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   Prologue
 
   Revelations
 
    
 
   Asher stood in the deep dark overhang of a sprawling estate, watching, waiting. A minute went by. Ten. He did not move, not even to scratch the itch that cropped up on his nose or shift his feet from cramping muscles.
 
   An hour turned into three. Perfectly still but for eyes flicking back and forth, he remained. Every whisper of wind, every wrinkle in the darkness, and every shift of the clouds across the moon spawned images of macabre horrors lurking in the shadows. They watched, waiting for him to falter.
 
   The God protected, but so too did the God devour. Asher knew that now. For he had peeked behind the curtain and had found darkness where there should have been light.
 
   No, it was worse than that. Much worse. He might have been able to handle the darkness had it been empty.
 
   But the darkness had not been empty, had it? asked a silent voice in his head.
 
   Asher shivered despite the season’s growing warmth. He wished he could silence that voice. That one and all the others that called out his faith for what it was: a lie.
 
   The idea was ludicrous; no one could fight the darkness. It brimmed with nightmares given flesh.
 
   Once more, Asher firmed his resolve to stay. No matter what lurked just out of sight, no matter what tortures would greet him if he were found out, he simply had too. His message was too important to abandon.
 
   A Lord approached from down the street. The clouds parted and cast deep shadows into the hollows of the man’s cheeks. The wind rustled and the Lord’s clothing, which hung loose over a gaunt form despite a master tailor’s best efforts.
 
   Gravel crunched beneath the Lord’s feet. He jerked his head left and right and peered into the darkness. Had he known what it contained, he would have run until his legs gave out, then crawled until his knees followed suit. The darkness was no place for someone used to the light.
 
   A rat skittered away. The Lord jumped back a pace. One hand flew to his chest to cover his pounding heart. The other went to the gilded knife at his belt. Hilt inset with rubies and sapphires, blade covered in filigreed script, it was every bit as lavish as his richly colored and embroidered silken robes.
 
   Garbed in simple black woolens, Asher studied the alleys and streets, checking and rechecking to ensure no one had followed the Lord. To his eyes, the night was lit as though the sun still hung a handswidth over the sparkling waters to the west. At least when clouds obscured it appeared that way. The rest of the time, when the stars twinkled freely and the moonlight filtered down unimpaired, there were shadows that even his eyes could not pierce. Those were the ones he watched for, fearful.
 
   Asher waited, unseen, until he felt the air swirl against his face from the Lord’s short, sharp breaths.
 
   “Lord Merek,” Asher whispered, “you came.”
 
   Lord Merek nearly jumped out of his skin. His eyes twitched, nervously searching the darkness. Asher could almost feel the Lord’s thumping heart and the blood as it pulsed through bulging veins. Blade outstretched in a shaking hand, Lord Merek approaching slowly, stiffly.
 
   “Is it really you?” Lord Merek asked. He flinched at the sound of his own voice.
 
   Asher Drifted and the night dimmed. It was painful to see Lord Merek cower. “It’s me,” he said. He finished his Drift and stepped forward. Darkness took over. He found himself squinting down what had but moments ago been a nicely lit street, felt his hand wrap about the hilt of his plainly made steel knife. He fought the urge to draw it. Only with conscious effort did he restrain himself from Drifting back so his eyes were useful once more.
 
   Lord Merek exhaled deeply. “You were gone for so long I was afraid I’d lost you. I’ve missed—” Just as he moved in, arms flung wide to pull Asher into a hug, the clouds parted and a ray of moonlight peaked through. Lord Merek froze midstep. His face creased and the bags beneath his eyes grew heavier. “You’ve changed.”
 
   “As will you when you hear what I have to say.”
 
   “You’ve found them then?” A tiny flicker of hope, no more than a single candlelight against a shut and shuttered cellar, popped into existence.
 
   “Yes,” Asher said. “Which means this will be the last time we meet.”
 
   “No! I’ll help! I—“ 
 
   Asher held up a hand and cut the Lord short. “This is how it must be. There is no other way.”
 
   “There has to be. We could—“
 
   “There is no ‘we,’” Asher said. “Not anymore.”
 
   “But—“
 
   “You wouldn’t be so insistent if you knew what I knew.”
 
   “Then tell me,” Lord Merek pleaded. Hands clasped together, he fell forward onto his knees. “Please.”
 
   Arms flashing out, Asher pulled the Lord to his feet. He could not bear to see the Lord grovel. He thought for a minute, then broke the silence.
 
   “On your life, you must keep what I say secret.”
 
   “Secret?” Never have there been any secrets between us,” Lord Merek said.
 
   “Yes, secret,” Asher barked. He looked about, worried he had been too loud.
 
   “Even from her? Surely whatever you say to me you can tell to her. She is your—”
 
   “No,” Asher said once he had his voice under control and was sure no one had overheard. If a Shade or, especially, a Voice, found out you knew, much less that she did as well. . .” the faintest ray of moonlight enabled him to hold the Lord’s gaze. “Well, let us just say that Nameless himself would not be able to help you.”
 
   Panic flashed through the Lord’s eyes, dimming the spark until the slightest breeze would extinguish it. Hand to his chest, he lowered his head.
 
   “I give you my oath.”
 
   “See that you keep it.” Asher took a deep breath and began. “I have not learned everything. Not, I suspect, by a long shot. But what I have learned. . .”
 
   Glancing at the moon’s passage, he spoke quickly but efficiently, hitting the crucial points. This time of night was the busiest time for Shades and Voices. Already gone for far too long, his absence would be noted soon. Worse, someone might stumble upon his rendezvous with a past he was supposed to have left behind. If that happened, all would be lost.
 
   Lord Merek’s eyes widened as Asher spoke, each point hammering them open further and kindling the spark within. By the time he finished, they were full, gleaming moons that glowed with an inner fire.
 
   “There can be no other conclusion,” Asher said. He shook his head. “We have been played for fools.”
 
   “Oh yes,” Lord Merek said. “We have indeed been played for fools. But no longer.” The moons ignited into twin suns that seemed to push back the very darkness itself. Asher took an involuntary step away from the intense heat. Back straight, jaw set, Lord Merek looked the very image of the self-assured man he had once been. When he spoke again, his voice was unbarred steel, fresh from the forging. “Whatever plans you made, cast them aside.”
 
   “But—“
 
   “No.” Lord Merek rested a hand on Asher’s shoulder. “I am done being scared of the Shadows.” He said the word with a sneer of derisiveness that made Asher flinch.
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I, my dear boy, am going to become a Shadow,” Lord Merek said.
 
   “And then?” Asher found himself fearing the Lord’s response more than any of the nightmares the darkness held.
 
   “Then,” the Lord Merek said, his face chiseled stone, “we are going to kill a God.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   1
 
   Just Another Day
 
    
 
   Pulling her ragged coat closed as best she could against the night’s chill breeze, Aeryn stifled a shivering yawn. She wished the summer would hurry up and get here. Simple, threadbare clothes offered little protection against the cold. They offered even less from the wind.
 
   The only consolidation was the still-warm wall of the smithy at her back. She idly wondered when Ty, now apprenticed in the very building, had last had his hands turn white from cold, or felt his feet go numb. Not that he ever had cause for either in the first place, corded by muscle as he was. Ironically, that had been the reason Master Luggard had plucked Ty from the streets in the first place—to work the sweltering forge.
 
   Still, Aeryn could do without the wet fog that rolled in from the Kasperi Sea. Thankfully, Maerilin’s winters did not include any of that bitter white stuff the northern merchants called snow; she had only experienced it twice in her life and that was two times too many.
 
   Aeryn glanced at the moon’s hazy outline. How long before Will arrived? It was not like him to be late, especially not the night of a job.
 
   She suppressed the urge to go check on him. Her stomach desperately needed the coin he had promised. If she was not here when he arrived, he might find someone to help him. There was a bloody long line of street urchins with nothing to lose and everything to gain ready to snatch up her place. So far, Will had stuck with Aeryn because she was good at what she did. But ability only went so far when weighed against stacks of copper, the rare silver, and the near mythical gold. So, shifting the plain steel dagger at her belt, its wooden hilt long since worn smooth, she waited.
 
   The soft pitter-patter of footsteps sounded from the end of the alley nearly an hour later.
 
   “Finally,” Aeryn whispered to herself as she pushed from the building. Her fingers would be hard pressed to work a doorknob or window latch, and her feet had long since gone numb, making stealth a haphazard affair at best. 
 
   The footsteps materialized into a boy so slim and slight he made Aeryn look like Ty in comparison. That was hard to do. Aeryn could feel her skin stretched tight over ribs for not having eaten anything in two days. Not for the first time, she wondered how things would have been different had she had ample bosoms. She could have worked indoors, had a cozy room all to her own, clothing, a bed. . .and men on top of her.
 
   Aeryn shook her head to banish the image. Better to look like a boy than a full-bodied woman. She had seen firsthand what happened to girls unlucky enough to draw the hungry eyes of street thugs, strongarms, sailors, and down-on-their-luck sellswords. Their eyes went dull and listless all too quickly.
 
   “Alright,” Will said between sucking breaths, “let’s go.”
 
   “What happened?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “Nothing.” If there was one surefire way to know when Will was hiding something, it was when he did not want to talk. Of course, the rest of the time he opened his mouth was downright lying, but that was another matter entirely. 
 
   “What happened?” Aeryn narrowed her eyes. “The only time you’ve ever been this late was when you saw a Shadow. That, and you’re breathing as if you’ve run the entire way here.”
 
   “Someone has been poking around my lair.” Will’s voice was so quiet Aeryn had to strain to hear. His lair. As if a boarded over, dead-end alleyway stuffed to the seams with goods he had yet to fence was some grand, hidden treasure room.
 
   “Jins? He always has had it out for you.”
 
   “No.” Will shook his head. “Jins and his gang are typical strongarms and thugs: not quite skilled enough to be sellswords and not quite smart enough to hold their tongues. Heck, they are about as blunt as those cudgels they carry. Besides,” Will added with a sly grin, “Jins is in love with this girl Marilyn—“
 
   “You didn’t.” Had Will lost his mind? Blackmailing Jins? Will had hit the nail on the head earlier: Jins was too stupid and brutish to see beyond a pair of legs or flash of coin. Sooner or later—Aeryn had bets on it being sooner—Jins would become desperate. No one lived to cross a desperate thug twice.
 
   Will’s grin turned into a full-blown smile. “Sure did. Jins and his little gang won’t be bothering me anytime soon.” Aeryn sighed as Will went on, wondering if the open sewer outside his alley had addled his brain. “Anyway, I know it’s not Jins because they’ve been quiet as a mouse and half as visible.”
 
   At least Will had gotten that part right. Jins and his gang could not sneak up on a drunken sailor passed out cold and lying in a pool of his own sickup. However, that did leave a troubling point. Aeryn had been to Will’s place only hours earlier and had not seen anyone either. On second thought, that in itself was a much more likely explanation. Will was burdened with an overactive imagination. After all, what use would a Shadow have for a hoard of filched trinkets and knickknacks? Only, if she said as much, it would convince him there were Shadows lurking outside his lair. 
 
   She knew one surefire way to keep him moving forward. “Do you want to call off the job? We can stop in and talk to Ty,” she rapped on the wall of the smithy with her knuckles, “and have him stand watch outside your place.”
 
   “Ty would rather make swords than swing them. It’ll be months before I get another shot at this job. Brin and Bran are standing watch while I’m out. Those flaming twins charged me triple their normal rate, all under the guise of having seen Shadows lurking about.” His hand went to his waist, as though feeling the weight missing from his purse. “Never should have bloody said anything.” Despite all his grumbling, the homely twins were Will’s favorite strongarms. Brin and her brother Bran could scare off most would-be thieves with their disfigured faces and scarred arms alone. “Let’s go.”
 
   Sticking pinched fingers into her mouth, Aeryn blew out a shrill, piercing whistle. “Lead on,” she said and swept her arm down the street. Afraid someone would hit his targets first, Will never shared where they were going before he absolutely had to. 
 
   “If I pay you extra, can you not do that next time?” Will strode into the street and made his way toward a wide stable with a long, gradually sloping roof. “I hate that mutt,” he added as he passed Aeryn.
 
   Aeryn swept her leg to the side, hitting Will’s and sending him stumbling. Hopping nimbly away from his windmilling arms, she danced around to his back, using her superior night vision to avoid twisting an ankle on a missing cobble. She gave his back a little push. He crashed to the ground with a grunt.
 
   “Hey! What’d you bloody do that for?”
 
   Aeryn stood poised above him, hands on her hips. “Jynx—that mutt, as you put it—has saved your ass time and again and you know it.”
 
   “No,” Will said, rolling to his knees and pushing to his feet. “He’s saved your ass.” He dusted off his clothes as though they were made of silk. “I’ve never needed saving; I’ve always had the situations totally in control. Not to mention that Jynx likes me as much as a cat likes the sea.”
 
   As if on cue, a blurred, misty form congealed out of the fog ahead. In its place stood a waist-high draven, its fur painted in splotches of grays, browns, and blacks. Mouth open in a snarl that showed thick, hand-length white fangs, it took a silent, menacing step forward.
 
   “Nice doggie,” Will began to quiver as the “dog” stalked forward. The moonlight showed a bit of ripped flesh hanging from a bone in Jynx’s teeth. “Ok, maybe Jynx helped a little.”
 
   The draven’s claws clicked against the cobbles. A faint snarl hissed into the night.
 
   “Ok, ok.” Will held up his hands in a placating gesture. “Jynx saved my ass.”
 
   “Just once?”
 
   Jynx’s teeth snapped shut, severing the bone in two.
 
   “No! A couple times!”
 
   “What, like two times? How many years have we worked together Will?” Aeryn asked. “Ten? And you think Jynx has only saved your ass twice?”
 
   “Fine, twenty times! Fifty! I don’t know; a hundred! Now bloody tell him not to eat me,” Will cried out.
 
   “Oh stop whimpering,” Aeryn said with a grin as she pushed past Will. “Jynx probably doesn’t like you because you practically faint every time you see him. Just like Rickon does whenever he hears a Voice, sees a Shade, or gets a few extra copper to tithe.”
 
   Will stomped his foot. “I do not.” His voice sounded hollow. “Besides, anyone in their right mind would be scared of that.”
 
   Aeryn knelt next to the draven. “He doesn’t mean it Jynx. You’re a good boy, aren’t you?” she said softly while petting him on the head. She pointedly ignored the grunt from behind and flipped out her plain belt knife. “Now hold still. You’ve got something in your teeth.”
 
   Using one hand to hold his mouth wide, she dislodged a piece of rat skin with the tip of her knife. Tossing it into the air, Jynx downed it in a single gulp. Out of the corner of her eye, Aeryn saw Will take a step backward and draw in a hissing breath.
 
   Though most people found the idea of eating rat repulsive, Aeryn wished she could find an entire building chockfull of the things. That or pigeons; Aeryn vastly preferred pigeons to rats. Jynx’s ribs stood out even further than Aeryn’s. Though that was a mixed blessing—everyone assumed the draven was a hound because he was so emancipated—Aeryn wished she could fill Jynx’s belly and see him grow to his full size. Even if that meant he would have to be kept well away from crowded areas, soldiers, guards, sellswords, Lords, Ladies, women, and the like.
 
   “Is that better, boy?” she asked, sheathing her blade.
 
   Licking her face and brushing against her chest, Jynx loped off, fading like mist into the shadows. Hopefully he would find another small meal or two as he followed along, out of sight.
 
   “You’re bloody crazy. That thing could have taken off your hand with a sneeze,” Will said as he started walking.
 
   A growl sounded out of the fog.
 
   Will jumped and frantically swiveled his head. He found nothing, of course.
 
   Aeryn chuckled. “I think he heard you. Good boy, Jynx,” she said to the shadows, getting a rise at the shivers that racked Will’s head and neck. A barely audible yip in return made Aeryn smile.
 
   Will lengthened his strides and doubled his pace.
 
   Before long, Aeryn watched as Will kicked gravel off a cracked and weathered beam lying among a pile of debris on the far side of a stable. Climbing onto the stable’s low roof, he laid it down to span the gap between the building and inner edge of the Lord’s Wall.
 
   Will chuckled. “Rickon would have a blasted heart attack if he knew what we were doing. And using the stable where he works at that.”
 
   Following swiftly after, Aeryn frowned. She was not as devout as Rickon—not by a long shot—but the stableboy was a friend. Additionally, no few street urchins went to the pudgy boy for help when they needed someone handy with a needle and thread. Rickon never turned anyone away.
 
   Aeryn waited for the telltale creaking of the board as Jynx ambled across before pulling it over and handing it to Will, who had already dropped to the ground on the other side. The draven could scramble up the four pace high Lord’s Wall without help, but claws on stone made an awful racket. She would rather not be spotted by the soldiers manning the wall further down, nearer to the gate.
 
   Carefully hiding the makeshift walkway beneath a layer of dirt, Will hurriedly led Aeryn towards a broad-roofed, three-story house. They strained their ears and ducked away at the slightest whisper of a footstep, flicker of a bobbing lantern, or creaking of leather armor as soldiers and guards made their rounds. If anyone saw them, they would find themselves drowning in a pool of their own blood. And that would pale in comparison to their fate if a Shade—or worse yet, Voice—mistook them for a Shadow. 
 
   Back pressed to the head-high, foot-thick curtain wall surrounding the estate, Will peeked over the top. “This is it,” he whispered.
 
   Aeryn looked over and performed a quick survey. An expansive array of courtyards and gardens, fountains and meticulously manicured shrubs, the house at its center was a veritable palace. She concentrated specially on the richly decorated interior visible beyond the lighted windows. Aeryn could not even begin to imagine how life would be different had she grown up here and not on the streets. She could however, imagine exactly how much Will’s coin would help sate her stomach after she finished this job.
 
   “Same as last time?” she asked.
 
   Will shook his head. “Even better. My informants tell me we’ll have no problems,” he said, as if his “informants” were not just disgruntled servants or sellswords too low on coin to buy another round for themselves. “With the anniversary of Nameless’ rule tomorrow, the nobles are gathered for a fancy dinner gala at a mansion owned by some Lady named Mareen. They even took most of their guards with them. We’ll have all the time in the world.” He pointed toward the far side. “There’s a small servants’ entrance over there that is perfect.”
 
   Aeryn chuckled. “I don’t know where you find the time to scout all the places you do.”
 
   “It’s easy when you don’t spend all your time counting your fingers to make sure they are all still there.” Will looked into the darkness to where he thought the draven was. He was not even close.
 
   Loping off before Aeryn could form a retort, he paused when he reached the far side of the wall, glanced around to ensure there were no guards lurking nearby, then hopped over and sprinted to the nearest shrub. Aeryn was right behind, Jynx glued to her side the whole way.
 
   “That’s it,” he said, panting.
 
   “How often do they use it?”
 
   “A couple times an hour; they keep it propped open for that very reason. See those barrels at the side?”
 
   Aeryn nodded that she did, then said, “Yes,” when she remembered how much better her night vision was than his.
 
   “That’s where the servants dump their sweepings and dirtied wash water. I’ll hide over there. When you come out with the goods, hand them to me and I’ll ferry them to the bushes here.” He grinned from ear to ear. “If we’re careful, they’ll never even know we were inside. We’ll make out like Nameless himself.”
 
   “You’ve been preparing for this for a while, huh?” Aeryn asked, impressed. Most of the jobs were involved little more than sneak in without being seen, get out without being caught, then run before an alarm was raised or a sword descended toward their neck.
 
   “Naw, I’m just that good,” Will said with every ounce of false modesty he could muster. The boy would boast himself into his grave. “We’ll wait here one cycle so you can get a hand on the servant’s timings, then get started. I want to get enough to set myself up like a king.” 
 
   He might just be able to, Aeryn mused as they waited. If what she had seen thus far was any indication, he could get enough coin to set himself up as a minor merchant. Not that that life was for Will, but—
 
   “Annette? Annette?” came a shout.
 
   Aeryn raised her head and watched as a straight-backed girl about her age emerged from the door and tossed out a pail of water. 
 
   “Yes, mother?” the girl—Annette—shouted back.
 
   “Don’t forget to draw clean water when you come back.”
 
   “Yes, mother.” Walking a few paces into the dark, Annette began to work the metal pump handle of a well. When the pail had been washed out and filled again, she headed back inside.
 
   “Now,” Will hissed.
 
   Together, they dashed to the door, keeping low and to the deeper shadows to avoid anyone that might have chanced to look out a window. Aeryn was just leaving Will behind the barrels when he grabbed her arm.
 
   “I’ll squawk like a skree if anyone returns. Oh, and don’t forget to grab a few canvas sacks while you’re in there. See you in a little bit.”
 
   Aeryn sighed. For all his boasting and planning, he forgot to bring bags? “Keep an eye on him, Jynx,” she said to Will’s back. She grinned when she heard Will suck in a breath at finding the draven standing right behind him breathing down his neck.
 
   Aeryn relaxed her mind and let it wander. She moved fluidly, one with the shadows. The world grew slightly brighter. Will’s form blurred to a gray mist while Jynx’s became sharply visible. Opening the servants’ door, she stepped inside.
 
   Unlike everyone in the outer city, nobles never had squeaky hinges. That alone made her job vastly easier, though wide halls free of clutter also helped immeasurably. Staying to the darker corridors, lit only by the reflected glow of lanterns, Aeryn cautiously crept along. For whatever reason most people, even those that lived in smaller two and three room houses, only ever used certain small segments while avoiding others areas all together.
 
   That went doubly so for nobles. Even with scores of servants at their bidding, they typically only used a small fraction of their estates. The other parts seemed perpetually dark; their contents covered in white linen cloths, standing around like ghosts awaiting permission to live again.
 
   Living in a leaky shack pressed up against an abandoned and mostly collapsed building, Aeryn would never understand their motives. Why pay for a house if you were not going to use it all? Why not spend the money on other things? Things like food and clothing?
 
   Aeryn made a handful of trips to those lesser-used parts, pillaging a mirrored lamp stand, a pair of gilded candelabras, and a handful of some bronze trinkets. Will ferried each in turn to their makeshift hidey-hole.
 
   After the fourth such trip, Will spoke up. “Alright,” he said. “We’ve got just about all we can carry. Now try for the good stuff.”
 
   “It is too risky,” Aeryn whispered back. “There are servants everywhere.” Cleaning and polishing, with cooks stoking the stoves for the morning’s sweetbreads, pastries, and puddings, it looked like they were readying for when their Lord arrives back home. “I’ll be spotted for sure.”
 
   Will rubbed his hands together, eyes hungrily flicking from their stashed goods, which in all probability would not be noticed missing for months. “We’ll split whatever you find; fifty-fifty.”
 
   Aeryn’s eyes widened. With that kind of coin. . . Well, suffice it to say she and Jynx just might get a decent meal for once. “Give me ten minutes. You hear any shouts of alarm and you give me a distraction. A loud one.”
 
   “Done.” Will licked his lips.
 
   This time when Aeryn went back in, she very nearly crawled down the lighted corridors. Hardly daring to breathe for fear of alerting one of the many servants to her presence, she searched for bedrooms, dressing rooms, studies, and clean, dusted cellars. If the estate had coins, jewelry, silks, gold medallions, or anything of the like lying around—and it bore all the indications that it did—they would be surely stored in one of those places.
 
   Ducking down a side hallway at the echo of footsteps from ahead, she had to sprint around the next corner and the two halls after. Pausing for a moment and listening to the fading footsteps to ensure she had not been discovered, she cautiously worked further into the interior.
 
   A few minutes and she found herself on the top floor, halfway down a long, tapestried hall. Set with marble busts of a middle-aged woman and what was no doubt the woman’s child, Aeryn felt hope blossom in her chest. This was exactly where she would find a bedroom littered with bejeweled necklaces, gold rings, earrings, and other precious gems.
 
   “. . .really have to go get it now?” came a dim voice from around corner at the end of the hall.
 
   Aeryn pivoted on her heels with a small sigh. So much for filling my stomach. Three steps and she stopped cold.
 
   “Do you want to tell Lord Merek why he can’t have his tea when he gets back? You know how he gets after staying out all night,” continued the conversation at her back.
 
   In the silences between the words, Aeryn caught the scraping clunk of a servant awkwardly laden with full pails of water. Only this time, the sounds came from her front. She was trapped.
 
   Casting her head back and forth, Aeryn weighed her options: confront the voices or the footsteps. She could see no other way out. The problem was that either was sure to set off an alarm. Aeryn could probably sprint out of the house before someone caught her, but unless Will had all their loot packed and ready to go, it would cost them a night’s worth of work. Moreover, it would cost her Will’s employment.
 
   With time running out and a decision to make, Aeryn decided on the footsteps. Counting on an overworked, underpaid servant, and a fair amount of luck, she strode forward, dropping her head to her chest and staring at the floor tiles. If it worked, she might just salvage something from the rapidly worsening night. If not, well. . . She tried not to think about how furious Will would be, running away empty handed.
 
   “You’re right, of course,” said the voice. “I just wish I didn’t have to go out again at this time of night.”
 
   Aeryn kept moving, trying to blend into the background as just another servant about her nightly chores. The sounds on either side of her grew louder. Only a few paces now. . .
 
   Something tugged at her eyes.
 
   Focus! If she got distracted now, she would give herself away as surely as a mouse in a snake’s den.
 
   Another step and the tug became a sharp pull.
 
   Born on the streets, Aeryn knew better than to ignore her instincts. She spun and searched for what had drawn her attention. 
 
   “Be thankful for what you have, girl. At least you’re not in some rundown hovel—”
 
   Aeryn’s eyes locked onto the floor near the wall. At first, she saw nothing, just a small arc, barely deep enough to be visible, scored in the tile. She kept looking, ever conscious of the trap’s rapidly closing jaws.
 
   “—can’t afford to pay—“
 
   Wait. Her eyes snapped back to the tile. That was what had drawn her attention. She had seen its like before, though typically accompanied by a handle.
 
   “—your tithes.”
 
   It was the work of a door, tightly set in its frame, sliding open. Running her hands along the seam—visible now that she knew what to look for—she found a cleverly hidden clasp and pulled it open. Stale air rushed to greet her. She ducked inside and quickly pulled it shut.
 
   “Lord Merek pays the Voices well enough for the protection of entire household. After all, he doesn’t want a repeat of what happened decades ago. Poor man. The thing still weighs heavily on him. I wouldn’t wish what happened to him on anyone,” finished the woman’s voice as she rounded the corner. “Annette! What are you doing up here?”
 
   “Filling the wash basin,” Annette said. A loud thunk and a few drops of water seeped under the door’s edge.
 
   “You better step too. Reeve arrived a minute ago. He said that Lord Merek is on his way back.”
 
   A high-pitched squeak and footsteps faded rapidly down the hall. “What’s she running for, Marilyn?”
 
   Marilyn laughed. “My daughter forgot—”
 
   A shark triple call of a skree filtered into the room. Aeryn pulled her head from the door. Lord Merek was not on his way back, he was back.
 
   She had to find another way out, and fast. With the two women out in the hall gabbing away as if they were twins separated from birth, Aeryn faded into the darkness, trying to become one with the shadows.
 
   The room brightened just enough that she could make out its contents without a candle. It was nothing like what she had expected. Some kind of dressing room, only one like she had never expected a Lord to have. Except for a plain, fine-stitched white wool tunic and breeches, soft, well-worn leather slippers, and a simple dagger, the room was dusty and empty.
 
   Aeryn picked up the dagger and turned it over in her hand. It was even simpler than she had realized. Unlike hers, with its weather worn cracks packed with dirt and nicks adorning the blade, plain did not mean cheap. Not by a long shot.
 
   Perfectly balanced, the steel folded back on itself time and again, creating a wavy pattern that ended in a razor sharp edge. Instead of common pine, the hilt was dark mahogany. She was just able to make out the letters I and B in flowing script enameled with care into opposing sides of the blade itself. The skree called again, insistent.
 
   Stuffing the blade into her corded waist band—she did need a new one—Aeryn ran her hands along the walls, searching for another way out. She found it just as a man’s voice stopped the women’s conversation short. There was only one person that deep tenor could belong to: Lord Merek.
 
   Heedless of what was on the other side, only thinking to escape as quickly as possible, Aeryn pushed the door open. She stepped into an ornate bedroom complete with gold washbasin and silk-canopied bed. She crept out into the far hall just in time to hear an exasperated sigh.
 
   “No, Nameless was not there,” Lord Merek said. “Do you really think a God, who has ruled so long his name has been forgotten to all but the Voices, would show up to drink, eat, and gossip with a few Lords and Ladies? Though, I did hear a Voice and see a few Shades with a number of soldiers standing guard.”
 
   Aeryn shook her head. Here she had begun feeling bad for taking the blade that was obviously worth more than just its sharp edge to its owner. Just the tiniest sliver of guilt. Of course, overhearing the Lord talk so casually about cavorting with Shades and Voices, never mind Nameless, Maerilin’s God, had sent those thoughts flying.
 
   She walked briskly down the lighted corridors, trying hard as she could to become a shadow herself. It was past time to be on her way. 
 
   “Who has been in my bedroom?” Merek bellowed. 
 
   Before the shout registered, a servant carrying an armload of towels and sheets rounded the corner. Aeryn gave up all pretenses at blending in and ran, barreling past the startled man as he dropped the fabric into a pile at the floor.
 
   The exact moment the sound of shattering window panes swept through the hall—that would be Will’s diversion—the servant’s voice cried out.
 
   “Shadow!”
 
   Like a series of cascading waterfalls, one twinkling crash after another hit Aeryn’s ears. A chorus of panicked women’s screams rolled but a moment behind. 
 
   Aeryn picked up speed, her feet practically floating over the rug-covered stone floors. Half a dozen twists and turns later, scaring even more servants along the way, and she burst out of the door and into the night.
 
   She nearly ran Will over in the process as he wound back to hurl a rock. He dropped it and rushed off to the pile of loot. Jynx was at her side in an instant.
 
   “Leave it,” Aeryn said. If life on the streets had taught her one thing, it was to keep moving forward. Never stand still, never go sideways, and never, ever go backward; those were sure ways to end up on the wrong side of the earth.
 
   Will froze, indecision painted clear as day across his face. Aeryn could almost hear his mind clicking away the possibilities. He looked toward the loot. Then to Aeryn. Then back to the loot.
 
   “No time,” Aeryn shouted.
 
   “Bloody rat guts!” Will wisely chose following her and vaulted over the curtain wall surrounding the Lord’s estate.
 
   Aeryn stopped cold in the street on the other side.
 
   “Bloody blasted flaming pile of—“
 
   “Shut up,” Aeryn hissed. Jynx had sprung ahead and was pacing back and forth, sniffing the ground. Someone or something—Aeryn shuttered at the thought of facing a Shade or Shadow head on—had passed this way recently.
 
   “No, I will not bloody shut up. Do you know how much coin is back there? It’s just bloody sitting there. Anyone could walk up and grab it. Just like that.” He snapped and made as if to pick a bag from the ground. “I’m not paying you for—”
 
   “Shut. Up.” Aeryn grabbed Will’s jaw and pointed at Jynx, who now prowled about sniffing at the air. Oh yes, something was out there all right.
 
   Will’s face drained of color. “Maybe it’ll still be there tomorrow night,” he whispered to himself then finally, blissfully, quieted.
 
   They made it all of twenty paces in silence.
 
   “Ow!”
 
   About ready to gag him, Aeryn spun and found Will hopping on one foot, hand holding the other in a tight grip.
 
   “What?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “I stubbed my toe.”
 
   Aeryn shook her head and took off once more, trying to stick to the darker shadows, away from prying eyes.
 
   “Slow down,” he said at her back, feet scuffing against stone. “I can’t see a foot in front of me.” 
 
   No time to wonder if he had looked too long into the house’s lighted interior, brained himself with a rock, or had simply gone insane over the idea of leaving so much loot behind, Aeryn grabbed his arm and pulled him along. She had their makeshift walkway propped up against the Lord’s Wall when a cry from a passing patrol sounded.
 
   Jynx snarled and cut it off with a pounce before it had echoed off the nearest building. The lantern held aloft by the lead man crashed to the ground. Oily red flames licked at boots and buildings alike. Screams cut through the night.
 
   “Don’t just stare, go!” Will said and pushed Aeryn up the ladder.
 
   Sure, now that Jynx was in trouble he found his spine. Aeryn followed after. The moment she hit the top of the wall, she let out a shrill whistle. She turned and extended her hand. Will took it and scrambled up. Still no Jynx.
 
   Aeryn whistled again.
 
   A growl and a quickly cut off scream answered. Will began to pull up the plank.
 
   “No! He might need it,” Aeryn said. Jynx had just saved him yet again—something he would conveniently forget by tomorrow—and this was how he wanted to repay the draven? By abandoning him?
 
   “I have to. They’ll follow us.”
 
   “Jynx!” Aeryn shouted. She held Will’s hand firmly in place and whistled again. “Jynx!”
 
   “Hey you!” The heavy boots of armed and armored soldiers clanked toward them from either side of the wall. “Stop!”
 
   “Shadows!” came a chorus of shouts from the ground. Outstretched arms silhouetted by the moon, many holding swords, pointed their direction.
 
   “Forget this,” Will said. Shaking free, he hauled the ladder up and rolled it to the other side. “We’re out of time.” He pulled Aeryn over the four pace drop with him. They landed hard.
 
   Shock lanced up Aeryn’s legs and into her spine. It took effort to rise. Effort made all the more difficult by her stomach gnawing itself to pieces trying to recoup some of the energy expended during their flight.
 
   The screams behind died down just enough for a few coherent shouts to carry over the wall.
 
   “Go after it!”
 
   “Are you bloody crazy? It’s a blasted Shadow.”
 
   “Send a runner to the Voices. We need Shades. Now!”
 
   “And Voices!”
 
   Aeryn breathed the smallest sigh of relief. Those shouts had clearly been directed at Jynx. That meant he had escaped. If he had escaped, he was alive and well enough to walk. If he could walk, he could elude a couple of soldiers who were night-blinded by the fire now beginning to rage from the spilled lantern.
 
   “There,” shouted the soldiers atop the wall. More arms holding bare steel rose and thrust in their direction.
 
   Aeryn limped after Will with all the speed she could muster. She wanted to go back for Jynx, but what was the use if it cost her her life? Jynx could see just as well in the dark as everyone else could at high noon. If anyone could get away, it was him. Only. . .
 
   Aeryn began to worry about how much strength Jynx had to flee and hide. He had not had much more food than she had, and one of the soldiers could have wounded him.
 
   Between each step, each raised shout, and each passing moment, her worry grew. She did not know what she would do if she lost the draven she had raised from an abandoned pup.
 
   Aeryn stopped cold. She ducked into a side alley as quickly and silently as she could. She let her mind wander, willing herself to be one with the darkness. With her throbbing legs and burning stomach it was easier said than done.
 
   “Aeryn?” Will called out when he realized she was no longer trailing. “Aeryn? Where are you?” His voice seesawed in and out as buildings came between them. “Aeryn!”
 
   She stayed silent, working to calm her breathing while tracing her way back to the Lord’s Wall. Jynx needed her help, Will did not. Besides, the street urchin that fancied himself a kingly merchant of filched goods would only get in the way.
 
   As she faded from one darkened alley to another, sticking to the shadows the entire way, Aeryn searched for Jynx. Though the night had never looked clearer and brighter, and all the colors flashed to their inverse, she only had eyes for her missing draven. Threading through the streets was easy, if oddly unnerving; if she had not known better, she would have thought the sun had risen. Not that she complained. She had her best friend to find.
 
    
 
   “My lord,” Reeve asked, “are you sure it’s safe?”
 
   Safe? No. Necessary? Absolutely. “Show me what you’ve found so far,” Merek said, shuttering the window after hearing the dull thunk of the package he had dropped to the ground a moment ago.
 
   “But, my lord,” Reeve’s mouth dropped open in an over-zealous display of protest, “with your generous tithes, surely the Voices will take a personal interest. This is a job for their Shades. Shadows are lurking about. It would be best for you to stay inside where it’s safe. I’ll send for—”
 
   “Reeve?” Merek interrupted the chamberlain’s diatribe.
 
   “Yes, my lord?”
 
   “Stop talking and show me what you’ve found.”
 
   Reeve bobbed his head. “Yes, my lord. If my lord will follow me?”
 
   Motioning Reeve on, Merek followed as the chamberlain scurried away. He hated to use too firm a hand—servants were happiest, and thus worked the fastest and with the fewest complaints, when handled gently. Sometimes however, there was simply no other option. Right now, time was of the essence. Even if Merek believed a tenth of his servants’ stories, a Shadow had been in his house tonight. A Shadow! At least, it obviously had not been a Shade; his head would not be connected to his shoulders in that case. Although there was still a very real chance of him meeting the headsman if he did not find the Shadow quickly.
 
   “. . .footsteps lead over the wall there,” Reeve said, pointing with a boney finger. “But the real find was in the shrubs where they stashed—“
 
   “Leave me.”
 
   “My lord?”
 
   Merek turned his head. Though Reeve was unfazed by the growing blood-red inferno a few blocks down, and the steadily increasing buzz of soldiers visible in the light of the moon, the man jumped to obey at the look in Merek’s eyes.
 
   As soon as the exterior servants’ door clicked shut, Merek walked briskly to ground beneath his bedroom window and picked up the small bundle he had tossed out a minute earlier. Stuffing it under his armpit, he made his way to the shrubs. He did not bother with the stashed loot except to check and see if his dagger was there. It was not.
 
   Concealed behind a wall of green, he shrugged off his heavily embroidered cloak and dropped it to the ground. His rings went on top, followed by his boots, tunic, shirt and breeches. Rolling up the contents, he stuffed it into a small hole beneath a tree and kicked dirt over it. It would not stay hidden with the rising sun, but he planned to be back long before then. Drifting in daylight was suicide.
 
   Unfurling the bundle under his arm, he donned the plain wool tunic and breeches and stepped into the leather slippers.
 
   He concentrated and Drifted. Melding with the darkness, the world gradually brightened until he could see every bit as clearly as at high noon. Colors went with it. Fading first to gray, they eventually popped back, only this time the inverse of what they were normally.
 
   Hopping the wall, he strode down the center of the street beneath a black moon toward the roaring blue-green flames.
 
   “Spread out. Check every nook and cranny. The Voices want them found.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” came a chorus of responses, followed a moment later by the sounds of heavy boots on cobbles.
 
   Merek jumped back, out of the way of the invisible men. He cursed his carelessness. If he stopped thinking, he might as well go hand himself over to the Shades, Voices, or—he shuddered at the thought—Nameless himself.
 
   He Drifted back, dimming the world by slivers until the soldiers materialized into ghostly gray apparitions, barely opaque enough to make out their torsos.
 
   This time when he started walking, making his way to the outer wall where the fighting had occurred, he kept tightly against the far side of the street. However the soldiers appeared to him would be exactly how he would look to them. That was the balance with Drifting. Light became dark; dark became light. So too did things once seen become invisible and vice versa.
 
   The sight of the dead soldier, charred now, his throat ripped out and hanging in ragged strings of flesh, sinew and meat, all pooled in dried blood, spurred Merek to a trot. Weaponless or not, he had to find the Shadow that had broken into his house.
 
   A ghostly gray form strode confidently down the middle of the street. Dressed as his twin, this man had a pair of long daggers at his belt.
 
   Merek skittered to a stop. He ducked into an alley fast as he could without making a sound.
 
   A slow, anxious count to a hundred and he peeked out. The Shade was nowhere in sight. He did not breathe a sigh of relief at escaping unseen. Rather, he quickened his pace to a run at the thought of what would happen should the Voices—the Shades’ superiors, or God forbid, Nameless himself—learn what he stored in the cubby next to his bedroom.
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   Celebration
 
    
 
   Aeryn.” The voice was distant. “Aeryn.” Closer. “Aeryn, get up.” A hand accompanied it this time, lightly shaking her shoulders.
 
   Reality crashed home. Aeryn snapped her eyes open. She looked around frantically, bits of hay flying from her hair. “Did you find him? Is he here?”
 
   Rickon shook his head. “No. He never came in. Oh, Aeryn. I’m so sorry.” Pulling her to her feet, he enfolded her in a choking hug. “I know how much Jynx meant to you.”
 
   She pushed away. “He’s not dead. And I’m not giving up on him.”
 
   Casting one last glance in either direction, hoping against hope that Jynx would saunter into view, Aeryn walked outside and began to brush herself off. Mostly to keep her mind busy. After searching all night and most of the morning with nothing to show for it but aching feet, she had finally collapsed in exhaustion in the barn Rickon stabled only a few hours ago.
 
   She had been sure Jynx would be sleeping at her side in the morning. First and foremost, it was situated at the base of the Lord’s Wall, a stone’s throw from where she had seen him last. A close second, Jynx, with his superior sense of smell, should have been able to locate her crisscrossed trail with ease. Of course, his sense would be less useful the closer he got to the stable and the overpowering stench of horse and mule that emanated from within, but he had been here enough times for it to be familiar. In any case, it was a far cry easier for him to hobble here than to drag himself to the rickety shack by the Slum’s Wall they called home.
 
   “Did you really get past God’s Gate and into Nameless’ castle like Will said?” Rickon asked. His eyes glazed over as he continued. “Was it like in the stories? Did you see any Shades? What about Voices? Did you hear any? Or Nameless?” His eyes lighted like a street urchin who, digging through refuse, found a gold coin. “I’ve always wanted to serve Nameless and his disciples. It would be a dream come true.”
 
   Aeryn scoffed. He of all people should know that no one—no man at least—walked through God’s Gate. He should also know better than to trust a word of Will’s wild stories. “If Jynx is not here, then why did you wake me?” she asked, all the while pulling hay from places it had no right to be.
 
   “Nameless,” Rickon said as though it explained everything.
 
   Aeryn gave him a blank stare. “Um, ok?” What did the God that ruled Maerilin have to go with anything?
 
   “Shades, Voices, and. . . Oh come on, Aeryn! It’s the week-long anniversary celebration of Nameless’ rule!” The cask uncorked, he began to pick up steam. “Can you believe it? Only one more year until the thousand year anniversary! It’s incredible. A thousand years!”
 
   “Right. . .” Aeryn said. “Sorry, my head’s a little fuzzy from the lack of sleep.”
 
   “Come on.” Rickon positively bounced with energy. “The celebrations start in an hour. We need to get moving if we’re to get a good spot.”
 
   Aeryn’s stomach rumbled. “Rickon, I can’t go.”
 
   He looked at her as though she had just committed sacrilege. “Why not?”
 
   Her stomach rumbled again, this time loud enough for him to hear over the neighing horses and mewing foals. “That’s why,” Aeryn said. Though her insides burned from the lack of food, she had grown somewhat accustomed to it—well, at least as much as any starving street urchin could. That was only half the reason. The other half, and something she was not accustomed to, was the idea of Jynx out there, curled up and bleeding out, alone.
 
   “Oh.” Rickon thought for a moment. “Well I’ve saved a little bit of coin. I’ll buy you a meat pie along the way. But we have to get moving—“
 
   Aeryn stomped her foot down. “I’m not abandoning Jynx.” Especially not to see some soldiers, a Shade or two, and hear a Voice speak. She had not done so since she was a child and was not about to start now. Besides, it was not as if Nameless’ disciples would be helping her anytime soon; she had not paid her tithes in years.
 
   “Fine,” Rickon said. “I’ll help you look for Jynx along the way. But that means we really must be moving. With an hour to go, and stopping along the way to. . .” he worked backwards, counting off the time on his fingers. He reached zero and his eyes widened. “Come on! We have to go! There will be barely enough time to get there and get a good spot. If I’m late and don’t get to hear the Voice speak. . .” By the look on his face, missing that was tantamount to treason. Rickon grabbed Aeryn’s arm and pulled her along.
 
   Aeryn stumbled after, knees weak from hunger, eyes glazed from exhaustion of staying up the entire night. Once Rickon got in this mood, there was no stopping the pudgy boy. Especially not when it came to Nameless or the God’s disciples; he worshipped them as though an army of Shadows stood poised to invade Maerilin at any second. Aeryn had planned to spend all day looking for Jynx, but if she could not think straight because of her grumbling stomach, or see straight because of her sagging eyelids, perhaps a break to listen to the Voice’s speak would be best in the long run. A short break, that was.
 
   Along the way, Aeryn shook out the dust that had filtered through her sparse clothing. She got some of it out at any rate. She would need to bathe to get the rest, but she could not even remember the last time she had done so. Her leaky “roof” usually took care of bathing for her, like it or not.
 
   A quick bite, a search that barely counted as such, and Rickon was pushing through the crowded streets, Aeryn’s forearm firmly in his grasp. Belittling his size, Rickon bounded onto stoops, jumping up and down to peer beyond the backs of heads. “Argh,” he exclaimed after hopping off the spoke of a wagon wheel. “The whole square is filled. There is nowhere close left.”
 
   “That’s too bad,” Aeryn said. “I guess we’ll have to search for Jynx instead.” Not that she expected to find the draven in broad daylight—Jynx vastly preferred the cloaking darkness of night—but two sets of eyes were better than one. At least until night fell; once that happened, Rickon would then be every bit as blind as Will. She would be better off searching on her own.
 
   “Wait— I think— Yes! Come on.” Rickon pulled Aeryn along. “There’s a small spot at the back by the chandler’s place. It’ll be hard to see, but it’s leagues better than where we are now.”
 
   It would be hard to see? The square was five blocks by three and flat as an anvil’s face. Seeing anything past ten paces would be impossible. More than that. . . “Rickon, what do you expect to see? You said yourself that it’ll be a Voice speaking. It’s not as if you can see them. Not unless you have somehow become a Shadow in the last few days. . .”
 
   “A Shadow? Never.” Rickon glared.
 
   “Fine. A Shade, whatever,” Aeryn said with a smirk.
 
   “Me? I’m not holy enough. There’s the opening. Let’s go,” He conveniently ignored the contradiction of seeing a Voice. As he squeezed into the spot, the crowd began rumbling, then rapidly changed to the buzzing of whispers.
 
   “What is it?” Rickon asked everyone within earshot.
 
   “The Voice is here,” said one man to the right.
 
   “Surrounded by a trio of Shades,” added a woman on the left.
 
   “And with an entire company of soldiers,” finished another.
 
   Shaking his hands as if a hot coal had flown up his sleeve, Rickon turned circles, jumping as he did. “There!” He pulled Aeryn further back and up onto the bed of a wagon. Stuck in the crowd, its driver had completely given up on the never-ending task of keeping people away.
 
   From the new vantage point, Aeryn could see clear across the square. At the far end, on a raised dais set against the wall aside Lord’s Gate, a knot of soldiers in gleaming steel surrounded a patch of human-shaped dark gray mist. Shades. The Voice moved to the front. The only reason she could tell was by the slight parting of the mist as they moved to make way. A voice boomed out from that opening.
 
   “We gather here today in celebration of the nine hundred, ninety-ninth anniversary of Nameless’ glorious reign. May he live forever,” the Voice said.
 
   “May he live forever,” the crowd intoned back.
 
   “As it was then, so it is today,” the Voice continued. “In return for his protection and shelter from the Shadows of the world, all Nameless asks is that you support his disciples and obey their guidance without reservation. May he live—“
 
   “Oh no.” Rickon fished into his pocket as the crowd intoned again and pulled out a pair of silver coins. He climbed down from the wagon.
 
   “What are you doing?” Aeryn asked. He had a little coin? Saving up two silver as a stable hand would have taken a year. Unlike her and Will, Rickon had not stolen as much as a loaf of bread in his entire life.
 
   He looked back and frowned, clearly misreading Aeryn’s face. “Don’t worry. I’ll ask for the Voices to have the Shades protect you as well.” With that, he was off, wiggling and pushing his way through the crowd towards the dais. All so he could give up months of hard work in return for what? Protection? If anyone protected street urchins, Aeryn had yet to hear of it. She had seen too many cold, stiff bodies, many of whom had given their last copper in tithe rather than buying a pittance of week-old food that would have kept them going for another few days.
 
   As the Voice droned on in a steady monotone, Aeryn remembered why she never came to these things; listening to someone you could not see, a disciple of Nameless or not, was bloody boring.
 
   She drifted off to more pleasant thoughts, one of treading lightly in darkened alleys with Jynx prowling at her side. She smiled as she saw the draven. Here, in her mind, Jynx was alive, unscathed, and filled out to his full, muscular potential. She would give anything—not that she had anything to give—but she would give it all anyway, to see the image come to pass.
 
   Rickon’s noisy return sometime later broke the spell. Aeryn squeezed her eyes shut and faded back to her thoughts, willing them to be real. She was not foolish enough to believe that it did anything, but sometimes it was nice to pretend.
 
   “In light of the massed attack by Shadows last night—“
 
   Aeryn’s eyes popped open in the middle of a mental game of cat and mouse through the streets of Maerilin with Jynx. The world was dim, almost as though a giant roof had been placed across the sky, heralding a premature night. She looked to the dais. She did a double take, squinting to see better.
 
   Surrounded by a half circle of blurry-gray soldiers stood a sharply distinct trio of simple-robed, hard-eyed men. When had those men come in? She had not fallen asleep, that much she knew. She had just been a mouse, hiding from Jynx, the cat, as he prowled the streets trying to find her.
 
   Her jaw dropped. Forget the strangely obscured soldiers and trio of newcomers. Who was the misty figure that stood at their fore, right up at the front edge of the dais? Wrinkled, with white-hair and skin to match, he spoke offhandedly through lips twisted as though he was coaxing a drove of pigs to the butcher’s knife. Aeryn looked around, but no one seemed to notice. Rather, the entire crowd stared at the man in rapture, Rickon included.
 
   “—which was defeated only feet from breeching Protector’s Gate, through the heroic efforts of a score of Shades. As it is, the fire started by the Shadows tragically took the lives of a Lord, his Lady, their entire retinue of servants, and their estate. Nameless asks that everyone double their tithes in this time of hardship. Maerilin’s safety—its very survival—rests in your hands.”
 
   “What a load of bloody fish-guts,” Aeryn said. There was no doubt the older man was referring to the fire that started from the soldier’s dropped lantern. Though they had been called for, she had not seen a single Shade last night. Nor had the fire spread fast to trap the nobles and their household in the growing flames. “Do you want to know what actually happened Rickon? Well I’ll tell you.”
 
   “Show some respect,” Rickon quipped over his shoulder. “A Voice is talking.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Aeryn wondered if they were looking at the same person. “It’s just some guy making up fanciful tales.” Just like Will was no doubt doing right now, Aeryn thought. Only, Will’s audience likely only included Brin and Bran, who were both just as likely rolling their eyes at every second word.
 
   Rickon whirled, finger pressed to his lips. He froze halfway through shushing her. His mouth dropped open. “Aeryn! You’re— You’re a—”
 
   “What are you stuttering about?” She turned toward the pudgy boy that would no doubt starve himself to death, tithing all his coin if asked to do so. He looked indistinctly gray too, just like everyone else in the crowd. She had been so preoccupied with the newcomers she could hardly believe she had missed it.
 
   She rubbed her eyes and tilted her head back. There were no clouds in the sky. No fantastically large roof obscuring the black sun, no fog, or canopies or—
 
   Wait. The black sun? Aeryn’s hands grew clammy. It had to be some kind of dream. She had fallen asleep while thinking about Jynx. That was it. What other explanation was there? 
 
   “Shadow!”
 
   Only, that shout sounded all too real. Aeryn snapped her eyes to the accusing finger. Rickon stood still as a post, mouth agape.
 
   “Shadow!” This time the cry was further back in the roiling crowd.
 
   What the bloody hell is going on? The only answer that came was one born of instinct. Run. She had to put as much distance between herself and the square as quickly as possible. Then, and only then, could she slow and try to sort things out.
 
   Aeryn jumped off the wagon. Shouts turned to screams. Farmers, merchants, serving women, shopkeepers and a few thousand others that had moments ago been calm and docile flashed into a stampeding herd of frenzied boar. She turned and sprinted, threading her way through the seething confusion that rapidly gained momentum, spilling over into the streets. 
 
   A few blocks later, she angled sharply away from the Slum’s Gate coming into view ahead. A darkened alley rose up to greet her. Aeryn dashed in, panting. She stopped halfway down, put her hands on her knees and gathered her breath, focusing on the present. Her mind worked in overdrive, frantically trying to figure out what had happened.
 
   She shook her head. She was at a complete loss. She had been daydreaming, not harming or threatening anyone. The next thing she knew, fingers were pointing at her, accusing her of being a Shadow.
 
   Bloody fish guts! She needed help to figure it out. But from whom?
 
   The answer hit her as she recalled the fanciful tales the “Voice” on the dais had been telling. Will. The only thing Will loved more than boasting about himself was relaying whatever tidbits of gossip and rumors he had picked up. Typically for his own gain. He prided himself on being the first to know everything. It was, after all, how he had managed to blackmail Jins into leaving him alone. She was not sure if his information extended to her present circumstances. Even if he knew anything, she would need to boil down his grandiose fabrications to get at the kernel of truth. Aeryn saw no other option.
 
   Stepping out into the street, she looked up and noticed that everything had returned to normal: the light, the indistinct, gray people, the black sun. . .
 
   What had happened? Was she going crazy? Would she even know if she was crazy? She had after all, seen her fair share of beggars and lunatics raving gibberish from street corners to anyone within earshot. She shook her head. Crazy or not, she had to keep moving; standing here would solve nothing. She took off at a brisk walk, just fast enough to make good headway, but slow enough not to draw attention.
 
   A few minutes later, she stepped between the tall, rotting warehouses that made up two of the four walls of Will’s “lair.” Underneath a heavy, fog-like layer of refuse, the sharp scent of copper hit her nose.
 
   Aeryn froze and sank into the shadows, head cocked to the side. She heard nothing. Not a mouse or rat, whisper or curse, or the feral yip of a mangy street dog, just the pitter-patter of people going about their business back in the street; the panicked confusion had not spread this far yet. As unnerving as the silence was the absence of Brin and Bran standing guard. Despite how much Will grumbled about their fees, he trusted very few other strongarms to keep him and his lair safe.
 
   Carefully and quietly, Aeryn placed one foot in front of the other. She slunk forward, fading deeper into the perpetual twilight between the tall buildings. She stepped around a set of overturned barrels filched from the back of a tavern by one of Will’s larger cronies, Hale, who was beyond strong but lacked so much as a single fiber of stealth in his entire body. When you could wield a bloody wagon axle as easily as most people did a spoon, you did not have to rely on stealth as Aeryn did.
 
   Her left foot hit something solid. Liquid seeped into her right. She looked down. Bran. Running from ear-to-ear beneath his chin, the boy wore a permanent red smile. Brin lay scant feet away. Devoid of the mocking smile her twin brother wore, she sported a gaping hole where her throat had been. Both pairs of eyes were wide open, as if one second they had been chatting without a care in the world, then the next they had been sagging to the ground while their lifeblood seeped out. Both the twins’ weapons sat undrawn in their sheaths.
 
   Aeryn knelt and closed their eyes. She felt a stab of pity for them, but at least they died quickly; it was vastly more than most on the streets could hope for. Finding a cloak, blood staining her arms as she worked, she dragged the two together and laid covered them up. 
 
   With Brin and Bran taken care of, Aeryn performed a quick inventory, and noted that nothing was missing. Odd, that. She was just delaying the inevitable and she knew it. Eventually she would need to open the door to Will’s lair.
 
   Aeryn crossed the final few feet to the door. Taking a deep breath, she opened it and stepped in. She made it all of six inches before she turned and heaved, emptying her stomach of the meat pie Rickon had bought her. Will was. . .everywhere. The floor, walls, and even dripping from the ceiling. Nameless himself would not be able to sew the poor boy back together.
 
   Before the first tear fell from her eye, a single thought seared across Aeryn’s mind. Jynx.
 
   Heedless of stares as she emerged from the alley covered in blood, she sprinted with every ounce of strength she had left. Facing south and wedged against the back of a burned-out house that everyone swore up and down was haunted by Shadows—though she had never seen a sign of any—she burst into the small hovel she called home.
 
   She slid to a halt.
 
   Jynx was there, lying curled up, head on his haunches atop the straw stuffed canvas bed that they shared. The draven was not alone. Atop a tin bucket that served triple duty as a chamber pot, water pail, and stew pot, sat a man garbed in long, simple woolens. Woolens Aeryn recognized from the night before.
 
   Lord Merek rose, completely unsurprised and obviously unperturbed at her hasty entrance. He fixed his gaze on her. “You have something that belongs to me.”
 
   Unconsciously, Aeryn’s hand followed the flicker of his eyes to her belt. It rested on her new knife. Or rather, his old knife. “What have you done to Jynx?” she asked, studying the draven’s form in the dim light that filtered in from the cracks between the rotting boards slowly turning to dust. Jynx’s chest rose and fell rhythmically, but for all she knew, he could—and probably was, considering he let a stranger get so close to him—be lying in a sticky, matted pile of his own blood. 
 
   “The draven?” Lord Merek shook his head. “Nothing. I did not cause his wounds. He actually led me here.” He gestured to the slanting, poorly constructed walls. “I never would have found this place without him.”
 
   Looking around, he seemed to fade to a dark gray just like those in the square had earlier. He casually stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled forth a small purse.
 
   Aeryn silently cursed. How had he found that? She had cleverly concealed it in a dark crack between the walls.
 
   Merek emptied its contents, a delicate silver necklace, each link etched with meticulous scrollwork and outlined in gold, into his palm.
 
   Aeryn sighed. No merchant she had approached had dared buy the damn thing. Each and every one had turned her away cold, fearing reprisal if its original owner found it. She had been meaning to give it to Will last night—he had contacts that would melt the thing down—but had forgotten it when she had left to meet him. With him dead, it looked like she would not get the chance now.
 
   “This,” Lord Merek said, holding up the necklace, “is Lady Mareen’s. I recognize the scrollwork. That and she complained bitterly about losing it. Yapped my ear off for a week solid.”
 
   “Who are you?” Aeryn asked, pretending not to know his name to buy time to think.
 
   He completely ignored her and dropped the necklace back into the purse. Cinching it tight, he tossed it over. Stunned by the action, the bag sailed past Aeryn and clanked against the door.
 
   “I’ve returned what I’ve stolen from you. Now if you would return what you’ve stolen from me?”
 
   “I’m not a complete bloody fool,” Aeryn said. Just because he had given back the necklace did not mean she trusted him one bit. Perhaps if she kept him talking, she could figure some way that ended with neither she nor Jynx slaughtered like Brin or Bran. She shuttered. Or butchered into a grotesque pile of offal like Will. “What makes this blade so blasted important that you’re willing to kill for it?” 
 
   “I’m no ‘bloody’ fool either,” Lord Merek said. “You know exactly how important that blade is. Otherwise, why would you have taken it? And no one said anything about killing for it.”
 
   “Oh right.” The man did think her a fool. “Let me guess: you didn’t kill Brin, Bran, or Will. You just came here to nicely ask for your blade back?” She pulled out the blade and turned it over in her hand. The scripting on the steel caught a ray of light that seeped through the boards. “Just like you think I have any idea what I and B mean.” If she knew anything about Lords, they were probably initials of his Mistresses.
 
   “Stop playing games.” Lord Merek growled and narrowed his eyes. “The letters aren’t what makes that blade so important and you very well know it.”
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Of course you do. Why else do you have one so similar?”
 
   Aeryn laughed. Both blades were plain. That was where the similarities ended. She had a simple one because she lived on the bloody streets, scavenging for food. What was his excuse? He was too cheap to spend the coin on a real Lord’s dagger? She opened her mouth to say so. The man’s eyes went wide. 
 
   “Lord Merek,” said a raspy voice from behind. Aeryn jumped to the side. A figure cloaked in black mist took her place. The newcomer did not spare her so much as a glance. “You’re a long way from your estate.”
 
   “I was just out for a walk—“
 
   “Don’t play games with me,” the man said. His calm, cold voice was more harrowing than if he had shouted loud enough to rattle the walls. “Thanks to a few helpful friends I met earlier, I know everything I need too. It did take me a while to figure out why you had done it, but then it all snapped into place. Your late wife and daughter; your one-time son-in-law-to-be. I suspect the Voices will be very interested to hear what I’ve learned.”
 
   “Girl,” Merek hissed, “if you don’t give me my blade, the Shade will kill us both.”
 
   The Shade? Aeryn jerked her head from one man to the other. She felt like a rat caught between two growling hounds.
 
   The Shade chuckled. “Oh, I’ll kill you alright. You are, after all, Shadows. Before I do, you’re going to tell me exactly how you stayed hidden for so long. That,” a blade, every bit as simple as Aeryn’s and Merek’s, jumped into the Shade’s hand, “and where you learned what you did.” He—his tunic, breeches, and the knife—faded until all that was left was a hint of dusty smoke.
 
   Merek faded to match. “Girl! My knife! Quickly!” came a shout from his disembodied voice.
 
   Opposite, the door slammed shut. Blackness descended.
 
   The hollow clang of a tin pot blocking steel vibrated between the narrow walls. Sparks danced and flew like crazed fireflies. Aeryn’s night vision was better than everyone she knew, but even she could not make heads or tails of the flickering fight occurring inches before her face.
 
   She pressed into the corner, straining to be one with the false night. The room brightened enough for her to make out two partially opaque figures. One stabbed and slashed with a blade, the other blocked and parried with the leg of her sole, now-broken stool.
 
   In moments, the wood had whittled down to nothing. Merek slipped on the debris and fell backward against the wall. His head hit with a solid thunk and he slid down into a sitting position.
 
   The Shade loomed over the Lord’s head, poised to make good on his word.
 
   Aeryn knew she had no chance fighting the Shade once he turned his attention on her. She pulled out both knives and sprung forward.
 
   She landed on the Shade’s back, knife tips leading the way. One sunk in, deep. The other skipped off bone and rattled to the floor as she struggled to maintain her balance.
 
   The Shade let out a scream and flailed wildly. In the confines of her tiny shack, the cry was ear-shatteringly loud. Blood seeped from the wound and slicked the smooth wood hilt, still embedded in his back. Aeryn lasted another dozen frantic heartbeats before she lost hold of her remaining blade and flew to the floor. Her head hit hard. Whatever Aeryn had done to lessen the darkness vanished.
 
   A growl from Jynx followed closely by snapping teeth elicited another scream from the Shade.
 
   “Jynx!” Aeryn shouted, her thoughts cleared in an instant by an agonizingly loud yelp from the draven. She put her hands on the floor, fighting to rise against wobbly knees. She had not been reunited with Jynx just to hear him die!
 
   “Bloody drav—“ the Shade trailed off into gurgling, followed by what sounded like a sack of grain being thrown to the ground from a wagon.
 
   “Let’s see Nameless help you now,” Merek said.
 
   The door crashed open and cast sunlight into Aeryn’s tiny house. Merek took one look back, spat on the Shade’s corpse, sheathed his blade, and then walked out.
 
   The place was ruined. No, it was beyond ruined; it was a rubbish heap of splattered blood, gore and bodily fluids.
 
   “Why?” Aeryn croaked. A minute ago Lord Merek had been about to kill her, now it was leaving when a child could finish the job.
 
   He stopped beneath the frame. “You saved my life, I saved yours. Our debts are paid.” With that, he strode into the street and vanished.”
 
   Alone, head spinning, limbs aching, mind reeling, Aeryn crawled to Jynx. She breathed a sigh of relief when she felt the draven’s heartbeat. She broke into tears of joy when she saw his chest rise and fall. He would live.
 
   But for how long? For that matter, how long did she have? The darkness, once so comforting and concealing, had pulled back and revealed a dangerous labyrinth of swords and traps, pitfalls and snares, none of which she had known were there a day ago. 
 
   She had to figure out what the bloody hell had just happened.
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   Move or Die
 
    
 
   Aeryn bit hard on the fabric wrapped dowel. A muffled scream escaped despite teeth sunk into the wood.
 
   “Hold still,” Rickon admonished. “I’m almost done.”
 
   The needle—it felt like an oar—passed through again, and again, and again. Aeryn’s head spun, and not from the overflowing mug of watered ale she had gulped a minute ago.
 
   “There. Done.”
 
   Aeryn spit the bit to the ground and sat panting. Sweat ran down her face. Her back stung like a hundred angry bees had gone to work on it. The skin at the base of her skull, split from when she had slammed into the wall of her shack, throbbed in time with her pulse.
 
   “Oh shoot. I forgot one thing,” Rickon said. He upended a cup over her back.
 
   For one blissful moment, the cool liquid soothed and washed away the pain. The moment broke and she screamed. Her back was a carpet of searing flame. The horses danced in their stalls and neighed madly. 
 
   “What was that for?” she asked when she could speak again.
 
   At her side, Jynx looked up with heavily lidded eyes. Thankfully, the draven had only had a number of glancing cuts in his hide. Though shallow, they had bled profusely. The sheer number of them had drained the draven’s energy. Plenty of rest, no strenuous activity, and he should be back on his feet in a few days.
 
   “Sorry. I had forgotten to clean it.” Rickon frowned. “I was distracted thinking about you being a Shadow.”
 
   “I am not a Shadow,” Aeryn said. Shadows were evil, horrific creatures that hunted in the darkness, unable to show their faces in daylight. Shadows were the very reason Shades existed. The right hand of the Voices, themselves the right hand of Nameless, Shades protected Maerilin from the Shadows. Only, no matter how hard she tried, the images of the previous day and night would not leave her mind.
 
   Rickon looked down at his feet and scrubbed his hands together. “It’s just, well. . .”
 
   “It’s just what?” Reaching out for her shirt, she winced as she pulled it over her head. The wool cloth was not much more than a handful of loose stitches by this point, but every blasted one of them managed to snag on the fresh stitches.
 
   Eyes still locked on his feet, Rickon’s words came out in a rush. “It’s just that I don’t think you should come around here anymore. I pay my tithes like every good person. But no amount of gold in the world would help me if I harbored a Shadow.”
 
   “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
 
   Rickon remained quiet.
 
   “Rickon, you’ve known me for years. All because of some stupid thing that happened in the square, I’m suddenly no longer a ‘good person?’” 
 
   “You are, it’s just that you— I mean, you’re a—well, you’re a Shadow,” he said while he studiously avoided meeting her eyes.
 
   Hearing the words—or rather, lack of them—hurt every bit as much as her back. Even without telling Rickon about the confrontation in her shack, or the death of Will and the twins, Aeryn should have expected as much. He was devout to a fault. What she had not expected however, was that he would so readily turn his back on a friend.
 
   “Fine. I’m going. I wouldn’t want my evilness to rub off on you.”
 
   “Aeryn, I—“
 
   “Just look after Jynx for a few days for me while he recovers, alright?”
 
   Rickon’s eyes rose. “But Nameless’ celebration! There are still five days left. The Shades are coming and speaking every day. They say the Voices will make another appearance. Rumor is that Nameless himself might even come down from his castle and speak. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Can you imagine standing in the presence of Nameless himself? It would be rapturous!” He frowned, his tone changing to that of a child told he could not go see the traveling gleeman with all his friends. “If I have to look after your draven I’ll miss everything.”
 
   She gave him a hard glare he never had been able to say no to. His eyes dropped. Nameless coming to speak to commoners. As if. Aeryn would become a Voice before that happened.
 
   “I have a few things I need to do, then I’ll be back for Jynx. A few days at the most, then you can get back to your precious bowing and scraping.”
 
   “But—“
 
   Aeryn’s mood instantly worsened. As if nothing else had gone wrong, now she had to make excuses to have a friend—or rather, a former friend—look after Jynx for a couple of days?
 
   “Don’t worry,” she snapped. She tried to bite back all the frustration, anger and sorrow she had kept pent up. It bubbled to the surface anyway. “You’ll still be able to hand over all your hard worked for coin and tithe yourself destitute. You do realize how stupid that is, don’t you? As if the Voices will send Shades to protect you for a pair of measly silver? You worked what? six months? a year? for that coin? Yet it’s worthless to the Voices, let alone Nameless. The second it gets added to the noble’s tithes, it’ll be lost, buried beneath a mountain of gold.” 
 
   “It’s not the amount that matters, it is the sacrifice it entailed—“
 
   Sacrifice. Phaw! She spat at his feet. What did he know of sacrifice? He had not just had three friends murdered. He had not lost his best friend, spent all night hunting for him, then the instant he was reunited, see his best friend nearly killed before his eyes. To top it all off, he did not have to deal with being called a Shadow, deal with a Lord that did not act like one, or fight a Shade.
 
   She spun on her heels and cut him off with her back, striding from the stable into the fresh afternoon sun. In truth, she did not know what she was going to do. She only knew that she had had all the piety she could handle from a stable boy that thought himself her better due to his uncompromising faith.
 
   Returning to her tiny shack was out. A Lord and Shade had both found it, one of which was now dead, and the other she did not trust. Everyone knew that Lords played games with their words, one minute saying something, the other doing the opposite, like coming back to tie up loose ends and kill her. Running and hiding was equally out. She simply had no coin or prospects to get more. That left one thing—moving forward. Even if it placed her squarely in a mouth full of razor sharp teeth. She would have to be careful. Any misstep would cost her her life.
 
   Aeryn angled toward the ringing of hammer on anvil in the distance. Just because she had to move forward did not mean she could not prepare and go into it with her eyes open. Ty still owed her a few favors; favors she intended on cashing in right now.
 
   She arrived and rapped on the door. When no one answered, she pounded with a clenched fist. Bloody muscle has probably stopped up his ears, Aeryn thought. Taking matters into her own hands, she opened the stout door, and stepped into a blissfully warm workshop.
 
   “Aeryn,” Ty said, noticing the influx of light and cool air. Dropping the heavy hammer to the anvil with a resounding clank, he brushed off the glowing embers stuck to his leather apron and made his way across the workshop littered with everything from iron ingots and barstock to quenching barrels and a hundred different types of forgings. “I’m so glad you’re alright.” He enfolded her in a hug. “I heard what happened to Brin, Bran, and Will.”
 
   Tall and broad-shouldered, Ty was corded in muscles so thick the blacksmith who owned the workshop had plucked him from the street, dirty and hungry, to be an apprentice. Aeryn’s ribs creaked. The stitches in her back strained to their limits, near to bursting.
 
   “Can’t. . .breathe. . .” Aeryn managed to hiss between clenched teeth.
 
   Ty released Aeryn and jumped back. “Oh, right. Sorry.” He stuck his hands behind his apron sheepishly. “I don’t get out much anymore. Master Luggard has me swinging a hammer all day. I tend to forget my strength when I do see old friends.”
 
   “Old friends? Who are you calling old?” Aeryn punched him square in the chest as hard as she could. She might as well have punched a brick wall. Her hand came away sore. For all the reaction he showed, he had felt it less than the sting of a biteme.
 
   “Fine, baby friends.” He pinched her arm as if checking for muscle.
 
   Aeryn swung out with her foot, landed a blow against his shin. 
 
   Ty yelped and hopped around on one leg.
 
   Aeryn grinned. Muscle bound or no, everyone had a few weaknesses, even oxen-like blacksmiths.
 
   “Do you have a minute?” Aeryn asked when he finally settled down.
 
   “I don’t know if I want to give you a minute anymore.”
 
   “Well, if that’s how you feel. . .” Aeryn turned and made as if to leave. His hand darted out before she could even lift her foot. She smiled. Just like Rickon, Ty was predictable. And Will too—she fought the lump in her throat at the thought of never seeing him again. She forced it down. Death was an inescapable part of life on the streets.
 
   He gasped. “What happened to your back?”
 
   “What do you mean?” How did he know about her back?
 
   “Well for one, it’s covered in blood.” Ty gingerly touched the small of her back. A flare of heat lanced up Aeryn’s spin. 
 
   Aeryn brought her hand around. It came away sticky and red. “Shit.” Apparently, a few of the stitches had popped under his strength. “Do you have a needle and thread?”
 
   Ty held up his hands. “No way. I’m not stitching you up. Blood grosses me out. Get Rickon to do it.” It was comical seeing the hulking blacksmith’s apprentice squirm at the thought of a little blood. 
 
   “I can’t,” Aeryn said, shaking her head. “Rickon isn’t talking to me anymore.” Talking? She would be lucky if he did not turn her over to the Shades.
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “That’s actually why I came over here. I’ll tell you everything, but first. . .” She dragged his eyes to her bloodied hand. 
 
   Ty let out a sigh that sounded like one of the bellows connected to the forge. “Fine. But only because you’re my sister.”
 
   They were not really brother and sister, but they were family nonetheless. Growing up on the streets, you formed your own family. It was the only way to survive. Only, with Will and the twins dead and Rickon gone, Ty was all she had left. He opened a door into the adjoining house and stepped through.
 
   Aeryn hung back. “What about him?” she asked. 
 
   “It’s okay. Master Luggard is out making deliveries. He’ll be gone for a couple hours.”
 
   “Well, alright. But if he comes back. . .” Ty’s Master did not like street urchins. Not unless they had something to offer him, anyway. Like Ty’s muscle bound arms. Otherwise, he was as likely to give Aeryn more wounds that needed stitches as allow Ty to tend to her existing ones.
 
   “Then I’ll deal with him.” Ty said.
 
   Aeryn laughed. “Really?”
 
   Ty scowled. He knew every bit as well as her that he could not stand up to his Master. If he could, he would not be stuck making barrel after barrel of nails. “Come on,” he said, clamping his hand around her arm. In his iron grip, Aeryn had no recourse but to follow. That, or be picked up and slung over his shoulder like bar stock. He had done it before.
 
   As she was being stitched—or tortured, she could not tell which, as a blacksmith’s fingers did not lend themselves to finesse—Aeryn did her best to recount everything that had happened in the past few days.
 
   “A Shade? Really?” Ty asked when she finished talking.
 
   “That’s what he said. Hey—remember that time when I cut your clothes off, had you roll around in refuse, and run through the streets shouting?”
 
   Ty did a double take at the change in topics and flushed bright red. “Well, yeah, you saved my life.” He chuckled and slapped his thigh. “I still remember the look on their faces when they finally caught up to me. None of them would so much as lay a finger on a naked crazy boy. Why they actually turned and ran when I charged them.” His laughter died quickly. His face became stern. “What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “I need you to do something for me. It involves some risks.” Mighty big risks. She crossed her fingers and told him what she needed him to do. “So will you do it?” she asked when finished.
 
   “You’re asking a lot.”
 
   “I know.” When Ty just sat there silently, head in his hands, staring into the glowing embers of the furnace, she started to worry. “If you don’t want to, I’m sure I can find someone else to do it.” Who, she had no clue.
 
   “What?” Ty shook his head and looked up. “Of course I’ll do it.”
 
   “You will?”
 
   “Of course. It’s the least I owe you. Besides, you’re family. I’m not like pious Rickon to turn my back on a family just because I’m scared of Shadows. Though I am kind of worried about how I’m going to do it. Master Luggard does not exactly give me much leeway or coin.”
 
   Aeryn breathed a sigh of relief. The easy part was done. “Thank you,” she said. She looked to the door. “Now I’m going to get out of here before—
 
   The door swung open. A big, heavily muscled man entered, followed by an even bigger voice. “Ty, I need you too—“
 
   Too late. Aeryn jumped to her feet, her hand pressed to her back.
 
   “Boy, what have I told you about your filthy friends?” Master Luggard’s eyes were nuggets of molten steel.
 
   “Master Luggard,” Ty began, “Aeryn just came by too—“
 
   “I don’t care if she is dying and came to say her final goodbyes. Get her out of my smithy.”
 
   Aeryn gave the big blacksmith a glare. Gods! The man did not have a sympathetic muscle in his body.
 
   Returning the glare with equal ferocity, Master Luggard picked up a hammer. “Out.” He pointed to the door.
 
   Ty actually began to step forward. Aeryn hopped to before Ty could interfere. She did not want to get him in any further trouble. Especially not after the favor she had asked of him. 
 
   “Boy, if you know what’s good for you you’ll—“ The door slammed shut and cut off Master Luggard’s bellow.
 
   Well, Aeryn said to herself, nothing left to do now but get too it. A quick stop at the ruinous mess that used to be her shack and she headed toward the square that sat before Lord’s Gate. Packed with drunken revelers, thousands of eyes saw her. This was not something cloaking herself in darkness would help with. Broad daylight would actually be safer. Much safer. Moving with purpose, she threaded through the throngs. A hundred paces and she was at the gate.
 
   “Halt.” A guard stepped out from his station beneath the portcullis. While not as tall or broad-shouldered as the guards on the Protector’s Gate, visible half a league away and set within a wall twice as high, he was nevertheless imposing in his burnished steel breastplate, conical helm, and long sword. 
 
   Aeryn kept walking.
 
   The guard stepped in front of her. On the opposite side, a second joined. “Halt,” he repeated. “Street filth like you are not allowed past. Go crawl back into whatever hole you crawled out of before we beat you back there.”
 
   Despite being a third his size, Aeryn looked him square in the eyes. “Let me by. I’m a courier for Master Luggard,” she said. Small chance two gate guards knew the blacksmith, even smaller chance they knew he ran his deliveries himself.
 
   “Right,” said the second guard, “and I’m Voice.”
 
   “And I’m Shade,” the other guard said, joining in. Both burst out in cackles.
 
   Aeryn put her hands on her hips. “If you don’t let me by, my Master will not be pleased.”
 
   A third guard appeared and mirrored her form, causing the trio to bend over double in laughter.
 
   Pulling out the small purse from her belt, Aeryn loosened the drawstrings. She opened it just enough for sunlight to glitter off the delicately linked silver within.
 
   The guards cut off in an instant. The first narrowed his eyes; the other two dropped their hands to their hilts as though she had showed them a venomous snake trapped within. “Who did you steal that from, girl?”
 
   Aeryn stuck to her story. The longer she stood here, the greater the chances they would call her bluff. “I didn’t steal it. I told you; I’m a courier.” One of the guards raised an eyebrow. Another frowned. She went on in a hurry. “Who would think to rob a street urchin? Even if I didn’t fear my Master’s wrath, I couldn’t sell it to save my life; like you, no one would believe I owned it. Now,” she paused to survey each in turn, “are you going to let me by, or shall I inform my Master?”
 
   One quick glance at each other and they parted, albeit reluctantly, to let her past.
 
   Quickstepping down the street, Aeryn made a beeline—well, as much as she could in the winding streets where the nobles lived—toward her destination. She wanted to put some distance between herself and the gate guards should they begin to question their decision. That or consult an officer, who surely would.
 
   Once again, Aeryn found herself outside the familiar low curtain wall surrounding Lord Merek’s three-story estate. This time however, the sun was still a good three hands from the horizon and she took the front entrance rather than hopping the wall. Walking the hundred pace boulevard, lined with thick shrubs, sporadic trees, and more than a dozen velveteen carriages all watched over by guards, drivers and porters, Aeryn wondered that anyone could be rich enough to need their own road. Or servants, cooks, gardeners, and chamberlains, like Reeve, the crusty man fetched by a maid at her loud rapping.
 
   “What can I help you with,” Reeve asked, looking down his long, pointed nose.
 
   “I’m here to see Merek,” Aeryn said.
 
   “Lord Merek is busy entertaining guests and is not to be disturbed. Especially by the likes of you.” He started to close the door, turning away as he did.
 
   “I have something of his,” Aeryn said quickly. The door stopped an inch shy of clicking shut. She pulled out the purse and gave the man a glance at its contents.
 
   Reeve stuck out his hand. “Give it to me and I’ll deliver it to him.”
 
   “No.” Aeryn pulled it back out of reach. “I will only give it to Lord Merek himself.” 
 
   The door inched wider. “Girl, if it’s a ransom you’re after, give it to me and I’ll reward you.” He reached into his pocket and produced a pair of silver coins. Aeryn almost took the coins and ran. They could feed her for a week. But no, she had more in mind than a pair of silver. Much more.
 
   “You know on second thought,” Aeryn said, pretending to study the purse, “I’ll just wait until I run into him next.” She knew the odds just as well as the chamberlain did of her happening into a Lord on the streets. “I’m sure he won’t mind if I hold onto it for a while longer.” She turned on her heels, stuffed the purse back into her belt, and started away.
 
   “Wait.” Reeve swung the door all the way open. “I’ll see if he can spare a minute. Follow me. And don’t touch anything,” he said over his shoulder as he strode away, obviously expecting her to follow.
 
   Tight lipped, Reeve led Aeryn through the house, down one broad corridor to another, passing familiar offshoots she recognized from a few nights before. He stopped before a pair of heavy, dark-stained oak doors gilded in fanciful spiraling designs. A chorus of a half-dozen conversations all going on at once wafted out.
 
   “Stay put,” he commanded and pushed in. 
 
   “Fat bloody chance,” Aeryn muttered to herself and kept on his heels. She missed a step at seeing the interior. All porcelain and silver, inlaid with veins of gold, the dining hall was the exact place she wished she had found the other day. She never would have had to go hunting for jewels and gems if she had; Will would have settled for a chipping of the wall. Heck, if she could have carried one of the three pace by five tapestries that lined the wall, they would have been set for half a lifetime.
 
   Clad in folds of embroidered silk, Merek’s gaze rose at the intrusion and locked onto Aeryn even before the chamberlain reached him. His fist clenched around a knife hovering above a plate set with fat slices of steak and potatoes, beans, corn and freshly baked bread.
 
   Aeryn felt her spine tingle as the din of conversation stopped. All heads turned towards her with hushed murmurs. For the first time in her life, she was acutely conscious of not having bathed in a month and that her ratty hair and saggy clothes made her look more like a boy than a girl.
 
   Reeve bent down and whispered into Merek’s ear, casting a pursed-eyed glance over his shoulder.
 
   “If you’ll pardon me for a minute, I have a matter I must attend too,” Merek said, strain evident in his voice as he rose. The knife had disappeared from his fist without reappearing next to the plate. 
 
   “But of course, Merek. You mustn’t let us keep you from seeing to your guests,” said a regally dressed woman at the far end of the table. It was amazing she did not need two chairs to support her girth. A round of muted giggles sounded about the table.
 
   Merek waved his hand as though the comment was of no import. “Unlike some, Lady Mareen,” he eyed the woman, “I give each of my guests attention as though they bore news worthy of the Voices themselves.” 
 
   If Aeryn had not been studying Lady Mareen intently, wondering how someone could grow so large, she would have never noticed the Lady’s eyes take on a hard glint. As soon as she noticed it it was gone, replaced by one of mirth.
 
   “You must excuse Lord Merek,” Lady Mareen said, addressing those about the table, “men sometimes forget lust is a vice the Voices do not dabble in. Especially in such,” she cleared her throat, “unique flavors.”
 
   A full-fledged gale of laughter shook the table. Merek hardly seemed to notice and strode out. Reeve and Aeryn followed.
 
   “Leave us,” Merek said when they had come to a stop in a study the size of Ty’s workshop.
 
   “But, my lord, I really think that—“
 
   “Now.” Reeve scurried out at the solid tone. Merek did not speak again until the door clicked shut behind the chamberlain. He rounded on Aeryn, looking like a storm cloud ready to burst. “What are you doing here? I let you live. Don’t make me regret it.”
 
   Digging into her purse, Aeryn tossed over the delicately linked silver necklace that would surely be lost in the folds of Lady Mareen’s excessive skin and fat. “I came to return this.”
 
   Merek caught it with a surprisingly deft hand. He frowned at it for a moment before he stuffed it into his silken coat pocket. “What,” he said, squaring up his shoulders, wrist turning just enough to conceal what his right hand was doing, “are you really doing here?”
 
   So much for currying his favor. “You’re going to tell me what happened the other night,” she said. She went on boldly. If she was going to blackmail a Lord, she might as well aim for the stars. “Everything from why you wanted your knife back so badly, especially when you could have one made from solid gold without batting an eye, to why you were willing to kill a Shade for it. If,” she raised an eyebrow, “he was indeed a Shade. Then you’re going to teach me how to do whatever it was you two did to fade into the darkness and become invisible.”
 
   Merek’s eyes widened with each word. At the end they resembled cups and saucers with but a spot of tea remaining at their centers. “Why would I bloody to do that?  If I kill you here,” the missing dinnerware flashed into his fist and he took a step forward, “I’ll never have to think about you again.”
 
   Aeryn gulped down her instincts to run and did her best not to shy away. She never had been one for confrontation; her slight size did not exactly tip the odds in her favor. But things had spiraled too far out of control to run and hide. She had to act. This was one of the reasons she had gone to visit Ty. Still, she would have felt better had she not lost her knife the night the Merek and the Shade had visited.
 
   “If I don’t return by nightfall,” she said with all the confidence she could muster, “word of what happened—more specifically, word of your part in what happened—will reach the Shades and Voices.”
 
   “And if I make you talk?” Merek asked twirled the knife in his palm as he advanced another step. “You wouldn’t last five minutes before giving up your confidants. Not to mention they are just rumors.” He surveyed her from head to toe. “And hardly from a credible source.”
 
   She cocked her head to the side just enough to glance at the window and the lengthening shadows. “I think I can last until nightfall.” She prayed he did not call her bluff or notice the fear welling in her belly and weakening her knees. She turned to Merek. “Besides, rumors,” she put exactly the same inflection on the word as he had done a moment ago, “spread and grow like wildfire. From what I saw, even a Lord such as yourself is not beyond suspicion. I wonder how long it will take to spread from the lowest street urchins all the way to the Shades and Voices? Or perhaps even to Nameless? Long enough for you to pay off every wagging tongue? Long enough to pack your house and flee?”
 
   Merek stopped in his tracks. “Why are you so interested in what happened? Is it because the Shade killed your friends? Or because your pet draven was injured? Or maybe because you want to be the best little thief in all of Maerilin?”
 
   “The only way to stay alive is to keep moving forward,” Aeryn said with a shrug. “The minute you stop and look back, you might as well start digging your own grave.”
 
   Appraising her intently with an ever-growing quirk in his cheeks that bordered on respect—well, perhaps not respect so much as deciding that, for the moment, she was not worth killing—the knife disappeared up Merek’s sleeve. “Come back in one week.”
 
   Aeryn opened her mouth to protest. He was a bloody fool if he thought she would give him a week to silence her.
 
   “One week, girl,” he repeated forcefully. “I’ve a number of items that need my immediate attention after all the commotion you and your friend caused. Reeve!”
 
   The door snapped open in an instant. The chamberlain scurried in, rigid as a post. “Yes, my lord?”
 
   “See her out,” Merek said with a nod to Aeryn.
 
   Reeve bustled her along. “Come along now. Lord Merek has important duties to attend to. He can’t waste any more time on you.”
 
   “Oh, and girl?” Merek called.
 
   Pausing next to a perturbed chamberlain, Aeryn looked over her shoulder. “Aeryn,” she said. “My name is Aeryn.”
 
   Merek ignored the remark. Instead, he tossed the silver necklace through the air. Aeryn caught it easily. “You can probably put that to better use,” he said, not knowing that Aeryn had already tried. “I’d suggest new clothes. Yours are decidedly unsightly.”
 
   Following the chamberlain, through the corridors, Aeryn went over everything that had just happened. She reached two conclusions by the time Reeve pushed her out onto the street. First, she would not be returning to her rundown shack. Not once. She would not give the Lord a chance to ambush and kill her that easily. Second, she would return to his house. But not in a week. Not even close. She had to keep him off balance or he would no doubt find a way to wiggle around her blackmail. She could not let that happen. At least, not before she had a decided edge over the Lord.
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   Drifting
 
    
 
   Aeryn petted Jynx, who yawned, tongue rolling out as his lips pulled back to reveal gleaming white fangs, and curled up, head resting on his paws.
 
   “I’ll be back before you leave,” she said and rose from the dead end alley, which despite the rising sun, was still—and would remain—cloaked in shadows. “If I’m not. . .”
 
   Well, that was something she did not want to think about. At least Jynx would be safe. She had very nearly punched Rickon upon seeing the watery gleam in eyes when she had returned for Jynx, releasing him from his agony of draven sitting so he could go prostrate himself before the Voices.
 
   Over the past five days, she had moved from one darkened crevice to another, never sleeping in the same spot twice. Shy of returning to her ruined shack, something she would not do, or going to Will’s, something she could not do, she had little recourse but to sleep in the gutters, refuse piles, and in the cracks of caved-in buildings. Unfortunately, other street urchins had occupied all the good spots. Not that “good” applied to sleeping on the streets. It was a relative term. Staying somewhat dry was better than rain and fog soaking her to the bone; curling up on dirt and sand was better than lying in refuse and wastewater thrown into the gutters; and sleeping beside a chattering rat warren was better than next to a cold, stiff body.
 
   Jynx had enjoyed it every bit as much as Aeryn had. That was to say the draven had been conspicuously absent most of the time, prowling the streets, hunting for a meal, returning only to check up on Aeryn and sleep at her side.
 
   In other words, Aeryn and Jynx were doing all the things Merek had never given a second thought to in his life. Who ever heard of a Lord without a bed, going hungry, or getting dirty? The worst part of all this was that Merek did not even have to hunt Aeryn down if he decided to kill her and take his chances with Ty putting out word of his involvement in the Shade’s death. If she wanted to make good her blackmail, she would have to deliver herself right to his doorstep. Hopefully arriving a few days early at high noon and being seen by everyone from commoners and guards to servants and bitter chamberlains would throw Merek off balance.
 
   It was a chance she had to take. Nobody paid much heed to a dead street urchin during the day and none at all during the night. Except to glare at the obstacle in their path, of course. It was as though stepping aside was more of an inconvenience to the merchant, Lady, or Lord, than dying was to the street urchin. The real problem was that nobody even knew when a street urchin died at night in a conveniently out of the way spot.
 
   The guards at the Lord’s Gate gave Aeryn more trouble than last time, but eventually let her through, dirty and ragged as she was. With only the coin she had scrounged up in refuse piles to her name, she was not about to spend it on new clothing like Merek had suggested. Not that she would have followed his orders even if she had a wheelbarrow full of gold at her feet. In any event, it was not as if she was trying to get through God’s Gate, which only Voices and Nameless himself could pass. Or even Protector’s Gate, which also allowed Shades and a few highly trusted servants through.
 
   A rap at the estate door brought the crusty chamberlain. Reeve made a point to wrinkle his nose and purse his lips at Aeryn’s clothing. He sighed audibly and pulled back just far enough for her to squeeze in. “You’re early,” he said. “Lord Merek is not expecting you for two more days.”
 
   “Yeah, well, if he thinks I am going to let him dictate—”
 
   “Wait here,” Reeve said, cutting her off as he ushered her into a windowed room. Set with plush chairs about two circular tables, the sitting room was more ornate than all but a small handful of great rooms she had glimpsed while filching for Will.
 
   “I’m not going to just sit around and wait for him—“
 
   “You will do as you are told if you want to see him. Lord Merek is currently indisposed. I will inform him that you have arrived.” He crunched up his face. “Early, and without so much as a single respectful thought to your appearance.”
 
   “But—“
 
   “You are not to touch anything,” Reeve said over his shoulder as he walked away. “I don’t want to throw out anything more than absolutely necessary.”
 
   Aeryn opened her mouth. The door shut in her face, leaving her alone surrounded by everything from gilded candelabras, enameled vases, and silken screens. Gah! It was bloody infuriating the way he had just cut her off; as if her words were so far beneath him it was an insult to hear them. Just for that, she made it a point to touch everything in the bloody room; greasy, dirty fingerprints be damned.
 
   When finally finished, Aeryn sunk into one of the high backed chairs. How could she have been so stupid? Of course a Lord would not see her unannounced and without plenty of time to prepare himself. It was not as if she was visiting a street urchin, after all.
 
   Briefly, she thought about barging into the halls and finding the Lord, or barring that, finding Reeve and this time not letting the chamberlain overrule her. Only, the cushions beneath and behind her beckoned her to stay and relax. They were quite comfortable. Smooth silk and stuffed with what had to be puffy clouds, her eyes began to sag.
 
   Perhaps a quick nap would be in order. She had no idea how long Reeve would be gone. She was tired too; she had hardly gotten any sleep out on the streets over the past days. Besides, it would be better retribution than childishly touching everything in sight. Just imagining the look on Reeve’s face when he came to get her and she was sleeping made her close her eyes the rest of the way. 
 
   “Girl!”
 
   Aeryn opened her eyes, refreshed, yet still a bit groggy as though hung over from drinking too much.
 
   “Never mind, Melanie,” Reeve said to a woman behind him. “The rat is alive after all.”
 
   Melanie frowned. Surprisingly, she directed it at Reeve, not at Aeryn. She began to move off. Aeryn thought she caught Melanie direct a concerned glace her way just as Reeve’s head swiveled.
 
   “Lord Merek will see you now.”
 
   Aeryn rose, taking stock of the shadows falling across the floor. She must have been asleep for a couple hours. The sun was still high in the sky, but it would be beginning its descent soon.
 
   “I have no idea what Lord Merek sees in you, but you will be more considerate of him,” Reeve said, tisking as he lead her upstairs. “Allowing a rat like you into his house and you repay him by disregarding him and looking like—“
 
   “Like a rat?” Aeryn finished for the chamberlain, throwing his own words back at him, smirking widely at cutting him off for once.
 
   Reeve gave her a glare to wilt the hardiest flower. “The first night you came here was enough to spawn a dozen vile rumors about Lord Merek bedding—“ Reeve cleared his throat loudly. “Then you show up like this? Lady Mareen will jump on it and not let go for months.”
 
   “I don’t give a bloody rat’s ass what Lady Mareen thinks.”
 
   Halfway down an all too-familiar hallway, Reeve stopped just beyond the hidden alcove. “You should.” He opened the door to the bedroom. “You filthy street rats are all the same. Scampering around without a care in the world, never stopping to think of anyone but yourself.”
 
   Aeryn’s jaw unhinged. Not a care in the world? When she was not figuring out where to get food, water, or a roof over her head, she was trying to steer clear of over-zealous soldiers and merchant guards, diseased rats, and strong arms and thugs who thought to have their way with her. That did not even begin to consider scrounging up enough coin to tithe to the Shades and Voices for protection against Shadows, or pay for any of the aforementioned items. Pushed unceremoniously through the door, it slammed at her back before she could respond.
 
   She pulled herself together, all the while wishing she had spent the few days searching for a knife rather than a place to sleep. Before her sat the high-canopied of Lord Merek, the bedroom with the attached and cleverly hidden alcove she had been in nearly a week ago. The chamberlain could not mean. . . 
 
   Aeryn’s cheeks flashed red. She pivoted on her heels, intent on marching out, finding Lord Merek, and giving him a piece of her mind. She did not know what his game was; only that she would not be toyed with.
 
   An inch wide crack leading to the alcove caught her eye. She froze. If Merek was not going to teach her as he promised, never mind that she had blackmailed him to do so, he could at least replace her lost knife.
 
   Striding over, she entered the room that had simultaneously saved and doomed her. With no windows and only the tiniest sliver of light coming from a tightly shuttered lantern set on the pedestal in the center, the room was pitch black. No sooner had she walked over and for the second time in as many minutes, the door slammed shut at her back.
 
   Aeryn whirled, forgetting about the knife. She whirled again, the door forgotten as a voice sounded behind her. 
 
   “The first thing you need to learn—something I think you would have learned on the streets a long time ago—is not to draw undo attention to yourself. Wearing clothing fitted for gong farmers and tanners while beyond the Lord’s Gate stands out like a spot of rust on a gleaming breastplate.” The voice belonged to Merek, but every time Aeryn spun to face its source, it silenced for a moment, and resumed anywhere but the direction she was facing.
 
   “And telling everyone I’m your street whore is better?” Aeryn asked the darkness.
 
   “Lady Mareen began that particular rumor after you so thoughtfully barged in last week,” Merek said. “Though I must admit, it does solve a number of thorny problems in one fell swoop.”
 
   Bloody nobles. Aeryn asked. “Like the one where you prefer boys to girls? I assume that is why you are not married and don’t have any children.”
 
   Aeryn caught a distinctive hiss emanate from the corner. She twirled to try and to catch a glimpse of the elusive Lord.
 
   “You should have asked what the second thing you need to learn is.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Aeryn grinned smugly at how off guard she had just put him. “What is that?”
 
   “Light is the enemy.”
 
   A slash opened the sleeve of her left arm and scored the skin beneath. Aeryn yelped and spun, too late forgetting she had no knife to defend herself with. A mirrored cut appeared on her right sleeve and arm. Aeryn spun again. When she stopped, head trying to catch up, she realized she could not point to the door. Reaching for the lantern, she unshuttered it all the way and held it aloft, bathing the room in light. It was empty. 
 
   “I thought you were more clever than that,” Merek said from behind her. “At least, the girl who tamed a draven, killed a Shade and tried to corral a Lord was. Perhaps I was mistaken.”
 
   Twirling, lantern in hand, she found. . .nothing. Cold steel pricked her neck. Blood welled. She whirled again.
 
   “What do you want?” she asked.
 
   “You.”
 
   Aeryn growled. “I would sooner die than bed you.”
 
   “No,” Merek said. The air stirred as he moved, invisible. “I have no desire to bed you.”
 
   “Then what do you want? If you’re going to kill me, get it over with. I’m not afraid of death.” She did not welcome it either, but every street urchin knew what death looked like and accepted that sooner or later, it would come for them.
 
   “I’m not going to kill you. At least not until I see who you really are, see behind the curtains and see what you are made of.” His voice circled her, a wolf stalking in the shadows. She tried to face it, but it was hard to focus on a disembodied voice. “Just as a draven fears not the deer, neither does the Drifter fear the night.”
 
   Blood dripping from a good dozen cuts, a spark ignited in Aeryn’s mind. He was giving her clues! After all, if he wanted her dead, he had had ample opportunities. She stopped turning, and ignored the stinging wounds that dotted her from her cheeks to her ankles. Dravens hunted at night, which must mean Drifters—whatever they were—did as well. It hit her all at once. She might be wrong—hell, she probably was—but she grabbed onto the idea as though it were a life raft and she a sailor swept overboard during a storm.
 
   Light is the enemy.
 
   Aeryn snuffed the lantern’s flame and hurled it at the last place she had heard Merek’s voice, praying her aim was true. As it soared through the air, she stepped forward with it and faded into the darkness as she had done so many times before. The room grew brighter, just as the night had.
 
   The lantern hit the wall. A waterfall of shattered and broken glass crashed to the floor. A curse and a grunt said she had found her mark. 
 
   She stepped forward again, willing herself to be one with the blackness. The darkness brightened enough to make out a shape, rolling past her and away from the spreading oil. A final step, willing herself to be one with the shadows and the room became a dusky twilight. She stood against the wall over the broken shards of glass. Ripping off her sleeve and twining the cloth around her hands, she bent and picked one up a jagged shard in each hand. She turned, knees bent and ready.
 
   Merek stood opposite, a slight smirk painted on his face. His simple robes were dark where the lantern had hit and cut from the broken glass. He appeared not to notice either.
 
   “What you just did is called Drifting. In essence, it is melding with the darkness. In reality, it is quite a bit more complicated. Though you won’t need to worry about that for some time.”
 
   Able to see, Aeryn circled around the room, her back to the wall, until she reached the door. It was time to get away from this Lord. Blackmail did not work if your target was mad. In fact, it usually backfired quite spectacularly.
 
   She pushed open the door, took one step into the bedroom and stopped. Though it was high noon outside, it might as well have been midnight in the bedroom. Only inches behind her, Merek chuckled. Aeryn whirled.
 
   “You won’t need those,” he said, looking down to the glass knives in her hands.
 
   Aeryn held them up menacingly. Blood dripped through the cloth wraps to stain the rugs at her feet. The jumble of questions rolling through her mind was enough to distract her from the sharp stinging pain.
 
   “What trick is this?” she asked and jerked her head to the bedroom.
 
   “No trick.” Ignoring the makeshift knives, he pushed past her. “I’m not surprised you haven’t noticed this before. Not only have you probably never Drifted this far, but unless I miss my guess, you’ve also never Drifted during the day. Let me take a guess.” Merek turned and faced Aeryn. “You only ‘become one with the darkness,’ or ‘fade into the shadows,’ at night? And when you do, you always shy away from lights, people, and animals? Except for your draven, of course,” he added, “who is always at your side, visible.”
 
   Events of the past week flashed through her mind. Aeryn nodded cautiously. “How did you know that?”
 
   Merek chuckled again. “That much was obvious.” He flung the window curtains open.
 
   Aeryn’s jaw unhinged. Instead of sunlight, shafts of darkness stabbed through the window. Merek’s shadow was actually lighter than its surroundings. She looked back. So was hers.
 
   “What trick is this?” she managed to stammer. 
 
   “I told you. It’s not a trick. Light is the enemy. The further you Drift, the further inversed the world becomes. For now, all you need to know is that everything light becomes dark, and everything dark becomes light.”
 
   “Then why does everything look grey except for the sunlight?” Aeryn asked. The glass knives hung limply in her hands, forgotten.
 
   “Because despite this being the furthest you’ve ever Drifted, you are barely scratching the surface of what you will be able to do with more training and experience. As for the sunlight, the more intense the light—or dark—the more intense its inverse is as you Drift, regardless of how deep you go. Just as sunlight at noon is always bright white, so too is a new moon always bright white to a Drifter.” At Aeryn’s frown, Merek added, “Concentrate on pulling away from the darkness and I’ll show you what I mean.”
 
   Doing as he said, this time fading into the light—that was such a bloody weird thought, fading into the light—the world became “normal” again. It was strange how comforting that felt. Evidently, Merek had done the same because he also appeared “normal.” 
 
   “As you Drift, so too does your body change,” Merek explained. “Before today, this was about the furthest I bet you had ever gone.” He turned to a hazy grey. Though still there and recognizable, shadows obscured all but his most prominent details. He changed again, this time becoming an indistinct black mist. “This was about how deep you were just now.” Again and again he Drifted, becoming darker and fuzzier with each step until he was completely invisible, a voice speaking from thin air. “This,” he said, “is the furthest it is possible to go.”
 
   Aeryn waved her hand in front of her. “If I can’t see you, does that mean you can’t see me?”
 
   “Very good,” Merek said. “You catch on just as fast as I’d hoped. Always keep in mind that even though neither of us can see each other, we both still exist.”
 
   The curtains drew shut and Aeryn felt something shove her shoulder, sending her stumbling backward off-balance. She brought up the glass shards as Merek coalesced back into sight. He stood staring at her as if expecting a reaction.
 
   “But that means. . .” Aeryn’s mind sprinted from one point to another, connecting them as she went. She gasped and jerked her head up. “What I saw in the square the day of Nameless’ anniversary. That was real. Which means Shades and Voices—“
 
   Merek clapped his hands together, interrupting her revelation. “That’s enough for today.” Grinning like a fool, he opened the bedroom door to the hallway beyond. “I don’t want to wear you out too badly the first time.” Two serving women walking past quickened their step at the sight of Aeryn emerging, hair disheveled, sleeves torn off, clothes rumbled, cut in a dozen places, and seeping blood like scratches made during the thrones of passion. “Same time next week,” he added a bit too loudly, “only next time be sure to wear more presentable clothes.”
 
   Aeryn whirled on the spot just in time to see him wink and slam the door in her face. “You bloody prick! I—ARGH!” She threw the glass shards at the door where they shattered into a thousand tiny fragments.
 
   Nearing the end of the hall, the two women turned and looked back, heads close together, whispering conspiratorially. 
 
   “What are you looking at?” Aeryn shouted. Turning on her heels, she stomped away, face reddening. Bloody Lords!
 
   Quickly striding through the maze of rooms trying to outdistance the giggles trailing her—how many flaming rooms and servants did one Lord need?—Aeryn was intent on reaching the anonymity of the streets as fast as possible.
 
   Today had not gone anything like she had expected. It would be nice to be back on the streets where she understood the rules. Rounding a corner, she ran into a shapely woman. Perfectly proportioned in all the right places, garbed in richly embroidered silk from head to toe with flowing golden hair hanging to her waist over a painted face, the woman was the very definition of beauty.
 
   To the side in sharp contrast, Reeve’s face bunched up over top of a plain wool jacket. “Watch where you’re going, girl!” Turning to the woman, he bowed and ducked his head. “I apologize, Lady Alys. Did the girl hurt you? I assure you she did not mean anything by it. She is just a simple street—” His eyes widened until they were on the verge of popping from his head. “Your dress!” Where he stared, Aeryn saw a drop of blood staining Lady Alys’ silk. Very nearly lost between the twining embroidery, it was a wonder he noticed it at all. “Oh, I do apologize. I’m sure Lord Merek will offer to replace it for you.” 
 
   Lady Alys chuckled. “No, whatever Lord Merek says, I’m not so delicate that a bump weakens my knees. As for the dress,” she waved a hand in the air as though brushing away a fly, “I’ve a dozen more like. However, I would like to have a word with Lord Merek about him allowing a street girl running around his house unchecked. It sets a bad precedent for us all.”
 
   Reeve gulped audibly and bobbed his head. “Yes, Lady.” Giving Aeryn a look that should have turned her into ash on the spot, he swept his arm wide. “Right this way, Lady Alys.” 
 
   “Is that the girl Lady Mareen was referring to the other day?” Lady Alys asked as they walked away.
 
   Reeve cast a glare over his shoulder, ducking his head as he turned it back. “Unfortunately, yes. I don’t know what Lord Merek sees in her. I’ve tried telling him it is improper cavorting with a street rat like her—out beyond the Lord’s Gate where nobody is the wiser is one thing, but inviting them into his home is something else all together!—but he won’t listen. You know how he is; when he gets something in his mind, it’s impossible to get him to listen to reason.”
 
   “I see,” Lady Alys said. Rubbing at the blood spot on her dress, she looked back and eyed Aeryn beneath her brows. “Tell me, Master Reeve,” she brought her head up, giving the chamberlain an ample view of her bosom while flashing him a smile that could have melted frozen steel, “as a man with his ears next to the grindstone, so to speak, what else can you tell me about. . .“
 
   The voices faded out as Aeryn turned and stomped away. The last thing Aeryn did before she slammed the front door open and shut again was follow her nose to a pantry and filch a double handful of still-warm pastries laced with swirls of white sugary glaze. She figured that if Merek was going to ruin her only clothes and not give her any coin for replacements, a few pastries was the least he owed her.
 
   At least she was on her way back to the streets she understood. A place where common sense and life’s essentials ruled, rather than inane intrigue and flashy frivolities. The problem was that dangers existed in each. One misstep and you paid for it—dearly. And right now, Aeryn felt like she was mired in quicksand in the middle of a bog laced with poisonous snakes and scorpions, and all while a storm buffeted her from every side.
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   Life’s Essentials
 
    
 
   Lost in thought, Aeryn barely noticed the bustle of people out and about on ordinary, everyday business. Here, a woman negotiating with a merchant over the price of bauble, there, a man shouting and flailing his arms, insisting a bushel of wheat had weevils, while an equally furious and red-faced vendor yelled back that the man needed to get his eyes checked.
 
   Not that she typically paid them any mind, other than constantly sweeping the crowd for hushed murmurs and people quickstepping from the center of the street. Both were telltale signs of approaching merchant guards, sellswords, soldiers, or worst of all, the rare Shade, or rarer still, Voice. The latter always brought proclamations of Nameless ordering higher tithes and inciting commotion that lasted for days. That, and proclamations of some imminent threat posed by Shadows that only Nameless and his disciples could protect Maerilin from. Even if you only believed half of what they said, Maerilin balanced on a knife’s edge, destruction and ruin on either side.
 
   Though the vast majority of Maerilin’s citizens lived from copper to copper, they always ponied up the required tithes. No one wanted to incur the wrath of a God, or more tangibly, be without Nameless’ protection from Shadows for one second longer than they could afford.
 
   Aeryn had ever seen a Shade protect a commoner. That simple fact did not seem to matter. She had yet to meet a person who did not assume that they were only alive because they were being protected. The reasoning typically went: “I see Shades, but no Shadows. Thus, they must be protecting me, else I would be dead.” That logic had always seemed circular to her. After all, they could hardly grumble about a lack of protection if they were dead, and since they were not dead and no dead person could talk, their reasoning looped back around and became self-fulfilling.
 
   All of that was a distant concern at the moment. It had not taken long to realize that rather than empower and embolden her, Merek’s lesson had actually weakened her position. Drastically. And not just because he had forced her to wait hours to see him. She had gotten her revenge there by sleeping, blissfully comfortable.
 
   It was that their sparring in that alcove. Besides demonstrating how easily he could dispatch her should he desire and showing her just how much she had yet to learn, in one fell swoop he had also ensured no one would listen to a word she had to say. Based on that little production at the end within earshot the passing servants—timed to perfection, Aeryn had to admit—any words from her mouth, true or not, could easily be discredited as loathsome rumors spawned by a disgruntled and jealous street whore. If that were not enough, he had also returned Mareen’s necklace, her bargaining chip.
 
   Her words would not have carried much weight in the first place, but it had been just enough to tip the scales into her favor the night of the dinner party. After all, she had been Drifting for years without knowing it, and she could hardly believe some of the things he had told her. What would someone like Rickon—whose piety was all too common in Maerilin—say? More than that, no one would actually believe the word of a street urchin over that of a prominent Lord.
 
   Aeryn made a mental note not to underestimate Merek again. The blackmail she had thought foolproof had turned out to be full of more holes than the roof of her small shack, no abandoned. While she stumbled along, blundering into one trap after another, Merek flew high above, no doubt cackling with delight at the neat strings he had tied around her. 
 
   Aeryn sighed. Mired in a trap of her own making, she nonetheless had to keep moving forward. What was the other option? Become Merek’s puppet? Let him kill her? At least by moving forward she would still maintain some semblance of control over her own actions.
 
   Right now however, she meant to take care of one thing that had been bugging her. At least temporarily, until Ty had finished with the favor she had asked of him. She angled toward an overweight fellow hawking his wares from a weather worn table at the edge of the square.
 
   “. . .finest steel! Never rusts or needs sharpening! Perfectly balanced, fit for Nameless himself!” shouted the hawker into the passing crowd.
 
   Edging closer, between a woman tightly gripping her child’s hand and a youth just come into his prime who was fawning over the swords on display while eating the hawker’s every word, Aeryn rolled her eyes. The only word that had been true was that the blades were made of steel; even that was dubious by the cheaply painted appearance of a few of them.
 
   “How much for this one? You said it never rusts, right?” asked the youth, holding up a short sword.
 
   “A fine choice, lad,” said the hawker. “That sword there was wielded by a Voice himself, who only parted with it after being called through the God’s Gate to serve Nameless himself. He charged me with ensuring that I only sold to someone worthy of it. This I fear,” the hawker held up a smaller, narrower sword spotted with nicks and scratches, “is more your type.”
 
   “What? No.” The youth shook his head. “I’m worthy of the Voice’s blade. I swear it!” He whipped the sword back and forth as though fighting an imaginary foe.
 
   The hawker narrowed his eyes. “Are you sure? I mean, absolutely, completely sure? If that Voice ever found out I sold his blade to some random commoner. . .”
 
   “I’m sure,” the youth exclaimed. “Now how much?”
 
   “Well. . .” The hawker looked off into the distance. “The Voice did have it custom forged at great personal cost, but I suppose I could part with it for say, ten gold?”
 
   Aeryn almost choked on her tongue. The thing was not worth half that, and in silver. Nevertheless, oil glistened along the blade, scattering the sunlight and blinding the fool youth into missing the blade’s flaws. The lad jabbed with the sword, slaying his imaginary creature. He obviously had no idea what he was doing. Probably just some fool that thought carrying a sword would impress some other fool—or more likely—a woman.
 
   “I really like the sword, and I just know Leaile would squeal in delight at seeing it on my hip, but I only have one gold to spend,” the fool said, lips turning down as he set the sword back on the table. “I’m tithing the other three so the Shades will protect Leaile and bless our union.”
 
   “Ahh, laddie,” said the hawker over a barely concealed smile, “I bet your Leaile is a doll. But don’t you think your sweetheart would be more impressed if you had a sword on your hip to protect her with? The Shades have their hands full slaying Shadows. Wouldn’t she be better off if you were there, sword in hand, when the Shadows came? The alternative is running off to find help while your Leaile is cut down, screaming.”
 
   “I guess so,” the fool boy said.
 
   The vendor’s lips split into a hawkish grin. “I’ll tell you what; you seem like an honorable man, the perfect match for that sword, the perfect man to protect your delicate Leaile. Perhaps I could part with it for. . .“
 
   Aeryn saw her chance as the fool’s eyes gleamed, mirrored by the hawker’s. Snaking her hand out lightning quick, she snatched up a slender dagger near the back edge, one of the only pieces on the table without glaring flaws marring its blade. She made it two steps from the table before a shout rose at her back.
 
   “Girl! Hey! Thief!” shouted the hawker. “Somebody stop her! She stole my dagger!”
 
   Streaming through the crowd before the furious string of curses, Aeryn tucked the dagger into her belt and smiled. Curses were a far sight better than hired guards, sellswords, or soldiers, and precisely why she chose a street hawker with cheap wares over ones whose wares could actually fetch a few gold. Whether he realized it or not, she had just done the fool youth a favor; the hawker would be too furious to budge from his obscenely high prices now.
 
   Using the last of the coin she had gotten for hawking Lady Mareen’s necklace, Aeryn bought a pair of hard, stale week-old loaves of bread and headed back to the narrow alley she had left Jynx in earlier that morning. She had finally found a silversmith to melt the thing down, but he had only paid her a pittance compared to the weight of silver he had gotten from the melt. Desperate and needing food, she had had to accept. Unlike street hawkers, there were only so many bakers in the city, and once they knew your face—which did not take long if you stole from someone frequently—you could not get within ten paces of them without a sturdy wood rolling pin waved menacingly at your head. And those hurt, especially when wielded by thick-armed, barrel-chested women.
 
   Back in the narrow alley, Aeryn ate one of the loaves and tossed the other to Jynx, who opened a heavily lidded eye at her interrupting his rest. After devouring it, his tongue lolled out to lick a few of the now scabbed over cuts Aeryn had received from Merek. He then promptly went back to sleep. Gods how she envied the draven sometimes.
 
   Aeryn moved to wipe her side as best she could; an open, unclean wound while sleeping on a refuse pile made for an agonizingly slow death as infection and gangrene spread across your body like slow-moving fire ants. She drew in a sharp breath at the sight. Too lost in thought to notice before, she looked like claws had raked her repeatedly. As if that was not enough, one stiff gust and her torn and shredded clothes would float away on the wind. No wonder Merek’s serving women had giggled at the sight of her. 
 
   Petting the draven on the head with a sigh, Aeryn curled up at his side. Unlike Ty, who had been pulled off the streets because of his size, and Rickon, who found work with a stable master who was every bit as pious as he, Aeryn’s skills would never be put to use in a workshop. That meant that both her and Jynx had a long night of hunting coming up: Jynx for something more substantial than a loaf of bread, and Aeryn for some clothing.
 
   “I’ll meet you right back here in the morning,” Aeryn said hours later as the sun dropped beneath the horizon to bask the city in twilight.
 
   Jynx let out a soft yip and nuzzled her scratched and torn arm.
 
   “Oh please.” Aeryn gave the draven a little shove. “I can take care of myself for one night.”
 
   Jynx hopped back and latched onto her arm with his gleaming white fangs, soft enough not to draw blood, but hard enough she could not free herself without tearing skin. 
 
   She whipped out her new knife. “I have one of those too,” she said, tapping him on the muzzle with the flat of the blade. “Besides, it’s not as if I’m going into another Lord’s house. It’ll just be a shopkeeper’s place to find something to wear.” With her other hand, she pointed off into the distance. “Now get out of here and find a meal before you decide to eat my arm instead.” 
 
   Cocking his head to the side and perking his ears, Jynx released her and loped off toward the Slum’s Gate where the rat hunting was best. Guarded by soldiers punished for one reason or another, forgotten about, of no skills, or quite frequently, all three, the Slum’s Gate was less a gate and more a latticework of rusted steel. Not only would the guards not bother to look up from their dicing for a herd of stampeding boar, but even Nameless himself could not budge the gates. Whatever the Voices were doing with the city’s tithes, they certainly were not spending it there.
 
   Aeryn began to walk perpendicular to the draven’s path. Large enough to do middling business, but small enough not to afford night watchmen, she headed toward a merchant’s shop she had noted the day before. Seamstresses, weavers, chandlers, jewelers, bankers, and scores of others all kept their goods stored behind iron bound doors, chests, and locks.
 
   Merchants were key. It was the one profession anyone with a bit of money and no skills would try their hand at. Better yet, even if their coins were well hidden or stored someplace inaccessible, their goods were easy to filch, easy to forget, and even easier to turn around a few days later. And Aeryn needed to buy or filch clothing sooner rather than later. Already the night’s chill was beginning to seep into her bones. The morning fog would no doubt be worse.
 
   In and out in a few minutes without problems or even having to Drift, Aeryn carried a small armload of looted whetstones, fire-steels, and full needle cases. In short, perfect, extremely commonplace items to sell to someone on the other side of the city or exchange for an old pair of trousers or shirt she so desperately needed.
 
   Wrapped around her neck and hanging over her shoulders hung a fluffy white shawl made of silky smooth rabbit fur. She had gotten lucky with the fur. She had not thought this merchant prosperous enough to dapple in some of the more luxurious goods like ink, incense, rugs, and peppers. Making her way down the street, she counted the night’s haul, estimating how much it would bring in, hoping it was enough to buy a new set of shirts, trousers, and underclothes.
 
   “Well, well, well, lads,” said a deep voice. “Look who we have here. Someone working our territory.”
 
   Aeryn looked up. Jins and another boy stepped out before her, the former eyeing her armload, while the latter slapped a cudgel made from a broken wooden post against his palm. She turned back the way she came. A pair of meaty forms wielding similarly crude weapons barred her path. Aeryn spun back to Jins.
 
   “What do you want?” she asked.
 
   “What do we want?” Jins laughed, chorused by the three others. “We want our cut. That, or,” he eyed her from head to toe, “something worth just as much.” The boy at his side rubbed his hands together as a wicked grin split his face.
 
   Swiveling her head back and forth, Aeryn searched for a way out. Jins and his gang of street toughs were not known for their patience. Or their kindness. Gifted with brawns instead of brains, their preferred method of operating was to beat whatever they wanted out of those they wanted it from. Right now, that meant Aeryn. Unfortunately, she could not use Will’s blackmail against the brute; she had never learned the specifics from her now-dead friend.
 
   “She don’t want to give it to us, Jins,” said one of the boys at Aeryn’s back. A crunching set of footsteps cut down the distance.
 
   “Then take it from her Mic,” Jins said in the closed off-alley. “I want to get back to my bosomy Marilyn. She’s waiting for me, wet and warm.”
 
   One of the boys closing from behind snickered. “I think Jins is in love, eh Hal?” Mic said.
 
   Hal joined in by pretending to sound like a woman swooning, complete with a hand pressed to his forehead.
 
   “You would be too if you had them breasts,” Jins said sharply. At his side, Aeryn saw a set of hungry eyes fixed on her—not her loot.
 
   “Aye, big enough to use as pillows, they is,” came the reply from behind. “Should we pound her or just take out cut?”
 
   “No, no need to ‘pound me,’” Aeryn said. So she knew Jins was in love with a girl named Marilyn. Too bad that did not help with anything. She handed over half the items in her hands to the boys behind her in an effort to appease their hungry stares.
 
   “Our cut is all of it, girl,” Jins said, greedily eyeing the rest of the contents. With a resigned sigh, Aeryn handed the rest over to the gang’s leader.
 
   “He said, ‘all of it,’” came the too-eager voice of the boy next to Jins. Still rubbing his hands together, he licked his lips. “I want to see what’s under that shawl.”
 
   Aeryn backed up to his step forward. She had nothing beneath the shawl but a few strings of loose cloth. She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that that was not what the boy was interested in.
 
   She had to escape. She tried to Drift. Nothing changed. No telltale brightening of the night, no gray-black forms, nothing. Not that it would have saved her, boxed in on either side as she was. Doubly so considering she was not good enough to disappear entirely like Merek, and even if she was, Merek had clearly demonstrated that just because she was invisible did not mean she could not be beaten to a pulp.
 
   “Well? You going to take it off or you going to make me do it? I promise I’ll be nice,” Jins’ companion said with a wicked grin.
 
   Aeryn would not lie down and let that brute had his way with her. She took the only route left. She whipped out her knife in one hand and brought the other to her mouth to let out a shrill whistle.
 
   The boy stopped in his tracks. “What’d you do that for?”
 
   She whistled again, fervently hoping Jynx was not so far away hunting that he did could not hear it. She had a distinct sinking feeling he was. “You better run; they’ll be here in a second,” she said, stalling for time.
 
   Two of the boys spun to face the darkness beyond, clubs and cudgels clinking against the stolen goods.
 
   Jins laughed. “She don’t got any friends coming to help her. She’s playing you for fools.”
 
   The pair spun back even faster, faces tight, eyes narrowed. They began advancing on her once more.
 
   “Friends? How do you know I wasn’t signaling soldiers?” Aeryn asked. Her back bumped against the wall.
 
   This time, all four of the boys broke out in laughter. “Ain’t no soldiers coming for you, girl. Only Shades are out at night, and they don’t give two bags of fish guts about you unless you’re a Shadow. I know. Why, I bet you haven’t even been paying your tithes, now have you?”
 
   Aeryn grimaced as the boy with the hungry eyes ripped off her fur shawl. She desperately changed tactics. “If you don’t leave me alone, I won’t be able to get you more things like that.” She nodded to the fur the boy was now burying his face in, snorting heavily. His head popped up and he reached out.
 
   “Wait Brys,” Jins said. Brys froze, fingertip inches from caressing Aeryn’s face.
 
   “Well,” Aeryn said, thinking rapidly, “you boys aren’t exactly the stealthy type. All the sounds of glass shattering and wood splintering under your thick arms has to draw a lot of attention.”
 
   “Go on,” Jins said.
 
   Aeryn drew a deep breath. “If you leave me alone, I’ll give you a quarter of everything I steal.”
 
   “Why would I want that when I can just take it all?” Jins asked, gesturing to the armload of goods carried by his gang.
 
   “Because then I’d have no reason to keep working for you. I’ll give you half.”
 
   “All of it,” Jins shot back, face brightening.
 
   “Two-thirds,” Aeryn countered.
 
   Jins shook his head. “You work for me, then I get all of it.”
 
   Aeryn thought for a second—only one—before saying, “Deal.” Jins was just smart enough to know he had her on the ropes, but too stupid to not understand—or care—how bargaining worked. Besides, it was not like he would be able to follow her around all the time; she would only have to hand over her purse when she bumped into him. Something she would avoid from here on out like the plague.
 
   Jins nodded. “We’ll be sure to include your name in our tithes. The Shades will be ever-so-happy when I tell them we have a new recruit on the streets.” Cackling madly, he turned and sauntered off, followed in lockstep by two of the other. “Come on, Brys,” he shot over his shoulder.
 
   Brys’ fingers, still inches from Aeryn’s face, trembled. “But I want her,” he stammered like a boy whose mother had just taken away a new toy.
 
   “Aww, forget it, Brys,” said Mic.
 
   Hal followed closely saying, “You don’t want flat breasts like them anyway. They aren’t any fun.”
 
   Aeryn crossed her arms over her chest in defiance. Just as she breathed a sigh of relief at Brys turning to leave sourly, Jins called back over his shoulder. “We’ll be watching you, girl.”
 
   Great. Just great. As if she did not have enough to juggle already, now she had to keep Jins and his gang in the air as well.
 
   Turning, she ran off into the darkness. How the bloody hell was she supposed to continue moving forward in the grand mess now bogging her down? On a whim, she tried to Drift. This time she easily melded with the darkness. The night light up until she could see into the deepest shadows.
 
   Jynx came galloping up a moment later. Ribs straining against his fur, he panted heavily, lathered neck to tail from a long, hard run. He looked up at her curiously, as if asking, “Why did you call me away from my meal?”
 
   Figures. What she wouldn’t give for things to go her way for once. That wasn’t too greedy, was it? Just once? Aeryn shook her head and sighed, trying to figure out what to do now.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6
 
   Schemes
 
    
 
   Through some miracle of dumb luck, Jins and his gang managed to find—blunder, really—into her every blasted day from then on out. It did not matter where she slept. From the warehouses near the docks, whose alleys were infused with the scent of tar, salt, and the refuse of drunken sailors, to the shade of houses crumpling into dust pressed up against the low, Slum’s Wall, Jins somehow found her. Aeryn was rapidly convinced the thug had singled her out as an easy, fattening meal, and as such, spent all day looking for her. When he was not in bed with his full-breasted Marilyn that was.
 
   Always taking everything Aeryn had on her and then some, Brys always greedily wanting more, they forced Aeryn to start anew each time they met. The end result was that between struggling to fill her and Jynx’s stomachs, finding a new place to sleep each day, Drifting at night to put clothes on her back and keep Jins—and Brys, quite literally—off, the following weeks rapidly altered between crawling or flying by. All in all, it felt as though her life was circling the drain.
 
   After one particularly restless night spent at the base of the Lord’s Wall, near to the stable Rickon worked at, Aeryn woke determined to put things right with her friend. She may not have much longer to do so.
 
   “Hello?” Aeryn called out after rapping on an oak pillar with her knuckles. “Hello? Anyone?” She peered around, searching for Rickon’s familiar face.
 
   It was a full minute before a boy ran up. Panting, covered in straw, and smelling like dung, he sported a wicked deep-purple bruise on his left cheek.
 
   “What do you want?” the boy asked with a slurred lisp.
 
   Aeryn squinted. The boy was not who she had expected by a long shot. “Who are you?” she stammered. Surely the pudgy, pious stable hand that had known her for so many years was not hiding in the back, avoiding her and still harboring a grudge.
 
   “I’m Mat,” the boy said. “What do you want? I’ve five horses to shoe yet today and, it ain’t going well. So if you ain’t got a horse to stable, or ain’t picking one up—and by the looks of your ragged clothes, you ain’t doing neither—then I ain’t got no time for you.” The boy turned to leave.
 
   Aeryn grabbed his arm. It felt spongy beneath her fingers. Apparently, the bruise staining his cheek was not the only kick that had landed. “What I meant was; where’s Rickon?” At Mat’s frown, Aeryn described the pudgy stableboy.
 
   “Oh, Rickon. He’s gone,” he said matter-of-factly. “Now if you’ll—“
 
   Aeryn squeezed harder. Mat winced at the extra pressure. “Gone where?”
 
   “Don’t know. Don’t rightly care neither. If he returns he ain’t getting his job back.” Mat tried to turn to leave.
 
   Aeryn redoubled her grip. The boy practically wilted.
 
   “Ok, ok! I’ll tell you what I heard. Just don’t break my arm!”
 
   Aeryn grinned. So this was what it was like being stronger than everyone. She had a fleeting glimpse of Jins and his gang confronting her. Only this time, she whipped out her knife and fought back, loudly proclaiming that she would never again give him so much as a lump of dirt. The image flicked away as she was on the verge of driving the blade’s tip into Jins’ eye.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Master said he was muttering about Shadows and Shades and Voices and Nameless like he got kicked in the head too hard. Said he walked straight to the Protector’s Gate where Master ain’t able to follow no more. That’s all I know, I swear! Now let me go!” Mat added, twisting around on his knees.
 
   Giving him a good long look to make sure he was not holding anything back, Aeryn released him. He prompted rubbed his arm and ran away, shooting a poisonous glare over his shoulder as he went. With nothing more to do in the stable, she left for Merek’s, feeling like a rabbit confronted with the choice of a snare and pack of wild dravens on one side, or a fox and sleeping bear on the other.
 
   “Look, it’s the Lord’s plaything,” said a guard as Aeryn approached the Lord’s Gate. “Come back for another ride?”
 
   The second guard snickered. “And here you had us thinking you were a ‘courier.’”
 
   Aeryn dropped her head, intent on streaming by without giving the pair the satisfaction of a response.
 
   “Oh, she’s a courier alright,” said the first guard. “It’s just that what she is transporting is between her—“
 
   “You there! Girl!” came a shrill voice.
 
   Aeryn looked up at the new voice. It came from a carriage she had not noticed approaching, so intent had she been on ignoring the guards’ jabs.
 
   “Driver, stop that girl!”
 
   Aeryn twisted her head, looking for a side street to sprint down. None was close enough to affect an escape. She sighed and stayed put. Running would do no good. Not when that voice knew exactly where she was headed. Doubly so considering the trouble that voice had already caused.
 
   “Good morning, Lady Mareen,” Aeryn said to the bulbous woman perched in her carriage like an overripe tomato.
 
   Lady Mareen looked out the window at the sky as the carriage slowed to a halt. “I think its afternoon now, dear,” she said. “Would you care for a lift?”
 
   “No, thanks, I don’t want to be a bother.” Aeryn would rather ride a three-headed snake the size of a horse than be confined in such closed quarters with Lady Mareen. One offhand rumor from the woman at a dinner three weeks ago had turned her into a street whore laying a Lord for his coin. Just the thought of facing the woman’s full ire sent chills down her spine.
 
   “Oh no bother at all,” Mareen said sweetly. Too sweetly. “I was just on my way back from the markets. It would be an absolute pleasure to have a chance to talk to a doll such as yourself. Driver! Open the door for the poor girl. We’re making a stopover at Lord Merek’s.”
 
   “Yes, My Lady,” said the driver. He hopped down and shuffled Aeryn inside, pausing three times while he did so to wrinkle his nose and raise an eyebrow.
 
   Aeryn exhaled loudly. At least he had been more respectful about her lack of hygiene than Reeve ever had been. The carriage lumbered back into motion, swaying slightly as it clattered over the cobblestones. So much for the day improving.
 
   “I feel your pain,” Mareen said. “It is such an absolute relief to get off your feet. I couldn’t imagine walking all the way from,” she waved her hand in the air, “wherever it is you call home to Lord Merek’s estate.”
 
   Judging solely by the woman’s size, Aeryn could not imagine the woman even remembered walking. “It’s no problem, really,” Aeryn insisted. “In fact, I much prefer walking to riding in a stale carriage any day. Being out in the fresh air is nice.”
 
   “Oh I know,” Mareen stretched the word and nodded her head. “The air is so much fresher once you get out of the dreadful press of the markets. It is even better out in the countryside. Why Lord Merek has an estate out there that is to die for.”
 
   No doubt, the markets Lady Mareen referred to were the upscale shops that displayed gilded baubles behind panes of glass with sellswords stationed at every street corner. Ostensibly, they were there to keep Shadows at bay; the idea was that a hundred sellswords could not fight a Shadow where a lone one would surely die. Aeryn knew better: it was to keep away the riff-raff like her. In any case, it was not as if the nobles ever strayed too far from their own personal guards. From what she had seen, the combined household guards of any three nobles could form an impressive company, while the combined coin of those three could fund a flaming army.
 
   As for Lord Merek’s country estate, Aeryn figured Lady Mareen had brought that up for no other reason than to show how supremely elevated Lords and Ladies were over a simple street urchin. It hardly needed reminding, what with Lady Mareen riding in a gilded and lacquered carriage.
 
   “Why,” Mareen went on, “I doubt many of those commoners have washed their bodies this year, much less their clothes.” She glanced at Aeryn and tisked. “Really. I can’t believe Lord Merek hasn’t cleaned and dressed you up yet. It’s not like him to be so rude.”
 
   Dressed me up? Like I’m some kind of doll? “I like these clothes. They remind me of where I came from,” Aeryn said sharply. 
 
   Lady Mareen affected not to notice. “They certainly do that.” She narrowed her eyes. The carriage rumbled past the low wall surrounding Merek’s estate and into the roundabout built for the purpose. “Ah! Here we are.” They passed a richly decorated carriage, though not so elegant as Lady Mareen’s, who rolled her eyes. “I see that she is here as well. That woman just can’t take a hint. Now girl—“
 
   “Aeryn.”
 
   “—right, Aeryn,” Mareen corrected fluidly. “If you need another ride—or anything at all—you be sure to let me know. I’ve helped Merek with more than a few thorns over the years. I would be glad to extend the same courtesy to you. I couldn’t bear to see a doll like you suffer anymore than she has too.”
 
   The carriage pulled up to the front of Merek’s house. “Thanks but no thanks,” Aeryn said, hand on the latch. “I’m sure I can handle myself.”
 
   “The offer is always open. All you have to do is ask.”
 
   Aeryn opened the door and sprung out, both feet landing on the ground before the driver had even dismounted. She quickstepped to the door.
 
   “Do give my regards to Lord Merek for me. He is such a dear friend,” Lady Mareen called before ordering the driver to hop to. 
 
   Inside the house, Aeryn was actually relieved to find herself face to face with the thunderhead that was Reeve. At least until he opened his mouth.
 
   “Follow me,” he said stiffly. Starting off, he pulled aside a passing servant. “Find Melanie and her girls. Tell her to meet me in the bath.” The servant bobbed his head and ran off, even as Aeryn came to a stop.
 
   Aeryn’s mouth dropped open. “A bath?”
 
   Reeve grabbed her arm and kept her moving down the hall. “Your antics have turned Lord Merek into the gossip of the city. I will not have his reputation soiled further by your. . .” he looked her over from head to toe, “squalor.”
 
   Before Aeryn knew it, Reeve had left her surrounded by a trio of girls lorded over by a fussy middle-aged woman that would have done the most stringent tavern master’s wife proud. Aeryn recognized a number of the faces from her previous times in the house. One had been Annette, the stiff-backed girl carrying the buckets of wash water that night with Will, the very same girl that, walking with her mother on the third floor, had nearly discovered her. Aeryn had seen the mother—Melanie—later, glaring at Reeve from behind his back before giving her a concerned look. The women set on her like a pack of wolves going in for the kill. 
 
   First, they cut off her clothes. They literally cut them off when they had trouble working the buttons coated in blood and grime. They, along with Aeryn’s belt knife, were then tossed into a heap in the corner. Rough hands at the end of surprisingly strong arms came next, which refused to budge an inch as they bullied her to a large, claw-footed copper tub. The first couple of seconds in the warm water were pleasant and relaxing. That was before rough bristles scoured her skin, combs ripped at her tangled hair, and fresh pails of steaming water scalded her skin bright red. Finally, they vigorously dried her, then immediately sprayed her with perfume that instantly rendered the entire operation pointless. Why couldn’t they have just done that to start with? She wouldn’t have felt so. . .raw. . .if they had.
 
   “Mistress! It fits you so well,” one of the girls said. The other two back away to examine their work after dressing her in small clothes and buttoning overtop a bright red and yellow silk dress twined with embroidered black roses. 
 
   “Get this straight,” Aeryn said, “I am not a ‘Mistress.’”
 
   “But—“
 
   “No. I am not wearing this.” Aeryn snatched up the knife in her right hand and held it point out. With her left, she started undoing the hundred-odd buttons that lined the dress. It was surprisingly hard to do one-handed and without a mirror. She thought she understood why Ladies needed help dressing. The trio of girls squealed and dashed behind Melanie, the older taskmaster. 
 
   “Girls, fetch me that pink one over there,” Melanie said. She pointed to a frilly thing hung with care on the side of the room where the steam couldn’t wreak it.
 
   “No. Not that either,” Aeryn said.
 
   “Ok, then that—“
 
   “No!” Aeryn stomped her foot down. In her fury, she did not hear the door creak open and closed behind her. “I am not leaving this room looking like a clown fish.”
 
   Melanie tisked. “Then why don’t you tell me which of these you will wear and save us all the trouble of listening to you whine like a child.”
 
   Aeryn turned toward the pile in the corner.
 
   “Those will be taken out back and burned,” Melanie said.
 
   Aeryn sighed. The woman was every bit as stubborn as Reeve. It was no wonder the two did not get along. She glanced over the neatly arranged clothing. One caught her eye, and only because it stood out as the only item not a brightly colored, frilly laced dress.
 
   “That one there.”
 
   “Oh,” Melanie said. The woman had a gleam in her eye that Aeryn did not like one bit. “That was Bethany’s favorite. Grab it for me, would you Annette?” The stiff-backed girl jumped to and pulled out the garment.
 
   Aeryn instantly opened her mouth to protest. The thing had bells—literal bells—sewn into the cuffs and hem. As Annette walked over, the bloody thing sounded like a carnival come to town.
 
   “You can always cut them off,” whispered a voice in Aeryn’s ear. Aeryn whipped around to find Lady Alys standing over her shoulder. “I promise I won’t tell,” the Lady added with a sly wink. Then a bit louder so everyone else could hear, “I’m sure Lord Merek won’t mind if you skip the powdering and painting.”
 
   Melanie breathed a sigh of relief. Scurrying about like ants, the trio of girls had her dressed and on her way in no time.
 
   Chiming with each step, the fifty-foot walk down the hallway with Lady Alys before Aeryn was able to cut off the bells was the longest of her life. 
 
   “Thanks,” Aeryn said once her footfalls sounded normal again. “If it weren’t for you, I’d have been in there for a week straight.”
 
   Lady Alys, the sparkling, flawless image of what a woman should look like, smiled. If Aeryn had been a boy, that smile would have melted her knees. As it was, she found it hard to stop staring. Especially at the Lady’s ample cleavage.
 
   “Don’t mention it. I’m sure you would have done the same for me,” Lady Alys said.
 
   “Is there anything I can do for you? I hadn’t expected to see you today. Though I must say, it’s a relief after being trapped inside a carriage with Lady Mareen.”
 
   “No need to do anything for me, dear. I’m just happy to have rescued you before it was too late. Between you and me,” Alys leaned down and added quietly, “Lady Mareen is as friendly as a pig with its slop taken away. And about five times the size.” They wound through the corridors toward the upper floor, earning questioning glances as they snickered together behind their hands.
 
   “Why is she so. . .” Aeryn searched for the right word. Just because Alys had insulted Lady Mareen did not mean Aeryn could and get away with it. She shuddered to think what would happen should word get back to the portly woman.
 
   “Pig-headed?” Alys supplied.
 
   Relieved at not having said it herself, Aeryn nodded.
 
   “Well, it all started not long after Shadows took Lord Merek’s wife and child—“
 
   “Shadows killed his family?” Aeryn had not even known Merek had had a wife and child, much less that Shadows killed them.
 
   “Oh my, I thought you knew.”
 
   Aeryn shook her head vigorously. Now she understood why Merek had been so defensive when she had inferred he preferred boys.
 
   “Then I’ll start from the beginning. As I was saying, Shadows took Lord Merek’s wife and child,” Alys frowned and looked off into the distance, “ten years ago now? Fifteen? You’ll have to excuse me; I’m not very good with dates.” After a slight chuckle, she went on. “So anyway, the Shadows. . .”
 
   Talking quietly so no one could overhear, Alys told Aeryn how Shadows had broken in one night. While looting the manse of everything of value, they had stumbled across Merek’s daughter, Bethany, who was sleeping with his wife, Isabel, as they had often done because the young girl was scared of the dark. Both mother and daughter had awoken with the noise. Upon being discovered, the Shadows had slaughtered both where they lay and escaped into the night.
 
   “. . .and that’s why Lord Merek generously tithes so much of his vast fortune, in hopes that the Voices and their Shades will protect those less fortunate,” Alys finished.
 
   “How does Lady Mareen fit into that?”
 
   “I was just getting to that. Lady Mareen’s son, Asher, was betrothed to Merek’s daughter, Bethany. After the murder, he went mad with grief and begged the Voices to take him in. I think he wanted to do what any boy would: get revenge by killing Shadows. Anyway, Mareen wants to step into his son’s place, so to speak, and marry Lord Merek, fusing their two families as they were originally meant. As if it is not plainly obvious she is only doing it to increase her holdings,” Alys added in an offhand manor, “and by his side, become the most powerful woman in Maerilin. Next to Nameless and his disciples, of course.”
 
   Aeryn whistled softly. It all made sense, right down to the letters on Merek’s dagger. Why there were so many sets of women’s clothing sized for Aeryn. Why Lady Mareen had been so quick to offer Aeryn her services. Even the rumors labeling Aeryn as Merek’s Mistress fit into place; it was exactly the type of thing a woman spurned would do. 
 
   “Actually, come to think of it, there is one thing you could do for me,” Alys said as they reached the landing that housed Merek’s bedroom, as well as the secret windowless alcove no one but Aeryn and Merek seemed to know about.
 
   “Anything,” Aeryn said. Alys had just given her a treasure trove of useful information. The right information was worth as much as gold. More, sometimes.
 
   “Could you put in a good word for me with Lord Merek? I came over to dine with him, but. . .” Her face fell. She practically broke into tears. “He’s always so busy that sometimes I feel as if he is avoiding me. I just want to be there for him.”
 
   “Not a problem,” Aeryn said. It was the least she could do after all Alys had done for her already. 
 
   “Thanks.” Beaming and giving her a little hug, Alys left, hips swaying hypnotically as she walked down the hall and out of sight.
 
   Aeryn pushed the door open to Merek’s bedroom. She wished they could meet in any other place. Even the center of a mongoose den in the middle of the night would be preferable. The bedroom was empty, as was the windowless alcove cleverly concealed to the side. With nothing else to do, and not about to go walking about the house in case Reeve or Melanie and her girls spotted her and dragged her off to some other ill-conceived misery, Aeryn sat down in the plush chair at the ornate desk facing the partially-curtained window.
 
   Merek appeared just as Aeryn was about to doze off. “Good, you’re here,” he said. Hands clasped behind a silk shirt that was itself situated beneath a fine wool coat, he strode and began to undress. Half way across the room, he stopped and frowned. “Take it off.”
 
   Aeryn was not sure she had heard correctly. “What?”
 
   He was unbuttoning his shirt after hanging up his coat on a hook when he replied. “Your clothes; take them off.” Shirt finished, he began to work on his boots and trousers.
 
   “First of all, I’m not your Mistress,” Aeryn said. “Second, if this is about wearing your daughter’s clothes, it wasn’t my idea—“
 
   Merek froze. He lifted his head. His eyes were blocks of frozen blue ice that could have shattered steel and quenched a volcano. “Who told you that?”
 
   Suddenly Aeryn wished she had protested the bath more than she had. “Lady Alys. But it wasn’t her fault, Melanie gave—“
 
   A sound escaped Merek’s throat that resembled Jynx when squaring off against one of the feral dogs that roamed the streets. “That wrenched woman is as bad as a bloody—“ He shook his head. “No. She’ll get what’s coming to her in due time.” All but naked now, his eyes warmed. “Now, like I said, take off your clothes.”
 
   So it was about her becoming his Mistress. Unlike Jins though, Lord Merek was well, a Lord, and already had all the coin he needed. She doubted very much she could bribe him off by offering to steal a few knickknacks for him.
 
   Aeryn whipped out the knife, already spotted with rust, that she had filched from the street hawker.. “If you think you can force me into bed with you,” she twirled the plain blade on her palm, “you’ve got another thing coming.”
 
   “You’ve much to learn yet.” Merek sighed and Drifted, vanishing from sight in an instant.
 
   Aeryn tried to Drift only to find herself unable to, just as in the streets with Jins and his gang.
 
   “Bloody hell.” She tore the blinds open, bathing the room in light. At least she could force Merek to fight blind. 
 
   Turning, she opened her ears wide, listening for any sounds that would give him away. Inching toward the door, she held the knife menacingly before her. A board creaked at her side. She whirled.
 
   “I know you’re there, I can hear you. I also know you can’t see me either, which means I have the advantage; to my eyes the room is lit, but to yours, it is pitch black.”
 
   “You learn fast. That’s good,” Merek said behind her.
 
   Aeryn spun to face him, crouching as she did, readying for an attack that never materialized. He wore a long, plain gray wool robe. “I’m not trying to kill or bed you. I’m trying to teach you. Something I can’t do when you can’t Drift.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes, refusing to lower the knife. “How did you know I’ve been having trouble Drifting?”
 
   Merek chuckled. He shrugged as though it was as obvious as saying a rat could not kill an elephant. “Those aren’t your clothes. Knife, purse, smallclothes, my daughter’s dress, it doesn’t matter: you can’t Drift with things you are not intimately familiar with.”
 
   “But then why did you tell me to wear fancy clothes?”
 
   “I said presentable. That’s a far cry from fancy. I assumed any clothes you wore, no matter how fancy, would be plain enough for you to Drift in. But if you are modest. . .” Moving to one of his large wardrobes and burying his hands to their elbows, he came back with a simple brown blanket. Pulling out his smooth-handed knife, he cut a slit in the middle and handed it over. “Undress and put it on.”
 
   “It’s a blanket.”
 
   Infuriatingly, Merek just shrugged. “Until you find something more suitable, this will have to do. Unless of course you don’t want to learn anymore?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   Aeryn sighed and turned, following his orders while trying to maintain some shred of dignity.
 
   Merek continued his explanation. “The smaller an object is, the easier it is to become familiar with. It is much easier to commit every inch of a coin to memory, despite its details, than the smallest wagon, however plain. The size and surface area of the wagon are simply too large. That’s why you’ll be able to Drift wearing that blanket, but not those ‘fancy clothes’ of my daughter’s. From which I noticed you cut the bells.”
 
   “They were bells. On a shirt. I’m not a horse,” Aeryn said. She went on before he could come up with a retort. “So that’s why you wear those woolens and made such a fuss over the knife I stole.”
 
   Fully dressed—if it could be called dressed while wearing a blanket over her shoulders—Aeryn Drifted. Everything grew darker.
 
   “Come on,” Merek said, motioning her into the alcove.
 
   Walking in behind Merek, she pulled the door shut. The surroundings, Merek included, who had Drifted right along with her, brightened to a low dusk in the absence of the outside sunlight.
 
   “You’re a Lord. Why didn’t you just buy a new one?” Aeryn asked. “The knife, I mean. I know now what the letters represent. But still. You could have had a hundred made without noticing the missing coin.”
 
   Merek chuckled. “I’m a Lord. Do you have any idea how suspicious it looks if I walk into the markets and buy the plainest robe on display? Not to mention having a master blacksmith craft the simplest steel dagger he can? The Shades, Voices, Nameless himself, would know my secret in a heartbeat. A you well know, they don’t take kindly to anyone that can Drift, Lord or otherwise.
 
   “Now, if you’re done with your questions, let’s get started. Relaxing is necessary to begin the Drift, but focus is the key to delving deeper, as well as maintaining your Drift. At the lowest levels, next to no focus is required. At the highest, the concentration required taxes your mind. The continuum. . .”
 
   Aeryn had more questions, but held them back as he walked her through the levels of Drifting, starting with the most common, occupied by the vast majority of people—and surprisingly, animals—at all times, to the extreme of being completely invisible. She still had trouble believing how colors inversed at the deepest state. She had only gone deep enough to turn everything to a dim shade of grey. But darkness turning complete and wholly to light, red becoming green, blue becoming yellow, and so on, was foreign to think about. It actually twisted her thoughts so much that she was forced to put it out of her mind; at least, until it became necessary to think on once more.
 
   Unfortunately, learning to Drift from a Lord came with a whole host of problems she had never considered. Problems she was not even close to prepared to deal with when they reared their head. Problems that the slightest misstep would instantly turn fatal.
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   Harried
 
    
 
   The lesson finished for the week, Aeryn began redressing. Oddly, she actually felt less silly standing in Lord Merek’s bedroom in her new smallclothes than wearing a blanket as shawl.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Merek fingering her clothes. “Don’t get any ideas,” she said.
 
   “What?” Merek asked. “Oh no, nothing like that.” Shaking his head, he hastily handed over the now belless shirt and breeches. He then finished dressing himself after hanging up his simple woolens and replacing the smooth hilted knife on its stand. “I was just thinking that my daughter’s ‘fancy’ clothes suit you.”
 
   “I look like a peacock,” Aeryn as she did up the final buttons with the help of a full-length mirror that must have cost a small fortune. “I feel like one too.”
 
   “No,” Merek drawled, “but perhaps if you wore Bethany’s yellow sundress with the—“
 
   “—frilly lace at the collar, cuffs, and hem? Yeah, Melanie and her girls tried putting that monstrous thing on me. Once. They didn’t get very far.”
 
   Merek laughed. “At least it’s not as bad as the rainbow one. I once told Bethany she looked like a clownfish in it and she didn’t talk to me for an entire week.”
 
   “That’s exactly what I told Melanie! I think she was trying to punish me. Could you imagine me in a dress like that?” Aeryn did a little twirl, a street urchin pretending she was a Lady at a ball. Both her and Merek snickered at the absurd image.
 
   When they quieted, Merek rubbed his eyes. “Oh, lord, I miss that. I haven’t had much cause to laugh over the past years. If it’s not one thing, then it’s some other ‘pressing concern’ or ‘troubling news.’” He sighed. “It just hasn’t been the same without them. 
 
   Aeryn was sure Merek had not been talking to her, but one thing kept nagging at her as he spoke. If Shadows had killed Isabel and Bethany, then why was he teaching her to Drift? On the same topic, why had he killed that Shade, someone sworn to hunt Shadows like the one that had killed the women?
 
   “What really happened?” she asked. “I mean, I know your wife and child were murdered, but that wasn’t all that happened, was it?”
 
   Merek’s eyes roared to life. His gaze met hers and she took an involuntary step back. A heartbeat later, they cooled and he tossed over Aeryn’s belt, her purse attached.
 
   “You forgot this. Wear something you’re more familiar with next time. I don’t want to ruin another blanket.” With that, he stormed out and disappeared down the hall, leaving Aeryn suddenly standing alone. 
 
   Walking down the street, the new summer sun blazed down every bit as fiercely as Merek’s eyes had. Aeryn had hit a nerve back there. Something had happened. Something terrible. Something that made the death of a wife and child seem insignificant in comparison.
 
   “Lord finally bought you new clothes?” asked a soldier, the same one from earlier in the morning who stood guarding the Lord’s Gate.
 
   “I bet he dressed her himself,” chided the other guard.
 
   “Of course he did. You know how odd those Lords’ fancies are.”
 
   Aeryn gritted her teeth and kept walking, trying not to feel out of place in her new dress. It did not work.
 
   The first guard chuckled. “Still, no shame in bedding a Lord, is there Rale?”
 
   “None at all, Lars,” Rale said. “Not when the only thing you’re good for is getting poked like a target dummy.” The two broke out in howls of laughter. 
 
   It took focus not to turn and lash out or break into a run. Now that a few of the regular’s at the gate recognized her, they let her pass without a second question. That was not to say they mocked her any less, though. Something that would surely only get worse now that she had been all dolled up by Lord Merek’s serving girls. Working through the crowded streets, Aeryn moved to the side, away from a knot of approaching soldiers.
 
   No, she realized once she was able to get the bloody gate guards’ comments out of her head, she had been wrong earlier. No circumstances, no matter how grievous, made the death of a wife and child insignificant. Then what?
 
   Stomping past in their rattling steel armor, swords and maces clanking at their sides, the soldiers encompassed a pair of partially Drifted Shades.
 
   Aeryn had an urge to throw off her fancy new clothes so she could Drift to catch a glimpse of the Shades. The true Shades. The ones stripped of their mystery and intrigue.
 
   The urge was fleeting. A girl standing around in her small clothes, dress lying on the ground at her feet, Drifted in the middle of a busy street with soldiers and Shades filing by was a recipe for disaster if Aeryn had ever heard of one.
 
   A thought hit her as she watched the commoners step out of the way, some bowing, others offering up fistfuls of hard-earned coins to the Shades as tithes, a few even prostrating themselves on the dirty cobbles. Whatever had happened to Merek had not made the death of his wife and child hurt less in comparison, it had made it hurt more. A lot more. It had magnified the pain of his wife and child’s murder a hundredfold.
 
   Aeryn had an idea of a sure-fire way to twist the knife. She had experienced it herself when Rickon had turned his back on her and run to Nameless’ disciples. Betrayal. Only, try as she might, she could not come up with a betrayal that would hurt Lord Merek so. She simply did not know enough about Maerilin’s nobles to hazard a guess, much less untangle their layered webs of intrigue and doubletalk.
 
   There was one person she might be able to ask for clarification. And it was not Lady Mareen. Lady Alys on the other hand, had helped Aeryn escape Melanie and her girls, told her about Isabel and Bethany, and—
 
   “Long time no see,” Jins said, appearing in front of Aeryn just as she entered the bustling square. “I was beginning to think you were avoiding me.”
 
   Aeryn almost screamed. How had he found her again? She turned to the side, tensing her legs so she could slip into the crowd and lose him.
 
   “Now, now,” said Jins, as Brys and his greedy eyes, and even greedier fingers, cut off her escape, “we can’t have you leaving without giving us our cut. Can we?”
 
   “I don’t have anything,” Aeryn said. But her new dress and small clothes, of course. She was not doing to strip in the middle of a crowded street and give them to Brys so he could leer at her. Did they think she had snuck into a Lord’s estate in the middle of the day and walked out with an armload of filched goods?
 
   She swiveled to go back the way she had come. Surely the gate guards—whether or not they liked her, they did recognize her now—would help, or at the very least, bar Jins and his gang from following. She could hide out at Merek’s and return hours later once they had given up.
 
   A stalwart Mic blocked her escape route. “That’s not what word on the streets is, eh Hal?” he said.
 
   Hal appeared and completed the box around her. “Aye. You got that right. Word is you’ve taken to the bed of some rich Lord. And by them fancy clothes,” Hal reached out with his wooden club and poked at her dress, “I do think they be true.”
 
   “Why don’t you hand over what you got and we’ll be on our way?” Jins asked. He swooped a low bow, and added with a mocking tone, “my Lady.”
 
   “I told you,” Aeryn said as she scanned her surroundings for a way out. “I don’t have anything.”
 
   “We’ll see about that,” Jins said. He nodded.
 
   Three sets of hands grabbed her and dragged her to the mouth of an alley. Even if she had a hand free to whistle for Jynx, there was no way the draven would hear her in this crowd, nor was he likely even awake at this time of day. She was on her own.
 
   A few seconds of probing and they came away with her knife, now nearly rusted through, and her purse. Mic opened the purse and gaped, knife suddenly forgotten to clatter to the ground. The others peered over his shoulder in awe.
 
   “Nothing, eh?” Jins said. He held up a double handful of gold and silver coins. 
 
   “I haven’t seen those before, I swear!” Aeryn said. The most she had ever had was a few copper; perhaps a silver or two if she had just sold some filched goods or Will had recently paid her. How had so much gold ended up in her purse—
 
   It hit her. Merek. He had been fingering her new clothes; he had handed her her purse and belt; he had told her to wear different clothes; he was so wealthy a barrel full of gold might as well be a footstool. The bloody Lord had just gotten her killed.
 
   Jins’ face soured. “Right. And I’m a Voice and Brys here is a Shade.” Depositing the coins back into the purse, which he tied around his belt, he turned back to Aeryn. “We’ll show you what we do to people who think they can cheat us.” Winding up, the others still holding her in an iron grip, he punched her in the stomach, hard.
 
   Aeryn doubled over and wretched. Another blow fell just as she was able to draw a ragged breath. Two more in rapid succession slammed into her side and made her heave until she was dry.
 
   “Can I have a turn?” Brys asked. He licked his lips in such a fashion that would have had Aeryn sicking up all over again if her stomach had not been empty. He obviously did not mean to punch her as Jins had done.
 
   Inspecting his knuckles and wiping them clean, Jins waved as casually as Lady Mareen had only hours before. “Sure. Knock yourself out.”
 
   Brys grinned and snuck his left hand down Aeryn’s dress. His right crawled inside her waistband. The other boys snickered, loosening their hold so Brys could root around. 
 
   Between her burning insides, pounding head and the acid that coated her throat and mouth, Aeryn’s mind sent out a searing shout that broke through the pain.
 
   Move! Move now or you’ll never get another chance!
 
   She did not have to wait for Brys to replace his hands with something else, nor wait for another blow from Jins to know it was the truth. If she did not move this very instant, she would never be able to again. And even if by some miracle she did, she doubted she would even want too. 
 
   Aeryn seized the opportunity and snatched up her knife from the ground. Still doubled over, she swept it in a tight arc, taking both Jins and Brys across their shins. Both thugs screamed and dropped to the ground in the fetal position, their arm wrapped around their legs.
 
   Aeryn did not bother fighting any further. Four to one odds, even with two of them injured, meant death any way she looked at it. Twisting, she rolled away and sprinted out of the alley. The agony in her stomach and sides turned it into a shambling hobble before the third step landed.
 
   “Get her!” Jins half shouted, half screeched.
 
   Aeryn could already hear footfalls closing. She pressed into the outer edge of the crowd. A hand grasped her shoulder from behind. Spinning, she brought up the rusted knife.
 
   Mic jumped back. He barely avoided the blade.
 
   Aeryn adjusted her grip on the fly, projecting the tip out as far as it would go. It raked through the side of the boy’s throat.
 
   Even as the first spurt of blood pumped into the air, Hal, a pace behind, screamed in molten fury. He brought his crude wooden cudgel arcing toward Aeryn’s chest. With all his weight behind it, the swing was a sure deathblow should it land. Even if broken ribs did not puncture her lungs, there would be no way she could breathe, much less walk or fight back. She brought her knife in a desperate attempt to block or at least slow it down.
 
   The two weapons connected solidly. The force of the blow sent the hilt driving into Aeryn’s chest. She felt her ribs creak from the impact. Stumbling backwards, she lost hold of the blade. The knife remained stuck fast in the wooden cudgel.
 
   Hal ripped the blade free and tossed it into the crowd without looking. A woman screamed. 
 
   Move! Aeryn screamed at herself. You’re dead if you don’t! Uninjured and leagues stronger, Hal would easily and brutally end the fight if she did not keep moving.
 
   She lurched, diving behind an overweight man leading a horse drawn wagon laden with barrels of wine. She rolled away from the hooves to slow, earning a kick to her side that expelled the air from her lungs. Struggling to rise to her feet, she limped on before any wheels could run her over and crushed her back.
 
   “Get back here, girl!” Hal shouted.
 
   Weaponless and gasping for breath, she had to keep moving. Hand pressed to her side, Aeryn used her small size to her advantage, squeezing into the tightest press of bodies, trying to make it as hard as possible for the larger thug to follow. 
 
   “You’re dead!” Hal said. “Do you hear me? Dead!” Between his bellowing and the screeching and seething crowd, now aware of the fight within their midst, Aeryn managed to open a slight lead.
 
   It would not be enough. She did not have to hear Jins and Brys screaming at the top of their lungs to know she was still outnumbered three to one. That, and with every moment that passed, another star swam into her vision, threatening to send her to the cobbles. A quick glance over her shoulder showed Hal swinging away with ever-increasing force, dropping bystanders like bowling pins in his rage to get to her.
 
   Threading her way forward, Aeryn could only see one way to escape. A way that had been ludicrous only a minute ago. She began to rip off her dress.
 
   The very instant she was down to her smallclothes, she Drifted. The broad daylight turned to midnight in a heartbeat. From the sky to the cobbles, the taverns and inns on the left to the shops on the right, darkness enveloped her.
 
   “Shadow!” came a shrill voice.
 
   The shouts of the crowd turned to panic cries. 
 
   A lane of ghostly figures parted before Aeryn, providing just the opening she needed to duck into an alley. The towering buildings to either side provided barely enough shelter from the sun for Aeryn to see her hand in front of her face.
 
   Limping along, always aiming for the lightest sections—the darkest for anyone not Drifted—she concentrated on moving forward, always forward. 
 
    
 
   Staring out the window of his study at the afternoon sun, Merek sighed. Isabel had been in the ground a month before that bloody woman had started scheming away. She simply refused to take a hint. Instead of being cordial in the beginning, he should have slapped her and been done with it. The nerve! And now she was ingratiating herself with Aeryn, no doubt to use the street girl as one of her pawns.
 
   At the thought of the slender street girl, Merek laid down his quill, and after sprinkling sand over his carefully worded letter, set it aside to dry. He had never heard of anyone learning as quickly as Aeryn. She had picked up things in the last month that had taken him years to master. Then again, she was the first street urchin with whom he had had any significant contact. Surely her hard life had something to do with how fast she picked up things. Merek had no illusions that on the streets, unless you attached yourself to someone bigger and stronger, you either learned fast or died fast. 
 
   That was not to say that Maerilin’s Lords and Ladies lived a carefree life. They had a knife poised over their necks too. The difference was that for the nobles the knife sat, waiting with the patience of snow piling up atop a mountain crest. The biggest problem was that very few recognized the knife’s true form. In any case, the result of the avalanche breaking free was the destruction of the noble and his house. It was every bit as spectacular as a gleeman performing in front of a band of minstrels and dancers. 
 
   Merek knew he had to keep that in mind as he decided his next move. He had plans in motion, gears grinding away that would utterly destroy him and all those he held dear if he was not light-footed enough. Despite the risks, he had little choice. The time to hide in the shadows—he laughed at the irony—calculating and plotting, was rapidly drawing to a close. He supposed he should thank Aeryn for opening his eyes to that.
 
   Merek made up him mind. If he did not move now, he might not get another opportunity. Picking up the quill, he scribbled three more letters. Stopping the inkbottle he organized his desk and thoughts as he waited for the ink to dry, then tucked them under his arm and strode from the study.
 
   Reeve seemed to have a sixth sense solely devoted to anticipating his needs and bustled up alongside him before he had gone twenty steps.
 
   “Should I bring the carriage around, my lord?” Reeve asked.
 
   “No,” Merek said, pulling the letters out. He frowned. It would take a few hours for them to reach their destination; a few days for the final one. “On second thought yes, do bring it around. I could the fresh air.”
 
   “Very good, my lord. And those?” Reeve inclined his head at the letters.
 
   “I need you to see these delivered.”
 
   “Yes, my lord, I’ll send for Rulf—“
 
   Merek held the chamberlain’s eyes. “No. I need you to see to them personally. No pageboy, no courier. Except,” he held up the final letter, “for this one.” He could not afford to have Reeve gone for as long as it would take to personally deliver that letter.
 
   Reeve frowned, clearly mulling over whether he should protest or not.
 
   Thankfully, the chamberlain knew when to ask questions, and when to stay quiet and do as he was told, discretely. Merek would not have retained the crusty chamberlain for as long as he had otherwise.
 
   Handing over the letters one at a time, he started with the first one he had penned. “This one goes to Lady Mareen. To her hand only,” Merek added. “After you deliver that one, tell Lady Alys I wish to dine with her tomorrow evening. This,” he handed over the second, “is a list of items I need you to gather for me.”
 
   Reeve opened the page and scanned through quickly. “Some of these will be difficult for me to obtain. If I use Melanie’s girls, it’ll be much easier and raise fewer eyebrows.”
 
   “Use your best judgment. Just make sure no one knows too much.”
 
   “That won’t be too hard. I’ll stagger the purchases, have some crafted, buy the others in a large lot, the pull the rest from the storeroom. The others?” Reeve asked, with a glance to the final two letters.
 
   “Is my monthly tithe ready?” Merek asked.
 
   Reeve nodded. “The clerks are just putting it together now, my lord. It should be finished before the day is out. It is not scheduled to be sent out until next week, however.”
 
   “Send it out as soon as it is finished. Include this,” Merek handed over the third page, “with the tallies.”
 
   “Very good. And the final letter, my lord?”
 
   “That one goes to Gerald.”
 
   Reeve raised his eyebrows. “Anything else, my lord?”
 
   Merek shook his head.
 
   “Then if you’ll excuse me,” Reeve held up the pages, “I’ll see to these. Your carriage will be brought around at once.” 
 
   Watching the chamberlain disappear, Merek walked to the front door, mind whirling. It had been years since he had moved so openly, so boldly. And the master stroke was yet to come. He hoped it was so obvious that no one recognized it for what it was until it was too late.
 
   As the sun began its descent hours later, Merek rapped on the carriage roof.
 
   A head peaked around the side. “Yes, my lord?” asked the driver.
 
   “Pull over up here. I wish to walk the rest of the way and enjoy the fresh air.”
 
   “Walk, my lord? Are you certain it is safe? There were rumors of a Shadow prowling about earlier—“
 
   Merek cleared his throat loudly. Reeve questioning him was one thing; having every driver and maidservant do so was quite another. In hindsight, he had given the chamberlain too much leeway in front of the others.
 
   The driver reluctantly pulled to the side of the street. He opened the door, though stayed rooted in place, blocking Merek from stepping out. “Are you quite sure my lord? I could send for someone to accompany you.”
 
   “I’ll be quite safe. After all, we’re only a few blocks from the house.” Merek sighed when the driver’s face turned down in a frown. Yes, he would definitely have to address this lack of obedience, but not now; too many tongues would be wagging already. He could not afford to be any later than he was already. He laid his hand on the driver’s shoulder. “What is your name?”
 
   “Rulf, my lord.”
 
   “Well Rulf,” Merek said, “how about this. Go take the carriage back to the house. If I’m not back in a candlemark, you can wake whoever you need and come looking for me. Until then,” he dug into his purse, pulled out a gold coin and pressed it into the driver’s palm, “how about we keep this as our little secret? We wouldn’t want to worry anyone unnecessarily, now would we?”
 
   Rulf’s eyes gleamed every bit as bright as the gold coin reflecting the moonlight high above. “One candlemark, my lord.,” He climbed back into the seat.
 
   “One candlemark,” Merek repeated, and started walking toward the house.
 
   As soon as the carriage was out of sight, Merek turned and ran down a side street, ducking away at anything other than perfect silence. A dozen blocks and double as many minutes later, he rounded the corner and slowed. He tried to do the same with his breathing.
 
   “I was worried you weren’t going to show.”
 
   Merek turned to the darkness where the sound had come from. “Who’s there?”
 
   A Shade stepped out into the moonlight, his features barely discernable. “It isn’t like you to be late. Or running. Or communicating ahead of schedule. Or so openly.”
 
   Unable to Drift in his silk clothes, heavily embroidered and laced, Merek saw nothing but a misty black form. It did not matter; he recognized the voice.
 
   “We don’t have much time,” Merek said. He stole a glance at the moon. He would be cutting his candlemark closer than he felt comfortable. He could not afford Rulf to send out a search party.
 
   “That is no reason for carelessness. The Voices just informed us of an attack by a Shadow in the square outside the Lord’s Gate. A woman is dead, stabbed by a rusty knife, and a dozen others have been bludgeoned. I’m on my way there, now. If you were seen. . .” he let the implications hang in the air.
 
    “I had no choice. Recent events have accelerated our plans.”
 
   “Then you should disappear while I get a grip on them. We need to slow down and bide our time. Already, attacks by Shadows are growing more frequent. We cannot let events dictate our pace. Our goal is too important to risk failure because of shortsighted haste. Or has it been so long, are you so old now, that you have forgotten?”
 
   “I have not forgotten,” Merek growled. “We will not slow. If we pause, even just to look over our shoulder, we will be trampled. We must continue moving. It is the only way.” Merek took a deep breath. He did not mean to be so gruff with Asher. “In any case, I am leaving for a time. Not from fear, but because it is the only way forward.”
 
   “Very well.” Asher stood quietly in thought for a full minute. “You have changed much this last month. I’ll see what I can do. You are sure she will be ready?”
 
   “That,” Merek said, conviction heavy in his voice, “is the only thing I am sure of.”
 
   Asher nodded. “Don’t contact me again except in the direst emergency. I’ll let you know when it’s safe again.” He turned to leave, paused, and then twisted his head back. “We’re stoking the furnace, now.” With that, Asher Drifted until he blended with the night and disappeared from sight completely.
 
   “That we are, my dear boy, that we are,” Merek said. He turned, glanced at the moon’s passage and began running. His candle mark was would expire before he returned. Hopefully Rulf was not overly eager to rouse the estate.
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   Flight
 
    
 
   Stay here,” Aeryn said, her hand held up, palm out, before Jynx.
 
   Walking to the mouth of the alley, she Drifted until the gray-black world returned to all its bright, vibrant colors. Merek was right about one thing: light was the enemy. Drifting beneath a full sun was as good as blindfolding yourself before a knife fight.
 
   She did not see she had another choice; an all but naked girl—even if frequently mistaken for a boy—drew too many stares. And if Jins and his gang found her. . .he would ensure the next blackness she saw would have nothing to do with Drifting. She had to make sure they did not cross paths again.
 
   A quick study of the market lined street and she ducked back into the shadows.
 
   “Thirty paces forward, sharp right turn, three paces forward, waist-height, middle of the table,” she whispered to herself.
 
   Jynx tilted his head up with a questioning expression.
 
   “I thought I told you to stay put,” she said.
 
   Jynx rose from his haunches and gave a low growl. He had not left her side for the past week. Not for a minute. He clearly did not intend to break that streak now. It was a good thing she had decided not to go to Merek’s today; a draven attempting to pass the Lord’s Gate—even one scrawny enough to pass for a hound—would create as much commotion as a Voice coming to speak to a gathered crowd.
 
   What she was about to do would not be any better, but it was necessary. As an added bonus, it meant that she stood virtually no chance of running into the corpulent Lady Mareen. She would not mind seeing Lady Alys again, but Lady Mareen? She practically retched at the thought. 
 
   “Fine,” Aeryn said with a sigh, “you can come. But stay next to me. I want to be in and out as fast as possible.” She tried not to think of the consequences of dallying out there.
 
   The draven sat back down and yawned, showing his gleaming white fangs. Whether or not he had understood, his solid presence was comforting. Without him she would not be standing here right now. Though the days were growing fiercely hot, the nights, with the chill breeze that blew in from the sea, were still cold. That went double when you were dressed only in smallclothes, as Aeryn was. Curled up together for warmth, Jynx’s body heat had kept her from freezing. Additionally, every time someone poked a head down an alley she had crawled into, he stood over her, fur raised in a razor line across his back, snarling until they dashed away in search of easier prey.
 
   Though her ribs and gut still ached with every step, hunger and thirst had gotten the better of her. Drinking the small, rank puddles near where she had lain and trying to stomach the occasional rotten fish or putrid chunk of meat had actually made her feel worse. Hard to do given her current state. Thus, her choice boiled down to getting up and moving forward, or staying put and dying. Choosing the former had led her here.
 
   “Forty paces forward, sharp—”
 
   Wait! That wasn’t right.
 
   Aeryn poked her head around the corner and recounted.
 
   “Thirty paces forward. Thirty. Thirty. Thirty,” she repeated, ingraining it into her head. Forty would take her to a useless bauble vendor.
 
   Her stomach growled. Jynx’s echoed hers a moment later. It was time to go.
 
   “Ready?” she asked. 
 
   Jynx rose. Flattening his ears, he lowered his head and Drifted. That had been a quite a surprise. Somewhere in the back of her mind she had known the truth of how the draven hunted and stalked, especially after how well he blended into the night, but seeing it firsthand was something else altogether.
 
   Aeryn followed his Drift, stopping when he became clearly distinct.
 
   “Now!”
 
   Counting her steps, half-limping, half-running, and with one hand pressed to her ribs, the other outstretched for balance, Aeryn burst out of the alley into the milling crowd. Jynx loped alongside. 
 
   “Shadows!” came the first shriek.
 
   “Nameless help us!” the second.
 
   A wave, like a mountain loosed from its moorings to tumble into the sea, rippled through the crowd. Scores of heads turned and repeated the cry, which in turn drew even more. Many people bolted, running into another in panicked confusion in their attempts to get out of the way. Just as before, a path opened, and despite the near pitch-black world to Aeryn’s eyes, not a single soul impeded her progress. 
 
   Thirty. Aeryn spun on her heels and Drifted, bringing the world back into light. In the seething crowd, nobody would look twice at a street urchin wearing naught but smallclothes. Good thing too, since she would not have been able to remain a Shadow for another moment anyway; she could barely focus on keeping her feet underneath her.
 
   Three steps forward and she scooped up a pair of freshly baked meat pies, one in each hand. Turning, ribs aching just as much as her stomach, she dashed back to the alley across the way from the one she had emerged. Jynx stayed glued to her heels the entire way.
 
   Five blocks later and Aeryn stopped. Panting, she slid to the ground, back against a house whose mortared joints were turning to dust—likely because the owner gave every spare copper he had to the Voices for protection, rather than giving it to a stonemason. She laid out the still-steaming meat pies, one for her, one for Jynx. They were picked clean in a minute. Unfortunately, now that her stomach had been revived and reminded of its purpose, it gurgled and growled louder than ever. 
 
   Jynx licked his empty tin, sliding it across the cobbles. Yowling softly, he scratched at it with his front paws and nudged Aeryn’s shoulder.
 
   “I know, I know,” Aeryn said. She stood. “Come on. Let’s go find some more.”
 
   Jynx’s eyes flashed and he hopped away.
 
   “Wrong way,” Aeryn called, moving the opposite direction they had come. Jynx was at her side in an instant. “If we go back there, we might as well bait, set, and trigger the trap for the Shades. We have to keep going forward.”
 
   Over the course of the day, Aeryn, with Jynx at her side as always, repeated the snatch and grab process a good half-dozen times, each five, ten, or sometimes twenty blocks apart, picking the direction at random to throw off anyone on her trail. Each time she filled her and Jynx’s belly a little more. The amalgamation of plain, undyed wool clothes she managed to gather along the way felt almost as good as the food. Though not quite full, she stopped while she was ahead: before Jins, a Shade, or Voice, found her.
 
   Slinking carefully through the alleys and less populated streets, Aeryn kept her eyes relentlessly searching in all directions. Knifeless, penniless, and now limping more often than not, she stood no chance against the first person that meant her harm. After all, she had already received one more chance than most who lived on the streets.
 
    
 
   “Aeryn! Praise Nameless you’re alive,” was the first thing Ty said upon seeing her just shy of a week later. “I’ll clear out a space in the workshop for you to sleep. As long as you don’t make too much noise and come in after dark, Master Luggard will never know you were here,” was the second.
 
   Aeryn grabbed Ty’s arm to keep him from doing just that. “I’m alright,” she said. “Besides, even if I did stay here, there is no place for Jynx to sleep.” Aeryn was not willing to let Ty die for her. That was exactly what would happen if she was discovered with him.
 
   Ignoring her and surveying the cramped, oppressively hot workshop, Ty started to clear away the underside of a bench. “I might be able to—“
 
   “Ty, I’m fine. Really.”
 
   “But the streets are overrun with Shadows. It isn’t safe.”
 
   “Safe? Since when were the streets ever safe?”
 
   “You have me there,” Ty said, frowning. “But I’m still not letting you get killed by Shadows.”
 
   Aeryn sighed. “Ty, it was me.” His head jerked up. “Well, me and Jynx, anyways,” she corrected. 
 
   “What was you?”
 
   “Haven’t you been listening to yourself? The Shadows.”
 
   “But—“
 
   Aeryn rolled her eyes. After a quick glance around to make sure no one was within earshot—Master Luggard was out making deliveries again now that the brunt of the “assault” had passed—began her version of the events of the past week. The real, unpolluted version of events.
 
   This was precisely why she had taken extra pains to stay hidden. Unfortunately, just because she wedged herself into some out of the way corner did not mean she had had a single restful night. Word had spread like wildfire. Growing and twisting with every retelling, it quickly grew ungainly and monstrous.
 
   No longer were a pair of Shadows running thirty paces through a street and turning into a slender, starving girl and her equally scrawny pet draven. Now, an entire army of Shadows was flooding over the walls, destroying and killing as they rampaged through the city unchecked. Why, half the bloody city even claimed to have seen them with their own two eyes.
 
   A number of Nameless’ more fanatical followers stood perched on the street corners proclaiming at the top of their lungs that the end of the world was nigh. Rickon would have joined them if he had still been at the stables. It definitely did not help that wispy black Shades roved through the streets, surrounded by entire companies of soldiers at all hours of the day and night. 
 
   The Voices had even made an appearance. First, they had announced—on Nameless’ behalf, of course—an immediate redoubling of tithes. Cries of woe had abounded at that; already pushed to their limits, no one could give another copper and still afford to feed themselves. The Voices had immediately silenced the commoners with their second announcement: a one hundred gold reward for information that led to the killing of any Shadows. Everyone promptly forgot about the increased tithes and shouted that they had exactly the information required at the top of their lungs. 
 
   Aeryn did not remember the vast majority of the shouts, but two stuck out. The first, “They’re hiding in the darkness,” had caused her to see if the yeller actually had a brain in his head. The second, “It’s those bloody street urchins; always taking coin from us honest merchants,” had made her want to find and remove the man’s brain. As if any merchant was honest. They stole more from their customers in the course of a day from their absurd prices than Aeryn did in ten years. In short, Maerilin had turned into a madhouse.
 
   “Well. . .” Ty harrumphed and twisted his face up in thought when Aeryn finished. “I. . . I don’t know what to say. I mean, I heard what was going on, but. . .did you really start it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Are you really a Shadow?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Gods. Yes!” Aeryn said, raising her voice.
 
   “But Shadows are evil, vile things that murder babies and rape women and girls. There is no way you are one of them!”
 
   Aeryn shrugged. “Just because most draven would rip your hands off rather than let you pet them doesn’t mean that all are like that. Look at Jynx for example.” She paced the shop, picking up and looking at random bits of Ty’s ironwork. “Honestly,” she said, examining a tangled mess of horseshoes, “I’m starting to think that Shadows are a catch all for Nameless’ disciples. Something they can heap all the blame onto so it seems like they are on top of things. When was the last time you saw one anyway?”
 
   “Huh,” Ty said. “Never thought of it like that before. It does make sense though. Aside from you, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Shadow before. Shades, sure, but a Shadow?” He shook his head.
 
   “Now how are those things I ask you for coming along?”
 
   “I’ve only had time to finish one, so I started with the one I thought most important,” Ty said as he combed through a table piled high with scraps of raw iron, steel, half-finished pieces, and mounds of nails and horseshoes.
 
   “Made a few nails, eh?” Aeryn asked. She picked one out from the edge of the pile. Apparently the one she removed had been the lynch pin. A few hundred cascaded and crashed to the floor.
 
   “Here it is.” Ty return and set a sheathed dagger in front of Aeryn. He grabbed a shovel and in three heavily laden scoops, deposited the mess of nails into a barrel that held thousands more. “Sorry. Without handing over a month of my coin to a leatherworker for a sheath, that was all I could find that lying around that fit.”
 
   “It’s wonderful.” Aeryn turned the dagger over in her hands. “The blade, I mean. I couldn’t care less about the sheath so long as it does its job.”
 
   Its blade a foot long and coming to a sharp point at the end, its cross guard simple catches three-fingers wide, and its hilt smooth oak, the dagger was exceptionally plain and quite well made. Not a single spot of rust blemished the surface, nor did a crack mar the folded steel.
 
   “Since when did you become a master blacksmith?” she asked.
 
   Ty flushed. “It’s not that good. As you can see,” he swept his arms wide, “Master Luggard has had me making nails and horseshoes, hay forks, hinges, and kettles. You know; all the things he doesn’t want to do. I’m sorry it took so long, and I still haven’t started on the other thing you asked for.”
 
   Aeryn jumped from her chair and wrapped the muscular apprentice in a hug. “I love it. Thank you.”
 
   Cheeks solid red when she pulled back, Ty looked everywhere but at Aeryn. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “The Shado— I mean, Shades.”
 
   “Oh.” Aeryn narrowed her eyebrows. “That. Well, as long as I don’t Drift where they can see—that’s what it’s called, by the way, Drifting—I should be fine. I’m actually more worried about Jins.”
 
   Ty borrowed Aeryn’s narrowed eyes. “What did you do to him? That boy and his gang are nasty.”
 
   “You’re telling me.” She filled him in quickly.
 
   Ty whistled and shook his head. “Who else have you pissed off?”
 
   “Well, I already told you about Rickon.” Ty nodded. “Let’s see who else. There’s this woman, Lady Mareen. Oh, and Merek’s chamberlain, Reeve, and I don’t think Melanie, the serving woman that tried to dress me, or her daughter, Annette, really like me, and I know that. . .”
 
   “Ok, ok.” Ty held up his hands. “I get it. No one likes you.”
 
   “Hey! You like me. . . don’t you?” Aeryn put on her best pouting face. Ty recoiled. Apparently it was more of a crooked grimace.
 
   “Well of course I like you, but I don’t count.”
 
   “Lady Alys likes me,” Aeryn retorted. “At least, I think she does. It’s hard to tell with Lords and Ladies, all wrapped up in their plots and schemes.”
 
   “You’re getting pretty good at them yourself. You still haven’t told me what you are going to do.”
 
   Aeryn chuckled, despite her stomach twisting inside. There was only thing she could do: keep moving forward, even if it meant running from place to place, hiding like a rat after catching the scent of a draven on the prowl.
 
   That was exactly how she felt after scurrying out of Ty’s workshop the second Master Luggard arrived and threatened to bodily throw her out. She could only think of one place where she would not run into either Jins and his gang, or Lady Mareen and her schemes: the cheap, seedy, refuse-strewn taverns by the docks. 
 
   Flush with more gold and silver than brains, Jins and his gang would each be nestled in bed with a lady of the evening, their bellies full of ale. As for Lady Mareen. . .well, she was a Lady, after all. A single whiff of the mingled smells of tar, refuse, sick-up, and sea salt, not to mention the creative tongues of sailors on shore leave would have her fainting straightaway.
 
   A positive, though unintended, side effect of the gag-worthy smell of the docks was that it finally forced Jynx to leave her side for the first time in the better part of a week. Aeryn would have liked nothing more than to join the draven while he hunted for what meager fares he could find, but the chance at a restful sleep without her eyes snapping open at every footfall was too seductive.
 
   With all the good—as if the word applied to a single square inch of the docks—places taken by others seeking to be unnoticed, same as her, Aeryn was forced to lie down against the back wall of a tavern. A tavern whose weathered and cracked sign showed naught but a pair of faded beige pillars spread out invitingly.
 
   Too late, she remembered why she rarely came down this close to the water’s edge. Drunk sailors were loud. A tavern full of them, with one of their lot tossed into the street every few minutes by a mountainous strongarm, was downright deafening. That was without considering the near-constant shouting and brawling. 
 
   When the sun finally rose, its light stabbed against Aeryn’s already pounding head. She was so bleary eyed she might as well have slept in a kettledrum. Even moving a dozen times, each time hoping the new location would be quieter than the last, had not helped in the end; the drunks had been simply too, well, drunk. She had finally ended up in a crevice between two warehouses outside a broken down inn that went by the extraordinarily unimaginative name, The Harlot’s Haven. Proving his instincts better than Aeryn’s, Jynx had wisely slept elsewhere.
 
   As the last few drunkards stumbled through the streets, grumbling about the hours of work ahead of them, peace and quiet finally reigned. But for the occasional creaking of doors, beyond which the steady clinking of coins filtered out, and the shouted curses at the water’s edge, all was still. At long last, Aeryn floated off to sleep. 
 
   “What do you mean there is nothing left?” came a roar.
 
   Aeryn’s eyes snapped open at the intrusion. Her dreams had been blissfully empty. There had been no running, no fighting, no hidden potholes or traps, no Lords, Ladies, or street thugs, just deep, calm, blackness. 
 
   “Like I said, there ain’t nothing left. I checked it six times.”
 
   “There has to be. How am I supposed to get rid of this bloody pain in my head if I can’t buy a drink? You’re wrong,” the man said, his voice dripping with scorn. “Check it again.”
 
   The voice sounded familiar. While her sleep-fogged mind tried to conjure up a name, Aeryn pushed herself to her feet. She was not surprised to find the sun floating high overhead. It had been a long night.
 
   “He said ‘there ain’t nothing left,’ and I for one believe him. You spent it all on that hussy Marilyn. Don’t you go blaming me. It weren’t my fault she charged you double after you went and slapped her.”
 
   Marilyn. Clarity came in an instant. That meant the voices belonged to Hal, Brys. . .Jins. Aeryn dashed forward and peeked around the corner. It was Jins and his gang alright, now one member short. She had cut Mic’s throat open. She doubted the three would be forgiving her for that anytime soon.
 
   “What about me? I never got—“
 
   “Oh shut it, Brys. No one gives a whore’s little toe about you.” Jins said. Hefting his cudgel, he looked into the sooted windows. “Come on, maybe we can persuade the barkeep to give us a tankard or two.”
 
   “You mean three? I—“
 
   “Shut up Brys,” Jins hollered. He pushed his way inside. The other two boys followed on his heels.
 
   Not about to stay and let Jins find her, Aeryn walked quickly into the street and strode away from the docks. Half way to the intersection, the echoing crack of a door slamming open reach her ears. Aeryn looked over her shoulder.
 
   “. . .lucky my head is bloody pounding or I’d bash yours—“ Jins cut off. His eyes locked with Aeryn’s. 
 
   Time seemed frozen, even as the tavern’s doorman, a grizzly fellow with a chipped and nicked short sword in his hand, spoke. “Yeah, yeah. We’re closed. Now get lost or I’ll carve you up like a rat.”
 
   Aeryn ran.
 
   “Hal, take the right, Brys, the left; I’ll stay on her,” Jins shouted. “Get me that girl!”
 
   Bloody fish guts! I have to lose them! 
 
   Aeryn quickly went over her options as she darted through the streets, ducking into one alley after another, turning down street after side street and squeezing between buildings in an attempt to throw her pursuers. The sun was too high for Drifting. Even if she found a suitably darkened alley, if she did not have a chance to catch her breath, they would hear her as easily as a wagon rolling through the cobbled streets at night. Worse, there were three of them to one of her, which also ruled out standing her ground and fighting. That left running and praying their hangovers were bad enough to slow them down.
 
   Aeryn picked up her pace. Only, every time she thought she had lost them, one of the trio always managed to head her off. It seemed they wanted to catch her every bit as much as she wanted to get away.
 
   She dashed deeper into the city toward the commotion of the markets beyond. Hopefully the thickening crowd would provide cover. If not, she would have to come up with something else. What, she did not know. If she could gather her breath for even half a minute, she might stand a chance to sneak away. At this point it was her only hope.
 
   A pair of burly soldiers clad in boiled leather tunics, swords strapped to their waists, loomed up in her path. Out of long-ingrained habit, Aeryn slid to a halt. She whirled around.
 
   “Why are you running? We don’t want to hurt you,” Jins said. Fifty feet away, he had slowed to a self-satisfied saunter.
 
   “We don’t?” Brys asked as he strode in from the left.
 
   Hal came from the right. “What about what she did to Mic?”
 
   “Oh, she’ll pay for that alright,” Jins said. “But I think a little softening up is in order first, eh boys?” All three sneered as they came forward, boxing Aeryn in against the soldiers.
 
   “Can I go first?” Brys asked, tongue wetting his lips.
 
   Aeryn stole a glance over her shoulder. Some soldiers they were. Normally they never passed an opportunity to put the flats of their blades to use with impunity against any street urchin in their way. A beating would be leagues better than what the trio had planned.
 
   “Sure,” Jins said, “why not. After all, there won’t be much of her left once I get through with her.” Brys grinned wickedly.
 
   Aeryn froze. Since when were soldiers allowed out of uniform? Since when were they not clad in metal armor? Since when did they stand facing away from a crowded market?
 
   It hit her. They were not soldiers, but sellswords hired to prevent street urchins like her from entering the markets frequented by the nobles. There might just be hope yet. It was not like she had anything to lose at this point. She turned and ran straight toward them.
 
   “No!” Jins shouted. “Stop her.” Hal and Brys’ casual saunter turned to a sprint. The four of them raced to see who could reach the sellswords first. 
 
   Aeryn won by scant inches. One of the pair of sellswords grabbed her while the other crouched to firm up his stance. A heartbeat later, Jins, Brys, and Hal barreled into and over them like a runaway wagon. All six of them sprawled to the ground in a tangle of limbs and flesh.
 
   Aeryn felt a hand close on her ankle. Another shackled about her wrist. She had to get out! Twisting and turning, kicking and biting, Aeryn flailed about with all her strength. A bellowing yet somehow whimpering curse sounded as her foot met the soft spot between someone’s legs.
 
   She felt the hands loosen their grip. She thrashed and felt her hips slam into the cartilage of someone else’s nose. The hands lessened further.
 
   Thankful for her slender frame, she ripped her limbs free. Like a crab, she scrambled backwards, trying to put distance between herself and the wrestling match.
 
   “Get her!” Jins shouted. “Get—“ A fist from one of the sellswords unhinged his jaw.
 
   “Bloody bastards,” came Hal’s voice. Managing to free his sword arm, he awkwardly swung at the man beneath him, who rolled aside just in time for the blade to spark as it hit the cobbles.
 
   Still crawling back, Aeryn rolled to her stomach then jumped to her feet. At the face of the crowd gathered to watch the five men wrestling as if they were jugglers and acrobats, she stole a quick glace back.
 
   “No,” said Brys, his nose a concave pool of blood. He clawed out toward Aeryn as he watched his prize disappear.
 
   Teeth clenched, Jins put his man in a headlock even as the other sellsword kicked Hal in the gut, causing another strike to strike and spark against the cobbles.
 
   Once more, Aeryn ran. A thought came to her, one she desperately wished that had occurred a minute ago: if she was recognized by any of the Lords or Ladies, word would reach Merek’s ears. With his prowess at Drifting, the ease at which he turned the tables on her before, ensnared her into his schemes, she would be lucky if he did not kill her himself. She had to get out of here before the more guards converged on her.
 
   Pushing and shoving as often as she nimbly threaded between a fat Lord or richly dressed Lady, Aeryn worked inward, eyes fixed dead ahead. Behind, Jins, Hal and Mic seemed to be gaining the upper hand. She had to make the far side of the market before they worked their way free or before more sellswords caught up. She would not be hiding in this market anytime soon; the upraised arms and shrieks that followed in her wake pointed straight to her like an arrow to its target. 
 
   “Move damn you, move!”
 
   “Where’d she go?”
 
   “I said MOVE!”
 
   Aeryn looked up and back at the rumbling voices. The indignant shouts of nobles getting their toes stepped on by common sellswords said volumes; reinforcements had arrived.
 
   She was out of time; she had to get free. In front, a pair of porters carrying wrapped bundles stepped aside. She dashed into the void they left. A wagon reared up in its place.
 
   Moving too fast to change directions, Aeryn ran right into its side. Like a spring, the impact bounced her backward and to the ground.
 
   Rolling over, head spinning from the blow, Aeryn realized it had not been a wagon, but the prodigious girth of a woman as round as she was tall. Lady Mareen. As if that was not bad enough, a pair of the Lady’s personal guards loomed overhead before she could regain her feet. A trio of sellswords added to their numbers a moment later.
 
   “You’re coming with us, girl,” said the leftmost sellsword. Fixing his gaze sternly on Aeryn, he leaned down and hauled her to her feet. His hand held her arm in a vice-like grip she would not soon break.
 
   Aeryn caught bits and pieces of the crowd murmuring to one another, everything from whispered questions of “what happened?” and “how did she get past the guards?” to exclamations calling to “throw her in the stocks!” and “you have a sword; use it!” 
 
   “Sorry, my Lady,” said the sellsword on the right, whose hand clamped onto Aeryn’s other arm. He addressed Lady Mareen, who stood behind her pair of personal guards. Faces stern and expressionless, their backs rod-straight, they looked like brick walls.
 
   The sellsword swept an awkward bow. His eyes twitched nervously. “This street rat won’t bother you again. Come on,” he said to his comrades, obviously thankful for the opportunity to tear his eyes from Lady Mareen’s before she could tear him down for the interruption to her shopping, “let’s get the girl out of here.”
 
   By how fast Aeryn was swung around, other sellswords were eager to put distance between themselves and the gathered nobles.
 
   “Stop,” commanded Lady Mareen.
 
   The sellswords froze. Casting a glance at one another, they turned ever so slowly. In the eerie calm, grunted curses and cries of retribution filtered through the market. Aeryn recognized them as Jins and his gang.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” Lady Mareen asked.
 
   “We’re taking the girl—“
 
   “Nowhere,” Mareen cut in. Hands on her hips, the darkened glower she wore could have stopped a thunderstorm in its tracks. “Let her go.”
 
   “But, my Lady, with all the Shadows that have been spotted—“
 
   “Do I need to repeat myself?” Lady Mareen asked.
 
   Aeryn suddenly found herself wishing the sellswords would take her away. If Lady Mareen’s expression was any indicator, she would rather take her chances with the sellswords.
 
   “But, my Lady, the Shadows—“
 
   “Does this girl look like a Shadow?”
 
   “Well, no,” the sellswords said in unison. It came out sheepishly.
 
   “But she did break into the market with the intent to cause havoc. She ran into you and soiled your dress,” said the one on the left. “We’re just doing what the nobles hired us to do.”
 
   “I’m a Lady, right?” Mareen asked. “A noble, if you will?”
 
   The sellswords looked at each other, knowing they had just mired into a trap. “Well, yes. . .”
 
   “Then that means I hired you, doesn’t it? Now run along and see to your companions; it sounds like they could use your help.”
 
   “Yes, my Lady.” Dropping hasty bows and obviously wanting nothing more than to get away from the Lady as fast as possible, the sellswords released Aeryn and dashed away.
 
   Mareen turned her glare on her audience. “Don’t you have anything better to do then stand around and gawk like a bunch of nosy children?”
 
   A few muttered comments directed Mareen’s way and the crowd began to disperse. The woman seemed to have a gift for ruffling feathers of everyone from street urchins to Lords and Ladies themselves.
 
   “As for you two,” Mareen said to her personal guards, “stand aside.”
 
   The guards practically flew out of the way. They busied themselves by seeing to the lingering remnant of the crowd.
 
   Like butter in the hot sun, Mareen’s face melted and softened. In a moment, it had transformed into a wide smile. “You look like you could use some food. Are you hungry?”
 
   Aeryn groaned. There could only be one reason for Mareen’s intervention and subsequent smile: the woman owned Aeryn and she knew it.
 
   “Is that a yes or a no, dear?” Mareen asked.
 
   Aeryn quickly weighed her options, wondering if she should risk making another run for it or stay put. If she stayed put, it would be akin to agreeing to do whatever Mareen asked of her. Based on her prior encounters with the woman, Mareen had an inventive mind. On the other hand, if she ran, it would be worse than slapping Mareen in the face in front of her peers. Nobody liked to be snubbed in public, especially a Lady. Whatever Mareen would conjure up then would surely make a quick death pale in comparison.
 
   She had no recourse but to stay. “Yes, I’m hungry,” Aeryn said with a nod. At least that was the God’s honest truth; she was famished.
 
   “Wonderful! Why I know this perfect little place just around the corner. . .” Lady Mareen droned on, talking of chocolates, glazings, and all things sweet as she led Aeryn to a nearby pastry shop.
 
   Aeryn wondered if she had indeed made the correct choice. After all, Mareen had so effortlessly made Aeryn into a street whore with a single comment. With the woman being so nice now, there had to be something horribly sinister brewing beneath the surface. The problem was that Aeryn did not have a clue what it could be. She only knew she would not like it one bit. Perhaps she should have taken her chances with the sellswords. She sighed. It was too late for that now.
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   A Change in Scenery
 
    
 
   I think your hair would look absolutely stunning if you let it down and ironed it,” Lady Mareen said. She reached out as if to fluff it but stopped short, masking the motion by waving her hand toward something in the distance only she could see. “Of course it’ll need a good brushing first. Good thing I know just the place. Come along, now.” The woman bustled away. Apparently the Lady could walk after all. A convoy followed: two guards, three porters laden with goods, a pair of horses pulling a carriage and driver, and a gaggle of handmaidens. “Prellia is the best hairdresser in the city. Why at the last anniversary gala, she. . .”
 
   Aeryn felt her eyes glaze over. She had been listening to Lady Mareen drone on for hours now. Each time she had thought the end near, something else caught the woman’s eye and started it back up again. From imported rugs and spices to lacquered dining sets, gilded candelabras, and mirrors as tall and wide as a person, the Lady spent coin like it was water. Though Mareen haggled as fierce as any street corner peddler, it was clearly because she enjoyed it, not because of any lack of coin. And books. Never would Aeryn have imagined entire stores devoted to the things.
 
   After sitting down for a meal of pastries, cakes, and various trays of sweets—it was no wonder the woman was so large—the first order of business had been to visit a bathhouse. A visit to a seamstress and tailor had come next. Unfortunately, Aeryn had been so preoccupied on fishing out any Mareen’s eventual repayment that she found herself clad in wool so fine she could not pick out the individual threads. She would be able to Drift in it, but only barely.
 
   Thankfully, she had the presence of mind to turn down silk gowns and dresses. As a result, she had ended up wearing snug, nearly-black breeches with a loose, frilly white blouse overtop that hung to her knees. Supple leather boots and a pair of matching gloves now tucked into her belt besides the dagger that had caused no few number of alarmed gasps when she had insisted on keeping it, had completed the outfit.
 
   “There, isn’t that better?” Lady Mareen asked as they stepped out onto the streets from the latest shop. She positively beamed as she took in Aeryn from head to toe. “I was right, you clean up quite nicely.”
 
   Hair straightened and perfumed, falling inches shy of her shoulder, all Aeryn needed to complete her pompous look was ten pounds of flashy necklaces, bracelets, and earrings. Ironing hair! Whoever thought of such an atrocity deserved a knife through their heart. Aeryn felt sick. Everything she wore, right down to the sheen of her freshly washed skin, was a testament to the fact that Mareen now owned her.
 
   “Where should we go next?” Mareen asked. “How about—“
 
   “I need to go,” Aeryn said. It was rude to interrupt a Lady, doubly so after one had just spent a small fortune of silver and gold on you, but she had to escape.
 
   Lady Mareen’s face drooped. “Go? Where?”
 
   Aeryn quickly continued; it would do no good if she left the woman brooding over a sour parting. “Merek will be waiting on me. I enjoyed out time together, but there are things I must—” she searched her mind for how a Lady would phrase it, “see too. I do so look forward to seeing you again.” About as much as a chicken looks forward to the butcher’s knife, Aeryn added silently. 
 
   “Yes, I do suppose you are right.” Bloody fish guts the woman was good. Lady Mareen actually looked forlorn. 
 
   “Thank you again for everything. Until next time, then.” Aeryn turned and took a step away. She broke out into a smile that split her face in two. Could this actually be working?
 
   “Aeryn, wait.”
 
   Aeryn froze at the flabby hand on her shoulder. Schooling her smile, she peered back. Here it comes, she thought. “Yes?”
 
   “I have simply taken leave of my senses and manners. I can at least give you a ride to Merek’s. After all, I wouldn’t want you to ruin your new clothes.”
 
   “No, it’s ok, really,” Aeryn protested. “I enjoy walking.”
 
   “No, I’m afraid I must insist. What kind of a woman would I be if I didn’t? And after all, I couldn’t bear the thought of you running into those hooligans that were chasing you earlier,” Mareen said.
 
   Bloody rat’s milk! Caught up in Mareen’s hidden schemes, Aeryn had forgotten all about Jins and his gang. Word had spread around the market hours ago that they had escaped by overpowering the guards just as reinforcements had arrived. 
 
   Jins, Brys and Hal or Lady Mareen? Aeryn chose the one less likely to leave her dead in an alley. “I guess that could work,” Aeryn said, trapped once more.
 
   “Splendid! I was intending to have a word with Merek before he left anyway. This will work perfectly.” That affected smile was back on Lady Mareen’s face. “It’s like the world wanted us to find each other. Now come along. I’ll have you there in no time.”
 
   Aeryn exhaled loud enough to turn the heads of passerby’s. Once again, she had been caught in a trap of her own making. The only consolation was that the moment the carriage pulled up to Merek’s estate, Mareen vanished inside with a quickness that belittled her size, leaving Aeryn all by herself.
 
   Lady Alys stormed out just as Aeryn reached the front door. Her face was set in a tight lipped, pursed-eyed scowl.
 
   “You,” Alys said. Her voice was ice. “What did you say to him?”
 
   “What? Who?” Aeryn stammered, at a loss for words.
 
   “Don’t play stupid with me. Did you know Merek was leaving?”
 
   “Yes. I just found out—“
 
   “You did!” It was clearly an accusation. Alys’ eyes lost their innocence and gained a predatory gleam. “Look at you; you obviously told him something, else he would not have done this.”
 
   “No, I swear,” Aeryn said. Too late, she realized she had promised Alys she would put in a good word with Merek for her. “I’m sorry; I completely forgot. I’ve had kind of a lot going on lately. I’ll go tell Merek he can’t leave,” not that Aeryn knew where he was going, “until after he dines with you.” 
 
   “We already dined together.”
 
   “That’s great. How did it go? Don’t worry; I’ll still put in a good word for you.”
 
   “Don’t bother. You’ve said quite enough already.”
 
   “Girl,” came a shout from the far end of the hall. Aeryn turned her head to see Reeve standing with his hands on his hips. “Merek wants to see you.”
 
   “I’ll set everything right, Lady Alys,” Aeryn said, turning her head back. Alys was gone; it was as if she had vanished into thin air. Bloody hell! Was everybody in a mood today or was her luck just that bad? First Jins and his gang, then Mareen, and now Alys? Who next? Lord Merek? Nameless himself?
 
   “Now, girl,” Reeve said. His foot tapped against the marble tiles and echoed down the hall. “Just because you don’t look like a wet rat anymore doesn’t mean you can make Lord Merek wait on you.”
 
   Well at least one person hasn’t changed, Aeryn thought as she followed Reeve. He led her to the same study where she had confronted Merek shortly after her and Will’s botched attempt to steal from him. Mareen bustled out just as they arrived, staring straight ahead, not so much as sparing a glance at Aeryn. Ushered inside, Reeve deposited Aeryn before Merek, who sat in a cushy velvet armchair, studiously reading a letter in his hand.
 
   “The girl is here for you, my lord,” Reeve announced with a bow.
 
   Merek waved. Reeve bowed again, turned and left. Standing alone, Aeryn waited for Merek to speak. She was not about to dig herself deeper by speaking first. A minute passed. Ten. Fidgeting, Aeryn plopped unceremoniously in an open chair. Half an hour later, each second of which felt like a silent accusation, and she had had enough.
 
   “You have no right to judge me,” Aeryn said. “You sit here in your cozy study, surrounded by servants that wait on you hand and foot and guards that see to your protection. You have no idea what it’s like living on the streets.”
 
   That got Merek’s attention. He slowly set down the page and looked up. His eyes swept over her as if examining a piece of meat hanging in a butcher’s shop.
 
   “I can explain,” Aeryn added hastily. Just because she had survived a harsh life on the streets did not mean she was immune to being hurt or killed by a Lord. In fact, the truth was precisely the opposite; whereas the motives of a street thug were clear as a fresh puddle of spring rain, the thoughts that swirled inside a Lord’s head were murkier than a pool of mud stirred up by a gale blowing off the sea. “I had no choice. You see, there are these boys, led by this brute named Jins, who have been hounding me—“
 
   “No matter,” Merek said, interrupting. “We’re leaving.”
 
   No matter? How was Jins and his gang extorting and trying to kill her “no matter?” Aeryn decided she was not going to make the same mistake she had made with Mareen and muddle along blindly. She was going to find out what she had gotten herself into.
 
   “No. I’m not going to let you hold this over me.” A thought occurred. “As a matter of fact, this all started because of you. If you hadn’t taken away my clothes the last time we met, dressed me up, and hid gold in my purse, I wouldn’t have to worry about Jins and his gang at all.” That was not entirely true, as Jins and his gang had started pressing Aeryn weeks before that particular incident, but Merek did not know that. It was time she had some ammunition in her quiver. 
 
   “First of all, I didn’t take your clothes or dress you,” Merek said. “Secondly, if you hadn’t flaunted the coin I gave you, you wouldn’t have drawn this ‘Jins’’ attention. And finally—“
 
   “I did not flaunt—“
 
   “And finally,” Merek continued sternly, “perhaps you didn’t hear me say that it is of no matter. You did what you had to in order to survive. It’s as simple as that. Now if you’re done whining, we’re leaving. Since I assume you don’t have anything to pack, I took the liberty of having a few things packed for you.”
 
   “Why would I go anywhere with you? My home is here, in Maerilin, with Jynx.” Jynx! How could she have forgotten? The draven was probably out looking for her right now.
 
   “That is your choice.” Merek rose from the armchair. “Reeve,” he barked toward the door, then turned back toward Aeryn. “I guess I figured that after the little incident in the markets this morning, and all the talk of Shadows roaming the city causing havoc,” Merek narrowed his eyes at her for a fraction of a second, just long enough for Aeryn to catch, but short enough that she could almost imagine it was but a figment of her imagination, “you would be glad for a chance to get away.”
 
   Reeve strode in through the door the very instant Aeryn opened her mouth and screamed in frustration. The only thing left was to find out that Rickon, the pious stableboy, had gone to the Voices and had them send Shades after her.
 
   “I take that as a ‘Yes, Lord Merek, I’m going with?’” Merek asked.
 
   Aeryn glared at him. “I’m not going without Jynx. Period. End of story. In fact, I’m not stepping so much as a single foot outside Maerilin without him. If that’s a bloody problem, then you can just go bloody hang yourself and all your flaming plans with it.”
 
   “I’d have it no other way. Reeve?”
 
   Aeryn cursed in frustration. How did these blasted nobles always throw her off balance so easily?
 
   “Yes, my lord?” Reeve asked, shooting Aeryn an indignant glare at her choice of curses.
 
   “Assign a driver to Aeryn,” Merek said, addressing the chamberlain. “Tell him to take her anywhere she wishes without questions. When she has found what she’s looking for, have him meet us at the crossroads north and east of the city. When you’re done with that, send for Lord Cedric. There are a few items I wish to go over with him before we depart.”
 
   Reeve frowned so hard he looked like an overripe pumpkin sagging in the spring heat. “Yes, my lord,” he said between clenched teeth. He pivoted and marched past Aeryn, obviously expecting her to follow.
 
   “Oh, and Reeve?”
 
   The chamberlain paused and looked back.
 
   “Have the driver take one of the older carriages. There may be a draven riding in it.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   Merek lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “Yes, my lord. It will be as you say.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   As soon as the door shut behind them, Reeve displayed his dissatisfaction by stomping loudly through the halls, pointedly refusing to talk to Aeryn. In fact, he did not so much as look at her. He led her to a storeroom, inside which sat a ratty carriage whose better days were far, far behind it. At least the horse did not complain as the driver hitched it up and walked it outside. That would be the icing on the cake; stuck in a runaway carriage while it careened about Maerilin’s streets.
 
   Aeryn found herself sitting inside for much too long as she directed the driver to all the wrong places, in all the wrong order. Never before had she needed to know which streets made for slow going, which alleys were wide enough for a carriage, or which sections of the city were missing so many cobblestones that her backside went numb within five feet. With the curtains drawn to hide her face from prying eyes, the interior was sweltering. Jins seeing her in a carriage dressed as she was would be as bad as a Shade or Voice seeing her Drift. The only upside was that a stiff breeze off the sea blew away the smell of mothballs and rat droppings before they had reached the Lord’s Gate.
 
   A sharp whistle from Aeryn as they rolled up to her tumbled-down shack set at the back of the abandoned house frequented by Shadows finally brought Jynx out into view.
 
   “Jynx! There you are.” Aeryn jumped out of the carriage and ran to the draven. “Come on, we’re going—“ Aeryn realized she did not actually know where she was going. She had completely forgotten to ask that particular question. “We’ll, we’re going somewhere else for a little while anyway.”
 
   Sitting on his haunches, the draven began to lick his paw. 
 
   “Come on, Jynx.” Aeryn slapped her hand to her thigh and called him again.
 
   He did not so much as flick a whisker her direction.
 
   Aeryn walked over and set her hand on his back, intending on giving him a starting push. He laid down and rolled onto his side, legs stretched out straight.
 
   “Ok, then, I’m leaving without you,” Aeryn said. She went all the way back to the carriage, even going as far as shutting the door in an attempt to coax him over. Either the draven was too smart, too stubborn, or likely both, and remained put.
 
   “They will be waiting for us by now, Mistress,” said the driver. “At this rate, we’ll be hard pressed to make it before the sun sets.”
 
   Despite how much Aeryn hated being called Mistress, the driver was right. Thanks to her and Jynx splitting up the night before, it had taken most of the afternoon to find him. At this rate, it might take the rest of the afternoon to get him moving. 
 
   Walking back over and picking up Jynx’s paws, she dragged him forward. Surely that would motivate him to walk on his own.
 
   Boy was she wrong. With the driver unwilling to set a single foot from his perched seat, and Jynx digging his claws into the ground like an unruly child, it took the better part of an hour to get him loaded in the carriage. She counted herself lucky he decided not to use his claws on her to keep from being moved. She found out why a few minutes later.
 
   The very instant the carriage passed the rusted-open Slum’s Gate, Jynx sprung out the glassless window. Landing lithely, he dashed away without looking back. Ten paces between them turned to fifty. A hundred became two, and soon Jynx was but an indistinct blob in the distance.
 
   Aeryn opened her mouth to call for the driver to stop. At that moment, Jynx turned and ambled after the carriage. He kept pace, never closing, but also never falling further away.
 
   With a sigh, Aeryn leaned back against the hard, flattened back cushion and tried to enjoy the bumpy ride. You know your day was not going right when on top of everything else that had happened your best friend shunned you.
 
   As promised, they made the intersection just as night fell.
 
   All in all, the journey took the better part of a week. Even joining Merek in his carriage after the axle on hers snapped in two did not help their pace. Merek seldom talked, buried in books and parchments as he was, but he did look up long enough to say their slow pace was to give the servants sent before them time to prepare the country estate for their arrival. Aeryn had given him a sideways look at that; readying a palace for Nameless’ arrival she could see, but a Lord? How could anyone other than a God require a place so large that it required a week of preparation?
 
   Traveling through golden fields of wheat and barley, green shoots of corn and sugar cane, and plots of cotton being combed over by an army of laborers picking the puffs and stuffing them into sacks was relaxing. As were the inns. Every single inn they stopped at was more luxurious than any place she had ever slept, bar none. Sour as usual, Reeve grumbled nonstop about filthy common rooms that would be better put to the torch than a broom. Aeryn paid the man no mind. Instead, she stayed up late listening to the musicians in the inn’s common rooms. Lutes, dulcimers, and singers were so much better than a crusty chamberlain.
 
   Giving Aeryn no chance to make amends, Jynx stayed away. Only in the wee hours of the morning and in the gathering twilight was she able to spot his figure. She supposed it was for the best. This was the farthest Aeryn and Jynx had ever been from Maerilin. While Aeryn felt uncomfortable at the prospect of being in unfamiliar territory, dravens typically roamed landscape like these hunting for food. She hoped that while he was off on his own, Jynx could bring down a large game animal and put on a few pounds.
 
   Just as the sun was setting on the sixth day, a plateaued hill nestled inside a wide forest came into sight. She could only see the hill because the rutted road they traveled lead arrow straight through a large forest, the trees cut back fifty or more feet on either side of the road.
 
   Merek called the small caravan to a halt. He stepped out of the carriage when it came to a stop. Reeve was at his side in a moment.
 
   “I’m going to stretch my legs and walk the rest of the way,” Merek announced.
 
   “My lord, do you really think that is a good idea?” Reeve asked. “Night is upon us. Perhaps it would be better to wait until morning. There are creatures lurking in the dark: wolves, bears,” the chamberlain shuddered, “Shadows.” A ripple of worried murmurs swiveled all eyes to the darkened woods at the mention of Shadows.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Merek said loud enough so everyone could hear, “the huntsman would have sent word if there were anything to worry about.” He gave the chamberlain a withering glare, turned the man about and lowered his voice so no one could overhear.
 
   When Merek finished talking, Reeve turned and strode back to his position. “You heard Lord Merek. You three,” he pointed to a trio of women, Melanie included, “come help the Lord change. The rest of you hop to. I want everything unpacked and ready at the manse by the time he arrives.”
 
   Back at the carriage, Merek pulled out two canvas bags. He tossed one to Aeryn. “Put this on.”
 
   Unsure what was going on, Aeryn pulled out the contents as Merek moved behind the held up curtain. She found a set of plain, undyed set of woolen breeches, a long-sleeved shirt, and a pair of boots. Merek emerged from the makeshift dressing room a minute later wearing a matching pair sized and tailored for him.
 
   “Your turn,” he said, gesturing to Melanie and her girls.
 
   Aeryn shut the carriage door in his face. Stripping to her smallclothes and working into the new ones was a chore in the carriage, but she was not about to have someone dress her again as if she was some kind of invalid. The clothes fit surprisingly well, snug, but not too snug, sized perfectly for her arms, legs and torso.
 
   “So we don’t get our other clothes dirty on the walk,” Merek explained as she stepped out, buckling a knife to his waist.
 
   Aeryn had a strong feeling that changing into the simple wool clothes had nothing to do with grime. Other than the stick red kind, that was. 
 
   “Come on,” Merek said after he had sent the final carriage away. “We’ve got a ways to go; best get started.”
 
   “Why are we walking? Where are we going?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “To the house, of course,” Merek said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.
 
   Trailing the carriage rapidly fading into the distance, he said nothing more until it was half way to the distant hill, just a speck on the horizon. “Call your draven.”
 
   Aeryn was not sure Jynx would come. She tried anyway. It would give her a chance to apologize and make amends if he answered. No sooner had the whistle left her lips then Merek started speaking once more.
 
   “Reeve is a lot of things. Stubborn and opinionated are two thing that spring to mind,” Merek said. Aeryn knew someone else that fit those criteria beside the chamberlain. Actually, that sounded like every Lord and Lady she had ever met. “Though prone to exaggeration, Reeve wasn’t lying about the dangers that lurk these woods.” 
 
   “Why are you telling me this?” Aeryn whistled again. Jynx appeared on the horizon.
 
   Merek went on as if he had not heard. “I should also tell you that I do have a huntsman and that he and his son are the best shots with a longbow I have ever seen. I have standing orders that anyone or anything that approaches the house after dark without giving the correct passphrase is to be shot on sight. We’re suffered too many raids by wolves and other creatures of the night to afford the risk.”
 
   Merek Drifted and vanished. A grey-black mist, barely visible in the setting sun, he dashed away.
 
   “I don’t even know where I’m going!” Aeryn shouted. Silence.
 
   Bloody hell! Aeryn whistled as sharply as she could. Without waiting to see if Jynx was coming, she Drifted and ran after. 
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   Young Pup
 
    
 
   Aeryn sprinted across the rolling plains after Merek. Not quite dark, yet not quite light, the land was bathed in a foggy grey twilight.
 
   Burn him! That no good, deceiving—
 
   An exposed root jumped up and grabbed her foot, throwing her off balance to tumble forward. Flames danced across her knees and palms as the ground scraped them raw. The embedded dirt and gravel ensured scouring them clean would not be pleasant.
 
   Aeryn pushed herself to her feet, brushed off her clothes and gave her body a once over to ensure she had not missed any more grievous wounds. Wouldn’t that just be her luck? She is away from Maerilin for the first time in her life and she loses an arm or leg due to infection. Bloody Lords.
 
   “You’ve made your point,” Aeryn shouted into the night. Whatever point that was at any rate.
 
   Silence.
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   Silence again.
 
   “Argh!” She clenched her jaw and started to run once more.
 
   Jynx loped up to her side just as she hit the treeline. Aeryn gave the draven a pat on the head, a quick apology, then pushed into the forest. Gone were the familiar cobbles worn smooth by foot and wagon traffic, the sandpapery brick façades of workshops and the weatherworn timber planks of houses, inns and taverns. In its place, the forest sprouted a thousand clawing fingers. Thorns and barbs, dead limbs, downed trees, and the snaking arms of vines and brambles reached out to snare her. Her pace slowed to a crawl.
 
   Despite having run twice as far and nearly twice as fast to catch up to her, Jynx’s panting was all but drowned out by Aeryn’s hoarse gasps for breath. How could a bloody old Lord still be on his feet after a run like that? More than that, how could anyone navigate in this dense underbrush, let alone silently and without being scraped by everything in sight and quite a few things that were not?
 
   As the light dwindled, the canopy overhead blocked out all but a faint reflection of the sunset. Aeryn considered turning back. She did not know if Merek had told the truth about his huntsmen and the wild animals out here, but she did not want to find out the hard way. The woods were not a place she was familiar with, much less wanted to be lost in at night. Surely she could find the carriage tracks and follow them to Merek’s estate.
 
   Aeryn made up her mind. To hell with Merek and his tests. She was not going to get killed in some godforsaken forest by some beast she could not hear or see coming. Even if Merek had not been lying about his huntsman shooting trespassers on sight, at least there she knew what to watch for. She turned to leave. 
 
   She froze. Jynx, stalking silently through the brush at her side, stopped and looked up as Aeryn turned a complete circle. She could not see the treeline anymore. With the sun obscured behind the leaves and the forest looking identical in every direction, she could find no reference point. She could not even tell which way she had come in from; all the branches and saplings had snapped back into place as though they had never been disturbed.
 
   “Great!” she shouted into the darkness. “Now I’m lost. I hope you’re happy. If I ever get my hands on you, I swear I’ll—“
 
   “You’ll what?”
 
   Aeryn whirled to face the faint voice. “I’ll cut your bloody head from your bloody shoulders.”
 
   A soft laugh emanated from the trees in response.
 
   Aeryn barreled toward the sound. She caught only emptiness.
 
   “You’ll have to catch me first,” Merek said.
 
   Aeryn dashed forward, earning stinging welts as nettles and deadwood lashed at her skin. “What do you want?”
 
   “You should have asked what you want,” Merek said, ever out of sight and reach.
 
   “Oh? Since you seem to know everything, what do I want?” Aeryn listened carefully for his response, intent on wringing the Lord’s neck when she caught him.
 
   “You will want to catch me. Otherwise you’ll probably end up sleeping beneath the trees. That’s not the healthiest thing to do unless you have some training and experience. And no, sleeping in Maerilin’s streets doesn’t count for anything out here.”
 
   This time when Aeryn sprung forward, she did so right into a tree. Losing concentration as lightning cracked through her skull, she snapped out of her Drift. The world instantly went black. So black she could only see the barest outline of the tree she has just rebounded from. Apparently the sun had set. Now how had she not noticed that?
 
   “You’ll have to do better than that,” Merek taunted.
 
   Aeryn picked up a rock at her feet and threw it hard as she could toward his voice. No sooner had it clattered away into the darkness and one cracked against the back of her head. Clapping a hand against the stinging, she hurled a stick out in anger. Just as before, one promptly returned, this time striking against her left shoulder.
 
   “What kind of twisted game is this?” Aeryn bellowed.
 
   “Your draven seems to think it’s a fun one,” Merek said.
 
   Looking around, Aeryn realized Jynx was no longer by her side. “Jynx, you traitor.”
 
   “I do think that hurt his feelings.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “I have my reasons.”
 
   “I don’t suspect you’ll share them with me?”
 
   “When the time is right,” Merek said, his voice dancing about her in a wide circle. “Now come on, I’m growing hungry and Jynx is wondering why you are just standing there.”
 
   “Then show me where you are.”
 
   Merek tisked. “You have ears; listen. You have eyes; see. You have an ability very few others have; Drift. Stop talking and start doing.” Crunching underbrush told Aeryn he was on the move.
 
   Aeryn Drifted and followed. Within three steps, she snagged her cuffs on a prickly vine. Stupid bloody things, she thought, ripping the twining hands off her as fast as she could. Concentrating on Drifting deeper to lighten her surroundings, she started forward again. This time she made it a dozen paces before tripping over a log hidden beneath matted moss. Bloody fish guts!
 
   “I don’t know what I’m doing,” she shouted into the night. She vented her building frustration and anger by kicking at a mossy log that had fallen ages ago.
 
   “A city is just a manmade forest; you weren’t terrible at navigating those.” Merek’s voice fading as it echoed back through the trees. “For a street urchin, at least. Although you still have much to learn before you can fence words with a noble,” he added. “It’s time for you to stop whining and learn. Time is running out.”
 
   “Time? Time for what?”
 
   Merek ignored Aeryn’s question. “If you really need an example, few animals are more adept than dravens.”
 
   Where did he get off implying she was not good at navigating Maerilin’s streets? He would not survive a day without paying off guards, soldiers, Shades, Voices, probably even Nameless himself, to protect him. And whining? He’ll be the one whining once she caught him. Somewhere in the back of her mind she knew what he was doing, but right now, she did not really care. She just wanted to stick him with the dagger Ty had made for her.
 
   Aeryn whistled. Jynx materialized at her side. “Come on, Jynx. Let’s show the Lord just how soft he really is.” 
 
   Instead of barging forward, Aeryn let Jynx take the lead. Silent but for a stray branch cracking underfoot here or there, and brush rustling against his fur, he slipped around trees and threaded his way through the forest. Without the light lent to the night through her Drift, Aeryn would never have seen the draven. Or even heard him. And he had all that built in to his nature. He had been outside Maerilin just as often as Aeryn. Which was to say, never before.
 
   Aeryn tried to imagine how silent and sure-footed a creature that called this place home would be. Especially when stalking prey. If Jynx could learn to do that on top of being able to Drift. . . Now that would be truly impressive. He would be a one-draven army. 
 
   A question, more feelings then words, tugged at Aeryn’s mind. What if she could do that? Would she ever be forced to run from anyone again?
 
   Following Jynx, who stopped and waited each time he pulled too far ahead, and hoping that he was leading her after Merek by his sense of smell or hearing, Aeryn focused solely on mimicking his actions. From the game that skittered away on either side to the fluttering of birds wings above, she knew she had a long way to go. It was easy being stealthy in a city. Unless you weight as much as ten wagons, cobbles did not crack and shift underfoot. Nor did buildings reach out and grab at your clothes or plant themselves where you least expected them.
 
   Aeryn lost concentration more than once at the howl of a distant wolf and blundered into deadwood that snapped and cracked like sparks flying from a blacksmith’s hammer. Still, with each minute that passed, she noticed herself improving, even if it was only one less branch cracking here or one more thorn avoided there.
 
   An hour later that could have just as easily been ten without the sun or moon for reference—Jynx froze. Poised halfway between steps, he issued a low, throaty growl.
 
   Aeryn stopped by the draven’s side. She peered into the thick trees. Even with the light offered by her Drift, she saw nothing but for the slight stirring of branches on the breeze that filtered through the forest.
 
   A yowl, like what an alley cat made when cornered, only lower pitched and ten times louder, split the night not five paces away. Craning her neck this way and that, Aeryn searched for the source of the predatory sound.
 
   It came again, closer. A spike of fear drove into Aeryn’s spine. Pulling her dagger out, she held it before her and crouched, her muscles taught.
 
   “Jynx, we need to get out of here,” Aeryn said without sparing a glance at the draven. How much good was a dagger against a creature she did not know and could not see?
 
   Digging his claws into the earth, Jynx leaned forward. A sharp ridge of fur stood on end, spanning the length of his back. Curling his lips back to expose wicked fangs, he snarled like Aeryn had never heard before, driving a second spike into her spine.
 
   Hands trembling, Aeryn picked a route between a pair of oaks clear of underbrush and prepared to make a run for it. She doubted she would make it very far, but every fiber of her being screamed at her to be gone as fast as she could. Maybe she could climb a tree? Jynx would not be able to follow, but perhaps he could outrun the creature? 
 
   A shape in her periphery caught her eye. She whipped her head about to track its passage. Or tried to. Each step utterly and completely silent, the creature prowled about her and Jynx in a wide arc, periodically vanishing from sight only to appear five or ten feet further on. They were being hunted, that much was clear.
 
   A series of cascading clunks sounded from her left. Aeryn whirled to the noise just as one sounded at her right.
 
   Please let that be Merek come to help and not another one of those creatures, she said to herself. She firmly ignored the fact that not too long ago she would have stabbed the Lord as soon as accept his help.
 
   Two, three, four more clattering thunks echoed through the trees. Aeryn spun her head madly as she tried to track them all. 
 
   The creature seemed equally worried by the sounds. Letting out a final, half-hearted growl, it turned and loped away, feet thumping softly against the ground. Jynx kept up his throaty snarl for a good thirty count after Aeryn lost sight of the creature.
 
   When Jynx went silent and moved forward once more, the fur on his back laying down, Aeryn let out a deep breath she had not realized she was holding. Staring at where the creature had been, she had no doubt what so ever that without Jynx, she would have been a midnight snack.
 
   “Wait for me, Jynx,” she said, crashing after the draven.
 
   Less than ten paces and Aeryn heard steady breathing. She froze. What fearsome predator lurked just out of sight this time? Her mind conjured up images of creatures better suited for nightmares. Yes, she liked the city much better. At least there she knew the dangers and how to face or flee from them.
 
   Jynx continued walking, unconcerned. Aeryn hesitantly followed, knife held in a white-knuckled grip.
 
   The forest broke. One minute she was in it, the next she wasn’t. At least in a relative term she wasn’t. Before her spread a wide clearing, easily three hundred paces across. In its center sat the plateaued hill she had seen earlier. Only, it looked odd; like a termite mound riddled with gaping black holes leading to its interior.
 
   “You made it.”
 
   Aeryn jumped when she saw Merek standing nearby scratching Jynx’s head. 
 
   “No thanks to you,” she bit back. “I almost got eaten by some creature back there.”
 
   “That was a wolf. Usually their prey isn’t even aware they are stalking them until they pounce. By then it’s too late.”
 
   “Oh, that’s a comforting thought,” Aeryn said.
 
   Merek frowned. “They usually don’t attack humans. They also don’t usually stray far from their pack.” He itched his chin. “I’ll have to have a talk with Gerald, see what he knows.”
 
   Yeah, and in a city as large as Maerilin, you usually don’t run into the very person you are trying to stay away from, said a voice in Aeryn’s head, thinking of how often she had run into Jins and his bloody gang.
 
   “Well no sense in standing here,” Merek said. “I don’t know about you, but I can’t wait for a nice hot bath, an even hotter meal, and some wine to wash it down with. Why, if I remember correctly, I have this wonderful cask in the cellar. . .”
 
   Merek stepped forward and Aeryn watched as he Drifted, his sharp form becoming indistinct. Following suit, Aeryn Drifted too. His form sprung back into clarity. The light faded to midnight darkness lit by a crescent moon that hung high overhead. 
 
   “Ho huntsman, I—“
 
   Aeryn lost track of Merek’s words and did a double take at the sight laid out before her. Light truly was the enemy. While Drifted, the hill had been but a conglomeration of pitch black splotches. Now that she was no longer Drifted, it was something else entirely. Not a hill, but rather a sprawling estate lit by dozens upon dozens of hanging lanterns, candlelit windows, and rooms bathed in the orange glow of roaring fires that belched smoke from chimneys that dotted the roof.
 
   “I’ll have the huntsman set up the old kennels for Jynx to bed down in,” Merek said. “A little cleaning, a little hay, and it’ll be comfortable. It’s a bit further away from the house than the other kennels, but the walls are solid enough to muffle the hounds. They are, after all, more used to hunting dravens than sleeping next to them.”
 
   Perfect. Just perfect, Aeryn thought. After I’m done being drowned in a tub and scrubbed clean by Melanie and her girls—her palms and knees flared up reminding her how pleasant that would be—I’ll get to fall asleep and dream of being stalked by wolves or Jins. Hell, even Jynx will get to get a choice: wolves or hounds. 
 
   Laughing at the absurdity of it all, Aeryn rushed to catch up. Sure enough, as they rounded the side of the main building and aimed towards a smaller one attached to the back, a score of hounds began baying. Jynx’s ears perked, and his fur raised slightly, though nowhere near the height it had been while in the forest.
 
   “As for you,” Merek said once they had handed Jynx off to Hedy, the huntsman’s apprentice, “I’ll put you up in the guest wing.” Looking back as he entered the house, his lips quirked up. “Unless of course you would rather sleep with Melanie’s girls? Perhaps with Annette? I hear from Melanie that she could do with the influence of someone like you.”
 
   “No,” Aeryn said hastily, “the guest wing,” the thought that he had an entire wing devoted to guests was crazy, “will be just fine.” From what she recalled of Annette, the girl was as prim as Reeve and twice as proper.
 
   “Good,” Merek said. “Reeve,” the chamberlain appeared as if out of thin air, “will show you to your rooms and see you cleaned up and dressed.”
 
   “Wait. Rooms? As in more than one?”
 
   “Yes. Rooms. The guest wing is large enough to accommodate two Lords, Ladies, and their retinues. Four if they double up,” Reeve answered.
 
   “I wasn’t asking you,” Aeryn said.
 
   The chamberlain gave her a scowl. “Then who were you asking? The walls? Or perhaps the floor?”
 
   “No, I—“ Aeryn realized that Merek was no longer with her. It was just her and Reeve. She sighed as he led her through a small foyer into a bedroom with gilded and coffered high ceilings.
 
   “How does he afford all this?” she whispered from an unhinged jaw.
 
   “It’s quite simple. Lord Merek sponsors a number of trade caravans, and invests in a wide variety of goods, from eastern spices and southern wine to north furs. To build this estate, he—“
 
   “Ok, ok,” Aeryn said, peering into the door set on each wall, “he’s rich, I get it.” One led to a room devoted to bathing, one for dressing, and one set with a desk and stocked bookshelf. A thought hit her. “You are not bathing me.”
 
   Reeve looked at her as if she had suggested they marry and have children right then and there. “Of course I am not bathing you. The very thought! As if I am some commoner to sully his hands. Melanie and her girls will be in shortly.” He turned and stomped away haughtily. Just before disappearing from sight, he called back over his shoulder, “And don’t touch anything this time.” 
 
   Aeryn put her hands on her hips. She was still standing that way, wondering how she was going to get the upper hand on the chamberlain when Melanie and her girls appeared around the corner. In their hands were buckets of steaming water, bars of soap, scrub brushes, and dozens of odd devices used to paint ones face.
 
   “. . .ready.”
 
   “What?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “Your bath is ready,” repeated one of Melanie’s girls.
 
   Aeryn began undressing before she had to suffer the indignity of someone doing it for her, all the while thinking that a rod stuck up Reeve’s bottom could not make the man any stiffer. There had to be some way of using that against the man.
 
   The girl that had called Aeryn to the bath giggled behind her hand.
 
   Aeryn looked up, not realizing she had said her thoughts aloud. Melanie stared at her, arms crossed beneath her ample bosom. Aeryn began to apologize. Just think how insufferable the chamberlain would be once the woman told him what she had just said!
 
   “Oh, I quite agree,” Melanie said, waving off Aeryn’s apology.
 
   “Mother,” hissed her straight-backed daughter.
 
   “Oh shush, Annette,” Melanie said. “You know that crusty old man would replace us all with mindless drones that bowed and scraped every second foot if he could. Now are you,” she met Aeryn’s eyes, “going to get in the tub? Or do we have to carry you to it like the last time?”
 
   Aeryn scurried over, finding herself warming to the motherly woman as she lowered herself in the steaming water. She was ashamed at how comforting and enjoyable it was. Soaking, having her hair wetted and brushed, listening to Melanie and her girls swap stories, gossip and rumors, time flitted by. Aeryn would not have guessed by looking at Melanie and her girls, but they were every bit as bawdy as anyone on the “wrong” side of the Lord’s Wall back in Maerilin. All except Annette. That girl needed to get out more.
 
   At least someone people around here are normal, Aeryn thought as she slid into a bed so soft it made her back hurt. Too bad it did not rub off on Merek; no doubt he had some deviously sinister things planned for the morrow. 
 
    
 
   Waking with the sun, Aeryn dressed in the simple clothing Merek had given her yesterday. Being gussied up once by Mareen and once had Melanie had been enough for a lifetime. As it turned out, when a serving girl arrived with food to break her fast, she received an oddly appreciative nod at the choice of clothing. Aeryn found out why a few minutes later as the girl escorted her through the cavernous mansion and around to the back.
 
   “About time you showed up. I’m Gerald, the huntsman,” said a tall, broad shouldered man.
 
   Aeryn had to work to keep from gaping. She was used to seeing tough men in Maerilin; sailors, soldiers, sellswords, and the like all sported facial hair of varying degrees and expected everyone to move out of their way. The man that stood before her was as different to them as a bear was to a mouse. Carrying himself with the absolute confidence that came with the mastery of one’s craft, he looked like he could wrestle a grizzly with his beard alone.
 
   He set aside the edged steel bar he was using to dress a deer hide stretched between a frame of stout poles. “At least you had enough sense not to wear those pretty silks you Ladies like so much.”
 
   “I am not a Lady,” Aeryn said.
 
   “Let’s see them hands.” Before Aeryn had a chance to react, the huntsman was holding her hands palm up. “They look pretty soft to me. Never would have gotten those scrapes otherwise.”
 
   “They are not—“ Aeryn cut off as she noticed his hands. Calloused, scarred, and rough as blacksmith’s tools, he could probably pull a coal from a roaring fire without feeling a thing. Clamping her mouth shut, she whipped out her blade and passed it deftly from one hand to the other. Soft? She would show him a thing or two.
 
   “That your dinner knife?” Gerald slid a blade from the sheath at his belt. Single sided, a food and a half long and a good six inches wide, the thing looked more broadsword than knife.
 
   Aeryn worked to come up with a retort. Just as she thought of one—that at least her knife was sharp enough not to need his bulk behind its swing—he spoke again.
 
   “Enough dallying.” Twirling his blade on his palm, he slammed it back into its sheath. Aeryn noticed the sun glint off its edge as he did so. Good thing she had not said her come back; the blade looked sharp enough to cut straight through hers. “We’ve wasted enough light already.” Rising, he picked up a bow a good two feet longer than she was tall, a quiver of arrows, a waterskin and a dozen chunks of meat each as big as a wheel of cheese.
 
   Wasted enough light? The majority of the clearing around the estate still sat in deep shadows. “The sun hasn’t even cleared the treetops yet,” Aeryn said as she hurried after his ground eating strides.
 
   “There’s always enough to see by. Ain’t there?” Gerald said, casting a cryptic look over his shoulder.
 
   At the kennels, he tossed the slabs of red meat to a pack of kenneled hounds. They tore into it ravenously, growling anytime another so much as looked at the meal in front of them.
 
   “You greedy bastard Rusty, that ain’t yours, it’s Mia’s,” Gerald said. Reaching in between a pair of snarling dogs easily half again the size of Jynx, he gave one streaked in brownish-red a shove. It slid back a pace, then promptly jumped forward again.
 
   Gerald was ready for it. He grabbed the loose skin of the dog’s neck. He then lowered his head until it was a inches away on level with the hound’s. The hound barred his teeth and locked eyes with the huntsman.
 
   Aeryn was absolutely convinced Gerald was going to lose his nose, ears and half his bloody cheeks.
 
   As soon as it had started, it was over. Rusty lowered his gaze, put his tail between his legs, and slunk away. 
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Gerald said. He looked at a hound lying on its paws at the far end of the kennels. “Raker, let’s go.”
 
   The solid black dog, graying at the muzzle and with patches of fur missing on either flank, slowly pushed itself to its feet. It ambled over casually, not deviating an inch from its arrow-straight path, even if that took it into the side of one hound or had it stepping through the meal of another. Smaller than him, they all moved aside without incidence. Then it got to Rusty.
 
   Aeryn actually started forward to help the older hound. She did not know what she could do. She only knew she did not want to start the morning off by watching one hound tear out the throat of another. 
 
   She did not make it a step before she realized she did not have too. Rusty averted its gaze and backed up after only the slightest glance at its elder. 
 
   “Good boy,” Gerald said, giving Raker a hefty pat and scratch behind the ears. “Now let’s go show that city mutt how we do it out here.”
 
   Aeryn squinted at the odd pair as they turned from the kennels and made their way to the other kennel set twenty paces closer to the trees. What were they going to do with a dog so old and decrepit? Surely the only reason Rusty had not ripped it to shreds was because it could not fight back. After all, any boy come into his prime could easily outstrip his father.
 
   “Animals, least of all hounds, dravens and wolves, don’t respect weakness,” Gerald said. He threw Aeryn a glance. “Why I’ll wager all Merek’s gold against a hair on your head that Raker will show your mutt a thing or two.”
 
   Aeryn had not realized she had spoken her thoughts about Rusty and Raker aloud. “My mutt?” The man’s beard must have grown into his brain to think Raker could stand toe to toe with Jynx for a second. Jynx may be skinnier than he should be given a chance to eat regular meals, but he was still every bit as large as Raker. Besides, he was a draven.
 
   Gerald just grinned. Arriving at the far kennel, he flipped the latch to the door and swung it open. Inside, Jynx paced restlessly back and forth. A rusty shovel leaned against the right inner wall, a three foot square pile of fresh hay on the left. Jynx jumped out to Aeryn’s side. She held him there by the skin of his neck, wary of him killing the huntsman’s old dog.
 
   “Scrawny thing just like his Lady, ain’t he Raker?” Gerald said.
 
   “Unlike you and your graying mutt,” Aeryn stressed the word, “Jynx and I prefer not to be a fat tub of pig grease.” She would be damned if she let some backcountry huntsman insult her or Jynx all day long and get away with it. Jynx growled, showing his fangs to drive the point home.
 
   Gerald smiled. It looked more like a sneer. “Young pups never know when they’re biting the tail of a wolf.”
 
   “And old dogs never know when it’s time to step aside,” Aeryn shot back.
 
   Gerald dropped his head back and laughed. It sounded like an avalanche. “You’ve got spirit girl, I’ll give you that. But without the skills to back it up, you’re no better than a mocking jay. Raker, settle that mutt down.” 
 
   Raker stepped forward. If dogs could sigh, Aeryn was certain the graying dog would have. She was wary of letting go of Jynx, now pulling forward in her grip. As the distance closed between the two, she had no choice. She opened her hand.
 
   Jynx bounded forward.
 
   Lips barred, Jynx hit Raker midstride, latched on with his jaws and pushed the older dog off balance.
 
   Raker let the momentum roll him to his back, then stomach, then with a powerful twisting heave, threw the draven clear as he regained his feet. Jynx rolled over once then sprung back up, crouching and coiling his muscles to charge back in.
 
   Raker was already moving. Gray hairs, age, it did not matter. The hound barreled forward fearlessly, slamming into Jynx. The force of the blow grounded the draven. Raker followed Jynx to the ground into a rolling pile of gnashing teeth and razor-backed fur.
 
   Ten seconds and it was over, the pair still and silent. Planted on top, Raker held Jynx’s throat firmly between his teeth.
 
   Aeryn jumped forward without thinking to pull the large dog from Jynx. Raker let go and snapped in the air once. She slid to a halt just in time to keep her hand. The dog closed his teeth back around Jynx’s neck, before he could seize the moment and wiggle free. 
 
   “Stop him,” Aeryn shouted at the huntsman. “He’s going to kill Jynx.”
 
   “He ain’t going to kill him. He’s just showing him who is in charge,” Gerald said. Legs in the air, Jynx settled down, muscles relaxing visibly. “Raker, that’s enough.”
 
   The dog released his hold and ambled away. Jynx immediately jumped to his feet and took a step after. One backward look from Raker and Jynx froze, then slunk over to Aeryn’s side.
 
   “Now that that’s settled, let’s get started.” Gerald strode off toward the woods, Raker in the lead.
 
   Not knowing what else to do, and doubting very much that the huntsman would take no for an answer based on what she had just seen, Aeryn followed. Jynx stayed glued to her heels. 
 
   “Hedy,” Gerald called back, “keep an eye on Rusty; if he tries anything, be sure to let him know the bitch is off limits.” 
 
   “Aye,” came a reply from the small side building.
 
   “And don’t be slacking on your chores. Them city girls ain’t got no use for a country boy like you.”
 
   This time, Hedy’s reply was faint and morose. “Aye.”
 
   The huntsman shook his head. “That boy is going to find himself in a bucket of boiling water if he tries to charm one of them girls. City folk scheme as easy as we breathe. Ain’t that right Raker?” Raker let out a low yip, then immediately put his nose back to the ground and disappeared into the still-dark woods.
 
   Ten feet in and Gerald rounded on Aeryn. “You trying to wake the dead, girl? Mind where you’re setting your feet.”
 
   “What does it matter?” Aeryn asked. Five minutes with the bearded huntsman and she already hated hearing his gruff voice. She twisted her upper body and jerked her head at Merek’s estate. “We’re a rock’s throw from the house. What could happen?”
 
   “This ain’t no city street with soldiers, Shades, Voices, and their invisible God, Nameless, to protect you,” Gerald said, voice dripping with contempt. 
 
   Aeryn turned back and found his face a fingernail’s width from hers. She had not even heard him turn, much less close the distance between them. She took an involuntary step backward. A root caught her foot and sent her sprawling to the forest floor.
 
   “There ain’t no healers waiting a block away when you do something stupid,” he said, taking a step forward. “No help for when you when you fall.” 
 
   He stepped forward again. Aeryn scooted backward on her hands. She bumped into something solid. Something growling. She swiveled her head to see Raker once more standing atop Jynx.
 
   “Out here, you’re all alone,” Gerald continued. “Either you’re prey,” his massive knife buried itself into the ground an inch from Aeryn’s head, “or predator.”
 
   Aeryn’s pushed herself into a sitting position as her eyes traveled up the huntsman’s form, inch by inch, foot by foot, to meet his iron stare.
 
   “You best figure out which one you are right now, girl.” Gerald pulled the still-quivering knife from the ground, sheathed it in a single fluid motion and walked away. Raker followed, the dog’s bulk sending her back to the ground as it pushed by her. “Because even if you dress a deer in a wolf’s fur and teach it the ways of the pack, its first instinct will always be to run.”
 
   Rising slowly, brushing herself off as she did, Aeryn’s mind raced. Was she a deer? It was true; she did run from confrontation. She thought back to her times filching from houses and shops with Will, of running from soldiers, sellswords, guards, merchants, and just about everyone else she could recall. The memories of Jins and his gang, still fresh in her mind, were the worst. But was running her first and foremost instinct? 
 
   Jynx shook vigorously to clear his fur of dirt and leaves, pine needles and dead twigs. Rubbing against her leg, he bounded into the trees, trailing after Raker, an apprentice studying from its master. 
 
   Aeryn shook her head. Jynx was right. Her first and foremost instinct was to move forward, whatever risks that entailed. She had grown up on the streets of Maerilin and had faced more in her short years than most would if they lived to be a hundred. She was not prey, but neither was she predator. Not exactly. After all, someone that never backed down from any fight, no matter the odds, died just as surely as someone that always ran when they inevitably found themselves backed into a corner. Nobody, not even a God like Nameless, could win every time. Everybody had to run sometime; else, they could not hope to live and fight another day. Aeryn’s mantra was to do whatever was required of her to survive.
 
   That’s what she was. A survivor. And that was exactly what she would continue to do. Survive. Sometimes that would mean running and sometimes that would mean standing her ground. No matter what life threw at her, no matter who or what stood in her way, no matter how insurmountable the odds, she would move forward. And survive
 
   Raising her head and setting her jaw, Aeryn took a step forward.
 
   “That,” Gerald said, pointing to a fat gray ball of fur scampering up a tree, “is a squirrel.”
 
   “I know what a squirrel is,” Aeryn said with a sigh. This was not what she had had in mind a moment ago when she decided to follow the huntsman. Perhaps that meant she had to find a different path?
 
   Gerald continued talking as if he had not heard her. “They are the rats of the forest. You can eat them in a pinch; though stay away from the red ones. Those bastards are mean.”
 
   Jynx leapt forward as one sprinted across the ground, hot on its trail. With each turn, the critter, more agile than the draven by far, opened up a larger lead.
 
   Watching the progress, Gerald casually unlimbered his bow and nocked an arrow. A twang followed a whoosh of air. The squirrel flew backwards ten feet, embedded on the arrow, which quivered in the trunk of a soaring leatherleaf tree.
 
   Jynx caught up to the now-dead squirrel a few seconds later and ripped it and the arrow from the tree. The critter was in his stomach by the time Aeryn and Gerald arrived on the scene. Raker seemed to frown. Used to rat and pigeon, Jynx could not have been happier. The draven practically danced with excitement as they continued into the forest, scarring up more game as they went.
 
   “Give it a couple days and he’ll decide squirrel meat is too tough,” Gerald said offhandedly. “Instead, he’ll develop a taste for rabbit, pheasant, grouse, and deer. Since I just ran out of venison, that’s what we’ll be doing today: getting some more.” He bent down and gestured to a single file line of prints in the dirt. “Unless you get lucky, you won’t find nice tracks like these. Instead, you’ll need to look for signs of their passage: chewed saplings, ruffled dirt and leaves, scat, broken tinder and the like.
 
   “Your draven is actually the best tool at your disposal,” Gerald continued, pointing out each of the mentioned items in turn. “Not only can he run faster and jump further than you, has a score of built in weapons that are quite literally extensions of his body, but all his senses are leagues better than yours. He can smell the passage of a single deer a week gone, and after a rainstorm to boot. He can feel a groundhog burrowing through the earth through the pads of his feet. He can taste if a bear has waded into the water a mile upstream. When you hear silence, he hears chipmunks chitterling away in their burrows, mice scampering beneath last fall’s leaves, and a hundred other things you and I could never guess at. Pay close attention to him and he’ll save your live as often as you’ll save his.”
 
   Perhaps this is the correct path forward, Aeryn mused, hanging onto Gerald’s every word as she followed him, his hound and Jynx through the dense forest.
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   Lessons
 
    
 
   Which brings me to my next point,” Merek said. “You can sound out unfamiliar words by working through each of the letters in turn. More often than not, you’ll find you actually knew the word to begin with.” Quill in hand, he began writing.
 
   It was amazing how effortlessly Merek could fill a page. That, and how neat his script was. It took Aeryn a good five minutes to write more than a few sentences and—she glanced at the candle an inch from burning out—she had been at it for nearly as many hours now. Worse, the letters always ended up looking like a chicken had walked across the table.
 
   “Try this one,” he said. Finished, he flipped the page end for end.
 
   Aeryn eyed it, then him. “Why do I need to do this?” She could see how learning to walk silently could come in handy, and possibly even tracking, but reading and writing? Knowing numbers would help a merchant with their ledgers, and letters would help a noble read Nameless’ proclamations handed out by the Voices, but how would it help her? She was not a merchant, a Lady, nor anything in between.
 
   Merek insisted that books held an impressive array of information on subjects ranging from farming and sailing to history and philosophy. For the former, why read an entire book when you could just ask a farmer or sailor what you wanted to know? As for the latter, who cared what happened a thousand years ago when Nameless first appeared and what the people thought of it at the time? Aeryn had more pressing concerns. Concerns like staying alive and in one piece. 
 
   “You need to be able to puzzle out a word you don’t recognize,” Merek said.
 
   “Yeah, but why?”
 
   “What happens if you get a letter telling you someone is going to try to kill you but you can’t sound out the time and place?”
 
   “That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Aeryn said. As if anyone was going to send her a letter. As if anyone that wanted to kill her, Jins for one, even knew how to write.
 
   Merek raised an eyebrow. “Oh? What if you intercept a letter from a Voice to a Shade, detailing who you are and where you live?”
 
   “Well yeah, then it might be helpful, but—“
 
   “Or you discover a plot between two enemies who are colluding to put you out of the way for good?”
 
   “Fine,” Aeryn said. “You win.”
 
   Merek tapped the page in front of her. “Good. Now what does this say?”
 
   Locked in the room with Merek, Aeryn sighed and started at the beginning. “I a—am. . .g—goi—going. . .t—to—“ She slapped her hand against the table. “This is stupid!” 
 
   “You’re doing great. Keep going. Just sound it out, you had a good start.”
 
   Aeryn glared at him. “I am going to k—kil. . .“
 
   Merek had said he would not let her retire to her rooms to sleep until the candle burned out. Though she had less than an hour to go, it felt like an eternity. She almost got up and tried to leave. Almost. She stopped as her eyes flickered over the knife stuck point first into the end of the table. So typical. Men always resorted to force to get their way. On second thought though, at least that was straightforward. Who knew what Lady Mareen wanted from her. Then again, even Nameless himself would not be able to tell her why Merek was teaching her to read and write. He sidestepped the question every time she brought it up.
 
   Painful as it was to admit it, she would much rather be in the forest cutting her skin on thorns, scraping her hands and knees as she tripped over unseen logs, and bumbled into poisonous snake dens, all while the rough huntsman looked on  and calmly explained why she had just injured herself. There she was doing something, as evident by her aching body—walking through the woods was leagues harder than walking through Maerilin’s streets. Here she just had a pounding headache.
 
   “Signed,” Aeryn emphasized the final word and pushed the page back to Merek. “Now can I go?” The candle was on the verge of fluttering out.
 
   “You forgot the last part,” Merek said.
 
   “I did not.” She stabbed a finger at the bottom of the page. “That’s the last word.”
 
   “No.” Merek moved her finger down an inch, “my signature is.”
 
   “Even Nameless can’t read that.”
 
   Merek shrugged. “It’s a signature. You’re not really supposed to be able to read it.”
 
   “Then why did you want me too?”
 
   “I wanted you to at least try.”
 
   Aeryn rolled her eyes and rose from her chair. Merek tossed the page into the fireplace where it joined a few dozen already there waiting to be burned. She could hardly fathom it. He was going to burn them, and all because they had a few words scrawled across them. Back in Maerilin, Aeryn could probably have hawked them for a few copper each.
 
   Out of Merek’s study and in the hallway, Aeryn headed toward her rooms. That she had rooms was even more foreign than burning paper. From dressing and sleeping to washing, sitting and eating, nobles had a room dedicated to each and every task. It was madness, pure and simple.
 
   Aeryn barely had the energy to undress before sliding into bed. Morning came quickly.
 
   Physically and mentally tired, the next day crawled by, followed by the moon flitting across the sky at night. The day after was worse, as was the day after that. Before long, Aeryn was convinced each moment would be her last. Or hoped so at any rate.
 
   Jynx shared her opinion. Despite Raker’s age, the draven had a tough time keeping up and often crawled back into his kennel at night dead tired. The only consolation was that both she and Jynx managed to put on a few pounds by stuffing themselves to bursting at every opportunity. While Jynx started to fill out with bulky muscle, Aeryn hoped she would not begin to look too much like the bulbous Lady Mareen.
 
   By the end of the first week, Aeryn could barely crawl into bed and blink before morning came. Thankfully, the second week did not get any worse—not that she could imagine worse—and the third actually became a little easier, even if she lost a bit more sleep when Merek began taking her out at night to practice Drifting. The fourth and fifth were merely grueling. As for the sixth. . . The sixth had started well enough. Three days into the week was when things had taken a sharp turn.
 
   The morning had started innocently enough. A splash of water from the washbasin to wake up followed by a hardy meal of eggs, venison and freshly baked bread. How any Lords remained slender was beyond her. The only reason she was not as large as a horse was because of her daily romps through the forest behind Gerald, who narrated everything.
 
   No matter that the majority of it was completely useless. Not in a thousand years would she ever need to know how to make a dozen different kinds of animal traps. The snare traps had an outside chance of being useful to catch rats and pigeons, but a deadfall trap for raccoons or spring spear trap for boars? Compared to this, learning letters might come in handy.
 
   After a lunch of more roasted venison, shot by Gerald with a single arrow from his longbow, and yet another lecture about wolves and how they hunted in packs, the sun reached its apex and the grizzly huntsman had suddenly become chipper. In hindsight, that should have been a flapping red banner complete with streamers and a trumpeted fanfare. A minute later he stood before a gaping hole in the earth.
 
   “Ladies first,” Gerald said with a sweep of his arm.
 
   Aeryn crossed her arms. She must have corrected him a hundred times yet he still insisted on calling her a Lady. “I’m not going in there.”
 
   “What’s the matter? Is the Lady scared of the dark?” Gerald laughed as if he had just made the greatest joke in the world.
 
   “I am not scared of the dark.” Wind howled out of the black hole. Its steep downward slope, littered with jagged rocks, made it seem like the earth was alive and this was its maw. Scared? No. Wary and more than a little suspicious? Absolutely.
 
   “Good. In you go,” Gerald said.
 
   The words registered an instant after a callused hand forcefully met the center of her back. They fled just as quickly as she pitched forward.
 
   Wind milling her arms and unable to stop, she hit the slope and careened down, gaining speed with each foot. It took every ounce of concentration and agility to stay on her feet. Hopping from one rock to the next with ever-increasing speed, instinct took over as she danced about to avoid the jagged teeth that reached out to snag her. Only a good helping of luck prevented a foot from sliding out on the loose dirt, sand, and spongy moss that collected anytime two rocks met.
 
   Just as she thought she was home free, her foot impacted against a large slab. Aeryn’s left knee buckled, throwing her off balance. Right foot rising from the ground and losing traction, it was only a matter of heartbeats until she went down. In an attempt to salvage what bones she could, she tucked into a ball and rolled to the side.
 
   She bounced off a rock, narrowly avoiding hitting her head. She rolled over a large piece of deadwood and fell into a pile of sand.
 
   Sand! Aeryn threw her hands and legs out to stop her progress. She dug in hard and ground to a halt.
 
   Aeryn stood slowly, assessing her condition. Jynx, his ribs no longer visible beneath solid flanks of muscle, landed lightly at her side and licked a cut on her shin that seeped blood. Pain radiated from too many places to count, but she did not think anything was broken. Gerald might give her a few broken bones after she climbed out and pulled a knife on him though.
 
   “You bloody goat loving bastard. You could have killed me,” Aeryn hollered. “When I get out of here, I’m going to cut you into pieces and feed you to your dogs.”
 
   A rumbling laugh filtered down from the crack of diffuse light above. “There just might be a wolf inside you yet.”
 
   He wanted a wolf? She would give him a wolf. She took a step toward the light. From her new vantage point, the slope did not look all that steep, ominous, or even dangerous. Piled with loose deadwood, dirt, and with sand filling the voids between a small handful of rocks, over which murky green water trickled down, pooling in a tiny basin before running off behind her, she could have simply laid on her back and slid the entire way down with nothing more than a few scrapes. Still, it was the principle of the thing. She took a second step and stopped.
 
   Against Gerald’s bulk and experience, she would not stand a chance fighting him toe to toe. But if she forced him to come down here. . .Well, she and Jynx could Drift. She was certain Raker could Drift, but she knew for a fact that Gerald could not. Merek had let that slip during one of their nightly practice sessions.
 
   Waiting would give her a major advantage. Sooner or later, Gerald would have to come down to make sure she was alright. Either that or leave her here alone. Though Gerald preferred the sadistic teaching method of “sink or swim,” Aeryn was confident Merek would be livid if Gerald returned to the estate without her. She still did not know what the Lord had in mind for her, but right here, right now it did not matter. It was time to give the huntsman a lesson or two of her own.
 
   Aeryn spun and started walking deeper into the cave. “Come on Jynx,” she whispered. “Let’s see if he is afraid of the dark.” Three paces in and she rounded the first turn.
 
   She slowed, marveling at the darkness. Here, darkness was not a word, idea, or a mere shadow cast by the absence of light, but an actual, tangible force. If she stood still—she did not even have to close her eyes, as she could not see her hand an inch before her face—she could feel the darkness. It pressed in and wrapped about her like a thick blanket, suffusing every pore of her being. With the breath of wind and the faint trickle of water running beside her, the darkness was alive.
 
   Aeryn actually raised her hand out in front of her thinking to grab hold of it before her brain told her how silly that was. She felt her cheeks heat and was thankful no one but her and Jynx had seen what she had just tried to do.
 
   Drifting was contemptuously easy. The world sprung into muted tones of grey and enabled her to wind her way ever deeper. Dodging fat spikes of rock jutting from the floor and ducking beneath lances hanging from the ceiling, she continued deeper into the strange underground world. As her blood settled, the surprisingly cold air began to seep through her clothes and into her bones.
 
   Jumping over the stream of water when the path abruptly ended, she followed it as it zigzagged through a series of narrow cracks. A hundred feet and the walls pressing in on either side vanished, taking the ceiling with it. Aeryn stepped into a cavern large enough to encompass all of Merek’s estate back in Maerilin twice over.
 
   “Beautiful, isn’t it?” came Merek’s voice.
 
   Aeryn nearly jumped out of her skin at hearing his voice. Unconsciously, her hand dove to the hilt of her knife. She spun in circles, squinting into the cavern to make out where he was. Unfortunately, the way his voice echoed off the walls and ceiling all at once made pinpointing him difficult. She finally spotted him a few paces further in near the meandering stream.
 
   Dim gray, the cavern was certainly like nothing she had seen before, but its jagged spires made it look hauntingly horrible, like a nightmare come to life, ready to swallow her whole.
 
   “That isn’t the word I’d use,” she said once she had recovered and her heart, thumping away in her chest, finally slowed.
 
   “I haven’t been down here in years. Not since. . .”
 
   As he trailed off, Aeryn felt more than heard steady breathing at her side. She took an involuntary step away and stepped on Jynx’s foot, who yelped.
 
   “Sorry, Jynx,” Aeryn said quickly. Her voice echoed back to her ears as though a half-dozen Aeryns were standing about the vast cavern. 
 
   “This place plays tricks with sound,” Merek said as Aeryn knelt to see if Jynx was alright. “But to learn how to Drift between Planes, I’ve yet to find a better spot.”
 
   “I know how to Dri— Wait. The Planes?”
 
   Merek strode out into the cavern, stopping when he was roughly at the center. He stepped over the stream along the way, which wound like a snake across the smooth stone floor. “Remember how I said Drifting is more complicated than simply ‘melding with the darkness?’”
 
   “Yeah,” Aeryn said as she and Jynx joined him. “You said I wouldn’t have to worry about it.”
 
   “I said you wouldn’t have to worry about that for ‘some time.’ I think that time has come.”
 
   “What’s this all about? Why are you teaching me in the first place?”
 
   “I saw a street girl that could use some help.”
 
   Aeryn shook her head. “You’ll have to do better than that; I would not have bought that line the first night we met. Besides, even if it was true, it doesn’t explain why you kept me around for so long.”
 
   “You came to me, remember?” Merek said. “I had no choice.”
 
   “Oh please. The moment I set foot through your door the night of that dinner party you wrapped my neck in a noose.”
 
   “That was—“
 
   “What about all this?” Aeryn gestured to encompass the cavern and the forest growing high above her head. Why bring me out here and spend so much effort teaching me if you just wanted to help a street girl?”
 
   Merek sighed and faced her. “Tell you what. I’ll make you a promise. Learn what I have to teach then I’ll tell you what you want to know.”
 
   Aeryn crossed her arms. “No. Tell me now.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Merek turned from her and stayed silent.
 
   “Why not?” Aeryn asked more forcefully. “Is it because you don’t trust me? You may have nooses around my neck,” Lady Mareen, Jins, the Shades and everybody else would have to get in line behind Merek should he decide he wanted to make Aeryn dance, “but by the look of panic that crossed your face when that Shade called you out in my shack, the Shades, Voices, even Nameless, would give anything to learn more about you.”
 
   Never mind that her once highly regarded blackmail would never have done any good. Difficult as it was to admit, Aeryn had realized she had never really had any power over the Lord. Oh, she could have started a few rumors, but no one that she could have told would have cared. Like her, they had all been too occupied with surviving. Only, that realization had spawned even more questions as to why Lord Merek had kept her around.
 
   Merek rounded on her. “You might be surprised.”
 
   That was not even close to the answer Aeryn was expecting. She waited for more but Merek stood quiet and solid as a rock wall. It seemed she had no choice.
 
   “Fine,” Aeryn said. “You’ll tell me everything that involves me after I learn whatever it is you want me to?”
 
   “Yes. I will tell you everything that involves you.”
 
   “Then we better get started.”
 
   Merek grinned. “Drifting,” he began without further ado, “actually has nothing to do with light or dark.”
 
   “But—“
 
   He held up a hand to forestall her objection. “Those are just the most visible and useful side effects. Drifting, as the name implies, is actually about moving between Planes: the Physical and Etheric Planes. The former is the one you are most familiar with, where light—pure light—like the sun, moon, and stars, are white. In the latter, which most people and animals never fully see, the sun, moon, and stars are actually pitch black. This cavern,” Merek spread his arms wide, palms up, “being utterly devoid of light in the Physical Plane, is bathed in light in the Etheric Plane.”
 
   “Then why is everything dark gray?” Aeryn asked. “I’m Drifting right now else I would not be able to see an inch in any direction. The cavern isn’t even close to being bathed in light like you said.”
 
   “That’s because you are in between the Planes. And not very far at that.”
 
   “Just like everything in nature, it’s all about balance. No animal—and at its most basic, we humans are animals—can have everything. A draven,” he said with a glance to Jynx, “is fast, but is completely devoid of armor. A tortoise, on the other hand, is incredibly slow but so heavily armored it takes a blacksmith’s hammer to crack their shell. A mouse is tiny, able to be crushed by a child’s foot, and uses that to hide in the smallest of spaces, while a moose, a native of these forests, simply lumbers about in the open, ripe pickings for a pack of wolves. Thus, for every advantage there exists a distinct disadvantage.”
 
   Aeryn was lost. “What does any of that have to do with Drifting?” 
 
   “I’m getting to that. Balance doesn’t exist just for animals, but for everything. Fire cannot be cold, water cannot be dry, light cannot be dark.”
 
   “Uh, what?” Trying to understand that last part made Aeryn feel like she was drunk and trying to dance a jig while singing a tune and playing a lute all at the same time.
 
   Merek just chuckled. “Either you’re in the Physical Plane and everything looks ‘normal,’ or you’re in the Etheric Plane and everything looks ‘opposite.’ Anything short of full immersion and all the colors, light and dark included, get muddled and turn out gray. It’s like you are half-tortoise, half-draven: you don’t fit into your shell anymore and your legs are too stumpy for you to be able to run.”
 
   Aeryn narrowed her eyes. “Where did you learn all this?”
 
   “A book, of course,” Merek answered with a smirk.
 
   Aeryn noticed he failed to mention which book or where he got that book. She supposed it did not matter.
 
   Only, she realized a moment later that it did matter. She only knew two groups of people that even knew what Drifting was. The first group encompassed Nameless and all his disciples. Shadows made up the second. And as far as Aeryn was aware, Nameless and his disciples guarded their secret by killing all Shadows they came across. 
 
   “That Shade back in my shack,” Aeryn said. “He was astounded that you—“ She cut off as revelations cascaded in. No, the Shade was not simply surprised to find a Lord out near the Slum’s Wall. There was more. He had been surprised Merek had managed to stay hidden for so long and had even learned to Drift at all. Since no one but Voices went past the God’s Gate, and it was Nameless that taught his disciples, who then carried out his orders. . .
 
   It all led to an inescapable conclusion: not only did Merek have a Shade or Voice working with him on the inside, but the only reason for him to stay hidden and for so long was that Merek was planning something. Something big. No, something huge. Something that would rock the very pillar Nameless and all his disciples sat upon. Why else would a Lord jeopardize not only his life, but the lives of everyone who knew him by killing a Shade?
 
   “That,” Merek said with a twinkle in his eyes, obviously noticing the widening of Aeryn’s, “is a conversation I promised for later. After you learn what I have to teach. Now I want you to concentrate on the darkness around you. Do you feel it?”
 
   Aeryn shook her head in an attempt to clear it. There was simply too much there for her to make sense of it all right now. She would need to sleep on it. “Yes,” she said once she had all her revelations tucked away nice and neatly, “I felt it when I first came in here.”
 
   “Good. What you are feeling is actually the Etheric Plane. What I want you to do is to let your mind wander. Your mind will seem to separate from your body and float off into the darkness, free. Once it does, latch onto the feeling. Draw it in; fall into it and become one with it.”
 
   That was about the vaguest, self-contradictory set of instructions Aeryn had ever received. Picking locks was about feeling the tumblers, but there at least she could hear them moving; she simply could not see them. Still, as she concentrated on the darkness, she got the strangest sensation that there actually was something else out there.
 
   Her mind seemed to detach from her body. Without eyes, the feeling morphed, almost like she had begun using a set of eyes she had never known had existed, but at the same time, had always known were there. She floated in two places at once, her body in the cave, her mind. . . elsewhere.
 
   She could not explain it. It was as if something was hidden in plain sight. There, but at the same time, not. The darkness and its polar opposite. The world she had known her entire life and the world she had only glimpsed.
 
   She reached for it. The sensation collapsed.
 
   “I can’t do it,” Aeryn said with a sigh. “I feel like it is right there at my fingertips, yet still impossibly far way.”
 
   “You almost had it,” Merek said. “Right now you Drift by focusing on the darkness, but also letting yourself go. Take that to its extreme. Let go of everything while concentrating on the darkness.”
 
   “How the bloody hell am I suppose to do that?” Still, Aeryn tried again. Focusing and let letting go. The two clashed and warred with one another. Every time she managed to focus, she forgot about letting go and vice versa.
 
   “Let yourself go,” Merek said.
 
   Aeryn lost concentration and the carven snapped back to a dark gray. “It’s bloody impossible. How am I supposed to let go and focus at the same time?” 
 
   “If it were easy, don’t you think more people would do it?” Merek ask. “Just there, you managed to do what takes most people years of training.”
 
   “But all that happened was the cavern became a bit lighter.”
 
   “Exactly. Give it another go. This time try imagining you are sneaking into my house.”
 
   “Sneaking into your house?”
 
   “Yes. You have to focus, else you’ll snag your clothes on a hinge or not register a creaking floorboard. At the same time, you need to let go, else you’ll never be limber enough to move without a sound.” 
 
   Now how did Merek know that? Aeryn wondered. She tried again, focusing on the sensation in the cavern to the exclusion of all else.
 
   She stepped—that was not the word, but it felt right—she stepped into that other world with her mind. The weight of the thing surrounded her, suffused her every pore. The cavern snapped into color. Brilliant color. She gasped.
 
   The teeth handing from the ceiling twinkled in crystal silver, scattering arcing rainbows across the cavern walls and floors, which themselves reflected off yellow-orange water. In a few places, the teeth above connected with those below, forming towering, many fluted spires that sat in the middle of a large, whisper still pool of blood red water, which was itself surrounded by beds of equally haunting luminescent moss.
 
   The cavern melted back to dim gray as she lost focus. Aeryn felt as though a piece of her had been torn away even as her mind streamed back into her body. “It was. . .beautiful,” she whispered.
 
   “I told you,” Merek said with a smile. “That’s enough for one day. Now come on, you don’t want to keep Gerald waiting for too long up top.”
 
   Bloody hell! She had completely forgotten about Gerald. What was she going to do about the huntsman? “How about I stay here instead and practice some more. You did say you wanted me to learn.”
 
   “I think your arms say otherwise. Besides, you still have a few hours left with Gerald before our lessons tonight.”
 
   Aeryn looked down. The moment she saw the mountainous goosebumps on her arms, a frigid shiver ran through her body. She had forgotten about the biting chill air down here.
 
   “I still have to work on letters tonight?” she asked, following Merek back through the twisting passageways. “Can’t we skip them for one night and come back here instead?”
 
   “No.” Merek stepped over the small stream and made his way toward the sloping channel back to the forest. “It takes longer than a month to learn to read and write and,” he quirked his lips, “you can Drift quite a bit better than you can write.”
 
   Aeryn purposefully exhaled as loud as she could. She had just found something worth all the months of hardship that had come before and she had to put it off for reading and writing lessons? All in all, she supposed it was a pretty good carrot to get her to learn faster. 
 
   As the debris-littered slope came into sight, a thunderous voice sounded down from above. “About time you got back. You’re not paying me to babysit a Lady all day, you know,” Gerald said.
 
   Aeryn looked Merek. “You planned all this, didn’t you?”
 
   Instead of responding, Merek shouted back, “It’s no wonder you never had a wife, Gerald; she’d run off the moment you turned your back.”
 
   “Wait,” Aeryn said to Merek. “He doesn’t have a wife? I thought Hedy was his son?”
 
   Gerald’s booming laughter came in response. “Don’t need a wife to make a son.”
 
   “Some years back Gerald rescued a lass from a pack of wolves,” Merek explained. “She was so thankful she shared his bed for an entire year.”
 
   “Then what happened?”
 
   “What do you mean ‘then what happened?’” Merek said. “Look at the man. What else could happen? She had his child, came to her senses, realized she had exchanged a pack of wolves for a bear and promptly ran off.”
 
   “Aye,” Gerald said with laugh seemed to shake the stones itself, “and a good thing too. I was becoming soft. Sitting around all day smelling her perfume, bathing, cutting my hair, my beard. . . Why I almost became a bloody Lord.”
 
   Gerald, a Lord? Aeryn laughed, but only half as hard as Merek.
 
   The huntsman clapped Merek on the back with one of his huge hands as the Lord stepped out into the forest. He rounded on Aeryn and gave her a look that could have made a boulder sprout legs and run away. “Now I seem to recall something about you ‘cutting me to pieces and feeding me to my dogs?’” Gerald asked, raising a single eyebrow and grinning from ear to ear.
 
   Merek whistled and moved off in the direction of his estate, stepping over a pile of plucked and gutted pheasants, grouse, and even pair of fat turkeys. “Don’t let me keep you from it,” he called over his shoulder.
 
   Aeryn tried to follow. A vice-like grip closed around her upper arm. 
 
   “Where do you think you’re going, Lady?” Gerald asked. He glanced up to the tree canopy, which showed that she had been in the cave less than two hours. “The day is only half done.”
 
   Aeryn took a deep breath. This was going to be a long, painful day. Her stomach sank as she recalled something Merek had said minutes ago: “. . .takes most people years of training.”
 
   She turned back—not that she had a choice—and resolved she would learn everything she could as quickly as possible. Hell, it would almost be worth the effort just to wipe away that predatory gleam from the huntsman’s eyes.
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   Predators
 
    
 
   As the days marched by, Aeryn fell into a comfortable routine. Rise, follow Gerald around the woods, practice Drifting with Merek, read, write, then fall asleep so she was ready to repeat the process all over again. Of course, there were all sorts of little niceties strewn in there like eating, bathing, and best of all, lounging around doing absolutely nothing. That was not to say that the latter happened all that often. Gerald and Merek kept her quite busy.
 
   Rising from the small table where she had been honing her knife—if there was one sure fire way of making Gerald mad, it was not taking care of her knife—Aeryn undressed to her small clothes and readied herself for bed.
 
   Before sliding beneath the covers, she washed her face. At first she had only done it to keep her sheets from becoming covered in dirt, sweat and oil, but it had soon become a habit. A habit that unless performed nightly, would keep her lying awake, fixating on how she could use a bath. And baths! She could hardly go a week anymore without one of those.
 
   Speaking of baths. . . Aeryn glanced at the dirty water in the washbasin and frowned. Was it too late to call for one? And perhaps have the serving girls bring up another tray of bread with them while they were at it? Earlier, Merek’s cook had made a mouth-watering selection of eggs and ham, potatoes and carrots, venison and steak that she had eaten by the plateful. How had she ever survived back on the streets of Maerilin eating hard, crusty week-old bread?
 
   Aeryn’s face flushed. Was she going soft already? Reaching to put out the candle, she caught a glimpse of herself in the full-length mirror. Only, it was not her body her face sat on, but Mareen’s massive girth. 
 
   “No,” she said to herself, snuffing the candle with a vengeance, “I will not become one of them.”
 
   Still, her body betrayed her as she snuggled into bed. She wondered how she could ever sleep on cold alleyway cobbles again. Blessedly, sleep came a bare moment later, shutting off that dismal train of thought.
 
   Aeryn opened her eyes open a second later. Listening for whatever had woken her, she realized that based on the length of the shadows cast by the moonlight, it was more like two or three hours later. Eyes drooping, she wondered if the noise she had heard had not been her imagination. 
 
   No sooner had they shut and she snapped them back open again. There it was again. It sounded like the howling of a draven and the faint rustling of the tress.
 
   Wait. A howling draven?
 
   Aeryn bolted upright. She cocked her head to the side and listened. The howling came again. Jynx. There was no mistaking the draven.
 
   Throwing off the covers, she dashed to the wardrobe and snatched up her trousers and shirt. Not sparing the time to step into the clothes, she opened the door to her room and ran out into the hall.
 
   A single baying hound joined Jynx as she rounded the end of the first hallway. Hopping into her clothes, she careened through the house, passing groggy-eyed servants peeking their heads out of their rooms at the noise.
 
   Reeve appeared in front of her, trim and crusty as always. “What in Nameless’ name is that draven of yours—“
 
   “Out of my bloody way,” Aeryn said. She shouldered past the chamberlain. A second hound joined the first.
 
   “I’ll see Lord Merek hears about your insolence, girl!” Reeve shouted at her back.
 
   “Go sit on a knife,” Aeryn said, not slowing for an instant.
 
   Even as Reeve’s voice faded, a third hound picked up the call. Then a fourth and a fifth. By the time she was outside, rounding the estate and angling toward the kennels, the remaining score of hounds had all joined in. The deafening chorus pushed her faster.
 
   “Burn the hounds, boy,” Gerald’s voice boomed out into the night. “Get the bloody bows.”
 
   Aeryn sprinted past the grizzly huntsman. She had to get to Jynx.
 
   “Girl! Where the bloody hell are you going?” Gerald shouted after her. Of course, now he decided not to call her a Lady.
 
   “Jynx. Getting—” panting, she spurt out the words, “—Jynx.”
 
   “Leave him. Unless that kennel falls apart, he’ll be safer in there than out here with us.”
 
   Aeryn picked up her pace. She did not know what was going on, but she did know that Jynx never howled without a reason. Short of knowing what that reason was, she would rather err on the safe side by getting to Jynx.
 
   “Get back in the house you old coot. This ain’t no place for you,” Gerald said.
 
   “How dare you! I demand that you tell me what is going on,” Reeve said.
 
   Any other time, Aeryn would have laughed at Reeve’s spluttering protest. But not now; not when Jynx was in trouble.
 
   Aeryn slid to a stop before the kennel’s wood door and fumbled with the latch.
 
   “I don’t care if Nameless himself ran in front of you Reeve. Get your sorry ass back inside. And take them gawkers with you,” Gerald said. “It’s about to get bloody out here and I ain’t got time to babysit people too stupid to know when to tuck their tail between their legs and run.”
 
   Aeryn flipped the hook free. The door burst open and a snarling Jynx, corded in powerful muscle and now nearly as large as her, streamed by, inches from her head.
 
   “Behind you, girl,” the huntsman bellowed.
 
   Spinning, Aeryn watched Jynx collide midair with a gray-black Shadow, half again his size. Reaching for her belt knife, Aeryn Drifted as both Jynx and the massive wolf fell to the ground in a withering mass of snapping teeth.
 
   Her hand came up empty. Sparing a glance, she found no knife, not even the sheath. She had forgotten it in her haste. 
 
   Despite his rapidly growth in size and strength, Jynx was still a good deal smaller than its adversary. Unfortunately, being faster and more agile counted for little in this contest of strength.
 
   The wolf growled. Its teeth flashed and came away with a tuft of fur. Jynx yelped and tried to wiggle away. The wolf rolled on top, its mouth closing about Jynx’s foreleg. His cry drove a stake into her heart.
 
   She frantically searched for some kind of weapon. Only, there was not even a fat branch lying at hand. All she found was the rusted shovel just inside the kennel. Jynx yelped. It would have to do. Aeryn seized the wooden handle and whirled to face the snarling pair.
 
   Focusing, she Drifted even deeper into the Etheric Plane, lightening the night’s gray hues. Winding up, she waited as long as she dared. If she swung too soon and hit Jynx, she would only make matters worse. Waiting too long would be equally deadly.
 
   On his back now, Jynx snapped and clawed in a desperate maneuver to keep the wolf’s powerful jaw at bay. The wolf pulled its head back out of reach and prepared for the killing strike at the draven’s throat.
 
   Aeryn was ready. She brought the shovel’s metal end around with all the rage she could muster. It connected with sickening crack against the side of the wolf’s head. The force of the impact sent vibrations racking through the shovel’s handle and into her arms.
 
   Her hands went numb and she lost her grip. The shovel clanged to the ground at the same time as the wolf, which fell to the side, tongue lolling from its mouth. The pressing weight gone, Jynx pushed himself to his feet, body listing to the side when he put weight on his foreleg.
 
   Aeryn let out a sigh of relief. Jynx could stand; that meant the wound was not too serious. She knew she would not have been able to say the same if the wolf’s jaw had closed on her leg instead.
 
   The huntsman’s voice shook the night. “Don’t just stand there like a deer in lantern light, girl! Get bloody moving!”
 
   What is he so worried about? Aeryn wondered. Even if the wolf were not dead, after the blow it had sustained, it would not be biting anyone anytime soon.
 
   Jynx growled. Hair on his back forming a razor line from neck to tail, his eyes locked onto the treeline fifty paces distant.
 
   Drifting even further, Aeryn followed his gaze. Twenty sets of ice-blue irises glared back. Lips pulled tight over wicked fangs, the smallest wolf was easily the size of the one she had just downed. The largest was as big as a small horse. One of the wolves dropped its head back and yowled into the night.
 
   Aeryn felt her jaw unhinge. Holy bloody flaming— 
 
   A formless streak whizzed by her face, so close she could feel the wind from its passing. The arrow took the howling target in dead center of its massive chest. The force of the blow sounded like a splitting axe coming down into a quartered tree trunk. The wolf tumbled in the air as it flew back a pace.
 
   It landed. The night took a deep breath. 
 
   The silence was every bit as deafening as the chorus of baying hounds had been a minute ago. Then as one, the wolves howled, raising the hairs on the back of Aeryn’s neck. 
 
   “Aeryn, run!” The order came from Merek this time.
 
   Aeryn took his advice and ran like the wind. Jynx, favoring one foreleg leg more than the other, followed on her heels.
 
   The very ground itself trembled as the wolves charged.
 
   “Duck,” Gerald called out before she had gone ten paces.
 
   Aeryn bent at the waist. An arrow whizzed through the space her head had just occupied. A heartbeat later, a hot mass of fur slammed into her side, sending her spinning as it drove her to the ground. Aeryn struggled to draw a breath as its weight compressed her chest.
 
   Jynx jumped atop the wolf. His added bulk crushed the remaining bit of air from Aeryn’s lungs. His jaw closed around the wolf’s throat. The draven shook his head viciously, tearing free a bloodied mess of muscle and sinew. Heaving with all her might, Aeryn managed to open enough of a gap to slide free.
 
   Rising to a tense crouch, she faced the oncoming horde. A few of the smaller wolves streamed by her sides while arrows from Gerald and Hedy tore into them. The more massive wolves lumbered behind, picking up momentum with every step.
 
   Aeryn knew she did not have a prayer of making the house. The smaller ones were easily three times as fast as her. The larger. . .well, if one of the larger wolves hit her full on, she would stand as much a chance against it as an egg on an anvil waiting for the blacksmith’s hammer to fall.
 
   She ripped free the arrow buried in the dead wolf’s shoulder. She turned and waited, muscles tense.
 
   “I thought I told you to get back in the house,” Gerald’s heated voice echoed through the clearing.
 
   “But Lord Merek—“ Reeve protested.
 
   “Merek can take care of himself,” Gerald snapped back. “Now get back in the house and take them screaming women with you or the next arrow I loose is for you.”
 
   “Reeve, I haven’t time to coddle—“ Merek’s voice cut off with a grunt.
 
   A moment later, a wolf as tall as a deer and twice as thick launched itself at Aeryn. Jynx was already in the air, soaring over her as she jumped aside.
 
   Falling into a gasping roll, Aeryn clenched her teeth as pain flared to life in two sets of four razor straight lines that had torn through her clothing and into her skin.
 
   Above, Jynx collided with the wolf to send them both tumbling away. They landed and sprung to their feet. The faster of the pair, Jynx lunged in, latching onto a shoulder when the wolf’s head dropped to protect its neck. The wolf shook the draven free with ease.
 
   Darting in, Aeryn plunged the arrowhead into and quickly out of the now-exposed neck. The wolf yelped and swiveled to snap at Aeryn. Jynx hopped back in, teeth flashing.
 
   Back and forth, Aeryn and Jynx harried the wolf from opposing sides, neither letting up for a second. Between their continual strikes, each slowed the wolf until it collapsed.
 
   “Mind the left, boy. The left,” Gerald said. “Merek—behind you.”
 
   A weight crashed into Aeryn from behind. Claws like knifes sunk into her flesh and she screamed. Knees buckling, she went down hard, the force of the impact momentarily overwhelming the pain that lanced down her spine.
 
   “Jynx.” Aeryn moaned, pinned to the ground and unable to move. The wolf on her back reared and snarled, its movements ripping deep fissures into her back. “Jynx, help.”
 
   She managed to raise her head just enough to see the draven embroiled in his own fight against a foe twice his size, which despite being stuck with three arrows, fought on as if they were but pine needles.
 
   The wolf’s jaws came down and tore into Aeryn’s shoulder. A loud grunt and the weight vanished with a sickening tearing of flesh and muscle. A plain, smooth-handled knife landed on the ground next to her. 
 
   Through teary eyes and searing, red-hot pain, Aeryn scooped up the knife. She had to help Jynx. And Merek, who wrestled a pace away, desperately struggling to keep the wicked claws that had just left her back from raking across his chest and face.
 
   A deep, throaty rumble stopped Aeryn before she could decide who to help first. A massive beast, more bear than wolf, let out a blood-curdling howl. It stood over the form of the first wolf Aeryn and Jynx had dropped together. It lowered its head and locked its frozen blue eyes with Aeryn’s.
 
   It leapt forward. Aeryn could swear she saw her own terrified stare reflected back off the beast’s gleaming fangs. 
 
   Just before it hit, Jynx landed against its side, driving it just far enough away that the beast’s jaws clamped closed with bone shattering force on the sleeve of Aeryn’s shirt rather than around her chest. The beast snarled and batted Jynx away with contemptuous ease with a paw the size of Aeryn’s hand.
 
   “Jynx!” Aeryn shouted. She reached out as the draven tumbled away. He came to rest at the base of the wolf it had been fighting mere moments ago, who was now pin-cushioned with arrows. The massive beast turned back to regard Aeryn.
 
   Filled with white-hot rage, the furrows in Aeryn’s back faded to a dull throb. Gerald’s booming orders and the baying hounds all but vanished. Aeryn jumped back from a deadly swipe of a claw that would have taken her head as easily as a headsman’s axe. The beast could knock a horse over with that paw. She would not survive a single hit.
 
   Knife held ready at her side, her other hand outstretched for balance, Aeryn circled the beast. Ripped bloody and ragged, she had one advantage left: Drifting. Without thought, focusing, yet at the same time letting go, everything but this fight ceased to exist. The night flooded with color, washing away the dull grays. She barely noticed the blue-yellow blood dripping down her arm, the pitch-black moon, or the blood-red leaves atop blue-barked trunks.
 
   Dancing in and out, she avoided one swipe and snap after another. She carefully bided her time, only jumping in to strike or slash across the beast’s neck and flank when it was recovering for its next attack, only moving when it would not be able to end the fight with a single blow.
 
   In, out, roll to the left, dance back, then back in, knife up to force away snapping jaws, time slowed, like it was suspended in syrup. Duck, twist to the side, an arrow slammed home—now!—she dove in, knife leading the way. Letting go of the blade, she hopped away as a clawed swipe followed a bestial roar.
 
   Scooping up a handful of dirt, she avoided a quick succession of attacks then loosed the earth into the beast’s eyes, blinding it long enough for her to hop forward to the knife.
 
   An eternity later, she stood panting as the beast’s lifeblood seeped out from her knife, now lodged firmly in its throat. Its chest rose and fell for the final time. Sensations—exhaustion, aching muscles, a pounding headache, the screaming, blazing pain from gouges scored across her back—rushed back.
 
   Aeryn lost concentration. The colors vanished like swirling smoke, replaced by a black night lit by a waning crescent moon. She took in the clearing, now littered with indistinct forms, a half-dozen hounds among them. So focused on the fight, she had not even noticed the huntsman’s hounds joining the fray. Gerald stalked among the bodies, his steel tooth held tight in his hand.
 
   Lighted windows of the estate tightly shuttered, Aeryn could barely make out Merek push himself to his feet. His locked on her, then Jynx, who was lying on his side, his breath coming in shallow rasps. She took a step towards the draven.
 
   “Hedy! Fetch Reeve, have him send a rider to Whitespring for Emeline. Then get a. . .”
 
   Eyes rolling up, Aeryn’s legs gave way. She collapsed and the night became complete.
 
    
 
   Shifting a letter from one pile to another on the cluttered desk, Merek sighed. He had been putting this off for far too long. For the last few weeks, he had been blissfully content in his daily activities. Teaching and training Aeryn had occupied most his time. He had forgotten how comforting it was to go about life manner without constantly looking over your shoulder. Occasionally however, Gerald called that assumption into question by being too straightforward; the huntsman knew his place in the world and was not hesitant to let everyone know if they encroached on his territory.
 
   For a few days, Merek had actually considered calling the entire thing off. But with the latest wagon of supplies had come a letter he could not ignore. A letter that had reminded him that much more was at stake than solely his life.
 
   Merek picked up the quill, wincing at the sharp pain in his shoulder. Despite the heavy bandages, tight wraps, and sling, his right arm throbbed with each beat of his heart. His hand still worked, but he would not be picking up anything heavier than a quill for quite some time.
 
   Half way into a carefully worded response, a soft knock came at the door. Before he could look up and give permission to enter, the door swung open and slammed against the far wall. Gerald strode in, followed by Reeve, whose face was scrunched up in an ever-so-familiar scowl.
 
   “My lord, the Master Huntsman is here to see you as requested.” Reeve said bobbed a hasty bow, then promptly turned his scowl back on the huntsman.
 
   “Merek has eyes, don’t he? He can see I’m here,” Gerald said to Reeve in that deep, rumbling voice of his. “And I ain’t no Master. Best get that straight in that tiny head of yours.” Towering over the desk, beard swaying as he spoke, he faced Merek. “Why did you send for me? I’ve got things to do. We may have scared off them bloody wolves, but that doesn’t mean we’re out of the woods yet.”
 
   Reeve glared daggers at the huntsman. “You will not speak to Lord Merek so disrespectfully.” It was actually quite amusing, like a turtle snapping at a grizzly bear.
 
   “Disrespectfully? If the man can’t bear the truth without it being all gussied up in frilly lace, then—“
 
   Merek held up his hand. Or tried to before pain shot up his arm, through his shoulder, and stopped the motion short. His curse drew both sets of eyes and cut off their spat.
 
   “My lord, are you alright?” Reeve asked. “I can send for the healer—“
 
   Merek held up his hand—his left hand this time. “No, I’m fine.” It was a poor lie, but simply put, he was tired of people fussing over him. Especially by Emeline; though she was the best healer within a hundred leagues, she was every bit as bull-headed as Gerald.
 
   “But, my lord—“ Reeve began.
 
   “It’s just a scratch, leave off,” Gerald said. He waved a hand as though he meant exactly that. 
 
    Merek grimaced. If scores of deep furrows raked across his arms and shoulders over massing purple lumps was “just a scratch,” he would not want to find out what the huntsman considered a real wound. His grimace turned around at the thought of Gerald wrestling one of the wolves bare-handed, blood streaming down his hairy chest from where the beast’s claws had torn through his leather tunic, all while laughing and shouting “is that all you got?”
 
   “What are you grinning about?” Gerald asked.
 
   Merek shook his head. “You wrestling that bloody wolf as though it was a pup, fresh from its mother’s teat.”
 
   The door swung open again to crash against the wall.
 
   Reeve exhaled loud enough to do a bellows proud. “Is your hand broken that you can’t knock, girl? We’re busy here. Now march right back outside and wait until we’re finished.”
 
   Annette, the stiff-backed daughter of Melanie, bent over double. “I apologize, Master Chamberlain, but Lord Merek left instructions to inform him the moment Aeryn came to.”
 
   Merek jumped to his feet with enough force to send his chair skittering back into the wall behind. His head continued to float away. The room began to spin. Instinctively, he reached out to steady himself, too late remembering the bandages on his arm. Once again, his curse drew all eyes. Only this time, a lamp punctuated it as he fell to the ground.
 
   “My lord!” Reeve shouted.
 
   Merek gritted his teeth to keep tears from forming as Gerald hauled him to his feet. “Let’s go,” he managed to croak.
 
   Reeve promptly began listing all the reasons Merek should be lying in bed, Emeline standing overtop, while servants tended to his every need, instead of striding purposefully down the hall.
 
   Arriving at Aeryn’s room, this time Reeve was the one that forcefully opened the door. He immediately cut off his diatribe and glared at Jynx, lying on a floor on a bed of linens. The draven was wrapped just as tightly as Merek’s shoulder.
 
   “Does that thing really have to be in here?” Reeve asked.
 
   “You better hope Aeryn doesn’t hear you say that,” Gerald said.
 
   Merek smiled. It was the first time he had heard the huntsman call Aeryn by name. 
 
   “Hear what?” Aeryn asked. Propped up in bed by a pile of thick pillows, she looked like she had been beaten, run over by a wagon, its entire team of draw horses, then mauled by a bear just for good measure.
 
   “Hear that since you are now confined to bed, you’ll have plenty of time to read more of those books you like so much,” Merek said. “I’ve a number that I think you’ll find quite interesting.”
 
   Aeryn’s face immediately lost what little color remained. “You set one foot inside this room with a single one of those horrid books and I’ll make these,” she jerked a thumb over her shoulder toward her back, “look like scratches.” Gerald grinned from ear to ear.
 
   “You can’t even hold a knife,” Merek said.
 
   “Neither can you,” Aeryn shot back. “Still, I’ve got a lamp within reach and I’d rather burn this place down around me than read another page of that book on the life of Georey Chance you spoke so highly of.”
 
   “Geoffrey Chaunce,” Merek corrected. “General Geoffrey Chaunce. He was one of the greatest—“
 
   “Oh who bloody cares,” Aeryn interrupted.
 
   Gerald let out a booming laugh that seemed to shake the foundations of the house itself. “That’s the spirit, girl,” he said and slapped Aeryn on the back, eliciting a loud yelp from her. Turning, he did likewise to Merek, who added his cry to the mix. Reeve looked on aghast, his jaw nearly touching the floor. “Looks like you got the wolf you wanted. Hope you can handle her.”
 
   By the time Merek had his breathing under control and the spasms of pain had subsided, Gerald was gone. So used to clever doublespeak and intrigue, Merek had forgotten how straightforward and annoying the huntsman could be.
 
   Aeryn fixed her gaze on Merek. “You planned for Jynx and me to almost get killed? Because if you did. . .” She clenched her fist. The fire in her eyes finished the thought for her.  
 
   “Lord Merek would never do such a thing,” Reeve said.
 
   “Go after Gerald, Reeve. Tell him he best be waiting in my study when I return. Or else,” Merek said.
 
   “Or else what?” Reeve asked without so much as a hint of sarcasm.
 
   Merek sighed. “Or else. . .I don’t know. Use your imagination and think something up. Now out with you.” Merek sighed as Reeve left. Aeryn and Gerald were starting to wear off on him, else he never would have snapped at the loyal chamberlain. Merek faced Annette, who bustled about changing Aeryn’s bandages. “Fetch Emeline. Then on your way back, see what the kitchens have prepared; Aeryn looks like she could use a meal.”
 
   “Yes, my lord,” Annette said. She gave him a deep bow that would have been mocking had one of Melanie’s other girls done it, she ran off to do as told.
 
   “Where were we?” Aeryn asked as the door clicked shut. “Oh, that’s right. You were going to explain why you planned to kill Jynx and me.”
 
   “I had only planned on eighteen wolves showing up, not a full score,” Merek said.
 
   “You bloody bastard. The moment I get out of this bed I’m going to—”
 
   Merek held up his hands. “It was a joke. What I had planned wouldn’t have held a candle to this. Not in a thousand years. Certainly no one would have gotten hurt. Why, from what I saw you do the other night, you wouldn’t have blinked twice at my test.”
 
   “You really need to work on those,” Aeryn said. “Your jokes, I mean. They’re terrible.”
 
   “I know.” Merek looked at his feet. “I never was any good at them. Isabel and Bethany would just roll their eyes and chuckle conspiratorially as soon as my back was turned.”
 
   Silence lingered heavily in the room. “How long was I out?” Aeryn asked, knowing well enough to stay away from the sensitive subject of his new-dead family after the last time it had come up. Still, Merek would not have minded to talk about it for a little while.
 
   “It’s been almost four days.” Merek leaned down and gave Jynx a quick once over. Gerald, ever so familiar with administering to hounds, had shown surprising gentleness while seeing to the draven. The wounds looked to be healing already. Another two weeks and all that would remain would be a couple of scars. “You’ve been in and out. The healer that came from Whitespring brought milk of the poppy to take your pain and let you sleep.”
 
   As if summoned, Emeline, a wizened old woman that even Gerald was reluctant to cross, strode in. Stepping with a spring that belittled her age, she moved to Aeryn’s side and pushed Merek out of the way with a boney elbow. “How do you feel, child?”
 
   Looking like things were well in hand, Merek turned to leave.
 
   “Wait,” Aeryn called after. She tried to brush off the woman’s pokes and prods to no avail. “I’ve learned everything you wanted me to. You are going to tell me everything.” It was most definitely a statement, not a question.
 
   “Not now he isn’t,” Emeline said.
 
   “But—“ Aeryn began.
 
   “You,” Emeline pointed a crooked finger at Merek, “out. You,” the finger swiveled to Aeryn, “stop wiggling.”
 
   Merek quickly stepped into the hall. He wanted to incur the wrath of the healer just as much as a peasant wanted a Shade appearing at the foot of their bed in the middle of the night. He grimaced at the all too vivid memory as the door began to swing shut.
 
   “Tell me, does this hurt?” Emeline asked.
 
   Aeryn let out a high-pitched wail. “If you stick that bloody finger there again, I’ll—“ She cut herself off with another wail.
 
   Emeline harrumphed. “I’ll take that as a yes. How about this?”
 
   This time the elicited shout was muffled as the door latched closed. Merek got an idea. An unexpected scream was cause for alarm, but nobody batted an eyelash at an expected one. . .
 
   Wrangling swirling thoughts and possibilities, Merek aimed for the kitchens to give himself a chance to think before meeting with Gerald. If he played his hand right, if his allies played along, if his enemies remained ignorant for long enough, and if Aeryn agreed—that was the lynch pin—he might just pull off a feat worthy of being remembered in a bard’s tale.
 
   Merek sighed. So many “ifs.” If even one of them should fall apart. . .well then he would cosign his neck and some hundred others to the headman’s block.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13
 
   Gold's Dilemma
 
    
 
   Chin resting on her hand, Aeryn stared out the window and watched Jynx lope along in the distance. She wished she could join him. The draven had had his bandages removed and stitches pulled nearly two weeks ago now and had immediately unleashed his pent-up energy by sprinting full-tilt around the estate for the better part of next two days.
 
   On the other hand, Aeryn was still wrapped waist-to-neck in linen, covered in poultices, and had explicit orders from Emeline to stay off her feet until the end of the month or she would never walk again. She felt fine. At least, she felt as fine as one could feel with dozens of scarred fissures, a loose shoulder and a hitch in her step. Aeryn was pretty sure Emeline’s orders were simply a scare tactic, but she didn’t want to take the chance. What was another two weeks of forced rest versus the being lame for the remainder of her life?
 
   The carriage hit a rut. Aeryn’s hand slammed into her chin, her elbow cracked against the window jam. Rubbing the two new sore spots, she caught a glance of the pile of books at her feet. Two more weeks of lying around doing nothing? Could she make it that long? Reading while confined to a bed with the curtains drawn shut, servants bustling about and a healer hovering over her shoving vile concoctions down her throat at every opportunity was one thing; then, reading had been an escape. But feeling the wind and sun on her face while watching her best friend run free only served to highlight the cage she was trapped in. Getting up and on her feet a week early could not be that bad, could it?
 
   Another series of bumps and Aeryn watched the book, “The Last Battle,” slide off the top of the stack to the floor. She had actually enjoyed that book. Though being bored out of her mind for days on end might have had something to do with it. The book beneath it though. . .
 
   Aeryn shuddered. That dry tome should have been burned, buried and forgotten ages ago. Why it had even been written in the first place was a mystery Nameless himself could not answer.
 
   Aeryn resolved on the spot to join Jynx the minute she arrived in Maerilin. Two weeks, two days, did it really matter that much? Far better to suffer a bit of discomfort by cutting her healing short than to go crazy and start raving about the End of Days on a filthy street corner.
 
   “So you obviously know that my wife and daughter were murdered,” Merek said.
 
   Aeryn started. She jerked her head from the window and studied the Lord. Where was he going with this? It was a strange way to start a conversation to say the least. Though it did shed light on why he had been brooding so quietly during the long carriage ride back from his country estate to Maerilin.
 
   “I do,” she said cautiously. “A Shadow that had snuck into your house killed them when he was discovered.” 
 
   “I suppose that is accurate. If vastly oversimplified.” Gazing out the window, Merek lapsed back into silence.
 
   “What happened?” Aeryn asked when it seemed he was not going to say any more. She was just about to repeat her question when Merek locked eyes with her.
 
   “By now you must have realized that the only difference between Shadows and Shades is that Shades are trained by, and work for, Nameless by way of the Voices. As for Voices, well, they are simply better trained and more experienced at Drifting than those under their command.”
 
   Aeryn nodded. She had not pieced together the part about Voices until that day in the cavern, but on some level had suspected it for some time.
 
   “Shades take orders from Voices,” Merek continued, “who in turn take orders from Nameless. The closest analogy would be that Shades are the elite foot soldiers, Voices are their Captains and Generals, and Nameless is their King. Shadows, on the other hand, are any humans or animals that can Drift and do not fit into that hierarchy.”
 
   Aeryn had a pretty good idea where he was going with this. “That’s why everyone pays their tithes. The Shades, with their ability to Drift, something Maerilin’s common soldiers and guards cannot do, are the only ones that can fight the Shadows.”
 
   “That may have been true once. But what happens when there are no more Shadows to fight?” Merek asked, his eyebrow raised.
 
   “What do you mean? I’m a Shadow, as are you, Jynx, and just about every animal that hunts at night.”
 
   “Tell me,” Merek said, “how many people have you killed?”
 
   “A couple, actually.” Most recently Mic, one of the members of Jins’ gang of street thugs. “But only in self-defense. They would have killed me otherwise.” Or done worse, she added silently.
 
   “And how many have you tortured?”
 
   “None! I would never—“
 
   “Raped? Burned alive? Drowned? Strangled?” A razor sharp edge entered Merek’s voice. “When was the last time you killed a man and a street urchin who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time? No? How about a mother and her child who woke up and found you in their house? Surely you, as a former street urchin, have done that. I mean, haven’t you ever broken into someone’s house to steal their coin, then upon being discovered, slit their throats so they cannot cry out in alarm or send for soldiers? It would make sense. After all, if you, a nobody, was caught, it would mean hanging.”
 
   “No,” Aeryn said. “Never. How can you even ask that?”
 
   “Never? Not even once?” Merek looked at her with mock surprise. 
 
   If she had not been completely sure it was feigned, injured or no, she would have jumped out of the carriage on the spot and never spoken to him again. “Not once,” she repeated.
 
   “So what you’re telling me is that aside from breaking into my house intent on stealing everything you could get your hands on,” he quirked his eyebrow up at Aeryn, “and defending yourself against people intent on doing you harm, you have never done any of the things Nameless claims a Shadow does?
 
   “Yes. That is exactly what I am saying.”
 
   “And how many other Shadows aside from Jynx and me do you know?”
 
   Aeryn thought for a moment. “Well, none.” No humans anyway. 
 
   Merek held his arms wide and said no more.
 
   A growing realization worked its way to the forefront of Aeryn’s mind. If she had never done any of those cruel, barbaric deeds, nor had Jynx, or Merek—he did not strike her as the type to murder and pillage—and she knew of no other Shadows. . .
 
   “You can’t mean. . .”
 
   Merek motioned for her to continue her train of thoughts.
 
   “But they have no reason to—“
 
   The carriage lurched. This time, she did not notice the books slide about; she only heard the jangle of coins in Merek’s belt purse. A flower unfurling in the sun, it hit her. Only this flower was made of torn skin, smelled of offal, and had knives as thorns.
 
   “A Shade killed your wife and daughter. Just like that Shade that killed Brin and Bran, then tortured Will so he could find me, and thus, you,” Aeryn said.
 
   Merek nodded grimly. “Yes. Though I suspect the Shade had help from a street urchin. Otherwise how would he have known where to find Will and the others in the first place?”
 
   Aeryn felt anger bubble to the surface. She knew one person that had everything to gain and nothing to lose by outing Will. Jins.
 
   “I have no doubt that at the beginning,” Merek said, “the Shades were a force for good, protecting Maerilin and its people from outside invaders. Why else design Maerilin in such a defensive fashion? Four concentric walls, each bigger than the last? Nobody in their right mind spends the coin and manpower to build such a thing unless you’re at war. It’s overkill and absurdly expensive. Tithing half your income would make sense in that situation: the massive, pooled funds of the entire city would have been required to construct the walls, sustain an army, train elite soldiers to Drift, and provide for repair efforts.”
 
   “But how could they fall so far?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “I suspect that it began innocently enough. Once they emerged victorious, they turned their gaze inward. Using the very walls that had once protected them from outsiders, they now used them to separate and segregate, allowing them to more efficiently remove traitors, spies, and others who sought to strike from a blind spot.”
 
   “That doesn’t explain how they could turn from good to evil.”
 
   Merek shrugged. “Who knows? You would be surprised what greed and fanaticism can do to people in a handful of weeks, let alone a thousand years. I suspect that given that timeframe, even a God can be corrupted.”
 
   Aeryn knew that for the truth. Just look at Jins and his gang, or even Rickon, who had turned his back on her at the drop of a hat.
 
   “Assuming all this is true,” and Aeryn saw no immediate flaws to unravel the vile tapestry with, “what do you plan to do about it? You’re just one man. If you kill a soldier, another will take its place; if you kill a Shade, they’ll train another; if you kill a Voice, they’ll raise another in its stead. You can’t fight everyone beyond the Protector’s Gate at once.” She had a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach that Merek would turn her words on their head.
 
   “I don’t have to fight everyone at once,” Merek said. “All I have to do is remove the source.”
 
   “You can’t mean. . .” The sinking sensation deepened.
 
   Merek fixed steel-eyes on her. “I’m going to kill Nameless.”
 
   Aeryn’s stomach fell out. She gasped. “What?”
 
   “I’m going to kill Nameless to stop his Voices from driving people into poverty with his overbearing tithes. I’m going to kill Nameless to stop his Shades from having free reign over those too weak to fight back. I’m going to kill Nameless to prevent what happened to Isabel and Bethany from happening to anyone else.”
 
   Aeryn’s mind swirled in a dozen directions at once with a hundred different questions. “When? Where? How? Nameless is a bloody God.”
 
   “‘Where’ and ‘when’ are works in progress. As for the question of ‘how,’” Merek leaned forward and rested his arms, hands clasped together, on his knees, “that is where you come in.”
 
   Aeryn felt her jaw unhinge as Merek rushed on, painting the framework in wide, broad strokes. The framework seemed solid, as it should after more than ten years of preparation. The problem was that it was all held up by a small handful of lynch pins, any of which would cause the entire structure to collapse if pulled. 
 
   “So are you up for it?” Merek asked when he finished.
 
   “You’re serious aren’t you?” Aeryn could barely believe he was not spouting some fantasized tale from one of the books by her feet.
 
   “Deadly,” he replied in a cool, calm voice.
 
   Aeryn turned and stared out the window for a time. She watched as Jynx bounded through the tall prairie grasses, periodically appearing atop one of the large boulders dotting the fields. A few leagues beyond, the last village before they entered Maerilin had just appeared as a dot on the horizon. 
 
   Merek’s goal seemed noble enough, if nigh on impossible. If she were honest with herself, she had absolutely no desire to help a noble; they already had more advantages than a thousand street urchins combined would encounter in as many years.
 
   Lord Merek was perhaps an exception, knowing him personally as she did, but even he was a drop of water compared to the seething river of Maerilin’s less fortunate. Ty and Rickon had been lucky beyond belief to find a Master to take them in. For each of them, a hundred others wasted away on the streets, lacking even the ability to keep their bellies full, yet still convinced the only way to keep the Shadows from taking them in the night was to tithe every copper they came across to the Voices. That was their method of survival. Not fighting, not even running most of the time, just handing over coin that could help them right then and there and praying for a miracle from a God that did not care.
 
   Could she really turn down an opportunity to help them? Could she pass up an opportunity to extract justice for the countless others the Shades had killed on orders passed down from Nameless through the Voices? Could she deny an opportunity to avenge Will, Brin, Bran, and every other poor soul put to rest before their time?
 
   One thing nagged at her. She laughed and shook her head. One thing? A thousand points reached out to snag her. But right here, at this very moment, confined with Merek in this carriage, one stood out among all others. She turned back to Merek.
 
   “Do I have a choice?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “Of course you have a choice.”
 
   Aeryn stared at the Lord. Faced with mountainous odds that may as well be a sheer slate cliff, running was the obvious and logical thing to do. Though some things were worth fighting for—like Jynx; that point had been driven home at Merek’s estate—this was not her fight. How could the lives of people she did not know and would never meet worth be dying for? Especially when none of them, not a single one, had lifted so much as a finger to help her when she was cold and starving on the streets? She was not a hero. Hell, she was not even a sellsword. She was just a bloody street urchin with a knack for filching that had stolen the wrong thing from the wrong Lord. 
 
   Aeryn put Merek’s words to the test. She knocked hard on the carriage wall. “Driver,” she said. “Stop here.”
 
   The carriage rolled to a stop; all Merek’s servants were familiar with her favored position next to the Lord, if not the particulars. Reaching for the handle, Aeryn swung the door open and whistled sharply. Jynx trotted up while she ripped off bandages by the handful. Apparently, she would be cutting Emeline’s orders short by a full two weeks.
 
   Merek put his hand on Aeryn’s arm as she moved to exit the carriage. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m going to walk the rest of the way to Maerilin,” Aeryn replied, not moving to retake her seat.
 
   Merek’s grip firmed, as did his eyes.
 
   Here it comes, she said to herself. She wondered how tightly Merek would pull the nooses he had looped about her neck. 
 
   “It is at least three days on foot. Can you even walk that far?” Merek asked, picking up steam. “I thought Emeline told you to stay off your feet for another two weeks? Do you even know the way? What happens if you get lost or twist an ankle? Not to mention there is no place to sleep out there.”
 
   Making a show of swinging her legs out, Aeryn pulled her arm free of Merek’s hand. It was a good thing too, because the instant she put weight on her feet, her knees wobbled, forcing her to steady herself against the carriage. “I’ve lived on the streets my entire live. I can take care of myself.” Jynx tilted his head up at her. “Besides, after spending so much time with Gerald, that rough huntsman of yours, I think I can manage a couple days out here on my own.”
 
   The little speech was more to reassure herself than anything; her legs were shockingly weak from spending the better part of a month abed.
 
   It’ll also give me time to think and to see if you’ll use force to stop me like you claim to reproach the Shades, Voices, and Nameless for doing, she added to herself.
 
   “Are you sure?” Merek asked. He looked as concerned as the draven. We’ll be at the next village before nightfall. You can stretch your legs there.”
 
   Aeryn shook her head. “No.” She took an unsteady step, hand on the carriage for stability.
 
   “At the very least, I’ll have my driver wait to make sure you don’t need any help.”
 
   Aeryn fixed him with a determined glare. “I’m going,” she said and moved her left leg forward until it was astride the right.
 
   Frowning, Merek said, “I understand what I’m asking you to do seems overwhelming—“
 
   “Is overwhelming,” Aeryn corrected.
 
   “Seems overwhelming,” Merek said without missing a beat.
 
   Aeryn studied the horizon while Merek stared at her. Should she cut through the fields or follow behind his small caravan on the roads? The roads would be easier going, but it would also expose her to passing merchants and farmers alike. On the other hand, while she would be out of sight in the fields, they contained hidden dangers in the form of potholes and roots to snag her stiff feet as well as lurking animals.
 
   “It seems you’re set on this course of action,” he said.
 
   “I am,” Aeryn said firmly.
 
   Merek nodded in a fatherly sort of way. “I’ll always have a place for you if you decide to come back.”
 
   That took Aeryn by surprise. She was expecting an outburst, a threat, chest-puffing intimidation, or a knife flashing out. Anything other calm acceptance. The plans he had laid out a minute ago would not come to pass without her.
 
   “You mean to go on without me?” she asked.
 
   “Of course. I’ve managed for the past decade without you, haven’t I?”
 
   Still not convinced he would just let her walk away, she tried the direct route. “You’re not going to kill me for what I know?”
 
   Merek chuckled. “If you didn’t turn me over to the Shades when we first met, I don’t think you’ll do so now.”
 
   Aeryn nodded to him in appreciation and took her first unsupported steps away from the carriage. Remaining steady turned out to be more difficult that she had anticipated. Not looking like a wooden scarecrow come to life was firmly out of reach. For the time being, at least. Jynx brushed against her leg as if in support. 
 
   “Aeryn!” Merek called out after she had gotten the hang of walking again and made it five steps. She turned back, wondering if he had changed his mind. “You might want this.” He tossed the sheathed belt knife Ty had made into the air.
 
   She caught it, whispering a silent thanks to the heavens that her hands and arms worked better than her legs. It would have been beyond embarrassing to fumble with it while all Merek’s servants stood around watching the proceedings. Another item landed with a puff of dirt and heavy clinking at her feet.
 
   Merek knocked on the carriage wall and pulled the door shut. “Continue on, driver.” 
 
   Waving away the rising plume of dust, Aeryn watched the caravan roll past before she bent down and picked up the purse. Not only did she not trust her still-sore back, but she did not want to give Reeve any more reason to widen the flaming smug smile that had spread across his face.
 
   As a brisk breeze rose and began blowing away the dust, Aeryn felt a pang in her stomach. A part of her longed for the dust to rise again as it would herald the return of the caravan. Somewhere inside her, and not as deep down as she would have liked, she actually felt her insides twist at leaving Merek after all he had done for her. Though accompanying the Lord had been a Shade, more nooses and traps than she cared to count, a crusty chamberlain, a no-nonsense huntsman, a crone of a healer, and a pack of vicious wolves.
 
   Aeryn shook her head. What was she thinking? Now that she was well and truly free of the Lord, did she really want to go back to all that? Letting out a deep breath, she limped off into the field before an answer she would not like could form. 
 
   A few minutes later, uncertainty crept back. To battle it, she picked up a stick and played a game of fetch with Jynx. That lasted for all of an hour before the draven got tired and simply watched the stick soar off into the field and disappear.
 
   She immediately began looking for another. Eventually she settled on a wrist-thick limb stick almost as straight and long as a quarter staff and forked at the end. When not supporting her weight, she used it to examine animal tracks and droppings as Gerald had taught her. No doubt the picture she formed in her head of prairie dogs and rabbits, moles and voles, owls and hawks criss-crossing on, under, and high above the field had flaws, but it gave her something to pass the time.
 
   She dropped her head back and laughed. Since when had she ever needed something to keep her mind occupied? It must have been Merek’s bloody books. Reading for fun, as if she had nothing better to do.
 
   No, she thought, stopping in her tracks. Being bored was simply a byproduct. The real problem was not having to survive. Instead of searching for the next safe alley to sleep in, looking for an opportunity to flitch a meal and keep her stomach from eating itself, watching for guards, soldiers, strong-arms, thugs, and sellswords, she had had a score of men and women to see to her every need.
 
   Shortly put, the problem was the coin at her belt. Only, she found she could not get rid of it. Worse, she actually realized she did not want to get rid of it. Just because having it allowed her to focus on something other than the bare essentials in life did not mean it was bad. It had paid to save her and Jynx’s life and, for the most part, had given them a better quality life as well. Nearly filled out to his full potential, Jynx looked healthy for once, no longer resembling an oversized, emancipated dog. Aeryn actually felt healthier, too.
 
   An uncomfortable thought rose. What if she had been born privileged, as Merek had? Was his fight any different from her own? A fight for survival? 
 
   Of course it is, came the immediate response. Only, if that was all she had ever known, if there was someplace to fall that was perhaps worse than death. . .
 
   All too many times, Aeryn had watched her fellow street urchins give up on the constant fight of balancing on fate’s razor thin edge and give in to despair. Their corpses had stained the streets soon after. Could it all simply be a matter of one’s point of view? The plotting and scheming of the Lords and Ladies was the fight for survival in their eyes?
 
   A grey blur streaked in front of her, Jynx hot on its tail. Aeryn whirled her head to follow. Ten feet from where she was standing, the blur vanished. Jynx started to paw at the ground. Dashing over the best she could on sore, aching legs, Aeryn found large rabbit warren pocked marked with entry holes.
 
   Her stomach rumbled at the thought of rabbit turning over a spit, sizzling as its juices spattered into the fire below. How could she be hungry already? She had only left the carriage an hour ago.
 
   She looked up to the sun, only to realize the rabbit was not the only thing that was gray. The entire landscape was gray. She had Drifted. Pulling back into the Physical Plane, the world grew dark, lit by the multitude of stars overhead.
 
   Lost in thought, she must have Drifted instinctively as the sun had set and the night had come on. She would definitely have to get that under control. If she Drifted while walking through the streets of Maerilin and was not ready for what followed, she would not live long enough to see the sun rise again.
 
   Jynx looked up from his pawing and let out a sharp yelp. 
 
   “I know, I know,” Aeryn said. “I’m hungry too.” In a warren this large, there must be fifty rabbits beneath her feet. If only she had a way to get at them.
 
   Walking around the perimeter, she examined the area and took stock of what she had at her disposal. Prairie grasses, rocks, sticks, and of course plenty of dirt—
 
   A loud, vibrating hiss sounded. Aeryn jumped backwards. Tripping over her own feet, she landed hard on her tailbone and sucked in air between clenched teeth.
 
   A brown and black snake coiled and reared up, its head a good foot off the ground. 
 
    Jynx let out a yip that drew the snake’s attention. Aeryn crawled backwards. She rose to her feet when the draven danced in with snapping teeth before quickly retreating to avoid the venomous fangs.
 
   Snatching up the walking stick that had fallen from her grasp, Aeryn wound up, preparing to club the thing. After all, food was food, and she had eaten much worse living in the refuse-strewn alleys.
 
   Gerald’s words flooded back. She froze to think them through. A rabbit warren, tall grasses, sticks, rocks, a snake. . .
 
   Flipping the stick end for end so the fork was pointing down and out, she crept forward. The snake swiveled to appraise its new threat. Aeryn stabbed the walking stick forward, pinning the snake to the ground, the base of its skull between the wood fork.
 
   Jynx dove in to deliver the killing blow.
 
   “Wait, Jynx,” she called. “I’ve got an idea.”
 
   Aeryn set to work. Leaving the snake pinned where it was, she quickly wove a handful of long, tube-like bags out of the prairie grasses. Staking or weighting them down at the rabbit warren entrances, she then methodically packed the remaining open holes with dirt so they were unusable. The moon hung high in the sky by the time she was ready.
 
   “Ready for this, Jynx?” she asked.
 
   Jynx eyed her as if saying, “I’ve been ready for hours.”
 
   Aeryn carefully picked up the trapped snake with her hands, walked over and deposited it in one of the rabbit holes. The snake quickly slithered out of sight. While she waited, she set up a spit over a fire she sparked to life using her knife and a rock.
 
   No sooner did she sit back to marvel at what she had just done then a frantic squeal broke the night. Jynx had the rabbit, and the woven prairie grasses it was caught in, clamped his mouth in the blink of an eye. By the time Aeryn had it gutted, skinned, and hung over the fire, Jynx had deposited three more, each larger than the last, at her side. When Aeryn finally bedded down to go to sleep beside Jynx, both of their stomachs were blissfully full.
 
   She woke hours later with the rising sun, shivering. Sleeping on soft beds under a solid roof with a fireplace to keep out the chill, she had forgotten was how cold it could get beneath the stars.
 
   Stringing up the rabbits she had cooked but not eaten last night, she rose and stretched. Walking would get her blood flowing and warm her up. 
 
   Walk she did. With her legs and back fairing worse than she had initially thought, and getting better much slower than she had anticipated, it took three days to reach the village on the horizon. Once there, she bought provisions with the coin Merek had tossed to her. Satisfying as it was to catch her own meals, one could only eat so much rabbit before getting bored of it. 
 
   More than once she caught herself staring longingly at the carriages that passed along the main street, the inns with their comfy beds, and the lighted windows of the larger houses.
 
   By the time Aeryn stood before the rusted open Slum’s Gate manned by snoring guards, she would have kicked herself had she the energy. Time with Merek had made her hard in some areas. Never in a thousand years would she have ever considered standing up to a pack of wolves or catching a snake with her bare hands, not to mention facing off against an army of Shades, Voices, and Nameless.
 
   It had also made her every bit as soft in other areas. Like preferring feather beds to alleyways, carriages to her own two feet, hot, cooked meals to week-old stale bread, and servants to draw her a bath.
 
   Her checks flushed at the last; would who have thought she would actually want to take a bath? Yes, gold had definitely changed her.
 
   Only, as she walked down the streets, winding her way through familiar alleys and squares, her face roared with heat, though this time not from embarrassment. Gold could never change some things: the burning bile that rose at seeing starving children hand over their last copper to the Voices for protection from demonized Shadows was one. The casual dismissal of everyone from street urchins to street-corner merchants, even the nobles in their own right, struggling to survive was another. In the end, it all boiled down to the exploitation of the weak by the strong.
 
   Perhaps Merek was right. If Aeryn had a chance, no matter how slim, to provide a better life for Maerilin’s countless street urchins, could she really turn it down? Not too long ago she would have given anything for two silver to rub together. She may not be a hero from the books, but she could help her street kin survive.
 
   Aeryn nodded to herself. She knew exactly where to start. She would do something no one with a shred of honor would contemplate. It would not be a big start, not when weight against killing an oppressive God, but it would be a start.
 
   She laughed. No, she was definitely not a hero.
 
   “Come on Jynx,” Aeryn said.
 
   Stepping into an alley before an approaching knot of soldiers could ask questions about seeing a draven in the city, she dropped her hand to the hilt of her knife. “It is time to move forward.”
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   Finding them was not hard. All Aeryn had to do was ask a few thinly veiled questions at the raunchiest taverns and alehouses. Of course, a few silver here and there did wonders to help grease lips when the only answers she received were noncommittal grunts.
 
   Leaning casually against the wall of a clothier’s shop, she kept her eyes locked on the door of The Gilded Lady. According to rumors, Jins, Brys, and Hal were inside emptying their pockets of hard earned—not for them, of course—coin. 
 
   The women inside were good. As Aeryn waited and watched, she could count on one hand the number of people that left voluntary and with two coins clinking together in their purse. As for the rest, they either stumbled out too drunk to walk, faces plastered in a wide smiles, were pushed out by a pair of thick-armed men, or occasionally, were bodily thrown out the door. Whichever way they left, the second their feet hit the streets, each and every one of them professed at the top of their lungs that they would be back as soon as they had more coin. 
 
   As the moon and stars came out and swirled about the night sky, Aeryn began wondering if she should come back another day. Her legs ached from her strenuous walk. She longed to lie down and sleep. After sleeping on a soft featherbed for so long, the rutted, hard-packed dirt offered little in the way of comfort. All in all, she had not gotten more than a handful of hours of sleep each night.
 
   With a sigh that turned to a yawn midway through, Aeryn discarded the idea. The deeper the night became, the more of an advantage she would have against Jins’ superior numbers. That and she hoped that as the night progressed, they would drink more of their coin.
 
   Aeryn would not hesitate to seize any advantage that presented itself. It was not honorable to kill a night-blind drunk, but Aeryn was not a hero from a book that fought and lived by a code of honor. Life on the streets quickly dispatched any such foolish notions or unceremoniously dispatched their holder. Life was life, and death was death, no matter how they were come by.
 
   The door creaked open. Jins’ familiar voice echoed out into the street. “You can’t do this to me. Do you have any idea how much gold I’ve spent here?”
 
   Aeryn watched as a shove from behind sent Jins stumbling to the ground. Brys was right behind. Hal too, only he could not get his feet placed firmly beneath himself and sprawled into a pile of refuse.
 
   “Oh yeah?” said a towering brute holding what looked like a table pedestal in his hand. “Then I’m sure Marilyn will let you back in once you have more.”
 
   Jins stepped up and put his face an inch from the strongarm’s. “I’m not leaving without her,” he growled.
 
   “Oh, I think you are.” The strongarm slapped the thick wood cudgel against his palm.
 
   A second strongarm appeared next to the first. He made up for his lack in size by sporting a nasty burn that ran along his face and had claimed his right eye and a good amount of his hair.
 
   Sneering, Jins pulled out a well-rusted knife. He brandished it before him as though he was a master swordsman. Weaving back and forth slightly from too much drink ruined the effect. 
 
   “Come on, Jins,” Brys said, tugging on his leader’s sleeve. Hal, meanwhile, had managed to stand and was wiping off his tunic. “I know this girl that is so small you can pick her up and set—“
 
   Jins spun around to face Brys. “I don’t want one of your little girls, I want—“
 
   “—more gold!” Hal bellowed. “Red, bloody, warm, sticky gold.” He finished by drawing a knife from his belt.
 
   “Oh Jinies,” said a seductively sweet voice.
 
   Jins looked up. Appearing in an open stained glass window ten feet above his head was the most voluptuously endowed, baby-faced women Aeryn had ever seen. Jins’ pants instantly grew tight.
 
   “Marilyn, there you are. They won’t let me back in to see you,” he said with a glare to the strongarms.
 
   “That was not my doing, my love. I want to see you, I really do,” Marilyn said. The strongarms played their part well and scowled at Jins without so much as a stray glance at Marilyn hanging out the window above their heads.
 
   “I told you bloody bastards,” Jins growled at the strongarms. “She wants to see me. Now let me by!”
 
   “I’m tired Jinies. It was such a long night and you had so much energy that I’m positively worn out,” Marilyn said, pressing the back of her hand against her forehead as if she was about to faint. “Why don’t you come back tomorrow night when I’m all rested and you’ve had a chance to refill your purse and buy me that shawl you promised?” She gave Jins a wink that only a drunk would appreciate.
 
   Jins gave Marilyn’s cleavage a long stare. “Anything for you, Marilyn.” Jins then fixed his gaze on the thick-armed pair blocking the door to The Gilded Lady. “I’ll be back with so much bloody gold Marilyn will have you thrown out,” he shouted before stalking off. 
 
   “Wait up Jins,” Hal said, slurring his words as he stumbled after. “Getting gold was my idea.”
 
   Brys added his voice to the clamor. “Hey I want some too. There’s this girl that I’ve seen working down by the harbor. . .”
 
   As the trio stumbled down the streets, the strongarms looked up at Marilyn, who rolled her eyes and tossed a silver to each of the men.
 
   “Don’t let him back in unless his purse is full. And not with copper or silver,” Marilyn said. With that, she shuttered the window.
 
   The men disappeared inside a moment later, laughing about “bloody fool drunks.”
 
   “Jynx,” Aeryn whispered. The draven perked up. “Let’s go.” 
 
   Between their raucous hoots at passing women and back and forth boasts of previous fights that typically started with a slurred, “That’s nothing! Why this one time, I. . .,” following the trio was child’s play. Though she and Jynx had yet to Drift—Aeryn did not want to raise a shout of “Shadows!” and alert the gang—she might as well have been completely immersed in the Etheric Plane for all they noticed her. Apparently following Gerald around through the woods for weeks on end had paid off. 
 
   “Her. I want her,” Brys exclaimed, finger pointing at a slim figure that could have been Aeryn a few months ago. 
 
   “Too skinny,” Jins said. “I want Marilyn.”
 
   “When are you going to wise up Jins? She just likes you for your coin,” Hal said.
 
   Jins stomped his foot like an indignant child and raised his knife. “She does not.”
 
   Hal stood firm for a moment, then backed down with a shrug. He turned his attention to the street urchin Brys was eyeing and squinted. “That ain’t no girl, Brys.”
 
   “Yes it is. I’ll prove it.” With a hungry grin, Brys snatched up the street urchin by the neck with one hand while the other darted under threadbare clothing.
 
   “Let me go mister,” croaked the street urchin with an unmistakably male voice. “I’ll do whatever you want, just let me go.”
 
   Brys’ grin turned sour in an instant. He shoved the boy to the ground and wiped his hands off on his pants. Both Hal and Jins hooted in laughter and walked away. Brys backhanded the boy for good measure, kicked him in the side when he fell to the ground, then rushed to catch up.
 
   A minute later and the trio found a homely girl that was so top heavy it was a wonder she could stand. With a strip of cloth tied around her head to keep her from screaming for help—not that anyone would help a girl at this time of night with the looming threat of Shadows lurking in the dark—they dragged her to the nearest alley. Hal hauled a boy that had been at the girl’s side along with.
 
   Jins raised an eyebrow. “You like boys now too?” he asked.
 
   “I do not like—“ Brys began.
 
   “To make him watch,” Hal explained. “Plus I bet he has a few silver tucked up his sleeves. Don’t you, boy?” Brys’ eyes widened in delight at the prospect of easy coin. Jins’ were so intently focus on the girl’s chest he did not seem to notice. 
 
   “I’ll give you everything I have, I promise,” the boy said. “Just let my sister and me go.”
 
   “Do I look like I’m going to let you go?” Hal asked, puffing out his chest. “Now shut up.” He bashed the boy’s head with the hilt of his knife hard enough to slump him down but not knock him out.
 
   Aeryn Drifted. The world spun into muted tones of grey. Her red-hot rage made Drifting completely downright impossible; not that it would help in this situation, since Jins and his gang would appear to her as she appeared to them—invisible. How would she be able to do anything if she could not see her quarry?
 
   Jynx at her side and silent as death itself, Aeryn dashed forward and followed them into the alley. She arrived just as a knife flashed in the moonlight, slicing off the girl’s clothing. Another flickered, coming down hard against the boy’s skull.
 
   “Stay here and don’t move,” Hal said.
 
   The way the boy’s eyes glazed over and spittle dripped from his mouth, he would not be moving anytime soon, if ever again. 
 
   Hal’s hands clamped down on her thrashing legs. Wide-eyed, the girl screamed into a cloth binding held in place by Brys. A muffled whine that barely reached the alley’s mouth was all that came out.
 
   Aeryn decided to start with Hal.
 
   Little more than a dull black form against the twinkling stars, she crept forward, utterly silent, until she loomed over Hal’s bent back. The girl stopped struggling and went completely silent. Aeryn did not think it possible, but the girl’s eyes widened until they blazed white like a pair of full moons.
 
   “See? I told you you’d enjoy this,” Jins said with a thrust and grunt.
 
   In one fluid motion, Aeryn wrapped her arm around Hal’s throat, and pressing hard as she could, ripped the blade of her knife from one ear to the other.
 
   Hal jerked his hands to his neck. It was no use. An arcing spurt of blood and he spasmed, then slumped forward to the cobbles.
 
   The girl let out a wild scream, at Hal’s twitching body lying next to her.
 
   Brys spun from where he had been holding the girl’s other leg. “What the—“
 
   Jynx pounced. The draven soared past Aeryn, his claws flashing in the moonlight as they sunk into Brys’ chest. Jynx’s powerful jaws snapped closed on Brys’ throat before the boy had a chance to cry out. Head thrashing back and forth, Jynx ripped away a chunk of muscle and flesh so large the thug’s spine showed beneath.
 
   Knife held warily in front of him, pants around his ankles, Jins rose into a tense stance. He looked from Hal to Brys, took in Jynx, whose fur was now matted in blood, then met Aeryn’s eyes—or at least where her eyes would have been had they not been formless grey orbs to his vision.
 
   “Why?” Jins asked.
 
   Aeryn took a step forward.
 
   Jins began to slink away. Tripping on his pants, he fell onto his back. He started scooting backward. “I’ve told you everything I know. I swear.” His eyes flickered to his dead cronies. “The one that died wasn’t my fault. He asked where to find that little thieving street rat and I told him. How was I supposed to know the bloody rat would send him into an ambush?”
 
   Aeryn froze. What was he talking about?
 
   Sensing her hesitation, Jins’ voice picked up speed. “If you let me go, I’ll double the attacked. I’ll work the shopkeeps and street vendors until they are scared of their own Shadows. I’ll give you all the gold I find. I’ll do anything you want. Anything. Just don’t kill me.”
 
   Aeryn decided to put an end to this. She raised her knife. Every moment standing here listening to Jins blather was another moment a Shade could find her. She could puzzle out his words and their meaning later.
 
   Jins took it as a dismissal. He pulled up his pants, jumped to his feet, and sprinted toward the alley mouth.
 
   “Get him,” Aeryn said.
 
   Jynx sprung away. A quickly cut off scream followed. 
 
   Aeryn strode back to the pair of bodies, wiped her blade and resheathed it. Rocking her brother in her arms, the girl looked up, stark terror written across her face. Aeryn Drifted back into the Physical Plane far enough so the girl could see her features.
 
   The girl gasped. Though the Shades, Voices, and even Nameless himself would learn of what happened here with the rising of the sun, they would not hear about it from this girl. Telling anyone a Shadow had saved her was blasphemy worthy of a long and painful death in the eyes of Nameless and his disciples.
 
   Aeryn turned to leave.
 
   “Who are you?” came a hoarse whisper.
 
   Aeryn turned back. “Salvation.” She looked at the boy. He would survive, but at what cost? She turned back to the girl. If Jins and his gang had had their way with her and she had survived, she would likely become nothing more than a glassy-eyed husk of a girl, a ghost of her former self. “Sometimes it isn’t enough to simply survive. Sometimes surviving is worse than fighting and dying. I’m going to change that.”
 
   The girl cocked her head to the side, confused. Aeryn could almost read the girl’s thoughts; almost see her working against the apparent contradiction of how anything could trump survival. It was an uncomfortable mirror of the struggle Aeryn had faced not too long ago.
 
   Untying Merek’s purse at her belt, Aeryn lofted it to the girl. The moment it left her hand, it snapped fully into the Physical Plane. Aeryn left the alley without slowing or even looking back when the girl let out a loud gasp at its glittering contents.
 
   There was only one thing to do now. Jynx at her side, Aeryn strode toward the Lord’s Gate. 
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   A Serving Girl
 
    
 
   The gate coming into sight, Aeryn made her way down a side street that paralleled the wall long before it reared overhead. Not only was the gate closed at this time of night, but she would not be getting past the guards anytime soon with her clothing splattered in blood. Jynx at her side least of all. Now triple his former size, he looked like he had bathed in a pool of blood. 
 
   Passing the stable that Rickon had worked at, pausing only long enough to wonder what he was up to now, Aeryn hunted along the ground, hoping the old makeshift walkway was still there. By the time she found it and had it atop the wall, Jynx was waiting for her, having sprung off the side of the barn and across the gap.
 
   Lowering herself to the other side, she continued towards the three-story estate in the distance. More than once her stomach panged at the thought of Will and the twins, Bran and Brin, paying for her mistakes. If she had not been caught in Merek’s house, whose low curtain wall was just now visible, none of them would be dead. She almost expected to see blood permanently staining her hands as she passed beneath a lantern lit window.
 
   “There you are,” a voice hissed from further down the street.
 
   Aeryn whipped out her knife and ducked around the nearest corner. Crouching and reading herself to spring forward, her mind raced every bit as quickly as her heartbeat. Who was out there? Who had followed her? Who could have followed her? Drifted and with so many blocks between her and the three thugs’ bodies, she had thought herself in the clear.
 
   After a minute had passed and no one had set on her, the blood rushing in her ears died down enough for her to make out faint, unintelligible whispers. She turned to Jynx. She lowered her voice until even she had trouble making it out.
 
   “Stay here,” she said.
 
   If those people were after her, she would need a better hiding spot. If they were not, she would need to find a way around them without alerting them to her presence. Either way, she had to know. Creeping forward with all the stealth she could muster, Aeryn poked her head around the corner.
 
   “. . .raised more than a few suspicions. Luckily for you, they sent me to investigate. I found nothing, of course,” said a disembodied voice.
 
   The exhale of a deep breath long held came in response.
 
   The voice continued. “Still, I think it would be best if you are seen and quell any rumors. She will no doubt be able to help on that front. Though I am still incised that you told her; we still don’t know if we can trust her and now she is out of our reach. Who knows what she is doing, and with whom.”
 
   Aeryn Drifted further, hoping for a better glimpse. Two men, one facing her, another with his back to her, stood together, both dressed in plain woolens from head to toe. Dressed like that, they were not Lords or street urchins or soldiers. That left servants, highly unlikely given the circumstances, or—
 
   A click, click, click echoed down the street between her and the pair. Both men Drifted fully into the Etheric Plane. Aeryn sucked in a breath and ducked back into her hiding spot.
 
   “What was that?” asked the first voice. Feet scuffed the cobbles as they turned about, searching for the source of the clicking. 
 
   Aeryn’s heart skipped a beat. Holding her breath, she released her Drift, hoping to be as invisible to them as they to her. Of course, that would only work if she did not make a sound. Ever so carefully, she backed up around the corner. Her lungs screamed for air by the time she drew a breath at Jynx’s side.
 
   “Must have been a rat or something,” the Shade said. “Now, as I was saying, you need to rein her in or—“
 
   Not trusting her voice, Aeryn motioned the draven to follow. Together, they quietly and slowly crept away. She led them on a widely circuitous route around the roadblock to Merek’s house. Freezing at the slightest hint of a footstep or whispered word, it was nearly an hour before she jumped the wall in the same place Will and her had so many months ago. Before she had gone three paces into the yard, cold steel pressed up against her throat.
 
   Jynx growled. Aeryn held out her hand to keep him put. The blade was a hairsbreadth from drawing out her lifeblood; a stiff breeze would complete its stroke.
 
   Just as quickly as it had appeared, the knife vanished. “Oh, it’s you.” Merek said and breathed a sigh of relief. “I thought you were a Shade.”
 
   Aeryn touched her throat to make sure it was still intact. “It’s good to see you too.”
 
   “What are you doing out at this time of night?” 
 
   “I just got to Maerilin.” No need to tell him about her little run in with Jins and gang, nor almost getting caught by a pair of Shades. “I was coming to tell you I’m in. At least I was until a moment ago when you tried to kill me. . .” Aeryn let the words hang in the air before adding, “What are you doing out at this time of night? And don’t say you’re ‘taking in the air.’”
 
   “And if it’s true?” Merek asked.
 
   “What kind of a fool do you take me for? It must be four in the morning. No one except cutthroats, thieves, and street urchins are out at this time.” Belatedly she realized that after what she had done to Jins and his gang a few hours earlier, she was each of those. 
 
   Merek arched an eyebrow, barely visible in the light that seeped through shuttered windows in his house. “In short, the perfect time for a leisurely stroll through the streets on sore legs, a draven at your side, and,” he sniffed the air, “both reeking of blood.”
 
   “I never said I came straight here,” Aeryn stated firmly. “I had some business to take care of first.”
 
   “Business” Merek shrugged. “As did I.” He moved toward the house, motioning her to follow. “Come on. That smoke,” he pointed to a thin plume of gray-black smoke rising from a chimney at the top of the roof, “means the cooks just fired up the ovens for the morning. Take the room across the hall from mine. I’ll send for Melanie’s girls to draw you a bath before you go to sleep.”
 
   Aeryn felt positively giddy at the thought of a hot bath. “Jynx will need one as well,” she said.
 
   “Of course. I couldn’t have a blood-soaked draven living in my storeroom.”
 
   “Storeroom?”
 
   “Yes, storeroom,” Merek said. “In anticipation of your eventual return, I had the storeroom converted into a kennel for Jynx. It’s actually quite nice if I may say so myself. I used it as an excuse to get rid of a lot of old junk cluttering up the place. Reeve was actually excited too.” Merek frowned. “At least until I told him who it was for.” He reached out and ruffled Jynx’s head, then promptly pulled his hand back, stiffed and promptly it off on a canvas bundle slung beneath his armpit. “Some of the stuff I found. . . Well, let’s just say it made that old, rotting carriage look pristine. And that thing lasted all of, what, two days on the road?”
 
   “One,” Aeryn corrected. “The axle broke just as we stopped the first evening out of Maerilin.”
 
   “Well there you go,” Merek said. “You know the way, right?” Aeryn nodded that she did. “Good. See to Jynx. I’ll have Reeve send for water and food and see to preparing your rooms.”
 
   The storeroom Merek had had cleared out for Jynx was far more spacious, comfortable and private than anything Aeryn had ever called home. It was strange to think that a draven was better off than thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of Maerilin’s citizens. She cleaned up the draven with a pail of water, brought out by a servant who had also brought a platter of yesterday’s meat, then left him curled up, snoring, and headed for her rooms.
 
   Once inside, Aeryn wasted no time in stripping down and settling into a spacious claw-footed copper tub. Had the steaming water in it not reddened her cheeks, the thought of how much she had been looking forward to a bath would have done it for her. After soaking for far too long, and nearly falling asleep and drowning a good dozen times in the process, she forced herself out. It was harder to do than she would have imagined.
 
   A glance at the water while she toweled down showed it surprisingly deep red. Hopefully the servant that emptied it assumed it was her time of the month. Merek might accept her late night activities—even if he did not know the particulars—but she highly doubted any rumors it spawned would be in her favor. Now that she was back in Maerilin, she did not intend to give Lady Mareen any more ammunition to use against her then she already had.
 
   Used to sleeping on one hard packed, scratchy dirt and grass bed after another for the past week, lying down on the featherbed was absolute bliss. The only problem was that one of Melanie’s girls—of course it had to be Annette, the stiffly prim and proper elder girl—had to ruin it by hovering above the blankets Aeryn had pulled up over her head.
 
   “What do you want?” Aeryn croaked. 
 
   “Pardon, my lady, but breakfast—“
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “It’s served, my lady,” Annette said.
 
   Aeryn pulled down the covers and gave the girl a glare. It did not take books on baking to know that it took more than a few minutes from firing up the ovens to having a fully prepared meal for a Lord and all his servants. Only, without the blankets in the way, the scent of freshly baked bread hit her nostrils. 
 
   “If it not up to your satisfaction I can have the kitchens make you something else.” Annette moved to gather up the trays as if preparing to do just that.
 
   “Curtains,” Aeryn stuttered. It could not be that late could it?
 
   “What?”
 
   “Curtains,” Aeryn repeated. “Open the curtains.” Sunlight streamed in as they were pulled back and hit her eyes like a hammer. She held up a hand to block the rays.
 
   Annette moved to draw them closed.
 
   “No,” Aeryn said. Featherbeds and baths may be making her soft, but she would be damned if she would lounge about all day like some pompous Lady. She had done enough of that while recovering at Merek’s estate. She threw the covers off and sat up too fast. She had to lower her swimming head to her lap.
 
   “My lady, drink this.” Annette forced a cup into Aeryn’s hands. 
 
   Aeryn sniffed it. Wine. She handed it back. What kind of person drank wine in the morning? “My head hurts; do you have any water?” 
 
   Annette stared open-mouthed at Aeryn like she had blasphemed against Nameless. Apparently drinking water, unless directed by a boney old healer out in the country, was not a proper thing for a Lady—whether or not she actually was a Lady—to do.
 
   “Tea, then?” Aeryn asked.
 
   The girl nodded and walked stiffly away. She returned a few minutes later with a steaming cup. “Try this, my lady. Valerian is good for pain.”
 
   Reluctantly rising the rest of the way out of bed, Aeryn moved over to start in on the trays of food. “Annette?”
 
   “Yes, my lady?” 
 
   “Two things.”
 
   The girl paused as she made the bed, laid out clothes, and went about a dozen other tasks only someone with a lifetime of experience serving nobles would have known to do.
 
   “One, my name is Aeryn, not ‘my lady,’” she paused just long enough to let the weight of the words soak in. “Two, stop whatever it is you’re doing; you’re making me dizzy.”
 
   “But my lady, I—“
 
   Aeryn crunched up her face in her best approximation of a peeved Lady.
 
   “Yes, my lad—I mean—yes, Aeryn.”
 
   Aeryn let out a sigh as Annette slowed and came to a stop. The girl could buzz about to her heart’s content after Aeryn woke up and her head stopped swimming from the lack of sleep. Only, now Annette just stood there staring at her like a statue awaiting orders. Aeryn fidgeted in her seat under the unblinking eyes.
 
   “Why are you just standing there?” Aeryn asked between bits of food and sips of tea.
 
   “I’m doing as you ordered, Mistress,” Annette said. Like a storm cloud passing in front of the sun, the girl’s eyes darkened for a moment.
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   Annette narrowed her brows as though suspecting a trap. Fast as a hummingbird, her eyes darted down to the freshly baked bread in Aeryn’s outstretched hand and back up again.
 
   “No, my lady, I’ve already broken my fast for the day.”
 
   “Oh, please. With how much work I’ve seen you do in the ten minutes I’ve been awake you could eat all this,” Aeryn swept her arm across the table, “and still be hungry. Now why don’t you take a seat with me and put some meat on those bones of yours.” Gods! That last part sounded uncomfortably close to something Mareen would say.
 
   “No, my lady, I couldn’t—“
 
   “You call me that one more time and I’ll have your hide.” Aeryn brandished the cutlery as if she meant to do exactly that. She did not give a damn if the title was proper or not, if the girl called her a Lady one more time, she would lose it. “Now come over here, sit down,” Aeryn kicked out a chair with her foot, “and eat.” She finished by shoving a plate over and heaping it with food.
 
   Even though Annette sat and ate with fervor, she still somehow managed to sulk with every bite. 
 
   “There,” she said after polishing off every last bit of food on the trays, now if I may?” Without waiting for an answer, she rose and picked up where she had left off minutes ago: laying out clothing. “If my lady would stand, I will have my lady dressed and ready in no time.”
 
   So the girl thought Aeryn was kidding? Mimicking Jynx when squaring off against another a wolf, she let out a feral growl from the back of her throat.
 
   Clothing in hand, Annette froze and looked over, aghast.
 
   Aeryn added a barred teeth smile and winked, knowing full well how crazy she would look. “My name,” she said, fondling the hilt of her knife, “is Aeryn.”
 
   Annette nodded ever so slowly. She did not break her gaze, not for a moment. “Yes, Aeryn.”
 
   “Good. Now that that is cleared up, sit down.”
 
   The girl hastily sat on the edge of the bed. “Now what?” 
 
   “Stay. Oh, and be quiet.” Aeryn could not help but laugh. It was like she was addressing an unruly dog.
 
   With Annette seated and quiet, Aeryn dropped the growl and happily went to work. She got a kind of perverse satisfaction watching Annette form one horrified look after another as she stripped to her small clothes and dressed herself—this was one time she did not mind putting on fine wools and silks—finished making the bed, stacked the dirty dishes and tidied the room. 
 
   “There. All done. Now you can get up,” Aeryn said when she could not think of another thing to do. Annette immediately moved to pick up the tray of dishes. Aeryn stopped the girl short. “I’ve got that.”
 
   “There is no way you can carry all that,” Annette protested. “I’ve had years of practice and I bet you haven’t had a single minute. Besides, I bet you don’t even know where the kitchen is.”
 
   Aeryn frowned at the dishes. It did look like it would be a tricky balancing act. The girl was right about one thing: living on the streets, she had never so much as touched a silver platter gilded with black enameled scrollwork. Annette’s words sank in and Aeryn’s frown flipped over. The girl had addressed her as an equal, and not some lofty Lady. Strange that that should be a cause for excitement.
 
   “I’ll let you help me on one condition,” Aeryn said.
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “That you promise to come visit Jynx with me afterword.”
 
   “Jynx? But isn’t that the vicious, bloodthirsty draven living out in the storeroom?”
 
   Who did Annette hear that from? Aeryn wondered. Her money was on Reeve.
 
   “Jynx is not vicious,” Aeryn said, a bit too sharply. Not unless you were Jins, Hal, Brys, Mic, a wolf, soldier, Shade, Voice, or anyone really, other than the people she herself liked and got along with. But Annette did not need to know that.
 
   Annette let out a little squeak.
 
   Aeryn raised an eyebrow. “What do you say? He is really sweet once you get to know him. He gets oh so lonely all by himself.” 
 
   Annette exhaled and picked up the tray and nearly all the dishes, leaving only the teapot for Aeryn to carry. “He better not bite me.”
 
   “He won’t,” Aeryn said. “At least not unless you call me ‘my lady’ again.”
 
   Annette gulped and slowed, as though buying time to search for a way out of her promise.
 
   As it turned out, Jynx and Annette got along beautifully. It had been touch and go for a second when the draven bounded up and Annette had screamed, prompting Jynx to show his fangs with a snarl. Leaping between the two with a shout for each had solved that problem quickly enough. Jynx then promptly set to licking Annette’s face with vigor while the girl squirmed beneath his fur, all the while giggling as if she was four years old. 
 
   Before long, Annette jumped off and spewed out a rapid string of words to the effect of being late, having wasted too much time already, and there not being enough time remaining time to finish tonight’s preparations. She was gone in seconds, running off as though Reeve himself were barking orders and holding a switch.
 
   Aeryn did not blame Annette. Doubtless do the same were their positions reversed. But it did leave her all alone except for Jynx. That would not have bothered her at all once, as she would have hours of work ahead of her just to survive another day on the streets. Now, however. . .
 
   Aeryn did not know what Ladies did all day, but sure as the sky was blue, she would not return to her study and pick up a book or fret about her appearance in front of a mirror.
 
   That was how, despite her earlier promise to the contrary, Aeryn found herself curled up and asleep next to Jynx.
 
   The creaking of wheels and axles woke her a few hours later. Aeryn poked her head out of the door and watched a carriage, filled with a richly dressed older man and woman, roll by. Not giving them another thought, she set off towards the house in search of food to sate her rumbling stomach. The very first servant she encountered squealed and ran off fast as a hare through a thicket with a wolf on its heels.
 
   What was that all about? Aeryn wondered, working her way into the house. She found out a moment later as Melanie bustled up with the very same servant, her jaw dropping in relief when she saw Aeryn.
 
   “Aeryn! There you are. I was worried about you,” Melanie exclaimed in a rush. Frowning, she pulled a few strands of hay from Aeryn’s hair and handed it to the servant at her side.
 
   “Worried?” Aeryn raised an eyebrow. “Why?”
 
   “Oh my yes, dear. I’ve been trying to find you for hours. Where were you?”
 
   Aeryn rotated to point at the storeroom that lay some hundred feet beyond the house walls. “I was out in the storeroom with Jynx and Annette.”
 
   “With Annette, you say?” Melanie raised an eyebrow. She rounded on the servant, her face a storm cloud. “Go find my daughter. Tell her I wish to see her at once.” The way her voice pitched up at the end left no doubt as to the stout woman’s intentions.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.” The servant ran off every bit as fast as she had done before.
 
   Melanie turned back, wrapped an arm about Aeryn’s shoulders and strode down the halls with purpose. “You poor thing. You shouldn’t feel you have to sneak off to some dingy storeroom take a nap. Though I understand why you did.” Melanie’s face darkened, making the earlier storm cloud seem a light mist in comparison. “If I live to be a hundred, I’ll never forgive Merek for turning you out in the middle of the road like that. The nerve of that man! There are some things that simply are not done, no matter the circumstance.”
 
   Aeryn felt as though she had to offer an explanation. Merek had not pushed her out of the carriage; she had decided to leave. Doubtless, the woman thought it was some kind of lovers’ quarrel. She opened her mouth to correct the misunderstanding. At the sight of the stern, motherly figure standing before her, she ended up saying, “I’m not sleeping with him. Merek, I mean.”
 
   “Oh I know,” Melanie said.
 
   “What? How? After what Mareen said, everyone else thinks I am.”
 
   Melanie laughed. “Do you honestly think I raised five daughters, two of whom are off and married, two more of whom are no doubt daydreaming about men as we speak, without being able to tell when they’re being bedded? The fifth is too stiff for her own good, but still. I run the house. I think I can tell when someone has used a bed for something other than sleeping. As for the Lords and Ladies, do you really care what they think? Half the time they are just posturing for one another, and the other half the time they are to embroiled in their own schemes to care. Why I could count on one hand the number of times a Lord or Lady has actually gotten their own hands dirty.”
 
   “I thought that Reeve was in charge,” Aeryn said.
 
   Melanie laughed, a big, rumbling sound from her belly. “Just like with the Lords and Ladies, there is a vast difference between talking and doing. Something I think you understand. After all, your cycle did come early—and twice—this month,” she said with a knowing wink.
 
   Aeryn went pale. Melanie knew the blood in the tub had not been hers! What else did the woman know? She had to think of an excuse, and fast. “I—“
 
   “No more talk. No come along now, we’ve wasted enough time already,” Melanie said, leading Aeryn away. “Can’t have you looking like,” Melanie frowned, “well, like you’ve slept in a hayloft with a draven, now can we?”
 
   Skin soft and rosy red from her second bath in two days, Aeryn stepped from the water just as Annette walked in. The girl held a gown of black and red silk, so simple Aeryn was absolutely sure she would be able to Drift while wearing it, yet at the same time, so ornate she knew that by stepping into it she would be never again be branded as a street urchin. The layers of paint Melanie and her girls applied to Aeryn’s face made her feel like a Lady.
 
   “You look—“ Melanie said, stepping back to admire Aeryn.
 
   “—amazing,” Annette finished for her mother. 
 
   Melanie gave Annette a cold stare that promised words to come, but went on cheerily for the time being. “My daughter is right. You look amazing. Go on, give us a little twirl.”
 
   Aeryn spun in place. “I feel like a fool,” she said. She did not have the slightest idea how to behave wearing a dress like this. Other than what she had seen Mareen and Alys do. The former primarily involved eating, scheming, and spending gold. As for the latter— Aeryn sighed. She would never fill out a dress like Alys. Her chest was too flat, her butt too flat, her cheeks. . .too flat. To make matters worse, years on the streets with little to eat had made everything else about her hard angles of skin, muscle, and bone, instead of soft, luscious curves. 
 
   “Nonsense,” Melanie said, shooing her other daughters back to work cleaning out the tub, scrubbing the powders and paints from the floor, and gathering Aeryn’s previous clothing. “You’re already late, so you better get moving. But not too fast mind you,” she added hastily, “I hear being fashionably late is in right now. And you don’t want to seem over eager with this crowd. Now off with you.”
 
   Before Aeryn could form a protest, she was shooed from the room where another waiting servant directed her down the hall. She cringed as Melanie’s sharp voice, directed at Annette for letting Aeryn hideaway the afternoon, cut through the wall.
 
   A few winding twists later and she walked between a towering set of wood doors worked in masterful scrolls. All conversation in the room ceased. Twenty sets of eyes swiveled and took her in from head to toe. A ripple of whispers spread out from her in an arc like the blooming flowers carved into the doors at her side.
 
   Of all the growing conversations, Aeryn heard one in particular. Left to her own merits by the servant that had escorted her, she swiftly walked in the opposite direction of that voice. She had no desire to sour the evening by speaking with Lady Mareen.
 
   The room was large, but not unduly so. Though it would have no problem holding a hundred people without fear of their elbows touching, the tapestry lined walls, and twin hearths and paintings at either end lent an intimate, comfortable feel to the place. The coffered ceiling above prevented the room from feeling overly intimate. Though the guests quickly negated that particular point.
 
   A rotund fellow turned at Aeryn’s approach. She had not aimed for him, but moving through the clusters of Lords and Ladies was treacherous at best. Each noble no doubt brimmed with plots, schemes and various agendas Aeryn could hardly begin to guess. Despite her best efforts at staying far as she could from predatory eyes and all the while trying to avoid servants that bustled about with trays of wine, breads, cheeses and fruits, she found herself face to face with the rotund Lord.
 
   “Lady Alys,” Aeryn said, sighing with relief at a friendly face that came into view behind the Lord’s girth.
 
   The Lord held out a hand. “Ah, you must be Lady Aeryn.” He raised an eyebrow and paused for a moment, waiting to see if she would correct the title. He no doubt wondered if Mistress fit better. When Aeryn did not say anything, he continued with his introduction. “I am Lord Hulgin. I—“
 
   “You!” Alys said coldly. 
 
   “Oh, where are my manners,” Lord Hulgin exclaimed animatedly. “Lady Aeryn, this is Lady Alys. Lady Alys, may I present—“
 
   “I know who she is,” Alys cut in. Her lips curled in disgust as she took in Aeryn’s clothing. “And I will not stand here and be mocked.” With that, she showed her back and stalked away, her gown swishing in time from the rhythmic swaying of her hips.
 
   “Oh dear, perhaps I should have introduced her first,” Hulgin said. “She is ever so fond of proprieties. Why if only—“ 
 
   Aeryn walked away. The Lord instantly stopped talking and looked around in confusion. He started up a moment later, cursing his failure to observe what he considered proper proprieties. How anyone could become so upset on the order they were introduced was lost on Aeryn. She decided there must be another reason for Alys treating her with such disdain.
 
   Aeryn realized exactly what that reason must be as she leaned against the far wall. A dozen feet down a trio entertained the gathered nobles from a small raised dais with lute, fife and song. Alys must still be peeved that she had not passed along a good word to Merek all those weeks ago. That had to be it. Aeryn had not done—or failed to do—anything else. That she knew of, anyway. 
 
   She exhaled deeply. Who would have thought Alys could hold a grudge so deeply over such a trifling misstep?
 
   “Now that is a fine backside,” came a male voice.
 
   “What was that Cedric?” asked a female’s. 
 
   “Backside. The woman has a nice backside, Isolde,” the man said, loud enough to turn heads.
 
   Aeryn’s was one of them. At her side, she found an old couple seated in a pair of high-backed, plush chairs. A bloodhound had nothing on their sagging skin, an albino rat nothing on their white hair.
 
   The Lady squinted through a pair of looking glasses held to her eyes. “You always did have a thing for the conniving ones,” Isolde said. “Why that woman would eat you up and spit you out before noon. And you wouldn’t even be the main course. Besides, she is about as real as your left eye.”
 
   With a start, Aeryn realized Cedric’s left eye was made of glass, the pupil and iris simply painted on. She gave a second start when she realized the Lady’s gaze had swiveled from the crowd to settle on her. 
 
   “I’ll bet your right eye that she,” Isolde said, peering through the glasses at Aeryn, “is the most straight forward one in the room.” The Lady raised her voice. “She is the only one polite enough to gawk! All the rest of you fools think I’m too far gone to know you are listening in. I see you over there Helda! And you, Piebald! Don’t think I can’t see you leering at me!”
 
   “Bloody bullheaded old hag,” Cedric said.  
 
   “What?” Isolde asked.
 
   The Lord shook his head. “Should have married Janeele when I had the chance. But no, I had to go and run off with her sister,” he said, not nearly as quiet as he meant to be. His self-mumblings suddenly become somber. “My wife may be deaf as a brick,” he looked Aeryn straight in the eyes, “but her mind is still sharp. Mark her words, girl. That one will be coming for you.”
 
   “Who? Lady Alys?” Aeryn asked. “No, we just had a misunderstanding—“
 
   “What did you say?” Isolde screeched, hand cupped her ear. 
 
   “Nothing!” Cedric bellowed before he returned to his mumbling without answering Aeryn’s question.
 
   Seeing a familiar shape in the press, Aeryn took the excuse and hurried off, putting distance between her and the bat-crazy old nobles. 
 
   “Fine backside on that one too,” Cedric said before Aeryn had gone two paces.
 
   Aeryn shuddered and ducked out of the old Lord’s view, focusing her attention on her target. In range, she grabbed Annette’s free arm and yanked her around, nearly toppling the tray laden with glasses of wine balanced on her other hand.
 
   “What can I do for you, my lady?” Annette asked, her voice and face as cold as a winter blizzard. 
 
   Before speaking, Aeryn looked around to see who could overhear. Only. . .she realized a moment later there was no point. The only way things could be any worse was if Lady Mareen rolled over at this very instant and mired Aeryn in another of her schemes. Aeryn groaned when she remembered that in Mareen’s eyes, she still owed the Lady a favor or three for rescuing her in the nobles’ market. Her groan turned into a whimper, raising Annette’s brow. How much interest would Mareen demand on a debt now more than two months old?
 
   “I’m sorry, Annette,” Aeryn said without prelude. She could not afford to lose the only potential friend and ally she had in a world of Lords and Ladies she knew next to nothing about. “Your mother asked where I had been and I told her in the storeroom with you and Jynx and well, I am sorry. I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”
 
   Annette cocked her head to the side as though she had never heard those words strung together in her life, not in the least from someone dressed- and painted-up as Aeryn was. “Don’t worry about it,” she said, face melting. “My mother could find a way to call down Nameless himself. And ever since Lord Merek left you alone on the road she’s been extra crabby. I’m actually surprised she didn’t snap earlier.”
 
   Aeryn groaned for what must have been the tenth time in as many minutes—she really would have to get that under control before long.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Annette asked.
 
   You mean, besides everything? Aeryn wanted to say. Least of which was that the girl had reminded her that the impossible task of bringing down Nameless himself still loomed ahead. Merek may be optimistic about killing a God, but she certainly was not. “Why didn’t you tell me about the dinner party?” she asked instead.
 
   “I assumed you knew. Lord Merek himself sent out the invitations the day he got back from his country estate.”
 
   “And it just so happened to fall the day after I got back?” Aeryn asked. Mighty suspicious, that.
 
   “Well, no,” Annette said. “He kept the date secret, saying he wanted to keep the Lords and Ladies on their toes. Some political maneuvering so Lady A—“ she shook her head, “it doesn’t matter. He only told us this morning.”
 
   Aeryn’s eyes widened. That was even more suspicious. “Well, from now on,” she said, “assume I know nothing about courts, balls, dinner parties, or anything that touches on what a Lord or Lady should know, do, or act. Can you do that?”
 
   “I suppose.” Annette clearly wanted to say, “that will be easy.” Rather, she said, “But why?”
 
   “Because I want you to teach me all of it. Everything you’ve gleaned from your lifetime of working with them. In return,” Aeryn said, “you can eat my food, drink my wine, parade around in my clothes, play with Jynx, and call me a bloody fool all you want.” She left out the fact that the rich food did not always sit well with her stomach, that she had no head for wine or fancy silk clothes, that she would enjoy having an extra hand to help with Jynx and that she was a bloody fool.
 
   Annette knitted her eyebrows. “I couldn’t. It isn’t—“
 
   “—proper?” Aeryn finished.
 
   Annette nodded.
 
   “And I suppose you think I’m proper?” Aeryn twirled in place. “Look at me. A few months ago I was on the bloody streets stealing for a living, living in piles of refuse and offal, and rubbing elbows with whores, drunks, and cutthroats.” Annette looked from side to side, her cheeks reddening by the word. Aeryn pressed on. “I’m not taking ‘No’ for an answer. If I have to, I’ll make a scene and draw the eyes of every bloody Lord and Lady—“
 
   “Fine,” Annette hissed, cutting Aeryn off. “All except the parading around in your clothes part. My mother would whoop me to the docks and back if she caught me wearing a Lady’s clothing.”
 
   Aeryn gave the girl a hug—the best she could manage with the tray full of wine glasses between them anyway. When she pulled back, she caught Annette smiling. The second she noticed it, it vanished.
 
   “I saw that,” Aeryn said.
 
   “Lesson one,” Annette said, all stiff-backed and proper once more, “Lords and Ladies do not talk to servants in public. They especially do not hug or touch them.”
 
   “Eek!” a full-bodied servant shrieked from the corner by the old man and woman. Half of the room turned in time to see her spill her tray of cheeses and breads and rub her bottom. Lord Cedric watched with a mischievous grin, eying the woman’s rear as she went down to all fours and began gathering up the strewn contents.
 
   Annette’s face soured. She looked around quickly, then whispered, “Though old, senile men do break that rule every now and again.” They laughed together for a moment and Aeryn reveled in breaking the girl out of her shell. Annette’s eyes went wide and she gulped. “I have to go for now. Good luck.” Just like that, she was gone.
 
   Good luck? Aeryn wondered about that ominous portent as she surveyed the room for the cause of the disturbance. She saw Reeve, ands at his side, standing between the double doors. His voice boomed out over those present.
 
   “Lords, Ladies,” Reeve said in a rich voice, “Lord Merek bids you welcome to his home, and invites you to dine with him.” He swept his arms wide and strode away, pulling along a wake of nobles. Servants rushed about chaotically, gathering half-empty wine glasses, showing women to the powder room, and escorting the remainder to the dining hall. 
 
   Aeryn sighed in relief as she followed suit. She would not need Annette’s good luck after all. There was no way dinner could be worse than this forced mingling.
 
   In the dining room—the same room she had barged into that fateful night so long ago—she took the seat at the left-hand corner of the table when a balding servant escorted her to it and pulled it out for her. A minute later, Merek swooped in with a flourish and took the one at the table’s head on her left side. The chair on her right remained vacant up to the end, when it was pulled out and pushed in with the round form of Lady Mareen. Lady Alys took the seat directly across the table.
 
   Aeryn had to grip the arms of her chair to keep from picking up the silver table knife and slitting her wrists. Why had Annette not told her there was a seating chart, and that it involved her being sandwiched between Merek and Mareen with Alys directly across? Apparently the night’s fun was only just getting started.
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   Dinner and a Guest
 
    
 
   Food, courses upon courses of it, were brought out one after another, each somehow completely different from the ones that had come before. First came eggs cut in half and filled with a yellow paste, then piles of green and brown vegetables, followed by thick slabs of dark red meat, which was ultimately finished off with delicate pastries sprinkled with sugar ground so fine it had turned to powder. And wine. Who could forget the casks and casks of wine brought up hand over fist from the cellar?
 
   Throughout the meal, two debates raged. The first group, consisting of the Lords and Ladies on Merek’s end of the table, strove savagely to outdo one another in seeing who had the latest tidbits of gossip and rumor. The second group, those towards the table’s tail end, argued every bit as fiercely on which of the assembled had the best-stocked cellar.
 
   Mareen seemed to be leading the first group. The elderly, dirty-minded Lord Cedric was pulling ahead in the second solely due to a century old cask he had stashed away of something called port. Aeryn had no idea why the age mattered; water could be a day old or a thousand and it would taste the same.
 
   In either case, winning the debate seemed a point of some substantial prestige. Aeryn had no idea why. She would need to ask Annette.
 
   So full she felt as if she would explode, Aeryn let the din of conversation wash over her. 
 
   “Why I heard that just this very morning a Shadow butchered three men in a darkened alley,” Alys said. She said it casually, but a faint smile appeared as she stole attention away from Mareen. “It cut one of their throats so deeply, and ripped out the other two so viciously, that their heads fell from their shoulders when they were picked up and carted away.”
 
   Aeryn jerked her head up from poking at her food.
 
   A flabby Lady seated next to Alys gasped and put her had to her chest. Her eyelashes fluttered and her breathing quickened. “Did the Shades catch the Shadow?”
 
   Alys shook her head gravely.
 
   The Lady rounded on her husband. “I told you we need stronger doors and better locks,” the Lady said in a rush. “We could be next! Just imagine what horrible things a Shadow would do to someone who was actually important! By the time the Shades arrived to help we would be nothing but. . .but. . .” Her hands fluttered to her neck. She went very pale as though moments away from fainting.
 
   “Relax, Helda,” said the Lord. “Those street urchins never pay their tithes. Instead, they greedily spend all their coin on themselves. I sent our tithes in just last week, but to make you feel better, I’ll send in another hundred gold to set your mind at ease. We’ll be all right.”
 
   Helda sighed in relief and dropped her hand onto her husband’s. “As always, my dear Bornhald, you are right as rain. I simply do not know what I’d do without you.”
 
   Aeryn went slack jawed. Surrounded by servants, garbed in silk, and fed until they burst, none of these people had the slightest inkling what life was like for the vast majority of Maerilin’s citizens. Spending all their coin on themselves? As if any street urchins had any coin to spend on themselves!
 
   “Well I heard that the three people the Shadow killed were cutthroats themselves, which I dare say, rather explains why their throats were cut,” Mareen said, piping in and steal a few heads back her way.
 
   “Then how do you explain why the Shades didn’t protect them?” Helda asked.
 
   Mareen favored the woman with a glare. “Use your brain, woman. Do you really think a street urchin can afford to pay a single copper in tithes? Do you think they have no more pressing concerns? Perhaps the Voices should have the Shades protect everyone in Maerilin rather than just those that can pay.”
 
   Bornhald gasped. “That would simply not work. Not ever.” Helda nodded vigorously. “Why should I have to pay for a street urchin to be protected? I have more coin; I have more assets; I am more important; therefore, I deserve more protection. It is as simple as that.”
 
   “Why should anyone need protection in the first place?” Mareen shot back.
 
   Alys’ smile deepened, as if she sensed injured prey and was about to pounce—only for an instant though, then it transformed into one of incredulity. “I can’t believe you would suggest we go without the protection of Nameless,” she said. “With the increasing frequency of attacks by these vile Shadows, how can you deign to pretend that we’re safe?”
 
   The rest of the table’s conversations died down. All heads swiveled Alys’ way as she gained steam.
 
   “Who says we won’t be next? Who says that the Shadows won’t strike at one of us in our own homes? And kill our husbands, our wives, our children?” Alys said. She raised an eyebrow at Helda that turned the Lady white as a full moon. “They have done it before,” she finished, turning her head slowly to rest on Merek, seated at the table’s head. 
 
   The room and all its occupants, servants included, held their breaths. Aeryn saw Merek and Mareen share a lightning quick glance that shifted to Alys as she began speaking once more.
 
   “I say we need to band together. That the strongest among us,” she favored Merek with a grateful smile, “should shelter and protect the most delicate and vulnerable of us.” Eyes downcast, arms in at her sides, Alys managed to look like a mouse hiding from a hawk soaring high above. 
 
   No sooner had Alys quieted than a shrill voice warbled out from the far end of the table. “See? What did I tell you,” said the wrinkly Lady Isolde. “Backside or no, that one would have you in her palm before you could get out of bed.” 
 
   Aeryn heard Alys snarl at the interruption, as well as Lord Cedric growl something about “bloody woman.” As quickly as it came, it was drowned out as the room burst into a frenzy of heated arguments and exclamations. 
 
   “If you’ll excuse me,” Aeryn said to no one in particular as she pushed back her chair, “I must use the—“ She searched her mind for how the other Ladies put it. “—use the powder room.”
 
   “Why yes of course, dear,” Mareen replied. “Just be sure to be back before dessert. I hear they are serving an almond cream tart with rice pudding and baked apples on the side. Oh, and don’t worry, I’ll fill you in on everything you missed when you get back.”
 
   Aeryn sighed and rose to leave. Great. Just what I need. More talking.
 
   “That’s not the way I see it,” Mareen said to Lord Bornhald across the table. “The Shades work for the Voices, who themselves are disciples of Nameless. If a God can’t rid Maerilin of Shadows, then is he really a God worthy of our devotion?”
 
   Since when had Mareen thought that? Aeryn wondered.
 
   Merek touched Aeryn’s sleeve. “Don’t be gone too long. You know how fast rumors spread,” he said with a twitch of his eyes to Alys.
 
   “I’m pretty sure she has proven she can handle herself,” Mareen said to Merek. She faced Aeryn and grinned. “Haven’t you, my dear?”
 
   Aeryn spun and walked away. Bloody fish guts! How did Mareen listen to a dozen conversations at once? And how did she—and every other Lord and Lady at the table for that matter—manage to imbue their words with two or three meanings beyond the one at the surface? It was enough to twist her head in a knot and make her want to pull out her hair. 
 
   The powder room was an elegant affair, and though Aeryn lingered as long as she dared, she knew she would not be able to hide there forever. Sooner or later another Lady would discover her, forcing her back to the dining table.
 
   Upon leaving, Aeryn made a beeline for the nearest door to the outside, ostensibly to get a breath of fresh air in the growing dusk. Only, the nearest door emptied straight into a gathering of drivers, porters and guards who had stolen the opportunity to dice and carouse.
 
   “Don’t let me bother you,” Aeryn said as dice were hidden underfoot, tankards of ale behind backs, and hasty bows and hastier explanations abounded. Their shifting feet and eyes made it clear that that was the last thing that would happen.
 
   Striding to the storeroom, Aeryn left a wake of whispers that questioned what a Lady was doing outside unescorted at this time of night.
 
   A scratch on Jynx’s muzzle and she led him outside. Without a lantern to see by, and not willing to risk Drifting with so many people around, the deep twilight played tricks on her eyes, making her see things that were not there. Even Jynx was skittish, growling at dark recesses, and jumping at shadows. His fur stood on end as if he was afraid of the mice skittering along the base of the walls.
 
   “It’s okay boy,” Aeryn said. “All these bloody Lords and Ladies just have us on edge. There’s nothing out there to worry about.”
 
   Disdaining her words, Jynx dropped his nose to the ground and moved off.
 
   Trying to make sense of everything she had learned over the course of the past few hours, Aeryn followed blindly, bumping into his side more often than not. It felt good to stretch her legs, even if they still ached with every other step and the dress constricted her movements. With every carriage she passed, all neatly arrayed in a single file line, her thoughts flitted from one seemingly benign comment to another, mining it for any underlying meanings. 
 
   Those that she could interpret were not only the most obvious, but also about as useful as a wagon full of rocks. What did it matter that Lord Cedric had a dirty mind, lecherous eyes and expensive taste in wine? Who cared that Piebald lusted after the all but deaf Lady Isolde? Was there any point in knowing that Lady Helda was scared of her own shadow and that her husband Lord Bornhald would pay anything to calm her nerves?
 
   Jynx froze and twitched up his ears, sniffing at the air. Aeryn stumbled into his rump.
 
   “What are you doing, Jynx?” she asked, recovering and walking around him. “It’s just a gaggle,” that word fit so nicely, “of nobles puffing out their chests at one another.” She snickered behind a hand at the thought of Mareen trying to puff out her chest. It turned to a blush as an image of the perfectly formed Lady Alys doing the same.
 
   Jynx Drifted and darted off.
 
   “Jynx,” Aeryn hissed. “Get back here.”
 
   The draven made no move to do so.
 
   “Bloody hell.” Aeryn knew she had to get Jynx to stop before someone saw him and raised the alarm. She did not have a clue how she would explain that her best friend was a Shadow. 
 
   “Jynx,” she said as loud as she dared without her voice carrying to the men dicing at the estate’s side entrance. “Jynx, stop.”
 
   The draven kept on going.
 
   Bloody, flaming, rat-spawned draven.
 
   Aeryn ran after. Unable to move her legs freely in the black and red silk gown, she made it two steps before she tumbled to the ground. With Jynx but a black blur receding into the distance, she did not bother to wipe off the dirt and dust as she regained her feet. She just hitched her gown past her knee and sprinted after. What a sight this would be, she thought as she struggled to catch up. A street urchin dressed as a Lady, her legs barred to mid-thigh and showing underclothes, sprinting full tilt after a Shadow.
 
   A frantic clash of metal on metal came from a small thicket ahead. The very one she and Will had stashed their ill-gotten loot in so long ago. The sounds spurred her on.
 
   As the bushes reared up, she caught sight of an indistinct gray form dashing toward the wall. She altered course and followed.
 
   Hitting the wall, the form leapt. With its torso against the top, it flipped its legs up and over and disappeared. Aeryn jumped, grabbed the top and hauled herself up. She saw nothing, not even a patrolling soldier. She would need Jynx to track it. 
 
   Jynx! Where was he?
 
   “Jynx,” she shouted. She had more pressing concerns than staying hidden, now. “Where are you?”
 
   The draven let out a surprisingly dog-like bark that he must have picked up from Gerald’s hounds.
 
   Dropping back to the ground, she ran towards the source of the noise. She pushed her way into the thicket through branches that tore her delicate silk gown.
 
   In the opening at the center, Jynx marched in circles around a body. Glassy eyes reflecting the last rays of the day’s light, the body’s right hand held a simple wood-hilted dagger, while its left clutched a matted wound in its chest. It wore plain robes that Aeryn knew all too well. A Shade.
 
   A man, this one garbed in the uniform of a coachman, barreled into the opening across the body from Aeryn. A pair of guards were fast on his heels.
 
   “My Lady,” the man said, panting, “I heard you yelling. What happ—“ He slid to a halt in the blood-soaked mud.
 
   “Vanin, what is it?” came a call from closer to the house. “What’s going on?”
 
   The coachman locked eyes with Aeryn. The guards drew their swords in a rasp and immediately began to search the darkness.
 
   “Vanin? Vanin!”
 
   “Send for Lord Merek,” Vanin called over his shoulder. 
 
   “Why? Vanin, what happ—“
 
   “Do it, Ren!” Vanin shouted.
 
   Aeryn’s head swam as Jynx brushed up against her leg and licked at her slack hand. If the coachman thought that she had killed this man, if he gave the rumor life. . . It would all be over for her and for Jynx. Aeryn felt her knees go weak.
 
   “I. . .,” Aeryn stuttered, looking at the corpse, “I didn’t—“
 
   “It’ll be alright,” Vanin said. His hands closed tightly around Aeryn’s waist. “It’s just a body. It can’t hurt you anymore. Now come on, let’s get you—“
 
   “This better be important,” Merek said as he strode into the clearing. “Dessert was being served. I’ve a table full of Lords and Ladies back inside if you hadn’t noticed.”
 
   “I’ve never known Vanin to cry wolf, my lord,” Ren said.
 
   “You better be right,” Merek said.
 
   In the clearing now, a second pair of guards at his side, Merek froze. He took in the scene in a blink of an eye.
 
   “You,” he said to Ren, “give me your coat.” The man immediately obliged. “Run and fetch Reeve.” The man was gone in a heartbeat. “You,” Merek said, rounding on Vanin, “gather up the drivers and porters I saw back there. Don’t let anyone but my chamberlain out of the house. As for you,” he addressed the guards prowling the clearing for a threat that had followed Vanin a minute ago, “I want every man that can hold a sword to grab one and patrol the ground. Those that can’t are to hold lanterns and light their way. I don’t care who your Lord or Lady is, they will be kept safe and inside my house until I am convinced the danger has passed. You do what I say and you do it now.”
 
   The guards snapped a salute and dashed off without a word of protest.
 
   “But, my lord,” Vanin said, hanging back, “the Lady here fainted and—“
 
   “What’s your name?” Merek asked.
 
   The coachman seemed confused. “Ah, Vanin, my lord.”
 
   “Well, Vanin,” Merek said. “If you had your hands full with one Lady seeing this, can you imagine what would happen if ten walked out to find this? One Lady is nothing compared to the mass hysteria we’d have on our hands.”
 
   Vanin’s eyes widened. “Yes, my lord. Yes, you are absolutely right.”
 
   “And Vanin,” Merek said. The coachman looked up. “No one, no matter how much they protest or what orders they give you, is allowed past you but my chamberlain. You understand?”
 
   Vanin handed Aeryn over to Merek as though she was a porcelain doll, nodded hastily, and ran off toward the house, shouting orders to Ren.
 
   “As for you,” Merek turned to Aeryn, “that was quick thinking pretending to faint like that. But I need you to cut the act and help me before Reeve gets here.” Leaning down, he flicked out his knife and began to cut away the body’s clothing.
 
   “I didn’t faint,” Aeryn said.
 
   Merek waved her words away. “No time for that. Surely you saw this man’s clothing?”
 
   Aeryn nodded that she did.
 
   “Then you know this is a Shade. Now can you tell me what would happen if Alys, Helda, and all the others back there,” he gestured back toward the house, “found out a Shade was killed a hundred feet from where they were dining?”
 
   Adrenaline coursing through her veins, Aeryn ran through a hundred possibilities in an instant. None of them ended well. She went to her knees and started tearing away the sliced fabric.
 
   “Good,” Merek said. “Now tell me what happened, and quickly, mind you, Reeve will be here any second. You can fill me in on any details you miss later.”
 
   Aeryn decided to start with the most important part. “I didn’t kill him. I came outside to check on Jynx and. . .” Working as she spoke, she hit all the main points and barely managed to shred the clothes and mat them with dirt before Reeve arrived.
 
   A rapid conversation with the chamberlain and Reeve left, Jynx at his side, the coachman’s coat draped over the draven’s back. Jynx was not happy to leave Aeryn, and Reeve even less so to do the work of a “common peasant” as he put it, but a stern word from Aeryn and Merek put them both in their places.
 
   “Look terrified, like you just saw your life flash before your eyes,” Merek whispered.
 
   “How?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “Lean on me. Hold your arms together tightly, lower your eyes and think of something sad. Put on the best show you can. Our lives might just depend on it. On second thought, it might be easiest if you pretend you were Lady Helda and you had just seen a mouse.”
 
   Aeryn chuckled at the image.
 
   “That’s not what I had in mind,” Merek said with a frown.
 
   Aeryn cleared her throat. Shaking the grin off her face, she huddled next to Merek and rubbed her arms as if she had been doused in water in the middle of a blizzard.
 
   “Better. Now keep stay like that until I get you to your room. I hope you’re ready; it would seem we’re out of time.”
 
   Aeryn had no problem holding a terrified expression after that. Merek had had more than a decade to come to terms with the idea of killing a God. Aeryn on the other hand, had only made up her mind early that very morning. As if her life had not been perilous enough, it was now downright fatal.
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   A Ship's Anchor
 
    
 
   A stone skipped away on the cobbles. Knife clenched tightly beneath his cloak, Merek jerked his head around, playing the part of a scared Lord. At least, that was what he kept repeating to himself; he was just playing the part. He could not afford to give in to fear. Not now. Not after he had spent so long biding his time.
 
   A Shade appeared and looked about every bit as cautiously.
 
   “Did you come alone, Asher?” Merek asked. He kept his hand on the blade just in case.
 
   “Of course I did,” Asher said. “I’ve been doing this for as long as you have, remember. And don’t use my name,” he added with a hiss. “I may be alone, but if anyone was to overhear. . .”
 
   Merek injected heat into his voice. “I think we’re a little beyond that now, don’t you? Gods! A bloody Shade was killed on my door step.”
 
   “Do the other nobles suspect anything?”
 
   Merek grabbed the young man’s arm—even after all these years, he still saw Asher as the young man that had courted his daughter Bethany—and pulled him further out of sight. “Who gives a damn what they suspect? A Shade was killed,” he paused to lend weight to his words, “at my estate.”
 
   “I heard you the first time. Now answer me: do the others suspect anything?”
 
   Merek shook his head. “I don’t think so. No one but a pair of coachmen, guards and my chamberlain saw anything. The former wouldn’t know a Shade from a Shadow, as luck would have it the guards were your mother’s, and the latter won’t say anything, I can guarantee that. But even the thought of a street urchin—which is our cover story—much less a Shadow, making it past the Lord’s Gate and to my house, not to mention getting killed less than a hundred feet from where they were eating, has riled them up like a bear sticking its hand into a beehive.” Merek gave the younger man a good stare. “I answered you. Now answer me: what the bloody hell happened?”
 
   “He,” there was little doubt who Asher meant, “thought I had arrived same as him: by following a trail of blood.” Asher fingered his knife. “As in an actual, literal trail of blood. It seems three street thugs had their throats ripped out earlier that morning.”
 
   “I heard about that. Some,” Merek cleared his throat, “rogue Shadow or something.”
 
   “Oh, it gets better. In addition to the droplets, there was also the matter of bloody paw prints. Both of which just so happened to waltz right up to your estate and over the wall. At first he thought they were from some wild animal, or perhaps an oversized dog that had fed on the corpses, but that was easy enough to rule out. Aside from that brutish huntsman of yours, no one is crazy enough to live with such feral beasts. Then there was the matter of her walking out ever so casually and letting the draven loose from your storeroom. You need to keep her in check. If I hadn’t been there when I was. . .” Asher held his arms wide. “Our heads would be decorating a set of iron pikes.”
 
   “I’ll talk to her,” Merek said, “but it sounds like she ended up saving our necks.”
 
   “They wouldn’t have needed saving if she hadn’t put them on the block in the first place.”
 
   “I told you I’d talk to her. But you know as well as I that sometimes, people—and Gods—need to be disposed of. So what do we do now?” Merek asked before Asher could argue further about an event they could not change.
 
   Asher scowled, clearly seeing through Merek. “See that you do,” he said, getting in the last word. “As for the mess, I cleaned it up as best I could. The trail stops at the Lord’s Wall now, not at your estate.
 
   “That still leaves the little matter of the dead Shade. The other Shades, the Voices, and Nameless, will find out he is missing soon enough. All our plans will be for naught.”
 
   Merek dropped his head and ran through the possibilities left open. He could run back to his country estate and try to weather the coming storm. How long could he hold out? A month? Two? Another possibility was to keep moving forward and try to salvage what he could of this disaster. That presented its own risks, not least of which was being drawn and quartered, a gruesome death by any standards. Given the choice, he knew he would choose the latter this time around.
 
   Aeryn had no idea of course, but she had taught him nearly as much as he had taught her. Merek smiled. Aside from the fact that her “business” had nearly gotten them all killed, Aeryn had come a long way in the months since she had barged her way into his house a destitute street urchin struggling to survive. 
 
   “No,” Asher said.
 
   No? Merek looked up. “What do you mean? Even if you killed him before he could report on what he knew, he is still dead. We’ve uncovered.”
 
   Asher vehemently shook his head. “I don’t think so. He was a loner, one of those ‘true believer’ types, always preferring to stay in the field as long as possible.” It sickened Merek to think that they called Maerilin’s streets “the field,” as if it was some kind of battleground. “He said Nameless demanded nothing less than his absolute dedication. The Voices always gave those types the long assignments. I should be able to fake his reports. For a time at least.”
 
   Merek frowned in thought. Did he dare hope? “How much time can you buy?”
 
   “Two months. Three at the outside.”
 
   “We’ll need to move quickly then.”
 
   “My thoughts as well,” Asher said with a nod. “Send her in as soon as possible. I’ll escort her around myself since it is only a matter of time before everything unravels now.”
 
   Eyes lightening, Merek said, “We might yet pull this off. She put on a good show that night; good enough that no one paid too much attention to the details. I’ll say I’m sending her in to ease her mind. I’m still worried that someone will connect the dots, though.”
 
   “Give me the draven and I can give the Voices their Shadow. It’ll draw attention off us; give us a chance to gather our forces.”
 
   “Absolutely not. She’ll never agree.”
 
   “Who cares if she’ll agree? It’s the only way to ‘solve’ the murders and appease the Voices.”
 
   “No,” Merek said. He met Asher’s eyes squarely. “Find another way.”
 
   They stared at each other for a good minute before Asher broke the silence. “Fine.” He grunted. “Have it your way. I’ll see what else I can come up with.”
 
   “Good. But I can’t send her in until we procure—“
 
   Asher held up a small cloth bundle. “Already got it.”
 
   Taking the offered bundle, Merek peered inside. He was barely able to make out a set of featureless servants uniforms. He turned to leave. There were preparations to make. Asher caught his arm.
 
   “Did you tell her?” Asher asked.
 
   “Most of it. Just to be sure, I left out the parts that touched on you and—“
 
   “No,” Asher said. “Not Aeryn; my mother.”
 
   “I did,” Merek said, matter-of-factly.
 
   “And?”
 
   “She’s pulling together everything she can.”
 
   Asher frowned. “She’s not a fighter. You really should have left her out of this all those years ago.”
 
   “She may not be a fighter in the way you are, but she is a fighter in her own right. And a bloody good one too,” Merek said. “You need to give her more credit. I would never have been able to keep all the Lords and Ladies from seeing the truth without her. Not to mention that Aeryn would still be on the street, in a cell, or in the ground, without her.”
 
   Asher nodded thoughtfully, then Drifted and slipped away silently.
 
   And so it begins, Merek thought, leaving in the opposite direction of his former son-in-law-to-be.
 
    
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?” Aeryn said the moment Merek finished talking, her face a deep crimson. “It seems like a pretty significant oversight that you have a bloody Shade working for you.”
 
   “With me,” Merek corrected.
 
   “With you. Whatever.” Aeryn flung up her hands, nearly overturning her glass of wine in the process. Normally she would not drink wine—up until recently she had only had a few sips of the stuff her entire life—but this conversation had been anything but normal. She had gulped down three glasses already. “He’s still a bloody Shade. Not to mention the fact that you promised to tell me everything, then promptly left this out.”
 
   “I said I would tell you ‘everything that involves you,’” Merek said. “There is a difference. I could not afford to place my contact in jeopardy until I was sure you were willing to see it through.”
 
   Aeryn sighed. “Ever since I crossed that damn wall it’s been one snooty, double-talking noble after another,” she said to herself, just loud enough that Merek could not help but overhear. He tilted his chin up just so. Fists clenched, she held back from knocking his chin up even further. Barely. “Well this involves me. End of story.”
 
   “You’re right, it does now.” Merek nodded as if leaving her in the dark this entire time had been no big deal. “So here’s what we were thinking—“
 
   “Who is ‘we?’” Aeryn demanded. “I think I deserve to know the name of this Shade that I’m trusting my life to.”
 
   “I don’t know how much you’ve heard, but my daughter—“
 
   “Bethany,” Aeryn said. “What does your long-dead daughter have to do with anything?”
 
   “Yes, Bethany,” Merek said, irritated at the interruption as if this was all somehow Aeryn’s fault. “She was engaged to be wed to a young man named Asher.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “That’s it. Asher is the Shade and my contact.”
 
   Aeryn’s jaw dropped. “Asher. As in Mareen’s son, Asher?”
 
   “Yes. “I see you do pay attention when it suits you.”
 
   Aeryn was pretty sure he added that last part just to annoy her. How hard was it to remember one name, especially when that name touched on what most Ladies she met considered the biggest tragedy—and opportunity, for some—of their lifetime: the brutal murder of one of Maerilin’s most powerful Lord’s and his family?
 
   “So Mareen knows? I thought you two hated each other?” Aeryn asked. In any case, Mareen certainly had it out for her.
 
   “No,” Merek said. “Just because we don’t always see eye-to-eye doesn’t mean we hate each other.” He chuckled. “Though I’ll be the first to admit there have been times when I wanted to give her a good throttling.”
 
   “What about her perpetual attempts to court you and make her house the strongest in the city?”
 
   Merek raised an eyebrow. “You heard all that from Alys, didn’t you?” Aeryn nodded that she did. “Figures. That bloody woman will be the death of me. Don’t let her fool you. Behind a body fit to make a god jealous beats an ice-cold heart that lusts after power to choke the most envious king and gold to sicken the most frugal banker.”
 
   “Yeah,” Aeryn said, “I’m beginning to figure that out.” She paused, thinking for a second before asking, “If what you say about Mareen is true, then why did she start that vile rumor about me being your Mistress? Why hang the incident with Jins and his gang in the Lord’s market over my head? She’s been blackmailing me from the very moment I met her.”
 
   “I don’t know about any incident in the Lord’s market,” Merek said, narrowing his eyes. “But I thought the one about you being my mistress was a singularly brilliant idea.”
 
   “You did? Why? It made me look the fool. I still look the fool,” Aeryn added sourly. “Half the Lords think they can bed me, the other half make comments about what they’ll do to me when they bed me, and all the Ladies wrinkle they brows whenever they look my way.”
 
   Evidently Lord Cedric’s comment in the sitting room had only been the tip of the iceberg. Annette had shared quite a number of stories with her the morning after the dinner party. There was something singularly horrifying at the idea of some of those stories coming out of the mouths of men three and four times Aeryn’s age.
 
   Merek laughed. “Think about it,” he said. “What better excuse could there be to allow a street urchin to be seen coming and going from a Lord’s house at will, and all without the slightest hint of suspicion?” Merek’s meaning began to dawn on Aeryn. He plowed on. “How else could I take you into my bed chamber and ‘teach you,’” Aeryn had a distinctly bitter taste in her mouth the way he said those two words, “what you needed to know, regardless of the time of day?” He smirked and held his arms wide. “It was something only a dirty old man could do.”
 
   Aeryn let the weight of his words sink in. It all made perfect sense now that she saw it from another angle. She opened her mouth to ask why he or Mareen had not told her before now. Like snuffing a candle, Merek grew somber and spoke first.
 
   “That is a conversation for another time,” he said. “As you know, the plan is, and always has been, to bring down none other than Nameless himself. Most people tend to rely solely on their strengths, building them up to such a degree that they completely forget about their weaknesses. That leaves them vulnerable. Kind of like how you took out those three cutthroats. Which by the way, you really need to be more careful about doing. I don’t mind you going off on your own—I’m sure they deserved it a hundred times over—but there was a trail of blood that led right up to my estate. If that Shade had been able to report back to the Voices about what he had found. . .”
 
   Aeryn sucked in a breath. It all made sense. Why Merek had only now told her about Asher, why the Shade had been there in the first place, who had killed him. . .
 
   Gods! In her careless haste to wipe Jins and his gang from the streets, she had nearly unraveled everything. It was not just her and Jynx anymore. She had to think about how her actions would affect others.
 
   “Good. I see you understand,” Merek said. “Now, as I was saying, clever people, however, hide their greatest weakness behind their greatest strength. With Asher on the inside, we have a fairly good idea of how they operate. The Shades are, for lack of a better term, nothing but privileged, elite soldiers, who get their orders and deliver their reports to the Voices. The Voices themselves are the officers, each in charge of a different aspect of Maerilin.”
 
   “But you said you don’t really know the hierarchy of the Voices. That they keep it a secret, even from the Shades,” Aeryn said. “And besides, what does this have to do with their strengths and weaknesses?”
 
   “I’m getting to that. To answer your first question: we don’t need to know their hierarchy. Knowing that they take orders directly from Nameless himself is enough. As for your second question: what greater weakness could there be than having a God as your general?” 
 
   “What weaknesses? You said it yourself: ‘Nameless is a God.’”
 
   “Well for one, just imagine how inattentive and indifferent you’d be with a thousand-year old God holding the reins and you but a flea along for a brief ride. Then imagine what would happen if you removed said God. . .” Merek grew animated. “Why, with the head cut off, the Voices and Shades would be thrown into chaos, leaderless. Even if they managed to hold themselves together, the blow to their morale, the thought their very God was dead, would be enough to send them running at the very sight of whoever accomplished the feat. It’s just a matter of time from then until they wither and die and Maerilin is free of their oppressive rule.”
 
   “That’s great and all,” Aeryn said, “but it still doesn’t remove the fact that everything hinges on us killing a God.”
 
   “That’s where you come in,” Merek said. “Nameless has to have a weakness; else he would not have an army of Voices, Shades and common soldiers all hidden behind giant walls and gates. Originally, we had planned for you to infiltrate their ranks as Asher had. With a Shade dying in my front lawn however, we decided it would be prudent to move as quickly as possible. That means that you will be. . .”
 
   Aeryn listened in rapt silence as Merek stuck her deeper into the roaring furnace. As if it was not enough for them to plan the downfall of a God that had ruled for so long his name had been forgotten to time—a thousand years come the spring anniversary—but Aeryn, a former street urchin, had to be the one to probe out Nameless’ weaknesses. It was pure, utter madness!
 
   Still, Aeryn admitted to herself a few hours later, walking through the noble’s market perusing items carefully laid out for display, stranger things have happened. Like her being called a Lady, wearing silk and trailed by a pair guards Merek had assigned to her as well as a porter ready to haul away her purchases.
 
   Okay, Aeryn corrected, leaning into survey a slab of raw meat that could feed a family of four for a week, perhaps they are not quite the same. She pulled back at a whiff of one of the corners going rancid. Cooking and spices would take care of it, but she was not planning to cook this meat.
 
   “Perhaps the Lady would be more interested in my brother’s wares?” the butcher asked, gesturing to the baker’s shop adjacent. “He makes the most delightful pastries; everything from cakes and crepes to chocolates and fudges. I’m sure you’d be happier at the smells over there than here with a nose over poor old Gill’s rack of meats,” he added with a self-effacing wave. 
 
   Why did everyone always assume women, Ladies in particular, were weak, frivolous and needed to be coddled all the time? Aeryn ignored the butcher’s comment and moved down a foot to examine a set of steaks. Though much smaller than the slab, there were six of them, each pristine and beautifully marbled. More than once while living on the streets, she had ogled over the idea of feasting on a cut like this. Ironic that now she was buying them not for her, but for Jynx.
 
   With a start, she realized she had assigned all the strongest women she had known to that category. Emeline, the country healer, so old and frail at first glance, was hard as well-tempered steel, able to call down Gerald, a grizzled huntsman five times her size. Mareen, so soft and flabby on the outside, was sharper than a knife on the inside and every bit as crafty as a Master Woodworker.
 
   Most surprising of all had actually turned out to be Annette, her serving girl. Not only had Annette worked from before sunup to long after sundown each day of her life, but while doing so had managed to track all the ever-shifting alliances between the nobles, to keep abreast of, and steer clear of, their volatile moods, whims, plots, and schemes. Even if she was stiff-backed and too prim and proper for her own good. But Aeryn was working on that.
 
   “My Lady?” asked Gill the butcher.
 
   Aeryn looked up at the interruption. “What?”
 
   “Do you, ah,” Gill fidgeted, “have any questions?”
 
   Oh, right, the meat. “I’ll take these,” she said, pointing to the steaks.
 
   The butcher bobbed his head. Deftly wrapping one of them, handed it over, not to Aeryn, but to her porter standing just off to the side. “That’ll be—“
 
   “All of them,” Aeryn said.
 
   Gill raised his eyebrow, no doubt uncomfortable with a Lady purchasing something her cook would normally handle. Aeryn folded her arms and tapped her foot. He immediately jerked his head down and busied himself wrapping the others. Aeryn tried not to smile too broadly. 
 
   “For all six, that be six gold,” Gill said.
 
   “Six?” the porter exclaimed. Both Aeryn and Gill turned to face the man whose face instantly flashed red. “Sorry, My Lady,” the porter said with a bow. “I did not mean to overstep my bounds.” 
 
   Gill shrugged. “If I sell all my choice cuts to you, I’ll not have any for the next Lady that comes by.” He spread his arms wide as if to encompass the entire market. “I’ll lose business. I’m sure the Lady here understands.”
 
   “Oh I understand completely,” Aeryn said. “I’ll take that large slab there too. Cut up in a dozen pieces, mind you,” she added. When it had been wrapped and handed over as well, stacked from the porter’s hands to his chin, Aeryn pulled out her purse, which had once again been filled by Merek. She counted out six gold. “But for taking so much spoiling meat off your hands, I expect a certain, shall we say, ‘volume discount.’”
 
   “I couldn’t do better than twelve gold for the entire lot,” Gill said. How he managed to keep a straight face was beyond comprehension.
 
   “On second thought,” Aeryn said, turning her head towards the wafting smell of fresh-baked pastries and giggling as she imagined Alys would at one of Merek’s jokes, “perhaps I am in the wrong shop. Silly me. Porter, give the good butcher back his wares, we’ll be going—“
 
   “Ten gold,” the butcher said.
 
   “—next door to buy some pastries instead. Much better for my constitution,” Aeryn hoped she was using the word correctly; she had only ever read it in one of Merek’s books. “Don’t you think?” The porter smiled and began setting down the wrapped packaged.
 
   “Nine. That’s my final offer,” Gill said hastily.
 
   Aeryn raised an eyebrow. “Five.”
 
   “Eight,” Gill countered.
 
   “Seven,” Aeryn said, cutting to the point and lightening the butcher’s eyes, “and you run next door and pack up a box of your brothers’ best pastries.” She had to admit, they did smell good.
 
   As evident by the speed at which he took off, the butcher was clearly getting the better deal. Aeryn knew she would have to work on that. After all, being a copperless street urchin hardly honed one’s bartering skills.
 
   The butcher returned a minute later with a mouth-watering selection of still warm cupcakes and sweet rolls. Aeryn handed over Merek’s gold with a perverse sense of satisfaction. The only thing that soured it—aside from the fact that as a street urchin, she had lived her entire life on less coin than she had just spent in five minutes—was that a good portion would likely go as a tithe straight to the pockets of the very God she was working to dispose.
 
   Back out on the streets, flanked by her guards and a porter struggled to walk beneath the towering weight, Aeryn started to look for a way to escape. Having a small procession trailing her was hardly inconspicuous.
 
   She thought about tripping her porter and running, but her guards would simply give chase. She could Drift, then in the confusion, run off. That had the glaring problem of Drifting in broad daylight, with dozens of eyes on her. Perhaps she could—
 
   Aeryn bumped into the back of the porter, setting his tower of packages rocking. She lifted her head from her feet. “What is going on?”
 
   “Soldiers, my lady,” said one of her guards.
 
   “A Shade too,” finished the other.
 
   Heart thumping in her chest, Aeryn looked around. “Where?” They could not be there for her, could they? How had they found her out? Was Merek still alive? Mareen? Asher? Jynx?
 
   The crowd parted to the side. The sound of heavy footsteps hit her ears.
 
   “Back up, my lady,” said the guard, his arm stretched out before her.
 
   Aeryn was already moving as the first line of the knot of soldiers appeared. Perhaps they were just passing by. Perhaps they were not here for her. Perhaps they were looking for someone else. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps. Aeryn’s breathing quickened to match her heart.
 
   The porter took a step. The already-wobbling tower lost its top-most package. Eyes widening, he snapped a hand out o grab it. A second package fell as he replaced the first.
 
   The second soldier appeared, followed by the third, then the misty black form that was the Shade, centered in the armed and armored knot.
 
   The porter forgot about the fallen package and backpedaled to get out of the way. The too quick movement, coupled with a heavy tower that was even then falling forward, set him careening off balance. He crashed to the ground amid a waterfall of wrapped meats. He let out a shrill scream of pain as his arm snapped to the side.
 
   The soldiers that surrounded the partially Drifted Shade ground to a halt.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” asked the lead soldier. “Who dares impede the righteous work of a Shade?”
 
   Aeryn could not make out the Shade’s eyes, Drifted as he was, but she could make out the lump that was his head turning, surveying the frozen crowd. The porter meanwhile had rolled to his back where he lay sucking in ragged breaths. Tears welled in his eyes. His right arm twisted crookedly to the side, the skin stretched taught over the bone. 
 
   The Shade’s gaze passed over Aeryn. Had it lingered? Had he found her out?
 
   “Well?” the lead soldier barked.
 
   Aeryn jumped forward and bent at the porter’s side. She could not leave the poor man withering there in agony while everyone was too petrified to help.
 
   “Help me get him up,” she called back to her guards.
 
   The Shade’s head swiveled and locked onto to Aeryn’s. She felt her veins thrum. There was so much she still did not know about Drifting. Could the man see the ability in her? Would he realize she was an imposter, a street urchin wearing Lady’s clothing? Could he see that she was plotting to bring down Nameless, his God? She turned and surveyed the porter’s ruined arm, lest she stare defiantly back into those black voids.
 
   It could only have been a few seconds before the guards knelt at her side, but if felt like a lifetime. Grabbing the porter around the wait, they helped the man rise and hobble out of the way.
 
   “You,” said the Shade. All gathered shrank back at the voice, worried he was addressing them.
 
   Aeryn found herself standing alone, a pace in front of her guards who were supporting the bleary-eyed porter. She tried to put on a meek look. She was supposed to be a Lady frightened by the death of a man just outside her house.
 
   “M—me?” she managed to stammer. Hopefully it did not sound too forced. 
 
   “Your man has kept me from Nameless’ business. Double your houses’ tithes for this month.” The Shade turned and faced forward, Aeryn forgotten. “Go.” Steps locked together, the soldiers started off without another word. 
 
   Aeryn breathed a deep sigh of relief as the last line of soldiers’ backs was lost to the crowd. Feeling like she had just sprinted from Maerilin to Merek’s country estate, she turned to the guards and tried to calm her voice as best she could.
 
   “Put him in my carriage and take him to a healer,” she said.
 
   “But my lady, Lord Merek was quite insistent that we were to stay with you,” said one of the guards. Aeryn would have to have a word with Merek about that.
 
   “My lady! I am so sorry,” hissed the porter between clenched teeth. He looked around in horror. Not at the shrinking audience or his mangled arm, but at the items strewn about the street, some having landed in murky puddles from last night’s drizzle, others covered in dirt and dust. More than a few had been flattened by a passing soldiers’ feet. “I must have hit an upturned cobble or something; I don’t know what happened. I’m so sorry. I assure you, I’m ok, I don’t need to go to a healer.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Aeryn snapped. Don’t need to go to a healer? Aeryn could practically feel the waves of misery radiating from the poor man. She rounded on the guards. “Do as I say and take him to a healer. I’ll wait here until you get back.” The porter actually started forward as if to pick up the packages. “And stop him,” she shouted at the guards, “he’ll just make it worse.”
 
   Her shout sent the guards into action. Hopping too, they half-carried, half-dragged the still apologizing porter away to her waiting carriage.
 
   Aeryn shook her head as she watched them go. She had thought nobles were crazy, but their servants? Gods! They were just as bad. Protesting while a man withered in pain? And the man who was doing the withering apologizing and professing he was fine? What was next? Leaping headfirst into a roaring furnace if their Lord or Lady so ordered?
 
   Presented with the perfect opportunity to escape, Aeryn picked up a dozen of the smaller packages of meat she could carry and walked off with stately haste through the throng. She made her way towards the nearest street that lead into what she considered the real city, not some fake, cordoned off area for the rich.
 
   A block down, she bought the simplest woolen cloak she could find without bartering against its outrageous price. It was still too warm out for a cloak despite the changing season, but it was either that or stand out like a shiny gold piece among a pile of dull copper when outside the markets. With it wrapped around her silk dress, she had no trouble making it past the guards without recognition or protest.
 
   Before long, she was striding past the Lord’s Gate. Seeing a small, hard-eyed girl in threadbare clothes, Aeryn made her way over, stooped, and handed over the last of the wrapped packages.
 
   “Huh?” the girl asked. She took it warily, as though afraid it would bite.
 
   Aeryn grinned. “Open it.”
 
   Looking skeptical, the girl did so. She let out a gasp as the dripping red meat was revealed within.
 
   “Sorry I don’t have a flint and tinder on me,” Aeryn began. “Perhaps—“
 
   The girl ripped into the raw chunk. Blood dripped down her chin and hands. Her eyes widened at the taste. Aeryn remembered all too well that feeling. Biting into a piece of food—it did not matter what—was rapturous when you had not eaten in days. Tossing a gold to the girl’s feet, Aeryn continued on her way.
 
   “Who are you?” the girl called out to between bites.
 
   Aeryn turned her head and smiled. “Just a friend.”
 
   A few blocks further, dragging her fingers over the wall as she walked and feeling bad she had no more food to bestow on the multitude of urchins she saw, she could not help but roll her eyes at a remark Merek had made earlier.
 
   “Can’t you just climb the wall to Nameless’ castle like you did coming to my manor?” he had asked.
 
   A slack-jawed stare had been her response. Climb the wall. Not just any wall, but a sheer, thirty-foot wall that rose out of the Shades and Voices backyard that would deposit her into the frontyard of Nameless himself. And all without a rope, handholds, or a ladder. It was as if he assumed she was a squirrel or one of those legendary assassins from one of his books.
 
   She shook her head and chuckled. Lords may be experts when it came to setting traps within snares and disguising it as a delicious dinner party, but they had the brains of a fish when it came to so many other things.
 
   Arriving at her destination, Aeryn strolled into a workshop alive with the clanging of hammers on anvils and whooshing of heated air pumped by enormous bellows. Beneath the cloak, the beads of sweat that had formed during the run in with the Shade merged and dripped down her back.
 
   Looking up from pouring molten iron into molds for nails, Ty whipped a hand across his brow. He locked eyes with Aeryn and froze.
 
   “Why are you stopping, boy? That barrel o’ nails ain’t even half way full yet,” Master Luggard said in a voice gruff and scratchy from years of acrid smoke inhalation.
 
   Ty inclined his head to Aeryn.
 
   Master Luggard spun. “Just what in the bloody seven hells are you doing here girl? Even if I wanted to coddle you, which I don’t,” he added with a menacing glare, “this ain’t no place for the likes of you.”
 
   The wool now saturated and starting to itch, Aeryn undid the clasp and let it drop to the ground. 
 
   The effect was immediate. Master Luggard’s face twisted up in horror. He fell forward in an awkward half-bow, half-kneel. “I didn’t know you was a Lady,” he professed. “My honor as a man, I didn’t. I am at the Lady’s service.” Ty, probably assuming she had stolen the clothes, watched with a grin from his Master’s back. 
 
   Aeryn let out a sigh at the duplicity of Master Luggard’s actions. She opened her mouth to tell him no harm had been done, but changed course after settling her gaze on the twin barrels of nails and horseshoes next to Ty.
 
   “I had come here in hopes of dealing with the finest blacksmith Maerilin has to offer,” she said, lofting her voice haughtily, “but too late I realize he is nothing but a pompous blowhard who offers insults to his customers.”
 
   “My lady, I—“
 
   She held up a hand to silence him. “Since I don’t enjoy wasting my time with a buffoon,” she mirrored the glare he had given her just a moment ago, “and seeing as I am already here, I see little recourse but to deal with your apprentice. Whose name would be. . .?”
 
   “Ty,” Ty said with a grin.
 
   “I offer my sincerest apologies, Lady,” Master Luggard said, shooting Ty a heated look, “but he is just a simple apprentice. Why he can barely form a proper nail or horseshoe. If I may—“
 
   Aeryn whipped her head to face the still bent blacksmith. “You may not. That is twice you have offered me insult. Would you like to try for a third? Because I promise you, nobody has ever given me a fourth.”
 
   Master Luggard fell silent, his face as red as the glowing furnace at his back.
 
   “Good,” Aeryn said. “Now, how much do you pay your apprentice?”
 
   “P—pa—pay? My Lady?”
 
   “Yes, man. Pay. As in coins per week?”
 
   “The lad gets three silver a week. One goes to putting a roof over his head and food in his belly, one pays for the iron he fouls, and seven copper replace the clothing he wears out,” Luggard explained.
 
   Three copper was all Ty made a week? Aeryn had found more than that a day on the streets. Silently thanking Merek for his lessons and forcing her to read those books on numbers, she dug into her purse and pulled out a handful of glittering gold. Deliberately and ever-so-slowly, she laid out gold one piece at a time before the blacksmith’s widening eyes.
 
   “That,” she said when she reached eight, “should pay for Ty’s services for six months, yes?”
 
   “Yes, lady,” Master Luggard said. “But who will make me nails and horseshoes if he is working for you?”
 
   “Hire another,” Aeryn said and doubled the size of the pile.
 
   He licked his lips. “But what about my workshop? There won’t be room enough for two apprentices.”
 
   “Don’t be greedy, Master Blacksmith. You and I both know that for but half the gold before you I could hire any other Master in the city, rather than just a ‘simple apprentice,’ as you put it.” Not to mention the pile was large enough to repair the damage she had done to his self-esteem ten times over. “Now if you’ll be so kind as to give Ty and me some privacy to discuss the work I wish to commission of him?”
 
   Gold scooped up and tucked away with a haste that belittled his size, Luggard darted from the room. 
 
   “It seems you were able to filch that Lord of yours out of more than a few candelabras, eh Aeryn?” Ty said when they were alone. 
 
   Aeryn laughed. She had forgotten how long it had been since she had talked to Ty. “Not exactly,” she said and launched into a condensed version of the events that had occurred over the past few months. If she had thought his eyes wide at watching her pour out handfuls of gold, they were all but saucers by the time she finished. 
 
   “And here I am,” Ty said, dumping out a quenched batch of nails into the half-full barrel at his side, “slaving away making useless junk for coppers while you are out gallivanting around in silk dresses with servants attending your every whim.”
 
   “Nails and horseshoes are hardly useless,” Aeryn said.
 
   Ty let his hammer fall to the table with a resounding clank. “You know what I mean.”
 
   “Then you’ll be happy to work on some things for me. I didn’t line Luggard’s pockets just to hear you whine and moan.”
 
   “I am not whining and moaning.”
 
   Aeryn cocked her head to the side.
 
   “Fine,” Ty said. “Maybe I am little. So why did you hand over all that gold?” he added quickly, as if to convince himself he had not been whining.
 
   Aeryn sorely wanted to tease him more now that the tables had turned, but the guards had surely delivered the porter to a healer and were searching for her by now. If she dallied too long, they may become frantic enough to ask for help in finding her. If the Shades, Voices, or god forbid, Nameless himself, should catch a whiff of what she was doing here today, she would not even make it back to Merek’s to say goodbye to Jynx.
 
   “You know what a ship’s anchor looks like, right?” she asked.
 
   “Umm, yes?”
 
   “Good. So here is what I’m thinking: take two of them, say this big,” Aeryn held her hands a foot apart, “and—“
 
   “But those would barely hold a rowboat in calm weather, let alone in a gale.”
 
   “Perhaps if you’d let me finish, you would know that they don’t need to hold a rowboat, wind or no wind.”
 
   “Then what good are they?”
 
   “Can I finish?” Aeryn asked, voice as hot as the furnace behind him. Ty nodded. “So you take two anchors,” she paused, waiting to see if he would interrupt again. When he did not, she continued on, twining her hands together as she spoke, “and put them together like so, then attach. . .” She went on, explaining her idea best as she could.
 
   “That’ll never work,” Ty said, forgetting his promise not to interrupt less than minute later. “What you want are hooks like the back end of a halberd. Take those and fuse them like so. . .”
 
   Finally finished after so much back and forth her head spun—Ty really did seem to be picking up this blacksmith thing quite well, even if he mostly made nails and horseshoes—she told him the final items she needed. At least those were easy to explain. She then rose and walked toward the street. Just as she reached the lintel, she turned, called his name and tossed him the remainder of her purse. 
 
   “You tell anyone about that,” she said, “and I’ll see you end up like Jins and his gang.”
 
   Ty gasped like a Lady who had just seen a rat king. “That was you?”
 
   Aeryn winked, savored the look on his face for a moment, and then to began thread her way back to the markets. By now, the guards were doubtless falling over themselves in panic for losing track of her. Well, at least that part she could blame squarely on Merek. Placing guards on her. Phaw! She knew she had a part to play, but having guards follow her everywhere would simply not do. Besides, she would happily trade places with the porter if it meant not having to use the contraption she had just commissioned of Ty. Just because she had agreed to help Merek did not mean she was looking forward to getting a sword stabbed through her chest. Presented with the opportunity, trading that for a broken arm was a decision a child could make.
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   Dust
 
    
 
   By the time Ty had completed his work, Aeryn was positively itching to go. Being a Lady—or at least pretending to be one—was mind-numbingly boring. The fevered war of gossip and rumor fought by the nobles only served to highlight how inane it all was.
 
   Merek insisted otherwise of course. His reasons included everything from gaining access to an allied noble’s resources to having more eyes and ears watching and listening to what was happening in Maerilin. The problem was that alliances shifted with the wind. Sometimes for no better reason than a perceived insult at what someone had worn or said in passing.
 
   Aeryn was glad Mareen was “handling” it according to Merek. Whatever that meant. Aeryn did not care. It was hard enough for her to keep up with the information Annette had begun backfilling her in on.
 
   All in all, Aeryn vastly preferred learning about events firsthand, out on the streets themselves. There you could see which hand your enemy held his knife. Ironically enough, Annette, the stiff-backed serving girl, had been Aeryn’s salvation after that first disastrous outing. A word with Merek, who agreed to remove the guards and porter, albeit reluctantly and only after Aeryn had threatened to run off leaving them in the dust, and a word with Melanie, who agreed her daughter was too prim for her own good, and Annette had become her new handmaiden.
 
   At the moment however, Annette was giving Aeryn a headache.
 
   “You’ll be back before noon, right?” Annette asked.
 
   “That’s the fifth time you’ve asked,” Aeryn said. Gods, where had she gone wrong? The first week Annette had firmly refused to budge an inch from what was “proper.” The girl had even gone as far as plugging her ears when she heard a shouted curse and averting her eyes from a shirtless sailor. The second week she had loosened up a bit after seeing Maerilin from a new perspective as Aeryn had handed out food to street urchins and showed the girl about, explaining how things worked outside of a Lord’s household.
 
   “But Ty is. . .”
 
   Oh right. Ty. I never should have introduced those two, Aeryn bemoaned silently as she washed and toweled off her face. Annette had taken to the street urchin turned blacksmith apprentice like a fish to water.
 
   “You’re not even listening,” Annette said, stomping her foot.
 
   How had Aeryn ever thought Annette had been her salvation? Downfall was more like it. “I am too. You were pouting about not being able to see Ty.”
 
   “I was not pouting.”
 
   “Oh really?” Aeryn glared at the girl as she sat down to break her fast.
 
   “Fine. Maybe a little. But I just have to see him. You’ll be back before noon, right?”
 
   “Sixth time,” Aeryn mumbled around a bite of bread and egg.
 
   “Well, then maybe you can answer this time. You’ll be back before noon, right?”
 
   “Seventh.”
 
   Annette scowled. “I told Ty I would meet him today, but mother won’t let me out of the house unless it’s with you. So you have to be back before noon or he’ll wonder where I am because I told him I’d be there at noon and if he starts to wonder where I am then he might forget about me and if he forgets me then Ijustdon’tknowwhatI’lldo.”
 
   Sighing, Aeryn set down her fork. I hope to be back at all, she said to herself, though aloud said, “Possibly. It all depends on how smoothly everything goes.” She shivered at the thought of running into trouble. Being all alone and surrounded by enemies that would kill you at the slightest whisper of your true intentions was not exactly comforting.
 
   “What are you doing there anyway?” Annette asked. She emptied the washbasin and chamber pot into a pail, made the bed, picked up the plates Aeryn had scraped clean, and all while practically floating about the room, mind no doubt full of thoughts of Ty. “Mother says it’s because you’re worried about that beggar that died here. But she never tells me everything she knows. And besides, I’ve never seen you scared. Not when that bully tried to steal from you in the streets, not even when we saw those Shadows! I was so scared I wet myself, but you just stood there like you were thinking about fighting them yourself. Mother said you’d never do such a thing, but I think she is hiding something.”
 
   “Your mother is a wise woman,” Aeryn said. Moving to the dresser, Aeryn took out the servant grays and stepped into them.
 
   Annette raised an eyebrow. “That’s hardly an answer and you know it.”
 
   Pulling a light silk shirt and trousers from her wardrobe, Aeryn changed the subject. “Help me into these, would you?” She knew she should have been more careful around Annette.
 
   The bully had been no threat; he had just been a down on his luck beggar. Aeryn had dropped a few coins for him after talking him down. The real problem had been the Shades—Shadows to Annette’s eyes—who were now stalking around Maerilin in ever-massing numbers. It made Aeryn’s task today all the more crucial.
 
   “Why are you wearing silk over wool?” Annette nosily asked.
 
   Aeryn exhaled deeply. Because I’m going to sneak into Nameless’ castle, disguised as a servant since they are all but invisible, and figure out a way to kill him. At least most of the time servants were invisible. At the moment however, Aeryn was certainly noticing Annette.
 
   “If you want me to be back by noon, be quiet and help me out, would you?” Aeryn said.
 
   That certainly shut the girl up. Aeryn was outfitted, shawl, jewelry, and all, and sitting in a carriage rumbling its way to the Protector’s Gate in no time. Dressed in two layers, the chill air gusting through the windows was a blissful change from the roaring fireplaces that kept Merek’s house bathed in perpetual summer.
 
   “My Lady,” said a bald man, his hand extended to help her down when the carriage rolled to a halt, “if you’ll follow me, I’ll escort you to your guide.”
 
   “What about Lord Merek’s tithe?” Aeryn asked with a glance at the wagon coming up behind her.
 
   “Do not worry,” the bald servant said. “The driver knows where to go. Rest assured that your Lord’s tithe will be taken care of properly. Now if you’ll follow me?” Indeed, even as he finished speaking the wagon, a locked and ironbound chest bouncing in its bed, rolled past.
 
   Aeryn followed, unable to keep her head from swiveling this way and that to take in the sights. She had been treated to one grand sight after another ever since Will had taken her over the Lord’s Wall, but never could she have imagined the buildings laid out before her this day. A few of them actually dropped her jaw. Perhaps not the soldiers’ barracks sitting beneath the Protector’s Wall, but the others. . .
 
   Solid, gleaming white marble rising three stories with entries lined by fluted columns was just the start. Golden steeples speared the heavens themselves, bas-relief carvings on every surface, and even a hint of a masterful choir and Lady’s chapel that wrapped around the far side.
 
   And the God’s Gate. It was. . .grand. Arching to the very peak of the battlements and spanning twice as wide, an army standing four high on each other’s shoulders could pass through with room to spare. The gates themselves were the very opposite those on the Slum’s Gate, now rusted open; oil reflecting the sunlight, a child could swing them closed despite the hefty latticework of steel bars thick as a horse’s leg.
 
   “This, my lady,” the bald man said, “is Asher, servant of the Voices, disciple of Nameless. He will guide you from here on in.” With that, the man turned on his heels and strode away. Aeryn was left alone with Asher.
 
   “Welcome, my lady,” Asher said with a bow. Despite the ice-cold, iron-strong set of his face beneath a smile that did not quite reach his eyes, he was much more handsome than Aeryn had expected. It leant an almost uncomfortably personal feel to the mystery-cloaked Shades. “If you’ll follow me, I’m sure you are as excited to continue as I am to show you around.”
 
   “Are you really a Shad—servant of the Voices?” Aeryn asked, hiding the slip of her tongue by gawking at him. Gods! Merek had versed her backward and forward on how to act and she had almost blown it in the first ten seconds. Just because she alone of everyone that had come before her in a centuries-old tradition of Maerilin’s nobles visiting those that protected them knew her tour guide was a Shade did not give her leave to vacate her senses. 
 
   “I am,” Asher said, paying no heed to her slip but for a single back-stiffening instant. “I have been serving the Voices for more than ten years. I actually came from a Lady’s house very close to your own.” He gave Aeryn an appraising look. She knew he was weighing her and likely wondering if she, a former street urchin, would lead them all to their doom.
 
   “You did?” she asked, doing her best to sound curious.
 
   Asher nodded. “The first time I walked through these majestic columns,” he swept his hand wide to encompass the grand colonnade now engulfing them, “I was but a child of four, come to marvel at the benevolence of our protectors as you are doing now.” He gave her a look that seemed to say, “Well? Why aren’t you marveling?”
 
   Aeryn craned her neck up and around. She did not have to feign a look of shock and put her hand to her chest and gasped. While the exterior had been impressive, the interior, especially the vaulted cathedral-ceilinged atrium they had just entered, was rich beyond imagining. Tapestries hung on every wall, frescos decorated the ceilings, and marble statues and busts adorned every corner. Everything, right down to the tiles at her feet depicted the Voices, Shades at their backs, Nameless’ light shining down from above, driving back and defeating legions of vile and vicious Shadows.
 
   Satisfied with her display, Asher continued. “The second time I came here was to pledge myself to the Voices after my fiancé and her mother were brutally murdered by those that serve evil. Since then, I have dedicated my life to rooting out and destroying all that seek to exploit those they see as beneath them.”
 
   Aeryn took note of his careful choice of words. While Asher had heavily implied that Shadows were behind the deaths of his former family-to-be, he had not come straight out and said as such.
 
   “What happened? Did you ever find those responsible for killing your fiancé?” she asked, playing along. She half wondered if he would reveal some new detail she had never heard before. After all, if she had learned one thing living past the Lord’s Gate, it was that you never knew who was listening or watching, waiting for you to stumble.
 
   “I did,” Asher said as he led Aeryn into a wide hallway, “in a place I never suspected.” All around, the décor reinforced a single, unified theme: without the Voices, guided by Nameless, and in command of an army of Shades, all of Maerilin would be consumed by Shadows.
 
   Stopping, Asher faced a masterfully woven tapestry that depicted a handful of simple wood buildings huddled together against the night.
 
   “In the beginning, Maerilin was but a tiny hamlet. Poised on the brink of destruction by ever-increasing attacks from Shadows, they lived day-to-day, sure each night would be their last,” Asher said, sounding every bit like a father explaining to his daughter why the world worked the way it did.
 
   “One particularly brutal night raid by Shadows claimed the lives of more than half the hamlet,” Asher said. He moved a few paces down the hallway to stop before a tapestry that showed the tiny hamlet consumed in flames that rose a hundred paces into the night sky. “Worn down and beaten, the very spark of their souls all but extinguished, the survivors lamented in their loss.” He gestured to a clump of men, women and children wailing over the bodies of the dead at the edge of the light.
 
   “Even as despair claimed the lives of those sickened with grief, a miracle happened.” Asher moved to the next tapestry, this one depicting a golden-white light radiating down from a turbulent black sky. “Nameless appeared, bringing salvation with him in the form of the Voices.”
 
   “Why is he called ‘Nameless?’” Aeryn asked. Anyone that passed near had to think Asher was selling her on the essentiality of the Voices. At the same time, the passerby had to believe that Aeryn was buying it by the wagonload and henceforth would tithe a good portion of her house’s fortune to the Voices for their vital protection against the ever-lurking Shadows. On this point however, she was genuinely curious. “Surely he has a name.”
 
   “Of course he does,” Asher said, moving down a few paces to show her a view of the tiny hamlet growing into a fledgling city large enough to warrant its first wall. “It however, is shared only with the highest of Voices, those deemed worthy enough in their devotion that they are allowed past the God’s Gate to serve Nameless himself.”
 
   That had not been the story Aeryn had heard growing up on the streets. But like the nobles being privileged enough to warrant a tour beyond the Protector’s Gate, they were both things she had not known about until only recently.
 
   Asher showed Aeryn a dozen more tapestries that depicted the rise of Maerilin. One wall became two, the houses that had been within the first wall torn down and rebuilt to make room for the beginnings of a castle and port. Two walls eventually became three and the houses were moved once more. This time they made way for a barracks and the first of the Voices’ and Shades’ buildings once Nameless’ cathedral had been completed. Finally, the fourth wall sprung up, the Voices’ buildings still expanding in leaps and bounds while the rest of the city matured with large open-air markets, nobles’ houses and a seawall to surround its port.
 
   “Beyond the golden doors at the far end of that hall,” Asher said, indicating a gilded passageway abuzz with servants as he left the tapestries behind, “lies the Voices quarters.” Aeryn could just make out a pair of Shades standing stock-still at either side of the doors. “Set at the base of the God’s Wall itself, the quarters have a splendid portico that opens into an expansive garden.”
 
   “Can I see it?” Aeryn asked.
 
   Asher shook his head. “While Shades are allowed past when their business demands it, only a handful of the most devoted servants—and then only at very specific times—are allowed to disturb the Voices. No commoners are allowed past.” Even as he spoke, Aeryn saw another Shade glide down the hallway. Servants scurried out of his way, their heads bowed in reverence.
 
   Golden doors clanging shut and cutting off sight of the Shade, Aeryn turned to Asher. “Have you ever been beyond those doors?”
 
   “I have,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Why I was in the garden this very morning. Despite the cooling weather, the few servants allowed in there keep the garden meticulously maintained. No matter what time of year it is, there are always a variety of flowers, shrubs, and trees in full bloom. It is very beautiful.” He began working his way back down the maze-like set of corridors they had taken to get here. “Given the colors of the Lady’s shawl,” he pointedly looked at the woven pink and purple silk wrapped about Aeryn’s shoulders, “she may appreciate one area of the garden in particular.”
 
   “Oh?” Aeryn asked, intrigued, and not in any way that had to do with flowers or pretty colors.
 
   “In the back,” he said, voice lowered as though imparting a secret known only to a select few, “pushed all the way against the God’s Wall and obscured from sight most of the year behind a set of spiraling junipers, is the most wonderful sight. A vine, regretfully hibernating this time of year, creeps more than halfway up the wall with stalks thick as your forearm. In the spring a few months hence when it emerges from its slumber, it sends a web of shoots spreading over the wall like a fisherman’s net. A week later it puts out the most delicate flowers and turns the entire garden’s backdrop into a bright field of pink and purple to match your shawl.”
 
   “It sounds beautiful,” Aeryn said.
 
   “It is. I only regret that you cannot see it. Now,” his voice snapped back to normal volume, “if you’ll follow me this way,” he began down a second set of maze-like corridors, “I’ll show you where the Shades, the right hand of the Voices, train to become more than ordinary men and part god themselves.”
 
   Something he had said piqued Aeryn’s interest. “They become part god?”
 
   “Oh yes,” Asher said. “How else can you explain how the Shades are able to meld with the darkness and become something that is not quite human?”
 
   Not quite human, indeed, Aeryn said to herself. No one could kill and torture innocent people at the orders of another and retain their humanity. Especially not when it was for the sole purpose of controlling them and their purse strings through fear.
 
   “The Voices are even less human and more god,” Asher continued. “Only one short step from Nameless himself. But, I digress. As I was saying before, we are heading towards the wing where the Shades. . .”
 
   Aeryn listened to Asher recite one line of propaganda after another. That was exactly was it was. Propaganda. All carefully designed to keep Nameless, and by extension, the Voices and Shades, in power. Bad as the speeches were—she had heard much the same from every hawker, merchant, and vendor in Maerilin over the course of her life on the streets—she could have stomached them if it were not backed up by life-ending deeds to drive the point home. It was sickening, pure and simple.
 
   “Which way to the Lady’s room?” Aeryn asked, interrupting Asher’s latest narration, which detailed yet again, how the Voices were but one small step from leaving behind their humanity and passing beyond the God’s Gate to serve Nameless.
 
   “Right this way,” Asher said. Aeryn thought she caught the slightest glimpse of a smile on his face as he led her through a set of back halls and stopped before an eloquently carved wood door, just thick enough for a faint smell of waste masked by perfume to seep through and into the hall. “Here you are.”
 
   Aeryn turned to go, wondering if perhaps she had misread his intentions.
 
   “Is the Lady hungry?” he asked.
 
   Stomach so twisted up in anxiety Aeryn did not think she could eat the blandest bread much less keep it down. “Not particularly.”
 
   Asher’s smile flipped to a frown. “Just in case you change your mind, I’ll fetch a tray while you are occupied. It will take a few minutes, so do not worry if I’m not here when you ready. If you take a left at the end of this hall, then your second right, you’ll have no problems finding me.” With that, he spun on his heels and walked swiftly away.
 
   The instant the hall was clear Aeryn got to work. First, she went into the Lady’s room and stripped down to her servants garb. Next, she stuffed her silk clothing into the corner and hopped back into the hall, where a left and the second right brought her to a familiar corridor that ended in a set of massive golden doors.
 
   She made it all of two steps before she felt the eyes of the buzzing servants scrutinizing her. Not her clothes, those were the identical to all the others’, but her; everything from the way she held herself to the way she walked.
 
   Scrunching down and trying not to draw their stares had precisely the opposite effect. Two more steps and her heart was beating so hard it felt like a kettledrum. Before she even finished the fifth step, she realized what was wrong. These servants—every last one of them—were men. 
 
   Before everything fell apart, Aeryn pretended she had forgotten something, turned back, and very nearly sprinted down the hall. The second she rounded the far corner, she ducked out of sight and pressed her back against the wall, chest heaving.
 
   Bloody flaming blasted—
 
   Aeryn cut off her string of curses with a shake of her head. How could Asher and Merek not notice something as simple as there being no female servants?
 
   Breathing hard, pulse racing, Aeryn thought as fast as she could and weighed the remaining options. With the clock ticking and knowing from experience at Merek’s house that the main halls never truly emptied of people, Aeryn knew she only had one choice that did not involve tucking her tail and running: Drift and pretend to be a Shade.
 
   Aeryn made up her mind to move forward and Drifted. It was difficult wearing the unfamiliar servants garb, but at least it was plain wool with no adornments. She would never have been able to Drift in the silk clothes she had stashed. She managed go just deep enough into the Etheric Plane that anyone that saw her would mistake her for a Shade. At least she hoped they would.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she stepped around the corner, barely able to see in the premature darkness that came with Drifting in daylight. All the swirling “ifs” spurred her forward with ground-eating strides. 
 
   She need not have worried. Before, all eyes had been on her. Now, not one dared meet her gaze. Servants scurried out of her way, heads bowed in reverence.
 
   Aeryn was through the doors, breathing a sigh of relief and searching for the Voices’ garden in no time. Though the plan had worked—after a minor hiccup—she still wished Asher could have put Ty’s contraption in a place that did not involve her walking so brazenly out in the open. If a single Shade or Voice had happened to see her for what she was, she was doomed.
 
   Aeryn stopped that horrid train of thought and immediately Drifted back upon setting foot in the garden. If she could not see, how could she find the spot Asher had indicated? Thankfully the garden was exactly as he had described. She set off, wasting no time.
 
   Standing sentinel against the God’s Wall on the far side of the garden, a trio of spiraling junipers rose up, masking the dormant creeping vine. A swipe with her foot at its base uncovered a dirty brown sack. Taking out Ty’s steel, four-pronged, half-anchor, half-hook, she swiftly coiled its connected rope at her feet.
 
   Wishing she had had more time to practice, she twirled the purpose-build hook in a circle at her waist. Releasing it just as it hit its peak, it up the full height of the wall.
 
   It clattered down a moment later, nearly taking her head with it. She cast a nervous glance over her shoulder, making sure no one had heard. Three more throws, each setting her heart thumping harder than the one before and she finally had it hooked about a merlon at the top of the wall. She started up the rope as fast as she could manage with her hands slicked from sweat.
 
   A third of the way up and a hushed conversation filtered through the junipers at her back. Ears wide, Aeryn froze and remained perfectly still. She knew from experience that the slightest movement drew the eye as readily as sound drew the ear.
 
   “. . .Voices will be in conference until noon. Work fast, as I have been informed that they will be retiring early tonight. You know what happened to the last servant that lingered too long, hoping to catch a glimpse of a Voice.” Becoming louder as he approached, the words were stern, brokering no argument.
 
   “Yes, Master,” came a chorus of replies.
 
   “I wish I could see a Voice,” said one of the youthful voices with a hint of awe. The voice sounded familiar. Aeryn struggled to place it even as she struggled against quaking muscles.
 
   “Me too,” said a boy with the high-pitched squeakiness that proclaimed he had not yet passed into manhood.
 
   “Quiet you two,” hissed another voice.
 
   “You, and you,” the first voice—the stern, commanding one—barked out. “You two have only been here a few months so I will not have you whipped for speaking out of turn. Instead, you will tend to the gardens after you have finished your other duties. You will pick up every fallen leaf, cut out every withered vine, and ensure that every spring flower will bloom in full when it is their time.”
 
   “I live to serve,” the boys said simultaneously. 
 
   “Do not mistake my leniency for kindness,” the stern voice said. “For every leaf on the ground, for every blemish I find, for every flower that fails to bloom, you will receive a lash.”
 
   Aeryn just barely made out the boy’s reply to his companion’s sigh, so hard was she trying not to cry out and fall to the ground against screaming muscles.
 
   “It’s not that bad. Maybe while we’re in the gardens we’ll see a Voice. Their quarters do look out to the gardens.”
 
   Aeryn’s breath caught as she plucked the boy’s name from her mind. A pious, chunky stable boy she had once called her friend. Rickon.
 
   The other boy let out a squeal. “Do you think?”
 
   “We can hope, can’t we?” Rickon said, his voice fading into the distance. 
 
   It was nearly impossible to wrench her mind away from the swirling possibility of being found perched helpless like a ladybug on a window. Being found by Rickon was somehow even worse. A street thug or cutthroat she could fight. And kill. She had proven that. She was even prepared to face a Shade or a Voice. Not Nameless. Not yet. She was here to find out what, if any, weaknesses the God had. But a former friend? Could she silence him if she had to? Her hesitation at answering that question said volumes.
 
   Aeryn saw it flash before her mind’s eye. Rickon coming to tend the garden and running headlong into her. Him screaming, “Shadow!” and bringing an army down on her head all while she stood there, frozen in silence.
 
   All in all, she was not surprised Rickon was serving the Voices. He had worshiped them his entire life.
 
   Her hands slipped on the rope, reminding her of her precarious perch. She had to do something quickly or her sweaty hands and burning muscles would break her neck for her without Rickon’s help.
 
   She began counting the seconds, breaking her thoughts of Rickon and the memory of his incriminating, reproachful eyes at finding out she was a Shadow by studying the vine.
 
   Were its flowers actually pink and purple? Or had that just been something Asher had said to draw her attention? For that matter, did this vine even have flowers? Aeryn shook her head. It would be foolish of Asher to lie about something so obvious to anyone listening in.
 
   She switched and studied the wall and the garden itself. What were the chambers of the Voices like? How many Voices were in there? Were there any other hiding spots in the garden?
 
   Ninety-nine, one hundred.
 
   Aeryn took a breath and with searing, screaming arms, started up the rope once more. Reaching the top, she flipped over, lay on her back and hauled the rope up.
 
   The second she had caught her breath, she hooked the metal barbs on a merlon at the opposite side of the wall, tossed the rope over and slid down its length. 
 
   A flick of her wrist dislodged the hook. A flick of her foot covered it with dirt at the base of the wall. It would not escape unnoticed if anyone came within twenty feet, but if someone came that close, she would have more problems than them seeing a metal hook lying on the ground. Signs of her passage for one. Unless she spent hours scouring everything clean, she could not completely erase all signs that she had come through the area. The only thing worse would be someone seeing her standing around in plain sight.
 
   Keeping her head low, she dashed towards the castle. Crossing an eerily open and quiet courtyard, she crept forward, concealed behind one of the massive flying buttresses that soared up to the castle proper. In the gaps of the impressive stonework, she could just make out the lofty rose window and arcade high above.
 
   Looking to the right, then the left, she darted forward. Thanks to Gerald’s uncompromising training and her years on the streets, her feet fell silently, deftly avoiding scores of dusty stone chips littering the floor. Squeezing between a door cracked open and half again as high as her, she sprinted to the side to hide in the deeper shadows and allow her a moment to get her bearings. 
 
   Sliding to a stop, Aeryn coughed against a puff of rising dust. The sound echoed with abandon around the stone hall and back to her ears.
 
   Her mind caught up to her feet. Looking about at the emptiness, Aeryn’s heart dropped into her stomach even as her stomach’s bottom dropped out.
 
   This was not what she had expected. Something was wrong. Terribly wrong. 
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   Street Urchins
 
    
 
   Nothing?” Merek asked. “What do you mean, ‘nothing?’”
 
   “I mean,” Aeryn said, sounding exasperated, “nothing. As in the opposite of something.”
 
   “Nothing?” Asher asked, half incredulous statement, half skeptical question. “You were gone for less than ten minutes. The original plan, if you remember, was for you be in there for hours. Days if necessary. Are you sure you did not get spooked and run away before you found something?”
 
   Merek looked at Aeryn to gauge her reaction. He did not know what excuse his one-time son-in-law-to-be had used to personally escort Aeryn back to his house, but right now he did not care. They had bigger concerns. Like the fact that Aeryn had found nothing. It had to be some elaborate rouse. It had to be. Surely there couldn’t be nothing in the entire castle!
 
   Aeryn sighed, looked down at Jynx, who yawned mightily, then began ticking off fingers. “One,” she said, “I was not spooked. Two,” she ticked off another finger, “I did not ‘run away.’ Three, you don’t need to remind me of the ‘original plan.’ I know it quite well. It was, after all, my neck on the block. Four—“
 
   “My neck was on the block more so than yours,” Asher said. “If I had been caught, I would—“
 
   “Four,” Aeryn said, forcefully cutting Asher off as he had cut her off a moment ago. “I found nothing because there was nothing to find.”
 
   Asher frowned. “Are you sure you didn’t miss—“
 
   Aeryn threw up her hands. “You go in there then. You’re the bloody Shade after all!”
 
   “Quiet,” Merek hissed, hoping the storeroom’s solid doors and the thick piles of hay about would muffle her shout to anyone passing within earshot. “You too,” he said to Asher when the boy growled at Aeryn.
 
   “I know what I saw, and I saw bloody nothing! Deserted. Empty. Not a servant, soldier, Shade, Voice, or a bloody God, just centuries of dust covering everything from the floors to the ceiling. Hell,” she exclaimed, “there weren’t even any rats because there was nothing for them to eat, and aside from a few dry-rotted timbers, there wasn’t even any wood.”
 
   “Perhaps I should go,” Asher mused, face scrunched up in disbelief. “I bet the Voices were walking around a foot away from you, fully immersed in the Etheric Plane. You just didn’t see them.”
 
   Aeryn whipped out her belt knife, the one made by that blacksmith friend of hers who had also made the grappling hook she had used earlier. She pointed it at Asher’s chest. Jynx’s fur rose in a razor sharp line on his back. The draven’s mouth opened again, only this time not in a yawn.
 
   “Disbelief is one thing; I can scarcely believe it myself and I saw it firsthand. But you call me a liar one more time,” Aeryn tapped his chest with the dagger’s point, “and I’ll send you to meet your God face to face.”
 
   Asher’s eyes widened. An instant later, they were but dim gray orbs along with the rest of his body. Aeryn and Jynx Drifted to match.
 
   Bloody hell. Drifting as well, Merek jumped forward and planted himself between the face off. Aeryn was refreshingly straightforward, preferring to speak her mind rather than play word games like all the other nobles, but this was quickly getting out of hand. The last thing they could afford right now was infighting.
 
   “Stop it,” Merek shouted. He put a hand to both of their chests. “Both of you.”
 
   Time stretched dangerously thin. Merek could almost feel the fury radiating from the trio. He knew not to discount Gerald’s hounds, and with Jynx now twice the size of Raker and in his prime, discounting the draven would be suicide. 
 
   Asher backed down first. Aeryn and her draven followed a good ten seconds later. 
 
   “Merek, are you sure we can trust—“ Asher began.
 
   “Silence!” Merek said, giving Asher a hard glare. “Now Aeryn, I believe you when you said you saw nothing. But—“
 
   “But nothing, I—“
 
   Merek turned his glare on her. “Let me bloody speak.” Surprised at the curse, she cut off. He barreled on before she could start up again. “Did you see any footprints? wheel tracks? scuff marks? sections clear of dust? Anything that would indicate that someone, anyone,” he left that intentionally opened ended, “had been there recently?”
 
   Aeryn shook her head and slammed her blade back into its sheath. “No. I can’t track as well as Gerald, but a child could tell when a place hasn’t seen a human footstep in centuries. Shade, Voice, God, or otherwise,” she added with a glare directed to Asher. 
 
   Asher opened his mouth. Merek cut him off by placing a hand on his shoulder. “No, lad,” Merek said, “I wasn’t lying when I said I believed her. The only explanation is that there really was no one there.”
 
   Aeryn rolled her eyes as if she had not said exactly the same thing a dozen times over.
 
   “What do we do now?” Asher asked, his shoulders slumping as an invisible weight bore down on them.
 
   Merek pursed his lips. “I don’t know. Not in a thousand years would I have considered that Nameless didn’t exist. But I do know one thing,” he raised a hand to Aeryn’s shoulder, then looked them both in the eyes one at a time. “We’re not defeated. Not by a long shot. We think. Reevaluate. Ask careful questions. Keep our minds open and ponder every answer, no matter how farfetched it may seem. Because if we have learned one thing from today, it’s that we have been blinded by our complacency in what we all think we know. We will not let that happen again.” Asher and Aeryn nodded in unison, both with thoughtful expressions on their faces.
 
   Merek closed out their hastily gathered meeting before the wrong person stumbled in on them. He sent Asher back beyond the Protector’s Gate, Aeryn beyond the Lord’s Gate. Having them both in the places they were the most comfortable would hopefully give them a chance to mull over what they had learned. It would give Merek a chance to do likewise.
 
   Only, hours later and very little to show for the passage of time, Merek looked up as Reeve opened the door to his study.
 
   “My lord,” Reeve said, “Lady Mareen has arrived as you requested.”
 
   “Thank you. See her in.”
 
   The chamberlain bowed and stepped back to admit the rotund Lady Mareen. She wore a scowl on her face like she was born to it.
 
   “This better be good,” Mareen demanded the instant the door clicked shut behind her. “Sending for me in plain sight like this? What were you thinking? Not to mention that I was in the middle of a luncheon with Cedric and his wife Isolde. Why I almost convinced them to. . .” she trailed off, sensing the mood that hung heavy in the air.
 
   Merek gestured to a seat opposite the small reading table before him. “Take a seat.”
 
   Mareen raised an eyebrow and took the offered seat. “What has happened? Tell me everything.”
 
   Merek smiled grimly and started going over the day’s events. If there was one person in all of Maerilin that could piece together a puzzle that spanned a thousand years and affected a thousand times as many lives, it was Mareen.
 
   Except, the instant he finished his recount, she exclaimed, “Nothing? What do you mean, nothing?”
 
   Sighing, Merek shook his head. “Exactly that,” he said. “Nothing. From what Aeryn told us. . .” He sighed again, deeper this time. It was going to be a long day.
 
    
 
   Annette giggling in glee while Ty flexed his corded muscles, Aeryn left the pair to their devices and wandered Maerilin’s streets. To the left and right, the buildings closed in on her, as did the people buzzing about on their daily business. After the open emptiness of Nameless’ castle and rich interior of the Voices’ buildings, everything out here seemed cheap and oppressive. Like the buildings were Maerilin’s teeth, molars which ground all those that walked its streets to dust. She wondered how she had never noticed that before.
 
   Because you didn’t know any better.
 
   It was true enough. Living in refuse piles and eating rats and pigeons made the most base building seem grand in comparison. Not to mention that you could ill afford to open your eyes to the injustice and deception that kept you there, to the plight of others, or to the reality of the world around you. It took everything you had to survive the brutal grindstone of life. Just to keep moving forward.
 
   She almost tripped over an urchin curled up beneath scraps of cloth held together by various bits of string. Aeryn could hardly believe that had been her once, struggling to survive day to day; it seemed like a lifetime ago.
 
   Shame washed over her as the weight of that thought hit home. She was stronger than this. She had to be stronger than this. Giving up then would have cost her her life. Giving up now would cost untold thousands their freedom.
 
   Pulling a gold coin from her purse, Aeryn tucked it beneath the blanket, far enough within that it was concealed from passerbys, yet far enough away from the girl that she could not miss it upon waking.
 
   Straightening her back, she continued. She wondered if “freedom” was too strong a word. It was not like the people around here were slaves.
 
   Aeryn frowned. They weren’t, were they?
 
   The words of the Voice, standing on a podium in the square, delivering a sermon to the gathered masses at the anniversary of Nameless’ rule came back to her. A few weeks and the Voice would be there once more, this time for the grand, thousandth year anniversary. She saw the Shades and soldiers, all standing guard, protecting the Voice, not the people.
 
   “In return for his protection and shelter from the Shadows of the world,” the Voice had said, “all Nameless asks is that you support his disciples and obey their guidance without reservation.”
 
   One particular string of words, which at the time had barely registered, now screamed at her. The Voices had always ended with that simple yet weighty rote intonation, “May he live forever.”
 
   It was quite sickening looking back on it. Like sheep, the Voices had everyone line their pockets at the will of an ironically nameless and nonexistent God. That was their golden scepter, sword, and crown all wrapped up into one nice package: do what Nameless—a God, our God and yours—asks, and he will shelter and protect you. So what if the only thing the God asked for was gold. As if a God had any use for gold! It did not take an entire city tithing a good portion of their income to clothe, house, and feed a couple hundred soldiers, a score of Shades, and less than a dozen Voices.
 
   On cue with her thoughts, three Shades, each surrounded by knots of soldiers, marched past. Word had spread like lightning that a mutilated and mangled body had been found down by the docks. One that matched a Shade that until then only a select few had known was missing. 
 
   This time however, when urchins, beggars, and commoners failed to move in a timely manner, the processions did not slow. They steamrolled over the top of the poor souls, grinding them into the cobbles, all while proclaiming that they were doing their duty to Nameless. Those that dared interfere were hampering his will.
 
   Aeryn bought a loaf of sweetbread from a vendor, and idly bit off hunks. Her mind swirled in turn with events that whirled and spun, rapidly circling the drain. She barely noticed the sweet caramelized molasses that glazed the sweetbread. She—they—had to move forward. The question was how?
 
   A half-dozen winding streets later and Aeryn had nothing to show for it but a fresh roll, this one coated in powdered sugar that she had not remembered buying. She sighed and handed it to the nearest urchin she saw. If she ate the things hand over foot she would be Mareen’s size in no time.
 
   Start at the beginning, she said to herself. Strip away all the plots and schemes, all the grandiose ideas, the dreams and the “what-ifs.” What do you know?
 
   The answer was easy. While the others were so preoccupied with their disbelief and skepticism, Aeryn knew what she had seen. And she had seen nothing. So while the others wasted their time trying to figure out why she had to be wrong or what she had missed, Aeryn would—nay, had—to start with one simple truth. Nameless did not exist. He had probably existed at one point, likely as a conquering hero or series of men ruling in his name rather than as a god, but that was a discussion for philosophers and historians. Aeryn lived in the now.
 
   A number of thoughts cascaded forth from that one simple truth. First, someone had to keep the idea of Nameless alive. Combined with the fact that neither Asher nor Merek knew the truth, the former a Shade and the latter a Lord, pointed to the work of the Voices. No one else had enough power. That placed the Voices squarely in charge; a theory bolstered everywhere she looked. From them being the right-hand of Nameless, the only ones allowed past the God’s Gate, which from the lack of footprints in the layered dust, had not happened in centuries, to being the only ones able to know his will, hear his commands, and speak in his stead.
 
   The question then became: why bother with the lie? Why keep up the charade for so many centuries?
 
   The answer eluded Aeryn for a good while. But when it came, it came in a flash and from the unlikeliest of places. She had been walking by a little girl no older than six who began tugging on her father’s sleeve.
 
   “But Momma said I could have it,” the girl cried.
 
   The girl’s father raised his eyebrow. “She did?”
 
   “Yes. Yesterday before you came home she said I could have it if I promised to do my chores,” the girl said in a rush, her eyes twinkling with innocence.
 
   “Well, alright,” the father said. “If you’re sure your mother said it was ok.”
 
   The girl’s head bobbed rapidly. “She did. Yes. She did.”
 
   The father handed a small stack of copper to the girl, who promptly gave it to a vendor in exchange for a stitched and stuffed cloth doll. Squealing with delight, the girl hugged her father fiercely, sandwiching the doll between the two of them.
 
   Aeryn was convinced that everyone involved knew the truth. At the same time however, everyone went to great pains to avoid it and even encourage the lie. The vendor wanted the father’s coin, the girl wanted the doll, and the father wanted to see his daughter happy. The only one that would be upset would be the mother. But by that time it would be far too late to do anything about it without infuriating all three parties.
 
   To the Voices, Nameless was that mother. The all-knowing and all-seeing protector in good times. The scapegoat in bad. In short, Nameless allowed the Voices to do anything their hearts desired with complete impunity. It was genius. There was no way the Voices could lose. 
 
   That was the thorn in the plans. No, it was more like a squad of cavalry cutting a swath of destruction through their plans. Everything had relied on cutting off the head off the enemy and letting the body wither and die.
 
   In hindsight it seemed too simple and easy by far. Laughable, really. But now. . .
 
   Aeryn hit the edge of the large square that sat before the Lord’s Gate. She began pushing her way in toward the platform the Voices spoke from at the far end. How could they, how could anyone, fight an idea? Especially one that could never be wrong? It was downright impossible.
 
   A person appeared in Aeryn’s path. Born by long years navigating thick, hostile crowds, she instinctively stepped forward and to the side to thread past. She was even with the person before she realized it was not just some random housewife or cook out to purchase supplies for their household, but a small girl who could not have been older than ten. The child stared at her.
 
   Aeryn moved to hand over her remaining bread as she had done so many times in the previous days and weeks. The motion, one so familiar to street urchins and beggars everywhere, drew the attention of an even younger girl and a boy, who appeared to be siblings.
 
   Aeryn came up empty; she had already passed out everything she had purchased.
 
   “Sorry,” she said as a fourth body joined the trio. “Sorry,” she said again. “I don’t have any more.” Seeing those large, innocent eyes gleaming with hope become clouded with despair, a feeling she knew intimately from her time on the street, broke her heart.
 
   “I don’t have anything right now,” Aeryn said. “But if you wait here, I’ll be right back with more.” She looked around the market square for the nearest vendor. Meatpies, bread, fish, fruits gave her lots to choose from, even if they all had turned brown and rancid from storage over the winter.
 
   The boy turned and walked away, head down. The brother and sister followed a moment later.
 
   “Wait,” Aeryn said, throwing up a hand. They were already gone, leaving her alone with the girl she had first encountered. The same scrawny girl Aeryn realized she had fed a week or so ago. The girl turned to leave as well. 
 
   “Wait,” Aeryn said again, softly this time, belatedly realizing she would not have believed her prior words anymore than the street urchins had. A Lady dressed in silks telling them to wait while she bought them food? It was like a Voice telling all of Maerilin they no longer had to pay their tithes for protection from the lurking Shadows. “Come with me.”
 
   The girl remained rooted in place. Aeryn could almost see thick walls spiked on top with broken glass spring up to guard against a trap.
 
   “What’s your name?” Aeryn asked gently.
 
   “Katelyn,” said the girl.
 
   “Well, Katelyn,” Aeryn said, taking a new tactic and extending her hand slowly, “you remember me, don’t you?”
 
   The girl nodded hesitantly.
 
   “Good. Then you know I don’t want to hurt you. I’m looking for a place to get something to eat. The problem is, I don’t know where I should go. Do you think you can help me? If you do, I’ll give you my leftovers like I did last time.”
 
   Katelyn nodded vigorously. Rays of hope started to peek through the growing cracks in her walls. Even though the girl had likely never heard those words strung together before in her life, and by a Lady no less, it was much more believable than said Lady going off on her own and returning with food.
 
   “Good. Let’s go.”
 
   Katelyn led Aeryn arrow-straight to a hawker standing over a display of rotting vegetables, fruits and spoiled meats Jynx would balk at. At least he would now, anyway. Aeryn could remember a time not so long ago that the wares before her would have been a feast fit for a king.
 
   “How about something a little better?” Aeryn asked, earning a disproving glare from the hawker. Following her nose, she found a baker’s shop a block away and entered, Katelyn in tow.
 
   “Shoo! You can’t be in here. Get lost, you filthy rat,” said a portly baker nearly as wide as Mareen.
 
   Aeryn raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Sorry, my lady, I did not mean you,” the baker said hastily. “I meant her.” She pointed an accusing finger at Katelyn. 
 
   Katelyn turned to leave. Aeryn grabbed the girl’s and held on tight.
 
   “She leaves and I leave,” Aeryn said.
 
   That got the baker’s attention. “Fine. But if that rat steals or breaks anything, you’re paying for it.”
 
   Aeryn rolled her eyes. “How much for everything?” she asked. Everything in the shop would cost far more than the gold she had in her purse. The baker did not know that. Besides, Aeryn felt like getting a touch of payback after how the woman had screeched at Katelyn.
 
   “For everything?” the baker replied, confused.
 
   “Everything,” Aeryn repeated.
 
   The baker looked even more confused if that were possible. “Everything?”
 
   Aeryn grinned. “Yes, everything,” she repeated once more, and swept her arms to encompass the freshly baked breads, the pastries lining the counter, the sweetrolls, buns and poundcakes staked on platters atop the counter. 
 
   “I—I don’t know, my Lady, perhaps, thr— three gold?” the baker said.
 
   Aeryn’s jaw dropped. “Seriously?” Three gold? For everything in the shop? She had been spending so much time in the nobles’ market she had forgotten how far a single gold piece actually went. 
 
   “Two gold,” the baker said, obviously mistaking Aeryn’s slack-jawed stare for disbelief of a different kind. “I’ll even throw in the nearly finished loaves in the oven.”
 
   “Deal,” Aeryn said before the baker could change her mind. She turned to Katelyn. “Do you have any friends?”
 
   The girl nodded. “Mindy and Bree and Th—“
 
   Aeryn cut her off. “Go fetch them quick as you can.” Expecting the narrow-eyed look Katelyn gave her, Aeryn pressed a silver into the girl’s palm after handing over two gold to the wide-eyed baker. “That’s yours just in case you come back and I’m not here.”
 
   Katelyn was gone in a flash. She was back scant minutes later, trailed by a good dozen boys and girls.
 
   “I don’t believe you, Kat,” said a baby-faced boy almost as large as Ty. “Why would a Lady give you a silver and then tell you to find us? It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “She did,” Katelyn protested. “She is the nicest Lady I’ve ever met. She gave me food before and she—”
 
   “Ha,” said the boy. “That proves it. Ladys are not nice. They are—“ he cut off as he came face to face with Aeryn. Actually, his shoulder stopped before her face; he was a good head taller than her and three times thicker.
 
   “Nice to meet you too,” Aeryn said.
 
   “I—I didn’t—“ the boy stuttered.
 
   Aeryn grinned. “Katelyn, do you trust those three?” She pointed to the three largest boys in tow.
 
   Katelyn nodded vigorously. “Those are my brothers, Gil and Ren and Lu.” Street family. Aeryn nodded in understanding.
 
   “I’ve bought everything in the store. Everything edible, mind you,” Aeryn added. “It’s all yours.” She held up a hand to keep them from rushing forward, “If,” she looked to the baker and back again, “no one breaks or steals anything, pushes or fights with one another, or causes any problems for the baker and her store. Do you think you can do that?”
 
   Eyes gleaming, the group bobbed their heads as one. Aeryn flipped a silver to each of the three boys she had singled out earlier. “Keep them in order and I’ll double that when the shop is empty. Of food,” she added quickly. Eyes wide, all three formed crude bows. “Well?” Aeryn asked.
 
   A stampede of nimble legs and fingers, hungry eyes and hungrier stomachs swept past Aeryn in a fit of glee.
 
   Hours later and all the coins from Aeryn’s purse were gone. In total, she had visited more than a dozen shops, her following expanding as she had bought out the inventory of each. At the end, word had traveled ahead and a few shops had actually prepared for their arrival.
 
   One thing that always had remained the same was the shopkeeper’s reactions going from outright horror at the charging wave of street urchins to face-splitting smiles upon seeing the pure and simple joy written across their faces. Well, as long as someone was paying for everything, of course. More often than not, Aeryn had had to throw in a few extra gold because all the “dirty little rapscallions” messing up their shop.
 
   Most amazing of all was that only two scuffles had broken out despite the sheer number of street urchins. The Bigs as she called them now—there were too many names to remember, so she had simply started calling them Bigs and Littles—had quickly and efficiently broken them up with help from a score of Littles. No one wanted to risk Aeryn’s generosity and all had banded together for the common good.
 
   Aeryn turned her purse inside out in front of the expectant faces. “I’m all out, I’m sorry,” she said. “I’ll come back tomorrow, I promise.” That was a given considering how enamored Annette was with Ty. Annette was becoming less of a handmaiden everyday and more of a little sister that needed looking out for as she charged about blindly, experiencing everything for the first time.
 
   “See? I knew it was too good to be true,” came a voice from the back.
 
   “Yeah,” said another, “Ladies always have gold. She must be hiding it somewhere.”
 
   A third spoke. “And if she has so much gold, why can’t she pay our tithes and keep us safe? I don’t want a Shadow to kill me at night.”
 
   “Me either,” came a couple shouted agreements.
 
   Aeryn sighed. So much for that.
 
   The owner of the latest shop chimed in from behind the counter. “Ungrateful little brats. They should be prostrated in front of her kissing her shoes.”
 
   An ear-piercing scream made Aeryn clap her hands over her ears or risk going deaf. All heads turned to the source, a little girl of perhaps ten, and one of the few Aeryn knew by name. Katelyn.
 
   “What has Nameless ever done for you?” Katelyn said into the silent wake of her scream. “For any of you?”
 
   “He protects—“
 
   “Nothing!” Katelyn screeched. “Nothing! Nothing! Nothing!” She grabbed Aeryn’s hand. “Lady Aeryn has done more for you in one day then Nameless has done for you your entire lives.”
 
   “But the Shadows,” protested a lad. “Fen didn’t pay his tithe last week and the Shadows got him that very night.”
 
   One of the Bigs spoke. “Thale, you know Fen starved to death better than anyone.”
 
   “But he—“ Thale began.
 
   “But he nothing,” said the big. “He was skinny as Katelyn at the end and had the shakes.”
 
   Katelyn stomped a little foot on the wood floorboards and shouted, “I hate you all,” she said at the top of her lungs. All eyes jerked back to her. “Bless you, and thank you, Lady. The others thank you too, even if they are too stupid to realize it.”
 
   That brought more than a few hung heads.
 
   “She’s right,” said a Big. “What has Nameless ever done for us?”
 
   “Nothing,” spat a Little.
 
   Aeryn heard the sharp intake of the shopkeeper’s breath as the goober landed on the floor.
 
   From another, “I’d rather fill my belly than give my copper scrapings to a god that doesn’t even know I exist.”
 
   “Me too,” came a chorus of replies. “Me too!”
 
   “Who needs a god when we have the Lady Aeryn?” shouted one over the din. “I’d follow her over Nameless any day!”
 
   “You got that right,” said someone else, which an upraised cheer immediately drowned out. Aeryn felt tears well in her eyes.
 
   The shopkeeper let out a gasp. “Out of my shop. Now!” she shouted, breaking the reverie. Aeryn turned to find the woman standing proud with her hands on her hips. “I mean it, Lady. I will not have Nameless blasphemed in my shop. Not by you, not by a good-for-nothing rag-tag band of street urchins, not by anyone!”
 
   The “good-for-nothing rag-tag band of street urchins” let out a fierce growl that rocked the shopkeeper back onto her heel. She picked up a baking roller in self-defense, but Aeryn shooed them out before it could come to blows. It would not do to have soldiers, Shades, or god-forbid, Voices, called down on her. 
 
   “We’ll find places worthy of you tomorrow,” one of the Bigs said, spitting back towards the shop. A score of others followed suit, eliciting a steady stream of curses from within.
 
   Something Merek had said so very long ago hit Aeryn and she barely heard. “People tend to hide their greatest weakness behind their greatest strength.”
 
   Absently promising to come back tomorrow, Aeryn tied her shawl around Katelyn’s neck, the girl could obviously use it against the night’s cold, and rushed off in a swirl of silk and lace.
 
   All was not lost. Not yet. If the Voices’ greatest strength was Nameless, a God of their own design that was everything they wanted and needed him to be, why couldn’t he be their greatest weakness as well?
 
   The rote intonation that she had never spared a second thought to before floated back to the surface. He. The Voices themselves had called Nameless He. “May He shelter and protect us.” “May He live forever.”
 
   Aeryn picked up speed, dashing in and out of wagons, dodging horses, porters, and hawkers, soldiers and Shades alike. No, she thought, we don’t have to fight an idea that can never be wrong. We have to become the idea.
 
   That was the key. They simply had to make the idea wholly and fully theirs. Then they could turn it against its creators. It would not be honorable, but since when were wars honorable? Because when you got right down to it, that is what they were doing here: waging a war.
 
   Wars were about winning, plain and simple.
 
   Aeryn knew just the way to win. After all, Drifting was Drifting. The only difference between a Shadow, Shade and Voice was the connotation the Voices had applied to each over the centuries. All could, with enough practice, experience, and the right tools, Drift just as well as any of the others. Aeryn, Merek, and Asher had proven as much.
 
   Aeryn burst into the blacksmith workshop. She caught an eyeful of Annette blushing from within Ty’s corded arms.
 
   “Come on Annette,” Aeryn said. “We’re leaving.”
 
   “But Ty and I were just getting to know each other,” Annette protested.
 
   Getting to know each other indeed, Aeryn thought with a raised eyebrow. She did not have time for this. “You,” she said to Ty. He pointed to himself and she nodded. “You have work to do for me. So do it. You,” she said to Annette, “your mother wanted you to break out of your shell, not become a mother yourself.” Both Ty and Annette turned positively crimson at that. “We’re going. Now.”
 
   Annette sheepishly followed, blowing Ty a kiss just as she left the workshop. Ty, the massive apprentice blacksmith, actually blew one back.
 
   Aeryn did not even pause to smirk. She had details to figure out. Layers upon layers of details. She needed to talk to the Lord, Lady, and Shade that had decades of experience forging plans, even if their grandest one had not come to pass. Yet.
 
   She knew how to topple the Voices.
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   Unlikely Allies
 
    
 
   A grappling hand flew through the air toward Aeryn’s neck. Instincts, honed to a razor’s edge from life on the streets avoiding the clutches of merchants and soldiers, sent Aeryn spinning away an instant before the Shade grabbed hold and finished her off. 
 
   Aeryn did not have a moment to spare. There was no time to think about how her nightly outings these past few weeks might have disrupted their plans, no time to contemplate how offing cutthroats, thugs, and now Shades would throw Maerilin into chaos, and definitely no time to dwell on how furious Mareen, Merek, and Asher would be when they heard about tonight’s events.
 
   There was only time to whip around, blade held in her fist, and send droplets of blood cascading down the edge and into the eyes of the latest Shade.
 
   The Shade threw up a hand to block. Aeryn struck, plunging the point hilt deep into his side. The lance of pain disrupted his concentration and he stumbled away, snapping back fully into the Physical Plane.
 
   Eschewing honor, Aeryn pressed her advantage and kicked hard, smashing her foot into his groin. As he doubled over in agony, Aeryn kicked again, this time connecting solidly with his kneecap. The Shade dropped to the ground with a scream.
 
   Before she could regain her balance from the kick, a weight crashed into her from behind and drove the air from her lungs. 
 
   Aeryn’s head hit the ground. Her vision began to blur. A hazy image of her bleeding out on the cobbles flashed before her eyes as the copper-tinged scent of pooled blood hit her nostrils.
 
   She rolled to the side before it could come to pass.
 
   Steel struck the cobblestone where her head had been. The force of the blow cracked the cobblestone and shattered the blade, sending out a shower of sparks. She scrambled backward, desperately trying to buy time for the fog over her mind to clear.
 
   “Come here,” the Shade growled. He stepped forward.
 
   Aeryn’s back hit a wall and she pushed herself to her feet. She brought her hands up to her lips, intending on whistling for Jynx. Her hands made it halfway before she had to reach out and hold the wall just to keep herself from collapsing back to the ground.
 
   Where are you Jynx?
 
   The Shade stepped into range. Double her size and easily four times her strength, he wrapped a meaty hand about her throat and hoisted up her until her feet dangled inches above the cobbles.
 
   Stars danced before Aeryn’s eyes. Her breath came short and her lungs began burning like Ty’s furnaces. Blackness crept in at the edges of her vision. She punched the Shade in the kidneys. With no leverage and struggling to stay conscious, the blows landed feebly.
 
   “I have you now, you little rat,” the Shade snarled. He reached out and grabbed Aeryn’s wrist with his free hand, contemptuously pinning it against the wall. “But don’t worry. I’m not going to kill you. Oh no, not just yet. First I’m going to make you tell me everything. Starting with who taught you to Drift.”
 
   “Then I’m going to kill her,” said the second Shade. Rising, he drew out Aeryn’s dagger from his side. Scowling, he tossed it to the ground. It clattered and bounced, coming to rest a pace from Aeryn’s dangling feet. Gritting his teeth and grimacing with every step on his shattered kneecap, he hobbled over to his companion.
 
   “Tell us what we want to know,” said the Shade pinning Aeryn against the wall, “and I won’t torture you—
 
   “Speak for yourself,” said the second Shade. He grabbed Aeryn’s other arm and twisted it viciously. Lungs burning, Aeryn could not even draw a breath to scream.
 
   “—that much,” finished the first Shade with a wicked grin. “Who taught you to Drift?”
 
   “Can’t. . .” Aeryn stuttered.
 
   The second Shade leaned down. His foul breath washed over Aeryn’s face. “What?”
 
   “Breathe. . .”
 
   “I don’t think she can breathe.”
 
   “Oh, silly me,” said the first Shade with a chuckle. He lowered Aeryn until the tips of her toes touched the ground, then loosened his grip a fraction.
 
   Aeryn drew in a series of quick, ragged breaths. Air filled her lungs. She barely had the presence of mind to whistle as fresh oxygen rushed to her brain and her head seemed to float free, rising up to the stars above. The whistle came out feeble and raspy without her fingers in her mouth.
 
   “I think you crushed her windpipe,” said the Shade with the rancid breath.
 
   Aeryn whistled again. This time it was no more than a hiss, her lungs refusing to use any air for anything but satisfying its burning starvation.
 
   “Definitely crush,” said rancid breath. “She won’t be talking again, Gib.”
 
   The Shade—Gib—pinning Aeryn to the wall shook his head. “Why are the Shadows always these bloody weak kneed girls?” he asked, Aeryn all but forgotten. “Why can’t they be one of those big chested women for once?”
 
   “Go suck your mother’s teat, Gib. She stabbed me and broke my flaming knee! Now put her down. Since she can’t talk, I’m gonna have some fun with her before her body gets cold.”
 
   Gib’s hand opened around Aeryn’s neck. Without its support, Aeryn sank unceremoniously to the ground.
 
   Rancid breath stood over Aeryn and dropped his pants. “It’s time for a little payback you bloody bit—“
 
   Jynx took him at the neck.
 
   Clawing at the ground, the tips of Aeryn’s fingers touched the hilt of her knife. Pulling it into a fist, she swiped it at the only thing in reach: Gib’s ankles.
 
   The blade bit deep. The Shade fell to the ground, clutching at the white bone showing through. Aeryn wasted no time and stabbed the blade into his throat, twisting it as it went in. His head lolled to the side, blood spurting out from the gaping hole.
 
   It took Aeryn a good five minutes to regain her breath and another ten to rise with the help of the wall.
 
   “Where were you Jynx?” she asked between racking coughs. “You don’t have to wait until I call you to help, you know.”
 
   Jynx rolled his eyes. At least, he would have if dravens could roll their eyes. Letting out a soft yip, he sauntered off down the alley.
 
   Once her balance returned, Aeryn followed. Just around the nearest corner, Jynx had stopped. He stood proudly over a pair of soldiers armed with shortswords and a street thug that still clutched a spiked mace. All three of their faces were mangled beyond recognition. With his newfound bulk and muscle, Jynx was a one draven hunting pack.
 
   “More?” Aeryn asked.
 
   Obviously she had been wrong about the soldiers not patrolling beyond the Lord’s Wall at night. Very wrong. Once, or twice could be written off as a coincidence, but this was the what, fifth? sixth? such group she had found in the past few weeks. And each of them had always had some type of street thug, cutthroat, or strongarm with them. It seemed the Voices were worried enough that they had all their disciples prowling the streets. Aeryn would have set traps—a spear trap took out a soldier as easily as a wild board—but was afraid an innocent urchin would set it off. Thus, the head-to-head confrontation.
 
   These nightly outings had started simply because Aeryn wanted to feel like she was doing something while Mareen, Merek, Asher, and she planned the real attack during the day. Her goal was to keep thugs, strongarms, and cutthroats from taking advantage of Maerilin’s rising chaos as Nameless’ soldiers and Shades took to the streets in droves and bled the commoners dry. 
 
   It had gone far beyond that now. She had no choice but to tell Merek, Mareen, and Asher what she had been doing these past weeks. Doubly so now that a pair of Shades were dead.
 
   Speaking of doing something, where was that girl she had seen? “Hello?” Aeryn whispered into the night. “It’s ok. It’s all over. You can come out now.”
 
   No response. Aeryn went silent and listened for breathing, the scuffing of leather on stone, anything that would give away the girl’s position. She hoped the girl was not among the bodies that littered the cobbles.
 
   Jynx perked his ears up, cocked his head to the side, then walked towards a pile of rubbish heaped against the base of a wall. A few paces and Aeryn had no problems seeing the girl’s eyes, shining from the light of the new moon. Even after all this time, Aeryn still had trouble reconciling a new moon with so much light.
 
   “It’s ok,” Aeryn said. She held out her hand. Jynx purred softly.
 
   “Are you going to kill me like you killed them?” the girl squeaked.
 
   “No. Why would you think that?”
 
   “Be—because you—you’re a Shadow.”
 
   Aeryn sucked in a breath. She knew that voice. How did she keep running into the girl?
 
   “It’s ok, Katelyn. You’re ok now. It’s me.” Aeryn sighed and Drifted back to the Physical Plane. Jynx followed suit. “Lady Aeryn.”
 
   “Lady Aeryn?” Katelyn asked. Crawling forward on all fours, she let out a yelp and froze at the sight of Jynx yawning. She clutched the shawl wrapped about her shoulders as though it were the only thing keeping her alive. In hindsight, giving the girl the shawl in the first place had been a mistake. A mistake that had painted her a target. 
 
   “It’s ok,” Aeryn said. “It’s just Jynx. He won’t hurt you. Will you Jynx?” She patted the draven on the head.
 
   Katelyn crawled the rest of the way out and stood, eyes wide in wonder. Hesitantly, she reached out a hand and touched Jynx’s fur. The draven muzzled her back. Katelyn giggled in glee.
 
   “I have to go,” Aeryn said. “But first I wanted to make sure you were alright. Are you?”
 
   Katelyn nodded vigorously, taking to a purring, blood-covered Jynx as if he was nothing more than an oversized doll.
 
   “Good.” Already late, Aeryn turned to leave, and patted her thigh for Jynx to follow. 
 
   “Lady Aeryn?” Katelyn asked.
 
   Aeryn looked over her shoulder.
 
   “How come you’re not afraid?”
 
   Aeryn frowned, wondering how to answer. She decided on the truth. The girl deserved that much. “I am afraid.”
 
   “Then how come you don’t run and hide?”
 
   “I used too,” Aeryn said, thinking back to when she had lived on the streets, just as Katelyn was doing now. “I used to run as fast as I could and hide in the darkest alleys I could find. For a little while, I actually lived in a crumbling shack at the base of a building everyone swore was haunted by Shadows, just so that no one could find me.”
 
   “Then what happened?” Katelyn asked.
 
   Looking over her shoulders at the corpses that stained the streets, Aeryn rested her hand on the hilt of her knife. “I realized that unless you stand up and fight for something you believe in, you’ll never be able to stop running. Besides,” she smiled at the girl, “some things are worth fighting, and even dying, for.”
 
   Drifting, Aeryn disappeared into the night, Jynx at her side. Behind, she thought she heard a faint, “I believe in you, Lady Aeryn,” echo off the alley walls.
 
    
 
   “Where have you been?” Merek asked.
 
   “Forget where she had been, what has she been doing?” Asher demanded. 
 
   “I’m sure she was just helping those too small and weak to help themselves,” Mareen said with a smile.
 
   Blast the woman! She was like a spider. And a bloody big one. Not only did she know everything that went on in each of the nobles’ households, but she had also dropped hints about knowing a hundred other things, from Aeryn buying out shops to feed her street urchin following to her sneaking out at night to save one of them. Though the corpses that had popped up in the morning and spawned a hundred rumors of roving gangs of Shadows was a pretty dead giveaway for the latter.
 
   “Well?” Asher said, tapping his foot. “We’re waiting.”
 
   “I was killing soldiers and Shades,” Aeryn said.
 
   Silence filled the room like a lead weight. 
 
   “You were WHAT?” Asher shouted. “After all our meticulous planning, you go and ruin it by killing soldiers and Shades? Are you flaming mad, stupid, or both?”
 
   Merek stared at Aeryn, wide-eyed.
 
   Mareen placed a hand on her son’s forearm. “I’m sure she had a good reason. Why don’t we let her explain?” Of all the Ladies Aeryn had met, never would she have thought Mareen would be the one to stick up for her.
 
   “While you sit around in your golden palace twiddling your thumbs,” Aeryn began, smiling at the blood that rushed to Asher’s face, “I have been doing something. It’s a good thing too, because you’ve been lying to us.”
 
   Asher jumped up. His chair crashed backwards to the floor.
 
   “You dare accuse me? You? A filthy street rat that is only here because you whored your way into Merek’s bed?” Asher shouted.
 
   Aeryn reached for his knife. “It doesn’t change the fact that you’re the Voices’ pet, and a bloody liar who has been two-timing us all along.”
 
   “You flaming—“ Asher lunged for Aeryn’s throat.
 
   Merek was out of his chair in a heartbeat to hold Asher and Aeryn off one another.
 
   Mareen turned to Aeryn. “I think you had better explain, dear,” she said. She cast a glance at her fuming son, barely restrained by Merek. “And quickly.”
 
   Aeryn started at the beginning—all the way at the beginning—the night she and Will had broken into Merek’s house. Briefly, but deep enough to get the point across, she touched on the Shade killing Will, Brin, and Bran the very next night. The point was inescapable. How would the Shade know where to find them if not for a snitch? Next, she detailed Jins hounding her followed by her turning the tables on him and his dying confession. That led swiftly to her nightly forays of the past week, which ended with the events of only a few hours ago.
 
   “If Jins and his gangs really worked for the Voices through the Shades,” Merek said when Aeryn finished, “why didn’t he kill you when he had the chance?”
 
   “Greed, cruelty, love,” Aeryn said, “or lust,” she waved a hand, “it doesn’t matter.” Merek looked skeptical, Asher furious as ever, and Mareen simply looked thoughtful. “Remember that purse you slipped me during that first lesson?” Aeryn asked. Merek nodded. “It likely saved my life. Jins was in love with this girl,” Aeryn quickly told them what she know about Marlyn, “and once Jins found out I didn’t have any more gold—that was before you let me raid your coffers at will—he did try to kill me. He almost succeeded too, I might add.”
 
   “That Marlyn sounds a lot like Alys,” Mareen said. She gave Merek a hard stare.
 
   Merek let go of Asher and held up his hands as if to prevent an invisible onslaught. “It was only once! How was I supposed to know she was so conniving?”
 
   “Because she’s a woman,” Mareen answered flatly. She turned back to Aeryn. “What are you saying, dear?”
 
   “I’m saying that the Shades have cutthroats and street thugs working for them. There are too few Shades to be everywhere and know everything, especially without an actual god leading them, so they pay off various street gangs to pass along information and sow seeds of fear.”
 
   Mareen nodded. “It certainly makes sense. A few well placed strings and a small council of Voices could ensure their unchallenged reign with minimal effort or risk of their subordinates rising against them or becoming too wise.” She turned and eyed her son. “What do you have to say about this?”
 
   Asher plopped down into his chair once he righted it. “They are beggars and street rats, mother,” he said. “Nobodies. In exchange for a few copper or silver, they tell us what is happening in the city; who is stirring up trouble, disrupting the peace, blaspheming, that sort of thing. Some of the others use them for side projects, but it doesn’t matter. We have bigger problems.” He glared at Aeryn. “Like what to do now that two soldiers and two Shades are dead.”
 
   “We fight for everyone,” Mareen said, “or we’re no better than your Masters.” She gave the word a twist that lowered Asher’s eyes. “When we’re done here, you will stay behind, young man. We need to have a little chat. Now,” she said when there were no arguments, “what do we do about this change of events?”
 
   “This is far bigger than we ever imagined. We need allies,” Merek said. “Lots of them.”
 
   “Agreed. But who? Anyone have any ideas?” Mareen asked.
 
   Aeryn looked at them as if they were daft. “You nobles have money. Why don’t you use it? Hire more guards and sellswords.”
 
   “We can’t just spend all our money on sellswords,” Merek said. “It’s too suspicious.”
 
   “How so?” Aeryn asked. “You all have personal guards anyway. As well as guards to patrol your estates, guards to protect your caravans, and guards to keep street urchins out of your markets. Just hire a few more. No one will ever notice.”
 
   “Well for starters, people will notice,” Merek said. “Not to mention that—“
 
   “No,” Mareen said, “it’s perfect.” Merek trailed off with a frown. “With Nameless’ anniversary approaching, we can say we’re hiring more sellswords to protect Maerilin itself. After all, what better time for Shadows,” she smirked, “to disrupt the city than during the celebration of his thousandth year? Additionally, we can always hire in a few more to protect our caravans and carriages. Finally, no one will think twice if we bring our huntsmen and trackers in from our estates. Not if they’re only coming for the celebration and returning after.”
 
   “That still won’t be enough,” Asher said. “There are only two of you. Even if you pull in everyone you can, that can’t be more than a few hundred. The Voices have a thousand soldiers.”
 
   Mareen grinned. “I’ve got that covered.”
 
   Merek cocked his head. “You do?”
 
   “Isolde, though utterly tactless and with ears so bad she can barely hear a thunderstorm, is still sharp enough to see what we are trying to accomplish. Her husband, Cedric, cares for two things: wine and women.”
 
   Merek nodded along, seeing where Mareen was going with this. “I’ve got the women,” he said.
 
   “No,” Mareen corrected. “I’ve got the women. You’ve got the perfect cask of eighty year old port in your cellar.”
 
   “I don’t quite think you’re Cedric’s type,” Aeryn said to Mareen. “I’ve got the women.” She had the perfect one too, one that loved gold enough to bed Jins.
 
   Mareen looked taken aback, doubly so when Merek laughed. “You have grown out a bit, Mareen,” Merek said.
 
   “I’m not bedding that old coot you bloody fools. But fine, Aeryn will handle the women. I’ll see to getting Piebald on our side. The guy has been in love with Isolde since they were children, and if she’s in, he will follow.”
 
   “What about Helda?” Merek asked. “She has more guards than anyone.”
 
   Mareen shook her head. “Helda is so scared of Shadows I wouldn’t be surprised if she were scared of her own. Her husband Bornhald exists solely to make her happy. They’ll never join us. Besides, Helda and Isolde have never agreed on a thing in their lives.”
 
   “Ok, so you might have enough men, but what about the Shades?” Asher asked. “There are a score of them working for the Voices, all of who can Drift. Given an opportunity, every one of them could take out an entire squad of soldiers.”
 
   Mareen’s face fell. “I only know three people that can Drift,” she said. “You three.” Her eyes flicked over Aeryn, Merek and Asher. “No offensive, but you three are hardly enough to take on all the Shades.”
 
   Merek’s face lit up like a sun peeking out from behind dark black storm clouds. “Ahh, but they don’t need to be people, do they?” he asked.
 
   “What do you mean?” Mareen asked.
 
   “Never you worry,” Merek said, smirking. “I’ve know of the perfect furry pack to take on the Shades.”
 
   “Well alright then,” Mareen said with one eyebrow raised. “But perhaps you can enlighten us a little and set our minds at ease. Who?”
 
   “Not ‘who,’” Merek said, “but hounds—“
 
   “I hate to break up your little party, but this is all still too big a risk,” Asher said, interrupting the back and forth.
 
   “Do you have any better ideas?” Mareen asked her son.
 
   “Well, no,” Asher said after a time.
 
   “I thought not,” Mareen snapped. “Everyone knows what they are to do, so let’s get to it. Lady Aeryn, after you get the women for Cedric, continue building your own private street army.”
 
   Aeryn looked at the rotund woman askew. Her own private street army? It took a second to register that Mareen had called her “Lady Aeryn,” not just Aeryn. She thought she understood.
 
   “I’ll need gold,” Aeryn said. “I’ve a few ideas that might work, but they will take gold if I’m to see them completed in time. Lots of gold.”
 
   Mareen waved her words off as if of no import. “See to it. Merek and I will give you all the gold you need. Well,” Mareen said after a slight pause. “I guess that’s it.” She clapped her hands together. “The clock is ticking. We’ve only a handful of weeks until winter is over. The Shades are already coming out of hibernation. We can’t afford to let the perfect distraction pass us by. By the way, thank you for that idea Aeryn. Using the Voice’s own God against them? Positively devilish.”
 
   Sensing a dismissal, Aeryn rose and headed toward the door alongside Merek, wondering how she could have ever despised Lady Mareen.
 
   “Asher,” Mareen said, “you stay. If you haven’t forgotten, we have some things to discuss.” Aeryn looked back to see Asher begin to balk. He was cut off as if by a sword from a withering look from his mother.
 
   Yes, Aeryn thought, grinning inwardly at the sight of Asher melting back into the chair, Mareen is definitely my favorite Lady.
 
    
 
   Mareen became even more likeable over the next few weeks. First, there was the subtitle increase in “drivers”, “porters”, and hulking male “servants.” All that had short swords and knives stored or strapped somewhere inconspicuous.
 
   Then there were the swelling number of social calls by the Lords Cedric and Piebald and their Ladies. Those were just the nobles that Aeryn knew by name. Many others that she knew only by sight came and went to Mareen’s mansion. Mareen was half Queen of rumor and gossip, half spymistress.
 
   Aeryn’s favorite part had been visiting The Gilded Lady. Not on behalf of herself of course, but on behalf of a dirty-minded old Lord Cedric. At first, the rent girls had been skeptical, but a flash of silk, a glimpse of gold, and a few carefully worded phrases had them practically running to the Lord’s arms. Escorting Marlyn through the Lord’s Gate to Lord Cedric’s estate was the best part of all; the buxom girl had complained bitterly about her normal clients the entire way. Aeryn had gleefully imagined the heartbreak it would have caused Jins to hear Marilyn calling him a “tiny, limp-noodled oaf.”
 
   Finally, and hitting closest to home for Aeyrn, Mareen, true to her word, used her contacts to find Aeryn a dedicated baker. A baker that supplied only to Aeryn, and sold, for a copper a loaf, only to the street urchins that visited. The coppers were far from enough to pay for the raw ingredients, much less the baker’s services, but Aeryn did not use them for that. Instead, they went to the Bigs to stand at the door and keep everyone orderly and in line. Mareen’s coin went to pay the baker. That and an additional hefty fee for “full exclusivity.”
 
   The Bigs also prevented opportunists from lining their pockets with bread, making suspiciously many visits, or taking advantage of the Littles. Most surprisingly, Katelyn, always wrapped in Aeryn’s shawl, had showed up with one of the dead Shades’ daggers tucked into the folds of her threadbare clothes. She had and promptly set to using her shrill voice to keep the other urchins in line. Often Katelyn could be heard a full block away, berating a would-be thief for exploiting “Lady Aeryn’s kindness and generosity.”
 
   The vast majority of those called down by Katelyn hung their heads in shame and behaved from then on out. As for the others, well, the Bigs took care of them. Aeryn even heard on occasion of Katelyn whipping out the plain steel dagger and brandishing it as though she knew how to use it.
 
   The only problem Aeryn encountered on her end was the ever-increasing presence of Shades prowling the streets, always surrounded by a tight knot of soldiers, there to “keep the will of Nameless.”
 
   Aeryn could not do much when they strode beneath the sun. Not without carelessly risking everything. She could however, do something about those that lurked about beneath the moon. Could and did. Jynx, Merek, and even Asher, helped in no small part. They fought when they could, and ran and misdirected attention when fighting was out of the question.
 
   Arriving a few weeks later, longbow strapped to his back, massive knife hanging from his belt, and as always, a solid, no-nonsense attitude stamped onto his face, Gerald was a wild and rough force of nature. When he was not buying rounds of drink for various sellswords in one tavern after another, or stirring up tales of heroes and false gods, he was a one-man army, able to quell a fight—or start, then promptly finish it—with one look. Aeryn actually began to think of him as half strong-armed bear, half stalking wolf.
 
   It was early in the spring, the day before Nameless’ anniversary gala, that the clock finally ran out. Aeryn had been in Mareen’s sitting room staring into her wine cup, wishing to be elsewhere while trying not to pay attention to the frivolous conversation of a dozen well-endowed, silk-garbed Ladies when a shriek jerked her head up.
 
   “My rug! My favorite rug!” Mareen’s voice thrummed.
 
   A messenger hastily backed away from the overturned cup as three serving girls swooped in to clean up the mess. Belittling her size, Mareen jumped to her feet to avoid the seeping liquid that stained everything in its path beyond repair. Mareen knocked the table stand in the process sending a pitcher of wine and a platter of bread and cheese flying in every direction.
 
   Like clucking hens realizing a wolf had just entered their barn, the other Ladies hopped to their feet, clutching the hems of their dresses. One even vaulted onto her chair in a very unladylike manner while another looked at her soiled dress, tears brimming in her eyes.
 
   “You,” Mareen said, outstretched arm pointing squarely at Aeryn’s chest. “This is all your fault.”
 
   “What?” Aeryn said, confused. “How is this my fault?” She had not even been part of their boring conversation, let alone anywhere near Mareen’s goblet.
 
   “If you had not distracted me with your complete and utter lack of respect, none of this would have happened.” The other Ladies in the room began awkward attempts at a stealthy retreat. Mareen was practically quivering with rage. “That was my favorite rug. Now it is ruined. Ruined!” She made it sound akin to torture.
 
   “What the bloody hell are you flapping your fat lips about?” Aeryn shouted back. She did not know what had snapped inside Mareen’s head, but she did know one thing: she would not be the woman’s scapegoat. Especially when Aeryn was laying her neck on the block for the woman. And they had been getting alone so smoothly as of late too. “I did nothing. Just because your fingers are too fat to hold your wine cup doesn’t mean you have the right to blame me.” Aeryn saw no few of the other Lady’s faces flash red and avert their eyes, desperate for a way out. 
 
   “Out. All of you,” Mareen said. She swept the room with her eyes, encompassing the Ladies as well as the servants still bustling around with rags and soapy water. “Now.” They were all too happy to oblige and scurried away in a heartbeat.
 
   “What is wrong with you?” Aeryn demanded. 
 
   Mareen responded at the top of her lungs. “My favorite rug. My favorite dress. My favorite everything! It’s all ruined. All of it!” Aeryn felt as if she was watching a street artist perform the way Mareen waved her hands this way and that.
 
   “What—“ Aeryn began to repeat.
 
   With the click of the door, Mareen was all self-control and narrowed eyes. She raised her fat fingers to her lips. “Be quiet and listen. We haven’t much time.”
 
   Aeryn felt her head spin. What was going on? She asked as much.
 
   “This was the only way I could get you alone at such short notice without drawing too much suspicion. That messenger that came in a minute ago brought word that they are onto us. We have to move. Now.”
 
   “What?” Aeryn’s mind was still reeling at the sudden change that had overcome Mareen.
 
   “They,” Mareen jabbed a finger in the rough direction of the Protector’s Gate, beyond which the Shades and Voices lived, “are onto us. We have to move. Now. Today. Tomorrow at the latest.”
 
   “What?” Aeryn felt like a broken music box, repeating that single word over and over again. Her mind began to catch up and she shook her head. “No, no, no. We can’t move tomorrow. The anniversary celebration only starts tomorrow.” The plan was to wait until the end of the month-long celebration of Nameless’ thousand year rule when everyone was nice and pliable after a month of ale-soaked revel-making. 
 
   Mareen shook her head in turn. “That letter was from Asher. Delivered directly to my doorstep. Do you know what that means?”
 
   Aeryn’s stomach sank. “It means the Voices are on to him.” This was bad news indeed. If the Voices were onto him, it would only be a matter of days, hours perhaps, before they decided to ‘investigate’ his mother. Merek, as Asher’s one-time father-in-law, would be next on the list. If they did not move now, they would never be able to. “I need to get word to Merek,” Aeryn said and turned to leave. The sooner the better.
 
   “Aeryn,” Mareen said.
 
   Aeryn turned back. “What?”
 
   “This is going to hurt.”
 
   “Hurt? What are you talk—“
 
   An open palm whistled through the air, landing on Aeryn’s cheek with an explosive crack that nearly unhinged her jaw.
 
   “Now get out of my house!” Mareen bellowed.
 
   Aeryn understood the slap had been to make their argument convincing, but did the woman have to put her entire body weight behind it? Rubbing her cheek, Aeryn opened the door to leave. Like little girls, no fewer than half the Ladies were standing in the hall outside the door. One actually had her ear pressed to the door and nearly fell into the room as it vanished. At least they had the decency to look mortified when they saw Aeryn. Or more likely, when they saw the stormcloud that was Mareen, hands on her hips and glaring at the gaggle of hens.
 
   Aeryn sighed. Apparently the force had been necessary. The Ladies would see through anything less. At least it gave her a good excuse to run all the way back to Merek’s instead of waiting for her driver to hitch horses to her carriage.
 
   “Gods! What happened to your face?” Merek asked as Aeryn burst into his study.
 
   “You can’t just barge in here,” Reeve said from his position beside the desk.
 
   Aeryn faced the chamberlain. “Get. Out.”
 
   Reeve must have seen something in her eyes, for he did not even pause to double check with Merek before hurrying from the study.
 
   She turned back to Merek. “We have to move. Now”
 
   “What?” Merek asked, setting his quill down.
 
   Aeryn actually laughed aloud, earning a disapproving frown from Merek. Here she was, a street urchin, standing at the precipice of a thousand year old cliff preparing to jump off of her own volition.
 
   “What?” Merek demanded.
 
   “Asher has been discovered.”
 
   Aeryn began laughing even harder as Merek jumped to his feet, overturning his writing table to and send ink splashing to the floor just like Mareen had only minutes before.
 
   The laughter became loud enough that Aeryn had trouble breathing. Gods, what the bloody hell were they doing?
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   Nameless Speaks
 
    
 
   The carriage rumbled to a stop beneath the just-rising sun. Aeryn’s hands began to sweat. Rubbing them off on her plain white robe, she went through the calming exercises Gerald had taught her some months ago. His words, whispered to her while they had watched a giant grizzly bear forage for food not ten paces away, fluttered back.
 
   “Control over yourself is the only constant. That bear may charge, or it may not. Either way, control is the key. If it charges and you are not in control of your fears, you will turn and run and the bear will run you down and kill you. If it doesn’t charge but you are not in control of your body, your breathing, scent, and subtle movements alert it to your presence. Without control, you may as well serve yourself up on a flat rock, for you certainly do not have the fleet speed of a deer, the quiet stealth of a cougar, the farsighted soaring of an eagle, or,” he gestured to the bear as it gutted a fallen dear with one paw, “the crushing strength of a bear.”
 
   Control. That was what she needed now. The driver opened the door. Both Aeryn and Merek stepped out to examine the “broken” axle. 
 
   A wren warbled in the distance.
 
   Merek watched as the knot of soldiers bore down on them, and steadily grew larger. In its center walked three faded grey outlines at triangle points about an empty space.
 
   Aeryn stared at that empty space, wanting to Drift, but knowing that would only make things worse. Drifting at this time of day was like walking around blindfolded—which was exactly why Voices were always surrounded by successive layers of Shades and soldiers when the sun was overhead—it would also give away their most previous advantage: surprise. 
 
   “Where is that blasted woman?” Merek muttered under his breath. Even as he spoke, another carriage rolled into view, gaining fast on the knot of soldiers. A score of laden porters, hunched double under the weight of thick chests hefted between them, followed a few paces behind.
 
   Aeryn and Merek stepped forward from their carriage, which was blocking the path of the soldiers, Shades, and Voice.
 
   “Ho,” Merek said with an upraised hand. “Our axle has snapped. Might you gentlemen help lift our carriage? It’ll only take a second and would be mighty helpful while we await the wheelwright.”
 
   “Step aside,” said the closest soldier, obviously an officer by the knots of rank adorning his shoulder. “You’re holding up a Voice and his Shades.” Behind him, the other carriage rolled up, effectively penning them in place.
 
   Merek squinted. “A Voice you say? I don’t see any Voice. I suppose those three gray mists could be Shades. My eyes aren’t what they used to be. How do I know you aren’t playing a trick on an old Lord?”
 
   “If he won’t move, Captain,” said a disembodied voice, “make him move.”
 
   “You heard the Voice,” said the Captain. He and half his men drew swords and stepped forward.
 
   Merek raised his hand and pointed at the Captain. “One,” he said loudly. The officer stopped, obviously confused. Merek moved his hand to point at the soldier at his side. With one less knot on his shoulder, he was likely a Lieutenant. “Two.”
 
   The officers looked at each other in confusion. Wide-eyed surprise took its place an instant later as a broad-fletched pilehead arrow drove through each of their necks. Armor clanking as they collapsed to the ground, neither had uttered so much as a gasp in shock. 
 
   Before the rest of the company had registered that their commanders were dead, another pair of arrows hit home, and dropped two more armored soldiers. Swords hissed from the remaining sheaths as two more fell. Their hesitation to look around for the concealed archers cost their company two more.
 
   The shouts began. The Voice, fully Drifted and blind as a bat in the daylight, demanded an explanation from the Shades, who themselves desperately struggled to reassert order amid the now leaderless company.
 
   Merek drew his sword and stepped forward. Aeryn followed at his side with a shorter, lighter version she had had Ty forge for her. Having emerged from the second carriage opposite, Asher was already hacking his way forward. It was over in seconds.
 
   “Hurry,” Merek said. “We haven’t much time.”
 
   The porters dropped their chests to the ground, kicked half of them open, and then ripped off their servant’s garb to expose leather armor glinting with steel rings. Helmets, swords, maces, and knifes came out of the chests, to supplement the ones pulled from the dead and dying.
 
   Aeryn sprinted back to the carriage and grabbed a cloth sack from under her seat. Inside, she pulled out an incredibly simple, worked metal cone that widened from the size of her fist at one end to a full foot across at the other. She threw it to Asher.
 
   Before the sun had travelled half a hand through the sky, a new knot of soldiers walked through the Lord’s Gate and into the square beyond. The only difference was that this knot contained Aeryn, Merek, and Asher; the former disguised as Shades, the latter as none other than Nameless himself.
 
   “Quite an audience,” Merek whispered.
 
   “The more the better, right?” Aeryn said, drawing in a breath as she saw the crowd array before her. From street urchins and merchants to nobles, shopkeepers and bare-chested sailors, it seemed the entire city had turned out.
 
   “Quiet,” Asher hissed, giving Aeryn and Merek a withering glare. “Or you’ll ruin everything.” Fully Drifted into the Etheric Plane, no one could have seen the motion but another Shade or Voice. And of course Aeryn and Merek, who were partially Drifted as well.
 
   Flanking Asher, the now day-blind former-Shade, Merek and Aeryn led him up and onto the raised dais at the fore of the crowd.
 
   The soldiers—who Merek, Mareen and a dozen other Lords and Ladies’ gold had commissioned—deposited the remaining four chests at the leading edge of the dais, far enough forward that a good kick would send their massively heavy contents toppling over. They then retired to the edges of the platform where they stood at rigid attention, their eyes continually scanning the gathered crowd.
 
   Merek stepped up to the front. The crowd hushed, thinking him a Shade. “We gather here today in celebration of the one thousandth—“
 
   The crowd roared to life. Men pumped their fists into the air while women and children screamed at the top of their lungs. Merek waited for it to die down just enough that his voice would carry over all present.
 
   “. . .one thousandth anniversary of Nameless’ glorious reign. May he live forever.”
 
   “May he live forever,” the crowd intoned back.
 
   “As it was then, so it is today,” Merek continued. “In return for his protection and shelter from the Shadows of the world, all Nameless asks is that you support his disciples and obey their guidance without reservation. In this. . .” 
 
   Aeryn glanced nervously over her shoulder towards the Lord’s Gate. How long did they have before word reached the real Shades and Voices of what had happened? A minute? An hour?
 
   She tried to calculate how long it would take her to run from the pile of bodies to the Protector’s Gate and back, then subtracted the time it had taken them to get to the stage. The answer was far closer to the short end of things. But they could not go faster than they were already. If they went through the ritual rites too fast or skipped a section, the crowd would grow suspicious. If they went too slow. . .
 
   Aeryn studiously avoiding thinking on the horror of being drawn and quartered.
 
   “. . .to the end of days. May he live forever.”
 
   Beads of sweat dribbled from Aeryn’s forehead, down her nose and fell to the wood dais in a puff of dust. She strained her ears, listening. With the sun rising ever higher and the day becoming ever lighter, Aeryn could now barely make out the chests ten feet in front of her. Asher would be completely blind. If not for the murmuring crowd, he would not even know which direction to face.
 
   This would have been so much easier a month hence, bathed in twilight at the end of the month-long celebration. At least then Aeryn would be able to see. As an added benefit, most of those in the crowd would have been drunk and much more susceptible to their words.
 
   “In honor of this momentous occasion, to mark and seal this day. . .”
 
   Aeryn froze and perked her ears. Was that clinking coming from the crowd? Or was it coming from beyond the Lord’s Gate? She wished Jynx were here. He would be able to tell and point his nose at the approaching danger in warning. But he wasn’t. He was needed elsewhere.
 
   Speak faster, Merek. We’re running out of time. 
 
   “. . .present to you, citizens of Maerilin, patrons and defenders of light, disciples of the one true god, Nameless, your God.”
 
   The crowd went deathly silent. Though her heart pounded in her ears, Aeryn could make out the noise she had heard before. Louder now, it was definitely clinking. Clinking and the heavy thump of a thousand boots marching in unison.
 
   Merek left the front of the stage. He shot Aeryn a worried look.
 
   Asher took his place at the fore. Fully Drifted and invisible to the masses before him, he raised the thin, flattened metal cone to his lips. Amplified by the cone, his voice boomed out unnaturally loud throughout the square. Aeryn prayed no one would recognize the source of the tin-like tone and instead mistake it as the awe-inspiring voice of their god.
 
   “Citizens of Maerilin, it is with great pride that I, Nameless, stand before you. Your steadfast dedication and unwavering support of my rule for the past thousand years humbles me,” Asher—Nameless—said. “With hope in my eyes, I have watched you grow from a ragtag group of farmers huddled together in ramshackle hamlet poised on the edge of annihilation to the strong, independent Maerilin that stands before me today. Though Shadows will ever continue their unrelenting assault on our principles, our core values, on our very soul itself, you have endured and proved yourselves of sound body and mind.”
 
   The crowd rumbled at the verge of an uncertain cheer. Though nearly all those assembled stood straighter and with puffed out chests, no doubt many wondered if this could really be Nameless. Not in their generation, in their father’s, or their father’s father’s, had anyone reputably claimed to hear Nameless himself speak.
 
   Could it actually be Nameless himself? Would a God, making his first appearance in generations beyond counting, extol the virtues of its people? Much more familiar to those assembled would be the demand of tithes and preaching of a city hanging on the brink of death and destruction from Shadows.
 
   The clinking and stomping rumbled in the distance like an approaching thunderstorm.
 
   Hurry! Aeryn wordlessly screamed.
 
   Asher’s voice took a hard note. “With good comes bad,” he said. “There are those among you that have failed me. Those that have sought to corrupt my purity and twist it into the very thing I founded this great city to avoid. I speak of course, of Shadows.” 
 
   The crowd began to murmur and nod to themselves. So long indoctrinated by the Shades and Voices, this was the Nameless they had expected.
 
   “But you have been deceived!” Asher said, voice rising in volume and tone. The hushed conversations died. All eyes locked on the dais.
 
   Aeryn glanced over her shoulder. Squinting at the buildings beyond the Lord’s wall in the darkness of her daylight Drift, she could make out the pitch-black flashes that signaled light reflecting off polished armor.
 
   Here comes the storm. 
 
   “Shadows are not just formless scourges that hunt solely at night. They walk among you during the day. They take many forms, all which seek to oppress you. They prey on the weak, the strong, the rich, and the poor. They dishearten the stalwart and torture the meek. They silence the outspoken and demand total obedience.”
 
   Aeryn found herself nodding with his words. First, raise their spirits. They needed hope to stand against what was coming. Next, strengthen their resolve. An unquenched, untempered sword would break the first time it encountered resistance. Third, introduce doubt to prepare them for the outstretched arm that pointed out their true enemy.
 
   The head of the columns of soldiers tromped through the gate, drawing all eyes.
 
   Asher pulled the crowd’s eyes back to him one final time. Last but certainly not least, shock them into action.
 
   “My disciples have deceived you!” he said. Magnified through the thin metal cone, it carried to every ear in all corners of the square. “They seek to prevent what I do next. They seek to rule in my steed. Citizens of Maerilin,” he screamed at the top of his lungs to drown out the soldiers’ pointed shouts and calls for his head, “I give you back your tithes!”
 
   Asher wound back. Putting all his weight behind it, he kicked the centermost chest. Before it had toppled, he jumped to second and heaved. They rose, teetering on the brink of falling. Time gelled, each fraction of a second lasting a lifetime. If they did not go over, all was lost.
 
   One heartbeat and thousands of swords, both from the Voice’s soldiers and the nobles’ sellswords, slid from their sheaths. The rasping cut the air. A few eyes in the crowd turned to the noise. Aeryn’s remained locked on the chests.
 
   On the second heartbeat, sword met sword and soldier met sellsword. More eyes turned. The first mouth dropped open and sucked in a breath for a scream.
 
   By the third, an armored boot hit the steps leading to the dais, breaking beyond the knot of men guarding the base. Tearing her eyes from the chests, Aeryn Drifted back into the Physical Plane. Against trained soldiers and at a disadvantage by Drifting during the day, she had no choice. The crowd was torn between the fight and the lure of their tithes returned.
 
   The fourth beat of Aeryn’s heart and a high pitched scream came from somewhere off to the side. She did not give it a second thought. Pulling out her simple short sword, she embedded its tip in the unarmored gap between the leading soldier’s helmet and pauldron. He fell before his eyes were able to focus on her sudden appearance. 
 
   A breath of wind rushed through the square, as if the God himself gave the chests a final push. Though the fall was only four feet, the weight of the contents was more than enough to shatter the chests on impact. Coins exploded out, showering those closest to the dais. The bulk was copper, but enough gold and silver had been strewn in to make them glitter like ten thousand suns.
 
   The shout of “Gold!” overpowered the clash of steel.
 
   Aeryn was grateful few knew much if anything about sums. They only knew how much they individually paid in tithes—and that by counting on their fingers—and did not understand how quickly an entire city’s tithes added up. Without time to think it over, no one would realize that the two chests were far from sufficient to carry all of Maerilin’s tithes.
 
   Turning and sprinting from a second quickly dispatched soldier now that her advantage of surprise was lost, Aeryn launched herself from the dais, swiping at a man-sized figure clad in grey as she went.
 
   The Shade, hindered by the very ability it had used to terrorize for so long, never saw the blade coming. He fell, materializing fully in the Physical Plane even before he hit the wood platform.
 
   Still Drifted because their plan called for it, Asher and Merek were a moment behind, pausing only long enough to topple the other pair of chests. Both exploded on impact just like the two before it. The new chests contained the hundreds of iron daggers and short swords Ty had made for Aeryn over the past months.
 
   “Rally to Nameless!”
 
   “Run!” came an opposing cry a moment later.
 
   Faced with a choice, each of which worked equally well for Aeryn and their party, though only one of which mirrored their heart’s desire, the crowd surged. Chaos erupted.
 
   The greedy and desperate rushed to the littered sea of coins. The faithful and courageous snatched up knives, loose cobblestones, and anything else that could be used as a weapon. The rest ran. All shouted at the top of their lungs as they made their choice. It was positively deafening. Aeryn could not have heard Merek shout in her ear from an inch away.
 
   Combined with impersonating a God and manipulating the beliefs of those gathered, it was the least honorable way Aeryn could think of to start a war. Hopefully that would also mean it was the most effective.
 
   As Aeryn ran from the dais, she quickly pushed the thought aside and dropped to her stomach. A sword whistled though where her neck had been a moment earlier. She stabbed up into the leather strap that held the soldier’s metal greaves in place. The man fell with a scream, clutching his bleeding groin.
 
   Honor be damned, Aeryn thought. No doubt she would do much worse before this was finished.
 
    
 
   Gods was she ever right. There was not a single bloody scrap of honor in any of the scores of ambushes she set up over the next hours. And she used every trick she knew of.
 
   After using the pandemonium in the square to affect an escape, she had rendezvoused with their army of hired swords. They had spent the remainder of the day setting up one honorless ambush after another.
 
   Ambushes like setting a spear trap and luring a soldier into it. Or using a snare or tripwire to catch their feet and stab them when they were down. Or removing a cobble, placing a sharpened stake in it and covering it back up with refuse until a soldier stepped on it. Or taking over a widow’s house, cutting holes in her walls, and stabbing out into the columns of soldiers as they tramped by looking for her.
 
   Then again, Aeryn thought as she hid, Drifted, in the lengthening shadows cast by the tight press of buildings that made up the latest refuse strewn alley, there was nothing honorable about what the Voices or Shades had been doing for hundreds of years.
 
   Waiting in the latest darkened alley to ambush a lured company of soldiers, Aeryn tried not to breath. At the same time, she stretched out her ears, listening for the telltale pitter-patter of approaching feet. All she heard was her thumping heart.
 
   Not for the first time, she wished Jynx were at her side. The draven’s hearing was ten times what hers was; his sense of smell a hundred times better yet.
 
   Soon. You’ll get to see and worry about him soon.
 
   Settling back on her heels, she waited.
 
   A minute became two, became ten. Just as she was about to stand and stretch aching joints, she heard the sound she had been waiting for.
 
   A scrawny boy appeared in the alley mouth. The son of one of Mareen’s trackers—that woman had more surprises up her sleeve than a fish had scales—the boy streamed towards them. Just as he came within three paces, he hopped a nearly invisible length of rope and scooted to the side of a set of wood spikes hidden beneath the rubbish.
 
   “One block,” the boy whispered as he passed by.
 
   Aeryn tensed and unlimbered her fingers. They had just begun to lose feeling from their white-knuckled grip on the knife. The sound of scores of sellswords readying themselves as they shifted into an arrow-straight line behind grated on her nerves. She looked over her shoulder and put a finger to her lips, intending to shush them. She dropped her hand and turned back, realizing all they would see was a misty black form.
 
   “See. I told you they were here,” came a voice at the end of the alley. The wrong end.
 
   Aeryn whipped her head around. Three paces away hugging the opposite wall of the alley, Merek and Asher did likewise. Scores swords snapped into position and blocked Aeryn’s sight.
 
   “I don’t see her.”
 
   The men closest to the mouth were already in motion, slashing and stabbing. 
 
   “No, stop!” came a shriek from a familiar voice. “We’re here to help.”
 
   Aeryn jumped into the center of the alley. “Stop!” she barked.
 
   She reached out a hand as if she could recall the swords whistling down to meet wooden clubs, cudgels, rusty blades and even a few of the simple knifes Ty had made. Two boys fell, their weapons all but useless against hardened steel.
 
   “Stop! They’re friends!” Aeryn screamed, desperately trying to cut through the sound of death and dying as another set of boys dropped lifelessly to the ground.
 
   Merek saw what Aeryn was attempting do and added his voice to hers. It was just enough to get through. The men pulled their strikes short while the street urchins worked desperately to rally against a foe that should have been a friend.
 
   “Katelyn, what are you doing here?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “Who are they Aeryn?” Asher asked. A dangerous look played across his face. He had yet to lower his weapon.
 
   “I came to help you, Lady Aeryn,” Katelyn squeaked the tip of a sword pressed against her chest. “I brought all the Bigs and Littles I could find.”
 
   “It’s ok,” Aeryn said. “They’re friends. Lower your—“ 
 
   “Death to the traitors!” 
 
   Bloody hell. Aeryn whirled.
 
   The real threat—better than four times their number of the Voice’s soldiers—charged in. The soldiers had taken the bait Aeryn had sent out and charged the small squared into her trap. Only, the trap had just backfired due to Katelyn’s unplanned and untimely arrival.
 
   Blocked by the confusion in front, and without the expected clear path bristling with weapons to lead their quarry through, the squad acting as bait slid to a halt. Many fell, caught by snares and tripwires and wooden stakes that had not been meant for them. Many more fell to swords in their backs before they were able to turn. The other rest stayed alive just long enough to buy Aeryn and her companions the time they needed to form loose ranks and meet the threat.
 
   Drifting as far as she could while still able to see the ground at her feet and soldiers before her, Aeryn dashed forward. If they did not slow the brutal momentum of their attackers, they would not live long. All the blood spilled up to this point would be nothing but a testament to the Voices’ superiority: a footnote in the annals of history that spoke of a failed assault on Nameless’ glory by a few traitorous and conniving Shadows.
 
   Hacking and slashing, as invisible to her enemies as they were to her, Aeryn weaved back and forth with every ounce of skill she had cultivated as a street urchin and had used time and again to escape in a crowd after filching a meal.
 
   Dodging a strike that would have gutted her to her spine, she earned a score across her arm. The initial confusion sowed by her attack was rapidly wearing off.
 
    
 
   Merek’s voice barked out from behind. “You. Take half and cut around left.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” barked a hired sword.
 
   Aeryn dove to the ground, swinging wildly at every ankle and calf within reach.
 
   “You, girl. If you are really here to help then swing around right. It’s our only chance,” Merek said.
 
   “For Lady Aeryn,” came a high-pitched reply.
 
   A blade stabbed towards Aeryn’s chest. She rolled to the side and slammed against a soldier on his knees clutching a severed hamstring. The blade sliced through Aeryn’s clothing and missed gutting her by a hair. 
 
   Another blade descended in an arc toward her neck. Penned by a sword embedded in the ground on one side, the downed soldier on the other, and unable to get her feet under her in time, Aeryn watched death come.
 
   Asher’s sword slid in front of Aeryn’s nose, so close she could smell the copperish blood coating it. A shower of sparks erupted as it slowed and deflecting the other blade, just enough that it slammed into her collarbone instead of her neck. It felt like a burning coal had been lodged beneath her skin where the two blades hit.
 
   A twist and thrust and the hilt of Asher’s sword crushed the helm of the soldier. Aeryn wasted no time thanking the former Shade and stabbed her knife into the attacker’s eye.
 
   Asher roughly pulled her to her feet.
 
   “Don’t just stand there,” Merek shouted, his Drifted form twirling this way and that to hold off the soldiers.
 
   Asher gave Aeryn a grim smile and released her forearm. “We have to hold until our flankers are in position,” he said. He charged in to keep his one-time father-in-law-to-be from being overrun. Aeryn followed a step behind.
 
   A triple whirlwind of nearly formless death and destruction, mortared with the more concrete men garbed in bloody, threadbare clothing, they fought as Shadows were supposed to: without mercy. Still, their attackers pressed and forced them back pace by pace.
 
   Aeryn could feel the street approaching at her back. If they stepped out there, their advantage was lost. Instead of forcing their enemy to line up and attack three abreast, they would be able to fan out and swarm over them in moments.
 
   No sooner had the thought come and the pressure before her lessened. Soldiers that only moments ago were so sure of their victory, now hesitated long enough for Aeryn to dance inside their guard and strike home. Others cast a worried glance over their shoulders, only to find death strike them down from the other side.
 
   A minute later, the last soldier crumpled to the ground from swords at his front and back. A sweating, panting man in dirty woolens appeared in his place. A Big as wide and muscle bound as Ty, stood at his side holding a massive two-handed cudgel that could have doubled as a wagon’s axle.
 
   No, Aeryn thought, shaking her head. It was a wagon’s axle. Aeryn had no idea how he lifted the thing, much less managed to swing it. Even more astonishing were the Littles behind him who were swiftly cutting off the screams of those fallen but not yet expired. 
 
   Aeryn had a tingle of revulsion that made her sick up on the spot. But not because the sight of the street urchins cutting and stabbing—having grown up on the streets like her they were no stranger to death—but because her entire body was soaked in blood, gore, and offal. That she was most definitely not something she was used to any longer. Aeryn blamed it on bathing.
 
   When all was silent and the survivors were safely secluded in another alley a dozen blocks distant, Aeryn looked up at the ominous, murky-red sky. She barely suppressed an urge to heave out her stomach again. She wanted nothing more than to sink into a tub of hot water and wash away the all too vivid memories of death, then collapse, exhausted, into her bed. There was only one way to do that, grim though it may be: keep moving forward.
 
   “Well?” Aeryn asked. “What are we waiting for?”
 
   “That,” Merek said between gasps for air. The crudely bandaged score across his abdomen kept him hunched over, unable to draw in a full breath. He pointed at the setting sun as though Aeryn was not already staring at it. 
 
   “Yeah,” Aeryn said. She took a limping step forward in the direction of the Lord’s Gate, rolling her shoulder to make sure it still worked. “The sun is almost down. We need to move.”
 
   Asher grabbed Aeryn’s arm. Blood seeped from a dozen places and made his grip slick. It was a wonder he had enough strength to even do that much.
 
   “No,” Asher said. “Not yet.”
 
   Aeryn tore from his grasp and almost fainted from the pain that shot through her shoulder. “What are you talking about? We need to get to the gate.” She did not voice her fears that none of them may even make it that far. “You said it yourself: ‘The bulk of the Shades will wait for nightfall. That’s when they hold the advantage. That’s when they’ll make their push.’” Aeryn pointedly looked to the fast-falling sun. “The sun has almost set. We need to hurry.” She stepped forward once more.
 
   Asher tried to stop her again. His fingers slipped weakly off her arm. “We move now, we die,” he coughed. “They’ll cut us down like wheat chaff before a scythe.”
 
   “We don’t move now and we all die,” Aeryn said.
 
   Emeline, the gnarled old healer from the village by Merek’s country estate had come in at the same time as Gerald. She was their only hope at healing and returning to fight later. The only problem was that she was on the other side of the gate. Jynx too.
 
   “He’s right, Aeryn,” Merek said, casting a concerned glance to Asher, who was now having trouble standing.
 
   “But—“
 
   “No.” Merek shook his head, not releasing Aeryn’s arm. “We have to wait. If we move now,” he continued before Aeryn could get a word in edgewise, “we will be exposed and crushed beneath the gate like hammer meeting an anvil. None of us would survive.”
 
   “So what do we do?” Aeryn pulled her hand free and crossed her arms. “We sit here on our hands and wait for the end? I would rather take my chances out there, grim as they are.”
 
   Still Drifted—Aeryn did not know how they managed to concentrate enough for that task with their wounds—she caught Merek and Asher exchange a worried glance.
 
   “You said it yourself,” this time she turned Merek’s words on him instead of Asher’s, “‘battle plans only last until the first sword is drawn.’ Well the first sword was drawn a long time ago. We don’t adapt and we die.”
 
   She waved an arm at the square where a good two hundred soldiers and a small handful of Shades milled about before the gate. Things might had been different had they more men. But a handful of Lords and Ladies could only raise an army so large without arousing suspicions. Unfortunately, that still left them outnumbered five-to-one.
 
   “We’ve killed nearly three quarters of them,” Aeryn said, “but there are still plenty of them left to finish us. Just look at them. Its suicide to wait. We have to take our chances and run for the gate now, while we can. If I learned one thing from my years on the streets it’s this: move or die.”
 
   A few of the street urchins standing about nervously gave Aeryn a look that said, “Yeah, right. As if you, a Lady, have been down any street not wide enough for a carriage to roll though.”
 
   Asher began to object. Gods! The man was as bloody stubborn as Merek and Mareen combined.
 
   Merek held up a hand. “What do you suggest?”
 
   “Sneak around the square and come at it from the side,” she said. “We can be through it and have it shut behind us before the soldiers in the square realize we’ve made it around them.”
 
   “If they see us before then? We’ll have lost any advantage we may have had by waiting for night,” Merek said.
 
   “Then we fight,” Aeryn said, setting her jaw firmly. “We will need to no matter which choice we make. At least this plan has us fighting on one front, not two.” Asher had informed them that the Shades would hold back until they had the advantage. It was now or never. They were burning up the last rays of sunlight sitting around talking about it.
 
   “I don’t—“ Asher began.
 
   “Lady Aeryn, I can—“ Katelyn cut off with a squeak at interrupting who she thought was Nameless.
 
   “—like it,” Asher growled. He had to lean against the wall for support.
 
   The response from Katelyn and her group of Bigs and Littles was as varied as the crowd’s response at seeing the chests of gold and knives spill off the stage. A few looked mortified at having an angry God standing before them, a few dropped into poor bows, and yet a few others stared back defiantly, hands on the hilts of their various weapons.
 
   “Go on,” Aeryn urged the street girl.
 
   Katelyn cast a glance at Asher, then locked eyes with Aeryn, as if seeking protection by addressing her and not a God. “Lady Aeyrn,” she began again, “I know the streets like the back of my hand. If we split up now, we can lead your men to the gate through the back alleys.”
 
   “Thank you, Katelyn,” Aeryn said, wanting to slap herself for not thinking of the street urchins earlier. “I would appreciate that.” The girl beamed.
 
   Silence held for few long moments before Merek broke it. “It makes sense. I don’t see another way. Do you, Asher?” When Asher made no response, but to sag under his own weight, Merek clapped his hands together. “Lead on, Aeryn. You’re in charge.”
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   Man’s Best Friend
 
    
 
   Aeryn split them into five smaller groups of eight, each with a trio of street urchins at their fore, two Littles and a Big. The plan was exactly as she had laid out before: elude the soldiers and sneak around to the gate before the Shades poured through and wiped them from the city for good.
 
   It was beyond depressing seeing them separated. Before, she could almost have deluded herself into believing they had a force to be reckoned with. Now. . . 
 
   All those sporadic losses, which at the time had hardly mattered—what was the death of one sellsword when you had hundreds others to replace him?—had added up to a small mountain. Their force looked decisively thin.
 
   They had planned—well, perhaps not exactly planned, but accounted—to suffer losses. But as heavy as this? Never. It would be a wonder if enough survived to affect the remainder of their plans.
 
   Hopefully, they would make it. Hopefully, the Lord’s Gate would hold, else they would be run down from behind. Hopefully, the soldiers would not find a way over the wall too quickly, or in too large a number. Hopefully, hopefully, hopefully. . .
 
   So many hopes, so few certainties.
 
   Was every war like this? Each side so certain theirs was the only true, righteous path? Each army dreaming that theirs would prevail? Each soldier clutching to whatever thin reed of hope he could find that he would not be the one to fall? Each bystander praying that he would not be swept up in the storm? 
 
   The thought made Aeryn uncomfortable. That they chose now of all times to manifest themselves made her skin prickle. She was still convinced her side was in the right. Not that it mattered; it was too late to do anything about it now.
 
   The last group formed up. Aeryn shook away the thoughts and steeled herself. Merek had put her in charge. She had to be strong. If she could pretend to be a Lady, she could pretend not to be scared, pretend not to have doubts. Their force was too small for half-measures and second thoughts.
 
   Straightening her back and holding her head high, Aeryn surveyed those gathered. “This is it,” she said. “One charge and we’re through the gate.” Then we only have to face the Shades and take the fight to the Voices themselves, she added silently, suppressing an urge to sigh. “Wait for my signal when you arrive. We will have to move as one. Any stragglers unable to make it through are to regroup here. Their primary goal will be to, one, stay alive, and two, harry the soldiers we leave at our backs. Any questions?” When none came, she gave the order. “Alright, move out.”
 
   Flanking the Lord’s Gate behind buildings, hidden in the shadows of alleys, and behind wagons overturned in the earlier chaos, the five groups snuck into position without trouble. Thankfully the hundreds of soldiers milling about in the square did not bother the street urchins as they scampered back and forth, relaying the positions of their group. After all, what harm could a single street urchin do? The fast-fading light helped too, but it would help the Shades more.
 
   A hound bayed in the distance. It was time to go.
 
   Aeryn put two fingers in her mouth and let out a piercing whistle. She ran with all the speed she could muster, using the sharp pain in her shoulder to drive her legs faster. Across the way, a double score of figures did likewise. All in all their force looked like a dying beehive broken open and swarming one last time.
 
   The street urchins made it to the gate before the vast majority of the exhausted men, threading between the soldiers with ease. They created enough confusion that the swords that followed were able to cut a path like a river through sand for those further behind.
 
   At the fore, Aeryn crashed headlong into a Shade who stood near the gate, knocking him from his feet before he had a chance to realize what was going on. Holding onto the knife she had planted into his ribs as he fell, she was whipped around and struck the ground with such force that her shoulder popped out of its socket. Her separated shoulder was the only thing that saved her collarbone from snapping in half.
 
   Aeryn screamed in pain and snapped out of her Drift. In the dying light, through eyes half shut in pain, vision hazy from tears, she saw a Shade opposite drop like a sack of grain as no fewer than a dozen Bigs and Littles swarmed him. Merek and Asher double teamed yet another, dropping him in an instant.
 
   “The traitors!”
 
   “Stop them!”
 
   “Kill them!”
 
   The confused jumble of shouts lasted mere moments before an officer took charge. “Form up on the gate,” boomed a low voice. “Hold tight; don’t let any through.”
 
   Merek reached Aeryn’s side and helped her up, grunting at his own throbbing wounds. “. . .gate,” he said.
 
   “What?” Aeryn asked, watching the scene unfold as tears streamed from her eyes. Bogged down in a vicious melee against men more rested and numerous than they, she saw a good quarter of their hired swords turn and flee. The lure of the nobles’ wagons of gold was simply not enough for them to fight against such unfavorable odds.
 
   “Come on,” Merek shouted in her ringing ears. “We have to get to the other side of the gate.”
 
   Aeryn saw the men and urchins that had made it were already swinging the massive steel gate shut. Leaning on one another, Merek and Aeryn were on the wrong side.
 
   She hobbled forward. Her left leg gave out. She would have sprawled to the ground if not for Merek’s steadying hand. Warm wetness matted her pants and soaked into her leather shoe. She looked down and saw the hilt of a dagger standing out from her thigh.
 
   Now where did that come from? Aeryn dizzily asked herself.
 
   Her feet began to leave the ground. In moments, she was floating. Jynx, her faithful companion for so many years, howled somewhere off in the distance. It brought a smile to her face that at least he would not die with her.
 
   She did not even feel any pain. Not the score of cuts adorning her body from head to toe, not her shoulder, her collarbone, not the knife, nothing. The pain had vanished as completely and thoroughly as if it had never been. In its place was a strange sensation of lightheaded euphoria.
 
   So this is what death feels like, she thought as her mind detached from her body.
 
   “Take her through,” said a hard voice.
 
   “But you—“
 
   “Do it!” came the gruff response. “I’ll buy you enough time. Now move!”
 
   A deafening clang of steel blocking steel scant inches from her ear jerked her mind back down into her body. Fighting all around, the gates closing fast, and Asher—it had to be him; still Drifted, and nearly all the way to the Etheric Plane, he was the only one besides Aeryn and Merek on their side that could Drift—Asher, swinging a pair of long swords with a bestial roar three paces behind. Despite his grievous wounds—or, perhaps, in spite of them—anger glowed in his eyes and fueled his blows.
 
   He dropped three men in as many seconds. Three more took their place. Heedless of the gashes on his chest and side pouring blood, he dropped them too. Ten tried to press forward but wading through the calf-deep pool of offal slowed them considerably. Asher roared and jumped to the side, swinging in a frenzy as flankers bore down on him.
 
   Merek stepped to the other side of the gate. Aeryn realized Asher was screaming, repeating the same phrase over and over again: “For Bethany!” He was a force of nature. For every cut he sustained, he doled out a dozen. For every step he took backwards, attempting to get clear of the slick cobbles underfoot, a pair of soldiers fell in its place.
 
   The gate slammed shut with concussive force that momentarily drowned out the baying of the hounds. Aeryn looked to the noise. When she turned back, Asher was gone. Merek claimed that Asher had been different before the death of his fiancé. Though Aeryn had only known the gruff, opinionated version, she nonetheless felt a stab of sorrow at his passing. He had given his life to see her and Merek clear the gate. You did not have to get along with someone to recognize their sacrifice.
 
   Merek let out a long sigh that Aeryn, felt more than heard. 
 
   “Boy, that was bloody magnificent!” Merek exclaimed.
 
   Aeryn blinked rapidly to clear her eyes. She saw Asher slowly rise from the ground. He must have dove inside at the last instant. Behind him, soldiers shouted and cursed, barred beyond the Lord’s wall, the city’s own defenses used against them. 
 
   Merek spoke again, this time his voice was cold. “But if you ever do anything like that again, I’ll kill you myself.”
 
   His rage extinguished, Asher barely had enough strength to nod, lips quirking into a mischievous grin as he staggered to his feet. “I did take a couple of those bastards with me, didn’t I? Still,” his face fell, “I’d trade it all for one more day with Bethany.”
 
   “Aye, lad,” Merek said. “As would I. Isabel would—“
 
   Merek froze in horror. He squinted at his one-time son-in-law-to-be. Aeryn sucked in a breath.
 
   Asher had not stopped talking, he had been cut off, quite literally. Neck slashed through, his head lolled to the side and toppled to the cobblestones below. His lifeless body followed.
 
   “Voices!” Merek shouted, just as Aeryn said, “Shades!”
 
   Blood-soaked carnage descended on them. Standing around watching the interaction, hands on their knees panting as they gathered their breath, man and boy alike fell in rapid succession. With the steel gate at their backs, and too exhausted to run after their last sprint, they were penned like sheep.
 
   Shades and Voices appeared from every side and moved in with ghostly swiftness. Slashing and stabbing, they fell men scores at a time, clear-cutting them like a forest of tender saplings.
 
    There was nothing Aeryn could do. She could not even stand on her own, much less Drift and fight them off. It was a slaughter. 
 
   A gray mist appeared before her. Aeryn backed up instinctively and raised an arm to block the blow that she knew would follow. It did not register until her forearm was at head level that she no longer had a knife in her hand, much less her sword short.
 
   Only tripping on Merek’s feet and collapsing to the ground saved her from the steel edge that hissed through the air. Out of the corner of her eye, she vaguely saw Merek had fallen with her, which had saved him from yet another gray-black form. 
 
   Hollow-eyed and staring numbly at the Asher’s headless body, Merek made no move to defend himself. Back pressed against the ground and the wind knocked from her lungs, Aeryn had no way to escape another strike, accidentally or otherwise. 
 
   She let out a wheezing laugh. Here she was staring death in the face and all she could think about were the baying hounds in the distance. Was Jynx with them? Was he alright?
 
   A Shadow—a Shade? a Voice? Did it even matter anymore?—towered above her. She wondered if Will had laughed at the Shade that had killed him. A sword descended. It would have been just like Will; to laugh at death while boasting about how he would survive—nay, flourish—and come out stronger than ever.
 
   A black streak rocketed by Aeryn’s eyes. The Shade and its sword vanished.
 
   Aeryn blinked. The Shade, Voice, or whatever, had not Drifted. She would be dead whether or not she could see her attacker; Drifting made things no less real, just less visible. This had been different. One moment it had been there, the next, it had not.
 
   The sound of crunching bone cutting off a high-pitched scream, followed the distinctive gurgling of someone drowning on their own blood. Wiping back tears, she turned her head and saw a massive hound, blood-slicked fur standing on end, ripping away what was left of the Shade’s throat. It turned to face her. Her blood turned to a river of ice.
 
   Jynx growled, teeth flashing against the final rays of sunlight. Powerful muscles churning into action, finger-length claws gouging into the cobbles, he dashed at her, frenzied.
 
   “Jynx? What are you doing? It’s me—“
 
   The draven’s claws flicked down with such force they ground small craters into the stone cobbles even as they tore savagely through her cheek. Then Jynx was airborne, a two-hundred pound missile of fur and muscle, teeth and claws soaring over her. Drifted and moving so fast Aeryn could barely track his progress, he slammed into the Shade poised above Merek.
 
   Claws raking holes deep enough in the now-visible Shade’s chest to disembowel him, Jynx sunk down and bunched his muscles as they flew backwards. In one fluid movement, he sprung off the eviscerated body. Twisting midair, the draven’s teeth snapped closed on the arm of yet another Shade. 
 
   Bone snapped. Dropping his blade, the Shade cried out. Jynx released his hold, rolled across the ground, and sprung back to his feet. Even before Jynx was up, the Shade lurched forward like a rag doll. His head split apart with a sickening crack, and he collapsed into a pile.
 
   A hound stepped off the corpse. This time Aeryn was absolutely sure it was a hound. Even if she had not spent months with him, Raker and his graying fur were unmistakable.
 
   Raker growled at Aeryn in what she supposed passed for a greeting, then loped off.
 
   Jynx moved in and stood over Aeryn like a mother protecting her cubs. 
 
   “Gee, Rusty, Gee!” boomed Gerald’s voice. “It means ‘right’ you bloody mutt. Mia, haw! Raker has the center covered. The rest of you mongrels work together. You’re a pack, not a bloody bunch of lone wolves. Hedy start loosing your bloody arrows. Take out the soldiers. The dogs will take care of the blasted Shades; they can smell, see and hear them, you can’t do any of those flaming things.”
 
   “But I’ll hit one of our own,” Hedy said.
 
   “Shoot at chest level, boy. None of ours are standing anymore and the dogs ain’t that tall,” Gerald fired back. 
 
   It could have been five minutes or five hours later before Gerald’s massive arm scooped Aeryn up. Time seemed to have lost all meaning as she lay their listening to the battle, groaning at the flames seeping from her shoulder and crawling over her body like liquid fire.
 
   “What—“ Aeryn cleared her throat and tasted blood. “What happened?” she croaked.
 
   “Bastards sent the soldiers in then hung back just like Merek’s boy said they would,” Gerald explained. “Only, there were more of them than we had counted on. A few of them tried to get around us right from the get go at the Protector’s Gate. They didn’t know we were waiting for them of course, but if it weren’t for your draven there,” he gave an appreciative nod towards Jynx, who was walking stride for stride with Raker, “we never would have smelled them out. Wouldn’t be standing here ifin that were the case.” 
 
   “Neither would we,” Aeryn said sourly. She looked around. “How many made it?”
 
   “A pack on the hunt always sustains losses, Aeryn. It’s the nature of things. The other huntsmen and their dogs are tracking down those that fled to make sure they don’t come out of the woodwork and surprise us later.”
 
   Aeryn noted that Gerald had specifically avoided answering the question. Probably for good reason, too. She could count on two hands the number of men and street urchins she saw moving under their own power. Anyway she looked at it, it was a disaster. They may have taken out the soldiers and Shades, but generals were typically not in the habit of joining their forces at the front lines.
 
   How many Voices did that mean were left, secure in their palace? Too many was the only answer.
 
    
 
   Aeryn rolled over and opened her eyes at the sun streaming through the window.
 
   Wait. Sun? Window? A bed beneath her?
 
   She did not even remember closing her eyes, let alone arriving at Merek’s house and crawling into bed.
 
   “. . .where is he now?” Katelyn asked.
 
   Katelyn? What is she doing here?
 
   “He is out helping the porters, drivers and everyone else that had not barricaded the Lord’s Gate so the few soldiers left can’t break through,” Annette said. “Why I bet he could do it all by himself if he had too.”
 
   “Is he really that big?” Katelyn asked. 
 
   “Oh yes,” Annette said with a sly grin. “He’s huge. Why he’s so big that—“
 
   “Bloody hell, Annette,” Aeryn cut in. “You better not mean what I think you mean.”
 
   Annette jumped in her seat. The dishes on the table rattled and bounced as her knee struck the underside. She just barely caught the cup before it crashed to the floor.
 
   “Lady Aeryn!” Katelyn exclaimed. The girl was at Aeryn’s side in a moment. “You’re ok.” It was more a statement of fact than a question. “I was worried you weren’t going to wake. You were sleeping like you were dead.”
 
   “I’m surprised I’m not,” Aeryn said. “Now give me a hand and help me out of bed.”
 
   Katelyn came right up to Aeryn’s side and wrapped her small arms about her shoulder to help her sit up. Aeryn yelped in pain and crashed back to the mattress. She had forgotten her shoulder had dislocated earlier. She took a different tactic and started to swing her legs out. That elicited an even louder yelp.
 
   Bloody hell. How could she have forgotten about the knife wound?
 
   “I think I might rather be dead,” Aeryn corrected.
 
   Katelyn frowned. “What else could she have meant?”
 
   “What?” Aeryn asked, confused. Throwing off the covers, she gasped as she saw the thick line of stitches marching down her leg. Only then did she realize her shoulder was braced, and her arms, chest, and sides were crisscrossed in many-layered bandages.
 
   “About Ty being huge—“
 
   “Never mind that,” Aeryn said, cutting the girl off before she could go any further. Though a few more years on the streets and she would have doubtless known enough to shock any dozen nobles and their servants combined. To her credit, Annette had run from the room with all due haste, face crimson red, and had not yet returned. At least the girl was innocent in that one area. “What happened?”
 
   Thankfully, Katelyn took the bait. “About what?”
 
   Aeryn pointedly looked at her bandages.
 
   “Oh, that. That big grizzly man carried you back here after. . .” Katelyn went on, delving into gory details about how Gerald, Hedy, and their score of hounds, helped by another half-dozen huntsmen and their own scores, had shown up and killed the Shades. Apparently Aeryn had passed out not long after Gerald had picked her up, as most of it was news to her. Especially the part about “the fat Lady” organizing everyone that could not hold a weapon into groups to see to the wounded and barricade the Lord’s Gate from the inside.
 
   Katelyn finished and after a moment of silence, Aeryn bluntly asked, “Why are you here?”
 
   “My lady?”
 
   Aeryn sighed. “First of all, I’m not your Lady. Second, I’m not a Lady at all, I’m a street girl like yourself.” She ignored the disbelieving look and plowed on. “Third, all I’ve ever wanted was to live somewhere safe with Jynx and have enough coin to put food in our stomachs.” And if I survive, I intend on seeing that through, Aeryn added silently.
 
   “Jynx?” Katelyn asked.
 
   “Yeah, you know, my draven?” Aeryn said.
 
   Katelyn’s eyes lit up like full moons. “You mean that draven is yours? He’s so deadly and beautiful and sleek and well, deadly.”
 
   “You said that already.” They were getting off topic. “Why are you helping me?”
 
   “Because you, Lady Aeryn,” it appeared Katelyn would not be as easy to convince to drop the honorific as Annette had been, “are the only person that’s ever helped any of us.”
 
   “Us?”
 
   Just as the word left her mouth, the door to the room opened. In came Emeline, who shuffled to Aeryn’s side where she lifted the bandages and inspected the wounds below. A host of others poured after the wrinkled old healer. Annette and Ty, who had evidentially been appropriated to carry Emeline’s healing supplies, Hale, the Big that had wielded the cudgel the size of a wagon axle so effectively, Melanie, a trio of her daughters that were immediately shooed back to work, and Reeve. Aeryn could have done without the chamberlain seeing her like this, but at least he left just as quickly as he had come, muttering something about “finding Lord Merek.”
 
   Embarrassed at lying in bed with so many faces peering down on her, Aeryn gritted her teeth and swung her legs out amid a chorus of protests.
 
   “Child,” Emeline said with a stern gaze, “you’re lucky to be alive. A hair to the side and that knife would have hit your artery. You would have bled out in seconds.”
 
   “Well, it didn’t, and I didn’t.” Aeryn rose wobbly to her feet. “As for the pain,” she said, preempting the protest that would no doubt come next, “it is nothing a little milk of the poppy cannot handle.” Her leg flexed and almost gave out. Aeryn only stayed on her feet because a dozen hands reached out to support her. “Fine. More than a little. Perhaps a wagonload or two. But I don’t have a choice. I have to finish this. Now.”
 
   By her audience’s reaction, a stranger would have thought she was a petulant child, face covered in pastry sugar, screaming for a new doll five minutes after her mother had just bought her one.
 
   “She’s right,” Gerald said as he walked in. His voice cut through the clamor with ease. All heads swiveled on the spot to appraise the newcomer. Spattered in dirt and blood and streaked in rivulets of sweat from his shaggy hair to an even shaggier beard, he was the very image of a human turned wolf. Or perhaps vice versa. It was hard to tell with the man.
 
   “There are still soldiers on the other side of the gate. They’ll break through or find a way over eventually. We’ve huntsmen and trackers acting as archers, all with hounds at their side, but very few actual swordsmen able to stand and fight. An organized push would wipe us out. That is,” he locked eyes with each person in the room in turn, “unless we send them a message.”
 
   “What message?” Annette squeaked when his eyes met hers. 
 
   “That their leaders, all the way to the top of the totem pole, are dead,” Gerald said. “Soldiers won’t fight if their general is dead.”
 
   Aeryn wanted to ask how Gerald knew so much about soldiering—he had fixed what he had seen as glaring flaws in their plans yesterday with nary a word of explanation—but now was not the time. She nodded to him. She was just glad she had his support.
 
   “Count me in,” Ty said. Annette gasped and held on to the thick blacksmith like a life raft.
 
   “Me too,” Katelyn said in her high-pitched voice.
 
   Aeryn shook her head. “No. You’re not coming with.”
 
   “No?” Ty exclaimed. “What do you mean, I’m not coming with? I grew up on the streets same as you. My friends died to those monsters same as yours. I have a right to help.”
 
   “No,” Aeryn said once again. 
 
   “But—“ Ty began.
 
   “Boy, you might be able to knock a gate off its hinges with that blacksmith hammer of yours, but whatever Aeryn has in mind, it isn’t going to involve knocking on the front door,” Gerald said. He rounded on Aeryn. “At least, it better not. We wouldn’t last five seconds.”
 
   “Oh and I suppose you are the master of stealth?” Ty asked. “Your beard probably hums when the wind blows. They’ll hear you from a mile away.”
 
   Gerald dropped his head back and laughed. “Why thank you, boy.”
 
   Ty scowled. “And her?” he asked, pointing at Katelyn. “I suppose she gets to help?”
 
   “I have something else in mind for you,” Aeryn said. “You too, Katelyn.”
 
   “Like what?” Ty asked skeptically.
 
   “The Voices’ greatest strength is in their secrecy, right? Hiding in their palace behind walls and gates, ruling unseen from the shadows at the behest of a God that doesn’t exist,” Aeryn said.
 
   “Yeah, so?” Ty asked.
 
   Gerald nodded thoughtfully. The huntsman had to have been a soldier at one point in his life. 
 
   “So let’s use that against them,” Aeryn said. She went on and outlined what she had come up with so far. It was not much considering she had only been awake for a few minutes, but it was enough to get the ball rolling.
 
   Gerald curled his lips back in a smile; a smile that looked nothing like it should have. “I like it.”
 
   “You sure you have enough muscle left in those old arms of yours?” Merek asked, entering from the hall, Reeve at his shoulder.
 
   “Old?” Gerald clapped Merek on the back—a little too hard if Merek’s grunt was any indication. “If anything, I’ll be carrying your sorry ass up over my shoulder.”
 
   “But, my lord, you cannot go,” Reeve said. He looked aghast. “You’re injured and should be resting in bed. Besides, your house needs you. If anything were to happen, we would. . .” It was foreign to see Reeve, the crusty chamberlain, choke up with emotion. “We would. . .” 
 
   Merek rested a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Reeve, I appreciate your candor, but I’m going. This day has been coming for a long while.” His eyes blossomed into a blaze of red-hot fire. “I intend to avenge those who have fallen.”
 
   “For Isabel and Bethany,” Gerald said.
 
   Merek gave the huntsman a nod. “For Isabel and Bethany. The best wife and daughter I could have asked for. For Asher, my son,” he added. No one batted an eye that he had dropped the “in-law” and “one-time.”
 
   “For Will,” Aeryn said, her lifelong friend.
 
   Ty looked at Aeryn. “For Brin and Bran,” he said.
 
   Not surprisingly, Katelyn and the hulking Big, Hale, added a pair of names each. More surprisingly however, were the list of names added by Melanie, Annette, and Emeline, the latter evidently having lived in Maerilin in her youth before escaping to the countryside. 
 
   “For Rickon,” Aeryn whispered silent enough not to carry. Despite having turned his back on her, she held out hope that he had escaped the mayhem and survived.
 
   The silence held for a minute before Aeryn looked up, face, eyes, arms, and every other part of her steeled for what was about to come.
 
   “Let’s get to it,” Aeryn said.
 
   “Everyone out,” Gerald announced, clearing the room with his gaze. “You all have work to do, and we have details to hash out. Oh, and Emeline?” The healer frowned at being swept aside so casually. “We’re going to need milk of the poppy. A lot of it. If I’m going to throw myself back into the furnace, I’m sure as bloody hell not going to be screaming in pain the entire time.”
 
   Aeryn grinned and caught a wink from the huntsman. Emeline did not object, only raised an eyebrow and shuffled off.
 
   Scant hours later, the sun just shy of hitting its peak, Aeryn stepped out of Merek’s front door. From all the herbs, teas, and poultices she had eaten, drank, or worn, she felt remarkably good. Better than good. Invincible.
 
   Actually, that last part probably was not so good. Drinking away the pain of a cut did not heal it, it only made it that much easier for you to forget about it and bleed out or get an infection that required amputation. She would pay for it later.
 
   Soaking in the sun, Aeryn laughed and pushed the thought away. There might not even be a later to pay for it. The thought was singularly liberating. 
 
   “What’s so funny?” Ty asked. Muscles straining, he pulled a handcart whose boards strained beneath the load.
 
   “Nothing,” Aeryn said, shaking her head. “I was just thinking that today is a good day to die.”
 
   Gerald grinned put an arm around Aeryn’s shoulder. “Every day you get to fight for your pack is a good day to die,” the grizzled huntsman said. 
 
   Merek smiled like an idiot. “I rather think dying for your pack is a good way to fight.”
 
   Gerald put his other arm around Merek. “That too,” he said. “That too.”
 
   Ty looked thoughtful. “I don’t know,” he said. “I never was too worried about dying on the streets.”
 
   “That’s just because you are too big,” Aeryn explained. “No one wants to mess with a street urchin that has nothing to live for and is capable of crushing your skull with a single fist.”
 
   “You got that right,” Katelyn said at the same time as Hale, who had the wooden wagon axle that doubled as a cudgel resting on his shoulder.
 
   “You are all are crazy,” Hedy said. “Seriously. You are bloody, flaming insane. You do realize we’re all going to die, right?”
 
   “Oh relax, boy,” Gerald said. He winked at Merek. “Just think of all the stories you’ll be able to tell if you make it out of this.”
 
   Merek picked up where Gerald left off. “Why, you’ll have men lining up to buy you a round at every tavern.”
 
   “And women hanging off your arms begging you for more,” Gerald finished.
 
   A spark flashed to life in Hedy’s eyes. “Wait, really? What kind of women?”
 
   The lot of them—minus Hedy, of course, who kept asking about all the woman he would have hanging off his arms—laughed and strode towards the Protector’s Gate. For better or worse, a thousand year reign would end today. 
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   Strengths and Weaknesses
 
    
 
   You know what to do, right?” Aeryn asked.
 
   “You sound just like Master bloody Luggard,” Ty said, readying one end of the thick chain spooled in the handcart. “I’m not some scatterbrained Lord, you know.”
 
   Merek grunted, shifted under the weight of the clay pots strapped to his back, and raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Fine. Lady, whatever,” Ty corrected.
 
   Aeryn chuckled. Ty did not know how lucky he was Mareen had not heard that. “I’m just making sure,” she said.
 
   She turned to Jynx as the draven brushed up against her leg. Jynx had joined her only moments ago from prowling the estate’s grounds for errant Shades.
 
   Split into two groups, the other huntsmen and trackers, their hounds, and the remaining swordsmen fit to fight, were keeping the Lord’s Gate in check as well as hunting out any soldiers that made it over the Lord’s Wall.
 
   Aeryn would have liked to have a few more people with them to watch their backs, but they were going into the Voice’s palace itself. Each and every member of their small group had a very specific role to play. Any swelling of their numbers would make it harder to accomplish their tasks. That unfortunately meant that Jynx had to stay here.
 
   “I know you want to go with, but short of sprouting wings, you have to stay here with Ty,” Aeryn said. She had already extracted a promise from Ty to care for Jynx if she did not return. Just in case. “Besides, I need you to keep Raker in line,” she added solely for the benefit of seeing Gerald’s reaction.
 
   Gerald patted Raker’s head. It was the most affection Aeryn had ever seen him show his favored hound. “Pups learn they have claws and suddenly they think they are fit to lead the pack,” he said. Straightening, his voice snapped back to its usually gruff tone. “We going to do this or stand around talking all day?”
 
   Pulling out a canvas sack from the handcart, Aeryn unrolled the mass of rope. Tying a wide loop in one end, she slung it over her shoulder. Longbow in hand, Gerald had an even larger loop of rope across his shoulders, though his sported that thick, four-pronged iron hook at one end.
 
   “Ready?” Aeryn asked. Gerald and Hedy knocked arrows. Katelyn and Ty, each holding quivers in one hand, arrows in the other, nodded. “Go.”
 
   Gerald and Hedy sprung out into the street. Pausing only long enough to line up their shots, the arrows sprang from their bows. The steel-headed arrows blasted through the armor of those few soldiers manning the top of the Protector’s Wall. Handing over more, Katelyn and Ty kept Gerald and Hedy firing until the last soldier dropped.
 
   “Clear,” Gerald said, dropping his bow.
 
   As one, their group sprinted forward. Halfway to the wall, shouts rose from the soldiers at the gate. Hedy, Ty, Hale, Raker, Jynx and the dozen-odd hounds of Gerald’s still left split off and aimed for those shouts. Despite his nearly six-foot frame, Hedy looked positively tiny compared to Ty and Hale, the two huge, one former, one current, street boys. Filled out to his full size, Jynx likewise towered over Raker, Rusty, Mia, and the rest of the hounds.
 
   Merek reached the wall and set a hastily made wood ladder against it. Gerald sprang up the ladder, Katelyn on his heels, Aeryn on hers. Merek brought up the rear.
 
   At the top, Aeryn pulled the coil of rope from her shoulders. Looping one end around a merlon, she threw the other to the ground below. Crouching, she waited in tense silence.
 
   The first scream hit her ears a few seconds later, followed quickly by a second and a third. Even from this distance, she could hear the sound of teeth snapping and claws raking over metal to find the flesh beneath.
 
   She grabbed the rope and slid to the ground.
 
   The rest landed as Aeryn took her first step towards the distant God’s Wall.
 
   “Raker, no!” The anguish in Hedy’s shout carried across the distance. The snaps and snarls doubled in ferocity, even while they halved in volume.
 
   Gerald twitched and jerked his head toward the sound, only to jerk it back an instant later as a growl escaped his throat. He picked up his speed towards the God’s Wall until Aeryn could no longer keep pace. His mouth opened, but all Aeryn heard over the wind rushing by her ears was, “hope you took those bastards with you.”
 
   “Jynx—“ A resounding boom cut off Ty’s voice and whatever else he had been about to say. Aeryn slowed and looked over her shoulder as Gerald had a moment ago.
 
   A hand grabbed her and dragged her along. “Use it,” Merek said, eyes alight in twin pillars of fire. “No one dies in vain.”
 
   Aeryn shook off his arm and let the fading yells, the howls, and cries that replaced the snapping and gashing, wash over her, fanning her own embers into a roaring furnace.
 
   A shout of command came. “Kill the big one!” 
 
   “But, sir, the dogs—“ came a reply, which was immediately drowned out by, “—the bow!” and, “Which big one? They’re all big!”
 
   “The big one holding the gate shut with the chain! Forget the dogs; they’re dead or will be soon enough. As for the bows; I don’t care if they have ten bows; we were ordered to kill—“ The shout died midsentence.
 
   Aeryn lost track of any replies as their little group rounded the Voice’s palace. A hundred paces on and they hit the God’s Wall itself. Gerald already had his grappling hook secured about the top when she arrived. Hanging down to the ground, the rope had been tied in thick foothold knots. They scrambled up. Thankfully the shortsightedness of the Voices had left this wall clear of soldiers. After all, why man a wall at your back? Especially one that protected a deserted castle.
 
   At the top, Merek wasted no time in giving Gerald the clay pots strapped to his back. Aeryn hauled up the rope and similarly handed it over. Gerald ran off, pots now strapped to his back. Katelyn followed. 
 
   Watching them go, Aeryn could not shake the feeling that she was sending the small girl to her death. As a street urchin, Katelyn understood the risks better than most. That did not make it any easier to stomach. From here on out, the rest of their plan hinged on what Aeryn could recall from her earlier visit. That and quite literally a set of hinges. 
 
   “Aeryn,” Merek hissed. “What are you waiting for? Come on, we need to get in position. Where were the trees you mentioned?”
 
   Aeryn shook her head to clear it. “Junipers,” she corrected and moved to join the Lord. “You can’t miss them. They spiral up together, stopping about,” she thought back to when she had been scaled the wall in the Voices’ garden, “ten feet shy of the top of the wall.”
 
   “You sure they’ll hold us?” Merek asked.
 
   “No,” she said. “But if they don’t, try to grab the vines that wind up the wall at their back. They stop another ten feet down. Asher,” a snarl escaped Merek’s lips as Aeryn leaned over the side to peer into the garden, “said they would be bloom—“ 
 
   Aeryn gasped. Asher had not been lying. Tendrils shooting out from the vine’s trunk, they snaked across the wall like an interwoven fisherman’s net. Deep purple, bright pink, and every shade in between, blazed beneath the sun’s golden globe high above. Even if a Voice had been standing in the garden, they never would have been able to tear their eyes away from the perfectly manicured flower beds arranged before the vine’s spectacular backdrop to see them scurrying above.
 
   “Come get me you bastards!” boomed Gerald’s voice. He lobbed one of the clay globes Merek had been carrying, now piled at his feet, at the main entrance to Nameless’ castle. Smashing apart as it hit, lamp oil oozed down the wall. A single drop hit the struggling flame of a fire made from dry, rotted wood and similarly dried weeds and grasses. Abandoned for so long, the castle had very little else to burn. Aeryn hoped the soldiers, Shades, and perhaps even a few of the Voices in the building below her did not know that. A bright orange tongue licked up the door. Another clay globe smashed apart and the fire roared to life.
 
   “Get ready,” Aeryn whispered to Merek.
 
   Feet spread wide, Gerald stood defiant, waving his long, fat knife before him in alternating arcs. It gleamed like a solitary steel fang in his hands.
 
   “Watch your God burn you bloody curs.” He spat into the dirt. 
 
   “Kill that heathen!” came a shout from somewhere out of sight. “He desecrates Nameless’ castle.”
 
   Aeryn watched as a stream of soldiers, Shades and perhaps even a few Voices rushed Gerald. At least Aeryn thought the latter were Shades and Voices. She could not differentiate the two from this distance; all she knew was that none would dare Drift a scant inch more than they absolutely had to beneath the beaming sun and cloudless sky.
 
   The stream of attackers trickled off.
 
   “Now!” Gerald shouted.
 
   Aeryn jumped. Flying through the air, she heard the two massive iron gates clang shut. Crashing into the juniper, she felt the skin on her fingers tear and rip as she fought for a hold. Her shoulder and leg screamed despite the herbs, tinctures, and goblets of milk of the poppy she had ingested. Her foot hit a branch and sent a forceful shock reverberating up her leg to her head.
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief as she slammed to a halt. And not just because she hadn’t fallen to her death. She had been right; the God’s Gate had been so meticulously maintained a child like Katelyn had been able to move them. Now Aeryn just had to hope that Gerald and Katelyn could keep their enemies busy, the former by fighting, the latter by leading them on a merry chase around the castle grounds.
 
   “Down,” Aeryn said.
 
   Above, Merek had somehow managed to straddle the junipers and the wall, one hand clutched precariously to the vine’s tendrils, the other embedded in the bows of the evergreen.
 
   Aeryn lowered herself to the garden floor, crushing the prettiest flower in the process. Only, it had not been pretty because of its petals, stalk, or leafs, but because its color matched her mood: dark red. At her side, Merek landed on one of the purest white. She tried not to read too much into that particular omen.
 
   Merek sprung to the garden’s door and dropped a pair of men who had stepped out to see what all the noise was about. He dragged them outside and hid them in the flowers.
 
   Aeryn stared at the men—the boys—servants both. “They were—“
 
   “—here for a reason,” Merek finished for her.
 
   She noticed the blades clenched in their fists. Though they were meat carving knives, doubtless the meat they had been meant for today were the intruders’ hearts. Merek was right. The Voices had kept them here for a reason. Loyal servants followed orders and were expendable. And with the vast bulk of the Shades and soldiers dead, and most of those left alive struggling to quell a blasphemous uprising, the Voices would want all the expendable fodder around them they could get.
 
   “This way,” Aeryn said. She moved into the hall. As the door shut and blocked the sun’s rays from filtering in, the hallway fell into a deep dusk lit only by sporadic lanterns that lined the walls.
 
   Merek and Aeryn Drifted.
 
   Another pair of servants appeared and fell before she had rounded the first corner. They had to block the halls or risk being overrun from behind as they went after the Voices.
 
   Aeryn knew the perfect place to do so: the golden double doors that separated the Voices from the rest of the “commoners.”
 
   Merek peeked his head around the final corner and peered down the hall. Jerking it back an instant later, he turned to Aeryn and mouthed, “Shades.”
 
   Aeryn nodded. “Drift further,” she mouthed silently back. 
 
   They Drifted all the way to the Etheric Plane, the culmination of all Aeryn’s hard work under Merek’s tutelage. Windowless marble halls, designed with those that could Drift in mind, the Voices’ secret egotism played right into their hands. Side by side, Aeryn and Merek strode out into the hall.
 
   “How many Shades are left?” Merek asked without prelude. His voice brimmed with all the surety that came with being one of the wealthiest Lords in Maerilin.
 
   The shorter of the Shades frowned as his comrade answered with a bowed head. “Nine, my lord,” he said.
 
   “Where are they?” Merek asked, drawing closer.
 
   “The three that returned from the Lord’s Gate after last night’s traitorous massacre are resting in their quarters. Frent and I are here, my lord, guarding the entrance to your wing as ordered.”
 
   “And the other four?”
 
   “Two went to investigate what looked like a fire at Nameless’ castle. The others are stationed just beyond—”
 
   “Hey! You’re a woman!” exclaimed the second Shade. “There aren’t any women—“
 
   Aeryn did not bother to curse her now filled-out body. Blood—vivid blue from being fully immersed—jumped out and stained the floors and walls as she flicked her knife out. 
 
   Merek’s blade followed. The Shades’ momentary confusion cost them their lives.
 
   The doors began to open. Apparently the other pair were stationed just on the other side. Merek wasted no time and charged forward, slamming into the doors with all his weight. He snaked his sword in and out of the widening crack.
 
   “The lantern!” he shouted. “Get the lantern!”
 
   Aeryn did not argue or ask questions. She simply snatched the lantern from its peg on the wall. Spending no time examining its delicate gold filigree and etched glass bulb, Aeryn dashed back to Merek’s side, jumping into the door to help keep it from opening further. Her shoulder creaked, threatening to dislodge. Gritting her teeth, she planted her feet and pushed. The stitches in her thigh strained almost to the breaking point. Oil sloshed in the base of the lantern and the flame whooshed higher. Shifting his sword from one hand to the other, Merek grabbed the lantern.
 
   With no steel sword to dodge, the Shades redoubled their effort on the other side. The golden doors widened inch by inch. 
 
   Aeryn slashed at a hand that appeared. It disappeared with a shout. The fury it spawned was enough for the Shades to force the crack wide enough for an arm. Then a leg. In seconds, it was wide enough for a torso. Tired, injured, one of them a girl, and the other an older man, they only had moment before the Shades burst through.
 
   “Let go,” Merek said.
 
   “What?” Let go? It was suicide. Servants and surprised Shades were one thing, but this time, Aeryn was not sure how long, or even if, they could hold out in a head on fight.
 
   “Now!” Merek jumped back, releasing his hold on his side of the door. Aeryn was forced to do likewise or be gutted the moment the first Shade stepped through.
 
   The doors crashed open, reverberating against the marble walls with a sound like a gong being struck. The lantern sailed past Aeryn’s eyes. It smashed into the ground right where the Shades were regaining their feet from the sudden disappearance in pressure. Like Gerald’s clay globes before it, the glass shattered on impact. Oil splattered over the Shades’ feet and simple wool trousers. Both Aeryn and Merek threw up arms and Drifted back to the Physical plane at the sudden influx of light. Heat followed as the wool went up in a blaze.
 
   “Go,” Merek shouted. He slammed his shoulder once more into the golden doors, hurtling them into the Shades, now human torches, who fell screaming into the hall behind. Unlike Nameless’ castle, there was more than enough to burn here. The tapestries lining the hall whooshed up in a heartbeat.
 
   Aeryn could not seem to move. Not only had Merek’s wound broken open, as evident from the spreading stain on his side, but his movements were slowing even as his breathing became increasingly labored. It would not be long before he was on his knees, unable to hold a sword. The first servant to come across him would find him an easy mark.
 
   “Go,” Merek said again between grunted heaves. “I’ll hold here.” His face twisted up in pain, giving voice to the lie.
 
   “But—“
 
   “This day has been years in the making. I made peace with my fate the day the light went out of my life.” A piece of one of the silken tapestries floated down and scorched his sleeve. Aeryn thought she saw him cough out blood as he quickly swiped the burning ember away. “Go!” he shouted. “Finish it. Make their deaths mean something.”
 
    
 
   Aeryn turned and ran. But she did not run for Asher, or even for Merek, the Lord that had taken her in all that time ago. Gritting her teeth against the sickening looseness in her shoulder and the flaming agony in her thigh, she ran for Jynx. She ran for Will, who would have sorely loved to be part of this day; if only for the stories he would tell and loot filch. It was time to cut the head off a thousand year old beast. 
 
   Just as Asher had described the night they had put their plans into motion, Aeryn found what she was looking for less than a minute later. Straight on, past riches meant to reinforce the Voice’s right to rule, she came to a set of looming, gem-studded doors. Beyond sat the audience chamber of the Voices. The chamber the Voices received the Shades and handed down the will of Nameless. Or rather, handed out edicts based on their own whims and wishes.
 
   “Stop, traitor.”
 
   Aeryn slid to a halt, knife flashing out. It was just a serving boy. He did not stand a chance against her. Especially not with the heated rage that coursed through her veins to wash away her pain and fatigue.
 
   She pulled her strike at the last instant, just before it carved out the boy’s throat.
 
   “Rickon?” she croaked.
 
   “Traitor,” Rickon repeated. He swiped at her with a blade that would have had trouble carving a loaf of bread.
 
   Though no longer slowed by his bulk—his work for the Voices had burned away his fat and left a tone frame in its place—Rickon had never been very fast. Aeryn danced aside easily.
 
   “Rickon, it’s me. Aeryn.”
 
   “I know who you are,” Rickon said, grunting as he made another pass at her. “I always knew you were a Shadow.”
 
   “Rickon, I’m not a—“ Aeryn jumped aside. “Fine. You know what? Maybe I am a Shadow,” she said.
 
   She did not have time for this. Merek was back there dying, Gerald and Katelyn were probably already dead, Ty, Hedy and Hale may be alive, but it had not sounded like Raker and Jynx had made it. And those were just the ones today within the last ten minutes.
 
   Jynx. Aeryn’s heart broke.
 
   “You’ve got to listen to me,” Aeryn said. “The Voices are in charge and always have been. They have been ruling in secret for centuries, sending their Shades out to keep everyone huddling in fear and marching in line to their beat.”
 
   Rickon shook his head. “I don’t believe you.” He jabbed this time and followed it up with a horizontal swipe, forcing Aeryn to drop to her stomach and roll away. It was either that or fight back and kill him. “The Voices would never betray Nameless.”
 
   Nameless. It always came down to that, didn’t it?
 
   “Rickon, Nameless isn’t real.”
 
   Rickon laughed. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
   “How else do you explain why you’ve never seen him?”
 
   “Because I’m not worthy yet. But I will be once I kill you.”
 
   “Rickon—“
 
   “Besides, do you think he’d just walk around for someone like you to see, plain as day?”
 
   The way he sneered as he said “you” twisted Aeryn’s heart. “It’s called ‘Drifting’. There’s nothing special about it.” She Drifted just a little to show him when she meant. “That’s all the Shades and Voices do. It’s just an ability some of us have.”
 
   Rickon kept shaking his head and stabbing at her as she backed away in a circle, just out of his reach. “The Voices explained that. Nameless sent you to test us; to ensure we’re worthy of him.”
 
   “I thought Nameless protects Maerilin?” Aeryn asked. “Not spawns Shadows to attack it.”
 
   Rickon shut his ears to the contradiction. “Nameless will reward my service after I kill you. The Voices told me so.”
 
   “Nameless isn’t real!” Aeryn screamed. “I’ve been in his castle, Rickon. There is nothing there. Just centuries of dust and rotting wood. No food, footprints, rats, nothing! You’re throwing away your life to serve men that don’t care whether you live or die.”
 
   “Lies! Blasphemy!” Rickon’s eyes glowed with what he no doubt considered righteous rage. “When I bring the Voices your head and those of your heretic friends, Nameless himself will reward me!”
 
   Aeryn exhaled deeply. He was not going to be swayed short of Nameless actually appearing himself, and every moment she spent arguing was one moment less her friends had to live. If they still lived.
 
   “I’m sorry, Rickon,” she whispered. “But you don’t leave me any other choice. I have to end this once and for all, and I can’t leave you at my back where you might interfere again.”
 
   Rickon stumbled forward, caught off balance as Aeryn sidestepped a lunge he put too much weight behind. Arm up, she spun and embedded her blade into his back, parting the ribs to drive into the thumping heart beneath.
 
   Convulsing once, he fell limply, sliding free of the blade. Aeryn did not let a single tear form. Instead, she focused all that sorrow and sadness into a wind that fanned the flames of her anger.
 
   She threw the doors open and she stepped forward into the Voice’s audience chamber.
 
    
 
   Bouncing off either wall the doors slammed shut again at her back. Darkness met her. Pure, unadulterated darkness. 
 
   “The girl.”
 
   “The Shadow.”
 
   Aeryn instantly Drifted until the room became awash in color. The massive, columned room, easily thirty paces by thirty and lined with a double row of fluted columns on either side, was a testament to Voice’s greed. Just as a street urchin was poor simplicity taken to its extreme, so to was the rich elegance of the space before her allowed to grow and expand to its extreme. All perfectly arranged, masterfully worked rugs, tapestries, frescos, paintings, statues, carvings, and everything else of value under the sun dotted the room. By the vast differences in style from piece to piece, it must have taken centuries—probably ten to be exact—to gather.
 
   Aeryn hardly saw any of it. Her eyes were locked on the wedge-shaped table in the center of the room. Notched in staggered alcoves, five men sat at the table, two on either side, one at its head. 
 
   “The girl has some skill after all,” said the Voice on her left, furthest from the wall at their back, which was the only unadorned segment of the room. It was clearly meant as a reminder that they were one-step away from God. But a reminder for whom? Themselves? Or more likely, the Shades that attended them?
 
   “No doubt from that Lord,” said the next highest Shade. 
 
   “And his traitorous son.”
 
   “No matter. I’ve had word the latter died last night. The former will soon join him.”
 
   “Still, she’s a thorn,” said the Voice at the table’s head, finishing the cascade.
 
   Aeryn’s eyes flicked from one speaker to the next. The way they spoke in alternating sentences, each giving way to the one closer to the wall at their back, was as mesmerizing as it was hard to follow. 
 
   “Thorns have their uses,” began the one at the fore.
 
   “But if she made it this far, our servants, our soldiers, our Shades are all dead,” continued the second.
 
   The third shook his head. “Fear is a strong motivator. We will rebuild.”
 
   “They will flock to bow to us.”
 
   The fifth nodded. “Yes. We will rise again, stronger than ever.”
 
   “No,” Aeryn said. The five looked shocked that she had spoken. “I grew up on the streets. Hope is stronger; love is stronger yet.”
 
   “Hope?” The closest raised an eyebrow. 
 
   “Love?” The second one sneered.
 
   The third stared into the distance as if seeing Rickon’s body beyond the doors. “She lies. She killed her street friend in her hate.”
 
   “No!” Aeryn shouted, breaking the cascade. She had killed him because she loved Merek and Jynx and Ty and all the others so much, not because she hated what Rickon had done.
 
   “Oh, yes,” the Voice at the head of the table said with a wicked grin. For the first time, one of the Voices addressed her directly. “I see it now. Hope and fear. No,” he shook his head, “betrayal. Maerilin was betrayed from within. It will band the city together like never before. We—and by we, I mean Nameless,” the Voice said to Aeryn with mounting enthusiasm, “will provide a light to rally around, just as it was done a thousand years ago. Hope will be the glue that binds the city as one.”
 
   Locking eyes with each of them in turn, Aeryn spoke just as they had, one word to each, starting with the first. “Enough talk. You’re all dead.”
 
   “Pity. You would have made such an excellent Shade,” said the Voice at the apex. “Kill her.”
 
   The other four rose.
 
   Aeryn did not wait to see what they would do. Sprinting forward, using the flaring agony coursing through her body as fuel, she pulled out the simple knife Ty had made and flung it at the first. It connected squarely with his chest and drove him backward. Not accurate enough to kill immediately, but without a skilled healer—which Aeryn intended to ensure he did not get—he would die readily enough.
 
   Not slowing, she crashed into the second, sword point leading the way, knocking him off his feet and sending him flying backwards over his armchair.
 
   Rising from the convulsing body, she tore her sword free and faced the next Voice. Knife in hand, he charged at her with a low shout.
 
   Aeryn met him head on, all her muscles screaming to be released. Flowing from one side to the other, she dodged and deflected his blows one after the other. Were he twenty years younger, Aeryn, Merek and Asher combined could not have taken him in a fair fight. As it was, his age and extra bulk slowed his movements. His eyes widened, belittling his supreme arrogance, as his strikes fell further and further behind. Faltering for an instant, Aeryn cut out his throat. He slumped, his hands flying up to staunch the spurting flow of blood.
 
   Pain, shooting, searing pain like she had never felt before, bloomed in Aeryn’s back. Muscles spasming involuntary, she twisted and fell, slipping on the slick marble floor. She landed on her shoulder and screamed as it cracked and popped out. Rolling onto her stomach to take the pressure from her blazing shoulder, she scraped to a stop.
 
   Scraped? 
 
   Aeryn looked down. Six inches of steel sprouted from her right breast. Somehow, that surprised her less than the fact that blood was barely trickling out.
 
   The blade must be holding it back, her foggy mind replied.
 
   “Kill her!”
 
   “With pleasure.” The answer came from somewhere above her feet.
 
   Gritting her teeth—she was not going to die before she finished this—she rolled over. The blade twisted in her breast as its hilt contacted the floor. Aeryn felt nothing. No pain, no burning sensation, no stabbing bolts of lightning, nothing. 
 
   Shock. I’m in shock.
 
   Aeryn used the moment of clarity to kick out with all her might.
 
   Her feet connected solidly. The shins of the Voice standing over her shattered. He let out a primal scream and pitched forward. Aeryn helped him as he closed the gap, grabbing his tunic and pulling him down, the left side of his chest meeting the steel protruding from the right side of hers. He coughed, spurting blood into her face as he squirmed, then lay still.
 
   “Hiding isn’t going to save you,” said the remaining Voice. 
 
   Aeryn felt herself—and the Voice now stuck to her—being rolled over. The shock vanished like fog burned away by the rising sun. Every nerve in her body flared to life, searing away all cognizant thought. It could have only been seconds later, but time ceased to have any meaning as the blade twisted in her chest. Facing the floor atop the dead Shade, the sword slid free with a nauseating slurping.
 
   Again the rolling came. When the world stopped spinning, she found herself staring up into the eyes of the Voice that fancied himself a God. His face wavered in and out of focus.
 
   “That’s better,” he said. “I want to see the light go out of your eyes when I kill you.”
 
   Aeryn tried to talk, to curse him, to say anything. She did not want to die silently. The words came out as spittle and a racking, convulsing cough, more blood than saliva. A glob flew up and struck the Voice’s cheek. 
 
   The Voice whipped away the warm liquid and roared. “Die!”
 
   The Voice’s features went slack. Time stretched. His body listed and fell, smashing facedown against the marble tiles. A familiar knife, its blade etched with the letters “I” and “B”, jutted from his neck where head met shoulders.
 
   “You first,” Merek said.
 
   Clothes half-burned off, soot staining ever inch of him, Merek barely controlled his descent as his knees gave out.
 
   Aeryn struggled to draw in air as he began packing the oozing hole in her breast with cloth, torn from the bodies of the Voices.
 
    
 
   Sometime later, it could have been a week for all Aeryn knew, unsure whether she was supporting Merek or he was supporting her, the Protector’s Gate finally came in sight. Aeryn opened her mouth to call out. Blood and spittle came out instead. Smoke, billowing from the Voices’ palace to join that from Nameless’ castle—apparently there was more wood left in there than she had realized—blew into her lungs. She collapsed in a fit of coughing. Merek fell with her.
 
   “Aeryn,” came a faint cry.
 
   “Merek.” Slightly louder.
 
   Bulky arms swept her to her feet, holding her upright with effortless ease. Even bulkier arms pulled Merek to his feet.
 
   “Send for a healer,” Ty’s voice boomed out. Shirtless—Aeryn could not remember him taking his shirt off—his meaty hand pressed the fabric against her chest. 
 
   Mareen’s yell was every bit as loud, but much more specific. “Reeve, you old coot. Don’t just stand there gaping. Go fetch Emeline. Now! Their lives depend on it.”
 
   Aeryn laughed. Well, tried to until it turned into a pained fit of blood-spluttering coughing. She really did like Lady Mareen.
 
   “What happened?” Merek croaked.
 
   “You did it,” Mareen said, tears welling in her eyes. “The remaining soldiers threw down their arms and fled as soon as they saw the castle and palace go up in flames, taking their invincible Shades, Voices, and God with it.”
 
   “What about. . .”
 
   “Quiet you old fool,” Mareen said, readjusting her arm under Merek’s shoulders. “Save your strength. Help is on the way.”
 
   Aeryn opened her mouth to ask about Gerald and Katelyn and Jynx. Had they made it back? Blood rushed in and she fell to another fit of strained coughing. Annette—when had she arrived?—fussed with Aeryn’s leg and shoulder.
 
   “What,” Mareen said dangerously, “are you doing here?”
 
   Aeryn groggily opened her eyes. Ty was carrying her like a baby now.
 
   When had that happened? She felt like the world was skipping by, one frame a minute.
 
   “I came as soon as I heard,” Lady Alys said, her face painted as though she were on her way to a grand gala. Hair held up in a rolled bun by a gem-studded silver tine, every stitch of silk on her gown was pristine and unruffled. Alys strode up to Merek and Mareen.
 
   “Go find yourself a bloody rat’s nest to crawl into and die,” Mareen said.
 
   Lady Alys did not flinch. “You two deserve each other,” she said.
 
   “What’s that supposed to—“
 
   Before Mareen had finished her sentence, Alys’ hand whipped up to her bun and pulled out the silver tine that was not a tine at all, but a needle-thin dagger. It entered Merek’s chest an instant later. She had it pulled out and driven into Mareen’s prodigious girth before either of the pair could react.
 
   Mareen twisted before Alys could extract the dagger for another strike. Meaty arms now free of Merek, who had fallen to the ground where he lay perfectly still, Mareen brought them around in a vicious roundhouse that very nearly knocked Alys’ delicate head from her shoulders.
 
   Ripping the knife from her stomach—it hadn’t appeared to hit anything but voluminous folds of fat—Mareen fell on Alys, raining down blow after blow, each hitting home like a runaway carriage. Alys was nothing but a wrecked pulp of blood, dirt, and smeared paint by the time Reeve, Annette, Gerald, and a dozen others rushed up and were able to pull Mareen away.
 
   The gnarled old healer arrived on scene and sent people running every which way.
 
   Aeryn used the last of her strength to raise an eyebrow at Gerald in question when he met her eyes.
 
   Gerald shook his head somberly.
 
   Aeryn shut her eyes, welcoming the blackness that came with it.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   24
 
   Moving Forward
 
    
 
   Are you sure you can’t stay just a little longer?” Annette asked.
 
   Aeryn’s mind cast back to the fight against the soldiers, Shades, and Voices. The fight against a God that had not existed. It had been days before she had woken from that final fight, weeks before she had been able to leave bed, and months before she had been able to walk again without assistance. After that, well, she had made one excuse after another, using everything from “I’m not feeling well,” and “Mareen is having me over for dinner,” to “It is too cloudy today,” or “I’ll leave tomorrow,” to stay a little while longer.
 
   In all, more than a year had flown by—or crawled as Emeline led her through one excruciating exercise after another—since Merek had died. That thought alone was enough to push aside any final lingering thoughts she had of staying. If she did not keep moving forward, she would be trapped here.
 
   Maybe in a few years she would return. Maybe. After all, only a few years ago she had been curled up and shivering herself to sleep in a darkened alley corner, hoping no one would spot her. Then, even in her wildest dreams, she could not have imagined the events that spiraled in on her.
 
   Aeryn shook her head. “No,” she said. “I have to go.”
 
   “But you’re a sister to me,” Annette protested. “You can’t leave. You just can’t.”
 
   “Annette, you have four sisters.”
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t like any of them near as much as I like you.” Annette harrumphed and put her hands on her hips. “I just don’t understand why you’d want to leave. Mareen has promised you anything you want. Anything! Reeve says you are Merek’s heir.” Aeryn was still surprised about that one. “Ty says—“ 
 
   Ty put his massive arm around Annette’s shoulder and squeezed affectionately. It was also conveniently hard enough to cut her off.
 
   Aeryn raised an eyebrow. “What did Ty say?”
 
   “That sometimes you have to go and get away from everything before you can appreciate what you left behind,” Ty said.
 
   Annette rounded on the blacksmith. “Ty, that is not what you said.”
 
   “Shush, dear,” Ty said, favoring Aeryn with smile. “We’re here to say goodbye to Aeryn, not argue.”
 
   “You’re right,” Annette said. “Though,” she crossed her arms tightly beneath her bosom, “we are not done with this. Not by a long shot.”
 
   Ty rolled his eyes at Aeryn.
 
   “I saw that!” Annette exclaimed.
 
   Aeryn laughed and turned from Ty to Mareen as the blacksmith began to assure Annette he had done nothing. When that tactic did not pan out, he switched gears and launched into a crazed theory that tried to make it seem a good thing. 
 
   “Sure you don’t need anything more?” Mareen asked. “Coin? Clothing? Food? Gear? How about supplies? I can arrange for a carriage. It wouldn’t be any trouble at all, just a quick word and I’ll have one readied for you.”
 
   Aeryn wrapped the Lady in a hug. At least, the parts she could fit her arms around. No doubt each of the items Mareen had listed off would somehow run into “difficulties” that delayed Aeryn’s departure another week, a month, or three.
 
   “Thank you,” Aeryn whispered in Mareen’s ear. “You and Merek were the parents I never had.”
 
   Mareen pushed away from Aeryn and held her at arm’s length. “Some surrogate parents we were, thrusting you into the middle of our war.”
 
   “No,” Aeryn said, shaking her head. “You might have given me the opportunity, but I walked into it with both eyes open. Besides, I never would have had the chance if not for all the times you two secretly looked out for me.” Aeryn meant every word of it. Without Mareen and Merek, she would still be living on the streets.
 
   Actually, you would be dead on the streets, corrected a voice in Aeryn head.
 
   “Then how about staying and seeing it through to the end?” Mareen asked, taking the direct route now that the circuitous one had failed. “You can be one of the Co-Chancellors of Maerilin’s new Representative Parliament. I’ll have the scribe start copying the books you’ll need to read right away. It’ll be—“
 
   “No.” Bloody hell she was saying that word a lot recently. “You already tried getting me to read those books once,” more than once, actually, “and it isn’t going to happen.” She would sooner have a sword through her chest again than read one of those dry tomes.
 
   Mareen sighed, accepting defeat. “You know if you ever come back. . .”
 
   “I know,” Aeryn said. “I know.”
 
   Mareen pulled Aeryn back into a suffocating hug. Aeryn felt her cheeks grow wet. When she managed to extract herself a minute later, Mareen’s cheeks were flushed red and the paint beneath her eyes was running.
 
   Aeryn took one last look over the city she had called home. Like ants, workers scurried over the Slum’s Wall with pickaxes, hammers, and shovels, breaking it up into pieces and hauling it off with wheelbarrows. Further back, obscured by buildings, she knew the other three walls were likewise falling. Ironically enough Ty, a former street urchin, had made most of the tools that were now dismantling the set of onion-like walls.
 
   The pieces of all four would be used to build a new wall three hundred paces further out from the Slum’s Wall. After all, the laborers, former street urchins, beggars, and those down on their luck, would need somewhere to live. And with coin, albeit mostly in the form of puddles of gold, silver and bronze, in abundance now that the Voice’s palace was burned to the ground, there was plenty to pay for it.
 
   It had been Mareen’s first order: “Tear down the walls that have separated and segregated us for a thousand years and use the pieces to build a new one as a testament to our strength and unity.” When questioned on the latter part, Mareen had simply shrugged and said, “Give it time, it will come.”
 
   Jynx at her side, Aeryn turned and took her first step. Jynx still limped—and would for the rest of his life, just like her—but at least he could move. Even if he was not the same sleek draven he had once been. Fur mottled by two long, thick furrows crisscrossing his right flank and half again as many on his left, he looked the very picture of a soldier made more ferocious by battle scars.
 
   Had the draven not been there, Aeryn would not have been either. The price for changing Maerilin would have simply been too high. She had tried rationalizing it, tried examining it backwards and forwards, tried weighing the lives sacrificed so others’ could be forever changed for the better, but she always came right back to where she started: she would rather the Voices were still in power and ruling Maerilin with a shadowed, iron fist, than have Jynx be dead. She knew it was selfish and shortsighted. She knew it belittled the deaths of so many others. After all, Merek, Asher, and so many others had given their very lives to see this change occur. She did not care. That was simply the way she felt and could no sooner change it than prevent the sun from setting.
 
   As for that, the only reason Jynx was even alive was thanks to Gerald. With Raker and a half-dozen other hounds beyond saving by the time Gerald had limped back from Nameless’ castle, Katelyn’s lifeless body held in his arms, he had immediately set to work on Jynx. Gerald later claimed it was because he knew how close Aeryn was to the draven. Aeryn strongly suspected it had more to do with how close Gerald had been to Raker. 
 
   Aeryn would have liked to say goodbye to the grizzled huntsman, who was standing well back from the small crowd of onlookers, hounds at his heel, Hedy at his side, but she knew it was not his way. He preferred things straight and to the point. So far, this parting had been anything but.
 
   Aeryn shook her head. Here she was trying to leave and she could not stop thinking about the past. Looking forward, moving forward, she set off at a determined pace. She would reach the first town later tonight, but after that. . .only the gods knew which way she would turn.
 
   An arrow slammed into the earth not a foot in front of her. On instinct, Aeryn whipped out her knife, tensed her shoulder so it would not wobble in its socket, and spun. Jynx growled, teeth reflecting the sun.
 
   No attack came. Aeryn turned her attention back to the arrow. Black scrawling on the shaft caught her eye. Sheathing her blade, Jynx’s razor line of fur dropping back to rest, Aeryn plucked the arrow from the ground. Carved into the shaft, its furrows meticulously lined with ink, was a message. 
 
   “Wolves are pack animals.”
 
   “What is that supposed to mean?” she said aloud. It hardly made any sense. Everyone knew wolves were pack animals. Turning the arrow in her hands, she realized there was another message on the opposing side.
 
   “Lone wolves always miss the pack.”
 
   Aeryn sighed. Only one person could have written that. She turned and sought out Gerald, now standing high on a pile of rubble, longbow in hand.
 
   Staring directly at him, and without so much as blinking, she brought her knee up and snapped the arrow in two. She tossed the pieces to the ground. Though the distance made it hard to tell, she could swear she saw him grin like a madman.
 
   Shaking her head once more, she spun on her heels. “Come on Jynx,” she said, “it’s time to move.”
 
   Striding away, Jynx brushed up against her leg. Aeryn patted his head and let the sun’s rays soak into every fiber of her being. She suddenly realized she knew exactly where she was going. Not where she was headed—no, not by a long shot; that mystery would unfold as she went—she only where she would begin.
 
   It was time to blaze her own trail.
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   A Seattle transplant who was born and raised in Minnesota, Joe is an avid outdoorsman. You can usually find him and his black lab, Ranger, exploring nature and wilderness areas.
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