard my uncle murmur. I blocked him and everything else out. One slip of attention and I’d be coming right back down. I did not want to have to start over again. My whole world was balanced on two knife edges.
It went remarkably well until suddenly, it didn’t.
I was more than halfway up the wall and had just wedged the left-hand blade when I heard a crack. 
It wasn’t Holgren's gift knife. It was a tile of the marble facing of the wall, the upper one where I’d wedged the right-hand blade. The torque I was forcing on the mortar that attached it to the brick wall behind it made that mortar fail.
The marble tile fell away, and all my weight suddenly hung from the left-hand knife. I had to force myself not to flail around. My left arm burned with muscle exhaustion and the sudden strain, and my hand was slick with sweat. I found a toehold on the area of now exposed brick and as quickly as I could got the right-hand knife wedged.
“Kerf’s crusty beard,” I whispered, suddenly drenched in sweat. I realized I’d never heard the marble tile hit the ground but didn’t waste time or concentration investigating. Greytooth or Ives must have dealt with it. If the gods were kind, Ives had broken the tile’s fall with his face.
The rest of the climb was torture, but uneventful torture. I rose to eye level with the balcony floor, did a quick scan, saw no one, placed one knife carefully and quietly on the floor, got an arm around a stone railing, sheathed the other, and slipped over onto the balcony, muscles burning. 
I knelt down on the shadowed balcony for a few seconds, scanning the dim, candle-lit interior of the throne room. What I could see of it from my position. I saw no movement. It appeared empty. Of course, there would almost certainly be roving guards, and I had no idea what sort of rotation they’d be on. I hastily got the rope secured to the railing and dropped it over the side.
Ives came up first. He wasn’t nearly quiet enough for my taste, and by the time he made it over the railing, he was panting like a bellows.
“Quiet,” I hissed.
Too late.
They must have been stationed around the corner; I hadn’t risked putting my head into the throne room proper. I heard them a scant second before they stepped onto the balcony, fully helmeted and wearing breastplate, gorget, greave, and vambrace. Their swords were drawn. It was a mystery to me how they moved so silently in all that metal; magic must have been involved.
They were Council guards, not Blacksleeves. They weren’t down in it every day, extorting and blackmailing, bullying and, yes, murdering. But they were part of the vast machine that kept the Syndic and the Council of Three in power, and that made them guilty enough in my book. Besides, I didn’t have a choice.
I rammed one knife into the eye-slit of one guard’s visor to the hilt. It hit no bone, so it went into the eye and then the brain. The guard just sort of froze in place. The other raised his sword for an overhead strike. Stupid. I slammed my other knife into his now-exposed, unarmored armpit. The sword tumbled from his grasp, clanging down onto the stone floor, and he screamed.
So much for the quiet part of quick and quiet.
The first one started to jerk violently and toppled backward. I snatched my knife back, whirled back around to the second, pushed his visor up, and planted both my knives into both his eyes.
His second scream withered away.
I ran back to the railing, ignoring Ives, who was just now getting to his feet. Greytooth was still hanging onto the rope. He was almost at the top, but he looked worn out.
“Hurry up,” I told him, reaching down to help him over. “We don’t have much time now.”
Once Greytooth had cleared the wall and the wards were laced into it, he stood up straighter, and much of the pain evident on his face vanished as he uncloaked his abilities. I felt the chill rush of magic pouring off of him once more. But it was Ives who had the next dance.
“Stand aside,” he panted as more Council guards came pouring in from three separate entrances.
Ives stepped forward to meet them. I felt him call up his magic. He made short, low, chopping gestures with his hands and the leading Council guards went sprawling, as if something had tripped them. Those behind just leapt over them, swords out.
“That’s all you’ve got?” I asked my uncle.
“No,” he replied and made a circling gesture with his right hand followed by a thrust to the right.
The swords of those guards to the right of him ripped themselves out of their owners’ hands and flew off to the far end of the room, tumbling and clanging and then just disappearing.
“Master Greytooth?” he said, voice strained, while he repeated the performance with his left hand and to the guards to the left.
“They’re still coming,” I noted.
“But now they don’t have sharp things. And they’ll be somewhat distracted momentarily. 
“How?”
“They’ll see what I want them to see. Just get Greytooth to the Stone.”
We rushed forward toward the Stone, I on Greytooth’s left, Ives on his right, and the Council guards met us halfway.
After that, it was pure melee, a dozen unarmed but armored Council guards against us three. Ives called up a blade made out of light, much like I’d seen Holgren do. He was muttering arcanities all the while. I had my own more mundane knives. Greytooth didn’t seem to have anything in the way of a weapon and didn’t seem concerned.
The Council guards were professional and brave enough, I’ll give them that. Knowing they were facing a mage who had just disarmed them, they didn’t hesitate. They waded in, determined, it seemed, to bring us down by force of numbers and gauntleted fists. But they were attacking each other as much as they were attacking us. I wondered briefly what Ives was making them see, but then I had no time for anything except not dying.
It wasn’t the best time I’d ever had. Most of it was a blur of fists and feet, me slashing and dodging and planting a knife in any exposed, unarmored area I could find. A gauntleted fist clipped my ear; a steel-capped knee rammed itself into the small of my back. I snarled and slashed. There was no rationality, no cold planning. I just fought for my life like a wild animal. 
I caught a glimpse of Greytooth paralyzing a guard much as he had done to me. Ives’ knife was a radiant blur in the corner of my eye, cutting and burning. There were grunts and screams, some of them coming from me.
And then, suddenly, it was over.
We were surrounded by guards. We were standing, more or less. They weren’t. They were sprawled across the marble floor, some dead, some paralyzed, some squirming and moaning. My left ear felt wet, and at the same time, it burned. I reached a hand up and discovered it had been torn somehow. Lovely.
“The target, Amra,” said Greytooth, and I reached into a pocket, pulled out the scrap of tarp, and passed it to him. He stepped over an unmoving guard and slapped the scrap onto the Stone. Muttered something. The scrap of canvas attached itself as securely as if it had been glued in place. Then, almost as an afterthought, Greytooth heaved the Syndic’s gilded throne off the top of the Stone. It clattered on the marble. I heard some part of it crack.
“That was a satisfying sight,” Ives said.
“Stand aside,” Greytooth said, and Ives and I moved out of the way in opposite directions.
Greytooth stood in front of the stone and called up his power. He gestured, uttering liquid syllables, and the Founder’s stone rose, slowly, into the air. He walked backward, toward the balcony, somehow never missing his footing amidst the sprawled Council guards, and the Stone followed him as obediently as a pet.
He gestured again, and it rose slightly higher. He stepped under it, turned to face the Bay, put his hands on its lower surface. Stood that way for a moment.
“Hurry the hells up,” I muttered. I wanted to shout it, but I didn’t dare break his concentration. I was under no illusion that we’d dealt with every guard in the Riail.
Greytooth’s incomprehensible words grew louder, and with what sounded very much like a command, he suddenly threw his arms forward. The Stone flew out into the night like an arrow.
I glanced over at my uncle, and he smiled at me.
“We did it,” he said.
Then an arrow suddenly sprouted from his chest.
 




Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
I whirled around to face the room once more, cursing myself bitterly for being distracted watching Greytooth.
Dozens more Council guards poured into the room, some with bows, some with crossbows, at least three with arquebuses.
Greytooth cried out in pain. From the corner of my eye, I saw the quarrel sticking out of his shoulder. He staggered back. Hit the railing. Tumbled over it and down.
“Drop your knives,” said one of the guards. One with gilded armor.
I looked at my uncle. He was on the floor now, shuddering and spitting up blood. And then he wasn’t. His face went slack, his body still.
Gone.
“Drop the knives now.”
“Go to hells,” I replied.
“Never mind, Captain,” said a new, tired-sounding voice from behind all the men in armor. “I’ll speak to her as she is. Have your men put their weapons away. Bows down.” The guards parted for a heavy, bejeweled man. They did what he said. They didn’t look happy about it, but they didn’t argue.
The Syndic.
I threw a knife at him on general principle. It bounced off an invisible, magical shield maybe a foot from him, clattered to the floor.
“Got that out of your system, now, have you?”
“You killed my uncle.”
“I didn’t kill him. And he broke into my house. Besides that, he’d already been tried in absentia for treason and fomenting rebellion and sentenced to death. A much worse death than he, in fact, received.”
“You knew he was Ansen.”
“Indeed. Just as I know that you are Amra Thetys.”
“And how do you know that?”
“What’s the use of being a despot if you can’t even get information when it is required? Informants abound in the City of the Mount.”
“What do you want?”
“I want to know why Aither wants so badly for you to die, among other things.”
“Ask one of your informants.”
“Sadly, informants do not abound in the Citadel. Those I send generally come back to me in chunks. Aither can be crude.”
“Why don’t you ask him yourself then?”
“The Telemarch and I aren’t on speaking terms. We find mutual feigned ignorance of each other’s existence, on most days, to be mutually beneficial. Tell me why he so very badly wants you to die, Mistress Thetys, and I will let you go free.”
I smiled. “Even if I believed that, I wouldn’t tell you.”
“Why, pray tell?”
“Because you’re a leech, sucking this city dry. But mostly because you killed my uncle. If you want something, it’s my new purpose in life to make sure you don’t get it.”
He sighed. Stuck a fat finger in his ear, wiggled it around a little. Wiped the finger on his gold-embroidered velvet vest. Charming.
“I’ll try once more. Tell my why Aither so badly wants you dead, why he ordered me—me—to have the city turned inside out until you were found. Tell me why he fears you so.”
“Why the hells should I tell you, assuming I know the answer? And please don’t bother to lie about setting me free.”
“Oh, it isn’t a lie. If Aither fears you, you must be a real danger to him. I’ve been saddled with that mad bastard for nearly two decades. If there is a palpable chance that you can lay him low, I will set you on your way and wish you well. But I must know why he fears you. Should you fail to end him, I want avenues of approach to try on my own.”
I made a decision. If the Syndic wanted to know why the Telemarch was afraid of me, I’d do more than tell him. I’d show him.
“I’ll give you your answer,” I told him, reaching down to the rift, questing for that vast, seductive power at the heart of the Mount.
It was there, and it rushed into me, warming every particle of my body but not touching the chill in my soul.
“Pay attention now,” I told the Syndic. “I wouldn’t want you to miss this.”
I concentrated, felt the power straining to be let loose. I flicked my fingers just as I had done at the mad mage, willing the Syndic to just disintegrate. I was focusing on him alone, but I didn’t particularly care if the guards behind him caught any excess. I felt the power release and strike him, unerringly.
Nothing happened.
He raised an eyebrow. “Did you think the Syndic of Bellaria went about unprotected from magic?” he asked me. “Come now.”
“That’s a fair point,” I allowed and tried something new.
Pure, undiluted possibility at my fingertips, suffusing my body.
Uncle Ives had wanted to bring down the Syndic, the Council and the Riail. He’d given me a list of murderers and a locket with my mother’s portrait.
I gave him a gift in return.
“You’re protected from magic. You’re also proof against knives.”
“Indeed.”
“What about hunger? Or thirst?”
He gave me a quizzical look.
“I like the idea of you buried under tons of rubble, slowly dying of thirst. Let’s do that.”
I pulled down the Riail on top of the Syndic.
 
 




Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
It was easy. Frighteningly easy. I wanted the building to come tumbling down, and it did.
Cracks ran up the pillars and the walls like lightning, and chunks of stone began raining down. Then, the entire ceiling began to collapse, bringing all the upper floors crashing down. 
I ran for the balcony. A chunk of marble column clipped me in the shoulder. It hurt. A lot. I didn’t let it slow me. Behind me, I heard screams. I hoped they were from the Syndic but didn’t stop to check.
The floor began to open up as well. I ran faster. The noise was tremendous.
I made it to the rope and started down. Too late. The stone railing of the balcony shattered, and I fell. It occurred to me just as I was about to hit the cobbles that I hadn’t really thought out my attack all that well.
Rather than the cobbled street, I hit something relatively soft. But I hit it hard, flat on my back. The wind was thoroughly knocked out of me. Dumbly, I was still holding onto the rope, the end of which was still tied to a chunk of the stone railing and falling rapidly right at my face. I ducked my head at the last instant, and the chunk shattered against the street, spraying me with sharp-edged chips of stone.
When the lacerations stopped, I opened my eyes.
The Riail was gone. Just gone. All that was left was clouds of dust billowing up in the night sky and the lower wall that I’d scaled. And that wasn’t looking too good. In some places, it was just cracked; in others, the pressure of all the rubble had broken through the wall and spilled out down the Mount, little avalanches of the remains of the Syndic’s palace.
As tombs went, it was a pretty good one for my uncle. I think he’d have appreciated it. I pushed my thoughts away from that. It wasn’t hard. When you can’t force your lungs to draw breath, it sort of consumes your attention.
After a while, I got my breath back. Everything was quiet. When I could think again, I began to wonder why I wasn’t a broken pile on the road. I wheezed my way off of what I’d landed on.
What I’d landed on was Greytooth.
He really wasn’t looking good. Unconscious, quarrel in his shoulder, one leg twisted at a gruesome angle. But he was still breathing.
I got up on shaking legs. Grabbed his wrists. Started pulling. There was no way I could support his weight, so dragging was the best he was going to get. His house wasn’t that far away but far enough to make me groan just thinking about how far I was going to have to drag him. 
At least it was all downhill.
I hadn’t got him far when alarm bells started pealing throughout the Girdle.
#
I got him to his house. He never woke despite all the punishment he had gotten along the way. That probably wasn’t a good sign. I didn’t dare pull the quarrel or even do much in the way of setting his leg. He needed a professional. Luckily, the bone-setter who’d taken care of Keel was on the way to the Wreck. I had to make sure Greytooth had gotten the Stone where it needed to go before he’d dived off the balcony of the Riail. If he hadn’t, then there was a lot of work to be done getting it there and not a lot of time.
I hoped he’d managed it. I hoped he’d survive and be able to finish the job if he hadn’t managed to get the stone to the Wreck. Maybe that was cold, hoping he’d recover just so I could get the Stone to Lyta. At that point, I didn’t much care considering what I had to do soon enough.
I also hoped Hurvus, the chirurgeon who’d taken care of Keel, was sober. I was just full of hope.
I’d rather have been full of expectation.
I left Greytooth on his ugly, expensive couch, unconscious and dripping blood. I wasn’t feeling exactly spry myself, but I’d learned to deal with pain over the years. I couldn’t ignore it, but I could push it into the background. When I left, I didn’t bother locking up; Keel might have been able to pick the lock, but Hurvus surely wouldn’t be able to.
The inn was along the way. I decided to stop off and change out of my torn, bloody clothes. I didn’t need to attract attention, especially not from any curious Blacksleeves, who’d certainly be worked up by the Riail’s collapse.
It turned out that I needn’t have worried about that, but caution is rarely wasted.
Keel was pacing the parlor when I got back.
“Where the hells have you been all day? What the hells happened to you? What the hells happened to your ear?”
“It’s not important. I need to change clothes and get down to Hardside.” I walked into the bedroom, closed the door, stripped off my ruined, expensive new clothes.
“Amra, what’s going on?” Keel asked through the door. “The whole city’s going crazy.”
“Probably because the Riail just collapsed,” I shouted back.
He pulled the door open. “Are you shitting me?” he said, face flushed. Then, he noticed I was naked, and his face flushed some more.
“Keel, I’m about to cut parts off of you that you’ll really miss.”
“Sorry, sorry!” he said. He didn’t sound sorry. But he closed the door again quickly enough.
I dressed hurriedly and, holding one of the inn’s towels to my still bleeding ear, went back out to the parlor. The innkeeper would likely have a fit about his bloodstained towel. Which almost made up for having a ripped ear.
“The Riail is really gone?” he asked, bouncing around as only a youngster can do.
“The Riail is really gone.”
“And the Syndic?”
“He’s under the rubble somewhere. If he’s still alive, then he’s indestructible. But I’m pretty sure dehydration and starvation will do the trick.”
“Yes!” Keel shouted. “This is Ansen’s chance!”
 I took a deep breath. “About Ansen. I’ve got some bad news for you, I’m afraid.”
“What? Don’t give me any more crap about him being a huckster, all right?”
“It’s not that. He isn’t. Wasn’t. He really was a just man, if not the Just Man.” He was also my uncle, but Keel didn’t need to know that. Nobody did.
Keels face sort of scrunched up. “What do you mean, ‘was?’”
“Ansen died in the Riail tonight.”
Just like that, the kid’s spirits went from high to low. All that boyish energy just left him. He sat down heavily in a chair and stared at the floor. 
“Wait,” he said. “How do you know all this? How can you be sure Ansen’s dead?”
“I was there, Keel. So was Greytooth.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve got to go. I need to get a physicker up to Greytooth. He’s badly injured. Hurvus is competent. I’ll need you to lead him if he’s too soused though. And then I need to get down to the Wreck.”
“All right.”
Thunder rumbled up the Mount. Or I took it for thunder at first, but then it happened again. And again, regular as a heartbeat if a little slower. I quickly realized it was far too regular to be anything natural. What now?
“What the hells is that?” Keel said, echoing my thought.
I felt a weird slithering in my inner pocket, the one where I kept Holgren’s necklace and my mother’s locket. I felt a moment of panic, sure that the locket had indeed been spelled and that I was about to die some horrible, magical death. Had I been right to be suspicious of my uncle after all? I stuck my hand into the pocket and whipped out the contents, flinging them across the room.
The locket and its chain bounced across the carpet and fetched up against the door. 
Holgren’s necklace refused to leave my hand. It was writhing like a snake, and its bloodstone pendant shone with a deep, red light. The light pulsed like a heartbeat in time with the thunder.
“What the hells is that?” Keel asked again, looking at the pendant as it pulsed and gyrated in my hand.
“That, my young friend, is reinforcements.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
I ran to the balcony, Keel right on my heels, gabbling questions I didn’t really hear.
Out there in the Bay, someone was making a furious effort to break through the wall of death put in place by the spirits of the murdered street rats. Brilliant, actinic light flared against the barrier, steady as a heartbeat, forceful as a battering ram and louder than thunder. I was much too far away to see any details, but I knew who it was.
Holgren was knocking, and one way or another, he would find a way in. Determined didn’t even begin to describe Holgren when he set his mind to something.
I realized I was grinning from ear to ear.
“You’re early,” I whispered, “and just in time. Thank the gods.”
“Huh?” Keel replied.
“Better stop ogling me when I’m naked, kid,” I told him. “That’s my lover down there. He’s not really the jealous type, but he can turn you into a toad.”
“Really?”
“No. But he can turn you into a red stain on the cobbles with a flick of his fingers, so behave when he gets here.”
“If he gets here,” Keel replied.
“Oh, he will, kid. He will. He always comes through. Come on.”
“Where are we going?”
“To meet him.”
As we left, I scooped up the locket and put it back safe in its pocket. I slipped Holgren’s pendant back on over my head and tucked it in underneath my shirt. I figured he would get the message.
#
The streets were a madhouse.
We had to skirt two separate riots. The mobs were hurling cobbles torn from the streets at armored lines of Blacksleeves, whose naked blades shone orange in the torchlight and red with blood. I’ve no idea what exactly they were rioting about. I doubt they did either. There were too many excesses, to many brutalities endured over the course of too many years to point at one and say, “That’s why this is happening.” It was just a breakdown of order, a kind of pent-up madness that was finally being let loose. The inciting event, if there even was one, was immaterial. The Riail was a pile of rubble for all the city to see. It was enough.
The riots were easy enough to avoid. The looters were less so. They seemed to be everywhere the Blacksleeves weren’t. Shutters were being torn off windows, and glass shattered everywhere, it seemed. Figures, both male and female, young and old, were scrambling in and out of shops with all manner of goods in hand. Some wore makeshift masks. Most hadn’t bothered.
Keel looked scared out of his wits.
“Just don’t pay them any attention, and they’ll do you the same favor,” I told him. But I kept my knife bared as a precaution and a warning.
Once, I saw something that definitely wasn’t human cross the darkened street in front of us, climb a wall with what looked like four arms, and disappear onto the roofs above us. An overpowering smell of burned cloves and spoiled milk lingered in its wake.
The seals on the Telemarch’s reservoir of power really were failing.
We made it wharfside without incident, which seemed almost a miracle. I led Keel to Aloc pier, where Holgren was trying to batter his way in. With every strike of his magic, the barrier put in place by the spirits of the murdered street rats shed coruscating sparks of whitish-green light that fell and faded before they reached the bleached boards of the pier and resounded like a gate being struck by a battering ram. From that distance, I could see him making passes with his hands. Each time his hands stilled, the barrier was struck by his magic. And then, he would begin again.
He saw me before I’d taken three steps onto the pier, but he didn’t pause in his assault.
When I made it to the end of the pier, I said, “Hello, lover.”
He was standing in a little dory that bobbed on the waves but otherwise didn’t move from its position. There was no anchor other than his will. His face and hair were sweat-soaked despite the cold.
“Amra my dear,” he said. “We need to talk about your ideas on gardening.” He gestured again in that arcane fashion. Sparks flew. The barrier boomed.
“Why’s that?”
“They are disturbing.” Gesture, sparks, boom. “You do know that burying a head—” gesture, sparks, boom “—won’t actually sprout a new person, don’t you?”
“Ah. You found Borold.”
“Was that his name?” Gesture, sparks, boom. “I’d just been thinking of him as ‘the screaming head fellow.’” Gesture, sparks, boom.
“How long do you think this is going to take, Holgren?”
“Hours.”
“We don’t have hours,” I said. I put my hand against the barrier.
I’m pretty sure you can hear me, I told the spirits. They didn’t respond, but I thought I felt their attention.
The man who ordered the Purge, I don’t know if you know, was the Telemarch. I’m going to go and kill him. Or at least try. I’ll have a much better chance of success if you let this fellow who’s knocking come in.
They had nothing to say to that.
Please let him in.
I felt them reach a decision. He can come in, they told me, but he will not be allowed to leave. Do you understand?
“I do,” I whispered and hoped to hells I hadn’t just gotten Holgren killed.
The barrier between Holgren and the pier sort of peeled back, and Holgren jumped up from his bobbing boat, graceful as a cat. I was hugging him before he’d even straightened up.
“You’re early,” I said, my arms around him and my face pressed against his coat. “I didn’t expect you for a few more days.” Which would have been far, far too late.
“You buried a screaming head in our back garden. The birds kept landing and then immediately flying away. Eventually, I went to investigate. Also, I got bored and a little lonely without you.” He stroked my hair with those long, fine-boned fingers of his.
I squeezed him tighter then let him go.
“Well, Bellarius is anything but boring just at the moment,” I said.
“So I noticed on my way in. Care to catch me up?”
“Oh, you know. The usual. Mad archmage about to destroy the city, one of the Eightfold Bitch’s Blades at the center of things, mysterious and powerful beings meddling in the affairs of mortals. Total breakdown of order in the city, as you can tell.”
He glanced past me, toward the Girdle, where the sound of rioting and the smoke and glare of several fires were obvious. “I see. Is there a particular reason for that anarchy, or is it just an excess of high spirits?”
“I might have had something to do with that,” I admitted.
“I was afraid you were going to say that. What did you do, Amra?”
“I sort of killed the Syndic by pulling down his palace on top of him.”
He rubbed his face with his hands.
“He deserved it.”
“No doubt. And the friend you came here to help?”
“He’s fine. He’ll be trying to kill me any time now, but he’s fine.”
“Well then. What’s next on the agenda?”
“Well, first, we need to release the human avatar of a dead goddess from her thousand-year prison, and then send a physicker to a Philosopher who’s got a quarrel in his chest and a broken leg. After that, we’re going to take a walk up the Mount to the Citadel and assassinate the Telemarch. Pretty full list of chores, actually. Could use a hand if you’re free.”
“Amra?”
“Yes?”
“How do I put this delicately? You are very much a grown woman, but I’m not sure you should be let out of the house on your own any more.”
I snorted. “Given all the things that have happened in the last few days, I’d be very content to become a shut-in. If I somehow manage to survive the night.”
“Can I ask why we’re about to kill the most powerful mage on the Dragonsea?”
“Sure. If we don’t, the whole city will explode come morning.
“Given the state it’s in right now, I’m not sure how you could tell the difference.”
“Easy. Right now, there’s a mountain. In the morning, there’ll only be a smoking hole in the ground.”
“Ah. And who’s the young man standing behind you, looking rather twitchy?”
“That’s Keel. He’s sort of a stray I decided to keep.”
“All right. But you’re cleaning up after him. Anything else I should know?”
“Tons. But there just isn’t time. Except for one thing. It seems I have access to magic. Sort of.”
He raised an eyebrow.
“Very quick version is this: the Telemarch used the Knife that Parts the Night to cut open a hole in reality and bring magic back into the world. People who know better than me say it’s unrefined magic, chaos, and pure possibility. That’s what’s set to blow the city apart. It also seems that I have access to the reservoir of it that the Telemarch created, maybe because of my connection to Abanon’s Blade. Anyway, the Telemarch isn’t keen on sharing power, which is why he’s been trying to kill me. I’ve tapped it twice. The first time, it saved my life. The second time—the second time, I accidentally destroyed some buildings with it. And the people inside those buildings.”
“She was saving my life at the time,” Keel chimed in.
Holgren studied my face. If there was anyone in the world that I would talk to about how killing loads of innocent people made me feel, it would be Holgren. And maybe I would talk to him about it someday. But not then, not there, not even if we had the time, which we didn’t. He seemed to intuit that.
“All right,” Holgren said again after a few seconds. 
We started walking down the pier. “Where to first?” Holgren asked.
“Better send help to Greytooth. He’s tough, incredibly tough actually, but he looked bad when I left him. Then the Hag.”
“The Hag?”
“She’s the living avatar of the dead goddess I mentioned. Been trapped on a ship since around the Cataclysm.”
“She’s scary,” Keel added.
“More than you know, actually. But we need her.”
“I really need to visit the jakes,” Keel said to nobody in particular.
 




Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
Hurvus was moderately sober but unwilling to leave his house. I shoved a handful of marks into his palm, described Greytooth’s injuries, and told him if the patient died, I’d replicate the same injuries on him. He packed a bag and set out for Greytooth’s lair, grumbling all the while. But hurrying. I sent Keel along with him, both to help if it was needed and to make sure Hurvus didn’t make a detour into some tavern. I didn’t think he would, but with Hurvus in possession of a pocket full of marks and a drunkard’s thirst, thinking wasn’t enough. Keel was insurance.
Also, Keel would be useless in the rest of what was to come. Worse. A distraction. Better he was out of the way.
For his part, Keel was happy not to have anything to do with the Hag. Can’t say I blamed him really.
Holgren and I set out for the Wreck.
I really, really hoped Greytooth had managed to get the Stone onto Lyta’s penteconter. If he’d missed, it could be anywhere. Knowing my luck, “anywhere” would probably mean in the Bay. In which case, we were all dead.
“Now that we have some privacy,” said Holgren, “is there anything else you want to tell me?”
“Um. I love you?”
“I love you too. That’s not what I meant.”
“What did you mean?”
“Everything is coming apart at the seams here. In my experience, that doesn’t just happen by chance. What are we really facing?”
“One of the Eightfold’s Blades. Kalara’s, the Knife that Parts the Night. It’s toying with me, Holgren. I can’t prove anything, but…”
“But?”
“There’s something of a chance that when I destroyed Abanon’s Blade, I became her avatar. There might well be a connection between that and this. I think we aren’t going to make it out of this one if I’m being honest.”
He was silent.
“Say something.”
“I noticed you’ve only got one of the knives I gave you.”
“I lost the other in the Riail, sorry. What’s that got to do with what I just said?”
He smiled. “You really are hard on knives.” He stopped walking, put his hands on my shoulders, looked me in the eyes. Smiled. “If I was Kalara’s Knife, Amra Thetys, I’d be very, very worried.”
It’s good to have one person who believes in you. Especially when you’re having a hard time believing in yourself.
“Knowing you, I brought you a replacement.” He dug into a pocket of his black longcoat and came up with something that looked like a newborn arquebus.
“That’s not a knife.”
“I didn’t say I brought you a replacement knife, just a replacement. I made it myself.”
“It’s not even a quarter the size of an arquebus, and an arquebus isn’t much more than a toy.”
“It’s not an arquebus. It’s a pistol. A flintlock pistol, to be precise, not that that means anything to you, I know.”
“What am I supposed to do with it?”
“Well, first, keep it from getting wet, or it’s no better than a club. You cock it by pulling this hammer back, then you point it at the person you want to perforate and pull this trigger. There’ll be a loud bang, a cloud of evil-smelling smoke, and hopefully a fresh corpse. The closer you are, the better your odds.”
“How many shots?”
“One.”
“One?”
“Do we have time for me to go through reloading?”
“Not really.”
“Then one shot. If I know you, it will be enough.”
“If you say so, Holgren.”
“I do.”
I stuck it in an outer pocket after giving it one last dubious look-over. It’s not that I doubted Holgren or his weapon, it was just that I was a creature of habit. I knew knives. I trusted knives. 
“Thanks, I guess. Now, let’s go save the city.”
#
I explained the situation with the spirits of the dead and with Lyta and the Founder’s Stone on the way. Holgren was intrigued, but he kept his comments to a single, “I wish there was time to speak to her about the world before the Cataclysm.” Endlessly curious was my Holgren. 
I didn’t get into Lyta’s belief that I was now somehow Abanon’s avatar. If we survived the night, there would be time enough to pick it over and decide if she was lying. If we didn’t, well, the problem would solve itself, now wouldn’t it?
The Founder’s Stone had indeed made it onto Lyta’s galley if just barely. One corner was roughly a foot from the tarp that served as her doorway. The other end of it stuck out over the sea, resting on the low railing of the penteconter. It was in no danger of tipping out into the bay, thank Kerf. Could have been worse.
Other than the Stone, nothing seemed to have changed on the ship. With Holgren behind me, I pushed open the tarp.
Lyta was still inside the tiller’s shed, still sitting in her chair.
“Lyta,” I said.
“Amra,” she replied. Then after a moment, she nodded to Holgren. “Magister.”
He bowed briefly in return and murmured, “Doma.”
I cut him a glance. “How do you know—forget it. No time.” Holgren raise an eyebrow and smiled.
I turned back to Lyta. “There’s your Stone.”
“Indeed.”
I waited a second. She didn’t seem to have anything more to say.
“Did you need an invitation?”
“I need the Stone to break the plane between this room and the outside world. My prison is this room, not the entire ship.”
“Kerf’s lice-ridden beard! You might have mentioned that earlier!”
She shrugged. “I did not think you would succeed in removing the Stone from the Riail.”
“Is this some sort of joke to you?”
“It is not.” She sighed. “A millennium in durance may have made me…hesitant.”
“Hesitant about what?”
“Freedom. Responsibility. Re-entering a world changed beyond recognition.”
“Too gods-damned bad,” I spat at her. Then I turned to Holgren. “Hold that damned tarp open, would you? Better yet, tear it down.”
He got busy with that without a single question. I walked over to Lyta, stood behind her chair.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
Checking to make sure Holgren was out of the way, I said, “Giving you the swift kick back into reality that you apparently need.” And then I did just that, lashing out sideways with one foot, sending her chair and her skittering across the short distance between her and the Stone. The two front legs of the chair pitched up against the low sill of the doorway, and she tipped forward, screaming as she broke the plane between the tiller’s shed and the outside world.
She landed heavily on the Stone. She lay there, unmoving. For its part, the chair crumbled to dust. For a few seconds after that, nothing happened, nothing at all. A sudden, sickening thought occurred to me: What if leaving the tiller’s shed had killed her?
Shit, shit. Hells and shit.
Then, I saw the change begin.
Spreading slowly out from wherever the Stone touched, the penteconter was changing. The stone deck and rail were transforming back into their original wood.
I glanced over at Lyta. She was not moving, but that ancient, brittle, dingy-white hair was shifting to lustrous black, the color creeping down from the roots to the tips.
“Amra,” Holgren said.
“Yes?”
“I think it would be prudent to get off this ship before the transformation is complete.”
“I want to make sure she follows through on her end of the bargain and takes down the barrier.”
“If she chooses not to, I don’t think you’ll be able to force her. Not now that she’s been reunited with the Stone.”
“If you say so.”
Careful not to touch the Stone, we crossed the plank and clambered onto the rocks. Watched the ship transform back into a vessel of wood and rope and canvas. Watched the oarsmen become flesh and blood once again, clamber up out of the flooded galley pit and cling to the rails, confused, gabbling to each other in a language that had not been spoken for hundreds of years.
When the ship was, once again, a ship, albeit a holed one, Lyta stirred, staggered to her feet.
She was a beauty. Black hair, pale skin, gray eyes. But thin, on the edge of emaciation.
She stared at me. Her face was cold. Her crew called out to her; she ignored them.
“Your turn,” I shouted to her. “I held up my end of the bargain.”
She nodded once, sharply, then put one hand down on the Stone and the other up in the air.
The dome of death that enclosed the city flared, greenish-white. The stars dimmed and disappeared, and a keening filled the air.
The dome fractured. The keening rose in pitch and volume. I clapped my hands over my ears. It didn’t help. All at once, the dome disintegrated, reverted back into the hundreds of corpselights I had seen shoot into the sky just two nights before. They swirled in the sky, shining points being sucked down into a gyre whose eye was the palm of Lyta’s hand.
They did not go willingly. But they went. Slowly at first, one by one, then in an ever-increasing stream, they rushed down, spinning faster than my eye could follow, a whirlwind blur of light.
And then suddenly, they were gone, and it was silent once more save for the beating of the surf and the slap of thousand-year-old canvas, the creak of millennium-old wood.
“Catch,” Lyta called out to me and threw me something.
I caught it. It was a little, round, clear green stone no bigger than my thumbnail. It looked like glass. It wasn’t.
“What do I do with this?” I asked her.
“That is entirely up to you. Partings, Doma Thetys. I will not say farewell.” Then, she turned away from me and, with a gesture, repaired the rent in her ship’s hull. She spoke to her crew. They began to bail. She did not look at me again. After a moment, I put the bead of souls down into the pocket that held the locket with my mother’s portrait and the Sparrow God’s leaf.
“I think we’ve been dismissed,” Holgren said.
“Suits me,” I replied.
“She called you Doma.”
“So?”
“Do you know what Doma means?”
“Yeah. Similar to mistress. So what?”
“It’s not similar to mistress. It doesn’t translate all that well into Lucernan, but basically she just called you a Power.”
 “Not sure what that means, and just at the moment, I don’t care. I’m glad to part ways with her. I didn’t really enjoy her company.” But I liked the next person we were calling on much less.
 




Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
When we entered South Gate, Holgren staggered and went to one knee. Vomited. 
“Holgren,” I shouted, convinced the Telemarch was attacking again. But Holgren put up a hand.
“This place,” he said, getting to his feet. “It’s very, very wrong.”
“It must be the rift,” I said. “It’s breaking down its containment faster now.”
“Worse,” he replied. “It’s poisoning my well.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean my own power is being affected by what’s happening, and not in a good way. I think it’s best if I don’t cast any magic until I absolutely have to.”
“All right. No worries,” I said, but what I meant was, “Oh, hells.” If Holgren couldn’t count on using his own power, our chances of surviving the night had just gone from extremely unlikely to “Ha. Ha-ha-ha. Ha.”
Well. I had never really expected to survive my appointment with the Telemarch anyway. But I’d been more or less resigned to that when it had just been me going down. Now, it was Holgren as well, and I couldn’t stand the idea. But I knew better than to tell him to leave me. He wouldn’t any more than I would leave him.
“Let’s continue on, shall we?” he asked, starting to walk up Southgate Street, which had still not been repaired.
“The barrier is down now,” I said as we walked. “We could just collect Keel, and Greytooth and Hurvus I suppose, and leave.” And leave a little girl with my mother’s name alone and imprisoned in the Citadel until it exploded.
“We could,” he replied, “but I know how you hate to leave things half-finished. Makes you twitchy and grumpy. Impossible to be around, actually.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
“I did not know that. Is that why you spend so much time at your madhouse, I mean warehouse? To get away from me?”
“Absolutely.”
“Considering your delicate health at the moment, I’m not going to punch you in the stomach the way I want to.”
“You are the very soul of compassion, Amra Thetys. Has anyone ever told you that?” 
“I just don’t want to get any vomit on my boots. They cost me dear.”
In such a fashion, we walked through the Girdle and into the territory of the gentry, skirting riots and whole blocks of burning buildings. Dawn, and the city’s destruction, were about three hours away.
#
“Hello, Amra.”
He was good. One moment we were walking up a deserted street, and the next, Theiner was just there, leaning against the granite wall of the next Gentry house up from us. I stopped. Holgren looked at me.
“Theiner,” I said, both in greeting to Theiner and by way of introduction to Holgren. Two birds and all that.
“Time’s up, Amra.” The rest of Theiner’s crew appeared out of the shadows, about twenty of them, blocking every exit. He had a surprisingly large crew. Which meant he was doing very well.
“You couldn’t wait three more hours?”
“I’m afraid not. Moron Fisher over there called it to a vote as was his moron right.” He pointed a thumb at an oily, fat-faced crewman, who in turn crossed his arms and gave his best stubborn look. I noticed the rest of the crew gave the guy a wide berth. The majority might have voted with him, but they weren’t fond of him, looked like.
Theiner sighed. “Now, you either hand over the kid or we get to get physical.”
I patted my pockets, shrugged. “I don’t happen to have Keel on me just at the moment.”
“Yeah. He’s at the mage’s house. I know.”
“So why bother talking to me about it? You know where he is; why not just go and fetch him?”
“Because Keel isn’t really the problem any more, now is he? When I said, ‘Hand over the kid,’ I meant it more in a metaphorical sense. As in, stop fucking about in my crew’s business, and let me deal with my crewman’s transgressions.”
“No.”
He peeled himself off the wall and stretched his neck. “All right then, old friend, let’s get down to business.” He pulled out two slim blades and went into the aquila position, the guard stance he himself had taught me so many years ago, feet sidewise, one knife high and circling above his head, the other out and ready to engage.
I felt the chill of active magics on my neck.
“I’ll burn you all down where you stand,” Holgren declared, but his face was ghastly pale, and he was shaking. I put a hand on his shoulder.
“No, Holgren. This I have to deal with in my own way. It has to be like this. I owe him.”
“You owe him your life?”
“Yes.”
He looked grim as death. Finally, he let go of his magic, slumped a little. “If he kills you, I will kill him, Amra.”
“I expect nothing less,” I told him and gave him a kiss. Then, I pulled out my own knife and went to duel my oldest living friend.
With only one knife, I took a crouching, head-on stance, the blade’s cutting edge facing him and parallel to the ground.
“Where’s your other knife, Amra?”
“Lost it in the Riail earlier.”
“Why didn’t you say so?” He cast his upper knife, and it stuck in the oaken gate of the house to my right, passing dangerously close to Moron Fishhead along the way. For his part, Moron flinched then blushed. Then looked furious.
Theiner changed his stance to mirror my own. He had the reach of me, and he was stronger than me. The first counted for a lot and the second not much in a knife duel. But what counted most of all was quickness.
I didn’t know if I was quicker than he was. But I thought it likely.
“Are you sure you want this dance?” I asked him.
“I’m sure I don’t. But here we are.” And he lashed out viper-quick at my abdomen. I felt the tip of his knife rip the fabric of my waistcoat as I sprang back. He pressed me immediately, all one continuous, sinuous motion. The knife dove toward my abdomen again, a third time, which turned out to be a feint, flying up toward my throat. I twisted my head out of the way struck his forearm with my own, knocking his knife arm off the line of attack and opening up his side. He spun away before I could make the thrust. Before I could make myself make the thrust.
I couldn’t do it, I realized. Even if I was faster, even if I got the opportunity, I could not take Theiner’s life. Even with all the doom rumbling down on us, I couldn’t make myself climb over Theiner’s body to try and save the city.
I owed him.
“Maybe you really are getting old,” he said. “You used to be quicker.”
“I never had to stick anybody I called a friend back then.”
“You do what you have to do, Amra. You let emotions get in the way, you hesitate, you’re dead. I taught you that a long time ago. Did you forget?”
“No. I just don’t agree with that bit of wisdom any more.”
“Then you’re going to lose this fight.”
“No way I can win it, no matter who bleeds,” I said, lowering my blade.
He’d been impassive the entire time; now, he looked angry. “Get your knife up, Amra.”
“You’d kill me just because somebody named Moron Fishhead didn’t like your leadership style? Really?”
“My name’s Maron,” seethed the bulgy-eyed, blubbery-lipped crewman, “an’ it ain’t Fishhead!”
“Raise your blade, Amra. I’m not going to say it again.”
“How about this? Banishment for Keel. He never comes back to Bellarius. I’ll see to it. And I’ll make reparations to the crew for the inconvenience he and I have caused.” I deliberately turned my back on Theiner and looked over the crew surrounding us.
“Well? How about it, gentlemen? Is that fair enough? If Theiner kills me, which he almost certainly will, you get nothing except dead by dawn at the latest, and probably much sooner when my partner here does ugly, unfixable things to your bodies with his magic. If you accept my proposal, on the other hand, you get rid of a troublemaker, and coin in the bargain.”
They were an ugly, hard, not-very-nice lot, but they were not, on the whole, stupid. Well, except for Moron.
“We had a vote already,” he said.
“You can have another. Everyone who wants to listen to Moron over there, get your hands up.”
There were no takers. Except for Moron.
“Everybody who wants to make some coin, keep Moc Mien as your crew leader, and see the backside of that insufferable twit Keel for the last time, say, ‘Aye.’”
There were a few responses, but most of them were waiting to see how Theiner would react.
“Take Fishhead along with you, and you’ve got my vote,” said one fellow with a wine stain birthmark across half his face. That got more than one grunt of agreement and a murderous look from Fisher. He’d just got two unflattering nicknames in one night, and they were the kind that stuck. I worried briefly that I’d pushed him too far but then dismissed it. He had to be torn down so that the crew would be more likely to vote for Keel’s banishment. Nobody wants to be associated with an idiot.
I turned back to Theiner. Pulled out my purse. Held it out to him.
“Looks a bit small,” he said, still holding his knife. “You sure that will split a dozen ways?”
“There are some choice gems in there; don’t worry.”
He put his knife away and picked the purse up off my palm. He leaned in close.
“You always were quicker than me,” he whispered in my ear.
“Was, am, always will be,” I murmured and took a step back.
I heard the rush of feet behind me, saw the alarm in Theiner’s eyes. Spun sideways just as Fisher came upon me, a knife already plunging down at my face.
And then Holgren made him explode. When Fisher reached me, it was as bloody mist and gobbets of flesh. His knife flashed by my ear and clattered harmlessly on the cobbles. The rest of him splattered against me and Theiner.
“Thanks, I guess,” I said to Holgren while wiping blood out of my eyes.
“Don’t mention it,” he replied, but his face was frighteningly pale, and he was trembling. I was afraid he was going to collapse.
“He doesn’t look so good,” Theiner said to me, ignoring his own fresh coat of blood.
“He’ll be fine. Goodbye, Moc Mien. Fare well.”
“You really going to try and off the Telemarch?”
“Not much choice.”
“Then I wish you all the luck.”
“Care to tag along?”
I’ll give him this much, he actually looked like he wanted to. Or at least was considering it. But he shook his head.
“My authority has been tested enough for one night. If I asked them to storm the Citadel, they’d laugh me down to the Bay. And if I leave them alone and go with you, they’re like as not to change their minds and go and stick Keel for the sport of it.”
He stuck out a hand, and I shook it. The way he looked at me was the way you might look at a friend about to be executed. False bravado masking sadness and a little relief that it wasn’t you mounting the block.
 
 



  Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
I had to support Holgren for a portion of the way, but by the time we were standing in front of the Citadel, he was doing it by himself.
“Greytooth thinks I can just walk into the Citadel unmolested because the Knife wants me,” I said to him.
“I suppose we’re about to find out if he’s correct,” Holgren replied.
“Me. Not you, lover.”
“So I am supposed to just wait for you here while you run your errands inside? Come now.”
“Can you do anything more, magic-wise, without fetching up your dinner?”
“Only one way to find out,” he said, smiling, but his face was pale as whey, and he was covered in a cold sweat. I couldn’t make him stay, though, as much as I wanted to. And I needed any edge I could possibly get. Holgren, even virtually incapacitated, counted.
“On your head then,” I said, and pushed on the massive, iron-banded, oaken door. It swung open without even an ominous creak.
We went inside. Nothing struck us down. It was a good start.
The interior was gloomy with only the dim light of the overcast night stealing in through barred windows. But the layout wasn’t all that complicated. The first floor was one big room, empty except for a set of stairs smack in the middle of it. We entered and began to climb.
The second floor was exactly the same except for a few dusty, empty crates and a painting on an easel covered by a dingy cloth. I elected not to uncover it.
The third floor was also the second-to-last by my estimation. It looked like a library. Dust covered everything, even with several large, shutterless windows to circulate the air. I knew Holgren was out of sorts when he didn’t give the titles on the shelves even a cursory inspection.
There was one more staircase in a corner.
“Ready?” I asked him.
He raised a hand, waggled it in a so-so gesture.
“Guess that’ll have to do.”
I started up the stair, knife out, Holgren behind me.
I saw Cherise as soon as my head was above the level of the floor. She was sitting in a corner, knees to her chest, eyes closed. She was obviously frightened out of her wits, but I didn’t see anything that was immediately doing the frightening.
“Cherise,” I whispered.
She opened her eyes, saw me.
“Don’t come in here,” she whispered back, raggedly.
I took a look around the room again. Nothing except an ugly, tasteless, wooden door shaped like a giant skull.
“I’m going to have to if we’re going to rescue you, now aren’t I? What’s the problem?”
She shook her head. Her eyes were huge. “It will get you,” she whispered in a tiny, almost inaudible voice.
“There’s nothing here right now,” I said and climbed the rest of the stairs.
Come calling at last, said the voice in my head that I was sure, by this point, was Chuckles. I ignored it.
I walked over to Cherise and put out a hand. “Come on then. Your tree friend is very worried about you.”
Slowly, eyes darting everywhere, she raised her hand toward mine as Holgren came up behind me.
As soon as he left the stairs, it attacked.
It coalesced out of thin air in the center of the room: huge, nasty, ugly. Its thin, long face was not human, nor were the mismatched eyes and gaping mouth, the hair like long, black wires, the skin the color of a rotting corpse. It was eight feet tall or more. Impossible to tell what sex it was. If it even had a sex.
“Told you to NOT TO MOVE!” it shrieked at the girl and raised a ragged-taloned hand to strike her.
I thrust my dagger through its throat. The dagger went through it, as did my arm. As if the thing wasn’t really there at all. Or as if I didn’t exist as far as it was concerned.
It slapped the girl, leaving bloody lines across her cheek.
I thrust again. Got the same results.
I felt Holgren call up his magic. Turned, saw him scream and collapse to his knees, the palms of his hands against the floor, arms shaking. He vomited up a thin, bloody bile. I felt him let go of his magic. He kept hacking, retching, and heaving.
“Another one? Get in the corner!” the thing shrieked at Holgren then threw him next to Cherise. He hit the wall hard. Cherise screamed.
“Be quiet!” it screamed in her face, and she covered her mouth with her hands. The thing slapped her again anyway. Dazed, Holgren reached out and pulled Cherise to his chest, covering the girl with his own body.
“Both you stay there! Both you don’t move! Both you be QUIET!” The thing started raging around the room, tearing at its own hair, pulling it out in chunks. What fell to the floor disappeared like smoke.
“What the hells are you, and how do I end you?” I said out loud.
It is the greater portion of the Telemarch’s insanity, Chuckles said to me. As for ending it, you could try summoning the power of the rift.
Chuckles was right. I could have. But I might well have ended up killing Holgren and Cherise. I just didn’t have the control I needed to risk it. Standing above a sea of power that was mine to summon with a thought, I was helpless. The knowledge made me sick with impotent rage.
It boiled inside me, the rage I kept locked up, afraid of letting it loose and destroying the world. Afraid of becoming my father, destroying whatever was within reach because the true target of my anger was unreachable, unknowable, impossible to admit. It was another kind of sea, just as powerful in its own way as all that chaos down in the rift. Just as dangerous.
So I had locked it up long ago, that rage, and buried it deep. Most days nowadays, I forgot it was even there. But I never pretended it had gone away.
It would never go away.
Every second I spent in Bellarius rattled the chains I’d wound around it, chains that were very close to snapping. And with the near-limitless power buried beneath my feet, waiting for me to tap it—damn near begging me to tap it—
I took a shuddering breath and took a mental step back from the precipice.
“That’s what you want,” I told it. “And if you want it, then by Kerf’s crooked staff, you won’t get it from me, Chuckles.”
Then this portion of the Telemarch will torture your friends until they expire or, in approximately two hours, Bellarius ceases to be, replied the Knife. 
“I’ll make you a deal. Let them go, and I’ll do what you want.”
I do not control it. Nor, at this point, does Aither. It will certainly not let them leave. If they are quiet and still, it won’t molest them overmuch. Ultimately, there is only one route to salvation, and it lies in wresting from Aither the power contained in the rift. It will wither, albeit slowly, without that connection. Up to you. I will continue, come what may.
“You know me very well, don’t you?”
Intimately. Though I confess I do not know why you insist on calling me Chuckles.
“You know what I’m likely to do before I do it, sometimes before I decide to do it. You know what I will resist doing and what sort of pressure to apply to make me do it anyway.”
I am a very intelligent Knife.
But you’re not a mind reader, I thought. Not really. And that gives me a chance.
Its silence gave me all the answer I was likely to get.
“Well then, Chuckles, I guess we’ll do it your way,” I lied. “Holgren, Cherise, just hang on. Don’t move; don’t talk. I’ll be right back.”
I put my last knife in Holgren’s hand and pushed open the door.
#
The Telemarch’s audience chamber, or throne room, or whatever you wanted to call it, was dismal. Almost as depressing as the cell I’d inhabited at Havelock prison. The floor wasn’t strewn with feces, but it was a windowless stone cell, dank with mold and filled with stale air and not much else. It was a sight bigger than my cell, and the Telemarch had a big, ugly slab of a stone chair where I’d had nothing, but at the end of the day, the greatest mage on the Dragonsea lived like a prisoner. Which, I suppose, was exactly what he was. His jailer floated over his head, point down, providing the only light in the room. I walked toward him slowly.
“They named me the Telemarch. Do you know why? Do you know what it means?” He sounded old and colorless and very tired.
He was sitting on the big, ugly stone chair. It was throne-like but only because of its size. Everything else about it was distinctly un-grand; it was very big and brutally ugly. He almost looked like a child sitting in an adult’s chair. His robe was ragged, his short, white hair ragged, his face very pale, very wrinkled. Cataracts blighted both eyes.
“Enlighten me, why don’t you.” If he wanted to gabble, I was fine with that. It would afford me the chance to get close to him before things became deadly.
“It means I am unsurpassed at measuring things from afar.”
“That’s distinctly underwhelming, if you don’t mind me being honest.”
He shrugged. “You underestimate such a power. Most do because they misapprehend what it is I can measure.”
“All right, I’ll bite. What can you measure?”
“Anything. Anything at all.”
“Would you like me to clap?”
“For example, do you know what your soul is like, Amra Thetys? Would you like me to measure it for you?”
“Not really, no. But I’m guessing you’re going to anyway.”
“Please understand that some measurements are of the metaphysical sort. Let me have a look at you then.”
“I don’t see how you can have a look at anything, honestly, with those cataracts.”
“At the top, a layer of detritus and thorns. Below that, a fertile layer of soil, surprisingly fecund and surprisingly thin.
“Below that, broken glass: jagged, sharp, and blood spattered. That layer goes down deep, yes it does.
“Below that, oh, below that, you have horrors chained up, the likes of which I have rarely seen. I am more than a little surprised that their howls haven’t yet driven you mad.”
“I learned how to make them behave a long time ago.”
“Really? That is something I would like to know more of.”
“Sure. If they get too loud, they don’t get any dessert.” I was two arms-lengths away from him now. Close enough.
“I am unsurpassed at measuring things from afar, not only in space but also in time.”
“Oh Kerf, I thought you were done.”
“I saw a danger to me amongst the street children sixteen years ago. But even I could not tell, at such a temporal distance, who among you would eventually present a mortal threat.”
“So you ordered the Purge.”
“I did.”
“How’d that work out?”
“It remains to be seen.”
“I’ll give you a clue. If it hadn’t been for you instigating the Purge, I wouldn’t be here right now, ready to burn you down to grease and ashes. You provided me the motivation to do what you wanted to prevent by having hundreds of children murdered. Congratulations.”
“Yes, well. Ready and able are two separate things. You will never wrest control of the Rift from me. You will try, and you will die.” He shifted on his stone throne, looking small, withered, and wretched. The Knife turned slowly above his head, silent now, its slowly pulsing light the only illumination in that barren room.
Outside, I heard two muffled screams. The first must have been the creature’s. The second was definitely Holgren’s. Enough wasting time.
“Right then,” I said. “Let’s get down to it, shall we?”
“As you wish.
I felt him summoning up the power in the rift. It was an incredible amount; more than I could ever dream of calling or controlling. Where Holgren’s magic was a chill on the nape of my neck and Greytooth’s had sent chills down my spine, Aither’s summoning of power actually sent shudders through my body. I was glad I’d gotten as close to him as I had.
I pulled out Holgren’s flintlock pistol, pulled back the hammer, and shot him in one of his milky eyes.
His head whipped backward and cracked against the stone back of his throne. Powder burns stippled and blackened his face. He slid slowly downward, body limp, leaving a red smear on the chair’s backrest. The power he’d summoned dissipated. The Knife fell from the air and lodged itself in his unmoving chest. Smoke from the pistol’s discharge slowly spread out across the room.
Well. That was unexpected.
“I bet it was.”
You do not believe in the efficacy of firearms.
“But I do believe in the efficacy of Holgren-fucking-Angrado. Implicitly. And nothing magical was even going to scratch the Telemarch, now was it?”
Pick me up, Amra.
“Why the hells would I do that?”
If you do not, then the rift will collapse, and Bellarius will die. The Telemarch could not contain the power in the rift, not indefinitely. You, who are definitely not the Telemarch, will be annihilated if you try.
“You’re absolutely right, Chuckles. Good thing I’m not going to try and contain it then, now isn’t it?”
What do you intend to try instead?
“Oh, wouldn’t you like to know.”
Whatever it is, it will fail. Anything you might have thought of, I thought of first. I know you, Amra. In a very real sense, I created you.
“Oh, really?”
Yes. Did you think Aither decided to instigate the Purge all on his own?
“Are you saying you gave him the idea?”
Yes. Not that he was aware of my influence.
“Now why would you go and do a thing like that?”
To create the conditions that would, in turn, create someone exactly like you.
“I suppose you also started the wars between Helstrum and Elam, then, to flood the streets of Bellarius with raw materials, so to speak.”
Yes.
“Really? I was being sarcastic.”
Really. I was being factual.
“And the spirits of the dead street rats? Did you call them up as well?”
They were already here but impotent. Leakage from the rift gave them power. I gave them…direction. I couldn’t have you running off, as sensible as that might have been.
“So you caused hundreds of children to be murdered, and then you used their shades to further your own plans.”
Waste not, want not.
“You are without a doubt the worst person I’ve ever met, and you’re not even a person.”
I am as I was created to be. Just as you are.
“And just what was I created to be?”
The ultimate survivor.
I smiled. I knew then that my plan was going to work. Too bad I wouldn’t be around to gloat about it.
“You know, I should have died fifteen years ago,” I told the Knife. “In a way, every day since I stowed away on that ship has been something of a gift. Unearned. I always wondered why Bellarius was so consistently cruel to us street rats. I’ve been to many places since I left and seen cruelty in a lot of different colors but nothing so consistent as what this city dished out to the street kids. It made me hate Bellarius, truly hate it. I just couldn’t understand it. It didn’t make any sense. Until now.”
Indeed. I suppressed every natural impulse towards pity or compassion when it came to the street children. It was imperative that they, that you, learn to rely solely on your own abilities.
“Why?”
I am the perfect tool. I require a hand perfected to wield me.
“You’re lying. By omission if nothing else.”
Perhaps. It doesn’t matter. Either you pick me up or you and the city are destroyed, and I start again. I do not know impatience.
“I thought you’d say something like that. Thank you. It makes it even easier to do what I need to.”
Explain your meaning, Amra.
“Nah. You’ll see soon enough.”
If you do not pick me up, I will make sure the girl outside this room, the one who bears your mother's name, will die alongside your lover.
“Not really sure how you can manage that, but best not to take any chances,” I replied, and pulled out the leaf that the God of Sparrows had given me. Let it fall to the floor.
There was a massive ripping sound, as if the very air had been torn, and the God appeared. Not as a tree, thank Kerf, but as I’d seen him when I’d talked to him, massive and muscled and fierce.
He sent me a picture of Cherise.
“She’s right outside the door. So is my friend. His name is Holgren. I would very much appreciate it if you could destroy the thing that’s tormenting them and take both of them out of this wretched place if you can, quickly. I’ve got to deal with the rift and the Knife.”
He nodded, put a hand on my shoulder. Squeezed until my bones ached. He looked sad.
“You’re not going to survive this, are you?”
He shrugged, showed me a picture of his tree. Leaves were shriveling and blowing away by the hundreds.
“Better hurry then.”
He showed me another picture of the city. Buildings were melting like candles. People were just dropping dead in the street for no reason that I could see. A river of blood had suddenly appeared and was washing everything away on the Street of Owls. The message was plain enough. The containments on the rift were failing spectacularly.
“Guess I’d better hurry too.”
He gave me another brutal squeeze. Then, he walked out of that dismal chamber to take care of the person that meant the most to him and the person that meant the most to me. 
I was satisfied. It was time.
I’d always known, somewhere deep down, underneath all the broken glass that Aither had talked about, that this city would end me. But I’d never imagined I could take the architect of all my sorrow along on the way out.
I reached out for the power, the possibility in the rift, and it answered me as eagerly as it always had.
Whatever you are going to attempt, it will fail, the Knife told me. The only way to save yourself and the city is to pick me up.
I was full of power now. My skin itched with it. I felt like a wineskin filled to the point of bursting.
What was possible? Anything. Anything within the bounds of my own limitations in calling the power. Anything within the limitations of my own will and imagination. That’s what magic was, Holgren had told me a long time ago. The intersection of the mage’s will and power. You had to believe utterly in the change you forced on reality, and you had to have the raw power to make the change stick.
Summoning up every shred of will and concentration I possessed, I took myself, the Knife, and the rift out of existence.
The magic that I’d pulled from the rift left me. Nothing else, as far as I could tell, had changed. I could still feel the rift somewhere below me, immense, immeasurable. The Knife was still stuck in the Telemarch’s corpse. The room I stood in had changed not a whit.
What have you done, Amra?
“Good question.” I walked over to the door that led to the antechamber. Opened it.
There was no antechamber, no creature, no Holgren, no Cherise. There was nothing.
Literally nothing. A void, blacker than black, except for a cloud of roiling, golden light far below. 
I assumed that was the rift.
“Kerf’s hairy balls,” I said.
Well. I suppose it’s a good thing I do not feel impatience or boredom.
“Oh yeah? Why’s that?” But I wasn’t really paying much attention. I was staring out into the void. 
You have torn us out of time and space. Welcome to eternity.
“I’m stuck with you for eternity? Fantastic. I was sure we’d just cease to exist, damn it.”
We did as far as the rest of reality is concerned. I can of course bring us back. If you pick me up.
“I’d rather bite off my own tongue and choke to death on it.”
The Knife had nothing to say to that.
I knew I meant it at that moment. I’d literally rather die than return to reality with that thing in my hand. But what about a few days from now? If time and its consequences still applied in the place I’d brought us to, I’d be mighty hungry and dying of thirst. I’d be desperate.
Best not to take a chance.
I dug out a gold mark, flicked it out the door and into the blackness beyond. Watched it spin away from me, light from the rift below reflecting off its surface until it went further than my eye could see.
Amra. Do not do something that cannot be undone. Think again.
“But that’s the whole point,” I said as I walked over to the Telemarch’s corpse. “Doing something that can’t be undone so I don’t have the chance to change my mind.” I grabbed Aither by a grimy ankle and pulled him off the throne, taking care that I wouldn’t come into accidental contact with the Knife.
I created you to survive. You will not survive without me.
“That’s ultimately where you made your mistake,” I said, dragging the corpse, and the Knife lodged in its chest, to the door. “I am a survivor. If I pick you up, there won’t be an I any more. I wouldn’t survive you. So you’ve got to go.”
Let us come to an accommodation then. 
“An accommodation? With you?” An image flashed through my mind. Bones stuffed under a rotting desk. “Never.”
I got the corpse to the edge of the door and dropped the ankles. Stepped over it so that I could push it out.
The Knife pulsed a sudden, blinding flash of blue-white light and burned itself to ash in an instant. Aither’s corpse opened its eyes, one still a bloody, gaping hole but the other now glowing with the same blue-white fire as the Knife. His skeletal hands shot up, grabbed me by the waistcoat, and pulled me down with an iron grip. I punched him as I went down, but it made no difference. He was already dead, and the Knife didn’t care about any damage done to the corpse.
He shifted his grip with lightning speed, putting one hand on the back of my neck and pulling my head down to his. I fought it with everything I had, planting my palms on the floor on either side of his head and bracing my arms, but I was overmatched. I could hear the withered muscles in his arm tearing. My mouth was open, my teeth gritted with the strain. Our faces were inches away from each other. A bead of sweat dropped from my forehead and fell into the ruin I’d made of his right eye.
He exhaled sharply, and the blue-white fire blinked out in his eye, exited his withered lips, and flew into my open mouth. Suddenly, his corpse was just a corpse again, and released from the struggle, I fell backward onto the stone floor, choking and gagging on the Knife’s essence.
I lost consciousness.
I didn’t wake for a long, long time.
 



  Holgren
 
 
My name is Holgren Angrado. I am a mage and the son of a mage and a bloodwitch. I am a thief, an inventor, and a scholar. I sold my soul to a demon, once, when I was young and foolish, in order to gain the power necessary to slay the master I was apprenticed to. He deserved it.
Eventually, I died and went to one of the eleven hells. The third, if you must know. I can’t say more about it other than the fact that it was very, very cold, vast, and strangely empty.
Amra Thetys brought me back from death and damnation.
I gave up my magic for the most part after I was forced to use it on her. I didn’t miss it. Magic is a fading force in any case.
Except wherever Amra goes. Then, magic seems to fall like rain on parched earth. A deadly rain, granted, but nonetheless. 
Now, she is gone.
She isn’t dead; I would know if that were the case. Magic still has its uses, and when it comes to Amra’s well-being, I take a very serious interest. That is what happens, I’ve discovered, when you love someone.
She isn’t dead. But she is gone. She entered the skull-shaped door to the Telemarch’s inner sanctum. I crouched in a corner and endured blows of magic and madness, poisoned by my own well, shielding the silently crying child, and watched her go, powerless to help her.
When it got close enough, I took Amra’s knife and stabbed the creature in the heart. I did not really expect to affect it, given the immaterial nature it had shown to Amra, but the knife lodged itself satisfyingly between the thing's ribs. I smiled.
It screamed and took out my left eye with its ragged nails. Then, it beat me into unconsciousness.
Time passed. I slipped in and out of consciousness. I heard the muffled discharge of a pistol. More time passed. 
When the door opened again, I expected Amra to emerge, but instead, a being of considerable power came and ripped the child and me free of the Telemarch’s trap. He grappled our insane torturer, enduring blows that would have killed anyone mortal, and eventually got it in a headlock.
Then, he ripped the thing’s head free of its body and howled.
Then, he sat down and stroked the girl’s hair until he died. His corpse blew away in a sudden gust from a window, transformed somehow into a pile of dry, brown leaves. The girl cried harder, no longer silent now, not at all.
I tried to force the door. Impossible. Desperate, I summoned power from my well, though the last time I’d tried it, I’d almost died.
My well was no longer tainted, but my magic was not enough to force the door—not quickly. The wards on the Telemarch’s sanctum were puissant.
The boy, Keel, and the Philosopher that had been assisting Amra arrived not long after we were freed. I told the boy to take the girl home and went back to battering down the wards that sealed the door. The Philosopher, Greytooth, gravely injured himself, threw his weight into the effort as well. We didn’t speak.
At some point, the boy came back with the physicker. Greytooth and the boy held me down while the man inspected my eye socket. He shook his head, packed it lightly, and wrapped it up.
I went back to work on the door. After a moment, Greytooth rejoined me.
It took hours to force the door. Keel watched silently. When we finally did it, there was nothing behind it but empty air and the reeking residue of massive magics. No Amra, no Telemarch, no Knife.
“The rift disappeared hours ago as well,” Greytooth said. It was the first thing he’d said since we’d met.
Amra was gone. Is gone. But she isn’t dead.
I am going to find her, wherever she is, and bring her back.
May all the dead gods take pity on anything that stands in my way, for I will not.
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