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    Visualize my brother, Smoke, as he stalks the forest road. He is a shadow, lost amid the mottled shadows of the trees. The woman he hunts does not see him. She is alone, hurrying south toward Nefión. A gauntlet of imagined fears lies before her—roots to bruise her toes, windfalls to block the way, wolves within the shadows—but none of these slow her pace. They are nothing against the fear that follows behind her—and my brother’s presence she suspects not at all.

  


  
    He is a murderer, my Smoke. Though he’s just eighteen, at least 172 lives have ended against the edge of his sword. Maybe more. It’s likely there are slayings I haven’t discovered yet. Smoke doesn’t keep count of the dead, but I do.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Hunt

  


  
    Smoke crept to a vantage along a curve in the road. Peering past a veil of late summer leaves, he watched the woman approach. She carried a sack over one shoulder and held a staff in her hand. She walked south with great haste, until she was stopped at the curve by a puddle of rainwater and ox dung that stretched clear across the road. She hesitated, staring at the mire with a distressed gaze. The gush of her breath was the loudest sound in the forest. “Rot it,” she whispered. “I am not getting my boots wet.”

  


  
    Using the staff to balance, she edged carefully around the puddle, brushing up against the leafy screen where Smoke was hidden.


    He smiled.


    By her ugly clothes he knew she was Binthy—a tribe of sheep herders and farmers who lived in the plains north of the Wild Wood. Binthy women were well known for their poor taste. They dressed like boys as often as not, in breeches and tunic with a shapeless wool poncho to keep warm, and so it was with this woman—though she was a pretty thing, despite it.


    Smoke admired her youthful face, tanned brown from a summer in the sun, flushed now, and glistening with exertion. Her black hair was bobbed just past her shoulders. She showed little care for it, having tied it crudely with a braided string behind her neck. She had a sweet mouth and a graceful nose, but as he studied her it was her eyes that captivated him. They were a deep-dark black, framed by heavy lashes and full of heat.


    As she arrived on the other side of the puddle she stopped and turned, using those exquisite eyes to search the forest shadows on both sides of the road. She stared directly at Smoke’s hiding place, but still she didn’t see him.


    Next, she looked back the way she’d come. She held her breath, the better to listen. Smoke held his breath and listened too, but there was only the sound of a breeze rustling the tree tops. Her pursuers were drawing close, but they had not caught her yet.


    She set out again, renewing her frantic pace, but she had not gone ten paces when Smoke stepped out onto the path behind her. He allowed the leaves to rustle, and she whirled around as if she’d heard the growling of a wolf.


    Smoke grinned. She was a pretty thing. “Here you are alone,” he observed.


    Her mouth fell open. Her eyes went wide. But she was a shepherd girl accustomed to guarding the sheep from marauding wolves and in a moment she had her staff raised in a defensive pose.


    He cocked an eyebrow. “Are you afraid of me?”


    She lied to him from the first. “No!”


    Her defiance excited him. “Then you are the only one. All the other women, they feared me at the start. There is no help for it. I have a fearsome aspect.”


    She actually had the temerity to look him up and down. What she saw was a tall, lean, youth, with handsome features and laughing eyes that glittered green as if with their own light. His honey-brown hair was tied in a tail on top of his head so that it cascaded in a plume down his back. His only flaw was a three-inch, sunken scar that ran from the left side of his throat down to his shoulder, spoiling the curve of his neck. He was dressed in tailored breeches and a green silk tunic, both badly worn, and over all, a long, brown, leather coat. On his back he carried a sword and a bow, and at his waist, two knives. Brown leather gloves protected his hands. His tall boots were mud stained, and scuffed with wear.


    He took a step closer to her. “It’s a wonder that you’re here in the forest, all alone.”


    She lied to him a second time. “I am not alone.”


    “No longer,” he conceded, “now that I’m here. Tell me your plan. Where is it you’re going?”


    She raised her chin in brave defiance. “I am going with my kin to Nefión. It’s only that my brother annoyed me, so I ran ahead to escape his teasing. He’ll be here soon, though, along with my father and—”


    Smoke took another step toward her. This time her knuckles whitened around the staff and she stepped back two. “Come no closer!”


    He shrugged. “So what have you brought to sell?”


    “What?”


    “Nefión is a merchant town. What have you brought to sell there?”


    As she pondered an answer, Smoke took his turn to look her up and down. He imagined the pretty figure that was surely hidden beneath her dirty poncho and dowdy clothes, and for the first time he noticed that she had a sweet scent, a feral perfume that stirred his desire. By the time his gaze returned to her face his mouth felt oddly dry and his heart was beating faster than need required. Never before had he felt so drawn to any woman.


    When he spoke again his voice had gone soft and husky. “I am taken suddenly with a fancy for you.”


    “Oh, no!” Her eyes narrowed and she raised her staff higher, ready to strike.


    He scowled in indignant surprise. “But why not? I like the look of you. And besides”—(it had only just occurred to him)—“I am in need of a wife.”


    She should have been impressed with his willingness to do right by her, but it wasn’t so.


    Her mouth opened, and then closed again in confusion. A glint of desperation lit her eyes. “I-I don’t think so!” she stammered, backing slowly away. “If you had me for a wife, it would be a very sad thing for you. You are a good man, I can see it. So I will tell you in all truth, I would make you a terrible wife. Terrible! I am like a boy in almost all things. Likely I would poison you with my cooking, and rats would run through my house. The chickens would not be put away, and the children would be dirty and ill-mannered and I would forget to keep an eye on them and they would fall in a well or be eaten by wolves. If you want a wife, you should make your way to Nefión. As you say, it is a merchant city and so there must be many young women there better suited than me.”


    By this time she had opened a considerable gap between them. Smoke felt her readiness. He knew that in another moment she would turn and flee. “You give too much credit to the women of Nefión. I’ve seen them. They’re not like you. I’ve never seen anyone else like you. You’re a wild thing, silly as a wolf cub, but very pretty, and you smell very nice. It’s you I fancy. Come, say you’ll be my wife.”


    “No! Stay away from me! I don’t even know your name. You are some crazed forest spirit, I think.”


    He scowled, annoyed at her resistance. “Crazed? Me? What have I done that’s crazed? You, on the other hand, have shown no hint of good judgment, fleeing to Nefión as if you will find sheep to tend there. I warn you there are no sheep, and if you go there you’ll soon discover that all you have to sell is yourself.”


    She blinked in doubt, but then resolve came over her again. “No, I am going. I will not go home.”


    He rolled his eyes in exasperation.


    She seized that moment. While his gaze was turned imploringly skyward toward the Dread Hammer, she fled, racing away south along the road.


    Smoke laughed in delight at her daring. Then he slipped again into the trees and he pursued her in utter silence, with a speed she could not hope to match.

  


  
    

  


  
    A brook crossed the road a quarter mile farther on. Smoke came first to the ford. He waited until the woman drew near, then he stepped out from the mottled shadows to meet her. “Tell me your name.”

  


  
    A little screech of terror escaped her. She skidded to such a swift stop that she fell back on her rear. But she was up again in a moment. “How can you be here ahead of me? Are there two of you? Who are you?”


    “I am one and I am alone, though I would have you alongside me. Please tell me your name.”


    “It is Ketty! My name is Ketty, and I cannot be your wife because I am already betrothed.”


    Smoke nodded. “I know. You don’t care for him. He’s near your father’s age and has already used up two wives—so you ran away.”


    Ketty’s lips parted in a round “O” of astonishment. “How do you know that?”


    “Haven’t you told me?”


    “I’ve never seen you before! I only ever said such things when I spoke my prayers to the Dread Hammer.”


    “Just so. I heard your prayer. It’s why I’m here.” Smoke lifted his gaze to look past her. “He’s coming along with your father, you know. They’re riding horses and they’re very near. You can’t outrun them.” He looked at her again. “But I’ll kill them for you.”


    To his surprise, she greeted this proposal with horror. “No! My brothers and sisters will starve if my father is not there to care for them.”


    “Ah, I hadn’t considered that.” Smoke frowned, thinking hard. “I’ll spare your father then, if I can, but I’ll slay your betrothed.”


    “No,” Ketty insisted, even more firmly. “I do not care for him, but he has small children too and no wife—” The sound of hoof beats interrupted her. They came with a cantering rhythm, faint at first but swiftly growing louder. Ketty made a frightened moan as she spun around to look.


    “There’s not much time,” Smoke pointed out. “So what do you want me to—?”


    Ketty gave him no answer, but instead turned and fled, east into the trees. She went with no grace at all, crashing through the ferns and sliding in the moss, leaving a trail a child could follow. Smoke looked after her in exasperation. Why did she have to make this so difficult? It would be a simple thing to cut open their throats . . . though of course she was right, there were children to consider.


    So with a great sigh he set his soul to glide along the threads that lay beneath the world. In doing so his worldly reflection—that part of him that Ketty saw as a man—was dissolved by the speed of his passage. If Ketty had been watching she would have sworn he transformed into a long plume of scentless gray smoke that streamed away between the trees though there was no wind to carry it.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ferns grew lush between the trees. Ketty bounded through them, until Smoke caught up with her. In a swirl of gray vapor, he manifested not two steps ahead. She had no chance at all to stop. With a tiny cry she crashed into him, knocking him off balance, even as his arms closed around her.

  


  
    He made sure they fell together. He went down on his side to avoid breaking his bow, and the ferns closed over them. They would have been nicely hidden if Ketty hadn’t started to struggle. Smoke rolled her onto her back, pinning her against the ground as he hissed in her ear. “Be still or they’ll know you’re here! If they come hunting you, I’ll have to kill them.”


    “What are you?” she whimpered. “I saw you. You were smoke—!”


    He scowled at her, lying helpless beneath him in the green twilight under the ferns. “That’s what my sisters named me, but you don’t have to name me the same.”


    “Smoke?” she whispered, as the vibration of the cantering hooves rumbled up from the ground.


    “It will be fixed if you say it again,” he warned.


    Her brow wrinkled in abject confusion. “Smoke?”


    His lip curled. “It’s done then.”


    “Are you a forest spirit? One of the Hauntén?”


    “Hush now. They’re here.”


    A man’s deep voice boomed over them. “Ketty! You clumsy sow. You left a trail for me to follow as plain as the forest road.” Fern fronds crunched under the horses’ hooves. “I brought my whip, Ketty, and your husband.”


    Ketty opened her mouth. Smoke clapped a hand over it before she could protest that the widower was not her husband yet. She stared up at him with wild eyes. Stay still. He mouthed the words. Do not move. Do not show yourself.


    She nodded tentatively and he took his hand away. Then he reached out again to the threads that formed the weft of the world and, seeming to become a heavy pall of gray smoke, he sank away into the moist ground.

  


  
    

  


  
    The living soil was a reflection thrown off by a maze of fine threads in the world-beneath. Smoke let his awareness divide and slide across the threads’ tangled paths as he hunted for a spirit of mist. There were many ancient forces within the weft and warp of the world-beneath. Most of them were too dangerous to disturb, but the mist was one Smoke did not fear. So when he found it, he woke it up.

  


  
    It stirred, sleepily at first. He called to it again.


    Such forces expected to be summoned only by the Hauntén, the forest spirits. Smoke was not such. The mist was overcome with anger when it realized this. It boiled up out of the ground, determined to chill and deceive the insolent creature that had dared to waken it. It came so swiftly that its cold, billowing vapor startled the horses, making them snort and draw back.


    Both men were nearly unseated. They cried out in consternation. Then the one who was betrothed shouted to Ketty’s father. “This is a haunted place! It was not my wife we heard crashing away, but some enchanted creature.”


    Ketty’s father was a braver man. “The print of her foot was on the road. It is her, and if you would have her for a wife, then stay and find her!”


    But his horse danced beneath him, close to panic, snorting, stamping, turning in circles. Smoke heard the outraged pleas of the crushed ferns, Send them away! Send them away!


    Since that was the result Smoke desired anyway, he consented to the task.


    Following the threads back up from the ground, he manifested behind a tree, and at once he let go a great screech like the cry of a banshee.


    The horses reared and whinnied. Ignoring the shouts of their riders, they plunged back to the road and fled, galloping north, returning to the safety of their home.


    Smoke wiped the wet of the mist off his forehead. “It would have been easier to kill them,” he groused.


    Ketty made no answer, and when he went to look for her he discovered she was no longer among the ferns. “Ah, Ketty, you are a clever, wild wolf.” Closing his eyes to listen, he heard faintly the rustle of her passage. She was fleeing east, away from the trail and deeper into the Wild Wood. If she had doubled back, crossing the trail to run west instead, he might have let her go. Running west would have been a bad sign. The Puzzle Lands lay to the west. He’d been born there, and had run away, and was determined never to go again. But Ketty had run east, straight toward the sanctuary of his secret holding in the Wild Wood as if she knew the way and was eager to reach it.


    “Ketty, you can’t deny we are meant for each other.” With a pleased smile he let his reflection dissolve again and he set out after her, an errant shimmer of smoke breaking free of the mist’s cold temper.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    Our prayers are spoken to the Dread Hammer, but other spirits can hear them too.

  


  
    Long ago the warriors of the Lutawan king used to come north into the Puzzle Lands to hunt and abuse our people, and to take our women south to be sold like beasts in the marketplace. We longed for vengeance and prayed to the Dread Hammer to teach us the ways of war. Koráy of the Hauntén overheard our prayer and alone among the forest spirits, she felt bidden to answer it.


    Leaving her mother and her sisters, Koráy glided west along the strong threads of the world’s weft until she came to the very edge of the Wild Wood, but from there she could not bring herself to go on, not while she still heard her mother’s voice calling her home through the maze of fine threads that bound her to the Hauntén.


    So Koráy prayed to the Dread Hammer to break those threads. Afterward she could no longer summon the forces of the Wild Wood or move as smoke along the weft of the world, and when she looked at the world and the world-beneath, she knew they were not the same.


    Koráy wove new threads, and with them she bound herself, heart and soul, to the people of the Puzzle Lands, who later named themselves the Koráyos people, and who call those of us who are the descendants of Koráy “the Bidden,” because Koráy came when she was bidden to do so.

  


  
    

  


  
    Negotiations

  


  
    The Bidden had served as guardians of the Puzzle Lands for five generations, but they were not kings. The Koráyos people ruled themselves, deciding right and wrong and settling their internal affairs through councils and judiciary, but all authority for security and defense belonged to the Bidden—first to the Trenchant Dehan, and then to his twin daughters, Takis and Tayval.

  


  
    The twins were forever linked to one another by Koráy’s binding threads. Takis was eldest, if only by an hour. People said she was a spirit like Koráy—proud and bright, a born leader. She was a warrior by choice, a diplomat by need, a seductress as the chance presented itself, and a beloved figure to the Koráyos people. By contrast, Tayval was an enigma. She was rarely seen outside the family hall at the Fortress of Samerhen, and she never spoke, not even to the Trenchant. Many assumed her to be simple, but the truth was otherwise. While Takis was the bright face of the twins, Tayval was the source of their deep intellect and power.


    Both were in conflict with their father, the Trenchant Dehan.


    “I differ from my father,” Takis said softly, whispering into the ear of the Lutawan general as they lay together in her tent, with only a single oil lamp to hold back the night's shadows. “I think our conquest of the borderlands is a mistake. Holding this territory doesn’t make us more secure. It only feeds resentment, and makes it harder to negotiate what I want—a true and lasting peace between our people.”


    The general lay on his back, his eyes closed, a half smile on his lips as he listened to her . . . or perhaps he was just enjoying the warmth of her breath against his ear. Certainly he was relaxed, pleased with his prowess and deeply satisfied. Takis had seen to that—and she was well equipped for the task. Still young at twenty-six, comely if not beautiful, dark haired, green eyed, with a warm-brown, well-balanced face and an athletic figure, she had easily won the general’s appreciation.


    “I have a heartfelt regard for you,” he confessed in a gentled voice.


    His was a strong and handsome face with a proud nose and chin, smooth lips, and a sun-darkened, brown complexion. His black beard was neatly trimmed, as was his black hair. Takis had enjoyed him as a lover—she was a bit befuddled by how much she had liked him.The taste of his skin had pleased her so much more than other men she'd known. Even better, she liked his temper. Nedgalvin felt like a man who could think for himself and could think in radical new ways while still knowing how to appease the old guard. How else could he have been promoted to general at the age of thirty-seven?


    Takis said, “In my experience, a man who finds himself welcomed into his enemy's bed is inclined to think he has already won the war. Are you such a man?”


    He opened his eyes to look at her. “Are you such a woman, to bring the battlefield into your bed?”


    “I am.”


    He stiffened, as if suddenly suspecting that she had a knife hidden in the bedding.


    She smiled at this revealed fear. “It's not my ambition to bring you down Nedgalvin, but to raise you up.”


    He gave her a crooked smile. “You have already done that, lady, quite effectively.” Then he rolled onto his side, reaching for her, as if ready to start all over again.


    “In a more permanent fashion!” Takis protested with a laugh, letting him spill her over onto her back. He set about kissing her cheeks, her neck, her breasts, while Takis said, “I tire of your king. I think war is his only amusement.”


    “Perhaps you’re right. But I have more diverse interests.” His kisses wandered ever lower on her belly.


    “Ah, but you are a rational man.”


    “I was, before I lost my head over you.”


    Takis drew in a quick breath as he gently spread her legs, tasting what was there. Her fingers grasped at his hair as she whispered, “A rational man—like you—would make a better king.”


    He stopped his ministrations, raising his head to gaze at her with anxious eyes. “Don’t speak such words, Lady. They will be heard. Know that my only ambition is to serve the king.”


    Takis nodded somberly. “That is right and proper, whoever the king may ultimately be.”


    “Are you a kingmaker, Takis?”


    “I cannot negotiate with the existing one, so it seems I’m forced to be.” She sat up, shifting so that she was cross-legged in the bed. “Think on it, Nedgalvin. Peace would be a benefit for both of us, but peace is impossible while the Lutawan king preaches that our oppression and enslavement is mandated by your god.”


    Takis knew the true name of this god was Hepen the Watcher. He was cast out of the north long ago by the Dread Hammer. But in the south people had forgotten his name and called him only ‘God.’


    “The king speaks for God,” Nedgalvin said as if by rote. “You must submit to him to be saved.”


    “We would rather be saved from him.”


    The general winced. He sat up in turn. “Is it true you’re a witch who can read a man’s mind?”


    Takis laughed. “The Dread Hammer is not so cruel as to force me to wallow in a man’s unfiltered thoughts.”


    The general did not share her humor. “I wish you could hear mine now. I dare not speak them.”


    “Because the king hears all things?”


    The general nodded.


    “Whatever the reach of his mind, he can’t penetrate the Puzzle Lands. Will you cross the border and come to me so we may speak freely?”


    “I cannot.”


    “I’ll open the way for you.”


    “I would be missed.”


    “For a single night?”


    “Can I trust you?” he wondered.


    “You must chance it, but I assure you it’s a chance worth taking. Will you come?”


    He thought on it for many seconds, and in truth Takis could not read his intention. Then at last he nodded. “I will come.”


    Takis smiled. “Then our present negotiations are done. Return to your own encampment now. But two nights hence, an hour past sunset, come alone to the Trader’s Stone—you know where that is?”


    “Yes, but there is no pass over the mountains there.”


    “There will be when you come. Ride past the stone, toward the Séferi Mountains. The way will be open. We call it Scout’s Pass. The trail is very narrow at times, but once you reach the crest, you’ll see Fort Veshitan.” She cocked her head, studying him thoughtfully. “I’ll tell you this, as a token to affirm my good faith. All the women who flee from the southern kingdom seeking refuge in the Puzzle Lands are housed for a time at Fort Veshitan. There are at least a hundred there at all times, being schooled in our customs. This is how I know it’s possible for your people to learn new ways. Will you come?”


    The general’s face had gone stony, though whether to hide his anger or his eagerness Takis could not say—nor did it matter. He must prove his own good faith. “I will come,” he said gruffly. “But only if you withdraw all your troops from the region around the Trader’s Stone, and from this hidden pass. I will not risk being seen in an act of treachery.”


    “The way will be open to you,” Takis said again. “As a sign of my good faith I will withdraw all my troops and also the spells of deception and confusion that protect the pass.”


    The general nodded. “So be it.”


    They both dressed. Then Takis walked with the general across the encampment, each one flanked by their own escort. At the edge of the Koráyos lines they bid one another a formal goodbye. The general and his men mounted their horses and set out toward the Lutawan encampment, marked by a scattering of small fires more than a mile away.


    Takis stood watching their retreat until her sister, Tayval’s, voice spoke crisp and emotionless in the back of her mind. Don’t hope too much.


    “Perhaps he’s braver than he seems,” Takis said softly.


    Two women on watch stood nearby. Both looked up at the sound of her voice, but only for a moment. The Koráyos soldiers were used to Takis, “speaking to ghosts.”


    Takis bid them both good night, then returned to her tent, alone.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    There is the world, and then there is the world-beneath. In my mind they are separate places, but Smoke is like the Hauntén in that he sees no separation and moves easily in both. He’s like the Hauntén in that the lives of inconvenient people mean little to him. He’s like the Hauntén in that his eyes shine with an emerald gleam when the light is dim. He is often mistaken for a forest spirit, but Smoke is not Hauntén. It’s not in his nature to summon the forces of the Wild Wood as the true forest spirits will do.

  


  
    And yet for reasons no one understands, Smoke is not like us.


    We are the Bidden. We are bound to the people of the Puzzle Lands by the threads laid on our family long ago by the Hauntén named Koráy.


    The threads Koráy wove bound all her descendants for five generations—all, that is, except my brother, Smoke, whose heart was not entangled until that day on the forest road.

  


  
    

  


  
    A Pretty Wife

  


  
    Ketty ran, not knowing if she was more afraid of her father’s wrath or of the mad Hauntén. She ran until her lungs burned, until she couldn’t take another step. Then she collapsed, rolling beneath the fine, trembling branches of a pale green bush, the better to hide herself. She lay on her back, her chest heaving, already unsure from what direction she’d come.

  


  
    A minute passed and her breath quieted. Several more minutes went by and still she heard no sound of footsteps. Maybe she’d escaped? She hoped so. Truly. Although there had been something sweet about the mad Hauntén, despite his bluster . . . and something tantalizing in the scent of him as he lay against her in the ferns, something like sun on rocks, or dark red flowers . . .


    But it wouldn’t do to think on that. She had to get to Nefión.


    So Ketty gathered her courage and crept out from beneath the bush, moving as quietly as she could manage. She looked around—and gasped when she saw Smoke standing only a few feet away. He was leaning up against a tree trunk, his arms crossed in an attitude of patient waiting. As their eyes met he greeted her with a pleased smile. “I’m glad you changed your mind, Ketty. I thought you’d be more stubborn.”


    Ketty leaped to her feet, regretting how she’d let her thoughts stray—but he couldn’t know, could he? “What do you mean?” she asked with a hammering heart.


    “How did you know this was the way to my holding?”


    “Is it?” Ketty looked about at the endless, undistinguished trees. “I didn’t know. And I don’t want to go to your holding! I was just running away from the forest road. I don’t dare set foot on it again, my father could return. Tell me please, is there some other way to Nefión?”


    His cheerful aspect changed at once to something fearsome. His green eyes glittered with a dangerous light. “You still speak of Nefión?”


    Ketty shivered. The thread of her life felt suddenly fragile, but she held onto her courage and answered, “I do. There is some other way, isn’t there?”


    He scowled and shrugged exactly like a resentful boy. “There are countless ways if you make your own path.”


    Again, Ketty looked around. Every direction seemed the same to her. “Won’t I become lost?”


    “Yes, of course you will. Lost or eaten.”


    “I won’t be lost if you show me the way.”


    “And why would I do that?”


    Making an effort, she put on her sweetest smile. “To show me your kind heart.”


    “I don’t have a kind heart, and nor do I lie, as you do.”


    “Oh, rot it!” She bent to pick up her staff. “Just tell me which way the forest road lies. I’ll take my chances there.”


    “It lies back the way you came!”


    “Right! Of course it does. And, well—”An embarrassed flush warmed her cheeks. “Which way is that?”


    He turned his gaze briefly skyward, as if imploring the Dread Hammer for an extra share of patience. Then he fixed his green eyes on her again. His anger had faded, leaving him perplexed and maybe a little hurt. “Ketty, why do you pretend not to like me? Why do you play at running way?”


    Her treacherous heart wondered the same thing, but she defied it, and him. Thumping her staff against the ground, she said, “You are the most astonishing creature! So utterly spoiled. Look at you—pouting!—because I have not agreed to take you out of the blue as my husband.”


    “You only refuse because you’re stubborn. You want me. I know you do. You’re just too proud to admit it.”


    “That is not true.”


    “And you should be flattered that I want you.”


    “You are so vain!”


    “So? I have good cause. I’m beautiful. My sisters always said so.” He licked his lips and spoke more softly. “You think so too. I can hear your heart beating faster when you look at me.”


    “That’s because I’m afraid!”


    “You even like the way I smell, don’t you?”


    She blushed. “You are impossible! You will drive me to distraction! Even if you are beautiful—and I’m not saying that you are!—I don’t even know you.”


    “You know me. You’ve named me.”


    “Smoke? What kind of a name is that? That’s not a man’s name, but then you’re not a man are you? You’re a forest spirit. One of the Hauntén.”


    This was too much for him. He drew back, affronted. “How have I harmed you, that you take such delight in insulting me? Of course I’m a man. How could I fancy you otherwise?”


    “Today you fancy me, but what of tomorrow, next month, next year? What will become of me when your sudden fancy turns to someone else?”


    “And who should it turn to?” He looked around, his arms spread wide, palms up in a helpless gesture. “Who else is here to distract me?”


    Ketty was stunned. “You live alone in the Wild Wood?”


    “I told you I am but one and I am alone. Don’t you pay attention to anything I say? Ketty, you must cease this argument and yield to me now. There’s no good reason for you to decline.”


    “Oh, yes there is! I don’t fancy you.”


    For a moment he appeared too stunned to speak. Had he never considered such a possibility? But a moment later a bright smile chased his doubt away. “Ketty, you are such a liar.”


    She bridled. “How dare you speak—” But just then a cloud shifted, sliding from the face of the sun. A brighter light reached through the leaves to flicker over his handsome features: his pretty, golden-honey hair, his fine nose, his white teeth, his sparkling green eyes. The scar on his neck was cast into shadow. Ketty blinked, her heart racing and her throat gone dry. “It’s just . . . I planned to go to Nefión.”


    Smoke stepped closer. He held his hand out to her. “It’s better here. No one comes here. It’s a hidden place. Your father will never find you, and I’ll share it only with you.”


    She thought it over. To go with this creature was surely a mad thing to do, and yet her treacherous heart was urging her to give in, if only for the present. “I am very tired,” she conceded. “Maybe I could stay at your house tonight before I go on to Nefión?”


    Smoke took his hand back. He lifted his chin. “You’re as nervous as a she-wolf just out of the den.”


    “Well, if you don’t want me to come—”


    He bared his teeth. “Oh, I want you. Very much.”


    She shivered, but when he turned to go she yielded and followed meekly after him. What choice did she have? Better to go with the mad Hauntén than wait for the wolves to find her.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Wild Wood was an old, old forest. Perhaps as old as the world, though Smoke rarely paused to consider such things. Bright green ferns grew in the gloom beneath the trees, their fronds hiding a clutter of fallen branches. Looking less happy than the ferns, azaleas and berry bushes bided against the day a storm might bring down an elder tree and open their dim world to light.

  


  
    It would not be this day. Above a scaffolding of old branches the trees still held on to their summer leaf. The canopy shuffled and swayed, sending random glints of light tumbling to the forest floor. The glittering was quenched occasionally when clouds passed over the sun, but it was still a fine day, one of the last of summer. Smoke thought there might be a fog that night and rain tomorrow, but he didn’t fret on it. Tomorrow would take care of itself. Today, his only concern was to bring Ketty to his holding.


    Of course they had to go on foot and this annoyed him. He hated walking. Why bother with it when he could slide with great speed along the threads beneath the world? But Ketty couldn’t follow him on that path so he was forced to walk with her.


    It was a very long way. He hadn’t realized how long, since he’d never walked it before. The farther they went, the farther it seemed they still had to go and so, frustrated, Smoke went ever faster. He was sure that as soon as he brought Ketty to his holding, as soon as she saw the pretty cottage he had built, the last of her doubts would be chased away and she would confess that she did indeed love him.


    “Smoke!”


    Her distant cry startled him. He looked back to find that she had fallen behind yet again, and so again, he waited for her. He was already carrying her sack. She’d been willing to let him do that, though she insisted on keeping her staff.


    “You should be better at walking than I am,” he said as she came huffing up.


    Her temper flashed. “You are taller than me, and you haven’t been walking for two nights and a day without rest, and you are Hauntén.”


    “I am a man.”


    “How much farther?”


    He thought on it, feeling the pull and stretch of the threads. “Some while yet. But there’s a brook not far from here. It’s a good place to rest.”


    Far off through the trees there came the sweet wail of a wolf’s howl. Another answered it, and then many took up the song. It was a misty sound, floating down from the tree tops. Smoke closed his eyes, the better to listen, until he felt Ketty clutch his hand. She was trembling. “Are you afraid?” he asked with an amused smile.


    “They are wolves!”


    “Of course they’re wolves. I like to follow them sometimes when I’m hunting.” He laughed. “It annoys them when I take the fawn they wanted for their own dinner.”


    “They do not hunt you?”


    “Why would I let them?”


    She looked up at him with her dark eyes. Such pretty eyes. “And the bears?” she asked. “Are you afraid of them?”


    “No, nor the lions. And you don’t need to be afraid either while you’re with me. Now come.” His hand tightened on hers. “The brook isn’t far, and you’ll feel better in the sunlight.”


    But to his exasperation she shook off his hand, and insisted she would follow two paces behind.

  


  
    

  


  
    In unnumbered spring floods the brook had polished clean a field of smooth gray stone that now, at summer’s end, flanked its glistening water. Ketty lay back, her head pillowed against her sack and her eyes closed as she basked in the golden light of afternoon.

  


  
    Smoke stood gazing at the pretty turn of her face. He did fancy her. He truly did. Never before had he felt this way about any woman. But he was discouraged. Why would she not admit that she cared for him too?


    The song of wolves reached them again. Ketty stiffened. After a moment she spoke without opening her eyes. “Is there anything in the Wild Wood that can cause you harm?”


    “Don’t worry on it. We’re nowhere near the dark heart.”


    Ketty opened her eyes, raising her hand to shade them from the brilliance of the sky. “Then there is something you fear?”


    “The Hauntén live in the dark heart of the forest, but I don’t go there.” For as long as he could remember he’d felt a dread of the Hauntén and their fastness deep in the Wild Wood. But he did not tell this to Ketty. “My holding is hidden, and safe. No one even knows it exists, and I’ll kill anyone who learns it.”


    Ketty sat up. “So you really would have killed my father, if I’d let you?”


    “It would have been better. Less risk.”


    “You speak as if you’ve killed men before.”


    Smoke laughed. “Did you truly wonder? Of course I’ve killed men before. It’s nothing and I don’t care about it.” He walked down to the water’s edge where he knelt, gazing at the shapes of fishes swimming at the bottom of a deep, calm pool.


    I don’t care about it.


    Without warning, a sick heat stirred in his belly. He grimaced, and then he heard himself speaking in a soft voice that hardly seemed his own, “I don’t like to kill women or their children.”


    The words were hardly out when the feeling passed. Why had he spoken at all? “Don’t think on it,” he told himself in a whisper. He stood up again and in a firmer voice he said, “Come, Ketty. The days have grown shorter, and we still have some long way to go.”


    He turned, and was surprised to find Ketty already on her feet, her sack slung over her shoulder, and her staff raised against him as fear and fury waged in her eyes. “You’ve murdered children?”


    He was taken by surprise and his own temper flashed. “They weren’t your people! And anyway, it was a war. The Trenchant commanded it.”


    She was aghast. “The Trenchant? You’re a Koráyos warrior? From the Puzzle Lands?”


    “Ketty, will there never be an end to your questions? You try my patience!”


    “Answer me, Smoke! Are you a Koráyos warrior?”


    “I was, but no longer. Now can we go?”


    “No.” Ketty took a step back. “I don’t want to go any farther with a bloody-handed servant of the Bidden.”


    Smoke’s hands squeezed into fists. A flush heated his neck and cheeks. Ketty must have sensed his perilous mood. She gasped, stumbling away as if expecting him to come after her with his sword. He wondered if he should.


    Then again, the wolves were hunting.


    “Go on!” he told her. “Go on your way. I’m young yet. I’ll find another woman.” He turned his back on her and walked on, so used to walking now that in the tumult of his thoughts he forgot there was another way.


    Leaving the sun-warmed rock, he slipped into the shadows of the forest. That was when Ketty called after him in a tentative voice, “Smoke?”


    He ignored her.


    She called him again. “Smoke!”


    He berated himself. You’re being a fool! He knew he should go back and kill her. It wasn’t likely that she could evade the wolves and find her way out of the forest, but it wasn’t impossible either. And if she escaped? If she spoke of him? If word of his presence got back to the Puzzle Lands? He couldn’t risk it!


    So turn around and kill her!


    He only walked faster until she cried out after him, “Smoke, wait!”


    Her command stopped him short. It wasn’t something he willed. His lip curled in frustration. He told himself to walk on, walk on, but he stood rooted in place. Curse the prayers of women! He was bidden by them, especially when it was one woman alone and in need.


    Ketty’s boots rustled thoughtlessly in the leaf litter as she bounded after him. “Smoke.”


    To his surprise she caught his hand again. She looked up at him with a glint of tears in her dark eyes. But he shook his head. “You’re too difficult, Ketty.”


    “I know I am, but it’s because I was born wrong. My mother said I was born under the red moon. Its spirit crept inside me, and that’s why I am like I am. My brothers and sisters are all good and obedient, but I’m not. I’m stubborn, and lazy, and pig-headed too—and I always argue.”


    “Ketty of the Red Moon,” he said with disdain. Then he reclaimed his hand and set off again. But he wasn’t thinking anymore of killing her. He knew he couldn’t do it. He’d have to rely on the wolves no matter the risk.


    But she wasn’t cooperating at all. Instead of going on her way, she was trotting alongside him. “Smoke, would you . . . really find another woman?”


    “Yes.”


    “You’ve given up then?”


    “Yes.”


    “But I think we’re bound together.”


    He stopped again and glared down at her.


    She blinked hard as tears threatened to spill over. She spoke in a choked voice. “I . . . I was thinking that maybe—if you’re done with murdering—that maybe you’re better company than wolves.”


    His smile blossomed. He couldn’t help himself. “That’s not what you were thinking.” He touched her soft cheek and to his delight she actually leaned into his hand. “You were thinking how much you’d like to spend tonight in my bed.”


    That spoiled it. She drew back, wide eyed. “No! Well, sort of . . . but I don’t like it that I have no choice!”


    “You had a choice between me and the widower, between me and the wolves. I don’t have any choice at all.”


    “I’m supposed to feel sorry for you?”


    He shrugged.


    “You’re impossible!”


    “Kiss me anyway.”


    “Or go to the wolves?”


    “You already have the soul of a sharp-toothed wolf. Don’t deny it! You’re a wild thing.”


    “All right then.” She set her hand on his left shoulder—but her attention was immediately caught by the deep scar on his neck. “Did you get that in battle?”


    “That was from a Lutawan officer named Nedgalvin. I’ll find him and kill him someday.”


    “It looks like your head was almost cut off!”


    “It almost was. Now kiss me.”


    He was awash in her presence. Ketty must have felt the same way, because she needed no more encouragement. Standing on her toes she stretched up to press her lips against his—


    And Smoke chuckled deep in his throat. “You don’t know how to kiss, do you?”


    She drew back. “And what do you expect? I’ve never kissed anyone before.”


    “I have, and it’s done softly. Like this.” He bent, and brushed his lips against hers, and then he went deeper, and as he tasted her mouth he felt a mesh of binding threads weaving tight between them.

  


  
    

  


  
    “It is such a very little cottage, isn’t it?” Ketty said, in a very small voice.

  


  
    It was day’s end, and they stood on the edge of a dainty round meadow of tasseled grass. Five deer had been peacefully browsing but at Ketty’s voice they startled, bounding away along the bank of a brook that ran along the meadow’s southern edge, until they disappeared within the towering forest. Mist gleamed all along the brook’s course, made golden by the setting sun, but on the meadow’s north side twilight had already come. A hill stood there, studded with tumbled gray boulders that wore cloaks of moss. A scatter of stunted trees grew between them. At the foot of the hill, flanked by groves of young aspen already gold in leaf, was a tiny round cottage of wattle and daub. It had a single door, woven of sticks. No windows looked out from its brown walls. It huddled shyly beneath the wide overhang of a thatch roof that it wore like a tall, conical hat. Faint skeins of smoke seeped up through the thatch, to escape into the sky.


    Smoke looked on it with great pride. He had built it himself, alone. It was the first time he had ever built anything. “It’s a perfect round,” he bragged. “As round as the sun, so fine that a hearth spirit has come to live there, and keep the fire lit.”


    Ketty pressed a knuckle against her lip and spoke with some despair. “The smoke is coming up through the thatch. Why is there no chimney?”


    “Because this old way is better. The smoke keeps the small creatures of the forest from making a home in the thatch, so it never leaks.”


    “But there is no proper door.”


    Smoke shrugged. “I wove a door from the wattle, but don’t worry. There’s hide on the inside to keep in the heat.”


    “And the palisade?”


    “There’s no need for a palisade. No army will come here to assail us.”


    “But what of the wolves? The bears? The forest lions?”


    Smoke laughed. “Ketty, you worry too much!” He took her hand and kissed her cheek. “Come! Come see our home—and our bed!”


    He set off trotting across the meadow and Ketty had no choice but to follow at his hurried pace despite her aching legs. They came to the door. It was fastened only with a loop of leather. Smoke unhooked this and pulled the door open. Ketty peered in, but it was so dark she could see only a faint glow of coals.


    Smoke swept her up in his arms. She yelped in surprise. “Put me down!” she cried, even as she clutched at the front of his coat.


    He grinned. “You’re always playing.”


    He bore her over the threshold, into a murky, smoke-shot darkness relieved only by the red glow of a central hearth, and by the golden shimmer of the hearth spirit, visible for a moment before it sank into the warm, dry ground.


    Ketty yelped again as Smoke dropped to his knees. He spilled her onto a pallet stuffed with straw. Her hand still clutched his coat. She stared in fascination at his green eyes, glittering in the darkness. Then she pulled him closer. He kissed her lips as she lay there. He kissed her face and her neck, even with his weapons still on his back.


    She returned his kisses. She even found her lips brushing the deep scar given to him by a Lutawan soldier called Nedgalvin. It should have repulsed her, but everything about him seemed suddenly precious.


    The cottage was quiet for a time. The hearth spirit returned. But soon after Ketty shed her poncho and Smoke gave up his weapons. Then a noise of sighs and moans and murmurs frightened the spirit once again, and by the time quiet returned, the sky outside was filled with stars.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    Though we’ve waged war against the Lutawan king since the long-ago days of Koráy, none of us has ever seen him. Whether he’s one man sustained over the centuries by magic, or a succession of men, I cannot say. I only know that his people hate him. Given half a chance, the young women from the border villages will abandon their families and flee north to throw in with the Koráyos army, against their own people. Not one of them has ever betrayed us. But their presence in our army infuriates the southern king and makes it difficult to negotiate a truce.

  


  
    

  


  
    Trust

  


  
    Two nights after her tryst with General Nedgalvin, Takis set out from Fort Veshitan in the company of Chieftain Rennish who commanded the irregulars, and Chieftain Helvero who was charged with holding the captured lands south of the Séferi Mountains. They went on horseback, following a winding trail up through thick forest. The Séferi were steep, rising in knife-edged ridges, but they weren’t high. Tall pines and massive hemlocks grew all the way to the summit.

  


  
    The riders crested and started down again. The trail reached its end a few minutes later at a lookout above Scout’s Pass. They left their horses among the trees and walked out onto a pier of rock. A gazebo stood at the farthest point, its roof and half-wall providing a token shelter. Starlight and a sliver of setting moon illuminated a sheer drop to the pass on one side, and on the other, a deep and very narrow canyon. The borderlands began at the foot of the mountains—a mixture of tall grass and groves of trees, and beyond, farms, now mostly abandoned.


    “We should burn off more of those groves,” Takis said. “They provide too much cover.”


    Rennish was nearly fifty, tall and slim, with short hair and a narrow face. She’d trained Takis in combat, and Tayval and Smoke too, and as commander of the irregulars she spent much of her time deep in the field, so she didn’t hesitate to disagree with Takis. “The cover benefits us more than the Lutawan forces—and if you burn it off for no good reason you might find some Hauntén who object.”


    “Are there Hauntén in the borderlands?”


    Rennish nodded. “I don’t think they live there, but now and then, I see them.”


    “Look there,” Helvero whispered. He was younger than Rennish by many years, a powerfully built man, and though he tended to be rash and ambitious he’d proved his worth many times in combat.


    Takis followed his pointing hand to the plain far below, where a horse and rider had just emerged from a grove close to the Trader’s Stone. Takis watched him—she had no doubt it was Nedgalvin—as he rode through the grass toward the stone’s tall, wind-sculpted spire. The Trader’s Stone had marked the start of the pass in a long-ago time before it was hidden.


    Nedgalvin paused beside the stone. Turning around, he held his right arm out to his side and raised and lowered it three times.


    At this signal a long line of horse soldiers issued from the trees, riding in silence toward Nedgalvin.


    Takis let out a long, disappointed sigh.


    Helvero snorted. “I never took Nedgalvin for a fool. Does he truly believe this pass unguarded?”


    “Perhaps he trusted me,” Takis said.


    “His mistake.”


    Long ago Koráy had fenced the Puzzle Lands with a maze of defensive spells that had been reinforced and augmented in the generations since. The passes were disguised, the trails hidden, but the way would open to those who were welcome: Koráyos warriors, nomadic merchants, the tribal peoples of the Wild Wood and the far north. But any who were unknown or unwelcome in the Puzzle Lands put their lives at risk if they tried to cross the mountains. If they were lucky, such intruders might find themselves on a well-marked trail that doubled back on itself in a long exhausting loop, returning trespassers to where they’d started. If they were not lucky, the trail might take them into a trackless forest, or to the edge of a crumbling cliff or to a mountain torrent that could not be crossed, and then when they turned to go back, the trail would be gone.


    Sometimes, invaders would simply be steered into a trap.


    Takis sensed the presence of her sister Tayval in the binding threads. Tayval was far away, secure in the Fortress of Samerhen, but she was also in the world-beneath, poised like a spider at the center of a web of ten thousand threads radiating outward, woven into the structure of the air, the land, the mountains. If Tayval should pull on one of those threads a wind might rise, a storm might brew, or a hidden pass might be revealed—as tonight, when Scout’s Pass lay open to General Nedgalvin and his men.


    The general’s soldiers caught up with him. Moonlight glittered on their spear tips. “At least two hundred,” Rennish said. “He intends to take the fort, at the very least.”


    Takis watched as the horses climbed in a winding line up the trail, to disappear beneath the pines.


    She had deliberately tempted Nedgalvin by telling him of the refugees at Fort Veshitan. The god of Lutawa, Hepen the Watcher, despised women. He allowed them to be sold by their fathers and owned by their husbands and any women who objected to this natural order were beaten, and if they still couldn’t learn right and proper behavior, they were executed. But sometimes a woman would escape and flee north to the Puzzle Lands. Many of these refugees chose to become soldiers in the Koráyos army. Their conversion to strong and competent fighting troops directly contradicted the teachings of the Lutawan king, and infuriated the men who made up his army. No officer loyal to the king would forego the chance to slaughter the refugees who believed themselves safe in a Koráyos stronghold. Even if no man in Nedgalvin’s company survived to return, word would escape, and those young women who were thinking of fleeing might then think twice.


    Takis had hoped Nedgalvin would be different. She’d hoped that he could think for himself, that he would prove to be a rational man. She’d set her heart on it and her disappointment was bitter. “Damn you,” she whispered, feeling suddenly as if her heart would tear in two. She had liked him! But more, he had been bright and irreverent and courageous, and despite Tayval’s dour council, she had let herself believe he was capable of setting aside five generations of animosity, that he had intellect enough to see a different way.


    She had imagined too much. “So we go on without him,” she said, with only a slight tremor to her voice. Ever since Koráy had taught the craft of war to the people of the Puzzle Lands, no company of the Lutawan army had been allowed to come over the Séferi Mountains or through the East Tangle. Takis did not doubt it would continue so for another five generations, so long as the Bidden survived.


    But if we do not? Tayval asked, speaking their shared fear.


    Both sisters knew that without the Biddens’ maze of defensive spells, the Koráyos people must eventually be conquered, and not because they were weak. They were fabled warriors, men and women both, trained to the field. But they were few. Measured against the great cities of the south, the Koráyos were a tiny tribe. Without the spells of the Bidden to keep the Lutawan king at bay, his warriors would come. If the southerners lost ten thousand men each year for ten years fighting to gain the passes, they would still come, and eventually they’d break through. Then the Puzzle Lands would be overrun and the Korayos people forced to live by the cruel customs of the south—or murdered when they refused.


    So Takis and Tayval dreamed together of making peace with Lutawa, and securing the future of their people—and if peace could not be made with the wicked creature worshiped now as king, then they would do all they could to see a new king set in his place—but it would not be Nedgalvin.


    In the world-beneath Tayval tugged a thread, and the trail to the pass faded from sight. She twitched another thread—a concert of others—and a false trail opened.


    Leaning over the gazebo’s half wall, Takis watched, until far below she saw the line of horsemen emerge from the trees to follow the false path Tayval had laid for them. They entered the narrow canyon.


    The moon had sunk so low its light couldn’t reach into the defile, so Takis listened to the distant clip-clop of the horses’ hooves to gauge their progress.


    It’s time, Tayval said.


    Takis straightened. “It is time,” she repeated aloud, her voice grim. In her heart she did not believe there would ever be another general more suitable for king-making than Nedgalvin.


    Tayval tugged on a thread, and the night’s quiet was shattered by a great crack! and then by a deafening crash of stone as a cliff gave way in a thundering avalanche and the ground trembled.


    Takis walked back to her horse.

  


  
    

  


  
    Nedgalvin rode at the head of his column of men. The trail was steep, and the horses labored to climb it, but he was grateful for the dense forest that would keep them hidden from any eyes watching from above.

  


  
    The Bidden witch had said to come alone, and he might have done it, just for another chance of a night with her. Takis was an entirely different creature from the dull and stupid women of the south, who required guidance in the least task. She was mixed blood, of course, part Hauntén and maybe not truly a woman at all, but something more. Nedgalvin had met enough Koráyos women on the battlefield that he suspected all of them were descended from the bastard daughters of wandering Hauntén. They were bright, strong, and daring. He smiled to think of the temerity Takis had shown. It was her ambition to be a kingmaker! To tempt him to treason . . . and he might have listened. The kingdom was shot through with rot. Everyone knew it, though no one said so aloud.


    But Takis had made a mistake when she told him about the fortress where the refugees were housed. The deepest rot in the kingdom was among its insipid women, those who whispered to one another of sisters and daughters who’d made a new life in the north. Such women were like sheep. If one wandered, another would follow without thought, and another after her, and so it was that many hundreds had disappeared into the Puzzle Lands where, no doubt, they warmed the beds and kept the kitchens of Koráyos masters.


    The exodus must stop. The Lutawan Kingdom depended on both the labor and the wombs of such women. Nedgalvin was determined to end the whispers. He would take Fort Veshitan and slaughter the refugees he found within its walls. It was the right and proper thing to do.


    Beneath the trees, the setting moon did little to show the way, but as they left the trees and entered a narrow canyon, the moon’s feeble light was extinguished altogether by the high walls. After that Nedgalvin rode with his lantern in hand. Its faint beam picked out the trail. Several minutes passed. Then suddenly his horse snorted, sashaying to the side, its tail whisking the air in irritation. Nedgalvin raised his lantern to see what lay ahead, but his light didn’t reach more than a few feet. He urged his horse on, but it refused, so he dismounted. Behind him, other animals were stopping—champing, stamping, blowing—while farther back in the dark came the clip-clop of more hooves. Wind soughed through tree branches, and a tiny stream trickled beside the trail.


    Cautiously, he moved forward on foot. Soon the beam of his light picked out a tumble of stones across the trail, and a few feet farther on, a cliff wall studded with sparse brush and stunted trees. He frowned. Had he missed a turning in the trail? He cast his light to the right, walking several paces, hoping to discover the proper way. Then he turned about and explored to the left.


    But there was no way forward.


    Suddenly, he understood. He spun around, bellowing to his men, “It’s a trap! Turn around. Retreat to the lowlands. All haste! Do not wait—”


    His last command was forever lost behind a great, thunderous concussion, as if God had driven an ax into the mountains above and split them wide. Then came a deafening roar that shook him, blood and bone, shook the very ground he stood on. His light went out as grit pummeled him from all sides and a wind blasted up the canyon. He screamed at his men to run, run! But he couldn’t hear himself. He couldn’t hear them. He could see nothing. But he knew where the cliff was. Ignoring his own orders, he began to climb.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    When Smoke was little he’d awake in nightmare, always the same one, a dream of being trapped in a crushing cage of blood and bone and no matter how he kicked and struggled he couldn’t free himself. Once he said to me, “My father wanted me to die in there,” which is of course the truth.

  


  
    My father calls Smoke his demon child, but if my brother is a demon it’s our father who made him so.

  


  
    

  


  
    Enchantment

  


  
    At first Ketty was afraid. Not of Smoke—not so much—but of the unseen perils of the Wild Wood: the wolves, the bears, the lions, the Hauntén, and the vast labyrinth of trees that held her isolated from any other human presence.

  


  
    She didn’t count Smoke as human. Not entirely, anyway.


    “Why do you live so deep in the Wild Wood?” Ketty asked him, on that first morning in the little round cottage.


    He was crouched at the hearth, frying fish he’d collected from a trap in the brook. “I can do what I want here. And my mind is quiet. I almost never hear voices.”


    “You heard mine.”


    He nodded, smiling to himself. “And for that I’ll always be grateful.”


    Ketty thought it odd that such sweet words could be spoken by a murderer, but really, it was better not to think too much about what Smoke might have done before she met him.


    Very quickly, their life together took on patterns. On most days they went into the forest to gather roots, fruits, herbs, and nuts against the coming winter. They never hurried, but spent the hours laughing and kissing and talking of inconsequential things. These days passed sweetly.


    But every few days Smoke would go alone to hunt.


    The first time he was gone Ketty stayed in the cottage with the door closed, while all her imagined fears gathered around outside. But as the days passed her imagination grew less fevered. Soon she worried only a little about the wolves, the bears, the lions, and the Hauntén. Then she would stand at the cottage door and listen to the murmuring of the brook and the gossiping of the trees as they spoke to one another in rustles and creaks on topics beyond her understanding, until late afternoon finally brought a happy shout from the forest, “Ketty, I’m home!”


    Then she’d run to meet Smoke as he came striding through shafts of mist-drenched sunlight with the quartered carcass of a deer over his shoulder, or the meat of a forest sow—and despite the blood and the smell she’d hug him gingerly and kiss his mouth, because even if he wasn’t entirely human he was showing himself to be a good husband, in every way that mattered.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke marveled at the binding threads that tied him to Ketty; each day there were more than the day before, all of them tight and strong. He felt her always in his thoughts. Even when he was far away he knew if she was content or if she was concerned. If anything should come to threaten her he would know it and be able to return to her within seconds along the world’s weft.

  


  
    But there was nothing within his holding that would bring her harm. The beasts of the Wild Wood knew his will and didn’t trouble him, and if any woodsman dared to venture so deep into the forest, Smoke would know it by the trembling of the threads—and such a trespasser would be dead long before he could follow the scent of wood smoke to the cottage.


    The days passed, until winter chased away the brief autumn season, laying crisp snow across the meadow. On that first snowy morning Ketty was happy. With her bare hands she scraped up the snow and packed it into a rude clump. And to Smoke’s astonishment she flung it at him when he turned his back. When it exploded against his shoulder she ran away laughing and only after several seconds of thought (and another snow stone bursting against his chest) did he understand it was a game.


    “Don’t just stand there,” she scolded him. “Defend yourself!” And a third snow stone went flying on a path that would take it past his shoulder. He caught it instead and flung it back at her underhand—though he made sure to miss. But she was caught by surprise, and jumped back anyway—and he was there to catch her, heaving her over his shoulder. She laughed, her hair wild in her face. “Put me down, you idiot. This is not how it’s played. You must make your own snow stones and throw them at me—”


    She shrieked, when he made as if to drop her, but of course he caught her again, setting her feet gently on the ground. “Never, Ketty,” said. “You’re precious and I would never hurt you. I don’t understand how any man could.”


    “It doesn’t hurt, silly.” Then she laughed at herself. “Not so much, anyway.”

  


  
    

  


  
    All that day Smoke was quiet, seeming wrapped up in thought, which was not his way. Ketty worried. “Tell me what’s on your mind,” she urged him, as they lay together that night, with only the glimmer of the hearth, and the hearth spirit, for light.

  


  
    He sighed. “Do you know why men are cruel to women?”


    She turned toward him. “Smoke! You are never cruel to me.”


    “Not me, silly. Men like those in the Lutawan Kingdom. Men like your father. He especially should have loved you. I think men like that have evil hearts.”


    “No, my father wasn’t evil.”


    “Then why did he beat you? It makes me furious even to think on it!”


    She kissed his nose, his eyes. “Hush. Don’t be angry. I am Ketty of the Red Moon.”


    He laughed. “You’re a maddening woman, it’s true.”


    “Ha! But anyway, he wasn’t so angry when my mother still lived.”


    Smoke didn’t answer right away, so she kissed him. For a while. Finally, he spoke. “I didn’t have a mother.”


    “What?” She propped her head up on her hand and frowned. “What do you mean, no mother? Where did you come from? Out of a tree? Conjured from a fire?”


    “Cut out of a corpse.”


    She tensed, reminded again that he wasn’t quite human. But then she guessed the truth. “Your mother died in childbirth, right? Why don’t you just say it, instead of making it sound like you were born in evil? Women die giving birth. It’s a sad thing, but it happens.” Again, his answer was delayed. She said, “I heard of a boy once, whose mother died minutes after he was born. His father had four sons already. He cared nothing at all for a fifth. He claimed the infant was evil. He took it away from the breast of his sister, carried it into the forest, and left it there for the wolves.”


    Smoke sighed. “My father gave me no name.” Then his teeth flashed in a grin that banished his somber mood. “My sisters—they’re twins—they were only eight years old when I was born, but they decided they had to steal me away. I suppose they found some woman to nurse me, though I don’t remember it. I remember them though. They played with me like a doll. For ten years! They were the best mothers.”


    Ketty smiled too. “And did they finally grow tired of you? Or have babies of their own?”


    “No. My father came one day. He spoke to them gently, saying I was too old and they couldn’t play with me anymore. They were eighteen then, grown women, but they cried when he took me away.”


    “And did you cry?”


    Smoke snorted. “In front of my father? Ketty, even at ten, I was not that foolish.”


    “He made you become a warrior?”


    “Yes.”


    “Did you want to?”


    “It’s what we do.”


    She squeezed his hand, suddenly frightened. “So it’s at least twice you’ve almost died. First when you were born, and then when that soldier Nedgalvin cut your neck.”


    “He didn’t hurt me so much.”


    She shivered, squeezing closer to his warmth. “Liar.”


    Smoke chuckled.


    “He was trying to cut your throat, wasn’t he?”


    “Why do you want to talk about him?”


    “Because it makes me afraid when I think what could have been. Smoke, if he had killed you we would never—”


    “Shh…” He set his fingers against her mouth. “He didn’t kill me. I hate him though. And someday I’ll kill him.”


    Ketty went to sleep soon after that, but Smoke was left restless by her questions, remembering that night:

  


  
    

  


  
    He hadn’t been afraid, going in. He’d been in the field only eight days, but Chieftain Rennish’s irregulars had already raided two villages, both deeper in the borderlands than the one they would hit that night. No one anticipated much trouble.

  


  
    Most of the Koráyos soldiers waited with their horses in a hollow among the hills, but Smoke had gone ahead with Chieftain Rennish. As dusk came, they were crouched on a brush-covered hillside, watching as the villagers came in from the fields.


    The fields and the village were both well kept. Round houses had been laid out in neat, concentric rings split by a single straight lane. Where the lane passed through the center of the village there was a square, with a common hall on one side and a plank-walled church on the other.


    Scouts had reported Lutawan troops billeted at the village the night before. Smoke saw no sign of the troops now, but it didn’t matter. By the Trenchant’s command, any village that gave support or shelter to the southern army—willingly or not—would be burned to the ground.


    As the last of the villagers disappeared into their homes, Chieftain Rennish turned to Smoke, and nodded.


    It was Smoke’s task to go in first.


    He reached out to the threads that lay beneath the world. His reflection became a streaming gray vapor. He entered the village, made invisible by the encroaching dark. Moments later, his human reflection took shape within the shadow of the common hall.


    For several seconds he made no move, only listened.


    He heard the clucking of chickens, the rustle of pigs, but nothing more. There was no murmur of voices, no smell of supper cooking, no people in sight at all.


    Yet in the weft and warp of the threads he felt the gravity of some two-hundred people, far more than indicated by the number of houses. So he knew the Lutawan troops were hiding in the dwellings—they must have been there all day—in expectation of this twilight raid.


    Smoke grinned. Chieftain Rennish was in for a surprise.


    Or she would be, if he didn’t warn her. He started to slip again beneath the world. He was already half-gone to smoke when a flaming arrow ignited the thatch roof of a small shed across the street.


    He stared at it, stunned.


    Fire was the signal he used to alert Chieftain Rennish and summon the charge.


    The flame took hold while he was still trying to understand where the arrow had come from.


    Then several things happened at once.


    A chorus of Koráyos war cries resounded from the south, followed instantly by a thunder of hooves storming toward the village. An arrow shot past Smoke, missing his ear by a whisper. And a commanding voice shouted from somewhere nearby, “All forward!” And with that command, doors flew open, war horses were squeezed through doorways, and one after another, riders vaulted into their saddles.


    Smoke pulled his sword and attacked. The nearest Lutawan had only one foot in the stirrup when Smoke split his spine. Another fell with a slit throat. Then an officer who had made it into the saddle spotted Smoke and bore down on him at a gallop.


    Smoke retreated beneath the world. He emerged again across the square, the plank wall of the church at his back. The Lutawans were all on horseback now. They went charging off to meet the oncoming Koráyos militia—all but the officer who’d targeted Smoke.


    He had turned his horse around and was spurring it across the village square straight toward the church. Smoke glimpsed him: a tall man, lean, strong, with black hair and a neatly trimmed beard. As he bore down on Smoke he raised his saber high, anticipating the downward stroke. Smoke bared his teeth. Time to retreat again. Once more, he prepared to slip beneath the world, but this time the officer took him by surprise. He threw his sword.


    Smoke was young, barely sixteen. This was only his third battle. He hadn’t known it was possible to throw a sword with any accuracy. Then again, the blade missed its true target. It should have struck him full in the throat, severing his windpipe or his carotid artery, but instead it caught him at the curve of his shoulder and neck. The blade struck with force enough to hurl him backward against the plank wall of the church. The point of the sword passed through his neck and bit deep into the wood, pinning him.


    Again, he set himself to slip beneath the world.


    Or he tried to. But nothing happened. He didn’t go anywhere. He sensed the threads, felt their warp and weft, but his human reflection refused to yield. The steel of the sword had pinned him in the world.


    The Lutawan officer brought his horse to a skidding stop and vaulted from the saddle. Smoke grabbed for the hilt of the sword—he had to pull it out!—but he couldn’t reach it. The officer drew a long knife from a sheath at his waist—and Smoke did the only thing he could think to do. He wrenched his body down and to the side, letting the sword cut itself free. Hot blood cascaded over his back and chest. “Hauntén demon!” the southerner swore as Smoke dodged the first thrust of his knife—and then Smoke slipped away.


    Nothing about him ever changed when he ran the threads, so he didn’t bleed out even though it was some long time later when he reached Samerhen. He went straight to his sister Tayval where she was reading in her room, and collapsed in a bloody heap on her carpet.


    She saved his life, pinching the threads that underlay his body and stemming the flow of blood. Afterward it took her many hours to suture his severed muscles and sew his skin closed.


    He learned later the officer’s name was Nedgalvin. Chieftain Rennish had lost one-quarter of her troops that night, before calling a retreat.

  


  
    

  


  
    On the next morning Ketty woke abruptly. Lurching to her feet, she stepped past Smoke, stumbled to the door, yanked it open, and took two steps in her bare feet before falling to her hands and knees in the fresh snow. She retched up bile and a remnant of supper.

  


  
    Afterward she was tired, but in the afternoon she was smiling again and she ate some soup. The next morning, though, her illness returned.


    That night Smoke lay awake beside her, fearing and fretting that a winter sickness had found her. Such spirits could bide where they were not wanted, slowly eating away the sweetness of life, leaving only a wasted husk where once a laughing person had been.


    He resolved to hunt the consuming spirit, but when he felt the threads it was not sickness he discovered but something small and far sweeter. “Ketty,” he whispered. Then he kissed her cheek and gently squeezed her shoulder. “Ketty, wake up.”


    She stirred and looked at him in the fire’s light, her gaze puzzled.


    He set his hand—very gently—against her belly. “It’s a magical thing. There’s a baby here, growing inside you.”


    She set her hand over his. “Are you happy?”


    “I don’t know how such a thing could be.”


    A puzzled note entered her voice. “Do you not?”


    “That’s not what I meant.”


    “But are you happy? I was afraid you’d be angry.”


    “Angry? Why would I be?”


    “I don’t know. I mean, it’s the way of the world that we should have children together . . . don’t you think?”


    “I think it’s a magical thing.”


    “Then you’re happy?”


    “I think so . . . Ketty, you already knew?”


    “It is the way of the world, my love. Why are you surprised?”

  


  
    ~

  


  
    The Bidden are a mixture of Hauntén and human. It’s an unnatural blend and our children are rare. My father, the Trenchant Dehan, was the only child of his generation. He loved and married a Koráyos woman who safely bore twin daughters, but died in agony giving birth to my brother, Smoke.

  


  
    My father tries to find a new wife. He’s had many lovers, but none that suit him.


    I and my sister have enjoyed many lovers too.


    But it seems our kind must be in love to conceive a child—a deeply inconvenient prerequisite, I must say.

  


  
    

  


  
    A New God

  


  
    Fort Veshitan was the first stop for those women who had abandoned their lives—or what passed for a life—in the Lutawan Kingdom. At the fort they were taught the customs of the Puzzle Lands. Afterward, some went on to work, and others to marry, but many—driven by the fervor of the converted—went on to train as Koráyos warriors.

  


  
    It still astonished Takis how the cowed and timorous women of the south could be transformed into such fierce fighters—but then again, any woman who fled the southern oppression and made it whole to Fort Veshitan must have been born with a large helping of courage.


    The new refugees had all been packed off to their barracks by the time Takis came into the mess hall with Rennish and Helvero, but many of the instructors and counselors were still awake. The cook was too, and he came at once with bowls of stew, and sliced bread.


    Several minutes passedin silenceas they ate. Finally Rennish leaned over, fixing Takis with a suspicious gaze. “It’s not like you to be so quiet. Are you all right?”


    Takis looked up with a side-eyed resentment. “Only you could get away with a question like that.”


    Rennish’s weathered face wrinkled in a smile. “I believe in making use of my advantages. This one hit you hard, didn’t it?”


    Truth? Takis felt hollow, tense, confused . . . as if she’d misplaced something precious. Something she wasn’t likely to find again. She had wanted so badly for Nedgalvin to be the man she’d imagined him to be.


    But what man was ever the man you imagined?


    “It was the right thing to do,” Takis said in a matter-of-fact voice.


    Rennish wasn’t fooled. “He was your lover.”


    “The best of many.” Beside her, Helvero set his bowl down with a sharp rap. Takis ignored him. “You want to know if I regret it?” she asked Rennish. “I do. I regret the need for it.”


    “Best that he’s gone,” Helvero said. “The Trenchant would go mad if it was a Lutawan general who finally fathered a child on you.”


    Takis turned to him with a dark look. She’d given Helvero a chance to get her with child, and he’d failed. She said, “If I should ever have a child, no one will care who the father is.”


    Helvero looked sour, but Rennish chuckled. “You’ll be all right,” she said with easy confidence. “Come morning he’ll be gone from your heart.”


    Takis stood up to go. “If I find good company tonight, he could be gone before I close my eyes to sleep.”


    She took her empty stew bowl and headed to the kitchen, intending to return it to the cook, but on the way she heard a fragment of conversation that caught her ear: “There is a new god you can pray to.”


    Curious, Takis walked more slowly. Two young women sat relaxed, opposite each other at a small table near the kitchen, beers half-gone before them. One looked to be Koráyos—slimly built, fine brown hair, dark eyes. The other had the dark hair and heavy accent of a Lutawan volunteer. She was the one who had spoken. Her back was turned so she didn’t notice Takis as she continued in a bold, laughing voice. “They say Dismay is a woman’s god. Make your prayers, and see what happens.”


    Takis put down her stew bowl on an empty table and slid into a chair between the two young women, startling them badly. They both drew back, wide-eyed, but it was the Lutawan volunteer who recovered her composure first. “Good evening, ma’am.”


    Takis met her searching gaze. “I’m curious. Who is this holy Dismay, that she deserves your prayers?”


    The Koráyos woman looked as if she’d been caught with dessert before dinner, but the southerner answered with a confident grin. “My name is Priscilla, ma’am, and this is Santrel.”


    “Greetings,” Takis said, and they shook hands all around.


    “And Dismay . . . well, the first thing to say is that she is a he.”


    Takis was startled. “A male god? But you said this Dismay is a woman’s god.”


    Priscilla’s humor dried up. She looked suddenly somber and serious. “Yes, ma’am. Whether he’s a new god, or a fickle old god that comes only rarely, I can’t say, but not even two years ago he was in the borderlands. He came in answer to the prayers of the oppressed, and he dispensed a bloody justice.”


    Takis had never heard talk of such a spirit before. “How bloody?”


    “There was a girl. Fourteen years old. Her father was in debt, so he gave her in payment. Her master cut her sacred gate and raped her, and he forced her to work until she died not a year later. So her mother prayed to Dismay for vengeance.


    “He came on a sunny afternoon. He sliced the throat of the master and cut down every man on that farm. Then he told the women to take what coin they could carry and flee north. He burned the house and the barn and the silos and slaughtered the livestock that was left.”


    Takis was shocked. “Who told you such a story?”


    Priscilla’s gaze didn’t waver. “No one told me, ma’am. It’s my story. The master was my father. The dead girl was my cousin. The mother who prayed to Dismay—she was my aunt. I told her the stories I’d heard of the bloody god. I told her to pray to him, because I wanted to leave that place before I was sold in marriage. I wanted to become a woman of the Puzzle Lands.”


    “And your aunt?” Takis asked. “What became of her?”


    “She was old, ma’am. She couldn’t run fast enough when the soldiers came after us, but she told us to go on.”


    “Us?”


    “Myself. My little sister, and my aunt’s younger daughter. The two girls are in school now at Samerhen. They live on the coin Dismay told them to take, and what I send them from my wages.”


    Takis leaned back with a sigh, wishing one of the unfinished beers belonged to her. Perhaps the cook read her mind. He came up and set a fresh glass in front of her. She nodded her thanks. But before she picked it up she turned to the Koráyos woman, Santrel, who had been silent so far. “What need does a Koráyos woman have to prayer to such a bloody god?”


    “No need, ma’am,” Santrel said softly. “It was a joke. I would never pray to such a god unless I was taken prisoner by the Lutawans.”


    “It was a joke,” Priscilla agreed, with a rueful look at Santrel. “Even the most annoying Koráyos suitor doesn’t deserve such a fate.” She turned to Takis, again meeting her gaze. “I hope you’ll forgive my loud talk and my tasteless humor.”


    Takis nodded. Then she picked up her beer. “To your aunt,” she said somberly.


    Both women lifted their glasses and, echoing her words, they drank.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Clink of Coins

  


  
    The dried bunches of herbs that hung from the thatch were almost all gone by the time winter neared its end. Ketty used a forked stick to bring down the last one, though she wondered if it had any flavor left in it other than smoke. But as she lifted it from its hook, another item was revealed behind it. It looked to be a small pouch, hanging from its drawstring.

  


  
    Putting the bundle of herbs aside on the table, she used her forked stick again, to fetch the pouch. It was heavier than she expected. Full of curiosity, she took it in her hand, and at once she heard the clink of coins. She put down the stick and hurried to the door.


    It was a gloomy day, with frost still crunching on the ground, but it was light enough that she could see the sparkle of gold and silver when she peered into the pouch. She forgot to breathe as she poked her fingers at the coins. There were many different sizes and colors, most that she’d never seen before. But she’d seen a silver tarling once, one of the wedding gifts when her cousin was married. That alone had been enough to buy a new plough horse, and she saw at least two silver tarlings in the pouch, and they were not the grandest coins.


    “Ah, Smoke,” she breathed in wonder. “You did not tell me we were rich.”

  


  
    

  


  
    She ran across the meadow and through the woods, to the little clearing where Smoke was scraping a deer hide. “Oh, you found the purse,” he said when she showed the pouch to him. “I forgot I had that.”

  


  
    “You forgot?” she asked, incredulous.


    He shrugged. “It’s not much use.”


    “Not much use? But think what we could buy with this much money!”


    He looked at her as if she’d gone batty. “The berry bushes won’t trade fruit for silver, Ketty. The deer won’t give up their hides for gold.”


    “Smoke, you know what I mean. We could go to Nefión—”


    “No.”


    “And buy all the—”


    “No.”


    “Even make a new life—”


    “No! Our life is here. Everything we need is here. Our baby will be born here, and she’ll be safe here with us and no one else.”


    “Smoke, we can’t stay here forever alone!”


    “Yes, we can. And we will.”


    “Then what are we going to do with this money?” she asked in exasperation.


    “I don’t care. Throw it away. Throw it in the brook—”


    “Are you crazy?”


    “Because there will only be trouble if we go to Nefión.”


    “Trouble?” She held the pouch close to her chest, as if someone might steal it. “What kind of trouble? Are you afraid my father will find me?”


    “I’m not afraid of your father.”


    “But you’re afraid of something. That’s why we live here, isn’t it? So far from anywhere. You’re hiding and hoping trouble won’t find you.”


    He didn’t answer, just went on scraping the hide.


    “So we hide here in the Wild Wood, rich with money we can’t spend!”


    He spoke without looking up, his voice so leaden with anger it didn’t sound like his own. “What do you want to buy, Ketty? Tell me, and I’ll lay in wait along the forest road and murder every traveler that passes until I’ve collected what you need.”


    She backed off a step. “Don’t speak to me so.”


    Smoke looked up at her, his emerald eyes gleaming. “I will do it. It’s nothing to me.”


    She took another step back, speaking softly. “Don’t talk so, and I don’t believe you anyway.”


    “But why not? You should.”


    “Smoke, please. Just listen to me—”


    His temper snapped. He threw down the bone scraper. “I won’t, Ketty! I won’t listen.” She quailed at the violence in his voice. She hadn’t seen him so angry since the day they’d met, when she’d rejected him as a“bloody-handed servant of the Bidden.”And then when he saw her fear, he grew angrier still. “Your mother named you right, Ketty of the Red Moon. You must have been born to argue.”


    “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


    He stooped to pick up the scraper again, his face flushed and dark. “Just go. Go, before I—” He bit off whatever he had meant to say. “This hide is to be a dress for you. So leave me to work in peace, or scrape it yourself.”

  


  
    

  


  
    She took the purse back to the cottage and hung it again from the rafter, but it weighed on her mind. As the days passed and spring brightened the forest, she would often take it down, spilling the coins out on the table and sorting them, examining each one before hanging the pouch again on the hook.

  


  
    “Where did you get all those coins, anyway?” she asked Smoke one evening as they sat together by the hearth. “Was it your pay, when you were a Koráyos warrior?”


    “No. We took coins off those we killed in battle. It was a game, to see who wound up with the most. I won often, because I killed more men, and I always tried to kill officers.”


    She stared at him, unsure if she believed him. After she thought on it awhile she decided she did not, knowing she’d be happier that way.

  


  
    

  


  
    And still she could not stop thinking about the coins.

  


  
    The snow had long since melted and the forest turned lush and green in the spring, but Ketty was not content. All that day she’d wandered the forest with Smoke while they foraged together for fungus and roots. It seemed to Ketty they had walked for miles and miles. In the midafternoon she sighed and pressed her hand against her growing belly. “We’ve gone so far today! Have we come almost to the forest road?”


    Smoke’s smile and the glint in his eyes told her she had said something foolish.


    “What?”


    He grinned. “Your head is always turned around. Don’t you know we’ve come in a wide circle?” He pointed in a direction that she guessed was east. “Our home is there, maybe half a mile away.”


    She was annoyed with herself. “Why am I always lost?”


    Smoke laughed. “At least I know you’ll never be able to runaway to Nefión.”


    Ketty looked at him in surprise. Nefión was a forbidden subject, but he had brought it up. She wasn’t going to let her hurt pride get in the way of questioning him further. “How far do you think it is to Nefión anyway? Twice as far as we’ve walked today?”


    “You’re not going.”


    “But it would be fun if we went together. There’s no hurry. We could walk ten miles a day. Wouldn’t it be nice to buy some flour? It’s been so long since I’ve had bread! And if we stayed a night or two we might even hear music, or storytelling.”


    He didn’t answer. He didn’t even get angry, so she was fairly sure he wasn’t listening. She prattled on anyway. “I’d so love to have a nice measure of cloth for a summer dress.” She stroked the doeskin shift she had sewn for herself, smoothing it where it draped over her belly. “This is fine leather, but it’s so hot.”


    He caught her hand, his eyes glittering emerald green. “You can run naked. I wouldn’t mind.”


    Ketty gasped in shock. “Is that what you think of me? That I’m such a poor, stupid girl I should not even have clothes?”


    Smoke’s teeth flashed white as he grinned, his eyes half-closed.


    “You’re imagining it, aren’t you?” Ketty demanded, outraged.


    “Why shouldn’t I?” He tugged her into the circle of his arms, spinning her around so that her back was pressed against his chest and his hands were suddenly exploring her breasts and the curve of her belly. He spoke into her ear, sending a shiver running through her. “You’re beautiful with clothes or without, and your voice is more beautiful than any minstrel’s, and if it’s stories you want, I know many.”


    She stiffened in surprise. “You do? But you never tell me stories!”


    He kissed her cheek. “Most stories are sad, and I’m not sad. I’m happy.”


    “I’ll be happy if we go to Nefión.”


    “You’re not going.”


    “Smoke—”


    “I’ll go for you.”


    She gasped, wondering if she’d heard him wrong.


    “You look funny with your mouth in such a round ‘O’—but then I can think what would fit well inside it.”


    “Oh, I’m sure you can! But—you’re only teasing me, aren’t you? You don’t really mean to go.”


    “A long rain is coming,” Smoke said. “It’s a good time to go. Tell me what you want and I’ll buy it for you and bring it back.”


    “But why have you changed your mind?”


    He kissed her.


    “Okay, then . . . but you’ll go without murdering anyone?”


    He kissed her again. “Not if I don’t have to.”


    Ketty was so excited she squealed. She broke free of his arms and danced in a circle, made wildly, absurdly happy by the thought of eating bread again and wearing a new dress.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    The borders of the Puzzle Lands are well protected. We’ve suffered no invaders since Koráy first set her ancient defenses in place. It’s within our borders that we’re vulnerable. Once inside our defenses, a good spy could go a long way without attracting notice. In the end our security relies on the alertness and loyalty of the Koráyos people.

  


  
    

  


  
    Nothing to Lose

  


  
    As dawn’s light crept into the narrow canyon, Nedgalvin lay curled on a wedge of rock, his body bruised, fingers scabbed, knees skinned, one eye swollen almost shut, and feeling as cold as the world’s last day. He was only twenty feet above the top of the debris field that filled the canyon floor. He looked out across a jumble of broken rock, broken trees, broken horses, broken men . . . though there were mercifully few of his men to be seen. He picked out a swollen gray hand reaching skyward, a twisted leg thrust sideways from the rocks, and one man buried to his shoulders, staring at the heavens, made into a stranger by the dust that coated his crushed face. But that was all. Two hundred men had come into the canyon. Nedgalvin wanted to believe some had escaped, but the debris looked to be ten-feet deep and he knew most of them—maybe all—were crushed and buried forever under the slide. He’d only lived because he’d been able to scramble up the narrow headwall. The landslide had come from the canyon’s west side. It had swept away the trees there, leaving a livid, white scar.

  


  
    “God curse the Bidden witch!” he shouted, his voice echoing down the canyon, but no one was left alive to hear him. In a softer voice he added, “And God curse me for believing I could beat her.”


    He thought about trying to make his way back down the gorge, find the trail again, and escape to the south, but the Koráyos kept a sharp watch on their borders and he suspected the odds were long against him.


    After a time he began to wonder why they’d left him alive.


    Surely they knew he was here?


    Or did they?


    Could it be possible he’d come so far into the mountains that he’d passed within their magic veils? If so, it might be possible to make his way deeper into the Puzzle Lands and there find some means to avenge those who had died in the rocks.


    A heavy fog crawled up the canyon, hiding the landslide from his eyes.


    He eased himself over onto his back, and looked up. The cliff above him was nearly vertical, but the stone was stacked in rough layers that left pockets where brush and stunted trees had taken root. He figured he could climb it, though fog hid the summit so he didn’t know how far he’d have to go. It didn’t matter though. He had nothing left to lose.

  


  
    

  


  
    He climbed for half an hour before reaching the top of the vertical cliff. After that the slope eased and he was able to walk. The fog was impenetrable, but he made sure to always go uphill. It wasn’t easy. The forest was thick with deadfall and despite the cold he was sweating with the effort of scrambling over fallen trunks and rotten branches.

  


  
    After a time he heard voices from up ahead. He dropped to the ground. The voices drew nearer. Two men, maybe three. But the sound was distorted by the fog. He couldn’t understand what they were saying.


    With all the deadfall on the ground it was impossible to go in silence, so he stayed where he was, while the voices grew louder. They didn’t speak all the time. One man would say something, then several minutes passed before another spoke. Nedgalvin still couldn’t understand them, and after a while he realized he’d heard no sound at all of footsteps or cracking twigs. That’s when he knew he’d been tricked.


    Damn the Bidden and their Hauntén magic!


    Nedgalvin abandoned his hiding place and pushed on. The voices immediately grew louder. They shouted garbled threats through the fog. Nedgalvin’s hair stood on end with a witchy fear, but he went on anyway, and eventually he left the voices behind.


    The Bidden had so many tricks. They even had a Hauntén who fought for them. Dismay. The stupid women of the borderlands called him a god, but he was just a mad Hauntén. Nedgalvin regretted deeply not killing the little bastard. How Dismay had survived the wound Nedgalvin had given him, he couldn’t guess, but survive he had, for after a respite the creature returned to the borderlands, more bloody handed than ever . . . although he’d disappeared again after that. It had been a long while since anyone reported seeing him. Maybe Dismay had finally been killed after all.


    Nedgalvin found a trickle of spring water and drank from it. Soon after, he reached the summit. He stepped over a broken spine of rocks and then the slope began to descend.


    It was easier walking on the north side. There was less deadfall, but its absence made him suspicious that people came here to gather firewood. So he went cautiously, pausing every few steps to listen. Before long, he heard the bleating of sheep. Then the fog thinned and soon he saw a gleam of bright daylight below him.


    The forest ended abruptly, yielding to a half-mile of green pasture studded with black sheep. At the foot of the pasture was an old stone fort with a road running from it down into the lowlands.


    Nedgalvin studied the fort for several minutes. Though roofed watch posts stood at each squared corner, he could see only one sentry at duty on the walls and none at the gate, though it stood wide open, facing the empty road. After a time, Nedgalvin retreated into the trees.


    His plan was simple. When night came he would cross the pasture. The fort was sparsely guarded. He’d get past whatever watch there was and get inside. If he could, he’d find Takis. Otherwise, he’d do whatever damage he could manage before the Koráyos brought him down. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was better than staying in the forest and dying of the cold.


    He found a hollow, cushioned in pine needles, and there he curled up to wait. The fog drifted lower. The air was fretfully cold and soon it started to rain. Perhaps it was his shivering that attracted the dog. He looked up when it growled at him. It stood several feet away: a large, white sheepdog wearing a spiked collar to protect it from wolves. Nedgalvin had his bow on his back. He considered shooting it. But he could see this was no war dog. It was trained to guard against wolves, not enemy soldiers. So he drew a bit of dried beef from the ration bag at his hip and offered it to the dog. After an indecisive minute, it crept close enough to snatch the morsel. Nedgalvin fed it a second bite, and on the third he was able to stroke it, talking to it in a soft voice.


    He removed the drawstring cord from his ration bag and tied it to the dog’s collar. Then he made it lie down, and it kept him warm through the long, cold twilight.

  


  
    

  


  
    He waited for full darkness. Then he got up, checked his weapons by feel and, taking the dog’s makeshift leash in hand, he set out. Rain was still falling and the night was so dark Nedgalvin could see nothing of where he was walking, but the dog knew its way. It led him across the pasture. He slipped and stumbled and fell down several times. His hands reeked of sheep shit. But at least the sentry on the wall couldn’t see him, or hear him over the falling rain.

  


  
    Then the dog stopped. It panted in excitement, its tail thumping against his legs. Suddenly, two more large sheep dogs were scurrying around them. One growled, but Nedgalvin stood quietly, and after a minute he urged his dog on.


    It wasn’t long before the sound of the rain grew louder, sharper—the sound of rain against stone walls. He knelt to untie the leash. Then he sent the dog off with its companions. After that he crawled through the grass.


    His hands were icy, aching with cold by the time he found the fort’s stone wall. He listened for several minutes, but he couldn’t make out the tread of the sentry over the rain—and he hoped the sentry couldn’t hear him. He stood up and set off around the fort, one hand always on the stone wall. He went slowly. It took half an hour to reach the gate.


    The gate was still open, just as it had been in the day time. He shook his head in disgust. He would never have allowed such lax security. The Koráyos were overconfident.


    Moving with utmost caution, taking care to make no sound, he slipped in past the gate. Then he ducked back against the wall.


    Across the open yard, a bar of light leaked from beneath a door. There was no other illumination, nothing else that he could see.


    He started toward the door. He was halfway there when he heard the gate swing shut behind him, closing with a thud.


    His hand went to the hilt of his sword, but he didn’t draw it. He turned around. As he did, four torches, set under shelters at the corners of the yard, flamed to life. He flinched in shock—and then the hair on the back of his neck stood up. There was no one in the yard, no one who could have lit the torches. But the torchlight picked out the silhouettes of two archers on the wall above the gate. Their bows were drawn, arrows aimed at him.


    Curse the Koráyos and their Hauntén magic!


    A tap of wood against stone made him turn again. Though no one tended the torches, he discovered he wasn’t entirely alone in the yard after all. Standing in front of the lighted door was a tall man, well muscled, clearly a soldier though he was dressed simply in tunic and britches. He was unarmed except for a long wooden staff. Nedgalvin thought he saw a flicker of recognition and surprise in the other man’s eyes, but in the dancing torchlight it was hard to be sure.


    From the wall behind him one of the archers spoke. She was a soft-voiced girl, with the timorous accent of a southern woman. “Chieftain Helvero, he looks Lutawan to me.”


    The soldier at the door—Helvero?—cocked his head as if giving this possibility due consideration. Then he spoke to Nedgalvin. “Did you know Koráy used to live here at Fort Veshitan with her children? This outpost is haunted with protective spells that no one today even knows how to make. That’s why we house your southern women here. No where safer.”


    Nedgalvin silently cursed himself for thinking of the Koráyos as ordinary foes. But he still saw one chance remaining to him. Taking his hand away from his sword’s hilt, he straightened his shoulders and said, “I’ve come to see Takis.”


    Helvero nodded as if he’d expected this. “You’ve missed her. She departed for the north not five hours ago.”


    And still Helvero made no move against him. What was he playing at? Nedgalvin sensed an undercurrent, but he couldn’t guess its nature. He was only sure that with Takis gone, this night would not end well for him. The Koráyos didn’t take prisoners and they didn’t sell back hostages as any civilized people would do. So it would be only a matter of moments before Helvero ordered the archers to fire.


    Nedgalvin decided he would not die alone. Helvero, at least, would go with him.


    He set his feet in careful balance. He’d practiced the trick of throwing his sword ever since he’d heard the first tales of Dismay. That same trick would serve him now.


    Moving with speed and precision he seized the hilt of his sword and swept it from its scabbard. Then he stepped forward to fling it—but as he did a searing pain shot through his palm and without conscious thought he let go of the hilt.


    The blade clattered to the yard’s stone floor. Nedgalvin’s mouth opened in astonishment when he saw the hilt glowing cherry red in the night, as if it had just come from the forge. His palm was blistered.


    Helvero said, “I heard how a trick like that was used on Smoke.”


    With his uninjured hand Nedgalvin grabbed for his long knife, but as the blade cleared the sheath it too became red hot and he was forced to drop it beside the sword. He reached for his bow.


    Helvero picked that moment to come after him with the staff. Nedgalvin dodged his first thrust, but the second caught him high on the shoulder, unbalancing him long enough for Helvero to connect a short, hard swing to the side of his head.

  


  
    

  


  
    He woke later in a lightless room, and threw up.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    Nefión lies beyond the border of the Puzzle Lands and beyond the reach of the Lutawan king. It’s the only large settlement within the Wild Wood. The king tried to take it once, after his soldiers were pushed out of the Puzzle Lands. But the Hauntén don’t want an empire on their doorstep. As the king’s army marched north toward the forest road they walked straight into a storm fiercer than any they had met before. Such a deluge of rain fell that men and horses were washed away, the road disappeared, and the shape of the land was changed. The Lutawan king has focused his animosities on us, since then.

  


  
    

  


  
    Nefión

  


  
    Seök had served eleven years as a Koráyos soldier, before resigning to marry his second cousin. In the two years since, he’d worked for her father as a teamster, driving a merchant wagon on a regular circuit from Braided River in the southeast corner of the Puzzle Lands, over the mountains of the East Tangle to Nefión, north on the forest road to Binthy sheep country, and south again to Samerhen.

  


  
    He smelled rain coming as he drove his wagon east to Nefión. Ignoring the lowing protests of his oxen, he forced them on past dusk. The rains began as he crossed the last bridge. The sparse night watch waved him on into the city. His sister’s household was asleep when he rolled into the yard, but the barking dogs put an end to that, waking the hired boy first, who slept in the stable, and then rousing Yelena and her husband.


    Yelena bubbled over with joy to see him. “Seök! Praise Koráy, the Dread Hammer, and the Trenchant! I smelled the rain coming and feared you would be trapped in a mire.”


    “That was my fear too,” Seök confessed. “Better to come late at night than not at all.”


    Together they stabled the oxen, secured the wagon, and then rewarded themselves with a late-night feast and a round of gossip. Yelena eventually declared that they all must rest, for there was work to be done tomorrow. She sent the hired boy back to the stable and with her husband she retired to bed. The other upstairs rooms were full of a tribe of small children, so Seök did as he was accustomed to do, and laid out his bedroll in a cozy nook among the trade goods on the floor of his sister’s mercantile.


    By the time he lay down to sleep the rain was thundering against the roof. He offered up a prayer of thanks that it was not pounding down against his unsheltered head, and he slipped away into slumber. Yet he woke again before long, disturbed by a dream he could not recall. After that his sleep was uneasy, and each time he closed his eyes it seemed to him a faint spirit voice whispered to him to beware. So he was half-awake when Yelena’s footsteps creaked lightly across the floor above. All was still dark inside the mercantile, but Seök sensed that dawn was not far off. Shivering, he pulled his blanket closer around him.

  


  
    

  


  
    Pride had finally persuaded Smoke to change his mind about the journey to Nefión. Ketty had started to look like a ragged waif. The few clothes she’d brought with her from her father’s house were spoiled with wear and made nearly useless by her expanding belly. The dress she’d stitched from a deerskin was pretty enough, but it was only one, and it was heavy and hot. She was his wife! And he’d grown up with fine things. So he resolved to do better by her.

  


  
    Even so, he didn’t abandon all caution.


    He waited for the approach of a great rain spirit; he weighed its presence in the weft until he was sure it would claim all of the sky from the north where the Binthy shepherd tribes lived, to the far south beyond the merchant city of Nefión. He told Ketty he would be going in the morning.


    That evening, there was only a fine mist falling on the forest, but when he arose three hours before dawn, in the coal-lit darkness of the cottage, the rain was rattling the thatch roof.


    The glimmering hearth spirit watched him as he dressed. Last of all he slung his sword over his back. Ketty was still sleeping. He spent a moment admiring her. “Watch over her,” he whispered to the hearth spirit. Then he pulled the hood of his coat up over his head, tugging it low so his face was a shadow enlivened only by glittering eyes.


    That part of himself he called a man, the part Ketty saw and could touch and love—in truth that part was only a reflection of a spirit that lived among the threads. When he set his soul to glide along the weft, his reflection was lost in the speed of his passage. To the watching hearth spirit it seemed that, in a swirl of confusion, he dissolved into a column of scentless gray smoke that sped away through the wall, though there was no wind to drive it forth.


    Much later, he came to Nefión.


    Dawn had come, though it had not yet found a way past the storm clouds. Rain drummed in the muddy streets, hissed in the gardens, and rumbled against the roofs. Most of the houses were dark, but lamps were lit in a few merchant shops where new shipments were waiting to be tallied and sorted.


    Smoke stood at a street corner, listening to the threads. Nefión was the hub linking both the Lutawan Kingdom and the Puzzle Lands to the forest road, and many merchant families kept compounds there. At first he heard only inconsequential sounds: the soft song of a mother soothing her infant, the faint murmur of lovers, the restrained cries of a woman in labor and the whispering of her midwife’s encouragements. Then after a few minutes he heard the voice of a woman counting aloud as she measured bolts of silk fabric. Smoke followed the sound of it, until he stood outside a sturdy, two-story house built of dressed stone. A sign identified Yelena’s mercantile. The gleam of an oil lamp shone through the window’s frosted glass.


    Smoke didn’t bother to knock. He slipped into the world-beneath and a moment later he was inside a large room stacked full of bolts of cloth, bags of grain, leather goods, and iron works. A counter bisected the store, separating front from back. A woman stood at the counter, working by the light of a three-candle chandelier as she measured the yardage of some lovely blue silk.


    It was the sound of rainwater dripping from Smoke’s coat that made her look up.

  


  
    

  


  
    Still half-asleep, his eyes squeezed shut against the candlelight, Seök listened to his sister’s voice softly counting aloud as she measured and cut an order of silk fabric. Rain still hammered down, and he sent another prayer of thanks to Koráy and the Dread Hammer.

  


  
    Then a new sound came to him, of water dripping. Not a distant pattering drip of rain falling from the eaves, but something much closer that made a sharp tick-tick.


    He opened his eyes.


    From where he lay, he could just see past the end of the counter. He could see Yelena’s shadow at the counter’s other end, and halfway between the counter and the door there stood the figure of a man, with rainwater dripping from the hem and hood of his long leather coat.


    It was no surprise that a man should come in dripping on a morning like this one, but how this man had come in at all was a mystery Seök could not explain, given that he had locked and barred the door himself last night.


    Two years on the road had enforced the caution Seök had learned as a soldier. So he stirred not at all, feigning sleep as he eyed the phantom visitor.


    The stranger was tall, but lightly built. His hood was pulled low over his face so Seök could see nothing of his features except for the glitter of his eyes. Within the lightless shadow of his hood, the stranger’s eyes sparkled faintly green with their own light . . . as no man’s should.


    Seök bit hard on his lip to keep from crying out, but surely this stranger could hear the hammering of his heart?


    “Oh, hello, sir!” his sister Yelena exclaimed. “I didn’t hear you come in. Welcome, welcome—though it’s early, no?” She caught her breath. “Ah, sir! You’re one of the Hauntén. You honor me! What service do you seek on this dark morning?”


    The stranger laughed—a warm laugh, full of humor—yet it chilled Seök’s heart. Fear flooded him, made worse when words followed. “I’ve come to buy pretty silks and soft flannels, and warm woolen cloth and a sack of flour.”


    Seök did not need to see this stranger’s face. He knew Smoke’s laugh, his voice. How could he forget? He’d encountered the Bidden youth only once, but the memory would haunt him for as long as he walked in the world.


    It had been two years ago, just before he’d left the army. All that summer war raged throughout the borderlands. It was Seök’s task to lead a small and stealthy company of archers in ambush against the southerner’s supply wagons. Late on a broiling midsummer morning, with the weather so hot and dry Seök had feared the woods would spontaneously catch fire and burn, his company heard from afar the screams of women and children. They rode after the sound, thinking to come in stealth on a company of the enemy, but it was Smoke they discovered. His sword was bloody and though he was on foot, he moved with uncanny speed. Every inhabitant of the village was cut down by his onslaught. Not just the small company of Lutawan soldiers garrisoned there, but every woman and every child, hacked into bloody ruin. Seök’s troops had cried out in bitter protest, but another Koráyos company was there, under the command of a chieftain who forbade Seök’s men to interfere.


    Smoke had been but sixteen that summer, his first season on the battlefield.


    When the slaughter was done, the village livestock was taken for the use of the army, and the bodies were burned along with the houses. Afterward, Seök had watched Smoke as he crouched beside a stream to wash the blood off his face and hands. Smoke was one of the Bidden, the Trenchant’s own son, and his demon eyes had burned bright green with rage. He had noticed Seök watching him, and he said to him in a low growl, “Don’t think I enjoyed this day.” But later that afternoon Smoke laughed and chatted with the men as if the slaughter had never happened.


    Seök had never seen Smoke again, but he knew that sometime later Smoke had vanished from the Puzzle Lands. It was rumored he’d fled his father’s harsh command. It was well known that the Trenchant wanted him back. Dehan had commanded the Koráyos people to report at once any word of Smoke’s whereabouts. But if Smoke did not want such a report to be made?


    Seök didn’t doubt Smoke would slaughter everyone in this house if he suspected he’d been recognized. So Seök held himself in utter stillness, hoping he would not be noticed at all.


    Smoke went to the counter and emptied a coin sack onto it. Yelena leaned forward, counting the treasure with her eyes. When she looked up again, she smiled brightly, and for the next several minutes she helped Smoke choose several styles of fabric. Yelena did not fear the monster. Why should she? She believed him to be Hauntén, and in Nefión the forest spirits were said to bring blessings to those who honored them. “Have you a satchel for your purchases, sir?” she asked him. “Or shall I find you one?”


    Smoke agreed that he needed a bag, so she packed all his purchases into a rather fine, waterproof satchel, and then she counted out a selection of coins, returning the rest to the coin sack before handing it back to its owner. Her smile was radiant. “Will you speak a blessing over my store before you go, good sir?”


    Smoke answered with a laugh that chilled Seök to the bone. “It’s my role to deliver curses, not blessings, ma’am. Ask no favors of me.”


    With the satchel over his shoulder he turned to go, though he was forced to stop and unbolt the door before he could open it. He stepped outside, disappearing into the rain.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    The Midwife

  


  
    Smoke laughed aloud as the rain pounded down on him. Ah, but this venture was going well indeed! But then, his plan was exquisite. The torrential rain had turned the street into a bog of slick mud and driven everyone to shelter. No one was about, so no one would see his face, and even if they did, no one here would know him.

  


  
    Given how much he’d feared venturing into Nefión, it was funny to discover the risk was slight after all—and fully worth it to make Ketty happy.


    Ketty.


    His laughter died as he considered her condition. She would have a child. . . .


    He didn’t like to think about it. Yet he couldn’t stop thinking about it, and every time he did a nasty cold fear stirred in his belly. He feared the birth. He dreaded it. His own mother had died giving birth to him.


    Ketty would not die. He was resolved to it—which was the other reason he’d come to Nefión. Again he listened to the threads, and before long he overheard a woman’s whispered prayer of thanks as she held a newly born infant against her breast. The threads wound together then parted again as the midwife drew on her cloak and hood, slipped quietly out of the house, and set off through the rain.


    She walked alone.


    Smoke tracked her through the threads, until he saw her cloaked figure in the street ahead. She walked with her head bowed against the deluge, but she walked steadily, rarely slipping despite the mud.


    He followed at a distance.


    Before long she came to the edge of town, following a path into the forest that set off northeast between the trees. Some sympathetic spirit must have whispered a warning to her because after a few steps she turned about. Her hood fell back from her face, revealing a woman old enough to be a mother of more than one, and young enough to become the mother of many more. She was lovely without being beautiful, in the way of strong, stern things. “Stop, creature!” she commanded him.


    Smoke felt himself stopped in his tracks. Literally. Stopped. As if his limbs were frozen. “Not again,” he muttered. It was so annoying to be bidden by a woman’s prayers when he had other things in mind.


    “Speak! What do you mean by stalking me on this dreary morning?”


    Smoke laughed aloud at the irony of his situation: a bloody-handed warrior of Koráyos, undone by the stern command of a wise woman. She had no fear of him, he decided. That was the reason her will was so strong. “I will speak. I’ve come to learn your skills.”


    “The skills of a healer? You?”


    “No. Only the skills of a midwife.”


    This statement brought a look of astonishment to her face, though he wasn’t sure why. The doings of people so often confused him.


    “This is not a man’s knowledge,” she said testily. Her eyes narrowed. “But you’re not a man, are you?”


    Smoke laughed again. Must everyone misconstrue it?


    “You want to deny it,” she said, “but your eyes glitter like the eyes of a forest spirit. I can see them though your face is hidden by the shadow of your hood.”


    Smoke scowled. Why was he cursed with such eyes? The Trenchant’s eyes didn’t glitter. Neither did the eyes of his sisters.


    “Come with me,” the midwife commanded. She pulled her hood back up and set off again along the footpath.


    Smoke felt free to move again; he trotted eagerly after her. “Will you teach me then?” he asked as he caught up.


    She raised her head to look at him. “A woman needs no help to give birth. Did you know that? Unless something goes awry . . . and if something goes awry, then sometimes there’s nothing the midwife may do.”


    “Nothing must go awry,” he warned her.


    “You’re one of the Bidden, aren’t you?”


    Smoke stopped. Stepping back, he pulled his sword, raising it to strike.


    “Stop,” she said softly.


    His arm froze. He grimaced in frustration. “I will kill you.” His fury was so hot it heated his sword so that it steamed in the rain.


    “You are the Trenchant’s son, who was named Smoke by his sisters.”


    “You will not live to speak that knowledge to another.” Still, his arm would not obey his will.


    “Have you fathered a child, Smoke?”


    He didn’t mean to answer, but to his frustration he discovered himself nodding.


    “Come with me then, cruel spirit.”


    Once again she set off, and Smoke followed, helpless to do otherwise.

  


  
    

  


  
    She took him to a small cottage in a wide clearing where a garden grew. A few steps from the front door a river ran fat and muddy with the rain. Its torrent lapped at the plank floor of a slender rope bridge that crossed into the deeps of the Wild Wood.

  


  
    Within the cottage was a single room with a hearth, a small bed, many cabinets, and a large table where three leather-bound books resided, all of them looking well used. Bouquets of drying herbs hung from the rafters, and small clay pots sat on high shelves. Smoke smelled ashes, herbs, flowers, and substances he could not name, but it was a pleasant confusion of scent.


    “Take off your muddy boots and hang up your coat,” the midwife commanded as he followed her in through the door. Smoke’s anger had cooled, and with its fading he felt an easing in the tension of the threads that bound him to her will. The threat of his presence was slowly eroding her courage and he felt certain she would not be able to hold him much longer, so for now he was content to do as she requested. He kept his sword in his hand though.


    As the midwife knelt to prepare the fire, he invited himself to sit down in the chair that kept company with the table. He laid his sword on the table beside him and then he opened the first book. It was an herb lore. He turned the pages, admiring the finely detailed drawings of leaves and flowers, and reading quickly through the inscriptions.


    The midwife asked him, “Do you know what the Koráyos people say about you?”


    Smoke snorted his amusement. He knew what they should say. Looking up from the herb lore he said, “That I am the deadliest of warriors. That no company—and certainly no man!—can stand against me.”


    She smiled as she struck a flint. The spark leaped to a tuft of dry grass, and then to a handful of twigs. “They say you deserted your duty, that you abandoned the war, that you ran away from the obligation you owe to your people and to your father.”


    The fire bustled, tasting the kindling. Smoke shivered. He always knew when a person lied to him; this woman spoke the truth.


    “Did you do these things?” she asked.


    “Yes.”


    She warmed her hands beside the flames. Then she arose. “Turn your eyes again to the book while I change into dry things.”


    Smoke did as he was told, turning the pages slowly while cloth rustled behind him. After a few minutes, she spoke again. “Do you know why the Bidden exist?”


    Smoke had reached the last page of the book, so he set it aside and took up the next one. “Everyone knows that. We were bidden to protect the people of the Puzzle Lands.” This second book was an instruction on treating wounds, infections, and fevers.


    “So it was. Long ago, the prayers of our ancestors summoned Koráy from the forest. She taught us to be warriors. She led us as we drove the Lutawans from the Puzzle Lands.”


    The medical text too was filled with fine and detailed illustrations, and Smoke guessed they were done by the same hand. But unlike the herb lore, there was nothing of beauty about them. They showed only gruesome wounds, amputations, infected tissues, rashes, and bodies starved by fevers. He closed the book. “The Lutawans will wound a man and leave him to die slowly, but that is not my practice.”


    “Perhaps it’s your nature to be merciful?”


    With an impish grin, Smoke risked a glance around. The midwife had put on a simple brown gown. He watched her as she shrugged into a cream-colored house jacket. “Are you Koráyos, then?” he asked.


    “I am.”


    “And why are you living here?”


    “I came to learn from the wise woman of Nefión, whose cottage this was, but she passed from the world. Now I serve these people in her place.”


    “I serve no one. Only my wife has my allegiance—and my mercy.”


    The midwife eyed him cautiously. “Your eyes are all aglitter again. You’re thinking you’ll need to kill me when I’ve taught you what you’ve come to learn.”


    “I have already said that, but know that I won’t relish it.”


    “I am comforted.”


    Smoke nodded, pleased to bestow a kindness. “Tell me now, what is it a midwife does?”


    “She does all she can to see that mother and child both survive the labor in good health. Where is your wife?”


    “Far away from here and far from any wise woman. That’s why I’ve come to learn from you.”


    “You’ve hidden her away in the Wild Wood?”


    Smoke didn’t bother to answer. Instead he reached for the third book.


    “Not even you, Smoke, may have all that you desire.”


    “You’re wrong. I desire nothing but what I already have.”


    He opened the book. It was a treatise on midwifery.


    “You desire knowledge you cannot possess. Not in a day, nor even in a moon. The skills of a midwife take years to learn.”


    Smoke heard her, but he didn’t heed her as he turned the pages of the treatise, rather shocked at the fine drawings of babies curled inside their mothers’ bellies, and at the other illustrations, of a woman’s sacred gate and the child struggling forth from it, head first, and then hand first, and then foot.


    “Smoke!”


    He looked up at her. Something had changed. She was nervous now. He smelled her fear; heard the swift beating of her heart. “These are your drawings, aren’t they?” He wondered how she had contrived to see inside a woman’s belly.


    “Smoke, you cannot learn all the skills of a midwife in a morning, or a day, or even in a moon. Hear my prayer and take your wife to Samerhen. Don’t risk her life in the Wild Wood.”


    Smoke looked again at the book, turning a few more pages while new thoughts turned over in his head.


    The midwife stepped closer. She set her hand on his shoulder. “Consider this: What will happen to the Puzzle Lands when the Bidden are gone? When Dehan the Trenchant has passed from this life, and your sisters have become old and feeble?”


    Smoke closed the book, a half-smile on his face. “I have no foresight. Fate is what it is.”


    She shivered, but she was not defeated yet. “The Koráyos people are fierce and strong! Our men and women both—”


    “And we are not given to mercy.”


    She pressed her trembling lips together, gathering herself before she spoke again. “We are fierce and strong, but when measured against the Lutawan Kingdom we are few in number. Without the Bidden to tangle the threads of our enemies and make smooth our own we will be overrun. You cannot doubt it. And yet the Bidden have always suffered a poor fertility. It’s said your father can’t bear the touch of any other woman since your mother’s passing, so he will sire no more children, while your sisters have bedded hundreds of young warriors between them without conceiving any child. They are barren, like so many of the Bidden before them.”


    Smoke shrugged. “Fate is what it is.”


    “Only if we submit to it! Your child belongs to the Koráyos people. You must take your wife to Samerhen where she will be cared for properly. This feud with your father must end. Show me your mercy. Show our people your mercy. For if your wife dies with this child, the Puzzle Lands will die with her. Please. Hear my prayer.”


    Smoke looked again at the leather-bound treatise on midwifery. “I hear your prayer, but I cannot heed it.” His sword still lay on the table. He reached for it, and she stumbled back.


    “No, please. Don’t! I command you.” She tried again to bind him to her words and her wishes. He felt the threads of her will tighten around him, but there was nothing more she could offer him, and she was afraid.


    She fled toward the door. He stepped after her and caught her on the threshold, one hand on her shoulder as he thrust his sword into her back, through her lung, her heart. The point of the blade emerged from her breast and then he pulled it out again. He held her against him for the quick moments she required to die. A swift death was the only mercy he had to offer.


    “I take no pleasure in it,” he growled, as he laid her body by the fire. “Though your books, these I will take.”


    He added the books to the satchel he’d gotten from the merchant in Nefión. Then he pulled his boots on and after that his wet coat, and last he slung his sword across his back. He bent to pick up the satchel.


    That was when she came.


    He felt a faint vibration in the threads and when he looked up a gray vapor was boiling down from the thatch. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. Terror swept him. Instinct told him to flee, but he had to know, he had to see.


    A woman formed out of the vapor, as solid as himself. She was of good height, though stoop shouldered and very thin. Her hair was a loose tangle of black half gone to gray. She wore a worn coat that reached her knees, loose trousers, and soft boots. Her angular face looked up at him, flush with astonishment. “Is it you?” she whispered, shuffling toward him, one hand held out in supplication. “Is some part of you still alive?”


    Then she saw the body on the floor. A cry of grief escaped her and Smoke reached for the threads.


    “No! Stop!” she commanded, and for a moment Smoke was compelled to do it. Anchored in place in the little cottage, his panicked gaze met hers—and when he looked into her gleaming green eyes he was hit with the most horrible pain he had ever experienced, as if his soul was tearing in two. He squeezed his eyes shut, reached again for the threads, and fled.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    The Bidden are the guardians of the Puzzle Lands, but the Koráyos people rule themselves and follow the justice of the Dread Hammer. They are stern, but fair. Enslavement and long imprisonment are forbidden, but the mercy of an execution is allowed for those who can’t or won’t reform. The cruelest punishment is exile. Then the Bidden are called on for a spell to fence the criminal forever from the Puzzle Lands.

  


  
    

  


  
    Mercy

  


  
    Nedgalvin was fairly sure he’d forgotten a lot, and probably for the better. He could put together only bits and pieces of things that had happened since Helvero cracked his skull, there in the yard of Fort Veshitan. He remembered being sick to his stomach for a very long time. There was a ride in the back of a wagon. He didn’t truly remember the wagon, only the bumpiness of the road. He remembered waking to darkness, and also to the sun blinding his eyes. Water being poured into his mouth, and porridge forced past his lips.

  


  
    Now he was awake again. Definitely, fully awake. He knew it by the hellish pounding in his skull, and by the brittle desert of his throat, which was so dry he didn’t think he would ever be able to swallow again, but at least he was awake.


    He gathered his strength—there wasn’t much to collect—and sat up. It was one of the more challenging feats he’d ever managed in his life.


    He discovered he was sitting on a cot, with a little bamboo table beside it. On the table was a tin cup and pitcher. Nedgalvin smelled the water. Seizing the pitcher, he drank straight from it, three swallows, until discipline kicked in and he forced himself to stop . . . or at least to slow down. He filled the cup and strove to sip slowly, thinking, Why am I not dead?


    Every Lutawan recruit learned not to expect mercy from the Koráyos. They were a savage people. They never took prisoners. All of Nedgalvin’s battlefield experience confirmed this. So it was truly a puzzle—inexplicable—that he should find himself alive.


    The room he was in was tiny, only as wide as the length of the cot but it was stone tiled, dry, and clean swept. A muted sunlight came in through window slits above his head. He was glad it was muted. Given his pounding headache, he might have passed out if it were brighter.


    The light glinted on the polished reed weave of his cot. It looked freshly scrubbed or freshly woven. There was a blanket that smelled of nothing but his own scent, which itself wasn’t too bad, implying someone had bathed him, though he didn’t remember that at all. There was a bucket in the corner which also didn’t smell too bad.


    In truth, Nedgalvin couldn’t remember being in an inn as clean as this room.


    Still, there was no handle on the closed door, just a tiny slit of a window some five feet above the ground, which led him to believe he was in a prison cell. He forced himself up. He walked to the door. He pushed on it. Itdidn’t yield. Hegrabbed the slit and pulled on it, but it wouldn’t open, so he felt validated in his belief that this was a cell.


    It was only natural he was confused. He’d seen the inside of a prison once. That was in the Lutawan Kingdom of course and he’d been plagued by nightmares for days afterward. Thanks be to God he wasn’t in a place like that.


    He sat down again and drank more water.

  


  
    

  


  
    A sharp snick brought Nedgalvin awake again. He’d nodded off sitting up. His headache had eased, which was good since the sunlight from the window slits had brightened. Someone was taking advantage of the light to study him through the little spy hole in the door.

  


  
    An old man’s voice spoke, sounding muffled. “Ah, so you’re finally coming around. I had my doubts. Well? Can you talk? Or was your head cracked so hard that Tayval’s silence has infected you?”


    Nedgalvin scowled at the old man’s mocking tone. He stood up to his full height. “Where am I? What is this place?”


    “It’s true,” the old man said, sounding impressed. “You even have the accent.”


    “What accent?”


    “A southerner’s accent! Do you remember any of it?”


    “Of what?”


    “The drinking, the fighting, the woman you hurt. Helvero sent you here. He said your head got cracked, though why you’d want to imagine you were something as odious as a Lutawan officer, I don’t know. Must be you feel guilty about that woman you—”


    Nedgalvin leaned down to peer through the spy hole. The old man drew back in surprise. He was short, or shrunken with years, but his shoulders were broad and his hands looked strong. Ominously, he carried both a cudgel and a coiled whip on a stiff belt at his waist.


    He was standing in a narrow hallway, and though it was dimly lit, it looked to be as clean as the cell. Behind the old man was the door of another cell.


    “Is Helvero here?” Nedgalvin asked.


    The old man snorted. “He sent his orders, which is all we need.” The old man reached into a shirt pocket, pulled out a paper, unfolded it, and read, “Don’t kill him.” He looked up again at Nedgalvin. “That was the first part of it.” He returned his attention to the paper and took up reading again, pronouncing each word with care. “He was a good soldier once, but his delusion is offensive. Beat him anytime he repeats the story that he is a Lutawan officer.”


    “Did Helvero tell you my name?” Nedgalvin asked.


    The old man refolded the paper and put it back in his pocket. “You’ve shamed your family and they don’t want your name known. We’re supposed to call you Ned.”


    “It’s Nedgalvin,” Nedgalvin said. He’d fought a hundred teenage battles to force his peers to use his proper name and he wasn’t about to tolerate the nickname from the mouth of this old fool. “And the accent is real. I am a Lutawan officer. A general, in fact. And the only reason I can think of that I’m still alive is because that fatherless spawn Helvero wants to make a present of me to the Bidden whore at a time of his choosing. So why don’t you save both of us unwanted time and trouble and send the message yourself? Tell Takis I’m here and that despite her best efforts I’m still alive. Ask the Bidden whore if she wants to go another round.”


    This tirade ignited a look of rage in the old man’s eyes, but he showed more self-control than Nedgalvin expected, answering in controlled syllables. “You’re demon-ridden, boy. No doubt of it. But we’ll have you seeing straight again soon.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Half an hour before sunset four burly guards came into the cell armed with birch rods which they used with good skill to stun Nedgalvin’s wrists and arms, long enough to bind him. Then they forced him to drink a bitter syrup. “It’s called ‘mercy,’” one of the men explained, a half-smile on his face as he looked for fear in Nedgalvin’s eyes. “It enhances pain seven times over, so the flagellator doesn’t have to work so hard, and the orderlies aren’t bothered with patching up so much torn skin.”

  


  
    They flogged him at sunset in an inner yard and though Nedgalvin resolved he would not cry out it was only three strokes before he broke his oath and nineteen before he fainted.


    He woke in the dark of night, his back on fire, and every muscle in his body stiff and bruised. He touched his back, exploring the damage. His skin was hot, marred with raised welts and covered with a sticky substance that he took for blood until he tasted it, and then he decided it was salve.


    Four guards came in at dawn; not the same four as the day before. Their spokesman told him if he consented to shackles, he could come to the mess hall to eat. When Nedgalvin didn’t answer, the guard shrugged and stepped to the door. “Be quick.”


    A boy came in with bread, a small bowl of stew, and a fresh flagon of water. He glanced at the bucket, but it was hardly used, so he left it.


    The door closed and the day passed. In the afternoon the old man came again to question him through the spy hole. Nedgalvin refused to deny his name or his past or the two hundred men he had led to their deaths, so at sunset they flogged him again after another bitter dose of mercy. This time he lasted until the count reached twenty-four.

  


  
    

  


  
    Koráyos Loyalty

  


  
    Seök feared Smoke might find some reason to come back, so he waited a full five minutes before he arose. Yelena looked startled to see him. “Oh Seök, I forgot you were sleeping there or I would have wakened you. I had a visitor already, one of the Hauntén! None have ever come to my store before.”

  


  
    Seök resolved not to speak to his sister of the stranger’s true name. The less she knew, the better for her. “I saw him, but I thought I dreamed it.”


    “Oh, you must have been half-awake. The Hauntén are kind to us, sweetening the water, calming the livestock, luring maidens out after dark. Mostly they come at festival time, for they love the music and the colorful lanterns. It’s unusual that they come to buy goods, but it happens, especially if they are trying to seduce a stubborn girl.”


    “So it was real.” Not that he harbored any doubt! “He said it was his role to deliver curses, not blessings. That doesn’t sound kindly to me.”


    “Tschaw! Vain posturing, I’m sure, and nothing more. I remember a time when you thought it a fine thing to be feared.”


    “That time is long past.”


    “Sometimes I think only the vainest of the forest spirits come to see us, those that wish to gain our admiration. But this one behaved well enough. He paid in good coin and made no threat against me and I’m sure he meant no harm.”


    “Did you ever see this one before, Yelena? Or hear of him?”


    She frowned in concern. “Seök, what is the matter? I think your dream must have felt more like a nightmare!”


    “I think you’re right.”


    “I’ll cook you breakfast and you’ll feel better. But to answer your question, no. The Hauntén I’ve seen have been smaller and more lithe than this one. I might have taken him for a man, but for his eyes.”


    Seök nodded, feeling haunted by the memory of the glittering light in Smoke’s eyes.

  


  
    

  


  
    When breakfast was done, Seök took up his purse and set off into the rain, in search of a sturdy riding horse. He returned to his sister’s mercantile at midmorning, the horse saddled and ready. Yelena was certain that madness had taken him. “What do mean you’re leaving? What about your wagon? Your oxen? How could you have paid so much for this horse?”

  


  
    “I paid what I needed to, and I must go now. I can’t tell you the reason. Not until I return. Yelena, you must keep the wagon and the oxen for me.”


    “Of course, of course! But what has happened? Seök, you’re frightening me.”


    “No, please don’t be afraid. Nothing is changed from yesterday. It’s only the business of the Trenchant I must attend to.”

  


  
    

  


  
    The Puzzle Lands were well named. They were a maze of sheer-sided, fog-wreathed mountains covered in dense evergreen forests, linked by narrow roads and winding footpaths that were known to vanish from one season to the next. The Eastway even went underground for a time, passing through a lightless cavern beneath the East Tangle where ghostly echoes tempted travelers to go astray. Waterfalls plunged into narrow valleys, sending white-water rivers racing past terraced farmland.

  


  
    In the Puzzle Lands it was easy to get lost.


    Seök, though, had been eleven years in the army. He’d patrolled every border and knew many of the mountain trails. He returned by Eastway, but after passing through the Whispering Cavern he turned his horse north, riding swiftly along the mountain trails of the East Tangle, to arrive late each night at a roadside inn.


    Four days after leaving Nefión, he turned his horse onto a rarely used path that ambled to the top of Everwatch Ridge, and in the early afternoon he came to the summit, and the forest’s edge.


    The forest on the west side of Everwatch Ridge had been cut down long ago and converted to pasture, eliminating cover that might have benefitted an enemy. Sheep grazed the steep green slope. Below was a wide farming valley, with the city of Samerhen grown up along the river and around the foot of a low plateau. Atop the plateau was the fortress, its high stone walls surrounding a complex of barracks, stables, and workshops, along with the family hall of the Bidden.


    As the hawk flies it was two miles from Everwatch Ridge to the fortress, but the air was so clear Seök could count the twelve sentries stationed on the fortress walls. He pitied them. To be a sentry at Samerhen was the dullest duty in the army. No blood had been spilled in this valley since the days of Koráy, but the vigilance of the Koráyos people did not slacken.


    Sheep scattered from his path as Seök descended through the pasture. He passed a green wheat field and came next to the outskirts of the city. Samerhen was a maze of well-kept homes, stores, and warehouses. The streets were clean and shaded with trees, and dogs and chickens were kept behind fences.


    But that was typical in the Puzzle Lands, where even the tiniest village or mountain holding was assiduously cared for.


    By contrast, in the course of the war, Seök had seen countless grubby southern villages and one filthy, stinking city that looked as if it was kept by uncaring slaves. It astonished him that people could live like that—but of course the men of the south were lazy and arrogant, good only for soldiering, while their women bided in contempt until a chance came to flee north. If not for their numbers, such a pathetic people would be no threat at all.


    Seök had not loved war, but he knew the Koráyos were a free people only because of the strength of the army and the protection of the Bidden. He’d ridden in the Trenchant’s personal company for a year and he knew Dehan as a cold man who showed little love to those around him—but what did that matter? Like every generation of the Bidden before him, Dehan had fiercely defended the Puzzle Lands and the freedoms of the Koráyos people, and he would allow no one to enslave another, as the Lutawans were so fond of doing. Seök loved him for it, and he would fight again, without hesitation, if the Trenchant required him, and he would do as the Trenchant commanded, whether those orders were distasteful to him or not, for he well knew that all that was sweet in the Puzzle Lands would be lost if the Koráyos ever again fell under the curse of the south.


    He urged his horse to a trot, and before long he came to the cliff road that climbed in three switchbacks to the fortress gate. He explained himself to the guard. Then his horse was taken away to be cared for in the stable, while he was led through a long hall and up a wide stairway to Dehan’s library.


    The double doors stood open. Light came in through clerestory windows, falling across leather-bound books collected on long shelves. A fire burned on a wide hearth. Narrow tables set along the walls were covered in maps and notepaper, while at the room’s center was a large oval table surrounded by a flock of arm chairs. Ten or more men and women were busy at their tasks, updating maps, reports, or records. Seök hardly glanced at them. His gaze went at once to the corner farthest from the door, where Dehan the Trenchant sat by himself in a large cushioned chair placed beside a window that overlooked an enclosed garden. Despite the daylight streaming in from outside, an oil lamp burned above him, its yellow light illuminating the pages of a large book open in his lap.


    Seök was startled to see how the Trenchant had aged these past few years. He’d heard it said that the Bidden aged swiftly, but it disturbed him to think that it might be true. Dehan’s brindled hair was still long and heavy, but the gray now dominated the black. His face had always been the dark brown of smoke-stained wood but now it was more weathered than ever, the lines deeper. His eyebrows were thick and grayer than his hair.


    Dehan looked up. His habitual scowl fixed on Seök. It was no pleasant thing to be pinned under that gaze, but Seök endured it, hurrying across the wide room and outpacing his timid guide.


    He dropped to one knee before the Trenchant, but he didn’t bow his head. The Trenchant didn’t require a man to grovel as the Lutawan elite were said to do. Instead, Seök looked up into Dehan’s dark eyes—so black it was almost impossible to make out a pupil—and still somehow so bright Seök was sure they could see into his soul.


    “I know you,” Dehan said. “Seök. Eleven years in and now retired.”


    “Yours still to command, sir.” And then he blurted out his news: “Sir, I have seen your son! And by the grace of Koráy and the Dread Hammer I’m still alive to bring you the news.”


    Dehan closed the book in his lap and set it aside. He leaned forward. “Say on.”


    Seök glanced up as the Trenchant’s eldest daughter, Takis, came in from the garden. She was tall and strongly built, her black hair bound tight in a knot behind her neck. She wore a lavender silk tunic and loose gray trousers. Her eyes were almost as green as Smoke’s, but they were human eyes, bright only with reflected light as they fixed on him in sharp suspicion. Seök bowed his head in greeting. Takis, too, looked older than he remembered, though at twenty-six she was still young and lovely.


    She went to stand beside her father, placing a possessive hand on his chair’s high back.


    Seök returned his gaze to the Trenchant. “I saw Smoke in Nefión four days ago, when he came into my sister’s store. It was just past dawn, on a morning of torrential rain.” Seök told of how he’d feigned sleep among the trade goods, while Smoke paid in coin for the lengths of fabric he selected. He recounted the words Smoke had spoken. He told of the door that was still barred on the inside when Smoke went to leave. He told of Smoke’s green glittering eyes and his sister’s belief that she’d been visited by one of the Hauntén.


    All the time he spoke the Trenchant said nothing, and his expression didn’t change, but Seök didn’t doubt he took in every word. For her part, Takis looked increasingly uneasy; she kept glancing at her father as if expecting some dreadful reaction. Finally she interrupted Seök. “The Hauntén are known to visit Nefión. Couldn’t it be that your sister was right, and this was just a forest spirit? His words were innocent enough, and you never saw his face.”


    Seök recalled Smoke’s talk of curses and didn’t think it innocent, but he wasn’t going to argue the point with Takis. “The shadow of his hood couldn’t hide the sound of his laugh, ma’am, or the timbre of his voice, and I’ve heard both before.”


    The Trenchant stirred at last. Leaning back, he scowled up at his daughter. “Takis, you raised him to be a vain rooster. What a fool, to reveal himself just for the chance to buy a few yards of fancy cloth.”


    Seök said, “Sir, there is another thing.”


    “Say on.”


    “I didn’t see him again after that, but as I was leaving Nefión an errand boy came running into town. His eyes were wild. He shouted about a murder he had found—though I don’t know if it has anything to do with Smoke.”


    “Say on.”


    “The boy had been sent to fetch an herbal remedy from Nefión’s wise woman, who lives some way into the forest. He found the door of her cottage ajar, so he went in. And there she was, stabbed through the heart and laid out before a kindled fire. The boy had been to her cottage many times and he reported that all else was undisturbed, save that three books were gone from their place on the table. I didn’t stay to hear more, but rode out with all haste.”


    “Do you know what books these were?” Takis asked.


    “No, ma’am. The boy didn’t say.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Heartbeats

  


  
    Takis was not pleased, not at all pleased, with the news Seök had brought. She slipped away while the Trenchant thanked the former soldier, and settled a reward on him. Certainly he deserved a reward! Seök had conducted himself with wisdom and bravery and all the loyalty that was to be expected of a Koráyos soldier, but Takis would have been far happier if no word of her brother ever came to Samerhen while the Trenchant was alive.

  


  
    No good could come of this news. Of that she was sure.


    Her twin sister, Tayval, was waiting for her in the apartment they shared upstairs. “Can you sense him?” Takis demanded, before the door had even closed behind her.


    Tayval was sitting cross-legged on the window seat, her eyes half-closed, the distant, sheep-grazed slope of Everwatch Ridge rising green behind her. She didn’t answer her sister—not aloud—but her familiar voice spoke within Takis’ thoughts. I can sense him faintly as I always do, enough to know he lives. More than that I can’t say.


    Though Takis and Tayval were twins, they were not alike. Tayval shared her sister’s black hair and green eyes, but she was a willowy creature, slight and slender and easily forgotten by most people who encountered her. Silence was her veil. Not a word had ever passed her lips and only rarely did she show joy or anger, and never fear. Though Tayval had some skill in the arts of war, and though she was as willing as Takis to take a man into her bed, her physical reflection was only a fraction of a being whose greater part lived among the weft and warp of the world-beneath. Takis was the face of Koráy, but Tayval was her power.


    “Why did Smoke do it, Tayval? Why did he take such a chance, and let himself be seen? Because the risk was worth it to him, I know, but why?”


    Dehan comes, Tayval warned. She was up at once, hurrying past Takis to open the door.


    Takis took possession of her seat at the window. She watched Tayval greet their father, trading a kiss and a smile. Affection shone in Dehan’s eyes. Takis knew it was real. He was Bidden, and so his heart was bound by more than the natural love of a parent for a child. Koráy had set this spell on all their kind, so that a parent was tied to a child by an abiding love, and the child in turn was bound to the parent. Takis and Tayval were conceived together and Dehan loved them both madly; but when Smoke came, they all learned that the spell did not reach past the first conception.


    Turning his attention from Tayval, Dehan assumed a wounded air. “I trust you in all things, Takis, except when it comes to Smoke. How much did you already know?”


    She met his questioning gaze with a scowl. “I knew he was alive. You knew it too. Seök’s report confirms it, but this isn’t news.”


    “You don’t want to find him!”


    “No, my father, I don’t want you to find him.”


    “Takis, you waste your affection on him! I’ve begun to wonder if the reason you haven’t conceived a child is because you’ve already made my demon son your own!”


    Takis was on her feet in an instant, her own temper a match for the Trenchant’s. “If he’s a demon it was you who made him that way! There was no harm in him when he was my child.”


    “That isn’t true. If anyone had ever raised a fist to you, Smoke would have struck them down, even when he was a tiny child. Death is his nature. Everyone who encounters him sees it at once. Do you know the name they’ve given him in the south?”


    Takis turned away in disgust. “I’ve heard it.”


    “Dismay. That’s the name your beloved brother has made for himself! The desperate call on him, praying to him to wreck havoc in their name.”


    “Is it any wonder he fled? I wouldn’t stay, if I heard such prayers!”


    “You would stay. You were born for a purpose, my beloved Takis.” He turned to Tayval, who had followed this argument with a disinterested gaze. “And you as well, my precious Tayval. I know you both would die before you abandoned the Puzzle Lands or allowed the Koráyos people to fall to the Lutawan Kingdom. But your brother doesn’t serve the Koráyos and he isn’t bound by any love for the Puzzle Lands. He’s a weapon for our use, nothing more.”


    “I think you’re right,” Takis said, speaking slowly as she chased down a flurry of new thoughts. “Smoke’s purpose is not the same as ours. It’s almost as if some meddling demon found him in the womb and twined its spirit around his own, because he is both more and less than we are.”


    She had turned away, lost in thought, but Tayval’s voice recalled her. You’ve startled him. You’ve struck close to home . . . though he doesn’t want you to see it.


    Takis turned. Dehan had gone to sit in an armchair. She drew near and glared down at him. “What is it that you know?”


    Dehan cupped his chin, considering the question. “We are the Bidden. We were bidden to leave the Wild Wood and become a reflection of the people. And so we have, for five generations, but Smoke is flawed. The Wild Wood is stronger in him. Alone among us he runs the threads, and his eyes . . .”


    Takis sighed. “They glitter like the eyes of the Hauntén.”


    Dehan’s voice hardened. “Where is he Takis? If you know, you must tell me.”


    She shook her head. “You know it as well as me. He’s hidden himself in the Wild Wood . . . but perhaps he hasn’t gone there because of this feud with you. Perhaps it’s because the Wild Wood has called him home. If you must find him, search for him there.”


    “I come to you for help, and this is all you tell me? To seek for him in a wood without end? I could spend a life searching and never find him there!”


    “Perhaps,” Takis mused, “he’s not the one you should be searching for?”


    Tayval shot her a startled look; Takis was suddenly awash in confusion. Why had she said those words aloud? She hadn’t meant to. She pressed her fingers to her forehead. “My loyalties are divided.”


    Dehan sighed. “They’re not. In the end you’ll always do what’s needed to protect the Puzzle Lands.” He stood up and walked to the window, his hands clasped behind his back as he gazed at the steep green slope of Everwatch Ridge.


    Takis watched him, holding her breath, not wanting him to puzzle it out, but it was a vain hope. She’d already given him the key.


    “So if Smoke is not alone,” he mused, “whose company would he risk?” He chuckled softly. “I was wrong before. Smoke is a vain rooster, but he’s not such a fool that he would risk buying pretty silks for himself . . . but for the pleasure of another . . . ?”


    Takis didn’t say a word. She didn’t have to. Dehan had already untangled all her thoughts.


    But then he went farther. “What then of the wise woman? What is the meaning in it? Smoke wouldn’t need such as her. He knows the treasures of the Wild Wood. Her herbals would have no value to him, and he would care nothing for her healing skills—he who would never offer solace to a wounded enemy.”


    Only as he spoke did Takis comprehend the last piece of the puzzle. “A wise woman also serves as midwife,” she whispered. Shock ran through her as she said the words. Despair. Jealousy. She ducked her head to hide a startling rush of unaccustomed tears.


    Next she knew, Dehan’s arms were around her and she was weeping like a child against his chest, not just for the bitter irony that fate had given Smoke a child while leaving her barren, but for the sheer painlessness of all her affairs, each one leading to nothing, except the last one which had left her heart raw for no reason she could explain.


    Damn you, Nedgalvin!


    “It should have been you,” Dehan murmured to her. “It should have been you who was blessed with a child.”


    The storm didn’t last. After a minute she was calm again. She stood back and wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry, my father. It was not meant to be.”


    Dehan nodded. Then they both turned to Tayval.


    She still stood near the door as she had since Dehan had come into the room, but Takis could see that Tayval wasn’t really there. Her eyes were half-closed and empty, as if her soul had stepped away.


    Takis caught Dehan’s elbow before he could disturb her. “She’s listening.”


    “What can she hear?”


    “Perhaps the heartbeat of a mother and child, lost somewhere in the Wild Wood?”


    “It’s likely the child isn’t born yet.”


    “Nevertheless, its heart is beating.”


    Dehan nodded. “Let it be done then.” He started to leave.


    Takis stopped him with a word. “Dehan.”


    She had fully recovered herself. Her hurt was put away. She was descendant of Koráy, first warrior of the Bidden, and she spoke now with raw truth. “I’m not doing this for you.”


    Dehan flinched, but he said nothing.


    “I love my brother, and I don’t begrudge him his freedom or his fate, but his child belongs to the Koráyos people.”


    The Trenchant nodded. “Then we are agreed.”

  


  
    ~

  


  
    Heavy threads make up the weft and warp of the world, but between them run the fine and ever-changing threads we grow between ourselves. Do these seem fragile? They’re not.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Midwife’s Books

  


  
    Ketty screamed when Smoke walked in the door.

  


  
    Dusk had fallen, and though it was dim within the cottage, there was light enough from the fire to gleam against the fresh bloodstains on his chest.


    “You are wounded!” Ketty cried, rushing to him.


    “No.” He turned aside so she wouldn’t be touched by the midwife’s blood, still fresh, wet, and glimmering. He had been hours on the threads, coming home, but nothing of himself ever aged or changed during that passage. His crime was still fresh.


    His hands were still shaking.


    Ketty drew back, her breath ragged, her eyes fixed on his chest. “If it’s not you, whose blood is it? You said you wouldn’t murder anyone.”


    “I said I wouldn’t if I could help it. But don’t worry. It wasn’t your kin.”


    “Smoke—”


    “Ketty, I saw one of the Hauntén.”


    Her eyes went wide in horror. “You murdered a Hauntén? What are we going to do? They’ll come after us—”


    “I didn’t murder a Hauntén! I just saw one. I’ve never seen one before and I hope I never do again, but I don’t want to talk about it. Here—” He took the satchel from his shoulder. “Hold this, but don’t open it yet.”


    She eyed the bag suspiciously, but then she took it from him. “It’s heavy. How much flour did you buy?”


    “Enough.”


    While Smoke set aside his sword, Ketty again tested the weight of the bag. “Since you can carry all this through the threads,” she asked thoughtfully, “could you take me too?”


    Smoke stripped off his coat and the stained tunic beneath, trying to imagine carrying Ketty with him into the weft. He shook his head.


    “But why not?”


    “It’s not your nature. Some flowers grow only in the shade while some find life in the bright sun.”


    “And you live in both places.”


    “Come see what I’ve brought you.” Catching up the satchel in one hand, he took her hand in the other and tumbled onto the bed, pulling her down beside him. Then he opened the bag, and without letting her see inside it, he pulled out a neatly folded piece of wine-red silk.


    Her eyes went wide in astonishment. She seized the cloth, rolled out of bed, and ran to the open doorway to admire the color in the day’s last light. “Smoke! I’ve never seen anything so lovely.” She turned to look at him, tears in her eyes.


    He grinned, well pleased with himself, and the fear that had followed him back from Nefión began to fade. “Come,” he told her. “There’s more to see.”


    He pulled out the bag of flour and set it aside. Then he showed her the rest of the cloth: flannel, canvas, more silks. There was thread too, to stitch them with. Ketty lay back on the bed, her eyes glazed as if exhausted from lovemaking. It was an expression that aroused him at once, and it seemed to him a fine idea to give her an additional reason to swoon. Her belly had grown big and round, but they’d learned ways to deal with that. He leaned over to kiss her.


    But she sat up suddenly and, ignoring his advances, she reached for the sack. “It’s not empty yet! What else did you bring?”


    “Books. For me to read.”


    “You know how to read?”


    He smiled and kissed her again.


    “What kind of books?”


    “The sort that would frighten you. Except the herbal book. You might like to look at the pictures.”


    “Show me?”


    He peered into the satchel and pulled it out. They sat together, while Ketty turned the pages, admiring all the fine drawings. She recognized many of the plants, and named some. “I can’t read,” she said after a while.


    “I know. Why should you? You’ve probably never even seen a book before.”


    “Oh yes I have! A poet who visited our village had one. He read the most extraordinary tales from it.” Her finger hovered over the neat lettering. “I would like to be able to read a book like this. Smoke? How did you learn to read?”


    “My sisters made me learn when I was a child.”


    “Will you teach me?”


    “No.”


    “No? Why ‘no’? Is it sacred? Or is this not in my nature either?”


    He took the book out of her hands and set it aside. “No, because it’s my nature to want to taste you and love you and wrap myself all around you, and enter into your sacred gate when I’ve been away from your sweet body for so very long.”


    “You’ve been gone only today!” she protested, laughing.


    “It’s too long for me. Now surrender, and maybe if you can keep your eyes open after, I’ll tell you what the letters mean.”

  


  
    

  


  
    There was a strange day near midsummer when the trees woke up and started whispering among themselves. Ketty noticed it first. She ran under the boughs, grinning like a little girl while the leaves rustled and hissed above her head. “Smoke, listen! Listen! Can you understand their words? Do you know what they’re saying?”

  


  
    He listened, but he didn’t share her delight. Trees should not be talking. They’d never talked before. There was no reason for them to talk now. He didn’t like it. Not at all.


    “I can’t understand them.”


    “Oh well. I guess it’s not in your nature. Maybe only the Hauntén can understand trees.”


    The Hauntén? Smoke’s heart started thudding. Could this be a Hauntén spell? One that was sent by the forest spirit he’d encountered at the cottage? If she found them, he’d have to kill her.


    But his mind had hardly formed this thought when he recoiled from it. He did not want to see her again.


    He did not want to kill her.


    He listened to the trees, but though he was sure their whispering was a dialog of true words, none of them were words he knew. In the early afternoon the trees gave up their conversation, and afterward they spoke only the susurration of the wind.


    A few days later, Ketty’s labor began.


    She was restless in the morning, walking about in the forest as her belly began to cramp. In the afternoon she curled up in bed with the midwife’s books, reading through all three of them again. She’d read them so many times she’d memorized almost everything they had to say, though she never tired of looking at the pictures. Yet as the light faded, she put them aside.


    Night came, and her pain grew. Ketty was frightened. By midnight she lay in bed, her skin glistening with sweat as the birth pangs wrenched from her moans and tears. Smoke could hardly bear it, and when she begged him to make it stop he was sure that she would die, and that this was his punishment for murdering his mother on the day of his own birth.


    Many times he turned to consult the midwife’s book. Though he had long since memorized everything it contained, he looked again and again for something he might have missed. But there was nothing. Only her agony, that went on until dawn.


    Then her cries changed, and it all grew worse. She growled and screamed and wrestled with the demon inside her. And then as her legs parted, he saw at last a dark mass at her sacred gate. “Ketty! I see it! It’s just like the picture. Our baby is nearly born.”


    Yet another agony came over Ketty and she screamed and pushed.


    “Easy, easy, my love,” Smoke urged her, remembering the instruction from the book. Then the baby’s head was free. He looked at it, and knew that his mother’s vengeance had taken a different form. It was a demon head—all squashed and malformed, wrapped in blood and slime. Smoke drew back in fear . . . but truly, it was just a little thing. He reached out to support its head in his palm, astonished at its fiery warmth. Then he helped its shoulder to slip free. And then, with a sigh of deepest relief from Ketty, the rest of the baby slid into the world.


    The baby was a girl. Smoke held her slippery body in his two large hands, frowning at her. “She’s ugly, Ketty.” Her fists were moving in little circles, and after a moment she bleated, and then she wailed.


    Ketty shuddered, lying exhausted on the bed. “Give her to me. Let me see.”


    Smoke tied off the umbilicus as the midwife’s book instructed, and then he held up the howling child for Ketty to see.


    Astonishment illuminated Ketty’s face. “She’s not ugly! She’s perfect. Hand her to me.”


    A strange feeling came over Smoke. Was it the scent of this ugly, shriveled baby? Surely it was not her looks! But something about her made his heart swell with a dire affection. She was still squalling in his hands, but when he bent to kiss her forehead, she quieted. As he gazed at her, it seemed to him he had never seen anything so precious.


    “Smoke!”


    Ketty’s sharp tone recalled him. He smiled. “We have a daughter, Ketty.”


    “Let me hold her.”


    He passed the baby to her, and she cradled the tiny child against her breast. Smoke looked at them and thought he should die of joy in that moment, and that he would surely die if they were ever taken from him.


    “I hope I never am parted from you Ketty.”


    Her shining eyes shifted from the baby, to gaze at him. She smiled. “And why ever should you be?”

  


  
    

  


  
    Demon-Ridden

  


  
    Nedgalvin sat with his legs bent, back against a wall, basking in the late afternoon sun that still warmed a corner of his tiny prison yard. His wrists were shackled to a chain around his waist, and his ankles were shackled to one another. Any movement on his part and the chains would rattle, so he sat very still. It was easier to pretend he was in the courtyard of his estate, recovering from some long illness, if he didn’t hear the chains.

  


  
    How much time he’d spent in this lovely, clean prison he didn’t know. Summer had come. He knew it by the length of days, not by the heat. The season here was much cooler than in the Lutawan Kingdom.


    His guards still called him demon-ridden.


    It would have been easy enough for him to cooperate, to say what they wanted him to say, to do what they wanted him to do. For the most part they were not cruel men. Their job was to punish and to retrain failed and criminal soldiers, and from what Nedgalvin could work out, they were good at it.


    But they’d failed with him.


    Fourteen days of floggings had not brought about any change in his answers when they asked him who he was, so they stopped both the questions and the beatings. In return, he allowed them three days of peace. Then he assaulted one of the guards and they flogged him again.


    After that they took more care in how they handled him, but he still managed a minor assault often enough that they’d started putting a sedative in his water. For days afterward he assumed he was sick. It had taken him a long time to work out the truth, despite the bitter taste that was always in his mouth.


    He didn’t fight them anymore. He couldn’t muster the energy. But he was still demon-ridden and couldn’t be trusted in the company of other prisoners. So he was taken alone everyday to this same tiny courtyard where he sat in the sun like a useless old man, remembering his former self and the two-hundred men who had died under his command.


    What a fool he’d been to think Takis would leave the pass unguarded! What a fool he’d been not to go alone that night, to hear what she had to offer him.


    His eyes were closed, his mind adrift, when he heard the gate to the courtyard open. It was early for the guards to come. Somewhere deep down beneath the drug haze he felt a stirring of alarm. With an effort of will he pushed off his lethargy and opened his eyes.


    Two officers were in the courtyard. One he knew to be the prison warden. The other was a woman. Disgust stirred in his heart.


    Although Koráyos women were not like the stupid sows of the Lutawan Kingdom they were still women. It was their role to be servants of men, not to command them. To make a woman an officer and set her above the men in her command was insulting and degrading to all men, no matter their rank. Nedgalvin had long since decided that such woman officers were no more than puppets, mere mouthpieces of the Bidden who must command them in every least way. Nothing else could explain their success on the battlefield.


    The officer who now approached must have served her masters for many years, judging by her weathered face and steel gray hair. She looked familiar to Nedgalvin, and he wondered if he’d met her on the battlefield. She crouched in front of him, studying his face with a cold gaze.


    Nedgalvin’s pride chided him. He should do something—he had a reputation as a demon-ridden madman after all—but it was hard to get up, much less launch an attack, with his wrists shackled so closely to his waist.


    “By Koráy and the Hammer,” the woman said. “It’s Nedgalvin all right, though he must have lost forty pounds since the last time I saw him. Don’t you feed your prisoners here?”


    The warden shrugged. “If he wants more to eat he can work in the fields, but he won’t do that.”


    The woman cocked her head at Nedgalvin. “Woman’s work?” she asked him.


    “You know who I am.”


    “We met one night,” she agreed.


    He searched his memory and then it came to him. “That night I almost killed the Hauntén.”


    “Come,” the warden said. Taking Nedgalvin by the elbow, he forced him to stand. “You’re being transferred to Chieftain Rennish’s custody.”


    “Where’s Helvero?” Nedgalvin demanded to know.


    “He’s dead,” Rennish said. “What scheme he had in mind when he sent you here, I don’t know, but he was killed in battle not a week after your venture at Fort Veshitan.”


    “Nobody knew who you were,” the warden added. “Or why you were here.”


    Nedgalvin broke out in a cold sweat. He’d struggled for months to convince them of who he was; now that they knew . . . “You’ve come to execute me?”


    “That would be a pleasure to do, truly,” Rennish said. “But I’m sending you off to Samerhen instead. It was Takis you betrayed. It’s for her to decide your fate.”

  


  
    ~

  


  
    The Hauntén care nothing for people except as occasional amusements, especially in the spring. Their devotion is to the forest. It’s said they have a whispering language they use to speak to the trees, and the trees use this language to whisper among themselves of the goings-on in the forest. One tree speaks to another, and in this way news is carried all the way to the dark heart.

  


  
    

  


  
    A Cruel Wife

  


  
    It happened again on the day the baby was born: the trees woke up and talked about it. Smoke heard them when he went outside to wash the soiled blankets, and again when he went to fetch water and an armload of summer flowers to sweeten the little cottage. He couldn’t understand their words of course, but he knew what they were saying. On that day there was nothing else worthy to be discussed except tiny Britta.

  


  
    Britta. That was the name Ketty gave her.


    Smoke liked the name. It was sweet and strong and pretty. “I was mistaken,” he told Ketty that evening. “Britta isn’t ugly at all. She’s almost as pretty as you are.”


    “You’re an idiot,” Ketty said, but she said it with a smile.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke hated to be away from the baby.

  


  
    Several days went by—for Smoke it was all a haze of sweetness as he doted over Ketty and Britta—but their provisions were dwindling, and with them, Ketty’s patience. “It’s your ill luck you weren’t born a woman,” she scolded him. “Then you might spend each day and night with your infant. But you are cursed to be a man. So go! Now! Today! And hunt before we all starve.”


    “Come with me, then.”


    “No. Why should I?”


    He confessed the truth. “I have a dread of leaving you.”


    “Why? What do you fear?”


    “Anything. Everything. That some dreadful fate should find you while I’m gone.”


    She rolled her eyes in silent appeal to the Dread Hammer. “You are being silly! We’re safe here. How many times have you promised me it’s so? And anyway, starvation is a dreadful fate. Save us from that, I beg you.”


    Her tone had nothing to do with begging.


    “You’re a cruel wife,” Smoke told her.


    She narrowed her eyes and repeated herself. “Go.”


    So he took up his bow and a quiver of arrows and with reluctant steps he set out into the forest.


    He dawdled for a time, just out of sight. He felt the threads, sensing Ketty’s presence and the calmness of her soul as she nursed the baby and then settled down to read one of the midwife’s books over again. He knew there was nothing to fear and still as he walked away his soul was haunted by a terrible dread.


    He went anyway, of course. He didn’t dare return without meat in hand. It took an effort of will, but eventually he focused his mind on the hunt, and in the early afternoon he came back to the meadow with the carcass of a young pig, and a sack of brown mushrooms.


    It was a rare sunny afternoon, and Ketty was walking about among the meadow flowers with Britta in her arms. She was wearing the blue dress she’d made from the silk he’d brought her, while the baby was wrapped up in white flannel. They were so beautiful together. Smoke felt his desire heat, until it was almost overwhelming. “Ketty!”


    She turned at his shout, coming to meet him as he hung the carcass on the butchering tree. She looked it over with an approving eye. “So you have remembered how to be a man after all,” she teased.


    His smile was toothy. “I am remembering other things about being a man. You are so beautiful and I am so hungry for you. Come kiss me now, while Britta is sleeping.”


    She gave him a dark look. She was still healing, and wouldn’t allow him to come into her, insisting they must follow the advice in the midwife’s book (he could see that teaching her to read had been a poor idea) and wait until the second moon after the baby was born. She said, “You know it’s too soon.”


    “Come kiss me anyway, before I die for lack.”


    “Your hands are bloody.”


    He spread his arms wide. “I won’t touch you. Just your lips.” So she consented, and it was sweet, but it only made his need worse. “When I’ve died of the desire for you, then you’ll be left to reflect on your cruelty.”


    “You are such a baby!”


    And grabbing the sack of mushrooms, she turned and left him to the butchering.

  


  
    

  


  
    He hunted again a few days later, and after that Ketty said she was ready to walk about. She made a sling to carry the baby against her breast, and thereafter when the weather was fine they foraged in the forest as they’d done before, though now they went slower because Smoke was always stopping to admire his daughter and the sparkle of her green eyes as she watched the pattern of sunlight in the trees so far above her head.

  


  
    

  


  
    The first moon passed. The summer rolled on, and Smoke’s dread faded. Once again he felt assured. His holding within the Wild Wood was safe. No marauder could draw near without setting a warning vibrating through the threads . . . or so he believed.

  


  
    As the moon expanded to full he hunted more and more often . . . not for the purpose of bringing home meat, but because he couldn’t bear Ketty’s company—to be near her and not to be able to wrestle her down onto the bed and take away her clothes and enter into her . . .


    She was the cruelest of wives.


    But the moon took pity on him, at last, at last. “It’s tonight,” Smoke murmured, first thing as his eyes opened at dawn, beneath the smoky thatch. “Tonight the moon reaches full. Then you must let me have you again or I will die.”


    “You are such a baby,” Ketty whispered, still half-asleep, but she smiled, and Smoke kissed her, hard. In moments she’d forgotten herself. She kissed him in return, her hands encouraged him and her soft sighs sent his heart racing. But Britta, until now peacefully asleep beside them, fussed. At once Ketty turned to her. Smoke kissed her ear and then her breast, but she shooed him away as she set the baby to nurse. “It’s not the full moon until tonight.”


    “Ket-ty.”


    “Don’t whine. We agreed it should be so.”


    “You agreed. Not me. And what is the difference between this morning and tonight?”


    “The difference is the full moon.”


    “You are a horrible wife.”


    He couldn’t stay. He wanted her so badly he feared he would hurt her. So he took his bow and set off yet again into the forest. But he forgot to hunt. He only wandered, murmuring to himself, “Oh, Ketty, oh Ketty, oh Ketty, oh . . .” And he forgot to keep watch over the threads.


    Not that it mattered. What came was hidden from him by a magic greater than his own.


    His first warning was the high, ringing wail of Ketty’s terror racing through the threads. Horror washed over him. His reflection dissolved into a haunt of gray smoke. He reached out, seeking Ketty, but she was gone, he couldn’t find her. He couldn’t find Britta. Despair slowed his transit. Were they already dead? Then he realized he also could sense no wolves, no bears, no lions.


    No enemy.


    Nothing.


    It was as if the forest was suddenly empty.


    So it was he knew a higher power had come, likely a Hauntén from the dark heart of the Wild Wood come to avenge the midwife. But Smoke would make it regret its trespass.


    His spirit sped along the threads. Within the forest, he was a coil of gray smoke snaking between the trees and, before long, streaming across the meadow. He burst back into existence just steps from the cottage. Even before his feet touched ground he had his sword out of its scabbard. He leaped screaming at a half-glimpsed figure sitting on the wooden threshold of the cottage. But he pulled up at once when he saw who it was.


    This was no Hauntén spirit out of the dark heart of the Wild Wood, come to lay waste to his family. No. It was his own father, Dehan the Trenchant, who sat on the threshold in the warm sunshine, with Britta sleeping peacefully against his shoulder.


    Dehan eyed his wayward son but said nothing. Smoke’s gaze shifted minutely—right, left, up—knowing a trap had been laid. It would not surprise him at all if a bolt of lightning should leap from the blue sky to strike him dead. It did surprise him that nothing happened.


    He tightened his grip on his sword, looking his father in the eyes. “Give her to me.” His words were barely coherent, spoken around his fury.


    The Trenchant hissed in contempt. “You’ll never touch her again.”


    Smoke could barely breathe for the heat of his rage. A shudder ran through him. Then he advanced on his father, half a step, then half again, his gaze fixed on Dehan, alert for the slightest motion, the least tightening of a muscle in Dehan’s face, his neck, his hands—hands that held Smoke’s sleeping daughter! If he had seen any such sign he would have leaped, sword swinging, but Dehan only watched him, the contempt on his face his only shield.


    “I’ll kill you,” Smoke warned.


    The Trenchant answered calmly, “No. You will bring no harm to me, but will obey me in all things.”


    Smoke hesitated again. There was a trap. He knew there was. Never had he felt so afraid. His reflection wavered as he stretched his senses out, following the empty threads . . . but they were an illusion, a glamour cast on the true structure of the world. Even as he realized it, the glamour dissolved, and he felt the presence of a powerful spell. It was coiled around his spirit, and around the spirit of his tiny daughter, but it began with the Trenchant. He had bound the three of them together. But why?


    “On your knees,” the Trenchant said softly. “Now.”


    Instead, Smoke advanced another half step, his sword held ready above his shoulder.


    Awareness ran through the binding spell. Britta woke with shocking abruptness, screaming as if a red cinder had been laid against her skin.


    Smoke screamed in turn, shuddering, afraid to go forward, unwilling to turn back. “What are you doing to her? Stop. Stop it now.”


    The Trenchant patted the baby’s back and whispered in her ear, and her screams subsided to terrified crying. “I am doing nothing to her,” Dehan said. “On. Your. Knees.”


    Smoke was so stunned he hardly knew what Dehan had said, but the binding spell listened, and when Smoke remained standing it touched the baby again, and once again her tiny lungs screamed in abject pain. The Trenchant’s cold fury grew suddenly hot. He arose and, cradling the suffering child in his arms, he bellowed, “I am doing nothing. It’s you. You, you fool. Britta suffers each time you don’t obey me. On your knees! Now, if you would ease her suffering!”


    This time Smoke heard him. He saw the truth of his father’s words in the deep current of the spell. He cast his sword away and collapsed to his knees, his head bowed. He half-hoped the Trenchant would kill him, but Dehan was not even armed.


    Britta quieted, comforted by her grandfather’s tender murmurs. Smoke started to raise his gaze but Dehan said, “Keep your eyes down. Do not look at her.” Smoke dropped his gaze to the ground.


    “As you now see,” Dehan said, strolling in a slow circle around Smoke, “I have caught the three of us in a spell. It’s a very horrible spell. It’s made to keep watch on your obedience. Disobey me in any way—it doesn’t matter if I know it—and this child will suffer. No punishment will be visited on you—”


    Smoke groaned in soul-deep agony. He would rather be burned than to hear his daughter’s wailing cries again.


    “I think I never taught you an odd fact about our kind. It seems the Hauntén are well known for bloody feuds within their families. Koráy was the first of us. She wanted no such weakness in her own family line so she laid a spell over the generations. We call it the tyranny of the firstborn. You feel it, don’t you? An unbreakable love for this firstborn child?”


    Smoke glanced up for a moment, wondering: Did his sister Takis hold such power over Dehan? Could it be so? Then he remembered himself and looked down again. In a tiny, cold corner of his heart he felt a terrible admiration for his father. This was a perfect spell. If the punishment had been visited against himself he would have fought it, but laid against his daughter—he could not endure it. He would obey the Trenchant in all things. It was as simple as that.


    His father had circled fully around him. Smoke stared at Dehan’s boots, crushing the grass that grew before the cottage door. In a plaintive whisper he asked, “What have you done with Ketty?”


    Was she even now lying dead within the door?


    “She is dead to you,” the Trenchant said with cold malice. “As you condemned me to live alone, so I condemn you.”


    As the Trenchant stepped aside, Smoke risked a glance at the door, but it was bright outside and so dark within that he could see nothing. The hearth spirit might have told him the truth of it, but of course the hearth spirit would have long since fled in terror.


    Still, he smelled no blood.


    “Up,” the Trenchant said. “Take up your sword, and follow.”


    Smoke was on his feet at once, sword in hand. He cast one longing glance at the cottage door, but he dared not go inside to look.


    Dehan was walking away. Smoke looked down at the sword in his hand, then up at his father’s retreating back. “You don’t fear me at all.”


    Dehan turned to look back with a curious gaze. “Should I?”


    Smoke answered truthfully. “No, my father. Not at all.”

  


  
    ~

  


  
    For many years my father, the Trenchant, feared his children would be the last generation of the Bidden. Smoke proved him wrong, and fired his ambition. If Smoke could get a child with the pretty shepherd girl, why couldn’t Dehan do the same? In my father’s eyes Smoke was never really one of us—which is a sorry excuse to covet his son’s wife.

  


  
    

  


  
    What Passes For Truth

  


  
    They walked for most of an hour. Now and then Britta fussed, but each time the Trenchant spoke to her in a soothing voice and she quieted. Smoke felt betrayed. Didn’t she miss him? Didn’t she miss Ketty? Why wasn’t she crying in hunger? Then he realized, “You put a spell on her, didn’t you? So she won’t cry.”

  


  
    “She’s my daughter now,” the Trenchant answered. “There’s no need for her to suffer.”


    All the rage Smoke had locked away came roaring to the surface. “She’s my daughter! Why do want her anyway? You have two daughters! Britta is mine.”


    The Trenchant turned around. Smoke stopped too, and for a few seconds they stared at one another. “Listen closely,” the Trenchant said. “This child is mine. Nearly a year ago, I spent a few nights with a young Binthy girl. Britta is the fruit of that tryst—”


    “It isn’t true!”


    “You thought to steal her from me, and the woman too.”


    “It’s a lie!”


    “You will treat it as the truth. Do you understand?”


    “Where is my wife, Ketty?”


    The baby caught her breath. For a moment no sound issued from the round astonishment of her mouth, and then she wailed. Smoke fell to his knees. “I’m sorry! Don’t hurt her. Make it stop.”


    “It’s you who has hurt her. You must make it stop.”


    Between shuddering breaths Smoke whispered, “You want me to deny her?”


    “I want you to obey me.”


    The baby’s howls reached a new frenzy. Smoke thought that next she must faint, if a baby could faint. “I have no wife!” he screamed. “I have no child. This is what passes for truth.”


    Once again Britta grew quiet, soothed by the Trenchant’s gentle pats, his calming words. She hiccupped for a time, and then her sweet eyes closed in exhausted sleep.


    “You will not speak of the Binthy woman again,” Dehan said, bending to kiss the baby’s tender forehead. “You will not look at her, or acknowledge her in any way.”


    Then she is alive.


    It was something. And still Smoke shuddered. He felt himself burning, and the horror of his situation made worse because he could not see an end. He had felt the Trenchant’s spell and knew he couldn’t break it; he didn’t have the power or the skill. And he couldn’t plot against his father; the spell would know. And he couldn’t attack him head on; his precious daughter could not endure the punishment, and she would die. Smoke could see only one path to freedom, and that was to kill her . . . but that he would never do.


    “At least tell me what it is you want from me!”


    “I want your obedience, just as I did before, only now I will have it.”


    “My father. I will fight in any battle, but I pray to you, do not send me to slaughter innocents. I cannot do it.”


    “Of course you can. You’ve done it, and you will do it again, as I see fit.”

  


  
    

  


  
    They went on after that. Smoke stumbled, hardly aware of the ground beneath his feet. After a time—and without any true plan—his reflection began to dissolve, and the soft rhythm of his steps gave way to silence. Dehan noticed. “You will walk,” he told Smoke. “As a man is meant to walk. Unless I send you forth, you will exist always in this proper reflection. You are a man, and not a Hauntén that cares nothing for any creature other than itself.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Hours passed. Eventually they crossed the forest road, but Dehan didn’t turn to follow it. He headed on, into the western reaches of the Wild Wood. If they kept on and didn’t become lost, they would eventually reach the low, jagged mountains of the East Tangle that guarded the eastern boundary of the Puzzle Lands. Dehan, of course, would not become lost, and he knew every trail through the mountains. But the journey would require days. Britta could not survive so long without her mother.

  


  
    Then the threads trembled, bringing to Smoke an awareness of others nearby, and Ketty among them. You will not look at her. He sensed that she was sad, and that she’d been weeping.


    A few minutes later he followed Dehan to a meadow where horses were hobbled and set to graze. A party of Koráyos warriors rested just within the shade of the trees. Smoke looked them over. He knew most of them by name, but it didn’t matter. They were Dehan’s men. They stood up at sight of the Trenchant, calling out greetings. Britta stirred, disturbed by the noise. She bleated weakly. Ketty pushed her way past the warriors, to stare across the meadow. Smoke’s heart raced, but he remembered Dehan’s command and looked away.


    Ketty did not share his restraint. “Smoke!” she screamed, while the men held her back. “Smoke, help me, please! They took our baby away!”


    Smoke stopped walking. He stared at the ground, thinking about the men who were holding on to Ketty. He wanted to cut their hands off! How dare they touch her? But he wanted them to hold her just the same because he was afraid of what would happen if she came running to him.


    Rage took over her voice. “Let me go!” she screamed at her captors. “Let me go!”


    But then she wailed, a high, frantic sound and moments later she was sobbing, “My baby, my baby, my baby . . .”


    Smoke risked a glance and saw that Dehan had delivered Britta to her. Now that she was in her mother’s arms, Britta started crying too, but as a baby should cry, indignant and hungry—not with screams of agony.


    Smoke heard Dehan speaking to Ketty. “Care for our child,” he commanded her, “but do not call out again to my demon son. He will not answer you.”

  


  
    

  


  
    After Ketty nursed the baby, the Koráyos warriors mounted their horses. Dehan put Ketty behind him on his own horse, with Britta nestled against her in a sling. They set out, with Smoke following on foot behind them. Only when it was too dark to see did Dehan call a halt. They camped, setting out again at first light.

  


  
    

  


  
    As Smoke walked, he contemplated his options.

  


  
    As he walked, he had a lot of time to think.


    At first he thought only of spilling blood—his father’s blood, especially. He envisioned his sword’s blade slicing through the muscles and veins and bones of the Trenchant’s neck. He envisioned it stabbing him through his corrupt heart. Smoke lived these moments in his mind, over and over again, in ever more gruesome detail . . . though of course it was only daydreaming. Nothing in his situation was changed.


    Maybe (his thoughts were wandering) maybe if he murdered the Trenchant with great speed, the binding spell would be shattered with the Trenchant’s life?


    Maybe.


    But if not—and it seemed more likely to Smoke that the spell would endure, just as old spells cast long ago by Koráy still endured—then Britta would no doubt die in some horrible fashion.


    Maybe it was even possible to die of pain.


    So Smoke’s bloody vengeance remained only a daydream, and the Trenchant was safe from his wrath at least for the present time.


    Eventually Smoke began to consider other blood that might be spilled. How had the Trenchant found him anyway? He’d been safely hidden in the Wild Wood for the better part of two years.


    His thoughts fixed first on Ketty’s father. Had he glimpsed Smoke, or suspected his existence after all? Smoke regretted not killing him and his companion. If Smoke hadn’t been so enamored of Ketty and eager to please her, he would have certainly killed both men, just on principle. He would kill them now if he could, because it would be better to kill someone than no one.


    Of course, he had gone to Nefión.


    His pace didn’t falter, but dread squeezed his heart. Had that venture alerted the Trenchant? It had to be . . . and yet he had seen—and been seen by?—only two people when he was there. The wise woman had known him, but he had preserved her innocence with the point of his sword. The merchant though, she who had sold him the cloth . . . she hadn’t recognized him. She’d thought him only a nameless forest spirit, so he’d let her live. He didn’t like to murder women.


    But I should have! And I will.


    Smoke was under a stricture not to murder the people of the Puzzle Lands, but Nefión was beyond the border.


    Smoke resolved to visit the treacherous woman as soon as chance allowed.


    But chance didn’t allow it that day, or the next. And as he doggedly followed the horsemen on through the Wild Wood he spent less and less time dreaming of his father’s bloody end, or of his forthcoming murder of the Nefión merchant. Such comforting enthusiasms could not endure against the bitter conclusion that he was well and truly trapped within his father’s binding spell. So he stopped thinking altogether and just walked on.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke hated walking.

  


  
    What point was there in walking when he could follow the threads that formed the weft of the world?


    He’d had to walk far at times when he was training as a Koráyos warrior, and on that blessed day he’d met Ketty he’d walked for miles and miles with her through the Wild Wood, but those were the only times he’d ever walked for any real distance. Even carrying game back to the cottage he’d never walked more than three or four miles.


    But now he had to walk all day, every day.


    It was another punishment inflicted by his father.


    Dehan couldn’t run the threads. Smoke was the only one in five generations of the Bidden who could. Running the threads was a trait of the Hauntén who were the ancestors of their cursed family—but no one had ever explained to Smoke why such a trick had lain quiet for so many generations before waking in him.


    Dehan had gone ahead with Ketty and his soldiers. Smoke hobbled after them, following a trail of hoof prints and manure. It wasn’t even midmorning, but already he was footsore and weary. His foul mood was made worse as he reflected on the hours that remained before the sun would go down. So when he came out of a dense stand of trees and into a partial clearing, and saw a single rider looking back at him as if waiting for him to catch up, Smoke’s sullen, simmering temper flashed. Such a pleasure it would be to kill this servant of Dehan! His hand rose to touch the hilt of his sword . . .


    But after another step he gave it up. He was not to murder the people of the Puzzle Lands. As Smoke drew nearer he realized the man who waited for him was his friend, Ekemian. Or his former friend? They’d been in the same training regiment, but did that mean anything now?


    “Former friend”seemed most likely.


    Smoke looked up at him. They eyed each other warily. Ekemian was a brown-haired youth tanned dark by the summer sun. He’d acquired a fuzz of beard since the last time Smoke had seen him. “No one likes it,” Ekemian said, his voice low and guarded. “We want you to know that.”


    Smoke’s gaze shifted back to the trail. He kept up his hobbling pace, passing within inches of the horse without looking up again. Ekemion spoke from behind him. “You never did anything more than what the Trenchant ordered . . . except when you showed mercy to the enemy . . . as any of us would have done.”


    His words bit into Smoke like a hook. Despite his resolve to keep silent he turned back, and in a low growl he said, “They were not the enemy.”


    They were innocent women, innocent children, with the misfortune of inhabiting a village—one village of many—that Dehan had decreed must disappear. It was the Trenchant's tactic to leave no haven for the enemy. Any border village where the Lutawan soldiers dared quarter was destroyed utterly. If the warriors were caught there, all the better, but in any case every man, every woman, every child was to be slaughtered, the houses and fields burned, and the livestock driven away to feed the Trenchant’s army. The Lutawan soldiers might still seek shelter for a night, but they knew that any village they stopped at would be swept away as if by the wrath of gods.


    Or the wrath of the Bidden. It was Smoke’s gift to come without warning, to slay with a demon’s speed . . . and that first time, at that first village, he’d done just as Dehan commanded. But he’d told Ketty the truth, that he did not care for the slaughtering of women and children, and the next time he’d made sure that a young girl escaped with her baby sister, and after that, he let many of the women slip past, though not all. Those that escaped were grateful to him. That was the strangest part of it, that they thanked him for his mercy, instead of damning him for his violence.


    Smoke had let them go, but they did not go away. It wasn’t long before he started hearing their prayers. Especially at night, he would hear their voices as they spoke of their devotion to him, as they prayed for him to come and avenge them—not against himself or the Koráyos soldiers who had burned their villages. They begged him to use his bloody sword against their own men—those soldiers, husbands, fathers—who had wronged them. And in their prayers the women of the south named him Dismay.


    Smoke had gone a few times in secret to do their bidding.


    Ekemian pressed his heels against his horse and set it walking toward Smoke. “I feel as you do, that they were not the enemy, but I know the Trenchant is wiser than I am—”


    “Don’t say more.” He couldn’t bear to hear Ekemian make it out as rightful. Smoke well knew the difference between right and wrong. Everyone knew it. It was the difference between wrong and an even greater wrong that people would endlessly debate.


    Smoke knew it had been wrong—an evil deed—to murder the wise woman of Nefión, but for him it would have been a greater evil to falter in protecting Ketty and their child. But after all he had failed to protect Ketty. She belonged to the Trenchant now and Britta as well, so he’d murdered the wise woman for nothing and no doubt she had damned him for it. So be it. He was a demon after all.


    Ekemion caught up with him. Smoke could smell his fear. He could see it in the gleam of sweat on his face. But Ekemion was no coward, and he honored friendship. “Come, Smoke. Ride with me. The Trenchant has not said you must walk the whole way.”


    Smoke shook his head. “He will say it. Don’t tempt his anger.”


    Ekemion did a poor job of hiding his relief. “I’m sorry, my friend.”


    “You should ride on.”


    But Ekemion held his horse back, forcing it to walk at Smoke’s slower pace. Something else was on his mind. “Smoke, is the child truly—”


    Smoke turned and drew his sword from his back scabbard with such speed that before Ekemion knew quite what had happened, the tip was pressed against his throat. “It is the truth,” Smoke rasped.


    Ekemion sat in perfect stillness until Smoke remembered himself, and withdrew the blade. “All is changed,” he said. “Do not call me Smoke anymore.”


    “What is it then we should call you?”


    Smoke slipped the sword back into its scabbard. “My name is Dismay.”


    He set to walking again, and after a few steps he heard the tramp of the horse behind him. In a few more steps, Ekemion rode past. Smoke glanced up to meet Ekemion’s troubled gaze . . . but truly, there was nothing more to say.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Fortress of Samerhen

  


  
    Takis went down to the courtyard with her sister Tayval when word came that the Trenchant was returning. They waited on the steps of Bidden Hall, looking out past the fortress gates that had once served to hold off armies, but that Takis had never seen closed. The city of Samerhen spread out in the valley beyond, bright in the afternoon. On the road, a group of soldiers approached, riding in no particular order, so it took Takis a few seconds to pick out her father in their midst. “Do you see Smoke?” she asked her sister, but Tayval shook her head.

  


  
    In through the gate the first of the soldiers came, and then Dehan. Only then did Takis see the woman riding behind him. She was a pretty thing, very young, with dark tangled hair and dark eyes, dressed in blue silk dusty from the road. She rode with her left arm around Dehan’s waist for balance. With her right she supported a baby in a sling. Takis suffered a sudden, dire fear. “Is Smoke dead?” she whispered, turning again to look at her sister. “Surely he wouldn’t have given this woman up unless . . .”


    Again Tayval shook her head.


    When Dehan rode up to the foot of the stairway, the sisters descended to meet him.


    The Trenchant was not a young man, but he was strong and hale still. He swung his leg over the horse’s neck and dropped nimbly to the ground. Then he turned to help the girl down. She looked exhausted and frightened. When her feet touched the ground she nearly lost her balance, so that Dehan had to steady her.


    “Greetings, my father,” Takis said, with all the warmth she could forge.


    Dehan turned, acknowledging her with a slight bow and a kiss on the cheek. Next he went to Tayval and kissed her too. “Success,” he whispered to her. Tayval of course made no answer. She never did.


    “My father,” Takis said, with a worried glance at the girl. “You haven’t brought my brother home?”


    “He’s coming. Slower than the rest of us.” Dehan’s gaze was admiring, covetous, as it lingered on the girl. Her baby stirred, its tiny fists waving. She looked relieved by the distraction, and spoke softly to the child. Dehan smiled. “Takis, this is Ketty. I want you to care for her, and teach her the ways of our household.”


    “Greetings, Ketty,” Takis said. “I welcome you to Bidden Hall.”


    Takis felt herself on dangerous ground. Surely this was Smoke’s woman? But then, what was the meaning behind her father’s covetous glance? She weighed her words carefully and concluded that only polite ignorance would do. “Whose child is this?”


    Ketty looked up, fixing Dehan with a hostile gaze from behind a veil of dirty hair.


    “Britta is mine,” Dehan said with a half-smile—and why not? They both knew it was a pretense, but it was a pretense that Dehan wished to play. “I shared a few nights with Ketty almost a year gone by now. She was in trouble with her family for it so she ran away.”


    “And Smoke found her?”


    “My demon son is most resourceful.”


    Takis risked a glance past the gates, praying to see Smoke coming, but the road was empty. She turned to Ketty, and with a forced smile she held out her hand. “Come, Ketty. A hot bath and a warm supper will help you feel better.”


    Ketty brushed her hair out of her face. Takis was surprised to see her face was now composed, her anger hidden. “I thank you for your kindness.” She turned to Dehan, speaking with cool neutrality. “Would you hand me down my satchel?”


    “Oh yes, your precious books.” Dehan took a bag from the horse, handing it to Takis to carry.


    Ketty did not look at Dehan again, but went with Takis up the stairs.


    Tayval followed closely behind them.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ketty stood at the center of a room larger than her father’s house, with Britta in her arms and her skirt heavy with dust. She felt wrapped up in confusion and bitter anger. Smoke had betrayed her! Abandoned her! Given her up to his father without a word of protest. She was furious with the Trenchant too, though she knew that was absurd. Who was she to be angry with such a great man? She was no one. A girl without family, a runaway from the Binthy shepherd tribe. She knew she ought to be grateful he hadn’t simply taken Smoke away, leaving her lost and alone in the forest. He’d even tried hard to be kind to her (if kidnapping was ever kind).

  


  
    But why? Nothing made sense! Dehan had claimed her. He’d told his men, his daughters, his people—everyone!—that Britta was his child—warning her that if she spoke otherwise he’d take Britta away. And he’d said he would marry her. If she came to his bed, if she conceived another child, he would make her his wife.


    “Why?” she’d pleaded. “Why me? I am Smoke’s wife!”


    “I have warned you not to speak of him again.”


    He was the Trenchant, guardian of the Puzzle Lands. To be his wife meant that she would live in a room like this all her life, enjoying warm baths and clean sheets and fine meals, and maybe even servants. And other things? Who knew? Not Ketty. She was a Binthy shepherd girl.


    And still she felt about the Trenchant as she had about the widower—it was not his bed she wanted to warm!


    “Where is Smoke?” she whispered, daring to speak his name for the first time in days, now that the Trenchant was nowhere about.


    The twins, Takis and Tayval, had accompanied her to this room. Tayval was standing silent at the window, looking out on the green pasture beyond the fortress wall while Takis instructed the servants. But at Ketty’s question, both sisters looked around in alarm. “Ketty, you must be very cautious,” Takis said.


    “But it’s not true what he—”


    “Hush! He is the Trenchant. He’s not an ordinary man.”


    “He can hear me? Here?”


    Takis shrugged. Then she glanced at the servants. When she looked back at Ketty, a false smile was on her face. “May I hold the baby for you, while you go to bathe?”

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke came with the dark of the evening. Two soldiers were guarding the fortress gate. He dared them with his gaze to raise a challenge, but they’d been forewarned. One acknowledged him with a nod as he limped past.

  


  
    The courtyard was empty, but from the barracks he heard a merry guitar playing, and the sound of men’s laughter. He hesitated, wondering where he was expected to go. He hadn’t lived in Samerhen since his father sent him away to training when he was ten, but he knew every hallway, every room of Bidden Hall. He knew the Trenchant would likely be in the library at this hour and for a few seconds it pleased him to imagine his sword slitting his father’s throat and the Trenchant’s blood spewing across the shelves of books and flooding over the carpets. But it was only another sweet daydream.


    The torches had not yet been lit, and the shadows were thick, but when the threads shifted Smoke knew someone had come to the threshold of the hall. “Smoke?” Ekemion called to him. Then he corrected himself, “Dismay?”


    Smoke said nothing, but Ekemion was accustomed to that in his new task of conveying Dehan’s wishes. “There’s a room ready for you upstairs. You’re to bathe and dress, and then report to the dining hall to greet your sisters.”


    Smoke waited in silence, suspecting this was not all.


    “The Trenchant forbids you to enter the barracks or to socialize with any soldier.”


    Smoke snorted his contempt, but he still said nothing as Ekemion led him up the stairs to his room.

  


  
    

  


  
    By the time dinner came Ketty was clean, her black hair washed and brushed, and her road-stained blue dress exchanged for a clean frock of wine-red silk. Britta was asleep after nursing, but Ketty refused to leave her in the care of a servant as Takis suggested, so they took the child with them to the dining hall. Tayval met them on the way.

  


  
    The dining hall had a platform at one end, with the high table where the Bidden sat. Facing it were four other tables at right angles to the high table, for staff and visiting officers. Word had gone around of the day’s events, and most of the seats were taken. Heads turned as Ketty came in and an admiring murmur swept through the room.


    Dehan was already at the high table. He stood up to greet them, directing Ketty to a seat beside him. Takis sat on her other side, and Tayval next to her. An empty seat remained at the table’s end.


    Dinner was served, first to the low tables, then to the high. The last plate was laid down at the empty seat next to Tayval, when Smoke walked in. He entered at the far end of the hall, and as people looked up and caught sight of him, silence washed over the assembly. Takis started to rise, to run to greet him, but Tayval laid a hand on hers and shook her head.


    Smoke strode between the tables, looking at no one. He was freshly bathed, his honey-gold hair neatly tied behind his neck. He wore a white tunic and gray pants: subdued colors that suited neither his beauty nor his mood. Takis shuddered, feeling his sullen fury vibrate through the threads.


    He walked up to the high table. Only when he reached it did he raise his gaze, first to the Trenchant with a glare so full of hate that Takis readied herself to intervene. She knew Smoke well. He was not a man given to restraint. Yet he only executed a perfect bow. Then he turned to her. “Greetings, my sister,” he said in a voice raspy with the rage he held in check.


    “Greetings,” she answered as he bowed to her.


    He repeated the ritual for Tayval who only nodded, saying nothing as ever.


    Smoke did not speak to Ketty. He didn’t even look at her. Takis risked a glance at the girl. She was staring at Smoke, her eyes wide, the expression on her face somewhere between fury and desperation. Then the Trenchant said, “Take the last seat and join your family in our meal.”


    To the astonishment of Takis, Smoke did it. He stepped up onto the platform, taking the empty seat beside Tayval, who turned to watch him as he picked up a fork. He met her gaze. There was the glint of a question in his eyes, but neither spoke, and after a moment Smoke turned to his plate, and Tayval looked away.


    Takis heard the whisper of a thought stirring in the back of her mind—it was her sister’s familiar voice: A spell binds him. In a voice only Takis could hear, Tayval went on to describe the shape of the spell and its dire effect, and despite her horror, Takis felt an admiration for her father’s ruthlessness.

  


  
    

  


  
    They had been at dinner only a few minutes when Britta woke and started to coo. The girl who was serving at the high table stopped to admire her. “Oh, ma’am, she’s so sweet. So pretty.”

  


  
    Ketty forced a smile. Takis could tell she was blinking back tears. Maybe Dehan noticed it too. “Ketty, let me hold Britta while you eat.”


    At first Ketty hesitated, but then she handed the baby to Dehan. He settled Britta against his chest and patted her back. Then he looked at Takis with a pleased smile. “Britta is such a good baby. Rarely cries. She reminds me of you and Tayval.”


    At the far end of the table, Smoke stood up. Without a word he stepped down from the platform, and with gaze downcast he crossed in front of the high table and left by the near door.


    Ketty was so startled she rose from her seat, but at a stern look from Dehan she sat down again. “Eat something,” he encouraged her.


    Takis pushed her chair back and stood up, leaving her plate untouched. “Pardon me, my father. There’s business I must see to.” Ignoring Dehan’s sour look, she followed Smoke out the door.


    His trail was easy to follow. His fury had left the threads humming so that she knew he had gone upstairs to the room Dehan had assigned him. When Smoke was little, and Takis and Tayval had played at being his mothers, he’d lived in their apartment and slept in their bed. Through those early years, the Trenchant had never acknowledged he had a son. Then Smoke turned ten and the Trenchant came to collect him, taking him to Far Negarum, where Smoke began his training as a Koráyos warrior.


    Takis started up the stairs, but she’d gone only two steps when a servant called to her. “Takis, a deputation has arrived from Chieftain Rennish. They say the nature of their mission is most urgent.” The servant hurried closer, adding in a whisper, “And for you alone.”


    Takis looked in frustration up the stairs, then back again at the servant. “What is it about?”


    “That’s all I know, ma’am.”


    She sighed. Rennish was neither foolish nor frivolous. If her deputation claimed their mission was urgent, then it was. “Where are they?”


    “At the stable.”


    She strode out into the night, hoping it was nothing so urgent that she would need to leave for the borderlands that night.


    The stable door stood open, agleam with lantern light. Nearly a dozen soldiers loitered inside, all of them husky men, front line fighters. Most tended their horses, but three stood guard over a man whose wrists were shackled to a chain around his waist. His black hair and beard were both long and unkempt, and his face had a thin, hollow look, but he stood with a straight back, his gaze fixed on her from the moment she walked in the stable door.


    It took her longer to recognize him. When she did such a shock ran through her that she had to put out a hand to steady herself against the wall. “It can’t be,” she whispered.


    One of Rennish’s officers approached her; handed her a folded paper. She took it blindly, her gaze still fixed on Nedgalvin. Then a horse snorted and she remembered herself. She unfolded the paper and found it to be a letter from Rennish. Holding it under a lantern, she read it, then folded it again and slipped it into a pocket.


    This is not by chance.


    For a moment she thought Tayval had spoken, but the thought was her own. She looked at the officer who had given her the letter. “Unchain him.”


    The officer reacted with shock. “Ma’am, he’s dangerous. Violent—”


    Takis walked up to Nedgalvin and asked him, “Are you?”


    He nodded, his eyes agleam with anticipation. “Yes.”


    She hesitated, taking the measure of his mood in the threads that defined him. Then she said, “Unchain him. If he can’t conduct himself as a civilized man, kill him.”


    This elicited several smiles of anticipation, but when the chains fell to the ground, Nedgalvin disappointed his escort. He made no move; only continued to watch her with perfect poise.


    Takis spoke again to the officer. “Chieftain Rennish has instructed you on the discretion this mission requires.”


    “Yes, ma’am. All the men are aware of it.”


    “That discretion will continue indefinitely.”


    “We understand, ma’am.”


    “I thank you for your service.”


    “And you, ma’am.”


    She nodded. Then she looked again at Nedgalvin. “Will you come with me?”


    His composure slipped for just a moment as he cast a wary gaze at the men around him. Then, gathering his courage, he stepped over his fallen chains and walked with her to the door.

  


  
    

  


  
    She spoke very softly as they crossed the courtyard together. “After reading Rennish’s letter, I’m not sure you value your life. If you want to end it, just let my father discover you. No Lutawan man has set foot in Samerhen since the days of Koráy. If he finds you, he will kill you. There will be nothing I can do to protect you.”

  


  
    “You tried to kill me.”


    “You betrayed my trust.”


    He nodded. “I’ve had time to think on that.”


    “And?”


    “I’m a short-sighted fool.”


    Bypassing the main doors to the hall, Takis took Nedgalvin in by the garden gate. “I have many lovers,” she told him softly. “But they generally don’t look as ill-used as you. It’s best if no one sees you.” Then she laughed at herself. “I haven’t snuck a man up the backstairs since I was fifteen!”


    “Don’t smile at me as if I’m your pretty whore.”


    Her smile widened. “You’re not pretty,” she assured him. And still there was something electric about him that she could not explain.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    The Dread Hammer rarely offers mercy and is content to let us learn from our own foolishness. I know this, and still sometimes I pray that the hammer blow will be softened and some way will be found to save us from ourselves.

  


  
    

  


  
    Dismay

  


  
    Smoke lay in the darkness of his room. He had not looked at Ketty—not once, during the evening meal—but he had felt her presence in the threads, her burning anger. She was treacherous to blame him! She was foolish! She didn’t understand the penalty he faced. But then it was the Trenchant’s plan to confuse her and turn her against him.

  


  
    Even now, when he dared to touch the threads, the low, cold whine of her anger reached him. It raked at him. He wanted to scream at her that she was wrong. It was not his fault. How horrible it was not to be heard!


    The room door clicked opened. He was so startled he grabbed his sword, which lay in its scabbard beside him. In an instant he was on his feet, blade drawn—only to discover it was Tayval who had come in. In her hand she carried a candlestick with a single burning taper. Beneath her silk nightgown her body looked sweet and slender; her black hair was loose around her shoulders. She closed the door behind her, then turned to give him an admonishing look.


    His hands shook as he returned the sword to its scabbard. It was all he could do to shackle his rage. The threads howled with its tension. The room grew hot.


    He lay down again, holding the sword against his chest, his heart pounding so hard it must surely soon break free.


    Tayval blew out the candle and lay down beside him. Her body felt cool and soothing where it touched him. After a while he whispered to her, “I don’t want to love her anymore.”


    Tayval caught his hand and squeezed it in the dark.


    Slowly, very slowly, some of his tension seeped away.


    He was adrift, on the edge of sleep, when he heard, from out of nowhere, a faint and faraway whisper of voices.


    Women’s voices.


    None that he knew.


    His grip tightened on the hilt of his sword. He didn’t try to stop up his ears. He knew he couldn’t block the voices of women who knew his name and called to him in prayer and in truth he didn’t want to.


    “Dismay,” they whispered. “Avenge me.”


    Their prayers were seductive, compelling. He longed to answer them. It was a bitter thing to spill innocent blood, but the blood of the guilty was warm and comforting against his skin. So compelling was the summons that he would have gone in that moment—dissolved his reflection and run the threads—except that Tayval laid her hand against his arm and whispered in his mind, Stay.


    He squeezed his eyes shut. What was he doing? What had he almost done? The Trenchant had forbidden him to run the threads except at his command. If he had gone just now the punishment would not be visited on him.


    He shuddered. Tayval felt it, and turned on her side to stroke his chest, just as she had when he was a baby.


    He resolved to do always just what was required of him. He must never again forget himself. Not ever again.

  


  
    

  


  
    On the next day Dehan sent him south to Chieftain Rennish, who had recently re-joined her company of irregulars deep inside the borderlands. Smoke ran the threads, seeking out her familiar presence. His reflection took shape alongside a trail that wound around one of the forested hills dotting a landscape that was otherwise a flat sea of wheat and barley fields. He waited for the line of riders to find him.

  


  
    Rennish’s company had no idea he was coming. The lead soldier came around a bend in the trail, riding with a bow in her hands, the arrow nocked. She called out a warning the moment she saw him, drawing the bowstring back to her ear.


    “Stop,” someone behind her called. “It’s Smoke.”


    Rennish must have heard his name because she came cantering up the line. “Smoke!” She trotted her horse up to him. Then she dismounted, studying him with wary eyes. “I didn’t think you would ever come back.”


    He reached into his pocket, pulled out a letter from the Trenchant, and handed it to her. She unfolded the thick paper; read it quickly. Smoke felt her anger humming in the threads. She turned back to the line. “Bring up a spare horse!”


    She turned again to Smoke. “Ride with us until the evening. Then I’ll explain where you need to go. You already know what you’re expected to do there?”


    He nodded.


    “Right, then.”


    A soldier rode up with a riderless horse in tow. Smoke tightened the cinch on the saddle before he mounted. Then the line set off again.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Trenchant would never have an army large enough to directly attack the Lutawan Kingdom, so he’d focused instead on a campaign of harassment and terror. The land immediately south of the Séferi Mountains had been uninhabited for as long as anyone could remember. It was a theater where rival militias hunted each other among the groves and chaparral.

  


  
    But twenty miles farther south the land was so fertile that, despite the hostilities, villages and farms were common. Tribal peoples lived there. They observed the religion and customs dictated by the Lutawan king, but for decades they had traded their wheat, barley, beef, and mutton north as well as south, and while battles were fought in their fields, the villagers were mostly left alone.


    No longer.


    Three years ago the Lutawan king had doubled the number of his troops in the borderlands. The Trenchant had responded by attacking the villagers. He decreed that any village offering shelter to Lutawan soldiers would be burned and its residents slaughtered. Scouts spread news of his decree. The nomadic merchants who roved among the villages carried word of it too, though some were murdered for their trouble by villagers who thought they could avoid their fate by silencing the messenger.


    For every village destroyed, another was abandoned, but the farmers who dared to remain were rewarded with a high price for their harvest, making them defiant in their resolve to stay. Meanwhile, merchants coming up from the south reported riots as grain prices in the cities doubled.


    Chaos and strife within the Lutawan Kingdom was much to the Trenchant’s liking, so with his demon son again at hand, he had resolved to expand his war of terror against the villagers. Dismay was to strike at night, without warning, without reason, a merciless and uncaring death spirit that never left witnesses or survivors.


    That evening, as the irregulars set up camp, Smoke crouched with Rennish over a map drawn on heavy paper. She showed him where they were, the layout of the surrounding hills, and the farm holdings that were in the area. She pointed out seven, all within fifteen miles. The only thing that distinguished these farms was that they had neighbors close by, who would notice when the buildings went up in flames and who would come to investigate. Some would be so terrified by what they saw that they would flee—and their terror would infect others.


    Only Smoke could move with ghostlike stealth between the farms, so he went alone.


    He arrived first at a prosperous holding, with a large farmhouse, a barn, a threshing floor and sturdy stock pens all in good repair. He began his work inside the farmhouse. There he found three men, five women, and children of many ages. He slaughtered most of them as they slept and the rest as they fled outside. Then he killed the dogs and set the buildings on fire.


    It went much the same at the next farm holding, and the next, until only one of the seven remained. There he discovered the farmers were already dead, laid out in the yard alongside the dogs while a contingent of Lutawan troops made use of the house and the women. The soldiers made a good effort to defend themselves and Smoke was cut twice before he’d killed the last of them. The women knew his name but he ignored their pleas and murdered them anyway because it was Britta who would suffer if he did not fulfill the Trenchant’s orders.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke returned to Samerhen, a plume of gray vapor that sifted through the walls of a back hallway before forming up into what he did not want to be: a filthy, exhausted killer, blood-soaked, stinking of burning houses and burning flesh, with oozing wounds in his back and shoulder that needed to be stitched. A manservant rounded a corner, took one look at him, and turned about and fled.

  


  
    Smoke fought the urge to pursue him and cut him down.


    He was infected with fury. So tight with it his bones might snap, his teeth might break under the tension. It wasn’t that he cared about the men he had slaughtered—he didn’t—whether they were soldiers or farmers made no difference to him. But the women and the children . . . The Trenchant had made it very clear that no one should survive, no one escape, so Smoke killed the women too, but their blood sickened him and their deaths fueled the incandescent fury that burned inside his heart, burned so hot he feared his self-control—never much to begin with—would melt away and then anything at all might happen.


    He still heard the voices, though only faintly, as if his ears were poured full of blood.


    It was foolish for anyone to call on him. It was dangerous.


    A woman’s low-throated laugh sounded, followed by the splash of water.


    Takis.


    Smoke stood outside the closed door of the bathing hall. He’d come directly to the hall on purpose, the sooner to wash away the horror that clung to him. It didn’t matter to him that Takis was already using the hall, no doubt in the company of a lover. He grabbed the door latch and shoved it down. That’s when he heard Takis’ lover speak. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. He froze, his hand on the latch. He knew that voice. It was one he would never forget.


    Nedgalvin.

  


  
    

  


  
    The hour was very late when Ketty was awakened by a soft tap on her apartment door. Who would call at such a time? Her heartbeat quickened. She arose and pulled on a night shift, leaving Britta sleeping in the bed.

  


  
    An elderly manservant was at the door. Ketty caught her breath. She’d asked him to watch for Smoke, though she hadn’t really expected that he would. “Smoke has returned, ma’am.”


    “Where is he?”


    “At the bathing hall . . . but you shouldn’t go. There’s a madness on him.”


    Ketty nodded, whispered her thanks, and closed the door.


    Her heart was thundering. Of course she would go! She had to know.


    Scurrying across the room, she threw off her shift, and then hastily grabbed some of the clothes she’d been given—fine breeches, an embroidered blouse. She piled a few pillows around Britta to ensure the baby couldn’t possibly roll out of bed. Then, not bothering with shoes, she slipped out the door and went sprinting down the hall.

  


  
    

  


  
    Takis felt drunk on sex and joy.

  


  
    It was very, very late, and the household was asleep, so she’d taken a chance and brought Nedgalvin to the bathing hall where they played games in the luscious hot water of the deep, brass soaking tub. The tub was round, its four quarters set off by six-foot candlesticks, each holding up a fat candle whose flame wore a halo of steam.


    Takis lay back against Nedgalvin’s chest, dreamily watching one of the flames as his fingers gently explored her sacred gate.


    That was when the door was kicked open with a sharp bang. The startled flames bobbed and nearly guttered. Takis sent a wave of water sloshing over the tub’s rim as she spun around—to see Smoke pulling a chipped sword from his back scabbard as he strode into the steamy hall.


    Takis had always hated to hear Dehan call Smoke his “demon son,” but in that moment Smoke looked like a demon with murder in his glittering green eyes.


    Takis vaulted naked out of the water.


    She had no fear of Smoke—he belonged to her, he was her brother, her child—he would never hurt her. Nedgalvin was another matter—a Lutawan soldier, in the family home.


    “Smoke, stop!” she commanded him, in her best general’s voice, while behind her a great rush and roar of water told her Nedgalvin had left the tub.


    Smoke ignored her and cut to the right in a move so swift he eluded her. One of the candles fell hissing into the bath as she turned to leap after him. She threw her arms around him, catching him from behind. “Stop it!” she screamed in his ear, but he escaped her without a struggle by dissolving into intangible smoke.


    Suddenly deprived of anything to lean against, she fell, hitting the floor hard on her knees while the vapor of her brother’s shifting reflection spun in place around her.


    “Run, Takis!” Nedgalvin warned. He was crouched only a few feet away, his wet skin shining as he held one of the tall brass candlesticks like a staff in his hands. His gaze was fixed on the vapor, waiting for it to become solid again. “This is Dismay, and he’ll be back. Run, before he kills you.”


    She was up again, plunging through the column of vapor. “He doesn’t want to hurt me. He’s after you.” She put herself between Nedgalvin and Smoke. “Go! Back up! Get in the corner. I’ll stop him.”


    Nedgalvin grasped the general idea, but he got the details wrong. He tried to shove her into the corner, as if she needed protection. “Takis, that’s Dismay! I can’t let you—”


    “Yes you can and you will!” She threw her nude body against him, but he was half-again her weight. As Smoke returned solid to the room, he just lifted her aside.


    Smoke glared at them. The candlestick in Nedgalvin’s hands was a formidable weapon. The demon spirit in Smoke’s eyes glittered even brighter as he gauged an angle of attack. Takis stepped out between them. “Smoke, I said no. I don’t want you to kill him!”


    His scowl was ferocious. “Why not? This is the Lutawan canker who nearly killed me. How could you take him for a lover?”


    Takis threw a startled look at Nedgalvin, but then she shook her head. Puzzle it out later! “You’re alive,” she insisted. “And look at yourself—covered in blood. Haven’t you killed enough people for one day, Dismay?”


    Surprise dimmed the murderous rage in his eyes. Takis shook her head in disgust. “Of course I’ve heard the stories. Just tell me, how did you become him? How did you become Dismay? I didn’t raise you to be a murderer!”


    “I was born to it,” Smoke said as he edged around her, his sword held at the ready. “Didn’t I murder our mother on my way out of the womb?”


    She couldn’t stand to hear him speak so. Her temper snapped, and she threw herself at him, grabbing the front of his blood-soaked tunic. “How many times have I told you that wasn’t your fault? How many times? But you will only ever listen to Dehan! Why? He’s a bitter old man who does not love you. I love you, Smoke. You are my son, not his.”


    During this tirade, Smoke had lowered his sword to avoid hurting her. She no longer saw the demon in his eyes. Their green glow spoke only of confusion. But whatever he might have said was lost as a commotion broke out in the hall. They heard the sound of running footsteps, and a manservant shouting, “Where is Smoke? Where is Smoke? Dehan says he must come with greatest urgency!”


    Smoke’s eyes flickered wide, washed by a sudden, terrible awareness. Shoving Takis away, he turned and bolted for the door.

  


  
    

  


  
    Bounding out of the bathing hall, Smoke cursed himself for a fool. He had run the threads just for the convenience of breaking Takis’ grip on him, forgetting that Dehan had forbidden him to do so, except on the Trenchant’s own order.

  


  
    And the punishment for disobedience was not visited on him.


    He darted out the door, grabbing the doorframe to help him make the turn up the hallway. He came so fast he ran right into Ketty, knocking her back against the wall.


    For several seconds he only stared at her in shock. Where had she come from? He’d been so caught up in his own anger he hadn’t even sensed her there—


    He groaned. The Trenchant had commanded him not to look at her.


    And the punishment for disobedience was not visited on him.


    “Damn you, stay away from me!”


    If he had hit her, she could not have looked more shocked. He didn’t care. He sprinted with all speed for the stairs. After the first flight, he heard Britta screaming. He reached the third story, to find the Trenchant standing in the hallway, holding little Britta in his arms. Smoke went to his knees at Dehan’s feet, head bowed. “It was a mistake!”


    “What have you done?”


    Smoke gestured helplessly. “It was she. I didn’t know she was there. I looked at her.”


    The Trenchant cooed to Britta and patted her back. “Twice?”


    “No. Before that I forgot myself and ran the threads here in Samerhen, though you’ve commanded me not to.”


    Britta was beginning to calm.


    “And what made you so forgetful?” the Trenchant asked.


    “I came upon Takis with a lover who is not worthy of her.”


    Dehan laughed. “You are a fool. Takis is wise enough to judge her own lovers. Now get out of my sight. You reek of blood and burning.”


    Britta was whimpering only faintly as Smoke stood and walked back down the hall. His blood had cooled enough that he sensed Ketty on the stairs. So he was prepared, and descended with his gaze downcast. But as he passed her she whispered to him, “Do you love me?”


    He descended two more steps, then stopped. Without turning, he nodded his head. Then he drew in a shuddering breath and went on.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ketty hurried the rest of the way up the stairs, and when she reached the top she saw Dehan in the hallway, waiting for her, with Britta fussing against his chest. Ketty ran to him. “Why was she crying so? What happened to her?” She tried to take the baby back, but Dehan refused her. His expression was severe. “Please. Give her to me.”

  


  
    “This is not a game, Ketty. Britta is a child of the Bidden, perhaps the only one that will be born to us in this generation. She is of supreme importance to me. If you neglect her again, I will give her into the care of another woman.”


    “But she was asleep, safe, and I only went to see if—” Ketty caught herself. She could not meet his eye.


    “I know where you went and why. Was he pleased to see you?”


    Ketty shook her head.


    Britta was nuzzling Dehan’s shoulder, making sounds of hunger. “It’s this child he truly loves. He can’t help but love her. It’s in his blood.”


    He loves me too, Ketty thought, but she did not dare to speak.


    “You may think he loves you,” Dehan went on as if he’d read her mind. “But he’s a dangerous creature. It means nothing to him to kill a man. He’d kill you to save this child from hurt.”


    “I would never hurt Britta!”


    “You already have. Hurt is visited on Britta whenever Smoke disobeys me.” He let her think about this a few moments before he added, “The screaming you heard—”


    “Oh Dread Hammer!” Her hand went to her mouth. She turned away in horror. Did Smoke know? Of course he knew! But he wasn’t allowed to speak to her. If he had told her the reason for his silence, then Britta—


    “You’ll stay away from him, won’t you?” Dehan asked. “You won’t try to speak to him.”


    Ketty nodded. She reached again for Britta, and this time Dehan let her take the baby.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke dumped his weapons and his ruined clothes on the floor of the bathing hall, then scrubbed himself clean before slipping into the soaking tub. Someone had fished the fallen candle out of the bath and set it back on the tall candlestick. The flames flickered as the door opened.

  


  
    Smoke knew it was Tayval; he felt her presence in the threads. He turned to look at her. She was wearing loose-fitting trousers and a long night shirt. Her black hair was free around her shoulders. She cocked her head and showed him a curved needle and thread. He sighed and sat up straighter in the tub. She brought a stool and sat behind him, and sutured the wound in his back, and then the one on his shoulder. He tried not to flinch. When she was finished she embraced him from behind, her cheek pressed against his. Together they watched veils of steam rise from the water’s surface.


    After a while, Smoke said, “Takis is in love with—”


    Tayval pressed her fingers to his lips to stop the words.


    “I still want to kill him,” Smoke added when she finally let him speak again.


    Tayval pinched his ear—“Ow”—and kissed his cheek. Then she left as silently as she had come.

  


  
    

  


  
    Bloodline

  


  
    Ketty sat up for much of that night, Britta in her arms and the herbal book open on the table beside her. She turned the pages, studying the drawings and re-reading all the descriptions. She hadn’t realized before how many of the plants were poisonous.

  


  
    On the next day she took Britta outside to the garden and, strolling about, she tried to match the plants she saw to those she had studied. She thought she could name a few. She went back to the book to learn more. On the day after that it was raining, and on the following day as well, but when the sun returned she went again to look at the plants. This time she met the gardener—an older woman of a talkative nature who was happy to show her around and confirm the names of the herbs, and to describe their many uses. She even showed Ketty how to harvest leaves to make poultices and teas.


    Then Takis came to watch. The gardener seemed suddenly nervous, and after a minute she excused herself, claiming some task she must attend.


    Takis sat down on a bench and invited Ketty to sit beside her. “May I hold Britta?”


    Ketty’s guilty conscience made her reluctant to give up the baby, but Takis had been kind to her. So rather than inviting questions, she passed Britta into Takis’ gentle hands.


    Takis cooed over her niece and complimented her. Then, without looking at Ketty, she said, “A spell doesn’t die with its maker.”


    Ketty caught her breath, certain she’d been found out. She pressed her hand against her lap to hide its trembling.


    Takis said, “The Hauntén are an impulsive people with a fiery nature, much like my brother Smoke. Feuds are common among them. So Koráy put a spell on her bloodline, compelling the love of parent for child, and child for parent.”


    “Your brother isn’t loved,” Ketty whispered.


    “It’s far stronger with the firstborn. It’s a spell that’s lasted five generations. Koráy is long gone from the world, but her spell remains strong.”


    Ketty clasped her hands together. Her knuckles were white.


    Takis said, “The Trenchant is as skilled at spell making as Koráy ever was. Even when he dies, certain spells he has made will go on.”


    “You have to help Smoke,” Ketty whispered.


    “You have a choice, Ketty. You can die for Smoke, or you can live for Britta. Search your heart. If you can find there some affection for the Trenchant, he will return it tenfold, and if you give him another child, he’ll worship you as he did my mother. But he will never allow Smoke to have the love that was taken away from him.”


    Britta was sleeping when Takis handed her back. “I love my brother,” Takis said. “But I love my father too. Koráy’s spell binds us both.”


    She left Ketty trembling in the garden.

  


  
    

  


  
    Tayval was a spider poised at the center of a web of ten thousand threads, forever attuned to their vibrations and what they told her of the world. She read the threads better than Smoke, better than the Trenchant, and far, far better than Takis.

  


  
    “I am nothing without you,” Takis whispered as she left the garden and entered into the library where Dehan was spending the morning.


    Tayval answered from afar, We are one together.


    It was Tayval who had paid attention to Ketty’s grief and her fury, who had sensed her wakefulness that night Smoke returned late, who had noted her sudden, odd interest in the herb garden—a strange preoccupation given the turmoil in her life—and it was Tayval who’d explained to Takis her chilling conclusion.


    Why didn’t I see it? Takis wondered, remembering the hostility in Ketty’s gaze when Dehan had first lifted her down from his horse, making a claim on her there in the courtyard. Remembering that look, Takis was less surprised than she might have been by what Ketty had contemplated.


    It was Dehan’s error to look at the shepherd girl and see only what he wanted to see. Until today it had been Takis’ error to look at Ketty and see only what she expected. Tayval alone had seen through to the truth.


    The Trenchant was seated at the library’s large table, in casual discussion with two of his officers. He looked at Takis curiously as she drew near. She said, “I would see you alone when you have time.”


    “I have time now.” He pushed back his chair. “We were only discussing the blessings of wives and the charm of their babies.”


    Takis smiled. “Or is it the charm of wives and the blessing of babies?”


    The officers laughed as Takis left with Dehan.


    “What is it then?” he asked when they were together in the hall. “Have you come to tell me you’re returning to the border?”


    Takis looked up at him, surprised that he hadn’t already seen it. Tayval had seen it easily.


    She opened a door to a rarely used office, looked in to make sure the room was empty, then stepped inside. Dehan followed, but he was suddenly pensive, as if he feared grim news.


    “Close the door,” Takis urged him. “Come farther into the room.” When he had done it, she circled around, placing herself between him and the door. She met his perplexed gaze. “My father, I want you to look at me, very closely, very carefully.”


    He did it. He looked first with his eyes, and then he looked deeper, into the structure of the threads that defined this reflection of her within the world—and astonishment came over him. Next he looked from right to left as if he could see through the walls—and then he looked up toward Takis’ apartment on the floor above—and fury flared in his eyes. “By Koráy!” he shouted. “What is a Lutawan doing—?”


    Takis braced herself, ready to physically wrestle him if he tried to get to the door. But the Trenchant only looked at her, aghast. “I have a new lover,” she warned him in a sharp tone. “One I like very much.”


    Dehan made his way to an armchair and sat down. Already his anger had slipped away. He looked up at her in wonder. “You are with child.”


    “I am with child,” Takis agreed, still astonished by it herself.


    It was Tayval who had first noticed.


    Of course.

  


  
    

  


  
    Prayers

  


  
    The Trenchant sent Smoke south again.

  


  
    He ran the threads and found Rennish as Dehan had instructed. Her mouth set in a hard line when she saw him. She accepted the orders he handed her and read through them without a word. Then she got out a map and showed him his targets, just as she had before.


    This time he struck first in the bright light of early morning. The tower of smoke that went up from the burning could be seen for miles. At the next two holdings the families had fled, so he settled for killing the livestock and burning the houses and barns. At the fourth site soldiers awaited him, so he went on. The Trenchant had warned him to avoid melees; he wanted Smoke alive.


    At the fifth holding and the sixth he had to hunt down the family members in the field.


    The seventh was easier. It was a large holding, with two houses and a barn, but he came at noon when the family was gathered together for their meal.


    Then it was done.


    Nothing was left but fire, and Britta was safe for another day.


    Smoke didn’t know how he could go on.


    He fell to his knees in the blistering heat cast off by the curtains of fire that engulfed the houses and the barn. He prayed, help me break this spell, help me break this spell, help me break this spell, over and over, while the flames roared and danced around him.


    But who would answer a god’s prayers?


    One of the houses collapsed, sending a searing gale washing over him. It was a reminder that he had to go. Dehan was very clear in his instructions: leave no witnesses. If anyone came to investigate the flames while Smoke was still there, he’d have to kill them too. So he gave up his prayer and stood, only to discover he was already too late.


    Three creatures surrounded him. Two were men and one a woman, but they were not human. They were Hauntén. Smoke had never seen his kin before, but he recognized them at once for what they were. They were all tall and very slender, and armed with swords on their backs. They wore their hair long, as Smoke did, but their hair was dark and bound in braids. Their complexions were smooth and smoky. They had gleaming green eyes set in angular faces, with well-defined eyebrows that leaned in, so that they looked enlivened by the energy that precedes a fit of temper.


    Of the two men, one had hair shot through with gray. He looked to be as old as the Trenchant. The other was tall and muscular and looked only a little older than Smoke. But it was the woman who caught his eye.


    She had the sleek beauty and powerful allure shared by so many dangerous things, from a finely wrought arrowhead, to a graceful blade, to a stalking forest cat. She was dressed simply in leather trousers and a close-fitting, sleeveless leather jerkin that showed off her smoothly-muscled arms. A crest of iridescent green feathers in her hair made her seem taller than she truly was.


    Desire flushed through Smoke, but it mixed badly with the primal dread he’d always felt toward the Hauntén and he lashed out, drawing his bloody, chipped sword from his back scabbard and holding it at the ready, his gaze shifting between the three as he gauged which to strike first.


    None of them reached for their own weapons. The woman and the younger man traded a condescending look. But the older man, who was dressed in a fine green tunic, spoke to Smoke in a gentle voice, “If we’d come to harm you, Smoke, you would already be dead.”


    The woman stepped forward, appraising Smoke with a bold eye. “Didn’t you pray to us? We’ve come in answer.”


    All his life Smoke had feared the Hauntén and the dark heart of the forest where they were said to live, without ever knowing why. Even now, as he looked at their sharp faces, instinct told him to flee—but hope held him back. “Who are you?” he asked, lowering the point of his sword.


    The older man answered. “My name is Pellas.” He indicated the others. “She is Thellan and he is Gawan. And you, Smoke, share a kinship with us, though you’re Bidden.”


    Smoke nodded cautiously. “Through Koráy, long ago. Can you truly break the spell that binds me?” He watched their bodies, not their faces, on guard for the least unexpected move.


    “Not from such a distance,” Pellas said. “The Trenchant has hoarded all the power of Koráy. To break his spell we have to meet it as its source.”


    “The Trenchant is at Samerhen.”


    “That’s a problem,” Thellan said with some remorse. “Samerhen is closed to us.”


    Gawan finally spoke, with a hard edge to his voice. “All the Puzzle Lands are locked away behind spells and weavings designed to keep us, your kin, on the outside. You did the same when you lived within the Wild Wood. I wonder what guilt would lead you to fear your own kin?”


    “Hush, Gawan!” Pellas snapped. “It’s enough that our families have been a long time apart. It’s natural to fear the unknown.”


    It was more than the unknown that Smoke feared, but what did it matter? There was nothing these Hauntén could do to him that would be worse than what the Trenchant had already done. “I can guide you through the weft and into the Fortress of Samerhen. But can you break the spell?”


    Pellas nodded. “The cost will be high.”


    “I don’t care about the cost. However much you want, I’ll pay it.”

  


  
    

  


  
    They came at twilight, when the household was gathered for the evening meal.

  


  
    Smoke came first as a swirl of vapor pouring through the walls. Several diners cried out and stumbled from their chairs. Even the Trenchant stood in alarm as Smoke materialized in the open space fronting the head table, reeking of blood and charred lives. He went to his knees at once, his head bowed in abject submission. But before his knees hit the floor he felt the gravity of the three Hauntén as they took shape behind him.


    Chairs scraped as people jumped to their feet. There were gasps and small screams and the sound of running feet. Smoke looked up to the table where his family dined and knew at once something had changed. Takis had risen to her feet to stand beside Dehan, but behind her was the Lutawan officer, Nedgalvin, and Smoke could not think why he was there, or what had moved Takis to show him to the Trenchant, and what had stopped Dehan from instantly commanding his death.


    None of them were armed, though, at least not with steel.


    Ketty was there too. His gazed passed over her swiftly. She’d backed away into the shadows behind the table. Her pretty eyes were wide with fear and confusion as she held Britta securely against her breast.


    Only Tayval was still seated. Her shocked gaze was fixed on Smoke, but everyone else stared at the Hauntén gathered behind him.


    And what were they waiting for?


    He turned to glare at Pellas. “Do it!”


    Pellas glanced down at him, and it was as if a mask had been stripped away and his inner heart revealed. Hatred blazed, a dark fire in his eyes, so fierce Smoke felt his soul begin to tear in two just as it had when he’d fled the midwife’s cottage.


    He was betrayed.


    There was no time for any other thought. He lunged from his knees, drawing his sword as he did so. The blade hissed through the air, but Pellas was already gone in a silvery vapor. Smoke’s blade whistled through the shifting cloud, meeting no resistance until it bit deep into the wooden floor.


    As he wrested the blade free Pellas coalesced almost on top of him. Smoke stepped back, but Pellas was faster. He struck Smoke’s wrist with a numbing blow that sent his sword clattering to the floor. At the same time, Pellas hooked his heel behind Smoke’s ankle and jerked hard. Smoke’s feet flew out from under him, and his back slammed against the floor.


    Pellas came after him with such speed his Hauntén body half dissolved to fluid mist. Smoke saw him draw his thin, curved sword. He tried to roll away, but Pellas was faster. Gripping the blade in two hands, the Hauntén stabbed it down through Smoke’s left shoulder. Ribs cracked, his shoulder blade snapped, and then the point of the sword sank into the wooden floor.


    Smoke tried to flee along the threads.


    But he was pinned to the world by steel, just as he’d been that day he’d met Nedgalvin. He sensed all around him the weft and warp of the deeper world, but he could not retreat into it.


    Then the pain hit him.


    It sucked all the air out of his chest, leaving him nothing left to scream with. Not that anyone would have noticed, so many people were already screaming all around the room.


    But then the first shock passed. The pain that followed on its heels only stoked his ever-present anger. Bending his right elbow, he forced himself up, an inch, two inches, his left shoulder still impaled on the sword. Its blade sliced deeper through his muscle tissue. Hot blood bubbled from the wound.


    Pellas pressed a booted foot against Smoke’s chest, slamming him back down against the floor.


    Smoke screamed. He couldn’t help it. The pain in his soul when he looked at Pellas combined with the wracking pain in his shoulder was more than he had ever imagined, or endured—but even as he screamed, he fought back. Seizing Pellas’ ankle with his right hand he tried to throw him off.


    But his strength had bubbled away with his blood. He felt its sticky warmth beneath him, clotting in his hair, and he could no more move the foot that held him down than he could lift the Fortress of Samerhen.


    It was so unfair! Pellas had betrayed him, and his defeat was complete.


    What would happen to Britta? What would happen to Ketty?


    But he already knew. Dehan would care for them. He writhed again, driving even more blood from his body.


    It was the midwife, curse her! It had been wrong to murder her, he knew that, but he’d only been trying to protect Ketty. That had seemed like reason enough at the time, but everything had gone wrong since then and now this—


    I am a fool!


    The Hauntén did not answer prayers. Koráy was the only one of them who ever had. He knew that. Yet he’d been so desperate he’d chosen to believe them. He’d brought them here—


    Fool!


    —only to find they’d come for retribution, sent, no doubt, by the old spirit who’d caught him at the cottage.


    It was so unfair.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ketty screamed in horror as the Hauntén demon stabbed his sword into Smoke. Her scream frightened Britta so that she started screaming too. “Help him, help him,” Ketty sobbed, and then when no one did she started around the table.

  


  
    Tayval was on her feet before Ketty had gone three steps. She caught her arm. Stay, a ghost voice whispered inside her mind. You cannot stop it.


    “He is my husband,” Ketty pleaded in a voice choked with tears.


    Stay.


    As Pellas stood balanced with one foot against Smoke’s chest, he regarded Ketty and the baby she held. “Dehan.” The Hauntén’s merciless green gaze shifted to the Trenchant. “Twenty years ago you stole away what was precious to me. I’ve come now for restitution.”


    Silence filled the room. Even Britta had stopped crying. Ketty held her close and kissed her, more a comfort to herself than to the baby. She looked at the Trenchant, and was startled to see him sigh and sit back down again. He leaned against the armrest of his chair, cupping his chin in his palm as if considering the Hauntén’s request. After a few seconds he gestured at Smoke. “Pellas, it lies there beneath your foot. All that is left. Take it.”


    “No!” Ketty shouted, and Pellas turned again to consider her, but Tayval pinched her arm and pulled her into the shadows that lurked beyond the reach of the table’s candlelight, where Nedgalvin’s broad shoulders blocked her view of Smoke. The southerner stood with a protective arm in front of Takis—but Ketty noticed that his gaze was fixed on the woman Hauntén, staring at her as if he were transfixed.


    Did Takis see it too? She looked up at him in irritation, then pushed aside his restraining arm. “Father, do you know this creature?”


    Dehan ignored her. “What’s done cannot be undone, and I have already paid with the life of my wife, who died giving birth to this demon son. Take him if you want him.”


    Pellas shook his head. “I won’t accept what lies here. It’s flawed and tainted.”


    Ketty started forward, but Tayval’s grip tightened on her arm. “What are they talking about?” she whispered. There was such dread in Tayval’s eyes that Ketty was sure she knew, but Tayval made no answer.


    Pellas said, “You sent mercenaries hunting my wife. You showed them how to pin her in the world with barbs of steel. You stole my son’s perfect soul from her womb. Dehan, do you know what was left behind? Nothing but a bloody pulp! It broke her mind. She wandered the forest blind and dazed, and if not for the wise woman of Nefión who found her and cared for her, she would have surely died.”


    Dehan said, “It’s the duty of the Bidden to safeguard the people of Koráy, at any cost.”


    The woman Hauntén spoke for the first time as she gazed down at Smoke where he lay pinned and bleeding. “You wanted to make a god, didn’t you? A warrior even more blessed than Koráy—but you made a demon instead.”


    Dehan’s fist thumped the table. “Pellas, the soul of your son still lives. Take it! Take it and go!”


    Again, Pellas shook his head. “These were once two perfect souls, your son and mine, but the binding you set on them has done its work. They’ve long since become one flawed creature. No . . . you took a perfect soul from me. I’ve come to collect the same.”


    Takis suddenly stepped back, retreating into the shadows behind Nedgalvin as if she thought the price would be taken from her—but Pellas’ gaze was turned to Ketty. “I’ll accept the child of my child as settlement for the debt.”


    Ketty met his gaze with a snarl, holding Britta more tightly still. “You are not Smoke’s father!”


    The other male Hauntén, the younger one, spoke. “He is a demon, with two fathers, two mothers, and two souls!”


    “Hush, Gawan,” Pellas said. “She bears no blame in this.”


    Smoke groaned and Ketty leaned forward to look, praying he would rise up, but he was still trapped beneath the foot of his Hauntén father, and though his right hand groped for his fallen sword, the blade lay beyond the reach of his bloody fingertips. So Ketty turned to Dehan instead. “Don’t let him take Britta.”


    Takis looked at Ketty as if she’d suddenly become the enemy. Then she whirled on Dehan. “My father—”


    “Quiet,” Dehan growled. But then he raised his hand, and like a little girl, Takis ran forward to clutch it. Dehan told her, “Britta is a child of the Bidden and she’s precious to me.”


    “She’s precious to all of us,” Takis whispered.


    Ketty scurried to his side. “You have to protect her. She’s the only grandchild you have, the only hope for the Koráyos people.”


    Takis squeezed her eyes shut and looked at the floor, while Dehan spoke to Ketty in a gentle voice. “You’ll have more children, but the debt must be paid.”


    This was so far from what Ketty had hoped to hear, it took her a moment to understand. She staggered, retreating from the Trenchant, but Nedgalvin was in the way and when she turned, there was Tayval.


    Ketty heard herself sobbing. She tried to push past Nedgalvin, thinking only to reach the door, but mist swirled around her and suddenly she was faced with Gawan, and the woman whose name she had not heard spoken. “Give up the child,” the woman said.


    “No! Britta is not a slave. She can’t be used to pay anyone’s debt!”


    Gawan said, “Thellan, take her left arm.”


    Gawan seized her right. She kicked at them, but she was made awkward by the baby. They pried her fingers loose and Gawan wrested Britta from her arms. The baby was red faced and squalling. Ketty was screaming too, still wrestling with Thellan, when Gawan’s reflection shifted into a swirling plume of white mist that streamed away, vanishing through the wall.


    Thellan released Ketty as soon as Gawan was gone and Ketty collapsed, her fists clenching and unclenching as her body shook with hysterical sobs.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke waited, trying not to hear Ketty crying, dear Ketty, the only one who’d tried to defend him.

  


  
    Thellan came to see him. Beautiful Thellan. She squatted by his side with a hungry smile. “Live, pretty child, and I’ll come for you.”


    Smoke snarled, groping again for the hilt of his sword, knowing it was only inches away. How he would love to slit the throat of this Hauntén siren!


    She stood up. With the toe of her boot she nudged his sword closer, though still not quite close enough for him to reach. Then she dissolved, and was gone.


    Only Pellas remained behind. Smoke watched his Hauntén father, knowing he still had a promise to keep. He was acutely aware of his sword, less than an inch from his bloody fingertips.


    Pellas stepped back. Using two hands, he yanked his sword out of Smoke’s shoulder. Smoke rolled, grabbed the hilt of his sword and came to his feet.


    His left arm was a dead weight at his side. It took him a step or two to work out the balance, but then he charged the table where Dehan sat. Dehan saw him coming. He stood up so quickly he knocked his chair backward against Takis.


    The spell was still intact, but during these seconds Britta was safe in the world-beneath, where the punishment of Dehan’s ruthless spell could not touch her.


    Smoke used his right hand to boost himself onto the table, and as he did, Pellas kept his promise. The spell that compelled Smoke’s obedience shattered. Smoke launched himself from the table top, his sword held high, its chipped blade swinging in a hissing arc that struck the Trenchant behind his ear before slicing down with such force that his neck was nearly severed. Dehan collapsed. Smoke came down on top of him, but his momentum sent him tumbling onto his broken shoulder. He screamed at the white hot pain, clawing at the ground.


    But he had to get Britta back.


    He forced himself up, until he was kneeling. Then he tried to get his feet under him, but he slipped in the blood pooling around him. The Trenchant’s blood.


    What did it matter, when he could run the threads?


    He threw back his head, reaching with his mind into the world-beneath . . . but nothing happened. He could go nowhere. He was still pinned, as if the sword’s steel blade remained in him.


    Takis was suddenly crouched beside him.


    “I’m still caught in the world,” he whispered to her.


    “Are you? Good!”


    The threads sang with her fury. He’d never felt anything like it before. She looked like she wanted to hit him. There were even tears in her eyes. Tears for the Trenchant? Jealousy awoke in him, and guilt. Useless feelings. “I don’t care what you think! I would do it again.”


    “I know you would.”


    She grabbed his hair and yanked his head back. He would have toppled if she hadn’t held him up. He grabbed her wrist with his right hand. “Let me go!”


    “Be still! Don’t tempt me! I’m so angry now I could kill you!”


    Even in his weakened state, her words hurt. “That’s a . . . treacherous thing to say.”


    “Shut up!”


    What little strength he had was quickly leaving him. He sagged against her supporting arm. Then Tayval was crouched on his other side. He saw her dip her fingers into the pool of their father’s blood. “For you, idiot,” Takis said as her tears spilled over. “A portion of our father’s strength. So don’t die.”


    With bloody fingers, Tayval painted twin stripes across his cheeks. At the same time Smoke sensed her at work in the world-beneath. Threads twisted and combined, and suddenly he felt touched with a giddy energy as if new blood had rushed in to fill his empty veins. His terrible lethargy retreated. He struggled against Takis’ restraining hand, but she shook him by the hair and ordered him again to “Be still!”


    His ears buzzed with a cacophony of women’s voices.


    And meantime, Tayval continued her work in the world-beneath. She summoned into existence fine new threads. She sent them circling around him, pulling tight in a heavy net of obligation.


    “Stop it!” he hissed. “Stop it. You don’t have to bind me. I would never hurt you. Either of you.”


    “You say that now,” Takis said. “But loyalties change, and yours have never been to the Puzzle Lands.”


    The voices challenged his loyalty too. He tried not to hear them. He tried again to slip away into the world-beneath and when that failed he tried to understand what Tayval was binding him to. That’s when he saw it: a new spirit, barely in existence yet swiftly growing.


    Smoke’s grip tightened on Takis’ arm. “Dehan gave Britta away so you could keep your new child!”


    No wonder she was afraid.


    But the strength Dehan’s blood had brought to him was fading and he could not fight her. He couldn’t even hold on to his anger. Tayval was taking that away.


    Like Dehan, Tayval had inherited much of the skill of Koráy. He felt her spell binding him to Takis’ child in an irrevocable net of love and obligation much like the one that bound him to Britta. He turned his tired gaze to her. “I don’t even mind,” he whispered as the buzzing in his ears reached a crescendo. Loving Ketty and loving Britta was the only true joy he’d ever known. He could love Takis’ child too.


    Takis said, “He’s slipping away.”


    Smoke shook his head, or he tried to. He tried to say, No, I’m not, but the words were lost within the clamor of distant voices, women beseeching him to do murder on their behalf.


    It troubled him that he could not answer.

  


  
    

  


  
    Nedgalvin was as shocked as the Trenchant when Smoke rose up from the dead and attacked. The demon could not have had strength left to stand! And yet Dehan lay dead at his feet and Takis . . . she would be the Trenchant now.

  


  
    Takis and Tayval and Smoke were all huddled together in the pool of their father’s blood, engaged in some ritual, with no attention to spare for anything around them.


    It occurred to Nedgalvin that if only he had a sword, he could destroy the Bidden here, now, once and for all.


    The blood was spreading, and the smell of it was making him sick. The weeping of the Binthy girl was grating on him too. She was a pretty thing, but he couldn’t stand a woman’s useless weeping.


    Still, he could see why Dehan had kept her.


    Nedgalvin valued a beautiful woman. Takis was comely enough, and he’d never had more pleasure in bed, but he would never call her beautiful . . . especially not after seeing the Hauntén woman. Thellan. She would be a treasure to lock up on his estate.


    He shook his head, trying to banish the thought of her.


    His life in the south was gone. He had no estate. His family and friends must believe him dead and even if he returned and proved them wrong, he would be hanged for the disaster at Scout’s Pass.


    Why grieve over it? Takis would be Trenchant and rule over the Puzzle Lands while he would rule over her. That was God’s way.

  


  
    

  


  
    ~

  


  
    Smoke hears prayers and he answers them. Does this make him a god?

  


  
    When a god kills, is it divine justice? Fate? Or murder?

  


  
    

  


  
    A Wolfish Snarl

  


  
    Takis stood with sword in hand facing down the five top-ranking officers in Samerhen. They had come armed and angry into the family quarters, seeking retribution for the murder of Dehan.

  


  
    “Let us pass, Takis,” the senior among them insisted. He carried a sword on his back and another at his waist, but he had respect enough not to draw his arms against her.


    “Your anger is honorable,” she said softly. “But it’s not for you to kill my brother. He is of the Bidden and we protect one another. It’s our way.”


    “Heed us, Takis, and accept the truth. He’s not like you. Smoke is a demon child, corrupted in the womb, born flawed, and dangerous to all of us. The Trenchant used him anyway. He believed he could control him—but look what happened! Dehan is dead. Murdered by his own son.”


    “I am the Trenchant now,” Takis reminded him.


    The senior officer inclined his head. “We don’t ask you to raise a hand against your brother, only that you let us pass. He needs to be put down, Takis. We will do it for you.”


    “You would murder him as he lies helpless and unconscious?”


    “Would we have a chance against him otherwise?”


    “No. I can’t let you do it. He belongs to the Bidden. Your justice is not for him.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke smelled first the milk leaking from Ketty’s breasts, and then Smoke woke to find her sitting beside him. Her eyes were red from crying. She looked at him for answers, but he had none. He didn’t even know why he was still alive.

  


  
    He saw that he was in his own room. Sunlight came in through the window, which meant it was a new day. His left arm was bound tight across his chest, but his right was free. He tried to speak, but he had to swallow first, working moisture into his dry throat before words would come. “Wh-where is Britta?”


    “They took her!” Ketty said it with a wolfish snarl. “Smoke, don’t you remember?”


    “I do remember. I’ll bring her back.”


    Takis spoke from somewhere nearby, her words clipped with cold fury: “Tayval has not saved your life so you can throw it away again.”


    Smoke turned his head to look for her, and spied her standing at the door.


    She fixed him with an angry glare. “You won’t be able to travel as a spirit into the dark heart. Tayval says the way is closed to you, the threads are tangled—unless you can persuade a traitor to guide you?”


    Smoke thought about that word,“traitor.”“I lost Britta because I let them in.”


    “That’s right.”


    “No!” Frustration fired Ketty’s voice. “The Trenchant left you no choice, Smoke. You did the only thing you could.”


    Smoke raised his right hand. Ketty caught it. “I’m sorry, Ketty. I didn’t know they would take her.”


    “You should have known!” Takis insisted. “But you chose to bring them here. You lost Britta, and you murdered our father!”


    This was too much for Ketty. She turned around in her chair. “You leave him alone! The Trenchant traded our child to save yours. If the Hauntén had known, maybe they would have taken your baby instead!”


    “They wanted Smoke’s child, not mine.”


    From the way Takis said it, Smoke guessed that she’d said it many times before. “I knew you were in love, Takis, when I saw you in the bath.”


    “Shut up.”


    “But you didn’t bind me to him, and I’ll kill him if I can.”


    Somewhere behind Smoke, Nedgalvin chuckled. When Smoke heard it, the hair on the back of his neck stood up. He dropped Ketty’s hand and flopped over, searching around him for a sword that wasn’t there.


    “Stop it, Smoke,” Takis warned. “I will not tolerate any more of your wanton murders!”


    Smoke spotted Nedgalvin, sitting in a corner chair behind Ketty. His hair was combed, his beard neatly trimmed. He was dressed in fine clothes and looked very sure of himself. “Maybe someday we’ll finish it, Dismay. But not today. It wouldn’t be fair.”


    “I don’t care about fair if the advantage is mine.” Then Smoke’s brow furrowed. He looked at Takis. “Why was I still pinned after the sword came out? Why couldn’t I run the threads?”


    “It was the Hauntén blade,” she said, suddenly sounding tired. “The steel was brittle. It crumbled, leaving bits and pieces. Tayval dug out three fragments from your wound.”


    Smoke lay back, scowling. Had Tayval gotten them all? He had to know. So he reached out for the threads and to his heartfelt relief he felt his reflection dissolving.


    Ketty misunderstood his intention. Her eyes went wide. “Smoke, don’t go!”


    He hadn’t been going anywhere; he’d only been trying to see if he could, but Ketty didn’t know that and she lunged at him as if she could hold him in place. Her weight came down on his wounded shoulder.


    He cried out as the room around him dissolved in a blur of pain that only eased when Ketty’s sweet lips brushed his cheek. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” she murmured. “Don’t go.”


    The voices were whispering to him again, calling to him. Dismay, Dismay.


    Takis spoke to him, sounding closer now. “Smoke? Are you still with us?”


    He blinked and saw that she was crouched beside the bed, next to Ketty. She said, “Nedgalvin is our ally now. Dehan accepted him. You will too.”


    He shook his head. “He’s Lutawan. He’ll betray you.”


    “You’re my brother. You’ve already betrayed me. I guess I’ll have to take my chances.”


    “When you want me to kill him, just let me know.”


    “Smoke, what about Britta?” Ketty asked.


    Smoke caught her hand again; he looked into her eyes. “I’ll find her. I’ll walk into the dark heart if I have to, but I’ll bring her back.”


    Takis said, “I can’t let you do it.” She stood up, the better to glare down at him. “We can’t afford a war with the Hauntén.”


    “She’s our daughter!” Ketty insisted.


    “Even for your daughter.”


    Smoke closed his eyes. No point to argue. He would go. It didn’t matter what Takis said. He listened to the voices, entranced by them.


    “He’s asleep again,” Ketty whispered.


    “I’m not. I’m listening.”


    “To what?” Takis asked.


    “Prayers.” He opened his eyes again, remembering. “The Hauntén heard me praying. It’s why they came. To answer my prayer.”


    Takis looked at him as if he were mad. “You prayed to them to break the spell?”


    “I prayed to anyone who would listen! Pellas said the price would be high. I thought he meant coin.”


    She shook her head in disbelief. “You never understood the value of anything, little brother. Coin least of all.”


    “I understand Britta is my daughter and she wasn’t for the Trenchant to sell.”


    Nedgalvin rose from his seat and went to the door. “You stand here and argue with him, Takis, but you are Trenchant. What will you do when Dismay refuses your command?”


    Takis turned her angry gaze on him, but he was already walking out.


    “He’ll betray you,” Smoke warned again.


    “Not while Tayval is watching him.” Then she crouched again beside the bed, and in a low voice she said, “I need you, Smoke.”


    “What for?”


    “When you’re healed, when you can run the threads again, I want you to go with Nedgalvin back to the Lutawan Kingdom. I want you to protect him and help him buy his way back into the ranks. And when the time is right, I want you to kill the king, and put Nedgalvin in his place.”


    “That’s completely crazy,” Ketty said.


    Takis ignored her. “Smoke, I want to end this endless war, but I need a rational man on theLutawanthrone to do it.”


    “Does Tayval think it’ll work?” Smoke asked.


    Takis shrugged. “We have to try. Will you do it?”


    Ketty’s voice went shrill. “Of course he won’t do it! It’s crazy!”


    Smoke closed his eyes. “I have to find Britta first.”


    “Smoke—”


    He kissed Ketty’s hand. “Only when Britta’s safe.”


    “I want you safe,” Ketty whispered.


    Smoke felt himself fading, while the voices that prayed for murder grew louder. He spoke over them, though his voice was only a whisper. “Takis, I don’t think Nedgalvin’s the man you’re looking for. I think he’ll betray you, but for a chance to kill the king? I’ll try it.”


    “Very sweet of you,” Takis said. “But you won’t have a chance if the Hauntén have already killed you.”


    Ketty squeezed Smoke’s hand, and kissed it. “I’ve been thinking about that.”


    Smoke opened his eyes again, made suspicious by her tone.


    “Smoke, I know that what you know is how to fight and murder . . . but I think Takis is right and the Hauntén will kill you if you attack them. So we’ll go together, you and I, and we’ll go in peace, and we’ll ask for Britta back. When they understand how much we love her, they’ll let her go.”


    Smoke started to chuckle, but it hurt too much. “Oh Ketty, you’re so silly. That would never, never work.”


    Ketty dropped his hand. She shoved back her chair and stood. Takis looked up at her with one eyebrow raised while Ketty crossed her arms over her chest. “You’ve never had to ask nicely for anything in your life, have you?” she demanded.


    Smoke gave her a surly look. “Not until I met you, Ketty of the Red Moon.”


    Eventually, of course, he was forced to agree that they would go in peace and ask nicely because once Ketty set her mind to something it was only ever a matter of time.

  


  
    

  


  
    Back in her apartment, Takis took on another battle.

  


  
    “You should kill him!” Nedgalvin told her. “Now. While he’s weak. Once he’s recovered, you won’t be able to control him. Dismay is a threat to you, Takis. He’s a threat to the throne.”


    She rolled her eyes, beseeching the Dread Hammer. “Smoke is not a threat to me, and there is no throne. This is not a kingdom, Ned. The Trenchant commands the army, but that’s all. The people rule themselves.”


    “Whoever rules the army, rules the people.”


    “Not here.”


    “That can change.”


    She walked to the window and looked out at the green pasture of Everwatch Ridge. Of course Smoke was right. He would betray her—if she kept him here. “There’s no room in the Puzzle Lands for your ambitions, my love.”


    He drew himself up, even glanced over his shoulder as if he expected a cadre of armed guards to come bursting through the door.


    “It's not my ambition to bring you down Nedgalvin, but to raise you up.”


    He smiled. “You said those same words that first night we spent together.”


    “I want to be a kingmaker,” she went on. “I want you—a rational man—to sit on the Lutawan throne.”


    His smile was gone. He was angry again. “You’re sending me away to my death?”


    “Maybe,” she acknowledged. “But I hope not. It will be dangerous, but I’m sending my best weapon with you to improve the odds. Smoke has agreed to help you.”


    “Dismay?” Nedgalvin was incredulous. “That demon will cut my throat while I’m asleep!”


    “No. He’d rather cut the king’s throat than yours, and I promised him he’d have that pleasure when the time was right.”


    “And what about his quest for Britta?”


    Takis scowled. “He’ll do that first, but he’s promised to do it peacefully—”


    Nedgalvin snorted. “And you believe him?”


    “—so he might survive. In any case, you can stay here with me awhile longer.”


    Nedgalvin looked past her. She could see him weighing things. Finally he said, “So Dismay is going to walk into the land of the Hauntén. You said he can’t travel there as a spirit?”


    “That’s right. I imagine he’ll take horses, though. Ketty’s going with him.”


    Nedgalvin’s brows rose in surprise and he laughed. “The way northern women command their men will never cease to amaze me.”


    “Oh, I don’t know. You’ve enjoyed being told what to do, from time to time.”


    He shrugged. “I’ll go with Dismay and help him plead with the Hauntén.”


    Takis was blindsided. She looked at him, aghast. “What? Why?”


    “If you want me to lead a revolution against the king, I’ll need allies, and what better allies than the Hauntén?”


    “The Hauntén don’t make alliances. They protect only what is theirs.”


    “I want to meet them anyway.”


    Takis weighed the value of arguing with him; she considered forcing him to stay. But he had not earned the rank of general by being compliant. She knew him well enough to know that forcing him to do anything was a dangerous strategy. Better that he was gone, than that she had to kill him.


    “All right,” she said coldly. “Please just don’t start a war.”

  


  
    ~

  


  
    For a time my brother was distracted by his wounds and the loss of Britta and it slipped his mind that he’d sworn vengeance against an innocent merchant woman in Nefión.

  


  
    

  


  
    Recovery

  


  
    Smoke woke again in the evening, feeling well enough to get up and walk about the room. Ketty wasn’t at all pleased with his progress. “You should not be walking! You’re too weak for this. You’re going to fall.”

  


  
    He couldn’t remember anyone fussing over him before. It was oddly pleasant, though kind of insulting too. “The Bidden aren’t weak, Ketty. If we don’t die outright, then we recover quickly.”


    “You haven’t recovered yet. Look how swollen your poor shoulder is. You haven’t even eaten yet—and I watched half your blood drain away!”


    “I have blood enough left to fill me when I look at you. Ketty, you’re so beautiful. If you want me to lie down again, then take off all your clothes and come lie down with me.”


    The scathing look she gave him could have melted candles. “What kind of man are you that you can even think of your own pleasure when our Britta is gone?”


    He frowned at her in puzzlement. What did one have to do with the other? “Why shouldn’t I think of you when you’re here beside me and it’s been so long? I’ve been dying for you. It’s long past the second moon.” He slipped his one good arm around her, and though she turned her face away, he kissed her neck and wheedled, “Please?”


    It took some work, but eventually he persuaded her into bed. He was surprised to discover she was as hungry as he was. She helped him into her sacred gate. Then she grabbed his hips and thrust herself against him, her lips nibbling at his neck and his chest while he leaned on his good arm. How was he supposed to know the effort required of him would ignite such a fiery pain in his shoulder? Ah, but it did. A red hot poker thrust through his flesh would surely have been no worse.


    Ketty was so deep into her pleasure she didn’t notice. She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close, crushing his left arm between them. “More, Smoke, more,” she whispered, as he tried not to scream. “Ah, such sweetness, I love you so much.”


    He held on until she finished. It was a matter of pride. And was she grateful afterward? No! She berated him for half an hour just because the pain got so bad he was left retching on the pillow.

  


  
    

  


  
    Takis barred anyone from entering Smoke’s room except herself, Tayval, and Ketty, while Smoke was not allowed to leave—not by walking anyway. “The Koráyos hate you,” Takis told him bluntly. “There are many who would kill you if they could, for murdering Dehan.”

  


  
    Smoke shrugged it off. What did he care? “It was Dehan who forced me back here. I didn’t want to come.”


    “Do you think that matters? The people loved Dehan. They don’t love you. You will stay here in your room, so no one will be tempted to be the hero.”


    But she broke her own edict a few days later by bringing a stranger to his room.


    Smoke’s recovery had continued its rapid pace. Ketty had gone out, so he’d shoved the sparse furnishings against the walls and was practicing with his sword, to get the knack of fighting with his left arm strapped and useless against his chest. Takis had given him a new blade, and its smooth, sharp edge whistled through the air as he progressed through the exercises. He was shirtless and sweating, his honey hair bound up in a top knot when the door opened without a knock and Takis came in with a Koráyos soldier. Or maybe he was a former soldier; though he had the bearing, he wasn’t wearing the uniform.


    Smoke ceased his exercise, but he didn’t put the blade away just yet. He studied the soldier for a moment, then, “Seök,” he said, recalling a name and face from at least three years before. “So you’re not one of those who wants to kill me?”


    “How do you know Seök?” Takis asked in surprise.


    Smoke gave the memory a moment to fully surface. “You served in the borderlands, right?” Seök nodded. “Your company had the misfortune to stumble onto the irregulars when we were at work carrying out the Trenchant’s orders—but he’s not the Trenchant anymore, is he? We were carrying out Dehan’s orders. You didn’t know about the village massacres before that, did you?”


    “I didn’t, sir, and we were told not to speak of it.” Seök was so on edge his voice was little more than a whisper. If he’d been armed, Smoke didn’t doubt his hand would be tight on the hilt of his sword.


    “I’m sending Seök with you,” Takis announced. “I know you’ve never bothered to learn the paths through the East Tangle, but Seök will guide you. He knows them all.”


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea. He’s afraid of me.”


    “Does he have reason to be afraid of you?”


    Smoke shrugged. “No more than anyone.”


    “Swear that you won’t hurt him or his kin, that you’ll hold your temper in check, that you will not seek vengeance for any perceived slight—”


    “When do I ever do that?”


    She smiled. “Everyone is afraid of you, Smoke. Death is your nature. I think only Tayval knows how many you’ve slain, and maybe even she doesn’t know all. Men, women, children—”


    “I didn’t want to kill the women and children! Dehan demanded it.”


    “All of them?”


    “Yes, all!” But that wasn’t quite true. “Almost all,” he amended. “There was one—”


    “Yes?”


    With a sudden sick feeling he remembered how it had felt to drive his sword through the midwife’s heart. “She cursed me for it, but it doesn’t matter.”


    Takis’ gaze was stern. “Swear you will not assail Seök, or his kin, so he will not need to be afraid in your company.”


    Smoke shrugged. He was a murderer; he had a fearsome demeanor. It was natural for people to be afraid. “I swear it. I will not assail either Seök or his kin and if it’s in my power I’ll protect them from harm.”


    Takis turned to Seök. “You may go now.” When the door had closed behind him she walked up to Smoke. “Hand me your sword.”


    “Why?”


    “Just do it!”


    “Why are you always in such a bad mood?” But he handed the sword over to her.


    She stepped back, turned the blade around, and with lightning speed she set the point against his throat. “If you try to run the threads, I will pin you.”


    He drew back, but she moved with him. “What’s wrong with you Takis? Have you gone crazy?”


    “I want to tell you something before you find it out on your own. Seök is the one who saw you in Nefión. He’s the one who brought word of it to Dehan. He is the reason Dehan found you.”


    Seök? Then it was not the midwife’s curse?


    Rage flushed through him as he thought on everything that had changed. If not for Seök, would he even now be happy in the Wild Wood with Ketty? If not for Seök, would Britta be safely asleep in Ketty’s arms? Seök. His babbling tongue had wrecked everything! It occurred to Smoke that he should cut out Seök’s tongue prior to killing him. He would have gone in that moment to do it too, except for the sharp pressure of steel against his throat. That was the only thing that kept him grounded in the room.


    “Remember your oath,” Takis warned him.


    “You tricked me!”


    “I did.”


    “But I don’t remember Seök! I remember a woman in Nefión—not the one I killed, the other one, and I should have killed her too, I will kill her—she’s the only person who saw me and lived.”


    “You will not kill her,” Takis said, pressing a little harder with the blade. “That woman was Seök’s sister. There’s no complaint you can make against her. She still believes you were a visiting Hauntén. Seök knew who you were, but he didn’t tell his sister.”


    “Then he was there? In the store?”


    “He was there, determined not to be noticed by you.”


    “He betrayed me, Takis—”


    “Seök did not betray you. He faithfully served the Trenchant, and at great risk to himself. He understands Koráyos loyalty far better than you do, brother. He’s an honorable man, you have no complaint against him, and by your oath you may bring him no harm.”


    Smoke tried to see a way around it, but she had taken his oath, and now he was bound to it. It was a defeat, and it put him in a foul mood. “Stop sticking me with my own sword. Give it back to me now.”


    Takis lowered the blade but she did not give it back. Her gaze was hard and angry, the same as it had been most days since he’d murdered their father. “You’re always against me now,” he complained. “But I love you still.”


    “You have no choice.” She handed the blade back to him. “You will leave in the morning with Seök and Nedgalvin.”


    “And Ketty.”


    Takis shrugged. “You are not Bidden, Smoke, and you don’t belong to the Puzzle Lands, but you’re also not Hauntén.”


    “I am Dehan’s demon son. I am what he made me.”


    “I hope the Hauntén don’t kill you.”


    “I share this hope.”


    “I hope you live long enough to bring woe and ruin to the Lutawan king—and to set up Nedgalvin in his place.”


    “You’re a very strange woman, Takis, to send away the man you love. I would never send Ketty away.”


    “We do what we must, Smoke. In the end, even you might find it so.”

  


  
    ~

  


  
    Nedgalvin is a dangerous man, bloody handed and ruthless. The very same words may be said about my brother, Smoke—but Smoke is bound by his word.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Road East

  


  
    The sky above the fortress wall was pink with dawn when Seök led two horses, saddled and provisioned, from the stable. One of the stable boys followed with two more.

  


  
    Seök had Smoke’s oath, along with the assurance of the Trenchant Takis that her demon brother would not seek revenge for his loyalty to Dehan, but he had a bad feeling for this venture all the same.


    Bidden Hall’s tall doors opened. Takis and Tayval came out together into the morning cold, along with the tall Lutawan. Seök had been shocked when Takis introduced him to Nedgalvin, but the talk in Samerhen was that even Dehan had condoned the man, though no one knew why—so people were curious. As soon as the trio emerged onlookers began to gather: soldiers on their way to the mess hall, stable hands, tradesmen, housekeepers—all eager to know what passed.


    Nedgalvin bowed to the Bidden twins, Takis and Tayval. His dark gaze lingered on Takis for longer than seemed polite. Then he descended the stairs and took his horse from the stable boy.


    Motion drew Seök’s gaze upward, where a snaking plume of gray vapor spilled down along the stone face of Bidden Hall. From the onlookers there came anxious gasps and angry murmurs as Smoke materialized between his sisters. He was dressed in britches and boots, but his torso was bare except for the sword on his back and the sling that still bound his left arm against his chest. His honey-brown hair was tied in a tail on top of his head so that it cascaded down his back. One by one his gaze picked out those soldiers and servants who dared to speak against him and very quickly there was only silence in the courtyard.


    Then the girl Ketty came running out the door with a leather satchel slung across her shoulder and a look on her face that said she was afraid that if she was late she’d be left behind. Smoke took her hand. He said something to his sisters that Seök couldn’t hear, then he brought Ketty down the stairs.


    Seök took one of the horses forward for Ketty to ride.


    Smoke stuffed Ketty’s satchel into a saddle bag, then he boosted her onto her horse. He took a few minutes fitting the stirrups. Then he turned to Seök. Death looked out of his eyes. “My sister has gifted your life to you. If not for her—”


    “I understand,” Seök said softly.


    Smoke nodded. “I put it on you to keep Ketty safe when I’m not nearby. She’s the mother of a Bidden child, and is owed Koráyos loyalty.”


    Seök did not even try to conceal the keen insult he felt. “Of course I’ll safeguard her! I don’t need to be threatened to do what is right. She’s clearly no soldier, but a vulnerable young woman like my own dear wife, and is owed protection on that alone.”


    Smoke drew back, looking confounded by this outburst, but after a moment, he shrugged. “It’s just that I love her. You understand?”


    Seök did. And what did it mean that a demon like Smoke could have the same feelings toward his wife that Seök had toward his?


    Smoke turned back to Ketty to bid her goodbye.


    “But aren’t you riding with us?” Seök asked.


    Smoke scowled in contempt at the horses. “I hate riding almost as much as I hate walking. I’ll be going ahead to make sure there are no wolves lying in wait along the road. Bring my horse though. I’ll likely need it later.”


    So Seök called to the stable boy to bring the other horse. But Smoke wasn’t quite through. He caught Seök’s sleeve. “Keep an eye on the Lutawan too. If he shows any disrespect to Ketty, I want to know of it.” Then he did as demons will: he unfurled himself into vapor and sped away. The startled horses snorted and danced in fright, but Seök held onto them.


    When the horses were quiet again Seök climbed into the saddle, and as they set out his thoughts went again to his own wife and he offered up a short prayer to Koráy, Please, Lady, grant that I may see her again.

  


  
    

  


  
    Seök led them east into the mountains. At first there was little conversation, but after a time he found himself talking to Ketty about his wife and his business as a teamster, and she was excited to hear that he had just come south from the Binthy sheep country where she’d been born. She didn’t talk of her missing baby though. There was no point in it.

  


  
    Seök didn’t see Smoke all that morning. Despite the demon’s absence, he felt sure they were being watched. Nedgalvin said as much when they stopped to rest the horses. “He’s here somewhere. I can feel his presence like a chill on the air.”


    Ketty shot him an angry look but Nedgalvin didn’t notice. He didn’t speak to her, or even look at her, that Seök could see. Of course it was rude, but Seök figured it was just as well. If Nedgalvin never spoke to the woman he could not insult her, and Seök would ask for no more than that.


    Midafternoon found them deep within the East Tangle. They followed a back road that wound through a pine forest above steep valleys where plantations of timber bamboo grew. The slightest breeze would rush through the canopy of bamboo leaves with the sound of a cataract, but when the breeze rested a deep quiet filled the mountains. It was during one such respite that they heard ahead of them a clip-clop of hooves and the crunch of wheels against the paving stones.


    Moments later there came around a bend in the road a farmer’s cart pulled by a gray pony. Two men walked beside it, one young, one old. They looked up with a start at the travelers. Seök was surprised to see fear on their faces. They whispered to one another as if debating their options. Then the young man shook his head. A pony cart could hardly hope to run away from three horsemen, so they had no choice but to come on.


    Seök waved, hoping to ease their fear. “Greetings to you,” he called out. “Though you look uneasy—have you had trouble on the road?”


    “Ah, sir!” They hurried forward, and Seök dismounted to meet them.


    Nedgalvin followed his example, but Ketty stayed on her horse, eyeing the two farmers anxiously.


    The older farmer studied both Seök and Nedgalvin with a squinting gaze. “Are you soldiers, sir?” he asked with some hope.


    “Retired,” Seök told him.


    “Ah, well.” He looked disappointed. “It’s my advice to you not to go on. It isn’t safe. There’s a bloody-handed demon, not a mile behind us, waiting at the crossroads, with long, brown hair and a beardless face, dressed in britches and boots—”


    “But no shirt!” the youth cut in. “Just a scabbard on his back!”


    “Yes, and he has but one arm,” the elder added.


    “No, Pa. His other arm was in a sling!”


    The father shrugged. “Anyway, he was splattered with blood—not his, I’d wager—though he had a terrible scar on his neck. He was sitting there all quiet, with his back to the waystone and his sword across his lap, gazing this way down the road. He’s waiting for someone, I tell you. I just know it.”


    “He didn’t threaten you?” Nedgalvin asked curiously.


    “Nah. He said nothing to us, though we left him an offering of sweet cakes. But there was such a chill on the air we knew he had someone’s death in mind.”


    “He said he would look for wolves along the road!” Ketty said defensively.


    “Are there wolves in these parts?” Nedgalvin asked the farmers.


    Both looked at Nedgalvin as if he were loony. The old man answered, “No, sir. These are settled lands.”


    “It doesn’t mean anything,” Ketty whispered as the two farmers went on their way.


    Nedgalvin still didn’t look at her. He might have been talking to the air when he said, “Spattered with blood already. It didn’t take him long to find some poor bastard to murder.”


    “You don’t know what happened,” Ketty said, but her voice was soft with doubt.


    Nedgalvin pretended he didn’t hear her.


    They continued on. Ketty was anxious, so she kicked her horse into a trot and it was only a few minutes before they reached the crossroads where the waystone stood, but Smoke was not there.


    Ketty rode her horse in a circle around the waystone as if she hoped she might find him hiding on its other side. “Why isn’t he here?” she asked no one in particular.


    “He left the sweet cakes,” Nedgalvin observed. “Go fetch them, Seök.”


    Seök did, but he brought them to Ketty to eat. “We’re going to leave the road here,” he told her gently. “This far north, the only way through the East Tangle is by trail.”


    She looked at him with worried eyes. “But if we leave the road, how will Smoke find us?”


    Seök wondered that he could feel Smoke’s presence along the road while Ketty could not. “Don’t worry. He’s been keeping an eye on us. I know it.”


    A close eye, Seök thought, though he didn’t say it aloud.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    Is the Lutawan king immortal? Many of his people believe it. Many believe he is the worldly reflection of their god, Hepen the Watcher. I long to know the truth! If my duty was not to the Puzzle Lands I would travel south to find out.

  


  
    

  


  
    Lust

  


  
    Smoke had gone ahead along the road first thing that morning, alert for any sign of danger, but of course there was none. They were still in the Puzzle Lands, where Tayval kept watch. It wasn’t even midmorning when he settled down at a pretty spot alongside the road to wait for Ketty to catch up.

  


  
    He passed the time listening to prayers.


    Dismay, help me. Come to me, Dismay.


    The hour was still early. He was bored and the prayers were compelling.


    Dismay, avenge me!


    So he left the Puzzle Lands and chased the threads south.


    Hours passed on the journey. Noon was near when his reflection took shape in the borderlands, in a grove of oak trees on the outskirts of a farm he’d never visited before. Beyond the grove, the wheat fields were tall and green. A dilapidated farmhouse stood in the distance, with a barn beside it. Between them was a haphazard-looking paddock. Smoke counted seven horses inside it. Too many for a farmer. These were war horses.


    Smiling in anticipation, he turned to the girl who had summoned him. She looked to be about fourteen years in age. No doubt she was supposed to be tending the two cows that were tethered beneath the trees, but she did not watch them. Her eyes were closed as she knelt in a shaft of sunlight that reached down through the tree tops. Her lips moved as she called to him, Dismay, please, please come.


    “It’s dangerous to call me,” he said softly.


    Her eyes opened. She looked up at him. She showed no fear. “Kill me too, if it pleases you, I don’t care.”


    Such cold hatred was in her gaze that he believed her.


    “They made me their whore,” she said. “Just because our family is poor. But this morning they sent me to watch the cows because now they want my little sister. She’s only twelve and as fragile as a flower. She’ll be dead by day’s end, I know it!”


    Smoke felt his blood heat. A flush rose in his cheeks as his heart quickened with desire. “What would you have me do?”


    The girl got to her feet. Her head barely reached his chest but she looked at him with such belief that he knew, in this hour, he belonged only to her. “Go to my father’s house and kill the indolent soldiers who are there.”


    “It would please me to do this. Who else is there?”


    “Only my sister. My father is away, my brothers have become soldiers, and my mother is dead.”


    “This is a dangerous prayer. More soldiers will come. If you flee you’ll be hunted. If you stay you’ll be blamed.”


    “Kill them,” she commanded him. “Whatever the price.”


    It was his way to submit to the prayers of a woman alone and in need. So he did as he was bidden.


    He came too late to save the young girl; she was already dead.


    But it was a pleasure all the same.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke returned to the Puzzle Lands, materializing beside a waystone that marked a crossroads in the East Tangle. He didn’t know the roads well, but he knew this was the most likely way that Seök would come because it was a good road that indulged in only the amount of wandering necessary to negotiate the ridges.

  


  
    The first thing he noticed when he returned was a strange tension in the threads that underlay the road. They felt as if they’d just been run—and not by him.


    At once he was alert.


    His first concern was for Ketty. He looked for her in the threads. He and Ketty were bound to each other so he found her at once. She was still riding the damned horse, making her slow way up the road in the company of Seök and that bastard Nedgalvin. Before long they would reach the crossroads—


    The threads stirred with a faint vibration. Smoke noticed it only because he was already seeking for Ketty. He looked for its cause, but the vibration faded before he could track it to its source. He shivered, certain that some force, some power, some spirit, was close by. He had no idea what it was, but he would find out, no matter if he had to hunt it in the forest or in the threads.


    He sat down with his back against the waystone. Out of caution, he drew his sword from its scabbard and laid it across his lap. Then he began to meditate on the structure of the threads.


    Two farmers passed by him. He paid no attention to them at all, but they feared him anyway and left sweet cakes beside him to purchase his good humor before they hurried on down the road. They were gone from sight when he again felt a flutter in the threads. He was on his feet even before a white mist swept from the pines. With his right hand he held his sword high, ready to strike, as a Hauntén woman took form in front of him.


    Thellan.


    She who had aided Pellas in the abduction of Britta. All the frustration, all the fury of that hour came back to Smoke. He lunged at her, swinging his sword in a great roundhouse stroke. Thellan jumped back in shock. “I am unarmed!” she shouted.


    “I don’t care!”


    He’d grown used to the sling. His balance was perfect as he lunged at her again, first with a jab that she evaded, then with a swift slice that would have done damage except that she dissolved into mist. The mist retreated and she materialized again a dozen feet away. She glared at him, affronted. “I did not come here to fight with you! I am unarmed.”


    “How did you find your way back into the Puzzle Lands?”


    “I haven’t left.” Her voice had gone inexplicably soft: husky and seductive. He felt threads twine around him as she spoke. “I’ve waited for you, Smoke. Didn’t I promise to?”


    He shifted his feet, beginning to stalk slowly around her, watching for the least moment of inattention. “You promised to come after me. Why have you come unarmed?” He thought of Nedgalvin and his skill at throwing a sword, and wished he’d practiced at it. If he could, he would have murdered her right then. It mattered nothing to him that she was unarmed. He preferred it.


    The threads she tried to cast around him broke and slipped away. Her eyes widened, and for the first time she looked afraid. “You’re still angry over the child.”


    “Of course I am!”


    “Don’t make it a feud. It was a debt that was owed. It’s paid now.”


    “Don’t mistake it,” he told her. “I’ll get Britta back if I have to burn the Wild Wood to do it.”


    A look of puzzlement came over her. She whispered as if to herself, “Wasn’t it you? That lust I felt in the hall . . .”


    Smoke’s lip curled. “It wasn’t me.” Thellan was a beauty, but he hated her all the same. He lunged again. He caught her in a moment when her mind was elsewhere. The sword’s tip touched her throat. Smoke glimpsed a flash of crimson blood as she spun aside. Then she was gone again into mist. This time she fled, streaming away to the east. Smoke followed her into the threads.


    Never before had he trailed another through the weft and warp of the world, but he knew the Hauntén had followed his lead into the Puzzle Lands. He knew it could be done. And when he looked he saw the way at once. It was a vibrating path, akin to the leaves in a thicket that are left trembling after a deer has retreated from his arrows. He swept after her, coming up on her ghostly essence with unexpected speed.


    Not knowing what was possible, he let instinct guide him. He surrounded her. The pattern of his threads coiled around hers, binding her, arresting her motion in the world-beneath where nothing may remain fixed. So they both became solid creatures, spilling together into the world.


    Thellan was unready. She lost her balance and fell rolling across the forest floor. Blood leaked from her throat though the wound was slight, not nearly enough to kill her.


    Good.


    In that moment, Smoke decided he would not kill her after all. Not yet anyway. Not when he might use her to trade for Britta.


    He was still on his feet, sword in hand, so he lunged after her, determined to use his steel blade to pin her in the world just as he’d been pinned.


    But the lust that had preoccupied Thellan before was gone. Fear drove her now. She vanished within the threads as his sword stabbed down, so that the blade sliced uselessly through mist. But she formed up again not far away. “I came to make peace with you!”


    “I don’t want peace! I want my daughter.”


    “Best you protect your wife, because I’m going to kill her as soon as I’m able.” With these words, Thellan dropped again into the world-beneath and this time she shot straight away through the trees. But Smoke couldn’t tell if she went east or west because he didn’t know where he was and the trees in their summer leaf hid the sky so that each direction looked the same.


    Let her go then! Let her go. Time to return to Ketty.


    He slipped into the world-beneath and raced with all speed back to the Puzzle Lands.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ketty was still riding the damned horse. He formed up beside her in a swirl of gray smoke that made the animal shy and almost unseated her. “Are you all right?” Smoke demanded as he scrambled to grab the reins of her stupid horse before it could run away with her.

  


  
    Ketty looked at him, first in astonishment, and then with a sudden rush of anger. “Where have you been? I was so afraid. And why are you covered in blood and dirt? What have you been doing? You told me you were done with murdering, but it isn’t so, is it?”


    Smoke glanced in irritation at the bloody sword in his hand. He shoved it into his back scabbard, where the evidence of gore was not so apparent. “I never exactly said that.”


    Seök had been riding ahead, but now he turned back, while Nedgalvin brought his horse so close to Ketty’s that both animals danced, flicking their ears in irritation. “Been out slaughtering more women and children, Dismay?”


    Smoke had promised Takis to endure the Lutawan, but he had not promised to endure insults. He pulled his sword out of its scabbard again. The only question in his mind: Whether to attack Nedgalvin directly, or his horse. Nedgalvin drew his own blade, but Ketty had other ideas. “Stop it!” she shouted, turning her horse, using it to force Nedgalvin back. “Stop it now!”


    Smoke grabbed her reins again. “Are you crazy? He’ll kill you!”


    “I don’t care about him! I want the truth from you. You didn’t really kill women and children, did you?”


    “No. Just a company of Lutawan soldiers who had raped and murdered a young girl.”


    Ketty turned to glare at Nedgalvin. Smoke was surprised to see him look shamefaced. “War is a terrible thing,” he murmured as he put his sword away. Smoke was startled by these words. The Koráyos soldiers would say the very same thing to one another when they did things (when he did things) that were inexcusable.


    Smoke slid his own sword back into its scabbard. “Have you seen any sign of the Hauntén today?”


    Nedgalvin looked suddenly eager. “Are they around? That whore Thellan—she was a beauty. I’d like to see her again.”


    “Careful what you wish for,” Smoke suggested.


    Then Seök surprised them all by speaking. “I thought the presence I sensed along the road was you.”


    Smoke couldn’t look at the man without wanting to kill him, but he was bound by his oath. “It was Thellan. She’s been hunting me, but I’ll ride with you now, and if she comes again I’ll kill her.”


    “Smoke, no!” Ketty protested. “If you kill her, they’ll never give us Britta back.”


    Smoke frowned, considering this. Was Ketty right? Really, this was too complicated. “Well, with luck she won’t come.”


    Seök handed him the reins of the spare horse. “Tighten up the girth,” he advised. Smoke could tell he was angry, but it didn’t matter. Did it?

  


  
    

  


  
    A hard rain fell late in the afternoon, striking freezing blows against the bare skin of Smoke’s back and shoulders and forcing him to get out his coat. With Ketty’s help he got his right arm into the sleeve. Then she lifted the coat around his shoulders and secured the first button, but he wouldn’t let her do anymore. “I’m not a child,” he growled, shooing her away. “I can button my own coat.”

  


  
    “Fine! Have at it.”


    His cold fingers struggled to make the buttons work, and twice he caught Ketty watching him with a critical eye. So when at last he managed it, he gave her a disdainful look. “I told you I didn’t need help.”


    To his smug satisfaction, she turned her gaze to the Dread Hammer, beseeching help for herself, no doubt.


    At day’s end the rain ceased, but fog took its place. All was silent except for the dripping of water until suddenly a tinkling of pretty chimes sounded from the trees all around them. Almost as soon as the ringing began the music of the chimes retreated, rolling away to the east in a wave of sweet sound.


    “What in God’s kingdom is that?” Nedgalvin asked. Then, as if just realizing it, “There’s no wind to stir up so many chimes.”


    Smoke was secretly glad Nedgalvin had asked, because he wanted to know too, but he didn’t want to let Nedgalvin know he didn’t know.


    Seök glanced at him as if he had a perfect understanding of Smoke’s puzzled thoughts. “It’s the trees,” he said. “They keep watch in the East Tangle, and ring the chimes whenever anyone approaches a border post.”


    “The trees?” Nedgalvin said. “Do you take me for a fool?”


    Smoke snorted. “This is not the Lutawan Kingdom,” he reminded Nedgalvin. “Don’t abuse Seök for answering you truthfully—though maybe he should be less free with the Koráy’s secrets?”


    Seök shrugged.


    They went on. Before long they smelled wood smoke, and soon afterward a stern voice called to them from out of the fog, “Stop now and identify yourselves.”


    They had been discovered by a company of Koráyos soldiers, who had come to investigate the chimes. Some of these soldiers were friends of Seök from his days in the army, so on that night they slept under a roof and were warm.

  


  
    

  


  
    The border post was nestled in a pass at the summit, so they began the next day with a descent, following a barely visible track down through the forest. Smoke stayed close to Ketty and brooded over the threat made by Thellan the Hauntén. He didn’t doubt she would keep her word and come after Ketty if she had the chance—because that’s what he would do. At midmorning he reined in his horse. Nedgalvin and Seök were riding ahead and didn’t notice, but Ketty stopped beside him. “What is it?”

  


  
    “I should send you away.”


    She looked so hurt he could hardly stand it. “We already talked about this!”


    “Ketty, you’ll be safe in the Puzzle Lands.”


    “I’m not staying! I’m going with you.”


    “I’ll bring Britta back to you.”


    She looked away. Her lips were parted as if there were words on her tongue that wanted to step forth but they weren’t quite brave enough to do it. Then she looked at him again. “I don’t think Takis will let you come back.”


    He laughed. “What are you talking about?” His smile faded when he saw tears in her eyes. “Ketty, did Takis say she’d close the Puzzle Lands against me?”


    “She didn’t have to say it. She wanted you gone.”


    Smoke thought on it, remembering Takis’ bad temper, and her words to him—You’re not Bidden, Smoke, and you don’t belong to the Puzzle Lands. “You might be right, Ketty,” he conceded. “And if so, there’s no choice. You have to come with me.”


    Relief washed over her and she smiled so very prettily that he wanted to take her down among the tree roots without another second wasted. But of course she would complain it wasn’t the proper time.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    Sometimes I envy the Lutawan king, whoever he is. It must be convenient to be able to read the minds of men.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Wild Wood

  


  
    In the late afternoon they passed beyond the border of the Puzzle Lands—and beyond the protection of the border spells. Smoke was in a state of suspense over Thellan. He jumped at every least noise and didn’t dare to leave Ketty alone. “What’s got into you?” Ketty asked. “You’re as edgy as you were in those first days after Britta was born.”

  


  
    “Just stay close to me,” Smoke told her. “I don’t trust that Nedgalvin.”


    When they found a place to camp for the night, he went with Ketty to fetch water, and then to gather firewood. Seök was tending the horses when they returned, so Smoke started the fire, and then he put together a simple meal of dried fish, apples, and bread. Nedgalvin sat on the side, polishing the weapons Takis had given him.


    “Dismay,” he said after a time, “it surprises me what a fine little woman you make.”


    Ketty had been clearing a space for sleeping, but when Nedgalvin spoke she caught her breath and stepped back as if expecting a brawl. Smoke glanced at her curiously. Then he looked at Nedgalvin, trying to guess what the hell he was talking about. He took a wild shot. “Two days away from Takis and now you fancy me?”


    Nedgalvin stiffened; his bronze cheeks grew dark. “Don’t toy with me. There are no twisted men in the south. That’s a vice of the Puzzle Lands.”


    Smoke wasn’t sure he understood this, but it was easy to see his guess had been wrong. “So what do you mean by ‘a fine little woman.’ Is it a compliment?”


    Nedgalvin turned his gaze skyward as if to beg patience from the Dread Hammer—which was odd, because everyone knew the god of the Lutawans, Hepen the Watcher, despised the Dread Hammer. “Of course it’s not a compliment! I want to know why you’re serving as a kitchen maid when you have a woman with you who can do the work? It’s shameful!”


    Smoke and Ketty traded a look. Seök was still standing among the horses, but Smoke realized that he too was watching. Ketty spoke softly, sounding ashamed. “He’s right. In the north, cooking is a woman’s work. My father would never cook.”


    “I don’t cook at Samerhen,” Smoke said defensively. “Servants do it. But on patrol everyone takes a turn. Chieftain Rennish never gave the duty only to the women.”


    “I cook at home,” Seök announced, leaving the horses to come stand beside the fire, where he fixed a cold glare on Nedgalvin. “The men of the Puzzle Lands are not lazy like you Lutawans, and we don’t fear our women. It’s said you turn even your wives into slaves.”


    Nedgalvin had been polishing his long knife. Now he turned it around, so the hilt was in his hand as he stood to face Seök. He spoke carefully. “The women of the Puzzle Lands are different than Lutawan women, I concede. They’re not the dull cows we’re cursed with. But a man is made for war. Women are made to keep the house and the field. This is as God intended.”


    Smoke laughed. “The Dread Hammer didn’t intend any such thing. She is a woman Nedgalvin, and it’s said she battled your god, Hepen the Watcher, long ago and tossed him out of the north.”


    “That’s not a story I’ve ever heard.”


    Seök said, “Truth is twisted by your king. It’s why your people are corrupt.”


    Nedgalvin stepped toward him. “You dare to speak to me like this? You’re a tradesman! A common soldier.”


    “Truth doesn’t belong only to officers.”


    Smoke eyed them both, wondering if his oath to protect Seök included protecting him from Nedgalvin—but then Ketty surprised them all by stepping into the middle of the argument. “I used to pretend to be a stupid cow just to make my father angry, and I didn’t care if he beat me for it. That’s the way people are when you take away all their choices.”


    After a moment’s silence, Smoke said, “You should have let me kill him.”


    Ketty gave him a sour look. Then she set about finishing the dinner preparations. Seök went to wash up, while Nedgalvin returned to polishing his weapons.

  


  
    

  


  
    That night, Smoke was wakeful. He lay beside Ketty, his eyes half-closed, listening to the forest and to the threads, but mostly, listening to the whisper of distant prayers. He longed to go and answer one or two of them before the sunrise. It was only the fear of Thellan that kept him at Ketty’s side.

  


  
    

  


  
    At midmorning on the third day they came to the forest road. Seök reined in his horse and turned to face them. “This is as far as my knowledge reaches, and it’s as far as I will go. From here I turn south to Nefión. If you still want to go on to the dark heart you have to find your own way. I don’t know where it’s hidden.”

  


  
    “I can find it,” Smoke assured him. It would be exactly where his heart warned him not to go.


    “Seök, you should go on with us,” Nedgalvin urged. “You’re a good man, you don’t scare easily. Come along, and I can make it worth your while.”


    “You have nothing I need,” Seök answered him.


    Smoke smiled. He could have liked this man in other circumstances. As it was, he still daydreamed of slitting his throat.


    Ketty might have guessed his thoughts. She gave him a warning look, but then she turned to Seök and smiled. “Thank you for helping us, and please bear our good wishes to your wife, and to your sister.”


    “Thank you, ma’am, and may you find what you seek.”


    As Seök rode off, Nedgalvin looked after him regretfully. “We could have used another fighting man.”


    “We won’t get Britta back by fighting,” Ketty insisted. Then she turned her horse and set off east into the Wild Wood, leaving Smoke and Nedgalvin to follow behind.

  


  
    

  


  
    Seök had been a quiet presence, but he’d known the land well. His confidence had infected all of them—but now they had no firm direction. Smoke felt the threads and measured their tension against the vague dread residing in his heart, but he kept changing his mind about where they should be going until Nedgalvin complained, “We’re just wandering in this forest, aren’t we? You have no idea where the dark heart is!”

  


  
    Smoke shrugged, not wanting to admit it. “We’re too far north,” he decided—though he wasn’t really sure anymore which way north was. The weft didn’t run straight here, and the sky was so heavy with clouds he couldn’t see the sun. But he called for a change of direction anyway, and they went on.


    At twilight they camped beside a trickling brook. As Smoke lay beside Ketty, waiting for sleep, he listened again to the forest and to the threads—but he could not hear the prayers. He realized it with a start. He’d come so far east the prayers couldn’t reach him. Silence wrapped him, just as it had when he’d lived at his holding in the Wild Wood.


    He decided that since he wasn’t free to answer the prayers it was better not to hear them.


    Still, he missed them.

  


  
    

  


  
    On the next day they were up at first light—but it was a dim, gray light filtered through ominous clouds. Within an hour it was raining.

  


  
    Rather than struggle again trying to get his coat on with only one arm, Smoke took off his sling. Ketty protested, but he insisted he didn’t need it anymore. His left arm was stiff though, and it ached when he moved. The rain didn’t help. It kept up all day—a hard downfall that rarely eased. They camped early. Nedgalvin huddled under a tarp. Smoke and Ketty made a tiny shelter out of branches that leaked quite a lot.


    Rain was still hammering down in the morning when they set out again. Smoke studied the threads, but they were tangled, and though he chose a direction,he wasn’t at all sure what direction it was. He rode in the lead, with Ketty following behind him, and then Nedgalvin.


    After an hour or so Ketty called out to him, “Smoke! Look at that fallen tree there on our right. We passed that tree yesterday. I know we did!”


    Smoke turned in the saddle to see her gesturing at the fallen, moss-covered trunk of a long-dead tree on the other side of a small clearing. He scowled. “We’ve passed a hundred fallen trees. How do you know—”


    “Because I remember there was wormwood growing on its other side, and mint in the shadow of its rotted branches!”


    “That’s ridiculous,” Nedgalvin said. “We’ve been wandering all over this endless wood, but we haven’t been riding in circles.”


    “Let’s just look,” Ketty insisted.


    She turned out to be right about the plants, and after a minute Nedgalvin found their hoof prints from the day before, filled up with rainwater.


    “So,” Ketty asked tentatively. “Which way is east?”


    “God knows,” Nedgalvin muttered. “But Dismay surely doesn’t.”


    “We’re close to the dark heart,” Smoke insisted.


    “How can you know that when you don’t even know where we are?”


    “Because I don’t know where we are.” He turned to Ketty. “When Dehan came to our holding he cast a glamour on the threads so I couldn’t see the true weft of the world.”


    “Is it the same here?”


    “It’s not the same, but the threads are confused, they’re twisted. I think they turn back on themselves, though it’s hard to see.” He frowned. “It’s even hard to see you in the threads.”


    She looked at him with wide, worried eyes. “Then we are lost?”


    Smoke shrugged.


    Nedgalvin groused, “Yes, of course we’re lost! We can’t see more than thirty feet and the sun is useless behind these damned clouds, which were no doubt sent by the Dread Hammer to add to our misery, for like any woman, she must delight in inflicting misery.”


    “Any woman would delight in inflicting misery on you!” Ketty snapped and Smoke got ready to draw his sword. But to his surprise (and disappointment) the Lutawan managed to hold on to his temper.


    Ketty spoke again, tentative now. “Smoke? Instead of trying to guess which way is east, maybe you should just take us where the threads are the most twisted and confused.”


    Smoke thought about it. He studied the threads—and after a few minutes he decided there was a direction to the chaos. When he thought about going there his dread stirred, so he knew it was the right direction. “I don’t like it,” he said softly. “But I think it might work.”

  


  
    

  


  
    By afternoon the threads were so twisted and confused that Smoke could sense almost nothing of what lay around them. It made him jumpy, like a blind man in a crowd of thieves. It didn’t help that the rain refused to relent. “Ketty,” he said over his shoulder. “Maybe we should camp and hope tomorrow will show us the sun.”

  


  
    When she didn’t answer he turned around. Nedgalvin was riding behind him. “She had to stop,” he said. “Half a minute ago.”


    Smoke couldn’t sense her in the threads. Not at all. It was as if she’d vanished from the forest.


    He turned his horse and sent it racing back, only to find Ketty a hundred feet away, struggling to climb into the saddle. “Ketty! What are you doing?”


    “I had to make water.” She frowned at him as if he was being absurd.


    “You were gone from the threads!”


    “It wasn’t my fault! I had to make water.”


    “No, it’s just the threads are so chaotic here, I couldn’t sense you. Stay close, Ketty. If you get lost, I don’t know if I can find you.

  


  
    

  


  
    The rain went on another night and all through the next morning, but in the afternoon the steady downpour eased into a light, fog-shrouded drizzle. Though the sun was still hidden everyone’s hopes rose—until they found their way blocked by a raging, rain-swollen river.

  


  
    Smoke sat dejectedly on his unhappy horse, staring at the muddy water as it churned between brimming riverbanks. The far shore looked to be at least thirty feet away. Smoke didn’t know much about river crossings, but he didn’t like the look of this one. “It feels dangerous,” he said, turning to Ketty. “I don’t think you can cross it.”


    “Let’s follow the bank,” Nedgalvin suggested. “Maybe we can find a quieter place to cross.”


    Ketty was shivering, miserable and discouraged. “Smoke, why don’t you go look for a place to cross? Run the threads, and we’ll wait here with the horses.”


    Smoke was tempted. A rest would be good for her and good for the horses—and what a relief it would be to travel apart from the stinking beasts! But he shook his head. “The Hauntén might come while I’m away.”


    “I’ll be here,” Nedgalvin said impatiently. He got down from his horse as if the decision was already made. “She’ll be safe with me.”


    Ketty looked at Smoke with her wide, sweet eyes. “The sooner we cross the river, the sooner we’ll have Britta back.”


    Apparently Nedgalvin was right. The decision already had been made. Smoke jumped down from the horse. He handed the reins to Nedgalvin. Then he caught Ketty as she slipped out of the saddle. “I didn’t think I would ever say this,” he murmured in her ear. “But stay close to the southerner. Better still, stay among the horses. Thellan won’t be able to get to you so easily there.”


    “When I first met you, you never worried about anything,” she chided him.


    He shrugged. “I never used to care.”

  


  
    

  


  
    After Dismay left, Nedgalvin found a tree with a thick canopy just a few feet from the flooding river. It kept off most of the drizzle, so he waited beneath it. Not that the shelter made any real difference. He was already wet through and through and had been for three days.

  


  
    How he despised this place! The Wild Wood was a Godforsaken wilderness. He’d never seen an endless rain like this before. In Lutawa the sun shone almost every day and water was precious, as it should be.


    Fat drops slipped off the leaves, drip-dripping against the ground. The river rumbled past.


    Smoke’s woman had disappeared on the far side of a thicket to attend to personal demands. When she returned, Nedgalvin watched her with narrowed eyes. She was pretty, but nevertheless he found her dull as most women were dull. He smiled to himself, knowing Takis had corrupted him and that ordinary women couldn’t satisfy him anymore.


    Ketty glanced at him, saw his smile, and went to hide among the horses.


    Then somewhere behind him he heard a woman speak.


    He spun around as a shiver of superstitious fear ran through him. He stared into the woods, but he saw only trees, with a few scraggly bushes between them. Doubt touched him. Had he imagined the voice? Was it only a trick of the rain?


    Then she spoke again. This time her voice was distant but clear. Where are you?


    “Thellan.” It was her. He knew it. He knew her voice. It sent a rush of heat through him. Thellan was like Takis. She was no ordinary woman.


    He raced to get his horse.


    Ketty was standing among the animals. She looked at him with wide, frightened eyes. “You heard her too, didn’t you? It was the Hauntén woman.”


    “I’m going after her.”


    He untied his horse and swung into the saddle. Then he saw her. Thellan. She was a distant figure beneath the trees, but he knew her. He’d dreamed of that tall, strong body for days, dressed in close-fitting leather so tantalizing that any woman of the south who wore such clothes would be burned.


    He kicked his horse hard, forcing Ketty to scramble out of the way as he charged into the trees. Behind him the other two horses neighed in protest. Maybe they tried to follow, he didn’t care. All that mattered was that he was closing the gap that separated him from Thellan.


    Without taking his eyes off her, he reached into a pouch on his saddle and pulled out a narrow, six-inch steel spike. He ducked to avoid a tree branch. Then he called out to her, “Thellan, why have you come?”


    For a moment he dared to believe she’d been touched by the same lust that affected him.


    Then he drew closer and saw the contempt on her face. A moment later she transformed into a white wraith of fog and streamed away. She was taunting him! He followed her anyway, determined to have her.


    At the center of a forest clearing she became a woman again. She stood waiting for him, her long hair loose around her shoulders and her sword raised high. “Lutawan pig!” she spat at him. “It was men like you that Dehan hired to hunt my sister.”


    These words stirred in him a flash of anger—not at her, but at those Lutawans who had stooped so low as to take the Trenchant’s money. And next he thought how brave she was—how extraordinary—to face him on foot as he galloped into the clearing. From her stance he knew she’d never faced a man on horseback before. Though his sword was still in its scabbard, the advantage was his. Her need for revenge would soon be her undoing.


    He was almost on top of her when she lunged at him. He yanked the horse aside. Her blade sliced air. At the same time he kicked free of the stirrups and launched himself at her. She was taken entirely by surprise and they fell together into the dripping ferns. He had the spike ready. He drove it into her shoulder, pinning her in the world. She screamed and thrashed like a mad thing. “Thellan, hush! Hear me. Know that I’ve dreamed of you ever since that day you came to Samerhen.”


    He couldn’t tell if she listened. Her green eyes were wild, unfocused. And she was strong! Stronger than any woman should be. In the wet muck his grip on her slipped. She wriggled free of the spike. Then she slipped into the world-beneath and streamed away, a ghostly plume of fog.


    “God bind you, you Hauntén witch!”


    But Hepen the Watcher was far away and did not hear Nedgalvin’s prayer.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ketty’s horse broke its tether and tried to bolt when Nedgalvin galloped away. She leaped to grab its reins and then took hold of Smoke’s horse too. Together the horses pulled her off balance, but she dug her heels into the wet ground and held on until they settled.

  


  
    Ketty was both frightened and furious. Thellan surely must know where Britta had been taken—but what hope was there of winning her compassion when Nedgalvin was after her like a mad man?


    “May the wrath of the Hammer fall on you!” Ketty cried.


    They had agreed to come in peace! But the Lutawan had ruined it—and for what? He couldn’t hope to hold the Hauntén woman. Even if he got his hands on her, she would just slip away, fog in his fingers.


    “But then,” Ketty whispered to herself, “we must be getting close. Or why else would Thellan be here at all?”


    Why else indeed?


    And with this thought she realized that something had changed.


    The voice of the river was softer. Ketty turned to look, and to her astonishment the level of the river was rapidly falling. Already the flood had dropped two feet below the steep banks and as she watched it dropped two feet more. Ketty was so astonished it took her a moment to notice a woman standing on the east bank—a Hauntén woman, she couldn’t doubt it—tall and thin, with a narrow face, but it wasn’t Thellan. This woman was older, her hair mostly gone to silver. It looked long, heavy and bedraggled in the rain, but Ketty could see the gleam of her green eyes even from across the river.


    The Hauntén held a leather-wrapped bundle nestled against her shoulder. She patted it and swayed as a woman will do to sooth a baby. In a low, wholesome voice she called to Ketty, “Come daughter, cross, before the Lutawan demon returns.”


    Ketty glanced behind her, but she did not see Nedgalvin. She looked up the river, but she did not see Smoke. She looked at the water. It still ran muddy, but she guessed it to be no more than a few feet deep now, with the current running slower. So she scrambled onto her horse and, leading the second animal behind her, she forced it down the steep riverbank.


    The mud was saturated. It gave way beneath the horse’s weight and they skidded down atop a small, sloppy landslide. The second horse balked and Ketty almost lost the reins, but she held tight to the saddle and hauled on the leather straps until Smoke’s horse was unbalanced enough that it had to follow.


    Then both horses were in the water, wading swiftly to the far shore.


    The east bank was not quite as steep, but Ketty still had to work to convince the horses to climb it. She guided them up at an angle, her lips pressed together as she prayed for them not to slip. Then she was over the top, with the second horse climbing swiftly up the path the first had made.


    She jumped down at once, leaving both horses to wander while she ran to meet the silver-haired Hauntén, who waited for her with a half-smile. She held out her bundle to Ketty. “This is my granddaughter. My name is Otani, and I’m the mother of what was stolen to make Smoke.”


    Ketty took the bundle, and there was Britta’s pretty little face, nose wrinkled against the rain drops, seeming happy to be swaddled in blankets and packed into the leather carrier. Ketty sank to her knees, so overcome she thought she might faint. She held Britta and kissed her and wept, while the voice of the river grumbled beside her. Finally Ketty looked up at Otani. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry for what was taken from you.”


    Otani knelt with her. “My family wanted justice. They wanted to heal my heart. It’s why they took Britta, but another mother’s pain can’t heal mine. You’ve come this far to claim her, she’s yours.”


    Just then a column of white fog raced from the trees on the western side of the river. Ketty saw it and stood up in alarm. The fog streamed across the muddy water and a moment later it resolved into Thellan. Her shoulder was bleeding, but she held her sword with a firm grip. Ketty shrank away, holding Britta close against her shoulder. What if this fierce Hauntén did not agree with gentle Otani? Thellan had come all the way to the Puzzle Lands to claim this child!


    But the Hauntén’s gaze swept past her, to fix on Otani. “He’s a beast, just like the ones who came after you. Release the waters now, before he returns!”


    Otani’s horrified gaze was fixed on Thellan’s wound. “Did he try to pin you?”


    Thellan spit her contempt. “These Lutawan soft cocks! He had a steel spike, but he was alone, and I escaped. Here he comes! Release the waters.”


    Ketty saw Nedgalvin whipping his horse to a dangerous gallop as he raced back through the trees. Otani saw him too. Her chin rose, and immediately a low grumbling rumble sounded from upriver. Ketty gasped. “I have to cross back before the water comes!”


    Thellan grabbed her arm. “Don’t be stupid!”


    Nedgalvin had reached the west bank. Ketty clearly saw the fury on his face, but she didn’t understand it. “He’s one of us. He said he would come in peace.”


    “He came in lust,” Thellan said. A harsh laugh escaped her. “I thought it was Smoke’s lust I felt, but it was him.”


    “Smoke? And—but—him? Isn’t he in love with Takis?”


    Thellan shrugged. “He’s Lutawan.”


    Upstream a massive toe of brown water slammed around a curve in the bank. Nedgalvin glanced at it, but he whipped his horse down the high bank anyway, forcing it into the water. Ketty was sure there was no chance that he could get across in time, but she was wrong. His horse lunged across the channel and began climbing the near bank as the flood swept down on him.


    Thellan saw the danger too. “Otani, go!” she ordered, and Otani vanished in a plume of gray smoke. Thellan pointed to Ketty. “Run! Take my niece into the trees before that madman—”


    Nedgalvin crested the bank just as the flood ripped past. He raised his whip and brought it down hard against his horse’s rump, sending it flying toward Thellan and Ketty.


    “Into the trees!” Thellan repeated before unfurling into vapor.


    Ketty scrambled to escape the horse’s plunging hooves.


    What was going on? What was happening? Nedgalvin had never been friendly, but he’d traveled with them, eaten food with them, promised Takis he would start no war with the Hauntén—but if Ketty hadn’t gotten out of his way he would have run her down.


    So she took Thellan’s advice at last and ran toward the trees.


    Nedgalvin spun his horse around and cut her off.


    She froze, still clutching Britta against her shoulder and daring to hope he would somehow prove to be a friend and not an enemy. But hope withered under his grim stare and died utterly when he drew his sword. “Call them back, Ketty, or I’ll kill you and the child.”


    A breeze rustled the leaves, giving them a whispering voice just like that day in midsummer before Britta was born, only this time she understood them. Run, Ketty, they said. Run! At the same time a heavy white mist flushed up from the ground, like the mist Smoke had called to hide them from her father.


    Ketty ran.


    Nedgalvin was between her and the trees so she darted for the horses instead. They’d found a bush to chew on a few paces up the riverbank. With Britta snug in her right arm, she caught the nearest horse and scrambled one-handed into the saddle. Then she kicked it hard and sent it running.


    But Nedgalvin was already beside her. He forced his horse against hers so that she almost lost her seat. Holding tight to Britta, Ketty leaned forward to grab the rein close to the bit. Then she hauled as hard as she could.


    The horse slipped and almost went down, but it recovered. Ketty dug her heels into it. “Run! Run!” she screamed as it raced away at a right angle from Nedgalvin.


    But then Thellan came back. Ketty saw her thirty feet ahead, then twenty, then ten, her arms waving frantically as she screamed at Ketty, “Turn back! Turn back!”


    As the horse plunged past her Ketty saw the river just ahead, its muddy waters running even faster than before as if to make up for being pent in, held back.


    Ketty hauled hard on the reins but the horse lost its footing in the mud. She kept her seat as it went down on its chest. She could feel the swirl of water against her foot. Then the horse was lunging, struggling to get back to its feet.


    That was when the riverbank collapsed. Ketty’s arm tightened around Britta as a wave of muddy water enfolded her, pummeled her. She lost her grip on the saddle. She felt herself tumbled, rolled, whirled around and around, and all she could think was that she had to hold onto Britta, hold onto Britta, hold on . . .

  


  
    

  


  
    The Hauntén whore had come back.

  


  
    Nedgalvin saw her try to wave the idiot Binthy girl away from the water, but Ketty went in anyway, disappearing like a dropped stone beneath the flood, and the baby with her.


    Thellan scrambled down the riverbank, her gaze intent on the water as if there was a chance she could fish Ketty out! Her back was turned to Nedgalvin. She seemed to have forgotten he was there.


    He got out his bow and nocked an arrow. Thellan’s pursuit of the current was stopped by a large tree at the very edge of the water. She paused beside it, her palm pressed against the trunk as she leaned out to search the water downstream.


    Nedgalvin aimed for her hand. The arrow flew true. It pierced Thellan’s palm, nailing her hand to the tree. She screamed, but she did not vanish. The steel arrowhead in her flesh pinned her in human form. Nedgalvin sent his horse racing to close the gap between them as she seized the arrow’s shaft with her other hand and tried to pull it out. Mud flew over her as Nedgalvin’s horse skidded to a stop. He jumped out of the saddle.


    Thellan saw him and reached for her sword but Nedgalvin was faster. He hit her with his fist, a roundhouse blow to the side of her head, and then he caught her as she collapsed.


    He worked the arrowhead out of the tree, but not out of her palm. He broke the shaft off, and then he used a piece of cloth to bind up her hand. He would do a proper job of pinning her later. For now he wanted to be far away when Smoke came back.


    He heaved her sword into the river. Then he hoisted her over his shoulder and returned to his horse.


    A long, terrible wail resounded through the treetops. The other Hauntén, the bedraggled, gray-haired old witch, coalesced beneath the trees, just a few feet away. Nedgalvin glared at her. Very calmly he said, “Stay back, or I’ll kill her.”


    He didn’t think it would come to that. The old Hauntén didn’t look like much of a threat. She wasn’t even armed and, obedient to his order, she backed away. She spoke as she did so, though he couldn’t hear what she was saying. He didn’t care. He hauled himself onto the horse. Then, settling Thellan’s limp form in front of him, he set off at a slow canter, heading south.


    The surviving horse saw him and, unwilling to be left alone in the forest, it followed.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    My father, Dehan the Trenchant, was a cruel and murderous man, but he served the Koráyos people and they loved him for it. No doubt it will be the same with my nephew. Though he’s still a tiny creature within Takis’ womb, he will be Trenchant after her, and like any strong leader, he’ll do what’s necessary to preserve and defend the Puzzle Lands. By contrast my brother Smoke is murderous but not cruel—and the Koráyos people despise him. Why? Because he’s capable of murder without passion; murder as a matter of convenience. Anyone could be his next victim, and everyone who meets him knows it.

  


  
    

  


  
    Retribution

  


  
    Smoke had been gone far longer than he’d intended, but it was hard to run the threads here on the edge of the dark heart, where every geometry distorted his vision and pushed him away. But at last he’d come across a wide, still pool at the top of a waterfall. He guessed it was deep, but the current was slight and it looked like it would be safe enough for the horses to swim. He was trying to decide how far along the river he’d come when a prayer reached him.

  


  
    It was an irresistible summons, impossible to ignore, delivered in a woman’s voice, one he’d heard before, demanding that he Come. Now.


    He dove into the threads. For a moment he was lost among their coils and tricks, but then a clean path blazed before him and he raced its length.


    Many minutes passed as he traversed the world-beneath until the prayer brought him back to that point on the river where he’d left Ketty—except that he was now on the east bank. A woman stood alone within an expanse of mud churned up by horses’ hooves. She was Hauntén.


    Smoke made the mistake of looking into her gleaming green eyes. He felt his soul begin to tear, just as it had when he’d met Pellas’ gaze, just as it had when he’d glimpsed the spirit in the midwife’s cottage. A cry ripped from his throat. He fell to his knees, raising his arm to hide his eyes. He didn’t need anyone to tell him the truth. His blood told him the truth. This was the same spirit he’d seen in the cottage, and it was his Hauntén mother.


    Her footsteps drew near, squishing in the mud. Her hand squeezed his shoulder. Then she crouched beside him. Her arms encircled him and he felt her trembling. He guessed that she wept.


    “I’m not him,” Smoke told her harshly.


    “I know it,” she answered in a low and tender voice. “Don’t be afraid. Look at me.”


    “I can’t!”


    “Look at me.” It was the command of a woman and he was compelled by it, just as he’d been compelled by the command of the midwife—until she’d asked too much.


    He looked up, and once again he met her green gaze. He felt the terrible pain of fission but this time it lasted only a moment, before swiftly fading. “I give you up,” she said firmly. “I release my claim on you. Be what you are.”


    He couldn’t see the workings of her spell, but a seam he’d never been aware of sealed inside him and he felt whole, stronger than he’d been just a moment before—until she tore him apart again by telling him all that had happened.

  


  
    

  


  
    He stood on the riverbank, staring at the rushing brown water, and it seemed to him he looked at a flowing, sinuous monster, one that had gobbled up everything that mattered to him.

  


  
    Otani stood beside him. “Your obligation is to the living,” she said. “I put it on you to rescue Thellan.”


    Thellan?


    Smoke hated Thellan. But he did as he was told.

  


  
    

  


  
    He hunted Nedgalvin through the threads, which were straightening, unwinding before him, untangling at Otani’s command. He found the Lutawan already three miles down the river.

  


  
    Smoke burst into existence in front of Nedgalvin’s horse. Stepping to one side, he heaved up with his sword, and sliced halfway through the horse’s neck. Blood fountained against the drizzling rain. Smoke was showered in it.


    “God curse you!” Nedgalvin swore as his horse went down. He kicked free of the stirrups and, abandoning Thellan, he jumped clear.


    Smoke tossed his sword aside, leaving him two free hands. He caught Thellan and dragged her away before she was crushed beneath the horse. She was barely conscious, but her fist was raised against him. He ignored her feeble blows and, using his knife, he sliced through the cloth tied around her palm. Her hand was a bloody, purpling mess, but he had no mercy. He yanked the steel arrowhead all the way through. She screamed at the sudden pain. “Are you awake now, little Lutawan slave? Then go away.”


    She did, dissolving in his hands, just as Nedgalvin tried to take off his head with a great, swinging stroke of his sword. Smoke ducked, so that the blade screamed past the knot of his long hair and then he lunged, tackling Nedgalvin, hitting his legs with his shoulder and riding him to the ground, his arms wrapped around his thighs. Nedgalvin fought back, cracking Smoke in the head with the hilt of his sword. Smoke ran the threads.


    He materialized beside his sword, but Nedgalvin was already there, waiting for him. Smoke dove to one side to avoid a thrust. Nedgalvin used the moment to lift Smoke’s sword with his boot. He caught it in his left hand and hurled it into the river.


    Smoke pulled the two knives from his belt, and ran the threads.


    The vapor of his reflection circled Nedgalvin, then settled behind him. Nedgalvin wasn’t fooled. He slammed an elbow back, but Smoke dodged the blow and drove a knife into his back.


    Nedgalvin lurched away. He had his own knife. He turned suddenly and hurled it at Smoke in an underhand throw. Smoke jumped back and used the blade of his second knife to fend it off.


    Nedgalvin still had his sword. He lunged forward, thrusting at Smoke’s chest, but again Smoke dropped low to the ground. Then he launched himself up, and the blade of his knife disappeared into Nedgalvin’s ribcage, on a path that carried it into his heart. He yanked the knife out again and Nedgalvin crumpled to the ground.


    Smoke stared at him, his shoulders heaving. Takis was going to be furious, but really, she had nothing to complain about. She’d gotten a child out of the Lutawan. That was what she wanted most. “Sorry sister,” he growled. “I guess it’s not for you to be a kingmaker.”


    Above his head the wet leaves whispered in pleasure. Smoke listened a moment to their murmuring, but it wasn’t given to him to understand their words.


    It didn’t matter. Ketty was gone. Britta was gone. He cried for a time. Maybe it was a long time. He stirred again only when something large and strong and stinking snorted its hot breath against his neck. He looked up to see a horse—the last survivor of the three they had ridden from Samerhen. It still wore its saddle, bridle, and bags.


    He despised horses.


    But he would have a better vantage from its back and maybe he would find . . . well. It didn’t bear thinking on, what there might be to find.


    He collected his knives and took Nedgalvin’s sword to replace his own. Then he started to mount—but to his surprise the stirrups were set too short. That’s when he realized the surviving horse was not his, but Ketty’s. She must have taken the wrong animal when she was trying to escape Nedgalvin.


    Smoke’s gaze fell on the saddle bags. He might have been staring at a snake. He knew what he’d find there, but he opened the bags anyway. One was full of clothing and dried food. The other held the satchel with the midwife’s books. They were a curse! He did not doubt it. The midwife had cursed him for her murder and he hated her for it! In that moment he would have killed her again, and this time he would have enjoyed it.


    But Ketty was gone. And Britta was gone. And he knew it was retribution for his crime.


    He lengthened the stirrups, then he mounted and set off down the river to find the bodies, if he could.

  


  
    

  


  
    The river curved to the southwest, and as it rolled farther from the dark heart the chaotic tangle of threads in the world-beneath eased, but the fine threads that bound Smoke to Ketty were not revealed.

  


  
    Very late in the afternoon, the horse pricked its ears. Its stride slowed, then it stopped altogether and Smoke felt a trembling in its withers. He held his breath and listened. After a few seconds he heard faint over the roar of the river a wolf’s long howl.


    The horse snorted and sidestepped.


    “Get on!” Smoke growled at it, setting his heels firmly against its ribs. It moved on, displaying a trust in its rider that struck Smoke as quite unwise.


    He saw the wolves a few minutes later, at a bend in the river. They were at the water’s edge, feeding on the body of a horse that had lodged against the muddy bank. He tied his own animal securely, then he ran the threads, materializing in the middle of the pack. The animals fell back in shock, growling and snapping at him, but he answered them in their own language, and they didn’t dare attack him.


    He studied the dead horse. It was certainly his. He recognized the saddle and bridle, and the markings on its legs. Next he walked up and down the shore to see what else the current had brought, but there was no sign of Ketty or Britta. So he returned to the surviving horse and, giving the wolves a wide berth, he rode on.


    Twilight was on him when he saw ahead the first sign of a human presence since leaving the forest road: a rope bridge with a plank floor, making a way across the river. He pulled back on the reins, bringing the horse to a sudden stop as a shiver of terror swept through him.


    He hadn’t expected to come here.


    Why had fate brought him here?


    He raised his gaze, peering into the gathering dusk on the far side of the bridge, knowing already what he would see: the cottage of the midwife of Nefión, huddled in its forest clearing.


    What more retribution did she require?


    He set the horse walking again until he came to the bridge. The river ran only a few inches below it. He got down and led the horse, its hooves clomping softly against the planks as it crossed. A dim glimmering of firelight leaked from under the cottage door. He stared at it for a few seconds, but then he rallied himself and, securing the horse, he took the satchel that held the midwife’s books and walked to the cottage door.


    Once there, he listened for a moment, but he could hear no sound of movement from inside.


    He opened the door.


    Of course there would be no corpse on the floor. He knew that. Still, it was a relief to see that she was gone. To his surprise though, the cottage was empty, and the air was cold and musty despite the gleam of firelight from the hearth. He stepped inside. A candle on the table flickered in the draft from the door, so he closed it. He looked at the hearth. It was clean of ash and coals, with a newly laid fire that hadn’t yet licked the ends of the wood.


    Smoke took the three books out of the satchel and set them in their old place on the table.


    Something hit the back door with a loud thump and Smoke jumped so hard he almost knocked the books over again.


    Another thump, and the back door bumped open. But it moved only a few inches. The wood was swollen so the bottom of the door scraped against the floor. A third thump forced it open enough that a woman was able to squeeze in sideways through the gap. She was wet, her dark hair encrusted with mud, and on her face there was a scowl of bad temper.


    Smoke knew that scowl.


    Ketty!


    Nestled in the crook of her left arm was a blanket-wrapped bundle. In her right hand she hauled a basket of firewood. She dropped the basket on the floor, then turned to close the door with a hard kick. She’d been so fixed on getting past the stuck door with her burdens that she hadn’t even noticed him standing there. But when she looked up again her beautiful eyes went wide. Her luscious mouth opened in the astonished, delightful “O” of surprise he loved so much.


    He was too stunned to move.


    Ketty though, was in a temper. She stomped her foot, pursed her lips, and demanded in a fierce wolf snarl, “Where in the name of the Dread Hammer have you been?”


    From the blanket-wrapped bundle in her arms there came a soft, bleating cry.


    Smoke reached deep down and found his voice. “Ketty, is it you? I couldn’t sense you. The threads are broken. You’ve been changed.”


    Her dirty face scrunched up as if she was about to cry. “Of course it’s me!” Then suddenly she was a cold, wet bundle in his arms, with Britta sandwiched between them, her little hands squeezing at her blanket and a confused pout on her face.


    “How can you be alive?” Smoke whispered even as new threads coiled around them. “How did you escape the river? How did you keep Britta from being swept away?”


    Her free hand made a fist. She glared up at him with a fiery gaze and thumped him hard against the shoulder. “I didn’t come all this way to let Britta drown! Did you think I would let that happen? Did you?”


    Smoke swallowed hard. “I thought there was no hope and you were dead.”


    The fire went out of Ketty’s eyes. She laid her head against his chest. “It was all mad, pummeling water. Mud in my mouth and my eyes. All I could think was I had to keep Britta’s face out of the water. We were rolled and plunged under, I don’t know how many times, and logs struck against me. I’m bruised all over. Then I saw the bridge. The current swept me into it, so I grabbed the rope. I almost lost Britta!”


    “But here she is,” Smoke said, watching his daughter as she studied her blanket. “You saved her.”


    Ketty pushed him away. “I am so angry with you! Why didn’t you come to find us?”


    Was this the midwife’s retribution? That Ketty should hate him? “The threads were broken, Ketty. I thought you were dead.”


    “I’m not dead! Can’t you see that? Now put some wood on the fire. I’m so cold!”


    He did as he was told.


    Next he went outside to fetch her clothes from the horse. When he came back, she’d discovered the books on the table. She turned to him in astonishment. “Did you put these here?”


    He nodded warily. “It’s where they came from, Ketty.” She gave him a sideways, suspicious look and he suddenly regretted saying anything. Before she could ask more questions he reached for the baby. “I’ll hold Britta, while you change into dry clothes.”


    Afterward they sat on a rug by the fire while Ketty nursed the baby. Her milk was almost dry, but Britta took what she could, and slept. Ketty put her in the bed, then returned to the fire. “Tell me what happened,” she said.


    Smoke nodded. “Well, Nedgalvin took the Hauntén woman captive—”


    “Not that. You can tell me that later—I know you must have killed him—I want to know about the books. I thought you brought them back from Nefión. So what do they have to do with this cottage?”


    Smoke smiled, determined to distract her. “Nefión’s only a mile or so along a little path. So you’ve come here at last. I’ll take you to visit tomorrow if you like. There’s no danger in it now.”


    Her gaze was cold. She knew him too well. “Tell me about the books.”


    His chin rose. Given a choice he would have said nothing, but she had bidden him to speak the truth. What an infernal fate! To be commanded by the prayers of his own wife. But there was no choice in it. So he told her what he’d done.


    She looked at him in horror. Perhaps she regretted asking? He hoped so.


    She looked at the floor where they were sitting. He could guess her thoughts. Here, this floor, this is where he left the body.


    “I had no choice!” Smoke insisted. “I couldn’t let Dehan find out about us.”


    But that wasn’t reason enough . . . was it?


    “You murdered her,” Ketty whispered. “She was innocent, and you killed her.”


    “And I’ve been cursed ever since!”


    She stared at the fire.


    “Don’t Ketty,” he whispered. “Don’t break the threads that bind us.”


    “Go tend the horse,” she said coldly. “You may sleep here by the fire tonight, but do not come into my bed.”


    “Ketty—”


    “Go.”

  


  
    

  


  
    He started hearing the prayers again when he was outside. He stood for a time, his eyes half-closed, listening to the compelling voices calling him by the name they had gifted him: Dismay, Dismay. He smiled in anticipation. It was a bitter thing to spill innocent blood, he had learned that all too well, but he would never regret the blood of the guilty.

  


  
    The cottage door opened, releasing a little light into the night. In a flat voice Ketty said, “I know they’re calling you. Are you going?”


    Smoke let out a breath he hadn’t been aware he was holding. “No. No, I’m coming inside.”


    She’d left food on the table for him—crackers, cheese, and dried apples from the saddlebag—but instead of sitting down with him to eat, she crawled into bed with Britta.


    “I’ll hunt tomorrow,” he told her.


    She didn’t answer.


    “Ketty, you know I—”


    “I don’t want to talk.”


    “But—”


    “Don’t talk to me, Smoke.”


    So he was commanded to silence. It was so unfair.


    He blew out the candle and lay down by the fire, but he didn’t sleep. The voices didn’t let him.


    Come Dismay, they pleaded with him. Avenge me.


    Avenge me.

  


  
    ~

  


  
    He is a murderer, my Smoke, a bloody-handed demon. Dehan the Trenchant believed Smoke was his to command and died for the error. It’s clear to me now my beloved brother belongs to the Dread Hammer. He is a weapon made to serve Her ruthless purpose and Her purpose alone. I offer up my thanks that She’s taken him away from the Puzzle Lands—and I’ve tangled the threads to ensure he cannot return. Smoke has never kept count of the dead. Let the Dread Hammer keep count for him. It’s not my task anymore.

  


  
    

  


  
    Aftermath

  


  
    Ketty still had nothing to say to him in the morning, not even a thank you for the breakfast he cooked for her. She nursed Britta again, and this time she had more milk, though not nearly enough, and Britta was left hungry and fussy. When she started wailing, Smoke remembered he needed to go outside to check on the horse. Britta was still crying, so he passed the time walking around, looking at the well and the garden overgrown with weeds. He glimpsed a grave beyond the garden, but he didn’t go there.

  


  
    When Britta finally gave up complaining, he went back inside. His heart almost stopped when he saw the Hauntén Otani in a chair by the hearth, holding Britta in her arms. Ketty was sitting on the rug at her feet, watching Otani with a half-smile, but her sweet expression turned into a cold glare when she noticed Smoke.


    He took off his boots to avoid tracking in mud.


    “Will you forgive him?” Otani asked.


    “I don’t know.”


    “You’re a cruel wife, Ketty of the Red Moon.”


    If it had been in Ketty’s power to slay with a look, those would likely have been the last words he ever uttered.


    “I’m going to stay here,” she announced, standing up to face him. “Otani says that no one has dared to live in this cottage since you— Well, no one has. I have the books, and Otani will teach me what she can, and I’ll learn to be a wise woman—a healer and a midwife—and maybe it will make up somewhat for what you did here.”


    Smoke remembered how she’d loved the books from the moment she saw them. Even the terrifying drawings of wounds and birth had fascinated her. “I think it was decided long since,” he conceded.


    “Otani will help me raise Britta,” she went on. “She’ll learn about the Hauntén from her grandmother, and she’ll learn about human people from me.”


    Smoke waited to be told his role in this new family . . . if he had one?


    Ketty gazed for a moment at Britta, asleep in Otani’s arms. Then she turned again to Smoke and, crossing her arms over her chest, she said, “You were restless last night. I know you were hearing the prayers again.”


    “I like to hear them.”


    “You like to answer them.”


    “Why not? I am Dehan’s demon son.”


    Otani lifted the sleeping baby to her lips and kissed her. “Everything has a cost,” she said. “Every transgression requires atonement.” She looked up. Smoke met her gaze, but no longer did he feel his soul tearing in two. She said, “Dehan wasn’t the only one involved in your making. It’s my fault too, I think, that you are what you are. I was bereft when my son was taken from me and for many moons I prayed to the Dread Hammer for vengeance. I think She granted my prayer by shaping you into Dismay, the bloody hand of a woman’s retribution.”


    “So go!” Ketty shouted at him as her simmering anger boiled over. She waved her hands at him as if to shoo him out the door. “If you’re bidden to serve the women of the south, then do it! Do that service the Dread Hammer has made you for!”


    “I will. I have to.”


    He went back to the door and put his boots on again and then his coat while Ketty watched him, so pretty in her blue dress and so very angry, with a wolf’s snarl on her face. He’d left his bow and his sword leaning against the wall. He took them up. There was nothing else he needed except to know the truth. “Ketty . . . do you still love me?”


    She stomped her foot and clenched her fists. “Don’t ask me that, you idiot!” Her beautiful eyes were suddenly sloppy with tears. “That’s what makes it all so hard—of course I do!”


    He ducked his chin and dared a half-smile. “I’m going now. But pray to me, Ketty, when you want me to come home.”


    She tried to bite down on a smile, but she couldn’t do it. Tears were running freely down her cheeks. “Go,” she whispered, waving him off again. “Go—but listen for me.”


    He nodded. Then he reached for the threads. His reflection dissolved into a column of gray vapor that rose up through the roof and was gone.
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    A tale of exile, rebellion, fidelity, and fire

  


  
    The demon Dismay’s murderous nature has earned him the ire of his beloved wife, who has sent him away in a fit of temper. In his exile he ventures south into the land of Lutawa, drawn there by the prayers of abused and desperate women who beg him to grant them vengeance against the men who cruelly rule their lives—and Dismay is pleased to do it.


    Still, murder is hard and dirty work.


    When an avid desire for a bath brings him to a fine Lutawan estate, he meets two beautiful young women. Ui and Eleanor are well-acquainted with the whispered tales of the demon Dismay, who slays men but never women, and they’re delighted to entertain their fearsome guest, but they warn him to beware.


    Lutawa is ruled by an immortal king, who punishes treason with the terrible weapon of infernal fire. Believing this king to be the same cruel deity known in the north as Hepen the Watcher, Dismay resolves to kill him—and accidentally draws Ui and Eleanor into his schemes.


    Those who help Dismay risk a fiery death, those who hinder him risk the demon’s bloody retribution, while Dismay, still yearning for his wife’s forgiveness, discovers that love can be as hazardous as the wrath of Hepen the Watcher.

  


  
    * * * * * * *


    Hepen the Watcher

  


  
    Demon


    Dismay, please kill them. Kill them tonight, oh please.

  


  
    Her lips shaped the silent words, this young girl, nine or ten years of age, kneeling on the dirt floor of a tiny hovel, her head bowed and hands clasped together. She prayed in a shadowed corner, outside the reach of moonlight intruding through an unshuttered window. The silver glow fell instead across two men, asleep on a straw pallet. Both were naked, their small, wiry bodies worn with labor, their skin wrinkled with time and washed gray in the moonlight, making them seem even older than they were, serene, ghostlike, altogether different creatures from the monsters who had forced themselves on the girl only an hour before.


    Dismay, please kill them before they wake.


    The sweet, clean scent of whiskey still hung in the warm night air.


    Dismay—


    The door opened.


    The girl looked up to see a shadowy figure silhouetted against the moon-washed yard, a tall, lean man, with eyes that glittered green as they fixed on her. “Leave now,” he whispered, drawing a sword from his back scabbard.


    She was on her feet at once. She grabbed a thin blanket from the foot of the bed and half a loaf of bread. Then she slipped silently past the demon and fled into the night.

  


  
    

  


  
    Hundreds


    “Sheriff, the Hauntén demon has killed again.”

  


  
    Marick looked up with a start. As the King’s sheriff he was charged with enforcing the law and protecting the people of Lutawa from blasphemy, be it their own or that of a murderous demon sent from the godless north.


    Outside the inn where he and his men were lodged, the sun had just risen over the trees. Its rays reached in golden brilliance past closed shutters to stripe the room and the large map that lay open across the table. The young deputy who’d just arrived with his report dared a glance at the map, but he knew his place, and his gaze returned at once to Marick. “It was no more than twelve miles from here, sir. In Breden!”


    He was a ruddy-cheeked youth, wide-eyed with excitement. Like Marick, he was dressed in the fashion of the sheriff’s company: black boots, black gloves, and a black silk tunic, traditionally loose in the shoulders, cinched at the waist, and flaring again as it draped over loose black riding pants. The silk’s sheen was dimmed by a layer of dust from the road.


    “And how many were slaughtered in Breden?” Marick asked in a grim voice.


    “At least two, Sheriff. A hovel was set on fire! I saw it myself. Two farmhands lived there, along with a child slave they’d only just acquired.”


    Seated on the adjacent side of the table was Cullo, Marick’s first deputy, a man of imposing size who shaved his head smooth every evening because the spark from a pyre had once set his hair aflame. “You predicted it,” he said to Marick, satisfaction in his voice. “You predicted the demon would be seen next in the district of Anacarlin, and you were right.”


    Marick’s gaze turned to the map: a beautiful document that charted the kingdom of Lutawa, its farmlands and hills, its rivers and lakes, its villages and towns, all drawn precisely to scale. Seventy-three tiny tags were pinned to the map, each written on in neat script, marking a site where the demon had been seen or where it had left bloody corpses and burned homes. The creature had struck first in the borderlands, but in the days that followed it had moved steadily south, bringing terror into the heart of the Lutawan kingdom.


    Looking up again, Marick fixed a hard gaze on the young deputy. “Hovels are known to catch fire. Why do you believe this was the demon’s work? Did you see the creature?”


    “No, Sheriff. No one saw it. But the hovel burned so fiercely it had to have been doused with oil, and anyway, the farmboss—”


    The youth stopped midsentence. His gaze cut away as the color of his ruddy brown cheeks grew even warmer. “Well, the farmboss said it was the demon’s work.”


    “Did he? And why was he so sure? Speak, son! If you know something, say it.”


    The boy looked at Marick again. He straightened his shoulders. “I’m sorry, Sheriff. It’s just . . . I know the farmboss was speaking in anger, but he told me the two dead men had defied the master when they brought the girl home. The master is a godly man of the Inherent. He doesn’t permit any of his slaves or servants to keep a child whore. The farmboss said the demon was welcome to punish the two men for their disobedience, and that they got no more than they deserved.”


    Marick’s brows rose.


    “Blasphemy,” Cullo growled.


    “Is it blasphemy?” Marick asked the young deputy. “Did this farmboss invite the Hauntén demon in?”


    The boy looked suddenly frightened. “No! Or, I don’t think so, sir. It’s just the dead men were longtime troublemakers. The farmboss had to whip them all too often. The master takes it from his pay if the servants and slaves don’t live as godly men.”


    Cullo’s chair creaked as he leaned forward. “There’s no doubt these two troublemakers are dead inside the hovel?”


    “The farmboss was sure of it, though he can’t look for bones until the fire’s cooled.”


    “Return to Breden in the afternoon,” Marick said. “Look for the child whore’s bones among the ashes. If you can’t find them, look for the child whore and bring her to me.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Now go tend to your horse and get some sleep.”


    The deputy left, closing the door behind him.


    “One mile, twelve, or a hundred,” Cullo said. “How can we catch a creature that comes and goes with the stealth of smoke?”


    Marick reached for a quill and a new tag. “We must lay a trap for it.”


    “Ha! If only we could—but how? Despite what the Breden farmboss thinks, the demon strikes at random, for no just cause. How can we predict where it will go next?”


    Marick wrote out the new tag, then pinned it beside the village of Breden. “It doesn’t strike at random.”


    The first attacks had been the worst. They’d taken place in daylight, far north in the borderlands. Hundreds of free farmers had been slaughtered, along with their dogs and women. Farmhouses and fields were burned. Each rampage went on for hours, consuming farm after farm, but after several days, the demon disappeared.


    When it finally struck again, it did so with a new discipline, coming at night and in stealth. It stalked farmhouses and mansions both, entering unseen to murder the men as they slept, splattering bedroom walls with blood and soaking the floors—but the dogs and the women no longer suffered its wrath.


    “It’s not random,” Marick repeated. “Each time there is a woman, and many of these women have confessed that they summoned the Hauntén demon with blasphemous prayer.”


    Cullo scowled. “Do you mean to bait your trap by forcing the bitches to pray?”


    Marick didn’t want to admit to the temptation. “I serve the King,” he said sharply. “It’s not for me to encourage blasphemy—”


    Cullo stiffened.


    “—and no doubt the demon would know a false prayer anyway.”


    A knock sounded on the door; it opened again. Another deputy peered inside. “The Inherent are here to see you, Sheriff.”


    “We’ll join them shortly.”


    Marick stood up to roll the map—the King’s map, entrusted to him. The King’s law forbade anyone to possess a true map of Lutawa, excepting only His own trusted servants, and none were more trusted than the King’s sheriff, who was charged with ending the terror of the Hauntén demon.


    Cullo held up the brass map case. “It’s a risk to involve the Inherent,” he warned as Marick slipped the rolled map inside. “They are devoted to the King, but not to you. They fear your influence with Him.”


    “As they should. Still, they are godly men. In the matter of the demon, we are surely allies.”


    “You have a great confidence in these old men, to set them on guard against the demon.”


    Marick shrugged. “The Inherent have the privilege. Let them share the risk.”

  


  
    

  


  
    There were three Inherent families in the district of Anacarlin, each ruled by a patriarch as God had decreed. The master of Breden was the oldest of them, and the master of Anacarlin the youngest, but the master of Cuhoxa presided over the largest estate by far in the district, and the others deferred to him.

  


  
    The three men had gathered on the veranda of the inn, seated in plush chairs arranged in a semicircle, each with a mug of sweet fruit juice and a tray of boiled eggs and wine-soaked berries within easy reach.


    When Marick appeared on the threshold, Nedwary of Cuhoxa was first to take note. Though he was a man of middle years, with his black hair and neat beard half-gone to gray, he kept himself trim, and when he rose to meet Marick he did so with the stiff-backed bearing of the general he once had been. “You are the Sheriff Marick?” he asked.


    “Sir, I am.”


    Nedwary, standing a full head taller than the sheriff, studied Marick with a stern expression. After a few seconds, he nodded. “God bless you then, and welcome.”


    He resumed his seat and discussion of the demon began. The master of Breden was most incensed, given the loss of his farm hovel. “Sheriff, it’s your duty to stop this creature! Stop it now, before it does real harm!”


    Nedwary wanted details. “We are told this demon is a spirit creature, though one that will sometimes clothe itself in flesh.”


    “Exactly so,” Marick agreed. “It appears first as smoke or a mist. In this form it can do no harm, nor be harmed. But in the blink of an eye it can take on the appearance of a man. Then it can be killed—or captured.”


    “Captured?” asked the wide-eyed young master of Anacarlin. “Is it possible that shackles could hold such a creature?”


    “Not shackles, but an iron cage. If a Hauntén demon is pierced by metal or confined in iron it will be pinned in the world and unable to escape to the spirit realm. So says the King.”


    Marick paced in front of them. While the Inherent wore richly colored silks, he was garbed in black: the color of the King’s justice. The Inherent were the chosen of God. In power and in privilege they were set above all others save the King—but His blessing was sometimes given to a freeman too.


    Marick intended to earn that blessing by capturing the demon. “It deserves no quick death. The King’s justice is served best by a public execution. If you encounter the Hauntén demon, then pin it. Kill it only if there is no other choice and remember—if you hesitate, it will kill you. You cannot save your life or your household by fleeing. The demon will hunt you down, and it has never practiced mercy.”


    The masters shared a dark look among themselves. Then Nedwary of Cuhoxa admonished him. “You forget to whom you speak, Sheriff. We have all seen more of blood and battle than you or any of your men. It’s not our custom to flee from danger.”


    Marick held his face carefully expressionless, but he could not stop a rush of heat to his cheeks. “I meant no offense, Master. It’s only that I would have no harm befall the King’s beloved Inherent.”


    “And yet you would have us help you in your demon hunt?”


    “It’s an elusive creature and my men cannot be everywhere at once. I ask that you instruct your servants and slaves to be alert for any sign of the demon’s presence. It must eat. It must sleep. This makes it vulnerable. If you discover it, send word to me. My only wish is to fulfill the King’s command, and bring the evil creature to justice for its crimes against Lutawa.”

  


  
    

  


  
    His Legend


    The demon Dismay was in an infernal mood. He hated everything about Lutawa, but he especially hated the heat. The heat was driving him mad. It smothered him as he slept. It haunted his dreams. It crushed his memory. He was filthy with it, forever caked in blood and sticky sweat. Every dawn he prayed to the Dread Hammer for the courage to endure the unrelenting sun of yet another day.

  


  
    Each day the sky was bland and pale with heat. There were no rain spirits anywhere, and the only wind spirits he’d met were bitter little gusts that delighted in rattling the dry brush in gullies or on the edge of pastures whenever they discovered him sleeping there.


    He slept in the day, afflicted always with a horrible dream in which he was free to journey north again, but no matter how far he ventured along the threads that made up the weft and warp of the world he never could reach the Puzzle Lands where he’d been born, or the cool shade of the Wild Wood that was his home. There was only the plain of Lutawa unrolling ahead of him, forever without end.


    And whenever he awoke his head was filled with a murmurous thread of prayers uttered by women who pleaded with him to Come, come avenge me.


    This he didn’t mind so much. Granting such prayers was the task set for him by the Dread Hammer and it pleased him to do it. It pleased him too to defy the idiot god of Lutawa, Hepen the Watcher, who despised women as weak and stupid, and yet somehow so dangerous that death was meted out to anyone who dared teach a woman to read. Under such a god, cruelty thrived, and in time, cruelty demanded vengeance. Only the most desperate women called on Dismay. Though it pleased him to carry out their bloody retributions, it would please him even more if he could just get a decent measure of sleep beforehand. But how could he truly rest when he had no choice but to sleep under bushes, or in barns, or in the root cellars of farmhouses, with some part of his mind always on watch?


    His weariness put him in an irritable mood, and his irritable mood was made infernal by the filth: blood, soot, sweat, offal. The death he meted out never smelled sweet and the stench was only made worse by the heat, the unendurable, crushing heat. Though late autumn had come, each day in Lutawa was still hotter by far than the hottest summer day in the Puzzle Lands. No wonder the Lutawans were crazy. Who wouldn’t be, living with such weather day after day after day?


    The demon Dismay had gone a little crazy too.


    That was why he was standing at twilight outside a country mansion, contemplating slaughtering everyone inside. No prayer of vengeance had summoned him. He’d been drawn instead by the scent of clean water and spiced soaps, and the fact that the mansion was isolated from the road. There would be no one to hear the screaming.


    A paved driveway wound through orchards and gardens, ending at a wide forecourt with a pretty tiled fish pond and beds of sweet-smelling flowers. The house itself was a sprawling single-story with white stucco walls, a wide veranda, a brass door, and blue ceramic tiles on the roof. The roof tiles alone implied such wealth that the demon’s imagination was offended.


    He’d been altogether happy living in a hovel in the Wild Wood with a thatch roof and no chimney to let out the smoke from the hearth. What need was there for a roof that must have required dozens of slaves to mix and form and glaze and bake the clay for tiles that were each as fancy as a dinner plate?


    The Lutawans were truly fools.


    Still, he was quite sure there must be a lovely bathing hall inside. It wouldn’t be so hard to murder the family . . . well, it wouldn’t be hard to murder the men. He scowled. It would not be his choice to murder the women . . . but still, to enjoy a nice, long soak and be truly clean for the first time since he’d left the Puzzle Lands. . . .


    He sensed movement in the threads that underlay the world. Someone in the house was coming closer. The shutters along the veranda stood open. Light glimmered through the windows, moving, shifting, pausing here and there to dip and pass its spark to a candle, or an oil lamp, until the windows glowed with sweet light.


    Then the front door opened and a servant—or maybe she was a slave; this was Lutawa, after all—came out to the veranda. Smoke, hidden within the inky shadow of an orange tree, watched her from only a few feet away as she lit a lantern that hung beside the stair.


    The light showed her to be young and lovely. The pretty yellow shift she wore was belted tight around her waist to show off her figure. It left her arms bare, and revealed her calves behind a little ruffle. Her hair was long, black, and silky, falling in a thick tail down her back.


    She turned to light the second lantern, and as she did so its light fell across the demon, curling around his tall, lean figure and glistening against his honey-brown hair that he wore pulled back from his face and tied behind his neck.


    He must have looked like a ruffian in his bloodstained brown tunic with sleeves rolled up against the heat, trousers dark with blood and soot, and boots singed by fire. He carried a sword on his back along with a bow, a quiver of arrows, and his rolled-up coat. Two long knives hung from his belt. The girl gazed at him in stunned silence, her eyes so dark and full of life he imagined for a moment he was looking into Ketty’s eyes.


    Ketty, who had sent him away in a fit of anger. Ketty of the Red Moon, cruelest of wives.


    The women of Lutawa called him Dismay, but Ketty called him by another name, one he’d almost forgotten.


    Smoke.


    It hurt to remember. Pray to me, he’d told her, when you want me to come home. Two moons had passed since then and Smoke was still waiting for Ketty’s prayer. He’d begun to suspect she didn’t love him anymore.


    “Dismay!” the serving girl whispered. To Smoke’s surprise she didn’t flee, but instead, after a cautious glance over her shoulder to be sure no one was watching, she scurried down the veranda’s three steps and slipped into the shadows beside him. He saw confusion, not fear, in her gaze. “Dismay, why are you here? I didn’t pray for you. Did the young mistress pray for you? It’s too soon. We’re not ready to call on you yet.” She gestured toward the driveway. “You must go. Later, maybe, we’ll need—”


    Smoke bared his teeth and at once she stopped her whispered excuses. It astonished him the way his legend made its way through the countryside even ahead of his own swiftly moving presence, but tonight he was in no mood to be charming. He said, “Know this: It’s a dangerous thing to pray to me, but it’s more dangerous to send me away.”


    “But Dismay, if the master sees you—”


    “I’ll kill him.”


    “No, please. He’s a good man.”


    “Better if he doesn’t see me then.”


    “But what have you come for? Why are you here?”


    “I want a bath. And I’m hungry, and tired as well—tired of sleeping in barns and under bushes.”


    “Oh.” Again she glanced back at the door. “The master is away at dinner this evening, and no one will be in the bathing hall at this hour. If I go there, can you find me?”


    “Go quickly, and pray to me to come, when the way is clear.”


    Her eyes grew bright with the excitement of doing something forbidden and sweet. “I’ll call the young mistress. She’ll want to meet you.” And with that she trotted back up the stairs, to disappear behind the brass door.


    Smoke fixed his mind on the tremble and sway of the threads in the world’s weft so that he could follow her progress. She hurried through the great room, and then into a hallway where another woman joined her. The two rushed past a manservant, and then ducked into a room, pulling a door shut behind them. Several seconds passed. Then the serving girl remembered to speak to him in prayer. Come, Dismay. Come bathe and be comforted.

  


  
    

  


  
    Scars


    The girl’s name was Ui and her young mistress was Eleanor. They were of a similar age and in some ways they looked much alike, sharing the same dark hair and dark eyes. But Eleanor’s hair was carefully arranged, tied back from her face in intricate braids before being allowed to fall free down her back; and she wore a dress of soft-green, patterned silk, that somehow caught the candlelight in a way that enhanced the sweet curve of her breasts and her hips; and while her smooth arms were bare, her skirt brushed the floor, showing not even her ankles; and she carried herself with a trained grace that set off her beauty in a disconcerting way.

  


  
    Ui was a pretty, lively girl, but she faded beside her pampered mistress.


    Smoke could hardly take his eyes off Eleanor, and when he managed the trick, his gaze was caught by Ui instead. They were a delight to all his senses; their buoyant presence was a respite and a relief.


    He was Dismay, after all, whose task it was to answer the prayers of vengeance whispered by women who could endure no more. Every woman he’d met these past two moons had been on her knees, abused and broken, overcome with hate, begging him for bloody retribution.


    Eleanor and Ui only wanted to please him.


    The flush he felt as he set his weapons aside had nothing to do with the warmth of the evening and everything to do with the presence of two cheerful young women.


    He stripped off his filthy clothes and at Ui’s invitation he sat on a stool. Together the two set about washing his long hair, and then scrubbing his skin clean. It was exquisite to simply be touched again, but because they were young and lovely and kind it was arousing too. His passion swelled beneath the towel laid over his lap, but it was tempered as his thoughts turned to his wife Ketty, cruel Ketty of the Red Moon, who didn’t care for him anymore, who had forgotten his name, while he had forgotten nothing: not her warmth, her voice, her sweet scent, or the wild joy of entering her sacred gate—


    “Ah, Dismay,” Eleanor said, softly, shyly. “You have so many terrible scars.”


    She stood behind him, her fingers lightly tracing the ropy lines of the wounds he’d taken, touching first his shoulders, then his back, and then his arms. Smoke closed his eyes. Ketty used to touch him like that, kissing his scars and whispering her gratitude that he was still alive—but Ketty had been born on a night when the moon turned red, and the spirit of the red moon was pig-headed and stubborn.


    Eleanor’s soft hand slipped over his left shoulder, to explore the ragged, hideous scar that spoiled the curve of his neck. “That,” Smoke said in a low growl, “was given to me in battle by a Lutawan officer when I was a Koráyos soldier fighting for the Puzzle Lands.”


    “Ah, you were in the war,” Eleanor said sadly.


    Ui did not share her melancholy. “Did you kill the officer?” she asked with a breathless excitement.


    “Long after, but finally, yes.”


    Ui held a fresh ewer of water which she poured slowly over his shoulder and chest. “And how many other wicked men have you killed?” she asked, her eyes bright with a bloodthirsty light. “Hundreds and hundreds, I’m guessing!”


    Smoke shrugged. “I don’t count them.”


    “But why does the King let you do it?” she wondered. “Why does He let you get away with it? Why does He let you live?”


    Smoke chuckled, charmed by her naiveté. “I’m a demon. What can he do to stop me? Unless he’s a demon too?”


    “Of course he’s not a demon,” Ui chided, turning the ewer upside down to pour the last of the water. “He is the King! And it’s the King’s power to strike down anyone with infernal fire! He should strike us down for talking to you.”


    Smoke laughed at her zeal. “Infernal fire? What is that? Is it something I should fear?”


    “You don’t know about infernal fire?” Ui’s lovely eyes were wide with astonishment. Her voice dropped to a whisper, as if the King himself might overhear. “It’s the King’s fire. He may summon it, anywhere, anytime, to punish the wicked, and it can’t be put out, no matter what.”


    Smoke’s eyebrows rose. “Am I wicked?”


    He expected her to blush and apologize, but instead she grinned, still holding the empty ewer in her hands. “The King must think so.”


    Eleanor’s hands settled possessively on Smoke’s shoulders. “Ui, you are incorrigible.”


    Ui gave her a sour look, but then she turned again to Smoke. “Why does he let you live?”


    “Not because he loves me.”


    Ui laughed in delight, but Eleanor’s hands tightened on his shoulders. “Dismay, Ui is right. You must be careful. The King watches over all of Lutawa, he sees everything, everywhere, and he does burn up his enemies with infernal fire.”


    It was one of Smoke’s gifts that he could always tell if a person spoke the truth, so he knew that both Eleanor and Ui devoutly believed what they were telling him. He puzzled over it, wondering aloud, “What man can do such things?”


    Eleanor caught her breath. Then she leaned down to whisper in his ear. “Don’t you know? The King is not a man. He is God-in-the-world.”


    “God-in-the-world?” Smoke echoed skeptically.


    “Yes.”


    How very interesting.


    Smoke recalled that his sister, Takis, had once asked him to kill the Lutawan King. That was before he’d left the Puzzle Lands, before he lost Ketty.


    He had two sisters, twins, who were like two halves of one soul. Tayval commanded the fence of spells that guarded the border of the Puzzle Lands, while Takis was the Trenchant and commanded the army. Both his sisters wanted an end to the endless war that had gone on for generations between Lutawa and the Puzzle Lands, but the Lutawan King refused to consider peace, so Takis had asked Smoke to kill him. She hadn’t mentioned that the King might be more than a man . . . but then their sister Tayval had doubted his success—and why would Tayval doubt that he could murder a man? Unless she suspected the King was something more?


    A wild hunch took hold in Smoke’s mind. “Do you know the King’s name?” he asked Eleanor.


    She sighed. “Dismay, don’t you understand? The King doesn’t have a name because he is God. He is not a man to have a name.”


    Smoke bared his teeth in a wicked grin; his heartbeat quickened with excitement. For two months he’d wandered Lutawa, killing casually, waiting for Ketty to call him home, but now . . . he suspected the Dread Hammer had a greater task in mind for him. “I think I should kill the King.”


    Behind him, Eleanor gasped. Her hands left his shoulders, and she backed away. “Dismay, you must not say such things! The King is God. He can’t be killed, he doesn’t die.”


    Smoke turned his head to look at her frightened face. “I have always heard there is only one god in Lutawa, and his name is Hepen the Watcher.”


    “It isn’t true,” Eleanor insisted. “I mean, there is only one god and he is the King, but he has no name.”


    Smoke dismissed this with a shrug. “You Lutawans have forgotten his name, but we remember it in the north. Hepen the Watcher has long been the enemy of the Dread Hammer. If he and the King are one and the same, then it must be my task to kill him.”


    Ui wasn’t afraid. She crouched beside him, balancing the ewer on her knee. “Who is the Dread Hammer?”


    “She is the god of the north.”


    “She?” Ui whispered in awe.


    Eleanor was equally astonished. “A woman who is a god?” she asked, creeping around to stand by Ui’s side.


    Smoke eyed them both with a lazy smile. “Yes. Long ago, the Dread Hammer and Hepen the Watcher were lovers, but he was cruel. They fought, and she tossed him out of the north. He had no choice but to become the god of Lutawa, and who would want to be that? So of course he’s angry with her still. It’s why he sends the Lutawan army to attack the Puzzle Lands. The war will never end while he’s alive.”


    Eleanor looked at him sadly. “Then the war will never end, because whether he has a name or not, the King cannot die. Come, Dismay. Soak for a time in the bath, while I comb out your beautiful hair.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke slipped into the brass soaking tub, sighing as the steaming water enfolded him. Eleanor brought a comb and set to work smoothing the tangles from his long, honey-brown hair, while Ui set about the more mundane task of cleaning the stool and the surrounding floor.

  


  
    Closing his eyes, Smoke touched the threads within the world-beneath. Ui had wondered why the King didn’t strike him down. Smoke was sure it was because the King couldn’t see him. He kept himself hidden from those who could see within the world-beneath, including his sisters, and the Hauntén demons of the Wild Wood who were also his kin.


    But though he was hidden, the people around him were not. The shape and vibration of the threads told him of a manservant walking in the hallway outside, and of two older women at work in the kitchen. More interesting to him were the strong threads knitting Ui and Eleanor together. “Are you sisters?” he asked, without opening his eyes.


    Eleanor’s comb moved gently over his scalp. “We have the same father, but different mothers.”


    “And different fates,” Ui said, a bit breathless. When he looked, he saw that she was on hands and knees, scrubbing the floor. “My mother is a slave in the household, as I am. Eleanor is the young mistress, who will be sold soon to a husband. I think the master would keep her safely home forever if he could, but she is nineteen now, and she must be married.”


    “Will you accept your husband?” Smoke wondered. “Or will you call me?”


    “I don’t know,” Eleanor admitted in a quiet voice.


    Ui got up, leaving her scrub brush on the floor. “The master—our father—he wanted to marry Eleanor to the son of his friend, a young man he knows well, who would have made her first wife—but everything has changed.”


    “My brother died badly,” Eleanor explained.


    “Badly?”


    “Without honor or consequence. He was an officer in the King’s army, but he made a mistake when he was at war against the Puzzle Lands—I don’t know what—and he died with all the men under his command. The King declared my brother a traitor and my father was required to disavow him along with his wives and children, and to pay recompense to the families of his men. There was money enough for it, of course, but now there is no heir. So my value has gone up. Whatever man gets me will become his son and the next master of Cuhoxa, when God chooses to take my father from the world.”


    “We listen at the master’s door,” Ui confessed. “There are powerful men in the army and in the palace who would like to be our father’s heir, and who would be offended if he chose a lesser man.”


    Smoke scowled. “That makes no sense at all. You and Ui should be your father’s heirs and you should choose your own husbands. Why do Lutawans make everything so complicated?”


    They found this funny. Both women laughed merrily, for no reason that Smoke could see, but at least the gloom that had descended over them was dispelled. Ui bent to pick up her scrub brush. “Young mistress,” she said, looking up with a coy smile. “I’m sure you must have combed every tangle from Dismay’s beautiful hair. It’s time to consider where Dismay should sleep tonight.”


    The comb hesitated. “You’re a wicked sister, Ui.”


    Ui giggled, her hand over her mouth. “Well, then, if Dismay may not share your bed, and I already share my bed with my mother—”


    Eleanor bent close, her breath soft in Smoke’s ear. “You’ll be safe in my brother’s apartment. His wives and children are gone and no one’s allowed to visit there anymore. The door’s locked, and only my father has the key.”


    Smoke sighed, basking in her warmth, her nearness. “You should not tease a man.”


    “Are you a man?”


    Her lips brushed his cheek. He turned his head and her mouth touched his, but she was only teasing. She drew back with a sad, regretful look. “If I’m not a virgin when I marry, my father must kill me.”


    She was utterly beautiful, but untouchable, and as the wavering candlelight glistened in her eyes he was reminded again of Ketty—and suddenly he was angry. Eleanor saw it. She straightened and stepped back. “Your eyes! They’re glittering with a green light, as dragon eyes are said to do.”


    “So? I am Dismay.” He held a hand out to her. “Come.” She was reluctant, but she didn’t dare to offend him, so she took it. “Eleanor, will you pray to me, if you don’t like your husband?”


    “No. I will pray to you only if my husband is intolerable.”


    Smoke cocked his head. “What Lutawan man is tolerable?”


    Eleanor cast a nervous glance at Ui, but Ui was unfazed, giggling behind her hand. “None of them are tolerable,” Ui declared. “Even the master, who makes me sleep in the kitchen when he desires to visit my mother.”


    Eleanor’s tone was suddenly sharp. “Ui, go fetch food for Dismay.”


    Ui’s smile vanished and, chastened, she hurried to the door. Eleanor followed her. She unlocked the door, held it open just wide enough for Ui to slip out, and then locked it again. When she returned to Smoke, he felt her fear in the threads. “Dismay, I don’t want to be sold to any man who lives in the palace. My brother’s mother was born there. She said that all the women there have the three petals of their demon flower cut away—”


    “Their demon flower?”


    “That place between a woman’s legs where her husband takes his pleasure.”


    “Ah, her sacred gate.” Then he realized what she’d just said. “They cut it? Why?”


    “I don’t know! But she showed me her scars. She said it’s done at the King’s command. It doesn’t matter if the woman is the wife of an official, or if she’s there with her husband only for a season. The King knows if she’s whole. His order comes. It’s done.”


    Smoke smiled. Yes, he was sure now the Dread Hammer meant for him to kill the King—and what a pleasure it would be to slit the creature’s throat, whether he turned out to be a god or a man. “Is the King always in the palace?” he wondered.


    She nodded, her eyes glistening with tears as she contemplated her likely fate. “It’s said the palace is the only place holy enough to contain His sacred presence.”


    “Do you know where it is?”


    She shrugged. “Somewhere south, where the nights are warmer.”


    “Warmer than here?” Smoke was horrified that any such place could be. Just thinking on it made the bath feel too hot. He stood up, and Eleanor hurried to bring a towel, patting him dry as he stepped from the tub.


    “You can’t put on your soiled clothes,” she told him. “Ui has to clean them. But in my brother’s apartment, you’ll find clothes that you can wear.”


    Smoke took the towel from her and wrapped it around his waist. “You would dress me as a Lutawan?”


    She looked up at him, tears sparkling in her eyes. “Forgive me, Dismay. I don’t know how to dress a demon.”


    “Would you serve one?”


    She caught her breath in fear . . . but then she nodded. “If I can.”


    “If you’re sent to the palace before I find my way there, then pray to me. Your prayer will make a thread that I can follow, first to the palace, and then to the King.”


    Now it was her turn to look horrified. “But how can I, Dismay? Surely the King will hear such a prayer? Surely he will know.”


    “You have talked to me all night, but he has not struck you dead.”


    Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I know he hears all the words of men . . . but the cook has told me he refuses to listen to the words of women.”


    “Then you can pray to me. Do so and I’ll come and kill the King.”


    Tears started in her eyes. “But by then it’ll be too late for me. Please, Dismay, won’t you help me? Don’t let them send me to the palace.”


    He shook his head. “It’s not my gift to make lives sweet. The prayers I grant are prayers of vengeance. Who would you have me kill?”


    “I don’t know! No one. Not yet.”


    He nodded. “Only the very desperate should ever pray to me. The cost is always high.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “That a prayer for vengeance won’t save you. I could kill your husband and all the men of his household, but you would still be hunted down.”


    She shuddered, turning half away. “I wish I had not been born.”


    “Show me the way into the palace. Then there will have been a reason for your life.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui returned with a large basket in her hands. Eleanor took it from her. “Take Dismay’s clothes and clean them. See that they’re ready before dawn.”

  


  
    Ui looked startled at Eleanor’s sharp tone. Her gaze darted to Smoke, dressed now only in the bath towel.


    “Now,” Eleanor added.


    “Yes, ma’am.” Ui scurried to gather up Smoke’s soiled shirt, his trousers, and his long coat. She slipped out of the room with a backward glance that lingered on Smoke as he bent to gather up his weapons.


    Again Eleanor made sure the door was locked. Then she brought the basket to Smoke, who had his sword, his bow and his belt slung over his bare shoulders. “My brother’s apartments are in the north wing of the house, alongside the inner courtyard.”


    Smoke studied the threads, nodding as he sensed the place she described.


    “I’ll have Ui bring your clothes at dawn. I’ll warn her not to disturb you before then.” Eleanor hesitated. “Unless you want her to . . . ?”


    Smoke considered it. Ketty had said she still loved him . . . but that was two moons past, a long time ago. A man couldn’t wait forever—though after a bit of thought Smoke decided he could wait another night. “It’s not her company I want.”


    Eleanor’s eyes widened in surprise. Smiling shyly, she stood on her toes to kiss his cheek. “I’m so pleased you chose our home and that I’ve been privileged to meet you.” She handed him the basket, her dark gaze riveted on him as he bent to pick up his boots. “I wish I was Ui,” she added in a husky voice.


    Smoke’s brows knit in a skeptical look. “You wouldn’t like being a servant.”


    Then he reached for the threads, and let his reflection shift so that he appeared to Eleanor as a column of gray smoke that streamed away through the wall.

  


  
    

  


  
    The Slant of Moonlight


    Heavy curtains allowed only a parsimonious measure of moonlight into the apartment, not enough for most men to see by, but Smoke was a demon who could see in the dark. He found himself in a sitting room, with a sofa, a divan, chairs, several small tables, a fireplace, decorative hangings on the walls, and a thick carpet beneath his bare feet. An arched passage led to other rooms. The air tasted dusty and stale.

  


  
    He put down his boots and the basket, and then he drew his sword from its scabbard and set out to explore.


    All doors to the outside were locked, as Eleanor had promised. He found a study, with books still on the shelves, and six bedrooms. The bedrooms were empty of personal items except the largest, which had an alcove filled with such clothing as a Lutawan man of the Inherent class would wear.


    Smoke had some fondness for dressing well, so he lit an oil lamp and spent some time in the alcove, looking through the shelves. The shirts and jackets were mostly too broad in the shoulder to suit him, but at the back of a corner shelf he found a green tunic in a smaller size. It had a high collar and panels in the front embroidered with a twining pattern of birds and vines, and it fit him perfectly.


    Suitable trousers were easier to find because the Lutawans favored a loose fit anyway, and the extra length was easily overcome by stuffing the hems into his boots. He chose dark brown trousers made of heavy linen. It was so damn hot in Lutawa he didn’t bother trying on a coat. After he was dressed he examined his reflection in a mirror. He had left his hair loose around his shoulders so it could dry, but now he gathered it up and nodded in satisfaction at what he saw. “I make a better looking Lutawan than most Lutawans,” he said aloud. He lifted his chin and added, “Ketty, you are foolish to be angry still.”


    He felt hopeful, though, more so than in a long time. Ketty might still be angry with him, but at least now he had a goal, a purpose.


    He returned to the basket to see what Ui had packed. There was a bottle of wine, but he left that untouched, because drinking stirred in him an embarrassing inclination toward mercy. He ate all the food though, and then, taking his weapons and his boots with him, he went to lie down on the wide, soft bed in the largest bedroom.


    He slept peacefully for a time.


    Then he heard Ketty speaking. He startled awake—and her voice vanished. The shadows of the dead man’s bedroom loomed around him, unchanged except for the slant of moonlight. He tried to recall what she had said, but he couldn’t. Was it only a dream?


    Closing his eyes again, he listened. Across the threads he heard the murmur of women’s voices, many women, still awake despite the hour. They called to him, Dismay, Dismay, whispering their dreadful stories and pleading with him to avenge them. He ignored their bitter prayers and, holding his breath so that he could listen better, he waited for one special prayer to reach him.


    But it didn’t come.


    Ketty, why?


    Why did she offer him nothing but silence? Why could she not forgive him? He had never hurt her. He had never betrayed her. She was the cruelest of wives!


    He got up. A green light sparkled across the room, startling him, but it was only the reflection of his eyes in the mirror, the reflection of his anger. He had resolved not to go back to Ketty until she begged him . . . but if he killed the Lutawan king, slit His throat and let His divine blood spill free in a scarlet fountain, then surely that would atone for his own misdeeds and even stubborn Ketty of the Red Moon would have to forgive him.


    To kill the King though, he would first have to find the palace. Eleanor thought it was south, but how far south? Lutawa was a vast land. He might have to hunt for many more days before he found it . . . unless he could find a map to tell him the way?


    That’s when he remembered the study full of books—and where there were books, there were maps, or so it had been in his father’s library.


    He hurried through the hall to the study, and there he searched the drawers and shelves, but he found no map.


    He turned next to the books, remembering that maps were sometimes drawn in their pages, and even if there was no map, there might be a story that told the way to the King’s oh-so-holy palace. Taking a book at random, he stepped to a window and pulled the curtain aside. Moonlight poured onto an open page, revealing gibberish: column after column of meaningless scribble.


    Smoke flipped through the pages, but it was all the same: every page of the book was filled with unreadable scrawl. What idiot would fill a precious book with useless marks? He dropped the volume on a table, went back to the shelf, and grabbed another. This one too contained the same sort of nonsense, and though there were drawings of military formations among the pages, there was no map.


    He picked up another book, and another. When a glance at the pages confirmed each to be as useless as the first, he hurled it onto a growing pile of discarded volumes. Only when the shelf was nearly empty did it occur to him that the scribble must be writing, but of a kind he’d never seen before and that he could not read. This thought infuriated him. It was as if the Lutawans had conspired to keep him ignorant—and in his frustration he was tempted to set the whole pile of books on fire. He resisted only because Ui and Eleanor had been kind to him. It would be poor manners to pay them back by burning their home to the ground. Still, he could bear the oppressive air of the apartment no longer.


    He returned to the bedroom for his boots and his weapons, and then he reached for the threads—but as he dissolved into gray mist he remembered the basket, still in the sitting room. He wanted no suspicion to fall on Ui and Eleanor, so he fetched it. Then setting his mind again to the threads, he perceived Eleanor, lying awake and alone in a bedroom not so far away.


    He went to her.


    The smoky gray mist of his presence seeped through the walls and then he was standing at the foot of her bed.


    The curtain was open; the room awash in moonlight. Eleanor lay naked in its glow, profoundly beautiful, her dark eyes fixed on the night sky as if her thoughts were far away. Desire rushed through Smoke, but though he was sure he could have her for the asking, she wasn’t Ketty, and all he really wanted to do was leave.


    He set the basket at the foot of her bed and only then did she realize he was there. She gasped and sat up, pulling a thin sheet to her chin to hide her body. “Dismay!”


    “I am going.”


    If she replied, he didn’t stay to hear it.

  


  
    

  


  
    Guileless, Pretty, and Submissive


    Ui hung Dismay’s clothing beside the kitchen hearth to dry, then she spent the night in the kitchen, ready to hide the lot of it under her skirt if anyone came, but no one did. As dawn neared she folded the shirt, the trousers and the coat, then she wrapped them up in a square of white cloth so that they looked like an ordinary bundle of laundry. She set out through the house, intending to return them to Dismay, but to her disappointment she encountered Eleanor in the dark hallway.

  


  
    “Young mistress, why aren’t you sleeping?”


    “And how much did you sleep, Ui? Or did you stay awake all night praying to him?”


    Ui lowered her gaze. Eleanor was her half-sister and Ui loved her, but that didn’t change the fact that Eleanor was the mistress and Ui only a servant. “I stayed awake all night watching over his clothes, El, and I go now to return them.”


    “He is gone.”


    The hurt in Eleanor’s voice aroused Ui’s suspicion—and her jealousy. Eleanor was the mistress. If she was not a virgin on her wedding night her husband could return her to the master and demand he cut his own daughter’s throat. Ui, though, was only a servant and in fact she was not a virgin. At worst she would be beaten for it, but with luck her future husband would be too wise to complain. “Eleanor, did you go to him last night? Did you let him possess your demon flower?”


    “No!” Then she added in a softer whisper, “I would have, if he—”


    Suddenly their father’s deep voice rang through the hallway in a shout of alarm. “Steward! Steward! Come at once! Come and see!” His shout came from the direction of the locked apartment.


    Ui’s heart raced with fear. “He has found Dismay.”


    She started toward the apartment, but Eleanor put out a hand. “Stop! Dismay is gone. Go hide his clothes before someone asks whose they are.”


    Ui ran back to the room she shared with her mother. As she arrived at the door, her mother came out. She was dressed in a yellow shift like the one Ui wore, pulled tight by a belt so the master could admire her body that was still lovely and slim. She looked past her daughter. “Ui, what’s happened? Why does the master call out?”


    “I don’t know, Mama. El sent me to—”


    There was no need to make up an excuse; her mother was already hurrying away to discover the cause of the commotion for herself.


    Ui ducked into the room, pulled the box of winter blankets from under the bed, stuffed the bundle of clean laundry beneath them, and then shoved the box back out of sight. As soon as that was done she followed her mother, running full tilt down the hall to see what trouble Dismay had left behind him.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui arrived in time to hear the master shouting at the youthful manservant, Hammond. “Go, Hammond. Go now. Summon the captain of my men-at-arms, and then ride on. Find the sheriff and tell him his Hauntén demon has been here, and he must come at once.”

  


  
    Hammond asked no questions, but set off to obey. Ui followed after him as he trotted down the hall. Hammond was always sweet to her, helping with hauling the water and fetching heavy bags of provisions from the cellar. So she didn’t hesitate to speak. “Hammond, what’s happened? Please tell me, what is a sheriff? What is a Hauntén?”


    When he turned to look at her, fury blazed in his eyes. “Quiet, woman!” he snapped. “And return to your duties.” Then he darted outside and raced away toward the stables.


    Ui stared after him, slack-jawed with astonishment. Hammond had never spoken to her like that before—but other men had. Some of the army officers who came to see her father, and even some of his men-at-arms when the master wasn’t nearby to hear. She knew then that Hammond wanted to be one of them—a man-at-arms or a soldier—and with a spike of jealousy, she wished that she could dream such dreams too.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui didn’t dare go near the apartment, but she also didn’t want to go to Eleanor’s room, knowing that no gossip was ever to be had there, unless she brought it herself. She wandered past the kitchen, but Cook looked as if she had chores in mind, so Ui grabbed a duster and hurried to the front room to wait for Hammond to return. It seemed to take forever, but finally she heard a clattering of many hooves on the stone driveway.

  


  
    She hurried to the window, standing sideways in the shadow of the half-open shutters so she would remain unseen. She counted five men with Hammond. All were dressed in black riding tunics and loose black trousers, and all were armed with swords and bows. Three had whips coiled at their waists, and another carried a short club.


    They dismounted in the court, handed the reins of their horses to Hammond, and then advanced on the front door.


    Ui’s eyes went wide. Hammond had hold of the horses, the steward was with the master, and Cook was in the kitchen. There was no one around to open the door but her.


    The black-clad men came up the steps to the veranda, led by the oldest among them, though he was not old. Ui guessed him to be in his thirties. He had short, curly black hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His eyes were dark in an unsmiling face.


    Not knowing what else to do, Ui scrambled to pull the door open for him—it would be insulting to leave him waiting on the veranda—but at the same time she tried to disappear behind the door, fearing to be noticed by such a man.


    It was not her fate to escape notice that day.


    Seeing no one there to greet him, the man turned, and spied her behind the door. “Come forward, bitch. Where is the master?”


    Ui was suddenly awash in confusion and shame. She wanted desperately to run and hide—but she knew better. The rest of the men crowded in, so she closed the door. Then, keeping her gaze lowered, she whispered, “My master is in the heir’s wing. Will you follow?”


    “Go.”


    She scurried past them, taking swift, mincing steps as her mother had taught her to do when dangerous strangers were in the house. Be guileless, pretty, and submissive. Don’t offend, or such men will demand the master beat you.


    She did not dare look back, but she listened to the clacking of their boot heels. She imagined their eyes on her. Her filmy dress was only a slave’s veil after all, designed to show her figure. She wanted to shrink away into nothing, but since she couldn’t manage that, she mouthed a prayer instead, addressing it to the woman god, the Dread Hammer, asking for protection.


    Her prayer was answered.


    The apartment’s double doors stood open, and when the steward heard them coming, he looked out. Ui caught his startled eye. He was a kindly man, who took in her dilemma with a look of alarm. His gaze shifted to the men behind her, his expression transforming to fawning relief. “Sheriff!” he cried with an enthusiasm that startled everyone, and drew all lingering eyes away from Ui. “God bless you for coming.” He subtly flicked his hand at her, urging her to disappear.


    Ui ducked aside, bowing her head as the sheriff and his men tramped past.


    A smart girl, Ui knew, would take this chance to slip away before someone thought to ask if the serving girl had heard anything unusual in the night. A smart girl would run to hide in Eleanor’s room until the sheriff was gone . . . but Ui was driven by curiosity, not wisdom. As soon as the last of the black-clad men disappeared into the apartment, she scurried after them, taking up a post beside the doorway, just out of sight. She heard her father, the master, speak. “Greetings, Sheriff, and God bless you. It’s to God we owe our thanks that no one in my household has yet been harmed.”


    That was all Ui was privileged to hear before her mother swept out of the apartment, with such a look of apprehension on her face Ui was sure she too wanted to escape the eyes of the sheriff’s men. But then she saw Ui. Her expression shifted: first to shock, then to fury. Without a word, she seized her daughter’s arm in a bruising grip and hauled her down the hall to the servants’ quarters.

  


  
    

  


  
    “Are you stupid?” her mother whispered the moment the door of their little room was closed behind them. “Do you want to be a whore for such men?”

  


  
    “Hammond took their horses. I was the only one left to open the door—”


    “Do not answer the door to strangers! Let the steward do it. Let Hammond show them in! Never show yourself to such men!”


    “But—”


    “What if the master invites them to stay? What if the sheriff asks for the pretty slave to be sent to his room? You are not Eleanor! Don’t imagine the master will always refuse such requests!”


    “But what is a sheriff?” Ui pleaded.


    Her mother snorted. “You have not heard a word I’ve said!”


    “I have! But—”


    “The sheriff is the King’s own servant. He hunts down heretics and he burns them.”


    Ui’s eyes went wide. Her hand covered her open mouth. All her guilty ventures, from stealing Eleanor’s ivory comb, to allowing the handsome tinker to possess her demon flower, to admitting Dismay into the house, rushed through her mind. Her mother grabbed her arm again, pinching the bruise she’d made before. “What have you done?”


    “Nothing, Mama!”


    “Don’t lie to me. The sheriff is hunting a demon Hauntén who grants the wishes of depraved women. I know you’ve heard Cook’s stories of Dismay.”


    Ui nodded. Certainly she’d heard stories . . . and not just from Cook. The tinker had told her wonderfully gruesome stories of the bloody mayhem Dismay had created in some horrid place called “The Borderlands.”


    “But Mama, why is the sheriff here?”


    “Because someone—something—was in the heir’s apartment last night despite the locked doors! Books were thrown down on the floor, the curtain was pulled back, the bed was wrinkled. What do you know of it, Ui?”


    Ui looked straight into her mother’s eyes and lied. “Nothing! I was with Eleanor last night.”


    “Doing what?”


    “Just talking.”


    “About what?”


    “Anything.”


    Her mother gave her a good, hard shake. “Stupid girl! What are you hiding? Tell me now!”


    When Ui hesitated, her mother slapped her so hard that Ui staggered and for a moment the room went black.


    “I won’t see you burned, Ui. I won’t! Tell me what you’ve done.”


    Ui’s cheek was already on fire. She struggled not to cry. Her mother had taught her long ago never to cry, because the master would notice her reddened eyes and then he would want to know the guilty secret that lay on her conscience, because innocent minds had no need ever to cry. Ui swallowed and blinked. Then she dropped to her knees and reached under the bed. “It’s here.”


    She pulled out the box of blankets and uncovered the bundle of clothes wrapped in white laundry cloth.


    “Get rid of it!” her mother commanded when Ui explained what it was. “Throw it in the sump. No, throw it in the pond! If the sheriff finds that, he’ll burn us all.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui ran past the stable, ducking behind a thicket of pomegranate as she made her way to the pond. Drawing near, she peered through a veil of leaves and was alarmed to see six farm hands working on the irrigation channel that drained the pond. They would surely see her if she tried to toss the bundle into the deepest water at the pond’s center. So she retreated, back past the stables to the sump, but a glance down the pit convinced her it had gotten too shallow to hide anything. She held her nose against the stench and considered.

  


  
    There was the little glade close beside the road. She’d gone there more than once to meet the tinker. Hammond went there too, she knew, but he would surely be too preoccupied with the goings-on in the house to venture out there today. So she took the side path around the house to the laundry court where she and her mother hung the fresh washing in the sunshine. Then she went on through the herb garden and into the orchard, and finally, she ducked into the wild copse that shielded the estate from all prying eyes that passed along the road.


    Ui had meant to bury the bundle deep within the fallen leaves beneath a thicket, but as she looked around she heard the creak of a wagon and its grinding wheels approaching along the road. Suddenly, she knew just how to get rid of the bundle. With great caution and as little noise as she could manage she made her way through the thicket, until she was only a couple of feet from the road, but still hidden from sight. Two oxen plodded past, their huge heads nodding. The wagon they pulled was of good size, with a wooden bed and a canvas bonnet. A young man sat alone in the driver’s seat, his face hidden in the shadow of a broad-brimmed hat.


    Suddenly, Ui wasn’t so sure this was a good idea. What if the man saw her? What if someone else was riding in the back of the wagon?


    Then again, the sheriff would surely burn her if he found the bundle.


    She waited for the wagon to pass. Thanks be to God the rest of the road was empty. No—thanks be to the Dread Hammer! She whispered a second brief prayer to the woman god, “Please watch over me.” Then she scurried out of the thicket, ran up to the back of the wagon, and tossed the bundle lightly up and over the backboard. It landed with a soft thump.


    She expected to hear the voice of someone in the back of the wagon cry out in surprise, but no one did. She darted back into the thicket. Her heart hammered so hard it made her dizzy. She peered after the wagon, dreading to see it roll to a stop, but to her relief it kept on at the same steady pace. She watched until it grew small with distance. Then she hurried back to the house, to find her mother in the laundry court pretending to be busy hanging dry laundry on the line. “Ui!” she said in a frantic whisper.


    Ui saw Cook standing with her arms crossed just inside the doorway, so she pouted at her mother, saying, “I went all the way out to the cutting garden, but I couldn’t find the knife in the hutch. How am I supposed to cut fresh flowers without a knife?”


    “One of the gardener’s boys must have stolen it again,” Cook called from inside as she went back to work. “High time you learned to carry your own knife, Ui.”


    “Go inside the house and wash your flushed face,” Ui’s mother snapped. “Eleanor is asking for you.”

  


  
    

  


  
    But Ui found that Eleanor was busy.

  


  
    The captain of the master’s men-at-arms stood watch at the doorway to the inner court. Outside, the steward served tea to the sheriff’s men who sat in the shade around the fountain. The master and the sheriff sat apart. Eleanor stood trembling before them, shielded from the gaze of the other men by a screen that had been moved from the front room.


    Ui peered at her between the slats of a half-closed shutter. She stood with her gaze fixed on the floor, wearing the same green gown she’d worn last night. Why hadn’t she worn something ugly? Not that it mattered. Given the high blush in her tawny cheeks and the shimmer of her glossy black hair, Eleanor wouldn’t look plain even dressed in rags—but at least she’d learned the vital skill of acting simple.


    Ui heard her whiney whisper, sounding as if she were on the edge of tears. “But what is a Hauntén, Papa? I don’t understand.”


    “It’s a kind of demon, daughter. An enemy of God.”


    Eleanor’s lovely hand went to her mouth as she gasped. “We must be in danger! Oh, Papa, what should we do?”


    “We rely on our own men-at-arms, daughter, and the valor of the sheriff. Be at peace.”


    The sheriff shook his head. “Enough. There’s nothing to learn here. She has the innocence of a small child.”


    The master scowled. “I warned you she would know nothing.” He waved his hand in dismissal and Eleanor scurried back into the house, ducking past the captain who stood watch at the doorway. When she saw Ui, she pressed a hand against her heart, and they traded a conspiratorial smile.


    Outside, the sheriff was speaking to the master. “I think the demon must have come here by chance, seeking food, and sleep. If your daughter had spoken a prayer to summon him—”


    Ui jumped as the master’s hand came down hard against the arm of his chair. “Summoned him? You make this accusation?”


    “I have made no accusation.”


    “To even suggest she did such a thing—it’s intolerably insolent! My daughter has had the utmost supervision, and would never commit treason against our King.”


    The sheriff answered this in a cold, determined voice. “I meant only that if some woman here had summoned the demon, you would not now be alive—and that would be grievous for the King.”


    The master wasn’t mollified. “You have done enough here, terrifying my daughter and my concubine. I invite you now to leave.”


    The sheriff, though, was a brave man and not easily put off. “There are other women in your household.”


    “My slaves? You want me to parade them before you as well?”


    “No, Master. It’s pointless to talk to such stupid cows unless they feel the fire at their feet. With your permission my men will search the servants’ quarters for any sign of heresy.”


    The master said nothing for many seconds. Ui didn’t know how the sheriff could endure his angry glare, but endure it he did. Finally, the master said, “Make your search. And then be gone.”
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