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Old, Painful News




Ibroke the world. 

I admit it. Me, Mischief the Trickster, I tore the Skin of the World, the thin veneer that separates reality from chaos, allowing magic and monsters, all humanity’s wild myths and imaginings, to roar into life.

Why? Maybe because I was bored? At least, that was the accusation; I’m a trickster, the coming together of all the tricksters that have ever been, and that’s the kind of thing tricksters do. Then again, maybe the world cried out for the change; my opposite, Constantine, Lord of Logic, had built a dull, monochrome society, which wasn’t what he and I were supposed to do. You can make the case I went a bit too far in reversing his creations, but, drastic times, drastic measures, etc….

At least I fixed my resulting mess. Beat it into shape. Well, more like begged and pleaded with all of you to do so, scrapping with Constantine the whole way, building a new balance between the ever changing void of chaos and the unmoving brick wall of logic. Balance it truly is, riding over a thick, sloppy current of magic, never quite stable. This infuriates Constantine. I’m not entirely delighted with it either, as it’s, you know, somewhat chaotic.

But it’s what we have, and it’s not going away. And the best part is, all the craziness creates stories; about people and places, magic and monsters. This is one such tale. It takes place centuries after my little mishap; the balance is reestablished, cities and societies restored. But not as they were, oh no…because humans now share the world with all those creatures that came through the Skin, and continue to come through, a constant flow of all the delightful delusions and fears you folks created over the millennia, in your heads, your music, your tales.

Enjoy. I’ll see you on the other side.








  
  
Chapter 1




The forest hated humans. 

At least, so it seemed. Being a warren of hungry monsters and deadly plants, bubbling with chaos magic, gave it a certain feeling.

Cantor slipped through it, finding the spaces, sensing the dangers. He had just enough of his own magic to do so, just enough skill to dissuade what he couldn’t avoid. A quick shuffle of his feet, perhaps a short melody, and whatever threatened him would understand that he wasn’t there, wasn’t a threat, or wasn’t edible.

It was tiring. Hard enough hiking miles through the woods without the constant need to be aware, to keep moving, to avoid, to manipulate, to stay patient enough to deal with it all without resorting to violence. But it was the afternoon of a long day, and he was losing it.

A particularly nasty cedar tree lay just ahead; he could feel its anger vibrating, hear the rustling of branches.

“Sin’s wages!”

He stepped toward the edge of the path, to move into the undergrowth. It was passable; the thick canopy restricted the light. Still difficult to traverse, a tangle of mossy logs and tough, thorny branches, full of lesser dangers that liked to remain hidden from the larger monsters. But it was easier than trying to persuade the tree to leave him alone.

Movement. A man-wolf crept out of the forest, crouched at the base of the tree’s massive bole. As tall as a human, all dark brown fur, curving fangs and razor claws, the wild ones such as this were little more than sacks of anger and hunger.

The creature looked up. Their eyes locked. The wolf’s head lowered slightly, its long pink tongue slipping out of its mouth, anticipating fresh meat.

Cantor’s patience snapped.

“Enough!” He pulled his sling off his belt and grabbed a round rock from his pocket, dropping it in the weapon’s pouch. He spun the cord three times around his head, released the free end. The stone streaked through the dappled green light to crack against the thick, rough trunk, right above the wolf’s scalp. The creature’s head spun, took in the gouge the missile had made in the wood. Turning back to Cantor, it saw the sling already spinning again, another rock weighting the end. Glaring, the wolf sprinted off into the woods.

Which Cantor didn’t see, as he was diving away from the sharpened spikes the tree shot at him, in its fury at the attack on its trunk.

“That wasn’t very nice,” observed someone.

Cantor came up onto one knee, watching the tree warily; it was moving a little, but no more darts flew toward him. He slowly rose, scanning the woods, but sensed no other imminent danger.

“I’m over here.”

His eyes found the owner of the voice. A pixie, not much bigger than Cantor’s hand, sat primly on a branch to the side of the path, legs crossed, his long pink hair gathered in a tail, delicate wings folded on his back.

Cantor frowned as he brushed dirt and twigs off his robes, tightened the strap that held the bag holding his guitar; he liked to have the instrument, even on trips like this where music wasn’t the job, but it was annoying when it banged around and got in the way. “Not nice? The Shambles aren’t a nice place. The wolf was thinking I’d make a meal. Besides, I missed it on purpose. Just trying to scare it.”

“Sure. Still not a good idea. You’ve been walking along, singing, using magic to keep the creatures away, or to avoid them. But then you take a shot at one and break a piece out of a tree? You trying to make everything even angrier than usual?”

Cantor could feel the weight of the forest’s regard all around him. He raised his hands, scanned the gloom. “Look, friend….”

“Ellis is the name.”

“Ah, Ellis. Cantor. Look, Ellis, I’m tired. Walking through the woods in the Medials is hard enough. In the Shambles, it’s like things never stop coming.”

“If you can’t be civil, they won’t.”

Cantor dropped his hands, walked over to the pixie. The minstrel was a tall man, rangy but solid, dressed in brown, both wool and leather, in robe, trews, tunic and boots. His hazel eyes were almost level with the small creature where it sat on its branch. “Maybe, Ellis, you can go argue with Shaman Bellows, who’s been telling me I have to go see the guide, the angel. The new angel. Maybe you can talk to the angel and tell her to get out of my head, because she’s there all the time, whether I’m awake or asleep.”

“That makes her the woman of your dreams, doesn’t it?”

“No, she’s the woman in my dreams, whom I’d rather not have there. She’s a chaos blasted angel! My ‘spiritual guide’. And she keeps blathering away in my head that I need to come see her.”

“Oh, blather, is it? The spiritual guide is blathering? That’s how you take the message from the gods?”

Cantor reached up, rubbed his eyes. He really needed to control his temper, his mouth. The Shambles were not the place to get carried away. He took a deep breath. “Well, she doesn’t exactly sound like an angel is supposed to sound, at least not the way I’ve been told.”

“Ah. Well, yes, she’s an odd one, if she’s the one I’m thinking of. You’re headed in her direction.”

“You’ve met her? How is she odd?”

“Oh, you’ll see.” The pixie’s eyes scanned the woods. “Better get going. Everything around here’s still grumpy, and that wolf might come back with his friends.”

“What do you care?”

The pixie shrugged his small shoulders. “Dunno.” A small grin. “It all looks interesting.”

“Glad to provide the entertainment.” He faced the path, gathered himself, reached out with his internal sense. Yes, that tug led ahead still, the pull he’d been experiencing for some weeks.

He scanned for more feelings of anger, of hunger in the woods, but found nothing; no new danger lurked nearby, just the tree he’d struck. He looped through the forest to avoid it, then went back on the path.

The pixie buzzed up beside him. Cantor eyed the little creature as it hovered. “Really? You’re going to follow me to see what happens?”

“Like I said, this all looks interesting.” The small creature moved ahead of Cantor, turned and flew backwards, facing him. “I saw you singing to those centaurs back there, and you danced past the Blackberry Collective. I don’t know why sentient plants are such suckers for that.”

“What about it?”

“You have some shaman powers already.”

“Yes. That’s supposedly why the angel called me. She’s going to finish the job and give me all of a shaman’s abilities.”

“Hopefully, in a way that leaves you alive and sane.”

Cantor stopped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just the usual. You know how it is. When the angels transform humans into shamans, mages, chaordics, it can go badly. Chaos magic does weird things to people, and it’s unpredictable.”

“Tell me something I didn’t know.”

“Sure. I already did; like I said, this angel isn’t normal, and she’s very new. I’m not sure I’d trust her with my sanity.”

Cantor’s head drooped. “Sin’s wages.” He stood there for a moment. “And everyone wonders why I don’t want to do this. ‘Go get some magic’, they say. ‘Be a help for your people.’ ‘It’s your destiny.’” He closed his eyes. “What a pile of crap.”

The pixie giggled. “Can’t disagree. So why come?”

“Because Shaman Bellows won’t shut up about it, and the angel won’t leave me alone, either. One’s in my ear, one’s in my head.”

“Interesting effect. Just think, what if you could compose music like that?”

“I think people like the way I compose and play music just fine. I don’t need to be stuffed full of chaos magic to do it.”

He set off down the path again, sensing, watching. The sun was still high in the early spring sky, though only the glow was visible through the thick canopy of evergreen and leafed trees, the wide, gnarled limbs and trunks. The air was redolent with the smell of forest and moisture. Ivernia’s west coast was wet, the storms bumbling in from the sea; the clouds collided with the mountains that ran down the center of the continent, dumping their freight on the slopes, forests and swamps below. No rain had fallen today, but it never dried completely, and the damp air and ground, the deep cover of leaves and needles, made for a quiet space, broken only by the wind, the rustle of leaves and branches, and the occasional scuttle of small feet, or the cry of some creature off in the distance.

“So,” said Ellis, flitting beside Cantor, “what are you going to do with your new power when you get it?”

Cantor shrugged his pack and guitar a little higher on his shoulders. “No idea. Nothing special. Whatever happens, I’m going to continue doing what I’ve been doing. Traveling around, making music.”

“That’s it? Not going to help humanity?”

“Not particularly. I don’t want more power, I didn’t ask for it. So I’m going to do what I’ve always done, and help myself.”

“Ah, I see. You mean, help yourself to other peoples’ stuff?”

Cantor halted again, glared. “And what do you mean by that?”

The pixie waved a hand. “Oh, pixies hear things. Pixies see things.”

“Maybe,” said Cantor slowly, carefully, his teeth ground together, “pixies should stop being so nosy. Maybe pixies should leave.”

“My, so grumpy. Look, you could have found an elf, instead, who wouldn’t have provided any conversation at all, being as you’re a human.”

Cantor’s hand clenched on his sling. He restrained himself from pulling out a rock, and growled, “I’d like that a lot better. Silent companionship.”

“But….”

“Goodbye.”

The pixie fluttered a moment longer, then muttered, “Fine,” and zipped off through the forest.

Cantor watched the creature go, breathing slowly, calming himself. He straightened, resettled his load.

Time to get this over with. He grimaced. Why, in the name of chaos, can’t everyone and everything leave me alone?

He marched off down the path.


      [image: ]Cantor stepped off the forest path into a clearing. A clearing that was occupied.

A woman hung in the air, upright, arms spread wide, a gesture meant to be welcoming — at least, that’s what the lore said. She wore a long black robe that cascaded below her feet. Waves of dark hair fell down her back and chest. Both robes and hair moved as if in a breeze, rippling slightly.

To Cantor, the air in the clearing was absolutely still; it was that point late in the afternoon when calm comes to the day, so what breeze caressed the angel, he didn’t know. He dropped his pack and guitar, walked over, looked up at her.

Her eyes were all black, no pupil visible, staring ahead, unseeing. She said no word, made no move.

“Well?” he growled. “You’ve been blabbing in my head for weeks. Nothing to say?”

The head turned, the eyes focused on him. Her lips compressed, brows furrowed. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? You dragged me all the way across the Shambles to tell me you don’t know?” He crossed his arms. “I didn’t want to come, but you’re hard to ignore. Then I arrive and hear this?”

“I didn’t ask to be here either!”

Cantor’s mouth worked open, then closed. “Really? So, what, you’re a puppet, and someone’s pulling your strings, making you act like an angel?”

Her eyes snapped back to straight ahead. “Feels like that, at times. Most of the time.” She turned to him. “All the time!”

He shook his head, looked around the clearing, near perfectly round and covered in green sward. The undergrowth beneath the surrounding trees was thicker here where the light streamed from above.

It was warm for the season, and he was hot and sweating from the journey. He closed his eyes for a moment, gathered himself. “So, you’re supposed to do something to me, aren’t you? Turn me into a proper magic user: a shaman, or a mage, or a chaordic?”

“I guess so.”

“You guess so? Angels don’t say, ‘I guess so.’ You’re just supposed to do it. What happened the last time someone showed up?”

She was silent for a moment. “There wasn’t a last time.”

“I heard you were new, but…I’m the first seeker who’s come to find you?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” He rubbed his eyes, breathed, pushing down a wave of panic. “But you know what you’re doing, right?”

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

“Oh, my! Aren’t you supposed to be the supplicant, on your knees before me, begging to be made whole, or fixed, or whatever in the name of chaos I’m supposed to do to you?”

He stared at her. How had he got stuck with the world’s first clueless angel?

The events of the day rolled through him like a wave, a barrage of absurdity. He burst into laughter.

She spoke through clenched teeth. “I really don’t see what you find funny.”

He chuckled one last time, shook his head. “Am I even in the right place? Did something else pull me here?” He squinted up at her, blocking out the sun with one hand. “Are you really an angel, the angel who called me?” Angel glamor glowed around her, a softness that masked her somewhat, but the long hair, the olive skin, the oval face and straight nose were just as she’d appeared in his dreams. It was tough to tell height, but she seemed small. “Not that I’ve ever actually met an angel, but you seem real enough.”

“Well, that’s something,” she sneered. “Thanks.”

“Look, I’m just trying to understand why I hiked through the Shambles, worrying about being eaten or having some tree shove a branch through me, to come and find you.”

“You want me to commiserate with you? How about me? ‘Oh, Robin, so sorry you’re stuck there.’ ‘Oh, Robin, there’s no one to talk to.’ ‘Oh, Robin, you must be so lonely.’ A little sympathy might be helpful!”

“Yes, well, sorry, it sounds terrible, but…I can’t exactly take you to the tavern for a heart to heart and a pint.” He ran a hand through his hair, gazed around, found a boulder to sit on. “And…helpful?” He snorted, waved a hand. “With what? You called me. I came here because you wouldn’t leave me alone until I did. You’re supposed to perform magic on me. You can’t.” He leaned forward. “If you can’t do anything you’re supposed to do, what happens now? Can’t you ask the other angels? We’re told that even though you’re all stuck and can’t move, you talk somehow.”

She shrugged. “It doesn’t work very well.”

“What?”

“That communication. Yes, I can hear them, sort of. They can sort of hear me. But it’s not very strong, words disappear, are too quiet, or all fuzzy. I’ve got nothing useful from any of them.”

“Well, that’s wonderful. Tell you what, let’s just forget the entire experience, please.”

She hesitated. “I should try to make the change, shouldn’t I?”

“Why,” he growled, “would I want you to? For all I know, you’ll turn me into a tree, or a mushroom.” He looked around the clearing. Small clusters of fungi sat at the bases of the bushes and trees. A few waggled themselves at his words. He thought one might have winked. “By the Mother, what a mess.”

“I am not!”

“No, not you…Robin is it?” She nodded, tight-lipped. He continued. “I mean, I guess you are a bit of a mess, but this whole situation is a mess. No, I don’t want you to turn me into anything. I didn’t want to be here at all. I didn’t want to march through the Shambles. As far as I can tell, the only thing this is making me is unhappy.”

“I saw you,” she said. “I saw inside your dreams. You have enough chaos magic that you can pass through the forest, soothe the creatures and plants when you need to. Why did that trigger me to call you?”

“Why in Mother’s name are you asking me?”

Her hands, still outstretched to either side, clenched into fists. “What happened to me is wrong! I don’t want magic. I hate magic!”

“What, so you’re from the plains? Don’t they all hate magic?” He frowned. “You’ve become one of the most magical creatures, in one of the most magic soaked areas of Ivernia, and you hate magic? That’s ironic, don’t you think?”

“It’s horrible, is what it is.”

He looked at her, then around the clearing, the rocks and trees. “I suppose it is, and I’m sorry you got stuck with it; it’s a pretty lonely life. But all the other angels seem fine; they remember their human life, but don’t regret what they are now. Evangelina, the angel nearest Gallagher, has been there for centuries, without a complaint.”

“Well,” her voice was quiet, “I’m hardly a normal angel.”

“No, you’re not.” He rose, took up his pack and guitar.

“Where are you going?”

“Back to civilization. Back to Gallagher, to get on with my life, with, apparently, no extra powers.” He nodded, glanced down the path. “And I’m happy about that.” He settled his load on his back. “Goodbye, Robin.” He took a step toward the path.

“You can’t go!”

He stopped, the desperate, angry edge to her voice pulling him around. “Why not?”

“I’m…I’m supposed to change you!”

“But you told me you don’t know how, and you’ve done nothing to convince me that trying is a good idea.” He stood a moment longer, then half lifted a hand, shook his head. “No, this has all been pointless.”

“Pointless?” Fury flashed through her eyes, the distress in her voice fell away. “What’s happened to me is pointless?”

“That’s not what I said!”

“It’s how it felt! Maybe I can’t turn you into a shaman, but right now, if I could, I’d turn you into a rock, or a…a turd! That’s what you deserve for leaving me here!” Her hands flexed into fists; blue chaos magic erupted from her body, swirled down her arms, which came together, pointing at Cantor. “Ugh!” she cried. “What’s happening?”

The magic reached her hands, then flew off, coalescing into a single ball that writhed and changed shapes as it shot at the minstrel.

“No!” he yelled. “Don’t….”

The blue orb stopped in front of him, continuing to shift, forming a square, a box hovering in front of him. A picture decorated the lid. Cantor looked at it, frowned. “Tarot cards? But you haven’t made me a shaman. How can I use the cards?”

She could only stare at him helplessly. “I know no more about this than anything else. Don’t shamans use them to predict the future?”

“Sort of.” The box snapped open, and a card spun out, hung in the air in front of him. He frowned. “The Hanged Man?”

“What does that mean?”

“Um, if I remember my mother’s teachings correctly, it means change, sacrifice. That I’m giving up something to move ahead.” The card vibrated, as though in some kind of agreement, then spun back into the pack. With a puff of blue, the box disappeared.

Robin stared at the space where it had floated. “So, you’re a shaman now?”

“No! At least, I don’t feel changed, and none of the magic actually touched me. The cards are here somewhere, but I’ve no idea how to summon or use them.” He looked down at himself; no, he felt no different than he had when he’d arrived. “Time to go before you decide to do more inadvertent magic.”

Her head drooped, the anger gone, the despair flooding back in. “Please….”

“Please what?”

“Please…don’t leave me here.”

He looked away. “I…Robin, I can’t take you with me. I can’t free you.” He sighed. “I mean, I would if I could, but you’re an angel, and these are the laws of chaos magic, created by Mother, enforced by Mischief and Constantine. Mischief doesn’t have a lot of rules for the Shambles and Medials, but one of them is apparently that angels appear in a spot, stay in that spot, and don’t get lonely.”

“You could stay,” she said quietly. “Talk to me.”

“Live here? Where? Build a hut, gather food, haul water?” He looked up at her, floating, unmoving, saw the pain there, and the truth of her plight knifed through him; she wasn’t an angel, she was just a frightened young woman trapped here in an angel’s body, and there was no way to escape.

But he couldn’t help her, it wasn’t in his power, and what she was asking of him was to give up everything himself, just to keep her company. “Robin, lone humans don’t live in the Shambles for a reason — we get eaten. And I have a whole life to get back to. Again, I’m sorry about what happened to you, but I should go.”

He turned and headed off down the path.


      [image: ]Robin watched him stride off into the forest, his brown cloak trailing around booted feet. The late afternoon sun gilded the scene, turning the leaves and trees to gold, pouring shining rivulets down his hair. The still air was moving again, and swirls of leaves picked up off the ground, just a little, dancing across the sward. It was pretty, it was quiet.

Empty of anyone or anything to talk to.

“Some angels get very lonely, my friend. Very lonely, and very afraid, indeed.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Cantor walked until it was near dark, to a spot he’d marked that morning, where a large boulder sat in the forest, its sides covered in moss, the grass growing thick on top. He wondered at times how these enormous rocks ended up where they were, standing among the trees here and there, with no mountain close enough to have birthed them on a higher slope. He supposed it was like all the other strangeness in the world, an aftereffect of the cataclysm Mischief the Trickster had caused, so many centuries ago now, by tearing open the Skin of the World. That event had changed everything, was still causing change now, as the chaos magic that had been released continued to work its disruptive ways. 

Tonight was not the time to ponder such. He clambered up the side of the rock and found a flat grassy spot in the center, exactly as he’d hoped. Somewhat concealed, in a place where a wandering man-wolf or ogre wouldn’t stumble on him, he laid his pack and guitar beside him and curled up in his cloak. He ate a bit of the dried food he’d brought, drank some water. No fire, not in these woods; that was like erecting a sign with an arrow pointing his way, saying ‘free meal here’. If he’d been in a group, there would have been sentries, but this was the way of the lone traveler. He’d done it before in his wanderings, would do it many times again, both as a minstrel, and when doing those other jobs he took to supplement his income. He was alone, he traveled alone, and saw no reason to change that anytime soon. At least when he had to go places in the future, it wouldn’t be in the Shambles; the Medials were much less deadly, though caution was always needed.

He tried again, as he’d tried several times since leaving Robin’s clearing, to summon the cards. He really didn’t have any idea how it was supposed to work; his mother, like every other shaman he’d seen read the tarot, had simply held out her hand, and the deck had appeared. But the cards Robin gave him had vanished into the ether after showing him the one card. Not much use, and he didn’t really want the chaos blasted things. Hopefully, they were truly gone and wouldn’t trouble him anymore with their odd, unwelcome predictions.

Dry, cold meal done, he closed his eyes, pulling his cloak close against the cool night air drifting out of the trees. He was certainly tired enough for sleep; it had been a long day of marching through the woods, fending off creatures, followed by what was probably the craziest thing that had ever happened to him, the encounter with the angel. Was she going to invade his dreams again tonight, demand that he come back, in the oddly stentorian voice she used while doing so? It was funny; it wasn’t the voice she’d used today, that of a young woman, stuck and fearful, angry because of what happened to her.

What had happened to her? Why was she there, and how to get out of it? He felt bad for leaving her, but there truly was nothing he could do to help with her predicament; only a mage, a shaman, or both could fix her problems. When he got back to Gallagher, he’d see if he could find someone willing to come and try to release her. He could do that much, at least.

Conscience soothed, he closed his eyes and fell deep asleep.


      [image: ]He woke when the sun climbed high enough to penetrate the forest. He was lying on his back; stretching his arms above his head, he took a long breath of the damp, evergreen scented air, and opened his eyes.

“Blast it to chaos! What are you doing here?”

Robin was floating above him, arms still up, sightless black eyes staring off into the woods. She turned her gaze down toward him. “Nice. You know, I’m not the most unpleasant creature around here.”

“Sure. But all the rest can see you floating along, pointing me out. Might as well yell, ‘eat him’.”

“It’s a thought.”

“A bad one.” He sat up, ran fingers through his hair. He shook his head to straighten the tangles.

“Is that,” she asked, “what makes up personal grooming to you?”

“Yes, unless you can use some of that magic you’re filled with to conjure a tub of hot water and soap.”

“Ah,” she sighed, “wouldn’t that be a treat?”

He rose to his feet, picked up his pack. “And what exactly would you do? Gaze at it longingly?”

“Thanks for reminding me, yet again, of my condition.”

“I don’t see how you can forget.” He climbed down the rock. “How’d you get here?”

She shrugged. “No idea. Something changed in the middle of the night, and I just moved along the trail.”

“Stranger and stranger.” He stood still for a moment, eyes closed, breathing. Last night, he’d been unhappy, feeling sympathetic to her plight. But this morning’s exchange, along with the bizarre situation, had buried that as deep as last week’s leftovers in a midden pile.

He straightened. “Well, you have a new home, Robin. That ought to chase away the boredom for a while. Goodbye.”

He strode off along the path.

“Well, that’s interesting.” Her voice came from close behind him. He stopped, spun. There she was, having moved from her place by the rock.

“No, no, no.” He shook his head, pointed back down the trail. “Go back to your clearing.”

He set off once more. 

Her voice came again. “I’m afraid it’s not going to be like that.”

He turned. She’d moved exactly the same distance he had. “Why are you doing this?”

“I have no idea,” she replied. “I’m not actually doing anything, it’s just happening.” She frowned. “It feels like there’s a tether between us. I don’t think you’re leaving me behind.”

“Oh, great.” He closed his eyes. “I’m going to wander through the world as a traveling minstrel, hauling an angel behind me like a gigantic kite.”

“I’m not gigantic!”

“No, but you’re kind of hard to miss. What happens if I go into a tavern or town hall with you? Do you get stuck in the doorway, like an anchor, and I can only go just inside? Do you float down and follow? Do you pass through the roof like some weird cloud?”

“Weird? Gigantic? You sure know how to pass a compliment.”

“No, I don’t. I don’t like most people, and now I’m sure I don’t like angels.”

“Oh, please. We’ve both said, more than once, that I’m not a normal angel.”

“Whether or not you’re normal, you following me around is going to ruin my livelihood! And I have no idea what Shaman Bellows and all the other people in Gallagher are going to say when I show up with you in tow.” He turned again, strode off.

Robin jerked into motion above him, followed along. “Well,” she said, “I think you’re missing the positives.”

“Such as?”

“Did I appear in your dreams last night?”

He slowed. “No, actually you didn’t. Why not?”

“Well, I’m right here. I can just blather in your ear.”

“In Mother’s name,” he muttered, and set off again. “That’s better?”

“You may also have noticed that no creatures came near you.”

“I noticed nothing; I was sleeping.”

“Yes, and while you were doing that, I dissuaded two man-wolves, a manticore, and a redcap to walk away. I don’t know that they’d have found you, but they didn’t like being near me.”

“I understand their feelings. You might attach yourself to them, and they’d starve to death from not being able to hunt.”

“You’re mean.”

“I’m mean?” He stopped again, faced her. “I woke up, was startled to see you, and I’m sorry if I was rude. But then you started taking chunks out of me, which, yes, made me angry too.” He paused, gathered himself. “Look, I appreciate that you’re happy you’re not stuck in your clearing. But I don’t see how this is going to work.” He frowned, considered. “Then again….” He looked up. “Can you do any tricks?”

“Tricks?”

“I don’t know.” He waved his hands. “Turn lead to gold. Change a bird to a monkey. Start a fire with your fingertip.”

She could only stare at him. “What, you want me to be some kind of sideshow?”

“I’m trying, desperately, to come up with a way forward. Look, we’re going to go to Gallagher. Maybe someone there can fix this, help you. That’s what I was thinking last night, that maybe I could find a mage or shaman to take to your clearing who could do something. But now, you’re coming along, which is good, but we still might end up stuck together if no one can figure it out, and that’s bad. So, I’m trying to think of something we can do if we stay like…this.”

“Great. No, I do nothing like that, no magic that I know of.”

“Well, it was worth asking.”

“It’s the wrong question. You’re a minstrel, and I can sing.”

“Everyone can sing, sort of. Can you sing well? Can you sing harmony?”

Her voice rang out, a clear soprano. No words, just a melody, wandering through the air, haunting and sweet.

His eyes widened. “Okay, that was something.” He frowned. “What was that song?”

“Nothing,” she said quickly. “Just a little melody I made up.”

“Huh. Pretty good for spur of the moment. Sounded almost like one of those dirgey songs they do in churches on the plains. Kind of music that makes you want to stick knives in your ears.” She made an indignant noise. He waved at her, continued. “Nice voice, though. Do you play any instruments?”

“I do. Guitar, some flute, hand drum.”

“Interesting.” He thought it over. “Well, we could try some shows together.” He nodded slowly. “Maybe this won’t be so bad. Everyone will want to come see the singing angel. Yes, yes. Me playing and singing, you floating above, the angelic, ethereal voice in perfect harmony with me.”

“So, I’m still going to be a sideshow, but as a traveling minstrel?”

“Wasn’t singing your suggestion? Look, I’ve always worked alone. I want to work alone, and I’ve no desire to change. But we’re stuck, at least for now.”

“Not big on people?”

“I’m not. I’m kind of low on trust.” He looked down. “They leave.”

“Well, that won’t be me soon.”

“Exactly. Back to the question about performing together — got any better ideas?”

She closed her eyes. “Many. But none of them seem possible right now, while I’m being dragged around by an ass of a minstrel as his pet choir.”

“Yes, well, that’s where we’re at. An ass of a minstrel and a sarcastic angel acting like a kite.” He sighed, and set off once again down the trail, Robin in tow. He moved in silence, sunk in thoughts, which wasn’t the best idea, being distracted while wandering through the woods of Ivernia. Shaking his head to clear his mind, he reached out around him with that special sense. There was nothing, no threats. The trees were somnolent, no shaking limbs or rattling leaves.

“Is it you,” he asked, “that’s keeping everything so quiet? I haven’t had to fend off or avoid anything since I got up this morning.”

“I suppose so. It seems the forest scum don’t like me.”

“Scum? Where did you say you came from originally? You hate magic, and you think the creatures are beneath you. You sure sound like someone from the plains. But then, there are Medials who think like that as well.”

“I didn’t say where I was from. I’m an angel, remember?”

“Yes, and many creatures, including angels, remember their human lives. You obviously recall playing music.”

“Right.” She thought about that. “This is common knowledge? You’ve talked to creatures?”

“Yes, I have. Most folks have, at least in the Medials. Also, my mother was a shaman. She talked to the wild creatures all the time, she talked to Mischief, she knew the history, how the world came to be as it is.”

“Didn’t most creatures get transformed during the cataclysm?”

“The ones who were alive then. Some of the more powerful ones remember being in Mother’s court, before Mischief tore the Skin, and let the magic and monsters through. But most alive now were born like any other creature, or came from a chaos well. Most remember their human life if they had one.”

“I don’t know about any of that.” She was silent for a while. “I appeared in that clearing. That’s all I know.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes!”

“Well, well. Apparently, whatever happened made you grumpy. Or the question made you grumpy. Are you hiding something, Robin?”

He looked up at her, her dark eyes staring forward into the gloom. He’d almost given up on getting an answer, when she said, quietly, “That’s all I’ll say for now. It was my life, and I’ll share what I remember when I want to.”

“You make it hard for me to trust you.”

She laughed bitterly. “Why do you need to trust me? I’m an impotent angel, apparently. I can’t do what I was supposed to do, and now I’m following around behind you.” She clenched her fists, about the only body parts she seemed capable of moving besides her head. “So tell me, even if you didn’t want your new powers, what were you going to do with them?”

“Nothing much.”

“Really? Aren’t you supposed to be a servant to the people as a shaman? Interpret the chaos magic, talk to the monsters in the woods and keep them off people who need to travel or work outside?”

“That’s the general idea.”

“That doesn’t sound like ‘nothing much’.”

“Just because I was picked to become a shaman, it doesn’t mean I have to change who I am or what I do. Having more of those powers just makes it easier to get from place to place.”

“Such attitude. What made you so bitter?”

He stopped, glared at her. “My parents, my town. My father had dreams of doing something, of starting something. He wanted to build boats and start trading up and down the coast, maybe with the plains. My mother was a shaman; she went with him to fend off the sea monsters.” He took a deep breath. “They didn’t come back.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. But why did that make you bitter?”

“What did it get them? They were always talking about doing the right thing, to help the people in the village lead better lives. They ended up dead!”

“And left you alone?”

“Yes. And those people they were trying to help? They took everything my parents had.” He strode off, pulling her along behind.

“Doesn’t sound,” she said, “like you’re honoring their memory much.”

“I….” He fumed. Last night, he’d been ready to find help for her, lead them back to her clearing. Now — words burst out of him. “You know, for an angel who’s always angry, who can’t do a chaos blasted thing she’s supposed to do, you sure talk about attitude a lot.”

“If I could get down there, I’d adjust your attitude by sticking my boot up your ass.”

“I’ll look forward to the day it happens, because that means you won’t be following me around anymore.”

Which ended the conversation, leaving the two of them steaming in silence for the rest of the day.


      [image: ]Ellis the pixie had watched everything unfold. He’d followed Cantor through the forest to Robin’s clearing, then pursued him to where he camped on the rock. He was as stunned as they were when Robin floated down the path and anchored herself to the minstrel.

He flitted through the edges of the woods as they walked, listening to them tearing verbal pieces out of each other. He had to clap a hand over his mouth from time to time to keep from giggling out loud. It had been hundreds of years since he’d been turned into a pixie; as a young shaman, he’d leapt into a chaos well, hoping to become a god. He’d been upset that it had transformed him instead into such an insignificant creature, but he certainly didn’t miss taking part in the arguments and sparring that humans like these two wallowed in.

It was much more fun to hide nearby and listen.

He hovered in the trees, considering. Mischief, trickster goddess, needed to hear about this: an angel loose from her spot, and unable to do transformations.

With a pop, he disappeared.








  
  
Chapter 3




Gefta dug his green and gold wings into the wind, driving his massive body up the sides of Ivernia’s central mountain range. It was always a workout for any flying creature to make it to the top of the ridge, much less a dragon of Gefta’s size. But he’d done it many times in the long centuries of his life, and would do it many more. Home was on the other side of it. 

He reached the ridge, the granite edge sharp as razors. The air was thin and cold up here, and he could feel the lack in his lungs. But this would now be the easy part; he ceased beating his wings and glided out over the valley.

Mountains ringed it; there was no easy way through on foot. A long, deep, turquoise lake stretched its length, ending, too far away for him to see, in the headwaters of the Kerrell River, where it began its journey to the sea, eventually falling down the escarpment that cut Ivernia in half, then wandering over the plains past the populous cities there.

The lake was also the home of large, tasty fish. Gefta had first come here not long after the cataclysm. He’d been a human, a hunter, and he’d been in the woods near the old city of Valeria on what was now the Shattered Islands when the world broke. The essence of a dragon, one of the many ancient human imaginings and nightmares that escaped the Universal Court, had found him and the two had merged, an event mirrored in the creation of countless other creatures.

Once he’d gotten through the initial internal struggle for control between monster and man, he’d left the islands, which were overrun with crazed creatures and heavy with chaos magic, and gone searching for some place to shelter while he finished sorting out what exactly he was. He’d stumbled on the valley, and it was perfect; thick enough with magic that he could shift to human, quiet enough to ponder this new existence, while getting to eat the fish, something he still liked to do.

But he wasn’t here to fish, not right now. He swooped to the head of the lake where a rock peninsula poked into the water. A tall tower of stone stood there, Mischief’s tower. Mischief had shown up long after he’d first come here, attracted by the thick chaos magic in the valley, by its seclusion, and by the beauty of the landscape. She’d built her tower and made it her home.

He swooped around the building, long tail trailing behind, the sun shining off green and gold scales. “Mischief, Mischief?”

Nothing. Normally she’d be on the roof by now, leaning on the parapet, waiting for him. But he could sense none of her magic. Was she away, doing the work of a god, seeing to the Medials and Shambles? He turned away from the tower, swooped low over the lake, searching.

Ah, there. A black speck raced toward him. The Trickster was Raven today. He flew to meet her, the wind from his wings sending the spray frothing from the lake beneath him.

They came together in the air, raven and dragon, twirling around each other, rising in a spiral into the sky. Mischief sang, a melody without words, and Gefta answered her in a bass counterpoint. The chaos magic coalesced around them, moving in time with them and the song; they danced, dragon and raven, on a swirling mix of wind, water, and magic, up toward where the clouds slipped across the face of the sun, its light gleaming from feathers and scales.

“Come,” she said as the song ended, “let’s go to the tower. It’s been too long.”

“It’s only been a few days,” he rumbled with a laugh.

“It’s always too long.”

“Agreed.”

They raced to the end of the lake, the goddess, even though she was only raven size, easily arriving first. “Cheating, as always,” grumbled Gefta. “Using magic.”

“Of course,” she said with a chuckle. “I’m the Trickster. Any which way that works.”

She came down on the parapet, transformed with a ripple of light into a slight young woman with straw blond hair, dressed in a red robe and sandals. She threw back her hood, raised her arms to him. He landed, perched on the edge of the parapet, obsidian claws gripping the thick stone. Then, seeming to melt, he transformed into a tall, well-built man, with long black hair gathered into a tail by a leather strap. He wore green robes and trousers, black leather boots. He leaped lightly from the parapet and took her into his arms.

They stood holding each other for a little while. Then he stooped, picked her up, and began walking purposefully toward the entrance to the stairway leading inside.

“You know,” she said, “for having been together for some centuries now, this never seems to get dull.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

A popping sound came from outside the parapet. Gefta halted, sighed. “In Mother’s name…they must know when you come back, and like it even better when I show up.”

“Seems that way,” she replied. She stroked his chin. “Put me down. I need to find out what the pixie has to say.”

He set her sandaled feet on the stone. She straightened her robes, walked over to the parapet. “Ellis, welcome.”

“Thank you, Maker.”

“You have news for me?”

“I do. Most interesting news.”

“Well, come in then.”

She walked to the tower’s entrance, where Gefta waited for her. The two of them stepped down the stairs that curled inside the walls, Ellis buzzing along behind.

The room at the top of the tower was where they spent most of their time. No walls divided the circular space. There was a wide bed, some chairs and a long couch, a dining table, and chests and shelves for storage. A fireplace sat on one wall; not that Mischief needed it to keep warm, nor did Gefta as a dragon, though he did like the heat.

Mischief curled up on the couch, feet tucked in under her robes. Gefta came and sat beside her. Ellis flew over and landed on the table in front of her, where a small cushion waited for any of the pixie spies Mischief used to keep track of what was going on in the wide world of Ivernia.

“So?” she asked. “What is this interesting news you bring?”

“A new angel appeared.”

“Really? First one in a long time.”

“She is, and she’s different.”

“How so?”

“Well, she doesn’t seem to know what she’s doing. A potential shaman came to see her, but she couldn’t do the transformation.”

“That’s odd. All the other angels just knew how it worked. Have you talked to any other angels about her?”

“No, I haven’t.” He pulled a few locks of pink hair over his shoulder, examining the strands. “And she apparently can’t talk to them, however it is they do it.”

“What happens?”

He shrugged. “All I heard her say was that she didn’t hear them very well, and they didn’t hear her much.”

“Stranger and stranger. Anything else?”

“Yes, she can move.”

“What? Really? How does she move?”

He rose, wings pulling him into the air. He straightened, put his arms out to the side, legs hanging down, and drifted across the table, staring directly ahead.

“Very funny,” said Mischief.

“That’s what it looks like,” replied Ellis, drifting over to his cushion.

Mischief sat back on the couch, considering. “Where’s she going?”

“Well, that’s the next weird thing. She seems to be attached to the Medial human who thought he was going to be a shaman. He left, and she’s following along behind like she’s on a leash.”

Mischief shook her head. Gefta frowned, and said, “Ellis, you’re making this up.”

Small arms crossed, tiny face scrunched up like a small, wizened apple. “I am not! I mean, I forget things, I get distracted, I get bored and leave; that’s what pixies do. But I don’t lie, at least not for fun.”

Mischief laid a finger over Gefta’s lips to stifle his reply. She smiled, turned to Ellis. “Where are they, and where are they going?”

“They’re on their way to Gallagher, walking through the Shambles. They’ll be a few days getting there.”

“Alright. Thank you, Ellis.”

He stood, bowed. “Always my pleasure, Maker. It keeps life interesting, being your chief spy.”

He rose off the table and zipped out the window.

Gefta chuckled. “Did you tell him he was your chief spy?”

“No.” She smiled. “They just all like to believe that. If it makes them happy, why tell them otherwise?” She sighed, leaned back, closed her eyes. “An angel who can move, who’s attached to a person, not a place. I can’t imagine how that’s going to go over when they reach other people.”

“I kind of can, and none of what I imagine is pretty. Humans don’t like weird things very much.”

“No, they don’t.” She sat up. “This could be important, or nothing. Is cousin Constantine doing something to disrupt us here? That would be like him, though he’s been quiet for a while. At the very least, this may disturb Mother; the angels are powerful, and she doesn’t like powerful loose ends, so she’ll be calling to me to explain. We’d best find out what we can. I have a few other things to do first, but then I think we should go see Evangelina. She always knows what’s going on with the other angels, and she’s also the nearest to this new one.”

“Shouldn’t you check the cards?”

“What, so they can confuse me even more?”

“Or provide insight.”

“I suppose that does happen occasionally.” She lifted a hand, and her deck of cards appeared in the air. She tapped it three times. Three cards spun out, lined up in front of her. “Huh, three of the major arcana, all upright.” She looked at the leftmost card. “For what was, The Emperor. For stability, structure, I guess, as much as a world full of chaos magic can be so.” The middle card was Death. “Always a favorite. For what’s happening now, metamorphosis and change.” She turned to the last card. “The Fool.” She grimaced. “That’s me — that’s what Evangelina said when she was first created. So, for what’s coming: beginnings, possibilities, a free spirit.” She crossed her arms. “Well, that’s both ominous, and not terribly enlightening.”

Two more cards slipped out of the box, unbidden, flipped to line up with the ends of the center card, all five forming a cross.

Gefta’s eyebrows rose. “What does that mean?”

“We get more information today. The top card is hidden potential, the bottom is unseen influences. Hmm…hidden potential is the Four of Wands, upright, meaning reunions, family. I wonder who that’s referring to? But unseen influences is the Ten of Cups reversed, meaning dysfunctional family. What in the name of Mother does all that imply?”

“I guess we’ll find out.” He rose, shook his cloak into place. “Do you want to move by magic, or would the lady prefer going dragon back today?”

She clapped her hands, and the cards vanished into the box, which disappeared into its magical hiding hole. “Dragon back, I think. I do love a good soar on the back of my favorite dragon.”

“Naturally.”

She followed him up the stairs. With a shiver, he transformed. He extended one leg as a step, and Mischief leaped lightly up, settled herself cross-legged on his back.

“How,” he said, “you hang on like that is beyond me.”

She waved a hand. “I’m a god. I sort of defy the laws of nature.”

“Sort of?” he snorted. He stepped off the parapet, Mischief firmly glued to his back, swooping out over the lake, headed for the Kerrell River, to follow its long, rocky fall south, out of their valley.








  
  
Chapter 4




Cantor and Robin’s journey back to Gallagher was mostly silent to start, which became a strain all by itself. Neither wanted to start an argument, but simply not saying anything was almost as difficult as staying civil. When conversation did begin, it was guarded, not personal, and grew only slowly. Neither shared much about themselves, discussing the forest, the weather, the walk. But they were at least somewhat more comfortable with each other’s presence by the time the trip ended. 

At which point, a good deal of that nascent camaraderie died, when their arrival in town was met with all the confusion Cantor had feared. Most of the inhabitants had never seen an angel; generally, only those chosen to transform did. But everyone knew what angels looked like, and to see one approaching the town walls, apparently connected to someone who was supposed to be a new shaman, was…disconcerting.

Alarm horns rang out. The gates slammed shut. Guards stood on the walls, spears and bows at the ready.

Cantor walked up to the wall, looked at the helmeted heads staring down at him. “What’s your problem? Open the gates, let me in.”

“Not,” said the guard captain, Lauren, “until you tell us how this” — she pointed at Robin — “happened.”

“This,” said Robin, black orbs glaring, “is an angel. What is there to be afraid of?”

“The only creatures who come into this town are ones we know are friendly and not dangerous. Got no idea what you’re doing here, or what you did to him, but it looks mighty suspicious.”

“Yes, well,” said Cantor, “it seems we’re attached.”

“What do you mean?” asked Lauren.

Cantor turned left, marched ten paces. Robin followed behind. He turned left, did another ten paces, then left again, moving in a precise square, to end up back where he’d started, the black-clad figure staying in place off his shoulder.

“Burning chaos!” said Lauren. The other guards murmured between themselves. “How did that happen?”

“Something both me and Robin — Robin, this is Lauren — Lauren, meet Robin” — the two women nodded to each other — “something me and Robin wish we knew as well. But we don’t.”

Lauren squinted carefully at the angel, as if she had some magic eye herself, capable of extracting the creature’s intentions. “What are you going to do here?”

Cantor shook his head. “What do you think? We’re going to try and get this fixed! We’ll stay with my uncle for a day or two and hope that Shaman Bellows or one of the mages can figure it out. Open the gates, Lauren. She’s done nothing so far except follow me. She doesn’t seem to have any particular powers; couldn’t even transform me into a shaman.” He looked up. “She does talk a lot.”

“What else,” exclaimed Robin, “am I supposed to do with my time?”

Lauren frowned. “You’re not much of an angel.”

Robin looked to the heavens. “I hadn’t noticed.”

Lauren stared for a long moment. “You promise to cause no trouble?”

“Nothing magical, I can assure you. I hate the stuff.”

“Not much of an angel at all.” She waved down behind her. “Open the gate.”

With a scrape of wood and a clang, the guards withdrew the long metal bars that held the gates tight. The entrance gaped open, and Cantor stepped through.

He watched over his shoulder as Robin came behind, drifting down below the edge of the stone parapet, bumping slightly, with no apparent damage, along the rough surface. “Well, that’s that question answered. The plan for providing entertainment in inns and taverns seems possible.”

“After that greeting, what makes you think anyone will be happy to see me in their common room?”

“I…um…yeah….” He watched as a few of the soldiers ran off into the streets, voices raised. “I guess they think they should warn people.”

“About what? That a monster cometh?”

“Well, an angel. A weird angel, but I doubt they’ll think of you as a monster; Medials revere angels. Anyhow, until we figure out what to do, they’re going to have to learn to live with it.” He sighed. “At least, I hope they will. It’s all going to be very strange to them.”

“From what your gate guard said, you’d think I was going to level their crappy little town.”

Cantor stopped, waved a hand. “Really? That’s what you think? Gallagher is hardly a ‘crappy little town’.”

She shrugged, looked around. “Maybe. All I ever heard was it was a small village in the middle of nowhere, known as the place where Medial magic began after the cataclysm.”

Before the disaster, Gallagher had been an unremarkable little farming village. The survivors of the earthquakes and the attacks by the monsters and mutated creatures had slowly built their town anew, and it swelled in size through the centuries, spreading from the original fields right down to the shores of the channel that separated the mainland from the Shattered Islands. Its sole claim to fame was indeed as the place where Mischief had appeared, along with the first angel, Evangelina, who created the initial Medial shamans and mages. Still, it was on the edges of civilized land, or at least, civilized as far as the Medials went, on the borders of the Shambles. This meant intermediary trade with the elf cities in the wild lands provided some wealth, but it was not a place the rest of the Medial world traveled through to get anywhere.

In layout and construction, it was a typical Medial town. The defensive wall was stone, high enough to keep out roaming monsters and any marauding humans who might cause problems. Homes were constructed of stone and wood, the wealthier families having built substantial mansions. No formal houses of worship existed anywhere in the Medials, Mischief having no sense of humor when it came to building temples for her. Mother certainly didn’t feel the need for any such adoration, though she probably would have liked it if it were there. The council hall was therefore the biggest structure, standing tall in the center of town, with the open plaza in front of it for the ceremonies and celebrations the shamans led.

Cantor looked at the open space. Not long ago, he’d been the center of happenings there; they always performed a ceremony when someone went to an angel. The town was, hopefully, getting a new magic user, and that was worth a little formality, some dancing, and a party.

Not that Cantor had much fun, with the prospect of having to hike through the Shambles to face transformation. A mood made worse by the endless congratulations and back slapping from people who’d feasted on the remains of his parents’ belongings.

Below the town was the harbor, a wide, natural crescent with a sand beach. A couple of docks reached out into the ocean, moorage for the few people brave enough to head out on the monster filled waters to fish. None of them went far; anyone who did rarely came back.

Something Cantor knew all too well. The old anger he’d felt for years bubbled up in his gut, spiced and brought to a boil by his current unusual and very public difficulties.

“Are they,” asked Robin, “going to let us into an inn?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t feel like getting into another argument.”

“So, you have somewhere to go?”

“Yes!” he snapped.

“Why are you so touchy?”

“Really? Right now, at his particular moment, on top of the last few days, the weirdness of our relationship, I’m more than a little worried about getting run out of town, because, you know, people. So yes, I’m not just a little touchy; my brain may melt at any second.”

“What do you want me to do?”

He lifted his head. “Stop bothering me for a while?”

“Um, sure.”

Afternoon was waning into twilight as they walked. Gallagher’s main roads were paved in stone, with gutters running down the middle to carry rainwater and slops. A soft breeze drifted by, taking away most of the smells, the stink of sewage, the fragrance of wood smoke, leaving a hint of fresh spring air. Shops and taverns, stone and wood, with roofs of slate, cedar shingles or straw thatch, lined the central way that ran from the gates to the waterfront. Lights were coming on behind the windows, the soft glow of candle and fireplace flames, but behind many a shutter a brighter, whitish light shone, with a touch of green.

“Those lights,” said Robin, “the white-green ones; what are they?”

“What happened to not bothering me?”

“I…right…sorry.”

He marched on. Voices rose around them, curious faces coming to windows, people stepping out of doors. Tones of wonder mixed with a little fear drifted in the air. A few of the watchers followed, keeping their distance, but they were there, marking where the minstrel and the strange creature went.

A few other figures sat back in the shadows. An elf’s head, with silver hair and pointed ears, peeking out of a window. The tall, heavy form of an ogre, halfway down an alley, glaring out at the street. The creatures who lived in human towns were rarely forward, but what was happening now certainly excited curiosity, as any problems between a creature and a human could spell trouble for them. It was hard enough being a non-human living in a Medial town; they didn’t need some weird angel waking everyone’s fears.

Cantor picked up the pace. If they could get inside before a crowd formed, he could figure out how to deal with it in the morning.

He snorted out a short laugh. Deal with it. Right. More like hope a shaman or mage could fix it, and quickly.

They reached the waterfront, and he strode out onto the main dock, boot heels thumping on the rough wood. He marched straight to the end, to the deepest water, where the largest boat was tied up. A figure stood beside it, waiting, a burly man, with broad shoulders and a round middle.

“Cantor.”

“Uncle Seamus.”

“Glad you made it back. I’d ask if it went well, but…” He looked up at Robin. “…it didn’t.”

“Well, I’m not crazy, full to the top with chaos magic. Neither am I a shaman. None of that happened at all. Just this.” His hand waved toward Robin.

Seamus shook his head. “More than enough.” He stared past Cantor, down the dock. “A few folks followed you, and they’re hanging around.”

“I know. Can we at least stay the night? No inn is going to let us in, and you know I have nowhere else to go.”

“I do. Always said you’re welcome on my boat, and I meant it. Besides, don’t think you’d come here if she was dangerous.”

“I’m not,” came the voice from above. “I’m Robin, by the way.”

He glanced up at her. “Seamus. Happy to meet you.”

“Thank you. At least someone in this forsaken town is polite.”

“Oh, and you’ll make lots of friends talking like that.”

Cantor grunted. “There’s more where that came from, uncle, I can guarantee. Can we go in?”

“How’s this going to work? Not much space on a boat.”

“I know. All we can do is try.”

Seamus and Cantor walked up the gangplank onto the deck. They went to the stern, where a small structure stood, covering a staircase that led to the hold. Seamus headed down the stairs, more of a steep ladder, with a handrail to one side. Cantor followed along behind.

He stopped at the bottom, turned. Robin had slid halfway down after him, arms dragging above her head, fingers scraping the walls. He backed farther into the boat, and she followed, bumping along the deck above, scalp bouncing off the wood planks.

“Does that hurt?” asked Cantor, wincing as her forehead struck a crossbeam.

“Fortunately, no. I feel little of anything physically. But it’s not much fun.”

Once he stopped moving, and she was away from the stairs, she righted, her head floating a few inches below the deck, her feet above the floor, her arms once again stretched out to either side.

The cramped space was lit by the same soft white-green light that glowed in the windows in the town. A disk of some kind was attached to the roof, and the glow came from that. “Oh,” said Robin, “those lights. What…?”

“Not now,” said Cantor. “Please. I just want to sit.”

She frowned, lips parting to say more. Seamus interrupted her. “Hungry?”

“Yes,” said Cantor.

“Never,” replied Robin.

Seamus’ laugh was sudden, full. “Didn’t think you were. Angels don’t eat, far as I know.” He turned to Cantor. “There’s a bit of fish stew in the galley, if you’d like.”

“Thank you, uncle.”

Cantor made quick work of the stew, along with a tankard of ale and a good chunk of crusty bread. Robin hung motionless and silent in the air beside him, her gaze occasionally slipping over to the light on the ceiling. Obviously curious, but not asking, and Cantor didn’t feel like volunteering.

After he pushed the bowl away, he sat back, tipping the chair. He sipped his ale and related an abbreviated account of the trip to his uncle, who could only shake his head and say, “That’s crazy.”

“It is.” Cantor rose, stretched. “Time for bed, I think. Been a few too many days since I slept in one.” He rubbed his face. “Tomorrow is going to be unpleasant, I’m afraid.”

“For sure. Shaman Bellows is going to pitch a fit. He doesn’t like strange.”

“I know. Odd for a shaman, whose job is dealing with strange. But hopefully he can figure this out.”

Robin’s black eyes roved around the boat. “Where do you sleep? In one of those closets?” The Gallagher Star was the biggest boat on the coast, but that didn’t mean there was much in the way of living quarters. Most of the confined space was intended to hold cargo. The galley sat in the stern, beside a couple of small cabins. Tiny cabins.

“Yes,” replied Cantor. “Those aren’t closets.”

“I see. Going to be a tight fit.”

“No more so than normal.” Cantor rose, walked toward the starboard cabin.

“It will be with me in there.”

“Let’s see.” Cantor opened the door, stepped through. He reached up and stroked another of the light disks which sat in the center of the cabin’s small ceiling. It glowed, illuminating what truly was a closet sized space. Once it was fully lit, Seamus reached up to the disk that lit the hold, touched it, and the glow faded. He walked to his own cabin, went in and closed the door, leaving the only light being the one coming from Cantor’s cabin, flowing past his broad shoulders, touching Robin with a soft glow where she floated on the doorstep.

Cantor closed the door on her. He stepped over beside the small bunk, heard a gentle thump as Robin bumped into the door.

“Hey!” she grumbled. “I’m really starting to hate you, you know.”

“Why?” he replied. “You can’t lie down. You can’t even sit, and there’s no place to sit if you could. You’d just be taking up what little space there is. So, what’s the problem?”

Silence. Then, “It’s dark out here, and I’m all alone.”

“Nothing is going to attack you on the Gallagher Star. The hatch is closed.”

More silence. “It’s still dark and lonely.” She was quiet for a moment. “Kind of like my clearing was.”

He grimaced. “Sorry, but I’d really like to have some privacy.”

“Sure.”

“Good night, Robin. We’ll talk in the morning.”

She made no reply. He thought about her floating outside the door, that unseen breeze rippling her garments and hair. No, that’s not creepy at all.

He sat, pulled off his boots, stretched out on the bunk. He was so tired, had been trying to keep it together, not think too deeply about what had happened, just get back to Gallagher, to the Star, to some kind of safety. But now that he was here…what to do? Would one of the local magic users be able to help? In all the stories built up over the centuries, all the transformations wrought by an angel, there’d been nothing like this. People had been driven mad. People had been transformed into monsters themselves. People had disappeared, or died. Most, of course, just became what they were supposed to.

But nobody had ever come back to town towing the angel behind them. No angel had appeared in anything like Robin’s situation, trapped and desperately unhappy.

Why? he asked, over and over again, into the dark of the night. The age old query of those who’ve watched their world go up in flames, in one form or another. And, as with all those other folks, no answer came, as he tossed and turned in the tight little bunk through the long night.








  
  
Chapter 5




Gefta circled down over the slopes of the mountains, Mischief perched on his back. They weren’t far from Mischief’s valley, and a journey of a couple of days on foot from Gallagher. 

Gefta landed at the base of the range, in a space where an alcove was carved from the rock. It enclosed a small clearing strewn with moss-covered boulders. A few trees reached toward the mountain above, and sparse grass grew in the places where enough soil had accumulated.

The clearing was occupied, had been occupied for hundreds of years, by the woman floating in its center. It was almost odd, that a scene that changed only in the slow growth of tree and lichen, the gradual cracking and erosion of rock, remaining constant for so long, was inhabited by a being bursting with chaos magic. Evangelina hung there, the first of the angels. Long, straight black hair and green robes drifted on the non-existent breeze. Her eyes, black all the way through, stared sightlessly ahead.

Mischief slid down Gefta’s side and leg, landed lightly on sandaled feet. She straightened her red robe, then walked over to where Evangelina silently hung, waiting.

Mischief stood for a moment, waiting for some acknowledgement, then sighed. “Come on, enough of the silent angel crap. I’m not here for the conversation.”

Evangelina turned to look at her. “You’re such an endearing goddess.”

“No, I’m not. But none of the angels talk much. Half the time when I visit you just hang there, unmoving.”

“Angels don’t do idle talk.”

“Yes, I figured that out a few hundred years ago. Anyway — hello, Evangelina, you’re looking well.”

“Thank you, Maker.”

“So formal. Even after all the centuries, you can’t just call me Mischief?”

“I could. But you’re the Maker. You’re the one who cracked the world and brought all the magic that made us creatures. You’re worthy of some kind of respectful title.”

“I suppose.” She frowned. “What do you call Constantine now?”

“The Dark Lord, or the Lord of Logic.”

“Ah, same old thing. Not very interesting.”

“No,” Evangelina replied. “We try not to think about him a lot, seeing as his only response to a creature is to have one of his minions put an arrow into us.”

“Understood.” Mischief sat on a rock, elbows on knees, looked up. “So, to business. Did you know that a new angel appeared near to here?”

“I did. The first in a very long time. Except for the ones that come out of the chaos wells on the plains, who either volunteer to go back, or are murdered by Constantine’s Dialectics.”

“Right, but no new ones in the Medials and Shambles for centuries.”

“No,” replied Evangelina.

“So, I assume you were in communication, however angels do it?”

“Sort of. Yes, we talk. But she was broken.”

“Broken?”

“Yes. When we angels communicate, it’s very clear. There’s always some murmuring going on, from all of them, but the voice that’s addressed to you sounds like their lips are right beside your ear. But this new one, her voice, when it was clear, was harsh, and it kept disappearing into noise.”

“What kind of noise?”

“Sort of a scratching, growling sound. So we couldn’t really understand her. Then she went completely silent.”

“When did that happen?”

“A few days ago.”

“Anything else?”

Evangelina considered. “She felt wrong.”

“In what way?”

“It’s difficult to say, but she did and didn’t feel like the other angels through the link. She just wasn’t right.”

Mischief leaned back on her hands. “So, doesn’t communicate properly, doesn’t feel right. First appearance of an angel outside the plains in hundreds of years.”

“Still wondering,” asked Gefta in his deep dragon rumble, “whether Constantine’s doing something?”

“Of course.”

“What would he do? He hates the chaos magic; he wants it all to go away, and for all the creatures to be dead.”

Mischief shrugged. “I don’t know. He’ll use it when it suits him, especially if he can make a weapon out of it. What if he’s trying to meddle with all the angels? If they aren’t there to make new mages, shamans and chaordic fighters, Constantine will eventually be all over the people and creatures outside the plains, meaning the creatures will be dead, and the people all lined up to behave exactly as he wants, in his dull, constrained society. And if they don’t agree, they’ll be dead, too.”

“As far as I can tell,” said Evangelina, “all the existing angels in the Shambles and Medials are fine. So if he’s doing something, whatever he’s doing hasn’t taken hold, or he’s trying something new. One more thing that’s possibly related; there’s a new chaos well. It’s near where the angel appeared; I can feel it, but it’s not very strong. I wonder if that’s where she came from.”

“Interesting,” said Mischief. “It does seem like too much of a coincidence, doesn’t it?” She rose to her feet and walked over to Gefta. “I’d say it’s time to go find this new angel.”

He stretched out a green and gold leg for her. “Start in Gallagher?”

“Yes,” replied Mischief, climbing up and settling into place between his wings. “Goodbye, Evangelina.”

The angel, as usual, made no response as dragon and goddess lifted off the ground and flew off over the forest.








  
  
Chapter 6




Bishop Horace Wensley, Dialectic, leader of the church in the small, remote plains outpost of Matheria, stood in front of a large oven. He was sweating heavily from the heat of the coal fire inside, but he hardly noticed. Wrapping a heavy cloth around his hand, he grabbed the handle of the oversize frying pan that sat on the iron cook top. He tilted it up, so the sizzling fat from the chunk of satyr pooled at one end. 

“Hmm, need more than that.”

He laid the pan back down, stepped away, wiped his brow.

“Your grace, do we really need to keep the black robes on when we’re doing this?”

His assistant, Priest Bigalow, a young man barely out of his teens, stood at the other end of the oven, tending a boiling pot. Skinny as a rod, he was the exact opposite of the bishop’s firm roundness. Despite the lack of additional padding, Bigalow was sweating even more than the bishop.

“I’ve told you, young man, the Dialectics require gravity, poise. The robes show that.”

“My robes show a lot of salty sweat stains, your grace.”

“Perhaps if you washed them occasionally, Bigalow, it would help. So no, yet again, I’m not standing here in small clothes while I do this. It’s not dignified, and I don’t really want to expose my bare skin to boiling fat or water, and neither will you.” He nodded at the pot. “Is the fat separating from the meat, floating to the top?”

“It is. Why are we cooking the satyr, bishop?”

“Rendering the fat. I have a new theory, and if we’re going to figure out how the Medials created those magic lights, we need to try things.”

“I understand, your grace. But why do we need the monster’s fat?”

“Fat can burn. You can make candles out of it. You can start a fire with it. So, maybe if we extract some of the fat from a creature, and apply a little magic to it, or mix it with some of my other extracts, we can make it glow as well.”

Bigalow looked over at the remains of the satyr, lying where it had been butchered, small, horned head staring up at the rocky ceiling. “Maybe we need to find a creature more to do with fire, or lightning, or something like that.”

Horace paused, considered. “Bigalow, you’re thinking! Perhaps a phoenix or a fire imp. Unfortunately” — he waved at the cells, occupied by a few sorry specimens — “this is what we get from that strange excuse for a chaos well.”

He skewered the chunk of satyr leg, pulled it out of the frying pan, and tossed it on the rest of the creature’s remains. He carefully poured the dripping fat into a container. “There, we’ll let that cool overnight, and see what we can do with it in the morning. Skim off the fat in your pot, and do the same.”

He turned, walked away from the heat, over to the cages. The few prisoners were certainly sad specimens. An undersized unicorn, its legs so thin it had trouble standing. An imp with mismatched horns, one curving over the top of the other.

What was it about the chaos well here that it spewed out malformed monsters? The other wells he’d visited in the plains produced healthy subjects, frequently, that the local Dialectics and troops promptly killed. Of course, some wells had keepers in them that sent the creatures either back into chaos, or onto another well in the Medials or Shambles, where they were actually welcome.

He didn’t understand that. He wondered if the Medial mages were pretending to welcome the monsters, while actually doing experiments as well, and were happy to get a stream of rejects from the plains.

When he’d heard about this new well that had come into existence near the Elvish city of Semphis, he’d volunteered to be its monitor, seeing an opportunity to do the experimentation with chaos magic they had denied him while living in Bermak, the capital. It was, after all, heresy, but that didn’t bother the bishop much; what he was trying to do would benefit every human being in the plains. If he succeeded, the world would once again be lit up at night, with all the wonderful devices humanity had possessed working as they did before the cataclysm.

And of course, everyone bathing in that light would know who had provided it.

A remote well, away from the prying eyes of the capital, pouring out a flow of fresh, healthy subjects, would provide excellent possibilities to make that dream a reality. Except this well was dysfunctional, trickling out broken monsters. He wandered over to the last cage. In the flickering light of the single torch, the bishop regarded the occupant, an elf boy, cowering in the corner, silver hair in a tangled mat around his long face and pointed ears. Horace stood, hands on hips, regarding him. “Tell me what other creatures live in the hills around here, at the other end of the pass.”

“M…many creatures, your grace.”

“Where?”

“P…P…Past your w…wall, your grace. Many more past Semphis.”

There was a rough pass through the mountains here in the south of Ivernia, leading from the plains to the Southern Medials. A little trade moved through it, but no creatures; it had never been an easy enough passage to encourage its use. Once the war between Medials and Plains had finished, Constantine’s people built a stone wall, running between two cliffs, to keep the beasts out. The compound where Horace, Bigalow and their guards and servants lived sat a short distance from that, around the new chaos well. The cave housing the creatures and experiments ran off the back.

“Well, past the wall hasn’t helped me much; I need to find places where there’s more than the occasional mutant rat. And I can’t get past Semphis, now, can I?” Horace leaned down, frowning. “Elves see very well in the dark, don’t they?”

Bigalow came up beside him. “They do, your grace.”

“Hmm, maybe we should experiment with elf eyes. If they can see in the dark, isn’t that like the Medials’ glowing lights?”

“I suppose it could be.”

The elf cowered in the corner of his cage. “Please, please…don’t….”

The bishop waved a hand at him in dismissal. “Cease whining, or I’ll take out your tongue.” He shook his head. “I much prefer the ones that can’t talk.”

The boy pulled himself upright, wiped his tears away. “M…my uncle lives in S…Semphis. He’ll come for me. He’ll be angry.”

“He’s not getting over the wall or past our guards. I doubt he even knows where you are, probably thinks you fell off a cliff. Bah. Come, Bigalow. Time for some fresh air away from the stench of monster.”

They walked out of the cave. The bishop stopped as they cleared the entrance, looked over to his right. The chaos well sat there, bubbling in a cleft between two rocks. It was small, barely ten feet across, not big enough to spew out anything larger than an ogre; Horace had speculated that this was why so many of the creatures were malformed, because such an undersized well didn’t have the strength to work properly. Not that it mattered, it was what it was, and he had no way to make it bigger, or better. 

The turquoise light of the magic swirled out of the top of it, greens and blues twisting and bending together in waves. Now and then, a larger eruption would send a streamer curling in the air before it rolled over and slid back down. Strangely beautiful, and Horace wondered, as always, why the church considered it evil — so much power there, waiting to be used.

A small crew of soldiers sat nearby, not close enough to feel the magic, but ready for what might erupt from the cerulean depths; they had a ballista, loaded with an iron tipped spear, in case something came out that was too big for them to capture. For most of the creatures, crippled as they were, a net was sufficient; the soldiers would run in, catch whatever it was, and drag it off to the cages.

It was a quiet post. The soldiers liked that the duty was dull, the monsters weak and few, the risks minor. But they didn’t like the lack of anything resembling a tavern. Nobody was around here but them and the bishop and his helpers, no one else was going to come to settle, to open drinking establishments or bring any other entertainment, in this forsaken, rocky little corner of the plains.

It irked them that when they had duty on the wall facing out to the Medials, they could see Semphis, all tall buildings, and know that if they could wander over there, they’d find everything they needed to keep a soldier happy. Except, of course, the elves would shoot them. And even if the troopers snuck into the city without being caught, if the church or their officers found out where they’d gone, they’d do a lot more than shoot them. So the soldiers sat and fumed.

Not that Horace thought much about that, either. He had his experiments, and he had his own problems.

Bigalow came and stood beside him. “Thinking about Priest Robin, your grace?”

Horace sighed. “Yes, strangely enough. I received a letter from the office of the hierophant, asking about her. Wanted to know if she was ‘well’.”

“Oh? Why would they be asking?”

“Exactly.” He frowned. “It confirms my suspicion that she was spying on me.”

“You think she was supposed to send them reports, and they didn’t get them, and are wondering what’s happened?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you tell them what she did?”

“What, that you saw her jump into the well?”

“Yes,” the young priest replied.

“No, they’d send someone out here to investigate. The magic should have either turned her into a creature, or made her the well’s keeper. But something else happened, and she didn’t come back. Was she destroyed? Did she get transported somewhere? The hierophant will want to know. Not that we can tell him that.”

“So what will you say, your grace?”

“That she wandered off without a word. Probably went to the elf city, and if she wasn’t a good enough liar, able to disguise who she was, she’s dead. I’ll tell them I don’t want a replacement, that my aide I brought with me is working out fine.” He smiled. “Consider yourself officially promoted, Bigalow. You’ve been doing well, and it seems you have no problems with what I’m trying to do; you’re obviously, like myself, a man of science.”

The young man’s head bobbed low. “Ah, thank you, your grace. No, no problems at all. Chaos magic is…interesting.”

“It is, my studious young friend. It is.”

Bigalow’s brow scrunched up. “I do wonder what happened to her. It was so odd; she was just standing there on the edge, the magic moving all over her. Then she jumped in, and poof, she was gone.”

Horace shrugged wide shoulders. “It doesn’t matter. She was watching me, and she was uncomfortable with my research.”

“She didn’t like what was happening with the creatures?”

“I hadn’t thought of that. It would be strange for a Dialectic, or anyone in the plains, to care about them. No, I think it was more that she figured out my true aim, to experiment with chaos magic by using creature essence.”

“It is heresy, your grace. At least, so says our church.”

“I’m well aware of that.” He crossed his arms, turned his eyes to the well. “So much potential, though.” Fingertips drummed on biceps. “I suppose it’s time to talk more about what I’m trying to do, as you’re going to get more deeply involved.”

“Please, your grace, I want to understand.”

“You’ve seen the old books I have in my library?” Bigalow nodded, and Horace continued. “Some of them talk about the days before everything broke, when we all had the glowing lights in our homes, and heat without a fire, and machines that rolled across the ground without needing to be pulled by a beast. All of it stopped working when the Skin of the World tore open.”

“Of course, your grace. I’ve always wondered myself, have read all I could about that day; it’s extremely interesting. But why did it happen?”

“The cataclysm? Mischief the Trickster decided to ruin Lord Constantine’s perfect world. If you’re asking why everything stopped working, why we no longer have what they called ‘electricity’, or ‘engines’, that’s what I want to find out, because, if you’ve read what books we have on it, no one really knows.” He laid a hand on Bigalow’s shoulder. “If chaos magic could take all that away, then certainly chaos magic can bring it back. The Medial shamans and mages are ahead of us. We need to catch up.”

“I understand, your grace. What you’re doing makes sense.” He nodded, his brows knit together. “It’s really too bad Priest Robin didn’t come back. I wonder what we’d learn by experimenting on her now. I mean, if she went through the well, she’s soiled by the chaos magic, no better than a creature.”

“Indeed, young Bigalow. You’re full of good ideas today. She’d at least be some use to me then.”

“Maybe she’ll come back?”

“We can only hope so.”








  
  
Chapter 7




Cantor woke up, stretched. His feet and hands connected with the bulkhead and hull, reminding him where he was. He stood, reached up to the smooth surface of the light; it bloomed into soft radiance. He pulled on his boots, opened the door. 

And started back; Robin floated there. Her nose must have been nearly against the wood.

“I really, really do hate you,” she said.

He put a hand on her shoulder, gave her a push. She drifted a short distance, and he stepped out of the cabin, closing the door behind him.

“I take it,” he replied, “that you don’t sleep. So, no point in asking how restful your night was.”

“You’re correct. I don’t sleep. Neither do I enjoy floating in one spot in the dark, with the only thing I can see being the door right in front of me.”

“Well, you’d have been folded right over top of me in there, and you wouldn’t have liked that.”

“Probably not.”

“You see. Not so bad.”

“Not…so…bad…,” she ground out through clenched teeth.

He shrugged, turned to the stairway to the deck, climbed up, Robin bumping along behind.

“Nephew! Come, it’s a bright morning.”

Seamus sat at a small table, a steaming pot of tea beside him, along with a platter of bread, sausage and cheese already missing a good swath. Cantor wandered over, Robin trailing behind. He stopped, scanned the dock and the shore. A small cluster of figures stood watching; they grew quite agitated when Robin appeared. “That,” said Cantor, “is not a welcome party.”

“Not sure. They’re confused about your friend.”

“Robin!” she said. “You can at least try to treat me a little nicely.”

Seamus glanced up at her, chuckled dryly. “Yes, I’ve no reason not to. Apologies.”

“Accepted.”

Seamus watched as Cantor seated himself and pulled food from the platter. “What’s your plan?”

“For what to do about my pet angel?” Cantor shrugged. “I’m hoping Shaman Bellows will know what to do.”

“That’s good, I guess.”

“You guess?”

Seamus leaned back, arms crossed, spoke slowly, carefully. “This has got me thinking, you know, about the boat, and sea monsters, and the things your parents talked about doing.”

“Right. A boat for trade, to explore, to ‘learn more about the world’. Except, yes, sea monsters.”

“Well…you said Robin helped keep the creatures in the forest off you? Maybe she can do it on the ocean?”

Cantor paused, a slice of dried sausage halfway to his lips. “I never thought of that. Robin, what do you think?”

“I suppose I could. But isn’t the ocean dangerous, not just because of the creatures?”

“Yes.”

Cantor gazed out over the harbor, past the entrance, to the open sea. White-capped waves rolled across the horizon, an underline beneath the serrated rows of mountain tops on the Shattered Islands. His mind went to that time, when he’d been young, when his father built his ship. Cantor’s mother had successfully fended off the creatures on their first few trial runs with the boat to get used to its workings. None of those journeys had taken them far, either north or south along the coast, or farther out.

The first real trip was to go to the islands. At least, that was the intention. But no one thought much about the weather, what it could be like, as no one ever went far enough offshore that they couldn’t make it to land with a few strokes of an oar, not when a monster could show up at any moment to attack them. So his parents never practiced sailing in rough conditions. A sudden storm had blown in, as they were wont to do on the coast, and the day transformed from blue skies to roaring wind and pounding rain, too quickly to give enough warning to return to the safety of the harbor.

Cantor had sat and watched as the boat, with his mother and father on board, foundered and went down.

He shook his head. “I told you before I won’t do it, uncle. Not interested in going to sea. It wasn’t just that I didn’t think I had the magic to do it, though that was part of it. But even with someone else protecting against the beasts, it’s always been no.”

“But….”

Cantor raised a hand. “Nothing’s changed, except for Robin being here. I’m not going to risk my life like my parents did. And I’d rather not help you do it, either.” He looked down. “Uncle Seamus, you’re all I’ve got. You and this boat are what I come back to.”

“Cantor, if there was any way to save what they had, the family house….”

“I know! You didn’t know, and I didn’t know, how much debt they had from building that boat, from doing nothing else for years.” He reached over, put a hand on his uncle’s arm. “But I still have you, and I know it’s not fair to want you to stay safe…well, I do.”

“I miss them too. But, lessons learned. I built this boat with money I made as a builder and carpenter, so if I go, you get it all.”

Cantor rolled his eyes. “Oh, I’m sure you have pots of gold hidden away somewhere.”

Seamus chuckled, then waved around at the deck of the Gallagher Star. “At least you’ll get the boat.”

“Well, that’ll give me a place to live until it rots underneath me. I don’t know that I’ll have the gold to fix it when it does.”

“You should have listened better, been around when I was building it. Good skills to have.”

“Sure. Because everyone’s now building boats of this size?” He looked around the small harbor, at the few one and two crew fishing boats tied up there, or pulled up on the beach. “No, uncle, I’m not sure what I’ll do when you’re gone. I’ll worry about it when I have to.”

“That’s always been your way. You’re like your parents.”

Cantor stared out to sea, quiet for a moment. Then, “I hope not, uncle. Not that I have anyone but you, but I hope I’m not the kind to forget about those who need me.”

“Cantor, they were doing it for the Medials, to help with trade.”

“Sure they were. But they forgot about me, didn’t they? I think being parents means more than being a shaman to a town or people.”

Seamus could only look away, leaning forward, hands on knees. It was an old conversation that always ended the same way.

“I thought,” said Robin, “you made a living as a minstrel? Isn’t that enough?”

Cantor glanced up at her. “‘Living’ is a relative term. I make some money. I scrape by.”

“There must be other work you can do, like side jobs that require traveling, to make more.”

“Yes, there is.”

“Like what?”

“Nothing I want to discuss.”

“But those side jobs you did,” said Seamus, turning to him, “think of what we’d get in the old cities on the Shattered Islands? All that metal, all those useful things lying around that no one’s been able to collect in the centuries since the islands broke away from the continent.”

“What, with all the creatures there claiming it, as they did here?”

“Cantor, you’re going to let taking a few things bother you now, after…?”

Cantor held up a hand, flipped his head toward Robin. Seamus frowned and sat back. Cantor shrugged. “What happened to that young shaman you had around last year? He was working out, wasn’t he?”

Seamus sighed. “He was, but he left. Met another young man, got married, moved to another village.”

“Oh. Well, that happens.”

“It does. He also didn’t much like Shaman Bellows. Funny how so many local shamans feel that way, and leave.”

“Not funny at all,” replied Cantor. “The man’s an ass, and, well…you know what he does.”

“Yes, I do.”

They sat in silence for a while, sitting in the bright, warm sun, smelling the salty warm breeze from the ocean. Far out in the water, something massive crested, slithered out over the waves before sliding below the water with a flip of a long tail and fins.

Seamus shook his head at the sight. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it’s no place for humans.” He laughed a little, a touch of sadness sliding through. “Says I, after years thinking about little else. Well, I need cheering up. Give us a song, nephew.”

“Really?” Cantor rubbed his face with one hand. “What I need to do is get the shaman here and try to sort this out, before someone in that crew on the shore decides this is a problem rather than just something interesting.”

“You really feel like walking down there, past all of them, Robin dragging behind you?”

Cantor groaned, leaned back, eyes closed. “I’d rather not. But what else can I do?”

“You can wait.” Seamus leaned forward. “Either Hendley or the shaman himself will show up soon. So, why not try to relax?”

“Relax?” Cantor looked up to Robin. “How can we relax?”

She was silent for a moment, black eyes holding his. “As ridiculous as all this is…music always helps me take my mind off my troubles.”

“I’m the same. But I’ve never had troubles quite like this one.” 

“No, but if you think you do….” She regarded herself, hanging in the wind, unable to move. “I could use some help forgetting.”

He smiled ruefully. “You’re right. You’re both right.” He took a long breath. “Uncle, do you think you could get my guitar out of the hold? I don’t want to drag Robin up and down the stairs any more than I have to.”

“Of course.” Seamus went to fetch the instrument.

“Thank you,” said Robin.

“You’re welcome,” Cantor replied.

They sat in silence for a little, waiting for Seamus to return. Robin’s eyes wandered out over the water, focused on the tips of the mountains rising above the horizon.

“The islands….”

He followed her gaze. “What about them?”

“Aren’t they forbidden? We’re not supposed to go there?”

He shrugged. “No one’s ever said that. It’s dangerous; the chaos magic’s strong, and created lots of monsters, lots more come all the time — there are big chaos wells. At least, that’s what Mischief says. The portal to the Universal Court and Mother is there, and I’m not sure it would be wise to go anywhere near it. There’s a guardian.”

“Ah. Doesn’t sound safe.”

“Well, Mischief never said we couldn’t go. She just suggested the creatures’d eat us, and if we went near the portal, the guardian wouldn’t let us through. Some old god, Thor, I think is his name?” He looked up, eyes narrowed. “I’ve heard that on the plains they say it’s heresy to go there.”

“I see.”

He waited for her to continue, but his uncle came up the steps, and she remained silent.

Seamus handed the guitar to Cantor. The minstrel perched it on his leg, tuned it. “What song, uncle? Anything in particular?”

“You know what I want.”

Cantor chuckled. “Indeed I do.”

He launched into a sea shanty, one of the old songs those who made their living in boats sang to keep themselves alert and to help them work in a rhythm. He then played a song about Gallagher, how it survived the cataclysm, and the first Medial shaman, Sarah Tennant, and her husband, Oliver Winwood, the first mage.

Seamus sat back, eyes closed, listening. He opened them in surprise when, the second time through the chorus on the Gallagher song, Robin opened her mouth and sang harmony.

“Very nice,” he said with a nod once the song finished. “The two of you sound good together.”

Cantor cocked his head to one side, looking at the angel. “We do. Don’t know why we didn’t do this on the way back here.”

“Probably,” said Robin, a wry smile on her face, “because we weren’t in a great mood? Not the best of times.”

“Might have had something to do with it. But maybe we can make it work, if we’re stuck together.”

“I hope not. At least,” she added quickly, “I hope we’re not stuck together.”

“Can’t disagree. But the music is good.”

“It is.”

“Give me another one,” said Seamus. “How about that old tune Mischief wrote, ‘The Skin of the World’.” He looked out at the ocean. “I feel close to it when I’m on the water. Anything could hide below the surface, the thin layer between us and them.”

“That’s how I feel,” said Cantor, “when I’m in the forest, trying to see into the gloom.”

“That’s how I feel all the time,” said Robin quietly. “I’ve been through the Skin. It wasn’t good.”

“No,” replied Cantor dryly, “it doesn’t look that way. Do you know the song?”

“I do. Doesn’t everyone?”

“I suppose.”

He strummed the guitar, plucked the strings. A short intro, and he sang.


What lies beyond the edge of the forest,
What lies within that deep green space?
What lies below the sea’s bright surface?
What lies beneath the rushing waves?


Robin’s voice came in, soaring over his baritone.


The Skin of the World
The Skin of the World

The edge of what’s real, of the arcane,
Once we all knew to beware of what lived there.

In the abyss, the darkness, the strange….


They sang the last verse and chorus. Cantor struck the final chord with a flourish. He smiled, looked up. “Well, my angelic friend, that was wonderful. We could do this.”

She laughed, the first true merriment he’d heard from her. It was rippling silver in the air. “You’re hoping they’ll come to see the angel, and leave happy with the music?”

“That’s the spirit!”

“Not worried about having to trust someone besides your uncle?”

He sobered, picked a melody on the guitar. “I won’t go that far. But if no one can fix this, we have to make something work.”

Seamus leaned forward, touched Cantor’s arm. The minstrel turned to him. His uncle pointed along the dock.

The crowd had grown, and they were restless, moving, watching, listening.

“Hmm,” said Cantor, “what changed?”

“Hendley’s there. Stirring them up, probably. He likes to do that.”

A shorter figure slipped out of the press of bodies, came down the dock. Cantor’s fine mood disappeared, even though this was what they needed. He’d rather have had the shaman, someone who could actually do something about his predicament, but Bellows didn’t normally go on errands himself; he had others to deal with his unpleasant tasks, to gather information.

Hendley walked up the gangplank onto the Star’s deck. Indeed short, somewhat human, the goblin was grey green of skin, with small pointed teeth, and dark eyes with gold cat pupils that slanted to the outside. He wore human clothing, too large for his height and thin frame: a loose coat with the sleeves too long, rolled up, and a wide-brimmed hat perched on his head, half over his ears, shading his face.

“Hello, Hendley,” said Cantor. “Still pretending to be a human?”

“No. Still pretending this town puts up with creatures who at least dress like them.”

“If it’s that bad, why don’t you give up and dress like a goblin?”

“Because Shaman Bellows don’t like it, and Shaman Bellows pays me to do as I’m told. Something you have a problem with.”

Cantor shrugged. “Maybe. He doesn’t own me.”

“Not yet.” The goblin glanced up at Robin. “Though he might be interested in having his own angel as well. Could be useful.”

“I’m not,” she snapped, “someone’s possession.”

“Hee hee.” The goblin’s laugh sounded more like a wheeze than actual merriment. “That’s what you think, but it’s not how it looks, does it?” He ignored her sputtered response, turned to Cantor. “Shaman Bellows wants to talk.”

“About what?” Cantor strummed a chord on the guitar, hummed a note.

“Really?” replied Hendley. He gestured at Robin. “About that, dragging a monster through town.”

“I’m not a monster!”

A wave of a hand. “An angel who moves. Sounds like a monster to me. And then there’s that job you were supposed to do.”

“If he’s got questions,” replied Cantor, “he can ask them through you, or send a note.”

“He doesn’t want either. He says you’re to come see him.”

Cantor glared. “No. I’m not going to drag the ‘monster’ through town again, certainly not with that crowd following us every step of the way. He can come here and help us figure this out. And if he wants to talk about the job, he’s going to have to write his questions down.”

“Why would he do that?”

Cantor jerked his head at Robin.

“Ah.” Hendley frowned. “Don’t trust her?”

“She’s a chaos blasted angel! Even if her talking to the other angels isn’t working well, I’d rather not risk every angel in Ivernia knowing my private business.”

“I suppose.” The goblin paused, watching Robin float above Cantor’s head. “Even if you trust her, the work’d be awkward.”

“You see the problem. Unless this gets fixed, I won’t be finishing any jobs, or taking new ones. So maybe he should put his shaman’s hat on and try to figure it out.”

The goblin’s eyes narrowed. “He isn’t happy. This won’t make it better.”

“His happiness is the least of my worries.”

“Sure, but I wouldn’t say it to him. I’ll do you a favor and pass on the messages all polite. He’ll have comments, and,” he smiled again, rather toothily, “things to do.”

He turned to go, then stopped, looking out over the town. His hand came up, pointing. “Dragon!” he bellowed.

An enormous green and gold form was swooping toward the walls, just above the forest. A small figure sat on the beast’s back, red robes and long blond hair trailing in the wind. Alarm horns sounded, and the dragon pulled up, stopped above ballista range, and circled, turning so everyone could see the rider there.

“It’s Mischief and Gefta,” said Seamus, rising.

The horns ceased to blow as the watch realized who it was. Gefta, seeing he wouldn’t be shot, swooped low, gliding toward the water, heading straight for the docks. He hovered above the waterfront, then with a few flaps of enormous wings, sending dust and bits of debris flying in all directions, he came down in the street.

Mischief sat motionless for a second, staring out at the Gallagher Star.

“Mischief?” Robin’s voice trembled slightly. “The Trickster demon?”

“Demon?” said Cantor. “Trickster goddess, not a demon.” He looked to where Mischief was climbing down from dragon back. “I wonder what brings her here.”

“Me,” came Robin’s whisper.

“Oh, right.”








  
  
Chapter 8




With a flicker, Gefta shrank to human shape. He took his place behind Mischief’s right shoulder, checking the crowd, looking out over the harbor. The townspeople stepped back from that glare; even as a man, Gefta was the tallest of them, his shoulders broad. And of course, he could become a dragon again with a thought, and no one wanted an angry dragon anywhere near. 

“Gefta?” said Mischief.

“Yes, Maker?”

“Gefta!”

“Yes…Mischief.”

“How many times do I have to say it? Stop scaring people, please.”

He relaxed, smiled. “Sorry. Look, when I’m all you’ve got, I’ve at least got to resemble an entourage.”

“In Mother’s name, if you’re going to do it, more royal consort, less bodyguard, please.”

She moved ahead, nodding to the crowd. “Excuse me, good people, I need to get through.”

A tall, skinny man stepped forward. His hands were scarred from tools, and wood shavings nestled in his hair, hung from his leather apron. “What’s goin’ on out there, Maker?” He waved at the Gallagher Star, where Robin floated above the deck.

“I don’t know; that’s why I’m here.” She frowned, turning to him. “Has it affected anyone here, been a problem for the town?”

“Well, it ain’t natural, is it? Supposed to be tied to a place, ain’t she?”

A woman, one of the merchant families from the quality of her green robe and sandals, spoke up. “She looks like an angel, and if she is, we’d like to talk to her, revere her properly.” She glanced out over the bay. “But no angel’s ever moved before, much less tied to someone like that. It’s unsettling.”

“I suppose it is,” said Mischief, shaking her head, “but as far as I know, she’s just an angel, and won’t do a thing. But that’s what I’m here for, to figure out what happened.”

The carpenter nodded, stepped back. “Thanks, Maker, for protectin’ us.”

“I don’t know that you need it.”

“It would be splendid,” said the merchant, with a bow of her head, “if she stayed here with us. No Medial city or town has its own angel staying inside the walls.”

“So,” said Mischief, “she’d bring visitors to Gallagher, coin in hand, to spend here?”

“Yes, of course.”

Mischief opened her mouth to snap out a reply, thought better of it, and walked away through the parted crowd, out onto the dock. She stopped, looked back. “Where’s Shaman Bellows?”

“Hasn’t showed his mug yet,” said the carpenter. “He should be here, shouldn’t he?”

“I’d have thought so.” She strode along the dock, Gefta close behind.

She trotted up the gangplank to the Star, where it rocked gently on the waves, bumping the dock, pushed by the fresh sea breeze. She nodded at Seamus. “Good day to you, my friend. I’m glad to see the boat in solid shape, and ready to sail.”

“Good to see you, Maker. It’s been a lot of years.”

“Time flies when you’re trickstering, and I forget where I’ve been and haven’t been in a while.”

Cantor looked at the two of them. “Uncle, you met Mischief before?”

“Long time ago.” Seamus smiled. “She gave the boat plans to me and your parents, told us how to build them.”

“Really? I never knew that.”

“You never knew lots of things about your father and mother.”

“Yes, I guess I wasn’t old enough to understand any of it before they did something stupid and died.”

“Nephew….”

Cantor turned to Mischief. “You’re here about Robin?”

“Is that her name?” Mischief looked up. “Hello, Robin.”

The angel could barely nod. Cantor could see her lips trembling. What was she so afraid of?

Mischief gestured, and Robin floated down to her. Mischief leaned in, eyes closed, sensing. She remained that way for a few minutes before stepping back.

“What is going on with you?”

“Wha…what do you mean?”

“Your magic. It’s not right. Some strange touch to it. Your angel essence feels as it should, but what’s around it doesn’t.”

“No surprises there,” said Hendley with a snort, “all things considered.”

Mischief turned to him. “You’re Shaman Bellows’ assistant, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Maker.”

“Where is he?”

“Busy, Maker.”

“Busy? An angel gets dragged here, a powerful magic creature who’s supposed to stay in one place, who’s now attached to a citizen of this town, a town it’s his duty to protect, and he decides he’s too busy to check it out? He should be here, with a mage, trying to fix this!”

“Um, I guess, Maker. I’ll, uh, pass that on when I get back.” Mischief frowned, and Hendley hurriedly continued. “I should see what you find, so I can tell him, right?”

Mischief glared for a moment, then turned to Robin. She saw the tremble in the angel’s lips, the look in her eyes. “Why are you so terrified?”

“Um….” Robin’s voice was barely a scratchy caw. She cleared her throat. “Mischief…the Trickster…the demon….”

“Hmph.” Mischief put her hands on her hips. “Where did you say you came from when you were alive?”

“She didn’t,” said Cantor. “But she’s said some things that make me wonder….”

“I’m more than wondering; I think I know the answer.” Mischief considered. “I’m not supposed to interfere, normally, but Mother makes exceptions for odd cases, and this is one of them. Did you want to be an angel?”

“No.”

“Do you want to keep being an angel?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

Robin cleared her throat again. “I don’t like magic.”

“Sin’s wages,” said Mischief, “now I’m sure about where you came from.”

“She doesn’t know what she’s doing, either,” said Cantor. “She couldn’t transform me into a shaman.”

“So odd. Young lady, I can take away the angel essence, if you like, and make you human again. A mage could do that, but you’re so different, I think it had better be me.”

“Please,” said Robin. “Please.”

Cantor wasn’t sure whether she meant, “please help me,” or, “please don’t change me into a plant.” But Mischief apparently thought she understood. She nodded, stepped back. She lifted her arms, took a step, then another, swirling in a quick dance. Then she sang a quiet melody, while she listened, and felt, trying to understand what was going on inside Robin.

She stopped, pulled up her hands. A cloud of silver particles erupted from the angel, swirling around her. Slowly, Robin descended toward the deck. The silver cloud spun overhead, then vanished with a slight flash of light. Robin’s robes shrank to regular length, and the glamor that had enveloped her slipped away.

Her black boots touched the deck; she staggered, knees buckling, eyes wild. Cantor grabbed her arm, steadied her. “Are you alright? Was that bad?” He took her other arm, held her for a moment. “Robin?”

Her mouth worked. Her eyes screwed shut, her faced tightened, and Cantor felt her straining against his grip; it seemed her entire body, every muscle, had clenched.

“Robin? What’s wrong?”

Whatever she was going through, it took a moment before she relaxed, at least somewhat, breathed, got her feet underneath her. She nodded at the minstrel, straightened. Cantor released her, stepped back.

“Sorry,” she said, “big change, all at once.”

“I guess it was.”

He regarded her, transformed from an angel to a young woman. Unquestionably Robin still, with her long black hair, her olive skin, her oval face. But the solid black of her eyes had receded, leaving deep brown irises. She wasn’t tall, though taller than Mischief, and slight through the shoulders and hips.

“A little less ethereal now,” said Cantor. “But still….”

“Yeah,” said Hendley, grinning. “Be nicer if her skin was green.”

A touch of anger flashed over Robin’s face, whether at one or both of them was hard to say. “You two are a pair. No ‘congratulations on your recovery.’ Just comments on how I look?”

Hendley chuckled. Cantor grimaced. “I…sorry. It’s just…so much better. In lots of ways. Anyhow, congratulations.”

“Thanks, I think.”

Mischief was staring at her. “So odd, but…yes….” She raised her arms, sang two notes. She cocked her head and listened to the result. “Interesting. Black robes of a particular cut, black boots. You talk like you’re from the plains. And there’s that trace of magic in you, Constantine’s magic.” She nodded, smiled thinly. “You’re a Dialectic, one of Constantine’s creature assassins.”

Dead silence fell. Hendley’s hand went under his coat, and he stepped back. Cantor put down his guitar. Seamus hesitated, then moved a little to his left, to get behind and beside the young woman.

“Please,” she said, hands raised in front of her, “don’t kill me.” Cantor saw she’d started to tremble again. “Don’t turn me into another monster.”

“Why would I do that?” said Mischief.

“You’re the Trickster; that’s what you do!”

Cantor had been watching his uncle; Seamus was near enough to the girl to lay a hand on her, but he didn’t. He was glaring at the rest of them. Cantor nodded, turned to Robin. “What do they teach you on the plains? Mischief never hurts anyone. She helps us. She doesn’t demand worship. Unlike your master.”

Gefta chuckled ruefully. “Hundreds of years of peace, and still we get Constantine teaching his people these lies.”

Mischief sighed. “He isn’t going to change, not what he does, not what he tells people.” Her eyes travelled over Robin. “There’s still a touch of odd magic in you, intertwined with what you had before. I’m inclined to leave that for now; it might be useful later, for determining what’s happened. And I’m not sure I want to extract it and put it into the normal flow. It would eventually go back to the Universal Court, soil the chaos magic there, and possibly do something even worse when it comes back.”

Robin bobbed her head nervously. “Okay.”

“Can you feel it at all?”

“No,” she said quickly.

Mischief’s eyes narrowed again. “Sure. What did you feel when you transformed? Something unpleasant was going on, something inside you; the odd magic surged.”

“Like I said, it was just a big change.”

Mischief was silent for a long, uncomfortable moment, but Robin offered nothing more, eyes downcast. “Fine,” said Mischief in frustration, “refuse the help. You’re going to have a hard time finding anyone else to provide it.” She took a step away, hands clasped behind her back. “Like Cantor said, I won’t hurt you, or transform you. That’s not what I am, despite what Constantine says. But” — she tipped a hand at Hendley — “there are others here and waiting on shore who might do something quite drastic, and they have reason, considering what your order’s done to them and theirs over the centuries. The humans here don’t like Dialectics much either.”

Robin swallowed. “I’m not going to hurt anyone. I never got the magic to extract creature essence and destroy them. All I can do is detect it.”

“But how did you get here? How did you become an angel? Did you die and come back this way? Or did you go into a chaos well?”

A long pause. “A well,” she whispered.

“By Mother,” said Cantor, eyes wide. “Why did you do that?”

“Not by choice. I was raised to hate magic, so I’d never do it on my own.” She looked away.

“Answer the question,” said Mischief quietly. 

Hendley smiled, pulled his hand out from inside his coat. It held a curved, shining dagger. “If you can’t make her, I can give it a go. Just say the word, Maker.”

Seamus glared at Hendley. “If you’ll all excuse me, Dialectic or no, this young lady is my guest, and Cantor’s guest.”

“Uncle,” Cantor crossed his arms, eyes on Seamus, “are you sure you want to do this? She’s an enemy of our people, and the creatures hate her religious order, with good reason. They won’t be happy with us taking her side.”

“She’s committed no crime we know of, has she? We gave her shelter, accepted her into our home. You know how our family does things.”

“I do. It’s kind of unusual circumstances, but…yes.” Cantor stepped over beside Robin, on the opposite side from his uncle, turned and faced Mischief.

“Thank you,” whispered Robin.

Mischief shrugged. “I appreciate your courtesy, both of you. But she needs to answer the question. You won’t be able to protect her if everyone thinks she’s a threat. No matter what, she’s going to run into a lot of hate; maybe if we understand what happened we can deflect some of it.”

Hendley smiled again, running a finger slowly down his knife blade.

Robin raised a hand, cutting off Seamus’ reply. “It’s okay.” She took a deep breath. “There’s a new chaos well at the edge of the plains. It’s by the elf city of Semphis, in the pass through the mountains there.”

“Ah,” said Gefta with a growl, “you were in charge of killing the creatures coming out of it?”

“No. The bishop there, Horace Wensley, he did that, or, he was in charge, and had his soldiers do it.”

“You helped?”

“I was supposed to, but I never did. I was actually there to watch him.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s experimenting with chaos magic.”

“Ah.” Mischief nodded. “Alright. What was he doing?”

“He’s fascinated with the lights the Medials make, the ones you just touch; he’s never seen one, but he’s heard about them, and he’s convinced he can do something similar, but bigger. He wants to make machines work again, and he sees this as a way to learn how; something about the lights in the old days using the same energy as the machines. But his methods only make a very twisted sense.” She looked away. “He experiments on the creatures to see if he can extract something from them. He heard the lights came from some kind of floating plant, or monster, from the ocean. The shamans do something to it to make it glow at a touch.”

“What does ‘experiments on creatures’ mean?”

She closed her eyes. “Sometimes I think he takes pleasure in what he does, but I don’t know. It’s beyond cruel. But he’s so intense, I think he actually believes he’s doing something useful.”

Gefta’s head lolled back, looking to the heavens. “By Mother….”

“So,” said Mischief, “you were spying because someone in the church suspected the bishop of heresy?”

“Yes. I was only there for a week. It was pretty quiet. It’s an odd well; only a few creatures come out, and there’s usually something wrong with them. The soldiers have little to do, and they don’t really even need a Dialectic around. The bishop has them capture the creatures and put them into cells. Not what they or he were supposed to be doing, but none of the soldiers cared, and the monsters end up dead eventually, anyway.

“He told me about the lights, and what he was trying to get out of the beasts. He did no experiments that included magic while I was watching, but it was obvious from how he spoke about his theories that he had been, or he would.”

“So,” said Cantor, “he figured out that you were there to watch him, and pushed you into the well?”

“He certainly suspected, and asked why the church sent someone like me, smart, obviously well trained, to a post as far from civilization as I could be; he said they should have put me in a better connected situation.” She shrugged. “I was probably the wrong person to send.”

“Or,” replied Cantor, “you should have appeared a little less capable.”

“Yes. There were politics involved as well, people who wanted certain things, people who thought putting their own supporters in better positions would help them; it was a good way to get rid of me. Anyhow, when the bishop asked me why, I tried to talk around it by saying I wanted to see a new well, see what I could learn. Which is true, but still, I’m sure he knew why I was there. It doesn’t matter, because no, no one pushed me in.”

“You said you didn’t go into the well by choice, but no one pushed you?”

“Yes, and no.” She looked at Cantor. “It was like what the angels do to the new magic users, at least, as far as I could get with that when I was talking to you. I heard a whispering voice in my head. I could never tell who or what it was, or even if it was real. But I knew what it wanted me to do.”

“You couldn’t resist?”

“Apparently not.”

Mischief was silent for a moment, thinking it through. “What happened then?”

“I held it off for a few days, but it got stronger, and everything got more and more hazy. I remember stepping off the edge, falling into the lights. I have a vague memory of the voice being louder, clearer, and I was in what seemed like a cave, full of more of the blue well light and movement. Then I appeared in my clearing in the forest and hung there until Cantor came along. It wasn’t that long.”

“And you couldn’t do proper angel magic?”

“I gave Cantor his deck of cards, but I don’t know how I did that.”

Mischief turned to Cantor. “She gave you cards, but no additional shaman powers?”

“None,” replied the minstrel, “and I can’t call up the cards now. I don’t know what happened to them.”

“Well, they’re not the most stable or useful magic, so not surprised they’d act strangely, especially if you aren’t an actual shaman.” She faced Robin. “Nothing else?”

“I couldn’t do anything but hang there.” Her gaze fell, her voice went soft. “At first I was terrified, at least until I figured out that nothing was going to attack me. Then I got lonely, and then angry. I gather that none of these feelings are normal for angels.”

“It’s not. They sit there like some kind of wall decoration, without the wall.” Mischief walked across the deck and back, arms crossed, thinking. She glanced over at Gefta. “I keep coming back to the same thought: Constantine?”

“Did it feel like Constantine’s magic?”

“No, at least, the extra chaos that’s in her certainly doesn’t. But who else could it be? Did another god escape from the Universal Court? Are the well keepers doing something?”

“Doubtful. They seem to be very responsible.”

“The ones we know,” she replied. “Can’t vouch for the ones on the plains.”

“I never heard of any,” said Robin, “that would try something like this.”

“I’m not surprised, knowing ours.”

“So,” said Hendley, “you’re not going to kill her, Maker?”

“Why do you ask? I said I wasn’t going to.”

“A fellow can always hope.” The goblin grinned, tucked away his knife. “I think I have what I need to tell Shaman Bellows. I’d best be going.”

He trotted down the gangplank.

Cantor watched him go. Hendley reached the shore, stopped and addressed the people there. Heads spun, staring at the boat. The goblin raised his hands, made calming gestures, spoke some more. It took a moment, but most of the crowd moved off, eyes riveted on the Gallagher Star. Only a couple of hard-faced women remained, knives and short swords on their hips. They walked over to a pile of rope and sat down to watch the dock.

“That,” said Cantor, “doesn’t look like an improvement.”
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