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"And yea, I stood above the
clouds, and I found five mountains above the Gods. And I called them Faith,
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The Man and the Woman – for that
is how she remembers them, and the only way she remembers them – reach
out to her. At first in kindness, in love. The gentle touches of memories warm.


Then the warmth grows. The pink
tones of happy remembrance brighten, flare to a burning.


There is blood.


The Man and the Woman still reach
out. But now their hands run red, their arms are rivers that drip to the bright
floor. The floor, white and threaded with gold only a moment ago, now is painted
in the crimson of death come to call.


The Man and the Woman cry out.


The memory flares.


All is white.


All is death.


All is gone.
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The girl woke from the Dream of
the Man and the Woman, and she woke as she always did: boot and water.


Many people curled in as the boot
kicked them, tried to avoid the water.


These were the ones who would die
fast.


The girl had learned quickly. Had
learned that if you curled in around the boot it didn't hurt any less, but it
meant you weren't face up to receive the water. A bucketful to the face, and if
you kept your mouth open you could drink. She guessed that that water was fully
a tenth part of what she would get each day. And it was clean. Water
they were given in the trough was often foul, muddied with clouds of dirt and
perhaps worse.


But the water that woke them… it
tasted good.


We won't waste bad water on torture. No,
never that.


That it was a torture there could
be no doubt. Because all was torture for those in the kennels. All was death
for the Dogs.


Trainer walked among them, being
handed bucket after bucket by Assistant, dropping a bucket on each of the
twenty or so Dogs that slept in this kennel.


"Get up, Dogs!" he
shouted. "Another beautiful day to die!"


I won't die today, thought the
girl. But she gave no voice to the thoughts. There was no point. Speaking never
brought anything but pain.


A good Dog was silent unless
spoken to. And even then, silence was often best.


The girl stood. Stretched. Never
could tell when a fight was coming, so it was best to be loose.


"Get up!"
Trainer shouted. He was a beefy man, thick in the middle, with broad scars that
crisscrossed his chest and back. The girl wondered – not for the first time –
if Trainer had once been a Dog. And told herself – not for the first time – to
get that thought out of her head. It was implicit hope. It was the idea that
she might one day leave this place.


But there was only one way to
leave this place. And she refused to leave that way.


I'll stay forever – I'll die – if it comes to that.


"I said, get up!"
Trainer's voice, never far from a roar, now rose to a shriek.


A moan came from a small pile of
skin and bone, seemingly bound together only by the loose rags that passed for
clothing in the kennel. Trainer prodded the pile with his foot. Another moan. But
no motion.


Trainer gestured. Assistant – as
wiry and thin as Trainer was thick and muscular – held out a sword.


The girl looked away. She knew
what was next. Had seen it before. Had no wish to see it again.


There was the particular noise of
sword cleaving flesh. A gurgle.


The pile of rags and skin and
bone had refused to get up. And a Dog who resisted training, who refused
orders, would earn no coin and was good for nothing.


Trainer tossed water on the next
Dog. Some of it washed the blood on the floor toward the drain set in the
middle of the kennel. That drain was where they pushed their nightsoils, the
rare bits of food that were too rotten to eat.


And it had drunk its fill of
blood. As it had done before, and as it would do again.


"Rise and shine," shouted
Trainer as the last Dog – the last still-living Dog – struggled to his
feet. "It's another love-er-ly day!"


He laughed.


The blood had washed away.


The day was begun.
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They were shepherded out of the
kennel, as always. Trainer walked ahead of them, Assistant brought up the rear.
The girl was careful to take a position as close to the front as possible.
Whenever Trainer was in the back, he used his shockstick sparingly, only
jabbing it in the back of a Dog if he or she was straggling.


Assistant liked to use the
shockstick. Used it every time he was in the back.


The Dog in the back was new. That
was why he had let himself be caught at the rear of the line. He looked like he
was about ten Turns old. A bit young. The girl thought she was probably between
sixteen and eighteen Turns, which put her on the older side. But she wasn't
sure of her age, of course. No birthdays in the kennel.


Or perhaps that was wrong.
Perhaps every day was a birthday. Every day survived was a day reborn.
Every day either a funeral or a new birth, a small celebration, if only of the
heart.


The shockstick crackled, the
little boy screamed.


"Gods' bells," shouted
Trainer. "Don't kill him before we even get there!"


So it was to be a Fight, then. No
breakfast first.


That was good, the girl thought.
There was less vomit when they skipped breakfast.


Sure enough, when they reached
the point in the hall where the rough-hewn walls split into a two-part
intersection, Trainer led them to the right. So they would either go to their
arena to fight, or to load into the iron wagons for a trip to another arena.


They walked only a few steps down
the right branch before the girl heard the shouts. Muted at first, but quickly
growing loud and then deafening. Some shouted, "Dog! Dog! Dog!" in
endless repetitions; others screamed wordlessly, as though in pain themselves. 


Many screamed, "Kill!"


She wondered if that meant
another fight had already started.


They reached the door.


Trainer opened it.


And the girl ran. Because an open
door like this meant a new fight, and a new fight meant a new life or a sudden
death.


She intended to live.
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The arena was dim. Lit by a trio
of glo-globes: one hanging over the middle of the arena, one over each of the Pack
entrances. The girl occasionally wondered why the place was so dark. She
thought it likely that Trainer was too cheap to buy more light.


Whatever the reason, it always
meant that the first view of the other Pack was one of shadow. They seemed like
wraiths: evil creatures come not only to steal life, but soul.


She consoled herself with the
idea that her fellow Dogs must appear the same to them.


But she didn't think about it in
times like this, of course. Not when she was running out. Not when she was
dropping low, ready to attack. No, now she thought only of survival.


The others in her Pack were
moving similarly. Apart but aware of each other. They knew each other
intimately, in the way that only those who had eaten and drunk and slept and soiled
in front of one another could do.


And, most important, they knew
they would not be required to kill each other.


The other Pack was the target.
The other boys and girls who streamed out of the other team entrance just as
the girl and her Pack streamed out of theirs.


The fight would go on until all
the members of one Pack were either dead or too maimed to go on. This was one
of two rules. Only two – and she had never had to worry about the second rule.


From the first moment the other
Pack came out of their gate, the girl knew something was wrong. Every Pack she
had faced, every group she and her fellow Dogs had conquered, had run out and
spread like a many-headed monster. That was what the girl's Pack did – that was
what they all did.


But this Pack stayed close.
Tight. A snarling, wild-eyed line.


And they waited.


The girl's Pack seemed to lurch,
all of them taking a halting half-step as they each realized the change in this
strange Pack's actions.


Then they continued their attack.


And the other Pack took them
apart.


It wasn't a fight. It wasn't even
close. The girl's Pack always fought with that awareness of each other, that
almost-courtesy that consisted of staying out of each other's way. Packmates
were not friends, but they were not to be killed, either. Not to be helped, but
not to be hindered, for hindrance could get them all killed.


But this Pack – they fought… the
girl searched for a word, a concept.


As one. They fight as one.


At first she couldn't understand
how that would help. All Packs fought as a mass of snakes tied at the tail –
heads biting, minds apart, but bound to a common survival.


This united movement… this was
alien to all she had seen.


And yet….


And yet one after another of her
Packmates fell. A skull crushed by raining fists. Arms wrenched from sockets.
Throats slashed by fingernails sharpened on the stone floors of the other
Pack's kennel.


And suddenly the girl found
herself alone.


Her own Packmates had not gone
without a reckoning. And she herself had killed three of the other Pack. Still,
that meant she was facing ten… twelve… thirteen still-fighting members of the
other Pack.


She was going to die.


They ringed her. Several of them
growling like the dogs they were named for.


She tried to decide if it would
be better to fight or simply to kneel and accept her fate. She knew that some
Packs would kill fighters quickly, would punish those who chose a coward's
death with a long, agonizing demise. Other Packs were the opposite, and would
reserve torture for those who resisted.


So she would fight. Because it
was her nature to fight. She would follow what she knew and what she was.


Something landed at her feet.


It was a knife. Someone in the
crowd had tossed her a knife. Perhaps so she could have a chance facing the
thirteen girls and boys before her. Perhaps so she could grant herself a
merciful death.


This had happened before, she had
seen it. But that was the only other rule of the arena: no weapons. If any Dog
took up a weapon, he or she would be put down. Riflemen waited behind the
glo-globes, ready to put a bullet into the stomach of any Dog who took up arms.
A certain painful death.


Death, no matter what. And she
had never handled a knife, so she doubted it would matter to her survival.


I'm dead already.


She picked up the knife.


 







5





The second her fingers touched
the knife, something happened.


It was something like the times
when a shockstick slammed down on her. A thrumming, pounding pulse that ran
from the knife to her fingers to her hand and arm. It settled deep in her
chest, a fire that would not be quenched.


She remembered, for an instant,
her Dream. The Man and the Woman, reaching for her. She felt as though she was
loved again.


Then one of the other Pack jumped
at her. She moved, unaware of how she was moving, of what she was doing.
She was only vaguely conscious of the dirt floor of the arena kicking below her
feet, her arm moving so fast she couldn't see it.


The Dog who had jumped at her
continued his jump. Only she wasn't there, and when he landed he was holding
his stomach.


Not holding it. Holding it together.


He stumbled. Fell. Blood ran into
the sand.


She spun. Two more Dogs rushed
her. Three. They fell as one.


She did not know what she was
doing. Her arm was its own master, the knife its own creature, a beast that
sought only to drink the blood of her enemies.


Four Dogs down. Then five. Ten.


The last three circled her. No
hesitation in spite of all that had just happened, because a good Dog never
hesitated. Never thought, just attacked, just killed or died.


They leaped.


They fell.


And she did not have to look to
know that all who had stood against her were dead.


It had all happened fast. So fast
that the crowd had utterly hushed. Shocked to silence by the impossible
ferocity and skill they had just witnessed.


And it had happened so fast that
apparently the Riflemen had been stunned to inaction.


But not anymore.


She heard the shot.
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She moved.


Something numbed her hand.


Another shot.


Again her hand tingled.


The hush that had spread over the
arena somehow intensified.


A single voice whispered into the
silence, "Gods' Charity, she blocked them. She blocked the bullets."


The girl looked down. The knife
was still in her hand, but it was pocked in two places. Chewed by the steel of
the bullets that the Riflemen had sent toward her stomach.


Maybe they missed. Maybe they
shot the knife on purpose.


Two stupid thoughts, whirling
through a mind utterly stunned by the events of the past few moments.


Of course they hadn't missed. The
range was short, and the Riflemen expert. And why would they shoot a knife?


The girl's eyes roved over the
spectators. They all gaped at her in shock. Some looked terrified, as though
afraid she might leap over the barricades that surrounded the arena and start
attacking them.


Why not? Why not kill them?
Escape?


Where would I go?


There was that. She had no memory
of any world before the kennels. First the education kennels, where she was
given basic schooling in the hopes she could be sold as a housemaid to some
rich landowner, then as a Dog for the fights. If she survived long enough, she
knew she would eventually be sold to one of the brothels.


But other than that… nothing. She
could remember only this life, and knew not where she could run to even if she
made it out of this place.


The door the other Pack had come
through opened. A man wearing nothing but a loincloth and with a face painted
bright red came storming out. "How dare you!" he screamed. "You
killed my Pack! I'm ruined!" He spun to look at the Rifleman behind him.
"Don't just stand there, dolt!" he shrieked. "Kill the Doglet!"


The Rifleman hesitated, probably
thinking as much about the cost of each bullet as he was about the fact that
the first one hadn't had much effect, then aimed.


"Stop."


The new voice was deep but young.
The voice of one accustomed to being obeyed.


Everyone in the arena turned. So
did the girl, tracking the source of the voice.


As expected, it was a young man.
He looked to be about her age, but where she was dirty and malnourished and
clad in nothing but filthy rags, he stood tall and healthy and strong and his red
robe and black velvet tunic clearly cost more than an entire Pack on the
auction block.


He held up a shiny black disc. It
seemed almost to glow from within, so bright was its sheen. At the sight of it
the people around him fell back. Not in fear, but in a muted reverence.


What's this? wondered the girl.
And because she knew that any change could only bring evil, could only cause
ill to come upon her, she felt her grip tighten on the knife.


The young man pointed at the
trainer who had come out of the door. "Do not touch her." Then he
swiveled. "Where is this girl's trainer?"


After a moment, Trainer stepped
out of the door the girl had come out of. "Mine, sir. I mean, your Lordship.
Your Honor, er, Excellen –"


The young man waved him off.
"I claim her for the Empire."


Trainer opened his mouth as if to
object, then thought better of it and simply nodded.


The girl looked back and forth
between Trainer and the young man.


What's happening? What's going to happen?


The young man walked down some
steps. Disappeared behind the barricades. A moment later a door opened in one
of them and he walked through.


Up close he was even more
handsome than she had guessed. Dark hair, a strong face and chin. Blue eyes
that seemed to take in everything at once and claim it as his own. He was tall,
too, head and shoulders taller than any of the boys in her Pack.


My ex-Pack. They're all dead.


The young man stopped, and she
realized she was holding her knife in front of her. Pointed straight at his
heart.


"I could probably make you
put that down," said the young man. He didn't say it as a challenge. A
smile played over his lips. "But I'd rather not try. Would you be willing
to lower it?"


"Just try to make me put it
down," the girl snarled.


He sighed. "Do you like it
here?"


She didn't answer. Just a quick
glance at Trainer.


Apparently he understood what
that meant well enough. "If you lower the knife you can come with me. I'll
let you keep the knife, but you'll never see this place again."


She lowered the knife.


"What's your name?" he
said.


"I'm a Dog."


"And Dogs have no names?"


She shook her head.


He turned around. Began to walk
away.


Then he stopped and looked over
his shoulder at her. "Well, come on," he said.


She followed.


She kept the knife.


No one stopped her.
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She could never have conceived of
the likes of what came next.


Always when the girl and her Pack
were taken to another place, another arena to fight and kill or die, they were
put in a carriage drawn by a horse. The carriage was a simple box with no
windows, only a single door. There were a few air holes in the ceiling, but no
way to get to them and nothing but sky to see even if they could.


She had never seen anything but
the kennels. At least, not directly. She had seen a few drawings in the
schoolbooks, and one time had even glimpsed a moving picture beside one of the
teacher's books.


And, of course, the Dream.


But this… this was something
else.


The first thing that the girl
realized was that everything was just so loud. It seemed like the arena
had been taken and amplified a million times – a billion voices all screaming
and shouting at one another at once in a cacophony that was nothing short of
terrifying.


She had the knife up again,
though she didn't know what she could do with it. The sound could not be
killed.


"Easy," said the young
man who had brought her out. "It's just the bazaar." He squinted at
her. "Haven't you… haven't you seen this?"


The girl shook her head.
"Never seen anything," she said. "Just the kennels."


"Well, if you'll put the
knife down, we can get in my auto-carriage," he said. "It's quieter
in there. But I don't want you to slice up the leather."


He pointed at a waiting vehicle
of some sort. It wasn't boxy like the carriages, nor did it have a horse in
front of it. Instead it was sleek and curved at all the edges. Windows that
looked like glass – she thought it was glass, it looked like what she had read
about – almost completely surrounding an area that was clearly meant for
sitting in.


There was a man in the front. He
wore a red and black uniform that the girl recognized from the books: the man
was a soldier in the Imperial Army. She didn't know his rank, but he wore a
gold braid on one shoulder, a silver sword at his side. He had a gray mustache
that was curled up at the corners. He also had one of those black discs on a
gold chain around his neck, just like the young man who had rescued her.


The older man was thin – not
gaunt, but his face was all sharp angles and severe corners. Still, he didn't
seem angry or aloof, just perfectly put together. Someone who knew at all times
what he was doing and exactly why he did it.


If he had been a Dog, the girl
could tell, he would have been a survivor.


The man leaped out of the
"auto-carriage" as they approached, and opened a door in the back.
The young man that had taken the girl out of the kennels gestured at her to get
in.


She didn't.


"Really, are we going to
have to have a discussion about trust every few seconds?" he asked.


She got in. Sat down.


The seat was so soft she felt
like she was falling through her own body. So clean it was like sitting on a
cloud. No. She had seen clouds through the holes on the tops of her carriages.
These seats were cleaner.


They'd probably have to be burned
after she sat on them.


The young man got in after her.
He took a seat facing the rear of the auto-carriage, looking at her. The man in
the uniform got in the front, and the young man tapped on a glass panel between
them. "Home, Lieutenant," he said.


The lieutenant nodded. He moved a
stick on the side of some kind of wheel, and the auto-carriage hummed and
started moving.


The girl yelped and looked
around, the knife raising again.


The young man looked concerned.
She was surprised to see that the concern did not seem to be for himself. He
appeared utterly unworried about the knife, only about her.


"What is this?" she gasped.
"How are we moving?"


"You've never been in an
auto-car?" he said. Then he hit his own forehead, which she did not
understand. "Of course not, dolt." He focused on her. Reached out
slowly. Touched the wrist of the hand that held the knife. Slowly pushed it
down. "It's all right."


She was still terrified, but let
him push her hand. A strange feeling enveloped her when he touched her. She had
never been touched like this before. Only in the Dream. And that always ended
in blood.


She suddenly wondered if this
young man would die as the Man and the Woman died. Suddenly realized she did
not want that to happen. And did not understand why.


"Do you know about the
Gifts?" he said.


She shook her head.


"My goodness," he said
under his breath. A smile seemed to play across his face, as though it were
trying to break the surface but wasn't sure if it really should.


"There are people born who
are able to do… things. Special things." Then he added an
apparently unrelated question that confused her: "Did you never wonder how
the guns work? The ones the Riflemen use?"


She shrugged.


"There are people who are
born with powers. These people are called Gifts. They can do all manner of
wonderful things. For instance, Shocks can harness a small bit of the power of
lightning and put it into shocksticks or glo-globes. Pushes can make things
move, and can enchant things so that they will go of their own accord. So a
Push is hired to enchant a small bit of metal, and you have a bullet. Several
Pushes together are hired, bound by a Gift called a Thread who is used to tie
their power together and make it stronger, and they enchant this auto-car so
that it will move without a horse to draw it."


The girl frowned, not sure of
most of what he was saying. She gathered that there were people who had power.
That was no surprise – everyone had power, everyone but the Dogs. And
that some of them could make things happen without touching anything.


Some could make these magic
auto-cars go.


"These people are called
Gifts?" she said. More to herself than to the young man. But he nodded and
smiled as though he were the kennel teacher and she the prize candidate for an
auction placement.


"Aye," he said.
"The Gifts are prized, because their talents give the Empire the ability
to survive."


"Survive?"


"The Empire is on a mountain
– five mountains, actually. Clouds below us, through which no man or woman may
pass. And though we produce most of what we need in the side-farms, in the
mines, we need the help of the Gifts."


The girl's head was spinning. So
many words she didn't understand, so many concepts for which she had no
framework and which made little sense to her. She had heard of the Empire
during her schooling – what she remembered of it – but this of Gifts, of magic,
of Pushes and Shocks. It was all so… strange.


The young man stared at the girl
for a few moments. "Enough of this. There will be time for all. You may
call me Devar." He waited, then hit his head with his hand again. A
foolish gesture, but one she found oddly endearing. "You already said you
have no name." He smiled. The smile made her feel odd. Like the Dream made
her feel sometimes, like she might not have to fight that day. A lie, of
course.


"Well," he said a
moment later, "we can't have you walking around nameless until your
Choosing." She didn't understand that, but she understood well enough when
he said, "Why don't we call you Samira? I suspect it won't be your real
name, but it will do for now."


She shrugged, again baffled by
most of what he said, but gathering that he wanted to call her Samira. The
knife lay across her lap and she touched it gingerly. The hum that had leaped
from it to her during the fight was still there, but lessened. Still, she
somehow knew that if she was in danger she could take it up again… and kill.


"Samira it is." Devar
smiled even wider. And for just a moment, a beautiful moment, the girl let
herself feel hope. She was not a Dog. 


She was Samira.
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Devar said very little on the way
to wherever they were going. Which was good because Samira did not want to
talk. She wanted to see.


Talking could be lies.


Her eyes would speak truth.


The place where all the noise and
clamor was – the place Devar called the bazaar – seemed to go on forever. There
were people waving rich-looking cloths, others holding out what looked like
savory meats on sticks. Passers-by would stop occasionally, point at something
and then wave hands in mock fury before handing over a handful of shiny coins.


There were magicians that made
chickens float, made children's hands move away from their wrists. A few of
them held bright spheres of glass above their heads, then lights seemed to
dance from their fingers into the spheres and suddenly they held a glo-globe
they would sell to customers.


The glo-globes, Samira noted,
were all nicer than the ones Trainer had put in the arena. She had been right:
he was a cheap son of a Dog.


There were fire-eaters, dancing
dogs, prostitutes far more garish than any she had seen visiting the Dogfights.
All in colors that seemed far too bright after the darkness and muted colors of
the kennels and the arena that had been her only world. The only colors in
those places were the brown of dust and soils, the yellow of vomit, and the red
of flowing blood.


The noise wasn't as bad in the auto-car,
sheltered as she was behind the glass windows. But it was still loud, still
made her grip her knife so tightly that her knuckles ached and her fingers
began to cramp.


Eventually, though, the shop fronts
began to peter out. The voices of the men and women hawking their wares and
those haggling to purchase them grew thin and thinner, then died away
completely.


Now the auto-carriage bounced
along a stone-cobbled street lined by plaster houses. Each was a single floor,
with a door and one or sometimes two windows open to the air. Occasionally one
of the nicer homes would have shutters that could be used to close the windows
and provide for a measure of privacy.


From time to time a face would
appear at the window, obviously curious about who was passing by in the
auto-car. And whenever someone riding a horse or being pulled by one in a
carriage passed them going in the opposite direction, Samira saw them turn to
gawk as soon as they thought it possible to do so without being noticed.


But is it the auto-car or its
owner that they're looking at?


A good question, she thought. But
silence was always the best policy for a Dog. And even if she wasn't a Dog
anymore –


(Am I not? Is it possible? Is
it real?)


– she still didn't feel it wise
to open her mouth unless it was absolutely necessary.


A while later the small plaster
homes were replaced by stone. Still single-story dwellings, still small, but
neater and more solid-seeming and clearly more expensive. Some of them even had
glass windows.


Then these were replaced by two-
and three-story stone buildings big enough that they would have taken up the
space of five or six of the plaster homes.


Palaces.


And still they drove.


"Where are we going?"
she asked.


"My home," answered
Devar.


"Why?"


"First of all," he said
with that smile of his, "to give you a bath. And to let the lieutenant
scrub the seats of the auto-car."


She nodded. He laughed.
"Gods, girl. I was sure that would get a rise out of you."


"Why would it?"


"Because I just implied
you're dirtier than a pig in a pen."


"I'm dirtier than
that."


Devar laughed again, which made
no sense because she had only spoken the truth.


She turned back to the windows.


The houses were gone. The car had
sped up, as the road had opened to a wide dirt road, well-packed and even, and
there was no traffic she could see. Another auto-car passed them going the
other way. It was silver with black over the wheels and on the front. Devar
took no notice of it, as though such things were common to him, or perhaps just
common to this area.


On either side of the road were
enormous expanses of grass, kept impossibly short and even. She wondered how
the grass could be maintained like that.


She also wondered how it would
feel to walk on. She had, again, seen grass in her books. But that did not
prepare her for how it looked. So soft, even as a blur through the
auto-car's windows. It looked like a beautiful mattress, put there by the Gods,
big enough for a thousand Packs to sleep in comfort for once.


Far in the distance was a dark
blot. She guessed it must be a house. Must be the place where the owner of all
this land lived. And must be enormous, to be seen at such a distance.


She shivered, suddenly afraid. So
much wealth, everywhere she looked.


The shivers turned into full
shakes, then into tremors that wracked her from head to toe. The knife, held so
tightly in her hand, now fell from nerveless fingers. She twisted in her seat,
then tumbled sideways.


Devar leaped toward her.


She felt his hands around her
arms. A small bit of her wondered if – knew that – she would be punished
for fouling his beautiful cloak and tunic with her filthy body.


She closed her eyes. It was all
too much. Too much to see, too much to know.


She felt darkness pressing around
her.


She let it take her.
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Samira woke. Felt something strange,
something that set her on edge. At first she didn't understand what it was.
Couldn't place the feeling that gripped her, that set her heart to beating.
Then she realized.


She was clean.


She looked at her arms. Saw skin,
rubbed red and raw from whatever it was that had taken off layers of dirt and
grime and offal so thick and deep that they had bound to her flesh. She also
saw that she was dressed in a gray robe, and felt that she had nothing on
underneath.


Her cheeks burned with
embarrassment. Strange to feel embarrassed that someone had seen her naked –
the Pack had seen her nudity as she voided bladder and bowels every day in the
kennel. But that was different. That had been her choice, in a strange way.


This….


She looked around. She was in a
bed with sheets as white as the seats of Devar's auto-car. Whiter, if that were
possible. And they were so soft that they made her body utterly satisfied, and
at the same time achy and worn. She was not made for such finery.


Beside the bed was a wood dresser
with gold fittings. On it was her knife, still pocked and strangely awkward
looking atop such an expensive piece of furniture. Still, it made her feel
better to know it was there.


She put her feet on the floor. It
was wood, too. But not the rough wood that the floors and walls of the kennels
and arenas were made of. This was a wood so perfectly planed and polished that
there were no splinters, no pains. Just even, slick surface.


On the floor beside the bed sat a
pair of sandals. She put them on and stood.


Then screamed, because someone
was in the room with her.


She fell back, knife rising, that
strange hum pulsing through her as she raised the weapon.


The girl – for it was a girl, she
saw – fell back in unison, raised her own knife, and she was just as fast as
Samira. But she did not move after that. Just held fast.


So did Samira. Waiting. Waiting.


The girl did not move.


Samira slowly rose from her
crouch.


So did the other girl.


It's me. Gods, it's me.


She walked forward, and realized
that she was looking at a mirror. There had been no mirrors in the kennel, and
she had not seen herself since the last time she went to auction, when she was
nine Turns old. The Maids dolled her with rouges and berries, so she would be
prettier for the rich men and women looking for a little companion. She had
glimpsed herself in glass back then, but at no time since.


It was a shock.


She had grown. She seemed taller
in the mirror, stronger than she would have thought. Even in the gray robe she
could sense a wiry musculature wrought by years of fighting. There was a thin
scar that curved from her right eye to the corner of her mouth – a scar she hadn't
even known she had – but other than that she had skin that was clear and clean
and oh-so pale.


Her hair was gold. It draped to
her shoulders, and she knew that in addition to being dressed someone had cut
it. It had been styled, with the locks curling in on themselves in a fashion
she had seen on several of the more well-dressed women at the bazaar.


Her eyes were green. The green of
the lawns she had passed in the auto-car, the green of emerald.


She was, she thought, beautiful. She
had spent years covered in filth and hidden by deprivation. But if Trainer had
ever bothered to clean her he could have sold her for a pretty price.


Something to be learned there.
Treasure could be hidden in the meanest, rudest of packages.


There was a knock on the door. It
startled her and she whipped around, the knife in her hand with its comforting
throb that seemed to speak to her, to whisper, Death to those who stand
against you.


The knock repeated, then nothing.


She didn't know what to do for a
moment, then realized: Gods' bells, they're waiting for me to say something.


There were no knocks in the
kennels. Just kicks and water, boots and screams and pain and wet and cold.


"Yes?" she said. The
word came out harsher than she intended. A challenge, nearly an enraged
whisper.


The door opened, and the man
Devar had called Lieutenant pushed his head in. He smiled when he saw her.
"Ah, you're awake. I'm so glad."


His voice was low and sturdy. It
spoke of trust, of care, of calm standing tall before any storm.


She didn't trust it.


"What do you want?" she
said. The knife was still up.


He walked toward her. His grin
never faltered, and seemed sincere, but as he got closer she became more and more
frightened. She slashed the air with her knife, a quick figure eight that
caught the light of the glo-globe that hung on the ceiling.


The lieutenant didn't falter. He
kept walking.


The knife caught him on the arm.


And bounced.


Surprised, Samira acted without
thinking. Reversed her thrust and plunged it straight into the man's heart.


The knife shattered.


The lieutenant sighed. "The
master sent me in because he thought, based on how you reacted on the ride
here, that you might be a bit… overwrought." The older man sniffed,
then chuckled. He didn't seem at all angered by Samira's attempt to kill him.
Just amused. "Seems the master was right."


He nudged the bits of knife that
had fallen to the wood floor with his foot. Looked perturbed. "This is a
mess. I shall have to alert the cleaning staff." Then he looked at Samira.
He bowed. "I shall, of course, replace your knife at my own expense since
it was I who caused your loss." Without straightening he said, "I am called
Armor, Soldier of the Imperial Army, Blessed One of the Empire."


"Sa… Samira," she
stuttered. She looked at the knife, or what was left of it. "How did
you…." Her voice drifted away to nothing, swallowed in the surprised
silence between them.


Armor nodded at the bed. "By
your leave, my lady?"


She had no idea what he was
talking about, but she nodded because that was what seemed to be expected of
her. Armor sat, then gestured for her to sit beside him. She did. Not sure what
was going to happen, more nervous than ever because she had lost her knife.


It's all right. You've lived life
without a knife, you can live life without it now.


"The Blessed – that is, the
young lord who called himself Devar – sent me here to talk to you. I heard some
of what he told you on the drive. About Gifts. Did you understand what he told
you?"


She nodded. He waited, but she
said nothing. She didn't have any questions to ask. She knew so little that
anything she asked would have been wrong, so she remained silent.


"Very well," said
Armor. He looked pleased. "As the master said, Gifts have powers that
enable them to perform basic magics. Pushes can give things the power of
self-motion, Shocks provide energy for some of our machines, et cetera. There
are many different types, and about one in a thousand people is born as a Gift."
He nodded. A single eyebrow crept toward his hairline, an expression Samira
understood immediately: You getting this? She nodded. An approving smile
from Armor.


She felt warm. She had received
more validation from this man in the last thirty seconds than she had during
her entire life.


"Very well. Out of those
thousand Gifts, one in a thousand of them is blessed with a greater
power. We call these people Blessed Ones, and their powers are unique. Not
Pushes or Shocks or Threads or Eyes or Ears or any of the others." He sat
back and puffed out his chest. "I, for instance, am the Blessed One called
Armor, because my power is to make myself impervious to attack."


"You mean you –"
Samira's mouth gawked open.


"When I use my power I
cannot be harmed, by blade or bullet or raised hand." He grinned, the
curls of his gray mustache turning up even higher. His face transformed when he
did that, the severity of it leaching out and turning him into a kind-faced
gentleman. He touched his hands together lightly. As he did, his skin changed
subtly, and she saw it had a metal hue beneath it. An almost-sparkle in the
light of her room. "I would offer to show you more of my Gift, but your
knife is already broken and if you hit me with your fist you would only break
your fingers."


"I believe you," she
said.


"Good girl," he said.
The mustache stayed curled up. Samira was starting to like this man. Which
scared her. You did not like people in the kennels. You never knew when one
would die, or be sold to another Pack and so become your enemy. Friends were
nothing but liability there.


But here….


Can things really be this
different?


And why am I here?


That was the question she finally
asked: "Why am I here? Why did Devar take me away?"


"Have you ever touched a
knife before?" he said.


"No."


"Yet you used it with more
skill than any battle-hardened soldier I have ever known or heard speak of. How
think you that this was done?"


Samira had no answer. She
shrugged.


"Exactly. There is no
answer for this. No answer but that it is a Gift. That you have power of which
men and women only dream. And more than that, the young lord thinks – and I
think he is right – that you are destined to be a Blessed One."


"What if I don't want to be
that?"


A strange expression stole across
Armor's face. It came and went so fast that Samira wasn't even sure she saw it.
But it seemed weary, sad. She wondered what could make this assured, strong man
look like that for even a moment.


Then his smile returned. "I
think you will," he said. He held up the black disc he wore on the gold
chain around his neck. "This is the symbol of a Blessed One. It is a
symbol of power, and with it I can walk into any store or home in the Empire
and claim what I will. With it the young lord claimed you."


Samira frowned. "That sounds
like a lot. It sounds like I have left one Pack only to join a larger one, with
the whole Empire kneeling at the feet of the Blessed Ones."


Armor laughed at that. Laughed
hard and loud, and with such genuine mirth that Samira felt her own face crack
into the hint of a smile. Even a hint was more than she was used to. It hurt.


"Gods, no," he said.
"We claim what we need to protect the Empire. For that is our task:
to protect the Empire from all threats. That is our sacred responsibility, and
everything we do is in service of that honor." He grew serious. "The
young lord claimed you because he saw the power in you, and saw of you a
Blessed One born."


"You're going to make me become
one? One of these Blessed Ones?"


"No. You will be one of your
own choice." Again that strange expression flitted across his face.


What is it about this that has
him worried? That has him afraid?


"But I hope you will choose
to join us. To serve," he said. "A service it is, and does not the
Gods' Book say that to serve is the greatest love of all?"


"I don't know the Gods'
Book."


He frowned. "We'll take care
of that, too. Poor girl." He reached out a hand. Put it softly on her
shoulder. But even in that touch she felt his power, immovable and strong as
iron. Armor was a fit name for this man.


"This is the place for you.
Please stay," he said. "Will you stay?"


"For now," she said.


"For now is enough. Enough
to start, and enough to start is sufficient for good beginnings to become
excellent endings." He looked hard at her. The smile was gone from his
face, and Samira felt like he was staring past her eyes and into her mind and
soul.


"I think we shall be
friends, Samira. And I think I am glad of that fact."


He smiled again.


She smiled back. And it didn't
hurt as much this time.
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"I would like you to wait
here, just wait and be patient," Armor told her. "If you choose to
take the path of the Blessed, there will be many times you are given orders
that you do not understand. This is the first of them. But it is an easy one,
and designed in no way to bring you harm." He smiled.


"May I ask why?" The
question was hard. Dogs did not question. They obeyed or they died.


"Certainly."


She waited. Then said, "Um…
why?"


He smiled that amused smile
again. His eyes crinkled a bit as he did so. They were gray as her knife had
been, and she guessed that when Armor wished they could cut as sharp as any
blade. "I told you that you could ask," he said, "not that I
would answer."


He laughed at her expression. At
the confusion and anger and amazement that she felt rippling over her face and
warring for control of her feelings. And that only made her more confused and
angry and amazed.


What's going on?


Who is this man?


How did I escape the Pack? The
kennels?


"I will answer, Samira. I
was simply toying with you a small bit. That was wrong of me. I beg your
forgiveness." The older man somehow managed to bow even though he was
still sitting on the bed. Then he grew serious and he stood.


"I have told you but little
of what a Blessed One does. If you are one of us, you will be called upon to
serve the Empire, to serve the Emperor. You will be what you have been:
a dog. But a dog of a different sort. You will be one with a noble master, and
a nobility of your own. You will be expected to answer the Empire's call, to
come and go at the Emperor's whim.


"And if you wish to become
one of us, the process starts now."


She nodded. More because of Armor
than because she understood anything that was going on. She liked him. He did
not feel like anyone she had ever met – certainly not like Trainer, with his
boot and his screeching howls, or Assistant, with his shockstick and the nights
when he took some of the Dogs away and brought them back the next morning
shivering and afraid.


"Very well," said
Armor. "Stay here. I shall send someone with books that I think will serve
you well. You read?" She nodded. "Good. I shall send you books, and
that way you will have something to do while you wait. The door will remain
unlocked and you may leave if you choose, but understand that the moment your
foot crosses the threshold of this door, your test will end and you can never
be a Blessed One. Do you understand?" Another nod. "Good, Samira,
good." His smile, that strangely compelling smile, grew again. "I shall
send you food, as well. You have broken your fast?"


"No." As she said it a
loud sound came from her belly. A snarl as loud as any Dog in the arena.


Armor laughed. "I will bring
you what you will. What would you have to eat?"


"I don't… I don't
know."


"What do you eat in the kennels?"


"Bread. Sometimes
meat."


"Then I shall bring you
those." Armor stood. "Soon I will return for you and we will
continue. Remember: you may leave if you wish. But if you do, you cannot be one
of us. You cannot be a Blessed One. And I very much hope you will be.
Not just for the Empire, but because I suspect that, just as we cleaned away
the filth of your body and found loveliness beneath, so we shall clean away the
filth of the kennels and find a beautiful soul."


He bowed.


He left.


Samira was alone.
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Samira didn't have to wait long
before there was a knock at the door. She waited, but the knock didn't repeat.
After a few seconds – or perhaps minutes or hours, it was impossible to tell in
this windowless room – she went and opened the door.


There was food on the floor. She
almost fell over looking at it. Bread, grapes, an apple, a side of what looked
like beef. But none of it black, none of it rotting. No maggots on any of it.


She almost stepped out of the
room to get it. Then remembered Armor's words. "The moment your foot
crosses the threshold of this door, your test will end and you can never be a
Blessed One."


She knelt down, her body well
inside the doorway, and reached for the silver tray on which the food sat.


It was just out of reach.


Her stomach growled again. No
longer the sound of a Dog but that of a wolf. Hungered to a rabid rage, ready
to do anything it must to feed.


She poked her head out of the
room. The room was in a long corridor lined with doors just like the one she
knelt beside. No windows, but the walls were beautiful: smooth, white, with
delicate scrollwork at the tops and bottoms. The floors were white and reminded
her somewhat of the floor in her Dream – the floor of white and gold that
changed to white and red once the blood began to flow.


There was no one there. No one to
know if she left the room.


Armor must not have meant a single foot. Surely I must be
allowed to step out just to get some food?


She almost walked out. Just far
enough to get the tray. It looked beyond delicious


Instead she went back.


The room held little. Just walls,
the bed on which she had slept, the mirror on the wall, the small dresser
beside the bed. The dresser had two drawers, but when she opened them they were
empty. Nothing she could use to get the food.


She stared at herself in the
mirror. Then turned away, and something scraped beneath her sandal: one of the
shards of her knife, shattered against Armor's impervious skin. She looked at
the pieces: they were all too small to be of any use.


But they gave her an idea.


She picked up the short hilt of
the knife. Even that supposedly useless piece made her feel powerful,
dangerous.


She swung the butt of the hilt at
the mirror.


The mirror shattered, the pieces
of glass raining on the floor with a crash first loud then almost merry in the
silence of the room.


Samira picked up the longest
shard. It was longer than her forearm. She went to the door. Knelt in the
doorway once more. The glass was long enough to reach the tray with the food.
She pulled it to her.


Closed the door.


And fell upon the food like the
Dog she had been and still, in many ways, was.


It was delicious. She did not
have an understanding of the world large enough to describe how glorious it was
to eat the food that had been brought to her. Not even to herself, let alone to
anyone else. The food didn't have to be gnawed like the bread that was so hard
you could lose a tooth if you chewed it without softening it in your mouth. But
neither did it turn to a sickening sludge the instant it touched her tongue,
the way the rotten meat and bits of overripe fruit the Dogs occasionally
received always did. This food was enough of an effort to chew that she knew
she was eating, but not so much that it was painful or even difficult.
It was just…


… perfect.


She ate until there was no more
left. She felt sick. Wondered if she would vomit. She decided she didn't care.
It was worth it.


She lay down on the bed.


And another knock came.


This time she stood straightway
and went to the door. She held the glass again, expecting to find something
beyond her reach. But this time there was a pile of books right beside the
doorway. The titles were A Short History of the Empire, The Five States,
Blessed Ones: A Study in Power, and A Geography Primer. They all
sounded strange and even magical. They held knowledge of places and things she
had never seen, never heard of, and never thought she would live to understand.


She turned to bring the books
back to the bed, and before she had taken two steps she heard a voice.


"There are no poppets
here," said the voice.


Samira turned back. A little girl
stood in the doorway. She looked like she had perhaps five Turns to her life.
Beautiful, straight black hair streamed down past her shoulders, bound in a
bright purple bow. Her skin was so white it seemed to glow, and set off the –


Samira blinked. Looked closer.


The girl had red eyes.


The little girl cocked her head.
"No poppets at all," she said. She held up a small doll. Samira had
never seen a doll up close, and she decided she didn't like them. The little girl's
plaything was torn and ragged. But it didn't seem like it had gotten that way
through play and love. Rather it seemed almost… abused. One of its eyes
had been gouged out so deeply that the wood around the hole was cracked. Its
mouth bore burn marks. One of its ears had been hacked off.


"Do you think you'll make
some for me?" asked the little girl.


"I don't understand. Make
what?" said Samira.


"Make me more poppets."
The little girl shook her toy impatiently. "This one's broken."


"I… I don't know how to make
poppets."


Now the little girl grinned. An
impish smile that transformed her face into something less innocent, something
that made Samira's skin crawl. The little girl didn't come in the room, but she
leaned forward. "You will, girl." She laughed. A mad laugh that
danced and whirled and then fell to crackling pieces just as Samira's mirror
had done. "You will make me many poppets."


She reached in and closed the
door.


Samira was alone. She was so
stunned she remained motionless for a while.


What was that?


Then she managed to make herself
move. She put the books down on her bed, and went to the door. Opened it.


The little girl was gone. Whether
she had gone into one of the other doors, or simply gotten to one end of the
hall or another and turned to wherever the corridor went, Samira couldn't tell.


She finally closed the door. Went
to the bed and opened the first book and began to read. But for a long time she
couldn't concentrate on the words. Not just because it had been years because
she had practiced Letters, but because all she heard was the little girl
speaking; all she heard were words that made no sense to her but that
nonetheless delivered a chill to her heart.


You will, girl. You will make me many poppets.
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The books opened worlds.


She had not known much. She had
not even known that she hadn't known much. She had learned the basics,
but most of her learning had been things geared to what a housemaid or
companion would need to know: basic plant husbandry, care of housewares, how to
make light conversation.


She didn't even know that the
place she lived, the Empire, was a place called Ansborn. That it was atop five
huge mountains that no one could climb down, partly because they were so steep
on the sides that to attempt it was certain death, partly because it was
forbidden by the Gods who lived below and watched from above.


She wondered how Ansborn had come
to be atop the mountains in the first place; if no one could climb down the
mountains, could pierce the clouds that ringed all below them, then how could
anyone have climbed up? The books did not say.


She read about the current
Emperor, Malal, who was seventeen, who had been only four when his father and
mother and twin sister were slaughtered. Who had been Emperor since then,
guided by a regent, and who would take full rulership of the Empire in two more
years.


She read of Gifts. Of Pushes and
Shocks and Threads, of which she had already heard from Devar and from Armor.
But also of Readers and Ears and Fades and more.


She read of the Blessed Ones: the
most powerful Gifts, sworn to the Empire and to Malal. Though there was not
much in the texts beyond what Armor had already told her. Simply that they
existed, and served.


She read and read, of the five
States of Ansborn: Faith, where the Gods' Church resided; Strength, where the
military trained; Fear, where the slums and the prisons and many Army bases
could be found;  Knowledge, where the universities taught and the Gifts were
trained.


And Center. Where the Capitol
was. The heart of a world among the clouds.


She read through the books –
slowly, since she had not read in Turns – barely pausing to feed herself with
food that came to her door. Some of what she read was too large for her to
understand – either words too long for her to read, or simply ideas too grand
for her mind to accept. But she understood much. And understanding made her
feel….


What?


Belonging. Power.


She had felt power when she
touched the knife. That electric surge that made her into something more than
she had been. And now she felt a surge in her mind. Not as palpable, but no
less real for all that.


She was reading. She was
learning. And perhaps that was a different kind of weapon, a blade less visible
but no less sharp for all that.


No wonder they taught us as
little as possible in the learning kennels. And taught the Dogs not at all.


Someone coughed. She jerked, and
realized that her joints were stiff, her bones felt like melted iron had been
poured into them. She groaned without meaning to, turning as she did.


Armor stood in the door.


"How long have you been
reading?" he said. He was still wearing his red uniform, his gold braid,
his silver sword. Samira wondered if he ever took them off.


"How long have I been
here?" she said.


"All night," he said.
"And you have not touched your food to break your fast."


He nudged something beside him.
Sure enough, there was a tray with some soup in a bowl. Samira hadn't heard
anyone knock, hadn't heard the soup left for her. The hunger for knowledge, the
quest to sharpen the long-dull blade of her mind so acute that she had failed
to stop to eat, to sleep, or anything else.


Now, though, she fell to it with
a hunger nearly the match of what she had felt the day – night? – before. And
the food was just as delicious.


"Can I leave now?" she
asked when she finished.


"Yes," said Armor. He
seemed both pleased and relieved. He looked at the broken mirror, the shards of
glass on the floor. "Is this how you got your first meal?" She
nodded. He laughed. "There was a cane under your bed."


She blushed. Embarasssment
flooding her. Then she cringed away in spite of herself. Knowing that she had
broken a glass, and that meant she would be punished. Beaten, or worse. Perhaps
even killed.


Armor stepped toward her. He held
out a hand. Spoke softly. "It's all right, girl. That was part of the
test. To see what you would do. You don't get points for careful planning, but
you seem fine on the ingenuity scale." He smiled at her. "Did you cut
yourself?"


She shook her head. He looked
relieved.


Relieved. Always relieved. She
wondered why. Asked. "What would have happened to me if I left the room?"


Armor looked uncomfortable for a
moment. Then his features hardened. In a flat voice he said, "You would
have died."
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Armor looked rueful and perhaps a
bit apprehensive. Not like he was afraid of her – Samira doubted that he was
afraid of much, if anything – but as though he worried she would get hysterical
or fly into a rage. She did neither. She just nodded.


"Are you angry?" he
asked.


"No."


He took a moment to think.
"All others who face this part of the test are angry. I was. To
think that death was on the line, and I did not know."


"Death is always on
the line."


That gave Armor pause. His
mustache crinkled, his face twisting slightly as he thought, then he nodded.
"Just so, Samira."


"Who was the girl?"


The question seemed to take him
by surprise. "What girl?"


"There was a girl who came
here. A little girl with red eyes who talked about nothing but her
'poppets.'"


A dark expression fell over
Armor's face. "Never you mind her. You shall meet her by and by and soon
enough." He bent down and picked up the tray. Brought it in and put it on
the dresser by her bed. He bowed to her, that courtly bow that seemed to be the
signature of who he was and how he lived.


Samira briefly wondered if he
would bow to an enemy before engaging in mortal combat. She thought it likely.


"You should eat," he
said. "Today will bring many challenges."


"Why?"


"Because every day
will, from here to the end of your days," he answered.


She believed him. She began to
eat. "Will my death always be the result if I fail?" she asked.


Armor didn't hesitate. "Often.
But not like this. Not without knowing that death is on the line first. The
tests are simply of a sort that those who fail do not live to regret their failure.
They are… dangerous."


She kept eating in silence.
Finished. Armor showed her where a pot was under the bed to make her soils,
then gave her privacy. She knocked on the door when he was finished and he
bowed – of course! – and gestured for her to cross the doorway's threshold and
leave the room.


He took her on a long walk. Down
corridors that were white – white floors, white walls, white ceilings. They had
doors of dark wood, stained so deeply they were nearly black. It felt like she
was passing through a strange part of the sky, with thunderheads on all sides.
Beauty ringed with danger.


Eventually Armor came to a place
that opened to a larger room or entrance hall. The floor was carpeted in red,
the walls here deepened to the color of gold. There was a door at the end of
the room, and two people stood at attention next to the door. Each was dressed
head to foot in black armor, and black helms crafted to look like dark skulls
covered their faces. They each held a sword at the ready in one hand, a spear in
the other. A pair of handguns at their sides, holstered but ready to be drawn
and fired in an instant.


They were crouched in an attack
position when Armor and Samira came into their view. Whether this was because
they had heard them coming or because the two men – or women, it was impossible
to tell – always stood this way, Samira could not say. She sensed menace
rolling off them in nearly visible waves. Sensed that they were not merely
dangerous, but deadly.


Armor nodded to them. They did
not nod back. They remained crouched, their only movement to subtly shift so
that they could have their spears oriented on Samira. It made her skin crawl.


"She is my guest,"
whispered Armor. The guards immediately stood erect, at attention. They moved
as one, shifting so exactly in time it was as though they were connected.


They did not sheathe their
swords, and their spears remained in position to be used quickly and with
effect.


And how do I know that? How do I know that
they're ready to be used, when I've never even seen a spear in the flesh
before?


Mysteries. Too many to count.


She could only hope answers were
in the offing.


Armor knocked on the door the two
guards stood beside. It was more ornate than the others they had passed. Not
black, but a deep brown, with a sense of agelessness that made it seem almost
as though this room – this entire building – had been built around it.


"Come," came a voice.


Armor opened the door.
"Please be respectful," he whispered under his breath. Samira nodded.
She hardly understood what that meant – she had no plans to attack, and no Pack
here to back her up should she decide to do so. What more could be expected of
her?


They entered.


The room they entered was a
marvel. A room so full of books it seemed like they held up the ceiling. Like
there were no walls, just endless papers, bound in leather and waiting for the
reading. Samira had thought she had a treasure in the books Armor had given her
yesterday. But if that had been treasure, then this… this defied understanding.


She turned in place, not even
thinking about what she was doing. Her mouth opened so wide she half expected
her lower jaw to drag on the floor at her feet.


"So we have a Dog who reads.
Will wonders ever cease?"


Samira turned toward the source
of the voice.


At the back of the room, a large
window allowed outside light to stream in. The window was many-colored,
different panes that had been cunningly crafted to create a scene of a man
standing in clouds, holding out hands as if to embrace the world. Below the
clouds was a mountain, and below that mountain more clouds.


This, she knew, must be one of
the mountains of Ansborn. One of the five mountains on which the kingdom sat.


But of more interest was the man
– nearly a boy – who sat in front of the window. He looked to be about her age,
perhaps slightly younger. He had hair that, lit by the sunlight, seemed to be
spun glass. A halo of silver and gold that gave him an ethereal quality. His
eyes were blue, half-closed as though he were thinking hard – or perhaps just
trying not to fall asleep. His body looked soft. Not the soft of a person lazy,
but the soft of one who has never suffered, never known the boot or the water.


For some reason, that made Samira
sad for him. Made her feel as though he had missed out on something important.


The boy wore a black tunic over a
loose white shirt, a simple gold chain on his neck. He sat on a large chair, of
gilded wood and orange velvet. She suspected it represented more wealth than
all the bazaar.


Behind the chair stood a large
man. He was so large he dwarfed both chair and boy, and even towered over the
tall figure of Armor. Unlike the boy, there was nothing soft about him, though
his fingers and ears were so bejeweled that there could be no question as to
his wealth. His hair was long, and he had a great beard that had been plaited
into two long braids at his chin. Looking at him, Samira felt as though she
were looking at a gem-covered bear. Something beautiful, not quite tame,
dangerous if provoked.


The large man smiled at her.
"Nothing to say to the Emperor?" he said.


Samira gawked at him. Then at the
boy – he was so obviously unburdened by life's harshness, by its realities,
that she had trouble thinking of him even as a young man – of whom she had
read.


This is Emperor Malal. The one
whose family was slain.


But he looked nothing like she
would have thought. Bore none of the lines on his face she would have thought a
child of such violence would have.


Of course not. Not every orphan
grows as a Dog.


Malal smiled a thin smile at
Armor. "So this is our newest candidate?"


Armor bowed. "Yes,
Lord."


Malal sighed. "How often
will I have to tell you not to call me that, Armor?"


"Always at least one more
time, every time you ask," said Armor. His voice was serious, but his eyes
twinkled, as did Malal's. Samira got the feeling that this was a ritual between
them, a private joke among long-standing friends. Strangely, she did not feel
left out. Instead she felt closer to Armor, as though he was letting her see
something that he valued, and by doing so was letting her know he valued her,
too.


She shifted her attention back to
Malal. He was looking at her. Gaze intent, and though he still looked soft she
also saw in his gaze a fire. Not the strength of the kennels, but… something.
Intelligence. A will, perhaps not fully formed, but there to be nurtured and to
someday become a thing of power.


"Why would you be
Blessed?" he asked.


She didn't know what to say.
Wondered if this was part of whatever tests might come next. That made her
nervous. Armor had said that she wouldn't be killed, but she didn't know if she
believed him.


And why did it matter? What would
it matter if she wasn't a Blessed One. She was out of the kennels.
Wouldn't that be enough? Could she just leave here and get away and disappear
and become… herself?


I don't even know who that is.


"Well?" Malal looked a
bit impatient.


Samira didn't know how to answer.
No matter what she said, she could be answering wrong, could be ordering her
own death. So she decided to tell the truth.


"Forgive me, sir." The
words were difficult. There was little use for speech in the kennels, let alone
for fine talking. She tried to imagine what Armor would say; tried to sound
like she thought he would sound. "I don't know about being a Blessed One.
I didn't even know much of anything about the Empire until yesterday, and still
know almost nothing about it. I certainly didn't know about you, and
don't know if I want to be ordered around by you until the end of my days. I
just know that I was a Dog, and now it looks like I'm not anymore." She
paused. Gulped. "And I'm not going to be a Dog again. Whether that means
I'm one of these Blessed Ones, or if you just kill me. I won't go back to the
kennels."


The Emperor looked at her for a
long moment. She felt suddenly like she was naked, standing on the auction
block for inspection.


The bear man behind him leaned
in. Whispered in Malal's ear. The boy nodded. Nodded again.


"My Chancellor has noted
that you are honest. Which is not necessarily a good thing in politics, but
which I have often said I crave." He sighed. "You say you know
nothing of the Empire, and that is true. Would you let me show you? And then
perhaps you would love it, if only a little. And in loving it, perhaps you
would also be able to love me."


Samira shrugged and nodded. She
didn't understand what was being offered, but that was nothing new. She didn't
feel like the Emperor was threatening her, and anything that was not a threat
was welcome. Her entire life had been a threat until yesterday. Just
standing here was a gift.


Malal rang a crystal bell at his
side. The door she had come through opened, and one of the guards stepped in.
He – Samira couldn't help but think of the guards as hes, though they
could have been anyone behind their helms – stood at attention. But his spear
still pointed subtly at her. This was a creature in utter control, and always
at the ready.


"Please send me an
Eye," said Malal.


"Very good choice,
Lord," said the big man – the Chancellor. It was a whisper, but it carried
easily to Samira's ears. Malal looked pleased at the compliment, and a blush
spread to his cheeks. He looked at the Chancellor with a grin. The Chancellor
chuckled and tousled the boy-king's hair.


Again, Samira felt her jaw drop.
She had never been in a royal court, but she felt fairly certain this was not
normal protocol for the ruler of the world and his right hand.


Malal caught her eye. He smiled
at her confusion, and suddenly he seemed even younger. A boy showing off a
prized toy, or taking pride in a new trick he has learned. "My Chancellor
is regent over the Empire. I take complete control in two more Turns. But until
then he is the real head. Still, he lets me make the occasional decision, for
practice."


"His Lordship is too
modest." The Chancellor looked at Samira. "When his family was
killed, the Empire fell to me. The Emperor was but a boy, so I have ruled and
tried my best to teach him to be a better ruler than I." He again ran
fingers through the Emperor's hair. "He is already wise, already there. We
wait only on the law for him to complete his rise to the throne."


Affection shone in the Malal's
eyes, a look so unfiltered and sincere that Samira felt uncomfortable. She
didn't know how to deal with it. Didn't know how to deal with all these people
who were….


She didn't understand what
they were. They were not Dogs, fighting over scraps of rotten food until called
upon to murder one another. They were not trainers or assistants.


People. They're people.


She wondered if everyone was this
way. Something inside her – something deep in her heart, nearly cut away by her
years in the kennels – cried out with the hope that it was so.


The door opened. Not the guard
this time, it was a short, fat woman dressed in a simple white blouse and black
pants. Still, even that seemed finery for the simple fact that it was clean.


The woman bowed. "You
called, Lord?" she said.


Malal sat up a bit straighter in
his chair, and the Chancellor took a noticeable step away from the Emperor.


So they are formal with some
people.


But not with me.


Again, the strange sensation of
being included spread through her. The warmth of belonging. She did not
understand it, but she hungered for more.


"Please approach," said
the Emperor. The woman bowed again, then came to him. Malal looked at Samira as
she walked toward them. "I would like you to see something."


Samira felt something touch her
shoulder. Surprised, she jumped back with a snarl. "Don't worry,"
said Malal. Samira realized that the fat woman had fallen back a step; it had
been her hand that had fallen on Samira's shoulder. "She is an Eye. She
can show you things she has seen, but she has to touch you."


Samira stayed in a half-crouch,
her body singing from the unexpected contact. She understood what the Emperor
was saying, but her mind couldn't seem to calm her body.


"Samira," said Armor.
His voice was low, calm. That strong voice she was already starting to trust.
"Samira, it is all right." He looked at the woman – the Eye.
"Can you take us both?"


She nodded, though she looked a
bit afraid. Like Samira was a wounded animal, and one she didn't know whether
to nurse to health or kill or simply abandon.


Armor reached for Samira. He
moved slowly, and she barely flinched when he took her hand in his. His hand
was large and callused. Hard from years of labor, probably swinging swords and bearing
shields in defense of the Empire. It felt solid, and comforting.


He looked at the Eye. "We
are ready," he said. And, saying it, he somehow made it true. Samira's
body relaxed. She stood straight again.


The Eye took a few small,
hesitant steps toward them. She reached out and touched Samira's shoulder, one
of her fingers brushing the bare flesh beyond the neckline of her gray robe.


"I See,"
whispered the woman.


And Samira's world exploded.
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Everything dissolved into white,
a white so bright it had sound, it had taste, it was something she could feel.


Then the white disappeared, and
suddenly she saw….


Herself.


She was standing in a room.
Holding hands with Armor, the Eye touching her shoulder. The Emperor and
Chancellor watching from nearby.


She rose. High, higher, higher.
She saw the ceiling rushing at her, cried out.


"It's all right." The
whisper came from beside and below her at once. From the Armor who was holding
her hand on the floor, and also the one that she realized was holding her hand
beside her, here in midair.


She also saw that the Eye was
floating up with them. Eyes closed, lips moving but no sound coming from her
mouth.


"She is taking us to
See," said Armor. "But we are really in the room, and nothing you See
can touch you or harm you."


The ceiling flew at them. Passed
through them. Darkness.


Then light again.


She was outside. Outside, with
Armor on one side and the Eye on another. Flying up, up, up. She was above a
huge building. No, not a single building. A castle. So large it dwarfed even
the largest of the buildings she had seen on her drive with Devar. A huge
central area, broken up by sets of large buildings set at regular intervals
within: stables, barracks, other buildings whose purposes she could only guess
at. There were turrets and flanking towers with holes where bowmen or riflemen
could fire on invaders.


At the very center: the palace
proper. Beautiful, of the most exquisite workmanship she had ever seen. White
granite walls, flecked with some mineral that made the whole building glimmer
in the sun. Turrets and flanking towers on each corner that made the palace
itself into a miniature keep that could stand as a secondary defense should
invaders breach the outer walls.


Surrounding the castle was a parapet
wall with guards walking patrol, and outside the whole of it, a deep moat
circled the place. No water in the moat, but spires were set in the deep pit,
gleaming and dangerous.


Around the outside of the moat,
surrounding the entirety of the small city that was the palace and the castle
that held it… a long line of twenty-foot-tall spikes, as thick as a man's arm.
They seemed to serve no purpose, but just looking at them gave her a feeling of
dread. They seemed to be not only outside the castle, but apart from it. As
though the castle had been built by one person, these things placed here by
some other group – alien and unfriendly. 


Then she – and the others –
continued to climb. She could see country for miles around: large estates laid
out in neat squares. Waving fields of grains, orchards laid out in perfect
lines of trees. Beyond that, in the distance, a city that she guessed was where
the bazaar had been. Where the kennels were.


She blinked. And now she was in
another place. A new city. Floating just above a well-paved road and then
zooming down it so fast she expected to feel her hair blowing in the wind. But
it didn't – she wasn't really here.


"This is Center's
Edge," whispered Armor. "Quite beautiful, though I wouldn't recommend
doing this in the flesh."


"Doing wha – aaaah!"
Samira's question dissolved into a scream as the road abruptly ended. It just
dropped off to nothing, and past the nothing… air. The road became a dropoff
that went down a thousand feet, sheer rock cliffs ringed with shifting clouds
at the bottom.


Even though Samira knew she
wasn't here, wasn't in any danger, she still felt sick. Vertigo gripped her,
and it was only Armor's hand in hers that kept her from pitching to the side.


"This is the northern edge
of Center Mountain," said Armor. He pointed with his free hand, and she
saw a huge mountain across a wide gap. "That's Strength, where the armies
train." He sighed. "I gave that up to serve as Blessed."


She saw something floating
between the two mountains. It looked like a round bag bound in netting with
some kind of carriage slung beneath it. "What's that?" she said,
pointing.


Armor looked. "An air-car.
One Push is enough to enchant a bullet. If you have a Thread bind several of
them together, they have the power to enchant something much larger. That
balloon carries several hundred people between Strength and Center Mountain at
a time. There is also a skybridge, but the air-cars are faster. They're mostly
used by the rich, government officials, and messengers."


Armor looked at the Eye.
"Take us to Nasius," he said.


The world dissolved into that
spray of touch/taste/sound that was the Eye's power.


When it faded, Samira gasped.


They had landed in a place she
could only call death.


She could tell it had once been a
village, but only because of the still-smoking shells of several huts. The rest
were piles of charred sticks, whitened to ash in many places. The crops around
the village were a ruin, torn to pieces and with only the occasional stalk of
corn standing at an odd angle, as though leaning in shock over what had
happened to its companions.


There was a pile in the center of
the village. This one was not charred wood, not burning thatch. This one was
bodies. The corpses of the villagers – men, women, and children – heaped in an
ignominious mass atop the remains of what looked like it might once have been a
church.


Samira cried out. She had seen
death – the fights came weekly, sometimes more, in the kennels – but nothing
like this. There was the ferocity of battle, then there was the slaughter of
innocents in a massacre. This was the latter.


It made her blood boil. Made
something in her cry out for vengeance. To die as a Dog had at least some
honor, if only the lowest kind. This was purest evil.


"This is why the Blessed
Ones exist," said Armor. His voice was hushed. "The Empire stretches
across the five mountains, but there are enemies. Enemies who also have power,
and who hide among us. They sack villages, they destroy our people."


"Why?" she whispered.


He shook his head. Sounded tired.
"Why does anyone do such a thing? For money. For profit. For power. For
the illusion that we are more than our selves, our minds and bodies and
souls." He looked at her. His hand clenched on hers. Not painfully, just
enough that she knew he spoke fervently; spoke from his soul. "You have a
Gift, Samira. I do not know the extent of it yet, but I would like to find out.
I would like to discover it with you, and use it to stop…." He nodded at
the carnage in the center of the once-village. "Things like this. To put
an end to the assassination attempts that come daily to the Emperor to whom I
swore an oath of loyalty." His eyes bore deep into hers. Gray eyes, the
eyes of a storm, the eyes of a good man who believed his cause. "Will you
join me?"


And then, before Samira could
answer, the Eye screamed in pain and the world turned red and Samira found
herself back in the library.


The Eye was dead. That was the
first thing she saw. The fat woman was crumpled in a pool of her own blood, the
eyes that had once held power now open and staring into nothing. A dagger
jutted from her back.


"Protect the Emperor!"
shouted Armor. He clapped his hands, and a sound like thunder rolled through
the room. He seemed to grow an inch in every direction, and his skin took on a
metallic tint.


Samira didn't think. She yanked
the knife from the Eye's back with her left hand, with her right she pulled the
sword from the scabbard at Armor's side. He moved a hair slower than she did,
grabbing for the sword but slapping only empty leather.


Then she had only space in her
mind for the men flowing into the room.


A dozen. More. All dressed in finery
that she presumed to be the castle livery. The first ten were armed with swords
and knives, the last two bearing guns as well. She saw the bodies of the two
guards laying at the open door, blades bright and spears clean – whatever had
happened, it had taken them utterly by surprise.


She realized that the same power
she had felt when holding the knife in the arena now flooded her when she held this
knife, as well as Armor's sword. She could use them, she knew, and use them
well.


One of the gunners pointed his
weapon and fired at the Emperor, but Armor managed to jump in the path of the
bullet. There was a loud pink and Samira felt something fly past her as
the bit of metal, enchanted by a Push to go straight once its chamber was
opened in the gun, hit Armor and then ricocheted.


She had a split-second of
amazement. An instant to wonder what, if anything, could pierce his
skin.


Then the first sword came swinging
at her.
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She ducked under the swing.
Slashed. The man fell. Armor charged at the same time. Swung a huge fist. The
man he aimed at ducked away, but the hit still managed to connect with his
shoulder and he screamed as a fist that felt like a steel hammer slammed down
on him. Half his body crumpled in on itself. He fell and was still.


Two swordsmen faced Samira,
swinging their blades in a coordinated attack. She parried the blows with her
knife and sword, then saw the second gunman raise his gun to fire at the
Emperor.


She threw her knife. It flew through
the air and knocked the gunman's aim off in the instant he pulled the trigger.
He swiveled just enough that the shot went wide – instead of hitting the
Emperor, he shot one of the other assassins and that man fell. Then so did the
gunman as well as the knife bounced off the metal of his gun and planted itself
in his neck, just below the jaw.


Samira saw Armor plow down two
more gunmen, ramming them with head and fist, crashing through to the remaining
gunman, leaving her as the only defense between the remaining swordsmen and the
Emperor.


She whirled, her sword moving so
fast it cut the very sunlight, slicing it into individual rays that blinded the
two swordsmen in front of her. She cut one across the throat, then buried her
sword in the other's chest, angling up under his breastbone and piercing his
heart. He fell with her sword still in his body, so she plucked his
sword from his hand as he toppled.


The same electricity. The same
power.


I can kill with any weapon.


She marveled for the time it took
to turn and kill another man. Armor hit a swordsman – no, she saw, this one was
a woman, though her hair was cut short like that of a man – over the head, and
there was a crack of bone and another assassin fell dead.


Something tingled. The same part
of her mind that told her how to swing, when to stab. The part of her mind that
was telling her now that something was wrong.


Danger! Danger!


She fell to the floor. Rolled.
She heard the click of a gun, the whine of a bullet firing. Felt the hot sting
of it as it passed by so close it burned her neck.


Someone grunted behind her, and
another swordsman fell, killed by his own fellow.


But where had the shot come from?
She had lost sight of the second gunman, the still-living one, and now she
couldn't find him anywhere.


"He's a Fade!" roared
Armor. He was wrestling under the weight of two of the three remaining –
visible – swordsmen, who were stabbing him ineffectually with their swords and
daggers, faces curling in greater and greater desperation. "You can't see
him unless you look directly at him!" One of the men on his back plunged a
knife directly into his eye. 


The knife broke in his hands.


Armor roared. Grabbed for the
man, but the man kept ducking away, all the while stuck to the warrior's back.


The other swordsman rushed
Samira, and she knew in that instant that he was less interested in killing her
than in giving the now-invisible gunman a chance to kill the Emperor.


She had an armed foe rushing.


Armor had been driven to the
floor by the two men who were now clearly just trying to keep him busy rather
than do him any damage.


And the gunman was going to kill
the Emperor.
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She blocked the thrust of the
swordsman who faced her. He was grizzled, with eyes that were flinty and cold.
Experienced and the most expert foe she had yet faced: it took two moves for
her to kill him.


She spun in a circle, trusting
that Armor could take care of himself – and the two men he was wrestling with.


She concentrated on searching for
the last man.


He hadn't fired his gun, so that
meant he was either out of bullets, or was waiting for a perfect shot. If the
former, he was going to be moving toward the Emperor with a blade. If the
latter, that meant she was blocking his shot. Either way, he would be on the
move, and if she had to look directly at him to see him then she suspected his
movement would keep the assassin safely out of sight.


Moving….


She closed her eyes. And it was
not as if the world disappeared. Rather, everything turned into boxes in her
mind.


One box: Armor. Grunting,
followed by the crack of an assassin's neck. The panic-breaths of the other
assassin.


One box: The Emperor, breathing
hard, but not moving. A bare whisper of flesh on velvet as he shifted in his
chair. The Chancellor huddled near him and whispering, "It will be all
right. We will save you." Over and over, like a prayer that might gain
either of them a single breath of life.


She heard it all, heard it so
loudly and clearly that she felt she could have stepped to any of them and
touched their hands, their faces, could have fought them with eyes closed and
won.


And there was one other box: the
great box of the room itself. A silent box, once she took away the sounds of
the others. A box that held only her and….


She spun. Leaped.


The Emperor screamed. The
Chancellor moved to block her swordthrust.


She impaled the Chancellor.


The Chancellor gasped, his face
turning white as pain seized him so tightly it allowed for nothing – not even
speech, not even air – to escape its grasp. The Emperor screamed.


"What have you done? What have
you done?"


There was a final, sickening
crunch. Samira heard Armor get to his feet. Heard his hands clap and saw him
out of the corner of her eye – smaller than he had been only a moment ago,
diminished to his "normal" size.


The Emperor was still screaming.
"Stop her, Armor. Stop the girl, she's trying to kill the Chancellor, stop
–"


Armor put out a hand. So did the
Chancellor. Both lay hands on the boy's arms, quieting him.


"She… she… saved you,"
managed the Chancellor.


Samira yanked her sword from the
Chancellor's shoulder. A wound she somehow knew would not be fatal, just as she
knew that all the other blows he had dealt would be.


As she pulled out the sword, the
other body – the body of the man who had been about to put a dagger through the
ear of the Emperor – slid loose of her sword as well. Fell to the floor. Blood
ran.


The Chancellor looked at the body
behind him. Grimaced.


She shook her head. "I'm
sorry. You were in the way and there was no time to go around you. The only way
to stop him –"


The Chancellor waved her off.
Grunted as the motion shifted his shoulder where the sword had pierced him.
Malal shouted in dismay as blood gouted forth from the wound. He took off his
tunic and pressed it against the hole at the front of the Chancellor's robe.


The Chancellor looked at him.
"You should thank this girl," he said. "She just saved your
life. And mine."


Malal nodded. "I know."
He looked at the body on the floor, a killer that had come within inches of
destroying him. Then at Samira. "Devar told me how he found you in the
kennels. Armor told me he was impressed by you. And now this." He looked
at Armor. "Go and get help for the Chancellor. Find a Patch and get him
here to see to my friend, and bring the Captain of my Guard to scour the castle
and ensure there are no more of these assassins."


Armor looked torn. "Lord,
I'm not sure I should leave you unguarded."


Malal looked at Samira. He
smiled. "I won't be unguarded." He turned his gaze back to Armor.
"Now go. Be quick.


Armor looked at Samira. No words
were spoken, but she knew what he was telling her: Protect him.


She flicked the blood from her
sword in a snap so quick it left the blade utterly spotless. Nodded: I will.


Armor ran.


She remained by the Emperor's
side.
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The Chancellor was a man of many
secrets. He had to be. It was the job of any man in his position to hold
secrets tight to him. They were not just the way he did his job – not just the
way he protected the Empire and her Emperor from threats within and without.
No, the secrets he held were his children. They were to be nurtured, to be
watched and raised up until the time was right for them to go into the world.


A man of many secrets, he. Some
could save, some could destroy. All were his to own, his to hold, his to
release when he chose.


He had been regent for over a
decade. Had been Chancellor for much longer than that. Much, much longer.


Now he was being taken from the
Imperial Library by a pair of Patches who were working on his wounds, passing
hands over them and murmuring. The wounds weren't that bad to start with – he'd
certainly had worse – and as they worked he felt the skin knit, felt the blood
stop flowing. But Malal would no doubt insist on his remaining in the infirmary
for a few hours, at least.


The Patches took him away on a
wheeled cot. It allowed the Chancellor to see Malal, white-faced and still
terrified.


And beside him: the girl. Samira.
Sword still in hand, every fiber of her body alert.


She would kill for Malal.


She would die for him.


The Chancellor smiled as the door
closed behind him.


Samira.


Yes, things were coming together
well.







TWO: blessed
killer


 


 


"Of course there will be
dissenters, and of course the dissenters must die. For other than the order
never to descend to the Lands Below, the one and only sin that Our government
can never permit is its own murder at the hands of its people."


 


- Emperor Eka, First
Rules and 

Commandments of the Ascension
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Learning to be a Blessed One,
Samira quickly found, had much in common with learning to be unconscious.


Devar taught her most of what she
learned. Armor taught her occasionally, but Devar explained that the older man
had "other duties," while Devar was stationed at the castle, so it
was logical for him to teach prospective Blessed Ones.


"Besides," he said,
"wouldn't you rather learn from someone your age, rather than a stuffy old
man?"


Samira had to stifle a laugh at
that. There was more than a little truth to it. She liked Armor – a lot – but
she thought that listening to him speak for hours every day, always so
courteous and so careful, might well kill her.


Devar, though. He was
interesting. Smart, funny. She laughed around him, and that was a new
experience for her.


And there was no denying that he
was good-looking. She somehow felt hot and cold every time he came into the
room he called "the class of the Blessed and the birthplace of
boredom."


She had thought at first that
becoming a Blessed One would be about fighting, and there was some of that. But
as Devar pointed out, her Gift appeared to be the power to wield any weapon
with a skill unrivaled by any in the Empire. What more could she learn?


Well, not any weapon.


They had given her daggers,
swords, lances, morning stars. She held them all with ease, handled them all
with such skill that soon the Emperor's own Guard started gathering to watch
when she practiced. She could not see their faces – they all wore the same
black armor, those same black helms that covered them completely – but she
could hear them murmur in surprise, occasionally even gasp.


Then Devar gave her a gun. And
she almost shot off her own foot. Not only could she not use it well, she could
barely use it at all. Same for a bow and arrow. At first they thought her power
must not extend to ranged weapons, but then she pointed out that she had thrown
a dagger with perfect accuracy during the attack on the Emperor, and was that
not a kind of ranged weapon?


Devar gave her a spear. She threw
it and cleaved a target dummy's head in two at a distance of forty rods.


"So it must be that you can
only use weapons that rely totally on your own strength," he said when she
did that.


"What do you mean?"


"Well, the gun uses a Push's
power to create the force behind the bullet. Similarly, you aren't really the
one who throws the arrow – the bowstring does that. So your Gift appears to be perfect
skill and speed when using any weapon that relies on your own strength, and
that alone."


They were standing in one of the
courts within the palace walls dedicated to weapons and battle practice. Devar
bent and picked up a rock from the ground. Tossed it at her. She caught it. It
was a bit bigger than her fist, tapering to a blunt outcropping on one side –
it looked like a lopsided egg.


She looked at it for a moment,
wondering what this was, then realized Devar was running at her, sword drawn.


A moment later he was on the
ground, his sword five feet away and a large bump raising on his forehead.
"And it appears that if it can be a weapon, you can use it as
one," he said. He felt the bump gingerly. Hissed. "Ow. Thank you for
not killing me."


"You're welcome?"


"Was that a question? It
sounded like a question. Do you regret not killing me?"


She couldn't tell if he was
joking or not until he held out his hand and said, "Please, great warrior,
grant mercy to your fallen foe and help me up." He grinned widely.
"Unless you want to keep beating on me with the rock?"


"Don't tempt me," she
said. She took his hand.


It was rather like when she was
in the throes of her Gift. Hot and tingly. Only she didn't feel at all in
control of this, and she wasn't sure what she thought about that fact.


"Oh, sarcasm," he said.
"Well, then, it's back to class for you."


"Do we have to?" she
said. "Can't we do some more fight practice?"


"No, you've already
concussed today's allotment of the Guard."


"What about stealth
training? Evasion? Reconnaissance?"


He looked at her with what she
thought (hoped?) was admiration. "You're really added to your vocabulary
in the last weeks."


She felt her cheeks coloring.
Though it disappeared when he shook his head.


"No," he said.
"There's a time for the practice field and a time for the classroom."


So it was back to the birthplace
of boredom.


It wasn't that she didn't
appreciate all the knowledge. She had known her Letters, known her Numbers. She
had had basic information about the Empire and a few other subjects. Now,
though, she was learning the Empire's history, the structure of its government.
She was learning social and economic theories and how the Empire kept its subjects
healthy and well. She learned about the five States of Ansborn, and even had
Eyes come and show her the great wonders of each: the Grand Cathedral of Faith,
where the priests and priestesses cared for the poor and granted sanctuary to
any who asked; the Great University, where the lesser Gifts and the Academics
were trained; the Walled City of Fear, an entire city of criminals; and more
and more, on and on.


She also learned the trade of a
Blessed One: how to come and go without being seen, how to seek and find
information among the common folk, how to discover those who would plot against
the Empire.


"Why is there an army?"
she asked early in the classes. "Ansborn covers all the mountain tops, all
the sides of the mountains that can be used, and armies are used to repel
invaders and protect from other countries. But we know of no other countries –
just us. And no invaders."


"Good question!"
shouted Devar, as he so often did. Those were the moments that made the boredom
tolerable. When his eyes flashed and his smile widened and he looked at her as
though she were the only person in the world. "The army is a holdover from
the days when the mountains each held a different country – the original five
States, before they were unified under the seventh Emperor, a thousand years
ago. Now they are more of a police force."


"Then why not call them
police?"


His eyes flashed, his smile
widened again. But he did not praise her, he simply answered with another
question. "Why does no one go down the mountain?"


"What do you mean?"


"Why does no one descend
below the clouds that always ring the five mountains below Ansborn?"


She shrugged. "Because we
don't want to?"


He laughed. "People always
want to. If there is a thing that can be done, they do it. That is the way of
things."


She thought. "Then they
must," she said with a shrug. "People do."


"But you know from your
studies that the Gods' priests and priestesses have told us not to."


Another shrug. "People also like
to do what they're told not to."


Another smile. "So people
have been told not to do things. People do what they're told not to. People
have been told not to descend the mountain. And the logical conclusion
is…."


"People have climbed
down the mountain," she said. He nodded. But for some reason there was no
smile in his eyes this time. No grin gracing his face. She felt herself grow
somber. "What happens to them?"


"Each person who has ever
tried – every single one – has been found the next day in the middle of
the capital. Impaled on one of the spires around the castle." He looked
even grimmer. "Conclusion?"


She felt herself grow tight
inside. "There is an enemy below us. So powerful they can take our people
at will, and steal into our places of power and safety."


He nodded. "And so we keep
our Army. And so we train. And so we prepare. Because the fact that the priests
and priestesses tell us not to descend implies that we once knew this enemy,
and the fact that our fear has lasted the millennium of the Empire's existence
tells of something fierce, and terrifying, and dangerous."


They moved to another subject,
but she wondered the rest of the day about the bottom of the mountain. About
the place Below, and the enemy that was waiting there.


There were others in the class.
Armor explained to her before she began the course intended to prepare her to
be a Blessed One that these were others with extensive Gifts who were thought
to be Blessed, and so were being prepared to serve the Empire.


One was the little girl who had
come to Samira's room her first night in the palace. She sat in the back of the
classes, quiet and ever unnerving with her red eyes. Samira asked Armor who she
was.


"She calls herself The
Poppet."


"I thought that was her
toy."


He shook his head. "Those
are poppets. She is The Poppet."


"What's her Gift?"


He looked uncomfortable. Perhaps
more.


Afraid?


"You'll see soon
enough."


There was another person, too.
She was a girl who came each day dressed in the same style of gray robe that
Samira wore. But she also had a gorgeous flower in her hair, so beautiful that
it made Samira wonder what garden existed that could grow such perfection. She
wanted more than once to ask where she had gotten that flower. And when she
finally did ask, the girl smiled enigmatically and said only, "My
own."


"What's your name?"
asked Samira, trying another tack.


"For now?" said the
girl. "I suppose it's Riada."


Samira didn't understand the
wording Riada used. "For now"? "I suppose"? Why didn't she know?


You're one to talk. You didn't
even have a
name until just a few weeks ago.


"How could you not have a
name?" Riada said.


Samira started. For a moment she
wondered if this girl's Gift was the reading of minds.


Riada must have understood what
Samira was thinking from the look on her face. She laughed, and it was a laugh
without malice. "I can't read minds – you said 'I didn't have a name
myself.' Perhaps you didn't realize?" She stopped laughing. "It would
be a horrible thing to have no name. How would you know what to call yourself
when you came to your door?"


Samira definitely didn't
understand that. Again Riada laughed. Again it was a laugh of good-will, an
innocent laugh. "I'm sorry, Samira. I shouldn't make fun. You just looked
so funny." She grew somber. They were waiting for their day's classes to
begin, and she gestured to Samira to come closer. "Sit with me today. I
would know how a girl as lovely as you could get through life with no name.
Surely the men would have called you Lovely, if nothing else."


Samira blushed. But she also
moved closer.


A strange sensation came over her
as she did, growing with each step. She didn't comprehend it at first, but by
the time she sat next to Riada, she understood.


She was in a place with people
who spoke to her. Not snarls over scraps, not screams of rage in the killing
fields of the arena. Here there were laughs and smiles and relaxed talks about
nothing at all. Even The Poppet had spoken more to her in their time together
than had any Dog.


Is this a family?


She didn't know. Not for sure.


But she thought… she thought it
might be.


Armor: the stern but fair father.


Riada: an older sister.


The Poppet: a younger one,
independent and a bit strange, but still bound by the strange power of some
unknown Gift.


Devar….


Hopefully he's not part of the family. That
would mean I couldn't….


She blushed again. Because she
didn't know how to end that sentence. Or perhaps she did.


Riada was already chattering when
Samira sat beside her.


"Your Gift is fighting,
eh?"


Samira nodded. "What's
yours?"


Riada tsked. "Don't
you know that you never ask?"


Samira blinked. "Why not?"


"Because if your enemies
know, then they can more easily defend against it."


Samira shook her head. "But
you know mine."


"Yes, because everyone in
the palace knows yours. Though they all think you're just a prodigy at
fighting, but I…." She lay a hand on the side of her head. "Knowing
what you do on the practice field, and knowing you're here in this room with
me, it's quite obvious what your Gift is." She laughed. "I suspect
your new name will be quite fearsome." She grew a bit – if only a bit
– serious. "Still, you should take care not to show too much of what you
can do. Not even when I'm about – not yet. Your enemies will know, and,
knowing, will have power over you."


Samira didn't understand any of that
last. Which, she was coming to realize, was normal when dealing with Riada. The
girl seemed to know so much more than Samira about… well… everything
that only a half of what she said made sense to the ignorant once-Dog.


"But I'm not an enemy to you,"
she finally said.


"No, you're not," said
Riada. She squeezed Samira's shoulder in a half-hug. Samira almost shoved her
away before she realized the gesture was meant in affection, not as an attack.
Then she nearly melted into it.


How much must I have longed for
this?


Humans are made for affection.
They can survive without it, but they are as walls with missing stone:
weakened, and eventually destined to fall.


"So why not tell me?"
said Samira. "If I'm not an enemy, and if you know my Gift, why not
tell me yours?" she said.


"Because, you never know
where enemies are hiding. I heard you ran into a Fade your first day at the
palace?"


Samira nodded.


Riada lay a finger aside her
nose. Then the gesture shifted so she was pointing surreptitiously at the
flower that hung in her hair just behind her ear. "So you know that even
an empty room can never be completely trusted, don't you."


Samira thought. She nodded.


Riada kept pointing at her ear –
or her hair? The flower? – for a moment. No longer laughing. Samira knew her
new friend –


(Gods, I have a friend!)


– was trying to tell her
something. But she had no idea what it could be.


Or if it might be important.


"What about Devar?" she
said as an idea struck her. "And The Poppet? And Armor? I know all their
names."


"Amor is entirely too
trusting," she said. "And he has been a Blessed One so long he has
lost his anonymity and must settle for the power of his reputation. The
Poppet," she continued, and dropped her voice conspiratorially, "is
insane. And Devar…." She giggled. "Do you think that's his real
name?"


And suddenly Samira remembered
the moment she had met the young man. "You may call me Devar," he had
said. Not "My name is Devar," but "you may call me
Devar."


Interesting.


Much to think on.


A family. But one of secrets. Of
names unknown and sisters unnamed. Of friends known only as much as they
wished, and others known to all, but in a way that strangely served the Empire.


She understood none of it.


And wondered how dangerous – or
deadly – her ignorance would be.
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After what seemed like years, a
different class was called.


The strangeness began
immediately. Samira woke and went to the wardrobe where a gray robe had waited
for her every morning for months. But there was no gray robe there today. In
its place was a black blouse, black stockings, black breeches, and a pair of
soft black boots that extended just above her knees.


Beside them hung a belt. On the
belt was a sword of the type favored by the priests and priestesses of the
eastern mountain of Faith: a slightly curved blade called a katana. She knew
from her studies that the best of them were made by forging and folding the
metal up to thousands of times, which created a steel free of impurities and of
incredible strength.


She removed this one from its
scabbard. There was, as always, the electric hum that came whenever she held a
weapon. But there was something else beyond that. This weapon was exquisite on
its face: perfectly balanced, edge polished to a sheen that would make any
razor ashamed.


It was the finest thing she had
ever touched.


The belt also held a wakizashi: a
shorter version of the katana, but of the same amazing workmanship, the same
perfect hone and balance.


She knew most of Asborn's army
preferred to use sabers and rapiers, daggers and dirks; but she had fallen in
love with the katana and wakizash. They were harder to master, subtler in
nuance, but she held them with her Gift and felt them sing in her hands.


The song they sang was Death. And
whoever had put them here knew of her love for them.


She strapped the belt to her
waist. The priests and priestesses who practiced with this weapon used a sash
called an obi to tie the swords to their bodies. She preferred the belt.


Like the clothing, the belt had
been tailored for her.


She dressed quickly, her body
humming not merely because of the proximity with the beautiful weapons, but
because of the very newness of this moment.


She remembered a time – not long
ago – when she feared the new. When the new meant death.


Now she hungered.


Dressed, she opened the door to
her room. The hall was empty. This was usual. But she sensed something
different about this emptiness. Always before the hall had simply seemed
unused. Now it seemed….


Expectant. Waiting.


She moved into the hall and
realized her hand was on the suka – the handle – of her katana. Her
thumb pushed on the seppa, freeing the blade from its scabbard about a
half-inch: the classical position of a warrior ready to give or receive attack.


She went to the classroom.
Because that was what she always did, and she did not know what else to
do.


The Poppet and Riada sat in their
usual places in the classroom: on chairs near the fireplace – which was dim and
dark as though it had never been used. Both girls wore the same black clothes
as Samira, though neither was armed. Riada wore her usual flower, its colors a
glaring contrast to her dark clothes. The Poppet stared at the empty fireplace,
her red eyes somehow reflecting the nothing that was there and casting it back
twice as empty and dead as before.


Armor and Devar stood near them. More
serious than Samira had ever seen them.


"Today is your Naming Day,"
said Devar. "Today is the day we see if you are fit to be Blessed
Ones."


He nodded at Armor. "When
you walk out that door," said Armor, "all will have changed. You will
be in a strange place, and you will be fully in service of the Empire."


He held up a sketch. It was of a
man with a bulbous nose that Samira guessed had been broken more than once,
sleepy eyes, and a pair of moles on his cheek.


"This is Creed," said
Armor. "The Chancellor has identified him as the man behind the recent
assassination attempt on the Emperor, as well as several other major crimes
against the crown. For political reasons, he cannot be brought to trial."


He looked at each of the girls in
turn. Samira felt like he was waiting for something, but she didn't know what.


"When are we to kill
him?" said The Poppet. She didn't look away from the firepit, and her
voice sounded dreamy and faraway.


Armor sighed. "As soon as
you leave. He is well-guarded, and is himself dangerous. The well-guarded part
is why you cannot be taken into his home directly: normally we would have a
Wanderer transport you there, but Creed has Screens whose Gifts prevent any
magic entry. You must physically cross into his domain." He nodded at
Devar, who handed him a rolled-up scroll. Armor unrolled it on the desk that
they used for lessons, and the girls gathered around it. It was a map of a
large villa. Armor pointed at a room in the center. "This is his
bed-chamber. You will find him there, if you can make it in unseen. If you
can't…." He sighed. "Then Gods be with you."


He opened a drawer in the desk
and pulled out a large hourglass. Turned it over. It began passing what looked
like a single grain of sand at a time through the slim neck of the timer.


"Do not leave this room
before this empties," said Armor. "If you do, the test will be
over."


Something in the way he said it
made Samira's blood run cold. She remembered speaking to him the first day in
the palace; remembered telling him that death was always on the line.


And knew this was the case here.
Perhaps in more ways than one.


Devar and Armor left without
another word.


Samira and Riada went over the
map of the villa, over and over until they could recite the locations of the
various rooms by heart. They asked The Poppet over to join them. She ignored
them until the fifth or sixth time they asked. Then she swiveled around in her
seat. Her red eyes bored through them.


"Will you kill anyone in the
villa?" she asked.


"Hopefully just Creed,"
said Riada.


The Poppet settled back in her
chair. "Then I shan't be needed."


Samira felt the small hairs on
the back of her neck raise. Not in fear, but in anger. Who was this
girl? After their months together it seemed she knew nothing more of her than
she had on their first meeting. Not where she came from, not why she carried
her dolls – all of them ruined and maimed.


And nothing of her Gift.


"What if we do kill
someone else?" she demanded.


The Poppet smiled. "Then I shall
be needed. And that will be more than enough."


She closed her eyes and quickly
looked as though she had fallen asleep.


Riada looked at Samira. She
rolled her eyes in an expression that clearly conveyed, "She's
insane." Samira nodded.


They went back to the plans. To
the picture of Creed. Memorizing both, then rememorizing them as the sands
ticked one at a time through the glass.


They realized – after a few hours
had passed – that there was writing on the back of the plans. It listed the
number of guards who patrolled the villa at night – ten – and the number
bivouacked there at all times – fifty-two.


Fifty-two. Fifty-two. How can we
defeat that many?


Riada still refused to tell her
what her Gift was. And both knew that The Poppet would say no more.


"I'm going to see it,"
said Samira. "Why not tell me?"


"I know you will," said
Riada. "But we each have different tests." She said the last almost
ferociously. And suddenly Samira understood: she had been told never to reveal
the nature of her Gift – at least, not aloud. And here Samira had constantly
nagged her about it. Had asked her over and over to reveal it.


Some friend.


"Sorry," she said.


"It's all right," Riada
said.


Samira realized her friend had
made that strange gesture again: her finger beside her nose, pointing at the
flower.


"I can tell you this,
though," said Riada. "I'm going to be better on the outside of the
villa."


"Okay," said Samira.
"Let's go with that."


They planned – as much as could
be planned with one person bound to silence and one refusing speech – almost
the entirety of the sands' passage.


Almost.


At the end, Samira and Riada
half-lay across the desk, chins rested on crossed arms, staring at each grain
of sand as it fell. One hundred left. Then fifty.


She and Riada stood up. They
stretched and limbered their limbs. Samira checked her weapons, though she knew
both were attached and ready. Riada adjusted the flower in her hair.


Strange time for vanity.


Twenty.


Ten.


Five.


One.


"Ready?" said The
Poppet.


Both girls started. The little
girl was already waiting by the door. Her red eyes fully open and dancing with
a strange inner light that made Samira uneasy.


Then The Poppet opened the door.
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The Poppet gestured for them to
go first. A strange, sweeping bow with a hint of a curtsy to it. Samira
wondered if she had learned the courtly gesture from Armor, since it seemed
completely out of place for the child.


But she found herself responding
to it, nonetheless: moving automatically to the door with Riada and stepping
through to the hallway beyond, then to the forest –


Forest?!


She spun around in time to see
The Poppet step out of the classroom door and shut it. The door disappeared,
and with it the last traces of the hall that had existed in a sort of
overlapping state with the forest in which the three now found themselves. Not
as though someone had built a hall and door in the middle of the woods, but
rather as though someone had painted the hall and door on glass, and now the
glass itself was fading and disappearing, turning to nothing in the darkness of
the night.


So this is what a Wanderer does.


She had read of this, of course.
Read of the men and women who could transport people across rods, miles,
leagues. But this had to be the work of an exceptionally strong Wanderer.


Devar? Is that his Gift?


Doesn't matter. Do what must be
done.


She felt a hand on her shoulder.
Riada, turning her gently. They were in the middle of the woods, but when her
friend turned her she saw a glimmer between two trees.


"The villa," whispered
Riada.


Samira nodded. Looked at the
moon. Saw Riada doing the same, and knew her friend would be calculating based
on its location: They would be approaching from the east. The rear of the
villa. Good because there should be fewer guards stationed there, bad because
the wall was fifteen feet high.


"We'll have to circle around
and take the guards at the front," said Samira.


Riada shook her head. "No,
we won't."


"You have a ladder in your
pocket?"


Riada grinned. "Something
like that."


Samira shook her head.
"Still not going to tell me?"


"No."


"Can you?"


"Now? Probably."


"Then why won't you?"


"Because it's fun watching
you go mad."


Samira considered cutting her
friend's head off. She settled for sighing. "Come on," she said.


They started toward the villa,
moving silently as they had learned to do during their classes. A low wind
masked their occasional noises; made their approach all the more stealthy.


They hadn't gone more than ten
steps, though, before Samira stopped Riada with a gentle touch. They looked
back. The Poppet was still standing where she had when she came out of the
door. Looking at the moon.


"Are you coming?"
hissed Samira.


The Poppet spoke in a normal
voice, as though heedless of the danger all around them, of the need for
stealth. "I think I'll stay here a while. You might not even need
me."


"That's not the point of
this."


The Poppet turned to her.
"The point is to kill Creed, Samira. Not who does it." The girl returned
her gaze to the moon. "I wonder if the man on the moon is alive, and
smiling, or long-dead and wondering why the Gods have never cared?"


Samira turned to Riada. Her
friend shook her head. "Mad," whispered the other girl.


Samira couldn't agree more.


Maybe it's best we do go on without her.


They went through the forest,
moving from tree to tree. Slow, slow. Stopping every few feet to listen for any
noises that were not born of the woods. For feet on twigs, for whispered words
or the sound of a guard making water in the privacy of the trees.


Nothing.


Soon they saw why: there was a two-hundred-foot-wide
area beyond the wall where the woods had been cut back to nothing. A bare space
where there was nowhere to hide, no way to creep in without being seen. The
only things there were ankle-high grasses and shrubs, perhaps a few rocks
hiding among them.


Samira and Riada crept to a
fallen log at the edge of the forest and watched. "What do you see?"
said Riada.


"Nothing. Just – wait."
She squinted. "One guard, coming around the north side." A moment
later Riada grunted: she had seen him, too.


The guard moved slowly, at an
even pace. Walking on the top of the wall until he turned the corner and
disappeared onto the south side. A moment later another figure appeared. Too
fast to be the same one.


"Two guards," whispered
Riada.


Samira nodded.


They waited as he, too, continued
across the wall and disappeared. Samira counted time until the first one
appeared again.


"I measure two
minutes."


"Me, too," said Riada.


"Not a lot of time to get
across the grass and climb the wall."


"Plenty, actually."
Samira sensed her friend's smile. She turned to face her. "Do we kill
them," said Riada, "or do we try to get in and out and kill Creed
without anyone noticing?"


Samira thought. Killing guards on
the way in would be easier in a lot of ways. But leaving bodies behind and causing
holes in normal patrol patterns also increased the likelihood of discovery.


On the other hand, if they crept
in and were discovered while inside the villa, then they'd be attacked on all
sides.


Still, she didn't want to kill
anyone she didn't have to.


How different from your days as a
Dog.


"We let them live," she
said.


Riada nodded agreement.


"Okay, once we get over the
wall, let's make for the storage building on the other side. Hide behind it.
Hopefully there isn't a guard doing patrol there as well," said Riada.


"Um, small question, Miss
Mastermind," said Samira. "You still haven't told me how we're
getting over the wall."


Riada's smile widened.
"Trust me. The minute the guard turns to the north side of the wall, run
for it. And be ready."


Samira sighed in exasperation.
But watched and waited for the next guard.


He appeared, seemingly faster
this time, though she knew that was probably just her adrenaline-soaked
imagination playing tricks on her.


Then he was gone.


Samira ran.


She was fleet of foot. She had
had to be to survive in the arena, and she had grown more so as a steady diet of
good, healthful food had increased her strength. Still, it seemed that every
foot, every inch, of the space between forest and wall passed at a crawl.


Not going to make it. Not going
to make it.


She waited for the call. For the
alarm to be sounded. Neither happened. But she realized she had drawn her
weapons, katana in her right hand, wakizashi in her left.


The wall was looming.


And she had no idea what came
next.


"Keep going," came a
voice. Riada.


I hope you know –


Then the thought cut off as the
ground lurched below her.


She looked down and saw something
moving. Her feet stumbled over each other; she nearly fell but managed to right
herself. And when she did she realized she was higher than she had been. And
climbing.


She didn't understand. The ground
had been flat. And now….


She tried to look as she ran, but
could only catch glimpses. The impression of movement, of something writhing
beneath her.


And it came together.


The hints – Riada constantly
pointing at her flower. Saying she would be better outside the villa than
inside.


Her friend could control the
plants. The grass below her feet was knitting itself into a ramp, a series
of steps that led higher and higher until it nearly touched the lip of the
wall. Or perhaps it wasn't the strands of grass plaiting themselves into thick
ropes of green, but a single piece that was growing to immense proportions –
Samira couldn't tell in her headlong rush forward and upward.


She could only run. And wonder.


What else can she do? What are
the limits of Riada's Gift?


Then she was on the wall. A quick
look to make sure no one had spotted her, to make sure there was no one below,
then she sheathed her swords in a dual motion that would have been impossible
for anyone else to replicate. She lowered herself over the side of the wall and
dropped.


She prepared herself for a
jarring fall – it was far enough that if she landed wrong a broken bone was a
real possibility. But she only dropped a few feet, and then something cradled
her. She saw vines circling her legs, holding her tightly but not painfully.
Ivy crawled up the inside of the wall – lovely, but not nearly sturdy enough to
allow someone to climb up or down. At least, not usually. However, under the
influence of Riada's Gift the vines had grown to the thickness of a man's
wrist, and felt like they had enough power to lift an auto-car.


The vines dropped her to the
ground on the inside of the wall, and a moment later she heard Riada touch down
as well. They both ran to the side of a nearby building that they knew held supplies
for the villa. It was about twenty feet to a side and if they crouched in the
shadows they should be fairly sheltered from the eyes of the two wall guards.


But eight more guards would be
patrolling inside the walls. At least some of them should be watching Creed
himself.


How many, though? How many with
him, and how many wandering the grounds of the villa?


Samira had her weapons out again,
and she pointed with the katana. The center of the villa was a massive
structure that held the kitchens, the ballroom, some servants quarters, the
guest rooms, and the rooms where Creed slept.


"Direct approach?" she
asked.


Riada shrugged. "Not much
choice."


They slunk from place to place.
Moving in the shadows as much as possible. But Samira knew that this was a
risky course, and one that must sooner or later lead to discovery.


The front door to the main
building was guarded by two men in blue and white – Creed's personal livery,
she guessed. She wondered if that was part of what he was being killed for –
was he raising a private army to stand against the Emperor?


Don't think. This isn't the time.
Just move.


They crept around the side of the
building, looking for a window, some other –


"Hey, who are –"


The guard came around the corner
of the building at the same time they did, so shocked at suddenly coming
face-to-face with the girls that he acted not with alarm but with surprise. He
was young, with hair so black it seemed a part of the night sky itself, and
eyes that widened to show their deep blue irises.


Before he could say any more,
Samira moved. Not so much a conscious action as a reaction to a threat. The Dog
inside her coming to the surface with teeth bared. Her katana flashed. The man
choked. Stepped back.


Fell.


They moved his body to the
shadows. Not an ideal hiding place, but not much else they could do with it.
Not and keep moving.


Nine guards still on duty.
Another forty-two asleep.


And they could find nowhere to
enter the main building. The windows all had bars, and the few side entrances
they found were sturdy, bolted. There were grasses and a few potted vines that
Riada whispered that she could use to rip the bars away from the windows, or
the doors away from their hinges. But they both knew that would create enough
of a racket that it would bring the entire villa down on them.


A moment later it became
academic. A horn blew from somewhere on the wall.


They had been seen.
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Samira would always remember the
next minutes. They passed strangely, with the horn that had blown to sound the
alarm being taken up by another, and then another. The first horn blew in a
triple blast – blat-blat-blat – that must mean an intruder had made it
inside the villa. The guards who were bivouacked there would be waking,
throwing on weapons and coming out in search patterns that would find anyone
hiding inside the rooms or on the grounds.


It took less time than she would
have guessed. Creed's guards were well-trained. A trio of men came at her and
Riada. Two ran straight for them, swords drawn, while the third held back to
slip a bolt in his crossbow.


There were no plants nearby. It
was an area meant as a service passage between buildings, so all was covered in
rough wood plankings – dead things that Riada had whispered she couldn't use.


It was up to Samira.


The guard with the crossbow
shouted, "They're here!" and loosed his bolt.


Samira slashed it in half as it
flew. Then she flew herself, right into the midst of the three men. She cut
down the two with the swords, then killed the last guard before he had time to
drop his crossbow and draw his own blade.


"Come on!" she shouted.


It was going to be a direct
assault; there was no helping it now. The best they could hope for was to
choose a place advantageous to them.


There was a garden to the east of
the main building. They ran there. Samira killed two more men on the way.


The garden was empty. Serene. And
truly beautiful. There were roses clinging to trellises, Gods' flowers climbing
up arched arbors, potted trees spreading leaves over the brick walkways that
wended their way among the plants. Berry plants spread across a plot in one
corner of the garden, a small planter of wheat nearby them – the two plants
that signified the love of the Gods.


Samira couldn't believe how beautiful
it was, or that a person who had plotted the overthrow of a good man could be
behind something so pure.


But then, she had been a Dog, and
was now free. She had been someone who killed for nothing, and now had purpose.


We are all mixes of dark and
light – there is no question of this. The only question is which side of us
will reign.


Six men came into the garden in a
mass, shouting at the top of their voices that they had found intruders. One of
them had a horn and he blew it in that same triple-call.


Then they ran at Samira and
Riada.


They never even came close.


The plants erupted like beasts
from their lairs. Thorny stems encircled necks and tore them away, creeping
vines ripped limbs from bodies, reed-like plants that had seemed almost
ethereal turned to flails that tore skin from flesh.


The men fell, and now their blood
added new color to the garden. But it was not beautiful.


More men rushed in. Many of them
were taken down by the plants, but many fought their way through.


These were Samira's.


She cut someone down at every
turn, with every move. She spun so fast the faces were a blur. Just the
occasional look of pain or horror or surprise as men fell to her swords, her
Gift.


And still they came.


This is more than fifty-two.


Whether it was part of the test,
or simply bad intelligence on the Chancellor's part, the garden was awash in
blood and thick with the bodies of the dead, and still the men came. It was
getting harder and harder to hold them back – sheer numbers weighed against her
and Riada.


Her friend shouted as an arrow
caught her arm. Samira threw her wakizashi, taking the bowman in the eye, but
now she had only one weapon. Another swordsman appeared at Riada's side and
Samira was just about to cast her katana at him, though that meant she would
disarm herself, when something flew out from Riada.


It looked like a strange dart,
moving so fast it was a colorful blur, and only after it had pierced the
swordsman's heart did Samira realize what it had been: the flower Riada wore in
her hair, transformed to a deadly weapon under the power of her Gift.


But there was no time to marvel
at her friend's resourcefulness. Samira spun, cut down a man. Another.


Another.


Another.


Another.


They came in endless waves, never
giving her time to catch her breath or even think about what she was doing.
Just a constant stream of attackers, each attack ending in death as she and
Riada fought to survive.


And something strange happened.
Just for a moment, she thought her katana… changed. It began to glow
along the edge. A blue fire that danced like an unruly glo-globe, rippling
along the blade edge.


Then the flame died, so fast she
couldn't be sure if what she saw was real, or just an imagined image born of
desperation.


She spun again… and came
face-to-face with a young man with hair so dark it seemed a part of the night
sky itself. His throat bore a bloodless red slit, and his eyes – once so wide
and deep blue – now were coated in a milky white film that was at once
revolting and terrifying.


What magic is this?


The dead guard had his sword
drawn, and before she knew what he was doing he lunged toward her.


And stabbed the man beside her in
the heart.


That man who had been stabbed –
the stab a mortal one – gagged. Then he pulled himself off the sword in a show
of impossible strength. He turned to face her.


And she saw that his eyes, too, had
become those horrid white orbs.


"Do you like my
poppets?" whispered a voice.


Samira whirled and saw the little
girl with the red eyes. The Poppet was surrounded by….


No. No, that's too awful. No Gift
is this vile.


All the dead whom Samira and
Riada had dispatched now stood in a protective circle around The Poppet. The
outermost ones struck down the remaining guards, and as they did those guards
rose in turn and became undead playthings under the control of the mad girl at
their center.


Soon all were gone. Only the
three girls and the undead men – silent, motionless, sightless eyes forever
open but seeing nothing – stood in the bloodied garden.


Samira turned to Riada. Her
friend was bleeding heavily from her wound, but it didn't look fatal. She took
the sash off one of the undead guards – even touching it sent shivers through
her frame – and bound Riada's shoulder.


"Stay here," she said.


"Where –"


"We're not done yet."


"I'll help."


"You'll do no such
thing." She looked at The Poppet. "Keep her safe."


The Poppet did not reply; gave no
indication that she had even heard. Samira looked at her friend, who gave that
"She's mad, you know" roll of her eyes again. Samira almost laughed.
But didn't. Not here in the midst of a small army of ghouls.


The bowman she had killed by
throwing her wakizashi through his eye was still near, her blade still jutting
from his skull though he now stood and seemed unbothered by it.


She pulled the blade free. The
man's remaining eye – white under the twin powers of death and The Poppet – did
not blink.


Samira went to the front door of
the main building. Opened it. A hand shot out, a lurking guard waiting to
surprise anyone who got this close.


She killed him. Thankfully, he
did not stand up again.


She went inside. The layout was
still fresh in her mind. She went to Creed's quarters.


Two more men waited for her in
the hall. They didn't even make her break gait. Just two swings, and they fell.


Gods, forgive me.


She realized that this was the
first time she had ever prayed. And she didn't even know if she was doing it
right. But it seemed appropriate. She knew she was coming for an evil man, a
man who had tried to harm an Emperor she cared for, an Empire that kept its
people safe. A man who craved being powerful above being right.


But these men… they had families,
lives. Some of them might not even understand the reality of the man with whom
they had cast their lots.


The door to Creed's quarters was
thick wood, with three bands of iron spanning its length. And locked. She
looked at it, wondering if she could hack her way through, then on a whim went
to the two guards.


One of them had a key on a chain in
the pocket of his vest. She tried it in the lock of the door and it slid open.


The room inside was lavish to the
point of opulence. The floor and walls were marble, the corner had a gold
shrine to the Gods. A huge bed sat on the other side of the room, with satin
pillows and blankets so thick they could have been mattresses themselves.


Creed stood in the middle of the
room. He wore a silk dressing gown, an expression of resignation on his pug face.


"So the Emperor has finally
decided to kill me, eh?" He squinted at her. "Or was it the
Chancellor who gave the order?" He sighed. "No matter." He
spread his arms. "You've killed all my men, and I know I have no chance.
Just do your work and leave."


She took a few quick steps toward
him. Wondering if she could actually do this. The men outside had been trying
to kill her, so killing them had not only been acceptable, it had been
necessary. But this… killing an unarmed man in his bedroom?


She held her sword high, still
not sure what she was going to do.


"No! Don't kill my
daddy!"


There was a flurry of motion at
the dustskirt that surrounded the bed, and then a little boy ran out from under
the bed and grabbed hold of Creed's legs. Tears ran down his face, terror
contorted his features. "Don't kill him, don't kill him, please kill me
but don't kill him!"


Creed peeled his son away from
him. At first slowly, then roughly. "Get away, Tam." He looked at her
pleadingly. "Please," he whispered as his son kept grabbing onto him
and screaming not to take him not to take him not to take his daddy please!


Samira could not move. One thing
to kill men who sought her blood. Another to kill an enemy of the Empire.
Another to kill a man in front of his child.


"I can't," she said.
Her sword lowered, just a fraction.


Creed's eyes misted. "Thank
you," he whispered.


Then, suddenly, something
happened. There was a sound as of a rushing river in her mind, and she saw Nasius
– the village she had seen through the power of the Eye when she first met the
Emperor. The charred remains of dwellings, the burnt crops. Only this time
there was no pile of bodies at the center. There was a line of villagers, still
alive but all standing before the guns and arrows of those who had destroyed
them: men in blue and white livery. Men with death in their eyes.


Creed was at their fore. And one
by one, he called for each villager to come forward. One by one, man, woman,
and child, he shot or stabbed or burned each.


He laughed.


She heard the words Armor had
spoken that day. "This is why the Blessed Ones exist. The Empire stretches
across the five mountains, but there are enemies. Enemies who also have power,
and who hide among us. They sack villages, they destroy our people."


Then the sound of the rushing
river disappeared, and she knew she had been touched by a Gift, by some Blessed
One who could make her see the past. She saw the room she stood in once again,
but tinged with red – with rage for the innocents who had died, the men and
women who had lost lives to this monster.


She took the last step to Creed
and cut off his head.


The child, Tam, cried out. But
only once. Then another sword cut him down. Samira screamed herself. She looked
at who had done it.


One of the dead.


The Poppet stood in the doorway,
dreamy look in her eyes and amused smile playing across her lips.


"Another poppet to play
with."
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Samira returned to the garden, to
see to Riada's wounds. Her friend spoke once: "Is it done?" Samira
gave no answer, but there must have been something in her face that told her
friend that it was, and to ask no more about it.


The Poppet still looked into the
sky, probably caught in her mad musings about the man in the moon, no doubt
wondering if there was a way to make him one of her undead playthings.


As soon as Samira thought this,
the dead guards lay down as one. There was the sound of a hundred men's bodies
falling slack, a hundred jaws opening in the looseness of death, a hundred pairs
of eyes rolling back in their heads. A small sound, even combined. But
horrible. And one she knew she would hear in her nightmares forever.


She wondered what they should do
now. They had been told to kill Creed, and he was dead. But they had not been
told where to go, or if they should simply stay.


Then a low hum pulsed through the
night, and Riada pointed up. Samira looked and saw a small air-car with the
Emperor's crest on its rudder. The vessel landed just outside the villa.


After a moment, the front gate to
the villa tore off its hinges. Devar stood in the now-wrecked frame.


What is his Gift?


He saw them and hurried over,
putting Riada's unwounded arm over his shoulders and helping her toward the
blasted gate.


"I was watching you through
an Eye," he said. "You did well. All of you." This last he said
while looking only at Samira. She felt something strange, something she had
never felt before, welling up within her. She tamped it down for the moment,
but knew it would not stay. Sooner or later she would have to deal with it.


She knew nothing, really, of men
and women. Sometimes Dogs coupled in the night. But it was forbidden, for a Dog
who could not fight – for any reason – would die. Death and life were never
bound so tightly as in the kennels.


Not the time for any of this. Not
now. Later.


They went into the air-car's
cabin, and Devar closed the door. The cabin was utilitarian, just a bare box of
a room with some benches and a table built into the walls and floor, great
windows on all sides. A small hall led to a few private cabins at the fore, one
of which would hold the pilot-house where the ship was steered. Another similar
hall led to the rear of the air-car.


Devar settled Riada on one of the
benches. Helped her lean back. "I've brought a Patch. I'll send her up."
He looked at Samira. "Come with me, please."


She followed him to the hall at
the back of the cabin. Devar went to one of the private rooms and opened it.
"One of them is wounded," he said quietly.


An old lady with a black scarf
and hair so white it was a cloud over her head hobbled out – the Patch, Samira
guessed. "In the front?" she said.


Devar nodded, and the old woman
disappeared walked creakily toward the main cabin.


Devar motioned for Samira to come
with him into the room the old woman had just vacated. She did, and found a
room that was a bit more cozy than the main cabin – but only just. The seats
were padded, and the table in the middle had a sheen the table in the front
cabin lacked.


Devar sat on one of the benches
and motioned for her to sit as well. She did, and the two of them sat in
silence for a time.


"Are you all right?" he
finally said.


"The Poppet killed a little
boy."


"I know."


"She should be
punished."


Devar sighed. He leaned back in
his seat, pressing back so hard she heard the wood creak. "She won't
be." Before Samira could speak, he held up a hand. "The Poppet was
acting in defense of the Empire. The boy was part of everything his father did.
The father was a monster, and he had already trained his boy to be the
same."


"But, but…." Samira was
surprised to feel tears sliding down her cheeks.


What is this? Haven't I killed
young boys before, and many of them not much older than this one?


But they would have killed me. It wasn't murder, it was
self-defense.


The tears came harder. Suddenly
she was sobbing, great shudders wracking her frame like she was a leaf in a
storm. She couldn't speak, could barely keep from falling over.


Devar moved. She felt his arms go
around her shoulders. Just holding for a moment, then whispering, "Shh,
it's well, all is well. That you do your duty shows you are strong. That you
weep for the fallen shows you are good. You will need both to be one truly
Blessed."


After a while the shudders
subsided, though the tears still flowed. And then the tears slowed as well, and
finally stopped. Devar pushed her far enough away that he could look into her
eyes. "There are not many Blessed Ones. One in a thousand people in
Ansborn is born as a Gift, and of those, only one in a thousand is born to be
Blessed. Still there is a greater power. The power to do what must be done, but
to do so without losing your humanity. These are the truly blessed. The
ones who will carry the Empire forth into eternity, and will make sure she is
always just, always good."


He hugged her. She felt it as a flame
through her body.


She was ashamed.


She was proud.


And with the hug, she was
something else, something new. Something whole.


She held him back.


The tears had ceased.
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The return trip did not last
long. And when they landed the Emperor himself was waiting for them. He stood
alone on the air-dock, a single form on the wood planks. Dawn was unreeling
skeins of bright light, individual threads that cast through the darkness and
left tapestries of pinks, oranges, and reds behind.


Samira couldn't ever remember
being this tired.


And yet, at the same time, she
felt alive. The feeling always came after a fight: the guilt at surviving by
taking a life, the near glee at the mere fact that she had lived to see another
day. Life was a precious possession, and for more years than she cared to count
it had been her only possession.


And Devar had held her. No one
had ever held her like that before. Not in real life – only in the Dream could
she remember anything approaching the feeling of love and caring she felt from
him in the flight home.


The moment they stepped off the
ramp the Emperor took each of their hands in turn – Riada's first, then The
Poppet's, then Samira's. He kissed them on the cheeks. He hung a black disc on
a gold chain around each of their necks.


"Usually the Chancellor does
this," he said. His voice quivered a bit, as though he were nervous.
"I hope I do you proper justice." Then he coughed. Straightened his
shoulders. He looked at the sky. "It is appropriate that this be done in
the moment between dark and dawn. For you have died and been reborn in the
service of the Empire. You have given all, and will be given all in return.
There is no pomp to this ceremony, for you will work in secret, and the fewer
who know you the safer you will be. And the works you do will be done in
secret, that you may serve the Empire in ways that will cause her enemies to
fear and tremble in the darkness, and will let her friends bask in the life of
the light."


He paused, then looked at each of
them in turn. "You have names. But you shall be given new names. Names by
which you shall be known to us from henceforth, and which shall be spoken of in
fearful whispers to our enemies." He looked at Riada. "You are now
Garden." She nodded. Held aloft her black disc. He looked at The Poppet.
"You have been called The Poppet, but now shall be called simply
Marionette." She nodded, but did not raise her disc, or lose the dreamy
expression she always wore. The Emperor seemed to jerk in place for a moment,
as though surprised at her break with the ceremony.


Then he turned to Samira. And
though she had had her own name for only a few months, now she shed it and was
born yet again.


"And you," said the
Emperor, "are my blade. You are my sharp edge of justice. You are
Sword."
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The three newly-named Blessed
Ones parted without a word. It seemed right, and to Samira – 


(No. I am Sword now. I
am a Blessed One, and my only name is the name that signifies what I am and
what I do in service of the Empire.)


– it seemed like the only thing she
could do under the circumstances. Like she had just spent time in the
innermost sanctuaries of the Grand Cathedral of Faith. She had been reborn, and
to speak so soon after her birth would be to soil the newness and cleansing
that came with such things.


She stopped for a moment to hold
Riada –


(Garden!)


– in a tight embrace that meant
more to her than any riches she could think of. She knew the black disc she now
wore would grant her entrance to any door, give her right to any material thing
in the Empire, but this moment with a true sister… it was beyond price.


She did not look at Marionette.
And the girl left before her embrace with Garden had ended, for which she was
grateful.


When Sword was done holding
Garden, Devar –


(What is his true name,
I wonder?)


– touched her lightly on the
shoulder. There was none of the heat she had felt before, none of the
half-hidden desire. There was only friendship, and a promise to be there for
her, spoken without words but all the louder for that fact.


She went to her room in silence.


She slept.


She Dreamed. The Man and the
Woman, reaching out in love, then reaching out in blood and pain. She saw their
faces, but knew them not.


This time her Dream had something
new. This time, she heard screaming, high and young, and realized it was her
own voice. Shrieking, crying out.


She woke with the scream on her
own lips, barely biting it back. As always, the faces she saw in her Dream
quickly faded and were gone. But this time the panic, the terror remained.


They are dead. They are dead.
They are dead.


But who are they?


She had no answer.


The light streaming through her
window – she had been given a new room months before, one that overlooked her
favorite practice field – was the bright blue-white of midday.


A soft knock sounded. She knew
who it would be before she called, "Enter."


Armor stepped in. He looked
impeccable as always: red and black uniform pressed to knife-creases at all the
right places, gold braid on his shoulder falling just so, mustache waxed
to perfect upward curls. He was smiling, but his eyes were sad. She did not
understand the sadness – it was not the mad grief of mourning, exactly, but
something both lighter and deeper. A sadness for something past, something
lost.


"Good morn, my dear,"
he said softly. Then he chuffed as though chiding himself. "Or, better
said, good afternoon."


Sword nodded and swung her feet
out of bed. She didn't mind that Armor saw her like this – she was still
dressed in the black outfit she had worn last night. But Armor averted his eyes
as though she had slid out of bed in her skin alone.


She loved him for that. For that
and a million other things.


Is this what killing an evil man
does? Killing in the arena brought me a long period of emptiness, a numbness
that felt like bits of my soul had been sliced away and slowly destroyed. Now,
I feel… alive.


She did not know. She hoped so.
Because she sensed that this was the real job of a Blessed One. To hunt
and kill those who would overthrow the Empire from within.


"It's all right,
Armor," she said. And giggled, which surprised her. "I'm dressed, you
know."


"I suppose." He didn't
sound convinced. He looked back at her, and traces of a blush danced across his
cheeks. He cleared his throat. "I just wanted to congratulate you. And to
say I was sorry. I heard that your final test was… a difficult one."


She nodded, and all traces of
laughter died. "How could the Emperor make Marionette a Blessed One?"
She leaned toward Armor, as though proximity might lend sincerity. "She's
mad."


He looked uncomfortable. "It
is because of the Emperor's great goodness," he finally said.


"What does that mean?"


Armor cleared his throat and held
himself a bit straighter. She had come to recognize this as his
"official" stance. He was going to say something hard, something that
came directly from Devar – whom she had come to realize was in some way Armor's
superior – or from the Chancellor or the Emperor Malal himself.


"Had you seen the product of
the Gifts before Devar took you from the kennels?" he asked.


She shook her head. "Not really,
not much – I saw glo-globes and Riflemen with their bullets the Pushes enchant
so they will fly when the guns let them loose."


He nodded. "Did you ever see
something that looked like it had been done by a Blessed One?"


She thought. Her experiences were
still so limited to the world of a slave – she had lived in the kennels as long
as she could remember – but in all that time, had she seen anything
beyond the work of Pushes, of Patches, of Threads and Calls?


She shook her head. Armor nodded
as she did. "No, you have not. And there is a reason for that. There are
none of the greater Gifts who work on their own. None of them work for coin,
none of them serve their own interests. All are Blessed Ones. All of
them."


He waited a moment, and Sword
parsed his words in her mind, trying to understand what it was he was saying,
what he really meant.


"How is that possible?"
she finally said. "Some people with greater Gifts must want to work on
their own, or at least –" Her next words died on her lips. Fell to earth
as quickly and surely as the men who had faced her in Creed's villa.
"They're killed," she whispered. "We kill them."


"Yes."


The word was delivered without
inflection. As though it did not carry the deaths of untold numbers in its
simplicity.


A snake seemed to writhe around
Sword's guts. To curl in tight and squeeze until she could draw no breath, and her
life compressed to a single point.


"How can the Emperor – how
can we do this?"


"Because every Blessed One –
every single one – that has not been pressed into service for the Empire,
has eventually sought its overthrow. Has sought to place himself or herself in
the Silver Seat, to rule the five States and become a god."


She absorbed this in silence.
"So the Emperor permits Marionette…."


"Because to refuse her
service would be to sign her death warrant. And the Emperor is loath to do
this." Armor drew a hand over his eyes. He looked for a moment older, his
eyes and mustache no longer the color of iron but simply the gray of a man
passing his prime.


"Why? I don't
understand."


Armor sighed. "Would you
have the Empire end?" he asked. "Would you have us be cast into civil
war, with nowhere for those innocent to flee to? Nowhere to run from the war
and the destruction? It has happened before, and the lesson we learned is this:
the one thing that can never happen is for war to come to this place above the
clouds. The Empire must always stand, and we the Blessed are the first and last
and best keepers of its peace and its security."


Then the look – that aged look that
made him for the moment seem a completely different person – passed and Armor
was himself again: strong, steadfast, immovable… proper.


He straightened his shoulders and
plucked a nonexistent bit of lint from his sleeve. "But enough of
this," he said. "This was to be a congratulatory visit, not a solemn
one." He smiled at her. "You did well, my dear."


She smiled. Then remembered
something. "Armor, when I was fighting…."


"Yes?"


"Something happened. To my katana."


Armor cocked his head.
"What?"


She tried to understand what she
had seen; to put it into words. "While I was fighting, when everything was
at its most intense… there seemed to be a kind of flame on it. Like it
was catching fire, but there was no fire anywhere around me. And I've never
heard of burning metal."


Armor stared at her for a long,
long time. But he didn't seem at all lost in thought, with that faded look that
people get when they are thinking so deeply they have forgotten where they are
and who they are with. Rather, he seemed suddenly more completely present and
focused on her than he had ever been before.


"Interesting," he
finally said.


"What does it mean?"
she asked.


"I hesitate to guess,"
he said. "Not yet. But tell me if it ever happens again, all right?"


She nodded. 


He went to the door, and when he
took a last look at her that intense stare was gone, replaced by one of pride
and happiness. "You really did do well last night, my dear. My Sword. My
daughter."


The snake in her guts
disappeared. Replaced by a bloom of something so hot it should have burned her,
but instead only made her feel innocent as she had not felt since before her
first fight in the arena.


My daughter.


She would hear the words forever,
she knew.


She did not embrace Armor. It
would not be right, and he would not let it happen. But she smiled. At the
closest thing she could remember to a father, and the best man she had ever
met.


"Now," he said, and
pointed a large finger at her. "You have to change. A Blessed One
represents the Empire. And if that really is true, then according to you we are
a nation of filthy half-savage creatures with wild hair and bits of leaves and
dirt all over ourselves." His nose wrinkled as he looked at her bed.
"And I shall send a maid to change your bedding."


She laughed. No matter what
happened, Armor would always be Armor, and that was good. People need things
that will always be there, that can always be counted on, and she had that in
her friend.


In her new father.
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Armor left her, saying she should
rest, for "Tomorrow new classes begin, and more."


She asked him what the
"more" was, and he only smiled. The twinkle in his eyes promised
something good.


She did not Dream, but only
dreamed. Still, that was bad enough. In her dream she held her katana against
Armor's throat, and a little boy clung to him and pleaded with her not to kill
her father, and then Malal appeared with the Chancellor and the Chancellor
said, "Kill him." The Emperor nodded and she cut Armor's throat and
he fell and then rose again as one of Marionette's poppets.


She woke before dawn and did not
sleep again.


The classes each morning began at
the practice field, training to evade enemies, to pick locks, to walk
soundlessly, and (for the others – Sword had no need of the training) to kill
silently with any weapon. Sword was always first to arrive, then Garden would
come, and eventually Marionette would appear – when she came at all, since she
was often absent.


When Sword asked Devar about
Marionette's absence once, he merely smiled and said, "Her training is a
bit different than yours," and would say no more.


Today, though, was different.
Sword was not the first one on the field. Instead there were three others
waiting for her. They all swiveled to look as she appeared at the door to the
building that housed the bedrooms.


One was a tall, thin man in his
early twenties. He had to be twenty hands tall, but looked like he weighed
little more than Sword. He held the leg of a boar in his hands, and as she
watched he tore off great chunks of meat and wolfed them down.


He needs it, she thought. A
single blow could break him in half.


Next to the tall man was a short,
fat woman in her thirties who wore too much makeup and too little clothing. The
effect was one of a person who wanted to appear appealing but did not quite
understand how to do so.


Beside them stood a lanky man of
perhaps nineteen Turns, dressed in the black suit coat and pants, white
button-up shirt, and black tie that indicated a graduate of the University. One
of the hats favored by the Academics – she thought they were called fedoras –
also perched atop his head at a jaunty angle.


He wore spectacles – indication
of a rich family, since glass was so hard to work with, and even harder to
grind fine enough to make someone see better.


Each wore a black disc on a chain
around his or her throat.


Blessed Ones.


The realization brought a twin
thrill: the evidence that these were others like her, and the concrete idea
that she could really have anything she wanted. Could go into any shop and
demand food, clothing….


And what?


She realized she wanted for
nothing. She had food. Had clothing. Had a sword finer
than any she could ask for at the bazaar. And she lived at the Imperial Palace.


She had everything she needed,
and after a lifetime in the kennels, "everything she needed" was all
she really wanted.


She heard someone behind her, and
turned to see Garden approaching. Her friend wore an expression that was mixed
equally between confusion and excitement: the same expression Sword suspected
was on her own face.


This is something new. Something
different.


But is it to be feared? Or to be
desired?


She waited until Garden was
standing beside her, then turned back to the other three. They stared at her,
the only sounds the faraway noises of some of the Emperor's Guard practicing on
the far side of the field and the wet sucking of the tall man yanking great
strips of meat away from the boar's leg.


He had almost stripped the bone
clean in less than a minute. When it was empty of meat he tossed it over his
shoulder  and wiped his hands on his shirt, which Sword noted were covered with
grease and oil stains, along with other colorful blotches and smudges she could
not identify.


The man extended a hand toward
her and Garden. She looked at it, not really wanting to shake it, but decided
Armor would take her to task for rudeness if he found out she had refused such
a courteous gesture. She took the hand and found it – surprisingly – dry and
clean-feeling.


"Teeth," said the man.


Sword blinked. "Sorry?"
she said. She had the strange urge to say, "Lungs," as though they
had engaged in a strange game where they would race to name as many body parts
as possible.


The man laughed and pumped her
hand. "It's my name, girl."


She bridled a bit at that.
"I'm not a girl," she said.


"I beg to differ," he
said, and gave her a glance and a half-grin that made her feel like putting on
another tunic. And a robe. And some armor. "What's your name?" he
said.


"I…." She didn't know
how to answer.


"Oh, you still think you're
under injunction," said the man. "You've been blooded, haven't
you?"


Sword felt her mouth drift into a
full-open position, but was helpless to stop it. Nothing this man said made
sense.


The lanky man in the garb of an
Academic came to her rescue. He stepped forward and gently plied Teeth's hand
away from hers. Replaced it with his own. "You will have to forgive my
friend," he said. "He is a man of great appetites and little
thought."


"Hey!" shouted Teeth.
But he didn't really sound mad.


"Hey yourself!" shouted
the Academic. "If you did not earn repeatedly and tenaciously the words then
I would not say them!"


"But I –"


"Do you really want to get
in an argument with me? With me?"


Teeth shut his mouth with a
near-audible snap. The Academic turned back to Sword with a shake of the head.
"It's like contending with an infant," he muttered. Then he said,
"I am Scholar. This," he said, gesturing at the fat woman, "is
Siren." She curtsied, a move that was surprisingly dainty – almost
elegant. "We are Blessed Ones. And I gather by your reticence to divulge
your identities that you, too, belong to that sacred fraternity?"


Sword's head was spinning.


Mad. They're all mad. Or I'm mad.


She suddenly wondered if that
were possible. What if all this was a dream? What if she was in an asylum
somewhere?


Might as well play along. If I am
mad, at least I'll commit to my madness.


Still, she couldn't make heads or
tails of what these two men had said. Teeth was apparently a lech who spoke in
riddles, and the other man – Scholar – seemed like the child of rich parents
who spoke a foreign tongue.


Garden came to her aid. She
stepped forward and curtsied, the mirror of Siren's movement. She took
Scholar's hand from Sword's. "We are indeed of this order and association,
and we are indeed proscribed from revealing our names. But we thank you for the
honor of your introductions."


She curtsied again, three times –
once at Teeth, once at Scholar, and once at Siren.


Now Sword knew the world
had gone mad. Not once in the months they had worked and trained together had
Garden given any inkling that she could speak like this. She sounded like she
came from wealth, or education, or both.


Sword suddenly realized she knew
very little of her friend. Only what she had seen in the time of their
training, and nothing at all of her world before then.


Blessed Ones are reborn in this
world, and they have no lives before.


"So you've met? Good!"


Devar had somehow appeared only a
few feet away. More than once in the training he had done this, and she asked
him once if it was his Gift. He always shook his head and answered, "Why
do you think I'm teaching stealth?" And then he would laugh that
wonderful laugh and move to the next lesson.


"We haven't exactly made our
introductions, given that they believe they are still under edict not to reveal
their identities as Blessed Ones," said Scholar.


"Yeah," said Teeth. He
sounded on the verge of whining. "They won't tell us their names."


Scholar rounded on the thin man
with a snarl. "That's what I said, you ignoramus. Why must you always make
repetitious what is already clear and well enough said?"


Teeth shrugged. "Did you
bring any cakes today?" he said after a moment.


Scholar stared at him, then growled
and pulled a linen-wrapped bundle from within his coat and handed it to Teeth,
who tore it open and devoured the cake it held in one great bite.
"Yum," he said.


"Your eloquence
astounds," said Scholar.


Siren just watched at them with
the vacant stare of a mother watching children reenact an oft-played argument. One
she had seen many, many times.


"What's going on?" said
Garden.


Devar nodded toward the three
newcomers. "Why don't you tell them your names?"


"I thought we weren't
supposed to," said Garden.


"No, that's what we told you
as part of your testing," said Devar. "But you are Blessed now. And
your identity will hint at extraordinary power, without telling enemies exactly
what it is you can do. Misinformation and mystique are part of the power you
hold." He nodded again. "Go ahead."


"I'm Garden."


"Sword."


Teeth grinned at Sword. He had
cake on his teeth. "I like your name."


Sword felt like showing him
exactly how good a name it was by slicing off his big smile.


Devar held up a hand. "I
wanted you five to meet, because you'll be working together."


"Okay," said Garden.
She sounded more like she was saying, "Ew." Which made Sword love her
just a bit more.


Devar nodded at Sword and Garden,
"Join me at the water barrels for a moment," he said. "I have a
bit of a thirst."


Sword and her friend followed
him, with only a few dozen backward glances at the strange trio that had joined
them.


Devar had barely arrived at the
barrels when he swung around and said, "Just what do you think you're
doing out there?"


The words came out as a snarl, so
vehement that Sword actually took a step back, her hand dropping automatically
to her katana. She noticed some of the vines clinging to a nearby post
twitching, and knew Garden had been surprised as well.


"What? What's –" She
was too flustered to even finish speaking. Devar had never spoken to them like
this, not even once.


Garden didn't say a word. Flabbergasted
to silence.


Devar stared at them. Then he
shook himself, and the rage disappeared from his eyes. Gone so quickly that
Sword almost convinced herself it had been her imagination.


"Sorry," he said.
"A lot of long days." He laughed ruefully, as though privy to a joke
that he could never share because no one would understand the punch line but
him. "Do you two understand how rare you are? How few Blessed Ones exist,
and how many fewer live to serve the Emperor?" He nodded at the three others,
who were now chatting amongst themselves. Scholar kept throwing up his hands
whenever Teeth spoke, the tone of his voice carrying over the distance between
them, if not his words. "Those are good people," he said. "Like
you, they've given all to serve Malal. Like you, they know what they do is
hard, but worth it. Like you, they've all lost much – and gained everything
through the purpose of a Blessed One. And," he said, looking at both Sword
and Garden with more than a little consternation, "I'm betting that they
gave you more of a chance than you gave them."


"We're sorry," said
Garden.


"Yes," said Sword.
"Sorry."


Devar nodded, smiled. The smile
wasn't quite as bright as his grins usually were, but the anger was gone from
his face. "Just remember who you are. You are Blessed Ones. You've given
everything – even your names – in service of the Empire. And part of what you
owe her is your allegiance to her other servants."


"Can we go back?" Sword
said. Reflecting on his words, she was starting to feel awful. She had treated
the three newcomers more like a Dog than a Blessed One: as people to be feared
simply for their newness, their strangeness.


But they weren't strange. They
were part of her Pack now.


When they got back to Scholar,
Teeth, and Siren, Scholar was still flailing at the air. "Your jokes are
infantile, Teeth!"


"I think jokes about
breaking wind are funny."


"Infantile!"


"Boys, please," said
Siren. She had a surprisingly soft voice with a trace of the lilting accents of
the north; a voice that made her instantly more attractive. It was also, Sword
sensed, the voice of a person who said little but when she did speak,
what she had to say would be worth listening to. "We're not making a good
first impression."


Scholar and Teeth realized that
Devar, Garden, and Sword had rejoined them. There was a moment of uncomfortable
silence. Then Sword took a half-step forward.


"I –" she began.


At the same moment, Teeth said,
"Sorry –"


"Sorry, you first."


"No, you first."


Another silence. But this one was
broken by Teeth's laughter. "I am sorry, girl. I'm rough-spoken and
silly and soft in the head, and I am a person whose appetites are
too-oft in control. The curse of my Gift, you could say." He laughed
again. Then, suddenly, enveloped Sword in a huge hug. She tensed for an instant,
then relaxed as she realized she felt nothing lecherous or ill-intended about
the gesture. It seemed sincere.


"A person whose appetites
are too-oft in control," he had said. Maybe he was a creature of the
moment, someone who said whatever came into his mind – often wildly
inappropriate – then spent just as much time repenting of them. But candor was
a good thing, on the whole. Better than guile.


She hugged him back. Awkward,
both because she wasn't much of a hugger, and because his bones stood out so
sharply against his skin that the embrace was painful.


Teeth let go of her and turned to
Garden, arms wide. She was more prepared than Sword had been. She jammed her
hand between them, grabbed his, and pumped it quickly up and down. "It's
quite all right I'm sure you didn't mean anything by it no doubt we'll be fast
friends and a good time will be had by all." She delivered the sentence
all in one breath, nearly as a single word.


But Teeth grinned. He bowed, then
rejoined his two friends.


Scholar spoke. "I, also,
render my most heartfelt offering of remorse. Please accept my sympathy, my
apology, and the bestowal of my fraternal devotion."


Sword was the first one who
managed an, "Uh, thanks." That seemed to satisfy Scholar.


"He said, 'sorry,'"
said Siren. "I'm sorry, too. I should have said something to warn you of
these two." She punched Teeth lightly on the arm. He grinned, a smile that
seemed far too wide to fit his head. "We're an odd bunch, 'tis true. But
we watch for each other and we'll watch for you, as right as berries and
wheat."


Now it was Sword who felt like
hugging them. Partly because of the words they had each spoken – though in
truth she was still trying to figure out what Scholar had said – and partly
because she was deeply ashamed of how quickly she had made them enemies in her
mind.


Devar was right to rebuke us.


Maybe that's part of being a true
Pack, too. Part of being a family: to tell the others in the family when
they're wrong. To rebuke them, but from a place of goodness, and to return afterward
and favor them without regard to the rebuke.


She held out a hand to Siren, who
took it.


"Good," said Devar.
"Now, come with me."


He turned and walked with them to
a building that Sword had never been into. There were no windows that she could
see, and the door was a massive thing of pure brass.


Instead of a keyhole, there was a
large, round impression below the handle. Devar took the black disc that marked
him as a Blessed One and pressed it against the indentation.


"This building was made
hundreds of years ago by an Emperor who was also a Blessed One," he said. "His
Gift was a sealing power – he could make any lock impossible to pick, could
create vaults that none but he and those of his choosing could enter."


"Don't sound like that great
of a Gift," said Teeth. He had produced a hunk of dried meat from
somewhere within his tunic and was chewing on it with gusto.


"You have heard this tale
time and again, yet with every recounting you repeat the same nonsense
observation," said Scholar.


Sword, trying to make amends for
her actions of before, looked at Teeth and smiled. "It really doesn't
sound like that great of a Gift. Not so much as to be a Blessed One."


Devar grimaced. "Tell that
to the thousands of enemies he had, and whom he locked in the confines of their
own minds."


He twisted the disc. There was a
low hum, almost a chime. The door opened.


Devar looked at Sword and Garden.
"Sword, you were allowed to practice your Gift on the field – with
supervision – because your Gift could be mistaken for natural ability. And you'll
notice if you think back that you rarely practiced with more than a few people,
none of whom stayed long."


Sword cocked her head. She hadn't
realized it. But now that she thought back… he was right.


Devar turned to Garden. "And
Garden, you never practiced your Gift in front of anyone at all, and never even
spoke your name before your first night in the Emperor's service."


The two girls nodded. "The
more people there are who know exactly what you can do, the more people
there are who can try and find a way to exploit any weaknesses. The weaker you
become, the less chance you have to be useful to the Emperor. In here," he
said, gesturing at the blackness behind the brass door, "is the only place
you are free to speak at will, to practice or to speak of your Gifts without
fear. Outside, if you do so you take not only your life in your hand, but the
lives of any innocents who see what you can do."


Sword suddenly felt cold.
Remembered Creed's son. Remembered Marionette killing him. And wondered if that
had been the real reason: the boy had seen the fulness of their power, so he
could not live.


Gods, give me strength.


Devar turned and disappeared into
the darkness. Teeth, Scholar, and Siren followed him.


Garden looked at Sword. Then,
together, they stepped in.
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Sword didn't know what she
expected. But it wasn't a large, empty room nearly the size of a practice field
with only a slate and some chairs at one end and a few racks of weapons at the
other.


"This is it?" said
Garden. Sword nodded in thorough agreement.


"If it makes you feel
better, when it was first made it held the wealth of the kingdom – the most
secure vault in existence," said Devar. "But seven hundred years ago the
Emperor Hakire put the wealth in an ordinary vault and declared that this would
be the headquarters of the Blessed Ones. Only they and the Emperor can enter,
and thus all their plans and practices are carried out in secret." He
smiled. "It is also the place where you can truly meet one another."


He looked at Teeth, Siren, and
Scholar. "Who would like to go first?"


With no warning, Siren opened her
mouth and began to sing. The tune was wordless, just a meandering up and down
of notes that had no coherence, no rhythm and no real tune. But they were
somehow so beautiful that Sword felt like weeping and laughing and screaming
all at once. The sound was every strong emotion she had ever felt, wrapped up
in tones that sounded less in her ears than in her soul.


The effect on Garden was more
dramatic. Sword's friend screamed and ran toward Siren, who had pulled a small
dagger from her fitted hip belt and now held it casually in front of her.


Garden kept screaming. Kept
running. And was about to impale herself on the dagger. Sword wanted to stop
her, wanted to say something. But she was held in place by the power of Siren's
Song.


Then Siren closed her mouth.
Garden skidded to a stop with the woman's dagger so close to her stomach that
the point pushed in on her clothes.


"Sorry," said Siren.
She looked genuinely embarrassed. "But Devar wanted us to really show you
what we can do, and it works better on people who aren't ready."


"So you can call people to
you?" said Sword. The words came as an act of will; part of her was still
struggling to free itself from the effects of Siren's Gift.


Siren nodded. "When I direct
it at a certain person or people," she said, nodding at Garden, "I
can madden them with a desire to come to me. The others in its range can be
kept in place, to some extent. Though many of strong enough will can break out
of its spell eventually. Still, to those unready it can be quite…
effective." She glanced at the dagger she still held.


"What about you,
Teeth?" said Garden. She was white-faced, but seemed determined to keep
going. As though this were another test on the path to becoming a Blessed One
and she was determined to pass it.


Maybe it is. Are we ever really
done with the tests? Are we ever really free?


Teeth smiled. He had devoured the
last of the meat, and now bowed in an exaggerated fashion. "Ladies first,"
he said.


Garden looked around. "I
need –"


Devar pointed, and now Sword
realized that the weapons weren't the only thing at that side of the room.
There were two small potted plants, as well. Which was fitting, because they
were definitely weapons under the influence of Garden's Gift.


Garden winked at Sword. Sword
smiled, knowing immediately that her friend had a bit of fun planned for Teeth.


"Come with me," she
said. She wandered nonchalantly toward the weapons – and the plants. After a
moment, Teeth shrugged and followed. The rest of the party did as well,
allowing a discrete gap as though all sensed a melee was in the offing.


The plants in the pots were Gods'
flowers: blue-white petals with a corona of deep purple filaments inside, both
ringing a center of green that jutted out in strangely geometric shapes. There
was a post in the center of each pot, and the plants climbed up the posts,
nearly obscuring them completely. Sword wondered how the plants could have
grown in this place with no windows and only one door, then figured that Devar
or one of the other Blessed Ones must have brought them in recently, probably
just for this moment.


When she was still a good three
rods away from the planters, Garden spun, her hand outstretched in Teeth's
direction. The Gods' flowers immediately swelled to monstrous proportions,
growing so quickly that if Sword had blinked she would have missed the
transformation. The plant already had hundreds of tendrils it used to climb up
any available surface, but now those tendrils grew to thick vines that whipped
across the gap between the planters and Teeth.


The vines were fast, but Teeth
was faster. He opened his mouth, and Sword saw his jaw crack open, seeming to
unhinge like that of a snake. He caught the first vine in his mouth and
crunched down, severing the vine and leaving the end dead on the floor.


Still, there were more vines, and
Garden grinned as they soared through the air and caught Teeth by the arms and
legs.


"Give up?" she said
sweetly.


"Not even close," he
said back with a laugh. He hunched in on himself, and suddenly there was a
whirring sound. The noise reminded Sword of the spinning saw the palace smith
had in his shop: a serrated circle of metal he had affixed to a table via a
metal pin in its center. He asked a Push to enchant two of the serrations, and
when they tried to move forward the pin turned forward motion to a
forever-spin. The smith used the spinning saw to cut through wood, leather,
even some metals.


Garden gasped as she heard the
sound, too. Gasped even louder as she saw what Teeth had become. His arms had
grown what looked like saw blades along the upper and forearms. His leggings
tore as more blades burst from his skin. The teeth of the blades didn't spin
like the smith's prized tool, but they seemed to vibrate, moving so fast
they were a blur.


The vines on his arms and legs
tore to pieces. He grinned as they fell away.


But Garden wasn't done. Another
tendril snaked forth and grabbed Teeth around the neck.


Teeth wasn't finished, either.
More buzzing, and Sword saw with something bordering on horror that blades had
grown from his neck.


Garden touched her flower, an
unconscious movement, but Sword wondered how Teeth would fare if Garden sent it
at his heart the way she had done to the guardsman at Creed's villa.


Teeth seemed to sense that the
stakes had upped. Now covered in blades and spines, he stepped toward Garden,
hunched low, with mouth open far too wide to be anything but monstrous.


"Enough," said Devar.
"I don't think we need to actually have you kill each other."


And just like that, the serrations
disappeared and what was left of the vines retracted to their pots. Sword
expected Garden or Teeth – or both – to be glaring at one another. But both
were grinning like fools, clearly admiring each other's Gifts.


"Scholar?" said Siren.
"You're up."


Siren looked at Sword over the
top of his glasses. And at her katana. "I gather from from your
appellative that you have some skills in the use of your blade."


Sword nodded. She was pretty sure
he'd just said, "You're good at your sword, right?"


He stood back a few paces. Faced
her. Raised a hand and curled in the fingers. "Come at me," he said.


Sword looked at Devar. "Wait
a moment," he said. Then, looking at Scholar, he said, "I will let
her take one strike at a time. You should be able to handle that."


Scholar bristled a bit. "I
assure you that my Gift affords sufficient immunity for me to sustain my
offer."


Devar wouldn't be moved.
"Maybe. But let's not test it."


Scholar sighed. "Very
well." He looked back at Sword. "Please make your attack. As the rude
would say," he said, looking pointedly at Teeth, "'take your best
shot.'"


Sword smiled. She drew and flew,
covering the short space between them in a single lunge, sending her katana at his
right arm. She didn't want to hurt him, but she had no problem slicing
up his outfit a bit.


The katana flashed. Sliced
through…


… nothing.


She blinked. The flat of the
katana lay against Scholar's sleeve, as though he had moved the infinitesimal
amount necessary to make her miss her attack, but no more.


"Excellent," he said.
"You have obvious aptitude. Nevertheless, I indicated that you should
attack more vigorously. You did not. And this was the inevitable result."


He looked down. She followed his
gaze, and saw a shaving razor against her inner thigh. "This blade has
just severed your femoral artery," he said. "You will exsanguinate in
a matter of seconds." He folded the razor and replaced it in a pocket inside
his jacket. "Care to make a second attempt?"


This time Sword went for a strike
that would blood her opponent. She didn't move out of her position with the
katana by his arm, just reversed and cut so quickly she knew the motion would
hardly be visible. The katana sliced through the meat of his side, scraping
along his ribs.


Or that's what should have
happened.


Instead, the flat of her sword ended
up against his chest: again, as though he had somehow transported himself a
quarter-inch, just out of danger. And this time his razor lay against her inner
arm.


"Brachial artery," he
said. "Again, fatal, I'm afraid."


She attacked again. Again.
Waiting for a few moments between each attack. And each time Scholar had just
moved out of range; each time he had put his own blade in place for a killing
stroke.


"How are you doing
this?" she asked. His razor was at her neck.


"I am Scholar," he
said, as though that were answer enough. The knife disappeared. "You are
very fast." He looked at Devar. "Can she fight? Not simple attacks,
but prolongued, strategized offensives?"


"Yes," said Devar.
"That's why I didn't want her just tearing into you. I honestly don't know
which one would have come out on top, but I suspect you both would have ended
up hurt."


"How –" Sword didn't
repeat the question. It hung there between them.


Scholar took off his glasses.
There was a white handkerchief in the pocket of his black suit coat, and he
used it to polish the lenses. "When given enough data in any situation, I
analyze and am able to react instantly to achieve a desired result. I saw the
tightening of your muscles, the movement of your trunk, the direction of your
sightlines, and a thousand other minutiae that would, quite frankly, bore us
both to detail. My Gift allowed me to decipher these so as to determine what you
would attempt, how to avoid the strikes, and how to counterstrike
appropriately."


"But…." Sword turned
all that he had said over in her mind. "If you can figure out what to do
in any situation, why do you even bother fighting? Why not figure out how to
beat enemies before they start?" She looked at Devar. "How come we
don't use him to figure out a way to stop people without killing them?"


Scholar sighed. He readjusted his
fedora as though nervous. "I will make this as simple as possible, though
it pains me to do so – or to admit the bane of my Gift. I can determine
outcomes and react accordingly, and I can do so faster than any other soul. But
– and this is a critical caveat – I can only do so when in possession of hard
and fast data. In a fight, the data are matters of physics – you start moving a
certain way, and you must then end up in thus-and-such place. But in
larger battles, there are so many different possibilities that I am never fully
in possession of all the pertinent data, so can never come up with the right
plan. Indeed," he said, and looked exceptionally embarrassed, "when I
attempt to strategize on a macro scale I am about as wrong as Teeth. And that
is saying something."


Teeth burped.


"This goes for interpersonal
relationships, as well, interestingly enough," said Scholar. "Matters
of the heart rely on so many shifting options, such a great cloud of data, that
all becomes chaos. It is likely for this reason that Siren –" 


"Yes, that's enough,"
said Siren hurriedly. "The point is that in a fight you know what the
other guy is going to do basically before he does, and you can generally kill
him."


"Though if what I infer of
Sword is correct, she might eventually break through my Gift by virtue of a
neverending barrage of hyperfast attacks. Correct?" Scholar said this last
to Devar, who nodded. "Interesting." Scholar bowed to Sword.
"This has been most educational, and for that I am in your debt."


Sword realized she was smiling.


Teeth: a spinning blade contained
in a childlike mind, a guileless man who knew only the moment.


Siren: a call that could not be
resisted, and a mother-figure to whom it was obviously important that peace be
always kept.


Scholar: an ability to predict
enemies' moves, to counter their strikes with deadly precision, and a man so
wise he admitted he was sometimes a fool.


Somehow they seemed perfect. Just
as Armor seemed perfect, as Devar seemed perfect.


This was the rest of her Pack.
The rest of her team.


The rest of her family.


All of us Blessed Ones. All of us
living only to serve. All of us together in a grand scheme that none other can
fully understand.


So she smiled, and spent the rest
of the day practicing with her new Pack, showing them her skills and being
shown their skills in turn.


And, at the end of the day, Devar
gave them a new assignment.


None of them murmured.


None of them worried.


They were Blessed Ones, and they
would protect the Empire.


They were family, and they would
protect each other.
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The assignments didn't come every
day. Indeed, most days she continued her studies and practices with her new friends.
She learned the history of the Empire, as far as it was known. The books began
their histories abruptly, a time a thousand years before when the first Emperor
Eka ascended the mountain and conquered the place that was then called simply
the Land Above the Clouds and that eventually became known as Ansborn.


She read of the development of
the five States. Of the two hundred years of civil war when Fear and Strength
banded together and attempted to break from the Empire. Of the Blessed Ones who
were used by the Emperor to put down the rebellion and bring peace and unity to
Ansborn once more.


There were holes in the
histories. None mentioned where Eka had come from, really. Just that he came
"up the mountain," but not where he had come up from. And she
often wondered why, though Gifts were mentioned very early in the histories,
Blessed Ones were first spoken of in conjunction with the ending of the civil
wars. She searched for answers in the Imperial histories, the great scrolls
that she could access using her black disc of office, but found nothing. She
asked Devar and he shrugged and said he had no idea in a tone that indicated he
didn't really care, either.


She learned how to pick a lock.
How to survive on the side of a mountain, eating the wild sideroots that grew
from crevices in the cliff faces, drinking melted snow for water, making
shelters from materials that others would not even look at as being of any use.
She learned how to kill without her hands, and how to handle the gun and the
sling and the bow – though she never really got the hang of any of them. It was
as though her Gift would not permit her to kill without using her own power, as
though it thought to do so was cheating.


A ridiculous thought, to ascribe
sentience to her magic, but it kept springing into her mind at odd times.


She studied. She slept. She
Dreamed.


And, occasionally, she served.


A man who was stealing from the
hospitals kept by the priests and priestesses in the east was captured on the
road at night. They killed him and left him in the slums in the largest city in
the land of Fear with a sign that said, "Thus to thieves."


Another man who had begun a small
band of men and women dedicated to the idea of overthrowing Ansborn was taken
in a swift capture in the middle of the bazaar. Siren Sang a low Song, so quiet
that only he could hear it, and he came straight to her and Sword slit his
throat and left him to bleed in an alley.


A woman who was gouging the
Imperial Army, using a vast network of contacts to drive prices up, and who was
on the verge of single-handedly destabilizing Ansborn's economy was taken by
Teeth. No one wanted to look at her body when he finished with her.


Often when a job was given only
one or two of them would go: Devar would speak the assignment, and would say it
wasn't necessary for all of them to expose the Blessed Ones to discovery or
display. But just as often they did all go, even when he said it was an
easy job. Because in the doing of the ugly work they took comfort not only in
its necessity but in each other's closeness and support.


The only person who did not seem
to care for the family they were growing into was Marionette. And that feeling
was mutual. No one spoke ill of her – at least, not that Sword heard – but no
one seemed overly sad when the little girl failed to go on missions with them,
or went but did not participate.


One day Sword arrived early to
the headquarters of the Blessed Ones – the place she had taken to simply
calling the hall – as she usually did. The Emperor was waiting there. Malal
looked tired and didn't notice when she came in. He was sitting on a chair,
looking absently at the slate on the wall where they occasionally wrote plans
or figures, but she could tell he wasn't really seeing it.


Sword stopped walking when she
realized he was there. She wasn't really sure of the protocol when alone in a
room with the ruler of the known world. She just stood a few rods' distance
from him, waiting as quietly as she could, feeling awkward and wishing someone
else would come along to rescue her.


No one else did, though.


Everyone's picking a wonderful
time to be late.


Malal turned and looked at her.
The move was so sudden it startled her. She bowed, hoping that was the right
thing to do. Siren or Garden probably would have curtsied, but she wasn't a
curtsying type; after a lifetime in the kennels and most of her life as a Dog,
using such delicate motions just didn't seem right.


Malal smiled absently. His eyes
were unfocused, as though he were looking at a point halfway between them – or
at something so far beyond her that she could never hope to spy it herself.


"My Sword," he said.
"I'm glad you're here." With obvious effort he drew his gaze fully to
her. His eyes were tired, and she realized there were dark circles under them.


She felt a wave of pity for him.
It was hard enough sometimes doing what she did, but Malal…. He was
about her age, and he had to not only decide the killings, he was the brunt of
the assassination attempts, it was his country at risk, it was his
responsibility to run Ansborn. The Chancellor was there as regent, it was true,
but every time Sword had seen them together the older man had made it clear he
was phasing out of the rule of Ansborn as much as possible.


Did she think she could
have ruled the country? Especially at her age?


Not likely.


"My Lord," she said.
"Are you all right?"


"Please," he said.
"We're not in court. Call me Malal."


He was playing absently with
something around his neck. At first she thought it was the chain that held the
black disc like hers. Then she saw it was something else: a silver chain with a
simple ring around it.


He saw her looking at it.
"My father's," he said. "The men who killed him took his body. I
don't remember it, I was too young. But I remember the Chancellor giving me
this ring. I remember him telling me my father and mother and sister were
gone." He sighed. "I get very tired sometimes. The Chancellor is
always there to help, of course, always makes me feel better with just his
presence. But still…."


Sword felt even more
uncomfortable. Part of her wanted to help him, to help this person who in some
ways she felt was younger than she. But much of her just wanted to get away, to
flee a situation for which she was utterly unprepared. Battling an enemy of
Ansborn was preferable to witnessing the ruler of the known world about to cry.


"Can I… can I do anything
for you?"


"No, Sword. I know you already
do all you can." He smiled. Still tired, but there was a trace of fire in
the smile. A bit of mettle that she thought might hold him in good stead as
ruler. "You do more than enough, and more than the Chancellor or I could
ever have hoped."


The door opened behind her.
"How many times do I have to tell you that the wrappings are not
edible," came Scholar's voice.


"They were tasty," said
Teeth.


"You have the constitution
of a goat."


"I like goatmeat, too."


"By the Gods, Teeth –"


"Boys," Siren said. She
and Garden had come with the bickering men, and now she pointed. The group saw
Malal and bowed.


Malal got that tired look on his
face again. He gestured them to come in.


They did, Siren turning to close
the great brass door behind them, securing it by affixing her disc to a seal
that was the twin of the one on the outside of the door.


Sword saw Malal change as the
others approached. The sadness disappeared from his eyes, replaced by a subtle
strength. He sat up straight in his chair and pushed one leg forward in a pose
that seemed almost practiced; a position that said, "I am in charge, I
will be as formal or informal as I choose."


"Come forward, my Blessed
Ones."


They all approached. Teeth kept
bowing every few paces until Scholar elbowed him in the ribs and whispered,
"Cease, moron," loud enough for the words to be heard through the
entire hall.


Malal smiled at that. Just a
small tilt of his lips, but it seemed to melt away the last bits of whatever
sadness had gripped him.


"I have come for two
reasons," he said when they had drawn even with Sword. "One is to
congratulate you on jobs well done. Siren, you have been with Us for close to fifteen
Turns, what think you of this team?"


Sword started. Fifteen Turns?
That meant that Siren would have started this work almost as young as Sword
had.


Siren smiled at the group.
"These are the finest people that I've ever worked with," she said
proudly.


"Just so."


The door opened again. And this
time Devar and Armor stepped through.


Marionette was with them.


Sword felt worry begin to gnaw at
her. Marionette had only been in the hall a few times. And whenever there she
had spoken little, just standing in the corner and observing what practice
occurred, what plans were made. She invariably left before the others.


Siren had made a few attempts to
speak to her, but the little girl just stared that far-off stare and that was
the end of that. Scholar seemed to sense her strangeness and avoided her from
the first, and when Teeth discovered that she carried no food he lost interest
in her as well.


Armor closed the door behind
them. Then he, Devar, and Marionette took up a position close to the rest of
the group.


"Ah," said Malal. "My
second reason for being here."


He looked at the assembled
Blessed Ones. "Tonight will be a bit different for you." He switched
his gaze to Armor.


The soldier harrumphed, somehow
managing to draw himself a few inches taller when Malal spoke to him. "Yes,
Lord." He looked at the group. "Tonight you will face a difficult
challenge. Not because of your primary foe, but because of the secondary
challenges."


Sword didn't know what that
meant, but a chill swept through her. She looked at Devar, but the young man
was staring intently at Armor, waiting for him to speak further.


Armor held out a sheaf of linen
pages. Each had the picture of a woman. They weren't just ordinary pictures,
either. They had been enchanted by an Eye, so the picture seemed to stand above
the page, giving the viewers a clear picture of the person from all angles.
Pictures like this were extraordinarily expensive and rare. Eyes could only use
their Gift to show things they themselves had seen in detail, so to get a
picture like this meant that the Emperor had either had a spy very close to the
target –


(not a person not a woman just
a target just an enemy of the Empire an enemy of peace)


– or the woman was a public
figure of some kind. Sword had studied most of the nobles of Ansborn, and she
didn't know this woman, so she suspected the former. The Emperor had
investigated her closely, and at risk to the life and limb of at least one Eye,
one good man.


"Who is she?" asked
Siren.


"Her name is Eva," said
Armor. "And our spies have confirmed that she is funneling vast amounts of
wealth to a group that poses a serious threat to the Empire." He looked at
Devar, an expression on his face like he wanted to say more. Devar shook his
head.


"What is the problem?"
said Garden. "Why is this one so different?"


"She guarded by an army or
something?" said Teeth. Spines rippled up from his cheeks for a moment, as
though he were already preparing himself for the coming battle. Then they
disappeared and he pulled nearly an entire loaf of bread from a pocket inside
the cloak he had draped over his bony frame. He devoured half of it in three
enormous bites.


"Yes, in point of fact she is
guarded by an army," said Armor. "But you can handle an army. That is
not the nature of our concern."


"What is?" said Sword
quietly. Something was curling inside her. The feeling she had gotten before
every fight in the arena, the feeling that this moment was going to be a matter
of life or death, a moment that could change everything for her, forever.


Armor sighed. Looked like he wanted
to continue, but shook his head. Devar took his arm. "It's all right, my
friend," he said. The young man stepped forward. "Eva lost her
husband two years ago. It was an assassination by another faction; had nothing
to do with us," he said in response to the looks they all flashed at him.
"But since then she has traveled with a retinue. Not just the guards that
go everywhere with her, but…." He opened another scroll. "Her
family."


The scroll was another Eye
picture. This one showed six children, who looked like they ranged in age from
fifteen Turns to around three.


Sword didn't understand for a
moment, but Garden did. The tender heart of a good person, one who was not
raised as a Dog but in some other place, some place where good and evil
actually mattered, understood.


"Gods," she whispered.
She looked at Malal. "We're going to have to kill all of them. Even the
children."


"No one can know the details
of what you do," said the Emperor. "Which means everyone in her
company – man, woman… and child – must die."


And now Sword understood why he had
seemed so weary when she came in, so sad. She also understood why he himself
had come in this morning. This was a hard thing he asked – the hardest so far –
and he would not do it through an underling. He would be present, and would
lend his voice to what was needed. It was, ultimately, his decision. And he
would be there to see it planned. He would suffer with them as much as he was
able.


"I don't know – I don't know
if I can –" Garden didn't finish. Couldn't.


"We know this is hard,"
said Armor. He seemed to shrink into himself, to become less than he had been.
He was a man of honor, and was now going to be a part of a thing that no man
could possibly view as honorable.


"I understand the primary
ramification of what you request," said Scholar, "but as you know the
limitations of my particular Gift prevent me from comprehending the major
possibilities of any particular situations. So please forgive this
interrogatory, but I must inquire: is there any other alternative? Must the
infants and adolescents – offspring of a traitor though they be – necessarily
suffer the ultimate punishment?"


"Also," said Teeth,
"is there some other thing we could do? Could we maybe not kill
them?"


For once Scholar didn't berate
his friend. Just looked grateful for the word of support.


Armor managed to look even more
uncomfortable. The pit of Sword's stomach felt like a block of molten lead,
pouring down into her legs and feet, making the entire bottom half of her body
heavy and hot. But her hands and cheeks felt clammy, parched.


Please, no. Not this. This is too
much.


Armor finally spoke. "The
older three must die. It is the will of the Empire. The younger ones… do not.
It is at your discretion." He looked at Marionette, and for a moment she
actually seemed to look back, to be fully present. "You do not make the
choice, Marionette, do you understand? Your vote carries no weight here."


She nodded. Looked like she cared
not at all one way or the other.


As for the rest of them, they
sighed as one. Sword felt particular relief. If Marionette was being excluded
then Armor really meant that they could spare the younger ones, at least. He
clearly didn't want the homicidal little girl weighing in on whether or not to
kill the children – for she would certainly jump at the chance to make more
"poppets." From what Sword understood, Marionette could only maintain
each undead for about six hours. After that, the body fell lifeless again. And
then Marionette would miss her toy, and would seek another. And another.


And another.


Sword suspected that, given the
chance, Marionette would kill the entirety of Ansborn, and live a life alone
with her poppets, dancing a long dance with the dead atop the five mountains.


"So who wants to not
kill the kids?" said Teeth, and his hand – still holding the bread – shot
in the air.


"One moment," said
Malal.


Everyone turned their attention
to the boy Emperor. He was slouched in his seat. Again looking so tired that
Sword ached for him. The weight of millions on his shoulders, and for this
moment every single one of them showed in his eyes.


"They don't have to die, but
they can't be left anywhere that they will be permitted to speak."


Everyone but Armor and Devar
looked at one another. Teeth said, "What's he mean, Scholar? And use little
words, please," in a whisper so loud it probably carried outside the hall.


Then, suddenly, Sword knew. And
knew that no one else could know, no one else could possibly understand. She
would be the only one to give voice to Malal's meaning.


"He means we kill everyone
but them, then take them to a kennel and give them over to one of the trainers,
to be sold as tongueless slaves or to fight as child-Dogs in the arena."


She stared at Malal as he said
it. He didn't move for what seemed a long time. But then, slowly, he nodded.


Sword closed her eyes. Opened
them. All eyes were on her. " You know me," she said to her friends.
"You know where I came from." She closed her eyes. "The
alternative is no mercy. And there will be no vote." She opened her eyes
and turned back to Malal.


"We will kill the traitor.
We will kill them all."
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Sword crouched in the brambles,
and itched, and waited.


That was one thing she had
learned early in her studies, and which had been pounded into her head every
time she went on an assignment: much of what she did was glorified waiting. She
looked back on what she and Garden had done when they went after Creed, the
first mission that had resulted in an all-out fight with dozens of men, and
despaired at how badly planned and executed that had been. Had she thought
about it she would have had Garden make some kind of movement in the trees on
one side of the wall, would have drawn attention away from the other side.
Would have snuck in unnoticed. Perhaps killed a single guard and taken his
uniform. Any of a thousand options that she knew of now, and would use in the
future.


She was better at what she did.


But still, every time she began a
job there was a tinge of regret. There had never been time for guilt when she
was a Dog. There was only the run to the arena, the explosive burst onto the
killing grounds, then every particle of her body focused on the grisly job of
survival.


This was survival, too, she
supposed. But survival of a different kind. Not survival for herself only, but
survival for all of Ansborn. She had read much of what the Imperial libraries
held on the history and economics of the country, and she knew how frail it
always was. Yes, the five States were built on five massive islands in the
clouds, yes there was food production on the side-farms, yes there was mining
that brought up iron and copper and brass and the other metals needed for
workers and craftsmen.


But still, it was a closed
system, and had been for a thousand years. Ever since Eka first ascended from
the netherlands below the clouds.


So when someone threatened the
Empire it wasn't just a threat to Malal's person – though that was serious
enough, given that she liked him, respected him – it was a threat to the
millions who depended on the fragile stability the throne provided.


A sound drew her attention. They
had chosen this place as a good one to fight: a place where Eva –


(no no not Eva just the
target not a mother just a threat to the Empire)


– and her rebel forces would have
to enter a narrow gap between hills. Once through, it would be harder for them
to retreat.


Easier for them to be gathered up
and slaughtered.


The first troops came through.
They were not what Sword expected. Her image of a soldier was based on Armor:
tall, proper, with perfectly pressed uniform and gleaming sword at his side.
These men and women looked more like they had just dropped tills on the
side-fields. Some had swords, but just as many held hoes and pitchforks and
shovels. They had dirty faces and looked undernourished.


Sword wondered where they were
headed. This particular path led to nowhere but –


Faith. They're seeking sanctuary.


But no, that didn't make sense,
did it? The priests and priestesses of Gods' Church gave sanctuary to all who
sought it, and the Imperial Crown honored that sanctuary, completely and
utterly. Any criminal or lawbreaker, no matter how mean or how severe the
crime, could go to any cathedral and simply announce a desire for sanctuary,
and no one could arrest or harm him or her. But to take advantage of that they
must abandon all weapons and all illegal pursuits. If they broke the covenant
of sanctuary, the priests and priestesses of the Order of Chain – warriors
themselves, trained in a special monastery where none others were permitted –
broke them painfully with their traditional weapons: whips and sickles.


So if these were rebels and
killers who sought to overthrow the Emperor, they could hardly be seeking
sanctuary. Where were they going?


It was academic, she supposed.
They were going to die here.


The forces moved into the pass.
She waited. Watched. The rebels were gathered in a thick knot in the center,
tight around a line of carriages that she supposed must carry supplies.


And, she suspected, one of those
carriages held Eva.


And her family.


Don't think of that.


She waited. Her turn would come
soon enough, and she only hoped she would have the strength for it.


A sound drifted through the
night. Low at first, almost inaudible, but its effect on the rebels was
instant. They all went absolutely still as Siren's lilting music touched them.
A few – strong-willed beyond normal men and women – shook themselves and took a
few steps, but even they had trouble doing more than that.


The Song grew louder. And
suddenly the rebels near the front of the column started shrieking. They ran
forward. A few were so affected they lost all reason and started hacking at one
another with their makeshift weapons.


"She's something," said
Devar. He was crouched near her. Another first: he had never accompanied them
on any of their missions before. Sword felt guilty, but she was almost excited
about this night, if only to see what his Gift might be.


She nodded. Even though Siren was
directing her music at the rebels, the magic that flowed beyond her directed
Song was enough to make her tremble.


There were well over two hundred
rebels in the group. Of them, ten or fifteen, driven mad by Siren's Gift, were
turning the front of the group into a vicious melee. Another twenty or thirty
peeled away from the group and, driven to a strange desire, ran straight for
her.


Siren stood a few hundred rods
ahead. In plain view, her dagger drawn. But it would not be nearly enough to
handle the dozens coming at her.


Shadows seemed to peel away from
the hills and race to her side.


Teeth and Scholar sped toward
Siren, angling their run slightly so they intercepted the rushing mob before
they could reach the woman. Siren kept singing, distracting them with desire to
simply reach her.


And Teeth and Scholar had full
reign.


Teeth became a saw that moved so
fast it was nearly invisible. Feet, hands, arms, legs. Even back and chest
exploded in vibrating serrations that were harder than steel. He threw himself
into the onrushing rebels, and wherever he went there was only blood and dead
flesh left behind.


Scholar was no less effective. He
intercepted one man at a time, armed only with his razor, but with each slash
he opened an artery that caused the man or woman to fall within a few steps. He
moved so fluidly that his glasses never slid the smallest fraction down his nose;
his fedora remained perched perfectly at a jaunty angle on his head.


Only one person got through them.
And for that woman, Siren held out her knife and the mad lust for Siren's Song
drove the rebel to impale herself.


Still, it all seemed to sap
Siren's concentration just a bit. Either that or the people just grew
accustomed to it and were able to fight it off a bit. Sword saw heads shaking
among the hundred and fifty or so who were left, saw them drawing into a
circle, unsheathing weapons, starting to move back in an orderly retreat.


Well-disciplined.


She could not help but admire
them. Most people fell to pieces when faced with powers they did not
understand. These did not.


And she knew why, though she
wished she didn't. They had a cause. They were fighting for more than
themselves. They believed in something, no matter how wrongheaded it might be.
And that gave them strength.


And they know that the children's
lives hang in the balance.


She pushed that thought away.


The rebels retreated a dozen
rods. Then Garden, who was waiting on the opposite hill, began her work.


The vines, the bushes, the very
grass itself… all of it erupted around the rebels. Where before they had been
walking on flat ground, aware of only a trio of enemies at their front, now
they faced demonic creatures in their midst. Vines tore them, brambles shot at
them and rent flesh, thorns shot off swelling branches and pierced faces and
eyes.


The shrieks of the rebels reached
a crescendo.


"Now," said Devar. He
stood.


They waded into the rebels.


Sword's katana and wakizashi flew
in tight circles of death, cutting through all before her. Barely any even
managed to raise a weapon in defense, let alone attack.


She glanced to her side. Saw
Devar. He had a rapier, and had apparently used it to impale someone, because
the blade was sticking through a woman's chest, out her back.


Then Sword blinked… and Devar was
gone.


He reappeared an instant later,
ten feet away. And his sword reappeared as well… deep inside another rebel's
eye.


Sword nearly forgot to block a
rebel's clumsy attack with a shovel. She disarmed and killed him in a single
move. Glanced at Devar. He was appearing and disappearing all over the
battlefield, each time reappearing with his weapon buried in someone's body.
Every time he disappeared that body would fall, dead.


One time he appeared between two
rebels, whose mouths opened in surprise as they realized one had a sword buried
in his throat, the other had a hand buried in his chest, crushing his very
heart.


They fell as one.


Gods, he can transport himself
anywhere.


She wondered at the power.
Someone like that would be unstoppable in any battle. No wonder he had risen to
be Armor's superior, even at his young age. The Wanderers could move people
across long distances, as they had the night she killed Creed, but that was a
complicated task, and any Wanderer who moved someone that way would be unable
to repeat the magic for days, even weeks.


This, though….


There, gone, there, gone. And
another man or woman fallen with each appearance.


Then her attention turned as she
heard the tinkling sound of a child's laughter. It shouldn't have carried over
the din of the battle, but it found its way through the fissures in the
commotion, the fractions of a second when all fell quiet.


And the dead began to stand.


The men and women Sword had just
killed began to rise. Began to fight at her side.


She felt like screaming,
"Don't help me! Not like this! Get these things away!"


The fight had never been on the
side of the rebels. But now it devolved from melee to massacre.


Sword fought through to the first
of the wagons. The horses reared as she approached, eyes rolling back so far
that the whites took over. "Shhh," she whispered, wondering why she
did it. Why it mattered that there be some semblance of calm in this madness.
The horses still shied away, and one reared back. One of its hooves slammed
toward her head…


… and bounced with a clang off
one of Armor's now-huge fists. There was the crack of breaking bone and the
horse fell over as the soldier grinned. "Careful, child," he said. He
had been hidden near the rear of the column, but must have emerged from hiding
soon after Siren finished her Song and was now creating havoc among the small
army in the pass.


Sword nodded her thanks. Then went
to the carriage the downed horse and its mate had been pulling. The carriage
was a flat bed covered by a high tent of canvas, threaded closed in the back.
She sliced open the lashings and opened it.


Just food. Wheat, some seed. A
few guns.


The next carriage was nearly as empty.


The next vehicle in the caravan
was a covered wagon. And it held the woman. Held Eva. She was huddled in the
middle of the wagon, head bowed as she tried to hold all her children to her as
tightly as possible. All but one of them had heads lowered, buried deep in her
breast. That last looked to be the oldest, a little younger than Sword. He sat
beside them, trembling but clearly determined to be brave. He held a long
dagger in his hand. The point wobbled so much he was more in danger of cutting
himself than anyone else.


"I'll kill you," he
whispered. But his voice shook and cracked.


Eva pulled her son back. He
resisted, but she forced him away from Sword. "Kill me," she said.
"Kill me but not the children. They've done nothing. They're no part of
this."


Sword found she couldn't move.
Armor had left her side somewhere between the horse and here, and she was
alone.


Am I to kill them all myself?


It's your job.


But how can I?


You've killed children before.


Not like this.


Eva took her silence as an
encouraging sign. "You're not like them," she said. "Not like
the others. You can help us. Please, help –"


Then she went quiet. The silence
was abrupt, so sudden it was jarring even with the clamor of battle still a
nearly physical presence around them.


Eva opened her mouth. Blood
dribbled out. She looked down.


A rapier emerged from her chest.


Devar was sitting on the small
bench built into the side of the wagon. He had appeared behind Eva, and as he
had done dozens of times already, his blade had appeared as an already-killing
stroke.


"This is for betraying the
Empire," he whispered.


"Mercy," she managed.
Then fell.


The children cried out. The older
ones pulled their younger brothers and sisters closer.


Devar shook his head. "Your
mercy is that I killed you first, so you'll not see your children die."


He looked at Sword, who still
stood at the back of the wagon, mouth open and horrified. She had never known a
mother, never known a parent.


So why should they? Why should
these children be so blessed, when you were so cursed?


But she knew that was just her
mind, trying to defend itself against what she had just seen and what she was
being called on to do.


Devar nodded at the children.
"There is still a job to do."


Sword remained motionless for a
time so long it seemed she must grow old and die, standing here at the back of
a wagon where a mother had been killed before her children.


"Kill them!" shouted
Devar.


Sword raised her katana. The
oldest boy still held his dagger. He raised the tip a few inches, as though to
somehow stop the inevitable.


"Don't," she whispered,
and didn't know what she meant by it.


Don't resist, boy.


Don't make me do this, Devar.


Don't be real, don't any of this be real.


"NOW!"


She jerked in place. Devar seemed
almost to change, to grow in his rage and become larger than he had been.


Her sword lowered. "I
can't," she said. "I –"


A sound drowned out the rest of
the sentence. A crash that slammed down on her like a hammer blow. She looked
upward – the source of the sound – and saw that thick black clouds had
gathered. As she watched, she saw them spin into a funnel that reached down
toward them. It looked like a tornado, but far too small to be such. Lightning
speared out of it, great jagged whips that snapped out and scorched the earth
wherever they touched.


The funnel touched the ground,
and out of it walked a woman and a man. The man was clad in a white robe with
black edges, and jags of electricity seemed to play along his fingers. His
features were delicate, but somehow still strong. Slim, with an aquiline nose
and a chin that came to a handsome point with no beard at all.


The woman wore a white skirt, and
a breastplate, greaves, and gauntlets of polished silver. She seemed to be
holding a shield, but Sword couldn't quite see it. It was as though the air
itself had gathered around her arm and created a spot where no one could see.


Her face was covered by a silver
mask. The mask had eyeholes and a long slit for a mouth. The mouth neither
frowned nor smiled, giving the woman the appearance of a stern goddess, come in
perfect neutrality to render a perfect judgment.


Both man and woman had silver
hair, and somehow Sword knew they were brother and sister.


"No. No!" Devar
shouted. "They weren't supposed to be here!"


Another crash sounded, and at the
same time all the hairs on Sword's arm lifted. A lightning strike slammed down
and obliterated two of Marionette's playthings. At the same moment, the woman
in the silver armor jumped up. She flew forward as though pushed by an
invisible hand and smashed into two more of Marionette's creatures. They
scattered before the force of her blows.


"NO!" Devar
screamed again. He looked at Sword and said, "I'll deal with you
later." Then, before she could absorb any of what had just happened, she
blinked and he had transported from his place in the wagon to a spot behind
her. He hit her on the back of the head with the hilt of his rapier.


She fell.


And, for her at least, all became
silent.
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She opened her eyes and saw a
face she knew and yet did not. Silver hair, a beautiful face. A flash of silver
armor. A woman, her face curled in rage.


Her hand slammed down. There was
nothing in it, though her fist was clenched as though holding something. It
slammed into the side of Sword's face.


She closed her eyes again.


She opened them. This time long
enough to realize she was laying on rough boards. Trees loomed overhead,
branches reaching like grasping fingers on either side of her sight, trying to
clasp across the path she traveled, trying to shut off sight of the night.


She saw a young man, a bit older
than her. He looked familiar somehow, though she was sure she had never seen
him before. He had a face that was a bit too round, a bit too squat. But it all
worked together to create an attractive whole.


"Awake," he murmured
when he realized she was looking at him. He raised something overhead. A rifle,
the stock pointed down.


"Wait, wait, you don't
–"


And, again, all was dark.


This time, she Dreamed. There was
a Man. There was a Woman. They had no names, but for the first time in her
life, for the first time in all her Turns, in all her long Dreamings, she saw
that they wore black, as though in mourning. They looked at her with a love she
had never before known, and the look broke her heart.


"Carry on," the Woman
whispered.


"Carry her on," the Man
echoed.


Then, as always, they reached for
her. They embraced her.


And then, as always, their blood
ran red and stained the perfect white and gold floors.


She woke. This time she saw that
it was day. She still lay on her back, still there were trees above, but these
were different. Not the leafy trees of the Capitol, these were the jabbing
pines of the East.


We're in Faith.


She closed her eyes. Just for a
second – or so she thought – but when she opened them again she was no longer
outside.  A vaulted ceiling, curved to a central point high overhead, was all
she could see. Several stained glass windows were set in the ceiling and in the
walls. Some held renderings of wheat and berries, others showed men and women
doing obeisance to beings cloaked in cloud who hung above five mountains that
she knew represented the five States of Ansborn.


"Ah, you're awake,"
said a voice. It was old, grizzled. Strong. For some reason it reminded her of
Armor, even though when its owner came into view he looked nothing like her
friend and near-father.


The priest was dressed as all
priests were: in long white robes that fell nearly to the floor, edged in
silver and gold, and with a silver sash that draped around his neck. He wore a
mail hood over his head, signifying that he belonged to the Order of Chain –
the warrior sect of the priesthood who trained to be protectors of virtue. Like
the ascension of the first Emperor, the beginnings of the Order were cloaked in
the time before history, but it was understood that they were some of the
fiercest fighters in the Empire.


Across his chest there was a
symbol:


 





The symbol of the mountains of
Ansborn, with clouds above and a cloud below which none might pass.


Sword wondered again, fleetingly,
what lay below the clouds.


The priest was older than she
expected – perhaps sixty-five Turns. He was grizzled as a gray-backed bear –
all sharp whiskers and with a deep scar that curled over his face from his
right ear around his neck. But for all that he had a kindly demeanor, as though
he was willing to bite any enemy but would be loyal to any friend – loyal to the
death and even beyond, given his way and a few blessings from the Gods.


He wore a sickle on his right
hip, a whip on his left that was made of cowhide with threads of silver running
through it. And if the books were to be believed he could cleave a gnat out of
the air with the sickle or use the whip to flick a hair off a man at five rods'
distance.


"Those fools are lucky they
didn't kill you," he said.


He moved, and Sword felt
something cool on her forehead. She tried to sit up, but the ceiling spun
sideways, then moved quickly to the other side of her sight as though drunk and
she fell back with a moan.


The priest pushed her back –
firmly but not roughly. "Stay down, girl. Unless you treasure the idea of
vomiting all over the pews. And I'm the only one who cleans up in here so I
would rather you not do that."


Her hands were tied, and through
the crippling dizziness that spun its way through her she realized her katana
and wakizashi were gone as well. She felt naked without them.


No, worse. I'd rather be naked, if it meant I
could keep my weapons.


"I guess you're wondering
where your fancy swords are right about now," said the priest with a
chuckle. The cool feeling came again and she realized he was putting a salve on
her head. Wherever he touched her it felt better. He must be putting something
on her that had been enchanted by a Patch. But that made no sense. That she had
been captured by enemies of the Empire was certain, so it was a surprise to see
them tending to her with something as expensive as magic balms.


"Are you going to torture
me?"


The priest went still.
"What?" he said.


"Are you healing me so that
I'll be healthier for torture?" she asked.


He laughed. A long, loud belly
laugh that bounced off the high ceiling and resounded through the room.
"Gods' love, girl, what kind of books do they make you read?"


She didn't feel reassured.
"Are you?"


The priest grew serious. "My
name is Brother Scieran," he said, and continued applying the salve. He
turned her head so that he could reach the back of her neck. She kept feeling
better. The room had almost settled back into its proper position. "And as
long as I have been a servant of the Gods – which is far longer than you have
been alive – I would never have brooked such a thing."


"What about before you were
a 'servant,' then?" she asked. And felt like cursing herself. Why was she
trying to antagonize this man?


His hands stopped moving for a
second. Then he resumed his healing touch. "Well, you should know we
priests leave our pasts behind when we enter the priesthood, so I can't really
answer that officially." He looked directly into her eyes, and for a
moment the steel there had a sharp edge. "Unofficially, I can tell you
that I'd be sorely tempted to pull your arms from your sockets and leave you at
the Capitol door."


Then he smiled, and the kindness
that flooded into him completely replaced the barely-contained mayhem of only a
moment before. "Luckily, though, I'm not going to say any such
thing."


"I might, though."


Brother Scieran looked over. So
did Sword, sitting up slightly – thankfully the world had finally settled into
its normal turn, rather than a sickly spin – to see over the pews.


The round-faced young man who had
knocked her out stood at the door to what she now saw was a small Cathedral of
Faith. He closed the door behind him and began marching toward them. He was
still holding the rifle that he had used to knock her out. He also had a bow
slung over one shoulder and a crossbow hanging from the other.


Serious case of overkill, she
thought. Either he misses a lot or he hits everything he aims at.


Sword realized that for a moment
Brother Scieran's attention was on the young man, not her. She moved.


She snatched the sickle from off
Brother Scieran's side. Instantly the hum of her Gift surged through her. She
flipped the sickle, catching it perfectly by the blade, and with a quick jerk
used it to sever her bonds. Then flipped it again and had the polished handle
in her hands.


Not my katana.


But it will more than do.


She turned toward the young man
at the door in time to see him move –


Gods, he's fast. Must be a Gift.


He's a Blessed One.


– yanking his rifle into firing
position and sending off a series of shots.


Sword had heard of a gun in the
Emperor's personal armory, one with a rotating barrel that could shoot many
bullets in a second. But she doubted that even it could shoot as fast as the
man before her. He emptied his magazine so quickly that Sword barely registered
it as happening; her arm just went numb as she swung the sickle so quickly it
could not be seen, blocking the shots.


The sickle was a bent mess, and
she tossed it away. She yanked the whip off Brother Scieran's other hip. The
priest was just gaping, utterly surprised by the turn of events.


Sword only had her left hand to
work with, and her enemy had already unlimbered his crossbow. She had seen what
a well-placed bolt could do: it could put a hole the size of a fist right
through a steel breastplate when shot at this range.


Thok-thok. The crossbow was a dual-shot,
and he loosed them both.


Th-thap. She whipped them both from the
sky. Then leaped the rest of the way to her feet. Sent the whip snaking through
the air and circled it around Brother Scieran's neck.


"Stop!" she shouted as
the young man drew his bowstring, an arrow already nocked and ready.


He's so fast. So fast.


She knew if this kept up, and if
he had enough ammo, sooner or later he'd get through. She had to stop this now.


"I'll tear out his
throat," she shouted, and hoped the words sounded less desperate and
frightened to her attacker than they did to her.


She pulled Brother Scieran to
her. As always, her Gift knew what to do better than she did. She couldn't have
explained how to do it, couldn't have taught another, but she jerked in just
the right way to send the bigger man skittering off balance toward her. In an
instant he was between her and the rifle-/crossbow-/bowman.


The newcomer kept his bow at the
ready. Kept the arrow nocked.


"I can put this through your
eye at a quarter-mile," he said. "The only reason you're not dead is
that we want information."


"I don't doubt it," she
said. "But I'm pretty fast with the whip. And I don't think you want the
good Brother getting killed." She began to step sideways, angling toward
the door. "Move out of the way, please. I really don't want to kill
anyone."


And, surprisingly, she found she
didn't. Just a few days ago and she would have come after both these people
with vigor. That the shooter was an enemy of the Emperor was not in doubt – he
was in league with the woman who had come out of the tornado, which meant he
had something to do with the traitorous Eva. And the Priest had clearly broken
his covenant of neutrality, which made him a traitor as well.


But she didn't want to harm them.
She just wanted to leave. Wanted to get back to the palace. Wanted to –


What?


She wanted Armor. She wanted him
to talk to her. Wanted him to make everything right. Wanted him to –


(Erase Devar's face when he
killed Eva. Make it never have happened. Take away the order to kill children
or make them Dogs.)


– be the one nursing her wounds
instead of this –


(priest brother helper man of
the Gods)


– enemy.


The shooter remained in front of
the door. "Move!" she snarled. She gave a jerk, and the whip
tightened, the braided leather and silver creaking audibly in the silence of
the cathedral.


Brother Scieran made no sound of
pain, no noise of fear. But he did speak. "Move, Arrow," he said.


That surprised Sword. She jerked.
Arrow? That sounded like the name of a Blessed One. But this couldn't be a
Blessed One. They were all either dead or in service of the Empire. She knew
there were Blessed Ones she hadn't met before, but this clearly wasn't
someone in Malal's service.


Arrow moved away from the door.
He kept a consistent distance between them, and kept his arrow pointed directly
at her. At her right eye.


She wondered if she could
move fast enough. Fast enough to jerk Brother Scieran between herself and a
speeding arrow. She thought so, but didn't know for sure.


And didn't know for sure if she
would be able to mentally even if she could do it physically. Could she kill a
man like that? A priest?


Some servant of the Emperor.


The cathedral door was at her
back now. She shuffled toward it, still keeping Brother Scieran in front of
her. She hunched lower behind him, but couldn't hide completely – she had to
keep an eye on Arrow.


She backed out into the street.


Glanced behind her.


And froze. Because she knew this
place.


She had been here before.







13





For a moment the world
disappeared. For a moment all there was was the sound of a boy crying out.


"No! Don't kill my daddy!
Don't kill him, don't kill him, please kill me but don't kill him!"


And then she cut a throat and a
man fell and then a moment later the boy fell along with his father.


She had not been going to do it.
She wasn't going to kill Creed – wasn't going to be able to do it – and
might not have served the Emperor, if she hadn't seen what the man did. If she
hadn't seen him destroying the village. Bringing forth the men and women and
shooting or stabbing or burning or simply choking them to death with his own
hands. Laughing as he did. Laughing, and it was for that laugh as much as for
the murders themselves that she killed him.


And now… now she found herself in
the same village. Nasius.


It was months later. And some of
the villagers must have escaped to the nearby woods, because otherwise there
would have been no one to care about rebuilding it. But there was a
rebuilding in process. Half-constructed houses, a small storehouse. The
cathedral was already done, which meant that someone had paid the considerable
fee of an Engineer in order to construct the building faster than any normal
team of men and women could do.


This isn't a village with money.
Even before it was sacked, it wasn't rich. Who paid for an Engineer? The
Church?


She didn't know. But it stabbed
her to see the work of construction going on all around. To see people – mostly
women and children – pushing rough-hewn planks into place, nailing beams
together to create walls and roofs and walkways, physical structures
representing the re-binding of a community torn apart by a wicked man.


And working among them: the
silver-haired brother and sister.


The woman pounded on nails. She
held nothing in her hand, but each time she struck down the nail would slam
into place in thick wood beams.


Her brother swept his arms
around, and a whirlwind erupted, swirling dust and leaves in a mini-tornado
that pushed a wall into place long enough for it to be secured.


The woman noticed Sword. She was
wearing the silver mask, not covering her face but pulled up over her head. Now
she drew it down so she was staring at Sword with those expressionless
features.


Fear coursed through Sword's
veins. She had exited the cathedral with no escape plan in mind – just getting
out of the building had been her only concrete goal. Just staying alive when
facing what appeared to be a Blessed One gone rogue.


And now she faced not one, but
three.


The silver-robed man who could
call tornados saw her. And as he did it seemed the villagers understood that
something dangerous was afoot. They disappeared into half-constructed
dwellings, and now it was only Sword, Brother Scieran, and the brother and
sister on the street.


And don't forget Arrow. Still
inside the cathedral, still hoping to kill me.


"Meet Wind, and her brother,
Cloud," said Brother Scieran. He hardly seemed to mind that she had his
own whip cinched around his neck. The words came out in a normal voice, so
courteous and courtly that Sword thought – madly – that he and Armor would
definitely get along.


Cloud held a hand aloft. Traces
of blue began to ripple along his fingertips. Wind moved her hand, and
though nothing could be seen there, Sword suspected that there was something
deadly in her grasp.


Something crackled. Her hair
stood on end. At first she thought it was the same thing that had happened
right before Cloud and Wind appeared.


No. Different. This is different.


She was afraid. Not just of the
three Blessed Ones before her. There was something afoot that was new and
unseen.


She realized the silver threads
of Brother Scieran's whip had changed in her hand. They now looked as though
they were more gold then silver. And then that gold shifted to platinum, then
to a red metal she had never seen and had no name for.


Flame began to play along the
surface of the whip. But Brother Scieran did not cry out; showed no signs he
even noticed it.


"What's happening?" she
whispered.


"I should like very much to
answer that question," said Brother Scieran in a low voice. He sounded
calm, in control. And Sword knew that was because he was in control. She
was surrounded by powerful enemies, she was alone.


And worst of all, she was
confused.


She had had a singular purpose in
the kennels: to live.


An equally direct purpose on each
of her missions: to thwart the enemies of the Empire, to stop those who would
kill Malal and destroy the lives of the millions of men and women who called
the mountains of Ansborn their home.


But suddenly she felt
directionless. Like an air-car with no wheel to steer, driven to the edge of
the boundaries of Ansborn, past the ends of the world to be tossed in the
storms that always came whenever an air-car went too far.


She had gone too far. Had somehow
drifted and was now being tossed too and fro.


She would be destroyed.


The fire disappeared from her
whip. And a moment later the whip fell from nerveless fingers.


She felt something sharp touch
the back of her neck. An arrow, no doubt held in check by the young man named
for such things.


Brother Scieran turned. He
unwrapped the coils of whip from his neck and replaced the weapon on his hip.
"I'm quite good with this, you know," he said. "But you… you're
something else, my dear."


Again Sword thought Brother
Scieran sounded like Armor. Again she thought the two men would get along.


If Armor didn't try to kill him
as an enemy of the Empire.


Her thoughts spiraled. Spun as
the world had done when she woke up. Only this was beyond a physical sensation,
and much worse for that.


What's going on?


What's going on?


What's going ON?


Brother Scieran looked at her.
"These three want to kill you," he said. "I'd rather they
didn't. And if you will give me your Gods' Oath that you won't try to run or
kill anyone, I will tell them to stand down."


Sword didn't answer. She
couldn't. She felt locked in herself.


The grizzled priest leaned close.
"Please," he said.


It was the "please"
that got her. Again, like Armor. And like her good friend, she somehow sensed
that this man had no ill intentions toward her.


But how can that be? How can they
both be good if they both fight on opposite sides?


She had to know. That was her new
purpose. She nodded. "Gods' Oath," she said. She raised her arm to
the square, hand in a fist. "I'll not run or try to kill anyone. Not until
I give warning," she added.


Brother Scieran looked like he
was going to object at the caveat. Then he sighed and shook his head. "I
guess that's the best I can hope for." He looked over her shoulder. "Put
it away, Arrow."


"I don't trust her,"
said Arrow, his voice hard behind her.


"You don't trust
anyone," said Brother Scieran.


"I trust you."


"Then trust me now and put
it down!" the priest roared. For some reason the shout actually made
Sword feel better; Armor never would have screamed like that, and the
difference between him and this man took something away from the sense of the
bizarre that had pervaded the last few moments.


She heard a sigh and the
arrowhead stopped poking the back of her head. 


Brother Scieran nodded.
"Thank you, Arrow. You're getting better at listening."


Arrow made a sound that was half
growl and half choke. Like he was trying not to start screaming. It would have
been a funny sound in other circumstances.


Brother Scieran refocused on
Sword. "I take it from your reaction when you came out here that you've
seen this place before."


Sword nodded.


Brother Scieran sighed. "And
you've taken a Gods' Oath and seemed sincere. So my question is this:


"Why would a seemingly
honorable warrior fight for an Empire that she knows kills innocent people and
commits mass murders like this one?"
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"I don't believe you."


Sword was sitting on the same pew
where she had awakened. Brother Scieran sat on the pew in front of her, turned
half around so he could face her. Arrow and Cloud stood in the aisle, watching
her carefully, while Wind stood at the back of the cathedral, still wearing her
silver mask and with almost visible waves of danger rolling off her.


Brother Scieran smiled.
"Well the wonderful thing about the truth is that it exists irrespective
of belief, don't you think?" He shifted a bit. Grunted. "Sometimes I
do hate that the Order of Chain says we always have to wear our weapons – I'm
constantly sitting on my sickle. Which you bent up all to pieces, by the way,
so thank you very much for that." He refocused on Sword. "The
Empire is not benevolent, the Emperor hardly a kind ruler. You're in the middle
of a village that is proof of his 'benevolence.'"


"No," she said.
"No, this village was destroyed by a man named Creed, I saw it when I
–"


The air changed suddenly. She
sensed it before she finished the sentence. She knew she had made some mistake,
but didn't know how or what it might be. Only that Brother Scieran held out a
hand as though to stop a disaster, and then Arrow stepped forward. "When
you what?" he demanded. His face was flushed, his nostrils flaring.


"Arrow –" said Brother
Scieran.


"When you what?"


"Creed killed all those
people," said Sword. "He killed the people in this village. Murdered
them."


"When. You. WHAT?"


She was silent. Not knowing what
was happening, but knowing she was somehow in more danger than she had been
when she woke bound in the cathedral.


"Did you kill him?"
said Arrow. The words came as a whisper, but there was no mistaking the tension
in his arms, the way his hands clenched around the butt and trigger of his
rifle.


"Yes."


He went absolutely still.
"And the boy who was with him?"


"No." Like Arrow, she
was whispering, but unlike him there was no mayhem in her voice. Only… what?


Shame.


Why? You did what was right. You
did your duty.


"But you were there,"
said Arrow.


She didn't answer. She didn't
have to.


Arrow remained motionless for a
long moment. Then looked at Brother Scieran. "You had better be right
about her. Or Gods' Oath I'll kill her myself."


He turned on his heel and left
the cathedral, opening the heavy door so hard that it slammed on the side of
the wall with a crack reminiscent of his rifle.


Sword watched him go, then looked
back at Brother Scieran. He was gazing skyward. "You can't make anything
easy, can you?" he said. Then looked back at her. He shook his head.
"Arrow is – was – Creed's son. And the brother of the boy who was also
killed."


Sword grew cold. She began to
tremble. It had been easy enough to kill a man who was a traitor. Harder when
his boy was standing right in front of him. But when she saw what he had done,
the rage that had seized her made it so much easier, so… righteous.


But these people claimed he had
done nothing like what she saw.


No. I did see it. It happened.


"How do you know?" said
Brother Scieran.


"What?" she said,
startled.


"Just now, you whispered,
'It happened.' How do you know?"


"I told you. I saw it."


"You were there for
it?"


"No." The word felt
like an admission of guilt.


"How, then?" He peered
at her. "A vision, perhaps? Like you were seeing the past, like you were
there?"


"Yes," she said. And
now she was defiant.


Worried. I'm worried. You don't
fight back against someone you're not worried about. You only fight when you
worry you'll lose.


Brother Scieran nodded as though
he could hear her thoughts. "And knowing what you know, being a Blessed
One as you are," he said, and reached out to touch the black disc she wore
around her neck, "certainly you can conceive of no possible way that such a
vision could be faked. Not with all the power, with the great Gifts of the
Blessed Ones at the beck and call of a corrupt Emperor and his vile
Chancellor."


The cold feeling that held her
intensified. "No. That's not true. It can't be."


Can't be. Because if it is I've
been fighting for a monster.


I've been a monster.


"There's a Blessed One
called Seer. We don't know much about her – she rarely shows herself – but
appparently she can look through the eyes of anyone she is within a few miles
of. And she can also show visions – not like the visions of a mere Eye, these
visions can be real or false – to those people. The visions are harder,
they're her Second Gift –"


"Second Gift?" the
words came without thought, and she realized she was trying to sidetrack
Brother Scieran. To stop him from finishing his argument, to stop him from
destroying the purpose that had given her meaning, and friends, and life
itself.


"The Emperor doesn't tell his
servants of Second Gift anymore?" he pursed his lips. Shrugged. "I
guess that's not too surprising. Suffice it to say that Seer can send very
convincing lies to the minds of those she targets. Can even influence their
feelings a bit." He leaned even closer. "Tell me, after you saw the
vision did you feel any different?


Sword's jaw clenched. "Yes,"
she did, remembering the rage that had taken hold of her after she saw the
vision.


Brother Scieran nodded.
"Seer."


"I don't believe you,"
she said.


"And now we've returned to
the beginning of our conversation," said Brother Scieran. "You do
realize that you sound more like a disciple than I do? Not of the Gods, but of
the Emperor: when confronted with an evidence, you fall back not on your own
evidence but rather on the blind 'I don't believe you' as your primary
counterargument." His eyes twinkled. "But you can't base your faith
on a statement of disbelief, child. It doesn't work that way."


"I've got more than
that," she said. "I've got books. I've got what I've seen on my
missions."


"You have books from the
Imperial Library, I'd wager. So tell me, do you think a tyrant would be likely
to have books detailing his abuses? And as for what you've seen – what you've
seen is death in the darkness. Killings and assassinations carried out in the
black of night and in the shadows of alleys. Have you ever seen more than
that?"


"Yes!" she shouted.
"I grew up in the kennels, and the Emperor rescued me from that! So
don't you tell me that he's a monster who does nothing but evil!"


Brother Scieran sat back.
"He rescued you from the kennels." All the brightness suddenly
disappeared from his eyes. "So you were a Dog?"


"Yes," she said. She
almost crowed the word. As though she had been in a fight no less real than any
she had ever entered into with her katana, and had just wounded her most deadly
opponent.


But though wounded, Brother
Scieran was still fighting. He looked at the ceiling – or perhaps at something
beyond. "He rescued you from the kennels…. Well, mayhap he did. But did
you ever ask yourself what kind of Emperor would allow the kennels to exist in
the first place? What kind of tyrant would foster a system where rich men and
women bet on the deaths of others? Where children murder one another and the
mob simply cheers?"


He stood.


"You have never seen the
world. Not in the light." He held out a hand. "Come, and I will show
you things as they are, and perhaps you will then help us put them back as they
should be."
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They took her outside first.
Brother Scieran ushered her out the cathedral to where people had already
emerged from their hiding places and were once more hard at work reconstructing
their town.


Wind and Cloud still stood behind
her, Wind wearing her mask; and Cloud wearing an expression of nearly equal neutrality,
neither smiling nor frowning, his eyes focused on some faraway horizon. But
Sword could feel that both were completely aware of all that was going on
around them, and at a moment's notice would bring their Gifts to bear against
her.


Brother Scieran might trust her
Oath, but these two did not.


The priest gestured at the work
going on outside. "These people have been taxed by the Empire for a
generation. And by 'taxed' I do mean 'taxed beyond supportability.' They have
suffered without enough food for months and would have died this winter had
Creed not siphoned money away from the Empire and sent it to them. When the
Emperor – or, better said, the Chancellor – found out about it, he had their
village raided and everything they had taken… including their lives."


"Wait, so you're saying that
Creed was helping them?"


"Creed was one of the
under-secretaries to the Minister of Finance. You know what the Minister of Finance
does?" he asked, arching an eyebrow at Sword.


She nodded. "He is in charge
of the Empire's moneys, under the Chancellor."


Brother Scieran nodded and
slammed a heavy hand on her shoulder. "Excellent, my dear! Yes, that's
right. Creed worked under him, and he arranged for moneys to flow into
this little place instead of out of it." He sighed then, all
joviality deserting his voice. "We hoped he had done it without discovery.
But…." He looked at Sword, and didn't have to finish his sentence.


But… he didn't.


But… he was discovered.


But… you killed him.


She suddenly felt like crawling
into a deep hole and disappearing.


Why? Who is to say he's telling
the truth? You've only his word.


Brother Scieran was watching her,
and he sighed. "Still don't believe me eh?" She jerked in place. He
waved. "Your mind is safe from me. But your face is without guile. Very
expressive." He turned from her and waved to one of the women cleaning up
a nearby pile of trash. "Goodwife Banu," he said.


The woman put down what she was
doing – Sword noted she put it down carefully, as though even trash should have
a place in its pile – and came over, wiping her hands on a once-white apron
that was now stained and gray.


"Aye, Brother," she
said. "What kin I do for ye?"


"I am so sorry," he
said. "But I must ask you a hard question or two."


"It's a hard life," she
said. She spit a brown substance to the side, and Sword saw her teeth were
stained and pitted. "Ask yer questions."


"Thank you." He looked
at Sword as he asked the questions. "Were you here during the destruction
of the village."


"Aye. I were in the well.
Hid with Goody Zosi and her sons. Saw all, more's the pity."


"And did you see who did all
this?" Brother Scieran gestured at the destruction.


Goodwife Banu spat again, and
this time Sword got the feeling it had less to do with what she was chewing and
more to do with her feelings about the event. "Aye. 'Twere the Emperor's
Arms, all red and black uniforms, with a few of his own personal Guard in their
all black coverings."


"Do you know a man named
Creed?"


"Aye." She touched her
shoulder, her forehead, and her other shoulder, making a crude "A"
that was the sign of Faith. "Good man. Saved us all many a day." She
looked hard at Sword, and Sword felt suddenly like she was being judged… and
found deeply lacking. "Heard he were kilt by one of the Emperor's dogs."


"Thank you, Goodwife,"
said Brother Scieran. "I'll let you get back to your work."


She nodded. Spat once more – this
time perilously close to Sword's feet – and returned to her cleanup.


"This doesn't prove
anything," she said after the woman had gone.


"It doesn't?" said
Brother Scieran. He looked amused, which made her angry. How could he look like
that when he was not just attacking her body, but seemed to be toying with her
very soul?


"Fine, then," he said,
and grew serious. "Perhaps we can show you something more convincing. But
I warn you… it's going to hurt."


And she felt cold inside. Because
whether he had lied to this point or not, she felt he was telling the truth
about this.
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They left her in the cathedral.
Wind and Cloud acted as though they were going to remain inside, but Brother
Scieran said, "Don't you have work to do?" When they didn't move fast
enough, he roared, "Go help, Gods curse you!"


And the two moved so fast it was
as though they were children being called to task by an angry father.


Brother Scieran winked at Sword
as they left. As though to reassure her that no one was really afraid.
That this was a small play they acted out often, and with enjoyment.


Brother Scieran turned away a
moment after the two left.


"Wait," said Sword. She
almost shouted the word. "Where are you going?


"I've got work to do,
too," he said. "It won't be long before the Chancellor's spies find
out what's happening here, and then we'll have to run, off to find somewhere
else that we can hopefully make a difference."


"But if he'll find out, then
won't he just destroy this place again?"


"Maybe, but we have to
try."


"What about me?" she
asked.


"What about
you?"


"What do I do while you're
gone?"


"The door's unlocked,"
he said, gesturing at the front of the cathedral. "But I do ask that if
you decide to break your Oath and betray us, you make some noise when you leave
so we'll at least have a bit of warning."


Then, with that, he disappeared
through a door behind the altar.


Sword sat where she was for a
long time. Not sure what to do. Not sure if she even believed what Brother
Scieran had said about the door being unlocked. She remembered the first night
of her test to become a Blessed One; remembered Armor telling her that if she
had left her room she would have been killed.


Surely something like that had to
be happening here. Didn't it?


She went to the front door of the
cathedral. Opened it. It swung wide on well-kept hinges that moved without
sound. As soon as it was open the sensations of a village rebuilding itself
flooded her senses. Sounds of hammering, of voices raised in commands to
"move this" and "raise that" and "just a little to the
right so I can… yes, like that!" The taste of dust in her mouth, kicked up
by dozens of feet working – and, she realized after hearing Brother Scieran's
description of the time restrictions they had – working as fast as they could. The
sun beating on her, as it would be beating on the workers. The smell of dust
and sweat and people working together in a combination of grief and
determination.


She moved into the world beyond
the cathedral. Stepped forth without realizing she had done so.


She did not fall. No one struck
her down. This was not a test.


Different than what was done to
me at the palace.


The realization made her
uncomfortable. What could it mean, that these people – these outlaws –
would not strike her down, when the Emperor – the good Emperor, whose kindness
had saved her from the kennels – had been willing to do so.


And what of the kennels? Why would someone let those exist?
Why would a good ruler let boys and girls of so few Turns kill one
another for sport?


That had been Brother Scieran's
question, and she tried to banish it from her mind.


It kept coming back.


She wandered among the ruins of
the town. Some of the people working – most of them – ignored her. Busy with
tasks, unaware of the wanderer among them. A few of them noticed her, and most who
did made the sign of the Gods and spat on the ground.


She felt like protesting. Like
saying, "No, I didn't know!"


But I did know. I was killing a
criminal.


He was a criminal. He had to die.


(did he?)


The voice that spoke doubt was
small, so small she could barely hear it. 


But it was there.


She came upon a little girl. She
looked like she had barely seven Turns. Perhaps fewer. She was struggling to
lift a large board, a broken piece of wood that was nearly as big as she was.
It was clearly an impossible task, but the little girl just as clearly refused
to give up. She bent over again to lift it. Failed. Again. Failed. Again.


Sword lifted the other end.


"Thank ye," said the
little girl. "I'd've done died wi'out help."


"You're welcome," said
Sword.


"'Course, that no be
true," said the girl. "I didn't die when the soldiers come, so I
reckon I don't die now. Less'n they come again, eh?"


She said it matter-of-factly, and
Sword began to tremble. She recognized in this little girl the fatalistic attitude
she herself had worn when a Dog: the realization that death could come at any
time, the need to accept it or go mad.


This girl is no Dog, yet her
entire life is a kennel.


(would a good emperor permit
this?)


She helped the girl move three
more pieces of wood. Then a woman Sword guessed must be the girl's mother came
and took the girl away, leaving nothing but backward glances and a trio of
boards that had been moved to prove their exchange had ever happened.


It all felt like a dream. A
nightmare.


She went back to the cathedral.


She sat with head in hands. For
hours. She heard motion nearby a few times, perhaps Brother Scieran, but did
not look up. Someone put down something that clanked and she smelled bread. She
did not look up.


Someone took the thing away with
another clank. The bread smell dissipated.


A hand fell on her shoulder. She
looked up. Her eyes ached from staring at her feet for so long.


Brother Scieran sat beside her.
"You're not convinced, I know," he said. "And that's all right.
But I've more to show, and I think you doubt enough that you'll be willing to
come, at least."


She stood without words. Went
with him to an air-car that waited just outside the village. It was night, but
the villagers still worked by the light of glo-globes that had been placed here
and there along the rough roads of their once-home.


Sword saw the little girl, who
waved at her.


Sword waved back. And felt like a
liar as she did so. A wolf among the sheep.


She got on the air-car.


Wind and Cloud were there, and no
sooner had she and Brother Scieran entered the cabin than Cloud raised his
hand. The air-car thrust forward as though shoved by a giant hand. Soon it was
moving faster than any air-car Sword had ever ridden in.


"Cloud's Gift," said
Brother Scieran. "He controls the clouds. He can shape storms, call down
lightning and channel it into deadly strikes. He's using his Gift to push us at
what is basically the edge of a small, contained hurricane." He turned to
Wind. "Wind controls air. She can manipulate it, make it hard as steel,
move it to and fro. She can create a shield, a sword, all of it bound to her
and as real – though invisible – as the swords you wield."


"But… I thought all Blessed
Ones either served the Empire or died," said Sword.


"As they do," said Brother
Scieran. "But these are not Blessed Ones. The ones who fight against the
Empire call themselves the Cursed Ones. Our little joke, you see," he said
with a twinkle in his eye.


"How did they avoid being
pressed into service?" said Sword. She wasn't in the mood for joking.


"Wind and Cloud almost were.
When their Gifts manifested themselves – they were much younger even than you –
the Chancellor sent in troops to take them. They weren't even aware of what
they had done, didn't even know they were the reason their entire village was
destroyed. But they escaped." The priest grew somber. "They hid, and
saw their entire family slaughtered. Mother, father, siblings. We found them. Neither
has spoken a word since we found them."


Sword looked at the twins. They
didn't look at her. Not like they were avoiding her gaze, but like she was
beneath notice. "If they haven't spoken, how do you know their
stories?"


Brother Scieran laughed, his
humor returning in a burst. "We rebels are a low, uneducated people, but
some of us do read and write, you know."


Sword's cheeks burned.


"Where are we going?"
she said.


"You believe your Emperor is
a good man. That the Chancellor is his righteous right-hand man. And though
you've seen enough today to shake that a bit, you now simply don't know what
to believe. But I need you to believe. To believe us. And help us. To
become," he said, that ready smile playing across his lips, "one of
the rebellion's Cursed Ones."


"Never," she said. But
was dismayed to realize that she had said it automatically, and that it lacked
conviction.


Brother Scieran didn't reply.
Just looked out one of the windows.


She joined him, wondering where
they were going.


They were over a chasm: one of
the great gaps that separated the five States from one another. Each State was
atop a separate mountain, and it looked like they were crossing from the State
of Faith over to Center. To the State where the Capitol and its outlying cities
lay.


She thought at first they would
go to the Capitol, but the air-car veered north, pushed by Cloud's invisible
storm. It landed at the outskirts of a city that Sword had never visited
personally, though she knew it from her studies. It was called Vritof, and it
held a large number of nobles as well as a small Army base.


When they landed, the twins
donned brown cloaks, the kind of things worn by unsworn disciples in the
church. Brother Scieran didn't change, obviously marked as a member of the
Order of Chain by his outfit and his (very bent) sickle.


He gave Sword a robe as well. She
put it on. Then he surprised her. He opened a small locker built into the cabin
wall and pulled out her katana and wakizashi. Held them out to her.


She looked at them suspiciously.


"Gods' gifts, girl, you
accept everything the Emperor tells you at face value, but you won't take your own
sword from my hand?" He grimaced. Made as if to put the swords back.
"Fine. You don't want them, I'm sure –"


"Wait!" She held out
her hand. He gave her the weapons and she put them on under her robe. The robe
was in the way of her fastest draw, but with her Gift she knew she could still
cut down anything that stood in her way.


Except, perhaps, for these
"Cursed Ones."
She eyed Wind and Cloud.


Is this why he lets me have my
weapons? Not because he trusts me, but because he wants to see what I will do?


(No.)


The small voice was getting
louder. She didn't know what to think about that. She didn't like that she was
starting to believe these people. Because that would mean….


Gods, that would mean everything
I believed was a lie.


And everything I did was…


(Say it. Admit it.)


… murder.


Brother Scieran opened the door.
The air-car hovered a few feet above the ground, and he dropped softly to the
grass below. He landed with a sprightliness that belied his years, then turned
back to look at the others. "Is anyone else coming?" he said.


Wind and Cloud followed, then
Sword. Brother Scieran was already marching away. "Wait!" she
shouted. "What about the air-car?"


"What?" He frowned.
"What do you mean?"


"We're just going to leave
it here?" she said. "These things are expensive."


"It's not unguarded,"
said Brother Scieran with a smile. "And even if it were taken, we stole it
from the Imperial Army in the first place, so we can always just steal
another."


Another grin, and he was off.


The old man set a punishing pace,
and soon Sword felt pain arcing up and down her shins, felt her feet aching in
her boots.


Neither Wind nor Cloud
complained, of course. And she was hardly going to be the first one to ask for
a break. So she just kept walking.


They made their way into the city
proper. It was well past midnight, but Vritof was a big enough place that there
were still people about. Revelers walking drunkenly after late-night parties,
soldiers patrolling or simply heading back to the base in small groups, servants
rushing about doing errands for exigent masters.


They walked deeper. Past the
large houses, the bright glo-globes of the middle of the city.


Now the glo-globes were dimmer.
Cheaper. Some of them were cracked, others flickered as though they were not
enchanted, but simply held firebugs inside.


Someone screamed.


"Here we are," said
Brother Scieran. Sword saw that his hands had fallen to his sickle and his
whip. Saw also that Wind's silver mask – which she had hidden in the folds of
her brown cloak – was now in place. Cloud had lightning dancing in his eyes.


Brother Scieran took them up a
block to where an alley emptied into the street. There were no glo-globes in
the alley, and darkness reigned.


Brother Scieran marched into the
black space, heedless of any danger. So did the twins. And a moment later Sword
followed.


After going only a few rods, she
nearly bumped into her three companions. They were hunched behind a massive
pile of trash waiting for the next burning day. The pile smelled of rotted food
and human offal, and she wondered what they were doing there.


Then she saw.


Four Army officers – their rank
apparent by the gold braids on their shoulders and collars – had pinned a girl
against the wall. The girl looked like she was around Sword's age, and she was
terrified. She kept trying to turn her face away from the men, but each time
she did so one of the officers would grab her chin and force her face to the
front.


The highest-ranking officer – a
major, and old enough to be her father – leaned in. "You ran," he
said. His voice was low, and slid like a snake through the night. "Don't
you know the Edict gives us right to you?"


The others laughed. The major
continued. "Do you want us to kill your entire family?"


The girl shook her head.
"No," she whimpered. "No, please."


The major slapped her, a brutal
blow across her cheek that sent blood flowing out her mouth. "Then don't
you dare run from me."


Sword started to move around the
trash, intending… what? She didn't know. But she couldn't watch this.


The four men closed in on the
girl, and there was no doubt what they had in mind. They let go of her, but she
no longer ran, cowed by their threat.


Sword felt a hand on her arm. It
was Brother Scieran, drawing her back. "Let go of me," she snarled.


"Wait," he said.
"You need to see more."


She gaped at him. "You're
going to let this happen?"


"No," he said.
"But you need to see."


He pulled her back, then he
stepped around the trash. Took a few steps forward and then began stumbling as
though drunk. "Whash thish?" he bellowed, careening off a wall.


The officers started, surprised
at the interruption. The major recovered first. "Get out of here,
priest," he said dismissively. "What happens here does not concern
you."


"Godsh will it conshernsh
me. Wait." And Brother Scieran blinked and weaved in a convincing
portrayal of drunken confusion. "How come it doeshn't conshern me?"
He gestured at the girl. "She doeshn't look like she wantsh to… wantsh to…
be here." He belched.


One of the other men, this one a
captain, stepped to Brother Scieran. He slapped the old man. Not as hard as the
major had slapped the girl, but hard enough. Brother Scieran rocked back, only
barely managing to remain on his feet. "It doesn't matter what she wants,
old man," spat the captain. "The Emperor's Edict gives us right to
take any non-noble under eighteen Turns and do with them what we will. You
should know that."


And so fast she couldn't even see
where one ended and the other began, Brother Scieran's drunkenness disappeared
and was replaced by cold calculation. "Aye," he said. "I do know
that."


The captain coughed. Blood
spouted from his mouth and he looked down to see the priest's sickle in his
gut.


"The Emperor's… Edict,"
said the captain.


"I serve the Gods,
boy," said Brother Scieran. "Not the Chancellor or his puppet."


The other three men turned to
run. Wind and Cloud stepped out from behind the refuse, clearly intent on
chasing them down. But before they got far there was a trio of sounds that
Sword knew from recent experience: twhp-thwp-thwp. They happened in the
space of a heartbeat, and in the space of that heartbeat the three remaining
officers appeared to sprout feathers from their necks.


Sword looked behind her and saw
Arrow in the mouth of the alley. His bow was already back on his shoulder.


So fast.


She wondered if she could take
him. Hoped it would never become necessary.


When she turned back to Brother
Scieran, he was standing in front of the girl. "What's your name,
daughter?" he said.


"Ermengild," she  said.


"Do you live near
here?" he said. She nodded. "And my bet is you were out without your
parents' knowledge." Another nod. "Go," he said. "Get home,
fast. And don't go out alone again."


"I… I won't," she said.
She rushed away. Gone in the dark in moments.


Wind and Cloud were rifling through
the dead men's bodies. Each dead man had a leather purse – the major had two –
that clinked heavily, and the twins hid them in their robes.


"That goes to poor villages
like Nasius – the one you were at today. We tried to get them to build their
homes first, but they insisted on a cathedral." He smiled. "Good
people. Faithful people. Certainly better people than this Empire
deserves."


He traced the sign of the Gods on
each of the dead bodies. "You want them to go to Heaven?" said Sword.


"No, I'm praying that they
receive an honest judgment," said Brother Scieran. "I rather think
that will send them straight to the Netherworlds."


He turned to Arrow then.
"You were supposed to stay with the air-car," he said. There was no
disguising the irritation in his voice.


Arrow didn't seem at all cowed.
"I wanted to come."


"You wanted to see if our
new friend ran," corrected Brother Scieran.


Arrow didn't bother denying it.
"One can hope." He looked at Sword. "I still can hope. Please do
run." He fingered his rifle. "Please."


She didn't know what to do. She
had been rocked by her experiences at the village; rocked still more by what
she had just seen.


"How did you know?" she
said.


"Know what?" asked
Brother Scieran. He had finished his rites and now he wiped his sickle clean on
the robes of the major. Then he stood, pressing his fists into the small of his
back.


"That they'd be here,"
she said. "How did you know these men would attack this girl here?"


Arrow laughed. Not a trace of
mirth in it.


Brother Scieran looked sad. It
reminded her of the way Armor had looked a few times – times when she asked
hard questions about the way the Empire did things.


So much the same. But so
different.


"We didn't know they'd be
here," he said.


"But –"


"But the Emperor's Edict
gives the officers and nobles free reign over the children of this country. Do
you think we have to walk far on any night to find something like
this?" His temple bounced, the muscles of his jaw clenching and
unclenching. "No, girl, this happens every night, in every city. The only
thing that saves us from extinction is that the officers don't often leave
their bases – afraid of 'accidents' at the hands of the populace. And," he
said with a bow, "afraid of us, of course."


"If you don't do good and
do what's right/ then Cursed Ones come in dark of night/ To steal your soul and
steal your life/ and carve you up with a Cursed knife."


Armor delivered the verses in a lilting
tone. Not quite singing, but more than a simple recitation. Then he looked at
Sword. "We think the Emperor had the verse written in an attempt to get
people to fear us. Or turn us into a boogeyman rather than something real: you
can't take something seriously if it's just a bedtime story. But whether they
believe we're real or not, we've heard Imperial officers say it, and some
believe – really believe – they're targets."


Sword felt something in her hand.
She looked down and saw Brother Scieran's hand in hers. It was a strange
feeling. Something intimate, like Garden might have done.


Garden. What should I do?


The thought of her friend made
her sad. Made her wonder if it was possible that all Brother Scieran had said
was true.


Could it be?


She hoped not. She prayed not.


But she feared it was.
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They had barely stepped out of
the alley before they heard another scream.


Sword didn't know which she found
more horrible: the scream itself, or the fact that there were so many people
still on the street… and none of them moved to help. No one ran toward the
scream, no one even looked toward it. Men and women just hunched over, pulled
cloaks tight against bodies as though the sound were a cold wind they could
guard against.


Gods, why didn't I see this
before? Why did I never notice this happening?


This time Sword did not wait for
Brother Scieran to lead the way. She ran toward the sound. The scream sounded
like that of a girl, but it could have been a young boy, too. She couldn't
tell. All she knew was that it was someone in danger, someone in pain.


She didn't know if she believed Brother
Scieran and his Cursed Ones, but she did know that someone was hurting. And
whether he spoke truth or not, she could not let it stand.


She rounded a corner. There was
no alley this time. The assault was taking place on a wide street. The
glo-globes were dim and flickering here, as they were throughout this part of
Vritof, but there was more than enough light to see what was happening.


Another braided soldier stood in
the street. A colonel. This one had a group of soldiers with him, and they were
busily pulling a family from one of the dwellings that lined the street. A
mother, holding a screaming infant to her breast, then three screaming
children. The children looked to be between five and nine Turns, two girls and
a boy. They were sobbing, trying to hold to their mother but being peeled away
by the dozen men at the colonel's command.


"Good," he said.
"The kennels need just this kind of fare."


"No!" screamed the
woman. "Don't take my babies. They're all I have left since they're father
–"


One of the men pushed her back.
The baby screamed louder. "Be silent!" The colonel's face was almost
as red as his uniform. "You're lucky I'm leaving you with your baby. Or
your life."


He gestured, and the soldiers
tied the three children.


"Stop."


Sword didn't say the word loudly,
but it was loud enough to carry over the children's sobs.


The colonel turned to her, rage
contorting his features into a gruesome caricature of humanity. "How dare
you," he snarled. He looked at two of the soldiers. "Kill her."


They rushed her.


They fell. Their heads, still spinning
through the air, fell a moment later.


Sword threw her robe off. She
showed the black disc she still wore. "How do I dare? I dare by the power
of the Emperor. I dare as one who may take what I will. I dare as a Blessed
One."


For a moment the colonel looked
even more enraged. For another he looked as though he might resist. Then the
rage disappeared from his face – mostly – and he bowed low. "Your will be
done, of course, Blessed One." He straightened and was now the perfect
picture of groveling. "What is it that you wish?"


Sword flicked the blood from her
katana and her wakizashi. Then she pointed at the family with her sword.
"Let them go back to their homes."


The colonel nodded. He gestured,
and the soldiers cut the children's ropes. The mother gathered her children
around her. They started back into the home.


"Wait," said Sword. The
woman froze, clearly worried that their fortune would turn to ill once more.
Sword turned to the colonel. "Apologize," she said.


The rage returned to the
officer's face. "You –" He bit back his next words. And though the
rage remained, he managed to choke out, "I… apologize, woman."


The woman didn't respond. Just
disappeared into her home, no doubt to hide in a cabinet or a closet until
morning.


"Anything else?"
demanded the colonel.


"No," said Sword. She
realized that Brother Scieran was behind her, along with the three Cursed Ones.
They moved as though to disagree, but stopped when she held up a hand.
"You may leave," she said.


The colonel, face still red and
mouth still opening and closing like he was continually deciding to say
something and then deciding against it in the next moment, gestured his men
into a rough line. They turned to go. Marched a few steps.


"Colonel?" called
Sword.


"Yes?" said the
colonel, exasperation now joining with the rage.


"I do have one more thing I
require."


"What's that? My
shirt?"


"No." She pointed her
katana at him. "Your life."


He snorted. "You can't – you
can't be serious."


She sheathed her wakizashi and
held up her black disc. "With this I may claim anything in the Empire's
boundaries." She dropped it and it rattled on its chain as it fell against
her breast. She re-drew her wakizashi. "I want you dead. Now come here and
kneel before me. Even if you haven't lived with honor, you can at least die
with it."


Shock, anger, terror – all
battled for control of the colonel's face. "Kill her!" he finally
screamed.


The soldiers looked at one
another, confused. Not sure whether to follow the orders of their commander or
the well-known law that what a Blessed One required must be given.


"Kill her now!"
shrieked the colonel.


The men moved.


So did Sword. She felt Brother
Scieran behind her, and with her heightened senses knew he was drawing his whip
and his sickle. She could hear the creak of Arrow's bowstring. Could feel
electricity gather as Wind and Cloud prepared their own weapons.


She did not intend to let them
use them.


She came to the first three men.
They hadn't even managed to draw their swords, and she cut their arms off the
first two with twin strokes of her katana and wakizashi, ending the slashes in
a cleaving motion that decapitated the third.


She rolled under a swing. Impaled
the attacker. Cut the legs out from under another. Took down four more in a
great circular cut that eviscerated them all.


She parried a thrust, spinning to
the side so that it continued past her… and straight into the soldier behind
her. Then cut down the man who had lunged.


Two left, and they died as fast
as the first.


The colonel had a gun out. Not a
rifle, but a revolver. He emptied all six shots as she ran at him. She parried
the shots, the strength of her katana so far beyond that of the bullets that
she suspected anyone investigating the battlefield would find not six spent
bullets but twelve halves.


She drove the katana into his
belly. Then the wakizashi.


"If you had surrendered, I
would have sold you to the kennels," she said. She twisted the blades, and
the colonel groaned. "I guess you got off easy."


She yanked the blades out. He
fell. Gave a last gasp.


Died.


She heard movement. Spun to see
Brother Scieran, Arrow, Wind, and Cloud stepping gingerly among the bodies.
Cloud and Wind were looking at her with something like admiration. Arrow still
looked angry. She couldn't blame him.


"You're…." Brother
Scieran searched for a word. "Your Gift is impressive."


"Of course it is," she
said, and cleaned the blood from katana and wakizash in twin flicks, then
sheathed both blades in a move so fast that it could barely be seen. "My
Gift is who I am. And I am Sword."


She looked at the bodies on the
ground. She took a deep breath, and it was one that had nothing to do with what
she had just done.


This was about what she was going
to do.


"Tell me how to stop
this," she said.


"I will," said Brother
Scieran. "I will, and more."


 







THREE: cursed
rebel


 


 


"Nobility, it was once said
Below, is its own reward. And this is true. Because part of nobility is
power to kill or to grant life, and from these twin powers all other blessings
flow."


 


- Emperor Eka, First
Rules and 

Commandments of the Ascension
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Armor was frantic. It had been two
days and more, and still no word of Sword's whereabouts.


Garden stood nearby, wringing her
hands. "What if she's –"


"I'm sure she's not,"
he said, though he was sure of no such thing. 


Someone had blunted the mission
of a Blessed One? Preposterous.


Someone had stolen some of the
targets out from under their noses? Ridiculous.


Someone had kidnapped one of
their number? Impossible.


Yet it had happened. It had all
happened.


When Armor heard of it, he felt
numb. A sick feeling that spread from his stomach to his throat, that made his
head pound and his eyes water.


Not Sword. Not her, Gods, no, not
her.


He knew something had gone amiss,
of course. He saw the strange storm that came from nowhere, the lightning strikes
that sent Marionette's poppets tumbling in burning masses of cloth and flesh.
And he knew what was happening, in the larger sense:


Cursed Ones. The tales are true.


Then a lightning strike hit near
him. His Gift protected him from most of it, but the bolt knocked him a good
two hundred feet into the woods, and by the time he came back it was over.
Eva's body and the bodies of her guards remained, but the attackers were gone.


As was Sword.


Armor wanted to organize a search
party. To go after her, and to destroy whoever had dared stand against the
Empire and her chosen servants.


But Devar lost control of himself.
Screaming, throwing things, all but frothing at the mouth. He stormed off into
the night, going in the direction that everyone said Sword had been taken, and
did not return. 


That changed things. It would
have been Armor's duty to go after Sword. Now that they were missing both her and
the mission's leader, it was his duty to see the rest of the group safely home.


The return trip felt like they were
traveling to a funeral. Garden kept bursting into tears. Siren sat close and
whispered comfort. Teeth and Scholar were so upset they barely bickered.


When they returned to the palace,
the Chancellor was waiting. He said Devar had been in contact; that the young
man had had no luck finding Sword and that he would be returning as soon as he
could. Then he dismissed all of them and told them to wait in their rooms in
the palace until further notice.


"This is a grave and a
tragic event," said the Chancellor. "And it will be rectified. But it
must be handled with calm heads and even thoughts so that further tragedy does
not result."


Armor was comforted by this. He
had served the Empire most of his life, first as a soldier and then as a
Blessed One when his Gift manifested itself during his twenties, and he
responded to authority. He liked the idea that people were in control, and that
those people understood what was happening.


He retired to his quarters. Tried
to sleep. Couldn't.


I've failed you, Sword. I've failed
you, my daughter.


He tried to convince himself it
wasn't true. That it couldn't be true. But of course it was true.
He had been there, but he hadn't saved her.


She was gone.


At last he called for a palace
Ear, and one came quickly – a pudgy man named Erlong. After a few whispers, the
connection was established, and Armor began to speak. He didn't often take
advantage of his ability to have anything in the Empire, but he had used
it for this one thing: to station another Ear permanently outside a particular
residence in the State of Strength. Ears could speak instantly with one
another, making them invaluable for important communications, but typically
only rich men and women could use them since the person you wanted to talk to
also had to have an Ear nearby.


Armor was not rich. He was
Blessed. And this was something he wanted. Something he needed.


It was strange at first, to talk
to Erlong as though he spoke to the real object of his communication,
but as always he quickly forgot that there was anyone between him and his wife.


"I wish you were here,
Kataya," he said.


"And I wish you were here,"
she said back. There was no pause: what you spoke to one Ear the other heard,
so when she said the words on her end the Ear on his side repeated them instantly.
"But you are serving the Empire, and that's good, too." She paused.
"What's wrong, my love?"


He sighed. There was so much he
couldn't speak to Kataya about. Even though she was his wife, he still had to
keep much of his work secret. She knew he was a Blessed One, and knew the
general outlines of what he did. But not the particulars.


"One of my missions,"
he finally said, "went badly."


"I'm sorry," she said.
Erlong was a good Ear: not merely giving the words but also communicating the
inflections, the intonations of his wife.


Gods, I miss her.


"As am I," he said.


"You'll make it right."


He was silent. Then: "I hope
so." Another silence. "I don't know why I bothered you, Kataya. I'm
sorry."


"There is no need to be
sorry, husband. I am always here for you. Will you be able to come home
soon?"


"I will try. At least for a
visit, if not for a longer stay." He sighed. "The Empire asks
much."


"And you give much. Because
you are a good man, and it is in the nature of good men to give."


"You afford me too much
credit."


"You afford yourself too
little." She paused a moment, then said, "What is it? What is it that
really has you so saddened, Armor?"


That she called him by his new
name, the secret name given him by the Empire, was a measure of his love for
her, and hers for him. It was technically an act of treason for him to reveal
it outright: a small betrayal that meant little to anyone else, but had been a
signal of his love for her. She rarely used it when speaking to him through an
Ear. But she did now.


She's reminding me who I am. What
I do, what I stand for. That I am more than myself.


It worked. The grief, the fear
did not go away. But he felt control assert itself, felt it rein in the other
feelings.


I will find her. I will make this
right.


"There was a girl," he
finally said.


His wife gasped. Just a small
sound, and passed imperfectly from one Ear to another. But it was enough. He
knew she understood. But he said the rest anyway. Because, as with so much,
things just didn't seem real until he said them to Kataya. She was the best part
of all the good things in his life. And until he shared any good with
her, it wasn't real. Not completely. Not in the ways that mattered.


"You would like her,"
he said. "She's much like I picture Elishe."


Erlong made a strange sound – the
noise of an Ear trying to reproduce a sob, Armor suspected. "I'm sorry, my
love," said Armor.


"Don't be sorry," said
Kataya. Far away, but so close he could hear her words. Thank the Gods for this
Gift. "You say you have someone like our daughter in your life again. I
envy you, that's all." Another one of those faraway sobs. And he was
almost crying, too. Remembering his daughter, dead so long. Thinking of Sword,
the same age as Elishe would have been and so like what he had always hoped his
daughter would be had she made it to this age: strong, brave, speaking her
mind. Worthy.


Good.


"Tell me about her,"
said his wife.


And he did. He spoke not of the
secret missions, not of the works they did for the Empire. But he told Kataya
of Sword's transformation from a wild animal to a refined girl. From a
near-creature with only the most basic knowledge of the world to someone who
was a voracious reader of history, of the arts, of the myriad facets of
humanity.


His wife asked many questions. He
answered them all, as much as he could.


Eventually they ceased speaking
of Sword and spoke simple nothings: what the weather was like in Strength, what
the newest fashions were in Center. 


And, finally, he asked the
question he always asked. The question he most dreaded, but the question he
never forsook.


"How fare you?"


She answered quickly, as though
she had been waiting for this moment. She probably had. "I'm fine. You
don't have to worry."


"I know I don't have
to. It's the privilege of a husband." She laughed. Even through Erlong,
the sound was sweet. But not sweet enough to dissuade him from his purpose of
the moment. "You haven't felt… it… come back?"


She laughed again. "I've not
been sick a day since that big man came."


Armor felt cold. He always did
for some reason, though he knew the Chancellor had somehow saved his wife when
the best doctors and strongest Patches had not been able to. She did not know
who it was that had come to her, only that it had been a "big man who
looked like a beast" and barely spoke to her.


Armor did not tell her who it
was. Did not tell her who saved her life. As though to tell her would be to
call the disease back to her body. And he couldn't have that. He couldn't risk
losing her again.


Not like we lost Elishe.


For his sense of honor, his personal
integrity, he owed the Empire his service.


For the saving of his love, he
owed it everything else.


A messenger came to his quarters
and told him that the Chancellor wanted the Blessed Ones to meet in their
headquarters.


"Love, I have to
leave," he said.


"Good," she said.
"Go. Be brave. Be strong. Remember that you are my Armor, and the
protector of the Empire."


"I will. I love you."


Then he was out the door so fast
he barely had time to button up his uniform shirt.


When he arrived, Garden was
already there. No one else. And so even though Armor felt he had lost perhaps
the most important person – other than Kataya herself – in his life, he found
himself comforting her. Repeating that he was sure Sword was safe, he was sure
the girl would come to no harm, wherever she was.


Lies.


The door opened. Teeth, Scholar,
and Siren slunk in. They looked like children who had been scolded for failing
to perform their chores. Siren looked like she hadn't stopped crying since they
came back.


"Any news?" she said.


Armor shook his head.


The five of them sat. Waited.


After a time, the door opened
again. Armor expected Devar to enter, but it was the Chancellor. The man was so
big it was a wonder he could even fit through the door, but somehow he squeezed
his massive bulk through and joined them near the slate where they planned
missions.


Missions with Sword.


Gods, let us plan them with her
again. Or take me
if needs be, but give her back.


The Chancellor was silent a long
time. Armor ached to speak, to question the man. To ask what he knew and where
they might go to recover their friend. Only his sense of discipline and decorum
kept it from happening.


"I suppose you know by the
fact that I myself am here how important this is," said the Chancellor.


They all nodded. Teeth said,
"Where's Devar?"


Armor saw traces of irritation in
the Chancellor's expression. "He is with several Eyes, looking around the
kingdom and trying to find Sword."


Armor's shoulders slumped.
"Then we haven't found her."


The Chancellor shook his head.
"Not yet, no. But we will." He leaned back in his chair. Looked at
the ceiling. "There are matters of greater import, however."


"Greater import?" The
words came out through gasps as Garden forced herself to speak. Armor couldn't
tell if she was trying not to cry or to scream – and couldn't tell which would
be worse. The Chancellor wouldn't take either well. "What matters more
than Sword being stolen away?"


Surprisingly, the Chancellor
didn't seem to notice Garden's impertinent tone. "Two things," he
said. "First is that there truly are people of great power – as great as
you, it would seem," he said, nodding at them all. "And they appear
to have the Empire's downfall in their sights."


"What?" said Scholar.
"What evidences are there in support of this conclusion? Or is it mere
conjecture?"


The Chancellor shook his head.
"You mean, other than the fact that you – the Emperor Malal's most trusted
servants – were attacked? We've had reports for some weeks of people who have
been siphoning moneys to groups that have aligned themselves against the Empire."


"We already knew about
groups like that," said Siren. "We've taken out plenty of them."


"Yes, but the evidences now
point to a common link. A small group that is coordinating all of them, and it
seems they have as their end goal nothing less than the complete overthrow of
the Empire." The Chancellor let that sink in for a moment.


Armor could hear the others
muttering to themselves. He did not mutter. He knew it was possible, even
likely. Any government would have enemies, and sooner or later those enemies
would grow to a point that they banded together to attempt a coup. It had
happened before – that was how Malal's family had been murdered.


It was simply Armor's turn to
defend the Empire he loved against this enemy. It had always been likely, if
not inevitable.


"That brings me to the
second thing I want to talk to you about," said the Chancellor. The
mutterings ceased as all eyes went to him. "You know that your friend has
been taken, and that's tragic. It truly is. But we – the Emperor himself, as
well as I – need you to understand that she has been taken by people of power.
People of resource. People of persuasion."


Silence. Teeth finally said,
"I don't get it."


Armor spoke. "He means that
if – when – we find her, Sword may not be one of us anymore." He looked
hard at the Chancellor, who nodded minutely. "He means that we may have to
kill her."


The Chancellor nodded. This time
the nod was not a subtle thing, meant only for Armor. It was a broad motion – a
movement that said, Yes, that is it, that is true, that is what must be done
and what you must do.


No one spoke.


Eventually the Chancellor broke
the silence. He moved to the table and unrolled several maps and showed them
several locations where he thought it might be possible to find Sword – or to
kill her.


Armor listened with only half his
attention.


The other half was involved in a
harsh debate.


Sword, a traitor?


No. She couldn't be.


But what if she is?


And does it even matter?


That last was powerful. And
disheartening. Armor thought of himself as, above all, a man of honor. When he
had been active in the Army there were many officers who had wives at home and
mistresses in the camps that sprung up like infestations outside every base.
Armor never indulged in such pastimes – was never even tempted to do so. He
loved his wife, but even had she grown into a nagging harpy, he would never
have cheated on her. He had sworn an oath to be faithful, to honor her through
all his Turns, to give her – and only her – his soul and his body and his mind.


Just like he had given the
Emperor and the Empire his oath. An oath of faithful obedience. An oath that
did not allow for questions of what ifs and but maybe you're wrongs.


But what if they are wrong?


He found himself back in his
room, found himself calling for Erlong again, found himself calling out to the
one person he trusted always to lead him aright.


But when Erlong came, when he
connected with the Ear stationed at Kataya's house… he didn't know what he
could say. Not just because he didn't have the words, but because it was all
secret.


What were you going to do, Armor?
Tell your wife that one of the Empire's top assassins may have defected to a
rebel cause?


"What is it, love?"
said Kataya. Or Erlong. But the Ear was so good. It sounded so like the
inflections Armor's wife used.


Or maybe he just missed her.


Maybe it's time to stop working
this way. Maybe it's time to go back to the regular Army.


But that would never happen, he
knew. There was no retirement for a Blessed One. It was simply service or
death.


"Are you there?" asked
Kataya.


"Yes, love," he
answered. "I'm sorry. I'm just… preoccupied."


"Can I help?"


"You always do. Just by
being there."


They were silent. Then he said,
"The Emperor asks a difficult thing."


"But you'll do it." It
wasn't a question.


"Aye," he said.
"But it's a hard thing. Maybe the hardest."


"Why?"


"Because…."


Because I don't believe it.
Because it seems wrong.


He said none of those things.
Instead he said, "Because I don't understand it."


"Well, then," she said,
and even through two Ears he could hear her bright voice, tinkling over the
many miles between them with a power greater than that of any Ear, "it's
obvious what you should do."


He laughed ruefully.
"Perhaps to you, love. I'm just a soldier, and not so very good at
thinking such things out."


She laughed, too. In this thing
Erlong utterly failed to capture the sound. Kataya's laugh was lovely: low and
long and infectious. Armor had noticed her for her beauty, he had loved her for
her goodness, but he was entranced by her laugh.


"If you are given an order,
and you must obey, but you don't understand it – then it's obvious you should
look for the reason until you do understand it."


And given in such terms, the
answer to his problem was obvious.


He would look for answers. He
would seek understanding. He had taken an oath to serve the Empire, to obey the
Emperor. And he would do both. But nowhere in his oath did it say that he must
do so blindly, without any attempt to understand what he was doing.


He laughed ruefully. "What
did I do to deserve you?" he said.


"I'm sure I don't
know."


"Do you mind…?"


She knew what he was asking
without him having to finish. She always did. Even though they spent much time
apart, she always knew what he wanted. Better, what he needed.


"Go," she said.
"Find your answers."
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There was someone waiting on the
air-car when Sword and the others returned. "So you left the air-car and
Father Akiro behind?" said Brother Scieran.


It was an old man with a long
gray braid down his back and who was also dressed as a Priest of Faith – though
not a member of the Order of Chain. Instead, he wore the outfit of one of the
Temple Faithful: a silver-edged robe, but with an added trim of gold above it,
and a brass Temple chain around his waist.


He walked with the aid of two
canes whose heads were brass and shaped like wolves. Now he waved one of the
canes at Brother Scieran's words, as though his fellow disciple were a
well-meaning but somewhat irritating child.


"Scieran," said the old
man, "you insist on treating everyone like an infant sometimes."


"Just you," said
Brother Scieran. "And it's 'idiot,' not 'infant.'"


The old man sighed. He turned to
Sword and bowed to her, a rickety bow that made her feel like she should rush
forward to keep him from falling over. "I'm so sorry, child, that you had
to put up with this old fool. He was always my dullest student."


"Who are you calling
old?" demanded Brother Scieran.


Arrow, Wind, and Cloud just moved
onto the air-car. The door was closed and the vehicle took to the sky. Arrow
disappeared into the forward cabin where he must have been waiting during the
trip down to Vritof; perhaps piloting the ship.


He hates me.


She was surprised how much that
fact bothered her.


"Do you mind sitting down,
my dear?"


It took a moment to realize she
was being spoken to. But when she came to herself the old man – Father Akiro – was
looking at her. "It's easier when you're sitting."


"What's easier?" she
asked.


He looked at Brother Scieran.
"So you haven't told her?"


"I haven't had a
chance," harrumphed Brother Scieran.


The old man sighed. "Well,
first things first," he said. "I am Father Akiro."


"Sword," she said.
Somewhat marveling at how quickly she had shed the rule that she not tell her
name; that it exist as a rumor and byword to inflict fear into the Emperor's
enemies.


But am I one of them now? One of
the Empire's enemies myself?


She didn't know.


"I am very pleased to meet
you, Sword," said Father Akiro. "I take it from what my most stupid
of all students, Brother Scieran –" (Brother Scieran huffed mightily and
looked like he was going to object but Father Akiro shook a cane at him and he
quieted) "– has told you that you know who we are."


"You're criminals," she
said.


"Not just criminals,"
he said. He looked at Brother Scieran. "Really. Why did I bother spending
all those years on you?" Brother Scieran growled and fingered his sickle,
but didn't speak. "We are rebels. The royal family was overthrown over a
decade ago."


Sword shook her head. "No,
there was an assassination. But the Emperor was saved, the Chancellor
took over as regent until –"


"That is almost as stupid as
he is," said Father Akiro, gesturing at Brother Scieran. "It was not
an assassination, it was a coup. The Chancellor – who was the Minister of
Secrets, in charge of the secret police before the coup – killed the Emperor,
his wife, and possibly their daughter. "


"Possibly?"


"We think she may have
escaped, though we aren't sure. And it's academic for the present, since the
current problem is that the Chancellor is really the one in charge."


"Only for a little while
longer," said Sword. "Then the Emperor ascends to full power."


Father Akiro smiled. "If you
really believe that, then you're stupider than he is," he said, gesturing
at Brother Scieran. The other priest just closed his eyes and either went to
sleep or did an excellent job pretending to do so. "Malal will either be
killed before his ascension – allowing the Chancellor to assume the throne in
name as well as in power – or he'll rule as a puppet. Either way, the
Chancellor is the true power, and his plans must be stopped."


Sword thought of what she had
seen of the Chancellor and Malal. The affection Malal obviously had for his
regent. How could that exist in such bad men as Father Akiro claimed?


But then, how could such evil as
she had seen in Vritof exist under a wise, good ruler.


(It. Can't.)


It can't.


IT CAN'T.


The small voice broke into a
scream. A shout that she knew proclaimed truth. But she didn't know what she
could do with it.


Father Akiro was guiding her to
the seat he had indicated before. "Now, young Sword, I have to do
something. It won't hurt, but it requires that you trust me."


"What is it?"


"Do you know what a Reach
is?"


She shook her head.


"It is a rare Gift," he
said. "Not quite at the level of a Blessed – or Cursed – One, but a bit
more than a Patch or a Thread. Simply put, if I touch your head with my hands,
I can see your thoughts."


Sword shied away from him
automatically. Her thoughts? The idea of it was so intrusive that her
hands dropped to the hilts of her weapons. Even as a Dog, even when her body
had been for sale and put to pain for the enjoyment of others – even then, her
thoughts had been her own.


Father Akiro held out his hands.
Palms up, placating. "I ask for your permission to do this," he said.
"But I hope you will give it."


"Why?" she asked.
Meaning a wealth of things: Why ask my permission? Why hope I give it? Why do
this at all?


Father Akiro nodded to the sky
outside the air-car. "Because we go now to the place where the Cursed Ones
hide. To one of the places where they seek to overthrow – or at least
inconvenience – a corrupt government. And you cannot go there if you will
betray us."


Sword realized that Wind and
Cloud had taken up positions on opposite sides of the air-car. Both facing her
in silence, both tense.


Can I take them both out?


Do I want to?


She let herself be led to the
chair.


Father Akiro lay his hands on her
head. A strange feeling came over her. She remembered the rushing rage that had
consumed her when given the vision of the sacking of Nasius – the false vision
of Creed's destruction of the innocents. This was the polar opposite. It
brought not a feeling of agitation, no sensation of noise. Rather it was as
though her life slowed down. A calm gripped her, a feeling of well-being.


She realized she had closed her
eyes. Not because she had been asked to do so, but because she trusted that
none would do her harm. Not here.


These people… they were good.


What of the others? What of
Armor, of Garden? What of Scholar and Teeth and Siren? Of Marionette and Devar?


She felt certain that Armor and
Garden were good. That the three Blessed Ones she had met thereafter were
likely also good.


Marionette was mad – of that
there was no doubt.


And Devar?


She remembered him rescuing her
from the kennels. Talking to her like she was a real person; like she mattered.
Teaching her day after day, the ins and outs of what it was to be a Blessed
One, shouting "Good question!" in a way that made her heart stutter.


Holding her in the air-car after
she killed Creed. After she saw Marionette kill the man's little boy.


(Killing Eva. Shouting at her
to kill the children.)


Devar… she didn't know if he was
good or not. She hoped so.


The feeling of peace withdrew.
Slowly, slowly, but she sensed it. She wanted to cry out. To follow it to
whatever part of her mind it fled to. But then it was gone and she opened her
eyes and there was Father Akiro, smiling at her.


"She will not betray
us," he said. "She doesn't know it herself yet – not completely – but
she is one of us. Well and truly, she is one of us."


Then his gaze changed. Something
grew – what? Sad? Confused? Frightened? All three? – within him.


"Who are you?" he
asked.


"I am Sword." The
answer came quickly. It was the only name she had, and – now that she had been
pulled away from her purpose as a Blessed One – was the only thing she could
think to say.


"Ah, but that is only your
name. And a name is only shorthand for the list of things done by us and done to
us." He looked at her, and she felt like he was still Reaching inside her
mind, though he had dropped his hands from her head. "What you have done
of late we know. Even your time as a Dog I saw."


She felt her cheeks burn. All the
things she had done to survive, the lives taken to live herself.


Was I right in that?


What else could I have done?


Is it a sin to act in a way when
no other way is known?


Is it wrong to be the only way
you have learned?


Father Akiro touched her shoulder
lightly. "You did what you did out of ignorance," he said.
"What's past is past, and cannot be changed." He dropped his hand.
"But something in your past…. I sense it will reach into your
present, and change the flow of your future." He pursed his lips, and his
eyes went to a place faraway. "I wonder…." The words were not meant
for her, she thought, nor anyone else.


Then he snapped back to the here
and now. He smiled. "You are who you are," he said. And laughed
lightly. "Though I suppose that's nonsense that could be said of any of
us. Still," he said, and grew serious again. "Who you are… who you
are is special."


And something shivered through
her. She felt elated, she felt heavy. She felt new as when she had first
received her name. Old as the last day in the kennel.


She was Sword. And Sword, as
Father Akiro said, was the sum of all she had done.


But what had she done?


What was buried in her past that
gave him pause?


And what would reach into her
future to change her life?
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The one thing that was absolutely
sacrosanct, the one rule that could not be broken, was this: an Ear could never
betray his confidence.


Many Ears couldn't even
contemplate the possibility. They entered a trance when their ability was
invoked, and when they came out of it they had no memories of the conversations
that had gone on. They were simply devices during that period, no more capable
of remembering what words they had heard and spoken than a hammer was capable
of remembering what nails it had driven into what wood.


Sometimes, though, an Ear was
blessed – or cursed – with the ability to remember what he did. Ears with this
ability would inevitably tell someone a juicy detail.


And somehow that information
would always make its way back to the Guild of Hearing. A visit would be paid.
Nothing too painful – a few broken fingers, maybe a cracked leg in an extremely
serious circumstance. But it would also be made clear that the second visit
would be considerably more fatal.


Ears were preachers and
confessors all in one. They could not tell their secrets, or they would have no
value. Worse, they might be hunted down for the very thing that made them such
coveted possessions among the nobility. Instant communications could easily be
used to augment rebellious thought. To coordinate attacks.


No, the Ears always walked a
razor's edge between favor and extermination. So no Ear wanted to tip the
balance by reminding those in power that they not only passed secrets along,
but in some cases also heard them and held them close.


So why was it that Erlong found
himself in front of this door? Why was it that he had raised his fist to knock?


Because it's treason. Or at least
the seeds. Because I have to warn the Chancellor.


Because he'll make me rich.


He had to admit that it was the
last that held the greatest appeal. Ears were well-compensated, but Erlong had
lost a lot of money at the Dogfights of late. He owed quite a bit, in fact, to
people who made the Guild's enforcers seem like schoolchildren.


He knocked.


For a moment he thought he heard
a young voice. Somewhat familiar in tone – he had a good ear for voices – but then
the Chancellor's deep voice sounded. "Come."


He went in.


The Chancellor's office was said
to be more beautiful even than the Emperor's, and Erlong could believe it. One
entire wall was covered with books – any one of them probably worth enough to
buy and sell an entire village. The other wall held rows of weapons, some commonplace,
others so exotic as to be barely recognizable as instruments of death.


The last wall held a giant window
that looked out over the castle garden. A tree rustled just outside, tall
branches almost level with the glass that was worth a duke's ransom.


"What is it?" said the
Chancellor. He didn't sound angry, for which Erlong was grateful. But he didn't
sound particularly happy, either.


Erlong got to the point: "I
have some information that I think your Lordship would be interested in."


The Chancellor stared at him.
"Well?" he finally said. "What is it?"


Erlong looked down. "Well,
Lord… that is…." He looked back up. "I'm sure you know that it's
completely against the rules for an Ear to reveal details of his conversations
to anyone."


The Chancellor stared at him with
an odd expression, then said, slowly, "How much?"


Erlong shrugged. "I wouldn't
presume to haggle with your Lordship," he said. "I would only say
that the information is of great enough import that, should the Guild of
Hearing discover my… ahem… indiscretion, that I would never work again.
And then how would I live?" He spread his fingers, the image of a victim
of unkind circumstance.


The Chancellor spoke almost
before he finished. "One thousand Imperials," he said.


Erlong had to concentrate to keep
from jumping. That was ten times more than he would make in his lifetime.


But he forced a rueful smile to
his face. "Your Lordship is most generous. Of course, the chances of my
working being in such danger…."


The Chancellor grinned. It was a
wolfish grin, and for a moment Erlong felt sure he had overstepped himself.
"Twelve hundred," said the Chancellor.


Erlong let the smile that had
been threatening to appear finally explode to the surface. "Your Lordship
is kind above all others," he said.


The Chancellor waved. "Yes,
yes. Tell me what this news is that is of such great import."


Erlong did. Telling of Armor's
calls to his wife. Telling of the man's doubts. His intention to investigate
his orders.


The Chancellor nodded. When
Erlong was done he said, "Does anyone else know of this?"


Erlong was offended. "I know
how to be discrete, your Lordship."


"Good."


The Chancellor held out a hand.
Erlong took a step forward, mind already filling with the things he would buy
with his new fortune.


He took two steps before he
realized the hand was empty.


Then, suddenly, it wasn't. One of
the weapons flew off the wall and into the Chancellor's hand. The weapon was a
morning star: a heavy club with a long spike extending from the rounded head,
an iron band with more spikes encircling it a few inches from the top.


"My Lord?" said Erlong.
He was thoroughly confused for a moment. Then a creeping fear tingled in his
bones. He turned to the door.


The Chancellor crooked a finger.
Erlong heard the door lock.


He turned back to the Chancellor…
and then felt himself jerked forward. In one second, and without a sound, he
was kneeling before the bear of a man.


"How did –"


The Chancellor brought the
morning star down on his head, and Erlong's last thought was that he really
should have followed Guild guidelines.


Then he knew nothing, and had no
thoughts at all.
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The air-car stopped near dawn. It
dropped to the ground just outside a small cathedral, where Father Akiro got
out.


"Is this where the Cursed
Ones –" began Sword.


"Oh, no," he said.
"That's a ways off yet."


"But you said that was the
next place we were going."


Father Akiro smiled, and she
thought she saw where Brother Scieran had gotten the twinkle in his eyes.
"I am afraid I am not so holy that I don't lie occasionally."


"So you're not coming with
us?"


"No. My flock needs me here.
But I will come to you if I am needed. Just don't let my student talk to you
too much." He leaned in close. "Stupidity is a contagious disease,
you know. And Scieran is very, very, very ill."


Brother Scieran growled. Then he
and Father Akiro held one another in a tight embrace, and whispered in one
another's ears. Sword thought she heard the words "royal" and
"Second Gift" more than once, but other than that the men's whispered
conference was a private one.


When Father Akiro finally
withdrew and hobbled away toward the cathedral, Brother Scieran had tears
shining in his eyes.


"Old fool," he
whispered. And wiped his eyes.


The air-car took off again. They
traveled through the day. A few times they saw other air-cars, marked with the
crests of noble houses, but gave them wide berths. And since their own air-car
was marked as belonging to the Army, none of the other air-cars seemed interested
in investigating them.


Sword slept part of the way. She
wouldn't have thought that possible to do, but she was exhausted from the
events of the previous several days. And beside that, she felt… lighter
somehow. As though she had been carrying around a burden she had not even known
about, and now it had been lifted from her shoulders.


When she woke, dark was falling
again. Cloud and Wind were nowhere to be seen, presumably they were in the
front cabin with Arrow – either sleeping or piloting the air-car, she didn't
know which.


"Ah, you're awake."
Brother Scieran produced a small bundle from the same box that had held her
weapons. He handed it over. Inside were some bread, an apple, and some dried
meat.


"Simple fare," he said
apologetically.


"I ate rot for most of my
life," she said, and fell to the food with relish. Halfway through the
meal she wondered where they were, where they could possibly have traveled to
after so far in the air-car, and looked out the window.


Panic took hold of her when she
saw where they were: nowhere.


There was no land in sight. No
trace of any of the mountains of Ansborn. Just endless sky all around. Above,
the moon shone through the darkness, a perfect orb like the eye of the Gods,
staring down at them and waiting to smite. And below….


She felt like throwing up. The
clouds were so close the air-car nearly touched them. And if they went in…..


Then a thought struck her. So
much of what she had been told had turned out to be a lie. What if this was,
too? What if the prohibition against climbing down the mountain was just one
more way for the Emperor – or the Chancellor – to maintain control?


"Where are we?" she
said. Her voice trembled. "Are we… are we going down?"


"Gods, no," said
Brother Scieran. He squinted at her. "Don't you know what happens to
people who descend below the clouds, or who travel too far from Ansborn?"


She nodded. "But I just… I
wondered…." Her voice drifted away, swallowed by the silence of the night.


Brother Scieran nodded. "No,
what they told you was true enough. There's something that stops any from
climbing down, from going too far by sky. Any that try it end up back on the
mountains, only without their lives." He looked at the clouds, lips pursed
and a look of concentration on his face. "I'd give much to know what's
down there. Nothing friendly, that's sure."


"Then what are we doing
here?" she asked.


"Told you," he said.
"We're going to our headquarters."


"It's out here?"


Brother Scieran laughed, loud and
long. "Where would it be out here, girl?" He wiped his eyes.
"No, it's not 'out here,' but we'd rather not have people following us to
where it is, either. So we fly out as far as allowed by whatever
damnable creatures keep us locked atop the mountain, then when we're sure no
one follows, we turn to – ah, see there?" He cut himself off, pointing out
one of the windows.


Sword looked. She saw something
in the distance: a gray shadow at first, then it gradually solidified into the
shape of one of the mountains of Ansborn. Only they were so low down its face
that she knew they were well below the level of the side-farms, or even the air
holes the miners drilled in the sides of the mountain. Still barely above the
level of the clouds, so close that any sane person would fear to be here.


But we're not sane, are we? We're
rebels against the Emperor of the world. Against the Empire that has stood for
a thousand years.


She started with the realization
that she had lumped herself into that group. We're not sane, are we?


Had she joined so fast? Father Akiro
certainly believed she had.


And a large part of her knew he
was right. Knew that her allegiance to the Emperor had been based on him saving
her from the kennels, and then based on Armor and on the fact that she believed
she was doing good.


Killing for the public good.
Murdering to save the Emperor.


Armor, how could you have lied to
me like that?


The mountain came ever closer,
finally so massive that it was all that could be seen from either side of the
air-car. And as it did Sword made out a fissure in the side of the rocky face.
A slim-looking crack at first, but as they closed in on it she saw that it was,
in fact, wider than five or six air-cars abreast.


They went in.


The crack became a tunnel, and
though it was wide enough to hold numerous air-cars at first, it quickly
narrowed.


"Who's piloting this?"
said Sword.


"Probably Arrow. He has the
best eye," said Brother Scieran. He sounded somewhat nervous, which did
not help Sword feel any better about how close they were to the walls.


And still closer the walls fell,
until she could almost hear them touching the sides of the balloon at the top
of the air-car. She imagined them rasping along the sides of the balloon, loose
dirt and small rocks being shaken away from the sides of a crack they had clung
to for millenia.


But if the tunnel came any
closer… there was no way the air-car would survive. No way they could get
through.


Then, just as it seemed they must
be caught, or the air-car must be crushed, the tunnel widened. Sword heard
Brother Scieran exhale, and realized that she, too, had been holding her
breath. She also realized that the tunnel – which had been growing dimmer as
they drew away from the weak light thrown by the moon – was now beginning to
lighten.


After traveling a few more feet,
she saw why: glo-globes hung every few feet in the tunnel. They were
haphazardly shaped, mismatched. As though no two had been purchased together,
but had been brought in one at a time to give light to this place.


The air-car set down with the
gentlest of bumps – if Arrow was the one piloting, then he really did have a
good eye.


Wind, Cloud, and Arrow came out
of the forward cabin. "How was your trip?" asked Arrow. He said it
around clenched teeth, the words starkly at odds with his expression. Sword
wondered if Brother Scieran had given him a talking-to while she was asleep.


Regardless, she decided to take
the words at face value. "It was fine, thank you," she said.
"You are an amazing pilot."


Arrow looked surprised at that.
"Well… I… uh, thank you," he said. He looked around, suddenly aware
that everyone else was watching him. "What?" he glared at Cloud.
"She's right. I am an amazing pilot."


Cloud just shrugged. Wind put on
her silver mask, but Sword saw her shoulders shaking and got the distinct
impression that the woman was laughing behind it.


"Let's go," said
Brother Scieran. "Before this mutual admiration gets someone killed."


He opened the door to the air-car.


And came face-to-face with
himself.


Sword almost rubbed her eyes. The
man waiting for them outside the air-car wasn't similar-looking, he wasn't even
a twin brother. He was Brother Scieran, down to the dented sickle and
the stray hairs of the priest's beard.


Brother Scieran didn't seem
surprised to meet his doppleganger. He just shook his head. "Really,
Smoke? Do you think you'll ever grow tired of this joke?"


"Probably not," said
the second Brother Scieran. Then his outline seemed to glow, and when it dimmed
the twin was gone and in his place a second Arrow stood. "Besides, you're
all such magnificent-looking specimens."


Arrow aimed his rifle. "I
wonder what I look like with a hole in my head."


"Well, the joke would end
with a bang." The other-Arrow shimmered, and this time when the glow faded
it left behind a well-muscled man, perhaps twenty-five Turns, with a close-cut
head of thick black hair and eyebrows so bushy they seemed to have a life of
their own. He wore no shirt, so Sword could see that he was covered in tattoos
she recognized as those given to prisoners in the State of Fear. But to have
that many… she shook her head. He would have had to have spent his entire life
in prison.


He noticed her. "Who's the
girl?" he asked. Then, suddenly, Sword was staring at herself, complete
with the scar on her face and twin blades at her belt. Her hands drifted to the
hilts of her katana and wakizashi, and her mirror's hands did the same.


"I wouldn't," said
Brother Scieran.


"Good?" she heard her
own voice say.


"She's a Blessed One,"
said Arrow.


The mirror shimmered, and the
muscular man returned. He was scowling. "A Blessed One? And you
brought her here? Why not just light a fire on the side of the mountain
and send the Chancellor a map?"


"Father Akiro vouched for
her," said Brother Scieran.


"Was this why you went off?
Were you planning this?" asked the man – Smoke, he had been called.


"No, we went to save Eva,
then to stop at the village to help them. This one was…." Brother Scieran
considered his words. "A lucky accident."


Smoke rolled his eyes. He flexed
his massive biceps, as though looking for something to crush. Or perhaps as
though he had already found something.


Then he was scowling at Sword
again. "So Akiro vouched for you, eh? Well, he was always too soft."


"He vouched for you,"
said Brother Scieran.


"My point exactly,"
said Smoke. He turned away. "Come on," he said.


Brother Scieran followed him. So
did Arrow, Cloud, and Wind. Sword brought up the rear. It seemed no one was
worried about her taking the air-car and escaping.


I couldn't if I wanted to. Not
through that tunnel.


But she didn't think that was why
they turned their backs on her. She thought… she thought they trusted her. Even
Arrow, who was still angry with her – and rightly so, she thought. Even he
believed she was with them, in both senses of the word.


Am I?


She thought she was.
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The cavern was huge, and it was beautiful.
Stalactites clung to the ceiling, some dozens of rods in length, many of them
slick with water that dripped down them and then fell like tears to pools
below. Stalagmites reached up like jutting teeth from the ground, many of them
also shining with the water that dropped from above.


The water caught the light of the
dozens of glo-globes all around and shattered it into millions of jeweled
shards that danced through the cavern. What could have been cold and empty and
dead somehow became warm and full of life.


There were several other air-cars
in the cavern, each hovering in silence a few feet above areas that had been
cleared of stalagmites. They, along with the glo-globes, were the only proof
that people had come to this place. But for some reason they didn't seem like
intrusions but rather like complementary additions; as though the cavern had
been created with just this purpose in mind.


Beautiful.


Sword nearly tripped several
times, not paying attention to where she was walking but rather looking around
at the place that had been transformed to a crystalline miracle by the
combination of humanity and nature. The last time, she did trip, and it
was only Arrow's arms that kept her from falling headfirst into a huge puddle.


"Careful," he said. And
for a moment the anger was gone from his face. For that instant his expression
– rounded by a permanent scowl – lengthened into something akin to a smile.
"You've got to watch what you're doing."


Then he seemed to realize what he
was doing – and who he was doing it with. He put her back on her feet. Roughly.
"Come on," he said in a gruff voice.


She came. This time watching
where she walked, somehow certain that if she tripped again Arrow would do
nothing but watch her fall. Perhaps laugh.


They threaded their way through
the stalagmites, then Sword came around one particularly large column of rock
and gasped.


The first thing that drew her
attention was the waterfall. It rushed in at the far end of the cavern, from a
rift in the ceiling far above. The water poured in a steady stream, with a
sound she now realized she had been hearing for some time, though it had come
on so gradually she hadn't recognized it until now.


The waterfall pounded down with
white surges of surf and foam into an underground lake, barely big enough to be
called such but still large enough to comfortably hold the several dozen tents
along its length. In the middle of the lake there was a swirling whirlpool,
which she guessed was the reason that the lake didn't simply overflow and fill
the entire cavern.


Maybe it did, once. Maybe that
waterfall created
this cavern.


Then how had the hole come to be?


Not an important question right
now, Sword.


People moved back and forth
between the tents. Talking to one another, some hanging laundry on lines that
ran between some of the smaller stalagmites, some with fishing lines thrown
into the lake, a few with campfires.


"There's no night and no day
down here," said Brother Scieran, as if in answer to a question she hadn't
asked, "so people make whatever hours they see fit."


"Who are they?" asked
Sword. "The rebels?"


Arrow snorted. Brother Scieran
laughed. Smoke looked at her like she had just lost her mind. Only Wind and
Cloud did not react – expressionless as always.


"Those are people who've
been… ahem… displaced by the mercy of the Empire," said Arrow.
"People even less lucky than the ones you saw at the village; the ones my
father tried to help."


"Like who?" said Sword.
"Who could be –"


Then she froze. The flaps of one
of the tents flipped back, and a child came out. A little boy. He went around
the side of one of the stalagmites and sleepily voided his bladder, then went
back to the tent.


"Is that…."


Brother Scieran nodded.
"That's one of Eva's children," he said. "We managed to get them
out safely."


Relief flooded through Sword. But
with it, corrupting it like a core of rot: guilt.


You didn't kill their mother.


No, but you were there.


You didn't do it.


But I helped kill those who would
protect them.


(guilty)


She gulped. She looked away, and
of course she ended up looking right into Arrow's eyes. He was watching her
with an expression she couldn't interpret. Something deep, something strong.


Will he kill me? she wondered.
And, on the heels of that thought: Would I stop him?


"We're all there is?"
she said at last.


"What do you mean,
'we'?" said Smoke. "All I see is an 'us' and a 'you.'"


Brother Scieran touched the other
man's shoulder. "There are others who are prepared to fight," he
said. "But the ones who stand with us in this small circle are perhaps the
most important. After all, the only person who can stand up to a Blessed One is
a Cursed One. "


"But… you're not a Cursed
One," said Sword. "Are you?"


"No," said Brother
Scieran. "I'm just a fool who doesn't know how to heed his own counsel and
stay out of fights that are above his ability."


"Why are we here?"
asked Sword. "Why are you showing me this? You wanted me to see Eva's
children, didn't you?"


"Yes," said Brother
Scieran. "I wanted you to understand what you are fighting for. These
people," he said, gesturing at the people in their tents below, "have
had families murdered, homes taken, lives destroyed. And these are just the
ones we have been able to help. They represent not the hundredth part of the
ones harmed every day by the Empire. You and the Blessed Ones have been told
you are killing dissenters; people who would bring an end to the Empire. And
that's true. But those people are trying to end something corrupt. Something
that deserves to end."


"But they don't know. The
Blessed Ones – Garden, Armor, the rest – they have no idea."


"And yet they kill, they
maim, they destroy."


"They don't understand what
they're doing."


"I think you'd be
surprised." Brother Scieran sounded sad when he said the words. Like he
understood the depths to which humanity could sink, and in that understanding
he, too, fell to a kind of Netherworlds.


"They don't
understand," insisted Sword.


Armor. Garden. Teeth, Scholar,
Siren.


Devar.


"They don't." This time
the words were but a whisper.


Brother Scieran hesitated.
"Perhaps," he finally said. "But do you think this is the first
time we have tried to reach a Blessed One? The first time we have tried to
bring one of the Emperor's servants over to us?"


That stopped her.


"What can I do?" said
Sword.


"Be careful," said
Smoke. He shimmered, and she stared at her image again. "Don't rush in
where you can't stand to stay."


"What can I do?" she
repeated.


Brother Scieran smiled. A smile
that showed happiness at a new ally, weariness for the necessity of one.
"Smoke, if you hadn't noticed, is quite excellent at disguises. He is our
infiltrator, our finder of secrets." He looked at Smoke, who shimmered and
became himself again.


Sword held up a hand. "Can
he look like anyone?"


"Anyone," said Smoke.
He looked pleased.


"Then why not just pretend
to be the Chancellor – or even the Emperor himself? You could just walk into
the palace, take either of them hostage, and walk right out again."


Smoke and Brother Scieran shared
a look. It was gone as fast as it came – faster – but there was something
strange and heavy in it. 


Then Smoke looked down. "Well,"
said Smoke. He nudged the cavern floor with a toe. "That is, uh,
well…."


"His high and mightyness
doesn't want to admit it, but his disguises aren't perfect," said Arrow.


"They are, too!"
blurted Smoke. Then, quieter, he said, "Just some people can see through
them, that's all."


Sword felt her brows bunching in
confusion. "Who…." Then she nodded. "Readers," she said.


Smoke nodded, still looking
embarrassed. "Yeah," he said. "And since practically every noble
in the country has a Reader at his side or at his gate – or both – to help him
gauge the emotions of those in front of him, and avoid traitors or
assassinations…." He shrugged. "Those people can see through my
disguises like they weren't even there. Unless –"


Brother Scieran held up a hand to
silence him.


"Unless what?" said
Sword.


"It doesn't matter,"
said Scieran. "What matters is that Smoke is an excellent spy, but he
can't get within a mile of the palace."


"So how does he get any
information."


Smoke shimmered, and suddenly
Sword was looking at a stunning woman. Long dark hair, clothing that served
more to hint at what was beneath than to cover, and the brand of a prostitute
from the House of Fives: one of the higher-end brothels of Center. "You
would be surprised how many officers come to the brothels… and how many of them
wag their tongues when plied with the right wines."


"But how do you… I mean, do
you even have…." She couldn't finish.


Smoke blinked. Then the beautiful
features curled in disgust. "Yuck! No, I don't really…. It's just a
disguise." He turned back to himself. "I get 'em drunk, they talk,
and then I slip them a few herbs prepared by our good Brother Scieran and they
go out like smashed glo-globes."


"So what have you
gotten while we've been away?" said Arrow. "With your feminine wiles
and whatnot?"


Smoke glared at the other man.
"You be careful or I'll use my Second Gift to be you and just dump your
body in the whirlpool," he said.


There's that "Second Gift"
again, thought Sword. She wanted to ask about it, but Brother Scieran spoke
first. 


"Arrow, don't antagonize
him." He turned to Smoke. "Is Rune here?"


Smoke nodded. "She got here
just an hour ago. She's waiting in the big tent."


"And do we have any new
information?"


Smoke grinned. "I don't know
about 'we,' but I sure do."


"What is it?" said
Arrow. Brother Scieran looked interested as well, and even Wind and Cloud – so
quiet up until now that Sword had nearly forgotten about them – stepped a bit
closer.


"It's a big one." Smoke
smirked. "Shouldn't we wait until we include Rune?"


Arrow growled, "Smoke, now
isn't –"


But Brother Scieran said,
"No, he's right."


"Gods' bells I'm
right," said Smoke. "But you're gonna love it. Trust me."
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"The big tent" turned
out to be nothing more nor less than its name implied: a large tent, set apart
from the rest of the tents, around the back of one of the largest stalagmites
in the cavern. The effect was of self-imposed solitude, and Sword wondered if
that was so the Cursed Ones could talk in secret about their plans.


But who would want to listen? Who
in this place would betray them?


She couldn't help but compare the
way they held their councils to the way the Blessed Ones operated: in a place
so secure that almost no one in the Empire could get in. In total secret.


The Blessed Ones lived in
complete mistrust. The Cursed Ones didn't even have doors to protect them. The
Blessed Ones lived in comfort in a palace in the Capitol. The Cursed Ones hid
in a cavern below the mountain of Faith.


They entered the tent, and found
a girl about Sword's age waiting for them. She had short-cropped brown hair,
dark eyes that glinted dangerously, and a series of scars that ran down her
bare shoulders. She wore leather breeches, soft leather boots, and a leather
vest over a cotton blouse, with twin daggers resting easily in a belt at her
waist.


She eyed Sword as the group
entered the tent. "This her?" she asked, then her outline shimmered
as though Sword was viewing her through a sudden fog. It solidified after an
instant, and she said, "Nevermind." She eyed Sword up and down.
"So you're her, eh? Huh." She snorted. "I thought you'd be
taller."


Sword blinked. Confusion reared
its head within her. She felt like she'd missed something.


Brother Scieran came to her
rescue. "Sword, meet Rune."


Sword felt oddly like curtsying.
Rune shimmered again. "Please don’t," she said. "It'll be weird
for both of us."


Sword felt her jaw drop.
"You read minds?"


Rune snorted again.
"Hardly."


Brother Scieran smiled.
"Rune sees the future."


Sword looked at the young girl.
"That's amazing," she finally managed.


"Isn't it, though?"
said Rune. She pulled out one of her daggers and began cleaning her
fingernails. "I can tell what you're going to do before you do it."
She pointed the dagger at Sword. "So don't get cute or I'll gut you."


"Charming as always,"
said Smoke. He turned to Sword. "Don't get too worried. She can only see
six seconds into the future."


"Hey! You goat's privates,
don't you go telling her my secrets!" Now the dagger was pointing at Smoke.
She shimmered. "And don't you talk about my parents, either. Joke's on
you: they're dead. And at least I'm not ugly."


"We've talked about this
before, Smoke. Your insults don't work as well when there's no warmup." He
smiled sweetly. "And you're ugly. And an orphan. So double goat's
privates on you."


"Gods," muttered
Brother Scieran. Then, louder, he said, "It's no wonder we've failed to
get rid of the Chancellor. I'm fighting an army with a group of toddlers."


Smoke and Rune fell silent at
that, but both glared at one another. "Sword," said Brother Scieran,
"this is Rune. She does see into the future, though her sight is a
bit short in its range. Still, she's invaluable in a fight."


"How?" asked Sword.
"What does it help to see the future?"


"What do you mean?"
Rune bristled. Then, as quickly as she grew upset, she calmed. "Oh, I see
what you mean." She went back to cleaning her nails. "The future's
not fixed. Time is like a stream. We're in a point called the present – a place
at the halfway point of a stream that stretches forever in either direction.
The past is fixed – it's already happened. But the future path of the water
isn't solid. You toss a pebble in, it causes ripples. You toss a boulder
in, you can change the entire course of the stream; you can derail it
completely and shift it to a place of your choosing."


"Of your choosing?"
said Smoke, incredulity in his voice. "Since when?"


"Well, at least to a
different place."


"That's got to be good in a
fight," said Sword. She tried to pack as much admiration into her voice as
possible – so far it seemed she had antagonized pretty much everyone in this
group but Brother Scieran. It wouldn't hurt to have at least one more
person on her side.


She missed Garden and Armor.


I hope they're okay.


The irony wasn't lost on her:
standing in the heart of the Cursed Ones, hoping her Blessed One friends were
okay – presumably so they'd be well enough to hunt her down.


"Gods' truth it's handy to
have in a fight," said Rune. She pointed at Smoke. "See, you deranged
monkey? At least someone in this group recognizes talent when they see
it."


"Who's a monkey?"
demanded Smoke.


"You. And I notice you
didn't argue against 'deranged.'"


"I'd have to be, to be your
friend."


"Yeah, you would."


Brother Scieran sighed. "My
children, I would very much not prefer to send you to opposite sides of the
cave – again. Could we speak of whatever information Smoke has for us?"


Rune shimmered. And suddenly all
the sarcasm, all the semi-friendly ribbing, disappeared from her face.
"Oh, wow," she said. "No kidding?" she added, looking at
Smoke with something like awe.


"Yeah," he said. He
seemed to take her strange manner of conversation in stride. Sword wondered if
she would ever be able to deal with it that way.


Smoke looked around the group.
"I found out where the Minister of Finance is going to be," he said.


The effect was instantaneous.
Wind and Cloud both hissed, the intake of breath making them sound like a pair
of vipers that had been poked with a stick.


Arrow whispered, "Yes."


Brother Scieran made the sign of
Faith and whispered something under his breath – probably a quick prayer.


Smoke looked pleased with himself
and cracked his knuckles.


Only Rune looked somewhat
nonchalant – likely because this was the second time she was hearing the news.


Sword knew who the Minister of Finance
was, of course. She had never seen him in person, but she knew of him.
His name was Ambek, and he was in charge of the moneys that flowed into and out
of Center in general and the government specifically.


She had never seen him because,
like all three of the Emperor's Cabinet, he was always on the move, always in
hiding.


She had known this, but it never
made sense until now. The three ministers – Minister of the Interior, of
Secrets, and of Finance – were rarely seen in public, rarely even came to the
palace. Cabinet meetings were conducted via Ear, and on the rare occasions when
they met in person the Chancellor typically traveled to them, to a
secret place decided at the last second.


They're afraid of this group. Of
the Cursed Ones.


How many practices of the Empire
were in place to protect against these very people? she wondered.


"Where is he going to
be?" asked Brother Scieran.


"More to the point, is it a
place that we can kill him?" asked Arrow.


Rune shimmered. "Oh, Gods'
tackle," she said.


Brother Scieran looked pained.
"Must you speak obscenities?" he asked.


Arrow looked irritated, though
for a different reason. "And does it really help much to know the answer
to a question when we're all going to have to hear it a few seconds later
anyway?" He looked back at Smoke. "Well, where is it? What State is Ambek
going to be in? Where can we kill him?"


Smoke looked pained. "Uh…
well, that is… he's not actually going to be in any of the states."
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Malal felt lost. Like he had
fallen asleep and found himself in a dream where no one lived but himself.


Or, worse, perhaps he was waking
up.


He sat alone in the great hall –
typically a place where visitors and nobles would be greeted, where balls would
be held.


Now, it was empty save him and
the few guards who never left his presence. And even they were far enough away
– and so very motionless – that they were more fixtures of the room than actual
people.


He felt hungry for something, an
ache deep inside that he could never satisfy. He could never sleep, he barely
ate.


He felt like he was losing
something. Losing….


Myself.


He stared at the floor in front
of him. The light of the great hall's glo-globes bounced off the marble, making
it seem almost alive.


It is alive. The palace is a
beast that has consumed me.


For a moment the feeling was so
real he wanted to scream. He turned to the closest guard. There were a dozen or
so, stationed at regular intervals along the length of the hall. Staring at
nothing – or perhaps looking at him. He couldn't tell through the helmets they
always wore. Black, with smoky glass enchanted to the strength of steel that
shaded even their eyes from view. The story went that the Emperor's guards
dressed that way to signify that they had given themselves to their work. That
they bore no identity, other than as the shadows of the Emperor. That like
shadows they would go everywhere he went. Silent, but always there to be called
upon.


The only one he had ever heard
speak was the Captain. The Captain of the Guard was permitted to speak, was
even permitted to remove his helm. But this Captain rarely spoke. He was a
mystery. Just like so much of Malal's life.


He didn't remember his parents.
Didn't remember the twin sister that he was supposed to have had, once upon a
time.


Once upon a time…. Like the faerie stories that
the Chancellor had read him when he was a child. The Chancellor who was father
and mother and only friend.


Is he your friend?


Of course he was. That was a
ridiculous thought.


But it continued to force its way
into Malal's mind. On the long nights when he could not sleep, during the
daytimes when the Chancellor was busy doing other things, seeing to "the
boring day-to-day affairs of the Empire," Malal couldn't help question.


And the longer the Chancellor was
away, the stronger the question became. The harder it was to think of anything
else.


What is it I do? The Chancellor
always says that I am being groomed to take over in just a few short Turns, but
what is it I know how to do? Greet minor nobles from other States? Throw the
Gods' Feast every twelvemonth?


What do I do?


(nothing)


He realized he was still staring
at the guard nearest him. Almost he called the man. Almost he demanded that the
Chancellor be brought to him.


Would the Guard even obey me? Are
they even mine
to command? Or do they obey the Chancellor?


The door opened at the end of the
long hall. The guards all tensed, a dozen hands dropping as one to the hilts of
a dozen swords.


At least they actually protect
me. At least that's real.


But is it because they love the
Emperor, or because I'm a convenient figurehead?


And what happens when I become of
age?


Will I be allowed to ascend to
the throne? Will the Chancellor cede his powers and leave me to rule in peace?


The hands fell away from the
swords when the glo-globes cast their light on the face of the Chancellor. He
walked the length of the hall with a scowl on his face, and the scowl deepened
the closer he got.


"Are you all right,
Lord?" asked the Chancellor.


I don’t even know his name.


It was a startling realization.
And his confusion must have been apparent, because the Chancellor leaned in
close. "No, you're not all right, I can see that," he whispered.


"No," said Malal. He
had felt alone. Now he felt afraid. "No, I'm not."


The Chancellor waved a hand.
Malal felt as though a heavy weight was pressing on his shoulders. The weight
shifted to his head, then seemed to sink through his skull and press on his
mind. His thoughts clouded.


What was I thinking about?


He blinked. The Chancellor was
standing before him. His good friend was smiling.


When did he come in?


How long have I been sitting
here?


What was I thinking?


"Are you quite all right,
Lord?" said the Chancellor. Concern clouded his features.


Malal hurried to reassure his
friend. "No, Lord Chancellor. I'm fine. I just couldn't sleep. I'm sorry
if you were troubled by my late night walks."


"No, Lord. No need to
apologize." The Chancellor bowed low, and Malal wished as always that his
friend wouldn't do that. The Chancellor was more a father to him than a
subject. If only they could make that relationship official.


That's an idea. I wonder if
there's any way I could
adopt him into my family.


I shall have to look into that.


For a moment he screamed inside
himself. For an instant he knew – knew – that this was not what he had
been thinking. Was not what he wanted to be thinking.


Then the moment passed. And there
was only his good friend in front of him, and his good will for that friend
burning in his heart.


"Would you like me to sit up
with you?" asked the Chancellor.


"No, my friend," said
Malal. He waved. "Please, retire to your chambers. Sleep. The Empire needs
you rested and mindful of her interests."


The Chancellor nodded, then
turned and walked away. Malal watched him leave.


He is my father. In reality if
not in name.


There must be a way to make it
official.


He didn't have to just sit here
alone anymore. He would go to the records room to review the Laws and Statutes.


He had much to research, and
possibly much to do.
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Smoke looked around and said,
"You know the air-cars, right?"


Rune rolled her eyes. "How
did we all get in here, Smoke? And even if we didn't come in them, of course we
know about them – not everyone's spent their life in prison, you
know."


Smoke bristled. Sword wondered
how it was possible that these two hadn't murdered one another.


Rune looked like she was going to
say something else, but an arrow planted itself in the dirt between her feet.
By the time Sword looked at Arrow, the young man had already replaced the bow
in its position on his back. "Stop antagonizing him," he said softly.


That was a surprise, she thought.
She had been sure that Arrow only had two basic settings: irritated and fully
angry. But he seemed calm now, focused. Just wanting to get to the meat of
whatever Smoke had to tell them.


Smoke looked like he was going to
make a snide comment, but another arrow snapped into the earth at his
feet, and he bit back whatever he was going to say.


"It looks like the Empire
has developed a new kind of air-car. But ten times bigger, ten times
faster."


Brother Scieran shook his head.
"That's impossible. There's no Push that could keep something like that
afloat and moving. Not even with a massive balloon."


"It doesn't have a
balloon," said Smoke.


"Then how does it
work?" demanded Rune. She managed to make it sound like a sarcastic
comment. Wind and Cloud nodded as one: the closest thing to participation in
the conversation that Sword had yet seen. Wind even had something approaching
an expression on her face: the very slightest wrinkle between her brows that
was somehow a larger question than a thousand shouted queries by Rune.


"A bunch of Pushes bound by
Threads have it enchanted to get airborn, and it has some kind of spinning
wheels at the front that push it forward. You all seen children's
pinwheels?" Everyone nodded. "The things at the front look a lot like
that. Steel spokes that have been enchanted by the Pushes as well. They turn,
and the faster they turn, the faster the thing goes. They call it an air chariot.
Only two of them in existence – so far – and the Minister of Finance has one of
them. "


Arrow had been frowning during
Smoke's entire explanation. "Wait, the pinwheels go faster or slower?
That's not possible. Pushes enchant things and they only go one speed. That's it."


"I thought so, too,"
said Smoke. "But the nice lieutenant who told me all this – before he got
very handsy and I was forced to slit his throat – told me they have a handful
of Pushes actually on the air chariot. They Push one way on the
pinwheels to speed them up, then Push on them in the opposite direction to slow
them down."


"So we'll have to hit the
Minister when he gets off," said Rune.


"Yeah, except get this: he
never does get off. Apparently he's turned one of the things into pretty
much a floating fortress. Has a room inside it, a couple of Ears, some Eyes, a
dozen guards. And rumor has it he only gets off at random stops, so there's no
way to plan for an assassination, because there's no way of knowing when he's
even going to be on the ground."


"A bit paranoid, huh?' said
Rune.


"Yeah, like you're a bit
slow," said Smoke.


"And you're a bit
ugly," she bit back.


"And you're a bit
uglier."


"And you're a bit ugliest."


Smoke couldn't think of a good
response, so he turned away from Rune and said, "I managed to get the Minister's
stops for the next week, but like I say, he probably isn't even getting off his
contraption. He might not even land, in fact – might just do flybys to keep the
nobles worried about him dropping in on them." He shrugged.
"Sorry."


"No," said Brother
Scieran. "Nothing to be sorry about, my boy." He rubbed his hands
together. "Nothing to be sorry about at all. This is excellent."


Rune shook her head. "Didn't
you hear our pet monkey? We don't know when or where he's landing."


"No," agreed Brother
Scieran.


And suddenly Sword understood.
She looked behind her. Several of the air-cars in the cavern could be seen,
hovering gently above the air-dock. "We're not going to catch him on the
ground," she said. "We're going to attack him in the sky."


Brother Scieran nodded.


"Not if you're thinking of
having our boy here," said Smoke, gesturing at Cloud, "shoot them
down with a handy bolt of lightning."


"What do you mean?"
asked Arrow.


"The gentleman who… ahem…
rented my services wasn't clear on the details, but he said there was some sort
of anti-lightning apparatus on the chariot. To protect it in storms. Apparently
lightning strikes just pass over its body and do no harm to people
inside."


Brother Scieran thought a moment.
"Well then," he said, "if we can't shoot it down, we'll simply
have to take it instead."


"How?" asked Arrow.


At one side of the large tent sat
a table covered in maps. Brother Scieran went to it and started tossing sheaves
of paper to the side. Finally he found the one he wanted.


"Smoke, you said you know
where he's going, the routes he's taking?" he said. Smoke nodded.
"Will he be flying by any of the outposts?" Another nod. Brother
Scieran smiled. He put a finger down on the map.


"Then I know what we're
going to do."
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Ambek had been worried at first.
Worried that being confined to the air chariot would be a burden. That he would
constantly want to go outside, to step onto firm land.


How wrong he was.


The chariot felt like home. More
than that, it felt like his own small kingdom. Up here, he looked over the
entirety of the Empire, and there was no one looking over his shoulder.
True, he still had his orders, still had the Emperor's Ear whispering what he
had to do week by week. But the whispers seemed farther away the higher he got
in the chariot.


The chariot itself was outfitted
with all the luxuries. A kitchen with plenty of stores, a cook who fixed the
finest meals. And since they were in a closed environment, there was little
chance of poisoning.


Ambek's quarters were palatial.
Rich wood on all sides, deep brown and polished to a sheen so lustrous that the
mirror attached to the wall was nearly superfluous. The bed was more than large
enough to accommodate him and the girls he took away with him at every landing.
The hold was big enough for them to sit in their cages when not busy
entertaining him.


The only thing the chariot didn't
have was a good shower. There was a bath, with water cleaned every day by the
Patch who was also onboard, but he distrusted baths. He would rather remain
dirty.


He had never minded getting
dirty.


In truth, this was nearly the
perfect life. Only the Ear, with his orders from the Chancellor and his puppet
boy-Emperor, marred it. That and the periodic times when he absolutely had to
land for stores or for the occasional business that required him to be present
in person.


One of those times was coming up.
He was visiting a prison outpost on Fear. The outpost leader had begun to ask
too many questions. Moneys earmarked for the buildup of the prison had started
shifting strangely, and at the same time there were rumors that neighboring
villages – poor places that regularly had trouble meeting their taxation
responsibilities – were suddenly flush with cash.


The Chancellor had not said the
prison warden was actively participating in treason, but the questions were
enough that he should be removed and brought back to Center for observation,
reeducation, and – if necessary – elimination.


Why me? I'm too important for
this kind of thing.


Of course he knew why. If
there was any kind of financial mismanagement going on, there was no one better
suited to find out than him. One look at the books would tell him all. He was –
no need to mince words – a financial genius, and the best one to figure out
what was really happening at the prison and the surrounding areas.


Ambek left his room. There was a
long hall leading to the front of the chariot, with smaller rooms that held his
guards, the Ear, the Pushes who kept the chariot flying, the cooks, the pilots,
and the rest of the small army of support that he needed – no, deserved
– for his work.


There was only one pilot on duty.
He sat in a leather chair, holding a wheel that adjusted the tilt of the turnwheels
and made the chariot turn right and left, up and down. Speed was adjusted by
the Pushes who were locked – sealed, really – in the belly of the air-chariot,
and for that the pilot had a knob that rang a bell back where they were: two
rings to increase speed, one to slow down.


Ingenious. I couldn't have
thought up a better system myself. 


Though that was just false
modesty. Of course he could have thought of better. He just hadn't
wanted to. Enough to let lesser people deal with the details, while he
concerned himself with the big picture.


He looked out the front window. It
was similar to the windows of a conventional air-car, though curved to allow
for a greater field of vision. "How close are we to the prison?" he
asked.


The pilot pointed to either side
of the chariot. "We're just passing through Gods' Pass, so maybe another
twenty minutes."


Ambek took a moment to revel in
the fact that he was one of the few people who would ever see Gods' Pass like
this. It was one of the only places in the five States of Ansborn where the
mountain reached so high that no one lived at its peak. The rest of the
mountains all flattened out into mesas so large they could hold the vast
populations of the States. There were hills and valleys, but the populated areas
were more or less flat.


Here, though, at the outskirts of
the State of Fear, the mountain became craggy. It reached fingers to the sky,
as though the mountain hungered to return to the realm of the Gods that had
birthed it. Gods' Pass was the space between the two highest of these grasping
fingers: two stone columns that reached so high the tops often could not be
seen, covered by clouds or simply obscured by distance.


The chariot was passing between
the two columns, and unlike the occasional adventurer who traveled across Fear
– a dangerous journey – to cast their eyes on Gods' Pass, Ambek was looking at
it from above. Looking down on Fear.


As it should be. As was only
right.


"What…." The pilot
shifted in his seat.


"What is it?" said Ambek.
Not really worried, but curious what could have the pilot sounding suddenly
uncomfortable. The turnwheels were all spinning, that was clear, and Ambek had
absolute faith in the construction of  the chariot.


Before the pilot could answer, he
saw what had him concerned: an air-car had come around the side of the west
column of Gods' Pass. It had appeared suddenly, and so close there was little
chance for the pilot to react.


He tilted his wheel to the side,
thumbing the speed button at the same time. The bell rang in the back of the
chariot, and the craft's speed dropped.


Then the pilot looked west, and
cursed. So did Ambek, and his curses were far worse, far more imaginative and
violent.


A second air-car had appeared
around the side of the east column.


And now they were headed right at
it.


"Get out of the way!"
screamed Ambek.


"I'm trying!" shouted
the pilot. He spun the wheel, pushing on it at the same time as he tried to
both turn and dive below the air-car that was on a collision course with them.


How are they going that fast? No
air-car goes that fast!


Ambek saw what looked like a
silver face in the cabin of the approaching air-car.


Mad. Going mad. Suicidal air-cars
and silver faces. Gods, don't let me die, I don't deserve to die here.


He blinked, and the face was
gone. But a moment later the fear that he was going insane returned. The
air-car hit the chariot, but in the instant before it did he thought he saw two
figures fly out the side door of the air-car.


One was the silver-faced figure.
The other was a man in a white robe with black edges, hand held out and with
what looked like lightning dancing along his fingers.


Then thought dissolved into
mayhem. The chariot tilted madly to the side with the impact of the air-car.
The pilot cursed, sounding half-terrified, half-enraged by what was happening.


Ambek was more unified in his
thinking: he was all terrified.


The chariot didn't go down.
Somehow. It managed to stay in the sky, and a moment later Ambek saw the
air-car that had hit them spinning down, its balloon deflated – probably
punctured by one of the turnwheels. He looked out the right side of the air-chariot.
The turnwheels on that side were all functioning.


He looked to the left. All the
pinwheels were moving on that side as well.


But the other air-car was almost
on them. It had taken advantage of the slowing of the chariot to drop directly
over it and….


Ambek wiped a hand over his eyes.
He couldn't believe what he had seen.


But yes. It was true. The air-car
had landed on the wing. What kind of pilot could do that? What kind of
perfect eye would be required to make that kind of landing on a moving target?


Two people emptied out of the
side of the air-car, and then it flew away. The two were women – girls, he saw.
And that let him recover a measure of control.


I know how to handle girls.


He hit the pilot on the shoulder.
Pointed at the girls on the wing. "Get rid of them," he said.


The pilot nodded and shoved the
wheel forward. The chariot nosed into a dive. Steep enough that it shoved Ambek
back, even though he was holding tight to the pilot's chair. Muffled screams
came from the rear of the chariot as the people inside were tossed by the
sudden motions.


Ambek looked out the window.


The girls were still there. He
could see their faces – they looked positively green – but they were still on
the wing. As though the air itself had tied them down, as though the very wind
that should have torn them away had instead lashed them to the wing.


Impossible.


The pilot pulled up. There was no
more room to dive. Any further and they risked crashing into the columns of the
pass. Something thudded above him. The roof.


What –


Black-gray clouds suddenly
swirled outside. Lightning flashed in a dark maelstrom.


Where did that come from? What's
happening?


Ambek's comfortable life felt
like it was ending. These people were here for him. There was no other
possibility.


"Guards!" he shrieked.
"To me!"


Immediately his men emptied out
of their rooms. Some wore the outfits of the Empire's Army, but most wore his
personal livery: green tunics with brown borders. They were his dragoons, and
he knew that they could take anyone short of the Emperor's own guards.


Whoever these people were, they
were in for a shock.


Then something pounded on the
side of the ship, right where the wing joined the front cabin. Once, twice.


And a huge hole suddenly blasted
in the side.


Ambek screamed. He had a moment
to see that same silver face – the face he thought he had imagined, standing in
the space where a wall had once been. It was a woman, and she waved her hands
and three guards flew past her, sucked by nothing but the air back through the
hole and to their deaths far below.


Beside her was a man, strangely
expressionless, with a black-edged white robe. He held out his hand, and
three more of Ambek's guards died, burned right before his eyes by a lightning
strike that seemed to come from the man's dead eyes.


Ambek ran.


The back. Got to get to the back.


There was an air-car in the rear
hold. If he could get to it, he could escape. The guards would buy him time, if
only with their lives. That was their job, after all.


He heard screams behind him. He
did not look back.


As he passed by them, he grabbed
four guards – three swordsmen from his personal retinue and an Imperial
Rifleman. The Rifleman ran backward as they hurried to the rear of the chariot.
He squeezed off several shots, but he was running as he did so and the shots
were wild and couldn't possibly have hit anything.


The door to the hold was ahead. Ambek
started to feel a bit more in control of himself. The screams still sounded,
but they were well behind him.


I'm going to make it.


He threw open the door to the
hold and ran in.


Just inside were his girls. They
were caged, screaming at him to help, help, please help! One of them managed to
get a hand on his pants. He nodded at one of his guards, who used his sword to
silence her screaming.


The other girls quieted as well.


The air-car hovered before them.


Free. Safe.


Then two girls – the two from the
air-car, the two who should have been thrown from the wing – stepped in his
way. He wondered for an instant how they had gotten here, then saw the open
side door. It was never locked – why lock the thing? Who was going to steal
inside at thousands of feet about the mountains?


Whether they had crawled over the
netting that slung along much of the chariot, holding additional stores, or had
simply been held fast to the body of the vehicle by that same power that had
tied them to the wings did not matter. They were here now. 


And they would be dealt with.


The one on the right, a beautiful
girl in spite of a curving scar on her face, had a pair of Eastern-styled swords.
The one on the left, who looked about the same age but was almost boyish in
appearance and had scars running up and down her shoulders, had a dagger on
each hip.


Armed, but he still wasn't
worried.


He was about to give the order to
kill them when the girl on the left shimmered. She resolidified in an instant
and said, "You think you're going to kill us?" then
stepped to the right and that same moment the Imperial Rifleman loosed a bullet
that passed through the space she had been standing only an instant before.
Then he gurgled and fell, one of the girl's daggers buried in his throat.


At the same time, the other girl
moved. She drew her swords so fast Ambek could barely see them. Two of his
guards faced off with her, but neither even got in a single thrust. She was a
blur of motion, and they both fell to the floor.


The last guard danced to the
side… straight into the first girl's remaining dagger, which was waiting for
him as though she had known he would go there.


Impossible. This is impossible.


"Hello, Ambek." The
girl with the swords approached, and he saw that she wore the black disc of a
Blessed One.


"But… but you… how can you
do this?" he said. "You serve the Empire."


She pulled back her sword to
strike. "I am serving the Empire," she said.


"Stop!" he shrieked.
"You kill me and everyone on this ship dies!" The girl with the sword
halted her thrust. Ambek realized the screams in the front of the air-chariot
had grown silent, and a moment later he saw that the woman with the silver mask
and the man with the white robe were standing behind him in the hold.


"What are you talking
about?" asked the girl with the swords. "What do you mean everyone
dies?"


"Everyone is
dead," said the scarred girl.


"Not everyone," said
the sword girl – who seemed to be their leader. She nodded at the cages behind
them, which held his girls, his playthings. "There's them. And remember
what Smoke told us about how this thing flies? There have to be Pushes, locked
away somewhere, keeping this thing moving."


Ambek seized on that. In truth,
he had been bluffing about everyone dying. There were Pushes, and they were
locked below. But he hadn't even thought of that until the girl said those
words.


"Yes," he blurted.
"Yes, exactly. They're onboard, but only I know where. And only I know how
to tell them to slow down or speed up. And if I don't, this thing crashes, and
kills us all."


"They're locked up?"
said the swordswoman.


"Yes," he crowed.
"Sealed inside their holds, the doors solid steel and the keys aren't even
on this ship."


Her face changed, and suddenly he
knew he had made a mistake.


"Then there's no way we can
save them," she said. She pointed her long sword at his belly. Nodded
behind him. "Where are the keys to the cages?"


Some of the girls heard that, and
started clamoring to be let out again. Ambek felt cold inside. "I'll never
tell," he said. But beads of sweat exploded from his brow.


The girl's sword slashed to the
side, and a white line of pain flashed through his belly. He screamed. Looked
down. Blood dripped from a thin cut across his stomach.


"You'll tell," she
said. "The next cut takes off your right ear, then your left. Then your
hands, then feet. You'll die, but very slowly."


Ambek looked in her eyes, and
could tell that she was not lying. He reached beneath his tunic and brought out
a silver key. Held it toward the girl with the sword.


The one dressed like a boy
shimmered again. "Careful," she said. "He'll try to grab
you."


Ambek felt something slam into
the back of his head. It felt like a rock, and blood sluiced down his neck. He
managed to turn and look behind him and saw the woman with the mask. She had
her hands clenched around… nothing.


But it was a nothing that hurt.
Gods, it hurt.


He handed the key over again,
this time with no intention of trying anything. The girl with the swords
sheathed the smaller one and took the key, then tossed it to the man in the
white robe. "Let them out," she said. "Get them into the
air-car."


A few minutes later Ambek was
sitting in one of the very cages he had until recently reserved for his prize
pets. The door hadn't been shut yet, but he had no doubt it would be soon.


"Are you just going to leave
me here?" He meant it to sound commanding, strong. Instead he heard a
mealy whine come from his mouth, and realized he was very close to peeing right
there on the floor.


"Not just," said
the girl with the swords. She gestured at the half-dozen girls who had just
been released. "Would you like to say goodbye?" she asked.


A moment later, Ambek was wet
with spittle, his ears burning with curses.


"How dare you say such
things about me," he said. "Me."


The girl with the swords looked
angrier than he had yet seen. "I wouldn't want you to have to hear
anything like that," she said.


Her swords flashed. For a moment Ambek
wasn't sure what had happened.


Then he saw his ears on the
ground beside him.


The door of the cage shut.


He screamed, but the screams
sounded pinched and far away.


The people who had come for him
now left him behind.


They opened the chariot's huge
rear door, then got in the air-car and seemed to simply drop behind the massive
vehicle. Then out of sight.


Ambek kept screaming.


And was still screaming when his
chariot – his small kingdom – spun its way into the side of the mountain of Fear
and then tumbled in a shattered mass below the clouds.
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Garden had left behind much to be
a Blessed One.


She knew that Armor had a family
– or at least a wife. But he was unusual. When she had been called to service
she had been told that most people who served the Empire the way she did
renounced their ties to family, to friends, to everything but their
service.


Riada of the House Adara became
simply a girl with no name. And then she was Garden the Blessed One, servant of
the Empire and her Emperor.


She had been a child of nobility.
The House of Adara was one of the oldest families in Ansborn. Her father had
been preparing her for marriage – rumor had it she might even have proved a
fitting consort for Malal himself – when her Gift appeared.


Then, it was over. The dream that
was her life – the servants, the balls, the suitors – all of it ended.


She was a Blessed One. And that
meant she could have anything she desired, but nothing she really wanted.


She had almost despaired, the
first lonely days; had almost lost hope in herself and in the kindness of Gods
who were so cruel they could rip her away from the life she had loved.


Then she met Sword. She met a
friend… and more than a friend, a sister.


That was why it was so hard to
accept what Devar was saying. So hard to believe that Sword had done what he
said she had done.


"No," said Garden.
"She wouldn't. She couldn't."


The others nodded their assent.
They were all there: Armor, Teeth, Scholar, Siren. Even Marionette, for once –
though of course the little girl said nothing when Devar announced that Sword
had turned traitor and had assassinated the Minister of Finance. The mad child
had brought one of her dolls – broken and scarred as were all her playthings –
and was making it dance on her knee, giggling every so often.


"I agree," said Armor.
"With respect, of course," he added, bowing to Devar, "but it
seems at odds with all I know of her."


"I am in accord with the
observations and conclusions of my esteemed associate," said Scholar.


"What he said," added
Teeth.


"How could she possibly have
turned against the Empire?" added Siren.


Devar nodded. "I
understand," he said. "But I have something to show you. I'm going to
leave for a moment, because she and I…." He grimaced. "We don't
exactly get along, and this will be easier without us shouting at one another."


He turned and left without a
word. A moment later, a new figure entered the room. An old woman, bent over so
far she was almost staring at the floor, a huge hump on her back. She wore the
black disc of the Blessed, but Garden had never seen her before.


Who is this?


The crone spoke. "I am the
Empire's Blessed One, known as Seer," she said. Her voice was surprisingly
mellifluous. The tones danced pleasantly: the sound of a piper, playing a tune
that would lead dancers to their doom.


Armor nodded stiffly, as though
he knew her and was constrained by his personal rules to be courteous… but it
cost him.


The old woman nodded to them each
in turn. For some reason when her single eye fell on Garden, she felt unclean.
As though the look itself brought a kind of filthiness she could not define.


"How come we never met you
before?" asked Teeth. He said it around a mouthful of pastry. Scholar
rolled his eyes, then focused on the old woman: clearly he wanted an answer to
the question, too.


"Because the manner of my gift
is not for missions of assassination, boy," said the woman. "At
least, it is not for the carrying out of them, though it helps in the
planning." She waited, as though to see if any of them would divine the
meaning of that cryptic statement. Then added. "I am the Chancellor's –
the Emperor's – primary source of intelligence. I can see through anyone's eyes
if I can picture their face in my mind."


Armor frowned. "If you can
do this, why can't we simply root out any and all traitors? Why can't you
always find out where they are and simply tell us?"


The old woman laughed. Like her
voice, the laugh seemed out of place: lovely and lilting. "How do you
think you have found out where to go on all the missions you have
performed for the Emperor, young man?"


Armor looked nonplused. Garden
supposed he wasn't used to being called "young man," and a very
inappropriate giggle welled up inside her. She quelled it, covering it with a
question. "So why don't you just look through Sword's eyes and tell us where
she is so we can – get her back?"


She had been about to say
"stop her," but that seemed so wrong.


Sword couldn't have done what
Devar is saying. She couldn't. It's impossible.


Seer shook her hand. "I have
to be within a few miles of a person for my powers to work at their fullest –
and it's even harder with a Blessed One. But when I am close, I can do
this…." She held out her hands.


Garden gasped. Suddenly she was
standing in a large room. There was a strange hum all around, and the rushing
of wind. Then she realized she wasn't just in a room, she was in a cage.


And Sword was standing before
her.


She tried to call out. To speak
to her friend. But she couldn't. Her tongue was tied.


Sword moved. Her katana flashed.
Garden felt pain, and looked down and saw….


My ears! Gods, she took my ears!


She heard screaming.


Is that me? Am I screaming? Why
doesn't it sound like me? What's going on?


Then Sword turned and left.


And as her friend turned her
back, the vision ended.


Garden heard gasps all around as
the other Blessed Ones came to themselves as well.


Did they all see that? Did they
all feel
that?


Teeth was feeling at his ears,
she saw. And Armor looked so gray his skin nearly matched the color of his
mustache.


When the vision ended, Seer was
gone. Devar had returned to the room.


"What you just saw was the
last moments of the life of Ambek, Minister of Finance." Devar looked
around the circle of Blessed Ones, capturing each one with his eyes. When he
got to Garden he seemed to pause for an extra long time. His gaze bored into
her and she felt like he knew what she was thinking.


Please don't. Don't ask me for
what I know is coming.


"Sword has turned. There is
no doubt," he said. "She is a traitor to the Empire. And she must be
treated as such." He bowed his head, and when he spoke next, his own voice
was muffled with grief, with disbelief, with pain. "We have to kill
her."
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The air-car felt crowded. Part of
that was because it was crowded – it was a small ship, with barely room
for the four Cursed Ones and the girls they had rescued from Ambek's chariot.


But part of the feeling was
because Sword felt so alone. 


Brother Scieran's plan had gone
off perfectly. Wind and Cloud had used one air-car to drive the chariot into
the path of the other – their only hope since the air-cars normally wouldn't
have had a chance of catching up to the faster vessel. Wind had used her Gift
to propel her and Cloud onto the wing while Arrow – the keenest eye and surest
hand among them – landed the other air-car on the same wing and dropped off
Rune and Sword for a full assault.


Yes, it went off perfectly. 


Yet Sword still didn't feel like
she was part of a team. She recognized they had all worked well together, and
understood that the others had even deferred to her at key moments, but still….
When they got into the air Rune started joking with Wind and Cloud. Neither of
the twins spoke, of course, but there were small smiles that clearly conveyed
their friendship. Arrow pulled his air-car up beside theirs and held aloft a
triumphant fist, echoed by the three other Cursed Ones.


And she got the feeling his
expression was meant to be enjoyed by everyone in the air-car but her.


Sword missed her friends. They
might have fought for a corrupt government, but they fought together.
They fought as one. As family.


So does that mean I want to go
back there? Do I want to be a part of the wrong side of the fight if it means I
can be loved again?


No, of course not.


But there was a portion of her
that knew she was lying. That knew she hungered for Armor's fatherly embrace,
for Garden to hold her hand again, for Devar to look at her the way he had.


I miss them.


She sensed someone nearby and
looked up. It was one of the girls from the cages. She looked a bit older than
Sword, perhaps eighteen or twenty Turns. Dressed the same as they all were: a
simple white tunic that laced at the neck, nothing else. Not even slippers. An
outfit designed only for someone who would never again leave the tiniest of
worlds.


Sword wondered fleetingly what
Ambek had done with the girls he no longer had a need for, or an interest in.


The air-chariot flew high. And
the door on the side was open.


She felt cold, and wished she
could have made his death a bit slower, a bit more painful.


"Can I…." The girl
gestured to a space beside Sword.


Sword nodded. The girl sat beside
her. "Duolasa," said the girl.


Sword stared at her, not sure
what the word meant. It only gradually dawned on her that the girl was telling
her her name. "Sword," she said.


"Sword." The girl
appeared to roll the name around in her mouth, as though sampling a new food.
She nodded. "It is a good name." Then she bowed her head. "Thank
you."


Sword nodded back. "You're
welcome."


They sat in silence a while, then
Doulasa said, "What is to become of us?" Her voice trembled, and
Sword cursed under her breath. Of course these girls were still terrified. This
one had probably been selected by the others to come and be the first to brave
whatever new terror they were going to undergo.


Duolasa shrank away from Sword
when she cursed. Sword hastened to reassure her. "Don't worry. I'm not mad
at you, I'm mad at me. We should have told you already." She glanced at
Rune, who was now playing a dice game with Cloud while Wind piloted the
air-car. Rune kept fuzzing in and out and the dice kept going her way. But
Cloud didn't seem to mind the blatant cheating, and kept rolling the dice
doggedly, as though he hoped to beat her Gift by willpower alone.


Rune crowed at the end of a roll
and then yelped as a shard of blue light jagged its way from his finger to her
playing hand. She yelped and dropped the dice. "Ow!" she hollered.
But she was grinning as this time the dice turned up his way. "Okay, no
Gifts during play."


Sword turned back to Duolasa.
"I don't know what'll happen to you all long-term, but I think you'll be
taken back with us for now."


"Taken back?" The
girl's expression was still fearful.


"To where we live."


Duolasa looked like she was about
to bolt right out the side of the air-car. "Can't we just go home?"
she whimpered.


"Did you come from a city?"


Duolasa shook her head. "No,
we all came from a village. Anargyr. It's outside an Imperial Army base on the
edge of the mountain."


"Then we'll take you back
there as soon as we can."


She went to the front of the
air-car. Rune and Cloud paused their game as she passed by, clearly wondering
what she was doing.


She stopped by where Wind was
piloting the air-car. The controls were simple: just a single stick that moved
the vehicle side to side. A button could be pushed to drop it down, another to
cause it to rise.


"The girls are from a place
called Anargyr," said Sword. "Can we take them back?" she asked.


Wind looked at her. The mask was
pushed back on her head in the way Sword was coming to realize she wore it when
she was at ease in her surroundings. But she still had trouble reading the
woman's expression.


Wind's gaze flicked past Sword's
shoulder. Rune approached. "Brother Scieran told us to come back
straightway, so we couldn't be followed."


"Brother Scieran didn't know
we'd be saving hostages," said Sword. She said it softly, not wanting to
start a fight with the other girl. But Rune didn't seem angry, just thoughtful.


A moment later, Cloud joined
them. He eyed the girls huddled at the back of the car, then turned to his
sister. The two of them seemed to have a wordless conversation, then Wind
turned to Sword. She nodded, a motion so slight that it could have been
imagination were Sword not watching for it.


She also thought – and this
really could have been imagination – that Wind smiled at her. Just a
little. Still, it made her feel the way Armor had when he hugged her.


Are you so starved for love?


No, not love. Belonging.


And she knew it was true. She had
lost herself in the kennels, and been found again in the arms of her
father-friend. She had been reborn as a Blessed One, and had died inside when
she found she was living a lie.


She needed yet another birth, yet
another life – this time as a Cursed One. And like all new births, this one
came in blood and tears… and it required the help of others. She needed Wind's
smile, not because it meant love, but simply because it meant she wasn't alone.


Rune had gone to the side window.
Nearby, Arrow piloted the other air-ship in perfect sync with theirs. Rune
caught his attention after a moment, and signaled that they would be diverting.
Arrow's face twisted in confusion, but he nodded: clearly he understood that
they'd be going somewhere else, though he didn't know why.


But he trusted.


Cloud joined Rune and pointed to
the back of the air-car where the freed slaves knelt, heads together, perhaps
praying. Arrow saw them.


He nodded, and this time seemed
to understand where they were going.


The air-car had a few things in
its stores, among them a sky-map of Ansborn. Anargyr was too small to be on the
map, but Duolasa showed them the Imperial Army base it lay nearby. Wind made
for the area.


Duolasa guided them.


Before they landed, she gasped.


When they landed, she wept.


So did the other girls.


It wasn't hard to see why:
Anargyr was gone.


Like the village Sword had seen
in her vision, like the doomed Nasius, Anargyr had been destroyed. No wood
remained unburned, no stone remained unbroken.


Duolasa and the other girls
wanted to rush off the air-car, wanted to go into the village to check for
survivors. But Sword could see that the place had been burnt down days or weeks
ago. If there had been survivors, they had long gone.


And she did not want the slave
girls to see what she feared lay in the center of the ruins.


"Who would do this?"
asked Duolasa. "Why would anyone do this?"


"The Empire," answered
Rune. She spat to the side. "The Chancellor and his cur of an
Emperor." She looked at Duolasa. "Did you pay full taxes at season's
end?"


Duolasa shook her head. "The
crops were bad. We paid what we could, but –"


"Then that was why Ambek
landed when he took you. He was seeking full payment. And when he didn't get it
he sent word to the Chancellor, who sent the Army to sack your village as an
example."


Duolasa wept. Rune looked
uncomfortable. Rage twisted Cloud's features, and Wind dropped her mask over
her face. Arrow – who had landed as well – and Sword went to Duolasa. They
reached out as one and their fingers touched when they both tried to hold her
shoulder.


Sword's fingers jerked back.
Arrow didn't seem to notice the contact. He held Duolasa, then started to pull
her close.


She shied away. Looked at him
with terror.


Of course. After what she's been
through… what Ambek has done to her.


Sword shoved Arrow aside. She
didn't mean to do it roughly, but there was no time to explain. No time to tell
him that a man's touch was the last thing the girl would want right now.


Arrow looked hurt, unsure what he
had done wrong.


Sword moved to the place he had
been standing. Duolasa let her pull her in. Sword held her. Duolasa – older in Turns
but a little girl in this moment – sobbed.


"We'll take you with
us," said Sword. She stroked the other girl's hair. "You'll be
safe."


"My family is gone."
The words came in hitches and gasps.


"We're your family
now."


A hand reached past her. Cloud,
touching Duolasa's head lightly with one hand, his other touching Sword on the
shoulder. Arrow moved close as well, touching Cloud and Sword, creating a large
circle with Duolasa at the center. Then he moved to the other girls, joining
Rune and Wind who were trying to comfort them as well.


Something cracked. A stone,
hanging in its place for just this moment, fell away.


Duolasa continued to weep.


Sword felt Wind's hand on her
arm. Felt Arrow's touch like a phantom that remained after he himself had left.


The success of their mission had
not drawn them together. But this tragedy had.


Sometimes the world is awful.
Sometimes it is evil, and cruel. But sometimes that very cruelty serves to
remind us we are together in the dark, and must cling to each other long enough
to find the light.


And sometimes, the touch of
another is the light.


Sword looked up. Still holding
tight to Duolasa, still comforting a broken girl. Still knowing that, like all
broken people, she could someday be healed. Could, with the right care, be put
back together stronger than she had been.


She looked over to the other
girls. To Wind and Arrow. Arrow spoke to the girls in low tones. Some of the
girls were weeping, too, silent tears tracking shining paths down cheeks that
had already seen too many of such things.


Arrow met Sword's eyes. Just for
a moment, he stopped speaking. Suddenly it was as though they were the only two
people here. The only two people standing before the bones of a once-living
place.


He smiled at her. Not a happy
smile, of course. But in the sadness there was also some good. Something she
had not seen until this instant. Something that made her feel strong, and
hopeful.


Sword belonged.
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Brother Scieran was on them
almost before the air-cars had landed. Pounding on Arrow's back, embracing Sword
and Rune, clasping arms with Wind and Cloud. "You've done well!" he
said. "Wonderfully, wonderfully! I do wish I could have gone with
you."


"We settled this already,
and I wish we didn't have to re-settle it every time," said Arrow.
"You're too valuable to go with us on most of the missions."


"You're the planner,"
agreed Rune. "And no offense, but as good as you are with your shoelace
and your nosepicker," she added, pointing to Brother Scieran's sickle and
his whip, "you're just not a Cursed One."


Sword nodded as well. She hadn't
been a part of the decision for Brother Scieran to stay behind, but she agreed
with it. He was obviously the leader of this small group, and the leader did
not put himself in jeopardy for individual missions.


"Yes, yes, I suppose you're
right," said Brother Scieran gruffly. "And we do have to take into
account my sudden bouts of diarrhea."


He still had hold of Wind's arm
when he said that, and though the woman's face remained impassive, Sword could
see her tense slightly.


"What?" said Arrow and
Rune at the same time.


"Yes, indeed," said
Brother Scieran. "That and my fiercely burning hemmorhoids keep me at the
rear – pardon the expression – while you young bucks –"


"SMOKE!"


Brother Scieran – another
Brother Scieran – came stomping around the side of a huge stalagmite. The one
that had been talking until now grinned and shimmered, his shape becoming the
muscular form of Smoke. He grinned even wider as the real Brother Scieran
started cursing him with the ability and enthusiasm of a drunken Imperial
soldier.


"Good Gods, preacher – do
you say your prayers with that mouth?" said Smoke with an innocent smile.


That sent Brother Scieran into
another round of apoplectic cursing, followed by, "If you ever
imitate me again, I'll make sure that next time you go into the brothels you
won't need to disguise your manhood." He fingered his sickle suggestively.


"Well, sorry,
preacher," said Smoke. "But I really don't think that would be a good
idea – I'd make a terribly ugly lady."


"I second that," said
Arrow.


Brother Scieran started cursing
again. Sword couldn't help but laugh, and laughed still harder when Smoke
caught her eye and winked.


Brother Scieran finally wound
down – evidently his knowledge of profane words and obscene suggestions for
biological impossibilities had reached its limits – and looked at the group.
"The mission went well?" he said.


Arrow nodded. "Ambek is
dead. We took down his chariot, too."


"Good. Excellent."
Brother Scieran shifted his attention to the girls who were coming slowly out
of the air-car. Duolasa led them, the group looking like a litter of fur-cats
that had been beaten into submission and now were afraid even of the freedom
that they had so long desired.


Brother Scieran moved quickly to
them. He bowed low, seeming to know exactly what had happened to them without
being told. "I am Brother Scieran," he said. "Priest of Faith, of
the Order of Chain. And while you are here no harm will befall you, so long as
I live and breathe."


The girls all looked at each other,
as though afraid to believe him – or perhaps simply afraid of him. He
looked to Rune. "Rune, do we have any more tents?"


Rune nodded. "There are
three empties on the edge of the group that I think would be perfect."


"Good." Brother Scieran
bowed again. "I will visit you soon, and help you get acclimated. Until
then, Rune will take you to tents where you may rest, and she will bring you
food if you desire."


One of the other girls spoke.
"When can we go home?"


Sword felt like weeping for the
girl. They had all seen what happened to the village, they had all stood before
the ruins of their past lives. But this one seemed like she still stared at the
image of Anargyr. Not the Anargyr as they had seen it – burnt, pillaged,
utterly destroyed – but as she no doubt remembered it. As a place where she was
happy. A place she called home.


Rune didn't answer. Just took the
girl on one side as Duolasa took her on the other. Together, the other freed
slaves following, they went toward the lake at the center of the cavern. The
girl walked as in a trance.


Sword wondered if she would ever
wake.


I hope so. Please, Gods, let it
be so.


Brother Scieran motioned for the
rest of the group to come with him. Surprisingly, Smoke started in the opposite
direction: toward the air-cars.


"Where's Smoke going?"
asked Sword.


Smoke shimmered, and when he
reappeared he had changed to his prostitute guise.


Sword wondered if he always
looked like the same one. It seemed so.


Before she could speak, Smoke
rolled his shoulder suggestively. "I'm off for more information,
sweetie." He sighed, heaving his bosom dramatically. "Sometimes this beautiful
body is a curse."


Arrow coughed as though he was
trying not to say something devastating. Smoke grinned. "Jealousy doesn't
become you, my love," he said. He blew a kiss in Cloud's and Wind's
direction. Surprisingly, Cloud actually pretended to snatch the kiss out of the
air and stow it in his breast pocket. "Take care of them for me, my
dears," said Smoke. Then he was in the air-car and lifting away from the
cavern floor.


Sword watched the air-car until
it had disappeared down the corridor that was the only way in or out of the
cave – save perhaps that strange whirlpool in the center of the lake. Something
was bothering her, though she couldn't quite figure out what.


Then the air-car was gone. Too
late now. She would figure it out and tell him when he came back. For now….


She stood there for a few
moments, just letting the quiet of the cave wash over her. She could hear the
distant murmur of some of the refugees, the muted sound of the waterfall
crashing down, but it all seemed part of a dream.


A good dream.


"What are we doing?"
she asked. The words came without her realizing it, though had she thought
about it they were exactly the ones she would have asked.


"Haven't you been following
that?" asked Rune. "We're trying to stop the bad guys from
winning."


"Yes, but how?" Sword
looked at Brother Scieran. "Please tell me that the plan isn't just to
kill off one person at a time until only good people are left. Whoever they
are."


"You're a cynical
girl," said Arrow.


"Live in the kennels for
most of your life and then find out that the only purpose you ever had was a
lie and see how hopeful you are," she said.


Brother Scieran nodded. "No,
you're right, Sword. The plan isn't just to assassinate people and send the
corrupt men and women of the Empire to their doom one at a time." He
looked at the others in the group. "But we weren't going to bring you into
the complete plan all at once."


Sword felt a strange relief.
"So you didn't trust me with everything. Good."


"Good?" Rune sounded
amused.


"I thought you were all over-trusting
idiots."


Arrow laughed. It was the first
time he had really done so in her presence, and she was surprised what a
difference it made to his features. They transformed into something quite
handsome. She remembered Devar, thought of how good-looking he was, and though
Arrow was nowhere as handsome as Devar, he was in some strange way just
as attractive.


"Well, I hope we've proved
we're not idiots," said Arrow. He seemed to remember himself. The laugh
died, the smile faded from his face. She could almost read his thoughts: Don't
get close. This girl killed my father. She was there when my brother died.


Arrow looked at Brother Scieran.
"She did well on the mission. She led us through it." He delivered
the words in the near-monotone of someone trying desperately to maintain
control. And constantly on the verge of losing.


Brother Scieran looked at Wind
and Cloud, who both nodded. Rune added, "Yeah, she did good."


"Well, then, come with me.
I've much to show you."


He took them back to the large
tent. Rune and Arrow stopped several times along the way, speaking to people in
various tents, a word here, a gesture there. The people were in good spirits,
but it was clear that they regarded the Cursed Ones as saviors – if not more.


Wind and Cloud surprised Sword.
They hadn't gone far into the encampment when several children ran toward them.
The twins' expressions didn't change much, but they pulled small candies from
inside the folds of their clothing and handed them to the children.


"Thank you, Stormies!"
shouted one little girl. Several others echoed the sentiment. After the candy
had all been handed out, Wind pulled her silver mask down over her face and crouched
while spreading her arms and fingers: a classic monster pose.


The children screamed in mock
fright and scattered to all parts of the encampment, turning and waving to Wind
as they ran away, juice from the candies running down over their chins and necks.


Then the Cursed Ones were past
the encampment, past the hum of the voices of people at work and play in this
underground dream.


Brother Scieran threw back the
flap to the big tent and gestured them in. He followed, dropping the flap
behind.


There were no chairs in the tent,
but there were pillows and rugs after the manner of the people of Faith, and he
gestured for all of them to sit. He remained standing, hands resting on the
handle of his sickle and the butt of his whip. He looked ready to do battle, as
though prepared for enemies to burst into the tent at any moment.


It was a strangely comforting
sight. Like she had trusted herself to a man who could actually protect her, to
a Pack leader prepared to live and die for them.


He looked at each of them in
turn, finally saying, "Excellent job. I already said words to that effect,
but it bears repeating. The Minister of Finance was one of the four most
powerful men in a corrupt government, and his death will send that government
into a frenzy for a while. Not only will it keep them from looking for us –
they'll have better things to do – it will hopefully provide openings for
further action on our part."


"So what's the next
move?" asked Rune. She shimmered. "Everyone shut up," she said.
"You all talk so much I can't tell what's going to happen next."


Indeed, Arrow had his mouth open
to speak, but now he shut it and waited.


Brother Scieran chuckled.
"Now, we wait for Smoke to come back with further intelligence."


"Someone should tell him to
change his appearance," said Sword.


"What?" Brother Scieran
frowned.


Sword spoke, realizing as she did
that this was what had been bothering her as Smoke left. "Does he
always look like the same prostitute?"


"Well, we've hardly sampled
his wares on a regular basis –" began Rune.


"Quiet," snapped
Brother Scieran. Then he switched his attention to Sword. "I assume
so."


"He does," said Arrow
softly. "He spent a great deal of time constructing a woman who would not
only drive men mad enough with desire that they would open their secrets to
her, but one who would appeal to a wide range of men." His brow furrowed.
"Smoke said it was harder creating a face and body out of nothing but
imagination, as it were, so he always uses that one."


"Then sooner or later he's
going to get caught," said Sword. "He has to use different identities
each time."


Brother Scieran nodded after a
moment. "As soon as he gets back, we'll tell him that." Then he
looked at the group. "Until then, however, we're waiting on our next
intelligence."


Wind and Cloud looked at one
another. Again they seemed to share a communication that none but them could
hear. Wind mimed throwing something.


"No," said Brother
Scieran. "You don't have to just sit here giving candy to children. Though
they do love that you do that," he added. Cloud smiled ever-so-slightly,
and Wind actually blushed.


So they do have emotions.


Brother Scieran turned serious.
"Father Akiro told me something before we left him with his fold." He
looked at Sword. "He told me our newest member held something locked
inside her, and though he did not know exactly what it was, he thought if we
searched out her past we might well find something that would change the course
of our small war."


He walked to her. "Father
Akiro believes that you were born to end the Empire. Or perhaps to restore it
to what it once was.


"Either way, Father Akiro
told me this: 'Find out who she is. She will be the warrior who will lead us to
victory.'"
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There was only one place in the
palace that no one wanted to go to. The great hall, the ballroom, the king's
chambers – these were all coveted locations that nobles, sycophants, and social
climbers hoped to enter. The barracks and guardhouses were sought by those who
wished to rise in the Imperial Army. Even the headquarters of the Blessed Ones
was the source of much speculation, and most people would have loved to get a
glimpse inside, even a tour.


But one place… one deep place…
one dark place….


No one wanted to be in the
dungeons.


Of course the prisoners there
wished to be somewhere else: that was the point of the place. But even the
guards were desperate to leave. So much so that guards stationed in the
netherworld below the palace only served there a few months at a time.


Those who stayed longer had a
disturbingly high mortality rate. Either because they were killed by prisoners
during moments of careless inattention or because they simply took took their
own lives.


The Chancellor huffed and puffed
his way down the stairs, and wished he could use his Gift to get down faster.
But of course that would have been unwise.


The nature of his Gift was at its
strongest when it was least known. And he was waiting for a time when he could
unveil it and take his rightful place at the head of the Empire. Not as an Emperor,
but as a God.


Until then, though, he would
climb up and down the stairs as a mere mortal, and none would know what he
planned, or how he planned to do it.


He was met at the bottom by
Varar. The warden of the place was filthy and unkempt as always, and as always
the Chancellor did his best to ignore the man's appearance. Varar didn't want
to be down here any more than anyone else… but at least he hadn't killed
himself. He alone seemed immune to the gloom that pervaded the walls of this
place. That fact alone gave him a value beyond his meager talents as a
glorified prison guard.


The screams of the prisoners –
some screams of men and women being tortured and in pain, others the shrieks of
those driven insane by months and sometimes even years in this pit – nearly
drowned out the warden's voice. "My Lord Chancellor," he said, and
bowed so low it was a wonder he didn't fall over his own belly. "It is as
always an honor to have you present."


Not wrinkling his nose was an
effort of will for the Chancellor. Not only was the man's attitude disgusting,
but he stank. A mix of sweat, blood, and the man's last meal – it smelled like
rancid chick-fowl.


"Where is he?" asked
the Chancellor.


Varar somehow managed to bow even
lower. And this time he did pitch forward. His hand spiked out, and he came
dangerously close to grabbing the Chancellor's cloak. Which would have meant a
very painful death for him, given that the cloak was worth more than the warden
would make in wages during his entire life.


Varar managed to swing wide at
the last second, though. Steadied himself against the wall and then stood with
a sickly grin. "This way, Lord Chancellor," he said. He backed away a
few steps, then realized he couldn't go backwards all the way to where he
needed to go. His confusion was obvious.


"Gods save me from fools and
soldiers," said the Chancellor under his breath. Then, louder, he said,
"Please, dispense with the formalities, my good Varar. Just take me to the
prisoner."


Varar looked like he might take
flight with pride. The Chancellor could imagine the picture later that night:
the warden bragging to his friends and perhaps even whatever ugly woman had
consented to be his wife, "He called me 'my good Varar.' Like we
was friends!"


Varar turned and led the
Chancellor through the dungeon. The outer area was dedicated to simple cells:
places for prisoners who had at least a theoretical chance at release. A few of
them cried for mercy as he passed, but after the first ones were clubbed to
unconsciousness by the guards stationed in the hall, the rest quieted.


The hall sloped down as they
went, as though to signify a descent below Center, below the mountain itself,
into the Netherworlds.


True enough, in a sense.


After the first cells it grew
dimmer. Glo-globes were replaced by torches in iron sconces. Then even the
flickering light waned as the torches grew fewer and farther between.


These cells were for the worst
criminals: the murderers of nobles, the rapers of their daughters, the robbers
of the public purse.


And beyond them… the place that
could be heard even at the entrance to the dungeons. The place where the
enemies of the Empire were sent. The smallest cells – barely big enough for a
man to lay inside, curled in a small ball, and with no room to stand at all –
which were arranged in a circle around the wide room that served as a torture
chamber in this grim doorway to annihilation.


All of the objects in this room
held awful purpose – pincers, pliers. Iron pokers and rusted spears. Racks,
tubs full of maggots and honey. Hot tar and burning brands.


And things which had no name,
beyond this: pain.


There were people throughout the
room, each being attended to by a masked Inquisitor. Some screamed, others
cried. A few simply wheezed last breaths, gone to the beyond in final moments
of agony.


The Chancellor thought it was all
quite beautiful.


He focused on the farthest,
darkest part of the room. There, two Special Inquisitors – marked by hoods dyed
red instead of the normal black – stood over a man who lay on a table. The man
wore the shredded remnants of the uniform of a lieutenant in the Imperial Army.


Unlike the others in the room, he
was not bound with rope or chain. He seemed to lay of his own accord on a table
made of a single slab of rock.


But his screams… his screams were
the longest. The loudest.


The most exquisite.


He lay on the table without being
bound because of the two Special Inquisitors. One had a thin blue stripe at the
bottom of his hood – marking him as a Push. He had enchanted the prisoner's
body so that it constantly pressed downward, which had the effect of both
pinning him to the stone table and crushing his internal organs under the
now-increased weight of his own body.


The Chancellor had also sent
orders for the Push to enchant the man's organs themselves. The disgraced lieutenant
should now be enjoying the feeling of a stomach that had switched places with
his spleen, a pair of lungs twisted so tightly together that they barely
allowed him to breathe.


Beautiful.


The other Special Inquisitor had
a black stripe on the bottom of his hood. This marked him as the most terrible
of the Emperor's torturers. Only the most special cases received his
ministrations.


This one was a Patch. He would
stand by as the worst men and women were tortured… and would constantly heal
their wounds. He would ensure that their torture lasted well beyond human
endurance. And only when the prisoners had been driven mad by pain and helpless
desperation would they be allowed to die.


The Chancellor waved at Varar.
"Leave me," he said.


"You… you can find your way
back?" said the man, obviously torn between his desire to get away from
this place and his wish to get a bit further into the Chancellor's good graces.


As if this slovenly pig could
ever be in my good graces.


The Chancellor forced a smile.
"What I must do is not for you to see, good Warden."


Varar looked like he might fly
down the corridor as he left. The Chancellor heard him talking to one of the
guards stationed at the door to the chamber: "Did you hear what he called
me? Me? 'Good Warden! That's my personal friend the Chancellor,
and he…."


His voice disappeared down the
hall.


The Chancellor walked to the
table and the two Special Inquisitors.


"Has he spoken?"


The Push nodded. "Yes. It
took a while because his throat had to be healed first." He pointed at the
prisoner's throat, where a long scar curved from ear to ear. "It was a
miracle he was found by a Patch on the street, or he would have bled to death.
Even so, he wasn't completely healed when brought here." The Push nodded
at his fellow. "He's been working so hard keeping this man alive it's a
wonder he hasn't started screaming himself."


The prisoner started shrieking
suddenly, and the Chancellor had to wait on his main question – the only question
– until the sound quieted.


"What has he said? What did
he reveal?"


"As you instructed, Lord
Chancellor, we asked if he had told anyone about Minister Ambek's travel
routes."


The Chancellor leaned close over
the man. He was gasping. Seemed about to expire, then suddenly color returned
in some measure to his cheeks, and he took a painful breath. The Patch was
working hard, indeed.


The man's eyes seemed to focus on
him for a moment. "Why?" he gasped. The sound was barely a whisper,
the hint of a word more than its actuality.


The Chancellor smiled. It was a
thin smile, and carried with it no warmth. "You were the only person I
could find who knew of Ambek's travel routes who wasn't actually on the chariot
with him. Everyone else died, which left you as the only person who could have
betrayed him."


"Ne… nev… never,"
managed the lieutenant. Then he began screaming again.


"The Gods hate a liar,"
said the Push, and the Chancellor enjoyed the image of the lieutenant's innards
rearranging themselves under the Special Inquisitor's ministrations. Then the
Push looked at the Chancellor. "He confessed that he did tell
someone: a girl in one of the brothels."


"Which brothel? Did he say
what she looked like?"


The Push grinned. His smile could
be seen even through the mask in the twinkle of his eyes. The Chancellor
appreciated that – this was a man who enjoyed his work.


"Yes, he did. He said it was
in a place called The Dancing Darks. A girl with the brand of the House of
Fives on her shoulder plied him with wine, then he woke up here." The Push
grimaced. "He claimed not to remember anything at first, but eventually
admitted he 'might have talked a bit about Minister Ambek.'"


"What did the girl look
like? Did you get a description, other than her brand?"


"We did." The Push
waited until the lieutenant stopped screaming again, then provided a very
detailed description of the prostitute.


"You've done well,
Inquisitor," said the Chancellor. He bowed. "Both of you." Then
he sighed. "That makes this so hard, in a way."


"My Lord?" said the
Push. Then he gagged as the dagger hidden in the Chancellor's right hand swiped
across his throat. The dagger in his left snaked out as well and the Patch –
who had never spoken a word – died just as fast as his friend.


On the table, with the help of
the Patch suddenly gone, the lieutenant took a last hitching gasp, then exhaled
and died.


The Chancellor looked at the dead
Special Inquisitors. "So sorry. State secrets, you know."


He left the torture chamber. No
one else even looked up as walked away from the three new corpses. Death was a
part of this place, and if it eventually came to the Inquisitors as well as to
the prisoners, well… no one could really claim surprise.


Varar was waiting at the front of
the dungeons, still bragging to anyone in earshot about "his friend, the
Chancellor." Though he quieted when the actual Chancellor
approached, and appeared worried that he might have been overheard.


The Chancellor sighed.
"There are a few bodies that need disposal in the interrogation
room," he said.


"Certainly, Lord
Chancellor," said Varar. He performed another one of his gravity-defying
bows. "Is there anything else I can do for you?"


"No," said the
Chancellor. He started up the steps that led out of this place. A part of him
was sad to go. The smell was excruciating, but the screams were lovely.


"No," he repeated
quietly. Then added, "The next move is one I take myself."
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Sword suddenly felt more
uncomfortable than she had at any time since her first Dogfight. It was one
thing to kill or die for herself, another to do so for the Empire – either as a
Blessed One or a rebel – and quite another thing to hear that the entirety of a
cause depended on you.


Wind and Cloud looked – for them
– positively apoplectic. Which meant they actually bordered on having
expressions. Rune was shaking her head as though she didn't believe what
Brother Scieran had just said.


Arrow looked angry.
"Her?" he said. "How could she matter that much?"


"He's right," said
Sword. "I'm just –"


"You're just what?"
said Brother Scieran. He shook his head. "We don't know what you are. Not
even you know what you are. But Father Akiro sensed something inside you.
Something deep within, locked away." He clasped his hands, then pulled
them apart. "But if we can open it…." He shook his head. "Father
Akiro, though irritating and abrasive, is the wisest man I've ever known. If he
says you hold the key, then I've no doubt you do."


Sword looked around the tent. The
others were all staring at her. Wind and Cloud with vague confusion, Rune with
a smile of amused disbelief.


Arrow shook his head. She did,
too.


None of this makes sense.


Brother Scieran spoke.
"Sword, do you remember anything of your childhood? Who you were before
the kennels? Who sold you?"


She shook her head. "I don't
remember anything until a few years before I became a Dog. I learned reading
and writing in the education kennels, I learned some basic knowledge that would
help me with conversation in case I was sold as a child. But I barely remember that,
and nothing at all of who sold me at the first."


"Do you at least remember when
you were sold? Did any of your kennelmasters tell you?" She shook her
head. Brother Scieran deflated. "Then there's no way of telling who sold
you to the kennels in the first place."


Cloud gestured for attention. He
shrugged. Rune shimmered, and apparently saw what he was trying to ask in the
future, because when she came back she said, "Would there have been a way
if she had remembered when she was sold?"


"Certainly," said
Brother Scieran. "Records of the child auctions are kept at the Imperial
Archives. If she could tell when she was sold we might have been able to hunt
down her buyer via her description or her name or… something."


He threw up his hands, visibly
frustrated. Sword was surprised to see how much this obviously mattered to him.


Wind gestured for attention, then
drew her finger from her eye to the corner of her mouth. Brother Scieran stared
at her for a moment, then turned back to Sword. He pointed at her. "Your
scar," he said. "Did you get it in the arena?"


She thought. "I don't know. "


Brother Scieran thought. "So
you might have gotten it before you were sold."


She shrugged. "I guess.
Maybe."


The hint of a smile began to play
across his face. "Then there's something. Do you know how long you were a
slave?"


"Not exactly," she
said. "At least ten Turns, I'd guess. Maybe more. Like I said, I don't
remember much of anything before I was a Dog."


"And that's interesting,
too," said Brother Scieran. "As though your mind blocked something.
Perhaps something too painful to bear?"


"Being sold probably
stinks," said Rune.


"You are correct in
that," said Brother Scieran. "But human beings are incredibly
resilient creatures. They can survive – and even thrive in – almost any
conditions." He was quiet for a long time. No one moved, and Sword's
discomfort grew the longer the older man stared at her. "I wonder,"
he murmured at one point. Then he said, "Very well, there's only one way
to find out."


"How?" said Arrow.


"We go to the Imperial
Archives. We have an approximate time our new friend was sold – and I have a
suspicion that might narrow the time frame even further. So we look through the
records until we find her bill of sale, and go from there."


"Sure, no problem,"
said Rune.


"That's madness," said
Arrow. "The archives are in the bazaar, spitting distance from the
palace. You want us to go straight into the den of the enemy –
ill-prepared, and with an objective that is so broad it will require time while
we're actually in there? Why don't we just all swallow poison and save
the Emperor some effort?"


Brother Scieran shrugged.
"Father Akiro thinks she is the key. If he thinks this, then I believe it
worth the risk. Besides," he added with a grin, "do you have anything
better to do?"
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The Dancing Darks was the kind of
place that scum frequented and officers of the Imperial Army came for one-off
visits.


The scum came regularly because
it had everything they liked: wine, women, food, and the occasional job offered
in near-silence with cash passed below a filthy table – in that order.


The officers came because it was
a good place to find comforting arms – but it was far enough from the
high-class brothels that they would not risk the embarrassment of running into
the most powerful (and married) officers in the Army, a mistake which had
caused more than one soldier to be sent to man a garrison in the farthest
reaches of Fear.


Besides, the place charged for
rooms by the hour. And that meant a soldier wouldn't have to spend more coin
than was necessary.


Smoke watched the comings and
goings, the doings and dealings of The Dancing Darks, from a corner far away
from both the firepit and the bar. Both were "high-traffic areas" –
places where people were constantly on the move, constantly asking for the next
drink or job or meal or bartering for the pleasure of a willing woman. He
didn't want to be in the thick of things. Not yet.


Soon.


He wore what he thought of as
"his working uniform" – the disguise he had created out of his own
mind as the perfect woman and whom he had named "Keanani," which
meant beauty in one of the slang tongues of the prisons of Fear.
However, though he wore the body of a prostitute, there was little chance of
anyone asking for his service at the moment. He wore a robe with a hood and a
thick veil that covered all but his eyes, and even those were cast down much of
the time.


Part of his choice of garb was
simple convenience: this way he had to fight off the attentions of fewer
drunks. Not to mention the fact that when he took off the robe and people saw
the brand on his shoulder, he was inevitably propositioned – and had to come up
with one excuse after another as to why he was actively not seeking
clients.


Partly, though, was that dressing
this way allowed him to watch the room. People dressed like this tended to be
what he thought of as "the old crone variety." And no one garnered
less attention in a bar than an old crone: too ugly to be of romantic interest,
too poor to be a gambling partner, too old to be a possible threat during one
of the many fights that broke out nightly in The Dancing Darks.


So Smoke sat in a corner. He
bought just enough food and ale when he came in that he wasn't in danger of
being thrown out as a freeloader, but not so much that he would be noticed as a
big spender. He ate the bread slowly, and drank the ale even slower.


And then he saw him. The
perfect mark, and his quarry for the night.


The officer was clearly out of
his element: someone who had heard of this place and its many pleasures, but
who hadn't yet had the chance to come sample them. He was fairly young. No gray
hairs that bespoke either age-born wisdom or the self-control that came with
years. A uniform with a gray stripe: someone who had been stationed in one of
the garrisons that kept the outlands of Fear under control. Which meant he
probably hadn't been born in or around Center – people born in Center tended to
have the connections necessary to keep them away from such postings – so he was
likely on the verge of being overcome by all the sights of the Capitol.


And he wore the triple-braid of a
lieutenant colonel.


It's your lucky night, Smoke.


He had never seen someone with a
rank higher than major in The Dancing Darks. Often the people he plied for
information ended up being nothing but dead ends – useless wastes of time that
left him exhausted, groped, and with no good intelligence to show for it.


But this man… young, of a rank
that would actually know things. And the fact that he even had
the rank at this age meant he was probably an ambitious egomaniac whose
favorite conversational topic was himself.


Those were always the easiest to
get information from. A drink, a fluttering of the eyes and heaving of a
well-designed bosom… they talked about everything, as long as that everything
touched on themselves.


For some reason, in that moment
he thought about Sword. She was interesting. Different. Caught somewhere
between the stolid silence of Cloud and Wind and the exuberant lack of
inhibition that marked Rune's personality. She was, he thought, someone who had
suffered much. But that suffering had not broken her. It had made her stronger.
That strength shone in her eyes, it shone forth from her soul itself. His
thought was not romantic – that part of him was, sadly, reserved for another –
but he found himself glad she was among the Cursed Ones.


Smoke had practically grown up in
prison. Starving as a youth, he had made the mistake of hunting from a rich
man's flit-deer flock. When he was caught – without catching a single flit-deer
– it was off for his first stay in a prison of Fear. It was years – and several
more prisons – before he discovered his Gift, and simply walked out of the
prison as one of the guards. More years before Brother Scieran found him and he
somehow ended up with a new name and fighting in this crazy war – a hopeless fight,
he often thought.


But in his years in prison he had
seen many a man and woman broken by trials, shattered by the tribulations that
had been their lot. And he knew the look of those rare people who took whatever
life gave them and returned it not as bitterness, but strength.


Sword was such a one. And, he thought,
that made her interesting. Possibly good.


He liked good things. He had
somehow never lost his taste for them in his long years in prison. Goodness
called to his soul.


It was why he was here in the
first place.


And you've got a job to do,
Smoke. So get to it.


He stood. In a practiced motion,
he flipped back the hood and loosed the veil from his face. The robe dropped
off his back and now he was dressed only in a short skirt with a hip scarf that
ran across the top, a linked belt with an ornate buckle, and a beaded top that
covered little while hinting at much.


A dozen pairs of eyes turned to
stare at Smoke – or rather, at Keanani – and he beelined across the room to
avoid being intercepted by any of the half-dozen or so men who were already
shifting in their seats.


Smoke sidestepped one of the
fastest of them – a man with the uniform of an Imperial air-car pilot who was
already off his stool and stumbling drunkenly across the room – and then slid
easily into the seat beside the lieutenant colonel, who seemed surprised to see
him.


"Ale. Large," said
Smoke.


"I'm sorry?" said the
officer. He was so flustered that Smoke thought it likely the man had a wife at
home – only married men got this nervous at The Dancing Darks.


"It's what you're buying
me," said Smoke. He signaled to a barmaid, holding up two fingers and then
crooking them: the sign for two ales. "And you'll be getting one for
yourself as well, since I don't like to drink alone."


"I… well… I…."


Married. Definitely.


The ales came. Smoke pushed one across
to the officer. He stared at it as though unsure. Smoke picked it up and
motioned drinking. "You put it on your lips and tip it up. Surely you know
how to use your lips, don't you?"


The officer managed somehow to
grow even more flustered.


Got him.


Finally, Smoke pushed his own ale
against the other man's lips. The officer seemed surprised, but took the drink
and downed half of it in a gulp.


Yep. Guilty drinking. Married.


Pig.


Even though Keanani was just a
pretense, a construct, when he wore this guise Smoke sometimes found himself
thinking like her: he tried to live his disguises as much as possible.


And Keanani, being the storybook
prostitute with a heart of gold, was disgusted that this man would cheat so
freely on his wife.


That he planned to cheat on her
was not in doubt. Smoke could sense the lust building in the man. He wore the
look he had seen so many times, on so many men: the desire to have Keanani –
not as a friend, not as a worthy companion, but as a possession, a conquest.


Sometimes it made Smoke ashamed
of being a man.


The officer put down the first
ale. Finished. Smoke handed him the other one and motioned for a third to be
sent over.


"Besnik," said the
officer.


"Bless you," said
Smoke, and batted his eyes. He pretended to sip his drink as the officer took
another huge slug of his ale.


"No. My name. It's Besnik.
Lieutenant Colonel Besnik."


Smoke feigned surprise. "Is
that important? I mean, is that better than, say, a private?"


"Yes. Much. And you can drop
the naïve act. I haven't come here looking for innocence."


I'm really going to enjoy taking
this guy for all he's got.


Smoke nodded. "Fine. What did
you come here for?" he asked.


 Besnik raised an eyebrow.
"Depends. What are your rates?"


"To the point, are we?"
Smoke took another pretend drink. "Let's finish our drinks, then I'll
answer that question."


"Are you trying to get me
drunk? You think I'll pay more?"


"Absolutely. And you'll pay
whatever I ask, sweetie."


"Will I? Why's that?"


"Because I'm what you've
been looking for all your life."


 Besnik grinned at that, and
Smoke smiled, too.  Besnik motioned for another round of drinks. And another.
And two more.


Smoke started to admire the guy,
if only because he had put away enough ale to cripple most people. Smoke was
still on his first drink, and there was no way the guy could possibly be
standing.


But he was. Standing, talking.
Showing no sign of wanting to leave and go upstairs to one of the hourly rooms.


Fine by Smoke. As fun as it would
be to bludgeon this self-involved twit to death, he was here for information.
So far Besnik hadn't said anything valuable. A few small tidbits about troop
movements, but nothing that Smoke could really bring back to the rest of the
Cursed Ones.


"Gotta go," said  Besnik.
His words were finally starting to slur, to fall half-formed out of a mouth
that was forgetting how to make proper sounds. "Gotta make wat… I
mean…."


"Don't go yet,
sweetie," said Smoke. "We haven't had any fun yet." He rolled a
shoulder. "No real fun, I mean."


The officer grinned. "Not leaving.
Jusht… jusht gotta… make water…." He stumbled away, leaving Smoke to
wonder if he should help the guy. Not that he wanted to watch him piss, but
Besnik looked drunk enough he probably only had about a ten percent chance of
finding his way back to the table.


Would it matter if he did? Guy
hasn't talked about anything very important.


Smoke sighed. If nothing else,
he'd been undressed enough by Besnik's eyes to make it worth following the guy
into the alley. Even if he was passed out in the middle of the filth out there,
at least Smoke could rifle through his uniform. Maybe he'd have orders with
something useful, or at least a few coins that could buy food for the refugees
under the mountain.


He moved toward the back of the
room. The common room of The Dancing Darks was littered with tables that seemed
as though they had been placed specifically to keep anyone from moving between
them. That plus the throngs of drunken, bawdy revelers was enough to make it
impossible to move from one place to another in anything approaching a straight
line.


Still, Smoke knew where  Besnik
would have gone. There was only one exit to the alleyway. Maybe he could cut
the officer off, keep him inside for another question or two.


Smoke forced his way between a
thin man dressed like he had just come off work from the sky-docks and a woman
so huge it was a shock that she wore the brand of a prostitute – one from the
House of Sixes, no less – and even more of a shock that she had two men
fighting over her.


Takes all kinds, I guess.


Someone jostled him, bringing him
back to task. He hadn't seen Besnik, which meant the lieutenant colonel was
probably outside already. A fifty-fifty chance now: Smoke was going to end up
either seeing the man puke or make water. Hard to say which would be worse.


The man who had collided with him
reached out a steadying hand. "Sorry," he said. He was a large man,
if not oddly so. The hand went all the way around Smoke's – Keanani's – forearm.


Suddenly, the hand wasn't
steadying him. It was pulling him.


Smoke looked at the man. He had
black hair, close-cropped in the way many military men wore. Blue eyes that
seemed strangely out of place under the dark hair. Skin that was white as that
of a nobleman.


A slim scar rode a lightning jag
down his chin, disappearing below the neck of his shirt.


And the shirt hid something.
Armor.


Black armor.


Smoke felt a thrill of fear.
There was only one kind of soldier that wore armor like that: the Emperor's Guard.


The shirt the man wore shifted,
and for a moment Smoke couldn't even be sure he had seen the armor. It was
specially made, thin and lightweight so as to allow for maximum
maneuverability, but rumor had it the plates were imbued by some magic that
made them hard enough to stop a bullet at point-blank range.


The man still had his hand on
Smoke's arm.


"Let go of me," said
Smoke. His voice was low. Afraid.


"Run," said the man.


Smoke stared, utterly caught off
guard by the matter-of-fact way the word had been uttered. It wasn't a
challenge, it wasn't a threat. The man was simply telling him, as though the
word were a command from a superior.


"Things are not as they
seem," said the man, in words so quiet the din of the room almost winged
them away before reaching Smoke's ears. Indeed, it was hard to convince himself
he had heard the words.


Then the hand fell away and the
man melted into the crowd and it was as though he had never been.


What was that?


A few moments stretched out in
his mind. A few fractions of a second where Smoke stood still in the center of
the room. Activities whirled all around, the motions of people desperate to
drown their sorrows in food or drink or debauchery.


But Smoke stood still.


Who was that man? What did he
mean? Can he be trusted? Was he friend, or foe?


And suddenly the tenor of the
room changed. Nothing visible, but all was different. Smoke could have been
imagining it, but where before he had seen only soldiers and thieves, barmaids
and prostitutes, now he saw enemies and assassins on all sides.


The men and women seemed a bit
too interested in what was going on in the room, and not quite enough in each
other. The men gambling in the corner were hardly aware of the cards they
played. The trio of cloaked strangers near the fire had strange bulges in their
robes that could have been traveling packs… but also could be rifles or even
some of the new guns Smoke had heard of – guns that spat forth bullets so fast
they could not be counted.


He turned away. The lieutenant
colonel would have to piss on his own.


He was on high alert now, his
senses singing the same chorus – something is wrong, something is wrong,
something is wrong – on an endless loop. He moved behind a column. Just for
an instant, but when he came out Keanani was gone. In her place was the first
face that had come to mind – the face with the thin scar, the close-cut black
hair.


As he stepped back into the
light, someone grabbed him. It was a man dressed like a side-farmer, but –


(But what side-farmer could
afford this place?)


– with arms that bore the tattoos
of a sergeant in the Imperial Army. "The place is closed," grunted
the sergeant. Then his eyes widened as he saw who he spoke to.
"M'Lord," he said. He put a fist against his head in quick salute.
"I'm sorry, I –"


Smoke batted the man's fist
aside. "Not here, idiot," he said. His voice came out as perfect a
reproduction as his body was. If he heard or saw a person once, he could
impersonate that person. And the impersonation would be fool-proof.


As long as they don't have a
Reader in here.


"We're trying to be
low-profile, remember?" he said, his tone lightening a bit.


"Surely, m'Lord," said
the man. He looked like he wanted to salute again, but managed to quell the
impulse.


"Have you seen
anything?" said Smoke. He wanted to get out, every fiber of his being was
singing out to flee. But he needed to find out what was going on. Whether they
were looking for him, or for someone else, and how much this had to do with the
Cursed Ones.


"No," said the
sergeant. He looked around the room. "Not that we know what we're looking
for." He shrugged. "I just do what I'm told."


Smoke nodded. "Carry on,
sergeant," he said.


The man nodded. Then whispered,
"M'Lord?"


Smoke had already turned away,
intending to head for the door. He spun back around, keeping a vaguely
irritated expression on his face. "Yes, sergeant?"


"Well, it's Master
Sergeant, actually. Master Sergeant Kha." The man was staring at him.
"Surprised you didn't call me that. Given who you are."


"What are you implying, Master
Sergeant?" said Smoke. But his throat wanted to close on itself. He had to
concentrate to keep from swallowing.


The other man stared. Then opened
his mouth.


And screamed, "I found
him! He's here!"
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Brother Scieran and Rune
accompanied Sword to Center. The air-car they chose wasn't the fastest they
had, but it was the least conspicuous: an air-car stolen from a minor noble who
had his holdings in the outer rim of Knowledge. The crest would be known in
Center, but only vaguely: something that would make them more or less immune to
challenge, but would mark them as unworthy of fanfare or even much notice.


It was also fast. They made the
trip from Faith to Center in under a day. Night still held sway, and that was
good, too. They would be free to move without prying eyes.


"Though," Brother
Scieran pointed out, "any who see us will know we are out of place."
He sighed. "There is an opposite to every blessing, a trial for every
grace." Then he smiled. "Which is what makes life so interesting,
yes?"


Rune rolled her eyes. "If
you say so, priest." She was flipping her knife in the air, catching it
every time. Occasionally her outline would glimmer and Sword wondered if she
was checking ahead to make sure she never missed. Probably. "Personally, I
think life would be plenty interesting if I always got my way."


"Really?" He seemed
surprised. "Sounds dreadfully dull to me."


She shimmered. Flipped the knife.
Caught it. "Then you must have some dull dreams." She winked at
Sword. "My dreams are well-muscled, plentiful, and anything but
dull."


Brother Scieran made the sign of
Faith and whispered something about "a special place in the Netherworlds,"
but he was smiling.


Sword's return smile was a small
one. She was going to Center, and that pleased her little. What pleased her
less, though, was the mission itself. For most of her life she had been a Dog.
Then a Blessed One, and now it seemed she was a Cursed One. And the thing that
all those identities had in common was that all had been given her.


Now, Brother Scieran seemed to
truly believe that they could find the identity that simply was her. Not
something forced on her, not something bestowed upon her. Simply the thing she
had been born to.


And what if she did not like what
she found? What if she did not like who she was?


Enough time to worry of that
later. We probably won't find it anyway.


Rune suddenly looked her way,
concern on her face. "Hey, don't worry," she said. "We probably
won't find anything."


"I must talk a lot in the
future," Sword said ruefully.


Rune laughed. "I didn't have
to look. You're an open book, girl."


"Who you calling girl? We're
the same age."


"How do you know? Besides,
I'm wise in years." Rune flipped the knife. Shimmered as it twisted in the
air. Caught it.


"Doesn't it get
boring?" Sword asked.


"What?"


"Always knowing what's going
to happen."


Rune laughed. It was a quick
laugh, a bullet bursting from her lips, then going silent just as fast. "I
hardly ever know what's going to happen," she said.


"But… I thought your Gift
–"


"My Gift lets me see exactly
six seconds in the future. And I get one chance to change those six seconds. One
chance. I can't look forward again during those same six seconds, so if I
change something and it turns out badly for me, well…." She shrugged.
"Tough luck, you know?"


On a whim, Sword reached out and
snatched Rune's knife from midair. "So you didn't see that
happening?"


Rune shook her head. "Nope.
Wasn't looking for it." She shimmered. Then smiled. "But I'll wait
while you think about the ramifications of future sight. And the fact that I
know the word 'ramifications.'"


Sword looked at Rune. Trying to
parse out what the other girl had just said, trying to figure out how the
girl's Gift worked, exactly… and then realizing she had remained silent,
thinking about just what Rune had said she would.


"You knew I was going to
think about your Gift," said Sword.


Rune shimmered again. "And
what really messes you up – it messes most people up, so don't feel bad – is
wondering how much of the future I change, and how little you're in control. So
let me help you with that: you're not. But if it makes you feel any better, I'm
not either." She grinned. Shimmered. And caught the knife as Sword tossed
it back to her.


Sword was silent much of the rest
of the way. Brother Scieran and Rune talked a bit – mostly logistics of feeding
and caring for the refugees under the mountain – but passed long stretches in
silence as well.


And then they arrived.


The bazaar held its own dock, of
course: nobles could hardly be expected to walk long distances between landing
their air-cars and their destinations at the bazaar. But at this time of night
the bustle had died down. There were only three other air-cars at the dock, and
the attendant who waited on them seemed bored with the universe and only perked
up slightly when he gave them their landing chit. He kept his hand out, waiting
for a tip for his service.


Brother Scieran made the sign of
Faith. "Blessed are the poor in spirit, my boy," he said.


"In spirit,"
muttered the attendant.


"And if you're asking a
priest for a tip, you've a ways to go," said Brother Scieran in a loud
voice. "So view my blessing as the best gratuity you could possibly get
right now."


The attendant jumped guiltily,
then waved them through the gate.


Even in the middle of the night,
there were still people in the bazaar. Mostly it was people restocking their spaces,
cleaning up around areas where too-excited buyers had wrecked things or simply
disordered the stock. But there were also some tents that were open for
business: a psychic (whom Rune decried as a fake and a cheat of the highest
order), a tent ablaze with glo-globes of every shape and color, a place that
sold meats and breads to soldiers who were hungry after late-night shifts.


They gave the last as wide a
berth as possible, but there was no avoiding it completely, since it stood more
or less directly in front of the Imperial Archives.


The Archive was modeled after the
palace. A wall surrounded it, with the roof of a large building just beyond.
The wall wasn't wide enough for guards to walk patrol on top of it, but there
was a guard at the large gate, pulled shut at this time of night.


Only the Archivists or people
with a note bearing an Imperial Seal could enter the Archive, Sword knew. Getting
in would be tricky.


She suddenly remembered her first
mission as a Blessed One. She and Garden running for the wall, her friend
enchanting the grass underfoot so that it became a ramp to carry them over the top.


I miss her.


"How do we get in?"
said Rune.


"I've been wondering the
same thing myself," said Brother Scieran. He looked at Sword. "Do you
have any ideas for sneaking in?"


She shook her head.


Brother Scieran shrugged.
"Well, then I suppose we'll have to try a frontal assault."


And without waiting another
moment, he walked directly toward the guard at the gate.


Sword stared at him in shock. She
looked at Rune just in time to see the other girl glimmer, then shrug.
"Whatever he does, it happens after the time I can see." Then Rune
hurried after the priest.


Mad. They're all mad.


But she found herself rushing
after them.


Straight at the guard, who had a
whistle at his lips, ready to call down a garrison of soldiers upon them.


Brother Scieran acted as though
the guard wasn't even there. He marched right to the gate and pulled on it. Of
course it didn't budge. He spun to the guard. "Well?" he roared.
"Are you going to open it?"


The action and words were so
brazen that Sword thought the guard might swallow his whistle. Instead, he spat
it out and said, "Who in the Nethers do you think you are, priest?"


"Who am I? I
am a Priest of Faith, of the Order of Chain. And you, my boy, had better
drop the attitude and leave off the cursing, or your soul will be in danger of
damnation and your body," he added, fingering his whip, "in danger of
a flogging."


The guard gaped again, then
pulled himself together. "I don't care if you're the Gods themselves.
Unless you have business here, I suggest you withdraw, priest, or it's you
who's likely to be flogged. Emperor don't take kindly to people banging on his
doors in the middle of the night, 'specially not those what don't have official
permits."


"Permits? Permits? Permits?"
The last word was so loud that people at the nearest tents looked over to see
what the hullabaloo was.


What's he doing?


Sword looked at Rune, hoping to
find some answers there, or at least some support in this moment. The girl was
smiling as though this was the most fun she'd ever had.


Brother Scieran pulled his sickle
from his belt and started poking the guard. "You tell me I need a permit?
How about the Gods? How about Heaven? How about…." He pointed at Sword,
who felt like crawling into herself and hiding. "A Blessed One?"


The guard looked at Sword.
"I don't see no Blessed One," he said. "I see a weird old man
who's poking me with the business end of a nail trimmer, and two little girls
who should be in bed." He put the whistle back in his mouth. "I'm
giving you to the count of three. One. Two. Gods!"


He screamed the last as Sword
finally realized what Brother Scieran had been up to this whole time. She held
forth the black disc she still wore around her neck, showing the guard her
emblem of power as a Blessed One. There was always the chance that the military
had received word of her defection, had had her description circulated. But she
doubted it, on reflection. It wouldn't do for the Emperor or the Chancellor to admit
that one of their top servants had fallen away.


The guard began to bow and
scrape. "Your pardon, sir. Er, ma'am. Er, your Blessedness."


He looked so uncomfortable that
Sword almost laughed. Only the nature of what they were doing here kept her
mouth firmed into a straight line.


Rune did laugh.
"Well, open the gate, dimwit," she said.


The guard kept bowing. "Yes,
certainly, of course." He pulled a silver key from a pocket. Put it into a
hole in the gate. Turned. There was a click and he pulled the gate open,
gesturing them inside. "I've got to lock it, of course," he said.
"But just you knock when it's time to leave and I'll let you right out.
Just knock!" he shouted again as they walked through and he pushed the
door shut behind them.


Sword rounded on Brother Scieran
angrily as soon as the door closed. "You could have taken the five seconds
to explain what you were going to do."


"And waste five
seconds?" Brother Scieran looked amused. "During a mission this
important?" His grin widened. "I must say, having a Blessed One along
is extremely convenient. Never was able to just walk up to the front door like
this before. I rather like it."


There was another guard at the
entrance to the archive building itself, but this time Sword was more prepared.
She marched to the front of their small group and showed him the disc.
"Let us in," she said perfunctorily. Whether it was her manner or the
disc or a combination of the two, the guard visibly trembled and let them in
without a word.


The Imperial Archives was nearly
windowless, lit from within by glo-globes. It felt more like a keep than a hall
of records. But it held most of the important documents of the Empire – births
and deaths of nobles, probate and legacies, matters of lands and trusts.


The palace was the head of the
Empire – the place where the decisions were made, where policy was decided. But
the Archive was its blood. This was where order was maintained.


"Why haven't you just
attacked this place?" asked Sword quietly. There were bureaucrats working
even in the middle of the night, hustling and bustling back and forth with
piles of papers, heavy-laden with scrolls that had to be copied and filed in
septuplicate.


"What?" said Brother
Scieran.


"If you mean to overthrow
the Emperor, wouldn't this be a good weak point?" asked Sword. "It's
barely guarded, and the Cursed Ones could easily come here and destroy it, or
even just toss things around and send the state of property in the Empire into
chaos."


Brother Scieran looked horrified.
"We don't want chaos!" he nearly shouted. One of the passing civil
servants looked annoyed at the intrusion into the tomb-silence of the archives.
"We don't want chaos," Brother Scieran said again, quieter this time.
"We want order. If we destroyed this place it would lead to confusion,
yes. But also to riots, to starvation, to murder on massive scales. We want to prevent
those things. We want the Emperor deposed, but only if we can do it in a way
that will give the Empire something better. It does no good to depose a tyrant
and provide only anarchy in return."


Rune sniggered. "What?"
said Brother Scieran.


"I love you, priest,"
she said. "But you do get very… preachy sometimes."


Brother Scieran harrumphed.
"What do you expect?" he asked. Then he snagged a passer-by. The man
looked like some kind of minor functionary: dressed in the simple blue robe
that marked him as a lower-level Archivist, probably someone who had tried to
make it in the Great University in the State of Knowledge before washing out
and ending up in the resting place of all incompetence: the government.


"Where can we find records
of the auction houses?" said Brother Scieran.


"How would I know?"
snarled the man. "Do I look like –" His words cut off when Sword
flashed her disc. "I… well...." He nodded down one long hall to their
right. "You might try that way. Ask in the fourth door on the left. Tell
them Talib sent you."


Then he pulled away from Brother
Scieran's grasp and was gone down another corridor, muttering about
"late" and "filing fees" and "Gods' nuisance" as
he went.


They tried the fourth door on the
left. Where they were referred to the second hall down, fifteenth door on the
right. Which directed them to the third floor, take the first right atop the
stairs, third door on the left. And on and on. After awhile Sword felt like she
was fighting a battle, but one that her particular skills were worthless to
help with.


Rune phased out a few times, but
always shrugged when she re-solidified, usually saying, "This guy talks so
long I can't see past his first sentence," or something similar.


Eventually – what felt like days
later – they presented themselves at a desk where an Academic sat copying lines
of figures from one scroll to another. He wore spectacles at the tip of a
hawkish nose, and what little hair he still had was white and almost ghostly. In
addition to his black suit and tie, he had a thin silver chain around his neck:
the mark of someone who had graduated with honors from the University. Not just
an Academic, but a High Academic. Sword wondered why he was here, toiling away
in the depths of the Imperial Archives rather than working for one of the great
banking houses, or even as un under-Minister of Finance.


He didn't look up when they
entered the room, and even when Rune cleared her throat noisily he kept working.


The second time she did it, the Academic
spoke. His voice was strong and clear: the voice of one much younger than he
appeared to be. "You might consider a glass of water, young lady."


Brother Scieran seemed to
understand that this was someone of a different caliber than the underlings and
petty bureaucrats that they had been dealing with to this point. "Friend Academic,"
he said, "we seek the records of the auction houses."


"For what year?"


"Between nine and twelve
Turns ago."


The Academic finally looked at
them. He didn't tilt his head up at all, but his gaze flicked over the top of
his spectacles. "That's rather a broad range," he said.


"I regret we cannot be more
specific," said Brother Scieran.


"And let me guess,"
said the Academic. "You want slave records, particularly girls."


Sword's eyes widened. How could
he know that?


"Yes," said Brother
Scieran. He sounded startled as well. "How did you know?"


"It seems to be a popular
choice," said the Academic. He shook his head and added, "Follow the
aisle down forty-two stacks. Turn left across three aisles, then up two more
stacks. The records for the girls are on the right side. Do you think you can
remember that?" He said the last sentence while staring at Rune, as though
he had determined that she was the mental weak link in their small group.


Rune bristled, but Brother
Scieran put a hand on her shoulder. "Thank you, Brother Academic," he
said. He led them up the aisle, counting under his breath.


"What do you think he meant
by that?" said Rune.


"That we asked for a
'popular choice'?" said Sword. She shrugged. "I have no clue."
She looked at Brother Scieran. "Any ideas?"


"Shh," he hissed.
"I don't want to lose my place and have to start over."


He led them through the stacks.
Over several aisles. Up. Over again.


And as they turned the last
corner, Sword understood what the Academic had meant by his words. Because
someone else had been looking for the same records. And he was still there,
staring at a scroll, lips moving as he read the words it contained.


He looked up as they came around
the side of the stacks of scrolls and ledgers.


"Sword," said Armor.
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Smoke had been born poor, and his
father had been a weak man. Not weak in body, but weak in spirit and mind. The
kind of weak that sought to prove strength by breaking others down. The man had
killed Smoke's mother in a drunken rage one night. But because he was a soldier
of the Empire, and Mother had only been a poor woman brought up out of the
slums that comprised most of the mountain of Fear, nothing ever came of it.


Smoke killed the man two nights
later. That was what earned him his second stay in the prisons of Fear. He was
incarcerated in the Walled City of Fear itself, a city of nothing but
criminals. It was a place officially named for some emperor who had lived five
hundred years ago, but everyone inside it called it by its informal name: the Netherworlds.


Food was provided only if the prisoners
delivered a quota of minerals and metals brought from the mines whose mouths
were at the center of the city. So Smoke was sent into the deepest places, the
mines so far below the tops of the mountains that you could see the clouds
pooling at your feet. Going below the clouds was forbidden even in the
mountain, and if you went too deep without paying attention… well, you would
disappear even from the deep mines and your body would appear in the upper
world the next day, gracing one of the spires that ringed the Imperial Palace.


Nor was that the only danger.
Underground rockslides were common, burying many a man before he had time to
scream. Poisonous gases seeped in from the rocks themselves, smothering groups
of men who huddled together as if for the warmth of a final embrace.


And, of course, the prisoners
themselves were dangerous.


Smoke – though he hadn't been
Smoke then, just Nkrumo – quickly learned to stay in groups whenever possible.
To stay away from the biggest men who wanted to take the minerals he found and
claim them as their own in the hopes of having their sentences reduced.


And from the even bigger men who
often wanted things darker, and more dangerous.


But he couldn't stay away from
them forever, of course. And one day – or perhaps night, since it was
impossible to tell one from the other in the place below the Netherworlds –
Nkrumo found himself facing three men. They were all large, much larger than
him, even though he had come into the mines as a big boy and had only grown
with the hard labor and the passage of time.


He killed them all. When the
other prisoners heard of it, they left him alone. And the next morning the
Netherworlds' inkist gave Nkrumo his first tattoo – a three-headed eagle that
spread its wings across his back and was the signal of his first prison kills.


Those kills were not his last.


It was during another fight –
this time facing off against a full half-dozen men who were willing to kill
first him and then each other for the diamond he had just unearthed – that he
found his Gift. He suddenly felt like he was seeing sounds, hearing
the wind on his skin. Everything mixed up, but in a way that was so beautiful
it was as close to a religious experience as any he had ever had.


The men facing him backed off,
most of them making the sign of Faith as they did.


He didn't understand until he saw
his face on the newly-cleaned blade of a pickaxe. A face poorly-reflected,
pitted and gray… and very much not his.


And he just knew. Knew
what he could do. All of what he could do.


He took the place of a guard. Killed
the man, stole his face, walked out of the mines, then out of the Netherworlds.


And ran to the sanctuaries of
Faith, afraid he would be pursued, hunted, murdered for daring to be free, for
daring to kneel to no man.


Father Akiro found him. Sent him
to Brother Scieran.


Smoke was born.


And through everything that came
after, through all the missions, all the deceits, he had never again had to
face death. Always he had his Gift to protect him. Always he knew he could
hide, he could run without being seen.


It had never again been like it
was in the Netherworlds, in the mines. Never again directly facing men who
hungered for his blood, who knew his face.


Not like now.


The master sergeant was still
screaming, still shouting, "He's here! I found the spy!"


Spy? Gods' blood, I've been
found.


The thought flitted in and out of
Smoke's mind in an instant, borne on wings of panic.


Stop. Think. Act.


But he wasn't sure what to do.
For a split-second he froze. He had relied on his Gift so long and so often
that, now that someone had pierced it, he was lost.


Then the moment passed. If he
couldn't be Smoke, then he would just have to be Nkrumo for a moment.


A knife appeared in his hand, and
buried itself in a spot just to the left of and below the master sergeant's
ribcage. He angled it up, and the soldier's voice died as his lung was
punctured and deflated instantly. A killing blow, yes, but more importantly:
one that would silence him.


Smoke caught the man as he
tumbled forward. The nearest hard drinkers and harder revelers had scrambled to
get away when the officer started screaming, and now one of the tables – about
three rods long, with a single bench on each side – was empty. Smoke rolled the
dying man under the table, and when he straightened he had taken the place of
the man. Complete with tattoos of a master sergeant, grizzled whiskers, and a
stare that brooked no foolishness.


Smoke spun on his heel and headed
for the nearest exit: the alley. He saw the lieutenant colonel there, sword
drawn and scanning the crowd.


How is that possible? With that
many drinks he must –


A Patch.


Obvious. There must have been a
healer nearby, watching the lieutenant colonel, healing his body of the poisons
that caused drunkenness.


But that meant… it was all an
act. Everything.


This was just one big trap.


They know.


The lieutenant colonel was
staring at him now, which meant that Smoke had no choice but to continue
walking toward the man. To turn aside would have been suspicious, and though
his Gift afforded him a measure of anonymity, suspicious behavior was
suspicious behavior no matter who did it.


And how much do they know? Do
they know what I can do?


He approached the officer, who
nodded curtly. "Anything?" he said.


Smoke put a knuckle to his head.
"No –"


"Don't salute, you idiot.
You're supposed to be in disguise." Then the lieutenant colonel gestured
to someone in the crowd. A woman approached. She was dressed like someone from
the University: black suit and tie, white shirt buttoned to a high collar at
the neck.


The woman nodded at the
lieutenant colonel. "Seen him?" he asked.


"Not yet," answered the
woman.


The officer nodded at Smoke.
"What about him?"


Smoke barely had an instant. Just
a single fraction of a second in which he guessed what was about to happen.


She's a Reader.


Then the woman's eyes took on a
dazzling hue. He felt himself falling into them, felt suddenly exposed and his
soul laid bare.


"This is him," she said
in a whisper. She fell back a step. "And he's dangerous."


"Aye," said Smoke.
"That I am."


But before he could do more,
soldiers were streaming toward him. Whether they had heard what the Reader
said, or the lieutenant colonel signaled them somehow, Smoke didn't know. It
didn't matter, either. What mattered was that two dozen soldiers had
materialized out of the revelers and were now rushing toward him.


And that meant his Gift was
nullified. Even without the Reader staring at him, changing his appearance
wouldn't gain him anything if others were watching the shift.


He couldn't hide.


For a moment he contemplated
trying to use his Second Gift.


But that… that was a point of no
return.


No. Not now. Not ever.


He reached into his vest. Even
though the master sergeant had been dressed in tunic and pants, Smoke – the real
Smoke, the substance below the illusion – was wearing a leather vest with
pockets that held a number of useful items. He didn't know exactly how it
worked – his Gift was, in some ways, a mystery even to him – but though his
clothing seemed to disappear, it was all still there. Observers would see him
interacting with the outfit of the master sergeant – reaching into a pocket,
perhaps, or digging into the man's tunic. But Smoke was really grabbing for –


A sword touched the back of his
neck. Smoke froze.


The sword traced its way around
his throat, coming to rest on his Adam's apple as the man holding the weapon –
a rapier – walked around to face him.


It was a young man. Dark hair, a
square jaw, and some of the bluest eyes Smoke had ever seen. He was tall, too,
but even if he had been short the young man would have been imposing.


This is someone who has power.


The young man wore the black disc
of a Blessed One.


"Take your hand out of your pocket,
Master Sergeant… or whoever you are," said the young man.


"And who are you?"
said Smoke. He didn't move, didn't take his hand out of his pocket.


The man in front of him
disappeared, and then a blinding pain overtook Smoke. A dagger had somehow
buried itself several inches in his shoulder. Not as though the other man had
stabbed him, but as though the weapon had simply appeared in his
shoulder.


He had to concentrate on keeping
the hand that was still inside his vest from spasming open.


That wouldn't do. Not at all.


"You're in no position to
ask questions," said the swordsman. He grabbed the dagger and twisted it.
Smoke cried out. "I'm interested in you. In who you are, in who you work
for, in what you're doing. But not too interested. If you resist me you'll
find a sword very suddenly in your throat and our conversation will be over.
Now…." He twisted the dagger again. "Take your hand out of your
pocket."


"Okay," said Smoke.
"But remember that you asked for it."


He took out his hand, and finally
let it fall open.


The man holding the sword saw
what was inside Smoke's hand. Saw it fall.


"Down!" he screamed. He
dove to the side.


The small glass ball wasn't big
at all – barely the size of a marble. But it was fragile. It bounced off the
floor. Bounced again.


On the third bounce it broke.


Smoke was ready for it, and he
had already jumped – dagger buried in his shoulder – when the swordsman was
still trying to figure out what was falling.


It was a Shell.


The things were rarer than
feathers on a fur-cat, and even in this extreme Smoke already felt the loss of
the weapon. Getting a Shock to put electricity in a glo-globe was common
enough, but getting one to put an entire lightning bolt inside a marble, while
a Push simultaneously enchanted the electricity itself so that it wouldn't
shatter the glass, while at the same time reinforcing the glass to withstand
the enormous pressures churning inside it – that almost never happened. Most of
the Pushes and Shocks who tried it ended up fried themselves.


But when it worked out, the
Shells were a powerful – and nearly priceless – weapon.


Smoke had never seen one of the
things go off, but he had heard what they did. So before it hit the floor for
its first bounce, he had already leaped behind his target:


The Reader.


When the Shell exploded, Smoke
had the Reader by the shoulders. Even so, even sheltered from the main blast by
the thick armor of a human body, he felt the hair singe off his head, felt his
eyebrows burning.


The Reader had no chance. She
didn't even make a sound as the entire front of her body charred away. She just
went from a struggling woman to a limp corpse in the space of an instant.


Smoke grinned through his pain as
the explosion set fire to most of the tables in The Dancing Darks. The entire
place dissolved into confusion, and as the lightning burst crackled and died he
stood – already taking a new shape as the fat prostitute from the House of
Sixes he had seen earlier. It was a bit of a risk since he was doubling someone
in the vicinity, but it was all that came to mind. Besides, the reason he had
hid behind – and so killed – the Reader was so that no one would be able to pierce
his disguise again.


"Where is he? WHERE IS
HE?"


Smoke turned in shock. The
swordsman – the young man who had nearly killed him – was screaming in rage,
standing in a circle of charred flooring and a ceiling that was crumbling above
him.


How did he survive the blast?


Smoke had seen the Shell drop.
Had seen it bouncing toward the young man. There was no way he could have
escaped.


His Gift? Did that save him?


It didn't matter. Not now.


What mattered was survival.


And Smoke was good at survival.


He threaded his way between
panicked patrons, picking his way carefully so as not to jostle the dagger – no
good being in disguise if he started screaming.


The swordsman kept shrieking.
"Find him! Find him! FIND HIM!"


Smoke made his way out. Found his
way to an alley where he yanked the dagger free at last, then disguised himself
as an urchin – the kind of child no one spared a second glance for, especially
in this neighborhood – and fled.


He heard the swordsman's screams
all the way.


Remembered the look on the man's
face as the Shell fell.


And felt fear.







18





The moment stretched out forever.
Sword wasn't sure whether it was shock, fear… or a strange happiness.


Armor was here.


The closest thing to a father she
could ever remember.


"What are you doing
here?" she said.


"The same thing you are, I
suspect," he said. He looked surprised, as well. But under the surprise
was a layer of something else. Sadness, perhaps. Regret. But she didn't think
it was regret the way most people experienced it: a grief for something past.
No, this was a heartache for something yet to come.


He's going to try to take me
back.


Or kill me.


Armor hadn't moved yet. He seemed
to be waiting. Perhaps hoping that she would simply return to his side, and all
would be as it once had been.


But that was impossible. Sword
knew it, and knew that he knew it.


"Why?" he said.


The word carried so much meaning
it almost staggered her. Why leave? Why betray the Empire? Why turn your back
on us?


Why turn your back on me?


"Armor," she said,
"things aren't what you think they are. The Empire… it's rotten. The work
we've done is… is…." She searched for a word that would do more than
convey her feelings. For something that would prove she was right. That would
bring her friend over to her side. "It's wrong," she finally
managed. The word wasn't a good one. Weak, vague. It meant nothing, but it was
the only thing she could think to say.


Still, Armor nodded as though it
meant something to him. "Who are these people?" he asked.


"My friends."


"Please tell them to put
away their weapons."


Sword looked back. Saw that Rune
had a dagger in each hand, and Brother Scieran held whip and sickle firmly,
ready to attack.


Sword held up a hand.
"Don't," she said to them. Then looked at her friend. "Armor,
you can't do this. You can't fight for the Emperor anymore."


"I can," he said. He
held up the scroll he had been looking at. "And I will."


Sword stared at the scroll.
"What's that?" She was on edge. This wasn't how this was supposed to
go. Any of it. Not just finding the scroll, but Armor… she realized that
in the back of her mind she had harbored a secret wish that she would one
day find him. That she would convince him to come with her, to be her friend
and –


(father)


– teacher again.


"It's what you were looking
for," he said. "At least, I assume so. There's little other reason I
can contemplate for you being here. It's your record. The listing of your
auction date."


She reached for it. He pulled it
back.


"I can't let you take this,"
said Armor. "It's property of the Empire and belongs in the Imperial
Archives. Besides," he said, the sadness in his face intensifying,
"there is nothing in this scroll that will bring you any happiness."


"Armor," she said.
"Please –"


"Why are we talking?"
Rune broke in. "Let's kill this guy and get out of here."


"No!" Sword turned on
the girl. "Don't!"


"You can't kill me, girl.
Not even with a Shell or an auto-gun, and certainly not with that sewing needle
you have." Armor sounded tired. He looked back at Sword. "If you come
quietly, I'll let your friends live."


"Let us live?"
snarled Rune. "The way I count, it's three against one."


And then someone came around the
far corner of the stacks.


"I'm extremely reticent to
admit my failure to locate any pertinent files on our friend," said
Scholar, "but it seems… I…." His voice fell away to nothing,
swallowed by the vast piles of paper that represented lives bought and sold,
humans treated as property.


Teeth was right behind him.
"Lord Smarts here couldn't find nothin'," he said, before he, too,
saw Sword and the others. "Sword!" he shouted, unabashed glee on his
face. Then it fled, a stern look taking its place. "We're supposed to kill
ya, ya know."


Siren stood behind them. She said
nothing, but the second she saw Sword her eyes shimmered.


"Four to three, now,"
said Armor softly. To Sword he said, "If you come with us I can guarantee
you will all see trial. And I will personally make sure that none of your
friends is questioned by an Inquisitor."


"And me?" she said
softly.


Armor spread his hands.
"You've committed high treason, Sword." He sighed. "I'll do what
I can."


"Your deal is no deal at
all," said Brother Scieran.


"It's the best you'll
get."


Rune snorted. "I say we take
'em."


Sword spoke with only the barest
thought: "Not here, Deathcast. Not with all these people."


Rune looked surprised, but
covered quickly. "Who cares about a bunch of Empire Archivists?" she
said. Smart enough to play along. "I say I use my Gift to knock the whole
building down."


Sword turned back to Armor.
"I know your Gift makes you nearly invincible. But I also know that if
she," she said, indicating Rune, "attacks you, the fallout will kill
everyone else. And you don't want that on your conscience."


"I'll call down the thunder,
kiddo," said Rune. "Make the earth swallow you all."


Don't overdo it, Rune, Sword
thought. Then, out loud: "I know you won't risk everyone in this
place." She added, pleading, "Please, Armor, don't do this. You're
fighting for the wrong cause."


Armor shook his head. "I
have sworn an oath," he said, in a tone of voice that seemed to indicate
that was all there was to say, and the matter was settled forever.


He took a small step toward her.


"Don't," said Rune.
"Not unless you want everyone killed. And I do mean everyone."


"Please," added Brother
Scieran. "You don't want the death of so many on your hands."


"No," agreed Armor. And
for a moment Sword's hopes rose. Perhaps he wasn't going to come with her, but
maybe – just maybe – he would let them go. "I don't want all those deaths
on my hands."


Then he put down the scroll he
held – the scroll that told where Sword had come from, who she really was – and
squinted at them. "But I don't believe she's capable of that. What I do
believe is that you are bluffing." He looked at the other three
Blessed Ones. "Take them," he said.
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Sword heard the words, and in the
next moments things happened very, very fast.


Armor might not have believed
that Rune was capable of destroying the entire building, but he also wasn't
taking any chances. He clapped his hands, and as always his skin bulged and
took on the metallic tint of his Gift.


He lunged at Rune.


Sword found her katana and wakizashi
in her hands, and slashed at Armor before he took two steps.


Her katana shattered on his skin.
Which she had been prepared for, but at least the impact knocked his arm aside.
Just a few inches, but it slowed him a bit and gave Rune the instant she
needed. She shimmered. Reappeared and dodged perfectly. Skipped to the side. 


And now she was running straight
at the three Blessed Ones at the end of the stacks.


Siren drew a breath. And Sword
knew if the woman Sang her Song, the fight would be over.


"Stop her! Don't let her
speak!" she shrieked.


Brother Scieran reacted without
pause. His whip, already in his hand, snapped out and twined around Siren's
throat. She gagged as he yanked her forward, toppling her. Another yank and the
whip drew so tight around her throat that she couldn't even gag – every bit of
air choked out of her lungs.


"Siren!" screamed
Scholar. He ran for her.


Armor was facing Sword. "You
have no chance," he said. "Not against me. Even if you were armed,
you could not harm me. You are at a fatal disadvantage, Sword. Please don't
make me kill you."


He was right. Sword had a katana
that ended six inches above the hilt, and a wakizashi that would surely meet
the same fate against Armor's skin.


She felt desperation clawing at
her. "Armor, don't," she pleaded. "Don't do this!" She
raised what was left of her weapons. She would not back down. She couldn't. Not
now, not ever.


"I gave my oath," he
said. And charged her.


She swung. The motion was
perfect. A lightning-fast slash aimed not at Armor but at the scrolls near his
face. They took flight like startled birds. He bellowed and slapped them to the
ground.


She had bought herself only a
second or two.


She glanced to the side. Brother
Scieran was yanking Siren back and forth, trying to keep her tangled in the
whip. Scholar had run to her side. Only steps ahead of Teeth. Was about to cut
her loose.


And then Rune came upon the Academic.


Scholar turned to see the girl
barreling down on him, her twin knives flashing. He grinned. Watched. His Gift
asserting itself as he measured all her movements. She threw herself forward.


He skipped sideways. His shaving
razor flashed. Cut through…


… nothing.


Rune shimmered in the air, and at
the last second her motion changed. It was a movement that nearly defied description,
a bending of her body that caused her to cry out in pain. But Scholar's ability
to calculate which direction someone would attack was suddenly nullified by
Rune's ability to see the future and change her movements to alter events.


She buried her daggers in his
chest.


Yanked them out.


Teeth – still running for Siren –
abruptly stopped. "Scholar!" Agony rent his scream so that it sounded
like he had been the one wounded.


At the same time, Sword turned
back to Armor. He was through the flurry of papers. He drove a heavy fist at
her. She danced back. Hit his wrist with her wakizashi, a movement that pushed
his fist away – but sacrificed her other weapon. The blade snapped off.


She saw Armor's eyes flick to
where Scholar was, gasping, struggling to stay on his feet. She looked, too. 


And saw her once-friend fall.


His fedora tumbled from his head
for the first time. It spun madly across the floor, as though doing a
death-dance for its owner.


Sword looked back at Armor and
saw the rage in his eyes. "You dare?" he said.


He dropped his head, threw his
arms wide, and rushed her.


Sword reacted. Again, it was
motion without thought. The thrumming power that always pounded through her
when she held a weapon suddenly increased.


She swung her katana.


No, I have no katana. I have only
a broken blade, only –


But for a moment she thought…
thought there was a katana. Only this one was not of polished steel, but
rippling flame. It tore through the air itself, waves of heat rising from its
surface. An edge sharper than any made by man, tapering to a point brighter
than a star.


She swung the katana, the flaming
blade. Realized she was going for a killing stroke. Changed the swing at the
last possible second.


Armor bellowed. Clutched his arm.
His skin returned to its normal hue as he fell back against a shelf. "How…?"
He looked confused. Holding the seared line of flesh that ran from his shoulder
to his elbow. "How…?"


Then a new sound came. Sword
looked over her shoulder. Saw Teeth burst into the saw blades that gave him his
name. He swiped his arm at Rune, who shimmered, then danced away, but screamed,
"No!" as she reappeared.


What did she see?


With the next swipe, Teeth
slashed through the end of Brother Scieran's whip, releasing Siren.


We're dead. It's over.


But Siren didn't Sing her
maddening Song. Instead, she lurched to her feet and stumbled to Scholar, where
he lay motionless in the aisle. She threw back her head.


She did not Sing. She screamed.


The shriek rolled over Sword as a
thing more weight than sound. It pounded at her, rocked her backward. She heard
shouting. Realized it was her. Then there was a loud rushing in her head and
everything went quiet. She could hear Siren screaming, but only barely. She
touched her ears and her fingers came away bloody.


She saw Brother Scieran and Rune
screaming, too. Teeth as well, all of them captured by Siren's Gift, amplified
by her agony.


She looked at Armor, and saw that
he was the most affected of all. He had blood pouring from ears and nose, and
seemed like he was trying to crawl through the stacks of books and scrolls to
get away from the sound. His movements were jittery, almost as though he didn't
have full control of his muscles.


And still Siren screamed.


The books all around them began
to smoke. Then one of the scrolls simply exploded, bursting into flame
as it launched skyward.


Soon the air was full of flames, explosions.
And it wasn't just the paper items, either. It was the wooden shelves, the
metal brackets in the walls. The glo-globes that lit the place burst one after
the other in rapid succession.


The walls – the stone
walls – began to char.


And still Siren screamed.


Sword felt hands on her arm.
Brother Scieran, yanking her to her feet, then pulling Rune as well.


Sword let him haul her up, then tore
away.


Not all the papers were ablaze.
Not yet.


The scroll – her scroll –
wasn't.


She scrambled for it. Launched
herself over Armor's writhing form.


The papers on either side of the
scroll began to smoke. Then the scroll itself.


She grabbed it. Another hand
reached for it at the same time. She wheeled, sure it was Armor, sure she was
going to have to fight again –


(And how did I do that? What
happened to my sword?)


– but it was only Brother
Scieran. He plucked the scroll from her fingers and tucked it in his robe.


They ran.


Sword's hearing started to return
when they hit the first landing, though a high-pitched whine sounded just below
everything else.


They passed the second floor. And
she could hear more screams, more explosions.


Gods, the whole place is burning.
The entire Imperial Archive is coming down.


They ran. The front door was
unguarded, and the only Archivists they saw were panicked, trying to save
themselves or in some cases running with handfuls of documents they apparently
thought worth their lives.


No one stopped them.


Sword, Rune, and Brother Scieran
ran from the Imperial Archives. Ran, and ran, and ran.


Sword wondered if Armor had made
it out alive. If Siren had. Teeth.


And tried to forget the sound
Scholar made as he gasped. As he fell.


As he died.







20





Master Sergeant Kha was still
reeling from the explosion. What had just happened? There was the man in the
garb of the Imperial Guard –


(Not just any Imperial
Guard, Kha, that was… Gods, how did it look like him?)


– and then screaming, followed by
brightness and a flame that consumed The Dancing Darks so fast it was like a
dream.


He was soon busy helping wounded
out of the flame-licked corpse of the tavern: both undercover soldiers and the
few actual customers who had been unfortunate enough to make it into the tavern
this night.


The flames licked higher, and
soon the few who, like Kha, were completely mobile, had moved away from the
ruins of the tavern. It was too hot to go in anymore. Anyone who remained
inside would never leave.


He started helping with the
wounded, helping bandage them, giving what comfort he could.


One of them – a fat woman with
the same House of Sixes brand but with all her hair burnt off and much of the
skin of her face as well – moaned against the wall. Kha didn't know what he
could do for her. She wasn't long for the world.


"How could this happen?"
she said. "How could this happen?" she whispered it over and over,
and finally grew silent and still.


Kha wondered the same thing. He
knew – knew – that he couldn't have seen what he thought he saw. Not an
Imperial Guard after all –


(And especially not him,
Kha, nohow it could have been.)


– no, it was clear from the
moment the impostor had mistaken his rank that it was someone posing as the
Emperor's elite bodyguard.


But who had done it?


And a better question: how?


 


If you don't do good and do
what's right


then Cursed Ones come in dark of
night


To steal your soul and steal your
life


and carve you up with a Cursed
knife


 


Like most men in the army – most sane
men, he believed the verse was just that: a verse. Just something parents used
to get their children to come to bed, to eat their greens, to obey.


But what if… what if it were
real? What if there were Cursed Ones.


Impossible.


He was looking to another burn
victim, a soldier who didn't even look old enough to be in a tavern, let alone
a casualty in this attempt to capture….


Who? Who is it we were to
capture? Really?


A hand fell on his shoulder. It
was a major, his uniform peeking out below the tattered remains of a coat he
had worn to hide his identity. "How goes it?" asked the major.


"About as well as a cloud in
the Netherworlds," snarled Kha.


The major could have rebuked him.
He didn't. He just nodded and looked tired. "What happened in there?"
he asked. The words were quiet, more to himself than to Kha.


Kha responded anyway. "If
you don't do good and do what's right…."


"Then Cursed Ones come in
dark of night," the major continued. He looked pensive.


"What did you say?" a
third voice came to them.


Kha looked up. A woman stood
nearby. Tall, dressed in a black suit from head to toe, a white cloak over her
outfit and a white hood over her head. Still, her face was visible, as was a
lock of black hair with a shock of startling white that ran through it.


Gods' hearts, she's the most
beautiful woman I've ever seen.


She wore the disc of a Blessed
One.


The major saluted. "Nothing,
Lady. Just chatter."


The woman looked at them.
"Round everyone up," she said. "I want everyone who was at the
tavern to remain here for questioning. And Major," she said with a glare that
turned her beautiful features, not ugly, that would have been impossible, but a
stony kind of beautiful, like she was suddenly cut from marble, "if a
single person leaves, I'll hold you personally responsible."


"What about the
wounded?" Kha said. The major glared. Kha didn't care. He was too far
along in his career to care about politics. He cared about getting jobs done;
that was the beginning and end of his political aspiration. "Some of these
people need to be gotten to a hospital."


"No," said the Blessed
One. "Everyone stays." Then, seeming to sense another argument, she
said, "But I'll have a Patch sent for. Better that they don't move,
anyway." She smiled at Kha, sent a serious
you-better-make-sure-what-I-want-happens look at the major, then disappeared.


Kha returned to looking after the
wounded. Some had minor bumps and bruises and wanted to go home. He told them
to stay put. A few tried to leave. Armed soldiers – presumably rounded up by
the major – told them they couldn't a bit more… emphatically. At
gunpoint.


Six people died under his hands.


"Where's the cursed
Patch?" he said. He was swearing constantly under his breath, and for an
insane moment he thought how upset his wife would have been to hear him speak
like that. But then, she'd died two years ago, so maybe she was hearing
him speak like that. "Sorry, Ang," he whispered. Then went to cursing
again as the woman – more a girl, really – under his hands writhed in pain.
"Where's the Gods' blood Patch?" he screamed. He didn't want
to lose this girl.


He looked at the last person to
die under his care. It was a man, Kha thought. He'd been burnt so badly he was
barely recognizable as human. But still screaming. Somehow still screaming
until the end.


And then not screaming anymore.


Kha looked at the man, laying
nearby, still and silent and a testament to how badly everything had gone
tonight…


… and the man…


… the burnt man, the destroyed
man, the dead man…


… sat up.


Kha gaped.


Not possible. How can he be
alive? I thought he was dead. He had to be dead. He was dead.


The burnt man sat, and looked at
Kha. Another impossibility since the man's eyes were gone. But still… he was
looking. And then the dead man's flame-crisped face – more skull than flesh –
seemed to widen to a grin.


A small voice sounded in Kha's
ear. "Do you like my poppet?"


He looked over and saw a little
girl standing beside him. She looked to be about five or six Turns, dressed in
a nightgown and with a red bow in her hair. A doll – one that looked like it
had been through a torture no less exquisite than the flames of The Dancing
Darks – hung from her right hand.


She wore the disc of a Blessed
One.


"What?" Kha felt his
eyes bulging. "What are you talking about?"


The girl giggled. She hugged her
maimed doll. "So fun."


Another dead man – and Kha knew
this one was dead, you couldn't live long when your life's blood had run across
the cobbles of the street – sat up. Smiled.


A few people screamed. They must
have seen what was happening, because they ran or limped away.


The first ones got all of ten
paces before they stopped. No, not stopped…. It looked like they hit
something. Like the air itself had grown hard as steel. And when it happened,
Kha thought he saw a flash of purple, like a dim burst of lightning in a
far-off cloud. The people bounced back, some of them bleeding from the impact
with the invisible nothing.


Kha saw the beautiful woman – the
Blessed One who had told the major to gather everyone here – standing nearby. Her
hand was raised, and that same purple glow shimmered around her fingers.


And Kha knew. Knew even before
the first dead man reached out and broke a woman's neck.


There would be no leaving this
place. Not for the wounded, not for those unscathed by the fire. They had seen
a power they were not meant to see.


What power? What power is so
dangerous we must die to cover up?


And the answer came: The power
of a Blessed One in the hands of another. The knowledge that there are those
who not only would challenge the Empire, but have the power to bring her to her
knees.


The Cursed Ones are real. And no
one can know.


The thoughts spun madly through
his mind as dead bodies rose, killed, and were joined in turn by those they had
murdered. A few more people ran, but all slammed into that strange invisible
wall surrounding them. Caging them.


"To steal your soul and
steal your life…." The words came without his meaning them to. The young
woman he had been treating screamed as she was torn from beneath him. Hauled
away by the dead hands of the major who had been told to corral everyone in this
killing field. The major had his own throat torn open, and his lifesblood had
spilled out of the wound, but that didn't stop him from stabbing the girl over
and over. Then the young woman, too, sat up.


They both looked at Kha with eyes
that had turned strange and gray.


Kha turned to the little girl who
stood still nearby.


"Would you like to be one of
my poppets?" she said.


Kha lunged at her.


He never made it. 
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"What now?" Rune said.
She was piloting the air-car, and was the first to break the pall of silence
that had fallen over the small group. No one had spoken for hours, it seemed.


Sword didn't answer her. She
barely heard her. All she heard was the gasp. That last quiet sound as Scholar
breathed his last. The whisper of his fedora spinning across the floor. The
thud as he fell.


She didn't blame Rune. Not much,
at least.


But… Scholar. How could he be
gone?


At least it wasn't Armor.


She didn't know what she would
have done if it had been Armor who fell. Gone mad, probably.


And Devar wasn't there, either.
So there were some small blessings.


But "small blessings"
sounded like a mockery in her mind.


The sound of his body, falling.


His last breath.


"Why's everyone so down?"
demanded Rune. "We faced a crowd of Blessed Ones, and we not only got away
with what we came for in the first place, we killed one of 'em. I call
that a win."


"Rune." Brother
Scieran's voice was soft, but firm. Quiet, said the voice. No more.


Rune fell silent. Sulking.


Brother Scieran sat beside Sword.
She didn't look at him.


"I'm sorry," he said.


"Why? We won, didn't
we?" The words were bitter.


No one wins at a time like
this." Brother Scieran sighed. Sword was sitting on a bench below one of
the long side windows, and he sank down beside her. "This isn't about
winning or losing, and anyone who says it is doesn't understand what we're
doing."


Sword cast a meaningful look at
Rune. Brother Scieran shook his head. "Don't judge, Sword. You don't know
what Rune has been through. She lost her family, just like you. She has no
memory of them, she grew up on the streets. She has a life of pain, and the
only people who were ever good to her are the Cursed Ones. Besides," he
said, looking out the window, gazing at the stars overhead, "I don't think
she's happy we killed someone."


"She sure seems that
way."


"No. She's happy she
wasn't the one killed. That's very different." Brother Scieran pulled
something out of his robe. The scroll Armor had handed over in the Archives.
"This is not a game, and it isn't a situation we can win – when all the
choices involve people killing one another, then you're well past the realm of
winning."


"Then why bother?"
asked Sword.


"Because the alternative is
to lose. And though winning may be impossible, losing is, in some
circumstances, utterly unthinkable."


He unrolled the scroll. There was
a glo-globe sitting in a sconce just a few feet away, and he angled the scroll
so it would capture the light better. "These eyes are getting old,"
he said.


That made Sword think of
Scholar's glasses.


His last breath….                                                                 


She sat quietly. Thankfully, Rune
didn't say anything further. Brother Scieran passed the time looking at the
scroll.


Finally, he sighed. He still held
the scroll, but his grip loosened, as though he would just as well have dropped
it to the floor.


"What?" Sword asked
nearly against her will. Talking about whatever was in the scroll seemed almost
a betrayal. How could she worry about words on a sheet of linen when her friend
was dead?


"It's…." Brother
Scieran shook his head. "It's nothing."


"What do you mean, 'nothing'?"
asked Rune. "We went in there and nearly got killed for 'nothing'?"


"Rune, be quiet!"
The last words were delivered in a tone that somehow managed to be a mixture of
whisper and roar. Rune went back to sulking.


But Sword nodded. "She's
right. What did we do this for?"


Brother Scieran hesitated before
responding. "Nothing."


"Please," Sword said,
"don't hide it. There's been enough lying, enough –"


"I'm not hiding anything,
Sword. I mean, literally nothing."


He extended the scroll. For a
long time the figures on it, the words and numbers, were all just a jumbled
scrawl that meant little. Then Brother Scieran pointed to an area on the page
that was different than the others.


It had been blotted out. 


The rest of the scroll was
divided into columns: date of sale, purchaser, seller, physical description of
merchandise (and Sword's stomach turned to see children labeled as
"merchandise"), sale point, and sale amount.


The area Brother Scieran pointed
to was covered by wide swaths of ink. As though someone had come afterward and
spilled an inkwell across it, then rubbed the area with a cloth for good
measure.


"How do you know this is
even the right time?" she said. "This could be listings of totally
unrelated sales."


"Ah, but look," he
said, pointing at the columns. "The rest of the columns list as purchasers
the various kennels. So this must have been a record of batch sales on dates
when the kennels were bidding on new children. And it's for the right general
time period," he said, pointing at the dates of some of the other sales.
"And perhaps most telling: your friend seemed to think it was the right
one."


"He could have been
lying."


"Do you think he was?"


She thought of Armor. He might be
fighting for the wrong side, but he was not a liar. "No."


She peered at the swaths of
black. "So this is useless."


"I'm afraid – wait," he
said. "Maybe I can…." He held the scroll up, this time holding it
high enough that it was between him and the light.


The look of the ink changed as
the light shone through the scroll. Parts of it were as black as ever, but
other parts – parts that hadn't been covered so completely by ink – shone gray,
even tan.


A few areas had tiny scrawls
below the grays and tans. Sword squinted. Some of the scrawls almost….


"That," she said, her
finger stabbing out. "Does that say, 'Imperials'?"


Brother Scieran nodded.
"It's in the right column. The accounting of this slave's sale
amount." He squinted. "And I think I can see… this says 'blue' and I
think the next word might be 'eyes.' But I can't be sure." He
leaned back.


Sword couldn't make out anything
else. The harder she looked it seemed the less she saw. The squiggles below the
ink seemed to both draw together and move away, like insects hiding from the
light.


She cursed under her breath.


"This was for nothing."
She looked out the window. "And Scholar is dead."


Brother Scieran said a few more
words, but she didn't answer any of them. She couldn't. She was someone with no
past, and someone with no past couldn't have a present or a future, either,
could they?


She just sat and watched the land
go by below them, the stars twinkle above.


The universe took no notice of
her.


She frowned at something.
"We're not going the same way back as we came," she said.


"No," said Brother
Scieran. "I have somewhere else I must go."


She didn't ask where. She would
see when they got there.


The sun was rising when she saw
it. It rose behind the great spire atop the building, seeming to light it on
fire for all to see. A great beacon that reached so high it would sometimes
touch the clouds above the mountains.


It was the Grand Cathedral of
Faith.


Faith was different from the
other States. The others were each headed by a governor who reported directly
to the Emperor – through the Chancellor, of course. Faith had no governor, but
rather a conclave of priests who ran the State. In many ways they were the
weakest of the States: they took little part in politics, they had none of
their number installed as nobles or as officers in the Imperial Army.


Faith was interested in none of
those things. It was interested only in the twin Virtues: Mercy and Justice.
Any who came into the borders of Faith could find sanctuary at the cathedrals.
As long as they forsook all law-breaking and troublemaking, they were welcome
to stay in the towns surrounding the cathedrals, making new lives for
themselves – lives with the pasts erased. Lives of good, of worth.


But if they returned to their old
ways, judgment would come upon them. And it would be both swift and terrible.
Priests of the Order of Chain would either return them to the authorities from
which they had fled – usually the police of Center or those of the Imperial
Army – or would simply execute them.


Mercy. But with immediate justice
always hanging in the balance.


It was a harsh system. But it
brought peace. And the Empire, happy to be rid of troublemakers who would
otherwise have ended up crowding its own dungeons or the already-overflowing
prisons housed in the State of Fear, seemed happy to let it go on.


Of all the places that the
careworn and desperate went, the most sought-after was the Grand Cathedral. It
stood in the center of Faith, and was where the conclave of priests sat – both
in rule of the State and in judgment of those who broke her laws.


No one knew for sure who had
built the great structure; rumor had it that an entire generation of Engineers
had been bound by Threads and so had raised it in a single day. Others held
that there had been a Blessed One long ago who could cause the mountain itself
to grow stone creations of unparalleled beauty, and the only one of his
creations that survived the jealous rage of that time's Emperor was the Grand
Cathedral.


No matter what the truth, the
Cathedral took Sword's breath away. The graceful arcs and curves, the spires
that glinted with sunlight along their edges, the shallow pools that reflected
the image of the Cathedral… it was so beautiful that for a moment she could
almost believe that things would work out.


Scholar's gasp.


His final breath.


She felt a tear slide down her
cheek. Did not wipe it away, because she did not want to acknowledge its
reality. Just like she still didn't want to admit that Scholar was really gone.


Unlike the palace, the Grand
Cathedral was not built for defense. Indeed, it had clearly been built with the
opposite view in mind: great glassless windows, arched to graceful points, were
on every level. There were multiple entrances on every side. There was no gate.


This was a building created for
invitation rather than possession. A building that could never be taken,
because it could never truly be held.


Rune guided the air-car behind
the Grand Cathedral. There was a small air-dock there, and she dropped them to
a berth beside two other air-cars. One of them bore the crest Sword thought
belonged to a minor noble of Center. Another was unmarked.


Brother Scieran stood and went to
the door. Opened it.


"What are we doing
here?"


Brother Scieran smiled. "Oh,
so you still have a bit of curiosity? That's good – I was starting to worry it
was you who died back there."


Sword felt her expression grow
stormy, and Brother Scieran's own features softened. "I am sorry you lost
someone dear to you, my child," he said. "But those people were going
to kill us – or take us captive, which would have been a more painful path to
the same destination." He sighed. "What I said before was true: we
are not fighting a war we can win. But neither do we have to lose." He
pointed at her. "Don't give up."


Rune passed her, and nudged her
toe with her own. "If you decide to just sit here until you die, can I have
your stuff?"


A pair of emotions fought for
control of Sword's heart. On the one hand she wanted more than anything to
punch Rune, or perhaps even worse. Who was she to joke? When it was she
who had caused the pain Sword now felt?


On the other hand, what she had
just said was so ridiculous, so out of place… laughter, Sword realized, was one
way to push away grief. Anger would simply feed it, but laughter might heal –
or at least bury – the pain she felt.


Rune shimmered. Then said,
"Good. Laugh. Laughing's good."


Sword let herself laugh. The
laughing turned to a choking cry, then turned back to laughter again. She
realized she was a bit hysterical, but couldn't stop laughing. She couldn't
stop, couldn't stop, couldn't stop….


And then she did stop.


She felt empty inside. Hollow,
like someone had come along and scooped out everything that was her humanity:
all the love, all the hate, all the pain and all the joy. She was numb.


And that was a blessing.


Brother Scieran had watched the
whole time. He didn't move to hold her, and that was right. If he had, it would
just have reminded her of Armor, and she didn't want to think of him, either.


She needed to do this alone.


She stood at last. She felt
wobbly. Her knees didn't want to bend quite the way she was telling them to.


"Are you all right?"
said Brother Scieran.


"Yeah, she's fine,"
said Rune. "She's a tough little beastie." She nodded to Sword.
"Right?"


It was hard to look at Rune.


(Scholar's gasp.


His eyes closing.)


Then the moment passed.


"Right," said Sword. And,
saying it, it became true.
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Brother Scieran held out a hand
to Sword as she dropped the foot or so the air-car hovered off the dock. She
took it – her knees still felt loose and wobbly. Even with his help, she
stumbled when she hit the wood planks.


Some Blessed One – or Cursed One,
or whatever I am. Can't even stand up straight.


She forced herself upright, and
that was when she finally realized someone was waiting for them.


The woman was approximately the
same age as Brother Scieran. But her face bore a glow that made her seem
younger, and her wrinkles were largely carved by a life of smiles and laughter.


She wore the same silver-trimmed
robe that Brother Scieran wore, as well as a mail hood, pulled back to expose
the long gray braid at the back of her neck. She even had a whip and a sickle
that were the twins of those Brother Scieran wore – though Sword suspected the
priestess' sickle was probably less bent, and her whip unshortened as the
priest's had been.


"Father Scieran!" she
said. Only a few short syllables, but Sword heard unabashed glee in every one
of them.


Perhaps more than glee.


"It's Brother,"
said the priest gruffly. But he was smiling through his whiskers. The scar on
his face curled as he grinned, and somehow made him seem even happier – like
every pain he had suffered in his life had served to bring him to this moment
of joy. "Brother Scieran. And for you it's just Scieran."


The woman bowed low.
"Please, forgive me, blessed Brother. May your grace and forgiveness rain
down everlastingly upon –"


"Gah!" Brother Scieran
threw up his hands in exasperation. But he was still grinning. "Get up,
Prasa. And stop with the Brother-ing and Father-ing."


"Your wish is my command,
Your Holiness."


This time Brother Scieran's
scream was louder, more irritated. The smile stayed on his face. "Fine,
fine. Call me Brother, then."


"Thank you, Brother Scieran.
We must observe the rules, after all. Here in the center of justice especially."


"To the Nether with
justice," muttered Brother Scieran. But very quietly. And he was still
grinning.


Rune stepped forward. "You
gonna say hi to me, Sister Prasa? Or just flirt with the priest all day?"


Now it was the priestess' –
Sister Prasa's – turn to look embarrassed. "I wasn't flirting. I mean, I
was –"


Rune waved her off. "Yeah,
yeah. We know. You two are just 'good friends.'" She rolled her eyes.
"If I was good friends with anyone like that I'd marry him and start
making little Cursed Ones."


The color on Sister Prasa's
cheeks outshone the sun.


"Well… is this…."
Sister Prasa coughed, then cleared her throat and held out a hand to Sword.
"Are you the one I've heard of?"


"I don't know," said
Sword. "Who's the one you've heard of?"


Sister Prasa laughed. The laugh
was nervous, but sincere and without any trace of artifice. "That's a good
question. Are you Sword?"


Sword jerked. Stared at Brother
Scieran. "Sister Prasa is one of us, my dear," said the priest.
"I've communicated with her by Ear all our plans, and she's up to date on
everything until last night." His smile grew a bit wider. "Surely you
didn't think the fifty or so people in the cave were the only people in the
entire Empire working on taking care of its problems?"


In point of fact, Sword had
thought that. "Who else knows –" she began, but Brother Scieran shook
his head.


"Not now," he said.
"Now is a time to rest. It's been a long and trying night. You and Rune
should get some sleep –"


"And food," said Rune.


"– and then we can talk more
when you wake."


Sword wanted to argue. Wanted to
go with Brother Scieran wherever he was going and find out what happened next.


Does it matter?


And suddenly she was tired. So,
so tired. She did want to rest. Not just to sleep, but to simply disappear.


She followed Brother Scieran and
Sister Prasa to the Cathedral. The back of the structure was no less
extraordinary than the front, no less a monument to a way of life that was
open, inviting.


Behind the Cathedral, people
dressed in the white robes of the Faithful, some in the blue trim that denoted
Acolytes, a few of them even wearing the silver-trimmed robes of the priests
and priestesses, worked on the gardens. Most of the plants were Gods' flowers,
clinging tightly to everything and making everything seem a bit more alive for
their presence. But there were also large swaths covered in wheat, other plots
devoted to various kinds of berries.


Rune noticed Sword looking
around. "The people here all do it for nothing, you know." She looked
wistful. "A few will eat the soup from the Cathedral's kitchens, some of
them live in the small rooms that the Cathedral holds. But other than that…
this is what they do, and they do it of their own free will." She stared
ahead. Looking not only at the path they walked but, Sword sensed, the path she
someday hoped to follow. "Someday, when all this is over, when the
Empire is as it should be… someday I'll come here. I'll work here, too."
She shimmered, and when she re-solidified, she grinned. "And can you
imagine what a good gardener I'll be?"


"You can only see a few
seconds ahead. That's hardly going to help with the planting."


"No, but I'll never cut
myself with shears or spill the watering buckets. So that's something!"
Rune smiled, but the smile quickly faded and she said, quietly, "I really
am sorry about your friend."


Sword didn't look at her. But she
said, "I know."


And she did. This was a war. A
quiet war, with one side holding all the best weapons, all the best odds. But a
war nonetheless.


In any war, there are casualties.
And not merely those among the soldiers. The innocent suffer as well.


Please, Gods, don't take Armor.
Don't take Devar or Garden or the others.


They entered the Cathedral. And Sword
could instantly see – even more so than outside – how the legends had grown up
about the place. It wasn't that it was particularly ornate; indeed, many of the
walls and ceilings were simple rock, perhaps granite or some other stone she couldn't
identify. But wall seemed to grow directly from floor, to join seamlessly with
ceiling. The farther they got in, the higher the ceilings got, arching to
ribbed ceilings supported by marble columns thicker than two men abreast. At
the highest points, there were outcroppings that had been styled to look like
the walls were alive with white wheat, with bleached berries larger than any
person could hope to grow.


Every ceiling had windows. Some
had mirrors above them, craftily angled reflect sunlight into the rooms. No
matter where they went, it was bright and airy.


Again, Sword was struck by the
fact that this place was open. Impossible to defend.


"How has this stayed like this?"
she said.


She hadn't really realized she
spoke at all, let alone particularly loudly, but Brother Scieran and Sister
Prasa stopped their whispered conference, and Brother Scieran said,
"What?"


She felt embarrassed, but
continued. "There used to be wars between the States. Always an Emperor,
but not always one strong enough to keep the States from being at each others'
throats. So how did the Faithful manage to hold onto all," she motioned
around her, "this?"


Brother Scieran smiled. A strange
smile, one that played at the edges of his lips, the crinkles of his eyes.
"Who says we did?" He stopped walking and looked around, seeming to view
the Cathedral with eyes that had never seen it before. Perhaps that was how he
looked every time he came. Perhaps that was one of the reasons he was Faithful.
"This place has fallen many times. Looted, ransacked." He looked at
Sword. "But always it rose again. Even in the worst times, the times when
it was against the laws to be Faithful, the priests and priestesses hid – or
fought – and came back again when the time was right."


Sister Prasa nodded. "As
ever we will."


Brother Scieran smiled. "As
I said before, some things are worth fighting for, Sword. Even if you know that
they are lost causes. Or," he said, looking around again, "causes
that can only be won temporarily, and will have to be fought again and
again."


An Acolyte appeared at the side
of the great room, coming in through one of the doorless entries that lined the
place. "Father Scieran," he said with a bow. Sister Prasa put her
hand on Brother Scieran as soon as "Father" came out of the other
man's mouth, stopping him from saying anything. The Acolyte turned to her.
"Mother Prasa. The council wishes you to join them."


Brother Scieran nodded gruffly.
The Acolyte bowed again. Deeply. And Sword began to wonder who Brother Scieran
was. Not just a warrior-priest, but something more. Something to the Faithful.


He was being summoned to the
Council of Faithful? To the group of priests and priestesses who ruled over and
judged the State of Faith?


And why did the people here
insist on calling him "Father" – a name usually reserved for High
Priests – rather than simply "Brother"? Certainly he'd been deferential
at times to Father Akiro – and certainly Father Akiro had been incredibly
insulting at times to him, though always with an undercurrent of affection.


Brother Scieran – Father
Scieran? – was proving to be something of an enigma.


"Please take my guests to
rooms and provide them with food if they wish," said Brother Scieran.


The Acolyte bowed. Brother
Scieran looked at Rune. "Watch after her," he said, with a nod to
Sword.


"Always," said Rune.


The Acolyte took the two girls to
a pair of rooms nearby. They weren't anything special – Sword's room reminded
her of the first room she had spent the night in when being tested to see if
she could be a Blessed One – just a bed, a small table beside it. The table had
a plate of simple fruits and some bread.


"May I get you anything
else?" asked the Acolyte.


"No," she answered.


He left. She didn't bother with
the food. She just crawled in bed. Slept. She dreamed that Rune came in at one
point, and the girl put her hand on Sword's head and whispered words that could
have been a blessing or simply a prayer for forgiveness.


And then she was in her Dream
again. But this time it was different. As though Rune's blessing had given her
the ability to be there, too. The other Cursed One stood in the hall with the
gold-threaded marble, the Man and the Woman reaching not just for Sword but for
both of them. They smiled at Sword, and smiled at Rune as well.


Rune smiled back. Brought into a
strange dream by an unknown prayer, but acting as though she knew these
strangers.


Then the blood came. The Man and
the Woman bled, and now Sword was – as always – alone.


The Dream ended, and Sword opened
her eyes and she was in the room still, and Scholar was still dead, but somehow
it seemed as though the event had lessened. Maybe this was just another kind of
shock, but she felt farther away, and it was easier to move.


Is this what grief is? Just a
sadness that lessens over time?


She didn't know. She hoped so.


She had barely sat up when Rune
appeared at her door.


"They want to see us,"
she said.


"Who?"


"The Council," said
Rune. "The entire Council."
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When Sword entered, half a step
behind Rune, the first thing she noticed was that the Council of Faith met in a
room even more spare than most in the Cathedral. Just a simple circle, barely
large enough to accommodate the twelve seats arranged evenly around the room.


The second thing she noticed was
that Brother Scieran sat at one of the seats. Sister Prasa sat beside him.
Sword also saw that their seats were just a bit closer to each other
than the rest of the seats were to their neighbors.


Six men and six women sat on the
seats. Six High Preists, six High Priestesses. Four wore the outfits of the
Order of Chain. Four were dressed as Acolytes of the Mind, and the last four
were Temple Faithful.


"Welcome," said Brother
Scieran. And the next thing he said ensured that he would remain
"Brother" Scieran in Sword's mind. He grimaced as he said,
"Sorry we don't have seats. There isn't much room in here, so it's either
stand or sit on someone's lap."


Several of the other High Priests
frowned at the quip, but didn't say anything. Sister Prasa laughed quietly
behind an upraised hand.


"I wouldn't mind sitting on
old Inmil's lap," said Rune.


An old man, completely bald save
a white beard so long it curled over the Temple chain he wore on his waist,
said, "We have invited you to the Council as a courtesy, Rune. Please
don't make us toss you out on your irreverant behind."


Rune batted her eyes. "But
if you bruise my behind, I won't want to sit on your lap anymore."


The man – Inmil – actually growled.
And now it wasn't just Sister Prasa who was laughing; half the men and women
were chuckling.


Surprisingly, even Inmil grinned
after a moment. "You tempt me, Rune, you know that? An old man, being
tempted by a young woman offering to sit on his lap. Tell me, would you whisper
sweet blasphemies as you held me?" He sighed and shook his head.
"It's like the First Story all over again."


Rune grinned just as widely as
Inmil. "You know I'm not that bad."


"But bad enough you'll be
trouble when you finally enter the Temple Faithful." He looked at her
meaningfully. "You know you'll actually have to be respectful when that
happens, don't you?"


Rune shrugged. "Maybe I'll
join the Acolytes of the Mind."


"You wouldn't dare. And we
wouldn't have you," said one of the women in the room. She was laughing.


Rune shrugged again. Looked like
she was going to say something else, but Brother Scieran held up a hand, and
all grew silent and serious.


"We have heard grave
news." He looked at Sword and Rune. "We have been up all night
talking, and come to no answers. I asked for you to come in the hopes that you
could help us."


"What happened?"
Sword's stomach grew heavy. Are more of my friends dead?


"Arrow called us by
Ear," said Brother Scieran. "Smoke was discovered on his mission –
apparently they either knew about his Gift, or just stumbled onto it. In any
event, he has been compromised."


"Is he all right?" said
Sword.


"He was wounded," said
Brother Scieran. "He managed to make it back to the cave, but he isn't
going anywhere for a short while." He looked around the Council. A few of
them nodded. "But there is something more troubling."


"Than that?"
said Rune.


"Yes. We know Smoke went to
a certain tavern for his information. That tavern was leveled last night. Part
of that was apparently Smoke's own doing. But after it happened, we've received
word from several of our sympathizers in Center that everyone who survived the
initial blast was rounded up… and slaughtered."


Sword's throat went dry.
"Who would do that?" she managed.


"A little girl, we're told.
Just a tiny thing, but she was at both places. So was a good-looking man. Both
Blessed Ones." He looked at her. "We have their names."


Sword didn't need them. "Devar
and Marionette," she said. Then something pricked at her. "Wait,
'both places'? What do you mean?"


Brother Scieran looked at the
floor. "Sometime after we left the Imperial Archives, the same thing
happened. Every single Archivist was rounded up. And killed."


"How is that… how is that
possible?" Rune said. "Why would they do that?"


"We don't know how it's
possible," said Brother Scieran. "The damage to the Archives was
extensive – enough so that it is likely to cast the Empire into chaos in a
matter of days. But to kill the Archivists?" He shook his head. "We
can't make sense of it."


"It's because of us,"
whispered Sword.


"How so?" Sister Prasa
sat forward in her seat.


"They killed everyone who
saw – or might have seen – one of the rebels. One of the Cursed Ones."
She looked around the circle. "The Chancellor is making some kind of move.
Some kind of change to the government. And he can't let it be known that there
are others out here, others just as powerful as his greatest weapons."


"We've acted before,"
said Arrow. "And they've never done anything like this."


"Are you sure? Besides, from
what I can see, everything you've ever done before was covert – get in, get
out. The only witnesses were the refugees, and they were hardly going to say
anything to anyone but you." She closed her eyes. Shook her head.
"No, this is a cover-up. The Chancellor can't let anyone know about us.
Our existence threatens his power base."


"But what about the
Archives?" said Rune. "How's the Chancellor going to make a move when
his entire information infrastructure just went poof?"


"Remind me to ask you how
you can use words like 'infrastructure' and 'poof' in the same sentence,"
said Inmil. He began playing with his white beard, running it through his
fingers and braiding the end. "Still, the question is a good one. It would
be an upheaval."


"Could it be so the
Chancellor will be able to take control?" Sword said.


Brother Scieran shook his head.
"One way to take control is during a power vacuum, but that is different
than complete anarchy. No, the Chancellor has a different plan – one either
unhindered or actually helped by the destruction of the Archives." He
shrugged. "And we can't figure out what it is."


"It doesn't matter."


"What?" Inmil stared at
Sword. "I think it matters a great deal, young lady. If we don't know what
he's planning, then it will be extremely difficult to counter it."


"And how are you going to
counter it?" She looked at the assemblage, catching the eye of each in
turn. "Are we going to keep on attacking from the shadows, killing
officers in the Army and waiting for a lucky chance to take out another
Minister when he's unguarded?" She shook her head. "That's not war.
That's…." She searched for the word. "That's just a slow death.
That's retreating to the edge of a pit that has no end."


Sister Prasa rubbed her chin.
"What would you suggest?"


"Take the fight to them. Not
on a small scale, but on a large one. Kill the Chancellor's remaining two
ministers – the Minister of Secrets and the Minister of the Interior. Without
the Minister of Secrets and his secret police, the Chancellor's information
flow cuts off. Without the Minister of the Interior, the Army is like a snake
with no head."


"No, it will grow another
head. A ranking member will simply be chosen by the Chancellor and the Emperor
to lead the Army. And another Minister of Secrets will be found as well,"
said one of the Councilors, an old woman with a long face quite at odds with
her stout body.


"Not if you kill the
Chancellor."


"Then who would take
over?" said Sister Prasa.


"The Emperor."


"And if the puppet, cut from
his strings, turns out to be as corrupt as the puppetmaster?" she said.


Sword shrugged. The words came,
though they were heavy: "Then we kill him, too."


Inmil sighed. "And that is
the one thing we cannot do. The people need to be free, but freedom
requires a leader. It is fine to choose one's own path – or it would be if we
all lived as hermits on our own mountains, never interacting with one another,
with no possibility of harming each other. But the fact is, we are a society, a
culture, a people. And though a person can walk a path alone, people
must always have someone who walks that path first. They need a leader, and
they need that leader to be legitimate." He shook his head. "The
people of the mountains have had an Emperor from the same lineage for a
thousand years. Do you think they will accept a coup with an illegitimate heir?
Because I do not."


"Nor I," echoed another
Councilor.


"Nor I."


"Nor I."


"And what of my thoughts on
that matter?" said Brother Scieran. He was nodding, as though he had
already proposed what Sword had said. As though he had already faced this
question.


"We will have the best of
the Acolytes of the Mind review your document," said Inmil. "But we
can't work off conjecture."


"I'd like to have one of my
Cursed look at it, as well," said Brother Scieran.


"Who?"


"Arrow."


"Arrow? Why?" Inmil
seemed both confused and amused at the suggestion. Sword didn't know why – she
didn't understand anything of the turn the discussion had taken.


"Because part of his Gift is
eyesight so acute it puts the sky-hawks to shame."


One of the other High Priestesses
– an Acolyte of the Mind – spoke. "His idea has merit."


"Very well. I vote we call
him, but direct him to come discretely," said Inmil. "In favor?"


Everyone's right hand rose.


"What document?" said
Rune. "What's going on?"


Brother Scieran looked at his
fellow Councilors. Several nodded, while the rest either shrugged or seemed to
lean back in their chairs as though asleep. "I think –"


"We think," Sister
Prasa broke in, laying a hand on his arm.


"We think," he
continued, "that the scroll we recovered from the Imperial Archives may be
part of the reason the Archive was destroyed. Perhaps even the real reason the
people at Smoke's tavern were killed: to throw us off the track, to make us
think what you do – that the Chancellor didn't want anyone to know about the
Cursed Ones."


"But what else could it
be?" asked Rune.


Brother Scieran drew something
out of his robe. Something Sword recognized immediately. The scroll they had
recovered. "Why would that be so important the Chancellor would risk
anarchy to destroy it?"


"Not to destroy it,"
said Sister Prasa. "To destroy the very memory of it."


Brother Scieran nodded. "And
as to what it is… I believe it may hold the identity of the lost child of the
Empire. I believe the part that was scrubbed away is a record of the girl born
to the last Emperor, the twin of the current boy." He stared at Sword.
"I believe that you may be the one we can put on the throne."
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Arrow hated this part of the job.


It was one thing to face Imperial
officers in the alley, to kill nobles who forgot what "noble" really
meant. It was one thing to fight a quiet war – even one he believed he must
lose.


And it was quite another to sit
and wait.


Not that he had nothing to do –
there were small fights to be broken up among the refugees, quarrels that
seemed so large when they occurred in the small space of the cave.


People aren't meant to be
cloistered in a place like this. People are meant to be outside. To see the
sky. To be….


Free.


He missed his State. Missed his
home.


Missed his family.


For a moment he thought of them.
His father, his little brother. How had they looked when they died? Had they
gone bravely, had they begged?


He hoped they had been brave. But
brave or not, they were still dead.


"You're moping."


"And you're moving."


Arrow had stopped by to check on
Smoke, and was dismayed to find the man out of his bed, teetering around the
large tent where the Cursed Ones made the plans that were their part of this
war. The overall actions were organized by the Council of Faith, but the
details, the minute hows and whens of each part of the grand scheme – they were
brought to pass in this place before they ever happened aboveground.


Smoke was looking at some of the
maps, turning over the notes Brother Scieran had written before departing on
his last trip.


"Do you even understand what
he was doing there?" Smoke said.


Arrow shrugged. "The man is
a mystery as much as not."


"And yet we follow him. The
child of a noble and a convicted murderer, traipsing after a priest who shirks
his priestly duties as often as not." Smoke snorted. "Life is funny
sometimes." He flipped through a few more pages, then gave up with a
shrug. "Who knows?"


"The real question is: what
are you doing out of bed?"


"I'm fine."


"You don't look fine. You
look like a poorly cooked meal."


Smoke brushed his hands over his
face and head, grimacing as his fingers found patches of singed, hairless skin.
"Well, I was never very pretty. What do you think of Sword?"


Arrow blinked, startled by the
sudden turn of conversation. "Uhh… complicated."


"No. Not complicated."
Smoke leveled a huge finger at him. "That's the problem with you nobles.
You're so busy 'complicating' the world, you forget how to make simple
decisions."


"And you convicts make the
mistake of seeing the world as a simple place, and look where that gets
you."


Smoke grinned, unoffended.
"True, but at least we sleep the sleep of the innocent after our
convictions." Then he grew serious. "Honestly. What do you think of
her?"


Arrow shook his head. "She's
a good warrior."


Smoke snorted, then followed that
up with a grimace and rubbed his bandaged shoulder. "That's not what I
meant."


"What do you want me to say,
Smoke?" Arrow felt himself growing angry. "I think she's good for our
cause. I think she may even be a good person. But she killed my family."


"So what you're saying is…
it's complicated."


"Finally, the convict sees
the light."


They stood in silence a moment,
then Smoke returned to shuffling through the papers on the table. He looked
like he wouldn't have much in the way of a mind – the prison tattoos, the
muscled chest and arms that he rarely covered with a suit or tunic or even a
vest. But he was smart. Very smart. Arrow liked him – loved him as an older
brother – and trusted him with his life.


But he could be very annoying
sometimes.


"She didn't know."


"What?" Arrow barely
heard the big man's voice.


"She didn't know. What she
was doing."


"I know. That's part of what
makes it complicated." Arrow dropped to a nearby chair. He felt tired.
Tired of it all, tired of the war, tired of being….


Alone.


He missed his family. Not that
he'd seen them much in the last months. But just knowing they were out there,
available should he need them. People needed their families. Families
were what you went to when the whole rest of the world fell to the
Netherworlds.


If it hasn't already done so.


The word had come in by Ear: the
Archives destroyed, whole groups of men and women slaughtered. Brother Scieran
hadn't told him how he knew of this – the priest had sources as deep and high
as the Imperial Palace itself – but Arrow had no reason to doubt.


And one of the people he fought
with. One of the people he was supposed to trust his life to… had killed
what remained of his family.


But there's still Smoke. Wind and
Cloud and Rune. Brother Scieran. Still family of a kind, if not the ones you
were born to.


The thought was the one he kept
returning to, day after day. And it was the only one that really gave him
comfort.


"What do you think of
Sword?" asked Smoke.


"I already told you
–"


"I'm not talking to
you."


That was when Arrow realized he
and Smoke had been joined by the twins. Cloud and Wind stood in the entrance to
the tent. Wind was wearing what she always did: silver armor, silver mask
pushed back over her head. But Cloud was not wearing his white robe with the
black trim. He was, instead, wearing a simple gray tunic and pants that looked
like they belonged to a suit – the kind of patchwork outfit many of the
refugees wore.


The people here were wanted by
the government, most of them had been targeted for specific assassination, so
to go outside was too dangerous for them – at least for now. One of the only
things to do down here was barter goods, which meant State lines had blurred,
and everyone now looked like they belonged to a new place. An Empire with no
individual mountains, no separated States. Just a single place, and a single
people who all simply did their best to live with one another.


Perhaps that's why we suffer. So
that we can see how good comes of it.


Is that why you suffer, Arrow?


But he knew that was self-serving
and unfair. All of them had suffered. Wind and Cloud, Smoke, Rune… all had
borne much. And would likely have to bear more.


"You going to answer?"
said Smoke. "Fur-cat got your tongues?" He grinned. "What do you
think of our newest Cursed One?"


The twins looked at one another.
Then, slowly, Cloud raised his hand. He pushed a thumb into the air. A moment
later, Wind shrugged, and pointed at her brother: What he said.


"Yeah, me too. I like
her." Smoke looked at Arrow. "I like her a lot." He grinned.
"So if you don't ask her for a romantic walk behind the waterfall, I'm
going to."


Arrow gaped. He couldn't be sure
if his friend was joking or not – often the case with Smoke. Still, it was
surprisingly shocking, to hear him voice an interest in Sword – even if it
might be in jest.


"I really don't know what to
say."


"Then it's settled. I ask
her for the walk the minute she's back." Smoke suddenly grew white. He
leaned hard on the table.


"You need to get into bed.
Now."


"Yeah, you might be
right."


But Arrow felt a hand tap his
shoulder. Cloud held a palm to his ear as soon as he got his attention: the
sign that someone wanted to talk to him via Ear.


"Who?" said Arrow.


Cloud raised the same hand so it
was a bit over his head: Brother Scieran.


"Did he say what he
wanted?"


Cloud shrugged, which could
either mean, "I don't know," or "It's too complicated for
charades."


"Just me?" he asked.


Wind shook her head. Made a
circling gesture, parallel to the floor. All of us.


At the same time, Cloud pointed
downward. Now.


"So much for getting any more
rest," said Smoke.


They left the tent. The Ear
usually stayed in his own tent, near to the edge of the lake.


As they approached, the waterfall
grew louder. Smoke looked meaningfully at Arrow. Eyebrows – what was left of
them – perked up.


"If you keep bothering me
about this I'm going to ask her for a walk just to spite you."


"Maybe that's what I'm
hoping for."


"No, not you." Cloud
and Wind were already at the Ear's tent, pulling back the flaps. "That
would be too complicated."


Smoke grinned at him.


And for a moment, the pain of
losing his family was gone.


For a moment he was happy.


And he honestly didn't know if it
was because of the family he still had… or the sudden prospect of walking
behind the waterfall with Sword.
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Armor trudged across the field.
It was still fairly early, so only a few soldiers were at practice, banging
swords clumsily as they swung tired arcs that would have seen them killed in a
real battle.


I miss honest fighting.


It was a thought he never would
have voiced, not even to Kataya.


Especially not now. Not in these
dangerous times.


He had wanted to call Kataya, to
pour out his heart to her, but had been afraid to do so. At this point, he
suspected that saying too much – even with the discretion of an Ear protecting
him – would be dangerous. To him and especially to her.


Gods, can I do this? Even for
her?


He reached the building that
allowed only the Blessed. Pressed his disc against the depression, twisted it,
then stood back as the door opened.


This hall had been designed as a
place of safety. A place for the Blessed to come and plan their service.


But what service do we do?


He pushed the thought away.
Entered the hall.


And heard weeping.


The door shut behind him, and he
walked quickly to the source of the sound.


It was Garden. She sat in a
chair, but was bent nearly double, arms clutched across her stomach, head
between her knees as she sobbed… sobbed… sobbed. Each wracking cry was an agony
that tore at Armor's heart.


"Garden, what is it?"
He touched her back. She kept crying. "Child, what has you in such
despair?"


She finally looked up at him. The
flower in her hair, the one she always wore that was both ornament and
armament, was wilted and brown at the edges. And Garden herself seemed to have
wilted somehow as well.


"What happened?" he
asked.


"I…." Her mouth worked,
up and down, up and down. No sound came. Then she managed: "I killed
them."


Armor felt cold. "Who did
you kill?"


"I killed them all, Armor. I
killed them all."


He knelt beside her. "I want
to help you, Garden."


"I killed them all."


"Who?"


Again, silence. Again, that
strange working of her mouth, as though she were speaking in her mind but the
words had no power to escape whatever walls she had erected there.


Perhaps that's best. Perhaps she
shouldn't say what she did.


And that would be just one more
thing to hide, wouldn't it? One more small shame pushed far away?


"They were all brought to
the field outside the castle," said Garden. Now the words seemed to tumble
from her lips, like she had no power to control or stop them. "You know
the field? The big one where they say the Gods used to come to grow sow their
very own wheat and grow berries on the tops of the mountains?"


Armor nodded. "I know
it."


"They were all brought
there. The field is so beautiful. I love going there. Loved. Loved going there.
So green. So many plants." She touched the flower in her hair. "Even
the thistles that grow there have great purple flowers atop them, did you know
that?"


"Aye. My wife loves
those."


"The soldiers brought them
there. Pushed them into a circle. Then left. They all left. It was just them
and me and Devar." She sobbed again. Her head fell between her knees.
"Then Devar left, too, and it was just them and me. Just them and me. Them
and me." She raised her eyes to Armor's and the cold he had felt now
seemed to freeze his heart. "I made the plants kill them all. Every one of
them."


"Who were they?"
whispered Armor.


But Garden's eyes had moved
beyond his. "There were hundreds. Hundreds. And they ran, and
screamed, and bled. I tore them to pieces. The field wasn't green
anymore." She looked at him again. "It's red now."


"Why?"


"I was ordered. The
Chancellor –"


"Garden."


The voice that snapped out cut
off whatever she had been about to say. Armor looked back in time to see Devar
striding toward them. He looked furious. "Garden, you were given explicit
orders not to talk about this. The Chancellor himself –"


"I killed them." The
words spat out of her with such loathing, such intense hatred, that
Armor stepped away from Garden. But whatever fueled the emotion, it seemed to
strip the sobs and grief from her soul. She stood and walked to Devar, who
looked enraged at her interruption. "I killed them," she whispered. "All
those men, all those scholars, the Archivists." Then, louder, "But
don't worry. I'll never tell a soul."


"See that you don't."


Garden left.


Devar watched her go, then turned
to Armor. "What were you doing in the Archives?" he asked.


Armor considered lying. But knew
he wouldn't get away with it; Devar had likely already spoken to Siren and
Teeth and already knew exactly what he'd been doing there.


"I was trying to find out
more about Sword."


"And exactly how does that
fit into your mission to protect the Empire?"


Again, the only thing that sprang
to Armor's lips was the simple truth: "I need to understand. I need to
understand how she turned against the Empire. Why. And if I can turn her
back."


Devar leaned in close, and Armor
was shocked at the wrath in the young man's eyes. He knew that Devar was a
close confidant of the Chancellor, that he was to be obeyed at all costs. More
than that, he knew little. The young man was as big an enigma as Sword. Bigger.


So many secrets.


Now, Devar pointed at him. "Understand
something, Armor," he said. His voice quivered with barely contained rage.
"All you need to know is that you follow orders. And as long as you do,
your wife will live."


A new feeling writhed inside Armor.
Not the cold he had felt when Garden spoke. No, this was pure, unadulterated
fear. "What do you mean?"


Devar grinned. The smile curved
his face, making him look strangely old in the light of the glo-globes. "I
mean that the Chancellor gave her her life. He saved her from the sickness that
stole your daughter. But don't you think it possible that sickness might…
return?"


Armor was spared having to answer
by a sudden scream. It had the sound of a man, but with the raised tones of
sheer terror.


Armor rushed to the door. He
didn't look at Devar. Didn't want to. Couldn't. Was glad of this excuse to get
away get away get away.


He threw the door open.


Gasped.


Garden had made good on her
promise. She would never tell what she knew about the killings.


One of the trees that lined the exterior
of the practice field had bent under the call of her Gift. A thick branch had wrapped
itself around her neck, yanking her high off the ground. Several more branches
had impaled her from all angles.


She was still moving. But as
Armor watched, the movements turned to tremors. And the tremors to stillness.


He felt Devar behind him.


"Remember what I said,"
whispered Devar.


"I will."


Armor watched as several soldiers
tried ineffectually to cut down the body, hacking at the tree with their
swords.


Garden seemed to stare at him.


He closed his eyes.


"I will," he whispered
again.
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Arrow sighed and put down the
scroll. Sword watched him as he stretched, his back crackling, and then rubbed
his eyes.


"I can't find any
more," he finally said.


Sword didn't know whether to take
that as a good thing or a bad one.


The best scientists of the
Acolytes of the Mind had pored over the scroll for hours, cleaning the ink as
best they could, using solvents to tease out bits of text under the darkness.
Then they let Arrow look at the scroll, his own beyond-perfect eyesight
augmented by scope-glasses that allowed him even closer looks at the smudged
lines and whorls.


And he found almost nothing.
Nothing of interest, at least.


"The word 'Imperial'
definitely appears a few times," he said, "but whether that's a
definition of heritage or a statement of account paid, I can't tell." He
rubbed his eyes. Looked at Sword with an expression that made her feel odd.
Like he was peeling apart her soul and making some important decision based on
what he found there.


He smiled at her. And for some
reason she found herself very glad of that.


At the same time, she wondered
idly what Devar was doing. Wondered if she could make him understand
what was happening, as she had failed to make Armor understand. Could he be
turned to the right side of this fight?


Could any of her friends?


"I did find one word that
might indicate we know someone on this page." Arrow pointed at a spot that
Sword thought looked just as black as the rest of the page. "It says
'scar' here, in one of the areas that lists physical descriptions." He
looked at her pointedly. She felt like covering the scar that drew a
nearly-invisible line from her eye to her mouth. "Did you get that in the
kennels, or before?"


"I already told Brother
Scieran: I don't think so, but I don't know," she said.


"You don't know?" Rune
was standing just a bit behind her. "Gods' teeth, girl, how could you not
know when someone hacked up your face?"


"I just don't." She
glared at Rune. "It's not like they gave us mirrors to check our
wounds."


"Wouldn't the blood pouring
over your face be a clue?"


"I always had blood
on my face. The hope was that it just wasn't mine."


Rune whistled. "Remind me
not to get in a fight with you. Gift or no."


Sister Prasa broke in. Unlike
Sword and Rune, who had just stopped in periodically to check on Arrow's
progress; and Brother Scieran, who had disappeared for several hours to take a
much-needed rest, she had stayed with Arrow the entire time he was working.
"Wouldn't it be a bit odd for someone to include 'Imperial' as a description
of a child they were clearly trying to make disappear?" she asked.


"Yes," said Brother
Scieran.


"So it must be that
'Imperial' refers to an amount."


"Not necessarily."


"But you just said –"


Brother Scieran held up a hand.
"I agreed that it would be odd. Not that it would be impossible." He
frowned at the scroll, as though trying to pull out its secrets by an act of
will… or simple faith. "We have a friend at the palace. And we have had
others in the past. What if one of them insured there was a clue? A trail to
find an alternate heir when and if the time was ever right?"


"You mentioned that
before," said Sword. "What friend do you have at the palace?"


Brother Scieran smiled. A tight
smile. "That's a good question."


"You're not going to tell
me?"


"I would if I could – but I
don't know."


Sword frowned. "What do you
mean, 'you don't know'?"


Brother Scieran looked at Sister
Prasa. She shrugged. He looked back at Sword. "There are only perhaps
three people in the world who know this – outside of this room. There is
someone in the palace who provides us information from time to time. But I've
never been able to find out who it is, or how he knows what he knows."


"How do you even get
information from this person?" said Sword. "And how do you know he's
trustworthy? He could be the Chancellor, for all you know, getting you to do
what he wants with information he controls."


"Perhaps," said Brother
Scieran. "But I don't think so. He's been giving us information for over a
decade. Slipping us tips that have kept us from getting killed, helping us in a
thousand small ways. There's a place in Center where I used to be stationed,
working with the poor and the orphaned, and while I was cleaning the cathedral
there one night I found a note telling me that the man the Cursed One had
targeted for assassination was going to be guarded by three times the men we
expected. And the information turned out to be right."


"Saved my butt," said
Rune. "That was one of my first jobs, and I'd have been toast without that
help."


"Just so," said Brother
Scieran. "The information always goes to the same cathedral. I know from
some of the information he's given that our source is from the palace,
that he is well-placed, but beyond that…." He spread his hands.
"I choose not to look askance at a gift from the Gods."


Sister Prasa turned to him.
"Still, our question remains. Why would a friend leave clues about the
heir, but fail to tell us? Wouldn't it be easier to simply let us know
where an heir was?"


Brother Scieran nodded.
"Yes. But perhaps this friend," he said, pointing to the scroll,
"didn't know us yet. Perhaps he wanted to hide the heir in a safe place,
and wanted to make sure she could be found in case something happened to him.
And perhaps something did happen to him then, right after he did
this." He shrugged. "Or perhaps he did it because he was unsure what
he should do, and was simply covering as many possibilities as he could."


"That's a lot of perhaps-ing
to base a revolution on," said Rune.


"But there's also Father
Akiro," said Brother Scieran. "Don't forget him. He looked into
Sword's past, and told me that if we searched it out, we would find something
very important."


"That could mean she has the
secret to a new, delicious recipe for berry soup," said Rune.


Brother Scieran sighed. "I
know. I know it's all just a lot of conjecture. But it's all we have. And
remember, too, that things haven't gone as we expected. No riots have occurred,
the banks and exchanges have – according to all reports – opened and continued
business as usual."


"And how is that
possible?" said Sister Prasa. "We've got Ears in every state, and not
a one of them has reported anything like the panic you would expect if the
Empire's records went up in flame."


"I've been thinking about
that, too," said Brother Scieran. "A few hours' sleep does wonders
for one's thought processes." He held out his fingers, splayed wide,
ticking off points with them. "Let's look at what we know. First fact: the
Empire is headed by the Emperor, or better said the Chancellor, but its life-blood
is the bureaucracy. Second fact: the entire reason for the existence of the
bureaucracy is to maintain financial, family, and landholder records that give
stability to the Emperor's rule. Third: the destruction of these records would
cause the bureaucracy to come to a screaming halt, followed quickly by
widespread panic. Fourth: this has not happened. Ergo, five: the records must
not have been destroyed."


"But they were," said
Sword. "We were there, we saw it happen." And, she thought, we killed
Scholar for this scroll.


"No, we saw the records at
the Imperial Archive destroyed," said Brother Scieran. "But
what if there were duplicates? Or what if the ones at the Archive were
themselves the copies? You yourselves noted that the Archive was very poorly
guarded for a place of such import. So what if it based its poor state of
readiness not just on faith that no one would want to cast the Empire into
anarchy… but on an underlying understanding that its destruction would matter
little in the great scheme of things?" He spread his hands wide. "As
appears to be the case."


"Tell them about the other
thing," said Sister Prasa.


"The other thing?"
said Rune.


"Why is there always an other
thing," sighed Arrow.


"The Imperial Army,"
said Sister Prasa.


"What about it?" said
Sword.


"It's… mobilizing?"


"Was that a question? It
sounded like you were telling us something, but it also sounded like a
question." Rune frowned as she said it, shimmered, and then said,
"And I'm not sure the answer he gives," she  said, pointing to
Brother Scieran, "helps much."


"We don't really understand
what's happening," said Brother Scieran. "The armed units are in
motion – many of them for the first time in scores, if not hundreds of years.
But they're not moving as one would expect. According to reports from the Ears,
they're moving half the units toward skybridges and air-docks that lead to
neighboring States – Center, Fear –"


"And Faith," added
Sister Prasa with a grimness that Sword hadn't yet seen in her.


"Yes. No Imperial Army group
has set foot on Faith since the last time we were hunted. Since the last time
an Emperor sought to install himself not only as leader of the political world,
but as the head of the spiritual one as well."


"Why would anyone do
that?" asked Rune. "The guy already owns everything."


Brother Scieran shrugged.
"There are people who always want more. And whether or not the Emperor is
himself one of these people, I suspect that the Chancellor surely is."


"So they take Fear, where
the slums are, and neutralize an uprising from the poorest classes. They take
Faith and try to neutralize the Church –" began Arrow.


"And the forces of the Order
of Chain in particular," added Sister Prasa.


Arrow nodded. "And they move
into Center at the same time to consolidate power there. Maybe move a few into
Knowledge to control the Academics – but they probably won't need much to do
that, since those people don't have much of a reputation for fighting." He
looked at Brother Scieran. "There's definitely some kind of a power shift
in the offing."


"What about the other
half?" asked Sword. "The half of the Army units that aren't moving
toward the skybridges?"


Brother Scieran frowned. "We
don't understand that. They seem to be clustering at a point on the outer ridge
of Strength." He shrugged. "But there is no one to fight there. It's
one of the largest bases in the Empire, a base known as the Acropolis where
huge numbers of troops are garrisoned, with the surrounding area fiercely loyal
to the Empire and the Emperor."


"Could it be that the Chancellor
is going to kill the Emperor and take his place, then have the Army destroy that
area since the people are so loyal to the Emperor?" said Arrow.


"Perhaps," said Brother
Scieran. "But doubtful. Whatever the Chancellor does to shift power – if
that is, indeed, what is happening – the power shift will have to be under the
aegis of Imperial Law, at least in basic appearance." He sighed. "And
then there's the other thing."


"Another other
thing?" Rune glared at him. She shimmered. "Gods' teeth, none
of this makes sense."


"No, it doesn't."
Brother Scieran agreed. Then, to the Cursed Ones who didn't have foresight, he
explained, "The units gathering at the outer edge of the mountain of
Strength have some odd armored units. They look somewhat like enormous auto-cars,
but they are armored to a far greater degree, and they have guns built into
them."


"They call them tanks,"
said Sister Prasa.


"Just so," said Brother
Scieran. "The guns are apparently much larger than anything we've ever
seen, and the bullets – which are also huge – are enchanted by both Pushes and
Shocks so they explode on impact."


"So they're going to use
them to consolidate power." Arrow shrugged. "Or that's what they should
be doing."


"Agreed," said Brother
Scieran. "But every single one of the tanks is at the outskirts of the
mountain. At the edge. At… the…." He grew pale.


"What is it?" asked
Arrow.


Rune shimmered, but before she
could reappear, Sword knew. "Those tank things aren't going across the
mountain," she said, "they're going down."


"That's insane," said
Arrow. "That's the one thing they can't do."


"But it makes sense,"
said Sister Prasa. "The Ears have told us the tanks have metallic wheels
and tracks that enable them to move overland – but still someone went to the
enormous cost and effort to make them fly." She looked around.
"They'll float down the side of the mountain."


"But why?" asked Rune.
She didn't bother shimmering in and out of the future, apparently content to
wait for the answer.


"Again, we don't know."
Brother Scieran clenched a fist. "We don't know too much." Then he
looked up, and his gaze was directed straight at Sword. "But we know this:
we have to move, and we have to move fast. Massive changes are coming, and if
we don't move, we're going to find ourselves – along with every other
person who has dared stand against the Empire – driven to extinction."


"Then what can we do?"
asked Arrow.


"We've spoken of this,"
said Sister Prasa. "Best case scenario was that you, Arrow, found
information that could lead us to a live, alternate heir to install on the
throne. Then we could depose the Emperor and his Chancellor, install the new
Empress, and try to reshape things from there."


"Worst case scenario?"
said Rune. "Since that's what we're working from here?"


"We broaden our attack. Take
out the remaining Ministers – the Minister of the Interior and Minister of
Secrets – in rapid succession. Then kill the Chancellor and bend the Emperor to
our will," said Brother Scieran.


"Oh, is that all?"
asked Rune. "I thought it would be something hard."


"Not hard. Just a bit
impossible," said Brother Scieran. "But there's also a chance we can
find out where the alternate archives are. And if we can do that, perhaps the
original of this," he said, gesturing at the scroll Arrow still held,
"is there. Perhaps it is unaltered, and we can determine an heir with
it."


"One more thing if there are
originals somewhere else," said Sword. "If the Emperor – the
Chancellor – has the originals, then he can alter them." She looked
around the room. "There's nothing to check them against. He can change
finances, alter landholdings, give and retract titles. He can be more powerful
than any Emperor in history, because he would have absolute control of the
definition of what the Emperor holds." She folded her arms. "To the
nobles and the people in control, what you have is what you are. And the
Chancellor will have everything."


Sister Prasa drew the sign of
Faith across shoulders and forehead. Brother Scieran nodded. "We have no
time to wait for best cases, it seems," he said. "We're going to have
to go with our worst-case plan." He looked at them. "I'll discuss
this with the Council, but I would like to know how you all think we
should proceed."


"We have to stop the outer
armies," said Sister Prasa. "The one law that has remained
unalterable in living memory is this: do not descend below the clouds. And if
the Chancellor intends to do that, he could wreak destruction on us all."


"Or he could just kill of a
bunch of the Army for us and leave us with that many fewer of his thugs to
worry about," said Rune. "Anyone who goes down the mountain dies, but
there's never been any kind of reprisal from… from whatever's down there."
Sword was surprised how serious – almost awed – Rune sounded when she spoke.
The normally carefree-sounding girl now could have passed for one of the
Acolytes of the Mind. And it wasn't the thought of the army dying that brought
the near-reverence to her voice: Sword knew it was the idea of so many people
braving what the Acolytes thought to be the realm of the Gods themselves.


"No matter what, a river of
change is about to sweep through the Empire. And we cannot afford to sit back
and wait for it to simply carry us along with it," said Brother Scieran.


He looked at Arrow. "What do
you counsel?" he asked.


Arrow frowned. "If change is
afoot, then now is as good a time as any to change things in our favor."
He looked at Sister Prasa, then at Brother Scieran. "I say we kill the
Minister of the Interior. He's over the Army, and that will both send the Army
into disarray – stopping them from whatever they're doing on the side of the
mountain as well as impeding their movement into the other States – and give us
an opportunity to draw the Chancellor out into the open to kill him."


Sister Prasa frowned. "And
what about the Emperor?"


Arrow shrugged. "Sounds like
he's already dead, to me. The Chancellor is going to move on him. We'll try to
turn him. If we can't turn him, we'll try to replace him with an alternate
heir." He looked hard at Sword. "If we can't replace him with with a
legitimate heir…." He shrugged. "We improvise."


Brother Scieran said, "That's
as good as anything I can think of."


The priest's gaze came to Sword.
She shook her head. "I don't think the idea of putting any hopes on me as
being a part of the royal family is a good one. At all. But the rest…."
She spread her arms wide. "I have nothing better."


Brother Scieran nodded.
"Very well. I shall call the Council." He and Sister Prasa moved
toward the door. "Will you continue looking at the scroll, Arrow?"


"I've already looked at it
so hard my eyes feel like coals in my skull… but sure, why not?" He put
the scope-glasses back on and bent over the scroll, moving one of the three
glo-globes on the desk a bit closer for more light. Rune leaned over the scroll
as well, shimmering once and pointing him to a different part of the page.


Sword remained for a moment, a
strange feeling coming over her – wanting to stay with Arrow even though there
was little she could do here.


Instead, she turned and ran out
of the room. She caught up to Brother Scieran and Sister Prasa, who turned when
they heard her footsteps echoing off the stone floor.


"What is it?" asked
Brother Scieran.


"Can I – can I talk to
you?"


"Are you all right?"


"Aside from having the
possibility of an Empire thrown on me even though I know – I absolutely know
– that's the wrong thing to do?" she shrugged. "Not really."


Brother Scieran turned to Sister
Prasa. "Go on ahead. Get started with the Council. I'll be along as soon
as I can."


She nodded. Then, impulsively,
she leaned forward and kissed his cheek. Brother Scieran glowed red. So did
Sword, though she wasn't sure why.


Jealousy?


"I, uh… I thought you
weren't allowed," she finally managed.


"We're not." Brother
Scieran watched Sister Prasa leave. "But my Order allows you to leave the
fold, without judgment or retribution of any kind. Often has Prasa made it
known that she would like to do so. With me." He sighed. "And often
have I wished to say yes."


"Why don't you?"


"Because here I am a High
Priest and a leader in the Order of Chain. I can help move the Empire, and
until things have settled in a better direction, that is what I must do. And
hope that there is time after. Time for a better tomorrow – for all of
us." He drew his eyes away from Sister Prasa. Looked back at Sword.
"But we're not here to talk about me. What troubles you?"


"What's –" She
hesitated. There were so many things to ask – why he was so sure she belonged
on the throne, what she could do to help get ready, a million others. But the
only one she could think of: "What is Second Gift?"


"You're asking because of
what happened at the Archive, aren't you?" asked Brother Scieran quietly.


She nodded. "I didn't know
if you saw that."


"Saw a sword of flame burst
from a broken hilt? Saw you fight off an invincible man?" He snorted.
"Hard to miss, that."


"What was it? It wasn't my
Gift." She spread her hands. "Or it was a different part of it."


Brother Scieran stood, still and
silent, for a long moment. "One in a thousand people is a Gift. One in a
thousand of them is Blessed – or Cursed. And of them, some are born with Second
Gift. It is often an extension of their Gift, though more powerful. For
instance, Rune –"


"She has Second Gift?"
asked Sword. "I thought she could only see forward a few seconds."


Brother Scieran pursed his lips
in an almost-chuckle. "Think about what she does. You'll see it if you
try."


Sword did. Thinking back about
the shimmering girl, thinking about how she seemed to know what was coming, to
be able to adjust for it. And suddenly felt like hitting herself on the
forehead. "She doesn't just see a few seconds into the future. She can
travel back a few seconds into the past. To redo six seconds she's
already lived once, and fix mistakes that are made." She frowned.
"But how is that even possible?"


Brother Scieran spread his arms
wide – a gesture that took in not just the two of them, but the Cathedral, the
mountain of Faith, the entire world. "How is any of this possible, Sword?
Some things were not meant to be understood, only used and, hopefully, enjoyed
as that use added to our enlightenment."


"Anyone else? Anyone else
have Second Gift?"


"One of us. But he does not
want to ever use it. Nor can I blame him."


"Who?"


Brother Scieran ignored the
question. He looked at her. "The question here is: what is yours? Some
people know intrinsically what their Second Gift is: they know the instant they
discover their First Gift. Others – like you, I gather – have to discover their
Second Gift."


"Is it just to create a
flaming sword?" she asked.


Brother Scieran shook his head.
"I don't know. Is it?"


Sword hadn't replaced her broken
katana, but nor had she been able to bring herself to go without at least the
appearance of arms. She pulled the broken blade from the scabbard, looking at
the six inches of steel that remained, willing them to grow, to brighten, to
flare into flame.


For a moment, a single instant,
it seemed as though a spark rippled along the edge.


Then it died.


Sword and Brother Scieran watched
the steel for a time, both absolutely still in the silent hall.


She sheathed the katana – what
was left of it – and felt like she was saying goodbye to a wounded friend.


Then footsteps sounded. Running.
The echoes of nearly panicked steps coming their way.


Sister Prasa turned the corner. She
saw them.


"The Cathedral!" she
shouted. "It's –"


And then the first explosion hit.
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Wind was out of candy. And that
was sad, she supposed. But there were worse things.


And as always, that thought brought
the visions. The memories. Sights she sought to hide from every day, things she
wished she could unsee, but knew she never could.


A village burning.


A father, throwing her and her
brother from the flames of their home. He was screaming. She couldn't hear it,
of course – she was born deaf – but there was no mistaking the look on his
face, the circle of his mouth that looked like it was trying to tear his face
apart. Screaming, screaming as he burned and yet still rushed deeper into the
house, searching for her mother and two younger brothers.


No one else came out. She and
Wind – though they had been called by other names then – were the only ones to
escape.


She never knew why her village
was destroyed. Never understood why everyone who survived was rounded up, and the
adults skewered on long spears jabbed into the dirt, while the children who
still lived were chained together and led away sobbing.


She also never understood why she
watched. Cloud tried to pull her away, to yank her out from behind the log, to
run with her into the forest. She wouldn't go. She had to stay. Had to see. Had
to bear witness. She would never speak what she saw, but some things had to be
remembered, if not passed on.


She did understand that the
people who did it were soldiers. That they were dressed in the Emperor's red
and black. That they came bearing papers that let them into the village with
open arms. And as soon as they were embraced, they destroyed.


She didn't hear any of the
destruction. Didn't hear her father's screams. Didn't hear the shrieks of the
people killed in the aftermath. But it was all so loud in her mind. And all the
louder because she had nothing else to compare it to. Born deaf, the only
sounds she heard were the ones she created inside her, and they were all of
fear, of terror, of woe.


She and Cloud waited behind that
log for three days. Not knowing if the soldiers were still in the area, or if
they would return.


When they finally came out, they
had barely enough strength to make it to a nearby stream. They drank, and Wind
felt like she had, indeed, died. The water revived her body, but the fact that
she had lived when so many others died simply made her feel guilty.


She should have done something.
Should have saved her father, her mother, her brothers.


She drifted through the land with
Cloud, and neither spoke. She because she could not, he because he would not.
It was as though he had joined her in her deafness – only where she had been
born with hers, his had come upon him in that day of blood and flame.


They straggled along to a place
where there was a white building. It had the sign of Faith on its roof, made of
black wood that looked like it had been struck by lightning.


They went to it. Not because they
felt they should, but because they were hungry. They both wanted to die, she
understood that, but they were also still alive on some deep level… a level
that would not allow them to simply give up. There was a place that demanded
they live. They fight.


They seek revenge.


The door to the white building
opened and a smiling man in a priest's robe let them in. He spoke to them, and
Cloud nodded. Wind understood how to read lips, but she wasn't looking at what
he said. She was tired, and the screams of recent memory were too loud for her
to hear the soundless words of the man before her. She just followed Cloud as
they were led to a table. As they were fed. Then taken to a bed.


They slept.


They woke.


They ate again.


Slept, woke, ate, slept, woke,
ate.


At one point the man came to her
and said, Do you seek sanctuary? There are men here looking for you, and I
need to know if I can stop them.


She didn't understand the words
he mouthed. She just nodded and went back to sleep.


Woke, ate. Slept again.


She wasn't sure how long it
continued. Forever, it seeemed. But it couldn't have been forever, because she
still fit her clothes when she finally ventured outside again.


The man in the priest's outfit
was in the back of the small building. He was working in a garden, hoeing
between rows of berries. Cloud was beside him, running hands absently through
the thick brown soil.


Welcome, said the man. This is the
Small Cathedral. He smiled. Not a very creative name, but it serves.
He held out a small trowel. Would you help with the weeds?


She did. Not because she wanted
to, but for the same reason she had said yes when he asked if she wanted
"sanctuary": it simply seemed the thing to do, there and then.


The day passed in the garden.


Wind and Cloud stayed with him
for weeks. Then Wind ran away. She didn't tell her brother she was going. She
just left. She found her way back to the village.


It was still rubble. The dead
were dessicated creatures, broken puppets on shattered sticks.


She went to the remains of her
home. Picked through it and tried to ignore the things that looked like bones.
Tried to convince herself they were merely parts of the thatching.


She failed.


Eventually she found what she
looked for. A chest. It was a big thing, wood planks bound together by thick
ribs of iron. The wood was singed and black, but the iron – including the lock
– still held.


She found a rock and beat on the
lock. The rock shattered in her hands after a few tries. Another rock fell
apart to no effect as well.


She switched tactics. She beat on
the wood. The rock crumpled the fire-weakened timber.


And Wind brought out what she
sought.


It had been her mother's. The
women of the village were the warriors, the men the peacemakers. It was the
division that had always been – and the way she had thought it always would be.
Not that they had to fight off many people in recent memory. The Empire brooked
no armies but its own – and she now saw why.


But there were the occasional
bandits. The few bands that still managed to cause trouble for the villages in
this area.


And her mother had worn this
armor. This silver breastplate, these silver greaves and gauntlets. The mask
that showed no emotion.


Wind brought them out, and hauled
them to the Small Cathedral.


She and Cloud left soon after
that. They said goodbye to the priest whose name they never knew. They
traveled, and grew.


And one day another priest came.
He said his name was Brother Scieran, and he had heard of them. And would they
come with him?


They came. They followed.


They fought.


She wore the armor, and she
fought the Empire that had killed her family, her people.


And still she heard the screams.


The screams lessened when she was
working on a job, carrying out an assassination or stopping some noble from
working his mischief, and even then they still sounded in her mind. They still
tugged at her soul.


Only the children brought her
peace. The few who lived in this place under the mountain, below Faith – a
place at once hopeful and dreadful. Hopeful for its majesty, for the proof it
gave that beauty could be found even in this world of blood and silent screams.
Dreadful because it was so clearly a place that people were not meant to be. A
land below, a halfway house on the way to the Netherworlds.


She had stayed away from the
children at first. Had avoided them for fear that seeing their faces would
bring to mind the worst of the screams – the terror of the children led away to
she knew not what. Instead, when one of them finally came and demanded – in the
way that only a child of five Turns can demand – that she either put away her
mask or give out a candy as was proper for masked wanderers at Tricksters' Holiday,
the screams fled.


She didn't have a candy. She gave
him a button off her skirt. He seemed mollified, if not happy.


She brought candy back next time
she returned from a mission.


Killing and giving – the two
things that brought her peace.


But the children were leaving
now. Scampering off to play elsewhere since she had no more candy left to give.
One waved as he left. Wind waved back.


Cloud touched her shoulder.
Everyone else in the camp talked to her with their mouths, relying on her to
understand their lips. Some of them didn't even know she was deaf. But Cloud
often spoke Signs to her. He did so now.


We'll get more candy, you know.


She Signed back to him. I
know.


I know you know. I'm just trying
to stop your moping before it starts.


She shrugged. It happens when
it happens.


Have you seen Smoke today?


He's running around by the
waterfall. Telling everyone he's going to ask Sword for a walk. So
old-fashioned for a convict.


Cloud smiled an odd smile. Do
you think he'll actually do it?


She shrugged again. He said he
was going to ask me for a walk once. Nothing came of it.


You clearly Signed cutting his
head off.


She cocked an eyebrow. If he'd
wanted it badly enough, he wouldn't have given up so easily.


Suddenly, Cloud looked to the
side. A subtle change fell over him. Something in the way he stood.


What? she Signed.


Then she felt it. The screams in
her mind moved away for a moment, shoved to the side by a tremor that ran
through her feet and legs. It was small, and gone as fast as it came.


But it was wrong.


She looked at Cloud.


They ran for the tunnel. The passage
through which the air-cars entered to drop off the Cursed Ones, or the rare
batches of refugees.


They had only run a few more
paces when another tremor came. This one was stronger.


Closer.


She looked at her brother. He
gritted his teeth and pushed harder with each footstep, pounding the dirt like
it was an enemy.


People were coming out of the
tents. Looking at each other. Looking at the great bowl of a ceiling high
overhead as though afraid it might tumble down atop them.


Earthquake? Slide? Signed Cloud.


She shook her head. I don't
know. No.


The next shockwave knocked them
both sideways. Cloud would have spun into a tent and fallen, but Wind cast her
Gift, grabbing him with a cushion of air that pushed him back up. Then she
crooked a finger, and now they were airborn, soaring over the tops of the
tents, held aloft by the air itself.


She saw Smoke, wending his way
between a pair of tents that had tilted madly under the power of the next
rumble.


She waved, and Smoke was borne
aloft as well. He windmilled his arms and looked unpleased. I hate when you
do this! he screamed.


She snorted.


And pulled her mask down.


The mask cut off some of her
vision, but she actually liked it that way. It brought her focus. The screams
receded because she only had room for one thing: the enemy she faced.


As they approached the makeshift
air-docks at the mouth of the tunnel, she did something she had never done
before in time of danger: she pushed the mask back. She needed to see
more.


The people they passed over now –
few of them, since most were behind at the camp – were incapable of standing.
The ground was bouncing so hard the rock they stood on was rupturing, cracking
in huge lines and separating in foot-long gaps that dropped in places to
dangerous depths.


And the things that Wind pulled
her mask away to see: they were the reason why.


Brother Scieran had contacted
them by Ear some time ago. Had warned that the Army was moving, that they had
some kind of new weapon. But he said he would fully brief them after the
Council of Faith met and discussed matters.


That was fine by her. She thought
she could wait. But now she wished they had demanded more information.


The things that floated down the
tunnel came slowly, but seemed all the more dangerous for the ponderous nature
of their approach.


They looked a bit like auto-cars,
only much larger and without the windows most auto-cars boasted. These things
were boxy masses of metal with only a few holes on the sides and a slit in
front where she guessed the driver could look out. Below, they had small metal
wheels connected by a large track of steel plates.


And in front, there was a huge
tube. It looked familiar, but it wasn't until the first one spat flame that she
realized what it was.


Guns. Those things have guns on
them.


The area of the tunnel the thing
had shot at dissolved. Once rock that had stood for millennia, now it was a
rain of dust that fell and disappeared into the darkness below.


And Wind understood the smaller
explosions she had felt earlier; the sounds that Cloud must have heard a few
moments before that. The vehicles were too big to maneuver into the tight space
of the tunnel that allowed entrance here. So they had to carve their way in.


Some of them had black and red
stripes: the crest of the Imperial Army.


The first war-car shot one more
explosive bullet, and the last ridge preventing its entrance dissolved.


She looked at Cloud. He nodded.
Turned to Smoke, who still hung over them, and gestured back at the tents. The
instruction was clear: Go help them.


Smoke looked like he was going to
argue, but Wind gestured and the air tossed him to the side and behind. He fell
with what she supposed were many cursings – but hoped was an understanding that
he could not help. Not here.


The mask came down again.


Death was in the air.


The first war-car hove into view,
and the long gun turned until it was pointed at the air-dock. There was only
one air-car there, sitting beside the dock.


The gun spat its bullet. Both
air-car and dock went up in flame.


Wind felt sick inside.


Stupid. We were stupid to wait
here.


The screams began in her mind.


Then Cloud raised his hands. Blue
light danced in his eyes, along his fingers.


He pointed at the first war-car.
Lightning speared from his hands. It wasn't as strong as he could conjure when
he was outside – when he could draw a cloud to him, he could use its own
lightning, rather than having to create his own. But it was still enough to
match the power of the attackers' bullets.


The lightning sheared the air.
Wind's hair stood on end the instant before the electricity hit the first war-car,
and then… nothing.


The vehicle continued forward as
before. There was a slight purpling around the war-car, as though it held a
lightning of its own. Only this lightning served not to spear through the air
at enemies but rather simply to repel their attacks.


She shook her head. How was this
possible? She had never heard of a Gift – neither a Blessed nor a Cursed One –
who had this power. So what had just happened?


The lightning strike had provoked
one response: it caught the war-car's attention. The gun swung toward them. And
though the vehicles seemed huge and slow, the movement of the gun at its front
now appeared hideously fast in her eyes.


She felt Cloud tensing beside
her. But knew there was little he would be able to do. He had to recharge for a
moment. Again, away from the sky that was the source of his energy, he was
slower than he now needed to be.


The gun fired.


Wind barely had time to push her
hands in front of her. A blast of wind, sharper and harder than any spear but
as big as an air-car, blasted across the span between her and Cloud and the
first war-car.


Her wind intercepted the bullet,
which exploded – seemingly against nothing – and then spread the explosion
across the surface of the airshield. Still, the impact alone caused a shockwave
that knocked her and Cloud backward.


He was ready to fire again. Lightning
on his fingers. But he waited. She didn't know why he did so – perhaps he was
gathering strength for a greater strike, to try to break through whatever
energy shield these things possessed.


Several war-cars pushed their way
into the mouth of the tunnel. Guns began to focus on her and Cloud.


The first war-car fired.


At the same moment, Cloud fired
his bolt.


Wind put up a shield.


The bolt streaked out and caught
the bullet as it left the war-car. And it must have done so as it was half in
and half out of the energy shield, because there was an explosion shaped like a
butterfly's wings, then Wind and Cloud were rocked by the impact of another
shockwave.


The war-car, though, fared far
worse. The half of the explosion that had traveled along the bullet to the
interior of the force shield exploded directly in front of the war-car. That
half of the butterfly wing washed over the monstrosity, and the thing canted
suddenly, lost control and slammed into the vehicle directly behind it before
plummeting to the ground and bursting into flame – but a flame that was
strangely contained in a rough sphere around it, with that purple glow marking
the limits of its power.


She Signed to Cloud. Did you
mean to do that? Can you do it again?


His Sign back was emphatic, and
he screamed the words at the same time. Gods, no! I didn't mean to do that.


No more time for further conversation:
three more war-cars had drawn abreast, taking the place of the one that had
plummeted to earth. Wind shot another spear of air at the one closest to them,
but it did even less damage than Cloud's lightning had.


Cloud tugged her lightly. A
gesture she knew well, one that had been born of survival: Move us this way.


But she couldn't do it. Because
to do that would mean letting the war-cars – more and more of which were
crowding into the cave – fire on the tents.


She shot a quick backwards
glance. The refugees were fleeing their makeshift town in terror. But where to
go when buried under a million tons of earth? Most of them huddled at the side
of the great lake, some even edging back into the water as though it might help
them.


Then something new happened.


One of the war-cars dropped a
bit. A hatch on its top opened, and a woman popped her head out. She wore a
ridiculous amount of makeup, visible even at this distance.


Not a soldier, Wind had time to
think.


And then, the woman opened her
mouth.


Wind felt a sudden desire –
almost a need – to go to her. To embrace her as an old friend, a mother. To
hold her and give her whatever lay in her power.


The effect on Cloud, though, was
much worse. Her brother twisted in air, his feet pounding as though he were trying
to run to the woman. When he didn't make any headway, he turned to Wind and she
was surprised to see an expression she had never seen on his face before.


Rage.


Usually he was as impassive as her
mask. His words to her might be joking, light, but he rarely allowed
expressions to fall over his face. As though the day their village died, so had
his ability to reach out to others, to confide in them with his smile or his
frown.


But there was no mistaking the
naked hatred he wore now. He struck at her, and the hit was a massive one. She
felt it not just on the spot he hit her – the shoulder – but through her chest.
Her heart stuttered.


He used his Gift. On me.


The realization was terrible.
Beyond understanding.


She felt something slam into her
and realized she was looking at a world turned sideways.


What's happening? Did I get shot?
Did Cloud kill me?


No. Not dead. But not floating,
either. She was laying on the ground, blood pouring down her chin and neck, her
mask askew.


Cloud had tried to kill her. And
probably would have if he hadn't just thrown a strike and been at less than
full strength.


Why? Why would he…?


She pushed her mask back into
place.


And saw her brother running
directly at the war-car with the woman in it. It had settled toward the area
that had once been the air-dock, and the gun was swiveling, almost lazily, to
bear on Cloud.


And he didn't care. He simply
ran. His arms outstretched to embrace his own death.


The woman in the war-car still
had her mouth open.


A Blessed One, Wind realized. She's
the one doing this. But why not me? Why isn't it happening to me?


And she knew. There was only one
thing it could be. One thing that fit. One way to make it right.


She didn't bother getting up.
Just stabbed two fingers into the air. Then jerked them toward the war-car. The
woman.


Cloud.


He didn't see it. No one did. No
one could even sense them but her, with that strange connection she had to the
air. But she knew they were there. Two small darts. Not enough to so much as
scratch the war-car with its huge gun – even if it hadn't been protected by
that invisible field. Not even enough to kill a person.


But enough that when they flew at
Cloud, guided perfectly by her Gift, they entered his ears. Pierced them. Blood
flowed.


He tumbled to the ground.
Writhing. Screaming screams that Wind knew he could not hear, because she had
just deafened her own brother.


She swept her hand, and a gust of
air drew him toward her only an instant before a bullet exploded where he had
been, creating a huge crater.


The woman in the war-car looked
at her with rage. She was gesturing frantically. The great gun of the lead war-car
– as well as three more beside it – turned toward her.


She saw Cloud raise his hand. It
was a weak motion, but the lightning flashed from it.


Not at the war-cars, though. This
time he aimed at the ceiling above them.


Rocks tumbled down, great
boulders drawn into gravity's clutches by the loosening power of Cloud's Gift.


Wind reached up. Sent her own
Gift toward the rocks, guiding them down, adding speed.


There were a dozen war-cars in
the cave now. The rocks buried the first three – including the one with the
woman inside – and sent several more rocking to the side. The fields protected
the integrity of the war-cars themselves, but Wind permitted herself a tight
grin behind her mask as she pictured the war-cars' occupants being rattled
around like dice in a cup.


It distracted her from the
reality of what was happening. From the reality of what she herself had just
done.


Cloud, oh my brother. Forgive me.


There was a rumble, and one of
the other war-cars sent a crushing blast toward the small mountain of rubble
Cloud had just loosed. Again, the rocks and dirt exploded to dust.


The woman in the lead war-car was
still there, unharmed below the rubble. She wasn't even dirty. And she looked
very angry.


The woman's war-car was still
half-buried, not moving yet, and the others seemed to be waiting. Perhaps they
were under orders to wait for the woman's lead. Perhaps they were simply
worried about what Cloud and Wind might do – though they couldn't have been that
worried, after seeing how little the two of them had managed together.


Another attack vehicle – this one
hovering a few feet above the rubble – opened at the top. A man clambered out.
He was almost comically tall and thin, a rail of a man. And incredibly, he had
what looked like a piece of meat in his mouth, as though he had been eating
during the attack.


Now, though, he spat out the
remains of his food, and leaped off the vehicle. He landed in a puff of dust on
the floor of the cave, then pounded toward where Cloud still lay, writhing in
pain.


Wind was exhausted. Her head
thrummed with the exertions she had just undertaken, with the repeated impact
of the bullets' shockwaves, with what she had had to do to spare her brother's
life.


But she had enough strength to
hurl several rocks at the man. His arms flashed out and sawlike ridges exploded
from his skin, catching the rocks between them and pulverizing them no less
completely than the bullets had done to the larger boulders.


One rock seemed to make it
through his defense. She almost smiled, expecting it to snap his head back, to
break his neck. Expecting to see him fall.


But the man kept running. He
lowered his arms, and she saw he was grinning. No, not grinning – he was
grinding something between his teeth.


Gods, he bit the rock into pieces
in midair!


She looked at her brother. At the
war-cars, now nearly completely unburied and inching forward.


At the tents. The refugees near
the water.


And she knew what she had to do.


I just deafened my brother. Can I
do this?


She stood. She was still wobbly,
and the world on her left seemed to be sitting at a diagonal for some reason,
but she lurched to her feet. She pushed a cushion of air under Cloud, and he
managed to gain his feet as well, though his hands were still clenched in tight
fists against his blood-streaming ears.


The man with the ridges on his
arms had now grown matching blades on his legs. They were moving, so
fast she couldn't see them.


Sword had told them of the Blessed
Ones. Enough for Wind to know that Siren and Teeth were here. Perhaps more.


That decided her. There was only
one way out.


She ran, air pushing her so fast
she managed to get to her brother before Teeth did. She grabbed Cloud. Shook
him. His eyes were wild, half-glazed in pain and fear. She shook him again.
Signed. Brother. Stay with me.


Stay.


I can't do this without you.


The last drew him in. His face
was still whiter than the snow atop the highest peaks, but he nodded. She
turned with him. Drew him with her. Away from the still-running Teeth. Away
from the war-cars.


For the first time in her adult
life, she was running from a fight.


She ran, and Cloud ran, and then
her wind caught them and pushed them forward. She didn't allow it to push them
into flight though: she was going to need her strength for what came next.


They entered the camp. It was
mostly deserted. A few people screamed and ran between the tents, clutching their
meager belongings. One old man was running in place, his arms flapping as though
he hoped to take flight.


She ran past them. There was no
time to save these last.


They would be more screams to
haunt her memories.


The first blast came. A burst
that disintegrated a trio of tents – and two running refugees – to their right.


She just put her head down. Kept
running.


The lake. They had to get there
first.


More gunfire came. More tents
exploded. More people died.


More silent screams in her mind.


She ignored them.


Out of the corner of her eye, she
saw Cloud Sign, What now?


She didn't answer. Just kept
running. Hoped he trusted her enough to follow.


They had to go slowly. Not just
to avoid the tents that still remained, but because they were zig-zagging to
avoid the machines that hunted them. The rumble of the bullets grew heavier,
the air grew thick with dust.


Then they were at the water.


Smoke was there. There with
perhaps a dozen others. Out of the scores that had been in the camp, these were
the survivors.


And Smoke – Smoke who always
joked, Smoke who never took anything seriously – looked terrified. In his eyes
she saw her own: the fear not for self, but for others. The fear of failure
born not of pride, but of the genuine desire to do good by those who relied on
you.


She wished she hadn't threatened
to cut off his head when he asked for that walk around the waterfall.


What do we do? he asked. Probably screaming the
question, but in the blessed silence of her mind she could pretend that he was
just asking it, just speaking the words and not shrieking them.


She turned away. Signed to Cloud.


He gaped at her.


Are you mad?


She looked over his shoulder. The
war-cars were almost on them.


Trust me.


Cloud looked at her. And for a
moment, that moment when she saw utter trust in his eyes, the screams didn't
just quiet. They left. There was peace.


He nodded.


His hand speared into the air.
Sweat broke out on his brow as he exerted himself to the utmost.


A single strike of lightning – so
thick it seemed to come from his arm and chest and even his head – burst out of
him. It split in two, then Cloud slumped and would have fallen to the ground if
Smoke hadn't scooped him up. But Wind's brother was done. Unconscious.


And she couldn't spare a thought
for it.


The lightning had hit the ceiling
again. But this time it wasn't the ceiling above the war-cars. This time it was
the ceiling of the cave directly over that swirling whirlpool. Then another
strike at the spot the waterfall came from.


Huge rocks tumbled down, and when
they hit it was with a splash so tremendous that it seemed the entire lake must
empty. Everyone was soaked as a huge wave erupted, nearly knocking them off
their feet. Wind reached out and grabbed hold of a little child who had been
swept away from his mother. The child's name was Chiyo, and he was only three
Turns.


Please, let him see four, she
thought.


The wave rocked back, and most of
the water returned to the lake.


But it was higher.


She looked. And saw what she
hoped to see.


The whirlpool at the center –
that strange drain that had broken open untold epochs ago, allowing this cave
to be created – had stopped spinning. The rocks that Cloud had called down with
his lightning had blocked it.


And the waterfall – huge, so
massive it was nearly the size of the lake itself – still hurled entire rivers
of water into the now-plugged lake with every second. Even more than usual,
because Wind's second strike had opened the fissure it streamed through to a
huge gap that allowed twice – thrice, four times – the normal amount of
water to rush in.


The cave was huge.


And it would flood within
minutes.


The refugees kept screaming.
Several moved away from the rising water. She gestured them to come closer.


Smoke saw what she was doing. And
like Cloud, he trusted.


The water rose.


A huge splash exploded nearby:
one of the war-cars was shooting at them. Then more splashes. And more, and
more.


She wondered how long the
war-cars would be able to stay in the cave before it filled enough that they
determined it was too dangerous for them.


She wondered if she could keep
the people alive that long.


And after?


Don't think of that.


The few remaining refugees moved
toward the water. Feet wet, then shins and knees. The children climbed up the
closest adults, few of whom were their parents.


They went deeper.


The war-cars kept firing.


And then, with no warning about
what she planned to do, Wind sent a huge gust of wind directly at the group.


And drove them all into the
deepest part of the lake.
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The first explosions rocked Rune.
Not just physically, but mentally.


This was the Grand Cathedral.
No one had touched these walls during the recorded history of the Empire. Not
even during the reign of the Mad Emperor Theros, who had slaughtered the
Faithful and the Academics alike, not even then had any soldier of the Empire
dared mar this building that so many thought of as a living testament to the
Gods.


But now… now the building shook.
Great cracks appeared on walls and ceilings, and sheets of stone separated from
their moorings and shattered on the floors.


Screaming could be heard
everywhere. Not just screams of pain, but of anger and the sheer disbelief of a
people who have lived a joyful dream… and been wakened by the drums of war.


Arrow was still looking at the
scroll, concentrating so hard on his task that it took a full second before he
really shifted his concentration from the ink-covered linen.


"What's going on? What's
happ –" he began.


And a huge shard of rock slipped
away from its moorings above, slamming down onto him.


He was dead instantly. His head
and neck crushed under a piece of stone Rune could tell would have been far too
heavy for her to move even if her friend had only been pinned and not dead.


She screamed. That was the moment
she gave herself.


Then she forced herself away from
what she had just seen. Away. Away. Awayawayawayawayawaya-


SNAP.


"What's going on?" said
Arrow. But this time, this second time, before he continued speaking she
darted forward and yanked him away from the table and when the rock fell and
shattered all over the spot he had just been sitting it barely missed him.


He looked at her. "Thank you."


She nodded. "Don't die again
for a few seconds, at least."


"Sure. Don't you die at
all."


"Do my best."


They ran into the hall. As soon
as she could she phased into Foresight –


(Go left there's some rubble
it's fine we keep moving forward and then a piece of rubble falls and hits me
and my arm is broken that can be avoided keep moving forward –)


– and then time ran out. She came
back. "Left!"


Gods, what's happening?


She drew her daggers. Not that
they would do much against a falling building, but they made her feel better. She
used Foresight again.


(Keep left long hall no rocks
falling here safe no one getting hurt Arrow stumbles but stays safe there's a
door take it I see the way out –)


As always she felt a bit more
tired after each look forward, and the trips back were far worse. She had about
a dozen looks forward, maybe two trips back, before she'd be too exhausted to
function – she'd just stumble to the nearest flat surface and fall asleep. 


They went the way she had seen.
The way out.


Foresight.


(Straight we get out sunlight
bright explosions what in the name of the Netherworlds is that machine it hits
Sword then me and –)


"We can't get out this
way," she said.


"Why not?"


"Some kind of machine,"
she said. "That new thing Brother Scieran told us about."


They ran back into the Grand
Cathedral.


(Straight again far as we can
get just dust no rocks turn left again get outside no machines what did Sister
Prasa call them tanks yes tanks we get outside run to a tree –)


They followed her Foresight. Made
it to the tree.


Tanks swooped in all around them.
Flying up and down, side to side. Destroying all they found. Not just the
people who streamed out of the Grand Cathedral, but the structure itself.
Pounding it to rubble with great explosions that seemed to go from the top
down, as though they were intent on not merely destroying the building, but
destroying it so completely that it could never be rebuilt.


She used her Foresight a few more
times. They were as safe under the tree as anywhere else. Which wasn't very
safe at all.


They cowered.


Foresight.


(Look look run just me this
time leave Sword behind don't tell him why he understands he knows I run dodge
this explosion see something is it really oh Gods no please –)


She grabbed Arrow's hand. Pulled
him with her.


They found what she had already
Seen.


Brother Scieran. Hiding behind a
bush. Sword was there, too. She had her broken swords in her hands, managing
somehow to look both ridiculous and terribly brave as she stood there with mutilated
weapons in hand.


Brother Scieran was kneeling. He
held Sister Prasa. She was alive, but had two jagged shards of stone buried in
her. One in her belly, the other passing through the right side of her chest.


Brother Scieran was sobbing.
"Don't," he said. He knelt over her, his tears washing down.
"Don't you dare."


She reached a bloody hand to his
face. It left a smear on his mail and his cheek. "Don't you dare
tell me what to do."


The hand fell away. He caught it.
"No. No. No." He shook her arm. Her eyes, which had been glazing, came
back a bit. "Marry me."


She smiled. "Now… you
ask."


"I can do it. Rune and Sword
and Arrow are my witnesses. I'll Bind us myself."


She saw he meant it. "Don't…
dare. You'd have to… forsake the priesthood. And… you're needed."


Her eyes fluttered. She spoke,
but so quiet she couldn't be heard. Brother Scieran leaned in close to her.


When he leaned back, she was
gone.


Rune pushed herself back. Back.
Away. Away. Awayawayawayawayawaya-


SNAP.


"I can do it. Rune and Sword
and Arrow are my witnesses…."


No use. No use. Netherworlds and
Gods be damned, NO
USE!


The only thing she accomplished
was that she got to watch Sister Prasa die twice.


Sometimes, nothing could be done.
Sometimes, the future was a set thing. Sometimes, immutable events were set in
motion and the Gods themselves reached in to save some, to call others home.


And sometimes – just sometimes –
she hated Them for that.


Brother Scieran straightened. His
eyes were dry, his features hard. Rune looked at Arrow, at Sword; saw that they
knew it, too. Brother Scieran had just lost a huge part of himself. Perhaps the
best part.


Would it heal? Would it come
back?


She hoped so. But she couldn't
See that far off. Didn't know if she wanted to, for fear of what she
might find.


Brother Scieran stood, straight
and tall, as though heedless of the mayhem all around.


"This way," he said. He
strode toward a copse of trees to their right.


Rune used her Foresight on the
way. But as though the Gods had been satisfied at the sacrifice they had just
taken, there were no direct attacks on them. The tanks seemed utterly
unconcerned with their presence.


The Grand Cathedral was more than
half gone.


I was going to study there. To
live there. To be happy there.


She almost despaired. Then
another thought struck her.


I will still live here. Not to
study, not to pray.


To rebuild.


It was a promise made in the long
shadow of destruction, in the deep darkness of death. And all the more powerful
as such a small ember of brightness in that dark.


It was hope.


Brother Scieran led them to the trees.
He never looked back to see if they were followed. Never even looked to one
side or another. He just followed a straight line. The message was clear to any
who cared to read it: he was going to walk the path he wanted, and Gods take
him if that made them angry. He just didn't care.


He got to a particular tree – a
large one with a trunk thick and knotted and gnarled. He pressed on it, and a
large section of the trunk pushed inward, revealing a cleverly crafted door.
The door opened when he pushed it, and Rune saw that beyond it was a ladder
leading belowground.


He motioned them to go down. The
motion itself was curt. Bereft of the kindness that had graced his every motion
until now.


Arrow didn't say anything either.
Just nodded. He clambered onto the ladder, then disappeared into the darkness
below. Sword followed wordlessly, only pausing to sheathe her broken blades.


Rune stepped forward. Intended to
just go. Just get away.


Couldn't.


She stopped by Brother Scieran.
Was surprised to find she was crying.


Trying to hold back sobs, she
said, "I tried. I tried. I couldn't do anything. I'm so sorry. I
tried."


For a moment, the stony
expression Brother Scieran wore cracked apart. Grief the equal of any she had
ever seen shone through his eyes. It was a terrible sight.


Then, more terrible: the grief
disappeared. Locked away – along with everything else. There was only what
needed to be done. Only a plan, with no humanity.


"Get under before you're
killed," he said quietly. And for a chilling moment she wasn't sure if he
meant she would be killed by the tanks… or if he was going to do the job
himself.


She almost Looked. Almost jumped
ahead to See. But didn't. Again afraid of what she might find.


She went into the tree. Down the
ladder. Heard Brother Scieran close the doors behind them.


Darkness ruled. She went down by
feel.


As she descended, light grew
around her. She passed a glo-globe, but it was of a strange design. Rounded,
but tapering to a kind of point at the bottom, and that point was set into a
rope-like cord that disappeared into the wall.


It flickered, as though its spell
had begun to run out. She wondered how old this place was.


Mad Emperor Theros.


This place must have been
constructed right before the slaughter of the Mad Emperor. She had read that
some of the High Priests and Priestesses had seen the madness falling over him
and taken steps to preserve the Faith and save as many of their number as
possible.


They must have made this place.
How, she didn't know. But this was a hideaway designed for secrecy, for safety
in any kind of danger.


She found the bottom, and found
Arrow and Sword waiting.


A moment later Brother Scieran
joined them.


He moved without a word, walking
down a long hall. It seemed to go on forever, which was a good thing. The
longer they walked, the quieter the explosions grew and the less the ground
shook below their feet.


Then they came to a T-intersection.
Brother Scieran took the left turn without hesitation.


Another intersection. This time
he went right. Left. Left. Right. Two more rights. A left.


Soon Rune was hopelessly lost.


And that's intentional. This
place is a maze to keep out anyone who would follow. Only the Faithful will
know how to get through here.


At the end of their walk – a walk
that had to have gone on for miles – they came to a gate. Thick bars,
surrounded by more bars that were embedded in the living rock of the ceiling,
walls and floor. It was locked with a trio of huge padlocks.


Brother Scieran withdrew a key
from his robes, and turned it in each lock, one after another. The locks themselves
looked ancient, as old as Time itself, but the key swiveled cleanly in each,
and the shanks popped free of the bodies with nary a sound.


He opened the gate. The gate did
squeak a bit, which for some reason made Rune glad. It was as though time
hadn't touched this place, other than in the flickering of the strange
glo-globes. So to hear the hinges squeal – even a bit – was a reminder that
some things were working the way they should. Time moved forward. Things
could be made right.


"Why the gate?" asked Sword.
The question was quiet, but still carried in the silence of the place.


Brother Scieran didn't answer.
Rune did, knowing he probably wouldn't. "It must be in case anyone
finds the secret door. A line of defense far enough away that bringing someone
with explosives down here would be inconvenient – if they even thought to do it
in the first place. So it buys them more time." She looked around them.
"This whole place is designed to give us a way out. A way we can't be
followed."


Brother Scieran still didn't
speak, but he nodded. There was even, she thought – or perhaps imagined – a
measure of approval in his eyes.


Once through, Brother Scieran
closed and locked the gate behind them.


They walked again. More turns.


And finally came to a large room.
It reminded Rune of the cave below the Mountain of Faith where the Cursed Ones
had brought their refugees. Not just because it was large and open, but because
it was clearly a last place to flee in a dangerous world.


The large room was empty, save a
few auto-cars that seemed strange and out of place here. One of them shifted a
bit, and out came a man she knew well.


Father Inmil, one of Rune's
favorites on the Council – long white beard made gray by dust and with a streak
of crusted blood staining one part of it – tottered out of the car.


"So at least you made
it," he said. He sounded old as Rune had never heard him before. He peered
beyond them. "Anyone else with you?"


Brother Scieran's face grew dark
and ugly and –


Awayawayawayawayawayaway –


SNAP.


"So at least you made
it," said Father Inmil again. "Anyone –"


"What about down here?"
Rune interrupted. "Anyone with you?"


Father Inmil shook his head.
"No one. That's why I've been waiting. To gather more."


"We have to get to find out
if the warriors of my Order know about this. We have to defend ourselves,"
said Brother Scieran.


"That was the first thing I
thought of," said Father Inmil. "There was an Ear posted just outside
our Council. I tried to get him to call his brother with the Order."


"And?"


Father Inmil looked befuddled.
"He… he wouldn't do it."


"A traitor?" Brother
Scieran didn't look confused. He looked shocked. "Was it
Egar?"


Father Inmil nodded. "And he
was acting… strange. Like he couldn't even hear me. Like he wasn't even there."


Brother Scieran thought about
this. "They must have found some way to control the Ears. At least some of
them. That's why we've been attacked."


"But if the Ears are being
controlled…," said Sword. She didn't finish. Seemed like she couldn't. And
Rune understood why.


She felt the blood fall away from
her face. "That means they know about this place… and probably about the
cave, too."


Brother Scieran nodded.
"They know it all. About our hideaways, our plans." He nodded at the
cave they stood in. "We should be safe here – only the High Priests and
Priestesses know about it, and we rarely speak of it, even among ourselves –
but the others… those under the mountain."


"What do we do?"


Brother Scieran looked away. Then
he walked to one of the cars. He leaned on it, fists bunched together.


Then he leaned back, his face
tilted skyward.


He moaned.


The sound was not one of physical
pain. It was mental. Spiritual. The pain of a man forsaken by all he has hoped,
by all he has loved.


Rune could not help him.


Sometimes the past is set. The
future immutable.


She could only hope their future
was still flexible enough to let them live.


But she doubted.
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The water came hard, fast. Faster
than Smoke would have thought possible. Like the waterfall he had always
enjoyed seeing in the back of the cave had just been waiting for this moment to
swell. A once-lovely sight turned into a deathtrap.


It was going to drown them all.


And he couldn't do a thing about
it. He was being pushed forward by Wind, by a thrust of air so powerful it was impossible
to resist.


Then he was under the water. It
had always been dangerous to go in because of the whirlpool at its center. Now
whirlpool had been replaced by maelstrom as the waterfall crashed down and
created turbulence greater than anything Smoke had ever experienced.


Water flowed into his mouth. He
gagged.


Something hit him. Someone.
A flailing body. He grabbed it. Not sure if he was trying to help the person,
or be helped by them. Not caring.


They held each other. Drowning
together.


Then, suddenly… he could breathe
again.


What in all the Heavens?


At first he wondered what Gift
would let him breathe water. Then he realized he wasn't breathing water. Just
air.


But how?


He looked around. Saw first who
he was holding. It was Wind. He let go of her reflexively, worried – suddenly
and insanely – that she would punch him for daring to hold her. But her mask
was off – probably lost – so he could see that she was grinning.


And – suddenly and insanely – he
thought what a nice smile she had.


With that, he realized what was
happening, too, and gaped. He looked around, his mind rebelling against the
very thought.


But it was true. He was still
underwater. And, squinting, he could see that the other refugees who had made
it this far were as well. Each hung in a bubble of air – a bubble that Wind had
called forth in the instant before each went under.


She had saved them all. And not
just for the moment, either. Smoke could hear explosions, but apparently the
bullets of the war machines couldn't get through the rising water. And they'd
have to leave when the cave flooded.


Flooded.


There was a problem in that word.
And no sooner did he realize that fact than he realized what the problem was.


The cave would flood. But water
would still pour in through that gap. From whatever source it was coming from,
it would still come in, and it would want to go out. But there was only one way
to go. Which meant….


As though triggered by his
thought, he saw the others' air bubbles begin to shift their positions.


Drifting. Moving toward the
tunnel that had allowed them entrance to this place. Now being carried out in
the same direction.


And when they got to the end,
they would be poured right over the side of the mountain. Right into the
clouds.


They would break the One Law, the
First Law.


They would all die.


He sensed Wind nearby, making a
motion. The bubbles came closer, and as they touched one another they joined
until the survivors gloated in a single bubble.


Good. Wouldn't want to fall to my
doom alone.


He looked around. Knowing he was
panicking. Unable to stop.


He caught Cloud's eyes. He had
been holding the young man when he was pushed into the water, but lost him in
the initial surge of the underwater storm.


The young man hung nearby. He
looked bruised. Beaten. Tired. Blood streamed from his ears, and he somehow
looked diminished. As though he had lost something important in the
battle.


Still, he was awake. And whatever
had happened, he managed a slight grin. Held a finger in Wind's direction.
Another hand upraised, palm out. The gesture was strange, but somehow
communicated an exact thought: Trust. Trust her.


And Smoke did.


It wasn't a thought process. He
didn't have to ponder the matter. He trusted Cloud's judgment. And knowing that
Wind was doing this – the moment of genuine realization of that fact – put him
at ease.


Cloud was good. Wind was good.
Good people didn't let their friends down.


It was almost beautiful for a
moment. The explosions above had ended. They were hanging in a deep place, lit
strangely by dim embers that must have been the remains of whatever glo-globes
had survived the attacks and the pummeling of the great waters. The stalactites
and stalagmites shimmered still, like diamond-crusted pillars in a strange
twilight.


He looked at Wind. She was gazing
around as well. A smile still on her lips.


On impulse, he reached out and
took her hand. He had joked about taking Sword on one of "his walks"
– but truth was he had never taken anyone on one of those. And he had
mostly started that rumor so that Arrow would get off his hands and talk to the
girl.


This was who he really wanted to
walk with. Not just around some stupid lake. Everywhere.


Again, he was more than a little
afraid that she would kill him. A delicious thrill that somehow only added to
the moment.


She didn't kill him. Didn't stab
him or make his air collapse around him.


Her smile grew.


He knew everything would be okay.
Here, in this underwater gloaming, sunset had turned surprisingly to sunrise.


Some of the glo-globes winked
out. He still saw the light.


Then the drifting became more
pronounced. They began floating faster. Faster.


Faster.


Fasterfasterfasterfaster –


And then the world burst upon
them in terrible brightness and at the same moment they fell.


The air bubble imploded around
Smoke. He was suddenly underwater again. And as bad as the tempest had been in
the lake above, the turbulence of the waterfall as it escaped the Mountain of
Faith was far worse.


He tried to hold to Wind. This
time he couldn't. He had to let her go.


He tumbled down. Down.


Fell forever.


Thought he saw cloud.


Knew he would fall below.


Knew he would die, one way or
another.


He saw Wind in his mind. Saw her
smile.


Was happy.


And then….


He stopped falling. Felt a
tremendous jerk as something yanked him sideways instead of down.


He saw something directly below
him. White and soft and strangely appealing – even though it was death.


He was so close. So close to the
cloud.


Then he spun. Facing up. Rose,
with arms flailing at his sides.


Saw Wind. She hung in midair,
standing straight and tall with arms outstretched as though gesturing that all
of creation was hers to command.


Beside her, around her: everyone
who was left. Cloud. The five children and eight adults.


They floated there.


Smoke wondered at first if she
wasn't strong enough to take them all up. If this was taxing her strength to
its full measure.


If that was so, they would die
here. She would tire eventually, then they would fall. Tumble below the cloud
and their bodies would be found atop the castle spires.


Then he saw the shadows. He saw
the war machines, gliding up the side of the mountain. They had been forced out
of the cave by the waters, and were leaving – no doubt thinking their job
finished, the destruction complete.


Wind was holding them here until
they were safe.


Smoke was in awe. She had more
power, more Gift, than any he had ever experienced.


What could I offer her? A
convict? An unschooled criminal with a Gift that is nothing next to hers?


A stupid thought. A nonsense
half-wish that was totally inappropriate, totally ridiculous, and yet the only
thing he could think of right now.


A moment later they began to
ascend. Drawing together as they did. A tight knot of survivors held close by
the most powerful among them.


What could I give her?


Nothing.


He felt lower and lower the higher
they rose.


Then they were even with the
point where cliff became solid ground. Wind took them to the side, then far
enough in that there was no danger of falling off.


The war machines were nowhere to
be seen.


Safe.


Smoke looked at Wind. Her eyes
were bloodshot, the color gone from her face. Her arms were still outstretched,
but they trembled with the effort of all she had done. She was on the point of
collapse.


And the instant they touched
down, she did collapse. She pitched forward into her brother's arms,
though he looked ready to fall over himself.


Nothing. That's what I offer.


Smoke began to look around. To
see who, if anyone, needed help he could give. Wounds to bind, cuts to hold
shut.


Wind forced herself upright.
Turned to him.


He wanted to hold her. Gods, he
wanted to.


But he didn't. Instead, he
Signed: You okay?


She jerked in shock. Gestured
back. You Sign?


I learned a little.


When?


Since I met you.


Why?


Because I met you.


Why didn't you ever say anything
before?


I did not know if you would want me
to.


She walked closer.


He still wanted to hold her.


He still didn't.


Instead, she held him.


She kissed him.


And, finally, let herself
collapse. In his arms.


That was what he gave her: his
strength. He held her up when she finally needed to fall.


And that, he found, was enough.
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Sword itched to do something. Ached
for action.


But there was nothing to be done.
Not yet. Brother Scieran insisted on patience.


They had taken one of the
auto-cars through a hidden exit from the tunnel system the Faithful had created
so long ago. The exit was crafted – through the power of some long-forgotten
Gift, she suspected, so perfect was the workmanship – to look like the side of
a great stone that thrust out of the ground. But as with the tree, there was a
door that opened smoothly and easily if you knew the proper place to press.


They drove. A day and a night.
Brother Scieran drove the whole way, pausing only to let them relieve
themselves in the woods that lined the small paths and unbeaten roads they
traveled.


Father Inmil was in the front.
Arrow, Rune, and Sword crowded into the back seat. Any auto-car was a
sign of some wealth. But there were gradations, and this definitely was a
smaller, cheaper vehicle. It was uncomfortable, but no one complained.


The only words spoken were by
Father Inmil, who occasionally whispered a direction to Brother Scieran. A
"turn here" or a "straight ahead," said so low they could
almost be passed off as imagination. She sensed the instructions were more for Father
Inmil's benefit than for that of Brother Scieran, since he seemed to know
exactly where he was going.


Where are we going?


She didn't ask. No one did. Sword
guessed part of the silence was shock over what had happened. Over the
destruction of the Grand Cathedral and all that meant – the deaths of so many.


But she thought much of the
silence was a mix of both hope and fear. Brother Scieran was the leader. He was
the one who had always come to their aid when they needed healing, be it
physical or spiritual. They hoped he would talk to them. Speak words that would
soothe, that would reassure. They feared he would not. That his days as healer
– perhaps even leader – were over.


His silence was an open wound.


She nodded off once. Long enough
to Dream. The Man. The Woman. Reaching for her with smiles that turned to
round-mouthed cries that were silent and terrible, and blood running on a
gold-veined floor.


She woke. And feared.


Who are they?


What if they were the Emperor and
Empress, murdered?


What if Malal is my brother?


What if I could be another Heir?


They reached their destination.


It was a small building. Once
white, but now graying with age and with disuse. It was clearly an old
cathedral, though smaller than any she had ever seen. Atop it was a sign of
Faith, but it was strange – burnt and blackened, as though it had been struck
by lightning, or perhaps fashioned originally from charred wood.


Behind it was something that
looked like it had once been a berry patch, now overgrown with weeds that
reached higher than the sparse tufts of wheat that also grew nearby.


"This is the Small
Cathedral," said Father Inmil when they got out.


"That's its name?" said
Rune.


Father Inmil nodded. 


"Not very imaginative."


"No," he said. He
looked at it, and there was something in his eyes that brought a surprising
peace to Sword. Just a moment, then it was gone. Still, the moment was real,
and a welcome moment it was. "No, not imaginative. But humble, and
sincere, and beautiful." He smiled wistfully. "This was where I had
my first Station as a priest. Possibly the happiest years of my life." He
looked at the others. "It's also where I became aware of the problems in
the Empire, and began organizing what has been our very little and –
unfortunately – very ineffectual revolution."


Sword had to consciously will
herself not to gasp. She had always assumed that Brother Scieran was behind
everything. The mastermind holding all the strings. To find out someone else
had been in charge… it just went against the view of the world she had built
up.


I should learn that whatever I
know is going to turn out to be wrong sooner or later.


She thought there might be wisdom
in that.


Father Inmil continued,
"After me there were several other priests, all of whom passed down a love
of the Gods and a deep concern over the state of the Empire." He chuckled.
"Your friends Wind and Cloud were eventually found here. Our friend,"
he said, with a nod toward Brother Scieran, "heard about them from a
priest who sheltered them and gave them sanctuary here when their village was
destroyed. He recruited them. Turned out to be quite a boon when they both were
Gifted – or Cursed, as you people like to call yourselves."


Sword frowned. "Wait, you've
been doing this for generations? I thought it was just the Chancellor we
were worried about."


He shook his head. "No, it's
him we're most worried about at the present time. But the Empire has
been slowly sliding to this point for the last sixty years. More." He
grimaced. "And now you know how very old I am."


"What started the
problems?" asked Arrow. He looked at Brother Scieran when he asked the
question, and Sword got the feeling he was hoping for their friend to answer.


Brother Scieran remained silent.


Father Inmil had been waiting as
well. Now he sighed. "We don't know. If we did, perhaps we'd be a bit
closer to answers."


"Doesn't matter. The past is
gone."


The words came fast and low. Then
Brother Scieran walked away. He returned a moment later with some branches and
began piling them against the auto-car. Sword understood why: he didn't want an
Imperial Army air-car passing overhead and seeing an out-of-place auto-car
sitting beside a supposedly empty cathedral.


Let alone one of the flying
tanks.


She and the others helped him
cover the vehicle completely, trying to arrange the brush so it looked as much
like a natural overgrowth as possible. But she feared it wasn't a very good
job, and looked overhead constantly to see if something might be passing by.


Arrow had a pair of guns in
holsters at his side. His hands kept dropping to them, and she knew he was
thinking the same thing. Though what he could possibly do against tanks with a
pair of handguns, she didn't know.


As soon as they were done,
Brother Scieran said, "Inside." A single word, but that with what he
had just said was music. She had worried he might stop talking completely –
like Wind and Cloud.


Gods, please protect them, too.


The inside of the cathedral was
as rundown as the outside. It had to have been ten years since anyone set foot
in this place. Dust carpeted the floor, and the pews had been knocked askew,
clearly moved to make room for squatters after the small space fell into
disuse. A charred spot at the front marked where someone – or someones – had
cooked food and kept warm. A fire, right on the cathedral floor.


Sword was still relatively new to
the whole idea of religion – it wasn't like they had gotten time off to attend
church in the kennels, and the "Gods" were usually only referred to
in conjunction with cursings and a stiff beating. Still, to see this dark spot
on the floor… it felt wrong. Disrespectful, if not outright blasphemous.


To the Nethers, Brother Scieran's
got me halfway to donning the Chain.


She looked at her friend. He was
peering around the cathedral. Not looking at it with an eye of love, but simply
as one looking for useful articles. She suspected he would happily put a fire
in here as well – or set fire to the entire place, with a full congregation
inside – if it meant he could get Sister Prasa back.


"What now?" asked Rune.


"We wait," said Brother
Scieran. Again, the words were short and the tone curt, but his speech was
infinitely better than his silence.


"For what?"


"For any survivors,"
said Brother Scieran.


"And then what?" asked
Arrow.


Don't push him. Not now. Let's
just wait. Give him a few minutes.


Brother Scieran looked at them.
His face was empty of expression, but somehow that emptiness conveyed a rage, a
murderous impulse Sword would have thought impossible from him.


"And then," he finally
said, "when we figure out what we have left, we figure out how we use it
to kill the Emperor. And any who stand with him."
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Sword asked Brother Scieran two
things:


"What do we do?"


"Are you all right?"


To the first, she received a
single word: "Wait." To the second, nothing at all. She felt nearly
as bad as she had when she saw Scholar fall. Like a friend had died. She hadn't
known Sister Prasa well enough to really grieve for the woman, but she knew this
man – and feared the difference in him was permanent.


"Let him be. Let him go
through what he must," said Father Inmil at one point.


"What are we doing here?"
she said. 


Brother Inmil shook his head.
"Waiting to find out."


"Find out what?"


"Everything. Anything."


And then he was silent, as well.
He joined Brother Scieran on one of the pews, and the two men sat quietly for
as long as Sword could stand to watch.


Gods save me from the still of
the righteous.


But she couldn't blame him.
Couldn't blame any of them. She had gone from Dog to Blessed to Cursed. A
course from nothing to family to yet another family of a different – and, in many
ways, better – kind.


But these people had lost their
best beloveds.


Gods, of course they have.


She suddenly understood what they
were going through. It wasn't just Sister Prasa. It was the entire community
that had grown up around the Grand Cathedral. It was the building itself, which
had meant so much to these men. It was all they had fought for over many years
– decades – crushed in moments.


I'd have trouble talking, too.


She went outside. Rune and Arrow
were working together – Rune picking wild berries while Arrow scanned the skies
and the woods with his preternatural sight. Every so often Rune would shimmer,
though whether she was playing forward to see if she could find something
easier or redoing something in reverse that had already gone wrong, Sword could
not tell.


She felt alone.


She wondered about Armor. What
Teeth and Siren and Garden were doing.


She thought of Devar.


At that thought, almost as though
the idea itself had torn his attention from the heavens, Arrow looked at her.
"He loves you, you know."


She started. For a moment she
wondered if Arrow had a Second Gift, and if it was mind reading.


She almost said, "Who,
Devar?" but managed to cut off the inquiry after the first word.


"Brother Scieran." She
blushed. Arrow didn't notice. Looking at the sky again, then eyeing the woods.
"He got quiet like this once before. A few years ago. We lost someone on a
botched job. Her name was Fire. Never saw what happened, she just didn't show
at the appointed meeting place after it was over, and news came a few days
later that a girl matching her description had been beheaded and quartered in
front of the palace. Brother Scieran didn't speak more than three words a day
for a week. And this is likely to be worse."


He looked back at her. Smiled a
wan smile. Again she was surprised at how the expression changed his face –
made it from a thing nearly homely to something… not handsome, exactly.
But good. Worthy. Attractive in an earthy, sincere way.


"Don't mistake his quiet for
anger. At least, not anger at you," he continued. "He shares all the
credit for his successes, and hoardes the blame for the failures of all those
around him. Right now he's enraged that he failed to turn the tide of the
Empire single-handed." He smiled. And this time the smile was a bit wider.
It brightened his face even more. "But he'll never direct one bit of anger
at you. Because he loves you. You're one of us."


Sword's blush returned. In her
life, the only other person she could remember talking to her like this was
Armor. And that had been different. Father to daughter. Teacher to student.
This was more intimate somehow – even though Rune was still near by and doing a
terrible job at pretending not to listen to the conversation.


Sword opened her mouth to say
something. She wasn't sure what. She just felt like something should be said.
She wiped her hair back, suddenly very aware how dirty she felt, how dusty and
sweat-crusted her skin. "I –" she began.


"You know, I –" Sword
said at the same time.


"Sorry, you –"


"No, you –"


"Gods, people," said
Rune, "go find a quiet spot to make eyes, would you?" she tossed a
handful of berries onto a handkerchief that had been laid out nearby.
"Some people are trying to work and figure out how to save the
world."


This time, Sword was relieved to
see Arrow blushing as well.


Then he stiffened. He was looking
over her shoulder, and must have seen something in the woods.


Her hands dropped and she pulled
her swords free – what was left of them. Still, even six inches of broken blade
in each hand was more than enough to send her Gift thrumming through her. More
than enough to kill just about any enemy.


And she almost hoped it was
an enemy. Because it would be nice to kill someone – anyone – who had caused
her friends so much pain.


Almost as fast as she drew her
swords, Arrow had his guns in hand. Pointed directly into the trees, and ready
to kill the first dozen people to come.


But it wasn't a dozen people. It
was just one. An old man with a long gray braid down his back, dressed as one
of the Temple Faithful. The wolf-headed canes he held wobbled as he planted
each one forward a step at a time, but it was clear from the way he was pulling
himself through the brush that he would get where he intended to be – or would
die trying.


"Father Akiro!" shouted
Rune. She dropped the berries she had on her kerchief, then ran to the old man
and engulfed him in an embrace that left purple berry-stains on his white robe.
He didn't seem to notice the mess – or mind if he did – just wrapped an arm
around her as well. They rocked back and forth, and then Arrow was there as
well. He didn't bother trying to separate Rune from the High Priest, but folded
them both in his strong arms.


Brother Akiro looked between
them. Caught Sword's gaze with eyes that were weary and bloodshot, but still
managed to twinkle. "You going to just stand there, girl?" he shouted.
"Give an old man a hug. It adds years to what very short life I've left."


And without knowing quite how, she
found herself in the middle of the group. Not really sure who was holding who,
or who initiated the hugging or how it all came together. But she knew she was
with friends.


Another set of arms came around
them. Then another. Brother Scieran and Father Inmil had come out and
wordlessly clasped their arms around the tight knot of people.


Suddenly, Sword was crying.
Sobbing. She was near the center of the group, and her legs loosed and she
would have fell but they held her. She couldn't fall when she had such strong
arms around her, such warm hands to hold her high.


She heard other cries, the sounds
of sobs from Rune, from Arrow. She didn't know if any of the priests wept out
their pain. Perhaps they were waiting until later, able to put off their grief
longer than the young. Perhaps that was part of growing up – to put away
yourself until you were no longer needed by others.


Or maybe they were just so close
to the Gods that they didn't need to cry.


Whatever it was, the old men in
the circle held the young people up, and let them weep, and when the weeping
was done they all walked to the Small Cathedral together. Sword found herself
holding hands with Brother Scieran on one side, with Arrow on the other.


She was glad.


When they got in the Small
Cathedral, the mood changed. The grieving was put aside once more. There was
work to be done.


"What news?" asked
Brother Scieran.


Father Akiro sighed. "You do
get right to the point. Rude."


"Father…," Brother
Scieran began threateningly.


Father Akiro held up a cane.
"Don't you take that tone with me. You may be in the Council and a member
of the Order of Chain and have all manner of fancy titles, but I remember a young
man who could barely get through the First Story without stuttering."
Brother Scieran blinked, surprised by the rejoinder. Then Father Akiro rubbed
his eyes. "Still, it's been a long couple of days, so I'll forgive you. If
you'll just let me sit down first."


Nonplused, Brother Scieran
gestured the frail old man to the nearest pew.


Sword wondered how the man had
managed to travel from wherever he had been – Gods knew how far away – through
miles in the forest to get here. He had to have the will of… of….


A righteous man.


Would Teeth or Siren have done
this? Maybe.


Armor? I hope so.


Devar?


She had no answer. But she looked
at Arrow again for some reason, and again found herself blushing.


Father Akiro harrumphed, and when
she returned her gaze to him, she found him staring at her. She couldn't tell
if he looked irritated or amused at her inattention.


"Sorry," she mumbled.


Father Akiro waved off the
apology. "Like I said. Long day. We're all cranky." Then he looked
from her to Arrow and a sly smile lit his lips. "And I wasn't always
this old, you know."


Then his expression changed. All
frivolity fell from him as he looked around at the small group. "But we've
reason to be cranky. And as bad as you think it is, things are really quite a
bit worse."
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The Chancellor was furious.


Don't they know? Don't the fools understand?


He had planned this for years –
nearly a century. Orchestrated this era, this age when he would make the Empire
his, and would make it….


What?


Sometimes he forgot. Actually forgot.
Like the years – long years, wonderful years, eternal years – had
somehow pushed memory into the clouds below the mountain.


And now, when he was finally
ready, finally prepared….


And it wasn't even the Cursed
Ones. Not just them. It was everything. It was the death of two of his
Blessed – he hadn't anticipated either Scholar's death or the suicide of
Garden, and that troubled him. He had known that Armor would be a problem from
the start, but killing his daughter and putting his wife under threat – a plan
with a long eye, the kind the Chancellor preferred – was working perfectly.


But he was tired. Much as he
hated to admit it, it was all taking a toll. The business with the Ears had
been hard. Using his Gift to co-opt their minds, one by one, until he owned
them utterly and completely, and knew every plan of the Council of Faith, of
the Order of Chain, of the Cursed Ones. Then taking his resources and moving
them from where he wanted them and dealing with those… those nuisances.


To the Netherworld with them all.


And now this. Now this.


He burst into the room where
several men stood. The Imperial Guard were stationed close enough to Malal that
the Emperor would feel protected. And maybe that was what was making him so
difficult to control these days.


Or maybe it was one of the Guard
in particular – the man had his black helm off, as only he among the Guard was
permitted – and was leaning toward the Emperor.


"… Whatever your Majesty
wishes, of course." The Captain straightened when the Chancellor
approached. He replaced his helm, and now only the single red stripe on his
right shoulder distinguished him as someone apart from the rest.


I'll replace him when my plan is
done. I'll replace them all.


Or simply rid myself of them and
have no Guard at all. For what need has the God of the world of any guard?


The notion pleased him.


The Captain spoke. "His
majesty desires to leave this place."


The Chancellor stared at the
Captain, utterly shocked that the man would dare – dare! – speak to him.


Dead. All dead and they don't
even know it yet.


Just as soon as all this business
is done.


He waved the Captain off. The man
did not leave. "He feels unprotected in this place. Away from the palace,
he feels vulnerable, and I am inclined to agree. Sir." The last word was
delivered with just enough of a pause that the Chancellor knew it came with the
bare minimum of respect.


He almost killed him right there.
The only reason he didn't was that it might make what came next more difficult.


He looked at Malal. The boy
looked pitiful, an orphan with no family –


(No family but me, his father
and God.)


– and now crushed between the
only two men who had ever really spoken to him in his very young adulthood.


The Chancellor's eyes blazed. A
fire that he knew only the boy would see. "We need to stay."


For a moment –


(What? He can't. Can't resist!)


– it looked like Malal might
actually refuse. Instead, he merely managed, "Is there no other way?"


The Chancellor shook his head.
"You know there is not." And his eyes blazed with that invisible fire
that was part of his Gift. Malal's back firmed and he waved his own hand to the
Captain of the Guard.


"We stay," said the
Emperor. "And you are not to bring up the matter again."


The Chancellor smiled. But he had
noticed. Yes, he had noticed.


So it wasn't Malal who brought up
the idea of leaving. It was the Captain.


Interesting.


Yes, they'll all die. And smile
as they are sacrificed to their new God.


His smile grew wider as he looked
at Malal.


Him, too.


And Malal simply smiled back.
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Sword waited with baited breath
after Father Akiro's announcement. She sensed in him a playful spirit, but
there was nothing of the imp in him now. There was only a resignation, and a
weariness that aged him visibly.


"How bad are things, really?"
asked Father Inmil.


"The Grand Cathedral is
gone," said Father Akiro. "Most of the Council dead or in hiding.
They're not going to be coming here anytime soon."


"What about the Order of
Chain?" asked Brother Scieran. His voice was strange. Low and strained as
it had been since the attack. But there was something more. Something Sword
didn't understand.


Rune phased in and out.
"Wait –" she began. "Don't –"


Father Akiro looked at her.
"Rude girl," he said. It was an attempt at a joke. Then he hitched a
long sigh and paused – a pause outside her ability to change, and said,
"The Order of Chain is gone. The keep where they cloister and train was
utterly demolished by the Emperor's war machines."


Brother Scieran threw back his
head and screamed. A shriek that shook the timbers of the Small Cathedral, that
shivered dust from the rafters and frightened the small creatures that had
found their way into this place in the years that humanity had abandoned it.


Sword didn't understand. She knew
this was terrible news… but he had to have thought it a possibility, didn't he?


Then Rune, crying again, lay a
hand on Brother Scieran's shoulder. "It doesn't matter if you were Bound.
She was yours, truly as any."


With that, Sword remembered
Sister Prasa's final words. Refusing to be Bound to Brother Scieran. 


"Don't… dare. You'd have
to… forsake the priesthood. And… you're needed."


She had thought he would have to
be a part of the Council. But there was no Council.


She had thought he would have to
command the Order of Chain. But there was no Order of Chain.


He could have left. In that final
moment, they could have been Bound. Not High Priest and High Priestess, but
simply man and woman, husband and wife.


Brother Scieran's scream
continued. Raw and wild, and for a moment Sword thought he might lash out at
Rune. Might hit her, attack her not as a person but simply as the closest thing
that could take his wrath, his anguish.


Rune remained solid, remained in
this Time, remained ready for her friend and teacher, and gave him what had to
be her ultimate Gift – the Gift to choose what he would do without her
intervention.


He fell against her. And it was
as it had been outside. Only this time the young held the old.


Arrow was beside Sword. She felt
his hand in hers. Not a romantic gesture, but the touch of another human
witnessing light in dark.


Rune held Brother Scieran. Then
Father Inmil and Father Akiro joined them. The old men touched Brother Scieran's
head. Their own heads bowed.


They prayed.


Brother Scieran cried for a long
time. Then he slowed.


Then he stopped.


Grief gives way to mere sadness.
Mere sadness to silence. Silence to time. And time a return to self.


At last Brother Scieran stood.
His eyes dry. He hugged Rune, then pushed her away. Not hard, not rudely. But
firmly. There is work to be done, said the motion.


Rune nodded. "What do we
do?" she asked.


Brother Scieran answered. Not in
a single word or a short sentence. "We have to continue what we have
started."


"How?" said Father
Inmil. "We hadn't mobilized our forces in the first place. No one was
prepared for us to move up any timetables, and even if we had been
prepared, our forces are gone."


"Not gone." The shadows
in the Small Cathedral lengthened a bit as someone stepped into the open
doorway, blocking the sunlight for a moment.


They all turned.


"Smoke!" shouted Arrow.


The big man looked like he had
been dragged through the eye of a hurricane. Dirty, disheveled. He had a small
child in one arm.


He held Wind's hand with the
other. She looked embarrassed when she saw the others noticing this, but didn't
draw away. Instead, a smile played across her face.


Behind them: Cloud. He looked
even worse than Wind and Smoke. Blood was caked over his ears and his neck, and
he seemed even more subdued than usual – a feat Sword would have thought
impossible. But he managed a weak wave.


And behind them: about a dozen
men and women and children.


They were tired. They were
exhausted.


They were alive.


Arrow hadn't let go of Sword's
hand yet. He held it tighter.


More light had come.


More hope.


Father Akiro tottered over to
them. He hugged Wind and Cloud, who only stiffened slightly when he did so.
Then he ushered the refugees who had come with them out of the Small Cathedral.


"Where are you going?"
asked Smoke, somewhat amused.


"To feed the body. Body
first, then soul. That's the way of it," said Akiro. Then he was gone, and
they heard him berating, "rude babies" and "irreverant
scamps" as he led the refugees to the berry patch.


"Things have changed, I
see," said Arrow. He was staring at Wind's and Smoke's clutched hands.
"Finally went for that walk?"


Smoke chuckled. "After a
manner of speaking." He quickly recounted what had happened. Sword noted
he Signed much of it, and when he got to the part in the story where Cloud was
deafened she understood why.


Gods, what must that be like? To lose your
hearing at the hands of your own sister?


She didn't know if the fact that
it had been his sister who did it made it better or worse.


"But we're here now,"
finished Smoke. "So what are we going to do?"


"You're raring to go,"
said Father Inmil. He managed a smile. It was welcome. The group actually felt
alive for once.


"A walk along the waterfall
will do that to a man," said Smoke.


"We continue the plan,"
said Brother Scieran.


"What plan?" said
Father Inmil.


"We find the archives. We
take them. We confirm a new heir." At the last he looked upon Sword.
"We kill the Chancellor, and the Emperor."


"What if the Emperor doesn't
deserve killing?" asked Sword. The others looked pained, as if she had
just asked an inappropriate question.


Brother Scieran didn't look
pained. He looked angry. "The time for that question is passed, Sword. The
sides have been chosen. All who stand against us are enemies now." He
sighed, and passed his large hands through his gray hair. "I say this
partly because I am angry, I admit." Then he looked at them all. "But
I also say it because it is right. At some point the time for repentnce passes.
And judgment must come."


"Only the Gods judge
righteous judgment," said Rune. Her voice was small, as if she wasn't sure
if she even believed what she was saying.


"True," said Brother
Scieran. "And so we sin even as we try to carry out their will. But try we
must. And trust to Them to make up the difference. Now is the last time we may
have to act."


"We don't even know where
the archives might be," said Sword.


"I've been thinking about
that," said Brother Scieran. "And I think I know. I think they're at
the main Army base on the edge of Fear – the Acropolis."


There was a gasp of surprise.
Though Sword wasn't quite sure why.


"And you conclude this based
on what?" asked Father Inmil.


"The archives are – and have
been – the most precious possession in the Empire, save only her actual coin.
They would be in her most secure location. The Acropolis is guarded by the
largest part of her Army, with high walls on three sides and a sheer dropoff on
the third, unapproachable by any force. There are said to be catacombs below it,
places one could hide something as large as an archive. And the comings and
goings of Scholars and Archivists would hardly be noticed in a place like that
– the Imperial Army has mountains of her own records that must be kept as well.


"Besides," he added
with a dark grin, "one of our other objectives was going to be to kill the
other Ministers below the Chancellor. So if we attack the Acropolis, there's a
good chance the Minister of the Interior will be there and we can at least
catch him."


"So you propose that we go
up against an entire army, based in the most secure area in the Empire, perhaps
facing flying machines the likes of which have never been seen, possibly the
Emperor's Blessed Ones as well – since Gods only know where they are –
with a force consisting of the people in this room?" said Arrow.


Silence.


Then Smoke said, "I like
it."


Sword smiled.


Her friends.


Her family.


Live or die, they would play this
game together.
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The State of Fear is differs from
the other places in the Empire.


It is a volcano. Capped, but with
spurts of magma often surfacing. Forcing their way to the many slums and
shanties that dot the landscape. People move in Fear. People cannot
rest, they cannot acclimate to one place or another. They eke out subsistence,
and wish for a better life while at the same time knowing that the only better
life possible is the next one.


Suicides are not uncommon.


Fear is the only State that is
not joined to any other State by skybridge. The only way in is by Imperial
air-car or an unlucky birth. The only way out: Imperial air-car or a final,
blessed death.


Other than rock, bare minimums of
water and flora and fauna, and the people themselves, there are only three
things in Fear: the Slums, the Prisons, and the Army bases. The Slums and the
Prisons feed off each other, self-consuming beasts driven to a strange
murder-suicide, and the Army bases are positioned there as the logical place to
watch over the strange pact and ensure that the poor get no ideas about
uprisings or even about leaving this, their proper place.


For all these reasons – and a
thousand more, starting with the ash that always floated in the air, ending
with the scheming and political in-fighting among his officers – Minister of
the Interior Vuko, First Among Generals, Chief of the Imperial Army, hated
this station.


And yet… it was power.


In this place, in Fear, he was
supreme. He could crook a finger, and a man would die. Nod, and a woman would
be his.


He hated it here.


And loved it.


And hated, and loved. And on and
on in a cycle no less self-consuming than that of Slum and Prison.


But now, even that cycle had been
interrupted. Everything had changed when the air-car dropped to the base. When
the men came out. Black-armed and -armored, like insects grown to awful size,
and he knew the second he saw them that his rule in this place had come to an
end.


The Emperor was no one – not
really – so he had a moment of hope. Perhaps this was just an official visit. A
bit of pomp and ceremony to be seen to before all returned to its normal,
proper state of being. Though based on what was happening – the destruction of
an uprising, the preparation for an attack that was years in the making – that
was doubtful.


And when he saw the Chancellor disembark,
his remaining hope withered and died.


Still, Vuko knew his place, so
when he saw Chancellor and Emperor descend the steps of the air-car, arm in
arm, he ran on his stubby legs to them and bowed and scraped as a man should
before his betters. Vuko barely came up to the Emperor's chest, and could not
even see over the Chancellor's belt – his position had not been won on the
basis of battlefield prowess, but on his grasp of strategy and political
cunning – so the bows were, he thought, quite impressive.


Still, the Chancellor sniffed.
Barely nodded to him. Barely registered the obeissance that was being done, or
the fact that it was being done by a man who had served the Empire so faithfully
for so many years.


And then the tanks arrived. They
came in near-silence, held aloft by the power of nearly every Push in the
Empire, surrounded by a protective shield that Vuko did not pretend to
understand. Just one more part of the Grand Plan that the Chancellor had not
seen fit to share with him.


"My Lords," said Vuko,
doing his best to ignore the machines as they landed in his practice fields,
seemingly unaware of the men who were already there. Several unlucky soldiers
who didn't have the sense to get out of the way were flattened.


Lucky.


"How wondrousful to be with
you this finest of days." He bowed again. "I will make my most finest
quarters available to you with all speeds."


The Chancellor nodded as though
this was his due, his right.


Scum.


"And may I be so veriest
presumptious as to ask what brings my Lords to my humble place here?" he
asked. "Not that you needs to answer, 'course. Just it might be
helpful…."


"What brings me – us – here
is the plan, of course," said the Chancellor.


Vuko felt something knit his
throat in uncomfortable knots. He was often scared – fear was one of his main
motivators to success – but this was different. He didn't want this
plan. Wanted nothing of it.


"Um… do we really… I mean, really?"


And then the Chancellor and
Emperor brushed past him. Like he didn't even exist.


For a moment Vuko felt like he
was back in the Slum at Deris. Always small, always teased. Always the only way
to stop it a knife to the throat in the night.


I'd like to put a knife in you two,
my Lords.


The Chancellor turned to look at
him. And not for the first time did Vuko wonder if the man could hear his
thoughts. The General bowed so deep his head touched the ash-laden ground. Then
stood and smiled his most sincere smile. Which wasn't particularly sincere at
all, but it seemed to mollify the Chancellor.


The Imperial Guard fell in behind
the two men, their Captain at the front, all of them swiveling heads left and
right as if they expected an assassination attack right here in the middle of
the Acropolis. And a moment later three more people joined the group: a fat
woman dressed like a harlot, a tall man thinner than anyone Vuko had ever seen,
and a big man wearing the uniform of an Army lieutenant.


They fell in among the Guard, and
somehow Vuko just knew that meant that these three were more important
than him, too. Even before he glimpsed the black disc of the Blessed on one of
them, he knew.


Everything's going to the
Netherworlds. Right in front of my face. Everyone's more important than me and
no one tells me nuffing.


Even the world itself seemed to
agree with him: the sky here was always gray, always dim with ash. But now it
seemed grayer still and he realized a storm was rolling in.


Gonna be a big'un, too.


Yup, going straight to the
Nethers.


And that was when the first
explosion hit the wall.


He couldn't tell where it had
come from. Not until the second strike. And then he realized…. The attack was
coming from the sky itself. Great arcs of lightning crashed from the
swirling thunderheads, smashed down on the west wall of the Acropolis in
strikes that came impossibly fast and impossibly close together.


How….


And then he knew. The rumors, the
children's tales.


The Cursed are here.


"To the tanks! To the tanks,
Gods blast your eyes!" he screamed. "Get to your stations!"


"What are we fighting? There
was no alarm!" shouted one of the men – a sergeant, a man low enough in
rank that normally Vuko would have had him flogged for daring to speak to him.


Now, though, he just grabbed him
– by the belt – and shrieked, "Get. To. The. WALL!" And he
shoved the man back hard enough he actually stumbled.


Vuko turned and looked for the
Emperor. The Chancellor. The Blessed.


They were nowhere to be seen.


Of course. Cowards.


He ran in the direction they had
taken, looking for them. The safest place to be would be wherever they were.
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Arrow watched as Cloud slammed
lightning strike after lightning strike into the wall. Watched as the wall
peeled apart, brick by brick.


And he felt very small.


What am I doing here?


This was the most mountainous part
of Fear. Volcanic rock – black and glassy – crunched underfoot with every step.
There was not a tree in sight, and now that they were both standing, anyone
with a sightglass would be able to see them from the walls of the Acropolis.


That included people with
sightglasses on their rifles.


Cloud raised his hands higher.
The storm battered at the walls in full now. Not just lightning but the wind
itself, smashing into the west wall of the Acropolis, yanking it apart.


What am I doing here? Beside this
kind of power?


Then Cloud's hands dropped. He
trembled with exhaustion, gathering strength for the next attack seemingly from
the air itself. 


Arrow saw a glint on the wall.
And his own Sight came into focus. He saw the man bringing a rifle to bear.


Arrow unslung his own rifle.
Fast. So fast he knew that any normal person would see it not even as a blur,
but as a mere ripple in the air.


He pulled the trigger.


The glint disappeared as Arrow's
bullet slammed into the sightglass, through the twin lenses, and into the eye
of the Imperial Rifleman behind the glass.


Another glint. Another shot.


Another. Another. Then the glints
were gone – for a moment – and Arrow turned to picking off individual soldiers
while Cloud rested. He moved so fast the shots all found their marks before the
first man had even fallen.


He reloaded. Continued firing.
The Small Cathedral had been a fallback position, so there was a stock of
weapons and ammo there. Not an army's worth, but enough to keep him busy
for a while.


Bambambambambam and then he got into a rhythm
and it wasn't bambambam but ba-ba-ba and then b-b-b-b, his
rifle barely stuttering out one shot before the next one launched, not even a single
second between reloads.


The rifle grew too hot to fire.
He dropped it and plucked another off the ground.


The west wall was empty.


And then the tanks rose into the
sky from behind the wall, and turned toward them.
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They waited. Longer than any
wanted. Sword could tell they all ached to move. To help.


Cloud and Arrow might be engaged
in the most dangerous part of their attack.


If you can even call it that.
Seven people against an Empire.


She looked at Brother Scieran. He
hung beside her in the air. They had all tried to convince him to stay behind.
Even though Father Inmil was technically senior to him in the Council – if
there even was such a thing anymore – they all understood that he was the
still-beating heart of the revolution. That if the Empire could be saved, it would
be saved on the shoulders of men like him.


Rune and Arrow looked askance
when he told them he was coming, but he cut them off before they uttered a
word. "I am of the Order of Chain. I am a warrior of the Gods, and I will
be their tool to return what has been to what is, and what may be."


That was the last of it. He went.
And while Cloud and Arrow caused uproar at the front of the Acropolis, the rest
of them – Smoke, Rune, Brother Scieran, and Sword – all went through the one
place that no one at the Acropolis was prepared for: the back. Blown gently but
firmly over the side of the mountain on a place so far down the cliff face that
they could not be seen, then brought directly below the Acropolis, and then raised
up behind it by Wind's Gift.


Sword looked at Wind. This had to
be taking a toll on her. But the woman was expressionless. She was not wearing
her mask, though Sword wasn't sure if that was because she had lost it in the
cave below Faith, or simply because she sensed that this was not a time for
masks, but for true things, true feelings, true faces. Perhaps both.


For a moment, Sword thought she
saw the woman tremble. Then Smoke reached for her. Touched Wind's cheek. The
trembling ceased.


They climbed. Slid over the edge
of the cliff.


And were in the Acropolis.


They could hear chaos, but it was
a chaos distant: Arrow and Cloud were doing their job. People were at the front
of the Acropolis, mostly trying to man the partially-destroyed west wall. The
other two walls were sparsely populated, and the back of the Acropolis – the
place with no walls, because the cliff face was nothing but volcanic glass all
the way down to the clouds, unclimbable and susceptible to no attack – had no
one at all.


"Find them," said
Brother Scieran.


They split up.


Wind and Cloud had objected. Had
said – through Smoke – that splitting up was a bad idea. But Brother Scieran
had argued that the Acropolis was a big place. They didn't know where they were
going. They had to find the archives, had to kill Minister Vuko. Too much to do
and too little time to do it.


He was right. Right, but Sword
didn't like it. There was an air of desperation to his orders – a sense that
their entire plan was a strange kind of prayer to the Gods: Help us, we're
doing the best we can, please help us see this through.


Her hands tingled. She held a
sword – just a simple cut-and-thrust blade the Small Cathedral's cache had held
– in one hand, a dagger in the other. She missed her katana and her wakizashi.
But they were broken. Gone. Just like so much of what they had had. So much of
what she had been.


She looked at her blades.


These are good blades. Different.
But good.


We endure.


She ran. Rune shimmered and
peeled off in one direction. At the same moment, Wind climbed into the sky,
clearly thinking to take a better look at things and determine where to go from
there. She squeezed Smoke's hand before she went.


Sword, Brother Scieran, and Smoke
ran together for a few more moments.


Then they turned a corner…
straight into an entire battalion of soldiers.
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Cloud had recovered enough to
fling more bolts of lightning. Not at the walls this time – no point aiming for
them – but at the fifty or more tanks that were floating through the air.
Headed right toward them.


Cloud had always been the one who
took care of things. Who nurtured and protected. He had pulled his sister out
of the wreckage of their home. Had taken her from their village. Had watched
over her. And she, in turn, had watched over him.


Now she was gone. For the first
time that he could really remember, he was on his own.


No. Arrow.


His thoughts seemed slow.
Separated by the drumbeat of his pulse that was now the only sound in his world
– a sound he knew was illusory. Silence was his lot now.


He pushed away from that. Away
from the memory of the pain, to the now of what must be done.


These were the men who had killed
his family. Perhaps not the exact men. But they fought for the same
Empire. They deserved the same fate.


He pulled down bolt after bolt.
But each jag of lightning crashed over the tanks and simply washed in a purple
sphere around them. Not so much as a scorch to show where they had been struck.


Arrow was firing beside him.
Shooting so fast it seemed his bullets must outpace the lightning itself. Small
pinpricks flared in front of some of the tanks where the bullets impacted.
Sparks that held no more explosive power than a firecracker – as impervious as
the bite of an ant to a giant.


But still they loosed their bolts
and bullets. Still they used their Gifts. They might die – probably would – but
this was their job. They weren't here that they might live, they were here so
that the others would live.


The first tank fired.


Cloud reacted as fast as he
could. Almost not fast enough.


Lightning fell from the sky. Not
in a single strike, not even in two or three, but in a continuous sheet
of electricity that fell from the clouds above and touched down on the volcanic
glass below, turning them to white-hot slag.


The tank's bullet – explosive, enormous
– hit the wall of electricity. It erupted in flame, a detonation so huge that
the shockwave shoved Cloud back a few steps and knocked Arrow down completely.


The lightning died.


Arrow scrambled back to his feet.


He looked at Cloud, the
expression clear on his face. Can you keep doing that?


Cloud shook his head. That had
been luck as much as planning.


More tanks brought their guns to
bear.


Another one fired.
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Sword felt a blade digging into
her ribs. A colonel was next to her, jabbing at her with his sword. "Get
me a guard contingent!" he screamed.


She almost killed him. Then
realized she would have to take on several hundred other soldiers. She didn't
know if even she could do that.


And then she realized….


Where's Smoke?


With the question came the
answer. She dropped her weapons. Beside her, Brother Scieran did the same.


A group of a dozen men peeled
away from the batallion. They had black bands on their epaulettes: the mark of
the police in the Imperial Army.


The "colonel" beside
them waited until they were a few steps away, then began shrieking at the rest
of the batallion: "What in the name of Gods' blood are you still doing
here? Get to the west wall and help!"


One man – a lieutenant colonel –
managed a meager, "Sir, we were told –"


The man at Sword's side cut him
off. "By whom? Is he here? Did he outrank me? Do you want to DIE?"
That last was enough, and in a moment the space between the buildings where the
batallion had just been was empty, save only Sword, Brother Scieran, the dozen
guards, and the "colonel" – Smoke.


Smoke took up a position behind
the guards. "Careful. These two are crafty," he said. Then as soon as
the guards had turned from him he drove one of his knives into the back of one.
Cut the throat of another.


The remaining ten turned when
they heard the twin gurgles, and that was all Sword needed.


She scooped up her sword and
dagger. Moved in.


Brother Scieran was still picking
up his own weapons – a new sickle and whip he had taken from the cache in the
Small Cathedral – when the tenth man fell.


But she was still too slow. Just
a bit. She had killed them all, but one of them… one of them had managed to
strike. Smoke shimmered back to himself. A self with a dagger jutting from his
side.


She could tell at a glance it was
bad. So could Brother Scieran, for he moved quickly to the man. Whispered,
"Smoke."


Smoke shook his head. "I'm
fine. Go. Find what we need."


Brother Scieran looked at Sword.
She nodded.


"We'll find it
together," said Brother Scieran. Then he hesitated. "What about your
Second Gif –"


"No." Smoke shook his
head so hard that a gout of blood came out from around his knife. "No,"
he said again.


They limped deeper into the Acropolis.
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Siren had lost her bearings.


It seemed like she had been
floating in a haze, ever since Scholar died. Maybe before that. Maybe since the
missions of the Blessed started… changing.


It was nothing she could put her
finger on. Perhaps a few more children who were sent to the kennels? A few more
adolescents judged too old to live when their parents were sentenced to die?


She didn't know. All she knew was
that when she found her Gift, the Chancellor plucked her out of the brothels –
she was merely of the House of Twos – and made her feel special. Prized.


Beautiful.


And then Teeth and Scholar came,
and she recognized in them kindred souls. Men who had come from places as
strange and, in their own way, loathed, as hers had been.


She loved them. Not as man to
woman, but as mother to sons. She cooked for them, she cleaned their clothes –
especially Teeth's clothes, such a slovenly boy – and she gloried in her
family. She had been sold to the brothels when she was old enough to remember
actually having a family, but those people were strangers. People who
hawked her for pennies to fill their bellies for a few more hours, a few more
days.


No. Scholar and Teeth. Teeth,
Scholar, Siren. That was the true family, with the Chancellor and Emperor
standing over as a pair of benificent gods.


And now it was broken. Just like
her first family had been – only this had been a worse sundering. Not a tearing
apart of a family she had hated, but the angry rending of a family she loved.


She prayed to the Gods every day
that she would be able to repay that wound. Somehow.


When the shaking started, when
the strange destruction began, she wondered if this might be an answer to her
prayer. Either the people who had killed Scholar –


(Sword, to the Netherworlds
with her, she betrayed us! She helped them kill my boy!)


– had come to them again, or the
Gods had simply decreed that this land, so long living atop fire and death,
should finally fall away from the Empire.


She found she didn't much care
which it was.


She wished Devar were here. But
he wasn't, and when she had whispered a quick question to the Chancellor –
"Devar?" – all she got was the dark smile the giant man wore whenever
his right hand man was away a most secret mission.


One more break in the family. One
more wound unhealed.


At least Marionette wasn't here.
Hopefully she was with Devar as well. That little girl was one that had
never belonged, and if Siren never saw the mad child again it would be too
soon.


She and Teeth ran with the
Imperial Guard, with the Emperor and the Chancellor. Then there was a great shaking,
a bright light that blasted her eyes like a physical blow. When she blinked her
way out of blindness, she and Teeth were alone. Standing in some building she knew
not where, holding to one another like children in a storm.


No, a hurricane.


She could hear the wind pummeling
the building they were in, pounding it to the foundations. Could hear the rain
coming in drops that must be the size of men's fists. Could picture them
catching the ash in the air, creating a sooty mulch on the ground that would be
disaster to fall in, death to lay too long upon.


And then, at the end of the long
hall where she stood, she saw someone.


A young woman. Perhaps fifteen or
sixteen Turns. Hardly more than a girl.


The girl stopped her headlong run
when she saw them. She shimmered. Then she cursed and dove out the nearest
door, straight into the rain.


Siren smiled.


The Gods were kind, after
all.


Everything swam back into focus.
The confusion that had gradually settled over her in the past months
disappeared. The idea of helping the Empire, of protecting the Emperor, of
following the Chancellor – all disappeared.


All she had to do was this. All
she had to do was kill a girl.


"C'mon, Teeth," she
muttered.


Teeth had somehow contrived to fish
a piece of bread from within his tunic, even during their panicked flight. He
crammed it in his mouth. Grunted.


Followed.


They ran after the girl.


Siren should have missed her. It
should have been impossible to find her. The tempest was so great, the storm so
wild, that one girl should have been able to hide almost anywhere.


But the Gods were kind, and the
girl had run to a place where there was nowhere to hide.


The door had led into an alley
between two buildings. A long passage ending with a wall at one end, and the
other end blocked by Siren and Teeth.


The girl was trying a door.
Shaking it in its jamb, but it was locked. She shimmered, which made Siren
think of what had happened to Scholar, what this girl had done to him.


The girl ran to another door.
Tried it, as well.


Locked.


Siren didn't know what this
girl's Gift was. She had to have one – there was no other way she could have
bested Scholar. But it didn't matter. Because when she heard Siren's Call, she
would come.


They always did.


"Ready, Teeth?" she
said.


He jerked his arms and legs. Saw blades
erupted from every surface. His face was alive with deadly edges. But even
through the inhuman appearance he now held, she could see his eyes. Dangerous.
Ready.


"Bring 'er to me."


Siren opened her mouth.


And Sang. 
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Arrow was fast.


Fast enough to gun down a dozen
men at inhuman range in the blink of an eye. Fast enough to put three arrows in
one person's eye before his body knew it was dead.


Fast enough, sometimes, to even
see a bullet move.


So when the tank fired at him,
because he was watching it, he saw it happen. Saw the bullet emerge from the
gun. Saw it fire with a snap of strangely beautiful electrical discharge – the
magic of a Push melded with that of a Shock.


He shot it.


His own bullet hit the much
larger one of the tank in mid-air, and the huge projectile exploded. For a
moment Arrow hoped that the explosion might have some effect on the tank. That
perhaps its own weapon might do something to it.


But no. Even if that were
possible, the distances were too great. As fast as Arrow was, by the time he
spotted the tank's great bullet, aimed, and fired; by the time his own bullet
traveled to intercept the shot… by then the tank's bullet was halfway between
them. The explosion created was far from the tank and its strange shield.


So this wasn't going to help. Not
for long. It was a delaying tactic, but sooner or later more shots would come. Too
many for Cloud and Sword to stop, even working together.


They would die.


The knowledge brought a strange
calm. He had devoted most of his life to this cause. Not to the idea of
bringing down the Empire, per se, but to the idea that he could help make
things… better. And if "better" turned out to be a place
without him in it….


Well, he could live with that.


Or die with it.


He shot another bullet out of the
sky. It exploded.


Again, too far away. He was
faster – the explosion rocked the tank, but only gently. Just a swaying motion
that might as well have been an encouraging handshake for the soldiers inside: Keep
it up, you're getting closer!


Another bullet fired, another one
blown from the sky.


And Arrow was starting to run low
on ammo.


Then he realized that Cloud had
stopped calling down the lightning. He spared a quick glance for his friend.


The man was staring at him oddly.


At his rifle.


And smiling.
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Sword and Brother Scieran
couldn't move fast. Not even once they got out of the terrible, smashing rain
that Cloud was dragging down from the heavens.


They were in a long hall. No one
knew where. But Brother Scieran started pulling them along grimly, as though he
knew where they were going.


"What are we going to do,
priest?" said Smoke, evidently thinking the same thing Sword was.
"Just pray our way into finding the archives?"


"Yes," answered Brother
Scieran simply. "Now shut up so I can commune."


They moved down the hall. Smoke
started gasping for breath.


"He can't keep –" began
Sword.


"Don't." Brother
Scieran didn't even look at her. "He knows what he's doing. And your
saying it won't help him." He stopped, though, and looked around. They
were in some kind of office area – someplace the Academics and Archivists might
safeguard Army documents. 


Or perhaps more?


"Could this be it?"
asked Smoke.


"Doubtful," said Brother
Scieran. "Though if it's here, it will be near the rear of the Acropolis.
No sense hiding important things in the front, eh?"


They heard a noise. Brother
Scieran's hand dropped to his whip, and it flared out with a crack. A surprised
face that had been peeking into the hall from one of the rooms went red as the
whip circled his neck and jerked him into view.


Brother Scieran flicked the whip,
and it dropped from the man's neck. It was an Academic, with the usual dark
suit and tie – though this one had a rather darker patch now spreading across
the front of his pants.


"Don't even try it,"
snapped Brother Scieran as the man moved to run. His whip snapped at the same
time, and the tip of the Academic's tie fell in tatters to the floor.


The Academic jerked quivering
hands skyward. "Don't kill me. I'll tell you everything you want to know.
I don't know much – I don't know anything – but I'll tell you –"


He kept babbling. Smoke eyed
Brother Scieran. "You really think this chick-fowl is going to know where
the archive is?"


"No," said Brother
Scieran. "But he can tell us something just as good." He flicked his
whip again. "Tell us, boy – and I'm a priest, I'll know if you lie –
what's the one place in the Acropolis that you're not allowed to go?"
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The guards were taking them
somewhere safe. Minister Vuko had to trust in that, his short legs moving at
top speed to keep up with them as they pounded along. Safe, because there was
the Captain at the head, leading half the guards in front of the Emperor and
the Chancellor, while half followed close behind. The big lieutenant was with
them, too, looking so grim it was a wonder his face didn't split in pieces.


Important. They're important
people. They're going to go somewhere safe.


He had to trust in that. Vuko
never trusted anything – not even himself, not really – but he would
trust in that.
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Rune was in a place she had never
been before.


Not just physically – that
happened all the time. But she had never found herself somewhere like this.
A long alley between two buildings. Nothing but locked doors up and down its
length. The only place that was unlocked, in fact, was the door she had
just come from – and what good would it do her to go back in there?


She Looked, and Saw – trying door
after door. Finding nothing helpful.


But she still had to try. She
refused to sit and weep at the unfairness of it all, even though there was a
part of her that wanted to do just that.


Even though, at the very edge of
her Sight, she had seen the two Blessed Ones coming into the alley.


She tried two other doors. Locked
as well.


And now here they were.


The one in the front, the
terribly tall, thin one, snapped hands out and erupted into what looked like a
field of blades.


Rune didn't spare them more than
a glance. She didn't Look ahead, either. If she couldn't find an open door, she
would need to save her Sight for the last moment, so she could either See what
had to be done against the blades of the thin man or – more likely – replay the
past so as to avoid her own death.


No, she was relying on Present,
as she rarely did.


She tried another door.


Then a sound came to her. At
first she tried to ignore it, but it whittled its way into the crevices of her
mind. Then the whittling became a scything slash – a cut that was deep, and
painful, and at the same time the sweetest thing she had ever felt. It was a
song – and more than a song, it was Song itself.


She turned, and saw the Singer.
Saw the woman beyond the thin man.


(don't)


The tiny part of her that
screamed not to go disappeared. She ran toward the woman. Never minding that
the man of teeth and saw blades stood between them. Never minding that she ran
to her death.


Because the Song lay just beyond
that death.


And the Song was sweet.
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It took a few tries for Arrow to
understand Cloud's gestures. More than a few tries, actually, because Arrow
kept having to pause to blast bullets out of the sky, looking away from the
other man's frantic gyrations to target the missiles that were coming ever
closer.


Then he understood – he thought –
and wasn't convinced he wanted to understand.


Madness.


Then a bullet came so close that
the sound alone nearly deafened him when it exploded. He nodded.


Cloud took up a position at his
side. Pointed at one of the closest tanks, one that hung in the air close to another
one.


Arrow nodded. He closed his eyes.
Took a deep breath. He would need everything his Gift could give.


Cloud shot his hand into the sky.


A bolt of lightning crashed down.


Arrow fired.


The lightning held. Not long, but
longer than any bolt of lightning should hold. Longer than any could
hold, without the power of a Cursed One behind it.


The bullet passed through the
jagging shard of light. The lightning transformed. Shifted under Cloud's Gift,
joining with the bullet and creating a force of raw, Elemental power.


The bullet hit the force shield.
Exploded.


The tank remained perfectly
intact, but it slammed backward into the tank behind it. The force field
protected both the vehicles' integrity, but it did not protect them from being moved
by the force of a bullet that had an entire lightning bolt trapped within it.
The ultimate Shell.


For a moment it looked like the
trick had gained them nothing. The tanks hung there in the air, unmarked and no
longer even moving. 


Then, abruptly, they both fell
from the sky. Pinwheeling like papers dropped from the fingers of bored
children.


He was right!


The fields protected the tanks.
But Cloud's idea had been to hit the tanks hard enough, not directly, but indirectly,
that they moved through the sky. And if they moved hard enough the men inside
them would be knocked to bits inside their own steel tombs.


Cloud pointed at the next tank.


Arrow nodded.


Drew his sights onto his next
target.


The lightning flashed.
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Sword was pretty sure they were
in the right place.


It was only a few buildings down
from the one they had come from, but they could tell instantly that it was
different. A place designed to be guarded, even within a heavily-guarded Army base.


But now: nearly bereft of
humanity. Everyone fled to the front gate.


They encountered two guards.
Smoke took the shape of an Imperial colonel again and screamed for them to
"go, go, go to the front and give their Gods' blasted weapons some
use!"


Then they were in.


They moved through a hall, but
there was little question which way to go. It was a corridor that had a few
doors on either side, but one at the end that was larger and far more ornate.
Another guard stood before it.


"Open that!" snarled
Smoke before they had even gotten close.


"But –"


Brother Scieran didn't waste time
talking. He cut the guard down with his sickle. Then took a key from a chain on
his belt, and opened the door.


They stepped in.


And Sword reeled.


The Dream.


This was the place.


The floor was as she remembered: white,
with gold veins throughout. The white walls, sparkling with the same gold.


And that was when she knew that,
though she may have stumbled into a place out of Dream, they weren't in
the right place for what they needed. Because why would she have ever been in a
secret archive?


And what was this place?


She realized that Smoke had
slumped. Brother Scieran had let go of him. Not out of callousness, but because
of simple shock. Not shock at the room – he was less concerned for the place
than for those within it.


The Chancellor, the Emperor, Armor,
and a small man that Sword supposed was Minister Vuko looked up as they
entered. The Chancellor gestured at the men of the Imperial Guard that
surrounded them. Rage clouded his bear-like features as he said, "Kill
them all."
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Wind had stopped looking for the
backup archives. She had tried for a while, looking for a building that appeared
as if it might hold secrets. But they all looked secretive to her. This
entire place was a monument to the ability of humanity to exist in a state of
terror. To their inability to trust one another – because, at heart, so many
were not worthy of that trust.


So she gave up.


And rode the winds.


The air gathered her unto itself,
held her in its softest and yet strongest of hands.


And with it, she killed.


She used that air to throw men
from walls to their deaths. She battered them against buildings, and saw their
blood flow.


Perhaps she would not find any
secrets. But she would at least let these people know something of the fear she
had known. Something of her terror, and the feeling of helplessness she had
suffered when huddling behind a rotten log.


Something caught Wind's eye.


A trio of figures, deep in an
alley.


She descended from the heights,
and saw:


The man who was made of blade.


The woman who called people to
die.


And Rune… Rune was running toward
them. Clearly without sense. Just heeding the woman's call.


For a moment, Wind was back in
her village. Watching her father burn. Running back into the house, back for
family that would never emerge.


I can save him. I can save him.
This time I can save him.


I can save Rune.


Almost she sent shards of
sharpened air toward the woman. There was no thought of doing it to Rune – not
again, not after what she had done in a blind panic to her brother – but this
time she could destroy the woman at the heart of this pain.


Then she thought of something
else. Something better. Something more fitting.


Something just.


She curled a hand in the air.


The wind gathered.
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Siren Sang.


The girl who killed Scholar ran
to her.


Teeth held out arms that would
embrace, and in their embrace would destroy the girl who had killed a son and
brother and friend.


Then something strange happened.


Wind swirled around Siren's body.
Not like anything she had ever known. It was like being at the center of a
cyclone, the eye of a hurricane so small it barely captured her at its center.


As it happened, she saw the girl
slow.


What…?


Then she understood: her Song
wasn't making it past this strange swirling wind. It was losing power.


She Sang louder.


The girl sped up again.


Nearly to Teeth. His arms wide
and blades vibrating with power and bloodlust.


The turning winds grew faster.


The girl slowed again. She
actually took a step backward.


Siren opened her mouth to its
widest. She Sang louder than she had ever Sung before. Sang for Scholar, for
family lost, for pain that came again and again into her life.


And then, at the height of her
Song, the winds collapsed. The air rushed at her, pounded into her, and brought
with it…


… her own Song.


The sound pummeled her ears,
peeled back her skull, flayed her brain to bits. She was caught in a loop of
her own Call. Screaming to herself to come, come, come, and no pleasure to be
found because she was already here, already here, please Gods stop it I'm
already here!


She was vaguely aware of the
girl. The girl who shimmered, then took a near-impossible leap off the side
wall. Teeth reached for her, and one of his arms slid against her ribs.


But she landed behind him.


And planted her dagger in one of
the few areas not sliding with shimmering blades: the back of his neck.


Siren saw Teeth stiffen. Saw her
last family fall.


She began to dance… dance… dance
to the sound of her own Song.


Then the winds closed around her.


Crushed her.


And, at the last, she thought she
might be going home. Thought perhaps she might simply be following her family
to a new place. A place where Scholar – and now Teeth – would be waiting, and
where they could be a family again, and never more to part.


She died.


And was not unhappy.
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Brother Scieran moved. And never
before had Sword seen him – a Knight of the Order of Chain – attack in all his
rage and glory.


It was wonderful and terrible to
behold.


He lashed out with his whip,
yanking a Guard to him, cutting the man down: three motions so fast they
blurred into one. Another lash and a man's neck was broken. A flash of his
sickle and a third man found himself with no hands.


Sword could fight better. But
this was an unGifted man. Someone who had earned his ability through sweat and
blood. And though terrifying, there was something both pure and beautiful about
his skill and his righteous wrath.


She didn't move to join him,
though. Partly because the Chancellor turned to the Emperor and whispered
something to the young man – 


(Is he my brother? Can I kill
my brother?)


– and partly because one other man
stepped through the melee, ignoring the battle between Knight and Guards.


Armor faced her.


"I am sorry, my
daughter."


"I am sorry, too, my
father."


A beat. She added: "You can
join us."


He shook his head. "Alas, I
cannot."


He clapped his hands. And ran at
her.
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Rune felt blood running along the
front of her blouse. Different than the rain that ran across everything. This
was sticky; a red sludge that mixed with the ash-rain and created something the
color of death.


He was fast. The bladed man was…
so… fast.


He had mortally wounded her the
first time she ran at him. Nearly did so the second time. Maybe did do
so. She couldn't tell how bad the wound really was.


She felt as much as saw a
presence beside her. Whirled. Saw it was Wind. The woman smiled at her. Pointed
at her wound.


"I'll live," she said.
Though she didn't know if that was true at all.


Don't have time to die right now,
that's sure.


There's never enough time to die,
dearie. That's the tragedy of it all.


She shoved that thought behind
her. Gestured to Wind. "You have enough fire left in you to lift us
both?" she said.


Wind nodded, and a moment later
they were aloft.
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"I don't want to. I don't
want to." Malal felt small. Small. Smaller.


"You must. You will."
The Chancellor's eyes. So strange.


Smaller….


Smaller….


Nearly gone.
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Armor wasn't nearly as fast as
Sword. But he only had to hit her once.


And she… she couldn't hit him at
all.


Not just because of his Gift. Because
of who he was.


He still bore a scar down his
right arm. Along the place where that strange light had created a sword from
nothing, if only for a moment. But that light was gone now – and she thought it
possible that she would be unable to call it back.


Not against him.


But Armor seemed to have no
qualms about attacking her. He chased her all over the room –


(the room of my Dream why here
why am I here again?)


– and never stopped his attack
for a moment. A massive hand fell toward her, and she spun away at the last second.
She felt the wind of its passage, and it smashed a huge chunk of marble from
the floor, powdering them both with dust.


He came at her again.


She dodged behind a pillar. He
just rammed right through it.


"I am Armor, girl," he
said. "You'll not escape me." And, for just a moment, a moment more
terrible than his rage, she saw something new in his face. Anguish.
"You'll not escape," he whispered. "I can't let you
escape."


Then he ran again.


About to hit her.


She raised her blade. Slashed.
Spun. Hacked at his neck with her dagger.


And had two empty hands. The impact
had traveled up the blades, shattered them – then even the hilts had
dissolved. She had less even than she had enjoyed before, when she at least clutched
the remains of a katana and the nub of a wakizashi. Her hands were numb,
ringing with her weapons' impact on Armor's impervious body.


He raised her arm to block him. Aware
that without a weapon she had nothing to defend – her Gift was useless.


He brought his fist down upon her.
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Arrow felt himself lifted off the
ground. Flung around, whipped back and forth. He screamed.


"Stop! Stop it, stop
it!"


He glared at Cloud, and the
hurricane that had erupted from the clouds above calmed. Cloud shrugged. The Acropolis
was too far away to run to, and they thought this might get them there faster.
Arrow knew Cloud had always called storms to carry him and Wind in the past –
but that was with the stabilizing influence of her Gift as well. Working
together they could travel quickly through the skies. Alone, she was much
slower, and he – apparently he wasn't so good at causing the storm to gently
move people from one place to another.


"I guess we're on
foot," said Arrow. Then laughed. "Or not."


He began running. Turning to
Cloud, who of course hadn't heard a word of what he said. He gestured.


Come on. Quick!


Cloud looked puzzled. Until Arrow
pointed at his destination, and then the other man's expression – beaten,
weathered, tired – split into the first complete and utter grin Arrow had ever
seen on his face.
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Vuko watched the battle between
the Knight of the Order of Chain and the Imperial Guard, he watched the
one-sided fight between the girl and the lieutenant. He watched the big,
tattooed convict slumped dying in a corner.


And he watched the Chancellor.
Whispering to the Emperor. Watched Malal seem to crumple in on himself.


For some reason, that worried Vuko
most of all.


But all of it was worrisome. All
of it dangerous to the most important person in the room: Vuko.


He waited until he was certain no
one was looking, then began to back slowly away from them all.
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The hand came down. Huge.
Terrible. Unstoppable.


And something hurtled through
space. A blur that centered itself directly between Sword and Armor.


A moment.


A moment where time stretched.


A moment where she saw… everything.


Where Sword saw Brother Scieran's
eyes. Serene. Looking at her as he put himself between her and Armor's strike.


His eyes closed. He looked like
he was praying.


Then Armor's fist crashed into
him. The right side of Brother Scieran's chest seemed to fold in on itself.


The priest flew through the air.
Armor looked at his fist as though unsure what he had just done.


Sword shrieked. One father,
attacked by another.


Armor screamed his own scream –
one of pain, of self-loathing, of despair. Then reared his hand again.


She rolled. Grabbed something
without seeing it.


Came up with Brother Scieran's
whip.


And knew how she could change the
tide of this fight.
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Rune was flying above the Acropolis
with Wind. Watching the people who were not positioned on the remains of the
west wall scurrying like ants, trying to find who they were supposed to
be fighting. A few looked skyward and saw them. Loosed rifle shots that went
wide.


She was losing blood.


Fast.


Then she felt something squeezing
her. She looked down and saw the blood – gouting from her side where the bladed
man had hit her – slow and stop. She didn't understand how at first, then
looked to Wind, who floated beside her. Realized: it was air. Wind had
created a tight bandage of air itself, squeezing the wound, shutting it as much
as could be done.


Don't know if it'll help.


But she smiled at Wind. Realizing
as she did so that blood was coming from her mouth, as well.


Just one more scar to go with the
rest of 'em. Hold on, girl.


They were flying through the air,
looking for the place their friends might be. Not finding them.


But something found them.


A lone tank, wobbly but flying,
bore down on them.


Pointed its gun.
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Sword remembered.


Remembered that Armor had never
been close by when Siren Sang.


And the one time he had – he had
reacted worse than anyone else. Reduced to a panicked mass of pain.


Now her once-friend, once-ally,
once-father – but no more – looked at the whip in her hand. He breathed
heavily, but looked unconcerned.


"You'll never touch me with
that," he said.


"I'm not going to try,"
she answered. And cracked the whip.


Her Gift pulsed through her arm. Rushed
up and out. Pushed from handle to thong to fall to silver flail at the end.


Ka-CRISH.


The sound of the whip cracking was
louder than thunder in the room. Loud enough that the sound itself drove dust
from the ceiling. Loud enough it seemed it might rend the sky itself.


Loud enough to send Armor to his
knees.


Armor's skin could not be harmed
– not by normal weapons – but he could be harmed by sound. His ears were
sensitive. More sensitive than the ears of others, as he had demonstrated by
his reactions to Siren's Gift.


Sword cracked the whip again.
Another pulse of power. Another scream from Armor.


She lashed out again.


And Armor moved. Faster than she
had ever seen him move before, even though he was screaming, nearly writhing in
pain. His huge hand snapped out. And he caught the whip. Her plan to defeat him
was over before it had begun.


"NO!"


She screamed. And the scream was
not simply frustration that he had thwarted her. It was pain for Scholar's
death. It was disappointment in herself, that she had killed so much and saved
so little. It was rage at this moment.


It was… power.


The whip caught fire. Armor
screamed as it burned even his hand. But he wouldn't let go. Wouldn't give up.
And she saw in his eyes: he was not going to let her get away. This fight would
have to end in death.


She jerked the whip, a snap that
drew the whip backward and sideways at once in a sheet of blue-purple-red-orange
flame.


And Armor…


… good Armor…


… honorable Armor…


… fell.
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The gun was huge. No… that was wrong.
Far away it might be huge, but up close Rune realized it was enormous.


Gods, I could fit my leg in that hole.


She shared a quick look with
Wind. Wondering if the Cursed One at her side had enough power to get them out
of this. Seeing instantly that the other woman was already stretched to her
limit.


The tank hung there for a forever
moment.


Then the top popped open.


Cloud's head stuck out. Grinning.


The man knows how to smile?


That was almost as surprising as
seeing him there in the first place.


Something whizzed past as one of
the soldiers below took a shot at them.


The tank re-oriented. This time
something much larger whizzed past – going the other way – and an entire
company of soldiers dissolved as the tank shot one of its huge missiles at the
army below.


She looked back at the tank.
Cloud waved them closer.


The air carried them to the war
machine. At one point close to the tank the air tingled as though they were
passing through something – a static charge of electricity like touching a
faulty glo-globe – then they were clinging to the side of the tank.


Cloud disappeared inside the
hatch.


They followed.


The inside was more or less a drab
metal box. Gray, with a  spot for a pilot to sit, a spot that appeared to be
for the gunner aim the huge turret atop the tank. There were some odd stains
inside the metal box – blood and black and gray. Rune didn't ask about them.
Didn't want to know.


Arrow was piloting – a simple set
of controls that consisted of two sticks for steering and a button for firing
the bullets.


He looked back at them with a
smile.


"Let's find our
friends." The smile turned grim. No one had to ask what he was thinking.


If they're still alive.
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Sword caught Armor as he fell.
One arm ended at the wrist. The other was completely gone – along with much of
his chest on that side.


He was himself again – the metal
sheen disappeared from his body, his Gift dissipating in death.


He was soft. So soft,
surprisingly light.


She was crying.


He touched her with what was left
of his arm.


"Don't… weep…." His arm
fell away. He brought it back. Curled it around her neck. "I'm sorry. The
Chancellor held… my wife's life. I had to fight… or he would have killed her…."
His arm fell away again, and this time did not return. "This way… I
fulfilled my oath…. My wife… will live…." A tear tracked down his cheek.
But he did not look sad. "I was always… going to die, Sword," he
said. "Do not cry… my daughter."


And he died.
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Malal fell deeper and deeper into
a place prepared for him.


Going….


Going….


And now…


… completely…


… gone.
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Smoke felt himself drifting.
Disappearing into blood loss and despair.


He saw the priest cut down the
Imperial Guard. Saw him fall at the hand of the big soldier.


He saw Sword catch the same man
in her arms – the man she had all but killed.


Is now the time? Do I use the
Second Gift?


Not yet. Not yet.


But he knew he was dying.


He didn't have long.
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Sword lay Armor tenderly on the
gold-veined marble floor.


She stood.


The Chancellor was staring at
her.


"I'm going to kill
you," she said.


He laughed.


She swept Armor's sword – never
drawn, not in this last fight – from his body. Cast it at the Chancellor with
the perfect accuracy only her Gift could allow.


And as the sword flew on its
perfect course… the Chancellor changed.


Suddenly, the Chancellor was gone.
In his place stood a stunningly beautiful woman, with dark white hair that had
a strip of white through it and with blue eyes so deep they took in the whole
world at once. She held up her hand, and the sword bounced off the air itself with
a flash of purple.


"Would you like to know my name,
girl?" said the woman. And in the middle of the sentence, the timber of
the voice changed. Subtly at first, then faster. And suddenly she stood not in
front of the Chancellor, not in front of the beautiful woman.


She faced Devar.


Devar grinned at her, and for the
first time the grin was not helpful, not encouraging. It was a leering, ancient
grin. The grin of years ill-spent, of time long-past.


It was, she realized, the grin
the Chancellor had just been wearing.


"Devar," she whispered.


He took a step toward her,
shaking his head. "No. My name – the name I was given as a Blessed One long
decades ago – is Phoenix. My Gift – my Blessing – is to take the Gift of any I
kill. And take what life they have left, to add to my own."


He disappeared. Then reappeared a
moment later, right beside her. She gasped as a sword appeared with him, buried
in her thigh.


"You say you'll kill
me?" he said. "Kill me?" He barked an ugly laugh, a
hungry laugh, a mad laugh. "How can you kill a God?"


She grabbed the sword. It was a
rapier, with a sharp point but a rounded edge. Still, she held it hard enough
that blood ran down her palm.


But she was touching a weapon.
Her Power pulsed.


She yanked it free. Twisted.
Caught. Slashed.


Devar stumbled back just in time
to avoid being blinded. He now had a cut the mirror of her own – a thin slash
that curved from right eye to the right corner of his mouth.


"How am I going to kill
you?" she repeated. "I suppose I do it one piece at a time."


Devar – the Chancellor, Phoenix
– looked at her. He disappeared again, and this time he was an old woman. Bent
double, with a hump on her back so pronounced it looked like she wore a pack
beneath her drab blue cloak.


She smiled.


And Sword fell… fell… fell… and….


Dreamed.







32





The old crone – for she was
an old crone, as completely as she was a young man when Devar and a beautiful
woman when she posed as the Blessed One who had lived a century ago and had
power to put a shield of electrical force over people and objects – walked
slowly toward the girl on the floor.


In this body she was Seer. She
could see through others' eyes. Could make them believe they were in other
places.


Could even send them to important
memories of their past.


Sword was in her grip.


She pulled out a sparkling dagger
of pure platinum. A ritual dagger she had used as a High Priestess before being
cast out of the Temple Faithful for blasphemies and heresies.


It had cut out many a heart.


It would cut out one more.


And yet this was not all, was it?
This was not the only sacrifice.


She looked back at Malal –
boy-Emperor, nothing-creature – and nodded.


"Begin," she said.


The world thrummed as the boy
held aloft his hands. For he, too, was Blessed.


And this moment would be the one
that sealed her plan – the Chancellor's plan, Devar's plan, the plan of every
life Phoenix held inside him – unto its final triumph.
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Arrow finally stopped cackling
madly when the tank shifted in the air.


He knew that all of his
laughter didn't spring from the devastation he was visiting on the Acropolis
and the Imperial Army below.


Though, Gods, it did have
some fun to it.


Some of the laughter was
near-hysterical. Cloud and Wind were looking out slits in the sides of the
tank, but none of them had seen anything that would indicate where the rest of
their friends might be.


Can they even be alive? Is it
possible?


Gods, please let it be so.


Rune was slumped in a corner.
Bound by a tight wrap of air, but still fading. If she didn't get some kind of
help – and soon – it would be too late for her.


Then the motion came. The tank
swung through the air, pitching wildly for a moment.


He thought something had hit
them. That the troops below might have figured out how to mimic his and Cloud's
trick for destroying not the tank, but the people within.


Then it happened again. And he
saw why.


The mountain. Fear – or at least
this part of it – was splitting open.


Red spurts of lava flowed upward.
Cast themselves into the air like an angry beast too long contained in a prison
below the earth.


Men screamed below as the fire
consumed them.


The walls of the Acropolis – all
of them – fell inward.


Only one place – a building near
the edge of the cliff, near the very precipice of Fear – seemed untouched.


Arrow looked at Cloud.


"What do you want to bet
they're in there?" he asked.


Cloud nodded.


They flew.
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She is a girl. She is a little
girl. She is a Dream, and the Dream is real.


The Man and the Woman are here.
But this time she senses more. Senses motion behind them. People fighting.
Suffering come.


The Woman looks at the Man.
"I will not leave you," she says.


"But I must stay," he
answers.


The Woman reaches for the girl.
So does the Man.


The girl sees their hands are
bloody.


Another man sweeps her up. He is
holding something else. Something he puts down for a moment.


Then he cuts her. Her face.


It hurts.


She cries. Not just for the pain.
For the loss.


The man picks her up – and the
other burden he carries.


He runs.


Then she is back in the room
again. The room with the floors of gold and white.


The Woman is there. Not the Man
this time, and that seems –


(wrong this is wrong what's
happening where is this what's happening)


– strange, but the girl can't
spend too much time thinking on the strangeness of it. The Woman is coming
close.


 She reaches toward the girl.


She holds a rose. "There,
we're safe," she says. "You're safe."


(there is a sound in the
distance, a crumbling noise)


The girl looks at the rose.


This does not belong.


This is….


The rose draws near.


It has a thorn.
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The crone drew back her dagger to
strike.


The plan – her plan, his plan, Their
plan – was nearly at its end.


She would be a God.


She lunged.


And something hit her.


She looked down. Saw the man,
Armor. Not dead. Not quite. With one last movement he had kicked her. Not
enough to stop her, but enough to make the attack veer to the side.


Instead of stabbing Sword through
the heart, she had merely scraped her arm.


Armor's eyes closed a final time.







36





The thorn scratches her arm.


(distant thunder rolling floor
ground trembling)


The thorn draws blood.


So much blood, Mother. Why would
you hurt me?


(she nearly falls why would
she fall what is happening why is the world turning and twisting atop itself)


Why would you hurt me, Mother?


Because….


The rose draws near again.


Because….


Close.


Because Mother would not hurt me.


Mother is dead.


This is…
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"… NOT HER YOU'RE NOT HER
YOU'RE NOT MY MOTHER THIS ISN'T REAL!"


The scream tore her loose. Tore
her from the Dream.


Sword found something in her
hand. Not her treasured wakizashi, but something like it. Only this blade was
not of steel and wood and leather – it was made of Light. Of Gift.


Her Blessing. Her Curse.


She swung the blade. The crone
danced away. Still, it cut her. Cut her deep, along a left arm that now dangled
loose and lifeless.


Sword closed in on her.


"You're mine, Phoenix,"
she said.


Then the ground pounded beneath
her. She lost her footing. Looked at Malal, who was smiling and looking
skyward, lost in some beautiful place that only he understood.


There was still one Guard left.
The Captain stood shaking his Emperor, trying to call him out of the trance
that captured him.


Part of the ceiling collapsed,
revealing an ash-laden sky. A gray sky burnt to orange and red by the earth's
very fire.


He's going to kill us. Gods stop
him, Malal is going to destroy us all.


The crone laughed. And she was
gone again. In her place: a little boy, with curly hair the color of corn. No
more than ten Turns, but he, too, held a look of ancient wisdom and corruption
in his eyes.


He bent his knees as though
preparing to jump.


But he didn't jump.


He flew.


He was going to get away. Phoenix
was going to escape.


Sword had no time. 


The wakizashi was gone. Now she
held a shuriken – a pointed star of light and flame. She threw it. Not
at Phoenix – but at Malal.


Forgive me, brother.


He was going to destroy them all.
There was no doubt of that, just as there was no time to do anything else.


Malal fell.


And Phoenix continued upward. Now
at the ceiling. Nearly gone.
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Arrow guided the tank. Dodging
the cascading lava, moving around new mountain peaks that cast themselves up, glowing
and deadly.


The Acropolis was gone.
Completely and utterly. The Imperial Army in this place but a memory.


Only one building remained. And
even it showed damage: one wall tilting at a mad angle, the ceiling partially
collapsed.


They have to be in there. Please
be in there.


Gods, please let Sword be there.


He was shocked to realize how
much that last mattered.


I never got that walk around the
lake.


The lake's gone.


What if she's gone?


Shut up. There are other lakes.
We'll find one.


Then, suddenly, all was still.
The shaking stopped. The lava began to flow not upward but down again, as
though released from whatever force had held it there.


A small figure appeared –
floating – through the hole in the roof of the building.
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Again, Sword did not think.
Barely heard the screams of the Captain of the Guard behind her, shrieking
"My Lord, My Lord" over and over as he shook Malal's still form.


She did not think. She only knew.


He's getting away.


He can't.


He won't.


For Armor. For Sister Prasa, for
Brother Scieran, for all of them.


He won't.


She held out a hand. And now she
held a meteor hammer: a weapon that, like her katana, came from the easternmost
lands of Faith. It was a single long chain forged of blue links so bright they
could barely be seen, over twenty feet long, with a weighted ball at the end of
it that could be used to strike.


Or ensnare.


She cast it. It wrapped around
the foot of the boy. He cried out. But flew.


And she flew with him, dragged
behind.
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For the first time in his life,
Arrow didn't believe his eyes. Not after seeing a little boy flying out of a
broken building, followed by a woman who trailed him like a fisherman refusing
to let go of a prize catch.


But he focused. Forced himself to
attend, to Look.


"Sword," he breathed.
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They flew so fast the hot air
felt like it was peeling the skin from her face. So fast it was as though they
must outdistance time itself.


So fast they would be at the
eastern edge of Fear in only seconds.


Sword held to the meteor hammer
with one hand.


And now, with the other, she held
a spear of the same light.


She threw it. Faster and harder
than possible for any but her.


I. Am. SWORD.


The spear found its mark.


The boy tottered.


Plummeted to earth


She fell with him. She thought
they were going to crash into one of the magma flows that still burbled on the
surface of the mountain, but they just missed. She found herself rolling and
bouncing along a sea of broken black glass. Cuts opened all over her body.


She barely felt them.


She stood.


The boy was gone. She faced Devar.
He disappeared. She had an instant to remember the way he had fought against
Eva – appearing, disappearing, appearing again.


The meteor hammer disappeared
from her hand. Now she held a katana of flame, and with it she slashed a
figure-eight in the air before her.


There was a scream as Devar –
Phoenix – flashed into being before her, then disappeared almost immediately
and appeared a few feet away.


Blood streamed from both his
cheeks.


He backed up. Backed up. She
followed until he stood with heels on the edge of Fear.


"You think you've won,"
he said. "You've won nothing. Nothing." He spun, and now
the form of the Chancellor faced her. Whole, for it was not in this body that
he had been cut and broken. "You've won nothing."


"Some fights you can't
win," she said, remembering Brother Scieran's words. "But all that
matters is you don't lose."


A spear, brighter still than
anything she had yet held, was in her hand. "You lose."


She threw the spear.


It passed right through Phoenix.
Not an immediately killing hit – she hadn't meant it to be.


It pushed him back, though. Back
over the edge, back to the void. 


Back into nothing.


Phoenix fell with a shriek


Dropped.


And disappeared into the clouds
below.


She watched to make sure he would
not reappear.


He didn't. The clouds had claimed
him.


She turned as she heard a sound
behind her.


A tank dropped down. Arrow's head
popped out of the hatch.


"Need a lift?"
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Smoke thought it was over.
Thought it was the end when the rest of the building seemed to fall in on him.
But it wasn't the end – just one of those tanks plowing through what was left
of the place, coming to rest nearly beside him.


It also flattened a very small
figure, a tiny man who had been hiding in the shadows and who tried unsuccessfully
to jump out of the way. Smoke smiled at that for some reason.


The top of the tank opened. Wind
leaped out. Followed by Cloud, Arrow, Sword. Rune pulled herself out a moment
later.


Wind was at his side in an
instant. She kissed him. Signed. Don't die.


He grinned. Then saw Rune slump
to the floor.


And saw the Captain of the Guard
run toward her, shrieking.
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The Captain was nearly on Rune.
And Sword nearly cut him down.


Then he threw off his helm. She
saw him.


The man from the Dream. Not the
Man, but the one who had carried her away from Man and Woman. Carried her,
and cut her. Close-cropped black hair. Blue eyes that seemed strangely out of
place under the dark hair. Startlingly white skin that highlighted the
lightning scar that zigzagged down his chin and neck.


She fingered her own scar. The
scar he had given her.


That gave the Captain time to get
to Rune.


He did not hurt her.


He cradled her.


And screamed.


"My Lady!"


He held her head to his chest.
Took her hand in his.


And then Sword saw Rune's hand –
so small, so white at this last moment – slip away.


The Captain looked at Sword. At
all of them. "We are lost," he said. "The Emperor is dead, and
the Empress now has died as well."
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She suddenly understood.


Not all of it. But some.


The man, carrying her away. With
another bundle – a second bundle. The man had been a Guard, just like her
parents. Parents who had gathered in this, one of the safest places in the
Empire, to protect the Imperial Family from the Chancellor's men. They had
brought their own child with them to protect her to the last.


And at the last moment, when it
became obvious that the royal family must fall and they must die protecting
them, Sword's parents had given her to this man. Had trusted her to this Guard.


And he sold her. Cut her. Marked
her as "scarred" so that if any saw him selling a child to the
kennels, they would think it the royal daughter.


She was a decoy. Nothing more.
Her whole life an unknown lie in service of the Empire.


Not the Empire. In service of Rune.


Rune, who was scarred – must have
been scarred as a young child.


Rune, who did not remember her
family.


Rune, who had been guided to
people who kept her safe, who became her family. Guided by the man Brother
Scieran had referred to time and again. By the man the Council had inside the
castle. Who had protected Rune from afar by giving the Cursed Ones the
information they needed to avoid the missions that would have resulted in her
death.


The man who was dedicated, more
than any of them, to the preservation of the Empire. The protection of the
family. To a Guard who had returned to service and become the Captain.


"They're dead," he was
crying. "All dead."


And then the Emperor stood up.
Malal shook his head. "No. The Emperor lives."
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"There must always be a man
or woman of the Blood on the throne. Without this, the people will fall, chaos
will reign, and the world will collapse."


 


- Emperor Eka, First
Rules and 

Commandments of the Ascension
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The people had heard.


They heard that half the Army was
gone. That the Grand Cathedral was in ruins.


They gathered at the palace. People
always go to centers of faith in times of terror. If there are no such places,
they will settle for places of power.


They found the castle open. On
the highest tower of the palace stood the Emperor.


"There has been calamity in
Fear, and much of Faith has fallen," said Malal. And as he spoke the
words, scribes wrote them down to be disseminated to all who saw him but could
not hear, and to every town and city and village in every one of the five
States. "But be at peace, my subjects. We will find our way. We will
rebuild. Your Emperor lives for you, and your Empire stands."


The people cheered, and
eventually left.


People always do.


When they had gone, the Emperor
went into his quarters. He waved for his Guard – what was left of them after so
many had gone and died in the Acropolis – to leave. Many seemed to hesitate:
this was not like him. Not like him to tell them to go at all, let alone
to leave him defenseless with such a strange lot.


A woman and a man, clearly
brother and sister, but still and solemn as a cloudless sky.


A Knight of the Order of Chain,
standing bent so far to one side it seemed he must fall, clearly barely alive
after some devastating injury.


A young man who wore a pair of
handguns, a rifle slung over one shoulder, a bow over another.


Holding his hand: a young woman,
beautiful even though she had a curling scar from eye to mouth. She was
weaponless, but the Guard remembered seeing her on the practice fields: a
prodigy at fighting, they said. And though weaponless she seemed dangerous somehow,
as though she held a weapon that none but her could see.


And, some said, perhaps more than
just any weapon. Perhaps… Blessed? Cursed?


But the Emperor waved the Guard
away, and away they went. Only the Captain remained.


When they were gone, the Captain
bowed to the Emperor. "I have helped, as I promised. But I do not believe
you should continue with me as your Captain. I will never work against you –
for the family you replace – but you can never be my true Emperor."


Malal reached out and took the silent
woman's hand. Drew her to him. Signed: Will you be my Captain?


She looked surprised. Then kissed
him.


The Captain left.


Sword looked on as Wind kissed
Smoke. "This is your Second Gift," she mused.


Smoke – 


(No, Malal. He's Emperor now.)


– nodded. "I can take the
shape of any one person. Not partly, but truly. I don't have his memories, but
other than that I am Malal. No Reader can penetrate this guise."


"A sacrifice," said
Brother Scieran. He seemed like he was speaking to himself as much as to
anyone. "Leaving all you were behind forever."


Malal laughed. "Perhaps. But
if I hadn't changed to someone who was whole, I would have died anyway.
So perhaps not such a sacrifice after all." He looked at Wind.
"Though my Second Gift is a one-way thing. I can only change once, and now
am Malal forever. Are you sure you want to stay with me?"


She punched him. Hard.


Then kissed him. Harder.


Sword smiled at them. She turned
to Arrow, and saw him grinning at her.


She blushed.


Then joined her family.







epilogue


 


 


"There is reason in the
Great Commandment. That we do not descend below the clouds is both our blessing
and our curse. But some day we shall fall below. And great shall be the triumph
thereof."


 


- Emperor Eka, First
Rules and 

Commandments of the Ascension







 





There was a body on the spikes.
Someone who had climbed – or fallen – over the side of one of the mountains.
Now impaled outside the palace by the Gods as a silent reminder never to fall,
never to attempt to descend into the domain of the Gods.


The girl looked at the body. She
held a doll in one hand, and played absently with her hair with another.


She had red eyes, and those red
eyes danced.


It had all gone just as Phoenix
had said. The Emperor and the other Heir were gone, she Felt that. She could
Feel dead things, and those two were certainly dead. Whoever the man was in the
palace, he wasn't the True Emperor.


That was the first part of what
had to happen.


The second part: the great
sacrifice. The death of so many it would make the land run red with its own
blood. The slow corruption of the Empire, begun by Phoenix over a century
before, had begun to bear fruit in the murder of Malal's family, ten years ago:



The Blessed Ones corrupted,
turned from missions of mercy and stabilization to quiet murder in the night.


The children, given to the
kennels and to the blood-lust of many an Imperial officer or noble.


Then A Grand Cathedral, and all
within it, pounded to nothing.


The Knights of Chain, almost to
the man, hunted and killed.


Fully half the Imperial Army gathered,
and dead in the blood-lava of the land.


The sacrifice was complete. 


The Army had never questioned,
never wanted to know why it was split – half for the sacrifice, half to
maintain order after. Because the Empire would need to maintain order after the
sacrifice.


Phoenix had said they would need
the Empire intact. Just as it had played out. Everything as he had said it
would happen.


And now it was time. Time for Marionette
to play her greatest game.


She kept playing with her hair.
She genuinely wasn't sure what would happen next.


But it would be Fun.


The body on the spike twitched.
Then the twitch became a conscious motion, and the once-corpse began pulling
itself up the spike. Up, up, up, and then down it fell as it rolled off the
pointed top.


The creature lay in the dust
beside her for a moment. Then stood, wobbly.


"Would you like to be my
poppet?" asked the girl.


The bear-man smiled. "No, my
dear. But perhaps you would like to play nonetheless?"


She nodded. Laughed the laugh of
innocent madness.


And together Phoenix and
Marionette disappeared into the mist.
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