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    A Moment Before It Struck

	~ a prequel short story ~

  


  He felt death coming a moment before it struck.


  
    In the lingering gray twilight Smoke lay on his bedding, his eyes not quite closed and mind adrift, only half-aware of the sounds of the encampment around him: steel on whetstone, the rattle of dice, a soft song, and loud bragging. The soldiers huddled together under a tent canopy raised against a misty summer rain. From the mountains in the north there came a sound of distant thunder.


    When they’d settled in, Ekemion had invited him to play a game of dice which he usually enjoyed, but this time he’d declined with a sheepish grin. “I don’t have my coin purse. It’s gone.”


    “Again?” Ekemion demanded, incredulous. “Smoke, that’s three times now.”


    Smoke shrugged. He was just seventeen, tall and lean, with honey-brown hair that he’d left loose around his shoulders after washing it clean of soot and Lutawan blood. His green eyes glittered with their own light as evening shadows gathered. “Fresh coin is easy enough to come by.” In the aftermath of battle, they gathered it from the dead.


    “You won’t find any Lutawans to kill tonight,” Ekemion said, reaching into his pocket. “So I’ll give you some of my own coin to play with.”


    Smoke arched an eyebrow. “And then complain when I win the rest of it? No. I’ll play another time.”


    So Smoke lay alone at the edge of the canopy, his sword in its scabbard cradled in his arm, and the misty rain sometimes wandering in to cool his face of the summer’s heat.


    The war had been ongoing for generations, pushed by the Lutawans, whose king was resolved to overrun the Puzzle Lands, and enslave the Koráyos people. Smoke had been sent to war the summer before, when he was sixteen. His demon nature let him slaughter the men of Lutawa with no remorse—and often with pleasure—but whether he liked it or not, it was his duty to fight.


    That night his thoughts drifted as he listened to a whispering, pleading murmur of prayers spoken in voices no one else could hear: the voices of women from the borderlands of Lutawa whose lives had grown unbearable.


    Lutawa was a vast land, strange and twisted, where women were kept as slaves and traded like coin, and if they protested, their protests were soon silenced, but their hearts still simmered and sometimes overflowed. Then they called to him in prayer: Come, come avenge me.


    It was his demon nature that he could hear them.


    On the far side of the tent, Dehan the Trenchant spoke strategy with Chieftain Rennish. His murmured words should have been impossible to pick out past the conversation of the soldiers, but Smoke’s senses were acute, and when Dehan’s voice grew softer still, the shift caught his notice. “And what of my demon son?” Dehan asked Rennish, his distaste plain. “Does he still serve you well? Is he true to his murderous nature?”


    Rennish hissed. She was commander of the irregulars, the stealth troop that slipped like ghosts deep into the Borderlands, striking without warning against Lutawan soldiers and any farmers and villagers who supported them. “His sword is chipped and dull from use. Be wary, Dehan, if he ever turns against you.”


    Dehan’s chuckle was easy. “He’s a flawed creature, but he’s still Bidden. He exists to serve the Koráyos people as all the Bidden do. There is nothing else for him.”


    A torch was lit. Its red flame glistened against Smoke’s eyelashes as he allowed himself to be lulled again by the prayers for vengeance that whispered in his mind. The Trenchant Dehan didn’t know he heard the prayers; no one did. It wasn’t Smoke’s way to reveal what could be hidden. Later tonight, when the Trenchant had returned to the army’s main encampment, and the other soldiers in his troop had given in to sleep, then Smoke would slip away to answer one of the prayers, or maybe two.


    Avenge me.


    So many prayers, he could never answer them all, but their bloody need entranced him—so much, that he didn’t sense death’s approach until a taut, quivering hate rushed in upon him along the threads of structure that underlay the world.


    His eyes opened.


    From the misty twilight outside the tent a glint of steel flashed. His hand closed over his scabbard, and as the knife slashed toward his chest he dissolved into a swirl of gray vapor, sliding away from death along the threads that made up the weft and warp of the world-beneath—for that was his nature, a spirit creature who could take a man’s solid form.


    The knife struck the mat where he had been. His assailant made a low cry of shock and drew back, stumbling away into darkness while Smoke took a man’s form again, standing poised at the edge of the tent. Ripping his sword from its scabbard he thrust into shadows, feeling the shape of his quarry in the threads. Only as he did so did he realize she was a woman and that she was not alone. His own sister, Takis, stood beside her.


    “Smoke, no!” Takis shouted—too late.


    The tip of his blade dived toward the woman’s heart, and as it struck her, a bolt of lightning shot across the sky. Its flickering light caught on the edge of a glittering knife that flew out of the woman’s hand, and revealed to Smoke her familiar face, marked with a dagger-shaped stain on her right cheek.


    Thunder slammed down on the camp, demolishing any further protest from Takis and leaving Smoke with ringing ears.


    Behind him, someone brought a torch. Its ruddy light fell across a woman coiled in the wet grass: the young wife of a Lutawan farmer, dressed in the same simple skirt and blouse she’d worn that morning when the irregulars had stormed her home and Smoke had slaughtered her husband. He stared at her in astonishment. He’d struck her hard and her shoulders jerked as she fought for breath, but she wasn’t bleeding. A coin purse hung on a string around her neck. The coins in it had stopped the sword from piercing her heart. She’d been knocked down, her breath knocked away, that was all.


    Takis reacted first, drawing her own sword, holding it lightly in her experienced hand, her gaze fixed on the fallen woman. She wore brown trousers, a neatly tailored tunic, fine boots, and an etched leather jerkin. Full black hair framed a stern face that reflected her experience on the battlefield. Ten years older than Smoke, she was used to command and would become Trenchant, charged with the defense of the Puzzle Lands, when their father Dehan passed from the world.


    “Takis,” Smoke said to her in wonder, “did you see it? The Dread Hammer wouldn’t let me kill her.”


    The Lutawan woman struggled to her knees, though she remained hunched over her bruised chest.


    Takis turned to Smoke, her head cocked and her gaze suspicious. “She was found by a patrol and brought to me, just another Lutawan woman seeking sanctuary in the Puzzle Lands. So I thought. Then I saw she carries your coin purse, the one I gave you after you lost the other. When I asked how she got it, she begged for a chance to return it to you.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    Long ago, the people of the Puzzle Lands had prayed to the Dread Hammer for aid against the cruelties of the Lutawan king. A forest spirit named Koráy heard their prayers and felt bidden to answer them. She devised many spells in defense of the Puzzle Lands, not least that her partly human descendants, who were called the Bidden, would always be bound to serve the Koráyos people.

  


  
    Smoke was more a spirit creature than any of his Bidden kin. He alone could slide into the world-beneath and ride the threads as Koráy used to do, traversing the land with the speed of the wind . . . and appearing out of nowhere among the enemy—an ability that made him most useful to Chieftain Rennish.


    On that morning, very early, Smoke had ridden with the irregulars, following Rennish deep into the Borderlands. As dawn’s first flush brightened the eastern sky, their patrol had stood ready to attack a farmhouse where a troop of Lutawan soldiers had been quartered for the night.


    The Koráyos had let it be known that they would kill any farmer who sold food to Lutawan soldiers or gave them shelter, while the Lutawans had promised to kill any farmer who did not. It was a bad time to be a farmer in the Borderlands and many had fled south. More should have.


    Smoke had gone in first as he always did, the only sign of his coming a plume of gray vapor that went unnoticed even by the farmer’s dogs. He materialized in the farmhouse, to find the soldiers there still asleep, six on the kitchen floor and nine more in the sitting room. Only a faint light seeped through the shutters. Outside, a single man kept watch, his footsteps a slow rhythm as he paced the porch. Smoke stood in the doorway between the two rooms, his sword in hand, listening. When his keen hearing picked out a distant rumble of hooves, he knew the rest of the irregulars would soon arrive. So he set to work.


    He saw well in the dark, and his first stroke neatly removed the head of one of the sleepers in the sitting room. There was no outcry, only the thump of the sword and wet splatter of blood against the walls. His next stroke opened the throat of a man who had just begun to rise, and then he cut down two more before the others were sufficiently awake to arm themselves. When the Koráyos irregulars kicked in the door, Smoke turned to vapor again and moved into the backrooms, where he found two men scrambling to escape through a window. By their look and their plain clothing these were the farmers—not that it mattered to him.


    As they vaulted from the window, he reached for the threads, passing as vapor through the wall. Behind the house was a grassy farmyard overrun with worried geese and chickens. Two sheds squatted beside a stable, with several cow pens close by. Farther out, a grove of broad-leafed trees, no doubt kept for firewood, stood dark against a brightening sky.


    Smoke materialized in the middle of the yard, right in front of the farmers as they ran. Two strokes of his sword put them on the ground and then he turned to see if there might be another that he’d missed.


    That’s when he saw her standing in the half-light: a young woman, younger than him, with what would have been a strong, comely face, except that her left eye was blackened, her lips were swollen and bruised, and on her cheek, a dagger-shaped mark branded her skin with a color like half-dried blood. Despite this evidence of a recent beating, she was dressed neatly in a pale linen blouse and a full skirt that reached her knees, with her heavy, dark hair pulled back and tied behind her neck. Dust covered her bare feet, but triumph gleamed in her eyes as she looked at the two men bleeding out at Smoke’s feet.


    Too soon, a horse came cantering around the farmhouse, carrying Chieftain Rennish on its back. She held in her hand a burning torch that trailed an ugly gyre of black smoke. The young Lutawan woman fled.


    Smoke waited several beats of his racing heart to see where she would go. If she made for the fields, he’d let Rennish ride her down—but somehow she knew better. Holding her skirt above her knees, she sprinted hard for the shelter of the stable.


    Smoke grinned. “I’ll take care of her!”


    Rennish looked at him with a suspicious gaze, and Smoke knew at once what was on her mind. Koráyos soldiers were merciless when it came to dispensing death, and in these raids the Trenchant had ordered that no one be spared—men, women, children—all must be slaughtered, and the buildings and fields burned. Rennish would see to that, but like all Koráyos women, she would not tolerate rape.


    Smoke bared his teeth, offended at her suspicion. She just shrugged—“Take this, then”—and tossed him the torch. He caught it. With his bloody sword in one hand and the torch in the other, he strode across the farmyard, a flock of confused chickens fleeing before him.


    Dawn’s light had not yet found its way into the stable, but the torch’s uneven flame cast a bloody glow on two plow horses. They tossed their heads and snorted, circling in their stalls. The young Lutawan woman stood beside the farthest stall. The mark on her cheek soaked up shadow, looking darker, grimmer, as she faced Smoke with defiant eyes. “I know who you are, death spirit! I have heard the stories, and I prayed for you to come avenge me, but you would not.”


    Her words were an accusation, and they drew from Smoke a fierce scowl. His eyes glittered green despite the torch’s red light. “Your vengeance is done, I think.”


    “Only because I invited the Lutawan soldiers to my husband’s house.”


    That caught him by surprise. “You wanted the Koráyos to come? You had to know we would kill you too.”


    Her shoulders jumped in an angry shrug. “Sometimes there is mercy.”


    Smoke eyed her bruised face. “Your husband . . . he beat you when you brought the soldiers home?”


    “That’s nothing,” she sneered.


    “Did he brand you too?”


    Her hand shot to her cheek, gingerly touching the dagger-shaped mark. “I was born with this. But my daughter . . . she was born with a worse mark. He called her cursed and he took her away from me. He took her away! He strangled her. I know he did. If she’d been a boy, he would have let her live.”


    Smoke had heard such stories before. He turned to touch the torch to dry hay piled in a manger that was shared between the stalls. Flames crackled and the young wife backed away, looking frightened at last, while the horses threw back their heads and whinnied in panic.


    “Open the stalls,” he told her.


    With shaking hands she did it and the horses bolted free. Very quickly the fire consumed the hay and then turned its greedy flames to the stalls and the post that held up the ceiling. Gray smoke boiled up, sending small birds fleeing from the rafters. The air became thick and she raised her arm to cover her mouth and nose.


    Smoke took his coin purse from his pocket, tossing it to her. She caught it. “They’re all dead now,” he told her. “Just as you wished. You’re free to go north. Maybe you’ll find your way to the Puzzle Lands.”


    “I have to find my sister first. She was outside with me, but she ran to hide.”


    The fire spoke in a windy voice, but over its dull roar Smoke heard the rhythm of hooves galloping up to the stable. “Smoke!” Rennish shouted. “Don’t toy with her. Finish it now!”


    “Go!” Smoke gestured at the windows in back of the stalls, their shutters open to the summer dawn. “Flee to the woods. If you’re seen, you will be killed.”


    “I have to find my sister.”


    “There are twenty Koráyos soldiers outside. Your sister is dead. Go now, before you die too.”


    He wanted her to live, but he would kill her if he had to, if Rennish started to come in. Maybe she saw it in the green glitter of his eyes, because she moved at last, lunging for the closest window.


    Smoke walked outside, igniting more hay on the way.


    The farmhouse had been set afire, the cattle let out of their pens. Several of the Koráyos soldiers were working to pile brush and hay around barrels stacked beside a shed when one yelped, “Look! Another one!”


    The barrels tumbled, a girl screamed. Two swords flashed in the dawn light, and the screaming stopped. Smoke tensed, reaching out along the threads, seeking for the farm wife while Rennish glared down at him from the saddle. “By Koráy!” she swore. “Didn’t you sense another one here?”


    In truth he had not or he would have tried to spare her too. “I was distracted,” he growled. He took a cloth from his pocket to clean the blade of his sword, thinking on the woman he had saved. The threads told him she remained safe, crouched in the brush behind the stable.


    He looked up again at the sound of running footsteps. Ekemion came, blood on his face and horror in his eyes at the murder he’d just done. “Chieftain Rennish, the one we killed, she cried out for her sister.”


    Smoke shoved his sword into his back scabbard. “I took care of her.”

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    The sun’s arc had just broken the horizon when their troop rode away from the farm. In all the long day since, Smoke hadn’t thought of the woman again. Her bloody prayer had been granted and it was over—but not for her. She must have walked without respite to reach the Koráyos encampment in just one day, driven to find him, the knife and the coin purse her last possessions.

  


  
    More lightning flickered in the night, though now it was far away. The misty rain faltered, then ceased altogether, leaving everything outside the tent damp and glistening in the torchlight: the grass, the brush, the two silver coins that had spilled from the purse.


    The Lutawan farm wife got onto her feet, but she was hurting. She stood hunched, wheezing for breath, her hateful gaze bright above the dagger-shaped mark on her cheek as she glared at Smoke.


    Chieftain Rennish stepped up beside him. “You said you took care of her.”


    “I thought I did.”


    A shadow eclipsed the torchlight. Smoke recoiled as Dehan the Trenchant came to stand at his other side. The Trenchant was a powerful man, both in the world and in the world-beneath. His years showed in his weathered face and in the gray that ran through his heavy black hair, but he remained strong and vital—and the venom that had always existed between them remained vital too. It made Smoke’s skin crawl, to be standing so close beside him.


    “Who is she?” Dehan asked.


    “A Lutawan. I don’t know her name.”


    Rennish expanded on this. “She was one of the women at the farmhouse we visited this morning.”


    “Ah,” Dehan said. “Then she should be dead now.”


    The woman had hung the coin purse on a string around her neck. Her lips drew back in contempt as she yanked it off. Her scorn was all for Smoke. “You lied about my sister and then you let her die. I don’t want your coins—they won’t buy back her life!”


    She hurled the purse at his face, and out of instinct he caught it before it hit, snatching it from the air with his free hand. It had a slit in it, made by the tip of his sword, and as he stuffed the purse into his pocket a coin slipped out and fell, sparkling, to the wet, trampled grass.


    Dehan glanced down at it, then up at the woman. “What favor have you done for my demon son that he defied me and let you live?”


    “I have done him no favors! And the favor he did for me is worse than nothing.”


    “Your life is less than nothing?” Takis asked.


    “My life without my sister? Yes.”


    Dehan looked to Takis. “Mercy is not in his nature. Why did he let her live?”


    Though Takis and Dehan saw eye-to-eye on most things, on the subject of Smoke she was at odds with her father. “He’s standing there beside you,” she said acidly. “Why don’t you ask him?”


    So the Trenchant turned to Smoke, his brow cocked in question. Smoke’s grip tightened on the hilt of his sword. Far safer to keep silent—so why did he hear his own voice speaking unforgivable words? “I don’t care for it—the killing of these women and children. They are not the enemy.”


    Thunder rumbled in the north, a growling threat that went on for many heartbeats. Dehan waited until it died away before he answered, his voice reduced to hardly more than a whisper by his fury. “You presume to judge our strategy? You, who have been a soldier for all of a year?”


    “It’s just they have no choice in their lives. They’re slaves, just as we were before Koráy came.”


    “What of it? You have no choice in your life.”


    Smoke scowled. That wasn’t true. He made choices all the time: to answer the prayers or not, to spare a woman during the raids . . . or not. To his father he said, “I choose to serve you.”


    “That’s not a choice. It’s your role. Koráy made it so when she bound us to the Koráyos people. If you betray those bonds, you betray yourself. Then there will be nothing left of you, my demon son, and you will cease to be.”


    Could this be true? Smoke looked to Takis for confirmation, and was startled when she nodded.


    Dehan recalled his attention with another question. “How many others have you let escape?”


    “I don’t count them.”


    Dehan shook his head. “You pretend at mercy, but it doesn’t suit you.” He gestured at Rennish to step aside, then he indicated the Lutawan woman with his chin. “You have your sword in hand. Finish what you started.”


    The woman seemed unafraid, her bitter gaze defying him to strike. And why shouldn’t he? She had no claim on him! She, who had betrayed him by coming here, and only because he’d granted her first prayer but not her second . . . as if it was his fault.


    So he resolved to obey his father—that was the easiest thing to do—but to his shock he discovered his will was not his own. He was stymied, caught in some spell, unable to raise his sword against her. He had given this woman the gift of her own life just that morning and now he found he could not undo it. He looked at Dehan in confusion. “The Dread Hammer did not let me kill her before, and I can’t kill her now.”


    “Then let her be spared,” Takis said.


    Smoke and Dehan were both caught by surprise, so rarely did Takis speak against her father. She settled her sword into its scabbard, then crossed her arms and studied Smoke. “I am not my father. It pleases me to know there’s mercy hiding somewhere inside you, and I honor it now by setting aside the fate she should have met this morning. From that she is spared—”


    “Takis!” Dehan objected, but she stopped him with a cold glance.


    “From that she is spared,” Takis repeated. “But this evening, this Lutawan woman used my trust and my sympathy to get close to you, my beloved brother, to try to kill you, and that I will not forgive.”


    She held Smoke’s gaze for many seconds while the thunder grumbling in the distant mountains faded into silence, and the spell that restrained him unwound.


    “What would you have me do?” he asked at last.


    “Finish it. Or I will do it for you.”


    The woman recoiled, though she seemed more shocked than frightened . . . as if she’d believed herself safe because this morning Smoke had been bound by her prayer. But Takis required justice, and she was a woman too. Smoke stepped forward so swiftly the farm wife had no chance to turn away before his sword pierced her heart and withdrew.

  


  
    ~~~

  


  
    After the body was buried well away from camp and Smoke had washed again in the stream, he returned to his mat at the edge of the tent. The torches and lanterns had been put out, the dice had been put away, and the soldiers were sleeping. Closing his eyes, Smoke let the prayers wash over him.

  


  
    Avenge me.


    He thought of answering one . . . or maybe two.


    And then? Tomorrow perhaps, but surely not long after, there would be another farmhouse, or a village whose people had offended the Trenchant. Smoke cared nothing at all for the lives of the Lutawan men he would be asked to kill, but the women bound him with their prayers. Why?


    The Trenchant had said Smoke’s role was to serve the Koráyos people, but the women of Lutawa called on him to serve them. How could he do both? It was impossible. Neither could he choose between these obligations, but that didn’t mean there was no choice.


    His demon nature let him sense the threads that made up the weft and warp of the world-beneath, reaching farther than even the Trenchant could perceive. If he slid away on those threads, abandoning his duty to the Koráyos people, would he cease to be? If he went so far that he could no longer hear the bloody prayers, would he be free?


    He needed to know.


    Quietly, he sat up. He shrugged into his coat, strapped his sword to his back, then took up his bow and his quiver. His coin purse was already in his pocket.


    Ekemion stirred sleepily, not far away. “Smoke? Where are you going?”


    Smoke’s glittering eyes cast a faint glow on Ekemion’s puzzled face. “Tell the Trenchant something for me.”


    “I . . . what? What do you mean?”


    “When you see him again, tell him I do have a choice, and I choose to serve him no more.”


    He reached for the threads, dissolved into gray vapor, and was gone.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    The Dread Hammer

  


  
    Stories of the Puzzle Lands

    Book 1

  


  




  


  
    
      
    
  


  




  
    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 passed in silence as 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. It didn’t yield. He grabbed 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 the Lutawan throne 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.

  


  
    <><><>

  


  
    Hepen The Watcher

  


  
    Stories of the Puzzle Lands

    Book 2

  


  




  
    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.”

  


  
    Tying a Knot

  


  
    Smoke had spent that night looking for a map.

  


  
    He had first returned north, back to the last village he’d seen. He picked out the most prosperous homes and hunted through the rooms while the inhabitants slept, searching in drawers and cabinets and emptying shelves until servants came with lamps in hand to investigate the noise, or dogs discovered him, shattering the night’s quiet with their outraged barking.


    Nowhere did he find a map.


    He did manage to get the entire village in an uproar. Those servants who had glimpsed him warned any who would listen that a demon was among them, ransacking homes, slaughtering dogs, abusing daughters. Word was sent to the village garrison.


    Soldiers came and started searching, house to house. While they were occupied, Smoke visited the garrison and searched the officers’ quarters, but even there he found no map.


    Evidently no one in Lutawa knew where they were going.


    Or if they knew, they kept the knowledge in their heads.


    Whose head might contain such knowledge?


    The army officers, of course. Unfortunately, there were none left within the garrison for him to question. He was getting ready to set the garrison house on fire when a new thought came to him. Every day he’d seen wagons trundling between the towns and villages. Surely the teamsters who drove those wagons were well-traveled men? And surely some knew the way to the palace? Smoke grinned at his own clever logic, and without wasting another moment on arson, he reached for the threads, determined to hunt down a man or two before the sun came up.

  


  
    

  


  
    A road led out of the village, heading south through overgrazed pastures and desiccated fields. Smoke followed the threads that defined it. He appeared as a column of mist that moved as swiftly as a cantering horse, with no help at all from the wind—but only the night creatures witnessed his passing. The moon had set hours before, and no teamsters were out driving in the dark.

  


  
    After a time, he came to the estate where Eleanor lived, but he went on without stopping, and a few miles later, he found an encampment of seven wagons gathered in a dusty field beside the road. The field was less than a quarter mile from a sprawling town, one of the largest towns Smoke had seen in Lutawa.


    He manifested within a copse of oak trees just as dawn’s cool blue glow put an end to the night. In the hedgerows alongside the road birds were waking, and around the wagons people stirred, tramping off between the blackened fire rings to pee, or to see to the oxen. Lantern light shone through the shutters of a hovel beside the road, while near the center of the field two middle-aged women worked with ropes and buckets to hoist water from a well surrounded by a low stone wall. Another woman, much older, carried a large basket looped over her arm as she tramped from wagon to wagon, offering her burden of fresh eggs for sale.


    Smoke felt the threads shift as someone came near him. Dry grass rustled beneath the oaks. Next came the sound of a yawn, and of piss pattering on dry leaves. Smoke smiled to himself and pulled a knife.


    He crept in silence, circling around the bole of a great oak tree until he saw his victim: a man of short stature and middle years, with tousled hair and sleepy eyes, preoccupied with tying a knot to hold up his pants. Smoke had a knife at his throat and an arm around his chest before the knot was finished. “Where are you bound?” he whispered, feeling the rapid pulse of the man’s heart and smelling the stink of his greasy skin.


    At first, the teamster was too frightened to speak, but a prick of the knife helped him recover his voice. “No-nowhere! I-I mean, I’ve come here, to Anacarlin, and wh-when I get my load from the mill, I go north again.”


    “You’ve been to the palace, haven’t you?”


    “The palace? No. No, sir. I’m not—”


    “Tell me where the palace is.”


    “Umm . . . south? Is it south? You’re with the army, aren’t you?”


    “Who else would I be?”


    “I have my permit. I can show it to you. It’s in the wagon. It lets me travel from Anacarlin back up to Breden. I don’t go anywhere I’m not permitted. I never go beyond Anacarlin. I always turn my load over to the next driver, just like the permit says.”


    Smoke growled low in his throat. He always knew when someone was lying, and to his annoyance this teamster was speaking the truth.


    He was half-tempted to cut his throat anyway. But if word got back to Ketty (and he knew that somehow, some way, it would) she’d be angry. So he lowered his knife and pushed the man hard, sending him stumbling through the crackling grass. “Go.”


    The teamster fled for the open field in a stumbling run, not bothering to look back. The elderly woman with the egg basket watched him go by. She was standing just within the grove of oak trees. The dawn’s light picked out the terrain of her wrinkles and sparkled in her small, gray eyes. She said, “The King’s sheriff—he’s hunting you, Dismay.”


    Smoke cocked his head curiously. “What’s a sheriff?”


    “He who enforces the King’s will.”


    “I’ll need to kill him then.”


    Her brown teeth showed in a cold smile. “That’ud be best. He’ll kill you if he must, but he’ll capture you if he can.”


    Smoke grinned. “It’s not an easy task, to take me prisoner.”


    “The King’s sheriff, he knows how. Beware, Dismay. He’ll burn you if he can.”


    The soft certainty of her words troubled him. “What is it you know?”


    “It’s what the sheriff knows that counts. That he can pin you with a metal spike or trap you in an iron cage.”


    It was true—Smoke knew it from excruciating experience—that if he was run through with a blade or a steel spike then he’d be pinned in the world and unable to escape into the world-beneath, but—“Is it so? Can I be confined in an iron cage?”


    Her spindly shoulders lifted in a shrug. “The sheriff says it’s so. He told the vigilance council in Anacarlin. He warned the Inherent you were coming. The men-at-arms know to watch for you. The garrison is ready.”


    An iron cage? The thought of being locked up in an iron cage infuriated him—and frightened him too, enough that he suspected it was true. “I thank you for your warning.”


    She nodded in a dignified way as if his gratitude was only to be expected. “I dreamed of you, that you were sent here to hunt the King. Is it true?”


    He shivered, knowing she was a wise woman to perceive such things. “That is my task. Do you know the way to the palace?”


    Again she favored him with a dark-toothed grin. “Talk says south, but Hepen the Watcher don’t dare let a woman know the way—or one might kill him.”


    Smoke was astonished to hear the god’s true name. He looked more closely at the woman. “Are you from the Puzzle Lands?”


    Her gray eyes narrowed, almost losing themselves among the wrinkles on her face. “Long ago, I was taken as a slave, but I’m still Koráyos. They don’t know it, but I pray to the Dread Hammer. I pray she’ll finally avenge me.”


    “Vengeance is coming,” Smoke promised her.


    “I pray I live to see it.”


    A hue and cry erupted among the wagons. The teamster must have told his tale of the demon in the trees.


    “Turn and run,” Smoke advised the woman. “Before they accuse you of summoning me.”


    She nodded, and with a wailing cry of fear she tottered from the grove back into the field.

  


  
    

  


  
    He spent that day fitfully sleeping in the stifling hayloft of a barn not far from the large town that he assumed was Anacarlin, and by evening he was starving. It didn’t help that mouth-watering scents of roast meat and baking bread wafted from the farm house, to mingle with the sweet scent of hay.

  


  
    He felt the threads. There was a doddering patriarch in the kitchen, no doubt annoying the young wife who prepared the vegetables. The other men were still in the fields.


    It would be easy to visit the kitchen and take what he wanted.


    Then again, none of the women on the farm had muttered a single prayer to him all day. So he decided to leave them in peace and go into town instead. After all, thanks to Eleanor, he was now dressed as a Lutawan. If he was careful not to appear out of nowhere, then there would be no reason for anyone to suspect him.


    So with this thought, he resolved to visit the marketplace and buy his own meal. He stood up, brushing the hay from his clothes. Then he remembered his hair. Lutawan men wore their hair absurdly short. Smoke—briefly—considered cutting his, but he was Koráyos and the idea offended him. In the end he tied his hair up in a knot so it would not be so obviously long. Then, carrying his sword, his bow, and his quiver on his back, he set out for the marketplace, seeping through the back wall of the barn as a column of gray smoke—


    —and manifesting in a dark, dirty, deserted alley a few steps from the food booths in the town’s central marketplace. Torches were being lit against the night and the air was thick with the scent of their burning as Smoke stepped out into the chaotic chatter of the evening crowds and strolled toward the stalls where meat was grilling. As he walked, the conversations and the dickering died away around him, only to flare up again as he passed. He glanced back, to see that the crowd had congealed into small knots of people, mostly men, standing with their heads together as they whispered to one another. Gossip. He shook his head, amazed at the way men would stand around chattering about nothing.


    He found a food stall with narrow tables, and benches to sit on. The crowd of patrons seemed a good sign, so he sat down. Luck was with him: most of the diners had apparently just finished, because they left almost as soon as he arrived, leaving him room to stretch out his legs, and the quiet to enjoy his meal. The proprietor scurried to the table. He was a small, round man with wide-eyes that fixed on Smoke’s weapons and not his face. He must have been exhausted from the evening’s labor, because his hands were trembling as he set a bowl of roast beef and bread in front of Smoke. “How much—?” Smoke started to ask, but the proprietor had already hurried off, without uttering a word.


    With no conversation to be had, it took Smoke only a few minutes to finish his meal, but even in that short time the marketplace grew crowded. At least a hundred people milled around the stall, looking inside at the empty benches, nudging one another.


    Smoke dropped a coin on the table. It was gold, which he thought would be enough, but a whisper of consternation ran through the crowd, so he dropped another beside it, just in case.


    He set out through the crowd. Men stumbled to get out of his way. A few of the women lingered, staring at him, no doubt admiring the fine clothes Eleanor had provided. He paused to ask one of them if she knew of a bookseller somewhere in the marketplace, but the woman’s friend grabbed her arm before she could answer, and hauled her away into the crowd.


    That was when Smoke heard a poet speaking. The man had a fine voice that carried well over the noise of the marketplace. Smoke didn’t really care for the art of performance, but this poet was speaking in some mocking version of a Koráyos accent, and Smoke wanted to know why.

  


  
    Outrageously Overplayed

  


  
    “By Koráy and the Dread Hammer,” Smoked whispered when he caught sight of the poet declaiming before an avid audience of mostly well-dressed men.

  


  
    Smoke was taller than most of the Lutawans around him, which made it easy to see the poet as he stood atop a wide, wooden box set in front of a wagon with a canvas bonnet. He was young and very slender, with smooth brown skin and a handsome face. He had no beard—unusual for a Lutawan man—but even more arresting, his hair was long and brown, tied in a neat tail behind his neck, and most startling of all, he was wearing the rather worn but still finely made garments Smoke had left with Ui to clean.


    Smoke couldn’t believe Ui had dared to sell them, but he was quite willing to believe this poet was a thief.


    The crowd erupted in raucous laughter. Coins sparkled in the air, falling onto the wooden box. Smoke could hear more coins clinking against a ceramic bowl as the poet declared, “Weep, men of the south! Envy us!” His Koráyos accent and his contempt were both outrageously overplayed. He raised an admonishing finger and slowly surveyed the crowd, commanding the attention of everyone in the audience. “For what do the Hauntén daughters demand above all else? That our hammers be hard!”


    “Dreadful hammers!” someone shouted and the crowd exploded in laughter. Another wit called out, “How dreadful could they be when all the Koráyos are twisted men?”


    The audience guffawed, and the poet grinned. “Our hammers are hard.” He held his hand beside his mouth and spoke behind it as if whispering a secret, “We dare not let them sag.” Briefly, he mimed a fearful face that made the audience giggle. Then his expression became bold again, vain and proud. “Our women insist on pleasures that we’re pleased to provide, and ask only that we do a few small tasks on the side.” He walked to one corner of his platform, challenging the crowd with his gaze—and yet when he spoke, it was in a meek voice: “Just that we keep the house well.”


    The audience chortled as he took three steps to the opposite corner.


    “And the sump sweet.”


    More titters, but the watching men were holding their breath, waiting to hear the full litany of indignities.


    “And the children clean.


    “And the garden neat.


    “Oh yes, and that we kneel at their feet.”


    Then the poet abandoned his meek voice. “Weep!” he roared. “Oh, men of the south, envy us! We’ve set all true women aside.


    “The Hauntén daughters rule us by spear and by spell. At only the cost—”


    He stopped in midsentence. His gaze fell, his shoulders slumped, his voice grew bitter. “At only the cost of our pride.”


    For a moment the poet stood before the silent crowd, his head hanging in shame. Then he looked up with a grin and to Smoke’s astonishment, he reached up to his head and whisked away his long brown hair—it was only a costume!—and bowed as the crowd clapped and roared with hearty laughter. There was too much noise to hear the sound of coins falling into the bowl, but men were pushing to the front, so Smoke had no doubt that coins were being generously given.


    He wondered if Ketty would be angry if he killed this man.

  


  
    

  


  
    The poet’s good fortune was cut short by a commotion that broke out behind Smoke: gruff shouting, “Open the way!” and the mad, leaping light cast by handheld torches. Every man in the audience turned to look. Smoke did too, but first he stepped into the shadow of a stall that had already closed for the night. Looking over the heads of the men around him, he saw others moving aside, making way for a group of six soldiers, all wearing the gray tunic of the Lutawan army uniform, and all armed with swords that they carried in back scabbards.

  


  
    Smoke frowned, suddenly suspecting he’d made a mistake. A glance around the crowd confirmed it: of all the men in the marketplace, only he and the oncoming soldiers were armed. He gritted his teeth, chagrined to realize the presence of his weapons had spoiled his fine Lutawan costume.


    Nothing for it now.


    He reached for the threads and, while the attention of the crowd was turned to the soldiers, he dissolved into a column of gray smoke that briefly dimmed the light of a flickering torch. Without the assistance of any breeze, the cloud of smoke drifted into the darkness behind the poet’s canvas-covered wagon. There were no people there to see it, just two oxen tethered to a hitching rail, half-asleep and wholly unconcerned. The smoke brushed up against the canvas, and then filtered through.

  


  
    A Turn of Luck

  


  
    Praise be to God!

  


  
    Beyel the poet was experiencing a rare appreciation for the divine as he retrieved the bowl of coins he’d just earned with his new monologue. If the army thugs had shown up even a minute sooner, he’d have gotten only a pittance. Then again, if they’d waited one minute more the last holdouts might have pitched in . . . but never mind! The idiotic Koráyos character he’d debuted tonight had earned him a lovely wage. God damn the army, and God bless the poor fool who’d dropped the bundle of Koráyos clothing into the back of the wrong wagon.


    Beyel was so pleased he even dared to think his luck might be turning, at last.


    He scooped coins out of the bowl, depositing them across several pockets so none would bulge too much.


    The crowd in the marketplace was thinning out rapidly. Naturally, no one wanted to stay and talk to the soldiers. Beyel, too, was eager to slip away, but unfortunately he had to hitch up his oxen before he could take the wagon out to the traders’ field.


    So, as soon as the coins were safely stashed in his pockets, he shaped his actor’s face into the wide-eyed visage of a frightened citizen, and then he turned around, prepared to assure the soldiers he’d seen nothing—which happened to be the truth.


    To his surprise though, no one noticed him. Every one of the soldiers had already captured a citizen to question—the unlucky, the slow. Of these poor souls, most shrank from their interrogators, shaking their heads, but one man (no doubt drunk) pointed at a closed stall where a linen merchant had earlier displayed his wares. Beyel’s gaze searched the deep shadows within the stall, but he saw nothing, and before curiosity could buy him trouble, he went to fetch his oxen.


    Two soldiers ran past in great haste as he brought the first beast around, but it wasn’t until he was backing the ox into place alongside the hitch that a soldier finally approached him. He was a middle-aged fellow with an ugly scar across his left cheek who spoke with all seriousness when he asked Beyel, “Sir, have you seen anything of a demon?” And when Beyel’s only response was a slack-jawed look of surprise, the soldier clarified his question, “It’s a Hauntén demon, male, well-armed and with long brown hair.”


    Just any demon at all would have been something new to Beyel’s eyes.


    “No, sir.” He found himself glancing over his shoulder into the unknowable dark beyond the wagon. “I was performing. I only saw the faces in front of me. I-I assumed you were after a thief or a runaway slave.”


    The scar on the soldier’s cheek unbalanced a wry grin. “And I thought the shopkeeper who called us was drunk! But many reported seeing the creature. One man said the demon stood watching your performance, with a bloody mean scowl on its face. If you’ve offended it, best watch your back, I’m thinking.” His grin widened, and then he wandered off into the dark after his fellows, seeming none too much in a hurry to catch them up.


    “God bless us,” Beyel whispered, because it was all he dared to say aloud. God damn was what he was thinking. And wasn’t this just what he needed! A vicious Hauntén demon who didn’t approve of his acting skills.


    So much for a turn in his luck.


    He couldn’t help looking over his shoulder as he finished hitching the oxen.


    By the time he’d packed up his podium the marketplace was all but deserted and a torch keeper had come to put out the lights. Beyel lit a lantern of his own, hanging it on a pole that leaned out over the backs of the oxen. He made a final circuit around the wagon to make sure nothing had been left behind, and then he climbed onto the driver’s bench, unlocked the brake, and coaxed his team into motion. The wheels creaked, the lantern swayed, and leaping shadows rushed in, setting Beyel’s heart to racing, but he passed unharmed through Anacarlin, and came safely to the traders’ field just north of town.


    The caretaker was already asleep, of course. Beyel rapped on the door of his hovel, slipping the old man a coin to soothe his ire at being rousted out of bed. The old man held Beyel’s travel permit in the lantern light, pretending to read it before handing it back to Beyel. With a vague wave of his hand, he muttered something about the far corner of the field, and then he turned and shuffled back into his hovel.


    The moon was just rising, and by its light Beyel counted only three other wagons in the field. A dog barked as Beyel passed them, rolling on to the far corner. On a night like tonight with a demon about he would have preferred to camp beside the other wagons, but experience had taught him to do as instructed when it came to dealing with provincial and bad-tempered old men.


    After he put the oxen to graze on the edge of the field, he put out the lantern and climbed into the comforting dark inside the wagon, wanting nothing more than a good night’s sleep—but that desire was denied by the sudden constriction of an arm across his chest and the sharp prick of a knife at his throat. If he hadn’t just taken a piss he would have wet himself.


    “Please,” he whispered. “Don’t kill me.”


    A cold voice answered, “Why not?”


    It took Beyel several seconds to come up with a reason. “I-I have coins!” he realized.


    “Coins are easy enough to take off a dead man. I’ve done it many times.”


    “I-I have—”


    But what else did Beyel have that any other man would want? He had no family, no land, no women, just two oxen, the wagon, and a fair measure of coins that wouldn’t miss him at all when he was dead. He decided to try a different approach. “What do you want?”


    “I want to know how you came by the clothes you’re wearing.”


    “Oh.” The damned Koráyos clothes! He couldn’t think of any excuse for why he had them, except the truth. “I found them. In my wagon. I don’t know how they got there.”


    “I know when a man lies to me.”


    “Then you know I’m not lying!”


    “And do you make your living mocking the men of Koráyos?”


    “Who are you?” Beyel whispered, but even as he asked, he knew. “You’re the demon the soldiers were hunting. Why? Why have you come?”


    “The Dread Hammer has sent me to slit the throat of the Lutawan king.”


    Beyel’s heartbeat hammered in his ears. He shivered, wondering if the wisest course would be to lean in hard against the blade and finish off his pathetic life, but of course he didn’t do that. In all his twenty-two years he’d never found a reason to love life, but neither did he desire death. He’d proved that beyond all doubt at sixteen, when he’d run away from his father’s estate. He’d changed his name. He’d become his own man. He’d lived—and not so he could die tonight on the edge of a demon’s knife. “You must not speak so,” he whispered.


    “And why not?”


    “The King hears all that you say. He is the presence of God in the world! He is blessed, and . . . beloved.”


    The demon chuckled. “I know when a man is lying,” he repeated. “And I think the King is not beloved by you.”


    Beyel’s throat was so tight with fear he could hardly speak. “Please don’t say more,” he whispered. “The King will know.”


    “You hate Him, don’t you?”


    “No! God no. I love the King.”


    Again the demon laughed. “You hate Him, and deep down you want to help me slit His throat.”


    “Of course that isn’t true!”


    “Liar,” the demon murmured.


    “Please.”


    “You’re a well-traveled man.”


    “No, I’ve hardly—” A sting against his throat stopped the lie. He felt a bead of warmth trickle down his neck, itching madly. “All right, yes, I’ve been here and there.”


    “The teamsters aren’t allowed to travel far.”


    “I-I have a travel permit. I earned it, as a faithful servant of the King.”


    “Then you know the way to the palace.”


    “The palace?” Beyel shuddered. He shook his head. “I don’t know the way. I’ve never been there. No one goes who doesn’t have to. The King is there.” And wasn’t that reason enough to avoid the place?


    The demon said, “You could find your way to the palace, couldn’t you?”


    “No.”


    “You could take me there.”


    “They’ll burn me for consorting with demons!”


    “Or I’ll kill you. Who do you fear more?”


    “I don’t know.”


    For a long time the demon said nothing. Then, “You don’t need to go to the palace. If you take me close enough that I can find it myself I won’t kill you, and you can go on your way.”


    “You swear it?”


    “I swear it.”


    What choice was there, with a blade at his throat? “All right.”


    The iron grip across his chest eased. The blade withdrew. Beyel groped for a cabinet, pulled out an oil lamp and struck a flint—three times before his trembling hands managed the task.


    The light revealed the close, cramped interior of the wagon. On one side, a bank of low cabinets made a platform for a narrow straw pallet. Opposite the bed hung linen bags full of costumes. A little lap desk was tucked in just behind the driver’s seat, of the sort used by itinerant scribes. If Beyel turned around, he would see a wooden larder near the backboard where a side of bacon, or sacks of flour and oats might survive a few days without being mauled by rats or squirrels.


    If he turned around he would see the demon.


    He turned around.


    Beyel had expected a hideous monster. To his astonishment the demon looked exactly like a handsome young man, even more tall than Beyel but still slender, with long hair as beautiful as a woman’s. It was only the green, glittering glimmer of his eyes that betrayed his nature. “If you betray me, I’ll burn you,” the demon said. Then, as if in afterthought, “And all your family too.”


    Beyel shook his head. “You’re too late for that. It was already done.”

  


  
    A Mischievous Smile

  


  
    The demon was a curious sort. He went through the wagon, opening cabinets, looking through drawers, peering into the costume bags. Beyel sat on the bed and watched. Run away! he told himself. But really, how could he outrun a demon? And even if he could, he wasn’t going to abandon his wagon and oxen, everything he had in the world.

  


  
    Call the soldiers, then.


    Tschw! He despised all soldiers and besides, they would only accuse him of harboring a demon so they could take his wagon and oxen.


    Get the demon drunk. Take him to a brothel and—


    “Do have a map?” the demon asked as he slammed the last drawer shut.


    “A map?” Beyel shuddered. Was it the hate in his heart that had drawn the demon? “Maps are forbidden by the King. Of course I don’t have one.”


    “But you know what a map is?”


    Beyel glared at the demon. Caution and pride warred within him. Pride won. “Maybe I don’t look it, but I’m an educated man. Of course I know what a map is. I’ve even seen one . . . long ago. And before you ask, it’s gone, burned—”


    “Many things in your past were burned.”


    Beyel had nothing to say to this. He got up and went to the larder, where he had some cheese and two loaves of bread. He got out a knife. The glint of the blade distracted him. In his youth he’d been trained in knife fighting, in swordsmanship, in archery. He’d been taught to read and write. These were the skills expected of a man of the Inherent.


    He turned the blade over and started slicing the cheese. He wasn’t a man of the Inherent anymore.


    After a minute, Beyel looked up to see the demon standing with his head cocked, a faraway look in his green eyes as if he listened to something beyond the reach of Beyel’s ears. “What’s your name?” Beyel asked softly.


    The demon’s gaze shifted, fixing on him, and Beyel wished he’d kept his mouth shut. “You know my name.”


    Beyel looked down at the cheese, his suspicions confirmed. “Dismay.” He’d heard all too many stories. “Here. Eat with me. I have some wine.”


    “I don’t drink wine.”


    “Blood, then?” he asked, in a flash of anger.


    The demon laughed. “Water.”


    Beyel nodded. He stepped out on the backboard to draw a mug from the water barrel. The moon was up. In its light he saw the oxen grazing contentedly at the edge of the field, and closer, a blackened fire ring encircling cold ashes with a rustic bench beside it made from a slab of smooth stone. Sitting on the bench was a woman.


    She smiled up at him, slim and lithe and dressed as no woman should be, in trousers and a sleeveless jerkin. Feathers hung in the braids of her long, dark hair. Her face looked gray in the moonlight, a gorgeous gray, so graceful that even without the green glitter of her eyes he would have known she wasn’t human.


    He spoke over his shoulder to Dismay. “There’s another demon here. I suspect she’s come to see you.”


    The wagon rocked, and Dismay was suddenly standing at Beyel’s shoulder, his bow drawn, an arrow aimed at the beautiful creature in the moonlight, who laughed at him and said, “Dismay. Still the same.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Her name was Thellan, and to Beyel’s immense relief she was able to persuade Dismay not to kill her. Beyel liked her quite a bit better than Dismay. She sat shoulder to shoulder with him on the bed, and was pleased to share his wine, while Dismay sat on the wooden stool beside the writing desk and glowered.

  


  
    “Look at him,” Thellan said with a mischievous smile. “He’s burning to know why I’m here, but he’s too stubborn to ask. He holds a grudge against me. Can you tell?”


    The green glitter of Dismay’s eyes grew brighter still. Beyel was reminded of a childhood incident in which a servant boy kept poking a stick at a chained dog of bad temper. Things hadn’t gone well for the boy or the dog. “Have some more wine,” he said, hoping to distract her.


    She graced him with a smile that held such delightful, teasing promise, he almost dropped the bottle. Her soft fingers touched under his chin where a stubble was just beginning to show. She gazed into his eyes and said very sweetly, “I’ve killed every Lutawan man I’ve ever known.”


    If Beyel had been less drunk, this might have worried him more. As it was, he felt witless under her gaze.


    But Dismay shattered the mood. “There was one you didn’t kill.”


    Thellan turned a scathing gaze on her demon kin. Her sword lay beside her. She gripped the scabbard. “He’s dead anyway.”


    “Because I killed him for you.”


    Her eyes glittered in anger. “Why are you still here in Lutawa, Dismay? It’s vile here! The spirits have fled. The land is dying.”


    “The spirits?” Beyel asked. “What do you mean?”


    Thellan waved her hand in a vague gesture that could have encompassed just about anything. “The rain spirits, the mist, the spirits of hearth, and stream, and woodland. Most of them are gone. I don’t know where, but without them the land will slowly die.”


    “It’s been ungodly hot lately,” Beyel mused. “And the farmers are unhappy . . . then again, farmers always grumble.”


    “Why are you here, Thellan?” Dismay demanded at last. “Do you have news of Ketty?”


    Thellan met his glare with a triumphant smile. “Why would I? Your wife doesn’t like me much, so I haven’t gone to visit her.”


    Beyel touched his ears, wondering if he’d heard right. “A wife?” He looked at Dismay. “How can you have a wife? You’re a demon.”


    Dismay’s eyes glittered so brightly they cast shadows, and Beyel thought he saw steam rising from the demon’s hands. He ducked back behind Thellan’s shoulder as she laughed a pretty laugh. “Hasn’t Dismay mentioned his wife to you?” she asked with a look of feigned innocence—and again Beyel unwillingly recalled the boy with his stick and the ill-tempered dog. “His wife is just a shepherd girl, but very bright and pretty. I think Dismay found her wandering about one day. He dotes on her. It’s quite charming. They have a little daughter too.”


    Dismay’s voice was thick with anger. “Tell me again, why I shouldn’t kill you?”


    “So,” Beyel said, his curiosity getting the better of his caution, “if you have a charming wife worth doting on, and a little daughter too, why are you here, so far away from them?”


    From the throat of the demon there came a growling sound while Thellan asked in feigned innocence, “Dismay, won’t you tell our sweet friend what you did?”


    “What did you do?” Beyel asked. He was on fire with curiosity. Storytelling was his business, and he wanted to hear this one in full. “Did you let her discover you were a demon?”


    “She knew that already!”


    “She forgave much,” Thellan agreed. “But not the murder of an innocent woman.”


    “She will forgive it.”


    “A woman?” Beyel asked in confusion. “How can that be? You’re Dismay! It’s men you slaughter and never women. All the gossip says it’s so.”


    “Given a choice,” Dismay conceded. “That’s true.”


    “Ah then,” Beyel said. “You had no choice but to murder this innocent woman? Tell me just what happened.”


    “It doesn’t matter what happened! Ketty will call me back to her.”


    “Maybe,” Thellan said. “Still, it’s hard to judge which way her heart will turn. She hasn’t forgiven me, but her grudge against Gawan has receded. You remember, Gawan, don’t you?”


    Beyel felt a sudden, fiery heat emanating from Dismay.


    “I remember Gawan.”


    Beyel began to realize just how drunk he was when, instead of fleeing, he heard himself asking, “Who is Gawan?”


    Thellan smiled at Dismay. “Gawan is a most frequent visitor to Dismay’s lonely young wife.”


    The demon made a strangled cry and then the heat of his anger became too much and abruptly, he was consumed in a column of smoke. Beyel was so startled he threw himself off the bed, tripped over a blanket that had somehow fallen to the floor and landed on his ass. With wide eyes, he watched the smoke—all that was left of Dismay—rush up to the top of the wagon, where it seeped through the heavily oiled canvas, and disappeared. “What happened to him?” he whispered, turning his astonished gaze to Thellan.


    “He’s gone home.” Thellan frowned. “I hope he doesn’t kill Gawan.” Then she smiled again. “Come, Beyel. Sit beside me some more. I very much like the taste of your wine.”

  


  
    Consorting With Demons

  


  
    Marick well knew what his deputies would find in the servants’ quarters: dirt, dust, disorder. For twelve years he’d rooted out heresy and enforced the King’s will. It was a duty that had many times led him to search the hovels and tiny apartments of the serving class. He had long since learned that those whose task it was to clean and straighten the master’s house did not then retire to clean their own quarters.

  


  
    Marick’s deputies pawed through the dirt, they knocked down and sorted through the mounds of useless possessions, they turned beds over and emptied baskets onto the floor, they looked behind cabinets, and knocked on walls, listening for hollow places.


    They found a few illicit drawings of unclothed women. There were small amounts of spiritual powders that should not have existed in the kingdom. There were heretical charms, and there were tiny pots holding tied-off tubes of sheep gut preserved in oil.


    None of it was of any interest or concern to Marick. He strolled the hallway while his men finished their task. All the servants had vanished except the boy, Hammond. At his master’s command, he had shown them into the servants’ quarters. Now he waited just within the hallway door, watching Marick with an eager gaze.


    Marick paused to consider the boy. He’d seen the type before: bright and under-utilized, desperate to find a station in life more challenging and more worthy of respect than the one he had. Hammond stood straight, but under the weight of Marick’s gaze he squared his shoulders just a little more. “Sir?” he asked. “Is there something I can do for you?”


    “Is there?” Marick answered, cocking his head curiously. “Is there something you remember from last night?”


    “No, sir. If I’d heard the demon I would have—”


    “You would have died,” Marick said gently. “Thank God for his blessings. Still, I would have you think back. Was there anything unusual about last night? Anything at all. Arguments, odd conversations, servants working when they should have been resting?”


    “Oh.” Hammond started to speak, but then his gaze fell. He frowned, so that Marick could tell he was weighing his words.


    “Speak, son.”


    “The girls will always close themselves off behind a door and talk and giggle for hours.”


    “They are no brighter than chattering birds,” Marick agreed.


    “Ui is smart enough—” But then he caught himself again. “She’s not a bad person.”


    “What has she done?”


    “I don’t really know. She disappears sometimes. Never for long.”


    “Where was she last night?”


    “Oh, she was here. In the bathing hall, with the young mistress. I was looking for Ui, and I heard them talking together.”


    “About what?”


    “I couldn’t tell. I didn’t stay to listen . . . anyway, not very long.”


    “Do they often bathe in the evening?”


    Hammond frowned, looking puzzled. “No. Usually in the late afternoon.”


    “Show me the bathing hall.”


    Hammond’s eyes widened in surprise, and next a look of uncertainty crossed his face, but whatever doubts he had he kept to himself. “This way, sir.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Marick trailed his fingers in the lukewarm water of the soaking tub. A faint hiss and crackle came from the banked coals beneath it. Tiles laid out in lovely, interlocking patterns graced the floor and walls, every one of them scrubbed and gleaming. From high, narrow windows there came slanting rays of sunlight, while unlit candles waited in a dozen wall sconces. Fresh towels, smelling of afternoon sunshine, were piled on a table. Scrub brushes hung from a brass stand. A wooden stool with water-soaked feet was placed against a wall. This is what Marick saw as he walked around the bathing hall. All seemed ordered, and ordinary.

  


  
    He looked again at the tiled floor. It slanted toward a central gutter that escaped through a slot in the wall. The gutter wasn’t perfectly clean. Within it were some fine threads that caught the sunlight and glistened gold.


    Marick knelt to pick them up. They were hairs. Honey-brown and long.


    Hammond was suddenly at his shoulder. “Oh, sir! I apologize.” He started for the door. “Ui should have cleaned that. I’ll fetch her at once.”


    Marick nodded, deciding he would interview the servant girl after all.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui and Eleanor both jumped at a loud pounding on the door of Eleanor’s room. With some reluctance, Ui went to open it. She was relieved to see it was only Hammond. “Is the sheriff gone yet?”

  


  
    Hammond’s gaze was cold. “He’s in the bathing hall, and you’ve left it a mess. Come scrub the gutter before he complains to the master.”


    “But—” Ui glanced back at Eleanor, who was watching her with a nervous expression. “Is he taking a bath?” she asked Hammond.


    “Never you mind what he’s doing! Just come. Don’t leave him waiting.”


    Eleanor got up from where she’d been sitting. “Ui—”


    “Never mind, El. You stay here. I’ll be back.” She slipped out before Eleanor could object, and then she followed Hammond to the bathing hall.

  


  
    

  


  
    The sheriff greeted her with a hard gaze and harder words. “Come bitch, tell me who you were entertaining here last night.”

  


  
    Ui felt the blood leave her face. She started shaking, but she closed her hands into fists to hide it and promised herself she wouldn’t be frightened into speaking. The sheriff didn’t know anything. He couldn’t.


    Hammond grabbed her elbow and steered her toward the gutter. “Clean it!” he commanded, but the sheriff countermanded him.


    “Never mind that.” He held up his hand, thumb and finger pinched together, holding two strands of long, glistening, light brown hair. Ui stared at them, her throat suddenly dry.


    “Tell me,” the sheriff said. “Who were you bathing with last night?”


    “No one!” Ui blurted. “I didn’t bathe last night. I-I was cleaning.”


    “With your mistress helping you?”


    “No! She doesn’t clean. She-she talks to me sometimes, while I work—”


    “Who do you know with hair this color?” the sheriff asked.


    “No one! I’ve never—”


    He slapped her hard, without warning. She staggered. “Please, sir—”


    He hit her again. She fell against the table, scattering the towels to the floor. Blood pounded in her ears, but past the din of it she heard the sheriff speaking. “Hammond, run and fetch one of my deputies. One with a whip.”


    Ui fled for the door, but the sheriff caught her arm. He spun her around and slammed her facedown against the table. He kept his hand on her neck, grinding her cheek into the table top. Almost without realizing it, Ui started to cry. The sheriff said nothing for many long seconds. “Please—” Ui whispered.


    He stepped behind her. His hips pressed against her buttocks. She could feel the hardness of his erection as he leaned against her. He released his grip on her neck and, seizing her yellow silk dress he ripped it, tearing it open down her back. Ui screamed and tried to wriggle away, but he shoved her back down against the table. Footsteps clattered into the room. “The riding crop,” he said, his hand once again on her neck.


    Ui closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. She heard the crop whistle through the air. It struck her back hard enough to knock the breath from her lungs. The pain took a moment longer to announce itself. She had to gasp before she could scream.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui said nothing about Dismay, she said nothing about Eleanor, she said nothing at all—but only because the sheriff gave her no chance to talk. She was sobbing, gasping between blows, but each time she caught enough breath to plead for mercy or to beg for her mother, the whip came down again, and she screamed and sobbed and gasped all over again—and then she heard Eleanor crying out to the sheriff, “Stop! Stop please! It was me. It was my fault. Ui only did what I told her to do.”

  


  
    And then Ui heard her mother—“What are you doing here?”—and hope flickered faintly in her heart, until her mother crushed it, “Eleanor, this is not your business! Get back to your room, you stupid girl!”


    Ui’s mother had come to rescue Eleanor, not Ui—but the sheriff wasn’t persuaded.


    “Bring her to me,” he said.


    The iron grip against Ui’s neck was suddenly gone. She pushed back from the table, but a wave of dizziness washed over her, her knees gave way, and next she knew she was on the floor, staring at the pattern of tiles along the base of the wall beneath the table—while somewhere above her Eleanor was tearfully confessing everything that had transpired on the past night with Dismay.


    No, Ui whispered. They don’t know anything. Don’t tell them. Or she tried to whisper it. No one heard her.


    “Treasonous bitch,” the sheriff said, and he slapped Eleanor. Several times. “Consorting with demons. Did you put a curse on your brother so that he was lost with his entire company?”


    Ui thought she heard the master’s voice, but it was distant, muffled.


    Something slammed against the table. Eleanor was crying, begging, “No, please, no please, no please . . .”


    “Cunt,” the sheriff said as the table creaked and shook.


    Ui stared at the tiles. She didn’t want to turn her head. She didn’t want to be noticed.


    The table slammed against the wall. Eleanor screamed. The sheriff grunted. The table hit the wall again, and again, and again, and again, until finally the sheriff gasped. Eleanor was weeping. Ui heard the stamp of boots against the floor as the sheriff stepped away, and then Eleanor crumpled to the ground, her warm, wet body trembling against Ui’s back.


    “Take them,” the sheriff said. “Tomorrow morning they’ll both be burned.”

  


  
    Sacred Blood

  


  
    The house was utterly quiet as Ui and Eleanor were half-dragged, half-carried to the empty apartment where Dismay had slept. “Help us!” Ui screamed. Her dress was falling off, her back was bleeding. Eleanor was bleeding between her legs, but no one came to help them. The servants had all disappeared and she didn’t see her father.

  


  
    They were taken to the large closet. It had been emptied of all clothing and possessions. They were thrown inside and both fell to the polished wooden floor. When the door slammed shut behind them the closet transformed into a tiny, lightless cell.


    Ui listened to Eleanor crying. The sound grew louder and then faded again in the formless noise of her swirling blood as she foundered on the edge of consciousness. She was so afraid and so tired and every part of her hurt so badly. Her head pounded and she wanted to throw up but somehow she didn’t . . . and only after a long time, long after Eleanor stopped sobbing, when she was only gasping softly, did Ui finally gather herself to sit up and whisper her sister’s name, “Eleanor?”


    There was a little catch in Eleanor’s breathing. Ui crawled to her. Helped her sit up. They embraced, holding each other for a long time in the darkness. Finally, Ui said, “You’re so stupid. Why did you come? Why didn’t you stay in your room? He wasn’t going to kill me. He didn’t even ask me any questions.”


    “It was my fault.”


    “No.” Ui listened to Eleanor’s slow, trembling breaths. Finally, she spoke aloud the terror that kept repeating in her mind, “They’re going to burn us tomorrow.”


    “Good. I don’t want to live.”


    Ui’s lip curled in the dark. “I don’t want them to live.”


    Eleanor did not mistake her meaning. “Ui!”


    “What? Why shouldn’t we pray to him? They’re going to burn us, Eleanor!”


    “But my father!”


    Our father, Ui thought bitterly, but aloud she said, “And what did he do for you when the sheriff—”


    Eleanor’s grip on her tightened. Her body shook as if it was possessed. “He didn’t help me,” she whispered.


    “He let the sheriff rape you!”


    “He would never have let the sheriff do that! He must be dead already. They must have murdered him . . . and they’ll burn us tomorrow.”


    “I’m going to pray,” Ui said.


    “Do you think Dismay could hear us? Do you think he would come?”


    “We can ask.”


    Ui closed her eyes, though it made no difference in the dark. She lifted her face up so that her prayer would rise high and travel far. Then she called out in a hissing whisper, “Dismay! Dismay, please come. Avenge me!”


    “Avenge me,” Eleanor breathed. “Dismay, avenge me.”


    Their prayer went on for hour after hour. The day passed. They slept for a time, while outside, night fell. Ui awoke to the sound of men’s voices outside the closet door. She was terribly thirsty and her belly growled with hunger. From out of the darkness Eleanor whispered, “He hasn’t come.”


    “He’ll come.”


    Ui got on her knees. She tipped her head back. “Dismay, oh hear me. Hear me, please.”

  


  
    

  


  
    It was impossible. It was ridiculous. It was absurd.

  


  
    Smoke knew Ketty would never betray him. Never. Never. But Gawan—


    Gawan was an evil creature. He was a spirit who would tear an infant from its mother’s arms. Smoke had seen him do it. It was Gawan who had taken his daughter Britta. He’d stolen her away. He was a demon! And no doubt he had conjured some spell and laid it over Ketty like a fog of forgetting—


    Dismay.


    Smoke heard a voice calling his name.


    Dismay, hear me, please!


    Dismay, avenge me!


    Never before had Smoke heard the prayers while he was on the threads. So shocked was he that his momentum collapsed and he tumbled back into the world, barely landing on his feet in a moonlit orchard of pomegranate trees. The night air vibrated, it whispered, it growled with prayers, hundreds of prayers, Dismay, Dismay, avenge me. But above the wretched cacophony one voice rose, clear, insistent, compelling, Dismay!


    Smoke recognized Ui, the serving girl in the pretty yellow dress. Her pain touched him. Her fierce anger warmed him. Her desire for vengeance roiled his mind, mixing with his own desire for vengeance against Gawan. Some bloodletting here, he decided. Then home. He reached again for the threads—


    —and glided as a column of gray mist through the orchard and into the great house, where he passed soundlessly through one wall and then another. He found Ui in a tiny dark room. The green gleam of his eyes was the only light, but it was enough for Smoke to see her kneeling on the floor, with Eleanor curled up beside her. Their faces were bruised and swollen; their gowns were torn.


    “I smell blood,” Smoke said in a voice hoarse with fury.


    Ui gasped, suddenly aware of him. Eleanor sat up, staring in astonishment at the gleam of his eyes.


    Smoke drew his sword from his back scabbard, his fury so hot he could hardly think. “I smell the blood of a woman who has been torn at her sacred gate.”


    “Avenge me,” Eleanor whispered in a rote voice that had nothing to do with the bright and flirtatious young woman who had traded a kiss with him only the night before. “Avenge me.”


    “I will,” Smoke promised, his voice a low growl. It was his demon nature that he was compelled to obey the direct commands of a woman, especially those of a woman who’d suffered as Eleanor had. Often, this was an annoyance and sometimes it was an onerous duty, but tonight he was commanded to do what he would have done anyway.


    Avenge me.


    “They know you were here,” Ui told him. “And they will burn us for it in the morning—but tonight belongs to you.”


    “Who is here?”


    “The sheriff, and four deputies with him—and Hammond. He was part of it.”


    “Ui . . .” Eleanor whispered as if in doubt, but she did not defend Hammond, instead adding another name to the list. “Our father,” she whispered. “If he’s still alive, then he let it happen.”


    “You won’t be able to escape,” Smoke warned them. “Soldiers will come. They’ll hunt you down.”


    “We’ll die anyway!” Ui snapped. “So kill them! Kill—”


    Smoke’s back was to the closet door when it was yanked open. He was taken by surprise, so inflamed with fury at the scent of Eleanor’s sacred blood that he’d forgotten to keep watch over the threads. A wash of candlelight chased away the darkness. He started to turn, but it was already too late. An iron crossbow bolt struck him between the shoulder blades. He screamed in fury and reached for the threads, intending to sink away through the walls and come at his opponents from another path—but the threads were suddenly out of reach. Though he could see the weft and warp of the world-beneath, the iron bolt embedded in his back had pinned him in this place, in this world.


    He reached for the bolt to yank it out, but it was lodged in his back between his bow case and his scabbard and he couldn’t get to it. Hot blood rushed down his back but he was too angry to feel any pain. With his sword already in hand he turned and charged the doorway. But he’d only just stepped over the threshold when a second bolt struck him in the thigh. He went down on one knee, his glittering gaze sweeping across the three men in the room. The two on either side were armed with crossbows; both were reloading. The one in the middle had a long-handled war ax which he brought down against Smoke’s sword with a grunted curse.


    The sword snapped. The hilt was wrenched from his grip and went flying, while the ax blade bit deep into the wooden floor. Smoke scrambled to his feet. He grabbed the handle of the ax and tried to wrest the blade out of the floor, but before he could free it the ax man kicked him under the chin. His head snapped back. He stumbled, struggling to keep his balance—and a loop of rope dropped over his head, cinching tight around his neck.


    With one sharp tug he was yanked off his feet. The floor rushed up and slammed against his shoulder. He rolled to his belly, pushing up to get his feet under him, but a boot stamped against his neck while the noose strangled him. The candle-lit room blurred, and a thousand voices roared in his ears—prayers—but he couldn’t understand them. He clawed at the rope until hands seized his wrists. He thrashed, trying to throw off whoever held him.


    Then he couldn’t feel his arms anymore. He couldn’t see or hear or feel anything. The only sense left to him was smell and the only thing he smelled was his own blood.


    Then that too was gone.

  


  
    

  


  
    Two thoughts collided in Ui’s mind when she saw the closet door thrown open: first, there was going to be a battle, and second, she had to get Eleanor out of the way.

  


  
    She was halfway to her feet when she heard the horrible smack of a crossbow bolt and Dismay’s scream of fury. Eleanor was still on the floor, so Ui grabbed her under her arms, dragged her to the back of the closet, and shoved her down in the corner. Then she crouched in front of her.


    But the battle was going all wrong.


    She saw Dismay on one knee, blood soaking his back. A huge ax crashed down, snapping his sword. But then Dismay rallied. He was a demon after all—what chance could men have against him? He got to his feet; he seized the ax handle. But someone hit him and he went over backward, this time with a rope around his neck. He rolled, trying to get to his feet yet again, but the sheriff planted a boot against his neck and pulled the rope tight.


    Suddenly, the fight was over. Dismay went limp, his face hideously red and swollen, his eyes half-closed, blind-white and empty.


    Ui flinched as someone spoke in a raw, harsh voice, “Is that it? Is that the creature?” She realized it was her father, though she’d never heard his voice sound like that before, as if his soul had been scraped raw.


    The sheriff answered with insolent words. “Put your sword away, my father! This demon will meet the King’s justice.”


    My father?


    What did the sheriff mean by making such a claim?


    And why did Dismay not get back up and fight again? He was a demon. He could not be defeated. Surely he had some magic left, an evil spell?


    While the sheriff kept the rope taut, the deputies unbuckled the straps that held Dismay’s weapons. He was limp in their hands as they cut away his bloody clothes. Ui began to believe he was dead. Then the sheriff bent down and yanked the crossbow bolt out of Dismay’s thigh and a shudder ran through him. Blood bubbled languidly from the raw wound.


    “Take him to the cage,” the sheriff said, handing the rope off to one of his men.


    He turned. His gaze fixed on Ui, crouched protectively before Eleanor in the back corner of the closet. Then Ui’s father stepped into sight beside him. He was dressed like his men-at-arms, in a jerkin and leather trousers with a sword at his side, as if he was going off to train in the fields—but the anger on his face was terrible to see.


    When the sheriff started to enter the closet, Ui’s father held out a hand and stepped in front of him. In two strides he had Ui by the arm. Yanking her to her feet, he dragged her out of the closet. “Eleanor!” Ui screamed, looking back at her sister cowering in the corner.


    The sheriff stepped aside to let the master pass. Ui realized the torn bodice of her dress had fallen down, exposing her youthful breasts to his gaze, and with her free hand she tried to cover herself.


    The master dragged her from the bedroom, all the way to the apartment door, and then he flung her into the hall. “Go to your mother,” he told her in a strangled voice.


    “But master, Eleanor is—”


    “Eleanor is in the care of her husband!” the master roared. “Now go!”


    Holding the remains of her dress against her chest, Ui ran.

  


  
    Transformed

  


  
    Ui’s mother had been crying so hard there were bruises under her eyes and her nose had bled. She caught Ui up in a crushing embrace the moment she burst into their room. Her breath wheezed as she held her, but when she finally shoved Ui away, her voice was stern. “Take off those rags.”

  


  
    Ui obeyed.


    Her mother put a sticky salve on the cuts on her back. Then she told Ui to hold up her arms. Ui did it, too stunned to protest when her mother started wrapping a binding cloth around her breasts.


    “Mama, he raped Eleanor.”


    “Hush!”


    “Why didn’t the master help her?”


    She tied off the binding cloth. “They arrested him.”


    Ui didn’t want to believe it. “But he’s Inherent! Beloved of the King. Merely to touch him—”


    “Hush.” Ui’s mother leaned close, her voice a bitter whisper. “It’s the sheriff who is beloved now. The master wrote a letter of protest to the King, but as he set his seal on it, it burst into flame. I saw it! It was consumed by infernal fire.”


    From the bed she picked up a field hand’s trousers and stained shirt. “Put these on.”


    Suddenly, it was all too much for Ui. “No.” She wrinkled her nose at the vile clothes. “Those are for a boy! And they’re rough and ugly.”


    “You are a boy now,” her mother snapped. “From now until you find some far place of safety, you are a boy. Put them on!”


    Ui did it. She cried when her mother used scissors and a razor to cut her hair short. “But where am I to go?” she pleaded.


    “Breden. You will go to the Inherent master who lives there and work as a boy in his household until your father can find a husband for you in some faraway district.”


    “But what about Eleanor?” Ui whispered.


    “She is the sheriff’s wife now. It was the only thing we could do. The papers have been signed, and the sheriff has become the master’s son and heir.”


    “Oh God!”


    “He won’t burn his own wife.”


    “Oh God.”


    “Don’t entreat God now! If you had paid more attention to the wishes of God you might not—” Despair overwhelmed her scolding. “Oh, Ui!” Tears broke from her eyes, spilling in long streaks down her cheeks already mottled with grief. “Your father bought your life this time, but the sheriff will not forget your sins. He’ll find some reason to kill you. It’s why you have to go.”


    They hugged again. Then Ui put on a worn pair of manure-stained boots and a dirty laborer’s hat that had an annoying fringe of straw. Her mother gave her a cloth-wrapped bundle of dried beef and dried fruit, and a goat skin heavy with water. They walked together down the hallway to a side door. Ui kissed her mother. Then, feeling caught up in a nightmare, she slipped out into the night and crept down the steps.


    There were deputies by the stable. She saw their black-clad figures across the moonlit side court, at least nine of them now, and all armed with bows or crossbows.


    The stable doors stood open. Inside, lanterns cast their yellow glow. A workbench, cleared of tools and leather scraps, had been moved into the open space beside the doorway. A round iron cage, three feet high, rested on top of the bench. Within the cage was Dismay, awake again, crouched and glowering. He’d been stripped naked, and in the lantern light the blood on his thigh looked black.


    His head turned to look at Ui. She saw the green glitter of his eyes and, shivering, she mouthed a fervent prayer, hoping Dismay would hear her: I didn’t know they’d be waiting for you to come. I didn’t know!


    He looked away.


    Tell me how to help you, Ui pleaded.


    No answer came, and finally Ui went on.


    The boots felt strange on her feet, but they were old and soft and only hurt her a little. The clothes felt horrid: heavy and coarse, and they smelled faintly of cows or the sump or dirt or some other wretched thing that never was allowed in the house. Her neck was cold. She stopped and took off the hat. Holding it between her knees, she rubbed her hands across the stubble of her hair, thinking, This isn’t me.


    Her mother had transformed her into a boy and sent her off into the world to find her own way.


    She put her hat back on, and in another minute she reached the road.


    The moon was past full and setting late. It lit up the empty road. She looked one way and then the other. Her mother had said to go to Breden, but Ui had forgotten to ask how to get there.


    She stood on the road’s edge, her heart racing. Closer than Breden was Anacarlin. Ui didn’t want to go there. Dismay would be taken there, and she didn’t want to breathe in even the faintest trace of smoke from his burning.


    She pressed her palms to her face, and trembled. Which way?


    Finally, she decided to ask Dismay’s woman god. “Dread Hammer,” she whispered aloud, “if you would help a boy, please guide me.”


    Then she stepped bravely onto the road’s smooth paving stones and within a few strides she was farther from home than she’d ever been before.

  


  
    

  


  
    Trees and thickets lined the road. Ui walked in their shadows, for mile after mile. The cool night air made her bruises ache. The rough fabric of the boy’s shirt rubbed against her cuts and made them sting. And Eleanor was married to a monster.

  


  
    Ui tried not to think about that. Instead, she imagined other dire things—a bad man leaping from his hiding place in the thickets to murder her; her father burnt up by infernal fire; her mother sold off to a brothel because the master was dead—but though any of these things might come to be they had not happened yet. What was real was that Eleanor was married to a monster.


    Rage made her tremble.


    She told herself it was not her place to be angry. How many times had her mother told her that only the powerful could afford to be angry? But she was angry all the same. Furious. Filled up with the same terrible fury she’d seen in Dismay’s green, glittering eyes.


    If only the Dread Hammer would turn her into a raging demon! One that could cast curses and thunderbolts! Then Ui would blast the sheriff into charcoal and all his deputies along with him!


    But then, Dismay was a demon and he was locked up in a cage, and in the morning he would die. Ui’s eyes filled with tears. She stopped and bowed her head, breathing into her hands, trying to calm herself.


    A dog barked, not far away.


    Startled, she looked around. The moon had gone yellow, floating just above the trees. It cast its light across a worn pasture. On the edge of the pasture, close to the road, was a tiny shed. Beyond it, near the center of the field, she counted three open-bed wagons. Oxen grazed around them. A fourth wagon, with a canvas bonnet, was off in the field’s far corner.


    A thought came to her that she could ask the teamsters if she was going the right way to Breden. Then again, her feet were sore, the night was almost done, and she’d come such a long way already. Maybe one of the drivers would give her a ride?


    She wandered into the pasture. The first wagon had an open bed piled high with bags of grain. Ui could just make out the dark lump of the teamster sleeping beneath it. His four oxen swished their tails and snuffled at her. Then a dog appeared. It gave her a warning growl. Her heart hammered as she edged around it, hoping it wouldn’t attack as she went on toward the second wagon.


    It didn’t attack, but it followed her, still growling.


    “Go away,” she whispered in frustration. “Go on.”


    The dog didn’t like her tone. Its nose wrinkled. She saw the white of its teeth in the moonlight. The hair on the back of her neck rose and she hurried on, passing the second wagon with hardly a glance.


    But the dog wouldn’t leave her alone. It paced after her with its head low and a continuous growl rumbling in its throat. She was close to panic as she passed the third wagon, but as she went on into the open field the dog gave up its pursuit. She looked back to see it sitting beside the third wagon, its head high and its tongue lolling, as if its job was done.


    Ui sighed and went on toward the last wagon in the far corner of the field, desperately hoping there would be no dog watching over it. Its canvas bonnet gleamed gray in the moonlight and suddenly Ui stopped. She pressed her palms against her cheeks, realizing she’d seen this wagon before. Surely this was the same wagon into which she’d tossed the bundle of Dismay’s freshly cleaned clothes?


    She shuddered. Chance had not brought her here. It was the Dread Hammer who’d guided her steps. She looked up into a sky milky with moonlight and though she could see no clouds, far away she heard a rumble of thunder.


    When she looked down again, glittering green eyes were watching her from out of the back of the wagon. Ui gasped.


    Another demon?


    But she didn’t run away as any sensible girl would. She knew without doubt that the Dread Hammer had sent her for a purpose . . . and anyway, she was a boy now.


    She took off through the crackling grass, running straight toward the wagon and the watching green eyes.

  


  
    Winch & Chain

  


  
    In the summer just past Smoke had murdered his father. His wounds from that ordeal had brought him to the edge of death, but his sister Tayval had worked a spell on him using their father’s blood and he had lived. The strength of that spell must have been in him still, because despite the ragged holes torn into his back and thigh by the crossbow bolts, and despite his blood loss and a terrible thirst, he was awake again and alert.

  


  
    The cage that held him was hardly three-feet high, and the width of its round iron floor was even less. It had been placed on top of a sturdy workbench to make it easy for his guards to watch his every move. Smoke crouched in it on cramped legs, naked, his hair awry, glaring past the iron bars at the black-clad deputies. All around him he felt the structure of the threads, the weft and warp of the world, the pathways of his escape through the world-beneath, but he was prevented from reaching them by the cage of iron. It didn’t matter that the bars of his cage were far enough apart that he could reach through them. The spell of iron still held him in the world.


    Dawn had come and the deputies were preparing to move him. One man had the task of threading a carry pole through rings fixed to the top of the cage. He stepped close to the bars to do it. Much too close. Smoke reached through, grabbed the deputy by the neckline of his silk tunic, and slammed his face against the cage. With his other hand he took the man’s knife.


    It was a long, well-honed blade.


    Smoke jammed it through the man’s neck from right to left, just in front of the spine. Then he let go of his tunic and slammed his palm against his face, shoving him away. The embedded knife ripped through arteries and neatly severed his windpipe. Hot blood sprayed across Smoke, warming his cold skin. He yanked his hands back inside the bars just as the sheriff swung a sword aimed at cutting them off.


    Still holding the knife, Smoke stared into the sheriff’s dark eyes, waiting to see what would happen next. He berated himself silently. Why had he never learned to throw a knife? Fool!


    The sheriff lunged. He thrust his sword past the cage bars, straight toward Smoke’s heart. Smoke twisted aside and hands seized him from behind. A truncheon came down on his knuckles, and the knife clattered to the cage floor. He tried to get it with his foot, but the next blow of the truncheon was against his head, dizzying him just long enough for someone to reach in and retrieve the knife.


    Damn! What an idiot he was! The old Koráyos woman had warned him of the sheriff’s plan to cage him and still he’d let himself be taken by surprise.


    The sheriff was just as angry. He was screaming at his men, “If you can be killed by an unarmed demon in a cage, then you deserve to die. Now get this creature loaded on the wagon.”


    The men who held Smoke’s arms released him. He turned as quickly as he could to see what further damage he might inflict, but every deputy had retreated out of reach.


    They worked together—and from a cautious distance—to get the carry pole in place, and then they brought up a flatbed wagon drawn by draft horses. They lifted the cage, moving it from the workbench to the wagon bed.


    One deputy drove the wagon; the others rode in ranks before and behind it. It rumbled and jolted over the paving stones of the driveway, and then the road. The cage bounced and shook, forcing Smoke to hold onto the bars to keep his balance.


    The sun came up, fierce and white. The air began to heat. The iron of the cage grew warm and Smoke’s skin shone with sweat. How he hated Lutawa! What an obscene land, nearly dead in its soul, abandoned by the spirits of rain, mist, tree, and brook. Only dust sprites remained, whirling in the heat.


    Smoke wondered if Thellan had been lying about Gawan.


    He wondered if Ketty still loved him.


    He desperately wanted a chance to kill the King.


    Something jabbed him hard in the ribs. He grabbed for it, and almost caught a riding crop before the deputy yanked it away. The other men laughed. “You look like you’re hot, demon,” his tormentor said. “But it will get much hotter soon.”

  


  
    

  


  
    The people of Anacarlin had been forewarned and the street was crowded with those who had come to see the demon. Men jeered as the wagon rolled past. Many of the women did too, but others stared in stunned silence. Their prayers were plaintive whispers of despair, Dismay? Dismay?

  


  
    A boy ran up between the mounted deputies and threw a sloppy clod of ox shit at the cage. It burst against the bars and splattered Smoke. The crowd laughed. More shit was thrown. It stuck in Smoke’s hair and flecks got in his eyes. He wondered at the filth of a town where shit was so ready to hand. Such a vile place might only be washed clean by blood—the blood of fools, hundreds of them, spilled onto the streets by the merciless edge of his sword. His fury glittered green in his eyes, bright, even in the sunlight. The heat of his anger caused the shit to steam and melt from his skin, wreathing him in a thin fog of horrid fumes.


    The raucous laughter of the crowd gave way to a fear-filled murmur. Boys dropped back behind the lines of deputies, and the shit storm ceased. When the fog dissipated, a layer of excrement still oozed across the cage floor, but Smoke’s scarred skin was clean again.


    He fixed his gaze on one man after another in the crowd, and on many of the boys too, memorizing their faces, marking them in his mind for murder. They knew it. Fear unfolded in their eyes and a few ran away. Most still followed the wagon, but they followed now in silence.


    The procession rolled through the market where Smoke had eaten his supper the night before and where he’d watched Beyel’s ridiculous performance. Just past the market they came on a tall, circular wall of gray brick. Wooden gates stood open and the wagon rolled into an arena.


    The stink of ashes and burnt meat rose up from the hard-packed gray dirt of the arena’s floor. Crude viewing stands stood against the encircling wall, their upper courses already half-full with men standing shoulder to shoulder, their flushed faces turned to the wagon in anticipation. Well in front of the viewing stands was a stack of cut wood, dark and reeking with oil: a pyre, eight-feet high.


    A sturdy iron mast stood beside the pyre, supporting a horizontal arm with an iron loop at its end. A length of smooth chain passed through the loop, angling across the arena to a winch just in front of one of the viewing stands. Behind the winch two massive executioner’s axes stood on display.


    The executioner himself held a large hook affixed to the free end of the chain. He was a burly man with a thick black beard, dressed in a white, long-sleeved tunic and white trousers—the better to show the blood, Smoke supposed. Besides the hook, he also carried a staff.


    Smoke readied himself as the executioner climbed onto the wagon bed, but the man was no fool. He jabbed his staff through the cage bars straight at Smoke’s face. Smoke dodged the blow, but the executioner had time enough to drive the hook through one of the loops at the top of the cage. He jumped down from the wagon and walked with calm steps to the winch.


    Smoke’s gaze turned to the crowd. The arena was filling up. The air buzzed with the conversation of men climbing into the viewing stands. The women were quieter, standing close together on the dusty ground in front of the stands. The cheeks of many were wet with tears, but on the edge of the press one gray-eyed old crone watched the goings-on with a look of searing hatred.


    Smoke recognized the old Koráyos wise woman, long-since a slave, who had warned him of the sheriff. As their eyes met, her chiding prayer reached him:


    Dismay, Dismay, where is my vengeance?


    He looked away.


    The chain rattled and the cage jerked. Smoke grabbed the bars to keep from falling as the cage rose, swinging and spinning, into the air. He craned his neck to see the executioner working the winch, and then the top of the cage clunked against the horizontal arm.


    The executioner secured the winch. Returning to the mast, he leaned his weight against an iron rod extending from the mast’s side. Sweat popped onto his brow and his muscles stood out in sharp relief as the mast slowly turned with a low, creaking moan, until Smoke’s cage hung above the pyre.


    The wagon drove away. The executioner returned to his post by the winch. The deputies retreated. Only the sheriff remained, astride his horse beside the pyre.


    The crowd grew quiet. The sheriff waited until the only sound was the soft bleating of a baby. Then he spoke in a powerful voice: “This creature has been found to be the demon Dismay who has defied the will of the King, corrupted the hearts of weak-willed women, and murdered no less than 267 free men of Lutawa, and twenty-nine slaves. By the King’s own law and by the King’s will the demon shall be cleansed and sent forth from the Kingdom of Lutawa this day, may God bless all of us who serve him. We stand now in witness to the will of the King.”


    He had hardly finished speaking when, up from the world-beneath, there came a rushing spirit of fire.

  


  
    Under a Spell

  


  
    This, Beyel decided, is the stupidest thing I’ve ever done.

  


  
    He made his way past the women who had gathered five-deep all along the foot of the viewing stands. He was dressed as one of them, in a heavy, shapeless brown caftan, with a wide, conical hat on his head to shadow his face. Given that he was slender and young, and that his beard had never grown with any enthusiasm, and that he had costumed himself as a woman many times in his performances and earned a living from the effort, and that he kept his gaze fixed on the ground, and that everyone’s attention was on the demon in the cage—he thought he might have a slim chance of going on unquestioned for a few minutes more.


    If luck was with him.


    Or the Dread Hammer.


    Damn it.


    Everything had been so perfect last night after Dismay went away. Thellan was a demon who knew the way to paradise and she’d taken him there when she’d let him possess her demon flower—but waking up had been horrible. He’d opened his eyes to the sight of a strange, smelly boy climbing onto the backboard.


    “The Dread Hammer has sent me to find you,” the youth had bleated in a suspiciously girly voice. “The demon Dismay is captured. He is to be burned. You have to come to Anacarlin and help him. You must!”


    It was the stuff of nightmares! And Beyel had wanted to believe it was a nightmare—but as he lay with his head pounding from the wine, listening to every word of Ui’s tale, he knew it was all too real.


    And he discovered he wasn’t himself anymore. The demon Dismay had corrupted him, filled him up with an idiot’s courage and wakened his heart with dreams of revenge. Thellan despised Dismay and she was happy to leave him to his fate, but Beyel argued with her, insisting that Ui could not have found her way to the wagon unless the Dread Hammer really was guiding her—and after a time, Thellan was persuaded. Which was good, since the entire plan depended on her. Beyel and Ui would help only if something went wrong . . . and that wasn’t likely, now was it?


    Fool!


    Beyel edged past a cluster of matrons who were sniffling and moaning their useless grief while whispering comforting idiocies to each other . . . be well . . . escape . . . pray . . . pray . . . pray . . .


    Beyel wanted to inquire who they were praying to, given that Dismay wasn’t exactly in a position to answer anyone’s prayers, but he held his tongue and went on to where the crowd thinned out only a few steps from the executioner’s station.


    Only then did he raise his chin just enough to glimpse the caged demon from under the brim of his hat. Dismay gripped the bars of his tiny cage as it rocked back and forth above the pyre. He was naked, his skin flushed with heat, his hair a tangled mess that fell into his eyes—but those eyes. They glowed green with an anger so hot Beyel thought the pyre might ignite at the touch of his gaze.


    This was the monster Beyel hoped to free.


    Clearly he was under a spell, because in normal circumstances it just wasn’t his way to be an idiot.


    He flinched at a soft touch against his elbow, but it was only Ui, the runaway servant girl still dressed as a dirty boy. Ui had wide, pretty eyes, but right now she looked scared enough to throw up. “What if Thellan doesn’t come?”


    Beyel had no answer for her.


    The arena was cleared. The sheriff began his speech.


    “Thellan should come now,” Ui insisted.


    Beyel shook his head. Thellan was waiting for the pyre to be lit. When she came, she wanted everyone’s eyes on the blaze, not on her.


    The sheriff’s speech concluded—“We stand now in witness to the will of the King!”—and the will of the King was infernal fire. Out of nowhere, a blazing, bright white belt of flames burst into life all around the middle of the pyre. Women screamed. Men cheered. The chain rattled as it was fed from the winch. Sheets of bright, roaring fire climbed up to meet Dismay as the cage was lowered to the pyre.


    “Where is Thellan?” Ui screamed in a high-pitched voice.


    Fire leaped, licking at the cage floor. Then the cage struck against the wood, knocking a few pieces down into the roaring flames below. And still Thellan didn’t come.


    Ui clung to Beyel’s sleeve, screaming, “Where is she? Where is she?” It didn’t matter though, because everyone else was screaming too—and Dismay answered them.


    His scream rose above the chaos. It was a demon’s roar, a howl of utter fury, a promise of sudden, bloody death. Beyel looked up to see Dismay throw himself at the cage bars with a crashing thud. The cage tilted and Dismay grabbed the bars as if he was suddenly afraid of falling. He stared down into the white heart of the fire as tongues of flame licked his hands. His face had gone red and shining. Then the cage tipped over and went bouncing and rolling down through the fire with the chain paying out behind it.


    Beyel’s jaw dropped. What was happening? Had the winch broken?


    He looked at the executioner and discovered the man was dead, slumped on the ground, his throat slashed and crimson blood pooling around him while the winch rattled, unwinding on its own.


    So Thellan had come after all.


    Beyel took a step toward the winch. By the plan, if Smoke was already in the flames, he was to man the winch and haul the cage back above the fire—but so much chain had run out he knew he’d never be able to wind it all back before Dismay was dead.


    He looked up, to see that Thellan had not forgotten the second stage of the plan. He saw her appear above the pyre. She stood balanced on the crossbar, sword in hand, ready to hack open the lock that held the cage shut, except the cage wasn’t there. She frowned down at the fire. No doubt she decided the plan had gone awry. A second later she was gone.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui watched in horror as the cage tumbled down through the flames, knocking some of the burning wood aside as it fell. Dismay had contrived to brace himself at the cage’s center, though Ui knew he must be burning anyway. The shrill screaming of the women around her was so loud it rattled in her bones. Maybe she was screaming too.

  


  
    Then a woman darted out of the crowd. She defied the terrible heat, and met the cage as it tumbled to the edge of the pyre. She was a gray-haired hag, dressed in rags, but she ignored the coals under her feet and the searing iron of the cage. Grabbing the bars with her bare hands, she pushed down and rolled the cage away from the fire, farther and farther away, until finally it occurred to Ui to help her.


    But the sheriff was still in the arena. He came galloping around the pyre, his sword in hand. Ui ducked back into the crowd as he swept past. The old woman looked up, saw him, saw her fate, and screamed out her last words, “My life to the Dread Hammer!” The sheriff’s blade swept through her neck, sending her head tumbling to the gray dirt.


    A wind rushed into the arena. It howled across the pyre, picking up those embers that had been endowed with infernal fire. Smoke and flame turned in a whirlwind, and then the embers rained down across the viewing stands. Panic swept the crowd as clothes and hair ignited. People screamed and stampeded for the gate.


    Through the smoke, Ui saw Thellan appear beside the cage. She used the slim, curved blade of her sword to strike at the lock that held the cage door shut. She struck again and again, but the lock didn’t break. In desperation, Ui looked around for some other way to break the lock and her gaze lit upon the two executioner’s axes on display beside the winch.


    Both weapons were massive! Fifteen inches across, at least.


    Ui sprinted for them. No one tried to stop her. Almost everyone was fighting to get out of the stands or to escape through the gate. The few who weren’t were watching Thellan. Ui got her hands on an ax, staggering under the weight of the weapon as she lifted it from its stand. She ran with it through the smoke, just as the sheriff came riding toward Thellan, his sword held high.


    Thellan saw him and vanished. The lock had still not broken. Ui waited until the sheriff rode past, then she darted to the cage and glanced within.


    Dismay lay on his side, curled in on himself, his skin bright red and striped with weeping blisters. Patches on his hands and feet were burnt black and his hair was burnt half-away—but his eyes were open. The fire in them was green and deadly.


    Ui shifted her gaze to the lock. Thellan had weakened the shackle. It was chipped in two places, at least a third of the way through. Ui hefted the ax, ready to swing—but it was so heavy that she could raise the massive blade only as high as her shoulder. She let it drop anyway. It bounced off the lock and plunged toward her foot. She dropped it with a screech and danced away.


    The demon wind was still swirling through the arena, dropping more embers over the fleeing crowd. The sheriff fought to bring his horse around again, but the poor beast was in a panic. There was time to try again! Ui grabbed the ax—and suddenly Beyel was with her. He still wore his woman’s clothes and his round, pointed hat. “Get back!” he warned her as he took the ax from her hands. She scurried away as he raised the blade high above his shoulder. She turned back in time to see him strike the lock. The shackle snapped and Beyel went staggering sideways. Ui darted in behind him as Dismay rolled to his knees. Frantically, she wrenched at the fragments of the lock. Then Dismay threw the cage door open and heaved himself out. As his hips cleared the iron bars he shifted his form, becoming a plume of gray smoke that vanished at once amid the swirling smoke from the searing pyre.


    Free! He was free!


    But Ui did not stay to celebrate. “Run!” she screamed at Beyel. “Run away!”


    Beyel dropped the ax and followed as she darted past him. Within seconds they caught up with the tail end of the fleeing crowd. Beyel was bent on escape. He grabbed Ui by the arm and elbowed his way into the press of bodies, but Ui began to imagine the sheriff must be right behind them and she risked a look back.


    To her astonishment, she saw Dismay standing near the pyre. He hadn’t gone away after all! And though he was naked and burnt, he wasn’t beaten. He stood tall, with the executioner’s ax in his hands, his head turning as he searched the arena. Even at a distance it was easy to see the fury blazing in his green eyes.


    Giddy anticipation washed over her as she considered the sheriff’s likely fate.

  


  
    Firestorm

  


  
    Pain fueled Smoke’s rage.

  


  
    His charred feet, his blackened hands, his seared face and torso—they would have felled a man, but Smoke was a demon. His pain only drove him to a berserk madness—and madness was a strong and vital thread woven through the weft of the world.


    Smoke’s mad thoughts were fixed on the sheriff—this man who had dared to lock Dismay into a cage and set him on a pyre. Smoke was determined to see Marick die for it, that day, that very morning. Swirling smoke wreathed his demonic figure as the gray vapor of his presence took shape on the arena floor. He was naked, his skin a calico of soot, char marks, red welts and blisters, his hair half-gone to ash with the remains falling in his face. He bent to pick up the executioner’s ax that Beyel had left behind, then surveyed the arena with blazing green eyes.


    Where was Marick?


    He didn’t see the sheriff, but three deputies rode out of the smoke, surrounding him. He fixed his gaze on the nearest one. That was all it took. The man looked into his eyes and chose retreat. He yanked his horse around, his heels nearly crushing its ribs, but Smoke was faster. He sprinted to close the distance between them and, swinging the giant ax, he severed the man’s spine.


    Hoof beats thundered just behind him. He jumped high in the air, spinning as he did it, and the blade of the ax sliced through the jaw of the oncoming rider. He was still in the air when he felt a trembling in the threads warning him of an onslaught of arrows. So he reached for the threads, dissolving into a roiling column of gray mist even before his feet touched the ground.


    Sheltered in the world-beneath, Smoke roved through the arena, hunting for the sheriff—but to his astonishment, Marick wasn’t there. Somehow, he’d gotten out. Smoke tried to find him through the threads, but there was no trace of him. Nothing at all, as if he’d never existed. Smoke realized then that some sympathetic spirit must be hiding Marick, protecting him.


    Frustration made his fury burn hotter. If he could not find the sheriff through the world-beneath, then he would hunt for him through the world, searching every garrison, every road, every inn, until Marick was driven out of hiding.


    And after that he would kill the King.

  


  
    

  


  
    Beyel forced his way through the stampeding crowd, dragging Ui behind him past the arena gate and into the marketplace—only to discover the marketplace was on fire.

  


  
    Embers scattered by the fierce wind must have fallen outside the arena, igniting the thatched canopies of the market stalls. Flames leaped and whirled overhead, spinning out thick skeins of smoke. Vendors scrambled to rescue their goods while those who’d just escaped the arena screamed and scattered.


    Beyel ran with Ui between the stalls, dodging as wagons hurtled through the narrow lanes. They had gone only a little way when he ducked into an alley, pulling Ui with him. There he peeled off his hat and wig, tossing them into a burning stall. The ugly caftan followed. Beneath it he was dressed in a man’s fine tunic and loose trousers, and though his sandals weren’t quite proper for a man, in the chaos, no one would notice.


    “Ready?” Ui pleaded, bouncing on her toes she was so eager to go.


    “Stay close,” he told her, and they took off again.


    Beyel was desperately worried about his wagon. Thellan had set a spell on it to discourage thieves, but her magic would not protect it from fire. He’d left it in a licensed lot on the market’s edge. By the time he reached it all the other wagons were gone and the hired guard had fled. His oxen were frantic: rolling their eyes and testing their tethers. They lowed when they saw him. Beyel had never seen them so close to panic.


    He boosted Ui over the backboard. Then he ran around to the front of the wagon, released the brake, untied the oxen and, dodging their tossing horns, he dragged them around until they faced the street. That was all the direction they needed from him. Leaning into their harnesses, they set off at a fast clip, leaving Beyel to scramble into the driver’s seat as the wagon rattled past.


    He’d just grabbed the reins when a cool hand reached out from the wagon to caress his cheek. Beyel jumped hard, but he knew that hand. He knew its touch, its scent. He grabbed it and, turning his head, he kissed the palm.


    “You make a pretty woman,” Thellan said from behind him, in her low, throaty voice. “But I like you better dressed as a man.”


    “I like you better not dressed at all,” Beyel growled. And then he added, foolishly, “I thought you’d abandoned me!”


    Thellan sank her fingers into his short hair, yanked his head back, and bit the lobe of his ear until he yelped. “Not yet.” She chuckled as she let him go. “Did you like the howling wind spirit that I summoned?”


    He turned to look at her. “Was that you? I thought—”


    A flash of temper glittered in her green eyes. “You thought it was Dismay?”


    “No. I—”


    “Dismay can’t summon spirits. They smell his human blood and laugh.”


    “Human blood? I thought he was a Hauntén demon, just like you.”


    She shook her head. “He is Dismay.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke’s vaporous presence boiled past the arena gate and into the marketplace. He hunted for Marick between the burning stalls and then in Anacarlin’s streets. Before long, he discovered the town’s garrison: an imposing two-story building of stone and wood, rising above a ramshackle neighborhood. Surely someone among the King’s soldiers would know where the sheriff had gone?

  


  
    Still armed with the executioner’s ax, Smoke manifested in the street before the garrison’s front door as a company of soldiers streamed out, summoned, no doubt, to help hunt the demon. They fell back in shock when they saw him. He lunged at them anyway, striking down two because he wanted the blood, and because he wanted the attention of the survivors. The others backed up and spread apart, forming a half-circle around him.


    “Where is the sheriff?” he screamed at them. “Where is Marick? Tell me now or I will kill you.”


    Maybe they were too frightened to speak. Maybe they were too loyal. Maybe they just didn’t know. The battle lasted seconds and then Smoke made his way through the garrison, setting it ablaze behind him.

  


  
    

  


  
    “But what does that mean?” Beyel was insisting. “What do you mean when you say, ‘He is Dismay’?”

  


  
    Thellan leaned over his shoulder as he guided the oxen through Anacarlin. Her lovely eyes were glittering in irritation. “There is no one else like him, that’s all. He’s an abomination, made of murder and born to it . . . but the Dread Hammer finds him useful.”


    Ui appeared suddenly, leaning over Beyel’s other shoulder. “How are we going to find him?” she demanded.


    “Pray to him?” Thellan suggested icily.


    But Beyel was looking ahead to Anacarlin’s garrison and he had another suggestion. “Follow the fires?”


    Flames blazed from the garrison’s roof and billowed from its second-story windows. The decrepit buildings that huddled around it had not caught fire yet, but their shingles had blackened in the heat.


    The oxen tossed their heads and lowed in protest as the wagon rolled near. Hacked and dismembered bodies cluttered the street outside. When Ui saw them she gave a little shriek and disappeared into the wagon. Beyel shuddered, but he wanted to escape the town as quickly as he could. So he forced the oxen on, carefully guiding them around the crumpled bodies. “God have mercy,” he whispered.


    “Don’t hope for it,” Thellan advised. Her breath in his ear sent a shiver through him. “The Dread Hammer is not a merciful god, and Dismay is her creature. It’ll take a lot more blood than this to soothe his burns.”


    Beyel shook the reins, urging the oxen to go just a little faster. The massacre was horrifying to look on and still . . . “The demon’s been unleashed!” He didn’t dare say aloud exactly what he was thinking—I’ve unleashed the demon—the King might hear him, after all. But even the gore in the street could not stop a rush of pride. If not for me, Dismay would be dead!


    Instead, the demon was free, and for the first time in his life Beyel had struck a successful blow against the King. The first of many, that’s what he hoped.


    He sat up a little straighter. He had promised to help Dismay find the palace, and though he’d made that promise with a knife at his throat, he would try to keep it. “I’m taking the southern road,” he said, speaking circumspectly, in case the King was listening. “I’ve never visited the towns and villages near the palace. No doubt there’s money to be made there.” Then, in a softer voice, he added, “Dismay can travel so swiftly when he transforms to demon vapor, it will be nothing for him to catch up along the way.”


    Thellan nibbled his ear. “Oh, Beyel,” she murmured, her breath an enticing warmth. “Don’t you know? Dismay is done here. He won’t return.”


    Beyel drew back in confusion “What? What do you mean?”


    “He’s done in Lutawa. Later today, when he’s spilled enough blood to soothe his wounds, he’ll go home to his wife.”


    “No . . . no, he made me promise to help him. He said he—” But Beyel didn’t dare to speak those words aloud.


    “He said he’d kill the King?” Thellan shook her pretty head. “Dismay is easily distracted, and loyal to no one. You’re on your own now, Beyel.”


    He stared past the backs of the oxen at the road and the drought-ravaged wheat fields beyond. She was teasing him, surely? Dismay wouldn’t run away now! But when he turned to her again to demand the truth, he saw by her mocking half-smile that she had already given it. His throat went dry as he considered the consequences of what he’d done. He’d worn a disguise in the arena, but what if he’d been recognized anyway? What if the sheriff came to question him?


    “I still have you, don’t I?” he asked Thellan.


    She kissed him on the cheek. It felt like a parting kiss. “I’m going home too. I want to be there to see the uproar when Dismay finally returns home.”


    “But—”


    Thellan didn’t stay to hear his objection. Before Beyel could speak another word she dissolved into a spiral of warm white mist that sped away north past the smoke billowing up from Anacarlin.

  


  
    Her Vacant Gaze

  


  
    The morning was too hot for a fire, but Eleanor lit one anyway. She sat on a low chair beside the hearth in her brother’s apartment where she’d passed her wedding night with her new husband, watching the lazy flames caress the wood. She had come into a sudden fascination for fire. In her imagination, flames fiercer than these wandered up her body. She envisioned herself screaming, pain inconceivable, searing air raking her throat and her hair a torch—

  


  
    No, don’t think on it.


    Don’t think on Dismay.


    She shuddered. At least Ui was gone.


    The kindly steward had whispered the news to her when he came before dawn with the morning’s coffee. “The master has sent Ui to Breden, young mistress. She will live.”


    The hearth fire popped and an ember leaped free, burning itself out on the clean-swept stone . . . but what if the next ember leaped farther? It might catch the carpet on fire, lick up the curtains, and burn across the paintings on the walls, turning her brother’s library to ash and her father’s house into charred timber bones.


    Eleanor reached for the tongs, feeling compelled by the fire’s whisper—but she stopped when she remembered that her “husband” wasn’t there to share the flames’ caress.


    Marick was with Dismay.


    And by the angle of the sunlight falling on the courtyard outside, Eleanor knew the time of the pyre had come and gone and Dismay was already ashes.


    Her life was ashes.


    All that was left to her was to see to it that Marick’s life was turned to ashes too.


    Her contemplation was shattered by the sound of boots tromping through the great room at the top of the courtyard. She rose from her chair, her heart racing, knowing Marick had returned. Panic loomed, she wanted to flee, but where was there to go?


    She forced herself to be still.


    She was still standing there, staring down at the fire, when the apartment door opened. A clatter of men came in and the room suddenly stank of burnt things. Eleanor’s shoulders flinched as Marick barked out his orders. “Spread out! There’s no telling from what direction the demon will come, but you will be able to see him. Cry out if you see even a wisp of his hell’s smoke, and be comforted that we won’t be here long.”


    Eleanor turned in shock, telling herself she’d misunderstood.


    Marick was heading for the study. Pale dust clung to his hair, his flushed cheeks, his fine black sheriff’s clothes. He had a sword in his hand, as did two of the deputies with him. The third carried a bow with arrow nocked. They were afraid! Eleanor could see it in their eyes. They were all afraid, even Marick.


    The bowman went out to the courtyard, glancing suspiciously at Eleanor as he passed. One of the swordsmen took up a post beside the apartment door. The other went ahead to the study while Marick stopped beside her. “Put out that fire!”


    Eleanor’s face was bruised and swollen, her teeth loose in her head. It hurt to talk. It hurt to move. It hurt. Still, she forced herself to put on a sweetly vacuous smile. “Yes, my husband.”


    Dismay was alive! It had to be.


    She grabbed the poker—briefly, she imagined swinging it in a great arc, bringing it down on Marick’s skull, stabbing its sharp point into his eye—but no sign of such thoughts showed on her face as she knelt docilely to spread the coals.


    How long before Dismay came?


    Marick went on to the study, but she was not left alone. A soft tread sounded behind her, and to her surprise, her father spoke. “Eleanor.”


    The apology she heard in his voice only stoked her anger, but there was still a deputy in the room, so when she rose to greet him, she kept her fool’s sweet smile in place.


    The master was a tall man, with a lean face and sharp-features softened only a little by his neat gray beard. “Eleanor, I have done the best for you that I could.”


    “Thank you, my father.” You, who gave me to Marick! But her smile didn’t slip.


    “You are to be sent to the palace.”


    Her skin went cold and she couldn’t hold onto the smiling fool any longer, so she traded it for one who was plaintive and humble. “Surely I’m unworthy to be so near our King?”


    The master’s eyes closed a moment as if he was in pain. Then he shook his head. “There’s no choice in it. The demon escaped his fate. He will be hunting us.”


    Let him come! Eleanor thought. Let him lay waste to this household and everyone in it! Even you, my beloved father. Even me.


    Ui was safely gone and Eleanor no longer cared for anyone else.


    None of this showed on her face. She mocked her father with wide-eyed innocence. “God will protect us.”


    His gray brows knit together in an uneasy scowl. “We must protect each other as well, my daughter.”


    Eleanor turned half away, disappointed that the demon had not already come.

  


  
    

  


  
    Hammond appeared at the half open door with a tray of coffee for the sheriff. The deputy who stood guard allowed him to come in. “Give the tray to Eleanor,” the master instructed. “She will take it to her husband.”

  


  
    So Eleanor accepted the tray from Hammond. Then she whispered to him, “Get out.” Shamefaced, he retreated. Eleanor drew a breath to steady herself, and then she carried the tray into the study.


    Marick was looking at a large canvas laid across the table top. Eleanor glimpsed lines and odd designs across its surface, with small tags pinned to it, all on one side, but she averted her gaze when Marick looked up with an angry scowl. To her surprise though, his expression softened when he saw it was her. She placed the tray on a sideboard, poured a steaming cup, and brought it to him. He accepted in silence, sipping as he turned back to the canvas. The deputy who stood in the room’s back corner kept looking from right to left as if he expected Dismay to leap forth from the walls at any moment. Eleanor eyed him uncertainly. “Shall I serve your men?”


    “No. They are on watch.”


    She nodded and turned away, letting her gaze scan the canvas as she did so. She saw sketches of hills and rivers. She saw labeled points and winding lines. What did it mean? Thinking on it, she went to stand beside the coffee service.


    “Sheriff!” a man called from the courtyard. “Sheriff, the fires are spreading!”


    Marick looked up with a scowl. Then he shoved the coffee cup into Eleanor’s hands and went out past the ornate double doors that stood open to the courtyard. The deputy went with him, leaving Eleanor alone in the study.


    She set the cup down on the sideboard, and then she ventured a few steps closer to the table—close enough that she could see the names of towns written beside the points, and the names of roads neatly set alongside the wandering lines. She shouldn’t have been able to read any of it—it was a wicked thing to teach a girl to read—but sometimes wicked things give such pleasure they cannot be resisted. For his pleasure and his amusement, her father had committed a very great crime . . . though it had seemed only a small indulgence in those idyllic days when her brother was still alive and she was to become the first wife of a kind man.


    Eleanor’s gaze shifted to the courtyard, but Marick was not in sight. So she looked again at the canvas, seeing mountains, rivers, roads, towns . . . a drawing of the land, a map. Eleanor had never seen a map before, but she’d heard of them in tales. In one story a rogue had used a stolen map to find great treasure—though of course the treasure had turned out to be cursed and the rogue suffered a nasty death—but that was the way of stories. Afterward, she’d questioned her father on it and he’d told her that maps were forbidden by command of the king . . . and yet here was one, filled with all the familiar names of Lutawa. In large letters across its top, she read “The Borderlands.” She knew the Borderlands lay to the north and that the palace was south—so her gaze shifted to the opposite side of the map. Dismay wanted to know the way to the palace.


    There were many hills in the south, but everything written there was in a hand too small to read from where she stood.


    She fell back at the sound of a soft tread from the courtyard. It was her father, walking past the open doors to join the sheriff and his men. He glanced into the study, a worried glint in his eyes, but all he saw was his once beautiful but now bruised daughter standing innocently by the sideboard, her vacant gaze fixed on nothing.

  


  
    

  


  
    Marick had underestimated the power of the demon. While iron had contained it, the heat of the pyre had summoned a flock of hell creatures to its aid. An unseen spirit had thrown down the executioner and cut his throat; a gray-haired, haggard old fire witch had strolled unharmed across embers to haul the demon’s cage from the pyre; a howling gale had lifted up the fire and cast it on the crowd, sending the faithful fleeing in panic; and a beguiling bitch demon had come sneaking through the chaos to set her master free.

  


  
    Marick was no fool to stand and die. He’d gathered his men and fled Anacarlin, riding hard across open fields, determined to reach Cuhoxa and there make a defense . . . for he was certain the furious demon would return in vengeance to the estate, bent on setting fire to house and field. But that, Marick would not allow. The estate was his now, more or less. Though the marriage contract did not make him the next master of Cuhoxa, it did guarantee that right to Eleanor’s son—making Cuhoxa his in all but name. When the contract was settled last night he’d sent for his valet and his luggage; both had arrived in the morning, under guard, and had been placed in the apartment that was now his own.


    He strode to the end of the courtyard, joining the deputy who kept the watch. The house was situated on a low bluff, a vantage that let him gaze across miles of flat countryside to Anacarlin. Thick smoke still boiled up from the marketplace at the heart of the town. More smoke rose from a separate conflagration at the town’s southern edge. And closer to Cuhoxa, marking the progress of the demon, two thin, smoky spires climbed straight up through the quiet morning air.


    A step sounded behind him. He turned to see his new father-in-law, and scowled in irritation. Nedwary, master of Cuhoxa, Inherent of Lutawa, and beloved of the King, did not even deign to look at him. “Anacarlin burns,” he observed, “and your demon draws closer. The King would have been better served if you’d consented to kill it outright, last night, when it lay defenseless at your feet.”


    “The King’s justice must also be served. The people must know they are protected.”


    “I am sure they are reassured.”


    Thankfully, Marick’s first deputy, Cullo, came up from the stables just then. “I’ve placed men all around the grounds,” he told Marick. “Cuhoxa is well defended. If the demon returns, it will find mayhem no easy task.”


    “And who will hunt the demon?” Nedwary wondered. “If it should attack elsewhere, seeing that all your men are here?”


    “We will find more men. The army keeps a large garrison at Anacarlin.”


    Nedwary’s gaze narrowed. “You’re not familiar with the layout of Anacarlin, are you, Sheriff? That smoke on the town’s southern edge? That’s the garrison. I don’t think there are many soldiers left there, who might aid you.”


    Marick bristled. He wasn’t alone. Cullo made a low growl in his throat, but he didn’t dare speak out against one of the Inherent. So he spoke to Marick instead: “Let us ride north. There’s another garrison at Breden.”


    “You might find men there,” Nedwary agreed. “But only if you arrive before your raging demon.”


    Marick was under no illusions. He knew Nedwary had proffered the marriage contract as an act of desperation to save his daughter from the pyre, and of course Marick had accepted. Only a fool would have said no! The Inherent were beloved of God. They ruled Lutawa in the name of the King and mostly they married their own, but it was well known that worthy freemen might sometimes be adopted into an Inherent family. Marick had never dared to dream it might happen to him, but now he wondered: Had he been played? He began to suspect that Nedwary’s daughter was not alone in her fascination for demons. The way the master spoke, anyone might think he was pleased that the demon was free again.


    Struggling to hide both his anger and his doubt from the cold eye of his new father, he turned to Cullo. “Come. We’ll heed my father and ride quickly to Breden. By the King’s authority, we’ll bring an army to Anacarlin.”


    He bowed to his father-in-law—“May God bless you always”—and then he returned to the study to gather his things.


    It startled him to find Eleanor still standing beside the coffee service. He glanced at the map spread out on the table top and doubt touched him—but of course she wouldn’t know what it was.


    “I will have a carriage prepared for you,” he told her as he rolled up the map and slipped it into its cylindrical brass case. “You’ll join my other wives at the palace.” Then, as an afterthought, he added, “The demon will bring no harm to you there.”


    “Yes, my husband.”


    He set the map case aside, knowing it would be safer here than on the road.


    Eleanor watched him but her gaze was empty. He was reassured: Like any woman, she was too dim-witted to understand.

  


  
    Forgotten

  


  
    Fool!

  


  
    Beyel’s disgruntled thoughts churned in useless circles as he sat hunched in the driver’s seat, staring past the horns of the oxen to the road ahead.


    Fool damned to fire! What were you thinking, helping the demon? Taking pride in it, even!


    He should have known better. Only a fool could ever think that helping a demon was a good idea—and now Dismay was gone.


    Of course he’s gone! Of course he betrayed you! It’s what demons do. Fool!


    Beyel’s only hope was that he hadn’t been recognized, that the gossips of Anacarlin hadn’t noticed it was him in the arena, that the merchants in the marketplace wouldn’t remember his wagon among the many others that fled the fire.


    “Never trust a demon,” he growled aloud. “I’ll have that tattooed across the back of my hand! Should I live so long.”


    Ui stirred behind him, huddled just within the shade of the canvas. “Dismay hasn’t forgotten you. I don’t care what Thellan says—and I don’t like her! Dismay will come back. He needs you to help him find the way to the palace.”


    Beyel swiped at the sweat on his lip. It was his custom to wait out the heat of the afternoon, resting the oxen in some shady grove along the roadside, but today he’d kept on the road, wanting to put Anacarlin as many miles behind him as he could.


    “Maybe I’ve got it all wrong. Maybe I should be hoping that Dismay has forgotten me.” He leaned over, to look past the canvas at the road behind him. Far away he saw a hand-pulled cart that he’d passed sometime ago, but nothing else. No sign of pursuit. Not yet. “If no one saw enough to point a finger, I might be able to forget this whole awful day ever happened. Except for you, of course.” He glanced over his shoulder, giving Ui a dark scowl. “A runaway slave. Just what I need.”


    Ui pouted. “I am not a runaway slave. Not exactly. The master told me to go to Breden, but the Dread Hammer sent me south.”


    “A girl shouldn’t be sent to wander the road alone, in any case.”


    “I’m not a girl. Not anymore. I’m your hired boy. And I like being a boy, even if the clothes are ugly, so don’t give me away.”


    Beyel snorted—“I can’t give you away without giving myself away too”—and turned back to the road.


    Several minutes later, Ui spoke again. “Two more horsemen are on the road behind us, coming fast.”


    Beyel suffered a chill despite the heat. He wanted to lean out and look back for himself, but that would look suspicious—and he didn’t want to do anything to draw suspicion.


    Assuming it wasn’t already too late.


    After a minute he heard the pounding of the oncoming hooves. Hours earlier, a pair of army couriers had galloped past them without slowing down, no doubt carrying word of the excitement in Anacarlin. He held his breath, listening—then groaned as the rhythm of the hooves slowed down. “I am a boy,” Ui whispered. “Don’t forget.”


    Beyel decided that at this point it would be suspicious not to look, so he leaned over to peer back along the road. The two riders had slowed their horses to a trot as they came alongside Beyel’s wagon.


    They were soldiers, both armed with swords strapped to their waists. Their gray uniform tunics were dark with sweat and their cheeks were flushed and shining. Beyel guessed from their exhausted expressions that the heat had put them in a foul mood. “Damned hot,” he offered in a sympathetic tone.


    “Damned right,” the first one answered. “Were you one of them that left Anacarlin this morning?”


    Beyel gestured at his wagon’s canvas canopy. “Singe marks there, you see? I went for the entertainment, and almost lost everything! If my wagon had burned—”


    “You’d be as bad off as the merchants in the marketplace,” the soldier interrupted. “Count your blessings.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The other spoke for the first time. “Have you seen any sign of the demon on the road?”


    Beyel did not have to pretend shock. “Has it been seen on the road? God help us. I thought it would flee back to hell!”


    “We should be so lucky,” the first said.


    “Has it done more murder?” Beyel whispered. “I saw the garrison at Anacarlin . . . but I—I didn’t think—I thought we’d be safe on the road.”


    “Calm yourself,” the second answered. “It accosted teamsters on the road, questioning them, but it left most alive. It’s hunting the King’s sheriff. You don’t know where he might be, do you?”


    Beyel shook his head. “Not the likes of me, sir.”


    “If the demon stops you, tell him the same, and you’ll likely live.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    They kicked their horses and galloped away south. Only when they’d disappeared around a distant bend did Ui stick her head out again. “You see? Dismay is busy hunting the sheriff. But he will come. He will.”


    Beyel’s hope stirred, but his inner voice chided him again, Fool.

  


  
    

  


  
    The sun stood straight overhead when exhaustion brought Smoke’s berserk rampage to an end. He stood in the shade of a small grove of trees, his body slick with blood and sweat and his shoulders heaving as he sucked clean, fresh air into his lungs. Noon light glittered in brilliant sparks on the water of a little creek that flowed just a few steps away.

  


  
    He had not found Marick.


    Some sympathetic spirit was protecting the sheriff; one with the power to create an illusion of absence among the threads. Smoke could do that. It was how he kept himself hidden. But Marick was only a man without the heritage of the Hauntén and he could not hide himself.


    Most spirits had disappeared from Lutawa—Thellan had been right in that at least—but there was one powerful spirit that remained, one that could watch the doings of men from afar and that could set pyres ablaze with infernal fire.


    It must be that Marick was protected by the King.


    Hide from me, Smoke thought. What did it matter? Marick would be easy enough to find when the King was dead.


    He cocked his head, listening to the sounds of nature and to the vibrations of the threads until he was sure no one was around. His shoulders ached from swinging the executioner’s ax. He’d abandoned it when it had grown too heavy, trading it for a fine officer’s sword. Now that his temper had cooled, the burns on his face and arms, his shoulders and back, his legs, his feet, all felt as if they were on fire again. Leaving his new sword on the stream bank, he waded into the cool water and, biting back a scream, immersed himself in it, letting the current wash away the blood, the pus, the sweat . . . but not the pain.


    He couldn’t bear the touch of the sun against his burns, so he sat in the shade while his skin dried . . . though it never really dried, given that his burns wept and oozed.


    He thought about the King, whose proper name was Hepen the Watcher.


    Are you watching for me? Smoke wondered. His teeth were suddenly bared in a hungry smile. Because I am coming.

  


  
    

  


  
    All the household servants and slaves had come out to wish Eleanor goodbye. Her father had kissed her cheek and then looked her in the eye—not with hope and not even with fear, but with fatalism. This time, he had saved her from the pyre, but they would both burn if it was found out that he had done such a wicked thing as to teach a girl to read. “Don’t ever let your husband suspect,” he’d murmured.

  


  
    “For your sake or mine?” she’d whispered back. Then she’d turned and climbed into her father’s carriage. Since then an hour had passed and Anacarlin had fallen behind.


    Hammond had been given the task of driving her south to the palace, not that he knew the way. But they were accompanied by three deputies on horseback and presumably at least one of them could direct Hammond on the road.


    Eleanor sat stiffly, gazing out the window at passing farms and woodlots, all of it unknown to her. Evening was nigh and the afternoon heat was slowly seeping out of the air, but the full moon was due to rise, and they were to continue by its light. Eleanor pressed her fists against her belly. Heat and fear and the constant rattling of the carriage had made her stomach ill. She wished she could ask Hammond to stop, to let her walk about for a few minutes, but she was afraid to linger. Marick would come after her the moment he discovered what she’d done.


    “Dismay,” she murmured, knowing time was against her. “Please hear me. Let me help you in your task. Come, Dismay, before it’s too late.”


    Eleanor had gone back to her old room after Marick left for Breden, to look at a landscape painting that had hung there for as long as she could remember. It depicted a mountain scene in strong, bold strokes of black and red paint—not that the subject mattered. She only cared that the canvas was nearly the size of Marick’s map.


    It startled her to find Ui’s mother at work in her room, busily packing all of Eleanor’s clothes into two large trunks. She gasped when she saw Eleanor. “Young mistress!” Tears started in her eyes.


    Eleanor sat on the bed, her gaze lingering on the painting as she waited for the packing to be finished, for Ui’s mother to leave.


    “Do you want to take the painting with you?” Ui’s mother asked in a tentative voice.


    Eleanor was startled. “Can I?”


    “I can take it out of the frame and roll it up. If you can find someone to hang it for you, it might remind you of home.”


    The canvas fit neatly into one of the trunks. Eleanor got it out again later, then took it to the apartment and switched it with the map.


    If Marick didn’t bother to look in the map case when he returned to the house in the morning, she might have another full day before he discovered her crime . . . and surely Dismay would hear her prayer by then? Surely he would come, and take the map, and use it to find his way to the palace, where he would kill the King.


    Avenge me, Dismay! Please, please hear me, and come.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke slept all through the hot afternoon, curled up beneath a thicket on the edge of a pasture far from any roads or hovels. Hunger woke him as evening fell. At first he didn’t know where he was or what had happened or why every square inch of his skin throbbed with a pain that dove down deep through his nerves, filling up his bones. He had always drawn strength from the heat of his anger, but he had no anger left, only weariness such as he’d never known before. He was overcome by it. Despite his hollow belly, he could not bring himself to stir. The twilight deepened as he lay half-awake, dreaming that Ketty would come to find him and take him home.

  


  
    Only slowly did he remember that Ketty was far away. Ketty and their sweet baby, Britta. His longing for them grew as the light faded, it deepened as the moon rose, until finally it defeated his weariness. When the full moon crested the tree tops he stirred at last and crawled out from under the thicket.


    A night breeze rustled. It stroked his burnt skin, sending a shiver through him. “Ketty,” he whispered and reached for the threads—and slipping into the world-beneath he fled north. North was home, rest, refuge—or it used to be that way, but the Puzzle Lands were closed to him now, and Ketty had refused to speak the prayer that would call him back to her arms.


    Other thoughts intruded. He remembered the old Koráyos woman who had rolled his cage away from the edge of the pyre though her hands burned on the iron bars and her feet were burned by the scattered coals. She’d willingly given up her life to save his.


    He remembered Thellan. She hated him, and he hated her, but he’d saved her life once and today she’d cut the executioner’s throat, returning the favor.


    He remembered a pretty, slender Lutawan boy bringing the executioner’s ax to break the lock on the cage door, and he remembered Beyel, dressed in some silly costume, taking up the ax and managing to do it. Were they still alive? And why had they risked themselves to help him?


    Suddenly, Smoke needed to know.

  


  
    Hell’s Thunder

  


  
    The full moon was high in the sky and the oxen were not at all pleased to still be on the road: they were snorting and swishing their tails to make their complaint clear. “Just another mile,” Beyel assured them, forcing a cheerful note into his voice and hoping it was true. He’d never come this way before, but at sunset he’d paused to talk to a northbound teamster who’d assured him this was the truest road south—and south was the way to the palace.

  


  
    So he’d gone on, entering a land of low, forested hills. As dusk gathered the road began to wander, winding east, snaking west, and only slowly creeping southward. The teamster had reported a town with a friendly traders’ field only four miles or so within the hills. Beyel thought they’d gone nearly four miles already.


    Moonlight had washed the stars away and laid tall tree-shadows across the road. He heard no sounds beyond the crunch of the wagon wheels, the creak of the frame, and the blowing and tramping of the oxen—soft noises that conspired to lull him into a half sleep.


    He startled awake when a bright white light suddenly shone against his eyelids, too low in the sky to be the moon. “God save us,” he whispered, hauling back on the reins. The wagon creaked to a stop.


    The road ran before him, due south for an eighth mile before it turned. Trees stood tall beyond it and above the trees was a rapidly brightening white glow as if a second moon was rising in the south.


    Ui stirred inside the wagon. “What is that?”


    “I don’t know.”


    She leaned out across the driver’s seat, rubbing at her eyes. “I thought the moon was already risen.”


    “It is.”


    “Then what is that?”


    “I don’t know.”


    Seconds passed and the glow brightened, until a point of light appeared above the trees—except it wasn’t a point, it was a thread, a blazing white thread winding up out of nowhere to reach higher and higher into the sky.


    Beyel thought it must be very far away.


    One of the oxen lowed, a deep, disgruntled sound.


    The thread bent toward the ground, venturing north across the sky. At first it went with the sinuous grace of a snake, but as it stretched farther and farther across the forest it thrashed and shivered like an uncovered earthworm. The road brightened as it neared, and shadows danced madly among the trees, but no sound came from it, despite its violent motion. Beyel craned his neck, watching in fascination as its questing head passed above him. He stood on the footboard, turning to follow its snaking progress north.


    A bolt of lightning leaped out of the clear sky. It struck the thread, flash blinding Beyel as an earsplitting boom of thunder slammed like a hammer blow against the hills. The oxen surged in their harnesses and Beyel was knocked to his knees. Ui scrambled over the seatback, grabbing his shirt to stop him from tumbling to the road.


    He could hardly see with the misty aftereffects of the lightning still floating across his vision, but he could feel the wagon beginning to lean sideways as the frightened oxen lumbered toward the shadowy refuge of the trees. “Get the reins!” he told Ui.


    She passed them to him as he dropped back into the seat. Gently, he tugged the oxen back into line, murmuring to them in something close to a soothing tone: “Sweetly, my darlings. Nothing to fear. Nothing to fear. We’ll find rest ahead.”


    For some reason they believed him and in a few seconds he had them moving again at a steady clip. Only then did his gaze return to the sky—but the thread was gone and the lightning with it.


    “What was that?” Ui whispered.


    And again Beyel answered, “I don’t know.”


    The wagon rounded the bend in the road. Beyel looked ahead to see a sparkling glow beyond the trees. At first he took it to be just another aftereffect of the lightning, but when he blinked and rubbed his eyes it was still there.


    “That’s a light!” Ui whispered, pointing ahead.


    It was a light, a faint, golden gleam of candlelight that spilled out of a hovel alongside the road, where the forest gave way to an open field. The oxen snorted and walked faster. More lights came into sight, tiny twinkling points in the milky moonlight. “It’s the village,” Beyel realized. “The one the teamster spoke of. The thunder must have awakened everyone!”


    He felt the wagon rock unexpectedly, from side to side. “God damn,” he whispered. He reached under the seat, groping until he found the cudgel he kept there for just these moments.


    “What?” Ui breathed, turning in the seat, her dark eyes catching flecks of moonlight.


    “Thieves.”


    He shoved the reins into her hands before she could protest. There came a sudden rustling from beneath the canvas. Ui whimpered. Beyel raised the cudgel, ready to strike. “Out!” he barked. “Out now, before I—”


    A low voice interrupted him, speaking in a marked Koráyos accent. “Beyel, do you mean to frighten me?”


    Beyel almost lost his grip on the cudgel. His free hand clutched at his heart as he whispered, “Oh my God. Dismay.”


    Ui squealed—thank God, not loudly—and scrambled back under the canvas, speaking in soft excitement, “Dismay, Dismay, I knew you’d come, I knew it! And we’re going south to find the palace, just like you wanted. And we just saw the strangest light in the sky! And the oxen were frightened, and then you came. I knew you would!”


    “Ui?” The demon’s voice was a hoarse whisper of confusion. “Is it you? Ui, why are you here? What happened to your hair? Why do you look like a Lutawan boy? Ui, was it you in the arena?”


    Ui’s delighted laughter spilled out of the darkness. “I’m a boy now!”


    Beyel collapsed to the seat, overcome with relief. But almost at once he straightened again, perceiving a new problem just ahead. “Hell’s thunder. Ui, come out here. Take the reins.”


    She stuck her head out at once, looking ahead. The hovel was all by itself on the edge of a pasture surrounded by trees. Candlelight still seeped from its half-open door, but in the town beyond the lights were being slowly put out. “Is that the traders’ field?”


    “That’s it,” Beyel assured her. “I need a minute before we get there, so make the oxen go slow.”


    He crept inside the wagon. It was hard to see anything under the canvas. The only light was faint, filtered moonlight and a wispy green glow from the demon’s eyes. He wondered if the demon had anything to do with the light in the sky, but there was no time to ask. Ui did not have a travel permit, and he had only a moment to invent one for her, before they met the caretaker at the traders’ field.


    He groped in the dark for a cabinet drawer.


    “Have you learned the way to the palace?” Dismay asked him in a hoarse voice.


    “Not just yet.” Beyel found the drawer and opened it. “Your voice . . . it sounds like your throat’s seared raw.”


    “Not just my throat.”


    From the drawer, Beyel took an oil lamp. He lit it with a flint and the darkness stole away. Dismay was revealed, sitting on the bed, still without a stitch of clothing though he’d acquired a sword and scabbard that he held in one hand, with the point pressed against the floor.


    “God bless you!” Beyel exclaimed. “You look a fright.”


    The demon scowled. Beyel considered that maybe he shouldn’t have been so blunt, but it was true. Dismay looked hideous. The hair on the right side of his head was burnt to stubs; more had survived on the left but it was charred witch’s hair. Welts and blisters infested his skin, most of them weeping blood. His hands and feet were raw.


    Shadows ducked and darted as Beyel hung the lamp from a hook. “I don’t know why you’re alive,” he said, opening his lap desk. From the desk’s hidden drawer he pulled out his travel permit.


    “I’m alive because you broke the lock.” Dismay’s blistered lips turned down in puzzlement. “You and the Lutawan boy.”


    “Ui,” Beyel said, remembering his task. He tapped his forehead to get his thoughts flowing. “Who is Ui?”


    From the driver’s seat Ui whispered indignantly, “You know who I am!”


    Beyel shook his head, frowning. “Let me think! Are you a boy I hired? No. No, you’d need your own travel permit for that. All right. You’re my little brother. Touched in the head. None too bright. You don’t speak, all right, Ui? You just smile. Such things aren’t uncommon.”


    “Touched in the head?” she whispered, outraged. “What are you talking about? I can speak.”


    “Just pretend you can’t! Honestly, Ui, you just don’t sound like a boy. Now hush!”


    Finding ink and pen, Beyel wrote her name below his own and then, as an afterthought, he added, half-wit.


    Dismay was leaning over his shoulder. “That’s not true writing. Those are just foolish marks that I can’t read—and I do know how to read.”


    Beyel rolled his eyes, but didn’t squander any time in argument. He blew on the ink and waved the paper to encourage it to dry.


    “Beyel?” Ui whispered. “We’re almost there.”


    “I know. So hush. Don’t talk.” He started to climb out to take the reins, but then he hesitated, and turned again to Dismay. “Sometimes the caretaker will check inside the wagon.”


    Dismay cast a look of longing at the bed, and then heaved a tired sigh. “You want me to kill him if he does?”


    “No! No, of course not. Can you just—” He waved his hand vaguely. “Just go? Go wait in the trees until I bring the wagon?”


    Dismay scowled, looking quite put out, but to Beyel’s relief he chose to vanish without argument, transforming into a swirl of gray smoke.


    Taking his travel permit and the oil lamp from its hook, he climbed out onto the driver’s seat. “Hold these,” he told Ui, as he reclaimed the reins.


    A dog barked as he turned the wagon into the field, bringing it to a stop beside the caretaker’s hovel. The door had been ajar, but now it opened and a wizened old graybeard came out with a candle lantern. He gave Beyel and Ui a careful look over. “You appear to be a man and a boy,” he allowed.


    “I hope so,” Beyel said with feeling. He set the brake. “After tonight—”


    “You saw it too?” The old man limped over to share the tale. “Seems like the world’s ending. Demons running loose. Soldiers spreading panic. The sky splitting open with a furnace light and a cracking thunderbolt out of nowhere!”


    “God bless us all,” Beyel said. “Here’s my permit.” He held the oil lamp while the caretaker frowned at the paper. Beyel cocked his head at Ui, who smiled brightly. “My brother. He’s a sweet boy, but . . .”


    “A half-wit,” the caretaker read, pronouncing the words with great care. He shrugged. “Don’t fret on it. I had a brother the same way . . . well, not so pretty. But he did his work, he earned his keep.” He passed the paper back to Beyel, then waved vaguely at the field. “There’s only one other wagon tonight, but he’ll be leaving under lamplight in just a few hours, so if you don’t want to be disturbed, go all the way to the back of the field.”


    This suited Beyel perfectly. The oxen too were pleased and they hurried on, knowing a sack of grain was nigh.

  


  
    

  


  
    “Why did you come for me?” Smoke asked.

  


  
    They were all three crowded into the wagon, Smoke lying on the bed, staring at the oil lamp hanging on its hook, with Beyel sitting at the foot of the tiny bed, and Ui on the floor.


    Beyel had given him soft cotton trousers and a silk tunic to wear. And while Beyel was out tending the oxen, Ui had used the blade of a very sharp knife to cut off what was left of Smoke’s hair. “It’s all ruined,” she’d insisted. “You’ll look better with it cut off.” Then she’d giggled. “You’ll look like me.”


    “I’ll look like a Lutawan soft cock.”


    She’d giggled again—but she’d had her way with his hair. It was all gone now.


    It was a wonder to him that Ui had found her way to Beyel’s wagon, all on her own. It was a greater wonder that Beyel and Ui, and even vile Thellan, had risked their lives to free him from the pyre. At home in the Puzzle Lands no one but Ketty had shown such care for him since he was ten years old. “Please speak. Why did you come to help me?”


    Beyel smirked. “I asked myself that many times today, believe me.”


    Smoke had brought with him a sack of loaves and cold roast beef. As Beyel popped the last bit of fine white bread into his mouth, Ui rolled her eyes. “Beyel won’t speak the truth. He’s afraid the King will hear him. But he wants you to do what the Dread Hammer sent you here to do.”


    “Kill the King,” Smoke said, gazing at Ui. “Is that what you want too?”


    She touched her hand to her chest. “I want to remain a boy! I love to ride in the wagon and go about in the towns, and if you kill the King, then maybe the Dread Hammer will let me keep doing that . . . but that’s not why I came to help you, Dismay.”


    “Why then?”


    “Because you cared for Eleanor, and came at our prayer.”


    Smoke looked away, shamefaced. “I didn’t help her, or you.”


    “You tried. No one else did anything. Even our father.”


    Smoke closed his eyes, hearing the rustling whisper of distant prayers summoning him to work—but he was too tired to obey. He was already half-asleep when Beyel spoke again.


    “Dismay, did you see the light in the sky tonight?”


    Smoke half-opened his eyes. “I saw the moon.”


    Ui leaned close in breathless excitement. “There was another light!”


    Smoke lay still and listened as Beyel described what they’d seen, but when he spoke of the thunderbolt, Smoke raised his head, wonderstruck. “That is the Dread Hammer!”


    “She’s a thunder god?” Beyel asked.


    Smoke nodded, lying back again. By Koráy, he had never felt so tired. His wounds had drained him; he desperately needed sleep. Tomorrow he would be stronger. Tonight, he had to force himself to speak over the incessant murmur of the prayers. “She and Hepen the Watcher were lovers, but they fought. He hates Her now. I think He hates all women.” He smiled, making his blistered lips crack and bleed. “He knows I’m coming after him. Maybe He was looking for me. He’s afraid, of course . . . as He should be.”


    If Beyel answered, Smoke didn’t hear it. Only the prayers spoke to him now. Dismay, they whispered. Dismay, please come.


    But he was too tired to obey.

  


  
    

  


  
    “Dismay,” Eleanor whispered. “Please come.”

  


  
    She paced across the room Hammond had taken for her at a village inn. A tiny oil lamp burned on the table and moonlight slipped in past the shutters to lay precise stripes on the floor. “Dismay, hear me and come. Please come.”


    Her belly was so tight with fear she hadn’t been able to eat. She’d tried lying down, but she felt like she was suffocating. Both her trunks had been carried up to the room. Kneeling beside the one with the map, she raised the lid just to make sure it was still there. She rolled back a corner of it, to assure herself it was the map and not the oil painting.


    Marick would cut her throat if he knew she had it.


    That didn’t scare her so much. It was the knowledge that he would go on living afterward that she found unbearable.


    “Dismay.”


    A shadow moved in the corner of her vision. She turned her head. A tiny winged spirit flitted around the oil lamp atop the small table. It looked like a dragonfly, though it was dark as coal smoke with eyes like blazing moons. Maybe a spell was on her, because she didn’t question its presence anymore than she questioned the presence of her own heartbeat.


    It looked into her eyes, into her soul.


    Suddenly she thought she heard Marick’s step outside the door. With a whimper of terror she ran to the farthest corner of the room and huddled there, while the spirit walked around the table on its insect legs. But Marick did not come. All remained quiet. So after a time she got up and resumed her pacing, praying again to Dismay, but he refused to hear her.


    The spirit flitted from the table to her hair where it crawled about, the weight of such a small thing far more than she expected.


    She wondered if maybe Dismay had fled home.


    Or maybe he’d died from his burns after all.


    So there was no use in praying.


    She lay down on the bed. The little dark spirit crawled from her hair to her mouth. It perched on her lips, its insect legs pricking her skin. It studied her, while she gazed in turn into its moon-bright eyes. Briefly, she thought of running away, but that was a foolish thought. There was nowhere for her to go, no one to help her. She had done what she had done. Fate would find her before long.


    Her thoughts circled round this conclusion—not quickly. Her mind felt slow and heavy and she was tired. Exhausted, really, but not sleepy. Sleep would have been a relief, but it didn’t come.

  


  
    Several Crossroads

  


  
    Beyel awoke at sunrise to find himself stretched out in the bed, with the demon sleeping peacefully beside him. A spasm of terror sent his heart racing. Might Dismay strike out if Beyel startled him awake? Fearing it was so, but also fearing to stay beside him, Beyel sidled off the bed, dropping quietly to the floor. As he sat there, panting in relief, Dismay opened one glittering green eye to look at him. In his raspy voice the demon asked, “Have you learned the way south?”

  


  
    “I’m off to do that now. I’ll talk to the caretaker, and ask around in town if I have to.”


    Dismay’s eye closed again.


    “You’re looking a lot better this morning,” Beyel realized with a start. He studied the demon’s face and the relaxed curl of his fingers. The blisters were drained. The burns were fading. The bed was stained with blood and pus. Oh well. “It must be magic, for you to heal so quickly.”


    Dismay grunted without opening his eyes again. “The more I sleep, the faster I heal.”


    “Oh. Right. I’ll leave you alone then.”


    Ui was already awake. Beyel found her outside, feeding a handful of fresh grass to the oxen. She looked tiny beside the great beasts, a boy indeed, in her rough work clothes. “Don’t speak,” he reminded her as she turned to greet him. “You’re a half-wit, remember?”


    Her scowl was fierce, but she was a servant, accustomed to obeying irksome orders, and so she said nothing. Beyel was a little disappointed. “Stay close to the wagon—and don’t talk.”


    The caretaker wanted to discuss the dire omens plaguing the kingdom, so Beyel stayed at his hovel long enough for a cup of tea, and to learn that there was only one true road south and it was duplicitous, never seeming to go where it ought to go, though it would get to where it ought to go eventually, if you didn’t go astray.


    Unfortunately, it was easy to go astray as there were many roads wending through the hills, and at each crossroads the choice of which way to go was seldom obvious.


    The first crossroads was a mile or so beyond the village. There the road split, with one branch going east, and the other west. The caretaker had a poor opinion of the eastern road as a means of getting anywhere, but he assured Beyel that the western road would eventually swing around and venture southeast. “Don’t be confused by it! There will be several crossroads on the way. You must always take the wider road. It might seem you’re not going south at all, but if you choose rightly you’ll come back around and drop down into the dry lands beyond the forest.”


    “And if I choose wrongly?”


    The graybeard cackled. “You could be wandering in circles around these hills until you grow a beard as gray as mine!”


    Dismay was still asleep when Beyel flicked the reins, calling out to the oxen to get going. Ui sat beside him, her eyes bright, taking in everything around them. Beyel kept stealing side-eyed glances at her as they trundled through the little village. Her obvious struggle not to talk about everything she saw was almost painful to witness. Accepting that he was hopelessly softhearted, he took sympathy on her as they left the little cluster of homes and smithy behind them. “If the road is empty, it’s probably safe to speak.”


    Ui giggled instead. “I would rather be a half-wit boy than a serving girl,” she whispered. “There is so much of the world that I never imagined!”

  


  
    

  


  
    Marick’s overnight visit to Breden had gotten him six fighting men from the local garrison to add to his command and eight more to assist the ravaged garrison at Anacarlin. He rode south with them until near noon, when he left them at a wayside inn to wait out the heat. He pushed on with only Cullo beside him. On the southern horizon, plumes of smoke still curled skyward, rising from lingering fires. A yellow stain lay across the sky.

  


  
    They reached the estate of Cuhoxa early in the afternoon. The house steward, an older man with a fixed, servile expression, came out to meet them. He summoned a groom to take the horses and then escorted Marick and Cullo inside, inviting them to sit in the courtyard while he fetched a tray of juice and fresh fruit.


    Nedwary joined them. Dark circles underlay his eyes. His face looked pinched, his cheeks hollow. Marick wondered at his health and speculated that his son-to-be might be very young when he inherited the estate. “Sir, are you well?”


    “No worse than I deserve.”


    “God’s blessings go to the deserving. But you’ve seen no further sign of any demon?”


    Nedwary answered with a cold laugh. “I see signs of your demon everywhere. He’s polluted every facet of my home and my life. He will never be truly gone. But no, I haven’t seen him since you took him away in a cage.”


    Marick stiffened at the criticism in the master’s voice. “We’re tested by evil in these trying days, but no matter the magic that protects him, this demon Dismay will not long evade the King’s justice—and I’ll find the bitch demon too, if she has not gone back to hell.”


    Nedwary sipped his sweet juice. “Your wife departed safely yesterday afternoon.”


    “I had been about to inquire, but then I knew her care and safety would be your first concern.” Why that should be, though, Marick could not say. It made no sense to him. The master was aged, but he was far from feeble. He could take another wife or three and father more children: sons to inherit, daughters to trade. Instead he’d traded his estate and his family’s legacy to Marick merely to save a single daughter from the pyre. Some strange spirit had surely been alive in this house even before the coming of the demon.


    When the requirements of etiquette were satisfied, the master took his leave and Marick and Cullo went to the apartment. “Get out the map,” Marick said. “I want to mark the demon’s every move before we assemble the men this evening in Anacarlin.”


    He picked up a sheaf of reports collected on the sideboard.


    Cullo unscrewed the top of the map case. He pulled the canvas out. Concern creased his brow. “What—?” The brass case fell from his hands, ringing against the floor. He slapped the map down on the table and unrolled it.


    What was revealed was not a map at all, but a painting of a mountain landscape in strong, bold strokes of black and red. Marick stared at it in shock, only gradually accepting that the map was gone.


    “By God!” Cullo roared. “Someone in this household is in service to the demon!”

  


  
    

  


  
    At the first crossroads Beyel took the western fork, as the caretaker had instructed. The old man had promised that the road would swing around south again, but it did not. After an hour they came to another crossroads. The left hand way turned south, but it was a narrow cart path. Beyel drew a deep breath and kept on the wider road. At the next crossroads the choice was west and north. Both ways looked equally well traveled. Beyel crossed his fingers and went west. Late in the morning the road crawled through a little village and then, to Beyel’s immense relief, it turned southeast, just as the caretaker had described.

  


  
    Thus far they’d met little traffic—just a few local wood carts, and one wagon hauling a heavy load of timber back the way they’d come. They’d encountered the wagon on a steep hill when neither driver could afford to stop, so Beyel had no chance to question the teamster. Then, near noon, he heard a clatter of horses’ hooves behind him. His heart beat a flurry, thinking the pursuit out of Anacarlin had come for him at last. But along with the hoof beats there came the sound of wheels.


    Ui leaned out to look behind them. “It’s a carriage,” she reported, “drawn by four, with a manservant riding in front.”


    Beyel too looked back. The carriage was still a quarter mile behind, but catching up quickly on a narrow section of the road. Beyel didn’t want to earn the ire of whatever rich man was riding inside it by holding up his progress. So he looked ahead, spotted a wide, grassy shoulder alongside the road, and guided the oxen to it. There he stopped to wait for the carriage to go by.


    In a minute the clatter of hooves had caught up to them. The first horseman trotted into sight. Ui had been wrong. This was no manservant. He had a sword at his waist and a bow on his back, but he didn’t wear the gray of a soldier. He was dressed all in black—one of the sheriff’s own deputies.


    Beyel hunched his shoulders and lowered his gaze. He wasn’t worried about attracting suspicion by looking fearful. Anyone faced with the sheriff or his deputies was wise to be afraid.


    As the deputy passed them, his gaze raked across Beyel and lingered on Ui—Beyel thought he heard her whimper—but the deputy rode on, and then the carriage team trotted by. Beyel glanced up, catching the eye of the driver, a lean youth in fine servant’s attire, who gazed at Beyel with a plaintive expression, as if he was worried or fearful, but he at least acknowledged Beyel’s courtesy with a nod. The carriage rolled on, but there were more hooves yet coming up behind them. Beyel risked another glance back and discovered two more sheriff’s deputies. To his horror, they reined their horses in and stopped to chat.


    “Have you a travel permit?” the first asked. He was the smaller of the two, scowling from beneath heavy black eyebrows.


    “I do,” Beyel assured him. His gaze shifted to Ui, and he realized with a start that she was no longer beside him.


    Then the second deputy spoke. “I know you,” he said, and Beyel was sure his doom had come. “You’re a poet, aren’t you? I saw you recite in the Breden market. You have a fine voice.”


    Past a dry throat Beyel whispered, “Thank you, sir.”


    The small man was unpersuaded. “You’re far from Breden now. Where are you bound?”


    “South of the hills . . . ever in search of a new audience.”


    “Let’s see your permit.”


    The art patron rolled his eyes. “Leave him alone! He’s a poet and the poets are privileged to travel. Now come on. Our duty on this journey is to guard the carriage, not the road.”


    They turned their horses and set off in a swirl of dust.


    Beyel watched them until the road took them out of sight. Then he sagged forward, his fist pressed against his chest. “God bless us!” he whispered fervently.


    The tall grass alongside the wagon rustled. With a start, Beyel reached for his cudgel, but it was only Ui, emerging from hiding. She scrambled back onto the seat and tumbled under the canopy. “Dismay!” she cried. “Dismay, wake, please. I think Eleanor is here!”

  


  
    

  


  
    “It couldn’t have been Eleanor!” the master shouted, slapping the table. “It must have been the demon who spirited away the map. Eleanor wouldn’t know what a map is! She wouldn’t know its value. She wouldn’t ever think to take one. It’s not her nature.”

  


  
    Marick thought otherwise. The house steward had identified the painting as being one that had hung in Eleanor’s room. Nedwary’s own concubine had confessed to taking the painting from its frame, rolling it up, and packing it in Eleanor’s trunk. Who else but Eleanor could have taken it from the trunk? Who else would have dared to come into the apartment?


    “How well do you know your daughter, sir?” Marick asked. “She who summoned the demon into your household?”


    They faced each other across the table in the study. Cullo stood to one side, his cheeks flushed and his knuckles white as he gripped the hilt of his sword. The master carried no weapon and his men-at-arms were nowhere about, but he gave no deference to Cullo’s implied threat. Nedwary had kept his temper hidden until Marick had made the mistake of threatening the concubine. Now Marick knew what Nedwary truly valued, but all pretense was past.


    “My household was at peace until you came,” Nedwary said. “There was no trouble in this district until you stood before the vigilance council in Anacarlin and summoned the demon among us.”


    “That is an accusation of treason!”


    “Call it what you will. You who let the demon escape would do well to remember that the King did not give you authority so that you could divest his Inherent of property and privilege. My household is my own while I am living and it will not be yours when I am dead. It will be inherited by your son, who is born from my daughter, should you allow her to live so long. And if no such child comes into existence, the Inherent will find one of our own to be the next master of Cuhoxa.”


    “Unless the King should decide otherwise,” Marick reminded. He glared at the master with the special contempt he reserved for a man who was commanded by the woman who kissed his cock. “Then it will go as he directs.”


    “Get out,” Nedwary said between clenched teeth. “Return here only with my living daughter and her son or don’t return at all.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke lay half-awake, listening to the sound of the carriage as it passed by, but when the horsemen stopped to question Beyel all sleepiness left him. His hand shifted to grip the hilt of the fine sword he’d taken from the commander of the garrison at Anacarlin. He was almost disappointed when the men rode on.

  


  
    Then the wagon rocked. There was a thump on the driver’s seat, and Ui came tumbling in on top of him. “I think Eleanor is here!”


    He rolled out from under her and sat up. “Here?”


    “In the carriage!” Ui said. “That was the master’s carriage! That was Hammond driving it. He didn’t see me. I don’t think he did. But I saw him! Why else would he be here? He must be taking Eleanor to the palace.”


    Eleanor?


    Smoke felt the threads and at once he sensed her presence receding along the road. Two nights ago he’d set out to avenge her, but he’d failed to do it and that had never happened before. Never. Anger woke in him, quickly simmering into fury. He pulled his fine, new sword from its scabbard and reached for the threads. It was not too late to try a second time.

  


  
    The Master’s Carriage

  


  
    Smoke’s reflection took shape among the trees alongside the road, just ahead of Eleanor’s entourage. Hidden from view, he took a moment to study the threads as they slipped and shifted around the oncoming carriage. In the passenger compartment he sensed Eleanor’s quiet presence and something else—

  


  
    He drew back, shaken by a dark despair.


    The lead horseman went by. The carriage followed. Smoke glimpsed Eleanor through the carriage window, staring listlessly out at the passing trees. He saw no one else inside with her and still he felt sure something else was there.


    He gripped his sword. A knife would be a better weapon in the close confines of the carriage, but he didn’t have one, so he’d have to make-do. He reached for the threads and, sliding into the world-beneath, he let his reflection sink close to the ground, so that the blurred, smoky image of his presence mixed with the dust stirred up by the carriage wheels, and the riders overlooked him. Sifting up through the carriage floor, he manifested on the seat beside Eleanor.


    She must have felt the seat shift, because she turned from the window. Her eyes went wide and she recoiled, her mouth open as if to scream, but it wasn’t a sound that emerged, it was a spirit creeping out past her lips on insect legs, a black dragonfly that contemplated him with moon-bright eyes.


    Smoke was so shocked he threw himself back against the carriage wall before he quite knew what he was doing. As the spirit balanced on Eleanor’s lips the air within the carriage went cold with a crushing, all-encompassing despair. Smoke began shivering and the creature judged itself safe. Extending its black, netted wings, it flitted toward him.


    He swiped at it with his sword, but the blade passed harmlessly through it. He tried to bat it away, but his hand slipped past as if it wasn’t there. He grabbed for it, but it had no substance. His fingers closed, leaving it sitting on his empty fist.


    Its luminous white eyes gazed into his green ones and a certainty came over him that he’d wandered too far from home, been gone for too long. Somewhere along the way the weft of the world had shifted and no path remained that could take him back to the cottage in the forest where he’d left Ketty. He saw her in his mind’s eye, he pictured her with perfect clarity, but her smiling face was turned to someone else.


    The shock of his sudden anger seared the spirit and sent it flitting from his hand. It tried to return to Eleanor. Smoke dove after it, his teeth bared and his rage heating the air. The spirit alighted on Eleanor’s cheek. She closed her eyes, trembling, too frightened to move.


    “It is despair,” Smoke growled at her. “You shouldn’t conjure such spirits!”


    “I didn’t mean too.”


    He reached for the dragonfly, his palm steaming with rage. It tried to leap away. But it was a cold spirit. It couldn’t pass through the heat of his fury. When it touched his hand it melted away.


    A moan of relief escaped Eleanor. “Oh, Dismay!” She threw her arms around him, unmindful of the blade in his hand. “Oh, Dismay, I thought you wouldn’t come. I thought you were gone, that you’d died of your burns or forgotten me.”


    “Quiet,” he said, settling onto the seat again with Eleanor still clinging to him, curled in his lap. “Don’t let them hear you.”


    She kissed his burnt cheek, his blistered ear, his seared neck. “I can feel the heat of the fire in you. Your skin is ruined and weeping, and your hair—”


    “Never mind that,” he said. “Ui told me—”


    Her hands clenched his shoulders. “You’ve seen Ui?”


    “Yes. Ui told me the sheriff is your husband now, but I’m going to kill him anyway.”


    Eleanor’s lips drew back. “Good! Because I hate him.”


    Smoke nodded. “I’ve been hunting him. I haven’t found him yet, but I will.”


    “I think he’ll be following me.” She leaned even closer, to whisper against his ear. “I took something from him to give to you. He’ll be very angry when he finds out, but I don’t care. Dismay, I have a map that shows all the roads going south.”


    Smoke turned his head to meet her triumphant gaze. “A map?”


    She nodded. “It’s rolled up inside one of my trunks on the luggage rack.”


    “I thought there were no maps in Lutawa.”


    “There is at least this one. Take it. Find your way to the palace and do what you came to do, but do me one favor first.” She squiggled around until she was kneeling over his lap. Tenderly, she took his seared face in her hands and, gazing into his eyes, she said, “Kill me now. I don’t want to be alive when Marick finds me.”


    Smoke looked away, scowling, struggling against a compulsion to obey her. He surely didn’t want to do it. Though the killing of men meant little to him, it scarred his nature to murder a woman—and yet it was also his nature to be compelled by a woman’s command, especially a woman in need. “No,” he said softly, resisting.


    “Dismay, please.”


    “No. The Dread Hammer is not an idiot god and I don’t have to obey idiot commands.”


    She frowned in puzzlement. “What commands do you have to obey?”


    By Koráy! He needed to learn to speak more carefully. “Never mind that. Why should you die, anyway?” He had not forgotten the old Koráyos woman who, only yesterday, had saved his life by rolling his cage out of the fire. Marick had murdered her. “It’s Marick who should die.”


    “And the King too.” Cold anger had snuck into Eleanor’s gaze. It delighted him. He grinned and touched her cheek with blistered fingers.


    “And the King,” he agreed. Then he added. “I’m going to go look along the road. Don’t let them know I’ve been here.”


    “You’ll be back?”


    “You have my map.”


    She smiled.

  


  
    

  


  
    “Nedwary is not a fool,” Marick said, speaking under his breath so he would not be overheard. He shared a little wooden table with Cullo on the shaded patio of a well-kept inn in Anacarlin, while they waited for fresh horses to be readied. Shade offered the only relief from the afternoon heat. The beer was too warm to make a difference, and although a slight breeze stirred the air it offered no comfort, only bringing the stink of burnt buildings.

  


  
    Cullo too spoke softly. “Nedwary may plot against you, but the King will never believe you summoned the demon here—”


    “It doesn’t matter if he believes it! The Inherent will defend their own and Nedwary knows it. How hard will it be for him to convince his peers that I colluded with the demon to corrupt his daughter and seize his estate? That the same might happen to them?” He shook his head. “The King will not be able to ignore the outcry, no matter the truth—and now that the map is gone, he may not want to.”


    Marick dared to speak so bluntly only because Cullo’s fortunes were tied to his. If Marick fell, Cullo would fall with him.


    “We will get it back!” Cullo whispered.


    “Of course we will.” If he wanted to go on living, there was no choice in it. He reached for his clay mug, taking a long gulp of the inn’s warm, heady beer.


    The King was very old and in the palace it was said he could not be killed nor ever be defeated, but if that was true Marick had to wonder why the palace was hidden away from the sight and knowledge of all potential enemies?


    The King had enemies, he knew, both inside Lutawa and beyond the borders.


    The palace was nestled within a labyrinth of tangled, rutted roads. Marick suspected that spells had been laid along the roads to encourage travelers to turn on false paths so that they would be more likely to circle back the way they’d come than to find their way to the habitation of the King. Marick had been lost himself more than once and he knew that any army trying to march on the palace would likely wander for months in the surrounding hills, unless that army had a map to guide it.


    But foreign armies were not the only threat.


    Cullo met Marick’s gaze, “Your wife said the demon’s ambition is to kill the King.”


    “It cannot be done.”


    “But if he has taken the map after all—”


    “My wife has taken it.”


    “And if she summons him again?” Cullo asked. “If she gives it to him? Then he will know the way—”


    Without warning, a hiss of white flame erupted in the center of the little table. “By God!” Cullo shouted, standing so quickly that his chair went tumbling behind him. “Is the demon here?”


    The white flame hissed, sending up a spiral of dark smoke as it spread slowly across the table. There weren’t many other customers in the inn, but those present leaped to their feet and scrambled back, gathering at a distance to stare open-mouthed at the whispering fire.


    Marick remained in his chair. Displaying a calm he did not feel, he upended his beer, pouring it out on top of the white flames. The fire surged up as if to receive an offering. Instead of smothering the flames, the beer was consumed by them.


    “Infernal fire,” Cullo whispered, backing away. “The King has condemned us.”


    “Hush, you fool,” Marick warned him. “And give thanks to Him the fire is not in your flesh.”

  


  
    

  


  
    In the midafternoon Hammond rested the horses alongside the road, parking the carriage in the shade of a spreading mimosa tree that grew close to a stone bridge. Eleanor climbed down from the carriage and looked around.

  


  
    The deputies had dismounted, walking their horses down to drink from the little stream that ran under the bridge. Hammond was checking the hooves of the draft animals. On both sides of the road the trees were lush and old, with a dense understory of ferns and flowery thickets. Turning her back on the carriage, Eleanor walked away into the forest.


    “Young mistress,” Hammond called, in a soft, anxious voice.


    She gave him an arch look. He blushed and dropped his gaze.


    “Just don’t go far,” he pleaded.


    She went farther than she should have before she squatted to relieve herself under a thicket covered with tiny white flowers and humming with bees. She stayed there several minutes, starting back only because she didn’t want the deputies to come looking for her.


    She needn’t have worried. When she returned to the road, the deputies were gone, and the carriage with them. At first she wondered if she’d come out of the forest at the wrong place, but the little stream and the mimosa tree were just as she remembered, and on the ground she could pick out the marks of hooves and carriage wheels.


    A fly buzzed. Her gaze followed the sound to a bright red splash of blood on the grass. Her hand went to her mouth. She turned in a slow circle and noticed more blood, on the rocks alongside the stream and darkening the shoulder of the road. But something else was also left behind. Leaning up against the trunk of the mimosa was a rolled up canvas. She ran up to it, seized it, and bent a corner back to be sure it was the map.


    It was.


    Cradling the map in her arms, she retreated into the trees to wait.

  


  
    

  


  
    The white flame expanded in a perfect circle across the table top. Cullo watched it, transfixed by terror. In contrast, a half-smile played on Marick’s lips and he was almost giddy with relief. Infernal fire was the King’s weapon. Only He could ignite it, and no man could put it out until its victim was consumed. “Be easy,” he told Cullo, speaking in a low voice. “If the King had condemned us, we would be the ones on fire. This is a warning, and we have time.”

  


  
    Cullo took this in. It gave him courage enough to nod.


    “What is this!”


    The shout came from inside the inn. Marick looked around as the innkeeper, a wide-cheeked, well-fed man, came running onto the patio, his equally plump wife a step behind him.


    “What is this!” he demanded again, spreading his arms in a helpless gesture as he stared in consternation at the burning table. Already the fire had spread almost to its edge. “Has the demon returned? Are we all dead men? What will become of my wife?”


    “We’re living yet, by the grace of the King.” Marick’s words were not just for the benefit of those present. All knew that the King could overhear the words of any man and Marick was sure the King was listening. “The demon will be found and it will be destroyed. The King demands it.”


    Standing up, Marick placed the sole of his boot against the table’s edge and, before it could set the patio’s thatch roof on fire, he shoved it out into the dirt street where it rolled in a lazy circle, startling a trio of passing women.


    Marick handed a silver coin to the innkeeper. “Recompense from the King.”


    The man accepted the coin with a nod, passing it immediately into the waiting hands of his hovering wife. Marick scowled in disapproval at this exchange, but neither the man nor his wife noticed as they stood close together, their frightened eyes fixed on the table, now fully aflame in the street.


    “Come,” Marick said to Cullo. “The horses should be ready by now.”


    Few people were about in the heat of the afternoon, but as they approached the stable one of Marick’s deputies met them, with triumph in his eyes. “Sir, we’ve found the demon’s accomplice,” he announced as they walked together into the stable’s shade.


    Marick turned, startled, thinking at first the man had somehow found Eleanor, but of course she was far south by now.


    “Early on the night of his arrest the demon was seen in the marketplace—”


    “Yes, yes,” Marick said impatiently, as a stable boy brought up his horse. “This is well-known. It was watching the performance of a poet.”


    “Afterward the poet took his wagon to traders’ field. He was alone—until later, when a woman was heard crying out in her pleasure, and a boy came after—”


    Marick snorted. “He is a poet. What can you expect?”


    “His wagon was also at the marketplace when the fire started.”


    Cullo was still on edge from the infernal fire. His temper was frayed. “It wasn’t a poet who helped the demon escape!” he snapped. “It was a female demon, and along with her a woman and . . .” His voice trailed off as understanding came over him.


    “A woman and a boy,” Marick finished for him. “And both easily hidden inside the canvas canopy of the poet’s wagon.” He nodded his approval to the deputy. “Send out some men. Find this wagon. There are questions we need to ask.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Hammond was so frightened he could hardly speak. “I-I’m s-sorry the sheriff tried to b-burn you. I-I wasn’t part of it! I-I’m just a servant. Th-the sheriff, h-he came into the house and t-told everyone what they had t-to do. We didn’t h-have a choice. P-please.”

  


  
    The shaking of his hands passed into the long leather reins he used to guide the carriage horses, making them flick their ears and arch their necks in irritation.


    “Faster,” Smoke told him. He sat sideways on the driver’s seat, one foot up on the bench, watching the young manservant tremble and sweat.


    Hammond gave the reins a hard flick. The horses jumped, breaking into a slow canter as the road began a long descent through the hills. The carriage lurched, and Smoke caught the side of the seat to keep his balance. He was better armed than he’d been just a few minutes before; besides his sword, he now had two good knives, acquired from the deputies, which he wore on a stout belt.


    The first deputy had died easily. Smoke had come up behind him and had run him through before he ever suspected danger. The second man, sitting with his back to the trunk of the mimosa tree, had watched his friend die. He tried to get up, but Smoke needed only three steps and a quick breath to pierce his heart.


    The third deputy tried hard to kill him. The short fight left Smoke’s new clothes spattered with blood and gore and started his burns aching all over again which put him in a bad mood.


    Hammond had sensed it. He’d cried while helping Smoke load the bodies into the carriage. Not because he cared about the dead men—he just didn’t want to be one of them. Smoke had him strip the blankets and saddles from the riding horses and toss them on top of the bodies. Then he tied all three horses to the carriage’s rear boot.


    “I-I helped you,” Hammond pointed out. “I-I did what you asked. The sh-sheriff’s men are cruel bastards. Wh-what they did to El—to the young mistress. The-they deserved to die, but I-I’m just a servant . . .”


    It would be a relief to cut his throat just to shut him up. Anyway, it wasn’t for Smoke to judge such things. Ui and Eleanor had named him to be killed.


    Down through the trees they went, until after many minutes the road left the forest, entering a field of tall grass, dry-brown and rustling under the bright sun. Beyond the field was a gulf of blue sky.


    “Stop the carriage.”


    Sweat beaded on Hammond’s smooth face. “Sir, please—”


    “Now.”


    Hammond obeyed.


    “Climb down. Untie the riding horses. Take off their leads. Let them go.”


    Hammond nodded, and hurried to obey. Smoke stood on the luggage rack, looking down to make sure it was done as he’d ordered. Hammond snapped the end of a rope against the haunches of one of the horses, sending it racing away with the others close on its heels. Then he opened the carriage door to put the bridles and leads inside with the other gear—and rivulets of blood spilled out, pooling on the road. The youth swayed on his feet, but he managed not to faint.


    “Climb back up. We’re going on.”


    A few minutes later the field came to an abrupt end. Beyond it was a deep gorge with a powerful river at its bottom: green, fast, and glassy, with a surface so smooth Smoke knew it must run deep. The road zigzagged down into the gorge, until it met a plank bridge with a low timber curbing suspended some two-hundred feet above the water. On the southern side, the road zigzagged again to the top of the gorge.


    Hammond took one look down and pulled back hard on the reins. The carriage rumbled to a stop. “Y-you don’t mean to go down there?”


    “Keep going.”


    “But what do you mean to do?” he asked softly, a glazed look in his eyes.


    “Keep going,” Smoke repeated.


    Hammond whimpered, but he shook the reins and the horses broke into a trot. The descent was steep, forcing Hammond to use the brake to keep the carriage from running too fast behind the horses.


    Halfway down he spoke again, “You have to believe me. It wasn’t my fault. I never meant for anything bad to happen.”


    Smoke watched the road, but saw no sign of any travelers approaching from the south.


    The brake grew hot. It started screeching.


    “I’ve done everything you said!” Hammond shouted. “I’ve helped you!”


    Smoke acknowledged the truth of this with a nod. Then he leaned past Hammond and yanked off the brake. The carriage shot forward. Its weight panicked the horses. They leaped to get away from it and in a moment they were running.


    Trust horses to be stupid.


    Hammond screamed and grabbed for the brake. Smoke seized him by the collar and yanked him back so he couldn’t reach it.


    “But we’re going too fast! We can’t make the turn onto the bridge! We’ll go over!”


    “Yes.” And it was a long way down. With luck, the carriage would fill with water and sink, taking the bodies of both men and horses with it. Let the sheriff wonder what had become of his wife and his virtuous deputies!


    Hammond twisted around and slugged Smoke in the face.


    It was so unexpected Smoke almost went over backward. He lost his grip on Hammond’s collar. The youth pushed to his feet, and then he hurled himself over the side of the carriage.


    Meanwhile, the horses had finally realized their predicament. They shied from the cliff, tossing their heads and trying to slow down, but the weight of the carriage wouldn’t let them. It drove them to the edge of the cliff and then it drove them over, plunging after them and spilling Smoke into the air. With a mad grin, he reached for the threads and slipped into the world-beneath.


    His reflection took shape again on the edge of the bridge just as carriage and horses both struck the water upside down. The horses sank at once. The carriage bobbed for a minute as it turned in the powerful current, but it was sinking swiftly as the river carried it out of sight.


    Smoke remembered to look for Hammond. The youth was lying in the road a few feet from the bridge. He must have been stunned when he hit the ground because he was only now lifting his head to look around. Smoke went to fetch him. Hammond’s thoughts reached a sudden clarity as Smoke grabbed his arm. “No! I didn’t do anything. Let me go, please. I won’t say anything. I’ll run away.”


    A strange feeling came over Smoke then. A sticky, sad hesitation. He caught himself wondering if maybe he should let Hammond go.


    Then again, he was quite sure Eleanor and Ui had named Hammond in their prayer for vengeance. So without further ado he dragged Hammond onto the bridge, and shoved him over the edge.

  


  
    An Object of Magic

  


  
    “Oh, can’t these beasts go any faster?” Ui said, her fist pummeling her thigh. “Whip them, Beyel! Make them hurry!”

  


  
    Beyel gave her a dark look. “They are hurrying.”


    Ui flung out a hand in frustration. “They’re barely moving! I could walk faster than this.”


    “Then get out and walk. Walk to the top of the hill and then tell me if you still think their pace is slow.”


    Ui glared at the backs of the oxen. The wagon had been crawling up this endless hill forever! For most of the way, trees had crowded the road and she could see that the hill continued climbing for some time yet. But up ahead a little stream came down from greater heights, passing under the road at a small stone bridge. Just before the bridge was an inviting, wide shoulder of grass beneath the spreading branches of a great old mimosa tree.


    “That’s a good place to stop and rest the oxen,” Beyel decided.


    Ui clenched her fists in her lap. “We can’t stop! The carriage passed us so long ago!”


    Beyel arched an eyebrow. “Remind me. What sort of beasts were pulling the carriage?”


    “They were horses of course! You saw them.”


    Beyel nodded. “These oxen are old and wise. Quite unlike you. They don’t ever imagine they’re horses.”


    Ui crossed her arms and pouted. “It’s just . . . I’m so worried about Eleanor. And Dismay has been gone so—”


    Movement caught her eye, not far from the mimosa tree. It was there and gone, so fast and furtive she wondered if she’d seen anything—but if she had not imagined it, then it was a person she’d seen, ducking out of sight into a thicket.


    “Get in the back,” Beyel told her.


    Ui scrambled over the seat, hiding herself within the shadow of the canvas canopy. “What was that?” she asked, just loud enough for Beyel to hear.


    “Hush, half-wit. And look alongside the bed, against the wagon frame. There’s a stout staff crammed in there.”


    Ui threw herself on the bed, felt around in the gap beside it, and pulled out a four-foot staff made of heavy wood. “Got it!”


    “Be ready to use it if someone comes in over the backboard.”


    “What’s going on, Beyel?”


    “I think we’re rolling into an ambush.”


    Ui crouched at the back of the wagon, the staff gripped in two hands, wondering how hard she’d have to swing it to crack a skull. She kept watch out the back, but she couldn’t help checking over her shoulder every few seconds to see what Beyel was doing. Sitting, mostly. He was a dark shape framed in the arc of light created by the canvas canopy.


    Her gaze swung back to the road, and she gasped. A column of gray smoke was hurtling after them, rapidly catching up with the wagon. “Dismay!” she cried out as the smoke passed through (not over, not around) the backboard and the canopy, and Ui herself. She spun around, in time to see Dismay take shape on the seat next to Beyel, who recoiled as if a fire had burst into existence beside him. Ui glimpsed the cudgel in his hand.


    “You are going to make my heart stop!” he cried out in protest.


    Ui grinned and scrambled to the front of the wagon, where she leaned over the seat. She caught her breath as she got a closer look at Dismay. “You’ve got blood splattered all over you. Did you kill the deputies? Did you find Eleanor?”


    “Yes.”


    “Oh good. And you came back just in time, because we’re about to be ambushed.”


    Ui was suddenly thrilled at the idea, now that Dismay was there, but the demon looked at her with a puzzled frown. “Ambushed by who? Where?”


    “Here! We saw someone ducking out of sight near that big tree just ahead.”


    “There’s no room to turn the wagon around,” Beyel added.


    Ui held up her weapon. “Look! Beyel gave me a staff to use for cracking heads.”


    Dismay laughed. “I thought Eleanor was your beloved sister? Now you want to crack her head?”


    “Eleanor? I don’t want to hurt Eleanor. Where did you leave her?”


    “Here, waiting in ambush for you.”


    “That was her we saw?”


    Dismay shrugged. “I checked the road ahead and behind. There’s no one else for miles.”


    Ui didn’t need to hear anymore. She abandoned her staff, scrambled over the seat, climbed past Dismay, and jumped down to the ground while the wagon was still rolling. “El!” she shouted as she ran ahead past the oxen. “El, are you here? El!” She reached the tree. There was no sign of Eleanor, but there were dark red splashes on the grass, turning brown at the edges. Horror swept over Ui. “Oh God please no.” The wagon was just rolling to a stop. “There’s blood here! Wolves have got her!”


    A rustle in the thicket sent Ui scrambling for the wagon, even as a familiar voice spoke behind her, “The only wolf here today is Dismay, and it wasn’t me he got.”


    Ui turned to see Eleanor standing at the forest’s edge, dressed in a modest brown traveling gown with long sleeves and a high collar, the sort of dress to keep men from annoying you. She held something in her hand, like a roll of stiff cloth, but Ui’s eyes skipped over it, fixing instead on the ugly bruises that marred her face.


    Eleanor looked more startled than pleased as her gaze took in Ui. “Ui?” she asked uncertainly. “It is you?”


    Tears started in Ui’s eyes and she ran to her sister. Eleanor only ducked a little as Ui threw her arms around her. “It is and it isn’t me, El. I’ve been turned into a boy and I love it!”


    “B-but all your hair is cut off and your clothes . . .”


    “I know! They’re so ugly I refused to wear them at first, but I don’t care what I look like anymore so long as I can go about and ride on the front seat of the wagon. I don’t ever want to be a girl, or to go home again.”


    “Ui, you don’t mean that—”


    “Anyway, we’re going to kill the King.”


    Ui was surprised to see Dismay suddenly standing beside them. Had he walked over, or come in the demon way? She smiled at him, but his gaze was reserved for Eleanor.


    “My prize?” he asked her, his voice a low snarl of anticipation.


    Eleanor extracted herself from Ui’s arms and then she handed over the roll of stiff canvas cloth that she held. Ui looked at it curiously. Even Beyel left his oxen to see what Eleanor had brought. “Oh, Beyel,” Ui said, remembering that he and Eleanor had never met. “This is my young mistress, Eleanor.”


    Beyel nodded, though he averted his gaze and said nothing to her, as was the custom of men.


    Dismay had untied the black ribbon binding the canvas roll. He knelt with it in the sun-baked grass and unrolled it for all to see. Ui gazed at it, puzzled. It looked like a good, strong piece of canvas, but someone had drawn all over it with wandering lines and strange images. Marks she recognized as writing were scattered over its surface in no good order. Tiny tags, holding more writing, were pinned to it.


    It was all so inexplicable that Ui decided it must be an object of magic, used to cast demon spells, and despite her affection for Dismay, she felt the hair on the back of her neck rise.


    Dismay shifted to hands and knees, scanning the occult pattern. Beyel studied it too. “Oh God bless us,” he whispered, taking a sudden step back. “Is that . . . ? Dismay! That’s not a . . .”


    Beyel was too frightened to say it, so Ui said it for him. “It’s part of a demon spell, isn’t it?”


    Dismay looked up at her, his green eyes glittering with fury. Her throat went dry. She’d only ever seen that gaze directed at others. But before she could step away he turned his anger on Eleanor. “I can’t read it!” He stood up and stomped away. “It’s written all over with Lutawan scribble! That is not writing—”


    “Dismay!” Eleanor chided.


    Ui turned a fearful gaze to her sister, wondering how Eleanor could be so brave as to scold Dismay when he was in such a mood, but she seemed unfazed by his temper. Speaking in a soothing voice she said, “I can read the map for you. Come. See here?” She knelt beside the occult cloth and pointed to a bit of writing. “Here, this says Breden. And that’s Anacarlin.” Eleanor’s finger traced a flowing line. “Here the road goes south. Ah, this is the town where I stayed last night.” She glanced up, as Dismay returned to watch. “And here—see how the road divides into many? It says these are the Kusoden Hills.”


    “Oh God no,” Beyel muttered. He looked horrified, as if he’d just discovered a murdered child, or a whole town dead of plague. “Is it true? You can read?”


    A shock of heat flushed through Ui. Her stunned gaze shifted to Eleanor. “It isn’t true! You can’t read.”


    A look of profound guilt passed over Eleanor’s face. “My father was . . . indulgent,” she conceded.


    Beyel turned and walked away. He passed behind the wagon, and then Ui heard him retching. She ran after him, terrified at how suddenly he’d taken ill. She found him crouched beside the road, his head bowed against his fists and his shoulders shaking. “Beyel.” She knelt beside him. “Beyel, what’s happened? Please say that you’re all right?”


    He caught a deep breath. Then he lifted his head and for a few seconds he stared up at the sun. Sweat glistened on his face, and his eyes were red. “Your young mistress can read,” he said in a hoarse voice.


    “No, she can’t.”


    “My sisters could read too.”


    “No. Only men can read.”


    “I had five sisters. I was the youngest, the only boy. I ran away when I understood what my father had done—teaching them to read. I changed my name.”


    Ui’s heart raced. She didn’t really want to hear anymore, but she had to know. “What happened to them?”


    “They were found out, of course. The sheriff came. I don’t know if it was the same sheriff, but they were burned for their crime, and their children with them. And my father. It didn’t matter that he was Inherent.” He rubbed at his face. “No good can come of teaching a woman to read. It’s a curse. Your sweet sister has cursed us.”


    “She can’t read. I know she can’t.” But then how had Eleanor known what the occult cloth had said?


    “You can’t read, can you?” Beyel asked with narrowed eyes.


    “No! Even though I’m a boy now.”


    He nodded, his calm demeanor slowly returning. “Come then, half-wit. Let’s go see what fate Dismay has chosen for us.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui stood over the map, trying to make sense of it, struggling to see the long, snaking, tangled lines as roads. There were a lot of tangled lines . . . which meant there were a lot of roads. Only slowly did she begin to realize just how big the countryside must be.

  


  
    Eleanor was on hands and knees, leaning over the map, but evidently its occult powers were less than she’d hoped. She shook her head and told Dismay, “The palace isn’t marked.” She pointed to a collection of short, bent lines drawn in an area roughly the shape of a circle. “I wonder about this region, though. See all the roads that approach these hills? They all end at little villages on the outskirts. But why is the heart of the hills empty?”


    Dismay scowled. “You think the palace is there?”


    Eleanor stood up again. “I think we have to go and look.”


    Dismay got out Beyel’s pen and ink, and he marked the first part of their journey. Beyel looked it over, and nodded. Then he went down to the stream to fetch buckets of water for the oxen to drink.


    After that they were ready to go.


    Eleanor climbed into the back of the wagon. Dismay followed her, while Ui sat beside Beyel as he shook the reins and set the oxen walking. She felt happy and sad and confused and angry all at once. It pleased her to sit with Beyel, watching the mighty shoulders of the oxen as they worked to haul the wagon up the hill. For once, she didn’t want to talk or think too much.


    Dismay leaned out between them. “I’m going to sleep again.”


    “What of the sheriff?” Beyel asked. “He’s going to be coming after us, isn’t he?”


    “I hope so. I’m tired of hunting him.” He reached into a pocket and pulled out three coin purses. “Take these. Before long you’ll cross a deep gorge. In the hills beyond you’ll pass through a village with an inn. Buy food there.”


    He started to withdraw under the canopy, but Ui turned to him with a frown, realizing no one had yet explained certain important matters. “How did Eleanor come to be alongside the road? And what happened to the carriage?”


    Smoke cocked his head to look at her, his green eyes glittering. But then he smiled, and without saying a word, he disappeared inside the darkness of the wagon.


    Beyel stared at the three coin purses Dismay had left on the seat, and then he whispered to Ui, “Maybe it’s better we don’t know.”

  


  
    The Woman and the Map

  


  
    “Can she really read?” Ui wondered aloud. It was the first she or Beyel had spoken since Dismay had given them the coin purses and gone to sleep. The forest was behind them, and the wagon now rolled through a great field of tall, brown grass. Above the nodding stalks the air shimmered in the baking heat of afternoon.

  


  
    Beyel sighed and hunched his shoulders. “She can read.”


    “But how is that possible? How can she have learned to read and I didn’t know?”


    Beyel shrugged. “She is your mistress.”


    “But El’s my sister too!”


    “Ask her then.”


    Ui was afraid of what she might learn. She stared at the oxen’s twitching ears. Finally, she forced herself to turn around and climb over the seat. It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust from the sun’s glare to the dimness under the canopy. Then she saw Eleanor asleep on the bed with Dismay. They lay cuddled together, Dismay with his hand on her hip.


    Ui blinked back tears, not even sure why she wanted to cry . . . except that the Eleanor she’d known had faded away, leaving this stranger in her place: an Eleanor who could read, and win the love of a demon, and not flinch at splashes of blood on the grass.


    Ui swiped impatiently at her eyes—her mother had taught her never to cry—then she climbed back out into the sunlight and sat down again beside Beyel. “It’s not the same anymore,” she whispered, staring ahead at the flies buzzing around the oxen’s twitching ears.

  


  
    

  


  
    The map named the region just south of the gorge the Bone Hills. Small, tough, twisted trees covered the steep, dry slopes. A few villages were supposed to be scattered throughout the hills, but the first one they passed turned out to be little more than a way station serving the teamsters who hauled goods up from the south. The next two were abandoned: sad gatherings of hovels with their timbers charred, their roofs fallen in, or their walls crumbling beneath windings of dry vines. Now and then they saw wild cattle, as thin and tough-looking as the trees.

  


  
    At every crossroads Beyel handed the reins to Ui, then climbed into the back of the wagon to check the map. Three times he pulled off the road to let an oncoming wagon pass. Each time he asked directions of the teamster, and inquired after the name of the next village he could expect to find. Each teamster gave him a different name, but none of those names appeared on the map, and Beyel never found the villages they mentioned.


    One man of middle-age confessed to Beyel that he’d run cargo through the Bone Hills for two years and not once had he managed to follow the same route. “Usually, it’ll take me two or three days to find my way to the gorge. Once, I got so lost, I spent nine days wandering before I found my way out. It’s a good thing I had timber and not chickens in the back!”


    They saw no soldiers.


    Dismay woke at twilight. He had the scabbard of his sword in hand and two knives on his belt when he clambered out onto the seat between Ui and Beyel. In the fading light his skin looked mottled and scarred from his burns, but it wasn’t weeping. His green eyes glittered faintly. “I’m going to hunt for the sheriff, back along the road.”


    “You think he’s following us?” Ui asked, wide eyed.


    “I think he’s following Eleanor, and the map.”


    “I think you should stay,” Beyel said, in what he hoped was a firm and reasonable tone. “I mean, if the thread of light comes again—”


    “The Dread Hammer will break it.”


    “Oh.” He frowned, uneasy in this strange land. “I suppose she would, but . . . you do mean to return tonight?”


    Dismay’s teeth flashed white. “If Marick doesn’t kill me.”


    “Very funny. And if he does kill you, what am I supposed to do with the woman”—he turned his head to indicate Eleanor in the back of the wagon—“and the map?”


    “What about me?” Ui demanded. “Something must be done with me too!”


    Beyel snorted. “You, half-wit, are easier to explain.”


    “I’ll be back,” Dismay said irritably, and he dissolved into smoke and disappeared before Beyel could come up with more objections.


    They went on for a time, until Beyel spotted an alley of grass that wound out of sight around a bluff. The marks of wheels could be seen leaving the road, so he jumped down and went to look, disappearing behind the bluff. After a few minutes he popped into sight again and called to Ui, “Bring the team. We can camp here tonight.”


    Ui’s eyes went wide. She had the reins in her hands; she’d held them many times as the oxen plodded steadily along the road, but she’d never commanded the beasts to do anything. They’d always known better than her what was needed.


    Her heart pounded. The beasts were standing quietly, half-asleep in the harness as they chewed their cuds.


    “Ui?” Beyel called, starting to walk back toward her.


    Ui straightened her shoulders. “I can do this,” she whispered.


    She shook the reins to wake up the oxen. The she hauled on one side to turn the beasts. “Haw!” she called, purposely keeping her voice low.


    And they obeyed her! To her astonishment, they turned and trundled into the grass. The wagon rocked and swayed behind them.


    Her heart beat hard. She adjusted the reins, guiding the beasts along the alley of grass. One of them snorted, as if to say they were not stupid, that they knew what they were doing. Ui grinned, feeling giddy. In another minute the wagon rolled past Beyel, who climbed nimbly onto the seat. He pointed around behind the bluff. “Go there. That’s right. There’s a nice fire pit and a cache of wood. We’re not the first to camp here.”


    As they rounded the bluff they came upon a wide meadow of dry grass. “Swing the wagon around,” Beyel said. “Make a wide circle, so we’re facing back the way we came . . . in case we have to leave quickly.”


    Ui tugged on the reins and, though the oxen tossed their heads in impatience, they did as she wished, walking a wide circle through the grass. Eleanor appeared for the first time, leaning out to watch as Ui brought the team to a stop close by the fire pit. “Ui, you are a boy!” she said in astonishment.


    Ui’s grin was so wide it hurt.


    Beyel laughed. “You’ll make a teamster yet.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui helped Beyel tend the oxen. Eleanor was afraid of the great beasts, but she took a bucket and followed them down to a little trickle of a stream, and while the beasts drank she went upstream and held the bucket under a spillway and let it fill.

  


  
    The moon was rising by the time Beyel set the oxen to graze. As they tramped back to the wagon he kept glancing suspiciously at the sky.


    “Do you think that light last night was sent by Hepen the Watcher?” Ui asked him. “I think it was. I think it was a spell sent out to trap Dismay.”


    “God bless us all,” he whispered—which meant he was worried the King would hear. Really, he was so very hard to talk to.


    Beyel busied himself making a fire in the fire pit and then he cooked some of the eggs and potatoes he’d purchased from the way station they’d passed early in the day. Ui did what she could to help him and they traded small talk, but all the time he worked he didn’t say anything to Eleanor; he didn’t even look at her. Ui didn’t say much to her either—not until they were sitting around the fire, eating. Then she noticed Eleanor watching her. Anger stirred in her heart and in an accusing voice she demanded, “Tell me how you learned to read.”


    Beyel groaned and left the fire, striking out across the meadow toward the stream. Eleanor watched him go. “He hates me for it.”


    Ui shrugged. It was fear, not hate, but she didn’t want to talk about that. “How did you learn?”


    Eleanor straightened her shoulders. She met Ui’s gaze. “I’m not ashamed. My father taught me.”


    Ui’s scowl was fierce. He was her father too! But she wasn’t allowed to call him that. For her, he was always “the master.”


    “It gave him pleasure to teach me,” Eleanor said gently. “It made him proud. He taught another woman before me. She helped me practice.”


    Dread gathered in Ui’s heart. Eleanor’s own mother, who was the master’s second wife, had died so long ago she was only a hazy memory in Ui’s mind, so she could not have been the other woman. The master’s first wife had passed just two years before. Perhaps it had been her? But she’d been born and raised in the palace and had kept to the strict discipline she’d learned as a girl, fearing the King’s wrath until her dying day. It seemed quite unlikely to Ui that she would have ever dared to learn to read. The only other women in the household were the cook, the cook’s two little daughters, and Ui’s mother.


    Eleanor spoke softly, “He said a man does not choose his wives, but he may choose his concubine. He loves your mother, Ui. He loves her more than all things in the world—”


    Ui was outraged. “You’re saying my mother can read? But she never told me! You never told me!” Ui swiped at a tear that spilled unexpectedly from her eye. Why am I always crying? The master would be so disappointed. He would want to know what possible reason she had to be unhappy—and Ui imagined telling him it was because her sister and her own mother had not trusted her with the truth. It hurt so much.


    Ui understood she was just a slave. She understood the master would never think to teach her to read . . . but that her own mother had hidden the truth from her. “She loves you better, doesn’t she?” Ui’s voice had somehow gone hoarse. “It was you she tried to rescue from the sheriff. It wasn’t me.”


    Eleanor’s gaze was on the fire. “None of that matters now.”


    “You can say that because they always loved you best. Who loved me?”


    “I did. They did.” Eleanor looked up with a cautious smile. “The tinker did. I was so jealous of you!”


    Ui sat back in surprise. “He was just a tinker.”


    “A fine, young, handsome tinker!”


    Ui nodded. That had been an adventure worth risking. “But I told you about him.”


    Eleanor rolled her eyes. “Over and over again.”


    “El . . . I’m sorry for what the sheriff did to you.”


    Eleanor leaned forward. The firelight danced in her eyes so that for a moment she seemed an other-worldly creature. “Dismay says the stain is on Marick, not on me, and when Dismay has killed him, I’ll be avenged.”

  


  
    

  


  
    There were a hundred roads threading through the Bone Hills and all of them were narrow and rutted. Smoke hunted along them for the sheriff, but the roads were empty. It seemed no one wanted to travel in that country after dark, even with a generous moon only one night past full—or maybe all would-be travelers had been frightened by the bright thread of light that had crossed the sky the night before.

  


  
    Had Hepen the Watcher sent that light? Smoke thought it likely—but if so, the Dread Hammer had caught Him. It amused Smoke to imagine the King trapped in His own palace, not because it was the only place that could contain His sacred presence, but because it was the only place where the Dread Hammer couldn’t reach Him.


    So she has sent me, Smoke thought. And I will find my way to you.


    No one was moving on the roads, but here and there he discovered people in the countryside. Twice he came across teamsters camped for the night, but they knew nothing of Marick. There were only a few scattered farmhouses and barns, but he checked those too, going as far as the gorge.


    Near midnight he gave up his hunt. He looked for Beyel through the threads, and very soon he found the camp, neatly hidden behind a bluff. Everyone was asleep. Smoke felt Eleanor’s presence within the wagon, while Ui and Beyel both slept on the ground beside a fire that had burned down to winking coals.


    He put his weapons aside and for a time he sat up, thinking—not about plans for tomorrow or how best to murder the sheriff, but about Ketty and Britta, so far away. He listened to the ever-present whisper of the prayers but Ketty’s voice was not among them.


    In time his head began to nod and dreams crept into his mind. He saw Ketty smiling, naked on the bed beneath him, her fingers tight around his shoulders and her gasp as he entered her sacred gate—but then it wasn’t him who was with her. He watched from the doorway of the cottage as another man entered into her. He listened to her cry out in pleasure beneath the thrusting of his hips and Smoke was run through with such a rage that the dim cottage lit up with the green glitter of his eyes. The man who took his pleasure from Ketty saw it and looked up, his own eyes glittering green—in rage or triumph Smoke couldn’t say—but he knew that face. It was Gawan.


    Smoke screamed and pulled his sword—only to find himself on his knees, holding the blade high as if to slice apart the fire’s dying coals. Ui and Beyel both were sitting up, staring at him, wide-eyed. The back flap of the wagon rustled and Eleanor stuck her head out. “Dismay?” she asked.


    A faint, dry touch brushed against his lips. He swiped at his mouth, and a white moth took flight in the moon’s light, setting the threads trembling with the passage of a spirit. “That was a dream . . . but who sent it to me?”


    “What sort of dream?” Ui asked in breathless anticipation.


    Smoke could not bring himself to say, but Beyel guessed it anyway. “You dreamed of your wife.”


    “My beloved Ketty,” Smoke confessed as he returned his sword to its scabbard.


    In a strangely empty voice Beyel asked, “Will you go back to her?”


    “Yes.” An orange flame stirred amid the coals. “Not tonight. Not tomorrow either.” He set his finger to his lips, remembering the dry touch of the dream spirit’s wings. Who could command such a thing? Maybe Thellan could, but she had gone home. His sister Tayval—Smoke didn’t doubt she could do such a thing, but she was far away. Here in Lutawa, he knew of only one being who might send such a spirit. “It was Hepen the Watcher,” he decided. “He wants me to run home.”


    “He’s afraid of you,” Ui said in a triumphant voice.


    Smoke nodded. “He knows I’ll kill him.”


    “He could send worse spirits,” she added eagerly.


    “I think he tried, last night.”


    “Come sleep,” Eleanor called from the wagon. “There’s room beside me.”


    Smoke got up and went to her. As soon as he stepped away from the fire he felt Ui’s wrath in the threads and he wondered at it, but after all, he had no blanket, and he was tired of sleeping in fields and under thickets. So he climbed into the wagon and, leaving his weapons and his boots on the backboard, he crawled into bed beside Eleanor who waited for him with a smile that only his eyes could see in the darkness.


    She touched his face, his mouth. She kissed him. Her lips explored his eyes, his cheeks. His body awoke and he pulled her against him even as his thoughts turned to Ketty, cruel Ketty of the Red Moon. “You’re not like her,” he said. “It’s not the same.”


    She hesitated, but then, with an edge of anger she said, “I am here.”


    In that moment such a simple truth made perfect sense. It had been so long.

  


  
    Swirling in a Hot Wind

  


  
    Ketty will know.

  


  
    Smoke broke out in a fear sweat the moment his eyes opened. He sat up, his heart hammering. A pale light filtered through the canvas. He heard someone stirring outside. Eleanor lay awake, watching him, her body as beautiful in the light as it had felt beneath his hands last night, but she wasn’t Ketty.


    And Ketty would know. Somehow she would find out and she would hate him for it.


    He reached for his trousers and his shirt and pulled them on. He scrambled closer to the backboard and grabbed his boots.


    “What’s wrong?” Eleanor asked, sitting up to embrace him.


    “It’s not my fault,” he whispered. Ketty had sent him away. She’d refused to call him home.


    . . . if the dream was true though, he’d still kill Gawan.


    . . . and if it wasn’t true? If Thellan had been lying?


    “Dismay, speak,” Eleanor pleaded. “Why are you trembling?”


    “Because,” he growled, compelled by her words to make an answer, “somehow Ketty will know.”


    He pulled on his boots, reached for the threads, and dissolved from her embrace, taking shape again outside the wagon. Colors were muted in the dawn light; only the fire was bright, its flames casting a warm glow on Ui’s face as she cooked the last of the eggs and a pot of porridge. She looked up at him with a scowl. He shrugged and went to talk to Beyel, who was bringing the oxen back across the field.


    “I’ve been marking our progress on the map,” Beyel said as Smoke drew near. “I understand the distances now. We’ll likely come to the end of the marked roads in the early afternoon. If the palace is where we think it is, we should find it.” Then he added with a grin, “God willing.”


    “Which god?” Smoke wondered, with a grin of his own.


    “I want to leave your woman here.”


    “My woman?” Smoke glanced back at the camp. Eleanor had come out, dressed in her fine brown traveling gown. She stood by the fire, her gaze downcast as if watching Ui, but Smoke knew her eyes were fixed on him.


    “Yes, your precious Inherent woman,” Beyel clarified. “Unless you’re claiming Ui too?”


    “It was just a night together. It doesn’t mean anything.”


    Beyel looked skeptical. “I want to leave her here. It’s a wicked thing to teach a woman to read. There’s always a price. A terrible price, and I don’t want to pay it. Leave her here. You can come back for her, if you live.”


    Smoke looked again at the camp. “She has to come.”


    “Why?”


    “I might still need her.”


    “What? Again? Why don’t you just hurry up and kill the King? Then you can go home to your wife.”


    “That’s not what I meant. I might need her help to get into the palace.”


    Beyel forgot to watch where he was walking and tripped over a clump of grass. He looked aghast. “You would send her into the . . . into the palace . . . even after . . . ?”


    Smoke scowled. “Just for a few hours. Then I’ll kill the King and it’ll be done.”


    “Then the King . . .” Beyel mused as if puzzling out the meaning of some obscure phrase. “Then the King will be . . .”


    “The King will be dead,” Smoke finished for him.


    They reached the wagon, and Beyel guided the oxen into place. “And after that will there be a new . . . you know . . . ?”


    “A new king? Does Lutawa need one?”


    Beyel lifted the harness. “Doesn’t every land need a king?”


    “There is no king in the Puzzle Lands.”


    “Well,” Beyel said, securing a leather strap. “What can you expect from barbarians?”

  


  
    

  


  
    Dismay went ahead, promising to check back now and then, but if he did, Beyel never saw him. The morning passed and the land climbed steadily until once again they were among forested hills and swift-running streams.

  


  
    Eleanor sat in the back with the map open across her lap, marking off the journey. She would tell Ui the distance to the next crossroads and which path they should follow. Ui would tell Beyel and he would inform the oxen, who had already guessed the correct road most of the time. They were smart beasts.


    In between, Beyel would hear vindictive whispering in the back, broken up by cold silence. He wondered why Ui didn’t come to sit beside him on the bench if she was so angry with Eleanor. He’d grown used to her sitting there. It was hard to admit, even to himself, that he liked her company. And it wasn’t as if Dismay was the only man around. It wasn’t as if Dismay was even a man. “Half-wit,” he called over his shoulder. “Do you want to come drive the oxen while—”


    A sudden rumble of hooves from behind startled him. He leaned out to look around the wagon, but the road behind was empty. Even so, the hoof beats grew louder, closer. He remembered they were coming to a crossroads, where two roads met at the point of a triangle and became one.


    Beyel hauled back on the reins, trying to stop the wagon before the riders saw him, but a deep voice was already shouting, “Wagon, right!”


    Through a screen of trees Beyel spied the horsemen on the adjoining road—fifteen or more, riding at a swift canter, and all of them dressed in black.


    “Pull up at the crossroads!” another voice shouted. “You two—through the trees. Make sure he comes on.”


    Two of the black-clad deputies broke away from the group, trotting their horses through the trees straight toward Beyel, who had given up on going unnoticed and was now only hoping they would merely check his permit and let him continue, and where was Dismay, anyway?


    Where was Dismay?


    Because this was no group of simple deputies. Oh no. No, of course not. Looking ahead to the crossroads, Beyel took note of a horseman waiting patiently for the wagon to come along. He recognized this man. He’d seen him in the arena at Anacarlin, overseeing the burning of Dismay.


    This was the sheriff Marick, of course. Evidently, Dismay had not yet found Eleanor’s husband, but Beyel had! What luck! And thanks to Dismay, Beyel just happened to have the sheriff’s runaway wife in the back of his wagon, the woman who could read, the very one who had stolen the sheriff’s map. Yes! The map! Beyel had the map too. The sheriff would certainly notice that. And by this time tomorrow Beyel, no doubt, would have been reduced to ashes swirling in a hot wind above the palace.


    He tried very hard not to panic. He counted the men ahead and added to their number the two who had come through the trees and now followed behind him. Twenty, altogether? He tried even harder not to panic. When the sheriff raised his hand, palm out, Beyel pulled back on the reins. “Whoa.”


    The oxen stopped, their soft ears casually twitching. Beyel sat quite still listening to the thunderous beat of his heart as the sheriff brought his horse alongside. “Your name?” Marick asked.


    “B-Beyel, sir. Uh . . . is there a problem?”


    “Where are you bound?”


    “S-south. I’ve come south. I’m a poet. Always . . . looking for a new audience. I-I have my permit. Here—”


    Beyel started to turn around, ready to climb into the back to get it, until the sheriff said, “Stay.” Marick gestured at one of his men. “Cullo, look inside.”


    Cullo road around to the back. Beyel held his breath. Sweat trickled down his cheek. He jumped hard when Cullo called out his findings. “Looks empty, Marick.”


    Beyel was conscious of his hands shaking. He pressed them against his lap, staring straight ahead.


    “At Anacarlin, you had with you a woman and a boy.”


    “Sir?” Beyel looked at Marick in astonishment. A woman and a boy? There had been no woman and boy. In Anacarlin, he’d been with Thellan and Ui and . . . oh. He swallowed hard, moistening a throat gone dry in the heat. “The boy, sir. My half-wit brother”—who was evidently not in the back of the wagon—“have you seen him? Have you heard talk of him? Because I-I’ve lost him. I thought he was sleeping in the wagon. I stopped to talk to a teamster, and after that, when I looked for him, he was gone. He’s just a half-wit, but he’s a pretty half-wit and not all men follow the King’s law—”


    Marick chuckled. “That, at least, is not at lie.” He pointed to two of his men. “You two. Escort our friend to the palace. I’ve a carriage to find and no more time to waste here.”


    Waving to the rest of his men to follow, he set his horse cantering down the road from which Beyel had just come. Dust rose up to coat the wagon as the company of deputies squeezed past. The oxen tossed their heads.


    Of the two men left behind, one was of slight stature, with bad skin, and the other was his opposite, baby-smooth skin and rather too heavy for his horse. “On with you,” the larger man said, not without sympathy, as if they were all trapped together in this dull assignment.


    “Do you know the way?” Beyel wondered.


    The man laughed. “If we’re lucky I’ll get it right. If not . . . well, we’ll be forced to stop at the next inn and inquire.”


    This prospect did not seem to trouble the good deputy at all, so Beyel asked, “Do the inns here . . . do they have a good reputation? Because I’m awfully tired of porridge.”


    “Let’s go,” the thin man said with an impatient scowl, but his companion smiled, and from the side of his mouth he said to Beyel, “Let me see what I can do to get us lost.”

  


  
    Beasts Will Come

  


  
    Ui had heard the horsemen coming. She could see no one behind them, but she saw where Eleanor’s finger was on the map, and understood their jeopardy. Grabbing the map, she wadded it up and shoved it at Eleanor. “Go! Out the back—”

  


  
    Eleanor looked at her in shock. “But—”


    “Hush up! Just go. Now.” She grabbed Beyel’s wooden staff from the floor and followed Eleanor. They went over the backboard together. Ui landed in a crouch, but Eleanor tripped over the hem of her dress and tumbled. “Stay low!” Ui hissed. “Hold on to the map. Come on!”


    They scrambled together into the forest, diving into a glade of waist-high bracken.


    Eleanor lay on her side facing Ui. White showed all around her eyes. “Is it him? Is it Marick?”


    Then they both heard him. Ui shuddered and closed her eyes. She felt Eleanor’s soft touch and then they were holding hands. Ui heard the sheriff ask about the boy; she heard Beyel lie. Soon after, the ground shook as most of the horsemen rode away. There was more talk between Beyel and someone Ui didn’t know, and then the wagon rolled off down the road. When it was gone, silence descended on the forest.


    Slowly, very slowly, Ui lifted her head above the ferns.


    No one was about.


    Cautiously, she stood up. Eleanor crouched, staring up at her. “Come on,” Ui whispered. “We have to follow the wagon, and try to help Beyel.”


    “Help Beyel?” Eleanor echoed in astonishment. She got to her feet and peered around. “What can we do to help Beyel?”


    Ui hefted her staff. “I think only two deputies are with him. If I get a chance to crack one of their heads—”


    “That will leave the other one to kill you.”


    Ui gave her a dark look. “Roll up the map. It will be easier to carry.”


    Eleanor rolled up the map, but when Ui set off in the direction the wagon had gone, Eleanor didn’t follow. “Ui!” she said in a commanding voice.


    Ui looked back with a scowl.


    “Where are you going?”


    “After the wagon,” Ui snapped, wondering that Eleanor needed to ask. “Come. Hurry, or we’ll never catch up.”


    “We can’t just wander through the forest.”


    “Yes, we can,” Ui said, speaking over her shoulder as she took a few more steps.


    Eleanor took one short step then stopped again. “But there’s no path! We’ll be lost. We’ll trip. We’ll get scratched. Beasts will come.”


    Ui turned around, striking the ground with her staff. “El, what do you want to do? Go back to the road?”


    Eleanor looked away. “There are other beasts on the road.”


    “Like your husband.”


    Eleanor nodded miserably. “Let’s wait here. Dismay will come. We’ll tell him what happened—”


    “You wait here. I’m going to find Beyel.”


    Again she turned to leave, and again Eleanor called after her in an imperious tone. “Ui, you will stay here with me.”


    Ui mulled this over. All her life she’d been taught to obey Eleanor, but her life had changed. She was a boy now, and her prayers went to the Dread Hammer, not to the King. The Dread Hammer would want her to help Beyel. She was sure of it. So she set off again.


    Eleanor lost all caution. “Ui!” she shouted. “Stop now. Come back.”


    Ui didn’t. “I obey the Dread Hammer now,” she called over her shoulder. “And you must hush before someone hears you.”


    Eleanor didn’t answer, but it wasn’t long before Ui heard behind her a rustling of leaves and a snapping of twigs. “Wait,” Eleanor pleaded. “Don’t walk so quickly. My dress keeps catching on the thickets.”


    Ui looked to the sky, murmuring a plea for patience to the Dread Hammer. Then she went back and helped Eleanor tuck her dress up under her sash so that the hem floated a few inches above the ground. After that they went together, with Eleanor carrying the map and Ui marching with the staff in her hands, and for a quarter hour there was harmony. Then Eleanor said, “Where is the wagon? We should have caught up with it by now.”


    Ui too wondered. The oxen treaded so slowly—or it seemed that way, riding in the wagon. “I don’t know. Though didn’t the wagon disappear awfully quickly along the road?”


    Eleanor heaved a great sigh. “If it did then we’ll never catch up. And I’m so hot and tired.”


    “You couldn’t do a full day’s work if your life depended on it!” For once, Ui was almost grateful she was a servant, because at least she wasn’t weak and frail.


    Eleanor sat down on the ground. “Let’s just wait for Dismay.”


    “What if he doesn’t come?”


    “He’ll come.”


    “You think he loves you,” Ui accused.


    Eleanor looked up at her with a plaintive expression. “Do you think he does?”


    “No. He loves his wife.”


    “So? A man like Dismay needs more than one wife.”


    “Beyel said the northerners will have only one wife—”


    “That can’t be true.”


    “—and the northern women are like men and fight in the army.”


    Eleanor got to her feet again, too angry to be still. “That man has been telling you silly tales! No doubt because he wants your demon flower.”


    Ui jerked back, suffering a sudden rush of heat in her cheeks.


    “Ah ha,” Eleanor said. “You want him too, don’t you? You look like you did when you first met the tinker—but you’re a boy now, aren’t you?”


    Ui’s voice was choked to a whisper, “Do you think . . . he does?”


    Eleanor cocked her head, and in a cutting tone she asked, “Why would he want a boy?”


    Ui turned around and stomped away. She’d had enough of Eleanor! Quite enough. But then she remembered that Eleanor still had the map, so she went back. Eleanor met her with a triumphant gaze—until Ui snatched the map from her hands. “I don’t want the map to be lost when the beasts of the forest come to eat you.”


    “Ui!”


    But Ui darted away before Eleanor could strike her.


    “I’m taking the map. You can come with me if—”


    On a corner of the map, a bright white flame sizzled into sudden life. Ui gave a little shriek. The map was burning? How could it be burning? She dropped the staff.


    The map was neatly rolled and tied with a black ribbon. Ui pulled at the ribbon, unrolling the map and dropping it to the ground. She stomped on the corner that was afire and the flame went out.


    “Did you see that?” she whispered to Eleanor, who stood staring, her eyes wide and her mouth open.


    “Ui . . .”


    “I didn’t let it catch fire on purpose!” Her hands trembled as she rolled the map up again. She had no idea how the map had caught fire and it frightened her, but Beyel was getting farther away with every passing moment. They had to find him.


    Ui had almost finished rolling the map when the corner caught fire again.


    “Oh God,” she breathed, cupping her hand over her mouth. She stood up and stomped the fire out without bothering to unroll the map again. Then she snatched it up, and grabbed her staff with her other hand. “There’s some evil spirit here! Come. Run away!” Without looking to see if Eleanor followed, she darted off between the thickets.


    She hadn’t gone far when another flame burst to life. This time it erupted right beside her hand, singing it. She shrieked and dropped the map. It unrolled, revealing white fire blazing in a line across its middle. “Oh, please stop,” she pleaded, trying to beat the fire out with her staff.


    Eleanor ran up and seized her arm. “Leave it. It’s infernal fire.” She tried to drag Ui away. “You can’t put it out.”


    “No! We need the map.”


    So far the fire had only burnt the north, where they’d already been. Ui got out her knife. It was really just a cooking knife that she’d taken from Beyel’s larder, but it made her feel braver to have it with her. She jabbed the knife into the canvas, and with two long strokes she cut out the southern hills before the fire reached them. “El, hurry,” she said, taking up her staff again. “This place is cursed. Don’t stay here.”


    But she’d gone only a few steps when the piece of map in her hand caught fire. She dropped it with a squeak and looked back. The other half was still burning.


    “Leave it, Ui!” El dragged at her arm again. “It’s infernal fire. No matter how many pieces you cut off, every part of it will still burn.”


    Ui could not take her eyes from the sight of the bright white sizzling flames. “Does this mean the King knows where we are?”


    Eleanor hauled on her arm. “He knows everything! That’s what people say. He’ll tell Marick we’re here. Come, Ui. Hurry. We have to run away!”


    They stumbled together through the forest, neither paying any heed to where they went. “But El, you should run away without me. The King must have heard me talking. He didn’t hear you. You didn’t say anything about the—well, about it. He heard me, and I was carrying it, and I’m the boy, so don’t be stupid again, El. Don’t—”


    A shadow loomed in the corner of her vision. Ui ducked, but not fast enough. She was seized by her collar, just at the nape of her neck, and yanked backward against a tall man’s broad chest. Eleanor slammed against her shoulder, similarly pinned. Above their heads a deep voice said, “What have I found? I’d wager you’re a runaway wife and a runaway serving boy, chattering like birds in the forest.”


    Ui still had her staff. She jabbed it over her shoulder, trying to hit the man in his head, but he let go of them both and seized the staff instead. Wrenching it out of her hands, he used it to deliver a sharp jab between her shoulder blades that sent her sprawling on the ground. He laughed. “You’re a feisty, boy. I like that. But I’ll break your arm if you try that again.”


    “Who are you?” Eleanor pleaded as she knelt beside Ui. “You’re not a deputy.”


    “God, no,” he said with feeling. “But as a warden in the King’s forest I find more runaways than poachers. Come on.” He grabbed Eleanor’s arm and hauled her back up. Then he prodded Ui with the staff. “Get up.”


    Ui groaned, feeling as if infernal fire had ignited in her back, but she got to her feet anyway.


    “First, we make sure your nasty little fires have burned themselves out. Why would you want to set fire to the woods anyway?”


    He shook Eleanor and managed to rattle an explanation loose. “It was an accident!” she wailed.


    “Trust a woman to play with fire.”


    He set off, with Eleanor’s arm firmly gripped in one hand and Ui’s staff in the other. Ui trailed along because she didn’t know what else to do and anyway, she’d lost track of where the road was.


    They came to the place where she’d dropped the southern half of the map. It was all gone to ashes, and the dry leaves around the spot were burning. The warden stamped out the fire, holding tight to Eleanor the whole time.


    The ground was wetter where the northern part of the map had fallen and only a few leaves were still smoldering around a charred patch. The warden crushed them into the damp, scowling all the while. “You’re a strange pair,” he decided. “Squabbling in the forest and trying to set it on fire when you should be running quietly away.” He pulled Eleanor around where he could see her. “I’ll bet there’s a nice reward for you. Not sure I want to take it though. Maybe I should keep you for myself?”


    “No!” Eleanor cried, trying to wriggle free of his grip, but he was twice her size, his big hands strong from a life of work, and she got nowhere.


    “Fine, then. Let’s go.”


    The warden must have decided Ui was neither valuable nor dangerous, because he didn’t even bother to look back to see if she was following. Eleanor though, twisted around, stumbling over her skirt as the warden dragged her with him. She looked at Ui with wide eyes, mouthing the words, Run! Run away!


    Ui bared her teeth in the manner of Dismay. Even as a prisoner in the hands of a ruffian, Eleanor still insisted on being the young mistress and ordering Ui about. Ui decided she’d had quite enough of that. Their old life was broken. Their old ways were gone. She was a free boy, and that meant she didn’t have to listen. So she ignored Eleanor’s silent commands and set off after her and the warden.


    Eleanor shook her head. She hoped sideways, her face contorting as she used every muscle in her cheeks to emphasize her unspoken words—No. Run. Away—until the warden growled at her, “Walk! Or I’ll slap you.”


    Eleanor walked. She walked for most of an hour, and to Ui’s astonishment she did so without making a single complaint. She stumbled more and more as time went on though, and her dress darkened with streaks of sweat. Finally, the warden stopped. “Run and I’ll beat you,” he warned Eleanor and then he let go of her arm. Eleanor sank to the ground in an exhausted heap.


    The warden leaned the staff up against a tree.


    Ui’s gaze fixed on it; she crept a few steps closer. The warden handed Eleanor a water skin. While she drank he turned to look for Ui, and when he saw her creeping closer, he grinned. “Is there a reward for you too, boy? Or do I get to sell you in the market? A pretty boy like you should fetch a decent price.”


    Ui glared at him, but made no answer. The warden shook his head. Then he turned his back to her, his hands worked at the waist of his pants, and a moment later Ui heard the rattle of liquid falling on leaves. He was urinating! And right alongside Eleanor, who turned her head away and hid her eyes. The warden noticed, and laughed. “More than you ever imagined, eh?”


    Ui dashed up behind him while he was distracted. He didn’t even hear the leaves rustle. She seized the staff. As he tied his pants, she raised it over her shoulder and brought it down as hard as she could on his head.


    To her astonishment, he dropped like a dead man.


    Eleanor made a little shriek and scrambled away. “You killed him!”


    “Did I?” He was lying face down. He didn’t move when Ui prodded him with the staff. He didn’t groan. Maybe he was dead. A little smile played across her lips. Was it really so easy to kill a man? “Get up, Eleanor. Come on. We still have to find Beyel.”


    Eleanor watched Ui with fearful eyes and did as she was told. She even offered Ui the water skin. “Do you want a drink?” she asked meekly.


    Ui’s throat was parched. She took a long drink, then glanced again at the warden. He still hadn’t moved. “Let’s keep going the same way,” she said. “We need to find a road.”

  


  
    

  


  
    They found a road, and a little village too, just a few minutes’ walk from where the possibly dead warden lay. Peering cautiously from behind the trunk of a tree, Ui spied an inn with a neat porch and a smithy behind it. Behind the smithy, a split rail fence enclosed a wide pasture where a lone cow grazed. Alongside the pasture were three hovels huddled up against the trees.

  


  
    In front of the inn, tied up to a hitching rail, were two saddle horses, while off to the side, parked in the shade of a fine old tree, was Beyel’s wagon, with the two oxen standing quietly in harness, twitching their ears against the flies and chewing on their cuds.


    Horror filled Ui’s heart. She turned to El, who was several feet back, crouched behind a thicket. “I think the deputies have murdered Beyel,” she whispered.


    “What? What do you see?”


    “His wagon! But not him. They must have killed him, and now they’re selling his wagon to the innkeeper.” Her throat ached and tears welled in her eyes, but she refused to give in to grief.


    Dismay would never give in to grief.


    The sound of male laughter rolled out of the inn.


    Dismay would kill them all.


    Ui stood up, the staff held firmly in her hands. “I’m going to look.”


    “No! Wait—”


    Ui stepped from behind the tree. She darted across the road. The sun’s fiery heat blazed down on her head and shoulders and then she was in the shade of the flagstone porch. She smelled beer and sweat, but the bright afternoon light had dazzled her eyes, so she couldn’t see a thing when she peered into the inn’s dark interior.

  


  
    Persuasion

  


  
    “What does the sheriff think I’ve done?” Beyel asked as he re-filled the whiskey glasses of the two deputies assigned to guard him. It had taken a bit of persuasion to convince the thin one—his name was Tabid—that noon’s heat was best avoided, and that the oxen would make better time in the afternoon after a bit of rest.

  


  
    Beyel had been helped in his efforts by the deputy of hefty girth, Jon, who was much in favor of Beyel’s way of thinking.


    Beyel had brought a sack of coins into the inn and he was spending them freely. Lunch had been hearty, with several mugs of beer to rinse it all down and now a whiskey bottle sat at his right hand. He’d even invited the innkeeper to join them. No one else was around.


    And no one cared that he himself wasn’t drinking.


    After the first few beers the deputies had begun to speak freely, complaining about their work, how dull it was to always be riding about, and how everyone was frightened of them. “Oh, ay, I can’t go into an inn,” Tabid had complained, “without a hush falling over the room like I was a ghost with ghoul’s blood dripping from my mouth.”


    When they started complaining about the sheriff and calling him a rotten king’s cocksucker, Beyel decided he might have liked them both, had they not sold their souls to the King.


    Jon leaned back in his chair, making its thin legs creak. “What you’ve done, poet, is you managed to be the very last wagon to leave the Anacarlin marketplace, and you had a boy with you when there was a boy of much the same size and aspect spied in the arena.”


    “My little brother is a half-wit,” Beyel insisted with a quaver in his voice. “I have to go back. I have to find him. He’s too pretty to get by on his own.”


    “Was there a woman with you too?” Tabid wondered. “When you were in Anacarlin, I mean, ’cause there was a woman in the arena along with the boy.”


    “That wasn’t my boy, and the only woman I’ve had with me lately is the one I bought in Anacarlin for an hour. Hardly worth the coin, though. My half-wit brother is prettier—which is why I have to find him soon.”


    Jon shook his big head. “You could sell a boy like that for good money, you know, if you don’t wait till he’s too old.”


    “Shut up, you tinder, you! Beyel already said he promised his father to care for him—”


    “Well, if the kid’s only good for the brothel, then—”


    Beyel didn’t hear whatever else Jon might have said. When they’d first come into the inn, the deputies had decided to place themselves between Beyel and the door, “. . . in case you get ideas,” Jon had explained. So Beyel faced the doorway, and he alone saw the furtive figure that leaned cautiously past the doorframe to peer inside.


    Ui?


    Beyel caught a sharp breath. The innkeeper must have noticed his sudden, fixed gaze because he turned to look, but Ui had already ducked back out of sight.


    Ui!


    Beyel had no idea where she’d been. He had no idea how she’d gotten here. He only knew he had to extract himself from the present company and get her away before the deputies noticed her too. He grabbed the whiskey bottle and started to pour, but the glasses were already full and Tabid was shaking his head, “Enough, enough.” He leaned back in his chair, his head lolling. “I need to lie down for a bit.” With evident effort he stood. “I’m going to find me some shade under a tree.”


    “We could get a room,” Beyel suggested. “Get some proper rest. Let the hottest hours pass.”


    Tabid swayed a bit. “Have you got coin for a room?”


    “Just enough.”


    He pushed some coins toward the innkeeper, who nodded and said, “It’ll be extra if you puke.”


    Jon started to grumble, “I’m not done with lunch yet!”


    Beyel suggested he take the whiskey bottle with him, and that proved satisfying. The innkeeper took them upstairs and opened a room with a wide bed and small table. It smelled of urine and dust, and was so hot that Beyel felt sweat break out on his face as he entered.


    Tabid seemed okay with it. He staggered to the bed and collapsed face down. Jon sat in the little chair beside the table. Beyel heard it creak and thought sure it would collapse beneath him. The innkeeper too seemed to be holding his breath, but after the chair had endured for several seconds, they both relaxed. “Right then,” the innkeeper said. “Holler if you need something.”


    He went out, closing the door behind him, and the room grew more stifling than it already was.


    Beyel looked at Jon. Tabid was already snoring, but Jon looked as if he intended to spend the next hour drinking, not sleeping it off. Beyel needed both men to sleep.


    Jon said, “You wasted your money.”


    Beyel’s heart hammered. Had Jon guessed his plan?


    “It would have been cooler sleeping under a tree. Open the door. Let some air move through here.”


    Beyel did it. Then he went to lie down next to Tabid. Flies buzzed. He heard one of the horses snort. Jon tipped back the bottle and swallowed twice, then breathed a long sigh. “I’ll be outside,” he announced. The chair creaked again as he stood up. The whiskey bottle thumped against the table. Beyel looked up, desperately trying to think of a way to stop him without actually having to hit him over the head.


    Ui had fewer qualms than he did. She stepped in through the open door, staff in hand, and poked Jon in the belly. He doubled over, and she gave him a solid rap on the head. Poor Jon hit the floor with a loud thump.


    Beyel leaped to his feet. “What are you doing?” he whispered. “How did you get in here?”


    She flashed him a smile. “I cracked the innkeeper’s head when his back was turned. Then I came up the stairs.”


    “God bless us.” He ushered Ui out the door and closed it behind them, knowing it would be sometime before either Tabid or Jon stirred again. “Come on, half-wit. We need to be far gone from here before the afternoon gets old.”


    They hurried down the stairs, past the crumpled body of the innkeeper, and out the front door. The two saddle horses stood with their eyes closed and tails switching. Beyel wished they were not standing out in front of the inn, but with luck no one would be on the road in the heat of the day—no one but him. Two or three hours might pass before anyone raised the alarm.


    He untied the oxen. “Half-wit!” he called, looking around for her. “Where are you? Let’s go!”


    He saw her then, coming back across the road with Dismay’s woman, the one who could read. He grimaced, but said nothing as Ui helped her climb past the backboard. Then Ui came around the wagon, scrambled up onto the seat, took up the reins, and asked him with a cheerful smile, “Can I drive?”

  


  
    Through the Forest

  


  
    Ui drove. Beyel sat beside her. He was quiet, troubled by the question of whether or not he’d just been rescued by a woman. Fortunately, he spied a crossroads ahead before he was quite convinced that it had indeed happened.

  


  
    Best not to think about it, he decided. Turning to Ui, he asked, “Where is the map?”


    She looked at him with an adorable pout. “Hepen the Watcher burned it.”


    Beyel looked ahead to the crossroads. Then he looked back at Ui. “No, really.”


    Ui shrugged. “Hepen the Watcher heard me speaking of the map. So he cursed it with infernal fire, and it burned to ashes. Then He sent a forest warden to arrest us, but the Dread Hammer gave me courage, and I cracked the warden’s head with the staff and killed him. Then I came to help you.”


    “Oh.” Beyel wondered if someone had cracked him in the head and this was all a fever dream. Yet the heat, the motion of the wagon, the buzzing of the flies: it all felt very real. “Are you sure you killed him?”


    “Fairly sure.”


    “Ah. Well, I guess we can’t afford to be squeamish.”


    She shrugged. “Dismay never is.”


    “That’s true.”


    They came to the crossroads. One road swung left around a low, forested hill. The other rolled off to the right down a mild grade. “Since we don’t know which way to go,” Ui said brightly, “I’ll let the oxen decide. They’re usually right anyway.”


    Beyel could not argue with this. The oxen decided to turn right.


    They went on for another half hour. The road was passing through a low vale when Beyel directed Ui to drive the wagon into the trees.


    “It’s too early to stop,” she protested.


    “It’s too late to go on. The sheriff and his men will be looking for the wagon. We can’t take it any farther. Turn off here.”


    Ui pouted, but she tugged on the reins. The oxen tossed their heads, but they turned and took the wagon into the trees.


    Eleanor stuck her head out. “What’s going on?”


    “We have to hide the wagon,” Ui said without looking back. She bit her lip, concentrating on weaving the wagon between the trees. The wheels ground over a small rotten log that collapsed under the wagon’s weight. The front left wheel scraped a tree trunk.


    Already they were out of sight of the road, but Beyel said, “Keep going, as far as you can. Try that way, there.” He pointed. “Past that thicket. Right. Now down that way. More to the left. Good, good.”


    “You’re just going to leave the wagon?” Eleanor asked, as if she couldn’t quite believe it. “And then we’ll have to walk again?”


    “No,” Beyel said, breaking his resolve not to talk to her. “I have to walk. You two will stay with the wagon. Take care of the oxen.” He frowned. “Maybe I’ll be back.”


    “Oh no!” Ui said as the wagon lurched over a tree root. “I’m going with you. Dismay needed help before. He might again.”


    Eleanor spoke in an imperious voice. “Ui, you’re not going anywhere. You will do as I tell you and stay with the wagon. But I need to go with Beyel.”


    “You?” Ui turned half around. “You’re too weak to walk a mile!”


    Beyel grabbed for the reins. “Turn,” he said frantically. “Turn!”


    Ui looked ahead again, gasped, and heaved on the reins.


    The wheels just scraped past a tree and Beyel sighed in relief. “I haven’t heard such squabbling between women since my sisters were alive!”


    Ui gave him a side-eyed scowl. “Sorry.”


    He pointed ahead. “See that little meadow? Let’s go there.”


    In truth, Beyel didn’t mind the squabbling so much. He was getting much too used to company.


    “Here we are,” he said as Ui brought the wagon into the meadow. “Turn us around—that’s right—so we’re ready to—” Beyel broke off with a sigh. He supposed there wasn’t much chance that he’d ever come back to the wagon, or that he could ever risk driving it again on the road. “Well, so we’re ready to go again,” he muttered. “Just in case it all works out.”


    Ui let this bit of melancholy pass without comment as she brought the wagon to a stop and set the brake. Then she straightened in her seat, turned to Beyel, and announced, “I’m going with you.”


    From behind them, Eleanor added, “So am I.”


    Beyel considered his options. If he was a man like Marick, he could beat them. If he was another sort, he could tie them up along with the oxen and hope someone came along to claim them before they died of thirst.


    He settled on frightening them with the truth. “You’re both going to die, you know. Horribly.”


    “Oh hush,” Ui said. “We escaped the fire twice already. We’ll escape again.”


    “I’m not sure that’s how life works,” Beyel objected.


    She paid him no attention, just jumped down from the seat, saying, “Now let’s get the beasts unharnessed.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Beyel staked the oxen in the meadow, knowing they would be able to pull the stakes if their tempers grew foul from lack of food. It was the best he could do for them.

  


  
    After that he consulted his costume collection, and after a few minutes’ consideration he decided he would become a scribe. He’d worked as a scribe when he’d first run away from home, and of course he still had his little lap desk, with paper and pens and his travel permit already in it. He put the desk in a pack. Then he used a bit of glue to add a curly beard and chops to disguise his face. Poor trousers, a long-sleeve shirt, and a wide hat to protect an itinerant scribe from the sun completed his transformation.


    “You still look like you,” Ui said, studying him closely.


    “Ah, but I don’t look like anyone you’d bother to remember, and that’s the real trick.”


    Ui rolled her eyes. “You always say the silliest things. I would certainly remember you.”


    Beyel scowled, unsure if it was a compliment. “Come, half-wit. I’ve found some clothes for you. Put them on so you appear a better class of boy.”


    He turned next to Eleanor, and sighed. Her expression by habit was softly beseeching, her gestures were trained to be artful and delicate, her dark hair remained long and lovely. “We will never make a boy out of you,” he said, shaking his head.


    She started up from her seat by the backboard. “I don’t have to be a boy! I can be your wife.”


    “No itinerant scribe can afford a wife.”


    “I’m your sister, then. You’re escorting me.”


    Beyel looked away, not wanting to admit that such a ploy might work. He desperately wanted to leave Eleanor here. He wanted nothing of the bad luck that followed after a woman who could read and anyway Ui was right—Eleanor wasn’t strong enough to walk all day. It only made sense to leave her here. She would be safer here. If she stayed here, Dismay could not send her ahead into the palace.


    He turned back to look at her again, while she studied him with anxious eyes. “I need to go with you, Beyel.”


    She did not deserve the pyre . . . but then, neither had his sisters, and he had promised to bring her along, more or less. He shrugged. “All right, then.” He looked again through the linen bags that held his costumes, and pulled out a faded gray dress. “Here’s something a poor scribe’s sister might wear. Put it on—but bring your fancy dress too. That might be handy when Dismay—” He bit down on his tongue. No need to tell her what Dismay had in mind. “Well, for later.”


    He went outside. Ui and Eleanor joined him a few minutes later, both dressed in their costumes. Ui had the staff in her hand and she looked rather more fierce than she had just a day ago. Beyel decided that killing a man could have that effect. Ui still didn’t look much like a boy, though, while Eleanor looked like a rich man’s daughter wearing a poor woman’s clothes.


    Nothing to be done about it.


    “Let’s go.” He set off across the meadow; they followed a few steps behind. “We’re not going back to the road,” he told them. “The roads wind too much and besides, I want to stay out of sight for as long as we can. So we’re going to cut south through the forest.”


    “How will Dismay find us?” Eleanor wondered.


    Ui snorted. “We’ll just pray to him.”

  


  
    Mad Breezes

  


  
    Smoke found the palace almost by accident. He was following a thread south when he felt it begin a slow turn, which was an odd thing, for though the threads that wove the weft and warp of the world ran in every direction, mostly, they ran straight. He reached for another thread within the curve of the first and followed it, only to discover that it too was turning, as if it was part of a great circle. The next thread over was the same, and the one after that, and each time he shifted he felt himself moving closer to the center of this vortex of threads—and to his astonishment he found he was not alone.

  


  
    There were spirits all around him, following the circling paths of the threads. Spirits of wind, mist, rain; hearth spirits; tree spirits; nasty, small spirits of pestilence and despair; spirits that opened the flowers in the spring and others that guided the bees to those flowers; there were spirits whose purpose Smoke could not guess. It was as if Hepen the Watcher had bent the shape of the world so that all spirits would circle around him.


    Some of the spirits darted with great speed along the bent threads, swiftly overtaking Smoke and moving on. Others ran counter to his direction, and a few dropped quickly past as if they were racing for the center. He kept a wary eye on them all.


    The spirits of the world were powerful beings and often ill-tempered. Smoke had learned early to avoid them when he met them on the threads, but there were so many here he could not elude them all. He shuddered as a chill rain spirit swept through him, and sighed as a hearth spirit warmed him again. Then a great storm spirit turned its fury on him, raging at him, tearing at the fine threads of his soul. He tried to get away by reaching for the next thread outward across the circle, but it wasn’t there anymore. So he turned inward instead.


    That’s when he realized he’d fallen into a trap, one that was forcing him toward the center, along with all the spirits around him. His temper kicked in. If he could only move inward, he would not move at all. Letting go of the threads, he dropped back into the world.


    His reflection coalesced, leaving him standing on a steep slope among laurel and olive trees. Around him, puffs and swirls of hot air whispered to one another and wandered through the leaves like irritable ghosts.


    More spirits, he supposed.


    He cocked his head, watching a semitranslucent breeze climb up to the canopy of an olive tree, setting the long, pendulous branches swaying as it passed. The breeze had a shape. It had an awareness he could feel and when it noticed him watching, it came back down to the ground and swirled around him before skittering away.


    He looked down the slope, to see below a wide, almost perfectly round valley whose high walls enclosed a similarly round lake. The air in the valley was thick with a milky haze that blurred and softened the distant shore, though Smoke could still see with good clarity a low island at the lake’s center. There were three causeways running from the lakeshore to the island, equidistant from one another like spokes on a wheel.


    On the island’s shore, cattle and sheep grazed in neat pastures that encircled a beautiful, sprawling, labyrinthine building—the palace of Hepen the Watcher? Smoke could not doubt he’d found it at last.


    The palace was so vast its far walls faded in the hazy air. Its structure followed no fixed pattern that Smoke could see, but it was graceful all the same, rising in irregular tiers made up of apartments, balconies, courts, and gardens that gradually stepped back so that each successive level was smaller than the one below. All the walls were faced with marble in shades of white, gray, and pink, arranged in delightful patterns. Seven stories or more above the water the palace was crowned with a curved roof, night-black in color and shaped like the smooth, upper curve of an eye. This roof sheltered a chamber whose walls gleamed with a lovely blue light, like the blue of a northern sky on a clear summer’s day.


    The glow was not a reflection. The valley was roofed in heavy clouds so low they grazed the surrounding hills, and as Smoke watched, rain began to fall on the palace in long gray curtains. Then a whirlwind appeared on the water, flashing silver and gray as it danced across the surface of the lake, but it fell apart into froth before it reached the island. Next, the clouds split apart and the sun shone unexpectedly through. The water sparkled and the palace walls threw back the light in blinding brilliance, but a few scant seconds later the clouds closed up again and gloom returned.


    Smoke stayed where he was for most of an hour, the wind spirits idling around him as he searched the geometry of the world-beneath, looking for a thread that led into the palace, but he could not find one. After a time he decided he’d have to walk to the palace. He hated walking, and it didn’t help his mood when it took most of another hour of clambering through underbrush and climbing over fallen trees before he reached the lakeshore.


    At last, though, he stood at the water’s edge, buffeted by mad breezes that whispered to him in a language he didn’t understand. The milky haze he’d noticed before was thicker here; he could see now that it was a haze of spirits caught halfway between the world and the world-beneath, their vague shapes overlapping, whirling, and churning about. Thousands of them. He realized that here must be all those lost spirits that had gone missing from Lutawa—the rain spirits, the spirits of orchard and wood, stream and hearth—without them Lutawa would finally dry up and die—so why did Hepen the Watcher keep them here? Smoke could not guess. He knew though, that the only reason he wasn’t trapped with them was because he could become a solid reflection within the world.


    “Walk, then,” he muttered to himself in a disgusted tone, and he set off around the shore, making for the nearest causeway. It was more rough going, past storm debris and through dense thickets. Many of the plants were in bloom despite the autumn season, but the sweet scent of their flowers couldn’t quite disguise a pervasive stink of ashes and burnt flesh.


    Eventually Smoke came across a road, its surface smooth, white clay and just wide enough for a teamster’s wagon. The road wound away up the valley wall—making a much easier route than the one Smoke had followed down—and it ran ahead onto the causeway.


    Smoke looked around, but he saw no guards, nor anyone else except the wandering spirits that hazed the air. He drew his sword so as to be ready for surprises, and then he set out to cross the causeway.


    Water lilies bloomed in the shallows on either side. At first their scent was mild and sweet, but as he went on it grew cloying, almost choking. His head started to spin, he stumbled, and it was all he could do to keep walking. That’s when he heard ahead of him a rumbling of hooves.


    He looked up in alarm to see a company of six horsemen galloping from the palace. Fear cleared his head a little—enough to know he didn’t care to meet six riders when he was on foot and dizzied from the scent of the poisonous lilies. So he reached for the threads—but of course there were no threads within his grasp. That’s why he was walking, wasn’t it?


    He struggled to think. What to do? Where could he hide himself?


    His legs almost gave out from under him. He stumbled as he struggled to keep his feet. It was a moment of weakness that saved his life as an arrow shot past, a whisper above his scalp. The shock of it woke him up. He knew exactly what to do: he turned and ran.


    He couldn’t reach the threads, but he could still move with a demon’s stunning speed. He darted back toward the shore, and though he staggered and swayed, he managed to not fall down or drop his sword.


    The air was better at the end of the causeway. He filled his lungs with it and then he turned, to find the horsemen almost on him.


    Each rider was dressed in a fine gold tabard belted over a black tunic. They were alert, unaffected by the foul air as they came two-by-two along the narrow causeway. The lead riders stood in their stirrups, aiming arrows at him. Smoke dropped flat on the ground as the arrows shot past. Then he was up again, charging the first two horses. He slashed the throat of one, sending it into a panic. It shied and tumbled off the causeway, spilling its rider into the water.


    The second horseman tried to ride him down, but Smoke spun aside a moment before he was trampled. At the same time he swung his sword, severing the rider’s leg, releasing a thick spray of blood to mix with the white dust of the causeway. The man uttered a choking scream. He tried to cling to the saddle, but Smoke grabbed the hem of his tunic and pulled him off, throwing him down into his own pooling blood. The idiot horse turned in a tight, panicked circle, prancing as if determined not to get any blood on its hooves. Its body sheltered Smoke from oncoming arrows as he clawed his way into the saddle. He screamed at it to run.


    The horse obeyed him. In seconds he reached the shore. An arrow buzzed past as he hunched low over its neck. Another arrow struck the horse in its flank, but that only made it run faster up the steep chalk road. It rounded the first tight turn, and the trees blocked any further arrows. Smoke screamed at the horse to “Run! Run faster!” Excited spirits came to watch, gathering in the branches and shaking the trees so that dead wood rained down on the road behind them, slowing the four riders who pursued.


    The horse had carried Smoke halfway out of the valley when he felt the threads again. He started to reach for them, but then he remembered they were a trap: the same circling highway that had caught him before. His temper ignited. He kicked the horse, pushing it harder, refusing to let it slow down, though its wet hide was flecked with lather.


    It had taken Smoke an hour to walk down to the lakeshore, but it took the frightened horse only a few minutes to climb the road out of the valley. As Smoke neared the top he could still hear the hoof beats of his pursuers, but they were distant, and when he turned to look back, he couldn’t see them. Out on the lake a torrential rain was falling, while on the shore a rainbow-infused drizzle washed over the sprawled figure of the dead horseman.


    Then a whisper of prayer reached him from out of the north: Eleanor’s voice. The exhausted horse slowed to a walk as he listened. She called him, not in panic, but only to say, We are here. The prayer wove its own thread as prayers will do, creating a path for him to follow that would bring him straight to her. Such was the way of prayers.


    Smoke reined in the horse. Turning, he looked again at the great palace, barely visible now past the milky haze of spirits and the rain. He realized he’d heard no voices calling to him when he was inside the valley. Perhaps the palace women didn’t dare to utter prayers?


    He wondered what would happen if one did.

  


  
    Nothing to Offer

  


  
    Marick sat his horse, waiting at a crossroads in the heavily forested hills that surrounded the Holy Vale. Fear festered in his gut. Where was the demon? Where was his wife? And where was the King’s map that they had stolen?

  


  
    Eleanor’s carriage had vanished from the roads, disappeared into thin air along with the deputies he’d sent to escort it. A lone teamster claimed to have seen it in the Kusoden Hills, but there had been no word of it since. There had been no word of the map.


    And now the two deputies assigned to escort the poet’s wagon had turned up drunk, and Jon with a lump on his head. The wagon, of course, was gone, along with the simpering poet who drove it, leaving Marick with nothing to offer the King.


    He’d sent out his remaining men in twos and threes to hunt the tangled roads. As the afternoon waned they straggled in, relieved to have finally found their way to the proper meeting place. Marick spoke with each man. Cullo sat alongside him, his horse stamping restlessly and his face growing ever grimmer as again and again the deputies reported no sign of the poet’s wagon, the carriage, or the demon. “Marick,” Cullo murmured, “if the map gets into foreign hands—”


    “It will not.”


    “I pray it will not.”


    Marick had nothing to offer the King—and Cullo knew it. He also knew that if Marick was arrested he could well be the new sheriff come tomorrow and then the task of finding the demon would fall on him.


    “I am behind you,” Cullo whispered. “You know that.”


    Marick nodded. Cullo was no fool.


    The men had been milling in the shade when they heard the sound of galloping hooves. Within seconds all were mounted, their weapons in hand. Soon after, a lone rider appeared on the winding road, coming from the direction of the palace. He wore a gold tabard over black: the sumptuous uniform of a King’s man of the palace guard.


    Marick traded a contemptuous look with Cullo. What was a King’s man but a pretty ornament to decorate the palace? It was not the palace guard that kept the King safe; it was the sheriff and the Lutawan army. The guard rarely had cause to draw a blade—and yet they held themselves above all other servants of the King, despising with a special venom the sheriff and his deputies, as executioners tainted by the criminals they dealt with.


    The King’s man reined in his horse when he caught sight of the gathering of armed men, all dressed in black. He raised his right hand in a gesture of peace, and then he brought his horse forward at a walk. “I seek the Sheriff Marick,” he called as he drew near.


    Marick hissed. He had no doubt this vain cock recognized him, but such a fine creature would not want to admit to knowing who the lowly sheriff was. Marick was not so fastidious. He rode forward. “You have found him.”


    The King’s man spoke his message in a sharp voice. “Sheriff, your demon was seen on the causeway outside the palace.”


    The men murmured. Cullo whispered under his breath, “The creature is playing us for fools.”


    “It killed a man, and fled the Holy Vale on a stolen horse.”


    Marick remained stone-faced, even as he felt another thread snap in the frayed rope that held his life. “Surely the palace guard chased it down?”


    “We pursued it, but the spirits strove against us, and after it left the Holy Vale it turned to smoke and disappeared. Still, we all expect your demon will soon return.”


    Your demon.


    The King’s man was very careful to use the phrase. Nedwary of Cuhoxa had done the same. Simple words, that firmly fixed all blame on Marick.


    The King’s man wasn’t done. “Sheriff, you are summoned with your men to the palace. You will present yourself in the witness chamber within the hour.”


    Marick’s reserve cracked just a little. He drew a sharp breath; a flush darkened his face, but his gaze didn’t waver as he assured the King’s man, “I will be there.”


    The guardsman nodded. Then he turned his horse around and set off for the palace at the same swift gallop at which he’d come.

  


  
    A Reason For Her Life

  


  
    Smoke followed the thread of Eleanor's prayer to a trackless woodland only a few miles north of the spirit-haunted valley. She walked as she prayed, following behind Ui and Beyel. Beyel carried a pack, and somehow he’d acquired a curly beard—but his oxen and his wagon were nowhere to be seen. Smoke knew that something must have gone very wrong for him to have left them behind.

  


  
    Maybe this was another trap? Maybe the sheriff was somewhere nearby, hidden from Smoke’s senses by the magic of Hepen the Watcher?


    Smoke hunted through the woodland, but found no sign of the sheriff or anyone else, so he returned. The gray vapor of his presence was disguised among the thickets. No one noticed him until he materialized in front of Beyel.


    “God bless us,” the poet yelped as he stumbled back against Ui. He fixed Smoke with a furious glare. “Do you show up like that just to see if I’ll scream or faint?”


    Smoke ignored him. Someone else was here . . . or soon would be.


    The threads still trembled with the energy of his arrival, but they also vibrated at the approach of another. He drew his sword and raised it high, poised to strike.


    Beyel ducked. He grabbed Ui, and hauled her back out of the way, demanding to know, “What has come over you?”


    Smoke said nothing. His glittering gaze studied the forest as he turned in a slow circle, listening to the threads.


    Ui pushed Beyel aside. “Out of my way!” She raised the staff she carried, looking eager for an adversary. By contrast, Eleanor stood frozen a few steps farther back, her mouth open and her hand half-raised. For many seconds no one spoke.


    Then Smoke drew a soft breath and lowered his sword. “Thellan,” he muttered in distaste. Even as he spoke he glimpsed the white fog of her presence between distant trees. It sped closer, but not too close. She took shape at a cautious distance of some fifteen feet—too far for him to cut her down immediately with his sword.


    Oh, but she was as lovely as ever. Everything about her was glinting, polished, perfect, from her neatly braided hair, to her bright smile, to her figure not at all disguised by a close-fitting, sleeveless jerkin and breeches so snug they must have been made with magic. Compared to Thellan, Eleanor looked dowdy, and the rest of them looked like beggars.


    Of course Thellan had come armed. On her back she carried a bow and a sword, while belted at her waist was a knife of impressive dimension.


    She met Smoke’s glare with a mocking smile. “That fire did you no good. You’re not so pretty as you used to be. And where is your fine hair?”


    At the sound of her voice, Beyel turned as if he’d been yanked by a string. “Thellan!” On his face and in his voice there was unabashed joy.


    He started toward her, but Smoke said, “Stay, Beyel.”


    Beyel turned to him with a poisonous look. “Why? Are you claiming her too? Did you bring her with you?”


    “Her?” Smoke couldn’t help himself. His lip curled in distaste. “Why would I?”


    Thellan laughed, a soft, low sound. Smoke hated that laugh because it stirred up his desire, no matter that he despised her. She felt it, of course. Her smile showed her satisfaction. “Dismay, not everyone thinks so ill of me.”


    She must have decided Smoke wasn’t going to kill her, at least not right away, because she sauntered closer, holding her hand out to Beyel as she approached. He took it gladly. The heat of her gaze brought the blood into his face; no doubt drawing it elsewhere too. Thellan lifted her chin to look at Smoke. “Beyel is fond of me.”


    “It’s true,” Beyel whispered. His mouth remained open. He seemed inclined to say more, but he couldn’t cajole any more words to come out.


    Meanwhile, Smoke’s anger was building. “Why are you here again? Do you like it so much in Lutawa?”


    She cocked a sculpted eyebrow. “I would ask the same of you, sweet Dismay. I was so sure you’d run home again after you’d shed enough blood to cool your burns.”


    He remembered the past night’s dream of Ketty and Gawan. “Don’t speak to me of home.”


    Ui stepped in front of him, her staff held defensively in two hands. “Dismay has a task to do here before he goes home again.”


    Beyel flinched at her sharp words. He shook his head as if waking from a reverie, glanced from Ui to Thellan, blushed again, and then he turned to Smoke. “It’s a good thing you’ve come back, and Thellan too. Where were you anyway? The day was almost a disaster, and we’re lucky we got this far.”


    “It’s true!” Ui said, turning so quickly her staff almost cracked Smoke in the jaw. “We were set on by the sheriff—”


    “He’s here, then?” Smoke slid his sword back into its scabbard. “The King protects him. I can’t sense him or his men.”


    “He is here, somewhere,” Ui assured him. Her face was bright with an excited smile. “He arrested Beyel, but I got away with El. Then the map burnt up with infernal fire—but it doesn’t really matter anymore, because the palace is supposed to be close by! Anyway, a warden grabbed us, but I cracked his head. Then we found Beyel and rescued him.”


    “That’s not what happened!” Beyel protested. “You didn’t actually rescue me. I would have been free on my own in another minute—”


    “But where is your wagon?” Thellan wanted to know. “Was it lost?”


    Eleanor answered. It was the first she’d spoken since Smoke had come. He heard resentment in her voice. “Beyel made us leave it hidden in the forest. We’ve walked miles and miles and I know we’re lost.”


    Beyel threw up his hands. “We’re not lost. Stop saying that. Soon now, we’ll come to a road.” He turned to Smoke. “Aren’t I right, Dismay?”


    “There is a road,” Smoke agreed, “but you don’t need to go there. You’ve done what I asked. You helped me get here. Go back now. You’re not needed anymore.”


    “What?” Beyel took a step toward him, his expression outraged. “I don’t want to go back. I’m here to help you find the palace and do—you know—that thing you need to do.”


    “Kill the King,” Ui said. “You’re still afraid to say it, aren’t you?”


    “You should be afraid to say it, half-wit.”


    “I already found the palace,” Smoke said. “What else can you do to help?”


    “Well . . . I . . . I don’t know what I can do. But you might need me still. Remember the arena. If not for me—”


    “And me too!” Ui said, brandishing her staff.


    “If not for us you would have been trapped in that cage. And afterward, when you were burnt, we kept you safe, hidden in my wagon. What if something happens and you need help again?”


    Smoke shrugged, confused by Beyel’s fervor. “I only need Eleanor.”


    Eleanor’s chin rose. She looked up at him with a half-smile of fragile surprise. “Oh, Dismay.” Before he quite knew what was happening, she rushed him. Her arms slipped around his shoulders; she pressed her slender body against his. “Dismay, I need you too. I can’t say how much. I thought—I thought you didn’t care.”


    He looked down at her in astonishment. What had he said?


    Then he remembered Thellan. He cast a guilty look in her direction, knowing it was a mistake even as he did it, but he couldn’t help himself—and he saw his doom written in the green sparkle of her eyes, in the cruel amusement of her smile. She knew. She saw through to his treachery. A cold sweat broke out across his skin. He recoiled from Eleanor, and when that didn’t free him, he turned to vapor in her arms, re-forming again several feet away. “I told you,” he growled, “it’s my wife I love, and only her. When I said I need you, I only meant that I can’t get into the palace by myself, so I need you to go first.”


    Eleanor looked as if he’d slapped her. Smoke heard her heart, suddenly racing. She stumbled sideways, catching herself against a tree. He turned away, furious, because it was her fault for pursuing him, and now Thellan knew, and she would be delighted to share her discovery with Ketty.


    He reached for the knife on his belt, thinking to end that threat, but Thellan got there faster. When he looked at her again she had her bow in hand, with a nocked arrow aimed at his heart. “Don’t think about it, Dismay.”


    He let the knife drop back into the sheath. Sweat steamed off his skin. “You’ll tell her, won’t you?”


    “What do you care? You won’t even come home!”


    “She doesn’t want me home!”


    He wanted to go home anyway, but he turned to Eleanor instead. “I need your help.”


    “I love you, Dismay,” she whispered, standing straight again and refusing to flinch before his angry gaze. “You know I do. Last night—”


    “Last night was a mistake.”


    “Not for me.”


    “Listen to me! I need you to go back to your husband—”


    “Are you crazy?” The sudden rage in her eyes was surely a match for his own. “He beat me. He raped me. He threatened my father. You swore you’d kill him for me, Dismay!”


    “And I will! Later.”


    “Later?” Thellan echoed, incredulous. She lowered her arrow and relaxed her bow, but judging by her smoldering gaze she might well decide to use it after all. Thellan hated all men like Marick. “Isn’t it your purpose to kill such men? Given all the murders you’ve done, why withhold your blade this time?”


    “Because I need a way into the palace!” He turned again to Eleanor. “Let me avenge you against the King first.”


    She glared at him with accusing eyes. In the threads that defined her he felt her fury mix dangerously with despair.


    “It’s not my fault!” he insisted. “I never offered you anything except vengeance. If you want it, if you want to serve some purpose, then go back to your husband. Let him take you into the palace, and when you get there, pray to me to come. If it’s the will of the Dread Hammer, then your prayer should open a way for me.”


    This was too much for Beyel. “If?” he cried out. “Should? You can’t send her into the palace if you’re only guessing it might work!”


    Smoke turned and walked away, ten paces into the woods. He pressed the heels of his hands against his temples, feeling as if his heart was about to ignite with Hepen the Watcher’s infernal fire. Wasn’t it the right thing to kill the Lutawan king? Wasn’t that what his sister Takis had asked him to do? Wasn’t that why the Dread Hammer had sent him south? Why then, did anything else matter?


    He gathered his patience, never much to speak of, and strode back to Beyel, who had the wisdom to look a bit frightened at last. “If the Dread Hammer’s magic is stronger than Hepen the Watcher’s, then it will work.”


    “Well, then,” Beyel said, “I’ll go instead. Let the woman stay here. I can get into the palace as a scribe looking for work. I’ll pray to you.”


    Smoke gazed skyward in near-despair, beseeching the Dread Hammer with upturned palms. “Why do you surround me with fools?” he lamented. Looking down again, he told Beyel, “You’re a man! I can’t hear your prayer.”


    “Does that mean you can’t hear mine either?” Ui wondered. “Since I’m a boy now?”


    Smoke blinked in abject confusion. “You’re not a boy. You’re only disguised as a boy. Why would you want to be a boy anyway?”


    Judging by the expression on her face, she thought him a fool. “Because boys are free! Free to ride in wagons, and be teamsters, and see all the roads and villages of the land!”


    “Well actually,” Beyel corrected her gently. “It’s only that I have a special permit that allows me to—”


    Eleanor stepped up and pulled the knife from Smoke’s belt. She jammed the tip against his throat before he recovered from his surprise. “Did you know it would be this way?” she demanded. “That first night we met, that first time you kissed me, did you already know I would be condemned to the palace? That I would die horribly there?”


    The blade pricked his skin. A trickle of blood made a mad, itching passage to his collar bone. He could flee into the threads, but he knew if she wanted to, she could sink the knife to its hilt in the moment it would take him to be gone. “How could I know it?” he growled. “It’s not my gift to know the future.”


    “That first night—even on that first night!—you said, ‘Show me the way into the palace. Then there will have been a reason for your life.’”


    Smoke remembered those words. He wondered if the Dread Hammer had put them in his mouth. “Are you going to cut my throat?”


    Thellan came slowly closer. “I advise you not to, as much as he deserves it. Console yourself that in the end, he’ll be more miserable if you leave him alive.”


    Eleanor’s gaze flicked sideways toward Thellan—and Smoke moved, seizing Eleanor’s wrist in one hand, lifting the knife out of it with the other. He stepped back, sheathed the knife, and turned to Thellan. “I should have killed you long ago.”


    The green glitter in her eyes chilled him. “You should be kinder to me. I saved your life just now, and also before, when you were on the pyre.”


    Eleanor remained an arm’s reach away. Smoke felt the heat of her soul within the threads and knew that even now, he could hold a hand out to her and she would come to him.


    “I don’t think my life was in danger just now,” he told Thellan. “And I saved your life when you were a little Lutawan slave in Nedgalvin’s arms, so we are even.” With the back of his hand, he wiped at the blood on his neck and reconsidered. “No, we’re not even. I killed Nedgalvin for you, but you didn’t kill the sheriff for me. You still owe me.”


    Thellan raised her bow. “Don’t speak that name to me!”


    Tension sang in the threads, but it didn’t all belong to her. Eleanor and Ui shared it too. Smoke was so perplexed by this that he turned half to vapor and retreated again several paces to gain some distance. Only then did he risk a glance away from Thellan. Ui had moved to Eleanor’s side. She stood with one hand holding her staff and the other gripping her sister’s arm.


    In a cold, flat voice Eleanor asked him, “What do you know of Nedgalvin?”


    Smoke strove to keep all three women within his sight. “I already told you of him.” He touched the massive scar on the side of his neck. “That first night we met, I told you a Lutawan officer gave me this. That was Nedgalvin. My sister, Takis, took him for a lover—”


    “Nedgalvin died in the war!” Eleanor shouted. “Nedgalvin is my brother and he died in the war with all his men. He died badly, and that’s why I couldn’t marry the man my father chose for me, that’s why I was forced to marry a monster instead.”


    Thellan was as surprised as Smoke, but she was faster to recover. Then again, she hated Nedgalvin more. “Your brother, Nedgalvin?” She looked at Smoke as if he’d become her ally again.


    But he was no one’s ally. “What difference does it make? He’s dead.”


    “By your hand,” Eleanor said quietly.


    “By my hand. He nearly killed Ketty, he betrayed my sister, and he tried to make Thellan his slave. I was pleased to kill him.”


    Many seconds passed during which no one spoke. Ui stared at her sister, while Eleanor’s gaze was locked on some vision in the middle distance that no one else could see.


    Then Thellan stepped close behind Eleanor and, speaking softly, she said, “Do you know who Dismay’s sister is?”


    Eleanor whirled to face Thellan. The pace of her breathing quickened, so that her chest rose and fell.


    “Leave her alone,” Smoke warned, but Thellan ignored him. She hated Nedgalvin, with a hate hot enough to encompass Nedgalvin’s sister too.


    “Dismay’s sister Takis is the Trenchant of the Puzzle Lands.”


    “One of the Koráyos witches?” Beyel asked in astonishment.


    “Just so. Takis loved the Lutawan general, Nedgalvin.”


    “It doesn’t matter anymore,” Smoke insisted. “Don’t speak of it.”


    But Thellan kept on. “She got herself a child with him. Then she sent him back to Lutawa, along with Dismay.”


    “Stop it,” Smoke warned her again, wanting no part of whatever hurt Thellan was aiming to inflict.


    “Tell Nedgalvin’s sister what you were to do, Dismay.”


    His lip curled. His hand went again to the hilt of his knife.


    “Tell her!” Thellan commanded, and because she was a woman, even if only a horrid Hauntén woman, Smoke was compelled to obey.


    “I was to kill the King and set up Nedgalvin in his place.”


    Thellan nodded. “Your brother was a coward, Eleanor. Despite that he had Dismay to help him, he ran from his duty—”


    Smoke jerked the knife out. “Say no more!”


    “—and left you to wither!”


    With a snarl, he turned and drove the blade hard, but not at Thellan. It quivered, sunk two inches into the trunk of a tree.


    Thellan didn’t deign to notice. She’d already guessed she was safe and kept her gaze fixed on Eleanor. “Your fine, proud brother left you to wither,” she repeated. “Remember that, when Marick climbs on top of you tonight and violates your sacred gate.”


    Smoke was a murderer, but it wasn’t his way to toy with his victims. He couldn’t abide her cruelty. “Why did you come here, Thellan? Was it just to laugh at those who are weaker than you?”


    She gave him a look of such searing contempt that he knew everything he’d assumed about her had to be wrong. “Dismay, you’re such a fool.”


    “Wait, Thellan!” But her body was already dissolving into white mist. “Was it Ketty?” he asked desperately. “Did she send you?”


    “Return home, and find out before—” The mist enveloped her, taking away any other words she might have said; and then it retreated between the trees faster than a bird could fly.


    Smoke reached for the threads, determined to follow her, desperate to know, but before he was quite gone to the world-beneath, Ui screamed at him, “No! You stay here and finish what you started!”


    And because Ui was a woman too, not a boy at all, Smoke found himself anchored there in the forest, quivering like the knife when he’d thrust it into the tree.


    “Why did she come here?” he asked in abject confusion.


    “To taunt you,” Eleanor answered. “To torment you into running home. You should go.”


    He gave her a dark look. “Ketty hasn’t called me.”


    Eleanor straightened her shoulders. “So stay. Ui is right, anyway. You need to finish what you started. We need to finish it. I’ll go to the palace—but I won’t go with Marick.” Turning away, she set off in the direction Beyel had been walking before.


    “By the Dread Hammer and Koráy,” Smoke muttered. He took long strides to catch up with her. “Eleanor, how will you get into the palace if not with your husband?”


    “Surely the King keeps watch on the roads? If he sees a woman alone, won’t he send someone to arrest her?”


    “I don’t know! But Marick is on the road. He could find you anyway.”


    Eleanor stopped. She fixed him with a cold glare. “You will hunt the road to make sure he doesn’t.”


    Smoke twitched, feeling the compulsion of another command. “How then will I know what happens to you?”


    Ui slipped past him. “I’ll go with her.”


    Eleanor, Beyel, and Smoke all turned on her, speaking in chorus, “No!,” while Beyel added, “There’s no need to risk you as well, half-wit. I’ll go.”


    “I’ll go alone,” Eleanor said.


    Smoke was willing to agree to it, but Beyel feared for her. “I’ll follow you within the forest—”


    “Can you hide yourself within the threads?” Smoke wondered. “If not, then Hepen the Watcher will see you even hidden within the forest. Better you don’t draw the King’s notice. You and Ui will stay here until Eleanor is safely gone.”


    “Safely?” Beyel asked in an acid tone.


    Smoke’s lip curled. In a low voice he said, “I promised not to harm you, and I’m bound by my promises, but I have a bad temper, you should know.”


    The blood left Beyel’s face. He took Ui’s arm and pulled her back. “Come, Ui. We’ll just wait here, until your sister is safely gone.”

  


  
    An Icy Resolve

  


  
    Marick knelt in the presence of the King, his gaze fixed on the intricate pattern of the tiled floor. The throne was on a raised platform. Marick could just see the hem of the King’s heavy gold robe. He did not dare look up.

  


  
    “My sight reaches everywhere,” the King was saying in his whispery, old-man’s voice, dry as the sound of sand falling through a chute. “I cannot be blinded, or distracted. I have seen the map I entrusted to you, the map that you lost, and I have burnt it.”


    Marick trembled, sure that he would be burnt next.


    But the King said nothing more. For most of a minute there was no sound. Then He stood. Marick watched the sway of his robes as he descended the platform and crossed to the blue wall of the witness chamber. Marick did not dare turn his head to look, but he imagined the King’s tall, skeletally thin figure standing at the wall, his gaze that was God’s gaze seeing some sight beyond the perception of any man’s eyes.


    After several minutes the King spoke again. “Marick, go. Get out.”


    Marick drew a trembling breath. Then he stood and, with eyes downcast, he backed out of the witness chamber.


    His heart hammered in terror. Still, he wanted to know what the King had seen, so he lingered in the anteroom. The guardsman posted there glared a warning at him to be on his way. Marick pretended not to see it, until the man started to draw his sword. Then he chose retreat.


    He went outside, crossed a small court, and then descended the grand staircase to the vast Court of Thousands. No one was about, thank God, thank the King. Marick’s skin was clammy, his gut watery, his hands trembled—God’s Ashes, his whole body was trembling! He couldn’t afford to be seen in this state.


    As quickly as he could, he crossed the wide court and then descended two levels, ducking into a paved garden where carefully tended trees grew within circular planters and flowers bloomed in beautiful bowls, every blossom picked as soon as it began to fade. A serving woman saw him and left, and then he was alone.


    A four-foot wall enclosed the garden; below was a sheer drop to the next level of the palace. Marick leaned on the wall, letting a cool lake breeze ease the heat of panic on his face. He stood there for some time, contemplating his future, knowing he’d been granted only a temporary reprieve. The King had seen a vision within the walls of the witness chamber that had captured his attention, but he had not forgotten Marick. He never forgot anything.


    Evening was coming. The spirits that haunted the Holy Vale were beginning to wail among the hills, while down on the causeway another of the King’s men was setting out on some mission, his fine gold tabard bright even in the fading light.


    Strange, that he would be leaving so close to dusk.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke went to look for Marick, leaving Eleanor to find her own way through the forest. Moving as a spirit through the world-beneath, he returned to the road and then followed it to the rim of the spirit-haunted valley, but he saw no one. Next he followed the road back several miles, exploring side roads along the way, but no one was about: no merchants, no couriers, no soldiers, no sheriff, and no deputies dressed all in black.

  


  
    Of course, Hepen the Watcher knew he was near. The fight on the causeway had ensured that. No doubt he was holding his men in reserve, waiting, watching for any unexpected thing. Eleanor would be glad of it, since she would not have to wait so long to be discovered.


    Smoke sought her in the threads, returning to her at dusk as she reached the edge of the trees.


    He didn’t show himself, but watched from a thicket as she stepped out on the road. She’d changed into her fine brown traveling dress, and despite the gloom cast by heavy clouds, the silk shimmered and glistened with the radiance of polished wood. Within the threads of the world-beneath Smoke sensed her fear, but also an icy resolve.


    When she set out walking, Smoke trailed along behind her, silent and unseen.


    It wasn’t long before she drew near to the spirit-haunted valley. Then at last someone else appeared along the road: a single horseman, riding from the direction of the palace. He was a stranger to Smoke, a young man with a chiseled face and stern expression, dressed in a sumptuous gold tabard like those men Smoke had fought on the causeway, and armed with a sword on his belt. He waited until he was only a few steps from Eleanor before reining in his horse.


    “The King has seen you walking alone,” he said. “I am to ask, have you been sent by the Dread Hammer?”


    Smoke, watching from the thickets, was as startled as Eleanor. “You dare speak that name?” she asked in astonishment.


    “These are the words given to me by the King to say.”


    Smoke heard the swift beat of her heart, but she’d long since learned to hide her true feelings. Both her face and her voice were composed when she asked, “Does the King hear my words when I speak to you?”


    The young man nodded.


    “Very well, then. I have been sent by the Dread Hammer, but I don’t serve her. She has ruined my family. My brother was misled by her, betrayed, and butchered. My father was left with no son and made to beg mercy from the monster who raped me. My sister is gone mad, and for myself, I was seduced by the demon the Dread Hammer sent to our land, a demon who wanted nothing more from me than to take my demon flower before sacrificing me in this gods’ war.”


    She lifted her chin. Her voice was clear and firm. “So if the King can hear me, let him hear this: The demon trusts me. He will come if I pray to him. It’s in my power to summon him into the King’s presence. If I do this, is it the desire of the King to strike him down?”


    The horseman leaned down to her, extending his gloved hand. “Come, woman. Climb up behind me and I’ll take you to the King.”


    There was an awkward interval as Eleanor was hoisted onto the back of the horse. She settled in a precarious, sideways seat, gripping the saddle for balance, while taking pains not to touch the man.


    “Are you ready?” he asked her.


    “I am.”


    They set out for the palace at an easy walk. Balanced on the back of the horse, Eleanor turned her head, her gaze searching the thickets as if she hoped to spy Smoke there, but he kept himself hidden.


    He couldn’t read her heart. He couldn’t say if she truly intended to betray him. Maybe she hadn’t decided yet.

  


  
    

  


  
    As the afternoon waned, the silence in the forest grew so oppressive that Beyel spoke just to make sure he still could. “There’s no point in brooding!” he insisted.

  


  
    Ui, who stood brooding a few paces from where he sat with his back against a tree, was sufficiently startled by this pronouncement to flinch.


    “It is what it is,” Beyel went on. “Dismay said to wait here—”


    “Until Eleanor was safely gone!” Ui glared at him through narrowed eyes. “And she’s long gone now. Maybe she’s dead.”


    “No, she can’t have reached the palace yet.” Beyel meant his words to be encouraging, but on reflection he decided they were not.


    Fortunately, Ui was too angry with him to listen. He’d had to tackle her twice to stop her from setting off through the forest after Eleanor. He’d taken away her staff—thank God, too. That was the only reason his skull was still intact.


    He didn’t blame her for being angry.


    He just wished he knew what to do.


    The wiser part of him insisted that Dismay had spoken the truth and his role was done. He should return to the wagon, hitch up the oxen, and under cover of darkness make his way north, where he might live out his life as if he’d never heard of the demon. This was perfectly sensible and yet here he was, still sitting with his back to a tree, pretending that he wasn’t brooding.


    As his attention faltered, Ui started to edge away.


    “Don’t,” he warned her.


    “How can you just sit there?” she countered—


    —which was exactly what Beyel was asking himself.


    The foolish part of him kept remembering the agony visited on his sisters; it chided him for even thinking of running away; it taunted him for sitting safe in the forest when he could be at the palace instead, where he might do some small thing to help Dismay strike down the King.


    “All of this started when Dismay killed your brother,” he mused. “What was his name again?”


    “Nedgalvin,” Ui said warily, rocking on her feet so that her boots crunched faintly in the forest litter.


    Beyel realized Ui had lost her hat somewhere along the way. Her short hair looked ridiculous, and her face was dirty. Still, it was a pretty face. He found the ferocity in her dark eyes to be a bit unsettling, but her lovely long lashes made that easier to bear.


    “He wasn’t my brother,” Ui added. “Not really. He never spoke to me.”


    “Because you were a slave?”


    She nodded. “And he was much older, a general in the army. I remember he was tall and handsome, but he wasn’t kind. My father wanted him to leave the army and come home to Cuhoxa, but Nedgalvin wanted to command the army. They argued about it sometimes.”


    “Would he have made a good . . . ? Well, what Dismay said.”


    “A good king? What does a king do anyway?”


    Beyel frowned. “I’m not really sure.”


    “Send men like the sheriff out to burn people,” Ui said bitterly.


    “There is that.”


    Beyel desperately wanted to see Ui through this mess. It was humiliating to sit in the forest while great events transpired at the palace, but what could they really do? And they were safer here. It would be some consolation if he could keep Ui safe.


    Not that she wanted any such help from him.


    He sighed again. Dark clouds overlay the late afternoon, breathing gloom into the forest and into his heart. Silence descended again. Time crept past, and the forest grew ever more dark and dreary. No breeze came to stir the air. It hung between the trees like a used-up breath, so warm and thick it slowed his lungs and made his eyelids heavy.


    Sometime later he awoke with a start to find that dusk had come. He looked around in confusion, stunned to discover that he’d been asleep.


    Ui was gone of course, and she’d taken the staff with her.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke waited for Eleanor’s prayer. He waited to hear a whisper of reassurance, but all he could feel of her was a cold determination, fading with distance until, abruptly, all sense of her presence disappeared. So he knew she’d entered the valley, and the King’s veils had been cast around her.

  


  
    Pray to me, he thought. Let me know that I can hear you past the veils.


    But she said nothing, or if she did, her prayer did not escape the valley.

  


  
    

  


  
    Marick had remained leaning on the garden wall, watching the King’s man ride away up the winding road until the trees hid him from sight. After that his gaze had wandered, absently following the frivolous spirits that roamed the hills: gleaming wisps and puffs of glittering dust that set the tree branches shaking.

  


  
    He didn’t give a damn about such spirits.


    He was only waiting to learn his fate.


    A servant came on quiet feet to light the lanterns. A few minutes later Marick heard a heavier step. He turned to see a King’s man. Only one, so it would seem he was not to be arrested just yet. “Sheriff Marick, you are summoned to the witness chamber.”


    Marick’s audience with the King was brief, and twenty minutes later he was at the stables, seeing to it that fresh horses were saddled for his deputies while Cullo gathered the men. They came complaining. Hadn’t they returned home not an hour ago? Who had ordered them back from bath and bed anyway?


    Marick seized the collar of the nearest deputy and slammed him against the wall. “We have been given a reprieve, do you understand that?” He released the man and turned to the next, who was wise enough to step back out of reach. “We have been given a new chance! Despite our failure to recover the demon”—he glared at the stunned faces around him; oh, he had their attention now—“despite it, the King has given us a new task. Offer your thanks to Him who watches. Offer your loyalty to Him who gives to you your rich homes, your wives, your lives that are better by far than the lives you were born to. And know that if we fail to serve the King as he commands, you, my men, will fall with me.”


    Ten minutes later they were crossing the causeway. Beneath the heavy clouds twilight had given way to an early nightfall, so four of his men carried torches to light the way. Cullo had the lead. “Rider ahead!” he called in sharp warning just as his horse reached the shore. “Name yourself, sir!”


    The voice that answered was young and contemptuous. “My name is King’s Man. Stand aside for the King’s business.”


    “Move left!” Cullo called, and the line gave way as ordered. The King’s man rode onto the causeway, his gold tabard glimmering in the torchlight.


    Marick reined his horse in, forcing the line behind him to stop. This was the same man he’d watched ride out just before dusk. Now he returned, but not alone. A woman sat balanced behind him on the horse. She looked up at the palace with wide eyes, and then she looked at him. “God’s ashes,” he whispered. With a harsh kick and a brutal grip on the reins, he turned his horse to block the causeway.


    The hand of the King’s man went at once to his sword. “Stand aside for the King’s business!” he repeated. He did not slow his horse, but kept on toward Marick at a steady walk that made it easy for Eleanor to balance behind him.


    Marick’s horse moved of its own accord, prancing out of the way. Eleanor’s gaze remained fixed on him as she passed. The torchlight picked out cold hatred in her dark eyes.


    “What is the meaning of this?” Marick shouted. “Why is this woman with you?”


    Eleanor turned away, her chin raised, her gaze fixed on the King’s man as he turned in the saddle to make his answer. “It is by order of the King.”


    Marick kicked his horse to pursue them. At the sound of his approach, Eleanor’s head whipped around and Marick had the satisfaction of seeing fear in her eyes. “Tell your lies to the King,” he growled at her. “He will see through them.”


    Again, she turned her head away! It infuriated him to be dismissed by a woman, by his own wife. “You cunt. I think it was ill-considered, the mercy I granted your father. But you had some value then. Very soon now, you may well have none.”


    She looked at him once more. Light from the last torch painted orange sparks in her dark eyes. “I will be dead soon,” she conceded. “Though I think you will be too.”


    The last deputy in the line passed by, but now there was a sound of galloping hooves returning from the shore.


    “Sheriff!” the King’s man barked. “Send your man back or I will draw my sword, and once drawn, I will use it.”


    Marick glanced back, to see Cullo riding hard to join him. “God curse you,” Marick said to his wife. Then, waving Cullo off, he yanked his horse around and sent it galloping after his column of men.

  


  
    Hammer Blows

  


  
    Twilight was nigh when Ui reached the road. She listened for the thump of hoof beats, the crunch of cart wheels, the rhythm of footsteps, or the whisper and chatter of voices—but only the silence spoke to her, assuring her she was alone. So she set off, going south because she was sure that must be the proper way to the palace.

  


  
    She walked quickly, with the staff in her hand, but she hadn’t gone far when the silence abandoned her, chased away by a faint rumble on the road.


    Hoof beats.


    The sound told her there were many horses, coming from behind at a brisk pace. Remembering the many deputies riding with Marick, she scrambled off the road, out of sight.


    Night was coming on quickly beneath an ominous ceiling of storm clouds, but there was enough light left that she could make out the faces of the horsemen as they approached at a swift trot. She counted eighteen men. They were not deputies all dressed in black, but men-at-arms, with three finer men among them wearing the rich silks of the Inherent. Ui recognized one as the Master of Breden, and another as the Master of Anacarlin, but the man who led them was her father, Nedwary, Master of Cuhoxa.


    Without bothering to think too hard about it, Ui stepped out onto the road.


    “Robbers!” the youthful Master of Anacarlin yelled in alarm. He drew his sword. The others followed his lead, turning their horses right and left to meet an assault from the woods—all but Ui’s father who stared at her in shocked recognition. He was not fooled by her short hair or her boy’s clothes or the fading light. “Ui?” he asked in a distraught voice. “Ui, why are you here? You foolish child, you went the wrong way! Your mother told you to go to Breden.”


    Before Ui could speak, the elderly Master of Breden demanded to know, “Who is this boy?”


    Nedwary answered in a brisk, dispassionate voice. “He is a servant of mine, sent on an errand and gone far astray. Ride on while I deal with him, but wait for me along the road.”


    “As you wish.”


    Nedwary waved at his men-at-arms to dismiss them. As they rode away he got down from his horse, his expression fixed in stern lines.


    Ui gripped her staff, trying not to be frightened. “Take me with you to the palace,” she asked him. “I have to help Eleanor.”


    He slapped her, a blow so unexpected she was knocked to the dusty road. Before she knew what to do he bent down, grabbed her by the neck of her boy’s shirt, and hauled her back to her feet. Shaking her in his fury he demanded to know, “Did you follow Eleanor here?”


    She nodded, striving to keep treasonous tears from appearing in her eyes. “Take me with you to the palace,” she begged again. “Please. Eleanor will need my help. I know she will.”


    “Ui! What have you done to me? Your brother is dead. Your sister will soon be murdered by that monster I sold her too. But you—you still have a chance to live!”


    “And you can still save Eleanor!” Ui protested.


    “No! Eleanor is defiled and can’t be saved.”


    “But—”


    He cut her off with another shake. “I am going to see the King. The Inherent will not tolerate the insolence of the sheriff. We will protest, and Sheriff Marick will find his life forfeit for what he has done to Cuhoxa. You must be satisfied with that.”


    “No,” Ui squeaked.


    His fist tightened on her collar. “You dare tell me no?”


    “I do! And I defied Dismay too!”


    His glare was fierce, but he bit back whatever he’d been about to say, perhaps fearing the King would hear his words.


    Ui was willing to risk the wrath of the King. “Why did you teach Eleanor to read?” she whispered to him.


    “What?”


    “Why did you teach her and not me?”


    He was so stunned he let go his grip on her collar, leaving Ui staggering for balance. “You’re a slave, girl . . . and I’m a fool. If only Nedgalvin was still alive.”


    Ui bit her lip, deciding to gamble all. “He was captured by the Koráyos. He lived with them for a time.”


    The master looked down at her as if she’d pulled a snake out of her mouth. “What? Who told you that?”


    “Dismay.”


    “The demon?”


    “Yes. His sister is the Trenchant of the Puzzle Lands, and Nedgalvin was her lover.”


    He raised his hand to hit her again, but she ducked away. “You have gone mad,” he whispered.


    “She wanted Nedgalvin to kill the King, and become the new king when the old was gone. She sent Dismay to help him.”


    “Why are you telling me this?”


    “Nedgalvin is dead now, but Dismay is still going to kill the King.”


    “No. The King is forever. He can’t die.”


    “Dismay will kill him,” she insisted. “When he has, you should become the new king—”


    “Ui, hush.”


    She blinked hard against her tears. “You would be a better king than Nedgalvin, anyway, and you could command that women be taught to read. All women. Not just Eleanor.”


    Nedwary squeezed his eyes shut as if at some deep pain. Then he looked at her again. Was it despair she saw in his eyes? “I wish you’d been born a boy.”


    “I became a boy that night I ran away.”


    He sighed. “Pretend it’s true awhile longer. You’re safer that way. Now go. Do as I tell you and hide in the forest. Wait for my return. After I’ve seen the King, I’ll take you home.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Night came on.

  


  
    Smoke stood on the rim of the spirit-haunted valley, gazing down at the trees on the slope below. He could see the top of the road, but low-hanging clouds blocked his view of the palace.


    He tried to gauge how long it would take Eleanor to descend to the lake, to cross the causeway, to be taken up the many levels of the palace to the blue eye at its top. Hepen the Watcher would likely be there, looking out on the Lutawan people and listening for whispers of disloyalty and betrayal.


    It was all taking too long!


    This whole venture had taken too long.


    A moth fluttered past him, its wings glowing white. As his gaze followed it he was seized by a desire and a determination to go home, to return to Ketty, to spirit her away deep into the Wild Wood and never again speak the name of the Dread Hammer.


    He laughed at the fluttering spell. “I’m not asleep now, Hepen the Watcher. And I am coming.”


    But what if Eleanor didn’t call him? What if she couldn’t?


    The Dread Hammer gave her answer: A bolt of white lightning blasted sideways through the ceiling of storm clouds, its forking branches crossing half the sky before striking the spiral paths of the world-beneath just above his head—but She could not break the bent threads. Her lightning dissolved, melting into diffuse veils of white light that spun away around the valley, while Her thunder resounded, slamming like hammer blows against the land, making the whole world tremble.


    Time to go. Eleanor must have reached the palace by now, but she hadn’t summoned Smoke, so he resolved to find another way in. Reaching for the threads, he followed the spiral paths, but he didn’t let himself go far into the spirit-haunted valley. The Dread Hammer was impatient, but it wouldn’t serve her if he was trapped again. So for a short time only, he explored the bent threads, seeking one that was flawed, one that still ran straight enough to make a path for him to the palace. But he sensed no such thread, and very soon, he returned to the world, finding himself just within the valley’s rim. He climbed out again, beating a path through the brush.


    Another bolt of lightning shot across the sky, striking the spiral paths and melting into a milky glow that illuminated the perfect, round rim of the haunted vale. The hair on his arms stood on end. A giant sling stone dropped from high in the sky might have made a valley like this. Or maybe the Dread Hammer had thrown Hepen the Watcher down?


    Again, Smoke reached for the threads. Again, he followed their spiral paths inward, but he found no straight path among them and after a short time he returned to the world.


    Hepen the Watcher had twisted the weft and warp of the world within the haunted vale, weaving a trap that caught stray spirits, drawing them in on spiral paths that they could not escape. Did he hope the Dread Hammer would one day be lured in?


    Smoke thrashed through the brush, again making his way back up to the valley’s rim. Step by step, he worked his way around the circle, but he found no flaw, no thread that cut across the spiral—and Eleanor had still not summoned him.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui obeyed her father’s command to wait in the forest, but only until he was out of sight around a bend, and then she ran after him. She had to persuade him to take her to the palace. Eleanor was surely already there and Ui knew that if she was going to find Eleanor again, her best hope was to go with the master.

  


  
    She ran hard for the first half mile, but she still didn’t catch up with the horses. Her lungs burned and her legs grew weak so she slowed to a walk, breathing in ragged gasps as she strove not to weep in frustration. A breeze visited, cool against her steaming cheeks and after a minute she’d recovered enough that she could trot for a while. Then she walked some more as the last light faded and the road became a black ribbon only a little less dark than the forest that flanked it. Ui began to understand that she would never catch up with the horses, but she went on anyway because it was the only thing she could think to do.


    Then she caught the scent of burning pitch. After another minute she saw ahead a faint glow of pale firelight like a ribbon of translucent orange silk spilling across the road. Fear caught at her heart for no reason she knew and she hurried around the next bend, only to pull up abruptly as she smelled horses just ahead of her, and heard their quiet snufflings and the whisking of their tails.


    She had caught up with the master after all.


    She couldn’t see Nedwary, but after a minute she was able to pick out the shapes of many horsemen waiting quietly in an open stretch of road, their figures limned in an orange glow cast by distant torches. The torches were carried by another group of riders who came onward at a swift trot.


    “They all wear black,” someone said in a low voice.


    Nedwary answered, “Some spirit has whispered to Marick that we are coming. He will not be pleased.”


    Storm clouds hid all light from the stars and the sheriff’s men were blinded by their torches, so they weren’t aware of the Inherent force until Nedwary called out softly, “Yield the road.”


    The lead rider reined in his horse, waving to two of the torch bearers to move ahead. Light fell across the master, who sat his horse at the front of the Inherent forces, his men-at-arms around him.


    One of the newcomers rode forward. Torchlight revealed his face and Ui saw the master had been right. It was Marick and, judging by his expression, he was not pleased. “Nedwary, my father, you should not have come here.”


    The master said again, “Yield the road.”


    “No, father. I have been sent by the King, who wants no harm to befall his beloved Inherent. It’s His command that you return home. The demon is hunting along this road. He’ll kill you if he can. Go back, while you still live.”


    “My King’s enemies are my enemies. I’ve faced them before, and will do so again gladly. Should your escaped demon attack, we will resist him, but we will not be kept from our King by the likes of you, a common man. We are the Inherent, who belong to God alone, and we’ve come to see Him, our King, as is our privilege. Yield the road.”


    Marick didn’t move. “The King knows your thoughts. He has no need to see you. Go home now, while you still can.”


    The white haired and wrinkled Master of Breden sent his horse walking forward. “When did it become the privilege of a common man to command the Inherent?” he demanded in a querulous voice. “Your will is not our King’s will. Yield the road.”


    “Yield!” the young Master of Anacarlin insisted next. “You who let the demon escape. A hundred men, at least, are dead in Anacarlin. My town still burns—and our King will hear of it.”


    “Our King will hear more than this,” Nedwary said softly. “And that’s what you fear, isn’t it? That’s why you’ve come.”


    “I have come because the King sent me! I speak His will, not my own, and these are His words: Return home now and the love of the King goes with you! The King is merciful and prefers a peaceful rule. But He has seen into your hearts and He knows your loyalties are divided. If you go on to the palace tonight you will betray Him, and this He will not allow.”


    Silence fell over the assembly. There was only the whisper of the torches, the swish of a horse’s tail, the sigh of a night breeze.


    Then the master stood in his stirrups and spoke in a great voice, “I address myself now to our King. This man, your servant Marick, has betrayed your trust. He is unclean! He has bargained with the demon to corrupt my daughter and steal my estate, and he has conspired against the Lutawa Inherent and the proper order established by you, our King.”


    In the midst of this speech, Marick drew his sword. His men armed themselves too, as did Nedwary, the other Inherent, and all their men-at-arms. Marick kicked his horse hard, sending it leaping toward the master. Nedwary met him. Their swords clashed as a melee erupted around them.


    Furious screams rent the air, steel rang against steel, the ground shook with thunderous hooves, and Ui discovered herself fleeing. A stand of cane grass made a nebulous shadow alongside the road. She threw herself into it, frightening a host of white moths. They whirled up from the grass, hundreds of them, the touch of their wings like soft, pattering fingers against her face. They passed her, whirling out onto the road where swords struck swords and deep-voiced men shouted curses and warnings above the shrill neighs of their frightened horses.


    Ui turned to gaze out between the cane stalks. Torchlight danced crazily as men hacked at each other. She saw a sword bite deep into a man’s shoulder. Firelight glistened against the meat and bone within. A stream of black blood fountained, shimmering, into the air. Horses screamed in agony. Men did too: guttural roars and high-pitched shrieks that made her hair stand on end.


    The white moths swirled through it all. They alighted on the eyelids of the three masters and their men, encumbering their sight. They fluttered against their lips and were breathed in, leaving the combatants choking as they fought to defend themselves.


    “The King is against us!” someone cried in hoarse terror. “He’s sent this plague of spirits against us!”


    Nedwary answered him. “Hold fast! It’s Marick’s demon who conjures against us.”


    Ui saw a man’s hand cut off as he raised it to swipe at the moths clinging to his eyes. Next, a sword pierced his chest, its sharp point emerging black from his back, before the swordsman pulled it out again. The dead man fell from his horse, his body thumping against the ground an arm’s reach away from Ui—but her horror was cut short when his panicked horse charged into the cane. She dove aside, a moment before its hooves struck her down.


    Again, her father’s voice rose over the tumult. “Form up! Form up! Together, now!”


    Ui felt summoned by the power of his command. The cane rustled around her as she scrambled to the roadside, her staff clutched in her hands. The men of the Inherent had rallied. Their faces shone with sweat as swords hammered swords. She saw her father balanced in his stirrups, raining blows down against a smaller man—until a deputy came at him from behind.


    Nedwary must have heard him, because he turned in the saddle, his sword swinging in a great arc that took off the head of the hapless deputy, but while he was turned away his first enemy stabbed him in the side.


    Ui watched the blade sink halfway to its hilt. Her father arched against its bite; his sword fell from his hand; his blood gushed as the blade came out again. The weapon looked black in the torchlight. It pointed up at the clouds, and then it crashed down, striking at an angle against her father’s neck, biting deep.


    Nedwary fell, vanishing into the shadows at the horses’ feet.


    Ui’s shock lasted only a moment, before rage swept over her. It filled her up, leaving no room for wisdom or for caution. It was Dismay’s own rage awake inside her. She even screamed his name, “Dismay!” and then she charged onto the road with her staff in hand, swinging it hard against the back of the man who had killed her father.


    He must have glimpsed her from the corner of his eye because he ducked, twisting aside so she only got him with a glancing blow, but she saw his face for the first time and recognized Marick.


    She was too furious to be afraid. Shifting her grip on the staff, she used all the strength she could muster to drive the point at his chest, determined to knock him from his horse and when he was on the ground she meant to crack his skull wide open.


    But Marick was stronger than she was.


    He dodged the point of the staff and then he seized it in one gloved hand and, yanking hard, he jerked it out of her grip, leaving her palms burning. She stumbled back. But as she turned to flee she heard the whistle of the staff cutting through the air. Lightless fire crashed through her head, but she had no breath left to scream.

  


  
    The Affairs of Gods and Spirits

  


  
    Darkness fell like a hammer blow as Beyel hurried south through the forest. Storm clouds allowed not a glint of starlight and he couldn’t see his hand in front of his face. He also couldn’t see the thickets or the trees. He held out his hands to feel the way, but that didn’t save him from smacking into low branches and tripping over treacherous roots. His forehead was bruised and his hands and knees scraped raw by the time he staggered through a stand of cane grass and stepped out onto a surface so smooth it could only be the road.

  


  
    “God Bless us!” he whispered in emphatic relief. But his joy was short-lived. The weedy scent of the cane grass had masked a foul mélange of odors, some vile mix of piss, shit, and congealed blood that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. He heard a scrambling of small-animal feet fleeing, and the panting breath of something larger . . . a dog? Or a wolf.


    “Hi-yaaaa!” he yelled, in a deep, fearsome voice, hoping to frighten it away.


    The Dread Hammer answered him. Lightning shot sideways across the sky. Its cold light wrote a brief vision of the road onto Beyel’s mind. As thunder slammed down against the forest he realized he’d been shown a carnage of bodies—mostly men, but a few horses too, with a small gray wolf lurking on the periphery.


    “Dismay,” Beyel whispered, certain that the demon had found Marick and his men and slaughtered them all. Then another bolt shot across the sky and he saw that he was wrong, at least in part. Dismay might have slaughtered them, but these were not Marick’s men. They were dressed as men-at-arms, and some among them wore the rich colors of the Lutawa Inherent.


    Beyel almost panicked. Anyone who dared murder one of God’s beloved would not just be burned, oh no. A slew of exquisite tortures would surely be granted to him first. Beyel wanted no part of that. He was willing to die for his own crimes, but not for this.


    It was only the thought of Ui that kept him from fleeing.


    “She isn’t here,” he whispered to himself. “Why would she be?”


    Still, he had to be sure. Gathering his courage, and striving to remember just where the nearest body lay, he took a step, and then another. When he found the first body, he edged around it, searching for the next one. He touched it briefly. It wasn’t Ui. Neither was the next, or the next.


    His passage through the battlefield was torturously slow. Every few minutes lightning crackled. He marked the position of the dark mounds that remained ahead of him and kept on, examining each with his fingers, but none of them were Ui.


    “Bless me,” he whispered, when he’d checked them all. “Of course she isn’t here.”


    He took a confident step forward—onto a rod of some sort that he’d failed to notice lying on the road. The rod rolled, his foot flew up, and he landed hard on his ass. “God damn!”


    Lightning flashed again and his heart almost stopped as he saw what had brought him down. He scrambled on hands and knees to grab it. Ui’s staff.


    Well. His staff, actually.


    But she’d been here. She’d been in the battle.


    He lurched to his feet, with the staff in his hand. “Ui,” he whispered. Then he called to her in a louder voice, “Ui!”


    No one answered. The wolf was long gone.


    And where was Ui?


    Beyel was certain Dismay would not have killed her . . . so perhaps Dismay had not killed these men? He was equally certain Ui would not have willingly left the staff behind—which meant she was here somewhere and dead and he hadn’t found her yet, or she’d been taken.


    By who?


    He shuddered. If it was the sheriff who had her, then she would meet the same fate as his sisters. He bowed his head. He didn’t want to think about that.


    But he couldn’t help thinking about it.


    When he was sixteen he’d run away from home because he didn’t want any part of his sisters’ fate, and in the six years since, he’d lived with that guilt.


    “Ah, Beyel, it’s time to leave,” he muttered to himself. “Let’s go, my good man. Into the forest. Hide there until dawn. You can find your way back to the wagon. Go north. Pretend none of this ever happened.”


    Then he stopped talking, for fear the King would hear him.


    And of course he paid no attention whatsoever to the good advice he gave himself.


    In fact, he resolved not to run away again—Fool!—and on the heels of this resolve there followed a mad idea.


    The lightning was growing more frequent. In its cold, white light he looked down on the body of a dead Inherent—an old man, with a height and build not dissimilar to his own. His own family had been one of the least among the Inherent, but he’d been trained in the role all the same. He knew how to wear the clothes, how to wield the weapons, how to speak with a haughtiness that simple freemen were conditioned to obey. His fake beard would help too.


    It took a great deal of bumbling effort, but he stripped the dead man of his weapons and his outer garments. Then he put these on. He stood straight, lifting his chin, remembering the posture of command his father had taught him.


    “Fool,” he whispered.


    Picking up the staff, he set out for the palace.

  


  
    

  


  
    Veils of shadow darkened Ui’s vision, obscuring the stone walls of the passage where she walked, and dimming the blaze of a torch carried in one hand by the man who walked beside her. With his other hand the man gripped her upper arm. He was dressed all in black.

  


  
    As her bare feet brushed rough stone, she realized she was naked except for the chains that bound her. Her wrists were shackled to a light chain encircling her waist. Another chain clinked between her ankles, with just enough slack that she could walk in little shuffling steps.


    They passed several heavy wooden doors. The air smelled of shit and vomit, piss and fear. They reached the end of the passage. Another door stood in their way. The man knocked twice, and then once more. Ui heard a bolt slide, the door opened, and her jailer dragged her through. There was no one on the other side, and as she watched, the door swung shut on its own.


    Her jailer doused his torch in a barrel of sand.


    They were in a little square chamber, lit by wan daylight that crept down from high, narrow windows, but the veils of shadow remained. Ui wondered if the shadows were in her eyes. Everything she looked at was dim, as if the world had become a half-formed afterthought never quickened with bright detail.


    There were stairs next. The chains on her ankles were just long enough to allow her one step at a time. Several times she slipped, but the man held her up. He never said a word. Ui never spoke either. It was as if she’d forgotten how.


    The stair climbed past a window. Outside, Ui glimpsed a garden huddled beneath a threatening sky. She heard people speaking: the quiet voices of servants about their business. Two menservants appeared on the stair, but they stood back against the wall as she was escorted past them. A sheen of perspiration was on their cheeks as they stared at her bare breasts, at the triangle of hair at her crotch, and finally, at her eyes.


    She saw dread in their faces.


    The deputy took her through another passage and up another stairway, up and up, until they’d climbed high enough that she could see a lake outside the windows, and distant hills.


    They crossed a courtyard garden where herbs and orange trees grew in huge bowls. The women tending the plants glanced up, but as soon as they saw her they averted their eyes and would not look again.


    At the top of the next stairway, Ui saw Eleanor. She looked freshly bathed, her hair neat and clean, her body draped in fine apricot silks. The bruises on her face were fading. Recognition sparked in her eyes. “Ui,” she whispered. Or did Ui imagine her voice?


    They’d come to a hall with walls that looked like sheets of blue sapphire, and a black roof that curved like a windswept cloud. They went through an anteroom, and then the blue walls surrounded them. Ui saw people moving within the walls—or beyond them?—she couldn’t tell, but everywhere she looked she saw new places: a farmer’s field, a marketplace, a bedroom, a tavern. Voices murmured around her, as if unseen ghosts were sharing quiet conversations.


    The man walked her up to a platform raised two feet above the tiled floor. On the platform was a large, upholstered chair, and sitting in the chair was a tall, thin man with hair white as a baby’s teeth reaching past his waist to mingle with his long white whiskers. The man’s skin was like nothing Ui had seen before: so rough it might have been glued together from particles of dark brown sand. He wore an embroidered gold mantle over black pantaloons. Around his waist was a gold chain much like the chain that encircled Ui’s waist, but his hands weren’t bound to it.


    He studied Ui for a few seconds, his nose wrinkling in distaste. Then he nodded. The grip on her arm tightened and the man in black led her away from the sand man.


    Next they were outside. Night had fallen. Moon and stars were hidden behind thick clouds, but blue light from the sapphire room lent a dark illumination as they crossed a small court and approached a grim pyramid of wood that Ui knew to be a pyre.


    She stopped walking when she saw it. The man dragged her and she fell down. Her naked hip scrapped tile. The pyre loomed above her, black in the blue light, and then the man was dragging her up rough wooden steps. Ui tried to get her feet under her, she tried to get away, but the man shoved her down against the highest step. He held her there with a knee against her head while he used a short loop of chain to shackle her wrists to her ankles. She writhed and struggled, but to no purpose.


    A pit had been made in the top of the wood pile. He pushed her into it and the pyre ignited with a roar. The scent of burning oil enveloped her. Searing flame peered at her between the piled wood and smoke churned into the pit, making her cough and choke.


    She found her voice as the first bright flames touched her flesh. “Dismay!” she screamed. “Dismay! Dismay! Dismay!”


    Then she couldn’t scream anymore. Her throat was choked with dry powdery wings that fluttered and flapped against the roof of her mouth. Her stomach heaved and she vomited, but all that came out was a moth, whose wings glowed white in the pitch blackness surrounding her.


    The flames were gone. The smoke was gone. She wasn’t in the high place anymore. She lay on her side, naked and cold, against rough slimy stone that bruised her hip and her shoulder. Had she only dreamed the pyre? And how had she come to be in this dank, lightless place?


    Her gaze fixed on the moth—the only thing that she could see. Her head ached as she watched it fluttering on a chaotic path, here and there and back again, until its bright presence defined a small, square space around her: a prison cell. She couldn’t doubt it.


    “Dismay,” she whispered—and the moth vanished as if undone by his name. Perfect darkness surrounded her, but it inspired courage, not despair. The moth had brought her a nightmare from Hepen the Watcher, but the moth was banished at the whisper of Dismay’s name.


    She sat up, enduring a dizzying knell of pain in her skull. “Dismay.” Her voice was soft and hoarse, but it didn’t waver. “I pray to you, Dismay. Hear me, and come. Come to me. Let me serve the Dread Hammer as you do. Please come.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke could find no flaw in the spiral threads, no path that would lead him into the palace. It was maddening.

  


  
    Full dark had long since come by the time he finished his circuit of the haunted vale and returned to the road. There was no moon, nor any stars. Only a demon’s eyes could see through the pitch dark, but even a demon’s eyes could not see through the clouds that veiled the palace.


    Why didn’t Eleanor pray to him? He couldn’t understand it. Even if she intended to betray him, her prayer would at least open a path to the palace—and he had no other way in. He could not follow the bent threads, and he could not cross the causeway because it was defended by the King’s men.


    And if he could not get into the palace, how then could he kill the King, Hepen the Watcher?


    He stood there, undecided, while a minute passed, and then several minutes more . . . and then finally he was rewarded. Eleanor called to him at last. In prayer her voice was calm and sure: Dismay, Dismay, come now. It’s your time. Dismay, come. Time for vengeance.


    He grinned. Just as he had hoped, her prayer forged for him a straight path that he could follow. He seized the thread of it, and let it carry him safely past the storm of swirling spirits; it brought him all the way to the palace’s outer wall—where he heard another voice calling to him: Dismay, let me serve the Dread Hammer as you do . . .


    Ui.


    Ui was in the palace too, and Ui wanted him more. He had no choice in it. Her voice drew him in.

  


  
    

  


  
    Beyel had spent the last six years of his life playing the role of a freeman poet who earned a living by entertaining crowds with the characters he portrayed. He knew very well how to act. So once he’d conjured up the courage, it was no great challenge to play the role he’d been born to: that of a man of the Inherent. The swagger was easy. Looking into the eyes of the three King’s men on horseback who surrounded him—that was harder, but he made himself do it.

  


  
    One of them held a lantern. All three carried both swords and bows, but they had not taken their weapons in hand just yet. In fact—Beyel knew it was utterly ridiculous, but nevertheless—all three of them looked afraid, white-of-the-eyes, heart-hammering, hand-tremblingly afraid. No doubt that was a side effect of the crazy light in this haunted valley.


    Beyel had used the staff to find his way in the dark. After a time the road had begun to descend, and that was when the thickets came alive with a rustling presence. He’d immediately suspected the wolf had fetched some friends, but then he saw glistening vapors playing among the tree branches. Spirits. He’d heard of such things, but he’d never seen them before. He kept his gaze down, pretending he did not see them now, and he went on.


    Before long he saw lights below him. Past the underbelly of clouds was a glorious structure that could only be the palace. It was lit by lanterns, but also by a cold blue glow from the topmost chamber whose walls seemed made of luminous glass.


    The light of the palace and the glow of the wandering spirits combined to help him pick out the road, and he made good speed in the descent, trotting most of the way. Despite the darkness, someone must have seen him coming, because this trio of King’s men had been waiting for him as he approached the causeway. He desperately hoped he had not already caught the King’s eye.


    The man with the lantern addressed him first, in a soft, respectful voice, “Are you a ghost, sir?”


    Beyel narrowed his eyes to hide his surprise. Then he remembered he wore the clothes of a dead man. He glanced down, and in the lantern’s light he saw the gash in his leather jerkin, just over his heart, and the gobs of gore around it. That was surely a mortal wound! More bloodstains darkened his gloves and his left sleeve. Then too, he’d walked into several trees while stumbling around in the forest. No doubt his face was bruised, swollen, and bloody.


    Are you a ghost?


    Why not? Beyel looked up again at the man with the lantern, wondering if the Dread Hammer had just whispered in his ear. “I am Nedgalvin of Cuhoxa, come back from the north. I bear a message from the Trenchant of the Puzzle Lands for the Lutawan king.”


    One of the men yanked back hard on his reins, making his horse snort and prance. He turned to his fellows, and in a low voice he said, “Nedgalvin died a year ago in the borderlands.”


    “Are you a servant of the northern god?” another asked him.


    Somehow Beyel managed to keep his hands from trembling as he treated the men around him with a haughty scowl. Then he turned and walked past them onto the causeway.


    Water lilies grew in the shallows on either side, but their flowers were closed for the night, leaving only a vague, cloying sweetness on the still air. Breathing it in, Beyel staggered a little, feeling a sudden sleepiness sweep over him. He wondered that the horsemen could endure the stale perfume, but then they were much higher above the ground.


    He straightened his shoulders and stretched his neck, tipping his head back a little to breathe clearer air. He had to live up to the role he’d taken on. He was a ghost! And no ghost could be undone by an enchanting scent. So he focused his gaze on the torches burning on the far shore, and he forced himself to walk on, though he went in a dreamy haze.


    After a time, he heard the tread of hooves as the King’s men followed him at a respectful distance. They made no move to stop him, which was perfectly sensible. He was a ghost after all, a spirit messenger, sent by the northern god—and men with sense did not interfere in the affairs of gods and spirits.

  


  
    The Moon’s Blood

  


  
    Ui was on her knees praying when a light appeared, a green glittering light, sparkling faintly against damp stone. She spun around, her pulse pounding painfully in the swollen lump on the side of her head. She smiled anyway. “Dismay,” she said in hoarse relief.

  


  
    He was a shadow, with only the light of his eyes to illuminate his scowl. “You were supposed to stay in the forest with Beyel.”


    “I don’t care what I’m supposed to do.” Her knees were scraped and bloody, her face ached from where her father had slapped her, and her head throbbed with every beat of her heart, but she got to her feet anyway. She stood naked, just as she’d been in the dream. “I woke up like this—with no clothes. I think they don’t want me to be a boy.”


    Dismay frowned down at her and for a moment she thought he would leave, but then he shrugged off the strap that held his sword against his back and, handing her the scabbard to hold, he pulled off the silk tunic Beyel had given him to wear. It was blood spattered, and a faint, foul odor wafted from it, but she took it anyway and pulled it on.


    “No one will ever think I’m a boy now,” she grumbled.


    “Only a half-wit would think it anyway.”


    “I am not a half-wit!”


    “You are also not a boy. Not when I can smell the sweet scent of the blood from your sacred gate.”


    “What?” She shifted, and suddenly she was aware of a stickiness between her legs that she’d overlooked before. Horror filled her as she remembered what had happened to Eleanor. Had Marick raped her while her spirit had wandered the palace? But surely she would be torn and bruised if such a thing had happened? Or maybe they had cut away the petals of her demon flower? It was said every woman in the palace was cut.


    She reached between her legs. Her fingers touched the warm slit of her demon flower, and came away sticky with blood. “It’s my time of the moon,” she whispered.


    “You are a woman,” Dismay concluded as if making a point to an imbecile.


    Then the light of his eyes winked out. Ui gasped, as darkness closed around her again. She threw herself at the place he’d been, but he was gone, leaving her to crash into the door.

  


  
    

  


  
    There were threads underlying the structure of the palace itself, but they were knotted, twisted, tangled. There was no weft, no warp. The only straight path was woven by the prayer Eleanor still whispered, but Smoke wasn’t ready to follow that thread just yet. Instead he seized on a thread that looped and spiraled, drawing him with uncanny speed through the world-beneath. He let go almost as soon as he touched it, and fell crashing back into the world, slamming into the stone wall of the prison hallway.

  


  
    At least he was outside the cell.


    He had only meant to cross to the other side of the door, but the chaotic threads had spirited him to the dank end of the dark hallway. Rats scurried, and there was a stink of wet rot in the stale air. There were no guards and no light. Smoke could see only because he could see in the dark. Neither was there any noise of prisoners behind the many stout wooden doors—excepting Ui, of course. Though her cell door muffled her shrill, angry voice, he could still hear her demanding, “Dismay, come back. Come back now,” while her fists drummed against the wood.


    He walked to her door, unbolted it, and pulled it open. “Don’t make so much noise.”


    She threw herself against him, her arms around his bare shoulders, her cheek pressed against his chest as she whispered, “I knew you wouldn’t leave me. I knew it. I knew it.”


    “You’re such a liar. You didn’t think I’d come back.”


    “Never mind that! We have to find Eleanor.”


    “We don’t have to find her. I already know where she is.”


    “I know too. I saw it in my dream. Come on.” And she scurried away through the darkness.


    There was no light for her to see by, but she went with confidence anyway. Smoke followed, and though he could see in the dark, he could see only a few steps ahead. He caught up with her as she reached a door.


    “Stay back,” he said, shouldering her aside. Cautiously, he pushed at the door, but it was locked. There was no latch to open it and it was too heavy to break. He uttered a low growl.


    He could get out by riding the tangled threads—but he didn’t want to. He’d been lucky when he’d stepped out of Ui’s cell. He might be swept off to some far corner of the palace if he tried it again. The only clear path out was the path of Eleanor’s prayer, but he didn’t want to leave Ui trapped in this prison where she’d have no chance if he was killed.


    “Move out of the way,” Ui said impatiently, enforcing her words with a shove against his shoulder. “I know how to open the door. A spirit keeps it. I saw it in my dream.” She reached up and knocked twice, paused for two heartbeats, then knocked once more.


    Smoke heard a latch slide. He drew his sword, ready to meet the guard on the other side—it had been too many hours since he’d last slit a throat anyway. “Stand clear,” he told Ui.


    But to his consternation, she slipped past the door as soon as it swung wide enough to admit her. “Hurry up, Dismay!” she scolded. “Before it closes.”


    What choice did he have? He did as he was told.


    There was no guard on the other side, no one to open the door. A spirit must have kept it, just as Ui said.


    They were in a small chamber lit by a glimmer of distant lantern light falling in through narrow windows set high in the wall. A stairway led up.


    “You dreamed this?” he asked her.


    She nodded. “But it wasn’t foresight. In the dream I had chains on my feet. A deputy walked with me. He was taking me to be burned. The King made me dream it, because it isn’t enough for him to burn a woman just once.” She touched his arm, her fingers still sticky with her moon’s blood. “You must kill him, Dismay.”


    “I will. It’s why I’m here.”


    Eleanor was still calling him. Her prayer murmured in his mind, making a fine, strong, straight path for him to follow. He tried to see her. He tried to see how many King’s men were around her with their arrows nocked, waiting for him to come, but he couldn’t sense them. The power of Hepen the Watcher kept them hidden.


    Ui was already on the stair. “Come, Dismay. Hurry.”


    “No. I have to go to Eleanor.”


    Ui rolled her eyes as if he were being simple. “I am taking you to Eleanor. In my dream she was in the King’s blue room. The burning place is outside that room, on a great height overlooking a lake and hills. The King must like to watch the burnings, just like those awful people in Anacarlin.”


    Smoke considered. If Ui truly knew the way, then he might come unexpectedly to the King’s chamber and have a chance to cut short the life of Hepen the Watcher before the King’s men knew he was there. Well. At least it was a better strategy then arriving in their midst.


    “Fine, then. Take me to Eleanor—and the King.”

  


  
    

  


  
    Near the top of the first flight of stairs they paused to listen, but all they heard was the soft call of crickets and the rustle of wind in a garden.

  


  
    A lantern hung above the landing. Smoke noticed the pretty, golden figure of a little hearth spirit dwelling within it. She peeped out as he passed, her tiny face forlorn. He sighed. No doubt there were so many hearth spirits trapped in the palace that she could find no hearth of her own . . . so she had to make do with only a candle flame.


    Ui had already started up the next flight of stairs, so Smoke followed, but as they climbed they heard the tread of several booted feet approaching along a breezeway.


    Smoke had his sword in hand. He lunged up the stairs in pursuit of this new quarry, but as he passed Ui she grabbed his arm, throwing him off balance. He tried to break loose, but she held on tight, shaking her head frantically. He showed her his teeth. Surely it was better to kill any passing King’s men, then to have them come at him from behind! But Ui glared at him and would not let go, leaving him the choice to hurt her, or give in. So he settled with his back against the wall, sullenly waiting for the guard to pass.


    Then someone above them spoke in an excited whisper, “Look! There they are.”


    Smoke smiled in triumph. Ui made a soft sigh of resignation, released his arm, and retreated back down the stairs. Above them, two menservants backed onto the landing—but they weren’t looking down the stairs. They were peering out at the breezeway as the approaching footsteps sounded almost overhead.


    “Look at him!” one of them whispered. “Look at that chest wound. Look at the gore! By God, you’re right. It is a ghost.”


    “A dead general’s ghost. Nedgalvin by name.”


    “Sent by the northern witches? Do you believe that?”


    “Who’s to say it couldn’t be?”


    Smoke turned to Ui. “I say it couldn’t be,” he growled softly. “My sisters don’t know how to conjure a man’s ghost.”


    Ui’s frightened gaze shifted to the servants, but Smoke had spoken too softly for them to hear. One of them shook his head. “Ten thousand spirits haunting this palace and the witches send anoth— Oh God bless us, they’re coming in here!”


    The pair ducked aside, pressing their backs against the wall as two King’s men, dressed in splendid gold tabards, stepped from the breezeway onto the landing. A third man walked between them, with a sword at his waist and a wooden staff in his hand. Smoke eyed him suspiciously. If this was Nedgalvin’s ghost, he was a smaller man in death than he’d been in life and, with his trembling hands and the dark half-moons of sweat at his armpits, he looked altogether too nervous for someone who was already dead. Still, there was a stink of death about him, a reek of gore, and his fine silk clothes were bloody and torn.


    Perhaps he had other-worldly senses too, because alone among all those on the landing, the “ghost” cast a glance down into the dark stairwell. Smoke met his gaze and whispered in astonishment, “Beyel.” The poet was playing the role of a dead man!


    Beyel flinched in turn. It was so dark in the stairwell he shouldn’t have been able to see anyone there, but the green glitter of Smoke’s eyes must have given him away. Beyel’s gaze lingered only a moment. Then the guards started up the next flight of stairs. Beyel went with them, but his hand moved to the hilt of his sword. Smoke took it as a signal.


    He waited for the servants to slip away, then he darted after the guards. He caught the first one by the shoulder and drove his sword through the man’s back, straight to his heart, before either guard knew he was there. Beyel drew his own sword. Before the second man could cry out, he thrust the blade through his heart. Smoke was quite astonished to see it.


    Beyel looked shocked too. He let go of the sword as if the hilt burned his hand. Smoke laid his man down quietly, but Beyel’s victim tumbled, his head striking the steps with a sickening thump. Beyel leaned on the staff, looking horrified, and Smoke thought he might puke, but the poet surprised him again. He gathered his nerve and said, calmly enough, “I’ve come for Ui. Do you know where she is?”


    A spot of fierce white flame ignited on the hem of his silk tunic. He dropped the staff and shouted. Two slaps of his gloved hand put the flame out, but Smoke stepped back several paces anyway. He remembered when Ui first told him of infernal fire, and how it could not be put out until its victim was consumed. “The King has seen you, Beyel.” He didn’t add, and you are doomed. He didn’t think he needed to.


    A second flame hissed to life in Beyel’s cuff.


    “Don’t be afraid,” Ui cried out as she came racing up from the darkness of the stairwell. “The fire isn’t in you, Beyel. It’s in the garment. Take it off! Throw it away!”


    Beyel was slapping his burnt glove against his cuff. Sweat beaded his face as he whispered, “Oh God, Oh God, Oh God,” over and over.


    Smoke hesitated—he really didn’t want to get any closer—but it was true that only the garment was burning and not Beyel. So he steeled himself and grabbed a knife from his belt.


    Beyel turned to him with an expression between hope and horror. “Don’t let me burn to death, Dismay. Please. Please.”


    Smoke grabbed his collar and pulled it tight. From the corner of his eye he saw Ui on the step below, her bare feet slipping in the puddled blood. “Dismay!” she begged. “Don’t kill him!”


    Smoke ignored her. The knife flashed as he slashed the shirt from collar to lower hem. Then he shot a look at Ui. “Help me get it off him.”


    “Oh.” She lurched up the last step, grabbed one side of Beyel’s shirt, and stripped it off, while Smoke did the same with the other. Hissing white flame seared to life around the garment’s collar as Smoke flung it down the stairwell. He stepped back again, just in case some other part of Beyel should burst into flame.


    Beyel shared this fear. He sank down on the stair, his head in his hands. “Oh God, oh God. There’s no escape. The King will burn me. He’ll set the fire in my heart next time. He’ll—”


    “No.” Ui was braver than both of them. She crouched beside him and said, “The King hasn’t seen me yet—”


    “He saw you in the forest.”


    “He saw the map. He burned the map, not me, and he hasn’t seen me here. I think the Dread Hammer is protecting us.”


    Smoke didn’t see how either one of them could escape the King’s wrath, now that Hepen the Watcher knew they had come, and he didn’t want to have to worry about Beyel turning into a torch at some critical moment, or Ui bursting into flame. He pulled Beyel’s sword out of the dead man and handed it to him. “Take Ui. Try to get her out—”


    “No!” Ui protested.


    Beyel was staring at the landing. “Someone below,” he whispered.


    Smoke turned. One of the servants had appeared again from the breezeway. His shocked gaze took in the white fire, the blood, the bodies on the stair—then he ducked out of sight. Smoke leaped down to the landing—but what was the point of killing the man? The King already knew they were here.


    He picked up the staff and tossed it to Ui. “I think Beyel brought this for you.”


    Ui rose to catch it, a delighted look on her face. “Thank you, Beyel!”


    He smiled shyly. “I was so afraid you were dead. I—” Words failed him as he finally noticed her bare legs, the tracks of smeared blood that flecked them, and the bright red stain on the tunic she wore, just below her crotch. As if mesmerized, he reached out to touch the inside of her knee. Then he realized what he was doing and he yanked his hand back, but there was a smear of blood on his fingertips. “Ui! What did they do to you?”


    Her lips pressed together. Her cheeks warmed. “It’s only my moon’s blood.”


    “Your what . . . ? Oh.” Beyel got up, stumbling in his haste to back away. He looked nauseated again. “Oh, my God! I—”


    “What?” she demanded as tears started in her eyes. “Would you rather they’d—?”


    “No! No, of course not.” He pressed his palms to his forehead. “Just don’t talk to me about it. A man is not supposed to see such things!”


    Smoke stared at him in disbelief. “Lutawan men are idiots!” But then a new thought came to him. “Beyel, are all Lutawan men so squeamish about a woman’s blood?”


    “How can you ask me that?” Beyel hissed. “How can you even talk about it? It’s unclean. They are not to be touched when they bleed.” And, remembering his stained fingers, he rubbed them against his trouser leg.


    “So a man should not see such things?” Smoke pressed.


    “A man should not. Not ever.”


    “Should the King?”


    “What?”


    Smoke chuckled at Beyel’s shocked expression. “Should the King’s sacred eyes see such things?”


    “Surely not. Surely the King would blind himself to such—” Beyel stopped midsentence as he realized what he was saying.


    Smoke turned to Ui, who only looked perplexed. “Ui, if the Dread Hammer’s protecting us, she’s using you to do it. Put some more of your unclean blood on Beyel.”


    She looked at him as if he’d gone crazy.


    “Hurry,” he urged. “I hear guards coming.”

  


  
    Stairways, Courts, & Shadows

  


  
    Ui knew well enough how to sneak about. At each stairway and turning she paused to listen. She kept to the shadows, going swiftly where the way was open, and ducking behind shrubs and garden walls when she could, as she led Beyel and Dismay higher and higher through the palace. At every turning she heard more of the King’s men hunting for them in the courtyards and passages. That they had not been caught yet convinced her that her moon’s blood must truly be hiding them from the King’s sight. Indeed, when they were finally discovered it was by accident, as she almost collided with a pair of King’s men at the top of a stair.

  


  
    She glimpsed a gold tabard, saw the flash of a swinging blade, and she yelped, dropping back as Dismay vaulted past her. The first stroke of his sword bit deep into a guardsman’s knee. The man screamed and stumbled against his companion, and before Ui remembered to use her staff, Dismay had slit both their throats. Blood sprayed against his bare torso and flowed down the stairs, hot and sticky under her bare feet.


    Dismay turned to her, his shoulders heaving. “Don’t slip.”


    She nodded. Stepping carefully past the corpses, she went on.


    At last, Ui saw ahead of them a steep stair that she remembered well. “We’re almost there,” she whispered. “We only have to go up the stair and across a wide court. Then we’ll be at the foot of the stairway to the King’s blue chamber.” Her excitement got the best of her and she ran ahead, forgetting to be cautious.


    In the court above were many gnarled old trees growing in wide planters. They cast inky shadows, deep and dark. Ui reached the top of the stairs and darted past the trees. She did not see the two guardsmen waiting in ambush. They let her run past—but then she heard the sound of bows shooting just behind her.

  


  
    

  


  
    As Ui crested the stairs and disappeared, Smoke felt a stirring in the threads. He grabbed Beyel and shoved him down against the balustrade, just as two arrows whistled past. Then he heard a hollow crack of wood on wood.

  


  
    “Hell’s thunder!” a man shouted. Wood cracked wood a second time. “Kill the bitch.”


    Smoke charged up the stairs. He could see in the dark; tree shadows didn’t hide the guardsmen from him. One man had dropped his bow or else Ui had knocked it out of his hands. He was armed now with a knife, and he scrambled toward Ui as she used her staff to swing blindly at the shadows. The other King’s man still held onto his bow. Smoke ducked as an arrow whistled over his ear, and then he lunged up the last steps. The bowman decided the odds had turned against him. He took off running, screaming a warning that echoed across the court: “The demon is here!”


    The second man hesitated. A wild swing of Ui’s staff caught him in the shoulder. “God’s blood!” he swore, and then he too turned and ran.


    Beyel reached the top of the staircase, ducking into the deep shadows beneath the trees. “Now what?” he whispered.


    A good question.


    There were more stairways farther along the same side of the great court. They glistened with the gold tabards of King’s men racing up to join the hunt. Someone shouted, “The demon is here. Form up! Form up!”


    By contrast, across the court, where a single grand staircase led up to the highest level of the palace, all was quiet and still. Lantern light illuminated a wide landing at the top of the stairs. Beyond it were ornate doors standing wide open. Past the doors was a dark entryway, with the King’s chamber beyond, its curved roof like the outline of an eye, perched on walls that glowed blue in the night.


    Only one man stood watch at the top of the staircase, but one man was enough to alert the King. Smoke could not sneak in, so there was no point in further delay.


    Ui ran up to him, her eyes wide with excitement. “Dismay, we’re almost there.”


    He nodded. “You did as you said. You brought me here.” He glanced at Beyel, hidden in the shadows. “Now go back. Take Beyel. Find somewhere to hide. I’m going on alone.”


    Beyel stood suddenly. Smoke thought he heard him yell a warning, but he didn’t stay to listen. He was gambling that the King’s guard was expecting him now through the front door, so he reached for the thread of Eleanor’s prayer. He would appear in their midst instead.

  


  
    

  


  
    Beyel still couldn’t believe he’d killed a man. He hadn’t held a sword in six years, and yet with one practiced move he’d killed a man.

  


  
    It made him sick. It made him wonder who he might have become if he’d taken a commission in the army as his father had intended.


    Not that it mattered now.


    He crouched in the inky shadows at the base of a large planter. Ui’s moon’s blood streaked his cheeks and the back of his hands. He couldn’t see the spectral shadows it cast but in the King’s farseeing eyes those shadows must be as dark as the deepest pools of night around him, or he wouldn’t have gotten this far. The King would have seen into his treasonous heart by now and set it on fire. Beyel felt suddenly emboldened by his invisibility. An idiot courage rushed through him and he heard himself whispering aloud what he’d wanted to say for days: “We have come to kill the King!”


    Instantly, he clapped a palm over his mouth. God’s ashes! Why had he said that? Just because the King couldn’t see him, that didn’t mean He couldn’t hear him. Beyel held his breath . . . but he didn’t die, thank God. Or whoever.


    Shaking his head, he gathered up his courage again and looked across the court to where the grand stairs led up to the King’s witness chamber. A lone man stood at the top of the stairs. He didn’t wear the gold tabard of the King’s guard. He was no more than a silhouette in the lantern light. He was, Beyel realized, a man dressed all in black. Beyel’s lip twitched. Marick? Suddenly, he was certain of it. He rose to his feet. “Dismay! Look to—” but before he could add the top of the stairs, the demon dissolved into smoke.


    Beyel waited to see if Dismay would appear on the landing. He did not. Instead, there came a shout of outrage from within the witness chamber.

  


  
    Sand in an Hourglass

  


  
    The two King’s men who stood guard at the threshold of the witness chamber would not allow Marick in to see the King. “No one is to enter,” he was told.

  


  
    “Then will you take a message to the King?”


    “To what purpose? The King knows you’re here. He knows your thoughts. Stand down, until He requires you.”


    So Marick was left to pace the anteroom, brooding, fearful, furious. He’d done what the King had asked. He’d settled the challenge of the rebellious Inherent and at the cost of his own inheritance—he was still bloody from the battle on the road—but that wasn’t enough. The King was still angry with him. It must be so. Why else would he be forced to wait out of sight, a mere servant, while his treacherous wife was allowed in the presence of the King?


    Marick could see her past the two King’s men. She was on her knees at the center of the witness chamber, facing the throne, her eyes closed and her palms turned skyward as she murmured a blasphemous prayer, “Dismay, come. It is your time . . .”


    Marick wanted to slit her throat. What a mistake it had been to offer mercy to her! He had no doubt now that she was a witch, the demon’s own lover, and no doubt that the King would hold that against him too.


    As the heat of his anger grew, the anteroom became close and suffocating. He stepped outside to the small, decorous landing at the top of the grand staircase. The cool night air was soothing against his face and in his throat. He stood at the edge of the landing, gazing down at the Court of Thousands, lit by scattered lanterns. No one was about, but from farther away Marick heard the shouts of the King’s men as they called to each other in their demon hunt. The fools. It was impossible to run down such a creature.


    He turned and paced back into the anteroom. The two King’s men pretended not to see him. Marick returned the favor. He peered past them, counting again the guardsmen stationed around Eleanor. Only six men remained to protect the frightful, hallowed old man who sat on the throne. All the rest had been sent out to the hunt.


    Was it blasphemous to worry over the King’s safety? Marick well knew the King could not be killed . . . still, it was easy to underestimate the demon before the blood began to flow.


    The King did not look worried. He sat on his throne with imperturbable patience, His expression still and stern as it always was. He’d been sitting there for hours, but His back remained straight, His eyes alert. Marick had never seen Him sleeping. He’d never seen Him eat. He’d never seen Him anywhere outside the witness chamber.


    He’d never seen so few King’s men present to guard Him and it left him with a sense of foreboding.


    He paced back to the patio, looking down again at the Court of Thousands. Shouts drew his attention to the south stairs. His hand went to the hilt of his sword when he saw figures moving there.


    So his back was turned when the demon finally materialized within.

  


  
    

  


  
    The gray vapor of Smoke’s presence took shape alongside Eleanor, who knelt in prayer. She must have felt his heat or smelled the blood on him because her closed eyes opened. She looked up and saw, looming above her, a fearsome demon with a burn-scarred face, a raw scalp with only a bare stubble of honey-colored hair, a blood-washed bare torso, and a gore-covered sword raised to strike.

  


  
    “Dismay,” she whispered.


    Standing between Smoke and the King was a semicircle of six archers, no doubt the very best of the King’s guard, but they’d been waiting a long time—long enough to lose their edge. When Smoke arrived, their attention had been turned to the sounds of the demon hunt underway in the palace below. It gave him a moment of surprise, which he used to take off the head of the man closest to him. Then he jumped into the midst of the other five.


    He turned aside an arrow with the edge of his sword. On the return stroke, he slit a man’s chest open. Arrows whistled past him, but he was moving with preternatural speed and none touched him. The King’s men weren’t so lucky. Screams erupted as two were pierced by arrows shot by their fellow guardsmen. One quickly bled to death. Smoke silenced the other with a thrust of his sword. Then, with an overhead stroke, he snapped the bow of another King’s man, finishing him with a slash to his throat. The last one standing snapped off three quick shots, but Smoke had already stepped back beside him. Before the man quite knew where he was, Smoke split his spine just below his skull, and he fell with a thud.

  


  
    

  


  
    “Ui!” Beyel yelped when she took off, racing in her bare feet and borrowed, bloody tunic across the wide court, her staff clutched in one hand. He darted after her, holding onto his damned sword to keep it from banging against his legs. “Ui!” he shouted again as he caught up with her at the foot of the grand stairway. “God bless us all! What are you doing?”

  


  
    “Helping Dismay!”


    Judging by the hair-raising screams from above, the demon didn’t need help, but Ui bounded up the stairs anyway, so Beyel followed.


    When they arrived at the landing, Marick was gone. Thanks be to God! But Beyel felt less grateful when he risked a glance back and counted at least fourteen King’s men converging on the foot of the stairs.


    “Ui, get inside! Get the doors closed or—”


    One of the doors thudded shut. Beyel looked around wildly, but he saw no sign of Ui on the landing, so he charged the remaining gap of the doorway, colliding with her as she came out to close the second door. She grinned up at him. “Almost all the guards are dead!” she cheerily informed him.


    Past her, he saw a lantern-lit anteroom and within the anteroom, two King’s men who did not look dead at all. Swords in hand, they bolted toward him. Maybe they only wanted to reach the door, to slip away and escape the wrath of the demon—the looks of desperate panic on their faces suggested it—but Beyel and Ui were in the way and the first man raised his sword to strike.


    Beyel shoved Ui aside and got his own sword out just in time to parry. Then he advanced into the anteroom. His opponent was off balance and gave ground, stumbling into his companion as the second door closed with a shuddering thud.


    Beyel pressed forward. He stabbed, thrust, parried, and ducked. Then, as both men converged on him, his heel caught on a carpet’s edge and he stumbled. The smaller of the two King’s men leaped forward, his sword hissing toward Beyel’s neck—but Ui’s staff came whistling through the air. It cracked the man’s head, knocking him sideways and sending blood spraying from his nose and mouth as he collapsed. The second man was so startled he let his guard drop long enough for Beyel to lunge.


    The King’s man saw him coming. He raised his sword to parry the blow, but both men were off-balance. Their blades slid against each other; both swords jumped the hilt. Beyel heard his own ribs crack, even as his blade disappeared into the chest of the other man. They looked into one another’s shocked eyes as both sank to the floor.


    Beyel watched the soul seep out of his opponent’s eyes. He didn’t doubt his own soul would soon follow, but really, all he cared about was catching his breath. A swordfight immediately after the race across the court and up the stairs was just too much. He’d never felt so winded in his life. His shoulders heaved, and it was several seconds before he realized Ui was crouched beside him, more or less holding him up.


    “Oh, Ui,” he whispered, with the little breath remaining to him. “Sweet Ui . . . it’s too damn bad the moon’s blood couldn’t hide me from steel too.”


    “Well, I can’t do everything!” she cried in frustration. Then she pulled the sword out of his side.


    If Beyel had the breath he would have screamed, but a groan was the best he could do as he curled around a white fire in his ribs. He prayed to God to allow him to die, but God withheld this mercy. Ui wasn’t any kinder. She cut his shirt off, folded it up, shoved it into his hand, and ordered him to hold it against his wound.


    As Beyel did it, he realized an eerie silence had fallen. Ui must have noticed too. She looked around. Beyel followed her gaze to see a man standing silhouetted at the threshold of the witness chamber . . . or maybe it was just that he wore black? His back was turned to them, thank God. He had a sword in his hand, but all his attention was fixed on the events unfolding in the vicinity of the King.


    “The sheriff,” Ui whispered, rising to her feet.


    Beyel had to agree.


    Without making a sound, she took up her staff.


    “Ui!” Beyel hissed as he realized what she meant to do. She looked at him as if he might have something useful to say, when he only wanted to tell her to stay down, to stay with him, to not take any wild chances . . . but they were well past that point. So instead Beyel mouthed two words: Kill him.


    Ui smiled. Then she crept toward Marick, holding the staff in two hands, poised to strike.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke jumped as a door thudded shut. He spun around, his sword held ready to counter another assault, but there were no more King’s men.

  


  
    There was Eleanor, scrubbed clean from the road, dressed in apricot-colored silks with her black hair made up in intricate loops and braids. She was on her feet, backed up halfway across the chamber, staring at him with a fixed and furious expression. Then there was Marick, all in black at the threshold of the dimly lit anteroom, seeming undecided if he should assault his wife or the demon first. The sheriff hesitated long enough that Ui’s staff came whistling out of the shadows. Marick woke up to the danger and tried to dodge, but the staff caught him in the shoulder and down he went.


    Smoke turned to the King.


    He sat on a large, upholstered chair on an elevated platform. Even sitting, it was easy to see he was a tall man, made up of bones and bone-dry, pebbled skin. His hair and his mustache were both white as northern snow, thin, and longer than Smoke’s hair had been before it was burned off on the pyre. He wore an embroidered gold mantle and black pantaloons, both infested with an acrid stink as if they had not been washed in some long time. His cold, contemptuous gaze reminded Smoke all too much of his own father. It made him want the King’s blood even more.


    All this Smoke gathered in a glance. He stood poised to attack. But then Eleanor said, “Avenge me, Dismay,” and Smoke was suddenly caught in thrall to her prayer. He could not strike until he heard her plea. It was infuriating that she should have such power over him! That anyone should!


    Lightning flashed somewhere far away. Thunder rumbled. But even the voice of the Dread Hammer could not free him.

  


  
    

  


  
    Ui had defied Dismay when she’d refused to stay safe in the forest, and she’d defied her father when she’d followed him on the road. That had led to her capture, and still she’d managed to escape the prison and sneak through the palace, coming all the way to the threshold of the witness chamber . . . but there she discovered that she could not defy the King. She tried to cross the threshold, but His disgust held her back.

  


  
    She could not see it, or smell it, or taste it, but she felt it. His disgust was a force as powerful as a swift current or a strong wind. It would not let her pass, and when she stepped into its reach, it thrust her back, leaving her feeling awash in foulness and filth.


    Only by standing on the very threshold had she managed to crack Marick with her staff, and even then she’d almost missed. She wanted to hit him again! Marick had murdered her father, he’d raped Eleanor. Ui wanted to charge into the witness chamber, crack his head open, and make sure that he was dead! But though she could plainly see him lying on the floor just a few steps away, and though she could see Eleanor, and Dismay, and even the King’s own terrifying figure on the throne, the force of His disgust kept her from the witness chamber.


    Still, she tried. She backed up almost to where Beyel lay in a daze on the floor, and then she tucked her chin and charged forward, but as she launched herself over the threshold she was caught by the King’s disgust and savagely thrown back, landing in a heap on the floor . . . where she stayed, weeping, because she was a disgusting creature, tainted with her moon’s blood, unfit to be in His sacred presence.


    Then far away, she heard a warning rumble from the Dread Hammer. She lifted her head to listen. Thunder rumbled again. Ui could hear no words in that deep, brooding voice, but all the same, she knew she had to go on. She had not come this far just to wait in the anteroom. So she took up her staff and she crept to the threshold, but as hard as she tried she could not overcome the King’s disgust. She could not get through.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke listened to the insistent rumbling of the Dread Hammer, but in that moment he was bound by the power of Eleanor’s prayer. He turned to her, baring his teeth. “What,” he growled, “would you have me do?”

  


  
    She gestured toward Marick who lay crumpled on the floor. “Avenge me against this beast who calls himself my husband.” Next, she gestured toward the King on his throne. “Avenge me against this creature who calls himself a king.” Then she turned to face Smoke. “But also, avenge me against you, demon, who murdered my brother and stole away my life.”


    He laughed, as the bonds of her command slipped away. She had asked too much. The Dread Hammer was not an idiot god after all. Gently, he told her, “Two of those I can do. You’ll have to be satisfied with that.”


    He turned to face the King.


    Hepen the Watcher moved first.


    He stood and, cocking His head curiously, He asked in a dry and whispery voice, “Did She send you?”


    Thunder rumbled again, closer now. Smoke decided that was answer enough. He leaped onto the platform. The King had no weapon, no way to defend Himself, except perhaps with spells, but it took time to weave a spell and the King did not have time.


    Smoke had murdered his own father in just this way.


    He leaped into the air and swung his blade. It sliced right through the King’s neck, passing with only a whisper of resistance. He hadn’t counted on that. It unbalanced him. He missed his landing and crashed against the side of the throne.


    Hepen the Watcher turned to him. “Once more to the pyre with you?” He asked in His voice of sand.


    Smoke was stunned to see that there was no wound on the King’s neck, that there was no blood. He might have struck at a column of sand falling through an hourglass, for all the damage he’d done. Hepen the Watcher stepped toward him. “Or is it better that you should be entirely undone?”


    Smoke lunged from the ground. He drove his sword through the old man’s chest. The blade sliced open his mantle, but it never met flesh. It plunged in without meeting resistance as if he’d stabbed through falling sand. The blade sank to the hilt. The hilt might have followed if it hadn’t been stopped by the mantle’s heavy fabric.


    In shock, Smoke yanked the sword out again. There was not a drop of blood on it. Lightning flickered again, but it seemed very far away.


    The King finally moved to defend Himself. He grabbed Smoke behind the neck, His large hand darting out so fast that even Smoke had no chance to evade Him. He tried to twist away, but found himself held in place by a terrible, crushing pressure on his spine, a grip so hard he knew he couldn’t break it. So he reached for the threads. Any thread. Any curling, bent, chaotic thread plunging away in its crazy, twisting path.


    But fire was suddenly running along the nerves in his back and arms. He felt it burning beneath his skin. He screamed in agony—and the King plunged a fist into his open mouth, except it wasn’t a fist. It was sand. A river of hot, black sand—or ashes?—pouring down his throat. The face of the King, His entire body, dissolved into coarse, sparkling grains of burning ash. His empty clothes fell to the ground as the ashes of His body poured into Smoke’s mouth and burned down his throat.


    Smoke couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t think. It was only instinct that made him reach for the threads again. This time the crushing grip on his neck was gone, but the threads felt alive, aware. They coiled around him and carried him away, but it must have been the command of the King that they should not all carry him in the same direction. Some tugged him in toward an unseen center, some dragged him out. Others ferried him up or down—and his soul began to tear apart.

  


  
    

  


  
    From the anteroom, Ui looked on in horror. She cried out to Eleanor, “Help him! Help him!”, though how Eleanor could have helped, she didn’t know. Then the King became ashes, and the wall of disgust disappeared with him, freeing Ui to charge into the witness chamber.

  


  
    When the Sacred Gate Opened

  


  
    Eleanor saw the King’s fist of hot ash forced into Dismay’s throat and a veil burned away from her eyes. “I didn’t mean it!” she screamed. Jealousy had blinded her, pain had goaded her, but it was fate she hated, not the demon. Fate though, lay beyond her reach, so she’d blamed Dismay instead.

  


  
    The King became a swirl of glittering black ashes. His heavy robe fell empty to the floor. She watched Dismay dissolve into smoke, but not like before. His essence tore apart into thin arrows of gray vapor that spun away in a hundred directions, disappearing beyond the blue walls.


    “What’s happened to him?” Ui shrieked as she appeared suddenly from the anteroom, her staff clutched in her hands. “Where’s he gone? What’s happened?” She turned to Eleanor, her eyes wide and her mouth a round hollow of horror. “Is he dead?”


    “I don’t know,” Eleanor whispered. “Maybe?”


    This was too much for Ui. She dropped her staff and fell sobbing to the floor.


    Eleanor stared at her, not knowing what to do. She didn’t hear Marick coming.


    She hadn’t seen Marick get up from the floor, but suddenly his arm was around her throat. “Your demon lover is dead,” he growled in her ear, “and you must join him.”


    His arm tightened on her throat so that she couldn’t draw a breath. Her pulse boomed in her ears. She clawed at his sleeve, at his black leather glove. Bright spirits appeared in the air around her, looking like candlelight seen through fog. Her strength flowed away and she stopped struggling. The sound of a rushing wind filled her ears and her attention drifted, until her gaze fixed on a scroll hanging above the King’s throne. It was inscribed with words in gold leaf.


    Eleanor hadn’t noticed the scroll before. How could she, when she’d never dared to look up? But now, for no reason that she knew, reading what was written there seemed more important than breathing. She relaxed against Marick’s chest and the words swam into focus:

  


  
    Was it you who made the world?


    So long ago even you don’t remember.


    But you were here to greet me


    when the sacred gate opened.


    Hard! Fierce! Sweet!


    Hear me whisper ‘forever’ in your ear.


    The world broke beneath you, but I endure.

  


  
    As she reached the last word, Marick dropped her. She collapsed to the floor, gasping for air as Ui’s staff whistled overhead—but Ui missed. The staff cracked against the floor. Hunched over and helpless, with one hand at her throat, Eleanor watched Marick wrest the staff away and fling it across the room. Then he picked up a sword and started after Ui.


    Wisely, Ui turned and fled back into the anteroom. Eleanor heard the ring of steel against tile. “Come near me, and I’ll cut you,” Ui shrieked.


    “Ui,” Eleanor whispered past her swollen throat. She forced herself up, determined to help somehow.


    Suddenly, the doors to the witness chamber resounded with a thunderous blow. Men yelled in unison, their voices muffled, and the doors were struck again. The King’s men were trying to break in.


    Marick must have decided he had only a little time to himself, because he changed his mind about murdering Ui. Seizing a lantern from the anteroom, he returned to Eleanor. She tried to flee but she was dizzy, and tripped over the bodies of the dead.


    Marick caught her arm and yanked her off her feet. She tried to get her feet under her again, but he wouldn’t let her. He dragged her from the witness chamber, out to the burning place, where a neatly laid mound of wood waited. She screamed and clawed at his arm, but it made no difference to him. He threw the lantern against the oil-soaked wood, igniting a corner of the pyre. Then he dragged Eleanor up the steps. There was a crude platform on top with iron manacles fixed to it. He forced her to sit down and he cuffed her hands. Then he walked away.


    The flames were climbing up the wood, sweeping around on both sides. “Dismay!” Eleanor screamed past her bruised throat. “Dismay!”


    He didn’t come.


    He was dead.


    Panic took her and she sobbed, until the smoke grew so thick that she started to choke and cough. For a moment she was back in the witness chamber, with Marick’s arm squeezing her throat and her gaze fixed on the scroll. Understanding came to her—she grasped the meaning of the words—and breathing in a lungful of smoke, she screamed them at the night, an accusation: “Was it you who made the world? Was it you, Hepen the Watcher? I know Your name! The Dread Hammer told it to me! And like Her, I will endure!”

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke’s soul was stretched to the verge of breaking. Deep down he knew he was going to die, but he didn’t care about it. He didn’t care about Hepen the Watcher, or Ketty, or Britta, or anything at all because all he could think about was how much it hurt.

  


  
    He’d completely forgotten the Dread Hammer—but She still remembered him.


    Lightning shot through the long spirals. Once, then again and again, an amassing white heat that seared down through the gripping threads, weakening their fatal coils until Smoke was able to wrench free.


    Released from the threads, he plunged back into the world and found himself falling.

  


  
    

  


  
    Out of nowhere there came a whirlwind, more violent than any Eleanor had seen before. It scattered the wood of the pyre across the court and blew out the sheets of flame. The iron manacles on her wrists unlocked, releasing her. She ran down the charred steps, burning her feet through the soles of her shoes.

  


  
    Marick awaited her. He had a knife in his hand. She looked up at him, not afraid anymore—not of him. “Stand aside,” she said in a voice so hoarse with smoke and bruising it sounded nothing like her own. “Stand aside, the King awaits me.”


    At first she didn’t think Marick would be able to contain his wrath, but he feared the King even more than he hated her. He stepped aside. She walked past him, back into the witness chamber.


    The King had returned. He once again filled out his gold mantle, his black pantaloons. He sat calmly on his throne, ignoring the bloody bodies on the floor. Eleanor ignored them too.

  


  
    

  


  
    Smoke had just realized he was falling when he hit—hard—against a stony surface. His momentum sent him rolling. He felt an abyss open up beneath his hand and desperately he wrenched back, grabbing at the rock, saving himself from another fall.

  


  
    His lungs burned, his throat burned, his mouth tasted of ashes, and he’d forgotten how to breathe. Glittering spirits floated in the darkness around him. Then his chest heaved and he heard himself wheeze once, then again, until finally his throat opened and with a whistling gasp he sucked in cool night air, enough to fill his empty lungs.


    He raised his head and looked about. He could see all the lantern-lit levels of the palace below him, and the glistening water of the lake beyond, but there was nothing above him except clouds and distant lightning.


    Apparently, he had landed on the black roof of the witness chamber.

  


  
    

  


  
    The King’s skin was so rough it looked like it was made of grains of ash and sand. His long white hair stirred at the touch of a stray breeze that wandered in from the burning place. He studied Eleanor with unforgiving eyes and then, in His dry, whispery voice He told her, “Speak the words the Dread Hammer gave to you.”

  


  
    Eleanor did not let her gaze drift from the King’s face, but in her mind she looked again at the scroll hanging above his throne. The words on it were the words of the Dread Hammer. What else could they be? Had She spoken thus to her lover, Hepen the Watcher, when the world broke beneath His rage? Did He love her still?


    Eleanor bowed her head. Her throat was raw, but she worked up some moisture in her mouth and then she looked up again, into the eyes of the King. A faint smile touched her lips. He believed the Dread Hammer had given words to her. It had never crossed His mind that she, a woman, could simply read them.


    Hate has made you weak.


    But Eleanor was used to hiding her true feelings and none of the contempt she felt could be seen on her face. In a hoarse voice edged with grief, but strong with determination, she recited the lines:

  


  
    Was it you who made the world?


    So long ago even you don’t remember.


    But you were here to greet me


    when the sacred gate opened.


    Hard! Fierce! Sweet!


    Hear me whisper ‘forever’ in your ear.


    The world broke beneath you, but I endure.

  


  
    Not since She first spoke them had the King heard the words of the Dread Hammer’s ancient lament uttered aloud and in a woman’s voice. As Eleanor spoke the last words He looked like a man entranced. He stared past her, His gaze so far away He was surely seeing into another world . . . or another time? Grief shimmered in His eyes. Eleanor watched in amazement as a silvery tear spilled onto the dust-dry curve of His ancient cheek. Could His heart still rue the love He had lost so long ago? He blinked, and a second tear escaped, to slide in a glistening track down His other cheek.


    The spell that had made His flesh dry dust and ashes could not withstand His sacred grief.


    At the wet touch of His tears, dust became flesh. Life seeped into His skin, quickening the dry past, smoothing it, warming it, so that within a few heartbeats blood rose beneath a young man’s brown complexion. His lank white hair and beard were a thin disguise for the sudden flowering of beauty in His face.


    Only slowly did Hepen the Watcher realize what was happening to Him. The focus of His gaze returned to the room. He looked at Eleanor with a puzzled frown. He raised a hand—perhaps to summon infernal fire into her heart?—but when He saw that young, strong hand horror washed over him. He stood up, swaying on his feet as if He was dizzy. He reached out, steadying himself with a hand against the back of His royal chair. His cold gaze turned skyward. “I endure,” He whispered.


    As if in answer—or in argument?—a swirl of gray smoke plunged arrow-swift down from the ceiling. It coalesced into Dismay before he was halfway to the floor. The demon came down head first, a sword gripped in his hands. Hepen the Watcher saw him, but He was clumsy—a creature of dry dust suddenly made flesh again and unfamiliar with this fragile, living body. He moved away, but He stumbled against the throne and the sword struck Him, cutting straight down through His skull. Thunder exploded above the palace, a hammer blow that set the blue walls swaying. Dismay lost his grip on the sword and fell, rolling across the platform, but it didn’t matter. The battle was over.


    The god’s body was broken, lying beside the throne in a pool of crimson blood. His spirit was already leaving. Eleanor watched it slip out past the broken skull. It was a glistening white moth with shimmering wings as large as a cloak. It took flight, circling the witness chamber, stirring up a wind that swirled faster and faster within the confines of the gleaming blue walls until suddenly the moth shot straight up—but it didn’t hit the black ceiling. Instead it grew smaller and ever smaller as if it was flying immeasurably far toward the unseen stars until finally she could see it no more.


    When her gaze returned to the chamber, Dismay had crawled to the throne. He was battered and bruised, but he reached for his sword anyway, plucking it from the pool of blood beside the corpse. Then, grabbing the arm of the throne, he clawed his way to his feet. He stood swaying. She watched him struggle to find some last reservoir of strength, but after a few seconds he shook his head, collapsed onto the throne, and whispered to her, “Run.”


    That’s when she remembered Marick. She ran, darting toward the anteroom, but after a few steps she realized Marick wasn’t following her. She looked back to see him charging toward the throne—and Dismay—a sword in his hands.

  


  
    

  


  
    The horrible pounding on the doors made it impossible for Beyel to die in peace, so he decided he might as well see what he could do to help.

  


  
    He clawed his way to his feet. Ui had made off with his sword. She’d yanked it out of the dead man when Marick came after her—God, she was a woman of such bloody-minded charm!—and now she was holding the sword in one hand as she peered into the witness chamber. Beyel didn’t ask for it back. Instead, with a deep groan, he bent to pick up the cursed blade that had been used to stab him.


    God, his side hurt! He felt like he had a hole in his ribs—which he supposed he did. With the sword in one hand and his other hand still holding pressure against his wound, he staggered past Ui into the witness chamber in time to see Dismay collapse onto the throne.


    Beyel had seen the demon wrung out before. He knew that look. Evidently Marick knew it too. He was charging toward Dismay with murder on his face.


    “Stop him!” Eleanor screamed.


    Beyel felt obliged to try. He staggered across the room, pretending that it didn’t hurt to do it, no not at all—and somehow he got himself between Marick and Dismay. A moment before, this had seemed like a good strategy. Now it seemed like a very bad one. Marick looked at him in wild-eyed fury and swung his sword like a hammer, trying to split Beyel’s skull. Beyel fended off the blow with his own sword, but just barely, and he was thrown badly off balance. Marick’s next cut would be the end of him, he knew it.


    But Marick’s next cut never came.


    The tip of a gore-covered sword suddenly popped out of Marick’s chest. The sheriff’s eyes went wide in shock. He looked down at the sword point as if he couldn’t imagine how it had come to be there. Then the sword withdrew and Marick collapsed to his knees, before falling forward onto his face. Ui stood behind him, the sword in her hand, looking almost as shocked as Marick had been.


    “Thank you,” Beyel said, a moment before he sat down hard on the floor.


    Ui smiled shyly.


    Dismay had somehow managed to rise from the throne, but with Marick taken care of he sank back into it again, his sword held loosely in one hand, its tip resting on the floor. Ui gave him an annoyed scowl. “I said you might need help,” she reminded him. “And in the end I was right.”


    The demon’s lip curled. “How are you going to help when they break down the doors?”


    Beyel turned to look at the anteroom. Ui did too. Eleanor was standing just a few steps away, her hands pressed to her lips in horror.


    The doors burst open.

  


  
    On The Throne

  


  
    “Quick!” Ui shouted. “Let’s all get behind Dismay! No one will dare attack him.”

  


  
    It seemed to Smoke that all the evidence of the evening contradicted this confident statement, nevertheless, the two women got Beyel on his feet and up onto the platform, ignoring his agonized screams of protest. Ui slipped in the King’s blood, but she caught the arm of the throne for balance. Then she helped Beyel step over the corpse, and all three took shelter behind the throne’s high back, even as the King’s men crowded into the witness chamber.


    Smoke appraised the oncoming flood of gold tabards and flashing steel, weighed it against his own exhaustion, and concluded that his only hope was to flee along the crimped and tangled threads, though he wasn’t at all sure where they might take him. This was the right choice. It was the only choice—yet he didn’t go.


    What an annoying situation this had become!


    He’d done what he’d intended to do. He’d killed the King. Now he wanted desperately to return north, to see his beloved Ketty again, but—and he hated to admit it even to himself—he didn’t want to abandon Eleanor, Ui, and Beyel. Not that he planned to die with them, if it came to that, but still . . .


    He lingered on the throne, consumed in indecision, long enough to realize Ui’s prediction was proving true: the King’s men did not attack him. To Smoke’s astonishment, they stayed back, gathering in a semicircle just beyond the bloodied and dismembered bodies of their fallen comrades.


    Six old men stood at the front of their assembly. In contrast to the King’s men, they were dressed simply in plain leather trousers and padded jerkins, armed with swords that did not glitter and gleam—the practical weapons of practical men. Smoke had seen their like on the battlefield often enough to recognize them as retired officers of the Lutawa Inherent. No doubt they lived in the palace, where they oversaw the functions of the kingdom—and they were surely more experienced at war than the fancy guardsmen who crowded behind. He eyed them, his own bloody sword held loosely in his hand.


    After several seconds, the Inherent officer who stood directly before the throne stepped forward. The low babble of confusion and outrage behind him died away. He was white-haired, broad-shouldered, heavy in the gut, with a sun-beaten face and an air of authority. His polished boots left tracks in the blood pooled on the tiles as he stepped carefully around the bodies to approach the throne. He studied Smoke with a critical gaze and then he eyed the youthful body at Smoke’s feet: the remains of a young man dressed in the King’s gold mantle.


    “Where is the King?” the Inherent spokesman asked.


    It was a simple question, offered without emotion. Smoke answered in the same way. “The King is dead.”


    A murmur ran through the assembly as the spokesman made his way back through the bodies to consult with his peers. How can it be? men asked, and others answered, It must be, or he would be here. He’s never been gone before.


    These men had known no other king in their lifetimes. Neither had their fathers, or their grandfather’s, for many generations—and yet they seemed only . . . surprised. No one wept. Some even looked oddly hopeful.


    The spokesman turned again to Smoke. He spoke in a commanding voice. “There must be a king.”


    An impatient scowl darkened Smoke’s brow—and caused the spokesman to draw back his shoulders and stand a little straighter. “You’re the king, now?” he asked a little uncertainly.


    Smoke’s temper snapped. He could not believe what he was hearing! Despite his exhaustion, despite the ache in every muscle, in every bone of his body he pushed himself to his feet. His grip on his sword tightened and the front ranks of the assembly took a collective step back. “Get out.”


    “No, wait,” Beyel said from behind him.


    Smoke did not let his gaze drift from this gathering of his enemies, but he waited as Beyel hobbled up beside him.


    Beyel’s shoulders were hunched in pain, and he held one hand pressed to the seeping wound in his ribs. “Talk to them,” he whispered. “Find out what they want. Ask them for what we need. A doctor for example. A way out of here.”


    Smoke growled low in his throat. He was in no mood for this, but of course Beyel was right. He turned again to the spokesman. “Get out,” he repeated. “Take these bodies with you. I want the floor cleaned. I want an apartment, nearby, for—” He glanced at Beyel.


    What was Beyel to him anyway? Not family. Not a servant. Not a commanding officer or a fellow soldier. He grunted. His eyes narrowed, and Beyel suddenly looked even more worried. “For my friend, Beyel,” Smoke said. “And for the women, who will not be touched or harmed in any way. You will give them what they need. Food, clothes. When all this is done, then you may return here, alone, and we will talk.”


    The spokesman scowled. “Not alone. There’s a council of six—”


    Smoke’s glare cut him off. “I am not patient.”


    The spokesman crossed his arms over his chest. “A council of six,” he insisted. “We will come in the morning.” Then he half-turned—careful not to turn his back fully to the “king”—and barked orders in the voice of a field general. Within minutes the room was clear of both the living and the dead. Servants came in afterward, some to clean, and some to fetch Ui, Eleanor, and Beyel. “You’re not coming with us?” Beyel asked.


    Smoke shook his head. “You Lutawans are a strange people. If you would make me king just because I’m sitting in this chair, then I better make sure no one else sits here until an agreement has been made.”


    Beyel lowered his voice. “The Inherent aren’t fools. They’ve survived a long time because they know how to compromise with each other and with the king.”


    Smoke nodded.


    “The King was never one of them. You understand? I think that’s why they’ve turned to you. If they have to choose a king from among themselves, there’s a risk of civil war.”


    “Beyel’s right,” Eleanor said. She touched Smoke’s hand in a tentative gesture. “This too might be why the Dread Hammer sent you here.”


    “And also,” Ui added, “so that you can command that women be allowed to learn to read.”


    Smoke leaned his head on his hand and sighed. He really was not the right man for this.

  


  
    

  


  
    A basin of warm water was brought for him to wash in, and a second one after that when the first turned red with the blood of the dead as he scrubbed it off his skin. When he was clean again, he changed into fresh clothes, and then he was left alone with a tray of sumptuous food that he hardly touched while he brooded over what to do.

  


  
    He leaned back in the throne. His gaze settled absently on the blue wall in front of him—and then he sat up straight again as he saw motion there. At first he thought there were people beyond the wall. Then he realized he was seeing people in other places: a tavern with a few stray drunks asleep on the tables; a husband and wife making love in their bed; a farmer tending the birth of a foal. The scenes shifted, and the curved and twisted threads of this place shifted with them, but if he set his will among the threads he could see what he wanted.


    It was deep night and most of the world was dark, but he could see in the dark. He looked at the burned-out marketplace in Anacarlin, at the house where Ui, Eleanor, and that deceitful scum Nedgalvin had lived, at a farm in the borderlands that he’d torched months ago, at an encampment of Koráyos soldiers . . . but he could see no farther than that. The veils that wrapped the Puzzle Lands had been devised by Koráy long ago and not even Hepen the Watcher could see through them.


    He sighed and leaned back, closing his eyes. He’d already seen enough of Lutawa to last a lifetime. He only wanted to go home.


    He slept fitfully, half-listening to the prayers that forever whispered in his ears:


    Help me, Dismay.


    Avenge me, Dismay!


    Smoke please, come home.


    He sprang up from the throne, looking around wildly. That had been Ketty’s voice! But it was only a dream, wasn’t it? He’d dreamed her voice so many times before. He listened, but all the prayers were softer now, and he couldn’t hear Ketty at all.


    Outside, dawn had come. He could see the lake and the hills. The storm clouds were gone, but glittering spirits still played in the forest.


    He sat back down, and Ketty spoke to him again: Smoke, I know you can’t hear me. I know you’ve gone too far to hear my prayer, but I love you still. Please—


    He stood up again and her voice vanished. He sat back down.


    —love you. Please, Smoke. Please come home.


    “Ketty, I hear you.”


    He imagined her on her knees by the hearth as dawn light crept into the cottage. He held his breath, listening, longing to hear her speak again, but it seemed her prayer was finished. Was she rising even now to heat the porridge or to nurse their daughter Britta?


    He sensed the threads around him. All the spiraling threads twisted out of shape by Hepen the Watcher came together here, at the King’s throne. Ketty’s prayer must have followed one of those coiled threads . . . but the King’s power was fading from the world. It seemed to Smoke the threads were beginning to unwind. Already, he thought he could see his way through the chaos. He thought he could see a path home—and he was oh-so-ready to go home.


    He reached for the threads—


    —and the doors of the witness chamber swung open, startling him. He turned to see Eleanor coming in, with a delegation of servants behind her bearing a breakfast tray, a wash basin, a clean chamber pot.


    Dressed in gleaming silks, with her hair neatly styled, Eleanor looked bright and lovely despite the bruises on her neck and face. She paid Smoke a warm smile. He did not return it. He knew it was false. He felt it in the threads.


    She hesitated at the foot of the platform until he nodded. Then she ascended the steps and took his hand. “Have you slept at all?” Her disapproving gaze settled on the untouched tray beside him. “You haven’t eaten.”


    “Tell the servants to leave.”


    Her hand tightened on his. She looked suddenly frightened, but she turned and gestured and the servants left, closing the doors behind them.


    Smoke stood. She touched his shoulder, not quite daring to meet his gaze. “I’m sorry for what I said yesterday. I didn’t mean it. I was angry—”


    “Sit on the throne.”


    “What?”


    He nodded, and gingerly, she sat down.


    “Look at the blue wall. Tell me what you see.”


    She blinked. Then her eyes went wide. She stood up. “Are there people out there? No, no of course not.” Her gaze remained fixed on the wall.


    “Think of a place you’d like to see,” Smoke told her.


    She gazed up at him. Tears made a sudden appearance in her eyes. “I know my father is dead. Ui told me.”


    “I didn’t do that!”


    “I didn’t say you did!”


    “I need you to think of a place.”


    She glowered at him. “My home, then.” She sat down again, turned to the wall, and gasped.


    Smoke looked, and saw the fine house where she’d grown up, where he’d met her. He’d walked into her life and set fire to it . . . and he wasn’t done yet.


    “Show me Ui’s mother,” she whispered.


    A beautiful woman appeared, seated at a desk. She held a quill, but her hands trembled so much she couldn’t write. There came a soft knock at the door. She looked up with a frightened gaze, and then shoved the quill into a drawer.


    “Enough,” Smoke said. “Call the council. It’s time.”


    Eleanor nodded submissively and descended the steps.


    “Eleanor.” She looked back at him, just a hint of ire in her gaze. “When you’ve sent a servant to fetch the council, return to me. I have a task for you to do.”

  


  
    Kingmaker

  


  
    Servants brought in chairs for the councilmen, but Smoke told them to take the chairs back out. He did not mean for this meeting to go on long enough to require the use of chairs.

  


  
    The six councilmen came in. Most of them glanced curiously at the scenes unfolding in the walls, although they tried to disguise their interest. Perhaps Hepen the Watcher had reserved the privilege of watching for himself alone? Next the Inherent noticed Eleanor standing beside the throne. They scowled in disapproval. Their scowls became glowers when they realized there were no chairs, but they were adaptable. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder in front of the throne, the spokesman at their center. He had brought with him a long sheet of paper covered in the absurd, unreadable Lutawan script. He held this up, explaining, “Here we’ve compiled our requirements to accept you as our new king.”


    Smoke glared at the list. If he could have set it on fire, he would have. He leaned forward, fixing the spokesman with a cold eye. “I have one requirement of my own. Grant it to me and I will leave Lutawa in peace. Deny me and I will burn every farm and every estate between here and the borderlands.”


    “We know that you can be killed, demon!” one of the councilman snapped, but the others urged him to restraint.


    “What is it you want?” another of them demanded. “What more could you want than to be king?”


    Ketty, Smoke thought. But aloud he said, “I will name the king.”


    “You want to be a kingmaker?” the spokesman asked in astonishment.


    Smoke met his gaze, but said nothing.


    The spokesman shook his head. “We could not concede to this without first knowing who—”


    Smoke cut him off. “I will name someone born to the Lutawa Inherent. Will this satisfy you?”


    They looked at one another, their expressions wary.


    “Do you fear a knife in your backs?” Smoke asked.


    The spokesman frowned. Then he turned to his companions. “I say we accept. We are all kin. We know how to govern. We can negotiate with our own.”


    The others nodded agreement, though Smoke felt their ambition hot in the threads.


    “Swear it,” Smoke said, and all six swore before God to support the king he named.


    He raised his hand and Eleanor took it. “This is Eleanor, daughter of Cuhoxa, who was born to the Lutawa Inherent. I name her your king.” Then he leaned back to enjoy the spectacle of outrage that erupted in front of him.


    “Impossible!”


    “Ridiculous!”


    “She is a woman!”


    “An ignorant, stupid woman!”


    Smoke stood up, and out of nowhere his sword was in his hand. “She is your king,” he said coldly and silence fell. He stepped aside, and nodded at Eleanor to take the throne. She did. She was used to hiding her true feelings. Her face was calm, showing none of the fear Smoke knew she felt.


    “Kneel,” Smoke told the councilmen. “Swear your loyalty to her.”


    “She cannot even read!” the spokesman said, his hand clenched in a fist of frustration. “We cannot have such an ignorant creature—”


    Smoke sprang at him. The spokesman went for his knife, but Smoke caught his wrist before he could pull it. “Give me your list of requirements. I will give it to the king for her consideration.”


    The spokesman’s face flushed dark, but when Smoke let go of his wrist, he handed the list over. Smoke returned to the platform. He gave the list to Eleanor and then he stepped aside, taking a position just behind her. His sword was still in his hand.


    Eleanor frowned over the list. “You request first that the king’s tithe be reduced?” She looked up with a skeptical expression. “Will you then be responsible for all road repairs in your own districts? As well, the wages of those soldiers born on or adjacent to your lands? Of course, if we can negotiate a true peace with the Puzzle Lands, we might not need to pay so many soldiers.”

  


  
    

  


  
    It took time to convince them. Eleanor read aloud every one of their demands. She critiqued it and questioned it and agreed to nothing. By the time they were done Smoke was all but writhing with boredom.

  


  
    In the end though, the councilmen knelt and swore an oath guaranteeing the loyalty of the Inherent, insisting on only one thing: that Eleanor never marry, and that the next king and all who followed should likewise refrain. Then God, through the Inherent who belonged to Him, would choose the proper king for each age, and the new king should never be from the same family as the old. Eleanor agreed.


    When it was done, Smoke sheathed his sword. “They will likely kill you.”


    The faces of the councilmen flushed dark with indignation, but Eleanor smiled. “When they do, I hope you’ll avenge me.”


    Smoke bared his teeth. “I swear that I will.”

  


  
    

  


  
    He stayed to watch every surviving man of the king’s guard kneel before her. Then he reached for the threads. It was easier to follow them now. They were slowly uncoiling; the trapped spirits were beginning to find their way free.

  


  
    He slid along a spiral path until he found Ui and Beyel, together in a bedchamber, peacefully asleep in one another’s arms and without a stitch of clothing except the bandage wrapped snugly around Beyel’s ribs. He crossed his arms and scowled at them. He’d expected to find them anxious for news, but it was easy to see they’d been preoccupied.


    How very annoying.


    His gaze shifted to a silver tray left on the floor beside the bed, empty except for a scattering of crumbs. He stomped hard on its rim, sending it clattering across the floor. Ui squeaked and rolled off the other side of the bed, pulling a sheet after her while Beyel sat up with an incoherent cry that was cut short by a gasp of agony as he was reminded of his wound. “God bless us,” he whispered between clenched teeth. “Dismay, what is it? Has it all gone wrong?”


    “It’s gone well enough. Not that you were worried.” Smoke looked curiously at Ui, who had managed to wrap herself in the sheet, though she was still sitting on the floor. “Has he stopped being disgusted by your moon’s blood?”


    She flashed him a smile, then ducked her chin and blushed.


    “Well, it kept me from being consumed by infernal fire,” Beyel said in a surly tone as he gingerly bent over to retrieve his pants from the floor.


    Smoke told them, “I’m leaving.”


    Ui stood up. “No, Dismay.”


    Beyel frowned. “Leaving? But Dismay, what will you do when you’re home? I mean, after you’ve plucked your wife’s demon flower a few times—”


    “Many times,” Smoke interrupted with a soft growl.


    “Then what will you do? Sow the crops? Tend the cattle? Paint the barn?”


    Smoke snorted. “I have no barn, no cattle, no farm. But I still have the task the Dread Hammer set me.”


    “And when the war ends?” Beyel pressed. “As it will. The Inherent want nothing more than to stop sending their sons to die in the borderlands. When the war is over, you might not find so much to do.”


    “That would be a good thing, wouldn’t it? If I were bored?”


    Beyel shrugged. “All right. That would be good.”


    Ui came around the foot of the bed with the sheet held tight around her. She went to Smoke and hugged him. “Eleanor sent a servant. She said you were going to pick a king . . . you picked a good one, didn’t you? One who will let me learn to read?”


    “I think you’ll like her.” Then he bared his teeth. “But I’m going home now.”


    He reached for the threads, and shifted to vapor in her arms.

  


  
    Her Sacred Gate

  


  
    It was evening by the time Smoke found his way to the little cottage on the edge of the Wild Wood where Ketty had made her home. He stood just within the trees, collecting his courage. Night shadows gathered around him, but twilight lingered in the clearing and above the swift current of the forest river, wrapping the cottage in soft gray light, enough to show patches of pale new thatch in the roof. Smoke wondered who had done the repairs. He wondered who had dug out the vegetable garden to be twice the size it had been before, and who had built a little roof to cover the well.

  


  
    Cruel Ketty of the Red Moon! To send him away and then let another man tend her house and her garden. He imagined Gawan working at the thatch, digging in the garden . . . but then he remembered her prayer. She had begged him to come home. She’d said she still loved him.


    The candlelight that gleamed past the half-open shutters dimmed briefly as someone passed by the window.


    Ketty was inside. Britta was with her. He felt them both in the threads, but Ketty was a stranger. Fine threads had once tied her to him, but she’d broken them in her temper, when she sent him away.


    He could sense no one else.


    Of course the Hauntén were hidden from him. If that despicable swine Gawan was with her, Smoke wouldn’t know it until he looked inside. He considered what he might do if he found Gawan with her, and after a moment’s reflection he took off his sword and the knives from his belt and he left them behind under the trees when he set out across the clearing. He was no fool. He knew it would not make things easier with Ketty if he committed another murder right away.


    He reached the doorstep. His heart was pounding so hard he half-expected her to open the door just to see what the noise was all about. Then he heard Britta coo and gurgle. Ketty laughed, and Smoke could take no more. He opened the door and slipped soundlessly inside.


    The cottage had only one room, with a hearth on one side, a small bed, a large table, and many cabinets. Ketty was crouched by the fire, her back to him as she adjusted a spit where fish were roasting. Britta was lying beside her on a hearth rug made from a wooly white sheep’s skin, happily kicking her legs inside the long sack of an infant’s gown.


    Britta saw him first. She went still, staring at him with a dark frown. Ketty turned to look, and screamed. Smoke was so startled he backed against the door. This gave Ketty time to leap up and seize from the table the large knife she’d used to clean the fish.


    “Ketty, I can explain!”


    “Smoke?”


    Her confusion reminded him that he looked different now. His face was scarred from the fire, his long hair was replaced with stubble, and his clothes were absurd Lutawan finery such as Ketty had never seen before. “It’s me, Ketty.”


    By Koráy and the Dread Hammer, she was beautiful. More beautiful even than he remembered. The scent of her filled the house and flooded his mind until he was giddy. He wanted to take her in his arms, take off all her clothes and all of his, and take her in the bed right now. Except that she still held that knife in her hand. He nodded at it. “I heard you praying to me this morning. I thought you wanted me to come home.”


    She glanced down at the knife. Then she tossed it back onto the table. “You idiot!”


    “What?”


    “You didn’t hear my prayers, before, did you?”


    He shook his head. “Only this morning when I was in the King’s witness chamber. But I listened for you, Ketty—”


    “How did you expect to hear me? Smoke, you went too far! Too far to hear my prayer. Don’t you remember when we lived in the Wild Wood, so far from anywhere that you couldn’t hear the women speaking their prayers to Dismay?”


    Oh. He stared down at Britta, who didn’t appear altogether pleased to have him back. “Ketty, my head was so full of prayers all the time. I did listen for you. I always listened.”


    “Your Hauntén mother sent Thellan twice to fetch you back—but you didn’t come!”


    He looked up at her again. “Thellan never told me that.”


    “What did she tell you?”


    “She said that you . . .”


    “Yes?”


    “You and Gawan . . .”


    “What?”


    “It isn’t true, is it?”


    Her temper flashed. She picked up Britta from the floor. “Why don’t you just go away again?”


    “I know it isn’t true! I know she said it just to make me so angry that I’d forget everything else and come home.”


    Ketty hugged Britta to her breast. “But you didn’t come home. Weren’t you angry enough? Or was it that you didn’t care?”


    “You sent me away! I wanted you to ask me home again.”


    “I did!”


    “I never heard you. I thought you didn’t care anymore.”


    Tears were suddenly shimmering in her eyes. “But I did pray to you. I begged you to come home, even after I knew you’d abandoned me—”


    “Ketty—”


    “Even after Thellan said you had a Lutawan lover!”


    There it was. He leaned back against the door, feeling as if he’d been condemned again to the fire.


    “It’s true, then,” Ketty said.


    He heard the catch in her voice and looked up, realizing what she had said. “Thellan told you? And you prayed to me anyway?”


    Ketty looked beyond exasperation. “You are such an idiot.”


    “But you’re used to that . . . aren’t you?”


    She turned her gaze to the Dread Hammer, silently beseeching patience. Evidently she was granted fortitude instead. When she looked at him again her tears were gone; her voice was cold. “Do you love the Lutawan woman?”


    “No! Or . . . yes, but not like that. Ketty, it was only once. I was tired. It was a mistake. I wanted you. The only woman I want is you. And I want you now, Ketty.” His voice shifted to a low, hungry growl. “Right now. Put Britta down in her cradle.”


    “No, Smoke, you—”


    Two steps closed the distance between them. Ketty looked up at him with wide, startled eyes. He heard the thundering of her heart. She didn’t resist as he gently lifted Britta from her arms. He hugged his daughter, he kissed her, he rocked her. She cooed, remembering who he was. “Take your clothes off, Ketty, before I die for wanting you.” He turned away to lay Britta in her cradle.


    When he looked back again, Ketty was working frantically on the buttons of her dress, but her trembling hands were making slow progress.


    “Ah, Ketty, do you want me to help you?”


    “Yes!”


    First he pulled off his shirt and his boots. Then he unfastened her buttons, one after another, as fast as he could manage until she shrugged out of her dress. As it crumpled to the floor, he lifted her up. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, her legs went around his waist, her teeth were on his ear, her skin was smooth and hot against his scarred flesh. “Hurry,” she commanded.


    They hit the bed together. He kicked free of his trousers. In her cradle, Britta started making fussy noises. Smoke grinned down at Ketty. “Now,” he whispered. Her back arched and she gasped as he entered her sacred gate. Britta would surely be wailing in another minute or two, but this first time, a minute or two would be enough.

  


  
    <><><>
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