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since childhood, when his mother brought him to receive the
‘goddess's blessing.

Time rest your soul, mother, he thought,

He stared as they approached the dock on a wide stair-
way that led from the waters to the raised galeries and
‘domes of the temple. On a landing, ust above the waterline,
stood a squad of temple soldiers all in Nalguta's fivery, five
on either side of two priests in white robes, who in tum
fanked a figure in a long, pale dress with a wide blue belt.
In one hand she held a wind fan. She looked upon the ship.
from beneath a crown of wavy hair

Dol recognized her. How could he not? Miki
Stood at the gate of the temple. Min.

His heart jumped into his throat and his eyes followed her
‘a5 she turmed and said something to one of the priests at her
side. The man folded his hands together, then nodded. Mik-
ina strode up the steps 1o the huge doors to the inside.

Had she not seen him? He could swear she looked in his
direction at least once. Dol walked down the stairs to the
deck. He and the others had a show to put on. Miina would

notice him then.

LAMPS IN A HIGH BOX it the stage below. Dol strode to the
‘center of the board. He kept his nerves with ease. The glow
hid the higher levels of the audience from him.

He wore a mask of polished black cay, a recreation of
the mask won by the avatars of Baragont when each of
them walked the world in ages past. Baragont st withdrew
his favor over five centuries ago when his true mask disap-
peared with hisfinal avatar.

Galli stood ahead of him. She tumed toward him. The sil-
Ver-plated mask nlaid with small cuts of sapphire crowned
the traditional pale mantle of the goddess of secrets.

Calas.
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rent, Dol spotted a clouded ship circling over the templo as.
well.

Glouded ships were each powered by a divine jewel,
the same kind that Gall, Ensanen and other clouded some-
times wielded. The clouded gifted that particular jewel com-
manded each bizarre arrow-shaped ship. Dol saw one once
before, over the streets of Kasdras as a child, but they were
are. He remembered staring at it back then, as he stared at
the ship over the Void Temple from the riverboat,

The gods seem to have al the power in the worid bent to
their whims. Those of us who worship them biindly, and the
‘ones who serve them thoughttully,are the same.

He frowned at the ship as it banked and descended.
Mother had read him those words from the first book he had
ever known, the one which she had taught him to read while
she stil worked in the brothel. She never meant for him to
serve the gods, but what would Mikina think if he refused to
meet Baragont? And what would the god of the dead do
his own avatar refused to meet him?”

‘The black mask hanging around Dol's throat thumped
like a heartbeat. Dol stood on the bow of the riverboat as.
words flooded from the mask and into his mind.

“Do ot presume to know me. Mortal, | am as formiess as
You are solid. | am as cold as the sunis warm. Yet | lve. And
through you I will continue to five.”

Dol's view of the temple and the clouded ship was
darkened by a spoor of black liquid that lowed like ink and
filed his vision. From the morass of flowing darkness skele-
tal hands emerged, cripping siime. He stared, jaw hanging
‘open. The claws of the the skeletons reached for him, ready
to tear at his face and chest. Dol screamed and stepped
back, bumping into Mikina, who was walking up behind him.

She shoved him forward with both hands. “Josk, Dol!
What's wrong?"

He biinked. Rather than skeletal hands rending off his
skin, he found a sof, eastern wind blowing on his face. Dol
turned to Min. “Sorry. | don't understand. | saw something.”

Min frowned, then nodded. “A vision?”
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A peitioner approached Min carying a curved shape
wrapped in a white cloth.

“What s that?" Min asked.

In answer the petitioner unwrapped a shiny blackwood
bow almost as tall as Min.

“My weapon is called Moonlight,” said Agena. * But |
‘cannot wield it But perhaps you can, savior of the gods.”

Min took the bow and slung it over her shouder. The
strng felt strong and rough, ike a steelwire on her shoulder.
“Lill fiht as best | can.”

g

WIND LASHED MIKINA as she ascended from the balcony.
“The gale threatened to pullher fan off-course. Gall followed,
struggling with her own fan. They salled over the roof of
the temple. Mikina looked for any sign of giants. Snow and
‘louds were driving hard from the northeast, providing evi-
dence enough for Mikina.

She darted toward the spot on the roof that Gall indi-
‘cated, hoping Dol and the troupe were stil safe. Phantoms
fitted inthe distant sky, ittle more than dark specks against
the gray and white clouds but too large for birds. Mikina
fought the wind once more to descend.

Giants created stoms wherever they went, a power even
wind fans could not duplicate. She folded the fan to cop the.
last yard to the floor in the stone paths of the courtyard.

‘She grimaced at the sight of the allen temple guardians,
then waved for Gall o follow her, The actress landed avk-
wardly nearby, but maintained a calm composure. Mikina
frowned at each of the three different passages leading out
of the courtyard.

“They must have used one of them when they came
back,” said Gall.

“Most likely.” Miina nodded. “But which ong?”
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“It can't be any tougher than learning to fly."

Mikina laughed. “I'm a lot better at lying than 1 am at
fiying.” She stepped out of the hedge passage followed by
Dol. The path had taken them into a glade of trees with
rustling leaves and black bark, The trees were separated by
‘afew yards on each side. Wherever they stood was clearly
stillpart o the garden, tended and maitained by the ancient
crone.

“They followed the winding stone path through the glade
1o a bridge They crossed the siream the walkway spanned.
Onthe other side, they climbed a gentle hill. Dol looked over
the garden from the siope, but saw it thanks to a cloying
mist.

wonder how much farther it is?” he said.

“Iwish you'd remembered your fan.” Mikina motioned to
the black length of the collapsed fan on her belt

“Yeah,” said Dol. “But | can stil mareh. | did that plenty
when| carred a pike.”

Mikina tumed toward him, “You were conscripted right?”

He nodded. “Along with Talonen, a few years ago.”

“The two of them crested the top of the grassy hill.Before
them stood a grove of towering trees. Each one spanned 100
wide a space for Dol to encircle any trunk with his arms.

A glimmer of light glinted ahead of them on the path, a
siver reflection from the pale moon. Dol walked toward the
sparkde. He pointed ahead. I think we're almost there.”

‘Among the large trees there came a place where the path
looped back. At the bend, stood a few smaller trees, each
‘on their own plot of clear grass. There, mooniight giinted on
what looked like carved mirrors growing from many of the
branches.

Dol and Mikina approached the nearest mirror, a silvery
shape that facing ino the open sky from the top of a branch.
Mikina put her hand to the mirror's surface.

She took a deep breath and then glanced at him. “What
‘am1 supposed to do to activate t?"

“Look into the mirror,” said the voice of the hag from
above them. Dol craned his neck. The old woman perched
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butcher shops. He ate as he wandered from the butcher
back toward the temple gates. When he retured the clock
read just past 8:30. He decided to wait outside, slouched
‘against a wal, tred of wandering.

He took in the sights and sounds as they bult in the
marketplace. One of the vendors selling beads looked at
him warly, then avoided his return glance. Chidren passed.
Occasionally a team of porters would pass, canying cargo
toward the ships in the harbor. A brightly dressed member of
Connorilien nobilty passed, folowed by a train of gray-clad
attendants.

s more people flowed through, @ woman in a hood

broke from their path and tumed toward the gates where Dol
stood.
“The woman with the hidden face approached. She drew.
within a few yards and threw back her hood. Onnaka, the
dark haired and beautitul temple official stood before him.
His eyes narrowed. What is she doing here? | didn't see an-
other ship behind us, and we took the fastest route to Sien
from Kasras,

“Shouldn't you be back in Kasdras?” he said.

She looked toward him, eyes soft and peaceable. “Per-
haps you should have stayed behind yourselt,” she said.
“You made finding you quite dificul.”

Dol scowled at her. “'m traveling with my troupe. 'l ask
again. What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you." She smiled. *I know that true mask
you cany is heavy.”

“It's not a burden,” he said. “And i
have others to help me cary it.”

“Friends?" She drew close to him and touched his shoul-
der. “Thatis good. Friends bring hope. Is Lady Calas travel-
ing with you as well?

He frowned. “She doesn't want to see you.”

“And 1 don't want to see her. Im here for you." Her
fingers moved down his arm, Her eyes remained fixed on his
face. “You are a new avatar. My branch of the temple would
like your help, Donnilel”

it becomes one, |
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Nalguta's eyelids opened a crack, rovealing ferce yellow
irses. She gazed evenly at Min. “We villdiscuss this further,
but for now nothing more can be done.’

You're damn righ, nothing can be done. Min flexed the
fingers of her sword hand, remembering the shock of the
impact with the giant’s metal skull. That monster got what it
deserved.

‘Don't stew in anger, Mikina,” said Nalguta. “Such be-
havior is unbecoming of an avatar.”

“An avatar...” i glanced toward the sky, the setting sun
and the shore miles off. “l met another out there. He wore
Baragont's mask.”

“Baragont's mask?" Nalguta's eyes closed. “That s in-
teresting. After these five centuries.”

A Unathi materialized at Nalguta's side. lts smoky form
looked gray like the one that always spoke with Min. Sil,
she knew this one was different because its voice sounded
distinctly feminine, however low-pitched. The Unathi bowed
to Nalguta. “The war is moving westward.”

Min tumed to Naiguta, glad for the Unathi's assertion.
Despite her unusual relationship with the gods she had
never known how to broach the subject of sending forces.
to assist Yanbria n the east. The gods rarely spoke of the
eastem nation. There, the giants struck most often and most
Tercely.

“We do not know if more will follow,” Nalguta said. “We
only know one giant crossed the sea.”

“Gracious mother of secrats.” Min stepped forward.
“With the other gods in their weakened state, Vela may be
endangered.”

The goddess's nose wrinkled at the mention of Vela, The
small continent gave rise to Kasdras and the three other an-
clent city states nearest the Clock Temple. Despite that hint
of disgust, Min considered her question necessary. Nalguta
disiiked any action, but other temples and lands needed
protection.

Nalguta's eyes remained closed as she rose from her
palanquin in an elegant unfolding motion. She walked bare-
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“No,” he said. "But 1 like this park. | thought if you were a
noble you may never have been here.”

“It's true. My family lives north of Kasdras.”

“Min,” he sald. “Who are you hiding from

“My father,” she said sofly. "He wants things for me.
From me..things | would rather not share.”

He frowned. “You don't have to tell me.”

“Thank you,” she said. “But, Dol. If | have to go, and you
‘can'tfollow me, we don'ttruly have to part.”

“What do you mean?” He hoped he did not sound as
‘confused as he felt.

“Just write my name and then any message you want to
Send me. 'l know what it says.”
in?"

She shook her head. “Use my full name, Mi
‘and don't tell anyone when you do.”

He nodded. “That's magie. | trust you.”

‘They stopped walking. Fading orange sunlight gleamed
on black branches of a broken tree n front of them.

A shout came from the edge of the park. “There she is!”

“Dol” Min said, “Run away." She tumed toward the
Source of the cry.

“But what about you?"

“I' be fine. They can't hurt me.” She reached into her
tunic and pulled out a mask, siver inlaid with blue gems, and
able o fully hide her face except for openings to accommo-
date her eyes and mouth.

Do's eyes widened. “That's a goddess's mask.”

Her eyes narrowed. *I'l know what you write to me as
long as you don'ttell anyone what you say.”

His logs trembied and he felt like he should be on his
knees. She put on the mask of the goddess. Angry volces.
‘approached through the park.

“Run," she said. “Run away, Dol” She gave him a gentle
push.

Dol ran. And ran. He ran until he reached the brothel
which he called home. He did not say a word to anyone
about meeting the gil. e lied when his mother asked where
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Dol glimpsed the branches of a vast tree reaching over
the garden, its trunk 100 far away to see. “This place is
‘amazing.” He stiffed a yawn, and then shook himself.

Thero is danger here. | must not rest.

“Imay not trust the Clocklace Gods, but at least they ive
‘among us. This place doesn't feel natural.”

He frowned at her, “What do you mean?”

‘Don'ttell me you don't sense it That hag is less human
than Baragont, and she could be as dangerous.” Mikina
Scowled. “Don'tlower your guard.”

“I won't, We're here to make you stronger 5o you can
heal the gods, right? 'm not going to betray you."

“I'm not sure about that.” Mikina reached to his chest
andtapped Baragont’s true mask with her finger. “This says.
otherwise.”

“So you don't trust me, either?” Dol said.

“It's not personal, Dol. | can hardly trust anyone as long
‘as ' the savior of the gods.”

“And yet, you don't even trust them.”

Mikina sighed. “Don't trust anyone who thinks they can
‘gain something from you.”

“You've got too many rules.”

“I've lived my whole lfe following ofher peoples’ rules.
Maybe that's why |ty to make my own now.”

Dol glanced at her as they neared the end of the hedge
fow. “But you break other peoples’ rules as you like, right?"

Mikina tapped her chin with a thoughtful smirk. “All the
time. You may have a point there, Dol. Just maybe.”

“That's good to hear” Dol took a deep breath. “You
should know | can't le.”

“What makes you say that?” Mikina glanced at him.

He clenched his hands at his sides. Because of what you
told me in that park, the conversation we shared years ago.
I'm the one you can't seem to remember. Mikina, love you,
but you forgot me.

“Lies can be useful, sometimes. I'm just no good at
them.”
iteach you sometime.”
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Dol's temper touched s pride. “Oh, bt you can? Cord,
m an avatar now. il speak to whomever | wish.”

Cordomen's eyes narrowed. “No need to be rude, young
Dol.” He slunk off along the coridor toward the back of the
quest sute.

Ensanen glanced at Dol. *You can be a cold man. Maybe
Cord s right.”
faybe he s.” Dol shook his head. *| need to talk to
He raised his hand to knock on the door again. Before his.
Knuckes could meet the wood, it swung open.

Gallilooked up at hs face. “Dol” she said.

“Im here to talk to Mikina."

“Yes, we heard.” Gall frowned, but then motioned Dol
and Ensanen inside.

Mikina lay beneath the covers of her bed, glasses on, and
peering at Dol, long hair spread across her pillow. Niba sat
‘on the bed on the far side of the room. Gall walked over to
her fellow actress as Dol and Ensanen entered.

“Mikina,” Dol said. “Are you afight?”

Her eyelids closed behind her glasses. She rolled onto
her back. Her head thumped into her pillow and her eyes.
opened again. “Damn t, Dol  need to rest.”

“What happened last night?”

“You were there for most of . Atter that, | healed him."

b

“I'm the chosen, your brllance,” she said. “It's my power
to heal the gods.”

“That's not an answer.”

Ensanen glanced uncomfortably at Dol. Dol ignored him,
eyes remaining on Mikina, who lay silent for a moment, look-
ing up at the ceiling. A last, her eyes moved to meet is. “It's
the only answer | have. But s alfight. ' get beter with at-
tle time.”

Dol folded his arms. “How much time is a litle?”

“What's wrong. Do you want to leave this temple as
much as | do?"

“I don't know. Do you really mean to leave?”






index-60_1.jpg
thought. She'd met Baragont only once before, with Nalguta
ather side. His eyes remained the thing she remembered the
best,red as rubles.

“You'e shivering again.” Gall's hand fell onto Min's
shoulder. "Let's get to the inn."

Min tured to her, reverie broken. She gave a weak smile
‘and then followed Gall away through the street.

kioX

RAINDROPS PATTERED on the window of the second floor
room at the inn that Dol shared with Ensanen. To think, that
alord’s son and a man once conscripted by the same lord
‘could be thrown together and become friends.

Dol satin a wooden chair with his back to the glass pane,
frowning at the candllt pages of one of the books Ensanen
had brought from his estate.

His friend paced before him, repeating different ines for
the next play, in which he would be playing the god Re-
bronai, Dol tried to study the book, which was about the
powers of the god's avatars. Ensanen had handed the vol-
ume to him after dinner i tavern below. Ho'd said It to Dol
since he'd leamed about the forgotten mask of Baragont.
Ensanen served the death god as a clouded.

Porhaps that was why he stll wants to help me, despite
being passed over?

Dol squinted at the shadowy outines of the feters that
described the power of Baragont's shout. “Nen,” he used
Ensanen's short name. "Have you ever used your jewel
to shout? Tis says that's the power the jewel gives o
Baragont's guardians.”

Ensanen’s steady footfals stopped as he tumed toward
Dol. “I've never been ina real fight, but | practiced the shout
often at the estate.”

“So you must have some skillin using i
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THE END
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Dol spotted Mikina and Gali flying ahead of him and En-
sanen, two tiny sihouettes, racing toward the giant. “There
are the others.” He pointed at them.

Ensanen followed his gaze. “We should help them.
There's an amy down there.”

“I know.” Despite what he'd said before, Dol knew his
friend was right. I they lost Min and Gall, no victory could
be worth anything. He tucked the mace under his am, then
nodded to Ensanen. Dol pulled Baragont's mask over his.
face. “Lot us test our shouts against these besiegers.”

His friend grimaced, determination wrinkiing his fore-
head

“The wind behind them picked up, stied by their fans.
‘They sped toward the enemy lines. Ensanen twisted and
swooped, wel-practiced in flight. Dol kept himself fiying
straight, though he shook from nervous tension,

Min and Gali Gircled the giant ahead of them. A flash of
light bloomed from Min and it the sky. The towering con-
struct recled to one side as a lance of bright power scarred
his chest, Steam issued from cracks in the giant's engine.

“Ensanen, disrupt the ones on the ground,” said Dol
help the girs with the giant.”

“I understand.” Ensanen angled himself 10 giide lower.
He caught a draft and got ahead of Dol

He breathed in deep and Dol realized his battle fear was
fading, replaced by the thill of comibat. He turned the mace
overin his hands.

“You're ready to use me again, aren't you?" whispered
Hunger.

Dol hissed in reply. “So be it He hurled himself at the
‘giant amid a roar of thunder. Lightning jabbed from the sky,
slcing into him from above.

‘Shock made his hair stand on end and his limbs lock, but
atleast he kept his grp on his fan and weapon. The power of
Baragont surged to keep him conscious as energy coursed
through his body. He spiraled, eyes staring through crack-
ling lght, but his fan kept him aloft
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‘They landed, Ensanen stil talking, *A jowel i inteligent,
and skilled ith some Kinds of magic, but its main abity isn't
tohelpme .

“Italso gives you the singular power of your god,” said
Dol. “The shout, ight?”

“Baragont's ewel is one of the more obvious ones.” En-
sanen folded his fan. “I don't think we should practice the
shout right now. ts sl earl.”

“Good point.” Dol flt certain he had enough control over
the volce of Baragont. He frowned s a patrol of hulking
chained stopped at one end of the courtyard. “I guess the
jowel doesn't give you the power to control the dead?”

“In alimited way. Any dead who hear the shout will wake
to fight for your cause if you activate perfectly.” Ensanen
sighed. “I've never gotten that good. They say Baragont can
speakto any dead soul.”™

“Yeah.” Dol thought of the punished in the armory, the
‘crushed sk, the scrabbing fingers on the floor. He shud-
dered. *I suppose that's the part | need to know the most.”
He eyed the chained patrol, which consisted of four of
the dead creatures, each carrying a heavy-bladed halberd.
“Those look like a target for practice.”

Ensanen shook his head. “Probably will be tougher than
‘ordinary dead. They're protected by Baragont's will."

“A challenge like that might be a good plac to start.” Dol
started toward the group of chained, Ensanen right behind
him. The lead chained in the patrol tumed toward them as.
they drew near. The gray face of what had once been a man
‘glared at Dol from a good foot over his head. The creature’s
halberd towered higher stil.

Dol took a deep breath, drawing in as if to shout like
the god. “Speak to me,” he said in a booming facsimile of
Baragont's voice ampliied by the mask.

The creature lurched toward Dol and raised his halberd.
No word, nor breath, escaped the lips of the chained. Dol
to0k a step back and prepared to dodge as the dead thing
‘continued to eye him. Guess it isn't s simpe as talking.
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“The phantom's talons scored across her back and sent
pain flashing in Min's mind. She whirled and brought an
elbow into Onnaka's stomach. The blow lacked strength, but
the will touch was enough. She sapped the phantom's
sense of sight, crawing in the monstrous woman's perspec-
tive.

Everything Onnaka looked upon Min would see but On-
naka would not. Nalguta's powers could be subtle, but as.
images of the giant’slegs Intertwined wih lashing awakened
trees below them filed the back of Min's mind she had o
appreciate the tools given her. She caught an updraft and
circled toward the giant's far shoulder.

Dol stood on the plated shoulder blade. The steam vent
on that side was plugged with earth and roots thrown up
from the forest and wedged into place by Dol. Min landed
beside him. “Good work.” She winced at the pain in her
back.

“Min, you're bleeding.

“Onnaka's. here. She'll recover any second now, and
come after us.”

“That phantom from the docks? She survived?”

“Phantoms aren't ahways easy to Kil."

“Nojoking.” Dol ooked past her. “Time to go.”

Min looked over her shoulder, folowing Dol's gaze. He
grabbed her hand and dragged her sideways toward the
giant's neck as she registered the torrent of flame sic-
ing through the air from Onnaka’s outstretched hand. Min
pressed herself to Dol's chest, pushing him back into the
giant's neck. The fire seared and blackened the surface of
the glant's shoulder, and licked toward where Min and Dol
stood.

Onnaka cut off the stream and circled over the plugged
steam vent. Dol and Min looked up at her. Min tumed her
head. “Divide.” She hoped she'd been loud enough for Dol
to hear her while soft enough to keep Onnaka from knowing
100 much. Then she dove to one side. He must have under-
Stood what she meant,for he ascended on his fan and flow.
in the opposite direction.
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“I don't know,” sald Gall. “It's conspicuous she disap-
peared ata time like this.”

“I she is willng to betray us now, she must be against
Agena too,” said Dol. I don't li that possibily, but it's
real”

Ensanen shook, his face grim.

“Look, let's find the gl before we decide if she's atraitor
ornot”

“You'reright,” said Dol. “Let's stick together. Who knows
what's going on here.” He hefted the death god's mace over
his shoulder, then took one of the wind fans Talonen offered
him and Ensanen.

“Good uck,” said the director.
fou gave me this mask for areason, Talonen,” said Dol.
“I won't forget that” He led the way to the side of the room
‘and through a corrdor of polished stone leading deeper
inside. Arrow sifts along the walls provided ilumination. He
frowned as they went further through the gloom. While the
est of the temple they'd seen so far was eerily empty and
silent, the sounds of volces came from ahead.

He tucked the fan into the loop of his pack, heavy Hunger
‘grasped in both hands. A dozen points of fickering light at
the end of the passage faded. A hail of sounds like smal
‘cannons, followed by screams of pain and belated cries of
‘waming sounded ahead of them.

“The three of them broke into a run. They emerged from
the passage into a courtyard of stone tiles, it's top open to
the chillmountain air. Dol stumbled to a halt. Blood streaked
the tiles, stil fresh red in color. He ran to the nearest fallen
form, but the floor was litered with at least six bodies.

All but one was dead already, bodies torm and perforated
by slender bolts of steel. Dol knelt by the last one alive, a
man with pale skin and a thick gray beard. Blood stained his.
mountain coat from two holes, one in his shoulder and the
other in his side. He grimaced as he turmed toward Dol

“You'e not one of them?" he muttered. “Damn the
phantoms.”

“I'm the Avatar of Baragont,” Dol said.
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“Itturns out ts not that diffcult, The fan does most of the
work.” Dol smiled. “If mine hadn't gotten ripped | would have
returned hours ago.”

“What's Lady Calas Ike?" Veregir's problem talking to
women proved similar to his ssues with everyone else.

Dol didn't plan to tell the others about Mikina's foul
mouth. Untl he heard her swearing that aftemoon he
wouldn't have guessed she'd curse 5o much. She always
presented herself as polite and gracious In public.

“She seemed flerce,” he said. “But that might have Just
been the battie.

Gordomem  chuckled. “We should hope all avatars
should be fierce when dealing with giants.”

Enansan nodded, and touched his brow in assent.

Dol tumed to Cordomen, keeping the the mask at his
side. *I need to talk to Talonen.”

“As you wish.” Cordomem drew himself to s feet,
looking annoyed. “He's in the room at the end of the hall.
The dramaturg pointed to a hallway that led deeper into the
quest sute.

“Thanks.”

11 tell you all more fater, but for now 1 need to know why.
Talonen gave me the mask. What was his family doing with it
untitoday?

He followed the corridor by two closed doors before find-
ing Talonen's room. The door stood open. Dol rapped his.
fingers on the frame. Talonen's voice came from the shad-
ows beside a desk within the small room. “Dol2”

“It's me.” He approached the desk and set the mask on
it 1 brought this back. Thanks for lending itto me.”

“Ididn't lend i,” Talonen said. “It's yours now.”

A frown formed on Dol's face. “Why did you give some-
thing so precious to me?”

“Itold you before. Someone needed o stop that giant.”
four family held this mask for generations. Why use it
now?”

Talonen's gaze met Do's, battered features hidden in
shadow, but eyes weary in reflected firelight. The lines in
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Descending, Min circled in the air, and then dropped
onto a balcony outside Agena's chambers. She breathed
deep and then opened the door to enter.

‘Within the warmth of the room, surrounded by her peti-
tioners and priestesses, the goddess lay at the verge of an
end.

Tapestries and lace adorned the wals. Twin goblets of
ey red wine stood on opposite bed stands, the classical
‘eastern tradition of a deathbed. Min approached the side of
the palld goddess.

Breath whispered from Agena’s bluish lips. Her halo of
light yellow hair radiated on the pillow around a frail frame.
Dark eyes moved to gaze at Min. The onlookers were silent,
watar of Nalguta,” said the goddess. *F'm glad | could
meet you. Before.."

“There is no end for the endless,” sald Min.

“Sweet words from a bitter flower.”

“Ido not know what you mean.”

“Iihink you do.”

“lassure you—"

“Be st

Min clenched her jaw.

‘Agena’s hand brushed through Min's hai, tousiing al-
ready disorderly strands. *Have you come to save me?"

“Yes."

“Then, please. | have time. Save my temple and my peo-
ple first.”

“They can wait”

“Not while my place of reverence is under siege by
thunder giants.” Agena’s hand touched Min's shoulder. “Go.
Take your herald and fight.™

“My herald?”

Galli stepped forward from the cluster of peitioners. She
held both her wind fans closed at her sdes. “ was separated
from the others and made my way here."

Min nodded to the clouded actress. “'m glad you'e
alrigh, Gall s time we rejoined the troupe. We must break
the siege today."
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“You don't have to fight alone,” Dol said. “Because I'm
fighting beside you.”

Her eyes sparkled within her mask. *I remember. Now's
the time, Dol. Lets fly together.”

“They launched themselves from the dome and glided to-

(03

MIN'S MEMORIES FLOWED freely for the fist time in years.

‘Thoughts she'd buried and feelings hidden bolled and
steamed.

‘What she'd told him about not being able to forget made
the truth harder to bear.

To protect Dol she'd made herself forget him.

Unti she pushed over the flimsy barrier. Untl he'd written
to her from the Mountain Temple. Her memories ran to be-
‘come the tears that threatened her eyes.

She and Dol flew toward the sealed doors of Nalguta's
palace tower. Onnaka waited for them below. The phan-
tom's whirling, spinning sky blades folded as the two avatars
losed with her.

need only evade youa ittle longer,” said Onnaka. “This
mask is the gift of my final wish, Mikina. Now, | wield the
power of a goddess. You know, | heard every word you
Spoke to each other, beauiful ones.

“You made the wrong wish.” Min glared at the phantom,
hands steady on her blade and fan. It wil cost you every-
thing you are.”

Onnaka laughed. “It already has, ltie
price wilingly, the same as the first two.”

“How many wishes have you made with the veiled?"
Dol's eyes darted to Min, then back to Onnaka.

Her gaze focused on his mask. “No one ever survived a
fourth wish, precious Dol.”

“Don't call me that.” He grimaced. “I'm no one’s pet.”

in. | paid that
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“Halt”sald one man. “Who goes there?"

Dol stepped forward. “Im an actor from the troupe that
performed today."

“A simple actor?” The guard chuckled. “The palace
should be offlimits 10 you, even in daylight

Scowl on his face, Dol took another step toward the
‘quards. His fingers clenched around the edge of the mask.
His days of being spoken to as a weak nobody must end
now.

“I must speak with Lady Calas.”

‘The shadow of the guard moved one hand toward the
short blade at his hip. Dol guessed by the deliberation in the
action the man knew real batle. His motioned suggested
‘calm confidence that he faced an unarmed man.

“Tum around and go find your quarters. The lady is
aslesp.”

“Perhaps you're right” Dol said. “I'm wasting my time.”

The man's hand retreated from the hit of his sword. Dol
turned his back on the guards and put on the true mask. Ho
to0k a deep breath and spun to face them.

Dol called on the power of the mask to change his tone
without a full-on shout, “On the other hand, we avatars are
Known to wander at odd hours."

“The man's hand flew back to his sword and he drew it
Starlight sparkled on the blade. “Don't try anything. Your
tricks don't scare us.”

“Don't make me raise my voice,” Dol sald. “I have a
feeling the people in this temple won't enjoy being woken up
that way.”

“The guard glanced at his companion who stood in the
shadows on the other side of the gate, slight and small of
buid, “Come on, help me take this intruder.” He pointed his.
sword at Do,

The gate creaked as wind blew through the garden out-
side. Dol drew in a breath and prepared to shout. A smal
hand clad in white lace fell on the guard's wrist.

“Put away your weapon,” Mikina said softy from behind
the pale mask that had been hidden in darkness. She in-
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Baragont hid words and deeds from each other in thelr
asides where they spoke only for the audience.

Gall's Nalguta knew the whole truth all the while, and
the comedy of powerful Baragont stil attemping deception
returned a few laughs from the audience. The war feltdistant
and the gods nearly uninvolved as Nalguta and Baragont
moved ast.

Never mind that Nalguta had not fought directly on a
battiefield i two human generation. In their play, she lefther
palaces and temple and went with a revitalized Baragont to
join the defenders of Yanbria in a final batie.

They mad it through act two, with both suspense and
laughter building. The part of the audience Dol understood
reacted as he hoped.

Only one member of the audience mattered.

At intermission batween acts three and four, Dol and
Galieft the stage whenitfell completely dark. They rejoined
the rest of the cast in the dressing room where smal win-
‘dows letin warm late afteroon light.

Galisighed. She removed Nalguta's mask, and then took
‘aseat by one round window. Dol took oft his Baragont mask
‘and tumed to Kedal. “Good opening. You delivered it rever-
ently, even with the twist at the end.”

“Thanks. | hope it wasn't too much to request faimess
from the goddess.™

Kedal smiled. At nineteen, he was four years younger
than Dol, and unmasked he looked it, despite his height, His
face was smooth and free of scars. He didn't need to shave
daily. Kedal glanced at Gall.

“You wouldn't know she was human, looking at her on
stage,” he said softly. “She's so elegant”

Dol shrugged. Kedal came from a non-noble family, and
at almost eight years younger than Gall, his crush was un-
derstandable, ifa e bt sad, given this would likely be her
last year with the troupe.

“She's working harder than she seems,” Dol sai.

“We al are.” Kedal took a deep breath. “But | guess i's
harderto tel with her.”
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the north to cover the sun. She gazed the way she'd flown
from the throne room and activated her mask's vision of se-
rets with a push of il

“Roveal the truth to me. Josk t. Agena, what happened
here?”

She grimaced as a torrent of answers colided with her.
The enemy, both phantoms and glants had not yet broken
the roof. Agena's temple had been troubled for many days
before any external foes arrived. Min scowled as she real-
ized the hidden truth.

Yahiri had fooled her, fooled them al. She even cheated
Dol. Min shook her head. She hated to compare Yahiri and
Dol at all. The vision before her revealed Onnaka, the phan-
tom woman from the docks in the west, dealing with Yahir
in this very chamber after dark. While only the velled could
create the pact, that Min knew, a phantom could stil prom-
Ise her master's favor to another. Onnaka had done exactly
that for Yahin

“The temple lay under siege n the vision. Yahir flew to the
Southwest to meet the avatars, Dol and Min, and continue
Onnaka's plan. After that, Buror arrived.

Buror?

“The name sounded unfamiliar to Min, but the true mask
told her it must be significant. Yet, she couldn'tsee an image
to match vith the name.

‘Agena, more ill than her guardians and clouded knew,
had withdrawn under the early bombardment. She staed in
her private chambers, waiting for the siege to end, listening
10 the war rage, both outside her temple, and far away in the
world. Her power to uncover the truth was nearly s strong
‘as Nalguta's abilty to claim secrets.

Min retumed to her senses. She took to the air once
more, fing over the temple toward Agena’s bedchamber. I
she didn't find the goddess there, she would have to use the
power once more, i it even could pierce the veils the mar-
riage goddess used to suround her most private places.
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face. He stumbled in front of Gall and Min. The boy looked
p at them with wide eyes. “You were at the temple! Did you
see the avatar?

Gall glanced at Min. Min bent forward o the child could
see her face. The boy's eyes it up.

He stared at eyes. “You..”

She put a finger to her lips. “Don't tell anyone. Our
secret.”

“The boy grinned and then tumed and ran off through the
‘crowd. Gall tumed to Min. “That was kind of you.”

“He needed some kindness.” Min shivered at the thought
of what might have caused the bruise on the child’s face. *I
Know what's it ke to live amid a sea of troubles.”

Gall frowned. *But you were bor to a noble family.”

“Alllite has perls.” Min sighed. “Growing up, my father

Gall's expression softened. *I never knew.”

“How could you?" Min shrugged. "Most people would
never question Lord Calas's honor, nor hs sobriety.”

“The actress nodded, but didn't say anything more. Most
of the troupe stopped n front of the storefront while Talonen
went inside. Dol tured from the front. His true mask showed
partally through the open front o his cloak.

Min had to admit, after seeing him that morning, he'd
learly done more than play the part of a warrior even before
yesterday. The long scars over his muscied forearms made
her guess he'd trained as a pikeman.

Lord Tassir, the master of castem Kasdras believed in
taking as much and from neighboring Grafhian nobility as he
‘could without arousing annoyance in the rest of the nation.

Nalguta referred to Tassir as a sily man, but never falled
to mention his deep pockets. Father and Tassir had grown
up together. Min knew all 0o well the money both men could
muster, easily enough for private forces. Enough wealth
‘could cover up any violence or indiscretions. Dol raised his
eyebrows at her.

“Is something wrong?"

She folded her arms. “Tm fine."
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JANLETH'S YELLOW EYE glared at Dol from within the
found boltle on Hunger's handle. Dol swallowed. “That's
impossible.”

“The gods of the clock face are not the only gods, Don-
nilel Ekclros. You met another,just tonight.”

“The old woman in the garden.”

“Firoleth. Indeed.” Janleth's eye beamed in the tent,“She
‘awakened my spiit”

“How did you end up in that botie?”

“My memory isn't perfect.” Janleth's voice echoed and
Dol feit a rush of nervousness that someone might overhear
him. “Gome closer and | won't have to speak 5o loudly.”

Dol crept over the bed roll and sat cross-legged before
the inverted mace. His eyes never left the glowing yellow
gaze of the creature in the sphere. “First of all, what are
Yo

“Itold you. 1 was god of the dead.™

“You were. Fine. But what are you now?” Dol shivered as
the eye blinked from yellow 10 darkness.

The eye opened once again. “'m a fragment of mysalf.
Imprisoned by my eneies in this weapon.”

“Your enemies?”

“The so-called gods of the clock face, of course. | took a
stand with the others of my kind when they arose. We lost.”
Janleth's voice went 5o Soft and deep that it felt more like
dull thumps on the earth under the tent than sound.

“What did they call your kind?"

“When 1 had a body we were called the high ones, foes of
the clock and the Velled.”

Dol's excitement flooded him. “You fought the gods. Do
You know how to defeat them?"

“If I did, would | be trapped in this humiliating sphere?”

Dol sank back. “l suppose not.”
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“Why should 12"
‘Because you can't destroy me. Let us stop playing
games.”

The sound of running feet pounding the earth behind
them announced Dol's approach. “Don't tell him anything
else,” said Min, “Don't tell him what you just told me.”

“Keeping secrets again? That's so like an avatar of
Nalguta.”

Min grimaced and climbed ot the supine hag. The crone
slowly floated back to an upright position. Min's eyes nar-
rowed. “You are a goddess yourself, no matter what you
ook like.”

Dol's footsteps slowed as he drew closer. The hag nod-
ded, a smile on her face and glintin her eye. “Perceptive.
Have agitt”

“The pain in Min's wounds faded, then vanished. Even the
‘gashes and bruises from her fight vith Onnaka back at the
Lake of Ghains stopped aching. Her sword hand retured to
strength. She nodded to the crone. “Thanks.”

“Mikinal" Dol caught up with her and looked at her erst-
‘while quarry. “What happened, are you alright?”

Min's sickened weakness began to fade. She stared at
the lined and dity face of the old crone. * think | got what
we came for." Her strength began to retum. She motioned
for Dol to follow her. “We can go.”

He glanced at the vitch. The ancient woman nodded to
him,

“I don't understand,” he said.

“Il explin later,” sald Min. “Let’s leave this place.”

“Aright.” He held out Min's black-handle fan. “You
dropped this."

Mintook the fan from i, avoiding his eyes.

‘They left the hag in the clearing and retraced their path
through the garden to the gate they'd entered through. They
climbed the arched bridge and stepped out of the miror
realm and into their own world's dark night.
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Ensanen looked a bit taken aback by Dol taking charge,
yet he nodded. Fan spread, Dol ook 10 the sky. Gall met
him above the treetops.

“Wheres Mikina?" Dol asked.

“This way," Galll tumed one of her two fans to catch a
cross-breeze and let the other carry her higher on an insti-
gated updraft. Dol followed her with a bit less grace with
just his single fan. They came within sight of the place where
Mikina circled over a dense portin of the forest a few hun-
dred yards from the path.

A thunderous crash from below them announced a col-
umn of dirt as it exploded from the forest floor. Trees flow.
into the aif, roots and all. Mikina vanished from sight as a
massive form reared from the forest. Dirt clung In clumps to
the giant's bumished metal skin. Sunlight linted through the
‘clouds above, then varished as the gap closed again.

Jets of steam issued from the four engines on the glant's
back. More dirt tumbled from the engines and crashed to the
forest flor, flattening vegetation on impact.

“Mikina!" Dol called s the giant tumed toward him and
Galli where they hung in the air.

With a lumbering gat, the mechanical humanold strode
over the trees, shaking more debris from its body. The gi-
‘ant's legs strode far. Two disproportionately long and many-
jointed ams swung at its sides. Storm clouds converged on
the monster, and lightning fickered around s head.

A tiny white shape darted free of the clouds. A flash of
blue sreamed into the ai from Mikina's neck as the scarl
blew around her. Mikina tumed in the air before the glant's
face. She didn't have her sword.

Dol glared at the giant. I don't care how that thing got
here. F'm going to kil .

Gallcircled higher. “How? We don't have any weapons.”

“We have your jewel, and mine and Mikina's masks.”

She replied by angling downward. Galli was a clouded of
Ghasata, and though Dol had never seen her use her ewel's
power he had done enough reading since arriving at the Void
‘Temple to know what Chasata’s ewel could do. She's plan-
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light broke through clouds as they passed under the flying
Vessel. Ensanen pointed at the ship.

“Some day, Id like to fiyin one of those.”

Gall glanced at him. “You may be rich enough to afford
that”

Dol looked at Mik, but she said nothing. Her concentra-
tion seemed eaten up by flying. He decided not to speak.
‘They flew on.

‘Three hours into the flight, Dol was watching Mikina as.
they approached to a bark on the far side of the lake. She.
looked 50 small against the growing clouds boiling above
them, and yet she flew in a steady arc, never seeming to et
the wind dictate her fight path, so much as deigning to fo-
lowts suggestions.

Dol flew at her side, far less clumsy than just a month
‘ago when they fought the glant together at Kasdras. Ho
had leamed to tum more sharply than Ensanen could, and
was becoming more and more at home in the air. She st
seemed 5o natural up in the wind that he doubted he would
ever match her.

‘Watching her in those moments, he felt fine with that.

‘Aloud cry echoed from the bank of the ake, followed by
a roar from the woods that bordered the lake to the north-
east. Dol squinted in the direction of the sounds. Mikina
turned immediataly. “Josk. Leave it to my first new fight for
trouble to come.”

Galli and Ensanen glanced at her, startied. Dol followed
her tum, Anothe roar came from the forest, unmistakably
mechanical this time. “What is a giant doing here?" Dol
asked.

“We've moved east,” said Mikina. It could have broken
through the lines in Yanbria, or crossed the mountains to the
south.”

Galli and Ensanen caught up with them, Ensanen's fight
path arcing out on the breeze nearby. He scanned the treo-
tops. I there was a giant wouldn't we see it by now?"

“They can vary immensaly,” said Mikina. “Who knows
how tis hiding itset.”
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one of the ridges on the dome of the giants head, where an
ear would be on a human. The giant bellowed with rage.

Min flew over Dol and landed on the front of the ma-
chine’s head. Her sword stabbed into the dome of the gi-
ant's metal skull with the sound of tearing metal. The blade
disappeared up to the hill A sweet smell reached Dol nose
as the giant's movements slowed. Min looked at him from
her perch on the crippled giant's brow.

“Let go. This bastard wil fal.”

Dol glanced at hs battered and tom fan. The rainclouds
overhead began to break apart. Dol tumed to Min as cor-
puscular rays fell upon her small rame where she stood,
feat planted on the blood and rain-streaked giant's head.
‘Through the wide gap in her mask around her mouth, he saw
her smile.

The giant's knees buckied far below. One by one they
failed. Each one gave way with another thunderous crash.

“What are you waiting for2” Min asked.

Dol spread his fan, then took s grp. He jumped off of
the giant's skull and the battered fan carried him unsteadily
toward the walls of Kasdras. Min flew ahead. The temple
‘guardians must have retreated from the battie, forthe others
looked small over the water. The rain slowed, then stopped.

He landed with an awkward pace upon the wall beside
Min. Dol turned toward her, catehing suniight reflected off
the glasses she wore over her eyes.

“Thanks for the save back there.”

“Itold the giant he wasn't going to kil again.” She looked
ather hand, the fingertips spattered with drops of biood. “He
slew two of the guardians before that, | think.”

Dol tumed his paims up and grimaced. The left was
tom and bloodied. He averted his eyes from the gory sight
‘and glanced over the parapet, The giant trembled, then col-
lapsed front-first into the sand and mud a hundred yards.
from the seashore. Water and mud hung n the alr.

Min took off her mask but left the spectacies beneath it
Her face left no mistake, that her beauty only increased with
time. “Who are you, under that mask?”
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EXCRUCIATING PAIN FLARED in places al along Dof's
stomach and legs. His blood coated each of Onnaka's.
blades. He reloased her propeliers and fel onto his side. His.
slashed and bleeding hands offered the least intense pain,
S0 he focused on them,. For a moment no sound followed the
‘wet thump of his shoulder hitting stone.

Min cried out in an anguished voice. Onnaka tumed to
face her.

Dol watched as the phantom regained her footing, prowi-
ing closer to Min. His eyelids fluttered. He knew to stay.
awake, but he'd been hurt so badly he doubted he'd live
long. Too much blood coated the stone around him.

Onnaka sneered, tuming her bloody razors toward Min.
Beauiful rage filed those eyes. Hair streamed behind and
tears trickled onto her mask's cheeks. Her sword glttered
with condensation from cutting through mists so many
times.

She hurtied at the phantom without a sound. Sword
met sickles, spikes, and razor blades. Graceful movements.
‘countered methodical fluries of perfectly-timed strikes. Dol
watched from behind Onnaka as the phantom caught a
slash from Mikina across the chest. The blade passed
through steam rather than flesh.

He had to touch her to keep her sold. His sense of hope
Kept her from changing into steam. If only he could get there
at the right moment. His fan was stil tethered to his wrist,
but that arm had been gashed too badly to simply fip it
open.

His left hand might be bloodied, but the fingers still
‘answered his call. Dol untethered the fan from his wrist. He
ficked it open.

Min fenced with Onnaka as Dol stired the wind. The
breeze rose behind him, and caught the mystic paper of his
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“You're shivering,” said Gall.
(s a cold day. I just haven't been outside the temple
this long in some time.” Min closed her eyes and took a deep
breath. “Im fine."

“Are you sure?” Dol asked.

He wants to treat me like a chid. I'm an avatar, damn
t, and 1've been one much fonger than him. I may ot b
fully recovered from heaiing Nalguta. The divine disease is
a powertul curse, and breaking even one twelfth of it has.
‘consequences.

“I'm sure,” she whispered.

Dol glanced toward Gall, then tumed to Min. “Let us
Know f anything is wrong. You can trust us.”

Maybe I can trust you, Dol. But these others know even
less than you do. The ones who joined the clouded may have.
other motives.

Clouds moved over a the iy, though not the localized
thunderheads that surounded a storm giant. The giant's
mechanical minds drew weather patterns with them. So far
every one of them encountered since ancient times brought
destructive wind and rain, thunder and lightning, snow and
hall

Talonen retumed to the front of the broker's shop. He
nodded his flat, scarred face to the troupe. “We have a ship.
We'l leave as soon as the storm passes.”

“Where are we going frst?” Min adjusted her glasses.

“Sien, the capitol of Premanta.” Talonen glanced at Dol.
“We have a smal temple to play there.”

His words hung in the air as rain began to fall in hard,
‘cold droplets. The crowds dissolved as they sought for shel-
ter under the eaves of buildings and the tarps at the edges
of shops. Leftin the emptiness of language, only the sky and
the feet of the crowd spoke. Min thought over the implication
of going to Premanta, the nation ruled by Baragont, god of
the dead, now embodied by Donnilel Ekcros, a mere actor
day ago.

Min's destiny, as interpreted by the priests, was o some
day become the death god's bride. She scowled at the
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Baragont's face looked anything but serene. He sill wore
a manic grin as he tumed back to the performance, “One
more hour. Then | willlet them leave,” he said. “But not be-
fore moon rise.”

The play continued. Min nodded and released
Baragont's hand. She returned her hand, which smelled of
b100d to her lap. Despite herself, she nearly gagged at the
increased proximity of Baragont's odor.

Porhaps this s part of the curse? Perhaps when I cure
him of the diseasa he will bo less foul. He focused on the
stage with a gleeful expression, taking no further notice of
Min,

That's exactly how s always boen. With father. With
Nelguta. With the priests and priestesses. They never notice
me unless they want something. Wil he act this way when
we are married? Will even be alive o care?

She thought of the chained outside the room. They all
possessed their original spirts, but were their minds intact?
She couldn't telleither way. They always waited in silence.
They showed no fear of batle, or pain. Baragont’s perfect
world featured humans who acted like the chained. She
Knew it from every inch of him, from the shape she saw.
through the eyes of Nalguta. The god ofthe dead would con-
sume everyone he could.

On stage, Dol played the god as a giver, but that was not
Baragont’s true form. I’sjust how he wants to be seen. Min
closed her eyes.

“Don't fall aslesp my dear,” said Baragont softy. “You
must heal me tonight."

“IKknow.” She opened her eyes and looked at him. He stll
had not looked at her.

“Just altle longer,” said Baragont, “Stay awake.”

“As you wish, gracious death.”

“As Iwish.” Baragont's sigh rumbled like distant thunder.

I have never been as | wish, not for five hundred, not for a
thousand years.” He finally sat back on his throne, but his
eyes remained on the play below. “He is what | wish to be,
but what | cannot make myself becore.
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Min frowned, “Baragont's avatar—He could barely fly
witha fan.”

“Who knows who he was before?” said Nalguta.

“An actor, from the play tonight.” Min kept her gaze cold
as she looked at the Unathi, *He must be In the service of
Baragont. Who knows how much he understands, or if he
willhelp us.”

‘Baragont bears the same affiction as all the others.”
Nalguta's open eye moved to Min's face. Her odd stare
locked with Min's. @ wil converse with him, but untl | do you
must not approach this new avatar again.’

“If he's not here in the temple he will be soon.”

“Perhaps I shall meet him, then.” Nalguta tumed to the
Unathi at her side, and her eye closed. “Unathi, take my.
message to Baragont. Tell him | have found his mask."

“The wind picked up and the Unathi vanished into the
‘open air as trails of smoke racing over the sea.

Nalguta tumed to Min. “Your father wishes to know you
aresafe”

“He surely knows already.”

“He won'tleave until he hears from you.”

“lunderstand.” Min nodded o the goddess. “Iwill go see
him.

“Go with honor, my avatar.” Nalguta retured to her
palanquin and sat. Her face tumed toward the sunset as the
sky tumed from orange to purple.

Min left the garden, letting her expression slip and hope
‘creep into her mind. Perhaps she'd soon leave the temple at

iR

LAMPLIGHTERS MOVED through the temple. They carried
flames on the end of poles used to reach the high places.
“The interior of the temple brightened as Min neared the
guest chambers. She passed temple soldiers lining the
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COLD WIND BLEW ACROSS the parapet of the temple’s.
lowest dome. Dol stood beside Talonen, looking out over the
lake of chains where ghostly sails stil plied the waves. The
troupe master clapped his hand on Dof's shoulder and held
there.

“Put on the mask, Dol

Dol obeyed, then took a deep breath through the mouth
o the death god. “What now?"

“You know how to use his voice, his physical strength. s
that true?”

“Yeah, said Dol “But there’s more to leam, for certain.”

“Much more.” Talonen released his grip on Dol's shoul-
der. *He s god of the dead. He can speak to any dead spirt,
and command them to answer. The mask also connects you
to his mind. You can know how he feels, if not what he
thinks, at any moment.”

“How do you know these things?"

“Imay never have worn the mask, but | have held it. 1 feit
his mind through it.”

“So 1 can feel what he feels? That should allow to me play
him better.”

“Go deeper. If you know what he feels, you can predict
his reactions.” Talonen walked up the side of the domed
rooftop. *Perhaps wearing the mask will let you hear his.
thoughts as well. 1 do not know that for certain. But reach
‘out. Think of the most powerful thing you can relate to him,
‘and you may be able to touch his mind.”

“Alight," said Dol. “Il try.” He closed his eyes and
focused on the image of the god's backhand knocking the
fierce-eyed phantom across the room eartir that day. The
resounding siap echoed in his mind. He smelled food, the
‘cooking meat of a ox being prepared for dinner.

How o I know it for dlinner? Dol squeezed his eyelids.
tighter. His breath went in and out and he listened to t. Ho
waited for the sound of the slap to return to his ears. Instead
he heard a volce, the reedy speech of Incos, the oracle, as
speaking in his ear.

“The boy disrespected me as well,"the ltle man said.
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Galli bowed her head. * appreciate your faithfulness.”
Mikina scowled at the giant and the shapes of marching
Soldiers on the nearby mountainside. “This s fa from over.

DOL AND ENSANEN STOOD in the blood-stained courtyard,
under fallng snow and crashing thunder. The tremors and
Sound from below the temple reached them like an earth-
quake.

‘They exchanged glances. Ensanen scowled into laden
sky. “Battle is joined. We need to help.”

“Agreed.” Dol spread his wind fan, gripping the mace,
Hunger, tight in the other hand. “Remember, we need to find
Yahir. She's the one we're after most.

“What about Galli?" Ensanen's brows bent deeper yet.
“And Mikina?"

“We'll help them by stopping the phantoms.” Dol gazed
nto the gray and white heavens. The image of Mikina van-
Ished from the clouds before the booming impact erupted
below them. “Min can handie herself in the fray. | trust her:

Ensanen spread his fan and touched the sword at his
belt. 11l pray Galli can as well.” He took to the air. His car-
nelian gem, a ewel of Baragont, glowed bright at his neck.

Dol followed his friend skyward with a different prayer
in his heart. He prayed they could find Yahir without sac-
ifcing anyone, The renegade priestess could be anywhere,
but judging from the din of battle and the stomping feet
in the distance, more than one giant climbed the eastern
mountain

He refoined Ensanen above the temple. The two of them
raced over the stony peaks and galleies of the bridge-like
buiding suspended over the gap between peaks. The tow-
ering form of a giant loomed at the castern gate. Behind
that engine of destruction, ranks of tiny figures stood, pikes.
bristing and arrowheads glinting.






index-91_1.jpg
He can't be serious, Dol thought. A smile formed on his.
face. “Surely you are joking?"

Even as the words passed from his lips he realized the
mistake they had been. Even with Incos his tongue had got-
ten him nto trouble. This decadent, overfed god of death
would surely find no more mercy than the Void Oracle.

Incos smirked, then muttered, “The destiny of this avatar
may end right here.”

“Who speaks thus to me?" Baragont's eyes locked on
Dol,just behind Mikina. “Who interrupts my meeting of my.
bride to be?"

Dol's eyes ficked to Mikina, but if she had a plan, she
‘gave him no sign. Follow her load. “Your own avatar, grace.
My name is Donnilel of Ekdros.”

“Ekdros in Kasdras...” Baragont's eyes flicked to Mikina.
“Is this lout's word true?”

“He speaks the tnth.”

“Disappointing. If had ever hoped for an avatar | would
have hoped himto be of noble bith.”

Incos snickered vith unconcealed satisfaction. Now or
never. My, am I skiled at first impressions. Dol took a step
forward to stand beside Miina, “Your gracious serenity, if
my sumame offends you, call me by my first name.”

“Iwil call you by o name unless you explain to me how
itis you came to have my mask.” Baragont's eyes moved
across Dol's face to his neck and chest where the mask lay.
along his collarbone.

Talonen must not be implicated, Dol thought,  can't sel
him out. Thisis the tral | must pass mysel. I cannot tell you
how found the mask, | fear your wrath."

“You risk my wrath by refusing to speak.” Baragont
belched. "I may be heavy with the divine disease, but 1 amno
petty spiit to be appeased by your fears.”

Mikina bowed low. “Your grace, please show him mercy
for his foibles. This man was but an actor only a week ago."

“An actor?” Baragont grinned. “That | had ot heard.” He
turned again to Dol. “Have you ever before played the partof
death upon the stage?”
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‘and their shadows cast by the lamps set in the chandaliors
and wallposts bore missing limbs and hideous bent shapes.
Dol stared at one corpse, as he followed Baragont along a
0w of weapon racks beside Mikina.

The dead he fixated on stood with only one eye open,
the other crushed shut where his skull was dented and mis-
shapen. The dead’s arms were mangled and twisted, like
branches. One elbow emerged from tom flesh, white and
‘gleaming. They passed the rack of spears where the broken
‘doad man stood. Dol shuddered.

“The punished,” Mikina said, voice soft.

“Indeed.” Baragont reached the center of the room and
stopped walking. “These are the dead who did evil i Iie.
1 have brought justice to them. Here they bear the testing
of my weapons unti their sentence s completed. For many,
that mercy will never come.” He stopped before a rack
of larger weapons that included great swords with black
blades, and axes scribed with symbols of the clockface
‘gods. Baragont walked past those. He stopped in front of
the last weapon on the rack. His girth blocked it from Dol's
view.
Dol stepped forward to stand beside the god, who stood
more than a head taller than him, careful of the dead who
stood unmoving on his right. He looked at the weapon on
which the hand of the death god rested.

‘The mace stretched almost a yard long, boxy with sharp.
‘comers and a square cap on the end. The dark length of
the weapon giitered with rounded studs of brighter metal.
‘The weapon transitioned into a handle, marked by a guard
shaped like open jaws. The handle terminated in a black
sphere. Wisps of gray smoke shifted within.

Dol stared at the huge weapon, half his own height. The
death god's hand moved to the handie and his meaty fingers
shifted the dark wrapping of the grip. He raised the mace,
keepingits square head low.

“Though I have had countless weapons forged for my
return 1o the feld, | think only this one is fitting for you, my.
avatar.”
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“Onnaka—" His volce caught as their eyes locked. “You
know something | don't. Don't you?”

“You could say that” She exhaled an intoxicating sigh.
Her fingers wrapped around his forearm. “Even in a market-
place, few people recognize what is truly valuable. You have
the power of a god, and that is what | need.”

“You?" His brow furrowed. “Or do you mean your temple
branch?”

Onnaka smiled, a gint i her eye. “My branch of the tem-
Ple s most interested in you, Donnilel.”

“What about Mikina?"

“You are the first avatar of Baragont in over five cen-
turies. My branch exists to protect avatars. Lady Calas is no
onger the only avatar alive.’

Dol's eyes narrowed. “What do you want me to do?"

“Come with me and we'll go to the Void Temple where
Baragont dwels.”

“The troupe and | are headed there already.

“You'l have to confront the god of death. | can prepare
Youor that”

Dol gazed into the woman's face. “You can help me train
asanavatar?”

Her hand moved up his arm. “That's exactly what I'm
saying. There are ways humans can surpass gods.”

Another voice broke in over the sounds of the market-
place. “Dol, get away from her.” Mikina slipped out of the
‘crowd, slender sword in one hand, closed fan in the other.
Early suniight glinted on her glasses. “She's ying. She's not
from any temple.”

Onnaka's eyes gleamed, but her hand remained on Dol's
‘amn. “Lady Calas." She grinned at Mikina. “Good to see
your

A sharp pressure began to build under the woman's grip.
Dol glanced at her hand, and found the fingertips as sharp.
and steely as engineering spikes. His eyes widened and he
pulled back from the woman. The nails of her metal fingers.
tore the sleeve of his shirt and he fell back against the iron
‘gate. Blood began to rickle down his arm.
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“The lights hid everyone but those on the stage. Dol sus-
pected Nalguta watched from above with her avatar. Gall
might be more nervous from the presence of the former, but
Dol's heart clenched at the thought of the latter. Mikina.

He swept his am, clad in a gided facsimile of Baragont's
legendary armor, to his side. Dol bowed to the audience.
Gall lifted the hem of her mantle and curlsied. Between
them walked a third, taller figure. The narrator puzzled dra-
maturgs by sometimes being referred to as Unath i the an-
clent texts.

Today, a younger actor named Kedal played the part He
‘wore a blank mask like a shellwith holes for eyes and a wide
mouth sealed by black bars. Kedal bowed to the audience
then raised his head.

“Men and women,” he intoned in the traditional exposi-
tory chant. “Watch worlds expand through mortal lives.

“Wary we who play the stage now lighted,

“Prepared as gods before your judging eyes,

“Bid fair thoughts and feelings in your minds arise.”

Kedal finished the opening poem, then backed away
toward the curtan. He left Dol and Gali as Baragont and
Nalguta in the light shining from above.

A nerve reacted like a flare in Dol's mind as he consid-
ered the unusual ending couplet. He refused to et that flash
ignite his fear. Fair thoughts, indeed would be best to pro-
duce with this performance.

“The time to stand or fall arived.

He and Galll drew apart. She spoke the opening line, her
Voice flawless and projected loud into the temple’s shad-
ows. He followed the words, but payed more attention o
tracing her inflection and gestures. That allowed him to bet-
tertime his responses.

From practice he knew her lines and his cues, and to-
gether they played the stage. Other actors in different masks
‘came and went from the stage, but Dol and Gall remained
for the duration of the frst act. As befitted these shadows,
the beginning of the play focused on secrecy. Nalguta and
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the setting sun. He walked past her a few steps, then tumed
and looked at her.

*You seem confident, Dol," she sai
ot giis?”

“Never like this," said Dol.° just happened to hear about
You, 501 got curious.”

Her eyes narmowed, dark brows bending. “Who told
you..about me?"

“No one told me. I heard the man who owns your building
talking. Seems he suspects there's a reward for sending you
to your family.”

‘She looked at her feet, *Im sure there is.” She sighed.
“Why didn't you tell me sooner?”

“ldidn't want to scare you away.”

“I'm not scared now, am 17°

“I can see that." e grinned. “So, do you stil want to
eat”

“Doyou?*

“Why not?" he said.

She put a soft hand on his cheek and looked at him
evenly, eye to eye, though she was a few inches shorter than
him. He fet heat rsing in his face.

*Good idea." She smiled. *Though, | can't go back to my

ing."

“Do you have anywhere eise to go?"

“Not after dinner.”

He touched her wast tentatively with one hand. *I think |
‘can help with that"

“Don't get ahead of yourself, Dol.” She put her hand on
his hand. "But sti, thank you.”

‘They ate dishes of savory fish and scallops at one of the
restaurants west of the iver.

After that, they tumed toward Dol's favorite public park.
Trees vith gnarled dark branches more tangled than Min's
halr surrounded them. Small blue flowers bloomed along
those branches.

“Is this where you thought we'd stay?" she asked.

. "Do youtaktoalot

bu
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She leaned close to his ear. “Do you know Mikina is
sick?”

“No." She healed Baragont last night.Is it possible some-
thing eise happened. “Last | saw her, she went 1o heal the
death god.”

“She healed him, yes." Gall straightened and tumed to
the others. “Do any of you know how she was chosen?”

‘Gordomem shook his head. “Few have heard any details,
but the Clock Temple's oracles must have discovered her
power somehow.”

Galli scowled. “Well, her power isn't easy on her to use.”

Dol shifted his chair back and rose. “Let me see her.”

“No,” Gall said. “She's sil resting.

Ensanen walked to Dol’s side and clapped him on the
shoulder. “There's nothing we can do right now. Come on,
let's find somewhere you can train.”

Dol shook off Ensanen's hand. “Gal, please.”

“You may both be avatars, but she's a woman, and
You're a man. You shouldn't be in her bedroom at a time like
this.”

Dol nodded, halfway to a grimace, then turned to Ensa-
nen. “Let's go."

Gall called after them, “Be careful, Dol."

s

DOL AND ENSANEN TOOK their fans and found a broad
‘courtyard between two large domes. They practiced flying
for a lttle whil. Dol quickly understood Ensanen lacked
some skl with the wind fan, compared to Galii and Mikina.
His tums slowed him more, and his dives dipped shallower.

He seemed to rely on the reddish jewel of Baragont he
wore ina brooch on his sleeve to help him guide the fan, and
‘admitted as much when Dol asked him about the gift o the
god.
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the coldness of her own voice. At least | didn't mention my
betrothal o the death god. Some things should be avoided
as subjects for conversation.

‘Yahir took a deep breath, but looked near to tears.
‘came bearing word of the siege at the Mountain Temple. Gi-
‘ants and their minions have blocked the gates in the easter
passes. We noed aid. Agena used her power over rans-
portation to send me on my mission. She is 100 weak to win
the battie alone.”

“The look in Yahir's eyes was half desperation, half rage
directed straight at Min. | know how it i, to be questioned
at all times. But gir, your tia s only just beginning. Yahir
broke her gaze from Min, “Forgive me, Agena. | was weak.”

Dol glanced at Min, “She's telling the truth.”

Min's eyes narrowed. “I believe that too. Now.” She
turned her back on Yahir, “Lt's return to the temple.”

When they were airbome again, Dol bent his head and
‘whispered in Min's ear as he carried her. “You were tough on
her.”

had to be sure,” Min said. “For all of our sakes.”

“That wasn'tt. Why are you o suspicious of her?"

Min looked into the dark water of the lake for a long time.
She tumed to Dol with the truth of her mother's betrayal on
her mind. “I've been fooled before.”

His expression made his question clear.

He wants to know about my past, but he won'team it
here.

Min shook her head. Tl tell you later.”

“They flew on to the Void Temple. The guards took Yahir
with them to meet Baragont. That night they joined the
feast where the god stl ate constantly, despite his healing.
Baragont told Min and the others that he believed Yai's
‘confessions.

“The siege on Agena must be broken. | wilsend a cohort
of my chained, but aione they'e no match for a giant.”

“Iwill go.” said Min. “I'm well enough.”
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THEY MADE THEIR WAY through the halls of the Sunken
Palace.

“Did t hurt?" Dol asked. “When you healed me?"

Min thought for a moment, “Nos It felt right.”

“Sol guess I'm not like a god, after all”
fou're far 100 heroic for that.” Min smiled at him, then
tumed away. “We can't tell the others about us.”

“Of course not.” He frowned. “Not yet.”

“Maybe not ever.” She sighed. “'m sony. We both know
‘about Baragont.”

“He's nothing to me, not compared to you."
fe's one of the twelve.” Min shook her head. *I mean,
maybe we can ask him. You are his avatar, ater al”

“Let's wory about that tomorrow.” He touched her am.
“You've done more than save my lfe today.” They stepped
into the theater, where Agena's bed stil stood upon the
stage.

‘The goddess of marriage gazed at them with sad, goiden
eyes. “You saved my mask as well as each other. Thank
your

“Of course you heard everything,” said Min

“You know my abilities well, biter flower.”

“That's what she calls you?” Dol glanced at Mikina.

She rolled her eyes. “What? Yes."

He grinned. *| wouldn't call you bitter”

“On?" Agena smirked, then reclined on the bed. “That's
good to know, bending tree.”

Min snorted. “Like her name for you is any better” She
Sat on the bed, Dol at her side, her leg touching his. She
handed the mask to Agena, who caught her hand.

“The world melted away. They and the bed returned to the
Mountain Temple in an instant. Agena looked toward one of
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Mikina stepped into the room and let the door close
behind her. The glow vanished, leaving the room in dim
shadow from the shaded windows. “Will you do me a greater
honor, Talonen?"

“What s it, my lady?” he asked.

“When you leave the temple today, take me with you.
“There are places | must go, but Nalguta wishes | not leave
this place.

‘Talonen's eyes widened. Dol smiled slightly. You think
you're so aware of everything, Talonen. A it surprisa really
shakes you. He approached Mikina's side. “Talonen, I talked
with Mikinalast night. | offered her our assistanc

“And she'l have it." Talonen rubbed his oye, then
glanced at Gali

“The actress stood silent, frowning. She turmed toward
Dol and Mikina, “The road may be safer with you along.”

‘Talonen bowed 1o the two of them, “I can't say no to one
avatar, let alone two.

But you made me, Dol thought. You made me an avatar,
Talonen. Why did you choose me?

Mikina smiled. “I've made arrangements to have my lug-
‘gage loaded on the ship that brought you here. Don't worry,
Ihave itle beyond what | can cay.”

“Well then.” Gall looked up from her frown, face dark
with anxiety. “I take it this means we'll gain some more
‘guardians, 007"

“Don't worry. We avatars shall be more than enough to
protect us from any mortals.” Miina glanced at Dol “Isn't
that right, Donnilel?”

“Certainly, once | know how to use all these powers,” he
said.

Galliounded on Dol with a glare. “Don't act so confident.
‘The tools of the gods aren't toys.”

“But they are weapons.” Mikina stepped between Gall
and Dol before he Gould reply. “And they can serve as.
shields with ease.” She turned to Talonen. “Do we have an
‘agreement?”

“Isaid before. | cannot refuse you."
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“Pehaps my troupe should move on,” ventured Talonen.
f you've had your fil of our performances, oh gracious.
death.”

“Wait for moming, then go.” Baragont rumbled a deep
belch. “My avatar and my beloved wil lead the chained to
the mountains. You players willbe safe with them.”

Min glanced at Dol. He looked as if he had words, but
none came to speech. She sated what litle appetite she
possessed.

I giants and phantoms surounded the Mountain Temple
she would need all her strength o fight when they arrived.
‘The road to Yanbria must be opened.

i

WAGONS ROLLED EAST along the lake, carying Min, Dol,
and the troupe toward the mountains. One day, amid con-
stant mist and occasional rain, the mountains loomed high
‘enough to seem as storm giants on the horizon. St weak,
Min sensed her powers siowly returning o their prior state.

Baragont had given her a new fan, black-handled with
red chains pattemed across its pale span. Even 5o, she re-
fused to fiy. Harsh wind bit cold enough within her wagon.
She sat beside Gall, wrapped in a blanket beneath the can-
vas root. Sti, the cold reached her.

They'd take another week before they arrived at the
Mountain Temple. The wagons rolled onward under dark
skies, surounded by the emaciated forms of chained Who
bristled with weapons from Baragont's vast ammory.

Min began to feel like a prisoner again, almost as much
s in the Sunken Temple, under Nalguta's control. The fur-
ther east they traveled, the closer to the war front in Yan-
bria, the closer she got to her goals. The gods must be
healed and | must find my mother. Min settied against the
side of the rough-carved wagon and tred to sieep wih littie
success.
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the closst attendants, who stood rigid after wating dutfully
for her master's retun. “Take this to a secret place.”

“The attendant bowed, then took the mask and left the
foom. Agena tumed to another servant, “Please, fetch the
troupe 1o join us. They must know the avatars have retumed
sate and alive.”

Min and Dol made no sound, but leaned against each
other, spent from the fray. Soon, they'd be called 1o fight
‘again, but for a brief moment they rested side by side.
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Dol stared at the sealed gate of the throne room before
them. Massive doors of polished marble, gleaming with
golden frames barred their path to Agena. The goddess of
marriage didn't offer a kind welcome, at least not with her
temple under siege.

Min glanced at hm. *Find Yahir.I'm going to meet Agena
ititkils me.”

‘Though he recognized the hyperbole, a pang touched
Dol's soul at those words. He touched Miina's arm and
leaned close to her. “Don't say it that way, please.”

She sighed, a whispering sound he was sure the others
‘could see if not hear. "You don't own me, Dol.” Her eyes
shone, looking close to tears. “We're partners in a different
way."

He frowned.

She put a hand over hs. “I be careful. Find Yahir, and
protect the temple. That's why you're here.”

'm here because of you.”

“Then let me do what | came here to do.”

He slipped his hand from where she held it vith hers
‘against the warm skin of her arm.

“Make sure you are,” he sald, feeling exhausted. “Make
sure you're careful”

Min marched toward the doors 1o inspect them. Dol
turned to the chained and raised his voice.

“Protect the templel”

He let his command hang in the i as he approached
Talonen and the rest of the troupe. Galli and Ensanen
stopped beside the director. Gall carred her wind fan while
Ensanen gripped the handle of a heavy steel ax with both
hands.

“We may have driven the attackers on the souther slope
‘away, but there are stll giants on the north,” said Dol

Talonen nodded.
st of us can't fight something like that. You three
should find Yahir. She is one of Agena’s clouded, after all.
¥m sure she can help here.
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way as he fell toward the giant's shoulder from ten yards
above.

He hit with a blow that sent the towering frame stagger-
ing. The crushing force of Hunger's impact smashed through
the amor of the shoulder and carried him downward
through crumpling layers of steel, brass, and cables into the
beast's collar cage.

In a crouch after his fall,he landed on an iron crossbar
beside the giant's shoulder. His legs ached from the crash-
ing descent, adding to the pain from the lightning strke. As.
he lacked the space 1o swing the mace, he wrapped the
‘cord of his fan about his wrist. He moved Hunger to his off
hand.

Dol seized the bundie of cables that connected the gi-
‘ant's amm to the center of the monster's chest. His knuckles
went white. He jumped upward, pushing off the crossbar
with all Baragont's might. The cables cut into his skin, but
he bent them before letting go. The giant's arm swung tight,
locked to his side.

‘The vast monster's gleaming eye lenses tumed toward
him. He shouted into the giant's face. The colossus swayed
s the blast of divine power sent it toppling backward, un-
able to remain standing. Dol opened the wind fan and flew
off the falling machine.

The giant landed among the besieging soldiers behind
him, with a stomach-tuming explosion of red biood and
white snow. Min, Gall, and Ensanen flew 1o join Dol as he
floated over the camage. Human tr00ps began to retreat
‘down the mountainside and the giant did not atempt torise.
A moment later the largest rush of steam yet burst from it's
‘chest as the engine’s bolts popped apart.

“Youdid it," sald Ensanen.

“We did it” Dol narrowed his eyes. “But we still have to
find Yahiri.”

Min looked from behind her mask toward the temple's
eastem gate, which stood open. Two women stood just
within. Dol glanced at Galll and Min.

can'tbe.”
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‘The play must be important to Talonen, and Dol owed
him for letting him jin the troupe vithout any acting experi-
ence or family connections.

Dol smiled. “I haven't made a habit of antagonizing gods
in the past, but what the hell.”

‘Talonen clapped both Galli and Dol on the shoulders.
“Thanks to both of you."

just hope we don't get n trouble,” said Gall.

“Ihave a feeling we'll be fine.” Dol laughed. “Who knows,
maybe this il be good for us?"

Gall slapped his shoulder with her open palm. “You Just
never worry about anything.”

Dol grinned at her, not feeling the expression. “That's not
true.

1t Mikina doesn't remember me, he thought, | don't know
what 'l do. She and I both come from near Kasdras. We're
both helping the temple. Can one day matter in the grand
scheme of time?

“Iworrytoo, Gall.”

She snorted and tumed away. Galli and Talonen de-
scended the steps to the main deck. Dol kept his eyes for-
ward as the oars pushed the ship onward.

From the sea before him arose a vast stone structure
with no visible base. The temple emerged from the water, a
miracie of stonework, with no earth around it. Gateways and
towers of polished stone gleamed, designed and blessed to
last against the elements.

Dol stared as the ship drew closer to the Sunken Temple.
Wisps of cloud passed over the sun. Figures with wind fans
circled the heights of the temple’s domed center and the
smaller domes of the divine palace attached o the western
side.

“Their ship passed beneath an archway and a huge raised
porteulls of heavy iron that could cleave a ship in half i it
fellfrom that position. Water slapped the walls of the great
flooded passage as the ship maneuvered to the temple's
inner dock. Dol’s jaw hung open. Despite living in Kasdras.
for most of his Ife, he'd not been to the Sunken Temple
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Swing. The black metal weapon hammered through the air
above her.

Dol took his mace in both hands s he charged. His feet
hit the ground and he twisted his hips as he swung. The
mace cracked along the back of the double and knocked
hi to the ground. Dol's double rolled away along the grass.
‘and dirt of the moonit clearing that surrounded the tree.

“The real Dol turned to Min, his face hidden by his true
mask. “Sorry about that.”

“Apologize when you finish him.” Min glared at her own
double who was recovering a few yards away, true mask
‘gleaming on her face in the light of the moon.

Dol nodded, then tured to pursue his copy. The double
of Dol rose siowly, now wearing his true mask on his face,
but having dropped his mace. The real Dol's next blow hit
the copy’s true mask just above the eyes. Min glanced in his
direction as the true mask, which she knew from her stud-
Ies o be unbreakable, cracked and shattered. Dol's double
‘crumpled and he glanced at her from over the remains.

Min frowned.

The copy's mask broke. Perhaps that means the copy s
loss than perfect in more than just their minds. Then again,
the mask might be the only part of the copy thats just for
‘show. The true masks themselves are said to be both inde-
structible and impossible o replicate.

She fenced with her double carefully draving the copy
back to a space between herself and Dol

I Dol takes the hint, he can knock her out easy while I
distract her.

For his part, Dol approached cautiously. He raised the
mace to stay on guard, but didn't approach 100 close to
‘where Min and her copy dueled. *Min, you need to take her
yourselt” he said, I’ the rule here.”

“What kind of rule is that?" Min called. She blocked an-
other blow, but the curved edge of the blade cut along her
wrist slipping under the sword's guard. Min winced, but kept
the grip of her sword even as blood ran to her fingers. She.
feinted, but the copy ignored the bait.
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DOL AND MIN STEPPED onto the bank of the pond as the
door to the mirror garden collapsed into the water behind
them.

Cordomen rose from the place he had been siting with
a ook of evident relif on his start features. “Avatar Calas,
Donnilel, you're back!” He clasped Dol's hand. “Thank the
gods.”

Dol shook Cordomen's hand. “No, thank you, Cord.” He
looked around. Talonen and half of the troupe was gath-
ered at the pool’s edge ringed by a protective semicircle
of Chained guards. Most of the living were dozing, but
Talonen's jaw was set lie stone. The moon had set. Dol
frowned. “How long were we gone, Cord?”
unrise is approaching,” sald Talonen groggly. “What
were you doing in there?”

Dol sighed. “Sorry, 1"

“We found a way to help me save the gods,” said Mikina.

“Dol helped me retreve it from beyond the doorway.

‘Talonen's rough features brightened sightly, but his eyes.
remained stem. “What was it2"

Dol glanced at Mikina, the question on his mind. Should
we tell them? Min walked past him to approach Talonen.
“The process of healing the gods is dangerous, even for me.
Beyond the doorway | found a source of restorative energ

‘Talonen massaged his temples. “You also kept the rest
of us up all night, though if its for the greater good we can
bear it” He tumed to Dol with an exasperated expression
that told Dol not to expect the deference most people would
give an avatar of death. “Get some rest. It be another few
hours before we break camp.’

Dol nodded. Min put a hand on his amm and guided
him through the group of dozing troupe members and the
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His stomach rumbled with the callfor dinner, which the
fow coins in his pocket could buy him if he only abandoned
his curiosity. Yet, he stayed within view of the gate.

A few people in wealthy clothes entered. Another group.
‘came out, looked up and down by the guard as they passed.
A bit of movement drew his attention to the person lagging
the second group. A shadow of long ha that looked more
like piled-up waves than curls bobbed into view over the
‘guard's shoulder.

The guard said something, then let her out through the
gate.

He saw the gir.

She was skinny, almost boyish, but moved with grace
10 one he knew ever managed. Her clothes were as rich as.
‘anyone else he had seen around the merchant's bulding, a
‘gown of biue blending into violet, and her har was held up
by lacy white ties on either side. Her unlined face and the
ficker of alghter color from her eyes held his attention.

She sald something to the guard he could't hear across
the street, His stomach rolled with thunder, ike the storms.
that often surounded the Sunken Temple in the bay, eager
to hear her voice. Hunger bothered him o more.

Dol waited for her to cross the street, She looked both
ways, the same way Dol's mother had taught him for safety,
but there were no horses or carriages in sight. She walked
straight toward him.

And the storm in his stomach thundered the same way
the glants were supposed to when they fought against the
‘gods and the guardians. He bowed to her, as was fitting fora
sert i she really was nobilty. Yt he raised his head quickly,
ot wanting to miss a moment of her motion.

“Mylady," he said in as smooth a voice as he could man-
‘age. “Wny are you walking alone?"

‘She raised an eyebrow. *| don't know you, do I7*

“Not yet, but you can call me Dol. 'm at your service."

I don't need any senice, Dol. Nor sert-ice.”

He smirked at her, halfway between giggiing like a child
ather oke and trying to stay composed. *You can tell ' far
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“But you are precious. Besides a pet is exaclly what you
are, to more souls than just Mikina.” Onnaka’s arm extended
toward Min. Her fingers folded back at an unnatural angle. A
licking of gears emanated from her as she revealed the bar-
el of a steam cannon. Skin peeled avay along the fength of
the weapon. “Iwish it had't come to this for any of us. Here
were are, thre avatars, about to ight to the last breath and
turm of our cogs.”

“You can't win,” said Min in a low voice, breath picking
up pace again. “Nalguta knows where we are by now. Even
a phantom of three wishes can't face a goddess and two
avatars at once.”

“Normally, you'd be correct.” Onnaka tapped the chaek
‘of her mask with her unchanged hand. “But | don't hear her
‘approaching, do you? She's lazy. Oris she afraid of me?”

Min scowled at the phantom, facing the barrel of the
steam cannon. “Dol,take her.”

“What about you?” His eyes narrowed, but never let the
end of Onnaka's weapon.

“Don't worry.” Min tensed her legs, ready to evade the
Inevitable blast of steam. Onnaka appeared o confident.
Yet, Nalguta must be ciose. She'd appear at any moment,
certainly. The goddess could erase her presence almost
‘completely from the senses of thers. Min shared that power
whil wearing her true mask.

“You have no one left to whom you can pray,” said the
phantom. “1 hold every card in this game.”

Mintook a deep breath but Dol hesiated just a moment
fonger than he needed. He should have to known better.
‘She darted to one side and hid her presence from the world
using the mask's power. The sensory shroud lasted for sec-
‘onds at most. Stil, in that time she could strip away On-
naka's hearing with a touch. Then she and Dol could make a
better plan i secret.

‘The phantom’s je of steam hissed over the stones where
Min had stood amoment ago. Onnaka pivoted, searching for
her, then turned the steam cannon toward Dol. This time he
moved at once.
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“He must be going to Yanbria.” Min breathed in sharply.
But why?"

“Hambru is weak from sickness.” Her Unathi drifted
to the shuttered window of the hostel room. “Perhaps
Baragont wishes to claim Yanbria as his own.”

“Would he do that?” Min frowned. “Do you really think he
would take the teritory of another clock face god?”

A low murmur issued from each of the Unathi The one
at the window turned toward her as the buzz of small voices
faded. “We do not believe that is his purpose. Baragont de-
sires glory, not simply power.’

“So he'l fight the giants i the east.” Min tumed toward
the Unathi that floated at her side. The creature brushed
against her, cold to the touch. Min shivered. “That's good
news, I suppose.” It seemed much to ask that Baragont be
humbled by batte,let alone wounded or defeated.

“Coani has convened the orders of priests in the Clock
Temple,” the Unathi nearest to her intoned. “It seems the
fuler of the gods wishes to command greater worship, and
more unity between peoples.”

“I wish him luck with that,” said Min. She had never
thought much of the ruler of the gods. Coani was never vis-
ible to the people when he should be, and worked against
laws as often as for them.

‘The Unathi beside her whispered something under ts
breath, then vanished completely. Min turmed to the other
two. “Did that one belong to Goani2™

“We aro all one,” said her Unathi. “We o not belong to
any of our charges.”

“Excuse me, then.” Min shook her head. ‘Is there any-
thing else?”

“Yes. The siege of the Mountain Temple has grown
flerce.”

“Iillbe there soon, with Baragont's Avatar.” Min folded
her arms. “We willdeal with the siege.”

“Good," said the Unathi. “We do not expect the phan-
toms and giants to resist forlong once the two of you arive.”

“Ihope you're right,” said Min.
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Ppossible, I've only really known her fora week. She forgot me.
before.

He et Talonen's path and went into the room he and
Ensanen were sharing and found it empty. There he took the
mask from around his neck and set it on the bed. He rested
‘2 palm upon the face of the divine artfact. Dol's mind wan-
dered, lost in a labyinth of decisions.

ko)

NIGHT FELL OVER THE Void Temple and the Lake of
Ghains. After a meal with the troupe in ther chambers, Min
wentto meet Baragont at his private box. From there, they'd
‘watch the play unfoid on the stage. She hated the thought of
him, hated the constant smell of meat and blood that fled
his presence. Hopefully Talonen picked a short play, she
thought.

She let herself in past the two gray-skinned chained
guards at the gate. The god of death was not there. Min
walked to the front of the box and looked at the stage. At
that moment it was empty, but she il worried. After al the
‘god's loudness earlier, she was grateful for the slence i the
temple theater for the few minutes before the small audience
filed up the seats below. She gazed upon the stage, hoping
Dol had a good plan. The door behind her opened. Baragont
walked into the box.

Min looked at him. “Gracious death, are you well?’

He walked to the front of the box and nodded, “Both the
dofeated clouded guards wil ive. But the spirtof the fallen
phantom has told me nothing so far.”

“Itis good to hear the guards are alfight” Min glanced
back to the stage. “When does the play begin?”

“In due time. If they do ot show | will have a mask to
rectaim tonight. Five hundred years is a long time to not be
whole.”

“Ican only imagine.”
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his face seemed deeper than ever. “ am tired, Dol. | never
wanted my son to bear the mask as | did.”

“Why not?” Dol scowled. “This mask has power anyone
could use.”

“My father set me free of that notion long ago. | can't
bear the burden anymore.” He sighed. “That mask will wear
on anyone who owns it. 1 don't know why. Perhaps its a
curse, or maybe ts ust the mask's nature.

Dol swallowed. “ don't understand.”

“You're sil young. You have years to leam to control it's
power:

Dol took the mask back in his bloody hand. “You're giv-
ing me a greater gift than anything before. | don't know what
tosay”

‘Talonen closed his eyes. “Go and tell the others. And
for tonight, you can share the room near the front with
Ensanen.”

“Thank you."

Dol retumed to the common room, but didn't wait as he
passed the card table. Instead, he walked ot the front door
o the suite again. 'm an avatar even after being bom in
Ppoverty and squalor. After al that pain, the world will know
who 1 am. But who wil 1 be?

He wandered the hals of the temple until extinguishers
began to move through the hals in the dead of night, carry-
ing poles with caps on their ends to douse the lamps. They.
paid Dol no attention as he wandered the hals with the mask

clutched to his chest.

HE CAME TO THE PALACE wihin the temple, where stary.
sky glittered through the gaps in the columned passageway
before the gate. Wind blew over the gardens beyond the iron
bars. The moon gleamed white in the sky overhead. Dol ap-
proached the bars where two guards stood in the darkness.
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THEY ENTERED THROUGH the gates of the temple. In a
stone entrance hallwith walls adorned by trophy gears and
wheels of fallen giants, Dol waited with the chained. The
‘dead held their bloodied weapons held at attention, waiting
for Agena to appear.

Min stalked into the hall from the side of the room oppo-
st the entrance. She carried her folded fan and sheathed
sword, and wore a grimace on her face.

“She won't meet with us,” she said as she reached Dol.
“Agena's clouded refused me an audience.”

Dol scowled. “What? Why would they?”

“Her guards say she s resting in the sanctuary at the
temple’s pinnacie.”

'Do you believe them?”

“They've been under siege, but something else is wrong
if Agena won't even meet with the people who just opened
the gate.”

He folded his arms. “Maybe | should go with you, and we
can ask again.”

Min frowned at him. “Maybe.”

Behind them in the massive stone entryway, the wagons
rumbled to a stop. Min looked along the fine of wagons.
“Where’s Yahir? Maybe she can help us get an audience.”

Dol walked between two of the chained. The dead
smelled like the blood that stained their hands, clothes, and
weapons. Mikina followed Dol to the wagons. Gall, Kedal,
‘and Talonen waited at the front of the line before the stamp-
ing oxen.

*“Is everyone alight?” asked Dol.

“We're fine,” said Talonen.

Kedal stared at Do, face pale. Gall put her am around
his shoulders. “Who were those people on the mountain?”
she asked.

“Servants of creatures called the Velled," Miina sald.
“They fought alongside the giant today.”

Talonen frowned, but then nodded without a word. Dol
turned to the caravan. “Where has Yahir gone? She should
be here with us.”
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‘Smal forms fitted above each giant on unnatural fight
patterns. Phantoms. Dol called a halt to the wagon driver
once they were ail on level ground before the mountain.
He took his fan and descended from the front board of the
wagon.

Min marched toward him, followed by Yahir the clouded
g they had rescued at the Lake of Chains. Both of them
‘carried fans and swords. Dol met them just behind the lead
‘wagon.

“The siege is il going on,” said Yahir.

“Not for much longer,” said Min.

Yahir squinted at the enemy forces. “There are three gi-
ants on those mountains.”

Dol folded his arms. “The southern gate only has one.”

“That's where we'll head, then.” Min unfolded her fan.
“We'll lead the chained ahead. If any phantoms come this
way, Galli and Ensanen should be able to hold them oft.”

Dol wasn't sure f he belleved that or not, but didn't see a
way of reach the gatehouse without the chained.

“This won't take long,” he said. “They'l be fine.”

“Itold Talonen to give us a head start” said Min. “Then
hel follow with the wagons.”

“Ihope the training we got in on the way here is enough.”

Dol sincerely doubted that the chained would obey him,
even after breathing and mediation practice. They had thelr
god, and he wasn't that, for which he was glad. He opened
the flap of the wagon's entrance and reached inside. His
hand closed around the grip of the death god's mace. He
called upon the power of Baragont's true mask to lf the
‘weapon with ease and pulled it out

“Let's go”

“The lanky, emaciated forms of the chained marched past
the wagons, one file of ten on each side. Their massive
weapons gleamed in the clear light of day. They loped for-
ward as Min and Dol took to the air.

A chill breoze pushed Dol upward. He marveled for a
moment at the fan's abilty to keep him aloft, even while he
‘carried the enormously heavy mace. He and Min flew ahead
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“Right” Dol gripped the handle of the fan tight and fo-
‘cused on tuming right, away from Mikina. His path formed a
‘gradual arc that made sense to him. He focused on where
he wanted to go, and the fan took him toward the point he
envisioned.

Mikina folowed him in a wide arc that cicled higher over
the ship. He looked in her direction, while willng the fan to
‘continue ciimbing and tuming. Beneath the bright ight of the.
sun, even high in the air, the wind was warm. He smiled at
Min, “I'm getting the hang of this.”

“Thats the easy part” she said. “f you want more con-
trol you're going to need to lear to shift your weight, The fan
‘can only do 50 much on its own.”

‘They flew side by side, matching each other's pace as.
they approached the bilowing clouds high in the sky. Mikina
made a face. “Let's tur and avoid gefting soaked.”

Dol angled his spiraling path toward the ship. High waves
broke against the sides. He and Mikina flew in circles be-
tween the ship and the gathering clouds for a halt-hour by
the clock. They retuned o the deck. Min collapsed her fan
n the same motion as she landed.

She tumed toward Dol, graceful in her every movement.
“Good work up there.”

“Thanks for the tips.”

“Flying isn't the most diffcut thing you need to leam. Eti-
quette s a serious issue n the circles we avatars move in."

“With the gods?" Dol asked.

“Yes, and the nobilty. Every nation's got its rich and
poor. Anyone can tell that you weren't raised among the
nobilty.

Dol collapsed the fan and frowned. “ suppose, but what
am I missing?”

“Wardrobe for one. Public manners for two."

Dol folded his arms, the fan tucked to his side. “The mask
didn't come with a bag of gold, or a big book on manners.”

“Exactly,” Min said. “It's a good thing I'm here. You don't
want 1o walk up 1o Baragont and call him anything but
Serene Death, just for starters.’
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small shadows n the lamplight. Dol's eyes grew with horror,
but he saw no sign of Min.

He glanced at the goddess, speechless.

“Find her,” she murmured. “Only she can save me now.”

~ige-

HE CHARGED OUT THE doors at the top of the theater
steps, listening for the sounds of battle. The light of day.
visible in the passage outside nearly blinded him. Uniike the
orange glow at the Mountain Temple, the sun appeared high
inthe sky.

Without a moment to marvel at the speed of his travel,
Dol caught the sound of steel on steel on his right hand. He
an toward the clashing din. A woman's cackle of laughter
echoed from ahead of him.

Dol escalated his pace. Pain shot from his right heel to
his knee. He stumbled, grimacing. Not now. He'd cast his.
fan into the ai f there was any wind to stir in this passage.
The walls closed too tight to fly.

Limping forward, Dol muttered a curse under his breath.
He didn't swear at the gods like Min would, but cursed his.
‘awlul luck, He lurched and heaved himsalf toward the battle.

‘Always he'd borne bad luck, a hex upon his Ife from the
day he'd been born. From the start he'd been fatherless. Far
160 500n he'd been orphaned. The battles he'd fought with
pike and dagger took his sense of honor, right, and wrong.

And now?

He fell onto one knee.

“The person he held closest to his spirit fought alone and
he was powerless to hurl himself ahead to save her. If Min
fel, she'd take more than the hope of the gods with her. Dol
lenched his jaw as he closed his wind fan. He reached for
the true mask.

Only Baragont held the power to protect Min. The god
of deaths image appeared in Dol's mind, morbidly fat and
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strength. She held the sword in her off hand and pointed the
blade at the hag. “The last one?”

“It's funny.” The old woman giggled. “She even looked a
bit ke you. When she wasn't covered in steel.”

Mother? Could my mother have come here?

Min's eyes narrowed and she charged toward the hag.
“Tell me the truth, What was her name!”

“Ah, ah. Only if you can catch me.” The hag lifted from
the ground and flew past the tree, as if caught on some
tremendous breeze that only touched her. She flew toward
the tree line.

Min raced after her, sword held awkwardy. She
sheathed sword and retreved her fan from her belt. In a mo-
ment, she spread the fan as the hag flew past rows of care-
fully spaced trees. Min took to the air.

She glided on instinctive drafts summoned from the fan,
closing steadily with the hag. The hunched thing she pur-
sued cackled with laughter and waved a hand. The trees.
reached out with branches that bent like fingers, growing to
‘grasp for Min. One of them tore at her sieeve, another at the
shoulder of her wounded arm. She swung the fan and flew.
upward and swiftly emerged from the forest canopy.

Her eyes glimpsed the hag flying toward the stream
below. Somewhere behind her, Dol called Min's name. Min's.
eyes narrowed and she dove at the hag, angled down. Her
glasses kept the headwind from binding her. She propelied
herselttoward the old woman.

Seconds before she caught her, the hag looked up with
2 grimace. Min released her grip on the fan and seised the
crone by the throat, They tumbled to the ground. Min held
the hag's neck in one hand and looked nto the hag's eyes.

“What, Was. Her. Name?"

The hag made a show of wheezing, though Min was.
careful not to pressure her windpipe. *Phiena. Marred to the
Lord Calas, | believe.”

Min's breath left her, mist
you. “When was she here?"
year ago, child. You've won. Now release me.’

the air. Mother. So it was
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Their gazes met through their masks. Her glasses were
speckled with drying blood. Dol tumed to glare at Onnaka
s the masked phantom whirled to face them. “We have to
get Agena's mask.”

“It's up to us.” Min followed his gaze upward. “Time to
fy, Dol

They unfolded their fans, and took to the air, saling
among the towers and hanging galleries of the Sunken Tem-
ple as Onnaka retreated, staying low.

“Why doesn't she use the mask to escape?” asked Dol

“Divine power isn't unlimited.” Min ducked under a sky-
bridge and Dol followed at speed. “Agena’s power can only.
be used once each hour from each source.”
fow do you know that?"

“It's a secret. | used my mask to leam it.”

‘They climbed over a dome of polished stone. Onnaka
descend on the other ide, heading toward Nalguta's tower.
Dol glanced at Mikina. “She gives you many abilies.

“I'm glad you didnt forget the one | told you about.™

His eyes went wide as they crested the peak of the
‘gleaming dome. *I thought you'd forgotten.”

“Forgotten you?" said Min. I never could.”

“Min.” His vision misted over. “Why did you li to me all
this time?”

“The secret needed kesping.” She alighted on the side of
the dome, overlooking the courtyard around Nalguta's sanc-
tum. “I wanted to tell you at the hostel, Dol. Before I was
‘certain you were that boy | met allthose years ago things be-
‘came too complicated.”

“And they aren't now?" Dol landed beside her, keeping
his eyes fixed on Onnaka even as his heart swelled with
hope.
“Either of us could die here.” Min put a gentle hand on
the smal of his back, and his skin grew warm all over. “And |
regret too many things already.” Her hand slipped away from
him. He reached for her and thei fingertips brushed, just a
touch, amemory.
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“Shout?" Dol yelled as he tred to wil the wind to force
the fan upward. “What am | doing aiready?”

To his surprise, the wind caught Dol and carried him up.
His white and blue patterned fan wobbled in his grasp. He
‘glanced at Min as they leveled vith each other again.

‘She turmed toward him. “Not with your human voice, you
‘ass! Baragont's shout. Use the mask's power.”

Dol scowled at the giant. Clanking metal limbs shifted
‘and another set of lower legs emerged from the water. It
looked not so much like a human, as like a beast out of leg-
end. The giant resembled and enormous horse with the head
replaced by the body and ams of a colossal man. Gears.
turned and blasts of steam isstied from vents on the mon-
ster's back and sides.

“Aim for the engines and the wires,” he said,

Min shifted her fight path to iy higher and reentered the
storm. Dol gazed after her. The smell of resh rain and rusted
metal wafted on the breeze.

Baragont's legendarlly fierce voice returned from the
tales he remembered of the death god in battle. Those sto-
ties. were old. No human alive today had ever heard the
‘awlul shout of Baragont's true mask. Dol hovered, about to
unieash that fury. That thought sent a tingle of elecricity
through s spine.

He gided in the opposie direction as Min, fighting storm
‘winds with the fan's ntuitive magic 10 stay aloft. He entered
the wall of rain. The tempest drenched him once more. Dol
‘drewin a deep breath through his mouth. Ho waited a heart-
beat, breath held. Deep n his lungs anger rumbled.

The giant wanted to destroy the city he once called
home. There weren'ta lot of good memories In Kasdras for
Dol. The brothel where mother worked for his whole child-
hood retumed in a haze, tiled roof gleaming bright red, as.
though it was new. The engine of Halonaja where Dol la-
bored as a youth fickered before his eyes. Gnaried trees in
the park where he'd taken Mikina when the irst met fled his
mind. This glant wanted to destroy allof these things.
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“Don't callme that.” Min ground her teeth. Damn i what-
ver you do, don't call me that. You never cared about me.
unti the Unathi called on me a few years ago.

“Miina, 'm sorry.”

“You aren't sorry enough. Follow me.”

She walked with him past the servants and along the
hallway to the chamber where father stayed when he visited
the temple. On the way they passed two of the actresses
from the day's play. Min recognized the thinner one from
her spyglass view of the ship as it approached earlier that
day. She had played Nalguta in the play, and was a clouded
‘guardian hersel, judging from her mastery of the fans.

“The woman bowed to Min along with the blond actress.
beside her. Min ignored them for the moment. She would
‘come back and tell them their troupe member was alright
once she was finished with her father.

“Are you happy to embarrass me in front of my ser-
vants?" The door closed behind him.

Min tumed. “Father, I'm not an actress. | can't pretend
wel. Especially when you insist on surrounding yourself with
simpering sycophants.”

“Mikina, please.”

“You wanted to see me. The goddess told me that
much.”

“Iwanted to know i you were aright.”

“tam.”

“And you destroyed the giant?"

“With the help of the others yes.

“Then you captured its mind?"

Min shook her head. “You and Nalguta both care more
‘about that Twelve-damned piece of machinery than you do
about the guardians who laid down ther lives to protect you.
And no, | destroyed the mind with my final blow.”

Father's face fel. Anger lingered in his eyes. He saved
that kind of anger for her n the days since mother left, when
before he'd deliver it to both of them. The last of Min's.
biuises healed years ago. She'd not abandon her hatred of
the man who gave them to her. Today his words were worse.
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“He fought the glant?” Gall frowned. “How? I've never
seen him practice with a fan.”

Min shook her head. I can't tellyou more at the moment,
but he'llreturn to the temple soon.”

Gallilowered her eyes, muttering a soft prayer.

Niba smiled. “Thank you, my lady. We were both worried
about him.”

“The older actress folded her arms and sniffed.

Min noted their reactions as regarded Dol. “Tell your
troupe master not to leave the temple. There are rooms here
for all your people here tonight. Now, | must go.

She tumed from them and started back down the hall-
way, past warmly glowing lamps. So much for having time to
process what had just happened alone, Min thought. By to-
morrow morning she'd surely have more discussions about

o

THE CLOUDED GUARDIANS set Dol by the entrance of
the temple’s main doors where the ships entered. He'd
‘glimpsed Mikina standing here earler in the day. The sun
set. The two powerfully buit men who carried Dol over the
bay looked at each other with wrinkied noses as they folded
their fans.

Dol wasn't used to people masking their disiie of
him. Usualy, they spoke openly. These two got thelr point

He didn't bother with anger. These clouded had every
reason to consider him an impostor. He'd fought the giant
alongside Mikina. Yet, his mask provided no proof without
them seeing him use the god's powers. Dol had no intention
of demonstrating for them. His ears st rang from his divine
shouts.

“They led him through the great doors of the temple, then
though the dome to a place where a priest in red and
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had a soul bottle n his possession in many of the scriptures.
Inever guessed he'd buil it nto a weapon.”

“So the bottle holds a soul.” Dol's eyes narrowed as he
‘gazed at the floating skull. “ wonder whose?"

“More likely, that soul isnt’ a who, but a what.” Ensanen
‘and Dol glanced at each other. Their eyes locked. “Back be-
fore the god's ruled thee were other cratures that roamed
and preyed on humans. Worse than giants, they say."

Dol bowed his head over the weapon and looked ino one:
eye of the skull. “Bet this one isn't happy to be here.”

“Probably not. Whatever you do, don't open that bottle.”

“Wouldn't know how if | cared to,” Dol said. "But Il be
careful so it doesn't break.”
oul bottles are nearly indestructible.” Ensanen shook
his head as he started back toward his bed. “If you're fight-
ing a giant, or a phantom, worry more about your current foe
then whatever is in that bottle.”

“Iwill Dol glanced at Ensanen. “Thanks for the helg

Ensanen shrugged, with a tired smile. “Your an Avatar
now.”

“Sure, but I'm not going to start demanding tiles just
because | am.” Dol turned toward Ensanen. “I1l need your
help.”

Ensanen smiled, his lips curling at the edges. “You have
it. s my honor o serve an avatar.”

“What about to help a friend?"

“That too.” Ensanen slipped on his shirt, hesitated, then
turned to Dol. “Sorry for my temper back in Kasdras. | didn't
Know how to take what happened.”

“I dont blame you.” Dol grinned. “Peace?”

“Peace.” Ensanen ook a fint and Iit a lamp. Warm light
brightened the room.

“I'm stll only a novice with divine power,” said Dol. If
we're not leaving today, maybe you can help me tran.”

Ensanen laughed, a deep honest sound. If you ntroduce
me to Lady Calas, then deal.”

Min. Dol thought of her and wondered what kind of spirits
she would be in after healing Baragont. The thought of the
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Mikina nodded. “Ill meet you on the ship. There are
Some things I must attend to before | leave this place.”

kioX

MIN GLIMBED THE STAIRS to Alomol Rusik's chambers in
the temple. She didn't want to leave the young priest to
worry once she'd gone, though he'd report everything to
Nalguta. An attempt to conceal a mortal cause from the god-
dess of secrets would fai.

Min reached the top of the stairs and hesitated at the
‘archway. A priest's chamber in Nalguta's temple never had
‘2 door, as they were intended as the most open of all peo-
ple. Min entered, passing walls ined with various maps and
reached atable cluttered with compasses and pens around
‘alarge map of the three continents.

She stopped and gazed at the intricate map. Nolindra
split by rifts throughout the west, small Vala in the center,
‘and massive Eluga in the east and south, al lay carefully
seribed onto the paper.

A dot by the southern end of the great rit that formed
the border between Vala and Nolindra marked Kasdras. The
Sunken Temple emerged as a tiny drawing among the wave
patterns of the Godsea. A creak from the bed on the far
side of the room announced Alomol Rusik's awakening. He
stared at her, his sheet thrown over his legs.

“My—my Lady?"

“Alomol, 'm leaving this temple today.” She sighed.

“You've been helpful to me here. Thank you for never forget-
ting the people while you serve the gods.”

“The young priest flushed. “What will I tel the goddess,
my lady?”

“Tell her  have gone east. If she wishes to follow me, she
should instead go to Yanbria and join the war against the
giants.

His face fel before he bowed.
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She tumed toward the creature, gazing at its shifting,
amorphous form. “You chose me. Trust me."

‘The Unathi's shadowy lips curved into a smile. “We ap-
prove. For now.”

‘The Unathi's shape broke apartinto motes of smoke and
mist. Min turned toward the door. She had to tell Talonen
‘about the danger. The troupe master was tasked with pro-
tecting his people, and he'd earned her help by aiding in her
‘escape from the Sunken Temple. Yet, she needed to know
why he'd chosen to give Dol the true mask. Min shut the

door behind her.

TALONEN SAT AT THE bar on the firt foor of the inn when
Min found him. Most of the troupe were at a table in the
center of the room, talking and laughing, but not Dol. Min
walked to the bar, wondering where the new avatar had
‘gone. Talonen bowed to her as she approached. She raised
‘ahand!o tell him the gesture was unnecessary, but oo late.

Min siid onto the barstool beside him, keeping her hood
Up. “Don't bow to me. It could draw unwanted attention.”

“Of course.” Talonen frowned fike a whiskery thunder-
head. " apologize.”

Min nodded. “I have a secret, and now you need to know
i

Talonen's. frown deepened. He leaned toward  her.
“What's going on?”

“The creature Dol and 1 fought this morning is called a
phantom. They're not as commonly known, but just as fear-
Some as storm giants. Yet, they usually appear human.”

Talonen closed his eyes. “Tve heard logends of them.
When | was a child my parents sometimes joked about
which landed familes were actually led by phantoms. We
didn't trust any of them.”
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“The halberd foll. Dol darted in retreat and elbowed Ensa-
nen's side by mistake. Ensanen fellto the ground, surprised.
Dol stumbled out of the way of the chained, but the towering
‘corpse tumed to follow him.

“Enought” The voice of Baragont echoed over the court-
yard as the death god descended from a rooftop on a wind
fan, fat frame seeming incongruous in the air. The chained
froze. Baragont landed beside Dol and Ensanen. His eyes.
‘gleamed. “Avatar, help up the clouded.”

Dol reached and pulled Ensanen to his feet. He tumed to
face Baragont. The death god was shaking his head. “The
‘chained are under my control. Even you would not be able to
‘command their spirits, Donnilel.”
ight." Dol nodded. *I understand now, gracious.
death.”

“The death god's eyes stil glinted with purpose. °I take it
You are eager to loam. But it seems you know how to com-
mand the dead. The voice from that mask alone is enoughto
direct them to your wil, to summon the ghosts of those who
lie beyond our mortal world." Baragont laughed out loud.
“But you will not win the batte of wil with me over one of
the chained. I'd advise you don't try t again.”

Dol glanced at Ensanen. His friend stared past Dol to
Baragont. “Thank you, your gracious serenity.”

I cannot have my servants destroying each other. But be
‘careful. This temple is no soft training ground.”

Ensanen bowed low enough to touch the i, but said
nothing mre. Dol turned toward Baragont. | appreciate the
information, your grace.”

“Do you often forget the titles of others?” Baragont
asked.

“Apparenty.” Dol smiled.

Baragont laughed again. “Fine. Your pride wil serve you
wel as my agent, especially when you go east to Yanbria."

Dol folded his arms. “When should | leave?"

“As so0n as Lady Calas has recovered enough. You il
protect her for me on the road to heal Agena and Hambru.”
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“I dont even know i  would survive should you free me.
But, Donnill.” Janleth's voice trembled, I wil be your ally if
itmeans defying Baragont.”

oy

“When 1 was free, there was nothing | like better than
uining the proud. And no one is more proud than the one
Who usurped me.” Janleth's voice 100k on a wicked tone.

He wil regret leting me out of his sight”

Dol's mind raced.

I can't fight Baragont. | can't fight a god that works to
Pprotect the people. But Baragont doesn'tfight for humanity.
He eats a feast overy day while people starve.

Dol tuned from Janleth's burning gaze.

don't know f | can trust you.”

“Of course not. But at least Il tell you that much.”

“Let me consider.

“You want that other avatar, Don't you?"

Dol hesitated, but could not deny the answer. “Yes.

“You hate Baragont, as well."

He gulped. “Yes."

“Consider those thoughts, avatar.” The light of Janleth's
eye went out of the smoke and only drifs of gray remained
inside the sphere.

Dol reached for the mace, but withdrew his hand before
he touched it. He sat on his bedding and frowned.

This night is only getting stranger. What are the gods,
realy?

He crawled back under the sheet. Despite his exhaus-
tion, sleep took s time to claim Dol that night.

THE TROUPE REACHED a ltle town near the mountains the
next aftemoon. When they spotted the outer walls, Min flew
ahead of the wagons. She circled and alighted on the arched
roof of the gatehouse.






index-206_1.jpg
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Vm Tim Niederiter.
wite fantasy stories fullof action, magic, and love.
Ihost the podcast Alive After Reading, where | chat with
other authors and creatives.
‘You can follow me on twitter @TNiederriter and find more
‘about my books and series at timniederrter.com/books.





index-83_1.jpg
“He wanted more power than he was born to wield, and
he saved my lfe. He thought I could offer him next to noth-
ing, but 've done what I can for him."

Min closed her eyes. s that the truth?”

‘Talonen nodded. “Couldn't you see through me if it
wasn't?”

Min sighed.
mortals.

“Iespect that,” Talonen said. He tumed to the bartender
‘and caught the man's attention. “One cup for me, and one
forthe lady.”

The bartender nodded, then tumed to the tap. Beer
flowed into two mugs. The man set one before Talonen and
Second before Min. She raised the drink to her lips and
sipped. A hand grabbed her hood from behind and pulled it,
revealing her face to the room.

Min slammed the mug on the counter and whirled to
face the owner of the hand. A woman with thick-braided
halr stood behind her, wearing the robes of a priestess.
of Baragont. The priestess smirked, flanked by two temple
‘guardians.

She laughed as she met Min's eyes. “Forgive me, Avatar
Calas, | couldn't help overhearing.”

Min glared at the woman as she felt eyes around the
foom fixing on her. “Who are you?"

“The braided woman bowed. “Deehala Yomonoth, of the
Temple of Sien.”

“How dare you fay a hand on me,” said Min.

“I know you wished to remain unseen, but 1 fear my
master atthe Void Temple wished to know if it was really you
Who'd appeared here n Sien.”

“Tell Baragont, | am on my way to meet him," said Min
through gritted teeth. “Now, leave me alone.”

“Ploase allow me to offer you a stay at my temple for
this evening, avatar.” Deehala’s smile never wavered. *You
‘oughtto find it preferable to what these actors can aftord.

11ty to avoid using Nalguta's power against
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“I don't know. Too many for us to handle them all,
maybe.”

“Dol,” said Ensanen, moving toward the broken door of
the side coridor.

“We're going,” said Dol

Talonen bowed his head as Simiri and Kedal took the
healer's bag to treat the wounded guardian. Dol and En-
sanen made their way through the passage to the bloody.
‘courtyard. The bite of the wind cut them the same as before,
but Gall was nowhere to be seen.

(o))

MIN ENTERED THE INNERMOST chamber of the temple
with a clank of the door sealing behind her. Frost covered
the walls of Agena’s throne room, creeping from cracks in
the ceiling. Light shone through the gaps i the stonework.

Shivering despite her outer coat, she approached the
pedestal where the the throne stood. The char iself con-
sisted of baroquely pattemed wood, all carved with scenes.
from history. No jewels or metal inlays adorned the seat, but
for a single gleaming topaz set near the peak of the chalr's
high back. The only metal in the piece were smal glints of
siver in the throne's clawed feet.

‘The throne sat empty, simply a vacant chair. Mustiness.
filed the room, a place abandoned for some time, giving no
sign of Agena or her court, Min hoped they were st in the
temple somewhere.

She took the fan from the siing at her side, then put on
her mask. Before the shades and secrets of the room's re-
‘cent past could unfold before her mind’s eye, she flew over
the throne. Circiing the room on her fan, she found al the
other exits sealed. She flew to the break in the celing.

Min emerged into the cold i above the temple's roo.
She shielded her face with her hands. Her glasses caught
flakes of snow fallng from advancing clouds moving from
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beside the lenses of his eyes there poured forth projected
light.

‘Those projectors showed the image of Gall in giant-size
upon the gray clouds, but from the giant’s point of view. The
louded actress flew toward him, The red tassels at the end
of each of her fans danced back and forth.

Mikina narrowed her eyes behind her glasses. She took
aim at the giant’s right capture lens. The beast's massive
‘arms began to move, mechanically grasping for Galll.

Holding her breath, Mikina unleashed the arrow from
‘Agena's black bow. A searing flash of light cut across her vi-
sion, not a mere mortal bolt oflightaing, but a massive line of
divine power. The mighty arrow struck the giant’s face with-
outbend or eror.

“The blinding flare faded, retuming Mikina's view of the
‘giant. The eye she'd aimed for had shattered like a window-
pane. Metal splintered around the impact point and cracks.
ran through the lens of the giant’s other eye.

Gall darted upward, iying free of a grasping steel claw.
Mikina drew a second arrow. This time, she trusted the
power she held. Releasing the shot, she blasted a chunk
from the glant’s reaching forearm.

‘The beast roared and rocked backward, turning a half-
blind gaze toward Mikina. He jumped onto the temple wall,
hanging over the gap between the mountains. Metalic fin-
gers scrambled, unable o breach the stones but finding a
gip nonetheless.

“The construction of divine hands shook, but held his.
weight and the glant climbed toward the place where Mikina
stood. She drew another arrow of light from the black bend
of Agena’s weapon.

‘The towering monstrosity of teel and steam moved with
surprising speed toward her. She released another armow,
plercing the shoulder plating of the vast machine. The glant
did not siow.

She shot again, this time only grazing the metal mon-
ster's head. Wit reach, he swung one hand toward her,
raking across the temple’s roof with a horible scraping
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The names of the two easternmost gods struck Dol as.
Baragont said them. Of all the twelve they were the most
embattied. Hambry, In particular, commanded the force of
‘Yanbria from his temple i the nation’s capitol city of Tesrin.
‘The god of war songs and storyteling, Hambru would be an
Interesting god to meet.

Dol bowed to Baragont, though nowhere near as low as
Ensanen. I il go speak vith her immediately.”

“Good.” Baragont took to the ai on his wind fan again.
He gided over the domes of the temple, angling for a partic-
Ular minaret,

Ensanen shook his head. “Somehow, | didn't think my
frst meeing with my god would be so embarassing.”
ony about that,” said Dol.

“Never mind.” Ensanen sighed. “I should have known I'd
‘isappoint i too. It always happens this way.”

Dol glanced at the chained. “It's my fault,” he said. “You
wamed m

“Doesnt matter.” Ensanen tumed. “Let's go. You can in-
troduce me to Lady Calas.”

Dol wished he could refuse. Mikina was sick thanks to
her healing of the god. All lse aside, he wanted to tak to her
alone atter the previous nigh, but he'd made a deal

“Aright,” Dol said. “Let's go."

i

DOL KNOCKED ON THE door o the room Miina shared
with Gall and Niba. None of the three came to the door, but
ather Cordomem, who nodded to Dol, then stepped out into
the hallway. The oid dramaturge’s heavy hood was pulled
back and his weathered face looked grim as a mountainside
n the shadows cast by the lamps.

“Lady Calas is not sick,” he said. “But she seems weak.
‘You probably shouldn't bother her.”
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“You are a bending tree, young avatar. You only gained
your mask a few months ago, and already she treats you as
afrend.”

“That's not it” Dol sighed. “We've only recently traveled
together, but 've known her short name far longer.’

‘Agena ay stil for a moment except of the slight rise and
fall of her chest. “Then you knew her before? It i natural she.
kept you a secret.”

“I can reach her,” said Dol. “Just bring me a pen and
paper.”

“What good will a letter do?" asked one of the servants
nearby.

“Bring them.” Agena’s volce whistied low. “Lat him write
‘what he wishes, and do not ook at his words."

An attendant bowed and then brought forward a quil
pen, ink bottle, and a sheet of fine letter paper. Dol took
them, and went to Agena's nightstand. He wrote Mikina's ull
name first, 50 she would know what he added afterward in
Secret

“Then he wrote just one line.

‘Say Agena's name and where you are. Please.

s he finished writing and folded the note, he tumed to
‘Agena. The goddess opened her golden eyes wide. “Take
my hand, young tree.”

Her fingers locked around his wrist, cool and firn to the
touch.

‘Agena's gaze moved over her attendants. “You have all
Served me well. | will retum, children.” She took a deep.
breath and the world meted away, leaving only her and Dol
to fall through emptiness. He wanted to scream in the horri-
fying plummet.

Before he Gould open his mouth a new room appeared
‘around him. The smell of blood mingled with that of buming
coal in his nose. He recognized the stage of the Sunken
‘Temple. He'd played upon these boards not long ago, be-
fore he'd donned Baragont's mask.

. Agena lay upon her bed beside him. She released his
hand. Bodies litered the stage, stairs, and seats, casting
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Incos bowed, “The avatars have  troupe of actors with
them. They wish to play the temple stage t would seem.”

Baragont's large, dark eyes moved to Incos. ‘Bring them
10 the guest houses. 1 will walch them, and my avatar, per-
form in my honor.” He tumed to Mikina. “Perhaps then you
‘can relieve me of ths vie disease.

Mikina set her jaw, but Dol thought he saw her tremble
atthe mention of healing. She nodded with deliberation. “Of
‘course, gracious death.”

The god of the dead tumed to a iving servant off to one
side of the room. *Bring in the actors,” Baragont said. *I will
‘watch them play once I've finished this course.

“The man, who looked young, with fierce blue eyes, nod-
ded. He walked to Baragont. “Gracious death, where should
1go?"

“Down to the docks, fool” sald Baragont. “Few enough
arive by the road these days.”

‘The fierce-eyed servants lip curled. I am not here to
Serve you.” His features distorted, warped and became like
steel. His hands became metalic claws before Dol's eyes.
Baragont stepped back as the phantom tured toward Mik-
ina. Baragont backhanded the man across the room, The
phantom flew back. He hit a column and cracked its stone.

Dol stared at the phantom as it rose from the floor, “We
did not come to serve you,” said the recovering phantom as
apair of other Iving servants transformed behind Baragont's
two clouded, and felled them with swift blows.

Mikina put on her mask. Dol leapt at one of the phantoms
as Baragont dived sideways with surprising agilty. The two
fallen clouded struggled for weapons on the floor. Mikina
snatched one of their swords and parried a blow from one of
the phantoms aimed at Dol.

“Your masters send just three phantoms against a god
and two avatars?” Baragont laughed. “Your damnation is
assured, weaklings.”

“The phantom he had struck stood his ground and glared
at Baragont. The other two fell back from Dol and Mikina.
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THE MOUNTAIN TEMPLE came into view around a bend
after two days folowing the pass. The temple tself appeared
as an enormous multi-layered bridge between two moun-
tainsides, one north and one south. The peak on the north-
eastem side of the temple was called Lelar, and the one on
the southwest was Kadith,

Galli and Ensanen had scouted ahead on thei fans. They
insisted Dol and Min keep from flying at the front. They ar-
‘gued that the siege could escalate f the avatars were spot-
ted approaching.

From a few miles further along the fength of the pass, Dol
saw no signs of any siege on the temple. The vast building
looked impossible for humans to attack.

A mortal amy would have to climb the siopes on both
sides, and then hold near the tree line where the entrances.
were located for as long as the siege lasted. Too bad phan-
toms and giants wouldn't hesitate in the cold the way hu-
mans might.

Dol had matured within sight of the Sunken Temple, but
the sheer height and black stone walls of the Mountain Tem-
ple kept him staring as the wagons rolled onward under the
power of weary oxen. He sat on the front board of the lead
‘wagon and prayed the siege had already broken. The scrub
‘and trees along the sides of he road through the pass looked
undisturbed. Mountain goats watched the wagons from the
slopes above.

The wagons rounded the bend to face the Mountain
Temple directly. Dol's heart sank. Not on, but two enor-
mous mechanical giants were clearly visible marching up the
side of Lelar, their footsteps audible even miles away. He
glanced at Kadith and found another giant on the southerly
mountain.
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“The punished dead fell to the floor, head all but entirely
destroyed. Shoulders bent crooked by the force o the blow.
“The shift of cloth the dead wore covered the fallen bod like
a shroud, yet those dead hands moved pieously to touch
the remains of the skull.

Baragont raised Hunger slowly. He handed it the bloody
mace to Dol, who took the weapon numbly.

t us go.” Baragont tumed to Mikina. “That you may
heal me.” He glanced at Dol, but his large eyes seemed to
simply pass over him.

Dol followed them as far as the upper level o the temple,
then went to find the rest of the troupe. Baragont led Mikina
‘away inthe opposite direction, but she looked after him with
weariness in her eyes for a moment.

She quickly tumed to walk beside the death god. Dol
gritied his teoth as he moved toward the troupe chambers,
Hunger clutched in his hands and the true mask feeling un-

natural on his face.

BARAGONT'S DARK CHAMBERS echoed with their foot-
steps as Min arrived at the death god's side. When they left
Dol to find his way back to his quarters by himself she'd
wished to go with him. But f she followed Dol, her mission
would go unfulfled.

She passed a couch with cushions covered in silk that
gleamed as Baragont lit a table lamp. Her eyes moved o
the titanic form of the god as he settled onto a long couch.
A smoky Unathi appeared, not Min's Unathi, but one she
recognized from when they chose her at Clock Temple. The
smoky creature drifted to Baragont's side and bowed low.
before the god.

“Baragont, we see you have retained your new avatar.”

“Fora whil at east” Baragont leaned on the couch. The
stone frame held his weight in ilence. More typical wooden
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“You were nomadic. Your stories are close to the truth.”
Min nodded, biting the edge of her p. “But these phantoms.
e real, and they are dangerous. f we meet one, only Dol
‘and 1, and the clouded should confront them. The est of the
troupe shouid hide.”

“Do you truly expect to encounter more phantoms?”
Talonen asked.
hantoms plague us avatars.” Min took a deep breath
s she considered Talonen's apparent ignorance about the
phantoms. If he'd known about them before, that only added
10 the mystery of why he'd never tred to wear Baragont's
Mask.

Min lowered her head as the bartender passed. Most
people would have no way of knowing her by sight, but if
‘any of them had been to the Sunken Temple, just days away
by sea, they might still recognize her. The bartender passed.
Min tumed toward the troupe master. “Talonen, why did you
give Dol the mask?”

He met her eyes with the blue jewels in his weathered
face. *I don't have the will to use it. My family has car-
ried that cursed thing for far too long. | didn't dare break
tradition.”

“But you gave it away.”

“And when Dol is done with , | may take it back."

“Avatars cannot retum their powers to anyone except
their god, and then only through death.”

“Perhaps you understand why | didn't want to wear the
mask then?”

Min lowered her gaze. “You feared Baragont would hunt
you”

“It's logical, fsn't it? We were poor nomads for many
‘generations, and Baragont wanted his mask back for the en-
tire time. Far be it from us to incense a god.”

“But you didn't give it back, elther. You gave it to
Dol." Min frowned, eyes search Talonen's craggy features.
ponipe
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Footsteps approached on the stairs in the hall. The
temple official guarding Nalguta's tower the prior night, ap-
peared unmistakable despite their shadowy first meeting.
She looked around the corner. Dol's brow furroved.

The woman drew close to him. “Donnilel Ekdros, hon-
‘ored avatar, do you know where Lady Galas s staying?

Mikina's door stood closed on hisright. Something about
this woman seemed off, somehow. Mikina wanted to take
this ourney without her offcials. Whatever This woman's in-
tentions Dol wouldn't help her. “She went outside. You know
how she is, she didn't say where she was going.”

“I'see. Then no need to tel her | was here.

“What was your name again?”

Her fullps curved into a smile. “Onnaka.”

Dol nodded. “Apologies that | couldn't be more helpful.

“You've given plentiful help.” Onnaka retreated into the
halltoward the stairway.

Dol watched her go. When he heard Onnaka's footsteps
on the stairway, he tumed to the Mikina's door. He knocked
genty.

“Min?"

“Dol?" came her reply. “What s it?”

I think someone's been looking for you. Someone from
the tempi

Soft footsteps on the floorboards, then Mikina opened
the door and peered out into the hallway. She wore her cloak
with the hood lowered and a pair of slender-armed glasses.
“Did you send them away?"

“Yeah,” Dol said.

Mikina corrected the siight skew of her glasses. “Good.
We don't require further supervision. Two avatars can han-
dle this joumey.”

Dol grinned. “I meant to ask you something else.”

She moved from the doorway and motioned him inside.
He crossed the threshold, and closed the door behind him.

Mikina sat upon the travel case she'd brought with her
from the temple where it rested beside her bed. She looked
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The phantom fell backward. Dol dropped the bone and
pressed a hand to the cut on his chest, o staunch the blood
flow. He staggered to one side, and watched his fallen op-
ponent warily. The phantom did not rise. Min walked over to
him as Baragont laughed again.

“Flee, coward, he sald. “You will not get far” The god of
the dead looked toward Dol and Min. His eyes drooped as
he looked over the spilled food and drink on the table and
the floor around it

His lving attendants cowered against the walls, while the
chained were already out picking up the fragments of food
‘and the plates they had spiled from.

Baragont approached Dol and Min. “You two made short
work of them,” he said. “But mine was a bit better trained.”

“Perhaps,” said Mikina. “But Dol is wounded.”

“Dol? Oh yes, my Avatar.” He turned to Dol. “This wound
might give you pause now, but your gifts from the mask will
repair it quickly. You did well to Kill a phantom with a mere
leg bone.”

Dol shrugged his head. “I still have a stage to walk for
You, butin battle | can hold my own.”

Baragont clapped a hand on his shoulder. “| am begin-
ning o like you, boy. Don't disappoint me.”

ko)X

THE SHALLOW GUTS IN Dol's chest ached as he sat a the
table with Talonen. They rested i th troupe's guest cham.-
bers. He wore a new shirt, pressed and warm. The table
beneath his hands was carved with rough patterns, and cold
10 the touch. Galll and Niba entered the main room from the
‘chamber they shared.

‘Talonen cleared his throat with a cough. “| suppose we
should consider which play.”

Niba flipped strands of her long, yellow hair. “Are we re-
ally going on stage tonight?”
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divine disease, bumed the shadows like firewood, but the
pain bumed siowiy.

Baragont picked her up, arm under her back. " wil take
You to my apothecary.”

“No." Min managed the word with agony on her lips.
“Won't help.

“What can | do 1o help you, my dear?”

The smell of blood filed Min's head as she nearly
‘drowsed in the death god's arms. She shook her jerked her
head to the side. “My room. Need rest.”

Baragont stroked her hair with meaty fingers. “For now,
my dear. For now.” He carried her from the dark chamber
and away to the guest rooms, but she was asleep by the
time they arived. In the dark of morning she woke to find
herself stinking of the death god's bloody ams. She used
what litte strength she'd regained to reach for her bedside
table. She searched for her glasses to look for perfume, al-
ready knowing nothing would cleanse the odor.

i

MIN CURLED BENEATH the sheets, and hoped without any.
expectation for daylight to pass. Healing Nalguta hadn't hurt
this much, nor made her so weak. The chill air made her wish
for the wammth of Kasdras.

Footsteps approached her bedside in the shadows. She
looked up, dreading to see one of the chained, or worse,
Baragont himselt. Neither of those evils stood beside her.
The clouded actress, Gall, her face framed by strands of
messy hair, watched vith a wrinkled brow.

“Miina?"

Min groaned. “What?"

“What happened?”

“Ihealed the god of the dead.”

“Are you alright?”
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“My name s DonnileL” He sighed and shook his head, a
pang in his heart. She forgot me after al. “You can call me
Dol.” He lfted the mask from his face.

Min smiled at him. “You were on stage.
it,but your fe is about to change, Dol.”

“Their gazes met. Hope formed in his heart, “Why is that?"

“There hasn't been an avatar of Baragont in five hundred
years. His mask was forgotten until today. People are going
to ask all kinds of questions, and that's just the start, We
may be seeing more of each other.” She shrugged, then of-
fered him her hand. “You called me Min.

“Was | wrong before?

“No." She shook her long tresses. “Only a fow know me
by that name.”

He looked at his hands again. Luckiy only the left was
‘wounded. Their palms pressed together. His hand dwarfed
hers. They shook. Dol looked at hs fan.

“I don't think this will let me iy to the temple.

“I'l send someone for you after | return.” She flourished
her fan. “Wait here. It shouldn't be long.” Wind caught her
‘open fan and carred Min off the wall. She flow gracefully
over the waters of the bay.

He watched her go, his heart cracked by her forgettul-
ness. He swore in silence not o break.

(o3

MIN CHOSE A SKY DOOR and landed in a high tower of the
Sunken Temple's palaces. This place was of limits to mor-
tals except those permitted personally by Nalguta. Min ived
nearby for the past few months, while recuperating. Deliber-
ately, she avoided the direct routes to both the theater and
her personal chambers. She unfastened the mask of Nalguta
‘and hung it around her neck on its cord.

She folded her fan and then sid the binding ine from her
wrist. The stais felt slow at this point, but they drew far less:

Imsomy tosay
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A crack of thunder suddenly spit the previously quiet air.
Dark clouds fickered with lightning over the forest a mile
Rorth of the bank. On the shoreline below Dol and the others,
‘2 clang of steel rose from the trees.

“There's something going on down there,” said Dol. “I'm
going to see what”

Mikina nodded.

Dol circled downward toward the sounds of metal on
metal, wishing he had brought the mace, Hunger, with him.
He reached the trestops and gimpsed two figures racing
over a dirt trall. One of them was a hooded and running
woman who vanished and reappeared a fow yards away
every second, canying a tom wind fan and a short sword.
She was pursued by the other, a monstrous looking woman
Who appeared to be made entirely of metal. A phantorn, Dol
thought. could be i trouble.

Ensanen and Gall reached Dol as he angled to intercept
the two women on the path. He glanced at them. “Where is
Mikina?"

“She went to scout the giant,” Gall said.

Dol glared at the phantom as the chase brought her and
her quarry closer to Dol, Gall, and Ensanen. Steam vented
from the phantom's back and she accelerated toward the
hooded woman. The woman cringed, but vanished at the
last moment, and then reappeared directy below Dol and
the others, st trying to run, but looking weary. Dol reached
to his chest wih his free hand. He put on the true mask.

‘The phantom darted toward the woman on the ground,
a blade in each hand. She raised one of them o stab.
the woman. Dol hit her like a load of bricks. The phantom
‘orashed to the ground, biades stll gripped tight. Dol kept his
eyes on her. Far 100 many pikemen thought a foe they had
stabbed was no longer a threat. Pikemen who survived knew
botter.

Dol seized the phantom woman by her cold, steel throat.
His fingers passed through her. Then one of the blades.
drove into his leg. He screamed in pain and lurched off of
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The mask sitting in the bag looked dentical to the one
Dol held in his off hand, black and made from polished clay.
with fine features highiighted under the eyes with circular
uts of red camelian.

Dol stared at i, the true mask of the god of death.

“Take it" said Talonen. “You must defend the city.

“How did you get this?”
iy grandfather gave it to me before he died.”

“You've had this for all those years?" Dol tentatively
touched the black face of the mask.
ince childhood. | know it s the true mask.”

“And you never told me?”

“Iknew you'd want it immediately i | did. Go. Itis time.”

Dol's mouth went ciry. His fingers closed on the edge of
the mask. He set the powerless copy he'd been wearing in
the open bag.

The hom biared another note of waming. Outside the
window, fan-wielding humans flew from temple rooftops,
the forms of the clouded and the jeweled, temple guardians
going into battle against the giant.

‘Talonen nodded to Dol. “Find a wind fan and go. Take off
that false armor and save the city.”

Dol took a deep breath and put on the true mask.

kioX

DOL SPREAD THE WIND fan and leapt from the end of
the gallery into open air Baragont's true mask shielded him
from the same blast of wind that bore him up commanded
by the fan's magic. He salled toward the storm cloud. Thun-
derous blasts of water marked the giant’s movement toward
Kasdras, luckiy stil miles away.

Temple guardians darted this way and that. Their tiny
forms moved as bright gints and siiouettes against the bil-
lowing darkness that enveloped the giant.
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‘white vestments met him. They stood beneath two glowing
lanterns on poles at either side of a single door. The priest
tured toward him, arms folded, looking far younger in the
torohlight than Dol usually imagined the clergy. He's not
‘much older than me.

Dol held the true mask on one side and the fan on the
other.

orgive me.” He held up the battered wind fan. *I bor-
fowed this from one of your towers. The battle was rough on
S

‘The young priest looked over the fan. But his eyes lin-
‘gered on the mask Dol kept at his side. He smiled slighty.
“That explains why an avatar needed help retuming from
shore.”

Dol shrugged. “The gods give us al fight equally.”

One of the big clouded behind Dol grunted. The priest
reached out and took the fan from Dol. “| am Keeper Alomol
Rusik. 'l see that ths fan is repaired. The owner won't have
their wings clipped for long.”™

“Thanks.” Dol nodded with a grin. *| didn't mean to hurt
3

“Of course not.” Rusik tumed to the clouded. “This man
has been summned by Nalguta. You two are dismissed.”

Dol frowned as the two clouded bent toward the priest
and then departed. Rusik motioned o Dol, a long sleeve
tailing. “Follow me."

He led Dol to an antechamber it by a single lamp where
shadows ruled the room. The priest stood underthe light, his.
eyes on Dol. “Be respectful to the goddess. You have that
mask, but she is the master of this place and al the people
init”

“Even the one who healed her?" asked Dol.

Rusik remained impassive. “The divine disease is fierce.”

“The door on the opposite side of the anteroom opened
and Rusik motioned Dol through t. He walked under a starit
sky to an arched bridge that led to a tall tower at the edge
of the temple’s palace. His thoughts raced as he realized he
walked alone.
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at Dol with dark eyes seeming larger because of her glasses.
Your question?”

“Yes, right. Do you know if there's ever been a compeli-
tion to be named an avatar?”

She frowned. “Dol, | have o idea. I study the gods more
than their avatars. Few have been entrusted with true masks
in the last five hundred years.”

‘But before that there were more.

“Sure,” sald Mikina. *A few of them might stil matter
more, but mostly they're ust loe, history.”

Dol nodded. *I suppose they would be. I've been won-
dering why | was chosen.”

“You'd know that beter than I would. The god didn' give
You that true mask.” Mikina stretched her legs across the
floor and the cloak fell away from her white lace stockings.
“Your troupe master did.”

“I suppose you're right, but Talonen won' tell me why.
He's hiding something.”

Min shrugged. “He seems to have seen a ot.”

“He said his famiy had the mask for a long time. For
‘generations before that, and he ha a son he didn't want to
force to bear it Dol paced o the window on the far side of
the room. He looked through the rain at the alleywiay below.

Mikina stood, reflected in the windowpane. She ran a
hand through her halr, then folded her arms. “Sounds like
Talonen is afraid of the mask. He may have reasons, but
then again, he's never even worn the dam thing, right?"

“Right.” Dol tumed toward her. I Just wish | knew.”

“The velled grant wishes,” Mikina murmured, then shook
her head. “But no one ever gets what the really want that
way."

“What are you talking about?” he asked. The velled?”

“An old legend. The veiled were creatures that josked
with the gods.” She used the curse-word with apparent
reish. “They gave people wishes in exchange for ‘service’,
which was always some kind of nasty shit."

“Huh, I've never heard that before.”

“Too bad. They make for some good stories.”
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Mikina whistled a breath and then rolled her eyes. | don't
really know. People keep asking me that. But | don't think
they want to hear | sl feel weak.”

“Galll and Niba?" Dol asked.

Mikina nodded. “It's not thei fault really. Not many peo-
ple know how long it takes me to recover.” Smoke drifted
higher, pale gray in the night air. She sighed. “Dol, I don't
think I be ready when we get to the Mountain Temple.” She
looked past the fire to where Yahii, the messenger Agena
had sent, sat with a cup of water held in her hands. Mikina's.
expression became distant, her eyes ghosty.

Dol turned to Mikina, “She looks like she's doing bett
Better than you, I suppose. “But that’s not what | wanted to
ask you about.”

Her eyes closed for a moment, giving her a ook of peace.
She opened them and turned to face Dol. “What is it?”

“Cordomer found something ottside of camp. He thinks
it could help us.” Help you.

“I don't know If this is really going to bo useful” Mikina
fose from her position by the fire, moving as well as anyone
else, but with a slight tremor in her step. “But we're goingto
break the siege of a Temple, Dol. We'll eed allthe help wie
can get.”

“They leftthe fireside and Dol led the way to the side of
the pond where Cordome waited, heavy cloak draw tight
around him. Mikina tured to the dramaturge. “What did you
find, prest?”

Gordomem bowed his head and motioned to the water. I
found a gate, to the mirror garden.”

Mikina's eyes widened visibly as she looked into the
water. Dol caught a glimpse of his own reflection in the
water. The Dol in the water stood beside a reflected vision
of Mikina. Both of them wore the truemasks around their
necks, and dressed the same as Dol and Min, but as Dol
watched from Min's side his mirror-self put an arm around
the other reflection.

o Min glanced at Dol. “Do you know what's on the other
side of the gateway?"
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A flush crept across his face, hidden behind the true
mask. “Or maybe because | love you."

‘She biinked, unsteadiy. Her fingers worked their way to
the cords. She pulled the mask gently from his face, then
removed her own. "You can't say things like that. Even if
feel them too.”

Dol's mouth curved upward. She bent low and their lips
met. The kiss tasted not of blood, but of her. That touch
brought him to Iife. Min held him close, glasses slipping
on her nose. After what seemed like forever, footsteps ap-
proached from the tower.

“This is fine work you've done to my courtyard.” Nalguta
blocked the light above them with her shadow.

Min's eyes flcked toward the goddess of secrets, “Don't
tellanyone of this, please.”

“My avatar, you stll have much to leam.” Nalguta's eyes
‘opened a crack. “This won't be easy to hide, but | il con-
‘ceal what  can, Mikina."

Dol smiled as Min got to her feet. She gave him her hand
and helped him up. “It's been an hour at least.”

“The sun was turing orange in the western sky.

“My guardians found Agena resting in the theater. She
can retum youto the Mountain Temple,” said Nalguta.

Min bowed o the goddess. “Thank you.”

Nalguta's eyes closed once more. Her white hair danced
in the wind. “That troupe of actors is worried about you, '
‘certain. But for foiling an assassination attempt and retrev-
ing this..” The goddess ratrieved Agena's true mask from
where it lay and handed it to Mikina. “..1 must thank you
bot

‘Attendants with bandages scurried forward to dress and
wrap Min's cuts.

Dol bowed low, stil awkwardly lushed from Min's close-
ness and healing.
low go." Nalguta tumed from them. *What are you
waiting for2”
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DOL STARED FOR A LONG moment at the spot where Min
and the two women had vanished.

‘Agena's power take them anywhere. But where did On-
naka want to go. Dol grimaced as he trudged through the
Snow 1o the gateway. A handful of temple guardians few by
‘overhead, scouting the remains of the giant he and the oth-
ers flled just moments ago.

‘What little good they did seemed meaningless. A buzz
like an insect resonated within Dol's mind. Min st fought,
‘and now she fought alone.

He grimaced as he affixed the mace to his baldric, then
100k to the air on his wind fan. He kept Agena's bow tucked
under one arm. As he flew, he waved and shouted to the
temple guardians.

‘The servants of the mountain temple bent thelr courses.
‘and salled toward him.

“We have to hury," Dol said. “Mikina has been taken,
along with the true mask of Agen:

“The leader of the clouded squadron looked over her
shoulder at the destroyed giant and the scattered bodies of
the casterners on the snow. “Did you see the thief2” she
asked.

“Yes, said Dol. “But the phantom wearing Agena’s mask
to0k her along with Mikina. | don't know where they went

“The power of Agena.” The guardian woman nodded.

Instant transportation. Follow me, avatar of death.” She
‘whipped the wind with her fan, then flew over the temple
with Dol n her wake.

They flew 1o a balcony on the northem wall and the
‘guardian motioned for Dol to land. “Only the goddess herself
‘can help us now,” she said. “Go inside. She i i, but she will
Know the best action.”
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Sound. A cloud of stone-dust and small debris exploded in
the am's wake.

Mikina leapt over the sweeping blow, fueled by Nalguta's
power. She landed a yard behind the giant’s arm, another
armow drawn on the string of the bow. She smelied brim-
stone and burning air as she released the arrow. The bright
bolt struck the giant in the arm join, cracking through the
pistons and cables with an audible shriek of precision.

“The giant's swinging arm kept moving until it separated
‘and flew from his shoulder. Stil, the titanic face stared at
Mikina from the one remaining eye. Her image appeared on
the clouds as snow began to diminish amid the sounds of
‘approaching thunder.

Gali glided to the temple roof a few yards behind Mikina.
‘She cupped her hands to her mouth. “I've never seen any-
thing like that before.”

She nodded, but kept her eyes on the giant, as he
struggled to hold onto the wall with his remaining hand.
“The rumbling footfals of another giant on the eastem siope
matched the volume of the thunder above. Mikina shivered
s the wind grew in strength, independent of thei fans.

Nalguta would always press her to save the head of the
giant, to figure out how they created storms. She shook her
head, scoming the thought, as she paced to the edge of the
temple’s roof. Neither Mikina, nor the gods needed that kind
of knowledge. She took aim at the giant’s wrist then released
another arrow.

Metal tore and lines snapped, whipping in the frozen air.
Steam issued through cracks and tears in the giant’s arm.

“The image of her in the sky sank away as the giant
fell without moving his gaze from Mikina. When he hit the
‘ground over a mile down, the roar drowned out even boom-
ing thunder.

She lowered the bow.

Galli walked to stand beside Mikina, “Tharks."

“For what?

“You didn't et it kil me.”

“That's what  told you before.”
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there, along with the captain of the riverboa, a man even
darker than Ensanen. The chained waited in silence on the
dock below. Talonen glanced at Min and Dol. “Why did he
Send these dead to greet us?”

“Noidea," sald Dol

“He means for only Dol and | to go," said Min. “The
‘chained are his guards. They mean to take us to him.

A Min spoke, Dol glimpsed movement on the dock out
o the comer of his eye. He tumed and found a ltle mortal
man standing at the head of the three chained. The man
wore the robes of a priestin the red and black vestments of
Baragont.

Dol smirked. “Looks like we've got a living one after all”

Min followed his gaze. A frown formed on her lips. She
turned and made her way across the plank. Dol folowed her,
uncertainly. She did say to follow her lead, Talonen remained
on the ship as Min and Dol approached the man and the
three chained on the dock.

“The little man swept his arm beneath himself and bowed
fow. “Avatars,” he said. "It is my honor to welcome you to
the gates of Master Baragont's serene temple.” He hadn't
even looked at them.

Dol frowned at thelttl man. “Who are you?"

“My name is Incos, Twenty-seventh Oracie of the Void."

Min nudged Dol's shoulder and sald, “Baragont has
appointed an oracle every generation to help him find his.
mask”

“Looks ke you're out of a job.” Dol laughed and tapped
the mask hanging at his chest.

Incos raised his eyes, disbelief warring with anger on his
face. “Lord, Avatar, please.”

Dol offered Incos a hand. *Forgive me. I just never
thought about it before.”

“You never thought about the countless lives spent trying
to locate the mighty vessel you wear around your neck?
You do need forgiveness, Avatar, but ot from me.” Incos.
backed away through a gap between two of the chained.
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100t over the stone path through the grass and plants of
the garden. Over a foot taler than Min, the goddess paced
‘around her.

“I do not believe the twelve wil rest, should glants
threaten the Clock Temple.”

“But what f they are too weak?” Min asked. “If what you
told me once s true, the divine disease grows in pover every
year.”

Nalguta paced behind her in silence, fingertips drifing
lightly over Min's shoulders.

Min bowed her head. I ask only out of concern for the
world, and for the clock face.”

“Ralse your head, my avatar,” said Nalguta. “Remermber,
‘one who saved my Ife and now wears my mask need never
bow to anyone.”

And yet you likely have another avatar in mind alreacy
prepared to replace me. Min raised her eyes as Nalguta
passed in front of her. “| understand.

“Go on. What would you suggest we do?”

“You already know."

Beside the palanquin the Unathi laughed, a high and airy
Sound. Nalguta smiled at Min, eyes stil closed. “You wish to
leave this temple to heal the other gods.”

“Surely my gift can save them.”

“Remember how you suffered when you healed me,
don't you?" Nalguta’s smile never wavered. It took weeks
for you to regain your strength.”

Min glanced at the Unathi, then returned her gaze to
Nalguta. “Even one god might be able to turn the tide of the
war, Hambru, or Baragont, or even Goani could—"

“The Unathi drifted to Nalguta's side. “I is destiny that the
‘gods who have protected humankind be saved by them.”

“When does destiny say this wil oceur, though?” One of
Nalguta's eyes opened a crack and tumed to look sideways.
atthe Unathi. “My avatar should not bear this weight alone.”

“The Unathi shook ts wispy, fog-like head. "And yet there
are no other avatars. Or at east, there were not, until today.”
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“Iknow!” Dol glared at her. “But its alitle ate to worry. |
don't plan o fight if have a choice.”

“Then be ready to make that choice.” Min said. “If you
‘give him the mask, you can retur 1o your ordinary fe.”

Dol scowied and turmed away from her. " can't go back.
1 finaly got to meet you a second time, but if | give up the.
mask you'llwalk out of my ife again. “Vl fight him before |
give the mask back.”

Min gave an exasperated sigh. She threw up her hands.
“Fine. Don't complain. | ried to wam you.”

“What else can he do? He's god of the dead, but what
does that mean,really?

“You've never heard the stories? He commands amies
of dead souls”

Dol glanced at her, “And? What does that mean? Souls
can'taffect the iving.”

“When they're controling their od bodies they can.”

“The riverboat drew close to a port, Atio of figures wated
n the dock below as they approached. Dol looked at them,
face knotting with fear as he saw their gray skin and unnatu-
rally tall and emaciated formes. Each one wore a black siken
shirt and trousers, and each one trailed a heavy iron chain,
clasped to a collar around the neck. All of them stood over
Seven feet tall, men and women alike. Ribbons of parchment
futtered along the length of the chains that hung from each
neck,

“The chained,” said Min. “Dead souls preserved i re-
made bodies.”

Dol stared at the creatures. “Josking hell.”

“Exactly,” said Min. “They're the bulk of Baragont's le-
gions, along with the punished.”

Dol shook his head as the river boat puled into port.
“Time to go meet a god, | guess.

Min put hers hands on his shouders, making his skin
tingle beneath the cloth of his shir. “I'l be right with you.
Follow mylead.”

He nodded. Min slipped past him. Ho went after her
toward the docking plank. When they arrived, Talonen was
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“I soemlike alabilty to her because | never acted before
You gave me the chance. Not that it matters now.”

“And you can't help but tease her.”

“I tease everyone, old man,” Dol said the words with
more passion than he intended. He needed o rein thatin be-
fore the next act began. Dol emptied his cup of water.

Talonen sighed. “Donnilel. When w first met you told me
You had only one ambition.”

Un oh, he used my long name.

“I il feel the same way."

“Please don't hurt others just because you think you're
close to your goal.”

Mikina might not remember mo at al.

don't know how close | am.”

“I know you have capacity for kindness and under-
standing.” Talonen's eyes focused and his voice hardened.
“Please use it."

‘When they first met neither of them thought they would
Iive through the day. The men of a pike block surrounded by
enemy forces in aterritory war, usually counted theirremain-
ing time in minutes. Dol expected worse 0dds with old and
young men pressed into service filing the ranks. Yet here
they stood, more than three years later, free of Baragont's
cold hands.

“Talonen,” Dol said. “Il do my best.”

“Thank you.” Talonen set a bag of supplies on the
‘wooden table under the window. “When you're done with
the play, come see me. I have something special | want to
give you.”

Dol frowned. “Some sort o surprise, sir?

“Indeed. But please, just play your part a while longer.”

“Don't wony. Playing a temple stage is a far better posi-
tion than | could ever wish for as a chil. I'm sure my mother
would agree if she sil ived.”

“Talonen looked solemn. “Where were you going?”

“Justto look around.”

“No, get back to the dressing room. I's almost.
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He grimaced and vowed not to lat her fight alone. He
reached up with the hand not tethered to his fan as he
passed over the glant’s horse-like rear. Part of the way along
the abominable machine’s length, Dol clapped the fan shut.

He tumbled onto the monstrosity's unyielding metal
back, fan bouncing along with him, and then rolled to a stop.
over the giant's hind legs. An ache spread al the way from
his neck to his tal bone. He pushed himself upright, holding
his hands out to the sides to steady himself. The giant's
head tumed three hundred and sixly degrees and stared at
him with glinting eyes.

Dol glared as he drew in a deep breath, Min circled the
giant’s head, sword snickering out and cutting a ine on the
monstrous neck. The whole machine lurched, and the head
swiveled to trace her.

Dol summoned the power of Baragont's mask once
again. He shouted, “You're not done with me yel

“The divine power hammered the giant in sonic waves.
all though the spiny, humanoid torso. Dol crouched on the
back, then leaped, finding strength to match Baragont. He
flew into the alr, shocked at the physical power exerted.

Dol raced toward the giant's head, passing over the
‘damaged steam engine Min had struck before. He seized a
‘cable on the opposite side of the head from the one just sev-
ered by Min's sword

He hung onto the cable as he flew past the giant, Light-
ning flashed around him. A searing agony like a fire buming
erupted through his forearm. He refused to relinquish his.
i on the cable, thoughit bent out of shape in his fingers.

Dol tumed to the gap in the giant's armor behind the
machine’s neck. Gears turned in the belly of the monster.
He glanced at his damaged fan. The distance to the gears.
‘appeared too far for him to reach the glant’s gears from his
position.

“The giant shook, sending Dol swinging back and forth.
“The skin on his hand tore and bloodied. The cable began to
flow with red streaks. He winced and reached with his other
hand, the one stil tethered to the broken fan, and gripped
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‘glimpsed Mikina's fan carrying her aloft a few yards over a
nearby rooftop. A plume of black smoke rose from the street
further away.

Min descended to land upon the rooftop where Dol
climbed unsteadily to his feet, “Are you alight?” she asked.

‘m fine,” Dol said. “What about you'

Min folded her fan and pated the sheathed sword at her
waist. I got this back.”

“What did you do to beat her?"

“Inviibilty,” said Min. “Hid myself and created a decoy
illusion before she got nto the air.”

“You knew she could fly2"

“lassumed so. | wouldn't have left you to fight a phantom
‘on your own, that's why | made sure to tell her the opposite.”

“Sneaky.” Dol smiled despite the pain in his hands and
shoulders.

Min smiled. “Well done in puting that fire out. With any
luck, you've eared us some goodwil from some of the
townspeople.”

Dol chuckled, then thought of Onnaka again. “Did you kill
her”

“Iried,” sald Min softy. “But 've only fought one phan-
tom before. | don't know for certain how to truly hurt them.”

Dol squinted at the smoke ahead on the street. He
pointed at it. *Is that where she fel?”

“I hope that's all ft will take. | hurled her with all my
strength.”

He nodded, then looked into the temple courtyard. A few
priests and other members of the service stood by the gate,
looking through a ltle window over the quay. Dol tured to
Min. * think it time | got  fan of my own.”

“Good idea. Don't be 5o trusting. Phantoms can appear
‘anywhere. They can ook like anyone.”

“Right, but what are they really?”

‘Really?” Min sighed. “They are people. Or they used to
be.” She shook her head. “But they become something else
‘when they get their powers from those they call the Veiled. |
don't know what they truly are after that."
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he had eaten dinner. That night, he wrote Miina Calas’
name on a scrap of paper using a bt of coal from the cold
frepiace.

And he told her he was safe. And they would meet again.

THE PRESENT

“The sun rose high over the bay. A fery from the city of
Kasdras carred Donnilel Ekdros and the rest of the acting
troupe south toward the Sunken Temple. He stood at the
ship's bow as the oars moved below, pushing them forward.
His lean frame cast a rippling shadow against the water
below, and he felt as relaxed as he'd ever been in the last
nine years.

“Today o later tonight, he would see Mikina again.

Everyone in the lands ruled by the clock would know her
by reputation now. She became the woman who had healed
the goddess Naiguta at the Sunken Temple. Dol looked out
‘overthe length of the ship, taking in the sailors and his fellow
‘actors moving about the deck.

‘They would be at the Sunken Temple by midday, but that
would only bring with it the truer challenge. They must per-
form for the goddess and the woman who saved he beyond
becoming her avatar. Mikina Calas.

Dol took in a deep breath. He lacked time for nervous-
ness or worry about what they thought of him. Would Mikina
recognize him from the day they had met all those years.
ago? He'd call her Min. Dol closed his eyes for a moment
‘and listened to the sea sloshing at the sides of the ship and
at the nearest shore o the Rift Bay.

During the intervening years, he hoped his letters to Mik-
ina would keep him in her mind. Within him, the boy from
that day stil hoped, despite the many peitions she must
receive dally, she would remember the moments the two of
them shared.
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Dol realized he was holding his breath, and forced him-
selfto inhale. He glided over the domes of the temple, held
aloft by his fan. His knuckles tumed white against the ebony
handie, though a cord lashed the wondrous flying dovice to
his wrist.

“Temple fans weren't common except among the clouded
or jeweled, like Gall and Ensanen. Though Dol never used
‘one before, It fear assalled him as another updraft caught
‘and shifted him over the waves crashing hundreds of yards
below.

The mask might be enough to keep me from dying in a
fal. 1d rather not test that guess, though. Through the eye-
holes of the mask, he gazed into the billowing mist. The form
of the giant looked jagged in places. Metalic spikes pierced
the air ke hungry fangs. The angles and positions of the
steel spines baffled Dol’s gaze.

After his time as an engine serl, he recognized some
o the glant’s parts with ease. Though such machines only
rarely attacked Kasdras over the past millennium, thelr ro-
mains were stil prominent parts of the city. Their hearts.
heated water and powered pumps for local imigation sys-
tems.

“The three bulky spheres high on the giant’s back looked
similar to the steam engines of the destroyed giant Halonaja,
which he'd worked to maintain, allthose years ago.

A he caught up with the storm cloud he grew more
‘contident in his abilty to control the fan. He aimed to fly over
the giant's shoulder near the central steam engine and then
and on the monster. / can do something to stop hir there.
Dol only wished he had brought a spanner or a sword.

He entered the upper layers of the fog, but below the
denser clouds above. His tunic and trousers quickly soaked
through. He realized a deeper wisdom behind Talonen teling
him to shed his costume armor. That fimsy gilded suit might
slow himin the fight against the giant.

A gust ot wind caught the fan from below. He shot upinto
the cloud layer, out of control. Dol held on painfully tight as
he lost sight of the world around him. Fingers became slip-
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Their razor fingers telescoped, becoming as long as dag-
gers.

Dol glanced at Mikina. She held a sword taken from a
clouded before her. She never took her eyes off the phan-
toms before her. All around the room, the chained drew
‘weapons and began to encircle the phantoms.

“You are all damned,” said the one Baragont had struck.
Steam and blood issuied from his mouth and nose where the
‘god had hit him. “We will see you fall, god of the dead.”

Two chained struck at him with lances, but he caught
both their weapons with his claws, and broke them along
their ends. Baragont stalked toward the phantom. “Handle
those two. This one is mine.”

Mikina and Dol exchanged glances. One of the phantoms
before them extended a blade from his paim and swung itat
Min. She ducked the blade and thrust her borrowed sword
into the phantom’s chest, only to find emptiness there.

“Josk.” She darted back. “That won't do it.”

Dol stepped close to her side and drew in a breath. His
shout blasted bowls and platters and cups from the table.
“The two phantoms flew across the room. One of them struck
the bucket of bones on the floor at the head of the table and
knocked it over. The ofher hit the far wall in the deafening
echo of the shout and embedded in the stonework, cratering
the blocks around him.

Dol and Min leapt forward. Min dropped the borrowed
Sword and drew her own blade. Her weapon siashed
through the phantom embedded in the wall. The steel hu-
manoid fell n two pieces as Min's sword carved a groove in
the wall behind where he'd hung,

Dol landed beside the one who had knocked over and
now stood among the contents of the bucket of bones. He
‘grabbed the greasy ox-bone and swung it at the phantom,
Who ducked and siashed across his chest with two claws.
Biood rushed onto Dol’s tunic, dripping between bladed
fingers. He brought the bone crashing upon the phantorm's
head. Something cracked within the metal demon.
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before him and fell sient. Dol walked past the hound, cau-
tious in case the animal changed his mind and decided to ry
to savage him. He didn't want to use the power of Baragont
onadog.

He tumed into a dim, circular room at the top of the
tower. Walls lined with bookshelves curved to envelop ev-
erything within. In the center of the room sat a palr of large
‘chairs. The empty chai faced the door while the other faced
‘away. Dol took a deep breath and walked forward.

Wind battered against the lone window on the far side of
the room. A book snapped shut. A tall woman sat facing the
empty chair. White hair fell o her shoulders, eyes closed.
She wore a black dress with long siceves that trailed on the
ams of the chair.

“You're the one my avatar spoke of," sald the woman.
“The new avatar of Baragont.”

“Mikina told you about me?"

“Of course. I only wish Id the chance to speak to you
earier, before you met her.”

“I've only been an avatar for halfa day,” said Dol. “I don't
Know what else | can add, your grace:’

Nalguta leaned forward. “Sit” She motioned to the chair
across from her. I have questions for you.”

Dol carefully took a seat n the high-backed chalr, grate-
1ulfor s cushioned back and seat. “I'm a temple actor from
Kasdras. | came here today to perform for you and Mikina.”

“So you were part of Talonen's troupe.”

“You know my director?”

“I know the names of all who serve the Luminous di-
rectly.” Nalguta's lips curved, nearly as pale as her skin. “But
Fve never heard your name before, Donnilel Ekcros.”

He set the true mask of Baragont on his lap. “I was only
given the mask to ight the glant this aftermoon.”

“Who gave the mask to you?"

y troupe master.” Dol apologized to Talonen mentally,
but he knew lying would be useless with Nalguta, “Please
keep his secret. He didn't want anyone to know he had the
mask”
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She marched out to the covered porch at the front of the
hostel. She looked out into the darkening sky. The moun-
tains to the east tumed red from the fading of day. Min
sighed. The further east they ot the closer they came to the
real battefield in Yanbria. Machines fought on both sides,
‘giants against war machines built from the hulks of defeated
giants.

‘And yet, the gods held the reins of power. The gods were
the ones who drove the conflit, Nalguta, Baragont, Coan,
‘and the other gods were the real enemies of the giants, but
itfell to mere mortals to protect them.

Mikina sensed weakness inside, despite her healing in
the garden. “What am 1 going to do?” she said to the sefting
sun

“The sunset did not answer her.

“Josk you, then,” she muttered.

Atleast the sun didn't want to killor marry her.

“You might want to be more careful, when you curse. |
heard it wouldn't do for an avatar to be caught using profan-
ity." Dol stood in the door leading out to the porch.

‘She glared at him. “Damn you, Dol.”

He shook his head. I deserved that.”

“Maybe you did. Maybe you didn't.”

“I'm sorry about what happened after the garden.”

“The garden?” Min foided her ams. “That place may
have saved me, but | there is something far t0o strange in-
Volved there.”

“Something strange —Besides the old hag and the mirmor
doubles of us?"

“Yeah. But i's hard to explain. Dol, have you ever heard
‘about the Unathi”
inathi? Like the narrator of atemple play?” Dol nodded.
've heard the legends. They re said to serve the gods.”

“They do. But | dont think that can go beyond the arch-
way. One has been following me since | became Nalguta's
‘avatar, but I never sensed it on the other side.”
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“Cut the big cable,” Dol shouted. “In his paim.”
Wordiess, the woman thrust her blade between the
plates and into the tension cable. The sword won that brief
confrontation and the heavy metal line snapped with a thun-
derous crack. With a whipping motion, the cable recoiled
into the giant's arm. The fingers froze, halfway clenched.

“Get away.” The woman pulled the swiord out of the
giant's palm. She tumed toward him. “Shit Do you need me
to tel you twice?

He stared at the siver-while true mask of Nalguta and the
eyes behind spectacie enses beneath it. “Min?"

“Shit. You're not a guardian. So, who are you?"

Dol's face furrowed under the mask. “'m an avatar.”

Her eyes widened behind rain-speckled glass. “Even bet-
ter. Come vith me."

“The fimp arm of the glant shifted. Wind buffeted Dol and
Min as the giant trampled onto shore near Kasdras’ south-
‘east gate. Rain deluged across the dusty plain inland from
the beach as the iant advanced.

Mikina leapt from the huge paim and sailed clear of the
‘giant, Dol stared after her for a second, then used hislegs to
push off while he gripped his fan tight.

He didn't ully understand how to guide the magic de-
Vice, but as he watched Min shift her weight he did his best
1o mimic her movements and found himsalf catching up with
her despite the vicious gale and intensifying rainfal,

He tumed as the giant emerged from the sea. Vast quan-
ities of water and silt poured from it legs and feet. Glassy
eyes flashed with flickers of lightning. The giant tured to-
ward the gate of Kasdras.

“We can'tet it reach the city,” Min called,

‘They circled toward Kasdras's walls and the fields that
surrounded them. Dol glanced at her, “Agreed. How do we
stop t?”

Min's fan caught an updratt. “We Kil t” She rose on the
wind, carried out of Dols view. Her volce reached him de-
spite the motion. “Shout to distract it
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“This way. | willlead you the way to your forgver. Your new.
master.”

Dol glanced at Mikina, eyebrows raised. She sighed. “Al-
ight.”She turned and then shouted up at the ship. “Talonen,
we're going to the temple. We'll ask them to let youin.”

“We'll wait as long as you need,” Talonen said. “Thank
you

Mikina tumed to Dol “Try not to josk up again, will you?
Al Oracles, even oracies of the Void have real power.”

He flushed as the chained parted to allow them to follow
Incos. Dol shook his head. “Il be more careful.” He leaned
toward her and whispered, “But honestly, how bad do they
have to be to not find the mask in five hundred years?™

She took a deep breath. “Come on, Dol.”

‘They followed Incos.from the dock and up a roadway
with low stony walls on either side toward the Temple of
the Void. They passed under minarets and between domed
buidings, o the great dining hall of Baragont,

k(03

THE DOORS OF THE DINING hall siammed against the
wals. The sound rattied Dol's ears. The smell of food and
spices hung thick in the air on the other side, rising from
Platters of beef and bread, bowis of fuit and salad, pitchers.
of wine and beer. Dol stared in awe at the vast array of food.
An enormous man sat at the far head of the long table.

The man wore a white robe that hung across massive
shoulders. Upon the heavy sheet hung a dozen goiden
‘amulets and chains. The front hung open, exposing his belly
all the way to his white loin cloth. He bulged with muscles
as well as fat, and towered over the table. One huge hand
‘grasped the meaty leg of a roast ox.

His other fist tipped a deep bowl of red wine toward his
wide mouth. The sight of the great god, Baragont, eating
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Min frowned. “You are a mighty god. Your power is well
Known as far as humankind has traveled over across workd."

“Perhaps power and might are not all there is? When one
is surrounded by servants, one is always alone.”

“I understand the feeling.” Min looked at her befouled
hand, fighting the urge to wrinkle her nose at the smel. I
fear | cannot help you, your serene grace.”
fou will help me, Mikina. Tonight, and in times to
‘come.” Baragont stroked his chin. “My oracle has seen it
His smile became broad. “Let this play be my guide.”

‘The actors went on below, playing out the scenes. Min
‘and Baragont watched them perform the acts the god him-
Solf wished he could. Min wondered if Dol cared much about
remaining an avatar. He clearly did not believe he was por-
traying Baragont honestly. She had seen his disgust earler,
but Dol proved himsalf an exceptionallar that night.

k(o))

THE PLAYED ENDED WHEN Dol lot the stage, exhausted
‘and fiery with nerves. The true mask fetlike part of him, as if
beneath it there was no other face, while at the same time it
represented him as much as Baragont on the surface. In the
ressing room, he decided not to remove the mask His fear
of Baragont made only the tiniest part of .

He wanted to wear the mask. Even when Kedal glanced
at him, looking worried, and Galli wished him good luck,
he didn't stop worrying. As much he'd risked, he couldn't
guess he'd succeeded. A chained messenger arrived at the
dressing room door only minutes ater the play. Dol rose
from the stool where he had been sitting and went to him
immediately.

The messenger bowed his gray head and motioned to
the hallway beyond. It's voice came out as a croak. “This
way, Avatar.”
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He flushed. “How long have you two been there?”

Kedal glanced at Gali. The clouded actress looked sad
in the shadows. “Long enough, Dol. What were you thinking,
Kissing her?”

“Iwasn't thinking."

“Some day she s going to mary Baragont, What do you
think he'll do when he finds out how you feal?”

Dol glared at Gali. “When | want your opinion I'l request
it Gall.”

Kedal scowled at him. “Dol, she—We are trying to look
out for you.”

“Look out for yourselves. | only joined this troupe be-
‘cause Talonen told me he had a way for me to meet Mikina.
m an avatar now, not because of Baragont, but because of
Talonen.”

“Baragont is a god, Dol,” said Galll “And his chained are
allaround us. | won't let you endanger the whole troupe for
‘your own selfish reasons.” Gall folded her arms. “Well2”

“What am I going to do anyway? She blocked me out.™
Dol grimaced and turned toward his tent, “Tomorrow mor-
ing, maybe, i 1 feel lie it 'l tell you more." Dol retrieved
the mace, Hunger, from the ground where he had loft i, and
walked to hs tent, Ensanen would be sharing it with him fhe
‘wasn't outside asleep by the pond.

Dol set the mace at the end of his bedroll. He shed
his shirt and lay on his back. Flickers of pale green smoke
swirled in the orb on Hunger's handle. The clouds thinned,
and an eye of giftering yellow gazed at Dol. Just a fired
mind, a weary imagination, he told himsef.

“Hello, avatar,” said a deep voice that seemed to re-
Sound from the mace. I assure you, | am not part of your
imagination.”

Dol scrambled up from the sheet, He stared at the mace.
“Who are you?"
iy name i Janleth, | was once a god of the dead.”
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from ich. That's artul. But you didn't answer my question.
‘Why are you walking alone?”

Her lips twitched at the comers. *If you're a ser, why
should 1 tell you?*

“Oh, that's easy. You're bored with rich people.

“lam. So what?"

“Well, i you're bored with them, you can't get any more
different than me. So, why are you walking alone?"

She grinned at him, eyes brightening. “Because you
havent been walking beside me.

He laughed out loud. T know how to fix that.”

‘They started along the street together, moving further
‘and further from the brothel where Dol grew up and he and
his mother lived.

The girl glanced at him as they passed buidings and
went over a bridge that crossed the rver just north of where
itflowed into the bay. "Cal me Min."

s that your name?”

It's what you shouid call me.”

*You're pretty cautious.”

*We're strangers, Dol. But here we are.”

“Where were you going?” he asked.

“I'm hungry," she said. “Want to eat somewhere nice,
Doi2"

“That would be a pleasant change." He smiled, though
he hadn't thought about his hunger since Min appeared.

“Iknow a place o two, and I've got plenty of coin.

They reached the center of the bridge going west, Other
people came and went along the broad brick road atop the
high arch. Sals towered in the harbor to the south, shining
with the rays of the siowly-vanishing orange sun.

“You know I'm poor.

“That's no issue. Il pay for you"

“I hope not too much.” He smiled. "Except for dinner,
thatis.”

‘She frowned and stopped walking there on the high point
of the bridge, wavy hair and smoolth face cast n the glow of
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‘and rose over her head. The blades started to spin and lted
Onnaka off the ground. Her eyes tumed toward Mikina's.
gliding form.

“No you don't” Dol shouted the words at Onnaka. The
Sonic blast tore from his throat and reverberated in the air.
‘Alance of pure thunderous sound split the morning sky, but
most of the force passed under Onnaka as she ascended on
her bizarre whiring rotor blades.

‘She tumed toward where he stood, halfway deatened by
his own mighty shout. She ralsed her free hand and pointed
it toward him, paim out. A narrow valve opened in the center
o the metal palm and a blast of fire shot toward Dol.

He staggered backward, away from the curtain of flame
that billowed onto the ground before him, forming a wal of
ntense heat, Onnaka flew higher, leaving Dol to the spread-
ing fir. He tred to make out Mikina threw the blaze that
threatened the shops on either side of the temple gates, but
‘couldn't see her.

“Damn itall.” Dol tured and sprinted to the water's edge
on the far side of the street. He glanced down into the har-
bor, then back up at the flames. | need something to carry
a lot of water. He looked out across a dock to a small boat
moored there, then back skyward, trying 1o see what was.
happening between Min and Onnaka. Nothing was clear in
the sky over Sien, thanks to the lickering fire.

Dol leapt from the side of the small boat. He landed on
the dock with a force that cracked a plank beneath him. He
Seized the side of the boat with both hands. Using all his
strength he forced it down under the water, making the bot-
tom of the boat il up with water. Then he leapt once again.
“The boat let his hands as he passed over the fire, spiling
harbor water onto the street and dousing the inferno.

His leap carried him onto a rooftop beside the temple.
He tumbled on the sioping tiles, but managed to stop his roll
before he could pass over the far side. His shouder ached
with the impacts, and his hands were covered in scratches
from the boat, but most of the fire on the street was out. In
the air above him, a woman screamed. He looked up and
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“I'won't be. Il protect the people with this power.”
You think you can. Far be it from me to relieve an
‘avatar of his mask.” Her lip curled. “Go rest, We may talk
‘again soon.”

He stood up, mask in hand. “Thank you, gracious one.”

Nalguta picked up her book again and opened it. Her
eyes remained closed. Dol descended the stars to the base
o the tower. The door stood open when he reached the
bridge. He crossed to the rest of the temple and went to find

ﬁw{%“m

INDISTINCT CONVERSATION echoed in the guest wing of
the temple when Dol and Rusik arved. The young priest
nodded to him, and the departed through a ide passage.

Dol entered the troupe’s quarters. Lanten light shone on
a square table where three actors sat. Kedal, his younger
brother Veregr, Ensanen who was about Dol's age. The
dramaturg, Cordomem held the fourth chair. The four held
playing cards, but Cordome looked from his hand toward
Dol when he heard him enter.

“Donnilel,” he said. “You made it

Dol shrugged. “I’s been a long one.”

“I'se@ you clearly.” Cordomen tumed o hs cards. “Give
me a moment.”

Dol stopped beside Kedal who sat with his back to the
door. Dol looked at Kedal's cards, but said nothing. The
young actor held a pair of twelves, and a Scion of Maono,
‘which represented one of the four great cty states of central
Vala,

Kedal's eyes shifted to Ensanen on his left, and then
Veregir on his right. “Il raise." He pushed a marker into the
‘center of the table.

“Call” said Ensanen.
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dark forests yawned with shadows that concealed every-
thing beyond from view.

His gaze moved around the garden between the hedges.
He 100k in the shapes of plants he'd never seen before,
strange and jagged in shape. In Kasdras the primary plants.
were weeds or crops. This garden blossomed with sharp
‘and colorful flowers.

“The arch they'd entered under stood not at the garden's.
edge, but led into a fountain bordered by white stone and
filed with shimmering water.

Mikina took a few steps forward. She looked around at
the place, an expression of trepidation on her face. “It's
empty.

‘Cord said a woman lived here, an old crone.” Dol
‘glimpsed the curved tops of other archways over the hedge
fows. “We ought to look for the trees that grow mirmors.”

“How did he know this place was here?" Mikina asked.
“It's amazing. Imagine what it take to hide something like
this from the Clockface, from Coani.”

Dol shook his head in wonder. “Im trying. But | can't”

“The gods see much of what happens in our world.” Mik-
ina tumed toward Dol. “Why haven't they found this place
yetr"

A creak like old bones came from behind Dol. “You are
both remarkable,” said a creaking voice. “Young folk rarely.
appreciate this place.”

Dol whirled and looked at the hunched figure of the old
woman who stood on a curving path that led around the
fountain behind him. Her sivery hair gleamed in the moon-
light, and her shimmered in a pale shade of blue. Dol stared
at her, fingers wrapped tight around Hunger's grip. “ didn't
hear you approach.”

“Naturally, chid.” The old woman's eyes moved slowy to
Mikina. “Even avatars bear no knowledge of this place.”

Mikina glared at the old woman. She put her hand on the
Sword, "Wno are you?"

“The gardener. Please, let me show you to the reflecting
trees, Avatar of Nalguta, Mikina Calas.”
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MIN'S SWORD REBOUNDED from the identical weapon
held by her miror image. The blades met again in the next
instant, The mirror Min ducked forward and shoved Min with
the fiat of her hand. Min's back hit Dol's and the air went
‘outof her. The power of the mirror duplicated the strength of
Nalguta along with Min's appearance and skis

‘She can't be a perfect copy.

Min parried a series of blows, all completely famillar from
her fencing classes.

Above her, the hag crowed with laugher. “Not yet. But
they will become perfect once they killyou, children.”

Dol shouted with Baragont's power, but his foe matched
the blast.

“The sound of his next mace-blow echoed off the heavy
iron wielded by his double. Min glared straight at her own
‘double as the copy fell back a few steps. The mirror being
fumbled with the strap of the mask that hung at her chest.
Min darted forward as the double tried to put on the copy of
the true mask. Her sword sliced into fesh.

“The mirror Min staggered backward, blood traling from a
tearin her siceve. Her eyes flashed as she pulled the mask
over her face. Her sword caught Min's blade before she
‘could inish the copy.

“The hag's laughter roared through the garden. “A fine
strikel”

Dol called out a waming. Min glanced over her shouider,
blade stil locked with her copy's, and saw Dol's double rac-
ing toward her from behind. The real Dol clutched a bloody
shoulder as he pursued his copy.

“Josk, Dol. How can a copy outight you?” Min put all her
strength into a shove that hurled her copy backward through
the air toward the edge of the larger trees that encircled the
mirror glade. Min spun just in time to duck mirror Dol's mace
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He tried to steady his trambling hands as Min raced
forward. Rays of sun breaking through gaps in the clouds.
glinted on her siver blade. Yahii drew a short sword of
her own and parried Min's firt stroke less than a hand's-
breadth from Onnaka's chest. Min's hand latched onto the
traitor priestess's forearm.

The two of them hung in the ai, obscuring any shot at
Onnaka.

Dol searched his mind for lessons on Agena’s power. He
held the shaking bow Yahi struggled, trying to shake Min
free. Min drove a knee into the traitor’s stomach.

“You've killed your friends. You betrayed your people.”

“Enough.” Onnaka pressed lightly touched Miina's
shoulder with a sickle extended from one palm. “You've al-
ready lost, avatar of Nalguta.”

‘Vahir grimaced. “She can st hit hard."

“It's better this way." Onnaka brought Agena's mask
close to Min's.

Dol scrambled closer, not trusting the bow.

“We'll take her with us.” Onnaka's next peel of laughter
warped and distorted, fike a swirl of water circling a drain.
Shadows crept from a circular glow emanating from Agena’s.
mask,

He drew in a deep breath, preparing to shout. The light
began to fade amid swirls of snow driven by Onnaka's pro-
pellor blades. Dol shouted a desperate, half-formed cry.

Snow rippled and rocks shook. At the gates, the light
went out of the mask and with t, Min, Onnak, and Yahin
vanished as if they'd never been.

‘Onnaka's last laughter echoed between the mountains.

His memory jogged. Agena’s power of transportatio lot
her disappear one place, then travel instantly anywhere she
desired,

‘Where had the phantom taken Min?
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Dol walked to her side and turned toward the sun as it fel
behind the buidings. *I don't know about those creatures,
but there s something efse | need to tellyou.”

“Wnatls it2”

“That mace Baragont gave me. He called it Hunger, but
Something is alive within it.”

“Alive? Aspirit?”
foah,” Dol said.
was called Janleth.”

“Janleth? I've never heard the name.”

I figured f you told me about the Unathi | can tell you
‘about him. He said he was once the god of death.”

“The god of death before Baragont?”
ight.” Dol sat at the top of the steps on the porch. *I
think he might be tellng the truth.”

And | doubt that very much, Dol, but please, go on trust-
ing the spiit that lives in your weapon.

“Be careful, either way.” Min frowned. “Dol, you need to
train. You need not avoid me just because we kissed."

“You sure about that?” Dol asked.

“Absolutely.” She faced him. “There's a siege ahead of
us in the mountains. If we're going to break it and reach
Agena's temple, we may need both of us 1o fight at full
power.”

“I understand.” Dol draped his amns across his knees.
“Fl do my best to leam quickly.”

“We start tomorrow before we leave with the wagons.”
Min tumed toward the doors. She stopped on the threshold.
“I'm going to tel Gali she doesn't need to be concemed all
the time.”

“Someone needs to remind her of that” said Dol.

Min went into the hostel, and then up the stairs: to her
room. As night closed In, she half-wished the Unathi would
manifest. At least then she wouldn't have to feal 5o alone.

1t spoke to me that night. Told me it
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il eating without a trace of satiety. That god with his black
mask would reach for Min one way or the other. Dol touched
the mask at his neck. He ran his fingers along its cords.

He whispered a prayer and then donned the mask. His
pain faded, the shooting agony in his leg diminishing the
most. Whatever had injured him would not have the last
word. With Baragont's power flowing through him, he swung
himself upright. He put weight on his wounded leg, and
found it held him with only a dull ache as protest,

“Miinal” His shout shook the passage and rattied the
wal fixtures.

He threw himself forward. As he charged to the stairs
leading to an outside terrace, he ripped the sling from his.
back and seized the handle of the mace. Dol hurled himself
over the stairs and into the daylight. The camelians inlaid
along his mask glnted red.

Dol landed on the terrace as Onnaka sent a gout of steam
in his direction. A stream of cloudy heat bilowed toward
him. He skidded on the stones, ducking and siding under
the scorching torrent. His back and neck bumed, but the
pain didn't compare to a lightning strike.

Min fenced back and forth with Yahii, Fallen guardians
lay scattered about the terrace. Onnaka floated overhead,
her whifing blades thumping the air.

Dol glared at her with his reddened eyes. Tears flowed
freely as he gave her a wordiess bellow. The sound ripped
through the airbome phantom, pitching her upward and out-
ward. Min didn't glance at Dol or Onnaka, but kept her eyes
on Yahir,

Her expression tumed keen, despite the sweat on her
brow. Her leg snaked out. Yahir jumped the attempted tip,
only to catch Min's off-hand in her solar plexus. The traitor
‘guardian tumbled onto her back.

Min completed her spinning strke. Her blade hovered
‘over Yahir's neck. “Dol, | don't care how you got here. Shit,
am1 glad to see you."

Tears beaded in his eyes. “You're aright.”
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clined her head toward Dol. “I appreciate your bravery, but
Your steel would not serve you against an avatar.”

“He's areal—ls he really?" The guard lowered his sword.

Mikina nodded. Her hand withdrew from the man's wrist.
She tumed to Dol. “What are you doing here?”

He removed the mask from his face. “| wanted to o talk.”

The guard glanced at Mikina.

o waitin that hallway, she said. “'m perfectly safe.”

“The guard grumbled under his breath as he moved into @
side passage. Mikina tumed to Dol. “Wellthen. What do you
wantto say?"

“Iwasn't an avatar unti this afternoon,” Do said. “But 'm
going to keep the mask. Can you tell me what to do with 12"

Mikina leaned against the wall and slipped the mask from
her face so it hung over her chest. She bit her lip and her
eyes moved toward Dol's. “Help me protect the people. If
You'e serious. And stop throwing your weight around like
You just did here.”

Heat rose in his cheeks. Dol hoped Mikina couldn't see
his flush in the darkness. *Alight. | can help people. How.
would be best to do that, though?”

“Every month more glants are reported in the east, And
the gods are not wel” Mikinals frown bent her lis. “I need
You to help me leave this temple, Donnile. m the only one
Who has ever been able to heal the divine disease.”

‘She wants me to help her. This is amazing. But | don't
Know how. “You cured Nalguta.”

“I did." Mikina's eyes moved over Dol's form. Ho won-
dored what she saw in him.

‘Does she recognize me at al?

“Now she doesn't want me to leave. She certainly won't
letme go alone.”

“My troupe s to leave the Sunken Temple tomorrow.”
Dol caught and held Mikina's gaze. “You can travel with us,
ifyou want, Min

“If 1 want I can walk out of here on my own, but Nalguta
won't approve.”
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one must be different, She did'ttake viitors or, apparently,
work any other job. Yet, she had money, or the landlord
‘would never have allowed her to stay in his building.

To a boy who grew up n a brothel, the money noeded to
live alone in the ity seemed like a fortune. Dol crept away.
fromthe engine as the voice of the old serf and the merchant
receded. A gir, even one with money would need help when
the landiord and whoever else he recruted went to catch
her.

‘When Dol left the engine works that evening, he turmed
the opposite direction from his normal path home. The high
walls of the buildings around him hid his shadow n the glare
from the fading sun. As he walked, he looked around for the
it vith fong hair that curled at the ends.

Despite his age, he knew appearances could be decelv-
ing. The men who sounded the most uncertain often paid his.
mother the best. And those who seemed the most confident
were often the easiest to swindle. His mother may not have
been able to afford him school, but she'd educated him the
best she could on the ways of the world.

“The children who always made fun of him for his mother
‘when they saw him on the street taught hir even more. He
leamed o move about unseen when he chose. However, the
better way was usually just walking with overwhelming con-
fidence in one's position, however weak you actually were.
No one questioned Dol despite his hard-wom clothes, and
thin-soled boots.

He stopped in front of the gated building owned by the
merchant and looked toward the upper levels. He wished he
knew what floor the gillved o, and also should have con-
sidered that the merchant kept a guard at the outer gate.

Because of the guard, Dol didn't risk getting close. A kind
of deferential confidence could keep a passerby from asking
him questions, but the guard would assume him a beggar
and chase him away, based on his clothes. Across the street
from the gate, Dol watched as the front door of the building
opened.
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A shadowy ship with swept back wooden wings that tow-
ered over the rowing deck, was moored at a dock a hundred
yards from entrance. Dol's jaw drop. Those wings might be
used to guide the ship once it went skyward. It looked like a
clouded ship.

“Allthis s under the temple’

Mikina nodded to him, “Every temple has as much space
underground as above.”

“Id only seen the sunken temple before, and there one
‘cannot go below the waterlne.”

Ahead of them, Baragont spread his amns wide. His.
aughter echoed in the cavemous hall. “Why would a god be
bereft of anything he desires?” The god of the dead roared
again with laughter.

Dol frowned at the god's back. He couldn't imagine hav-
ing everything he had ever wanted at his disposal, but with
the mask wealth and power were within reach. He scowled.
1don't noed these things. | made my way here without the,
didn't 17

Mikina glanced at him over the top of her glasses. He
looked back at her, careful to ease his scow. She shook her
head, as if o tell him to give up his anger. The gods have
more than any human. He answered Mikina's shake of her
head with a nod. They walked among the shadows of pow-
erfully built chained untilthey reached a massive door near
the end of the wall, opposite the canal

Baragont threw the heavy iron doors open and they
clanked along the walks, Dol and Mikina stepped into a
chamber as large as the theater with all the seats taken
out and replaced by rack upon rack of weapons. Among
the stands of omate lances and broad bladed swords, of
fine bows and crossbows, a few of Baragont's dead stood.
Some of them were chained, towering and trailing chains.
on their backs, but most of the dead present lacked any.
bindings.

“They looked far worse off.

Each of the unchained dead stood n a row of five, behind
a rack of weapons. Cuts and sears marked their gray flesh,
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Gall stared at her. The wrapped package of salted
‘chicken siipped in her hands, but she recovered before it
‘could spil

Mikina laughed. “You're quite mistaken, Gall

Dol smiled at the two women. “You hungry, Min?" he
asked.

“Min?” Kedal chuckled nervously.
efinitely,” she said. “I haven't eaten all day.” She
glanced at the package of meat in Gall's hands. “Do you
have enough to share with one more?

Galli found her voice. “I thought you'd be dining with the
captain.”

“I dined with her for two nights. Now I'd rather eat with
you three.’

Gall's expression changed from nervous to a welcoming.
“Of course, my lady.”

“Call me Min."

“Yes, Lady Min.

The comers of Min's lips curved upward. “Lady Min. In-
teresting choice.”

“My lady, 'm sorry. |~

Mikina cut Gall off. I like i, Gall. Belleve me.” She
glanced at Kedal. “You're the narrator, ight?”

“I'm called Kedal. | lay the Unathi.”

“Good. Now we all have names.” Mikina grinned. “Let's
eat”

Dol laughed. They divided the cured chicken among the
four of them. Mikina said a smal prayer over the food before
they ate. Chicken had always been a rare treat when Dol was.
‘2 child. Everything tasted better among friends.

k(03

THE SHIP ARRIVED AT the docks of Sien in the early morn-
ing. Dol crept quietly up the ladder 1o the deck, his eyes.






index-71_1.jpg
dusty from sloep. The rest of the ship woke slowly to join
him,

Dol stretched and checked his money pouch, which con-
tained but a handful of coins. With proper haggling he might
yetafford a wind fan from a temple market. He scanned the
buidings on the shore, past the towering masts of the ships.
atanchor in the harbor.

He checked the true mask in his shirt, where it hung on
the cord around his neck, and found it secure. His footfals
thumped out loud as he descended the walkway. The first
light of moring set the mist drifting from the water ablaze as.
he left the docks.

He walked between shops with vendors setting out thelr
wares. He passed dockworkers loading and unloading and
children who peered covetously at the fresh marke food.

Dol wondered how many of them were homeless and
how many were sent by struggling parents to beg as a daily
‘chore. Mother made him do that once when he was young
in Kasdras. A bruise on his forehead from an afffonted man
was all Dol had received that day. He'd never begged again,
but instead learned what he could about engines until he
had been hired to tend machines in the steam works. Dol
frowned as he remembered the angry eyes of the man who
had struck him. For a long time that memory scared him,
then it made him angry, but eventualy it just elt foreign.

A temple market's gated entrance greeted Dol as he
passed two stalls both selling prayer beads. He stopped
before the gate and found a sign in the trade language. He
read, “Gate opens at nine in the moming.”

“Nine." Dol backed away from the sign and the gate until
he could see the small temple on the other side. A clock with
hands reading 7:20 hung from the second story, under the
eaves.

Dol walked the marketplace, unwiling to go back to the
ship despite his growing hunger. He'd gotten used to getting
o breakfastf only to save money, but after  halt hour of his.
stomach growling, he retrieved his purse and spent a siver
plece on a tiny cut of meat from one of the cleaner-looking
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“Dowhat?"
urse so much?”

“On..” Mikina shrugged. “I use any words | want when |

Dol frowmed, still puzzled by her words. She spread the
fan she carred. The white paper bore a laticework of silver
lines occasionally broken in places by red cloudbursts. She
Set the end of the fan to the deck, then fastened the but-
tons on the long sleeves of the white shit. She wore a pair
of darker sailing trousers with bilowing legs as well. She
looked the most natural and humble that Dol had ever seen
her.

His frown became a smile. “Your curses are fit for the
sea”

Mikina laughed. “Believe me, I'm glad you heard some of
them during the battle. Keep it to yourselff you can. Not ev-
eryone needs to know I swear ke | do."

“You can count on me."

“The headwind picked up, and the oars moved below the
deck. Dol gazed at the few scudding clouds overhead. He
held tight to hisfan, not ready tolet it escape if he let go.

“Are you set to fly2" she asked.

Dol gazed along the quivering length of his fan as he
looped the cord around his wrist. He pulled the cord tight-
ened. | am now.”

She nodded. “Start by jumping and angling the fan to-
ward the wind. It il do the rest.”

“Aright.” Dol took a deep breath and angled the fan into
the headwind. He leapt from the deck and the wind instantly
‘caught him. He flew on the powerful updraft, higher and
higher toward the open blue sky.

Mikina matched his path as he passed over the highest
sallof the ship. “Let's practice tums. I recall, you had trou-
ble with those.”

Dol lushed. “That was the first time | ever flew.”

“You're pretty josking lucky o be alive.” Mikina glanced
at the ship as they passed over it. °A fan reads your inten-
tions. Guide it with your mind as well s your body.’
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in her amns as she stopped walking and folded her hands.
together.

“She's a phantom,” said Mikina, “Be careful.”

“A phantom?” Dol scowled. “She has metal limbs like a
giant”

“That's what they are. They re enemies of the gods.”

Dol's eyes narrowed, but he didn't look away from On-
naka. I've never heard of these things before. The world
s larger, and more terrifying than I ever thought. Onnaka's
eyes flow wide and flerce. She glared at Miina. Some ma-
‘chine whirred, sounding angry in the market air. Mikina held
her sword up in a guard position.

Onnaka laughed. “You servants of the sick gods are no
mateh for the Veiled-blessed.

“Didn't 1 tell you to shut up?” Mikina said through gritted
teath.
don'trecall.”

“Iil shut you up right now.” Mikina charged, sword rising
from the guard position. Her blade rang against Onnaka's
talons, once, twice, three times. The two women circled,
clashing.

Dol looked around the street, searching for a weapon. He
found a wooden lamp lighting pole lying against the stal of
the nearer bead merchant, He seized the tool and spun. With
asurge of divine power to his legs he leapt toward Onnaka,
pole raised over his head to stike.

She spotted him at the last moment, and brought up
‘and arm. The pole shattered on her foream. Fragmens of
wood flew in every direction as Dol landed on her feet.
From Onnaka's other side, Min lunged forward. Her blade
slipped past Onnaka’s guard and stabbed into the monster-
woman's chest, just eft of the heart. Mikina's weapon siid
clear through Onnaka and out the back. Dol's heart leapt, He.
regained his feot fully and waited for Onnaka to fall. But she
didnt fal.

Dol had seen men die on the battlefield, even impaled
w0 on his own pike. But ather than going Imp fike 50 many
ordinary warriors did when stabbed fatally, Onnaka laughed
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AFTER THREE DAYS ON the Godsea, all spent flying with
Mikina and occasionally Gall, Dol watched the sun set be-
hind the ship.

Fading orange light cast the shadows of the masts
across the deck below. He liked gazing from the front of
the ship. The shore of Eluga grew in the distance. He stil
‘couldn'tyet make out the city of Sien where they planned to
dock, but there was hope in looking ahead.

Kedal climbed the steps to the bow with Gall. Dol
wondered dly if the Kid had told Gall of his crush on her.
Gourage proved diffcult at his age. Gall waved to Dol.
“Have you eaten yet?"

“I'm just getting hungry.” He shrugged.

Kedal smiled. “Talonen gave us some cured chicken to
‘celebrate the end of the voyage.”

Dol nodded, “Skies have been clear.”

“Il bet.” Gall smirked. “You've been spending so much
time with Lady Calas, ts as if you forgot everyone else.”

Dol flushed. “I guess we have been busy, but | can fly
better now.”

Gall folded her arms. “Maybe you can get your own fan
when we arive in Sien.”

“Thanks for lending me yours."

Galli shook her head. *| couldn't say no to the lady.”

Mikina hardly seemed ke a lady to Dol, but he nodded.
“she's a good teacher.”

Kedal glanced at Gall, then tumed to Dol. “What's she
Iike? I haven't talked to her much.”

Gall threw up her hands, then clapped Kedal on the
shoulder. “She doesn't want to talk with the rest of us. We're
not avatars.”

A sigh of a breeze made the masts groan sihtly. Kedal
blushed and looked away from Gall, gazing over the bow. I
didn't mean anything by it”
fouthink | don't have room for friends?" Mikina touched
the deck beside Gall and folded the fan she'd used to gide
Soundlessly to them from the crow’s nest.
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“The giantis dead, so there's no need for them.”

They descended toward the treetops where G
them, looking worried. “Are you two alright?”

“My fan was damaged,” Min winced at the pain from the
slash across her back. “Otherwise we're aright.

“Good.” Gall glanced eastward across the lake. “What
now?”

“We should get back,” said Dol. “Ensanen and the mes-
senger may need help dealing with the other phantom.”

Min glared at the path through the forest along which the
gir fled, Ensanen stood on the trail the gi beside him. Min
smiled. The two on the ground waved at the three in the air.

“Looks ke they're fine.” She shook her head. “Now we
need to find out what a giant and the phantoms were doing
here.”

Dol nodded, and they descended toward the forest floor

along vith Gali

THE GROUP FLEW TO THE shore of the lake. There, Min
decided to interrogate the girl about the phantoms. More
Knowledge would be necessary to cross the lake 1o the tem-
ple. The phantom called Onnaka might be lurking nearby.
“The gir, Yahir,flew well but simply, with her borrowed fan,
gliding between Gall and Dol.

Wind tugged at Min's hair and made strands dance
before her rain-streaked glasses. She gazed over the lake.
Pain from the small cuts in her back left by Onnaka's talons.
needied at her. The damage to the fan she wore collapsed at
her belt provided further annoyance. She didn't mind being
carried by Dol for the moment. The firmness of his arm
under her spoke of muscles he'd forged, before he gained
Baragont's mask.

met
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Min readied another glowing amow. When she released
it, Dol couldn't close his eyes or Iook away. The bolt of pure
light streaked toward the giant, then became a blinding blast
of white that consumed his vision.

Creaking of limbs and hissing of steam told him he'd
closed with the glant. His fan worked at his wil before
the lighting struck him. He tried to move the arm holding
Hunger and was answered only by pain in his muscies. The
‘agony matched the searing wound the bolt left upon his
back.

‘Somewhere to his side, Ensanen shouted with the pover
of his jewel, no doubt into the ranks of the enemy. Pikes
rattied against the icy ground as their wielders dropped the
weapons. Ears ringing and skin burning, Dol managed to
blink. He closed his eyes to recover his sight in reddish
darkness.

A softhand fellupon his shouder, then gripped his jacket
near the collar, “We're going up," said Gall

Dol adjusted his control of his fan and the two of them
sailed higher into the aching cold of the mountain sky. His.
breath came faster as he tried to get the air he needed to
stay awake at such a high atitude. His whole body hurt from
bums and recuring jols of electricity.

He opened his eyes and found he could see again,
though everything was blury at the edges. “I'm alight, Gall.
And here we thought you and Mikina were the ones who
needed the help.”

She laughed. “You ought to know better by now.” Gall
released his jacket. 'm going to stay high and on guard. My
jowel should keep me sale from the lightning.”

He gritted his teeth and nodded. Dol steered his fan in
a spiral toward the giant. The beast lurched as it tumed,
trying to follow Mikina's movements. Pale steam bilowed
from ruptures in the boiler systems in the engine’s chest and
back. Yet, the monster kept moving.

Dol hefted the mace, considering the weapon's terrble
name. He stoered low, then folded his fan. Hunger fed the
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He gasped with pain and stared at Onnaka. “What are
your"

Onnaka never took her eyes off Mikina. She smirked.
“Why don't you tel him, Lady Calas? You know as much as.
1do”

“Shutthe josk up.” Mikina drew her sword and siashed at
Onnaka in one motion.

“The blade deflected off the steel palm of Onnaka'’s hand.
Mikina glared at Onnaka past her blade. She circled the ma-
‘chine woman who followed with her gaze. “Dol, put on your
mask”

His hands felto the loop of cord and he pulled the mask
of Baragont from under his shit. Onnaka lunged at Mkina.
He siipped the mask over his eyes and missed the immedi-
ate impact. He fumbled to find the eye holes of the mask,
then looked back up. Al ten of Onnaka’s fingers became
steel spikes. Mikina retreated into the street, Passersby
stopped and stared, giving both women a wide berth.

Dol drew in a deep breath and did his best 1o ignore
the cut on his upper am. He charged toward Onnaka. She
whirled as he approached, claws slashing toward him. Dol
leapt to one side and released a furious shout from his ungs.
Onnaka flow down the street with the force of the thunder-
1g stones.on her feet and glared

Mikina glanced at Dol, one hand pressed to the ear
closer to Dol's shout, “Thanks.” She put on her mask and
turned to face Onnaka.

“The woman who'd claimed to be a templ offcial recov-
ered from the blast of the shout, shaking her head.

She strode toward Dol and Mikina, “That mask has
impressive power,” she sald. “I'm ot surprised. Baragont
was often called the most powerlul of the gods.” Despite
her words she barely seemed rattid from the direct divine
shou.

Dol's own ears ached from the blast of sound. He stared
at the monster woman, whose forearms appeared as pol-
ished steel lined with braces of silvery metal. Wheels whirred
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“He won'tdistract me.” Min closed her eyes and thought
of Dol. She'd met countiess peaple, seen thousands of faces
since becoming Nalguta's Avatar and being chosen to heal
the gods. Not every face remained ciear in her mind. She
glanced at the Unathi, “Don't worry about that.’

“We worry about you, champion. We worry you will not
be strong enough.”

‘e already healed one of the twelve. I failto complete
the task, choose someone else.’

“We fear there may not be another.” The Unathi's arms
unfolded. Fingers of smoke traced thelr way up the sleeve of
Min's coat, “Take care, champion. If you fall too soon, that
may mean the end of more than one god. But we foresee a
different destiny for you.”

“Destiny.” Min glared at the Unathi. “Does the whole uni-
verse dance on your stings?”

The Unathi swept around behind her, wrapping her
shoulders in an insubstantial embrace. “Not the Veiled. Not
their phantoms. Not thei giants.”
wasn't my destiny to live.” Min hung her head. “My
mother's deal with the Velled changed that.

“She traded her destiny for your life. Now she is outside
of our sight, ke all phantoms.”

“Outside of the council's sight” Min scowled. “But |
will find her before 1 die. And 1 wil punish her.” Her fists
clenched.

“The Unath drifted away, arms trailing like clouds in the
Sky, the color of ash in the shadowy room. The ghost tured
toward Min. “We stitched the path together. Your mother's
sinmay be the salvation of the gods, and through them, the
salvation of humankind as well.”

“But not for me.”

“The wishes granted by the Veiled to mortals are never
truly fulfled. Your mother will ive to regret her decision to
pray to them for your healing if she does not already.”

Min nodded. “I1l make sure of that.”

“Focus. The council stll has need for you to heal the
gods.”
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“The god has demanded it” said Talonen.

“Why?" asked Galli

“Don't be spoiled by the leisurely schedules of the lesser
temples.” Talonen folded his hands on the tablotop. “The
‘gods get what they need to fight the storm giants.”

Dol shook his head. “I've met two gods now. Neither one
Seems overly thrlled to go out and fight.™

Niba covered her mouth with her hand, quickly hiding her
surprise.

Gall glanced at him, eyebrows raised. “Getting overcon-
fident, Dol2”

“It's not that they aren't powerful. Nalguta didn't go out
1o fight the giant at Kasdras. And how long has it been since
Baragont lef this temple?”

“That's beside the point” Talonen sighed. “We need to
perform tonight. Dol, you wilplay Baragont.”

Dol nodded. Smooth move, old man, hiding the god's
request from Galliand Niba. | hope they won't be as nervous.
this way.

Gallfolded her amms. “Which play then? We can't do the
one we put on for Nalguta, at least not the way we per-
formed it there.”

‘Talonen produced a sheaf of papers from their place,
pressed within the pages of a massive tome containing
many of the plays of the elders. He grinned at Dol, Gall, and
Niba. "We're going to put on something contemporary. A
plece never performed before any god before.”

Gall frowned. “Do you mean the Gates of Tesrin?"

“Yes." Talonen's grin broadened. “Wherein Baragont
travels east and defeats four giants single handed.”

“So we aren't going to be sublle.” Dol's brow furrowed.

Niba giggled behind her hands.

Galli smiled. “It should work to get us n his good graces
atleast”

(s the play I always wanted to show him.” Talonen
started rfing through the papers. “You al have parts to play,
and 50 do Kedal and Ensanen.”
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of the chained, but the dead nearly kept pace despite having
1o run over rocky ground.

When | was a child no one ever thought | would amount
to anything. Now I'm about to fight at the gates of a distant
temple alongside the healer of the gods.

Dol grinned and ascended higher.

Wisps of snow blew fom the mountaintops and disap-
peared into the air. He climbed to about fifty yards over the
South gate of the temple, though it was stil a mile off, then
began a gradual descent through the frigid ar

“The tais of his heavy coat traled in the breeze. Below
him, the chained continued to climb the southem mountain-
side. A hall-mile away, upon the southem mountain, small
forms moved in the shadow of the giant. There were a few
hundred soldiers, and they carred spears and axes.

“Are humans fighting alongside these giants?” Dol called
in Mikina's direction.

She climbed to a point near him and gazed at the army
beside the giant. “I'e never heard of that happening 5o far
west”

A force of soldiers on the mountain moved from under
the shadow of the giant and toward the gate. They formed a
hedge of spears and long-handied axes facing the chained.
‘The dead advanced on the foe.

Dol was glad he didn't need to control them directly to
make them follow the plan. The chained must sense his vill
despite the doubt in his mind.

Min circled past him. “Our chained will break through the
mortals. The two of us only need to handle any phantoms.
and that giant.”

Flames flred nto Ife on standing brackets at the gate of
the temple. A few small figures appeared on the wall carry-
ing fans and weapons. Agena's clouded guards prepared to
counterattack.

Portect.

Dol shot a ook at Min. She circled higher on her fan, one
hand on her sword hilt, beautiul as she was deadly. She
stared at the giant. Three phantoms ascended toward her
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“Teases you?"

Galli nodded, then lowered her voice. *He pretends not
to worry. But he really cares a lot.”

“1Kknow.” Minlooked at her plate. “By now, | should know
what he's lke.”

“He's pretty strange for an actor. Becoming an avatar
probably won't ease that at all.”

Min ate a fow more bites of fish, and a few of potato.
“I don't think that's the issue.” He wanted to Kiss me. He
doesn't understand how dangerous that s for both of us.
“He's angry,” she said aloud.

“Angry about what?"

Mins face bumed. She wished she was wearing her
mask to cover the discomfort, *I don't know.

“Huh,” Galli put her knife on the table and reclined. “You
don'thave to lie to me.” She leaned forward again and whis-
pered. I saw the two of you.”

A roar of laughter echoed from the table, at some joke
Min missed. Her flush fled and her face turned cold. “What
did you see?”

“Enough.” Gali frowned. “He shouldn't try to take advan-
tage of you. That's—"

“That's not it” Min pushed out her chair and stood up.
Her siverware clattered onto her plate. The chai thudded to
the polished hardwood floor of the dining room. Min glared
at Gall for a moment, then tumed and stormed from the
foom through the door betind the head of the table. Every-
one, both the troupe and the servants looked after her as.
she went.

Her face grew hot again

‘Galll doesn't understand mpy situation any better than Dol
does. She thinks it's allhis fault, when in reaity its not just
him.

Min scowled.

These people don't know me. They only think they do
because we've been traveling together. The only one who
knows about my mother is Dol, and he’s also the only one.
who knows what s like to be an avatar.
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“Thank you.” Dol landed on the balcony, the cold begin-
ning to bite nto his hands despite his gloves and divine re-
siience. He reached for the carved grip of the door, shaped
Iike the face of a bird with tiny cuts of topaz inlaid as eyes.

s he entered he found the room silent. Agena lay, pale
and golden-haired in the massive bed. Her servants and
attendants spread round the room, but tumed toward him
wordless as he entered.

‘Agena did not move except for her eyes. Her brilant
golden gaze found his face. “I prayed it would be Mikina
Galas, who returned,” said the goddess.

“She's been taken from the temple.” The wind behind Dol
pushed his cloak around his legs. He bowed to Agena. *I
don't know what to do, goddess.”

“Call be my by name, child.” Agena's voice came out as
asigh. “It's been long since an avatar awakened my mask.
Did poor Yahii do it?”

“No," said Dol. It was the phantom called Onnaka.” He
Sot the black bow on the foot of Agena’s bed. “But the siege
is broken."

“The phantom took Mikina with her, did she not?” Agena
losed her eyes. “Things could not be worse.”

“She used your mask to escape.” Dol raised his head.
“Surely you have a way to find them.”

“I know whenever a divine name is spoken, whether it
be mine, or one of the other gods.” Agena's eyes opened a
‘crack. “And | have strength enough to move a man, avatar of
death, though only one.”

“Are you that 2"

“Yes."

Dol clenched his hands together, head hanging low.
“Please. We must find her. We must find Min."

“Min?" sald Agena. “Is that what you call the avatar of
Socrets?”

(s what she told me to call her when we frst met,” said

ool.
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One could be forgiven for thinking there is too much of
youas-is, lord of the dead, she thought.

Baragont sagged into one of the three throne-like chairs
at the front of the box. He sighed. “Perhaps the boy will not
disappoint me after al. He is rather amusing. Is he a skilled
actor, by your estimation?”

Min took a seat on another massive throne beside the
death god, and managed to only wrinkle her nose slightly at
his bloody stench. “Dol played your partat the Sunken Tem-
ple the day | met him. He seemed skilled, though I do not
know if he will be up to your standards.

“We willsee,” said Baragont with a smile. His thick hands
pressed against the armrests of his seat. “Indeed.”

Indeed yourself, you overfed monster. She leaned
‘against the throne and felt as though it would swallow her up
s she settled against the backrest.

A pair of lamp servants proceeded through the theater
with their long poles, dousing the lights two by two. When
the room fel entirely dark, a single farger lamp It and shot
from its eye onto the stage. Below the box, footsteps an-
nounced the arrival o other noble guests in their seats. With
such short notice before the performance, few people were
present beyond the temple officals and priests.

A single igure strode out under the lights In the clothes.
of the narator. Min recognized Kedal from his buld and gait
more than his face. When he spoke it was with perfectly
metered verse, describing a war in Yanbria, one that was yet
to come according to his ines. When he finished, the fresh-
faced young man walked to one side of the stage, mov-
ing with a more measured pace than he had proceeded on
stage with and seeming faintly unnatural as a resul

Galli and Niba appeared and began conversing in the
guise of the divines Agena and Lasnayav. As time passed
Min watched for Dol, but though other actors came and went
from the stage for the first half hour, the man professed to be
playing the lead, Baragont, was yet o take the stage.

Gall, playing Agena, goddess of marriage and move-
ment, looked over the stage and announced the approach of
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A tongue of flame kindied on the ti of Onnaka’s thumb,
the telitale sign of a phantom preparing to project heat from
the limb. With some distance between her and Dol, Min
raced toward the giants steam vent, through smal droplets.
o rain spiraling from the clouds. Onnaka aimed at her, but
Dol's shout drew her attention.

Fire erupted in a stream from the palm of Onnaka's hand
and shot toward Min. Min dropped onto one side and skid-
ded over smooth unburnt metal. She Kicked the side of the
plugged vent and the engine shuddered. Onnaka leapt over
a stream of fickering fire. The dirt in the steam vent below
Onnaka flew free. Debris biasted forth and hammered the
phantom, propelied by blast of pent-up stear.

Min rolled sideways to avoid the curtain of nigh-invisible
heat that seared the engine. Where the flames touched,
metal tumed biack and rainwater sizzled.

Min glanced at her fan and found it bent and riddied with
tiny bums. “Shit” Her rolling motion carried her off the
ant's shouder.

She hung, airbome for a moment, fan letting air through
pinhole burns. Then Dol seized her fan am with his free
hand. They circled lower. Min searched the air for Onnaka,
but couldn'tfind her, or maintain her link with the phantom's.
senses.

“The giant staggered, struggling against the bonds Gall's
jowel awakened from the forest. Steam bilowed from a gash
tom in the metal chest, adding to that from the vents on the
shoulders and back, The biinded, crippled behemoth roared
with inept fury. It's movements lurched as they slowed until
it sagged, and then went st

Dol carried Min toward the forest floor. Their hands
locked around each others wrists, ivine strength turing the
grip painful.

Min looked at the avatar of Baragont and smiled. “Good
work, Dol."

1ould barely do anything. I'm st weak from the healing,

thought.

He barked a laugh.

0 curses now?”
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furniture would grown or buckie ith the burden. The god of
the dead smiled. “He is beginning to amuse me.”

And he may be usetul to you, Mikina thought, because
you haven't ket this temple in public for centuries. She sat
upon a cushioned chair opposite Baragont and the Unathi.
“The god draped his hands over his knees and leaned toward
her. He shouldered aside the Unathi. The ghost retreated,
ethereal features affronted.

“What do you need to heal me?" asked Baragont.

“Nothing but time. Tonight will not be easy.”

“Iunderstand.”

‘Damn you. You really don't. Things wil be easier for you
than for me. She held those words, and instead nodded.

‘Lay back, your grace. Relax your mind.” She rose from
her cushion and approached the death god as he reclined.
She reached for his wrists. “Put your hands n mine. The dis-
ease will leave you through them, though it wil be painful.”

He gave a small nod, finally quiet.

She considered Dol. If she kept healing the gods she
might leave him to this fight alone. Min took a deep.
breath and pulled at the venom of the divine disease within
Baragont. He raised his massive hands and put them onto
hers. She wrapped her fingers around his wrists. “This wil
do. Now remember how you were. How you want to be, Hold
onto that memory as | draw out the disease.”

Baragont sighed ke a gust of wind. The disease began
to flow through him and into Min's hands. With the infection
‘came the pain. The slow agony, when she experienced it
before, lasted for hours. She remained unsure if it ever left,
of if she'd just gotten used to it. Min's hands, arms, and
shoulders bumed. The sensation spread through her chest
and abdomen.

A spike of flame erupted in her stomach, like a high
note hit at falsetto, mantained for loss than an instant. Min
groaned, unable o stop herself. The pain left her vision
blank, white, and glaring, The older, slower suffering spread
to her head and legs, bt she held onto Baragont's hands. If
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Dol guiped, speechiess, but forced himself 1o nod.
Baragont tumed to him, the mace gripped in one hand, and
laid across the other arm. He held the mace out to Dol. *I
named i, Hunger.”

“The name fits.” Dol's eyes moved over the weapon's
dark and glttering length. A whisper of fear crept into his
ming

1 know hunger. Perhaps a weapon like ths one suits me.

“The god lowered the weapon to Dol. “This should assist
You'n destroying more phantoms, as well as giants.”

Dol took the heavy mace in both hands. Wit the divine
strength granted by the mask, he held it easiy, but he could
feel its weight. He wondered if he would be able to fly while
‘carrying such a massive weapon.

Min looked at Dol as he tured, holding Hunger in both
hands. Her expression moved o somewhere between sor-
row and relefin the shadows.

Baragont motioned to ane of the punished standing to
one side of Dol. “Please, test your swing.”

Dol swallowed. He tumed to the dead Baragont had indi-
‘cated. The animated corpse bore dozens of wounds already.
He looked at him with eyes bright as any living human’s. His.
mangled, toothless mouth pursed, and his eyes gazed piti-
fully at Dol. Dol tightened his grip on Hunger. He faced the
‘doad man, Baragont on one side, Min on the other.

1 cannot swing this weapon at a defenseless soul. The
wisp of smoke inthe sphere at the base of the handle turned
from gray to sickly green. Dol took a deep breath. Then he
lowered the weapon, letting go with his left hand. He turned
to Baragont. “Gracious death" he said. “I would not damage
your property.”

“You've found your respect at last.” Baragont shook his
head. “Let me borrow that weapon for a moment.”

With a sickening sensation Dol passed the weapon to a
meaty hand. The god of the dead hefted Hunger n one hand.
The smoke in the sphere tumed red. His eyes gleamed. The
mace fel ke a thunderciap on the dead man's head.
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his shir. He siipped on his clothes, fastened his belt, and put
on his true mask.

“The square-headed mace named Hunger, lay withits grp
1o the wall and head to the floor. The smoke in the sphere
at the base of its grip provided a pallid light by which Dol
had dressed. He gripped the handle and lited the mace’s.
head off the floor, then replaced it against the wall. Ordinary.
hunger gnaved at his stomach. He siid the mask from his.
face to hang around his neck.

“What's he like?”

Ensanen's voice startled Dol, who tumed toward the
clouded actor. Ensanen sat on the side of his bed, trousers
‘wiinkled from sieep and black halr tousled. Dol shrugged as
‘casually as he could. “The god? Generous, but strange.”

“My master s a god. He has enough power to be
strange.”

“Inever said he didn't.” Dol glanced at the mace against
the wall. “But he gave me this." He wrapped his fingers
‘around Hunger's leather grip. “And that alone would make
me think he was odd. He thought insulted him when we first
et

“Did you?"

“Probably. 'm not trained in etiquette.”

“Atleast you did well on the stage.”

Dol looked at Hunger. 1 did. 'l remain his Avatar.”

“Good for you.” Ensanen sighed as he stared atthe stone:
foor.

“Yeah."

‘The bright smoke in the mace's spherical bottie shifted
into the unmistable shape of a skull. Dol frowned i thought.
“Ensanen, you know a lot about Baragont's history, right?”

“I'm one of his clouded. What | didn't know from my
studies, | leamed from my jewel.” Ensanen rose from his.
bed. He walked over to Dol. “‘Why?"

Dol looked at the skull formed from smoke. He shifted so
Ensanen could see it. Do you know what this is?

“On the end of the handie there? Looks like a round
bottle.” Ensanen rubbed his chin with one hand. “Baragont
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A metallc roar in the distant east drowned any reply
Galli might have given. Mikina clutched the black bow to her
chest, feeling the lack of a quiver or arows. She was no
‘archer, but she must trust Agena’s wish.

Trust, especially in a goddess, must be earmed.

She lowered the bow, and turned toward the sound of
‘ashing metal limbs and blaring storm coll.

Her gaze fell upon the beast, his massive ams swaying
a5 he approached the temple along the mountain's snowy
side. The giant bellowed, this over-matching the sound he'd
made from lower on the easten slope.

Mikina donned her mask. Nalguta's strength, both phys-
Ical and mentl, flowed into her body. She steeled her ro-
Solve, hard as the skin of any storm giant.

Gallilanded beside her as Miina drew the bow's string.
“How will that help? We don't have any arrows.”

“Ihateto say t” Mikina gitted her teeth. “But we have to
trust the goddess.”

“The giant howied as he hurled himself the fnal few paces.
10 the north-eastem gate. Gali retreated a few paces from
Mikina, then turned to face the giant. She tumed 1o the ac-
tress. “You are clouded. Can you get the beast's attention?”

‘Maybe,” said Gall *But how long can | survive against
that?”

“You'l survive.” Mikina looked past her pinched fingers.
‘A gimmer of light brighter than sunshine on mountain snow
shone before her eyes, hovering parallel with her drawing
hand at the bow's side. It grew longer as she looked at the
light, taking on an unmistakable shape. The light formed an
arow.

Gall frowned, then took to the air, obedient to the will of
another as ever. Mikina would have sighed, were t not for
the tension flowing through her body from head to toe along-
side Nalguta's pover.
all,” she called. “Don't trust Agena. Trust me.”

‘Though she didn't look back, Galli waved with her sec-
ond wind fan. She dived toward the glant. The brassy face of
the mechanical monster fixed on Gall. From glowing points
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

More than seven years ago | started writing this book. |
‘wrote other stories whole the early pages rested on my hard
dive.

1n 2020 the story came to mind as fresh and wild as ever.
Stil, 1 did'ttake a serious look at fiishing the tale until

A1 reread the old pages and retraced the story, | really
started to love it again. | hope you enjoyed it as ell

Pve heard it said that stories are never finished, only
‘abandoned. I don't know If | agree, but you readers know
already that this story isn'fiished. ' working on book two
already.

The second book won't take seven years. Temple The-
ater Book Two, “Beloved of Death wil launch in August.

“Thanks for reading.

“Tim Niederriter, July 10th, 2021
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This s easier than | thought. Cord mentioned danger, not
that the ofd hag was kind. “Lead the way,” he said.

“Naturally, child. OF should | say, Avatar of Baragont,
Donnilel Ekdros?”
fow do you know our names?"

‘The hag's lined face tore in a smile. “Your gods cannot
o ths place. But see everything in t”

Dol clutched Hunger's gip tight. Something is more than
strange about this crone. She can't be human.

The hag tumed and motioned toward a path leading be-
tween two rows of hedges under the branches of white birch
trees. “The reflecting trees lie south of here. Follow the path
‘and you willfind what you seek. Do not tary, fine avatars.”

Mikina took a step toward Dol and the old woman. Dol
‘glanced at her, and in that moment a wind blew through the
‘garden. When he looked back, the crone had vanished.

“Can we trust her?” he asked.

“I don'ttrust anyone who speaks like a god, not even the
lock gods themselves.” She gazed at the path through the
flowering hedges. *But we came here 1o find the trees that
‘grow mirrors and we must start somewhere.”

“The two of them walked the mooniit path so narrow that
‘when they brushed shouiders they couldn't raw apart. Atter
‘an awkward exchange of glances, they kept walking single-
fle.

An uncomfortable but happy thil ran through him from
her closeness. After days of travel neither of them smelled
their best, but her perfume provided a floral aroma. Hunger
burdened Dol as they walked further from the gate. Pale
yellow leaves drifted on a breeze, accompanied by less rec-
ognizable wisps of white and red.

‘The weight of the mace and the diifts of moonii flowers.
of endiess varieties made Dol feel as though he walked in a
deep dream. “What do you suppose Cord meant when he
said this place was dangerous?”

Mikina blinked but kept her eyes directed toward the end
of the passage between the hedge rows. “You're the one
Who spoke with him.”
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Baragont's thoughts rumbled ke a storm cloud, “What
did he say?” The voice of the death god sounded like Dol's
own,

“Thatis not my point, gracious serenity. He is simply unfit
1o be an Avatar.”

“Do not think to trick me with your petty words.”
Baragont barked a laugh. “Ho will have his chance to prove
himsel. If he does, | require that you forgive him. After al,my.
‘oracles and my Avatar cannot be at each other's throats.

And besides, Baragont thought, I have use yet or him, to
protect my bride to be on her travels

‘Animage of Mikina appeared in the god's mind, wearing
a white lace dress, 50 thin as to be nearly transparent in
places. She moved siowly, tuming vith a smile on her face.
Baragont's mind glowed with pleasure, but part of him also
refocted the notion of her happiness as an issue. | need her,
for she was promised me. She belongs to me.

“The image of Mikina imprinted itself on Dol's mind. His.
pulse quickened. The death god's mind moved to his food,
but Dol remained focused on that last thought, She belongs
tome.

Baragont truly belleved that.

Dol's fist clenched. Not if I have anything to say about
. He opened his eyes and tumed to Talonen. *I found his
mind." He took off the mask. “And 'm not going back in
there, not even to keep the mask.” His own words surprised
him. Accessing Baragont's mind improved his chances to
‘complete the death god's challenge.

‘Talonen descended the dome to Dal. “It’s your choice to
make. He challenged you, not the rest of us. Just don'tinsult
him during the play.”

11 do my best.” Dol opened his fis. I show him what
he neds to see.

He glared at the lake of chains. “And | can use this mask
toleam his power now. Thank you, Talonen.” He sighed.

Talonen frowned. “What s it?"

“Istil don't know why. Why didn't you ever try to use the
mask yourself2”
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“You're late, then. My comrades aren't answering me.”

Dol fought unbidden tears. The wounded guardian shook
his head.

“Ensanen,” said Dol. “Can you get him o the others?
“They can help him."

“Itl e faster if you help me,” said his friend.

Dol nodded.

“Waitfor us, Gali."

“I'won't go anywhere,” she said

He and Ensanen lited the man between them, staining
their hands red from the blood on the man's clothes. They
cartied him along the passage toward where the others
waited inside. The door had stuck in place when it closed,
sealing their path.

Dol threw his shoulder ino the stone barrier with all his
might,including the force of his mask. The door buckled and
flew from the hinges. Dol grited his teeth at the ache in his.
back from the impact. He and Ensanen carried the wounded
‘guardian to the troupe. The others stared at them as they
approached.

“What happened?" asked Talonen.

Dol shook his head. “We need to retum to the front. Help
this man. He's wounded.”

“You heard him, people. Get the healer's supplies.” the
director barked,

Veregir scurried to the wagons and retumed with a
leather satchel of herbs and bandages.

Ensanen retrieved an ax from his pack 100p. He tumed to
Dol. “We need 10 go find Gall. This is t00 serious to divide
‘our attention, and we're faling already.”

Dol nodded, a grimace fierce on his face. “Where is
Mikina?"

“She managed to open the door a litte, then she went
through.” Talonen motioned to the throne room’s entrance,
which stood sealed once more,

Dol shouldered Hunger. “Be careful. There are more
phantoms here than we thought before.”

“How many?”
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‘She tumed her back on the priest. “Dor't et her blame
You, Alomol. You couldn't stop me if you tried.”
His head hung low, voice completely mute.

i

THE MARKETPLACE BESIDE the harbor in Kasdras's
bumed with fierce daylight. She'd not visited the city in
months. Unworthy memories clawed at her thoughts, but
she pushed them away.

Min and the troupe folowed Talonen through the crowds
of citizens and foreign sailors. She pulled her cloak close
‘and kept her hood up to hide her identity. Most folk wouldn't
recognize her while she wore glasses, as she never used the
spectacies during temple parades.

Excitement bloomed in her chest, The smell of cooking
meat wafted to her from one stall, mixed with the scent of
the sea. Countless people and horses moved both ways on
the broad stony street, each with distinct secrets and smells
thick about them,

Dol and another actor called Ensanen, were among the
biggest of the troupe. They formed a barrier which broke the
waves of crowd. Close behind them and Talonen, Min and
the other women of the troupe traveled close together. Gall,
the sim one with dark hair, walked quietl by Min's side.

Occasionally Gall glanced in Min's direction, but she
tred to make it seem like she was looking past her to the
‘crowd. Min appreciated the actress's sweet, but futle, at-
temptto hide her fascination.

s they reached the broker for the large vessel that
would carry them across the Godsea o the nation of Pre-
manta in western Eluga, a chld raced from one side into the
midst ofthe troupe. He dodged past the thickset cramaturg,
ducking low.

He couldn't be much mor than eight or nine years old in
his ragged clothes. A purple bruise covered the side of his.
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Her long yellow-pattemed coat sleeves fluttered in the
wind. The cold breeze didn't bother her thanks to Nalguta's
power being reinvigorated in the mirror garden.

‘While Talonen led the others through the gate, Min glided
through town 1o tell the local hostel owner of thei arival

“The heavyset older woman told her they'd been expect-
ing the troupe after areceiving an advance letter. She bowed
‘when she mentioned the avatars.

“No need to scrape for us. We are not gods. We only play
them.”

‘The woman gave her the key to a private room on the
second floor. Min thanked her and climbed the stais. She
wanted to secret herself away before Dol arrived. Part of
her fel sily about avoiding him, like a litte gir dodging the
boys thatteased her. He had Kissed her, and not as a simple
blessing between friends or famly. She stil had work to at-
tendto regardiess of any feelings.

“The Unathi that attended to her floated from the shadows.
of the room, a figure of smoke and cloud. The creature was.
ot alone, but accompanied by two others that appeared
similarin form. Min sat on the soft plush mattress of her bed
for the nigh. At the Sunken Temple she would have taken it
for granted. After a week of sleeping on the ground she ap-
preciated the comfort, The Unathi gathered around.

“We have news,” sald her usual Unathi.

“What kind of news?" Min asked, though she had antic-
pated the Unathi’s plan to convene with her. She stretched
on the bed.

“News from the past and for the future,” said another of
the smoky creatures.

“Baragont left the Void Temple today," said the third
Unathi.

Minsat up and brushed a curtain of har from her eyes. “If
he left the temple where is he going?”
fe is moving east toward  pass in the mountains south
of here. We have observed him."

“Is he alone?” Min asked.

“Far fromit. He brings a force of his chained with him.
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‘Talonen walked to the bow, passing between them. “The
temple stage will accept you both gladly,” he said. *| don't
think we could wish for stronger leads today.”

“We can both memorize lines, | admit” Dol chuckied.
“But she is a jeweled guardian and I'l never compete with
that”

Gall extended one fan's olded length and poked him be-
tween the ribs with it hollow support bar. “Cut it out, Dol.”

He laughed. “You're far too serious. You ought to direct.™

Seriousness often went along with being a warror cho-
sen by the gods, either those known as the clouded like
Gall or the more rarely seen jeweled. The clouded served as.
‘guardians of the temples, but they all could fly and learm to
use their patron god's gits at a lesser level than the avatars.
‘and the jeweled.

She jabbed him again with the fan, but softer than beore.
“Quitjoking around, 'm not that old yet.”

‘Talonen tumed toward them again. “Ease up, you two. |
‘can'thave you horsing about and getting hurt.”

Gallreddened slightly, then withdrew her fan.

Dol nodded to Talonen. “Thanks for the save, sir. She
was starting to tickle me.”

Gall sighed, then walked to the steps. “I'm going to talk
with Niba.”

“Stay a moment,” said Talonen. *I have something to tel
you”

Gall tumed toward them, a frown on her face. “What is
e

“We're adjusting today's script.” Talonen's brow pinched
‘and his forehead wrinkied. “You need to hear this, Gall.”

Dol glanced at Talonen. Talonen did not retum his
glance, but paced to stand between Dol and Gali. “It's
a simple change,” said Talonen. “We're changing what
Nalguta does at the end of the confrontation with Baragont.
You both must prepare for it.”

“Originally we had them leaving each other in mutua re-

as brother and sister. Dol folded his arms. “Everything
IS Tesolved and the truth about the final battle known.”
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Good man, Min thought, He can be quick sometimes.

He leapt into the air, both hands on the grip of the
mace, wrapped tight above the smoky orb at the bottom.
Dol brought the weapon to bear upon Onnaka vith crushing
force that could have cratered a mountain.

Her form tumed nto steam before the impact anniilated
her. His mace shattered stone and sent debris flying from
the courtyard into the air. Naiguta's tower shuddered with
the reverberations of his blow. Masonry and chips of stone
rained from the i caused by the explosive strke.

Min charged toward the explosion of dust and rubbe. A
shower of sand and fragments of pulverized stone pattered
over her. She reached for Onnaka as the phantom material-
ized, solid once more near the door of Nalguta's shuddering
tower.

I must be swift.

Before her opponent could tum into steam, Min sliced
‘out with the siver sword as tfickered into view once more.
A curved brass sickle intercepted her strike. Josk, | ook 100
fong.

Dol crashed onto the top of the steps by the tower door.
His mace cracked the stone with another blow. He shoul-
dered into Onnaka, knocking her off-balance. She tumed
nto a stream of mist, but somehow he shoved her toward
Min anyway.

“Ifigured it out," he called. “l know your weakness now,
phantom.”

Onnaka stumbled. She began to extend her air-blades.
Min kept her sword locked with the phantom’s blade as she
reached out with her other hand. Her fingertips touched the
steel of her enemy’s weapon, and along with i, she sent
forth her will o steal Onnaka's sense of hearing.

“Dol,” Min called in the next moment, knowing the phan-
tom couldnt hear them. “Kesp her from taking oft.”
fow?” he said,

“She can'tturn into mist while you're touching her. | don't
Know why, but s definte.”

“That's what | figured out,” he said. *l hope.”
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Dol shook his head. “I've never been good at gambiing.”
He glanced at Cordomem, “Cord here knows that, ight?”

“Far beit from me to critcize an avatar," said Cordomem
but the old dramaturge stretched and yawned. “You're not a
‘good fir, Dol. That's why you're weak at cards.”

“lused to be a better far.” Dol climbed of the tree stump
where had sat during the game. And then we met again. Il's
been a long time since then.

Mikina and Gall walked past, followed by Niba. The three
‘women circled around one side of the fire. The sun began to
sink out of sight. Do's eyes folowed Mikina n the firelight.
“The last rays of the sun hid her eyes behind the light on
her glasses. She shivered, il not fully recovered after the
healing.

He tumed to the other card-players. Cordomenn raised
aneyebrow.

“She's sil ick,” said Dol

And there’s nothing I can do about t, he thought.

“Even the powers of the gods are not absolute.” Cor-
‘domenn's shoulder-length gray hair glimmered with a red-
dish glow. “Did 1 ever tell you | grew up in a strange village,
Doiz”

Dol's eyes drifted back to Miina. “No," he murmured.
“What was strange about it

Cordomem rose from the small bench. He approached
Dol. “My home childhood home stands at a place where the
grass grows brighter than the brightest green every spring.
“The water is 50 clear you can see your reflection by starlight
andthose visions seemed to move on their own, To this day,
every harvest on our farm is perfect.”

“Sounds close to perfection,” said Dol. “But 1 take it
Someting i off about your home.”

“You're right, of course. Donnilel, my childhood home
stands near a divine door.”

Dol frowned, still gazing atter Mikina. She didn't appear
to notice his attention. “What would a door like that be doing
oin the countryside?
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“Cord told me,” said Dol. He thinks there's a way to heal
you”

“There may be.” Min stared into her independent reflec-
tion as the mior image tumed o the second Dol. She
started to speak, but hesitated with a shake of her head.
“Shit. We need every advantage." She tumed to Cordomen.
“Prepare to open the door.” She looked at Dol. “We should
get our weapons.”

He swallowed. “Yeah." His reflection beckoned them to-
ward the water. He followed Min o the wagons and retrieved
Hunger with the orb of glowing smoke beneath s gri.

‘They retumed to the pond to wat side by side. Cor-
‘dome dropped a stone into the water on one side of their
‘combined reflections. He went around them and did the
same with a second pebble on the other side. Water rose
‘and shimmered as the ripples spread.

Glistening liquid became a stairway of dark stonework on
the edge of the pool. The steps led to an open gate shaped
like two quarter-moons reflecting siver light off each other.
Mikina clenched her sword in her fist and climbed the steps.
with sient foottals. Dol followed her to the doorway. They
exchanged nervous glances, and then stepped through.

(o)

DOL STEPPED THROUGH the door onto the other side of
‘an arched bridge that ed into a garden. Plots of ground lay
diided by tall hedges he couldn't see over. A thick layer
of gray haze blocked much of the moonlight, Stars glittered
through gaps in the clouds. Dol rarely studied the sky, but
this sky was odd, somehow seeming more tighty pressed to
the earth. Mikina took the steps on the bridge. She stepped
into the grass and looked up at the sky.

“It's a different sky,” she said. “Where are we?"

Dol followed the stairs to her side. A night bird called
from somewhere i the foliage beyond the garden. Those
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Nalguta wants to meet me, but 1 don't soe her or her rat-
inue. Do they suspect Baragont didn'tpick me as his avatar?
Or do they think I'm an impostor of some kind? No one has
seen Baragont’s mask in centuries after all

He took a step onto the bridge. “Is anybody here?”

A soft voice answered from over the arch of the bridge,
where he couldn't see, light and feminine to his ears. “Ap-
proach the center, Avatar of Baragont.”

Dol walked onto the bridge and looked along the arch.
A woman stood by the tower door ahead of him. She wore
dark clothing, including pants fike a man, and a heavy man-
tle open at her shoulder level. He took a step toward her
“Who are you?"
ty name is Onnaka. | keep the gate.”

Starlight iluminated her features partally, hinting at high
‘cheekbones mostly concealed by shadow.

“You're one of Nalguta's officials?” Dol asked.

“Yes. Though, once | wore the fans of a clouded.”

Dol gazed at the tower. “Is she up there?"
ilguta waits for you. She knows your thoughts, your
feelings. Do not try to hide anything from her.”

“Icouldn't i tried, ight? Luckly, | have nothing to hide.”
Except for some escapades in the marketplace of Kasdras
when I was a child, Hopefuly, she won't care about a fow.
stolen apples.

“Indeed.” Onnaka stepped to one side. She motioned
with one hand for him to approach the entrance.

“The door opened before him. He stepped into the shad-
‘ows behind the doorway. Tuming, he found the stairway that
led upward in a broad spiral. Dol climbed to the top. He
saw no one efse as he ascended. Shadows moved with him,
under lamp glows and the windows that fitered in staright.
Unlike in the city, he'd no reason to fear the darkness. No
brigands could hide from the goddess of secrets in her own
temple.

Dol stepped onto the landing and found himself face to
face with a dark-eyed white hound. The animal barked once
and Dol retreated a pace. The dog rested on his haunches.
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chained guard. They reached the tents set up around the
ashen remains of the fre.

He gave her a small smile. “Thanks. For teling them.”

“Dol,” she sald. “You should know by now that | don't
really fight for the gods. Gods don't need us. They don't
deserve us. | fight for people like this troupe.” She sighed.
“I can'ttell you what to do with yourself, but now you know
‘what | would say if| could.”

He looked at her hand, still on his arm, slender fingers
‘and pale skin n the starlight. Her frame pressed to his, head
‘on his chest. Dol's heart leaped and his knees went weak.

“Thank you," Min said. I needed what we found beyond
the gate. Everything we found.”

He put his am tentatively around her and lowered his
head to her ear. “What did the old woman sy to you?"

“She told me she met my mother a year ago.”

“How? Why?" Dol could not remember ever hearing any-
thing of Mikina's mother. Her father, Lord Calas, of course,
but never her mother.

“My mother is..” Min trembled in his arms. “She isn't
human, not anymore, Dol.

His eyes widened, but he held onto her. “A phantom?”

Min's teailing hair brushed his chin as she raised her
head. “Yes. She's a gods-damned phantom. She’s been to
the garden, and she’s stil out there now. Josk, Dol. | don't
know what to do.”

He ran his hand up the back of her neck and then
pressed i fingers into her thick hair. Their eyes locked,
hers teary, his wide. His heart raced, but that didn't concern
him anymore. He Kissed her on the forehead. “Keep fighting
for people,” he whispered.

She broke out of his embrace. “Dol, I'm sorry."

“Sorry about what?"

“I don't mean to lead you on.” She tumed her back on
him. “Im destined for a specific future. You know that.”

He looked after her as she made her way through the
‘camp. Her shadowy form vanished nto her tent. He tumed
and found Galli and Kedal standing behind him.
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“Ibet they do.” Dol sighed. “Mikina—"
in, Don. Just Min."

“Min, thanks for helping me talk through this."

“No problem. You're new at this, 5o there’s no shame
in admiting that. You could barely even handle that fan
yesterday.

Dol flushed and scratched the back his head. “You know,
1could use a hand with flying too.”

“When we're at sea, Il be happy to teach you.” Min
smiled. “That actress, Gall, seems pretty damn skilled t00.
saw her fl yesterday before the giant attacked:

Dol chuckled. “She's clouded and has a jewel from
Chasata, but she fikes her fans better.”

Min shivered and glanced at her bed, where the covers
‘were pulled back from the pilow. “We should both rest. We'll
See about fling once we get on the ship tomorrow.”

He nodded. “Thank you." He stepped into the hall
Lessons on fight from Min. This could get interesting.

k(03

WAVES SHIFTED THE SHIP beneath Dol and Mikina. She
handed him the folded fan, long fingers brushing his paim.
Since setting to sea that moming they'd left the rift bay.
behind. Kasdras fell out of sight before Dol thought to look
back.

The ocean-going ship was far larger than the ferry the
troupe used to reach the Sunken Temple for their perfor-
mance.

Dol looked over the length of the fan, then extended t,
fevealing a blue rain drop patten with white clouds.

Mikina grinned. *| borrowed ths from Gall.”

“Ithought | recognized it Dol smiled and nodded.

“Just so you know to be careful. | don't want to josk with
herif I can help it

“Why do you do that?"
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Min shook her head. *'d say you're mistaken. You won't
escape ths time.”

“My wishes are coming true.” Onnaka showed her teeth.
“You aren't the only ones who wield divine pover.”

“Who gave you your curse?” asked Min. “Is that who
‘commands you?"

“Yes.” Onnaka lowered her gaze to look into the satchel
she held before her in both hands. *He's called Buror.”

Dol glanced at Min. Her eyes narrowed. “Is Buror one of
the Veiled?”

“Do you think he took your mother from you, avatar? Is
that what you want to say?" Onnaka laughed. “No, Mikina.
‘Your mother joined Buror's service willingy. You know her
wish was granted.”

Min marched toward the phantom and the traitor priest-
ess, fists clenching. Yahir stepped forward, gaze moving
from Min to Dol. “You won't win. Just get out of here, both
of you

“Liar.” Min trembled. She drew the silver sword from her
belt,

Dol held out the bow in an unsteady hand. He drew the
string with three fingers as the weapon wobbled. He offered
 desperate prayer to Coani he wouldn't need to release the
light glimmering before him. He followed Min slowly, keeping
the amow aimed at Onnaka.

Min stopped a few yards away from Onnaka and Yahir.
I your wish is coming true, Onnaka, then show us your real
form.”

Onnaka shifted her feet and released whifing metal
blades from her back. She lifted off the ground a yard, dis-
turbing the snow around her. Yahir unfolded a wind fan.

“You're leeing?” Min yelled. “Cowards!"

“Of course.” Onnaka reached into the satchel. She lifted
the gleaming white shape of a mask from the bag. Topaz
inlaid along the brows and forehead combined with the dis-
tinct, blush features to leave no mistake. Onnaka donned
Agena's mask.

“Dol,” Min called. “Shoot her.
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it for once, with trousers, and with a deep biue scarf around
her neck.

Dol saw her from midair and tumed, and turned again,
‘and then landed on the stone near her and Gall, Ensanen
circled past on the breeze as Dol foided his wind fan.

“Morning,” he said.

She smiled at him. “You're getting better, Dol.”

He grinned. “Well | haven't had much to do during the
day besides train.”

Gall stifled a derisive laugh. “Not since you quit acting.

“Ispeak words Baragont wants to hear.” He failed 10 stop
‘grinning. Mikina's recovery charged him like steam through
‘agiant's back. “Not rehearsing helps.”

Galli shook her head, her face exasperated.

Mikina spread her black fan with a motion of one hand.
“Would you and your friend like to fly with Gall and 12" she
asked.

Dol glanced up at Ensanen as his friend circled lower.
“What do you say, Ensanen?”

“I say sure.” Ensanen laughed i the air above. “Not
every day | fly with an avatar.”

“You fly with me al the time latel,” said Dol.

Ensanen floated to them, “| meant an avatar | didn't know
before she was famous,” he said, and laughed again.

Dol smirked. “Fair enough.™

Mikina smied as Gali spread her two fans. The four of
them raised their fans and caught the wind. They soared
over the temple, clustered tightly. Dol glanced at Mikina,
whose blue scarf streamed in the wind. She pointed toward
the Lake of Chains, and beyond it
peaks.

Let's go that way.”

‘They sailed over the water, where ethereal sails moved
across the waves. The ships of the dead mingled wih the
smaller vessels of local peasants. The sieek clouded airship.
Dol had seen flying over the Void Temple the day the troupe
‘amived glided as if on a palrol over the center of the lake.
“The water below it looked black in the ship's shadow. Sun-
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Nothing must ever happen there. Even a follow avatar
would not be fiting 1o love, no matter how disgusting the
death god proved.

She sighed. “We should land near the shore. Dol | have
some questions for the gin.”

He glanced at her face with a rown. “What's the matter?
Shouldn't we hurry to the temple?”

(ot yet." For all we know this is another trap. This girl
‘could be a phantom hersel. “Land on the shore, please

Dol nodded, then turned to Galll “We need to land,” he
caled.

“Won't that be dangerous?" the clouded said.

“Trust me,” Min said in a raised voice. “There's some-
thing we need to do first.”

‘They landed on the shoreline, where grass and sand
mingled near the water. Dol set Min on her feet. She straight-
ened her back and tumed to Yahir. Without the rushing of
wind in everyone's ears that was omripresent in fight she
‘could speak softly and yet be heard. “Yahir, is that your
name?"

“Yes." Yahif frowned. “But | told you. I'm a clouded
‘quardian of Agena.”

“You came from the Mountain Temple with a message
for Baragont. Your goddess commanded this, did she not?”
Min folded her arms. Clouds passed over the sun, and the
Lake of Chains lay in shadow. "How can we trust you if you
‘won't give us the message? Besides, the Avatar of Baragont
is here.”

Dol glanced at Min, eyebrows raised. Damn it, Dol. Play
along, you big fool. Min kept her eyes on Yahiri “Go ahead.”

‘Vahir stumbled over some words. “Forgive me. | was.
told to give the message only to Baragont himsel."

“The god will do nothing without us. Trust is important
‘among humans, Yahiri”
watar.” Yahiri squeezed her eyes shut. “ don't dare.”

“You don't dare not. You were pursued by phantoms and
even a giant. You cannot enter the temple without proving
You are not one of them yourset.” Min surprised herself with
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“Be sure Baragont's Avatar Is ready o fight by the time
You arrive.” The Unathi faded from the room, leaving her
alone on the vast bed o think about Dol and the next move
for his raining. He needed to be ready for a real battle with
both the giants and phantoms when they reached Agena's.
temple.

Even after the restoration of her constitution, Min knew
the fight would be easier with two avatars rather than one.
‘She sighed. Dol seemed like such a normal person less than
two months ago, but ever since he had put on that mask his
‘change was inevitable. Min knew that well, for she had gone
through a similar transformation upon becoming an avatar.

He knows how to fly and fight, but his control over
‘Baragont's power i limited. How can | help him earn that to
use the power of a god you need to think like a god?

Drowsy, she raised her head. The troupe would be here
Soon. Time to find an answer to her question.

iR

AT DINNER, MIN SOUGHT a chance to pull Dol from the
troupe to talk. Min glanced along the table to where the
other avatar sat between Ensanen and Cordomenn. His head
was down, avoiding her gaze.

Cordomem spoke loudly about some bit of dramatic his-
tory from a century ago. Dol must be avoiding her since she
pushed him away.

1 can't josking afford to isolate from him right now, she
thought. Min shook her head and retumed her attention to
the fish on her plate.

Leaning across the table toward her, Gall reached out.
“Is Dol giving you a hard time?”

“Gods no," Min said, more emphatically than she in-
tended.

Galli nodded. “1 just wanted to tell you, he teases me
plenty.”
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Up the tlt of the giant’s forearm. The eye tracked his move-
ments perfectly.

Min threw herself off the giant's forehead, moving slower
than usual, oo slow by hall Josking machine. She tumbled
before the giant's face. Her eyes locked with the giant's
halved gaze. Lightning arced around the giant’s circlet, gath-
ering to lance downward at Dol. Min's fan arrested her de-
scent in the air and she swung her hips, kicking the giant's
good eye as hard as she could from her drifting position.
Glass shattered. The eye collapsed.

And the giant roared a huge roar of rage. Lightning siz-
Zled into the forest, missing Dol by a few yards. Min glided
‘around the giant's head toward its shoulder.

What's the matter? No eyes left, you piece of josking
‘hit? Maybe this time 11l be able to keep a storm mind intact
for the gods.

She landed on the machine’s expansive shoulder blade,
between two towering stacks from whence steam belched
nto the air with hisses and flurres of smallclouds.

“That wasn't very nice," said a voice from behind one of
the stacks.

Min tumed and found hersaltface to face with the phan-
tom woman from the docks at Sien, the one called Onnaka.
“The foe struck at her with spikes of glistening steel on her
fingertips. Min leapt backward, boots sliding on the slick
metal of the giant's shoulder blade. She passed out of On-
naka's reach, but the phantom effortiessly maintained her
footing and pivoted. Her face became an iron mask retaining
her perfect features.

Min raised her fan and caught a breeze to carry her
off the giant, Without a sword, fighting Onnaka wouldn't be
easy. But there were ways Nalguta had taught her to fight
without any weapons. She circled away on her fan, moving
back infront of the giant's cracked and binded eyes.

Onnaka launched herself into the air with a buzz of rotor
blades. She darted toward Min, who angled herselt toward
the glant’s other shoulder.
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death god alone ith her made him nervous. He didn't want
to admit that to himselt, et alone Ensanen, “Sure.”

Dol let go of the mace and followed Ensanen out of their
guest room, The main room of the suite was Iit by a ceiling
lamp that hung over a stone table. From a stone oven, there
‘came the warmth and ficker of fre, and the smell o cooking
meat. The young brothers, Kedal and Veregir sat beside the
fire holding long metal forks with strips of meat impaled on
their prongs. The cramaturge, Cordome sat at the table
watching the two brothers, but tumned as Dol and Ensanen
entered.

“Good morning, Avatar,” sald Cordomem. “Excellent
performance last night.

suppose | did alright.” The black mask hanging at Dol's
collarbone gave him a strange sensation from being ad-
dressed the way the dramaturge spoke. “He didn't take the
mask away."

Gordomem nodded. Kedal glanced from the fire. “You
hungry, Dol, Ensanen?”

“Very,” said Dol

Ensanen laughed. “Me too.” They walked to the table.
Ensanen took a seat at the fire beside Kedal. “Looks like
those are nearty done.” He pointed at the strips of meat on
Veregir's fork.

‘The boy withdrew the meat from the oven. Cordomem
brought a plate from the table and a second two-tined fork.
Guts of meat filed the plate as Kedal added what he brought
from the oven. Dol settied at the table with the others and
the five of them ate.

s they finished, a door closed soltly in the hallway be-
side the oven. Galll emerged from the hall and approached
the table.

‘She looked at Dol with raised eyebrows. “ see you stll
have that mask.”

Dol shrugged. “Baragont saw it o leave me with t”

Gallfolded her arms and shook her head.

“What's wrong?” Dol asked.
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“Have you met him?" Dol asked.
ot exactly.” Mikina scowled. “But | studied him plenty.
“The bastard has many quirks.”

“You shouldn't speak that way about a god."

“Why not?" Mikina's scowl curied in amusement. “Be-
‘cause they protect us from the giants? Listen, Dol. The peo-
ple of Yanbria domore to protect the wortd from giants than
allthe gods put together. Its those people | want o mest. It's
them 1 respect.”

“If you don't care for the gods, why did you heal
Nalguta?”

Min sighed. She looked smallagainst the sea beyond the
ship's bow. Wind made her baggy clothes hug her figure in
places. Miina put a hand on her hip. “Nalguta may not fight
the giants head-on, but she has her role like everyone does.
Healing the gods is mine.’

“It must feel good to be needed.”

“What do you mean? Have you never felt that way
betore?”

“Not really. My mother needed me to work when | was
‘younger, but that was different.”

Mikina hugged herself, a shiver ran through her. “Is it
different? | don't think s0.” She frowned. *I need to get out
o this wind.”

“The breoze felt warm against Dof's skin, but he nodded.
What makes her feel so cold? They descended from the
raised fore of the ship to the lower deck.

“That's better,” Mikina said.

“Right.” Dol smiled at her. “Looks ke | managed not to
‘damage Gali's fan.”

“Don't speak 50 soon. We'll practice again tomorrow,

iR
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Dol followied the dead creature out of the dressing room
and in an arc through the hallway that circled the theater.
His. foottalls sounded loud beneath him and his shadow
stretched in the lamplight.

‘The dead guard stopped by a door guarded by two more
chained. He extended an elongated arm and knocked on
the frame. Baragont threw the door open from within and
emerged from the prvate box. Mikina stood behind him.

“The death god smiled at Dol, a flabby mirror of the mask
Dol wore. “Your performance pleased me.”

“Thank you, gracious death.”

1intended to endear myself o you. Perhaps your divine
mind forgot that.
fou will emain my avatar. And | wish you to go east
S00n, 0 do a5 you showed on the stage.”

I thought temple plays were to inspire the gods to great
doeds. There have been so fow avatars the last hundred
years there Is no way to know what their actions should be
lke.

Dol bowed low. I will go. There is much to do there.”

And there is something | seek. A means to free her from
you

Indeed,” said Baragont. “But do not go to wield a bone
a5 your weapon. Come. | willshow youto my armory.”

Dol nodded, but his eyes moved to Mikina. She wore
a gown of gray and white, and behind Baragont her nose
wrinkled as if she smelled something foul. Dol detected no
scents at all in the coridor beyond the odor of buming
lamps. He tumed to Baragont. “Lead the way.”

Baragont's smil broadened. “You sound more and more
like me. Keep that mask on, Donnilel.”

Mikina and Dol followed Baragont from the coridor by
the theater and down a flight of stairs. They emerged into
‘ahuge hall beneath the temple. A long pathway overlooked
a canal wide enough to row a sea-going vessel. Chained
‘guards stood at attention along the entire length of the walk-
way. Dol stared, niially nervous at the sheer number of the
‘dead standing on either side of the path in ranks.
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“And what am 1 going to do when I see it?" Ensanen's
Voice rose. *I'm not you. Il always have to come back
home:
Dol scowled. “You think I'm lucky that | don't have any-
‘where worth seeing behind me?” Even that park where | took
Mikina wasn't important enough for her to remember. It all
be forgoltten soon.

Ensanen cast his gaze to the window. His seething emo-
tions subsided. When he spoke again, hs voice came low,
ut grew with every word. *If you knew everything lying be-
hind me at home with four brothers who always act better,
even the one eight years younger, you'd know you were
ucky.”
tleast you had three meals a day.” Dol folded his arms
below the mask on his chest. “Im not going to argue the
rest

‘Maybe this is why Talonen chose you," said Ensanen.
“You know when o cut and run.”

At loast I don't always have to have the ast word. Dol
wentto the door and then let himself out.

s

DOL PACED THE LENGTH of the hall outside his and Ensa-
nen's room, wating for the hour to turn over before he went
to apologize for hs words. His friend sounded hurt at being
passed over by Talonen for the mask.

A noble son, already a clouded, ignored in favor of a
lowbom actor would feel the blow. Talonen's decision stil
made ltle sense to Dol

He considered knocking on Mikina's door and trying to
talk to her. Nervous he'd show his frustration, Dol frowned.

Seeing her look so small and fragie in the crowd ear-
lier, spectacles catching the occasional raindrop despite her
hood, made him swear he'd never hurt her.
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attention than the savior of the goddess Nalguta descending
from the sky. She whistied a tune from her childhood, one
her mother once enjoyed humming before she left

Beneath an archway near the tower's midsection, an ex-
posed staircase led into the Sunken Temple's central dome.
A figure in a smoky gray robe stood, head bowed, face hid-
den In shadow. Min folded her ams. She glowered at the
form of the Unathi, “Where were you just now?"

“The being looked up at her with a face like fog, including
smoke-leaking eyes. “We conferred with our council.”

“There was a battle. Two clouded guardians are dead.’
Min walked past the creature that merely borrowed the
shape of a human. “Dor't make excuses.”

“We could not dream of excuses if we slept,” the Unathi
sald. "Our council is insistent we not accompany you into
battle”

“Why, though? People are dying out there. Human be-
ings:

“Unathi are ot less than mortals. We have our mission.
You have yours.” The Unathi slipped from one side of the
archway to the other, form warping and flickering like a
shadow in the fading sunlight on the dome. The creature’s.
insubstantial fingers moved over Min's shoulder, a caress.
‘devoid of any sensation bt cold.

She looked over her shoulder at the face of the Unathi.
“The gash of amouth frowned at her. “Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Min sighed. “The gods dor't want people to know
they didn't choose me. You did.”

“The Unathi bent a lanky frame and whispered in her ear.
“Correct. We chose you. Do not fail us."

Breath flared her lungs. She swung with one hand, slash-
ing clean through the air form of the Unathi. The creature’s.
last syllable tumed into a hiss like steam as it broke apart
into shadows and motes of cloud.
amn ghost,” Min muttered.

Footsteps on the base of the staircase announced a pair
of temple soldiers climbing the stairs toward her, weapons.
sheathed at their sides. “Lady Calas,” one of the men said.
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easily on another branch higher i the tree that towered over
them. No evidence presented itself as to how she'd gotten
there. “Look into it and see yourselt.”

Dol frowned into the mirror on the branch in front of him
and Mikina. He glanced up at the wrinkled woman. “And that
willheal her?”

“Iwil help.”

Mikina glared at the strange woman. “What do you get
outof helping us?"

“Joy." sald the craggy woman. “The joy of seeing young
ones such as you understand themselves better.” She
pointed at Dol. “You too. Look nto the miror.”

Dol shrugged and looked into the mirmor, matching Mik-
ina's gaze.

At first he saw nothing. Then the surface of the miror
shifted. What looked fike a drop of water pulsed from the
‘center of the mirror and ran toward Dol. Another droplet ran
to Mikina

“The mirtors cry." The crone above them chuckied. “They
oy for you.”

Dol turned toward Miina. “You feel any different?”

“Not really.” She looked up at him. Then her eyes
widened. “Dol, watch out

He ducked and Miina leapt sideways. In a blur, a
square-headed mace passed over Dol’s head. He spun, stil
in'a crouch, and came face to face ith himself. A clang of
blade on blade rang out behind him.

“Josk,” Mikina said. “I'd heard stories of this place be-
fore, but  never thought it could be real.”

Dol backed toward her and raised Hunger shakily. The
lanky figure before him bore an identical weapon. “What did
You hear about the mirror garden?”

“The only way to leave once you look into a mirror is to
defeat your second selt.”
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she let go she would simply have to begin again some other
day.

Baragont's second sigh sounded as though he was de-
fating, but Min feared nothing more than what she already
felt. The spike in her stomach drove deeper, ke hunger and
‘asword's thrust combined. The Unathi spoke in her ear, "He.
Is a sick one, lsn't he? Twisted, even for a god.”

Min doubted Baragont could hear the Unathi,for he gave
o reaction to the creature’s words. She managed no sound
either.

‘The slow pain throbbed through her toes and feet. Her
head pounded. In her mind’s eye a dark spoor of cormuption
dragged from Baragont's form, ke a shadow being lifted
from his enormous bulk. He grew lighter and lighte.

The god sald, *I feel welghtless, Mikina. Is this how |
should be?"

She said nothing. Shadows fel like lead onto her shoul-
ders, driving her toward the floor. She squeezed Baragont's
hands to keep herself upright. Al the while she continued to
pul, o cleanse the small shadows the filld the god's mind.
His scent of cursed blood rose Into her nose, thick and pun-
gent. She groaned under the weight and pain. Her grip on
Baragont's hands tightened.

His third deep exhalation blew on Mikina's face like a bit-
ter breeze from the ruins of  battlfield. He stood over her.
Her hands slipped from his wrists and fell into her lap. She
5l to her knees on the floor tles. Shadows cloyed at her
vision, deeper and darker than any light cast by the lamp.
She drew in a breath as the lamp's lame guttered, then ex-
tinguished. Darkness filed the room with secrets.

Baragont's heavy hand fell to her shoulder. “Are you
weary?”

‘She had no strength to raise her head or speak. She col-
lapsed against the god's tree trunk legs. Only two are done.
‘Damn this mission. She glared at the tild floor through haf-
closed eyes. Her arms were limp, and the slow pain began
to fade from her. Her body, as the vessel that consumed the
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“I don't know. 1 petitioned Nalguta for an answer once
and received no answer, There are beings in our world older
even than the gods.”

Dol looked intently at Cordome, studying the older
man's face and seeing no hint of a lie or joke. “Why do you
Speak of this now?”

“Walk with me, Dol The dramaturge leaned close to
him. “The others must not hear what | say.”

“Alight.” He followed Cordomenn to the edge of a nearby
pond, where the first evening stars and a red-tinged moon
provided as much light as the fire at their backs.

Gordomem stopped beside the water and beckoned Dol
loser. “The creature that dwelt behind the door near my
family's farm was of an old lineage. She is called Firoleth the
Hag by storytelers of Vala."

“Did you ever meet this old one?

Just once. Some friends of mine and 1 found our way
inside.” Cordomem shook his head. “Beyond the doorway
things were different.”

“Difterent?”

“It's a lush garden, tended by the one elderly crone.
Plants I've never seen anywhere else grew there. Some of
the plants grow polished mirrors fike flowers. Those mirrors.
showed my friends and | who we really were. The crone told
me of other doors that lead o that place. The doors appear
as clear pools where reflections move on their own, under
even the faintest starlight” Cordomem motioned over the
water.

Dol looked into the water. His face with his hard, un-
friendly chin stared back at him. The figure in the water
swayed, arms at his sides. He frowned and folded his hands,
but the figure in the water only smirked. Dof's heel rose
with apprehension. He glanced at Gordomenn. “How did you
Know t was here?”

ook at every pool as carefull as | can,” said Cor-
‘domen. “Because there was something else in that garden
beside the mirrors, the plants, and the hag.”

“What was it2"
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Why? Who knew what motivated such madness? Who
could?

Dol released his thoughts. He shouted forth a roar of
sound, part ion and part thunderciap. The explosive tumuit
drowned out the sound of rain and wind. Panels on the gi-
‘ant's face cracked as the sound wave struck. One of the four
glassy eyes cracked. The giant turmed toward him, feet drag-
ging through sand on the beach.

A pale streak siiced downward through the storm cloud,
litle more than a sliver of white. Min struck the giant be-
tween the shoulders. A terrble roar issued from the central
engine sphere as it ruptured. Dol laughed as the giant bar-
elod toward him.

Cannons boomed from the city with massive sounds that
shook the ar. These blasts were nothing like the divine cry. A
‘whisting volley of hollowed rounds, designed to flyfor miles,
shot toward the giant, One of them impacted wih the great
machine’s shoulder and shattered. Shard of metal spiraled
in every direction. One of the fragments flew past Dol, close
enough for him to feel the heat of the cannon round on his.
forearm.

He flinched and misguided the wind fan, dodging lower
before leveling out. He took a deep breath. Power flooded
into his mind from the mask.

Even after only minutes of wearing the true mask, the
knowledge of the god's powers began 1o trickle into Dal's
‘consciousness as through a leaking dam. Dol focused allhis
attention on the giant as he sailed toward the behemoth's
chest.

With ten yards to go, another volley of cannon balls
launched from the city. One of the rounds hit the giant's
giistening rain-sick chest plate and exploded outward. A
shower of hot sparks and flames flew toward Dol. The wind
fan over his head tore in places and he began to sink in the
ar.

Dol glanced at the fan and saw its strength failing.
Breezes escaped through tears in the material. Min circled
behind the giant, just over it shoulder.
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walls. Min stopped by the entrance to the guest chambers
forvisiing nobilty. She wondered i the new avatr,the man
Who called himself Dol, had retured to the temple yet.

Her father approached along the chamber passage,
hands folded together, skinny frame backed by two atten-
dants, and a servant who carried a long case trailing the oth-
ers. His gaze found Min and softened. “Mikina.”

‘m alright, father.” Min nodded s father and his ser-
vants stopped before her in the broad corrdor. The lamp-
lighters walked past them on either side, and set their flames.
10 the wicks within lamp boxes on either side of the hal.

“You fought the giant,” he said. “How did the battle go?"

“You'e estate outside Kasdras is safe. The monster
barely even made landfall.”

“Thank the Twelve. And thank you, daughter.”

She smirked. “The goddess sent more than me to fight
the giant.”

“The clouded cannot stand against glants directly. Every-
one knows that.”

“Yes, father, but they flew. They fought, Them aside,
there was another avatar besides them.”

“Another avatar?” Father's face furrowed. “Impossible.

“You won't belleve which god sent his assistance,” Min
sald. “Id halt-expect Tasani, Agena, or Hambru to send
someone to help if they could. They at least soem o care
about human lives.”

“But it wasn't one of them,” said father. “Was 12"

“No." Min reached for the true mask that hung across
her chest. It was Baragont’s avatar. When he shouted you
may have heard i, even this far away. It sounds as loud as.
thunder.”

“So that was it” Father paled. He tumed to his valet. “I
didn't think that was thunder

The servant touched his brow in deference. “It seems.
you were right, my lord.”

Min frowned at the obsequious valet. “Father, may |
speakto you privately?”

“Of course, my dear.”






index-41_1.jpg
Today that other avatar spoke to her like a real person.
Min scowied at her vicious father. The skinny, bald man
backed away from her. He seethed visibly, shoulders rising,
but he knew with the mask around her neck as surely as the
sword at her waist, he couldn't raise a hand. He'd never do
that again, she once vowed every time until her wish came
true.

She tumed her back on him. “You'll have to make due
with the work of your current factories. If your people move
fast enough, you may even be able to salvage the engines of
the giant. Two of them are sl ntact.”

“Leave me now.” he whispered.

“With pleasure.”

She opened the door with a sharp twist and tug, then
stepped into the hallway. The two actresses there tumed in
her direction. Min crossed the hall to approach them. The
thin one with the dark hai looked away quickly. The blond
‘one, who looked a few years younger than her companion,
stared at Min.

“My lady,” she said in a voice that suggested inevitable
respiratory failure.

“Ploase, no need for awe. ' human.” Min smiled at the
w0 women. “You are from the troupe of actors that arrived
today, are you not?”

“We are,” sald the dark haired one in a steadier voice
than that of her frend.

Min reached into the women's psyches for thelr names,
casually picked out a basic profil of each actress. Those
weren't secrets, but mortal things could be leamed by the
‘application of Nalguta's gitt.

“Gall,” she said to the slender one. “Has Dol retumed
yetr”

“The woman shook her head and frowned. “He vanished
just about the time the giant attacked. | didn't see what
happened.”

“Thank you, Gall.” Min tumed to the blond woman. “You
‘and Nibashould tell the rest of the troupe that Dol is safe. Ho.
was with me out in the battle.”
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hing to awaken something below the giant. Chasata gives
‘awareness to objects and material without minds.

Dol flew toward Mikina as she floated back from the
giant's advance. He called to her, “Mikina, any pians to de-
feat this one?”

Mikina dodged a ponderous swing of the giant's am.
“Not yet,” she said. “The josker just burrowed out of the
ground.”

“Inoticed.” Do circled over the gant's arm, lying side by
side with Mikina. The glass eyes of the behemoth followed
their path, but ts limbs had et to catch them as they flew
just over one shoulder.

‘They darted toward the streaming gas vents on the crea-
ture’s back. “You o for the low engines,” said Mikina. “I'm
going to blind him."

“Right.” Dol dove along the creature’s back as rain began
to fall, cold on his skin and loud in hs ears.

Thunder rumbled as he neared the lowest of the four
spherical steam engines on the monster's back. He drew in
abreath, feeling his throat ache. He shouted anyway.

kioX

THE GIANT LUMBERED toward Min, sending dirt and whole
trees flying. The sound of each step was thunderous and
‘crashing. Min hated that din and destruction.

Galli skimmed over the forest canopy. Her dual fans car-
tied her out of the path of flying clumps of dirt and whiring
broken branches. Dol's shout hammered the giants side
with volume to drown the mechanical monster's cacophony.
The metal fitan stumbied n its rampage through the forest.

Min glared at the giant as it headed straight for her. Both
its glassy eyes were fixed upon her, swiveling in their sock-
ets like cannons pointed from within the hull of a ship. But
ather than being aimed by the beast, they aimed the giant.
Min waited, hovering on the power of her fans as rain began
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“What have you been waiting for?” Dol asked. After these
years you forgot me, but I have another chance if you ac-
‘cept. “Please, we have temple guardians in my troupe. You'l
besae”

“Safe.” Mikina shook her head. “Thas not what I'm wor-
ied about

“What are you worried about, then?”
1go, | may never make it back here. Nalguta says it's
my destiny to heal all the gods, one day. But she sees noth-
ing beyond that.”

“Nalguta may be the goddess of secrets, but she doesn't
Know everything.”

Mikina released a short faugh, far coarser than the rest of
her words. It reminded Dol of her curses in battl. “You don't
Know anything about the gods. The plays you perform don't
‘change who they really are.’

“Iwant to know. Help me learn.”

“It's an intriguing proposition,” she sald. “Two avatars
traveling together. And even more-so because you're his
avatar.”

“I know even less about Baragont than the rest of the
gods.”

Mikina pushed herself forward from the wall and crossed
the starit loor to stand close to Dol. “You wil. 'l teach you.”

“Thanks.”

“Don't thank me yet.” She looked into his face. “We'll
06 your troupe master and see if he's got room for another
avatar to go with you In the moming. s t0o late to do this
tonight.”

Dol nodded.

Mikina opened the gate with a touch of her hand. She
slipped to the other side, her thin coat sleeves nearly trans-
parent, and the lace pattems of the shirt beneath visible in
the staright,
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“But his family possessed it for generations.” Nalguta
nodded. I heard rumors the mask never stayed in one place
for long. Perhaps the nomadic lfestyle of Talonen's elders
‘confounded Baragont's senses.” She smiled again. “I take it
You found the power of that mask useful?”

“Yes, but didn't know how to use it very well.”

“The power of the gods takes the form of heightened
physical power." Naiguta's eyes remained closed. Those
legendary eyes of Nalguta stripped al ilusions from what-
everthey gazed upon. She set her book aside and folded her
hands before her. How does she read without opening her
eyes? Or s that the only time she has to open them at al?
Nalguta inclined her head to one side. “Each mask grants.
the powers unique to its originator as well.”

“That shout.”

“Yes. Baragont's battle cry.”

Somewhere in the dimly it oo, a clock tolled the sev-
enth hour, the time dedicated to Kafett. Dol cast his gaze
toward the floor, head down. “Graclous one. | don't know
whatto do.”

“Perhaps you should speak with the god of the dead. He
surely knows you now wear his mask.”

“Baragont hasn't left his temple in westem Eluga for
centuries.”

“That is merely the legend,” said Nalguta. “We gods
travel more freely than humans can.”

“Ididn't ask for the mask.”

“Then give it to me. I will return it to Baragont.”

Dol's eyes moved to gaze at the mask n his lap. The red-
‘orange jewels under the eyes reflected the glow of lamplight.
A frown formed on his face. After all these years of no one.
caring for him, he could become someone important. If he
‘gave the mask to Nalguta he would lose his chance to meet
Mikina again, his chance to remin her of those years ago as.
chidren.

“I can't” He gazed evenly at Nalguta. “There are things |
must do with t”

“Don't be selfish, child."
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“Min?” Dol asked. A question formed in his mind. How do
you know so much about these monsters?

“What2" Min said sharply.

He shrugged, words gone. “Il be ready if we meet one
again.”

She folded her arms and shivered. “I hope it doesn't
‘come to that. Now, let's get you a fan.”

kioX

MIN SAT AT THE DESK in her room in Sien, looking over the
pages of family records her mother had given her years ago.
Mother. The book slipped from her fingers and thumped
onto the desk. She closed the cover, wishing she'd left the
‘damned thing in the Sunken Temple.

That phantom tatked like she knew my mother. Even if |
ki her, 1 can't deny that. My mother is one of them, and her
wish is why | am in my position.

“This powerful phantom, Onnaka, surely survived. Such
cursed beings proved diffiult to Kill Min siipped from her
chair and paced to the doorway. She stil wore her cloak.
The cold seemed worse on the Elugan side of the Godsea.

‘She reached forthe door handle. The voice of the Unathi
‘came from behind her as the creature materialized. “Mikina,
where are you going:

Min glanced at the smoky form of the Unathi, a shadow
bilowing at her side. The creature's eyes glowed colder than
usual, and blended into the cloudy features for a moment as.
itshifted to face the door.

“Where are you going?” it repeated.

Min sighed “1 don't know. But whenever | meet a god, |
willheal them.”

“The counci agrees your plan is the best course of
action.” The Unathi folded its arms togather. “We see your
‘greatness. Don't et the new avatar distract you."
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‘THE ROOM BRIGHTENED as the next morning dawned.

Dol sprawled on a single bed on one side of the stone
room he shared with Ensanen. He woke to a knock on the
front door of the sute.

He sat up, back aching. The true mask of Baragont fel
from his chest onto his ap. He rose in a daze and walked to
the door.

Despite the safety of the temple compared to everywhere
else Dol went with the troupe, he hesitated for a moment. He
retrieved a sheathed dagger from his pack.

Dol stepped nto the central anteroom of the suite. A chill
in the air greeted him, more acute for his forgotten shirt.

Gallistood by the table in the darkened inner room where
only a single lamp iluminated the entire chamber. “Who s
that knocking?”

Dol yawned. *I have an idea.” He walked to the door. “We
may have found a new member of the troupe.”

“Did you discuss this with Talonen?”

“Discuss what with me?" Talonen entered from the back
hallway. He looked between Galll and Dol. “What's going on
soearly?”

Dol answered by opening the door to the outer hall. Light
spilledin. The glow cast a slender shadow on the floor.

She wore a similar white garment to the one from last
Pight, with a finel lined coat of pale gray. Mikina nodded to
Dol, though her eyebrows elevated. “Am | t0o early?"

Dol shook his head.

‘Talonen stared from Dol to Mikina. “Lady—Lady Calas

“Yes." She tumed toward the old man. I take it you're
the troupe master?”

“I'am.” He coughed into his fist. “My name s Talonen
Hadarat, my lady. You honor us with your presence this
morming.”
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looked ke simple pairs o tin rods. She tumed to Dol. “Don't
make that face.”

“Iwasn't aware | was making a face. Which one was it?”

“It was that cocky sneer of yours. Guess someon is
‘confident he won't find trouble n his performance.”

I that someone means me, you would not be wrong. I'm
not nervous for you either.”

“There you go, playing with words.” Gali walked to the
bow. Her fans clacked together as she transferred the one
from her left hand to her right. She leaned both against the
railof the ship.

“What else are words for?” Dol asked.

Galli shook her head again and gave a frustrated sigh, as
‘Talonen approached.

Over ffty years old, very gray of hair, Talonen looked
heavier than most men tharks to his stocky build. His face
suggested he'd been punched a few times every season
since birth. Dol once did the math, and that amounted to
quite a few punches indeed, especially as one began to as-
sume higher numbers of punches per season.

He smirked, in spite of his better judgment, For all his
battered appearance, Talonen made an excellent director,
and a strong friend in the troupe. He carried the power to
determine what they practiced and where they performed.
After he and Dol started to gather the troupe three years
ago, they'd always been working to piay for Nalguta.

Dol could never be fully honest with many people, but
Talonen knew the central drive behind Do’ actions.

Galli tumed toward Talonen as the troupe leader ap-
proached.

‘Talonen nodded to them,. I see you've both found ways.
o releasing steam. Gali by flyng. Dol by teasing.”

“I didn't mean anything by i, said Dol. *She knows.
Don't you, Galli?"

“Annoying, but hammiess, yes.” Gall relished her turn to
smirk,
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“It huts when I remove the disease. Gods can't heal
themselves of it. 1 recovered before. 1l get better.”

Galli sank to bring her eyes more on level with Min.
“Wnen?
fou ask a ot of questions.”

‘m woried about you.”

“That's kind." Min took a deep breath and met Gall's
eyes. “Please. Don't tel anyone.”

“Willyou recover soon?”

“Idont know.” Min sighed.

“My prayers will be with you. And if you need to talk.”
Galli reached out tentatively and patted the covers over
Min's shoulder. “l know I'm not a noble, but | can isten.”

Min would have laughed at Gall's fear of rejection if she
had the strength. 11l remember. What time i it?"

“Nearly sunrise, and almost six in the morning. | need to
make my moring prayer offering to Chasata on the hour.”

“Gall,” said Min. “Let me rest a while longer.”

Galli nodded. “Please let me know if you need anything.™

Then she was gone from Min's bedside and siipped
‘across the room to her own bed. From somewhere nearby
‘came a snore. Evidently three of the actresses now shared
the same room. Min pulled the covers tighter and shiv-
ered. Baragont's bloody stench filed her nostris. Shadows.
pressed on her from everywhere, though not as heavy as the
weight of healing. Everything ached from the pressure. She
tried to sleep and found herself incapable.

(0]

DOL WOKE EARLY THE next moring, restless and stif.
He stood awkwardly, feet bare and shouiders naked, on the
‘carpetin the guest room they had given him and Ensanen to
share. The clouded actor was stillsieeping, curled into a ball.
Cold seeped nto every pore of Dol's body as he reached for
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“From Baragont. Ho knows I'm on my way."
course he does. You've wom his mask twico now.
Ddn't you think he'd have an idea what you were doing?
That mask is part of him." Min foded her ams. “You don't
have o tell me what you saw, but ff you thik it would help.."
“No," said Dol * don' think it would. Just, he seemed
like he was treatening me.”
‘Baragontis a proud god. Ho might be the strongest too,
excopt for Coani.”

“Have you met him before?”

I don't know him personally.” Min sighed. “But its stl
my destiny to marry hm, when this is all over and the gods.
are hoaled”

Dol choked. “Your destiny?"

“Yeah.” Min shook her head. “Don't look 5o surprised.
Nalguta's last avatar got outof the diea, but only by prormis-
ing the next of us would fufl hr promise.”

“But why? I never knew about Baragont.”

“Ho's a bit on the lonely sid apparently.” Min gazed up
atthe Void Templ, amms st folded. I can't say 'm happy.
‘about . But I have a few years to figure things out. Not Ike
you

“What do you mean, not ke me?"

“We're both going to meet b today. I he's anything ike
e hoard, he'll be a tough one to convince that you're the
right one for the mask.”

The riverboat steered into a canal that led toward the
Void Temples ront gates. Dol frowned. *| ddr'tthink | had
to convince him."

“You sure as shit do!” Min whired. “He may be sick, but
he's ivinaly powerlu, notto mention surounded by count-
less clouded and temple guards. And you don't even know
how o use that thing i you had to fight.”

Dol bristied despite himselt. “| may be untrained, but |
on'tthink any clouded could take me on.”

“You already think that? You can fly a lte, and know
how to shout. Guess what, the clouded of Baragont can all
o those things, thanks to ther fans and jowels.”
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‘and Dol on thumping rotor blades carrying them aloft. Dol
angled toward them and drew in a breath.

He released his voice from deep within. The shout tore
forth as battle lines closed across the mountainside.

Two phantoms tumbled toward the ground, rotor shat-
tered by the sound wave. The lone airborne one leftflying in
the wake of the shout launched himself at Min. She angled
under the phantom’s rotors. Her sword slashed out and a
clang echoed over the mountain pass. The third phantom
plummeted from the ai.

Below them, the chained shattered the line of humans in
‘cold weather gear. Huge sickles and flashing swords carved
a red path through the troops behind the giant. Cannons
Sounded from the temple walls, pounding the gant so it
retreated, then sark o its knees to shelter behind a rocky.
outcrop. The remains of the human forces with the monster
retreated around it.

Dol landed among the chained on the battiefield. He
gazed at tom bodies of the massacred people who fought
for the phantoms. Limbs littered the snow, inked by trils of
blood to piles of bodies. The elongated forms of the chained
lumbered up the slope, heedless of the slaughter they'd just
inflcted.

Dol's stomach tumed. The chained fought like giants,
Iike machines, regardiess of how human they once were.
‘The chained never hesitated or processed a command. They
simply Killd.

The sound of wagons rumbling on the siope made him
tum. The troupe's caravan was already making its way
toward him. Heavy wheels crunched on the snow. Dol
Searched the sky for Min, but did't spot her until she landed
atop the temple’s south gate. He shivered, then raised his.
fan and let the wind take him skyward.

i
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Another sound joined the lapping water with Dol's eyes.
il closed. He frowned and looked skyward. The form of
Gall, at twenty-seven the troupe’s oldest actress, salled
through the air overhead, gliding on the wind produced by
her two extended wind fans. Most actors and actresses.
joined troupes to gain favor among higher failies, and then
married into one or joined the clergy by her age.

“This would likely be her final year acting, before she
Sought to become a director or retumed to her famiy.

“The breeze shifted her hair along her slender form and
the fans’ positioning madie her even smalier. Each fan stood
tall as Gall when she wasn't gliding through the air. She
circled the deck and the folded salls of the ship, descending
‘gradually toward Dol's position at the bow.

‘She was to play Nalguta in their next performance, when
Mikina and Nalguta watched. Because of the nature of di-
vine plays, Gall only practiced this one for a week, and
had never played these scenes before in a temple. The first
performance of each play composed for one of the twelve
deities of the clock-face was always played before a subject
o praise. Dol hoped he too was prepared to play a god.

His role as Baragont, the god of death and power, and
lord of the eighth hour, had given Dol pause when the
troupe’s director had nominated him for . As Gall gided to
astop at the fore of the ship, Dol pushed all fear away.

He'd play his part better than the god himselt

‘Talonen, director of the troupe, and author of the day's.
play climbed the steps to the place where Dol stood. Wind
‘whipped his gray hair and beard, both damp from sea spray.
Atetuming veteran of the stage, Talonen became one of the
few directors who sought to change the will of the god's
rather than simply revering them.

Dol respected him as a friend, but Talonen's audacity
eamed him great respect as well.

Baggy pants billowed about Gall's legs, caught by the
wind. She lowered her fans and then twitched the grips.
Both fans colapsed along their lengths until they each
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“Thank the twelve you're safe. The goddess s searching
for you. Your father requested we notify him when you
retumed.”

Father, of course, Min thought, he's been unbearable
ever since I retumed to Kasdras. As if caring for me now
‘could bring mother home.

Min took a deep breath, trying to steady her anger after
her exchange with the Unathi. “Take me to Nalguta," she
said.

“At once, my lady.” The guards led her along the high
stairs and then through a series of corridors and more stair-
‘cases unilthey stood within the garden at the front of the
palace grounds.

Dirt brought from shore provided the soil. Fresh water
nourished the grass, yew trees, and rose bushes that grew.
within the gate. Nalguta sat with her face to the setting sun
on a cushioned, open-topped palanauin. Her eyes rarely
‘opened, but her senses might be sharper than those of any
mortal,
ikina, my salvation. Where have you been? You smell
ofrain.”

“Ielped destroy the giant.”

“Korodataji” said Nalguta. “It's name is Korodataji.” She
stretched her ams languidly, trailng long black sleeves.
“Then she tumed her pale face and closed eyes toward Min.

“It was." Min bowed 10 the goddess, then raised her
head. “Kasdras s safe, gracious one.”

“That is good. But you failed to save Korodataji's mind. |
taste the fluid of it upon your hands.”

The goddess of secrets cannot be decelved. She cer-
tainly knows how to show of that fact.

Min lied anyway. “It was the only way to protect the ci

“We discussed this, Mikina. Capturing a glant’s mind
intact is important to increase our understanding of these
monsters.”

Min took a step forward. “That thing kiled two of your
people. It would have Killed more.”
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“A way to heal the sick," sald Cordomem. “My eldest
brother was dying of balebile when | entered the place that
time. | went because | heard tales that any ilness could be
‘cured by a look nto a specifc mior.”

“Any iiness...even Mikina's?"

Gordomem nodded. “Perhaps there is.a way to help h

Dol took a step toward the pool. “How do I go through
i

“You're not the one who needs to go in. She must look
into the mirror herself.”

His heart leapt into his throat and Dol glanced back at
the fie, where Mikina sat with some members of the troupe.
Afow chained stood guard in the darkness around the wag-
‘ons. “Is it dangerous?” he asked Cordomen.

“The old man hesitated for only a moment. “Without a
doubt.”

“Did your brother...”

“He is gone.” Cordome sighed. "But he lived longer
than 1 yet have, thanks to that place.”

“I'l go with her." Dol bowed to the dramaturge. “Ilfind
Mikina and explain things first” He turned toward the light,

“Good luck.” Cordomern folowed him toward the giow of

the campfires.

MIKINA SAT IN THE LIGHT of the campfie, arms wrapped
‘around herself. The true mask gleamed on her chest, pale
orange in the firelght. Galll and Niba had wandered oft for
the moment, eaving Mikina alone by the fire.

Dol crouched beside her. “Hey,” he said.

She tumed toward him, glasses ablaze with reflected
flames. She smiled. “Hey."

“Are you fecling better?”
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“That first part will stll happen.” Talonen's features bent
nto a deep frown. “But the subtext may be difierent ith the
new ending”

Dol leaned closer. “What precisely are we changing?”

“And does Cordomem have anything to do with this?”
Gall asked.

“He doesn't, though Cord and | have argued about what
to change and what to leave.” Talonen scowled as he re-
ferred to the troupe’s clock priest and dramaturge. The two
of them quarreled often, and sometimes loudy.

*“Is the new ending controversial?” Dol asked.

Gall folded her arms. “Please, don't make me say any-
thing to anger the goddess.”

“The new ending should please her. We'l end having
Nalguta choose ot to reveal her ole n the batte. She is the
‘goddess of secrets, after all

“Would she really deny another god knowledge,
though?” Dol glanced at Gall.

“The director bit his lip. “She might if we add it to the
play.”

“Talonen, why do this?" asked Gal. ‘It sounds risky."

“It's but a smal detail. The gods have missed greater
shifts of thetoric before.”

Gall's arms remained folded. *Allow me to repeat. Why
dothis?”

‘Talonen took a deep breath. “Baragont hasn't been ac-
tive in the east for centuries. In Kasdras, we don't always no-
tice, but war stillrages in the world.”

“Do you think Baragont thinking Nalguta might deceive
him could motivate him to fight?” Dol nodded. “Sounds.
possible.”

“He is a proud deity.” Talonen gazed at the shore miles
oft, where waves crashed on stones. “An implied insult
might motivate him."
might motivate him to remove us from his temple
‘when we head east to perform.” Gali shook her head. “But
you may be right about the wars, though. Fine.”

“Dol, are you prepared to play the part?” Talonen asked.
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Dol gripped the true mask by ts chin, a chin that much
resembled that of the god at the head of the table, though
thinner. He smiled as fearlessly as he could manage. “Your
grace, it was my specialty.”

Baragont's massive form seethed. He marched out from
behind the table. His foot shook the bucket where he had
‘dropped the ox bone, causing the bone to fall with a clatter.
Baragont paid the sound o heed. He strode toward Dol and
Min with surprsing speed. A pair of men in the honor-vest-
ments of the clouded followed him, each with a fan on his.
back and a jewel of Baragont afixed at the collr.

Dol put on Baragont's mask as they approached. He
‘gazed out at the god of the dead from behind the god's own
face and crew in a deep breath. *| am your Avatar, gracious.
death. Please, allow me to serve you."

Baragont stopped walking a yard ahead of Mikina, and
‘gave asnort of laughter. *How would you ever serve me?”

“I would demonstrate my likeness of you on the stage
first. That way you wil know | represent you well”

“Go on?" Baragont smiled. I am istening.”

Dol's mind raced, but not as fast as his speech. “Let
me represent your wil in the east, in battle with the glants.
The people there are under siege, and always need more
assistance.”

“One of us twelve, Hambru already protects Yanbria,”
said Baragont.

“Hambru s not you, gracious death.” Dol grinned behind
the mask. Flattery can get one far, he thought, “Let me show
the wortd the power you stllwield.”

Baragont frowned for amoment, He released a deafening
laugh that rocked the room. Even Mikina finched. “Very well
Prove you represent me with fidelty, and 1 wil lot you cany.
the mask east, to retum it to me some other day.”

Incos shot a glance at Dol, his smile replaced by a
professional, stem expression. He tumed to Baragont. “Per-
mission to speak, your gracious serenity.

“Speak freely. Everyone else seems to be.”
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Min's eyes narrowed, hopefully conveying ferce temper.
 am fine here. Go back to your temple before | make you
leave by hand

“Very welL.” Dechala folded her ams. “My offer stands.”

“Good bye, Deehala.”

“The priestess departed, her guards in tow. Min glowered
after her. The whole rest of the Inn stared at her. At east |
dldnt curse, she thought as she tumed back 1o Talonen.

“The bartender avoided her eyes. “My lady,” he said, tak-
ing her mug. “Please, allow me to bring a glass of our best
foryou.”

Minsighed inwardly. O the outside, she smiled. “Best to
make the most of being recognized.”

‘Talonen raised an eyebrow.

“I may as well, ight?" said Mikina,

The bartender retumed with a bottle of wine and st it
before her. “For you, my lady avatar.”

“Thank you, but please. | only need one glass.”

“You are kind, my Lady."

“And you are generous, bartender. What is your name?”

Bk

“Thank you for the gift, Ratan.” She smiled at him. I only
"hope this doosn't put us allin more danger as we journey on.
‘Damn thatjosking priestess for barging in.

“The bartender beamed as he filed her glass.

k(o))

‘THE RIVERBOAT CARRIED the troupe eastward toward the
Void Temple. Baragont dwelt near the headwaters, beside
the Lake of Chains. Dol watched the black minarets that rose
around the domes at the temple's center grow taler.
Ghostly sails marked the movement of appariton vessels
skimming over dark water beyond the home of the death
‘god. After two days on the river, and oars fighting the cur-
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NINE YEARS BEFORE

In Kasdras trophies taken from fallen glants became ma-
‘chines to power the city. Fourteen years old, Dol labored as
‘aserfin the steam works of southem Kasdras. Amid a swel-
tering summer, a week into the job, he heard of a gir at the
nd of the street who lved alone.

Dol was watching his steam engine, once a storm giant's
heart, belch pale exhaust into the i, when he heard two
men approach. They spoke, voices hushed. He didn't want
10 cut off the conversation, so he hid by one of the hot pipes
behind the machinery to lsten.

“The merchant who owned most of  the generators that
drove the water pumps and drainage gates throughout the
district spoke in alow voice to an older serf, They must think
themselves alone. Dol stayed out of sight and just within
earshot.

He strained to listen over the rumble of the boilers and
the grinding of the engine cogs. The ticking of clockwork
provided by the priesthood kept the time.

“The merchant complained that the girl had been a tenant
at one of his buildings for over a month, but he still didn't
Know how she was able to pay. She didn't appear to work,
and left the building litle, except to eat at the expensive
restaurants up the street,

“The old sert listened quietly for al of ths, but eventually
said, *She could be a runaway daughter from the nobity.
‘Would explain the gold."

“That's where my mind has been, said the merchant. “I
‘wager there's a reward if someone retumns her to her family.”

“They went on talking. Dol's curiosity kept him listening.

A gir with long hair that curled at the ends, no more than
a young teenager, but iving alone without any sign of either
parents or husband. Though he'd grown up surrounded by
women where his mother worked, Dol recognized that this
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the phantom. She moved ethereal past him, and parts of her
moved through him, chiling him.

He fel to his knees on the path between the woman with
the tom fan and the phantom, clutching his wounded leg.
Dol drew in a breath, tumed toward the phantom, and then
shouted in the voice of Baragont, The phantom took the
brunt of the sonic biast and tumbled backward, clutching at
her ears.

Dol glanced at the woman who had been clashing with
the phantom. “Are you alright?”

—Avatar?” she asked. “You're bleeding.”

His pant leg was streaked with blood from a red gash.
He turmed to face the phantom he had stunned once more.
The metal woman recovered and advanced on Dol and the
‘clouded standing behind him. His mind narrowed to a single
focal point and he drew in another breath. The shout he bel-
lowed blew the phantom into a tree. She smashed against
the heavy wood, cracking the trurk. Slowly the tree began o
sag over her.

Dol flexed his fingers and glared. “How long has she
been chasing you?” he asked.

The woman who had been fleeing walked to his side.

Since l left the mountain temple. My name is Yahir. | have a
message from Agena for the death god.”

“Good. Let's finish this first.” Dol glowered at the phan-
tom who looked toward him, having climbed to her feet at
the base of the crippled tree she had struck.

Dol drew in another breath as calmly as he could, but
before he could shout again, another divine shout exploded
from above. Ensanen flew in low as his sonic blast spit the
tree from behind and propeled it onto the phantom. The
falling trunk caught the steel woman and pinned her to the
‘ground. Gall circed higher up, while Ensanen descended.

He looked at Dol's leg. “Are you alright?”

l be fine. Stay here and make sure that phantom is
truly beaten. I'l meet up with Min, and we'll deal with the
giant”
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I terrified me. It always has, the idea that the god of the
dead is right there, just a thought away.”

“He's afat bastard,” said Do, *A real glutton.”

“That may be the disease’s hold on him. s effects differ
among the gods”

“No." Dol shook his head. “He's greedy. What if he al-
ways has been?"

Talonen folded his arms. “Come on, lets get down from
here. | think the rest we can do without any trouble indoors."

“Why did you want to come out here anyway?"

“In case you shouted I did't want to harm the temple.”

Dol smitked. “That would serve Baragont ight.”

“Don'ttalk about him like he's a man. He's not.™
rom what | saw he's weak." Dol touched his chest.
“Mikina and I each kiled a phantom. His got away.”

“Don't be 5o sure it was weakness. The god of death has
always been clever.”

“You think he et that monster go intentionally?”

“It's possible.” Talonen tumed and walked along the
parapet to the stairs. “I suppose its a part o all of this. His.
schemes resonate down the ages.”

Dol caught up with Talonen in a few strides. “Like his
scheme to marry an avatar.”

“Perhaps.” Talonen raised an eyebrow at Dol. | suppose
You could be the one he desires.”

“Knock it of, old man. We both know who he wants.”

Mikina.

“Don'tlet anyone hear you speak 50 aboutthe god again,
especially not n this temple. This night will be dangerous.
enough as it is, Dol Talonen led the way to a fight of stairs
‘and then into the guest quarters.

Dol followed him without another word. He contemplated
the mask, the mind of the god of death, and the risk
he'd taken without consideration every time he had omited
Baragont's title earler that day.

My disrespect of him doesn't matter, but if he kills me
tonight then Miina will never know how | feel. Tell her? Im-
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hing to awaken something below the giant. Chasata gives
‘awareness to objects and material without minds.

Dol flew toward Mikina as she floated back from the
giant's advance. He called to her, “Mikina, any pians to de-
feat this one?”

Mikina dodged a ponderous swing of the giant's am.
“Not yet,” she said. “The josker just burrowed out of the
ground.”

“Inoticed.” Do circled over the gant's arm, lying side by
side with Mikina. The glass eyes of the behemoth followed
their path, but ts limbs had et to catch them as they flew
just over one shoulder.

‘They darted toward the streaming gas vents on the crea-
ture’s back. “You o for the low engines,” said Mikina. “I'm
going to blind him."

“Right.” Dol dove along the creature’s back as rain began
to fall, cold on his skin and loud in hs ears.

Thunder rumbled as he neared the lowest of the four
spherical steam engines on the monster's back. He drew in
abreath, feeling his throat ache. He shouted anyway.

kioX

THE GIANT LUMBERED toward Min, sending dirt and whole
trees flying. The sound of each step was thunderous and
‘crashing. Min hated that din and destruction.

Galli skimmed over the forest canopy. Her dual fans car-
tied her out of the path of flying clumps of dirt and whiring
broken branches. Dol's shout hammered the giants side
with volume to drown the mechanical monster's cacophony.
The metal fitan stumbied n its rampage through the forest.

Min glared at the giant as it headed straight for her. Both
its glassy eyes were fixed upon her, swiveling in their sock-
ets like cannons pointed from within the hull of a ship. But
ather than being aimed by the beast, they aimed the giant.
Min waited, hovering on the power of her fans as rain began
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“The sickle cut into Min's finger and drew biood. Onnaka
forced her backward by a pace with an enraged yell. Dol
jumped and grabbed fully-materialized rotary blades before
the phantom could start to spin them to take oft. He held on
despite blood oozing from his palms. He dragged Onnaka to
the shattered ruin of the floor.

Min drove her heel into the phantom’s chest. A cracking
sound satisfied her ears, though she knew it would take
more than a mere footstep to tuly hurt the josking monster.
Her sword flicked out, cuting a cord from the mask On-
naka wore. The phantom’s hand fiew to hold the source of
‘Agena's power n place.

Dol thrashed as he grappled with Onnaka's whiring
blades. He roled to one side, then the other. She couldn't
take to the air with him li that. More blades began to shift
to strike at him.

“How did you leam you could touch me?” Onnaka
howled as Min tore the mask from the phantomn's face.

Dol grinned at Min. “It's a feeling in the mind. Min you
have to feel it to touch her.”

Wordiess rage contorted the phantom’s expression. She
lashed out with a blade at the end of a e, slashing across.
Min's side. With a painful cut, she drew tore Min's shirt and
Jacket and drew blood.

She retreated from the phantom, holding Agena’s mask.
Onnaka flexed her arms, face twisted in fury. A dozen dag-
‘ger-like protrusions shot into Dol's legs and abdomen.

Min stared in horror. Agena’s mask dropped from her
numb fingers. “Dol, not"

‘Onnaka laughed. *He figured it out. But he'll not speak
‘another word to you of my weakness.”

Eyes wide, Min faced Onnaka. “You won't win."

“Quite the contrary, my beauty.” Onnaka grinned with
ferocity in her maddened eyes. “Your time is almost up, sav-
for of the clock gods.”
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to fall from the clouds coalescing overhead. She walched
the giant's movements, listened to high pitched biasts of
steam from the engines on its back and the clank of gears.
‘against gears within its body, smelled the bumt air from
the lightning crackling around it crowned head. The giant's
mask reminded her of a skull, but brass instead of bone.

‘When the giant lunged for her, she was ready. She darted
out of the creature’s reach, then angled toward its face. A
bolt ofightaing released from the giant’s crown flashed past
her and set the forest by the shoreline ablaze with a ficker
across a fallen log. Thunder peeled through the air, and the
shock of the lightning's passage nearly made Mikina miss.
her targe, the glant’s eye. Nearly.

Her booted foot impacted on the lens. Shock from the
impact ran through her whole body, but the power of
Nalguta kept her from hamn. Glass cracked beneath her
heel. Giant-glass from Yanbria sold for a high price in west-
em markets. As shards broke loose and fell into the forest
below, Mikina felt certain that plece would never end up in a
market somewhere.

“The giant clawed toward ts face with one hand. Mikina
100K o the air again before it could grab her. Dol ook the
‘chance. He crashed upon the hand that reached for her with
allthe strength of a purified Baragont, The am creaked and
one of the main bars on the wrist bent, deforming from the
force. The giant’s thumb jammed into place, unable to close
the rest of the way.

Min circled over the giant's crown. She'd never seen
such a device used for controling lightning before. The gi-
‘ant's remaining eye swiveled to lock onto Dol. A crackle an-
nounced a building charge in the circlet on the giant's head.

“Dol," Min called. “Move your ass!”

Dol looked up from the giant’s damaged arm. The light-
ning fickered i blue and white around the glant’s crown.
Min looked for some way to break the circlet without elec-
trocuting herself, but found nothing. Even her sword would
ot have helped her here. Dol moved, but too slowly, running
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more food than Dol had ever seen in one place struck him
speechless.

“The god spat a stream of wine nto an iron bucket on his.
left side. “Damnation, this wine s no better than swill” he
roared at the attendant who cowered back from him.

“Forgive me, your serene grace.”

All around the room stood countless chained and living
servants. A gaggle of iving and dead rushed the unlucky.
wine server. The man stammered an excuse that the wine
was quite young. He cried that almost all of the older
vintages having already been consumed by the god. Two
‘chained dragged him from the room.

Baragont glared at the server for a long moment. “Get
him gone,” he said at last. He slammed the metal bowl of
wine on the table. Wine sloshed and the table shook. He
wolfed the meat from the ox leg he gripped in the other
hand,

Dol glanced at Min. She wrinkled her nose in disgust, and
then 100k a deep breath. She put on her Ife’s tolerant face.
“Your grace,” she said fimly, as she stepped forward past
the three chained and Incos. She repeated her words, louder
this time.

Baragont dropped the bare bone of the ox leg lengthwise:
into the bucket on his right. He surged from s hunch over
the table to his ull helght and glared around the room. “Who
dares address the god of the dead without his complete
ttie?”

Mikina guiped visibly. Then she motioned with both
hands to the true mask hanging across her chest. “Mikina
Nalat, Avatar of Nalguta dares, gracious death.”

Silence fel across the room. Living servants stood as still
as the chained. Baragont gazed across the room at Mikina,
expression gradually changing from one of utmost rage to a
ook of glee. “At last you have arrived, the savior of the gods.
10 reliove me from this...” He motioned expansively o the
table before him, then to the walls, columns, and servants,
.. Toment”
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For you certainly, thought Dol
taybe,” he said, his throat dry. I could use some water.
Ihave many lines in this next act."

“Of course. Right” Kedal took a beaten metal cup from
the basin on the counter. Despite the Sunken Temple being
surrounded by salt water sea, the water here was rumored
s the purest in allof the world.

Dol took the cup offered by Kedal. “Thanks.” He sipped,
‘and true enough, the water tasted flawiless despite the cup
that held .

Kedal glanced at Gall again. She looked up at i ith a
small smile. Kedal smiled back.

“Go talk to her,” said Dol

“What?" Kedal's eyes never left Gall. He had focus. Dol
‘gave him that, Kedal's face flushed.

“On, right.™

Dol clapped him on the back, and then tumed and
walked away. He sipped water as he passed his friend and
fellow actor, Ensanen, and wo aciresses, Anka and Simiri.
The three stood at the other side of the dressing room
in their own costumes, masks off and taking quietly with
one another. Dol followed a dark hallway that led out from
backstage.

He found Talonen in the small anteroom by the doors to
the rest of the temple. A single circular window looked out at
Kasdras from there, the glass tinged with orange specks of
rust rom the frame.

“How are the ofhers?” asked Talonen.

“Kedal seems alight and Gallis doing fine on stage.”

“She's gotten better with each act.” The comers of Talo-
nen's lips crinkled with a smie. “But don'ttell her that yet.
Let her keep this up and the climax il be flawless.

“That's easy enough. The two of us don't often talk in the
gaps during a performance.”

‘Talonen nodded, his eyes closed. “It’s been long since
we formed this new troupe, and you two still don't get
along.”
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“Good,” said Dol. “We'd better read through and get our
lines and cues.”

Galli nodded. Talonen handed her the papers containing
the scripts. “Take thes to Kedal and Ensanen. Have every-
‘one read their parts through at least three times.”

“Do we have time for that?” Gall asked.

“We'll have time. We perform after sunset. That gives us
five hours. Let's make the most of them."

Galli nodded again. She and Niba left the table to find
Kedal and Ensanen. Talonen turned to Dol. “Are you ready?”

“What about mylines?”

“This isn't an ordinary play,” Talonen said. “You aren't
reading any lines.”

Dol frowned. “Then what? The death god, famous for his
Voice, sn't going to speak a line in a play about him?"

“No. You'll speak. But we can't give you ines or you
won't be able to prove you deserve to be the avatar.”

“I've read the play before,” Dol said. “ think I can man-
‘age to kesp it on track. But you trly want me to improvise
every ine?”

‘Talonen reached across the table and tapped the true
mask on Dol's chest. “Don't improvise. Use this and become
him.

Dol leaned back in his seat. “Talonen, | don't know
Know this, but | don't have any idea how to use this damn
thing.”

Talonen rose from his seat. “Follow me. Il help you
leam.”

Dol stood, eyes on the troupe master. He and Taionen
went into the hall

How does he know how o use the mask without ever
wearing it? e trusted him for  long time. Time to find out i
that judgment s a mistake.

i
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A loud mechanical clank echoed into the room, followed
by a sound like water faling into water. A hom blasted
through the air, deep and reverberating. Talonen paled.

Dol's stomach churched. He stared at the troupe master.
“What's wrong?"

Another heavy metalic clunk resounded. The horn
shrilled once more.

Talonen tumed toward the window. “That's the signal
hom of the temple. Could it be—therel” The old man
pointed.

Dol followed Talonen's gaze. The once-clear sky was
clouded in the direction of Kasdras. Fog bilowed thick in
the air a few hundred yards away. Within that fog, a tow-
ering shape moved toward the Gity on the edge of the bay.
“The form loomed, shimmering shadow cast long toward the
mouth of the ift beside the city.

“The partially submerged giant appeared humanoid, with
whirfing parts and shifting gears exposed in the massive
metallic armature. Water dripped from every bar and plate.
Lightning fickered from the clouds, leaping to the towering
monstrositys frame but doing it o harm.

Dol's eyes widened. The massive form of the giant
‘waded through sea and storm. The enemies of the gods had
Somehow stolen one of the titanic creatures this far past the
eastom lines of battle. A great gout of steam issued into the
air at the giant’s back. Mechanical sounds reverberated as it
marched toward Kasdras.

The real war had come to Dol's home. He felt cer-
tain Nalguta wouldn't break her seventy years of seclusion
today.

‘Talonen's hand fell onto his shoulder. “Looks like | must
give you the gift early, Dol.”

He glanced at Talonen. The old man's other hand moved,
puling open the mouth of the bag on the table. Dol guiped at
the sight before his eyes. The empty metal cup fell from his
hand and clattered on the stone floor.

“Is that what | tink itis?"
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“All louded of Bargont do. But | suppose there’s much
10 leam. Especially because that mask gives you more than
his voice. He sighed. * can only imagine the power of being
anavatar”

Dol gazed at the mask on the cord around his neck. “I
don't know why Talonen didn't give the mask to you. You'd
Know how to use it”
fo doesn'tike me much.” Ensanen frowned. “ think its
because of my father

“Talonen didn't ke being conscripted.” Dol put the book
‘down. “Not everyone signed up to oin that pike unit.”

“Anyone on his land can be called to serve the lord.
“That's the law. Stil, the law isn't perfect.” Ensanen shook his
head. “l wonder why Talonen ever agreed to take me on if he
was so angry.”

“You're clouded. You've been tutored on the gods.” Dol
stretched and stood up. “Who knows? Talonen wasn't very.
clear why when he gave me the mask.

“You saved his life during that campalgn, though. Right?”

“Idid." Dol shrugged. *But he saved me t0o. That's how
pike formations work.”

“Studying war never interested me."

“Then maybe the next Lord Tassir won't be so greedy for
land.”

Ensanen sighed. “T'l be lucky to be the next lord. My
younger brothers are all ambitious. Father may pick one of
them.” He sat on the bed on one side of the room. “It's good
Vet

‘Nen, are you angry that Talonen picked me?”

“Some.” Ensanen shook his head. *But more disap-
pointed in mysel, really.™

don'tthink i’s anything you did.”

“That's my lfe story.” Ensanen clenched his fists. “Father
says I never camed anything.”

“We're going east.” Dol looked out the windowpane,
streaked with swittly running raindrops. “There's a ot to the
world we haven't seen. Vala sn' the only land. Think of
Eluga.”
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fan. For a second he lost his grip, but caught the string in
his fingers. The fan dragged him toward the woman and the
monster.

His red-dripping right hand extended ahead of him. His
palm pressed to Onnaka's back, though he'd never be able
to close his fingers to hold on. Min met his eyes over the
phantom’s shoulder. Her sword sliced out, finding an open-
ing n the torrent of flashing steel Onnaka wielded. This time
the blade cut more than mist.

Onnaka stared at the curved edge biting into her heart.
She took a step to retreat, knocking Dol to the stone. The
phantom of three wishes crumpled beside him, Nalguta's sil-
Ver sword in her chest.

Min fel to her knees at Dol's side. “Dol. Dol. Dol."

His short name came out lovelier than any other word
on her lis. Funny, how he'd never noticed the sound of it
before. She bent over his chest, frantic. Tears and strands of
hair brushed across his wounds.

He couldn't muster the energy to speak. His vision swam
as he stared at the sky, unable to embrace her as he longed
to do. She wrapped her arms around him, weeping. As she
hugged him close much of his pain faded away.

Perhaps everyone experienced such caim when they
died.

But how could death be peaceful? It's nothing like
Baragont.

The pain faded further. His vision sharpened. Min
pressed herself even tighter to him. He wrapped one arm
around her, running his fingers along her spine. She gazed
into his eyes through red-streaked, tear-stained lenses.

“Youe alive.”

He coughed, and no blood came out, “Thanks to you,” he
murmured.

“Inever knew~—1 didn't think | could heal a human.”
taybe because I'm an avatar.” He sighed. “Or..

“Or what?" Her hand rested on his chest, turning
hot under his tor and ruined clothes.
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“Il call.” Cordomem’s weathered brows wrinkled as he
glanced at Dol. “Wait a moment more. This should be the
final hand.”

“Fold,” said Veregr.

“Show ‘em,” said Ensanen with a grin on his broad face.
He seemed calmer than Dol expected. As a clouded with a
jowel of Baragont at his command, he ought to know when
‘Talonen gave Dol the true mask.

“The players showed their cards. Everyone appeared to
have some kind of points. Dol didn't have a mind for cards,
and could scarcely tell how they determined the victor.
Kedal collected the pot.

Cordomem rose from his sea. “I guess that's that.” He
turned to Dol. “Galii and Niba heard you were retuming
sate.”

“Good.” Dol frowned. “Who told them?”

“Lady Calas hersel,” said Cordomem.

Ensanen whistied. “Lucky. Wish | had been there.” He
glanced at Dol. *I suppose you met her, then?”

“Yeah.” Dol walked around the table and caught up with
Gordomen. "She vanquished the giant. Saved the city.”

Gordomem put a hand to his heart. “Thark the gods.”

Veregir gave Dol a furtive glance, but said nothing. The
Kid tended toward shyness off-stage. When acting, he ran
his mouth with the best of them. He'd played Hambru over
the past few months. People knew the god of e tenth hour
for his verbosity and wi.

Kedal strelched in his cha
close to the battle did you get?"

“The aches and pains of Dol's fight had all but entirely
subsided before the fight back 1o the temple. Only his.
bandaged hand remained in pain, thanks to his hold on
Baragont's true mask. He shrugged. 1 went flying in ith the
‘clouded. | wasn't able to help that much.”
fou've never flown before,” sald Ensanen. “How did it

‘Dol, are you alrght? How

907"
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“Itis” Min's eyes flashed behind her glasses. “Yahii
and Onnaka must have entered the temple shorty after we
amived.”

“What can we do?" asked Galll.

Min tumed toward her. “That phantom is dangerous. You
‘and Ensanen, go find the rest of the troupe. Keep them
safe.” She looked toward Dol. “Can you stil fight?”

He winced, glad she'd ot see the pain in his expression
behind the mask “I wil"

“That's not what | asked."

“Iknow. I won't have you face them alone, Min."

She took a deep breath. “We need to stop them he
she said. “But Do, you're hurt. Let me lead the way.” She
flew closer and held out Agena’s bow toward him. “Use this
‘and keep your distance.”

He looked at the black bow with the thick string. “What s
3

“Agena’s bow, Moonlight, For avatars ke us, ts easy to

Galli waved to them, “Stay safe.”

“You too," said Dol

Ensanen grunted. He and Galli flew past Onnaka and
Yahir, cirling to keep their distance from the gatehouse.
Below them, the traitor pristess passed a small traveling
bag o the phantom.

“What could that be?" Dol asked.

“Ihave a guess.”

“You think they could have a jewel or some other stolen
relic?" His eyebrows rose.

“We'll oy find out by confronting them.” Min touched
his lightning-charred sleeve and pressed the curve of the
bow into his paim. “I'l lead.” She descended toward the
gate and Dol folowed.

The two of them landed, folding their fans, twenty
yards from Onnaka and Yahir. The phantom maintained her
human form. She smiled with dark, beautifuleyes. “How for-
typate to meet you here.”
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giants to the actor playing Hambru, who Min did not recog-
nize. Even as Gall spoke, a shape emerged from o stage,
a trophy taken from a fallen storm glant preserved from
Baragont's glory days.

‘The cracked and glassy eye of the giant gleamed. It had
been removed from the machine’s head centuries ago. Be-
neath the giitering lens, Dol marched effortiessly despite the
weight. He wore Baragont's true mask.

Dol lowered the heavy ruin of the giant's eye to the
ground and tumed toward the audience. “It s I, the god of
the dead. Here | stand, vitorious over every foe. In al time
there has never been a destroyer such as me.” He looked at
the broken eye of the giant. “ am the last being this beast
ever saw. So | offe his eye to you, who moves al the worid.”

Baragont leaned forward on his throne. A small smile
formed on his round features. His stared was intense. Large
eyes giinted. His bloody scent mingled with the shadows.
Min felt izzy watching him watching Dol. She leaned back
until her head laid against the seat of the throne. Her eyes.
moved to follow Dol as he proceeded along the stage.

“I il smite every foe of the clock face, every foe of hu-
mankind who stands before me.”

Baragont's teeth glimmered with hints of lamplight as his
smile broadened. He hunched forward, hand gripping the
‘am rests, looking ke he wanted to dive from the box and
take the stage. Min could not tel i his smile meant he was
enraged or excited. She decided not to sk the former. She
placed a hand on his hand.

“Gracious death?" she said,

His eyes moved slowly toward her. “What?"

“Are you well?"

“I'm not the one who can barely sit up.” Baragont grinned
maniacally, but tears also gittered at the comers of hs eyes.
I only-If only | was free of this cursed disease,” he hissed.

She wrapped her fingers around as much of his hand as
she could. He sighed solftly. Min smiled at him. *Afer they.
leave the stage,” she sald despite her own inner protests.
“Let me heal you, your serene grace.”
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“lintend t.” Min pushed herself forward on her hands,
making the covers fall back from her chest to gather at her
waist. She stillwore the lacy dress from the previous night.
She tumed toward Dol. “As soon as | can walk, we'll leave.”

Dol started to reply, the question of how long once again
on his tongue.

“Joskit, Dol. Let me rest.”

He lowered his gaze. “Alight. But this isn't over.” He
tumed, eyes stil downcast, and led Ensanen out of the

“Thanks for the introduction.” Ensanen punched Dol
slightly harder than was playlul on the shoulder. His friend
stalked toward their quarters. Dol glared after him, but most
o his rage flowed inward.

"How stupic was I to bother her. Great job making a poor
impressions on someone you wish cared about you, idiot.

He stormed back out o the courtyard, grabbing his wind
fan from along the wallas he wen. Atleast when they finally
left he would have mastered fight.

kioX

FOR TWO WEEKS THE TROUPE played the Void Temple
each night. Dol solidified his performance as a generous,
‘and loud, Baragont. Every day he took time to visit with Mik-
ina while she recovered. Each time he arrived, she asked him
how the performance the previous night had gone. He would
tell her what play the troupe had performed, and she asked
him questions about his part. They talked and laughed, and
heloved her more.

Al fortnight after Mikina healed Baragont she walked
out into the courtyard one morning while he was training
with Ensanen. She supported herself on Gall's forearm and
‘carried her wind fan in her other hand. She was dressed in
white, as she always seemed to be, but with no cloak over






index-76_1.jpg
‘and grabbed the blade of Min's sword, not a trace of blood
‘on her. There wasn't even a wound where the sword should
have pierced her breast.

“You don't know as much about phantoms as | ex-
pected,” said Onnaka. She siashed razor-edged fingers at
Mikina's face.

Mikina released her grip on the hit of her sword and leapt
backward, out of Onnaka's reach. She glared at the phan-
tom. Onnaka pulled the sword out of her chest, revealing
nothing but a small cut in her clothing Where there ought to
have been a gaping death wound. “We cannot be harmed by
such simple weapons.” She switched the sword around to
hold the grip. “But ' going to enjoy giving this back to you,
Mikina Galas.”

Dol ran to Min's side.

“I'm alright,” she sald. Min tumed to face Onnaka. “You
shouldn't have taken my sword, bitch. | don' like using
Nalguta's povers.”

Onnaka swept the sword in a wide arc and smiled, both
ams extended, leaving her body completely exposed be-
tween blade on one side and talons on the other. *Hit me
wherever you want.” She laughed. I think you'll be disap-
pointed.”

Dol stared at Onnaka, eyes wide. How fs that possible?
The sword went straight through her. “Weapon can't hurt
her. What do we do?"

“We just need to see what the limitis to her power. She
blocked some of my blows, 50 she must be vuinerable in
some way.”

Onnaka started toward them. Mikina spread her fan.
“Can you keep her busy?"

Dol swallowed. “l y."

‘She nodded and then caught the breeze to ascend over
the rooftops. Onnaka stopped in her advance. “She thinks
You'l make a good distraction? Lucky for you | don't ke tak-
ing bait”

Dol drew in a breath and prepared to shout. A pair of
blades extended on a ail from each of Onnaka's shoulders.






index-27_1.jpg
pery with water he thanked the cord for keeping the fan from
escaping his grip. The damn thing could keep flying if he let
o, for all he knew.

‘The updraft ended abruptly and he glided lower, now
ahead of the giant but il within the clouds. He banked and
his gaze locked on the giant's four glassy eyes. The rusty.
metallc face was a grolesque parody of a human, with a
thick jaw and two dead machine eyes set under each brow.
Iron plates formed the rest of the face. Gleaming red streaks.
an from the swiveling lenses like tears the color of blood.

Dol setis jaw and recalled the legends of the true masks.
Each of the twelve gods had one. Any human who one be-
‘came that god's avatar. What powers did Baragont's mask
grant the wearer?

Five hundred years without the mask o the god of death
joining a battle left sketchy descrptions at best. Dol lacked
education in the old texts, despite Talonen teaching him to
read some of that dialect over the years. Dol wished he'd
been a better student.

One of the giant's hands swept toward him, four metal
fingers, each one thicker than Dol's whole body and two
thumbs of similar magnitude fanned out. He urged the fan to
gain alttude, but all he managed to do was accelerate for-
ward toward a destroying grasp.

He braced himeltfor the blow.

“Josker! You're not killng anyone else today!” The curse
‘and the furious cry belonged to a woman who flew by over
Dol's shouder.

A flicker of movement and wind rushed past, A rain-slick
blade gleamed silver. A slim female figure clad in white and
bome by a wind fan looped around one wist darted toward
the paim of the giant. Her sword buried in the giant's hand,
slcing clean through solid steel. She pulled the biade free
with equal ease.

From beside the woman, Dol glimpsed an inch-thick
steel control cable exposed through a gash in the palm. All
six of the giants fingers started o close about the two of
them.
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DOL WATCHED ENSANEN and the teamsters tending the
‘campire from the barrel where he sat with Cordomenn, Vere-
gir and Kedal beside a glowing lamp that cast the shadows:
of their hands and the cards they each held on the ground.

“They camped by a small pond for the nigh, then would
make for the blessed hostelin a nearby town the next morn-
ing. Cordomen raised the bet.

“They only gambied with tokens tonight, but Dol tred to
focus on the game, regardless. He didn't ke the idea of os-
ing to the old dramaturge or either of the younger actors, but
‘gradually Veregir collected amost althe tokens. Cordomen
and Kedal were forced out, but stayed watching Dol and
Veregir pay.

‘Bocoming an avatar didn't make you lucky." The boy
‘grinned as he collected more of Dol's tokens.

“Have you ever considered it made me less lucky?” Dol
said.

‘Gordomem shook his head. “Who would give you such a
notion, my friend?"

(ot me, but Mikina. She goes through so much. Not just
fighting.” Dol sighed, cards facedown on the flat top of the.
barrel.

“Well, you should worry more about the mess you're in
ight here.” Veregir laughed. “Ready to show your cards?”

Dol looked at his cards, a low hand to be sure if Veregir
‘continued in his lucky streak, and nodded. He and Veregir
tured over their cards, Veregir smiked. Dol grimaced, then
shrugged. “Good game, Regl."

“Ibeat an avatar! Not bad for  third son.”

“Brother,” said Kedal. “Don't be a bad winner.”

“Easy for you to complain,” said Veregi. “You didt just
beat Dol.”






index-152_1.jpg
“The strength went out of Min's sword amn from the elbow
1o the hand. She threw herself to one side, dragging her
sword uniil it el from unresponsive fingers.

Shit, I'm so weak.

She ducked under a thrust from the copy. Her move
dropped her so low she fell onto her chest. The mirror im-
‘age's blade siashed toward her. She rolled to one side and
snatched at the second self’s leg with her off-hand. Fingers.
found an alltoo familiar ankle. She dragged the copy to the
ground in a tangle of limbs.

‘Throwing herself sideways, Min landed in the crook of
her second self self's sword am. The force of her impact
knocked the weapon from the mirror being’s hand. She
surged up and hammered an off-hand blow into the fake
mask. The double screamed, a voice Min remembered from
years ago when her father had been angry, when it had torn
from her own lis.

‘She sank onto her knees over the mirror being, but did
ot st0p er blows. She swung again and again as the dou-
ble struggled to push her off.

“The mask cracked, then spiintered to pieces. The second
Self's cries died away and Min's heartbeat began to slow.
She looked up at Dol, her face streaked vith blood from
the body on the ground. He stood beside her, holding the
bloody-handled sword she had dropped.

Min realized she was crying as she met his eyes. “Shit,
Dol, don'tlook at me,” she said. “Not now.”

He offered her his hand. She took i. Ho pulled her to her
feet and handed her the sword, which she gripped in her
‘one usable hand. Min turned and looked up at the hag i the
tree. The hunched old crown drifted from the branches like
a small descending cloud. Min glared at the hag. “You josk-
ing," she said. “What was the point of this?"

“You tell me.” The crone laughed, head thrown back.

“You're the one that wanted to see the mirror trees. Just ke
the last one to come here.”

Min seothed with rage, but whatever the witch befor her
was, she wasn't human. Min's sword hand stilfet drained of






