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      Sumi

      

      Faith is hard.

      Faith is especially hard in the City of Temples, where the city is run by the goddessi. Two sides of the same coin— Maldita and Bendita, nasty, vicious, lying, soul-eating goddessi who may or may not actually be demoni, if the people to the south were to be believed.

      Maldita had owned me. Now Bendita did, blood, bone, and soul.

      To get my life back, my love back, my soul back⁠—

      The bright goddess Bendita had to die. And maybe Her sister Maldita, too. Would killing Them solve all my problems? No. But it would be a good blessed start. Both goddessi I now believed might be demoni, pulled by magic into our world, grown fat on the sacrifices our city made to Them. They didn’t belong here.

      And I would stop Them hurting my people.

      How to kill demoni or goddessi or whatever They were…? What— goddessi or demoni or something else entirely— didn’t much matter. What mattered was how.

      How to pry the spells out of those who had them, how to kill or excise the leeches consuming our resources, how to save our city while doing it?

      I had no faith left in the horrors masquerading as goddessi, so I had to have faith in my own ability to make change, in my found-family’s ability to love me… because the people of the Blessed Third certainly would not.

      Three days ago, I’d been living in the Rest Third, powerless and happy, a Red woman of middling skin and eyes and hair living with my husband, Jay, and our boys, Wil and Andy, and Jay’s sisters, and Mouse, a girl he’d brought in from the streets. I’d worried about making our coins stretch to buy enough food for us all. Now… now my family were back in the Rest Third, safe from Bendita, while I had my own rooms in the blessed temple, my own humongous soft bed, anything I wanted to eat, and a temple full of people to command.

      And magic.

      So much power, just pooling around me here in the Temple of the Blessed that it was hard to remember not to use it. Every breath brought me more power. It seeped in through my pores. Sitting— sleeping— was challenging because it surrounded me, lifted me, all the time, and all the careless little magics I did as easily as breathing just made it stronger.

      And Bendita, the blessed goddess, hovering but thus far letting me do and say what I wanted… when would She disagree with me? Make Her wishes known in a painful manner? I had no allies here, no found-family, and I needed to deal with Her followers—  force them into a semblance of sanity, one temple-inhabitant at a time.

      To be fair, in a fit of madness and grief and magic, the night Jay died I’d killed several guards and the previous high priestess, all in her own sanctuary. Rather more messy than a normal succession, even in the Temple of the Blessed.

      But now I had a mangled Blessed Third Guard, missing nineteen of their number, and I needed them to function, to run the Blessed Third.

      Which, of course, was why I was hiding from them all, out in the gardens near the gates, but not too near. Drifting along the paths, gazing at pale, pale fall flowers, pretending not to look for the missing pieces of my heart— the ones out beyond the blessed temple walls, eating and running and shouting together, while I walked alone.

      I’d promised Her. Promised to let Jay go, so long as She helped him to live.

      But bless me, it hurt.

      Someone who looked suspiciously like the Head of the Damned Third Guard burst through the blessed gates into the blessed gardens.

      I blinked and blinked and blinked again instead of greeting her.

      Her blue hair had gone more gray since the last time I’d seen her, but her eyes still had wisdom in their deep blue depths, and her skin had the healthy dark blue of a younger woman. Her damned black uniform fell in perfect lines and the toes of her damned black boots were as polished as her sword and all of it stood out against the white of the blessed like a flame on water. “Blessed—” she cursed— “so it is true!”

      That I’d become the blessed high priestess? Entirely true. Keep it simple. Don’t throw yourself into her arms and cry like a baby. “Yes.”

      Lena’s grin stretched. “I’m not at all surprised you took over.” Her fingertips twitched.

      She couldn’t hug me here, in public. It would destroy the reputations of both our Thirds.

      “Head Guard,” I murmured around my tear-clogged throat.

      She lowered her voice till I had to pull with my magic to hear it. “Three days is long enough to sulk.”

      All my muscles tensed. How did she know I’d been avoiding high priestess duties, wallowing in my sacrifice⁠—

      “May I?” She canted her head toward the temple.

      “Of course,” I acquiesced, falling into step with her in an old, old habit. A habit that made the tears recede. “Welcome to the Temple of the Blessed. You look well.”

      “As do you.” Her face had stilled but her eyes still sparkled at me. Goddessi, I’d missed her!

      One of the blessed guards cleared her throat behind us. “High Priestess⁠—”

      Inwardly, I groaned, then threw my words over my shoulder. “She’s not here to kill me, Guard…?”

      “Kaisa. And it doesn’t matter. Given the occasional… strife  between the blessed and the damned—” the spies, the power struggles, the assassination attempts, she meant— “You shouldn’t be alone with a damned guard.”

      Lena pivoted, stepped nose to nose with Kaisa. Purple Kaisa didn’t flinch, didn’t step back from Blue Lena, despite their age and guard-rank differences. Lena frowned. “Kaisa… Lunata?”

      My newest protector nodded. Murmured, “You know the protocol, Head Guard.”

      Goddessi, the Purple guard was blessed young. Strong jaw, defiant eyes— she wasn’t going to relent.

      “And where is the blessed head guard?” Lena growled.

      “Dead.” Kaisa’s purple eyes flicked to me, then back to Lena. “We’ve had some recent… upheaval.”

      Ah. The guards I’d killed. They’d been trying to kill me at the time, so I squashed the tiny pinch of guilt in my stomach and prepared to step between Lena and a blessed guard I didn’t know who had ideas about what I should and shouldn’t do.

      “She’s right.” Lena stepped back and inclined her head. “Come with us, Blessed Guard Kaisa Lunata.”

      My blessed guard bristled. “You don’t command me⁠—”

      “Come with us, please, Guard Kaisa.” I rolled my eyes. “If you must.”

      Kaisa growled under her breath. “Oh, I must.”

      We stepped into the gloom of the blessed temple, shutting out the afternoon sun. I missed it already. One thing hadn’t changed— I ran cold, and after all summer in the Rest Third hiding my magic, I’d forgot I could now warm myself with a flick of power. Reminded, I pulled a touch of heat from the lanterns in the hall.

      Without even a flicker.

      Smugness is not attractive, I reminded myself. Lena would remind me if I forgot. No matter how much power I had, how lofty my title, she would remind me.

      We stepped into one of the smaller public meeting rooms— white walls, white ceilings, whitewood floors, whitewood table, whitewood chairs, white me— white, white, white.

      Easy. I breathed out, breathed in. “What may the blessed temple assist you with, Head Guard of the Damned?”

      Lena eyed me up and down, as if looking for scars. “I needed to see for myself. But now that I know it’s true…” She smiled faintly. “You need to appoint a new head guard. It’s difficult for the city guards to interact if we can’t communicate properly. Chain of command and all that.”

      I allowed my shoulders to roll. I’d been thinking about it. When I had to. Hiding from it mostly, as well as all my other duties. “I don’t know them. And killed a bunch of them, so the rest hate me. They’d probably try to kill me if I walked into their practice rooms.” I snorted. Try being the correct word. With all this magic inside me and free of my oath not to use it⁠—

      My magic surged up, as if responding to my thoughts.

      Goddessi— something innocuous to rid myself of the worst of it.

      Masking it with another roll of my shoulders, I stretched, shifted all the dust in the nearest rooms and halls out to the compost heap.

      Guard Kaisa watched me warily.

      Why?

      Ah— we’d been talking about how much the guards hated me. She didn’t protest— interesting— and Lena was right. I really did need to appoint a new blessed head guard. “Lena, would you care to give me an opinion of their skill?”

      Kaisa scowled. “She shouldn’t⁠—”

      “Enough. I killed the last head guard. I might kill the next one. So unless you’re volunteering, keep your mouth shut.”

      Lena and Kaisa both looked shocked at my snappish tone, my snappish words. The relentless white of the room pressed in on me, and the Goddess inside me stirred.

      No— I shut my eyes. Breathed deeply. Used my magic to push the goddess gently away. I’m fine. Everything is fine.

      Fortunately, She was still sated on the sacrifices from three days ago. Those very guards I’d killed…

      “She should volunteer.” Lena’s voice brought me back to myself.

      I opened my eyes, saw them both side-eyeing me.

      “The previous head guard told me all about the up-and-coming Lunata.” Lena twitched a nod toward Kaisa. “She’s one of your best and she’s probably been acting as your head guard anyway. She’ll do an excellent job. I suggest you make her one of your secret-keepers. We have things to discuss.”

      I didn’t want another secret-keeper. I wanted Lena. Hana. Jay. But when had what I wanted ever been important? “She’s young. And Purple. And stubborn. And a stranger to me.” Everyone here in the Temple of the Blessed were strangers to me; I hadn’t yet seen anyone I’d known as a child. “But you— you trust her?”

      “She is right here,” Kaisa muttered, then pinched her lips together.

      Lena grinned. “I know she’s a Purple, and I know you love to promote lower-caste Colors, but she is likely the best you’ve got left.”

      I glanced at Kaisa, who winced, then nodded.

      “Lunata,” Lena said, as if I should trust all Lunatas implicitly. “Unlike some of the other Purple families, they are honorable to a fault and they’re based in the Damned Third— both likely reasons your… er, the previous high priestess did not make her Head Guard.” She arched an inquiring eyebrow at Kaisa.

      “Oh, am I allowed to speak now?” Kaisa smiled sweetly. “The previous high priestess chose a Wescott over me. She said I was too young, but likely the family name had much to do with it. Fine by me. I didn’t want to be the next head guard anyway, because I disagreed with some of her choices.”

      Fair. I disagreed with most of the previous high priestess’s choices. Including the one to kill me and give my soul to Bendita.

      “But—” Kaisa’s nostrils flared. “What if I don’t trust the current high priestess?”

      I opened my mouth, but Lena cut me off. “This one has some blessed-fool ideas, for sure. Equality among the Colors, protecting people from the goddessi—” she side-eyed me— “And she has power enough to try to make ‘em stick.”

      Kaisa cocked her head. “Equality…?”

      But Lena had run out of patience. She kicked the door closed, shutting us away from prying eyes and ears. “And I’ve missed her.”

      I threw myself at her, or she at me, it didn’t matter which because I finally, finally hugged the mother of my heart.

      Truly, I’d been lucky. Even if the woman who had birthed me had been horrible, I’d been given a replacement mother in the Damned Third— Lena— and another in the Rest Third— Jay’s mom— and even while my heart ached with missing Mom, it healed a bit, touching foreheads with Lena.

      She whispered, “Sumi.”

      My throat closed, but I managed a curse, “Bless it⁠—”

      She hugged me hard, then stepped back and wiped her eyes. “Right. So?”

      I blinked hard, then tipped an eyebrow at Kaisa.

      She gasped like a fish, open-shut-open-shut, then gripped the back of a chair. “Um. Oh— okay.”

      “I hope you don’t regret this.” I hadn’t been lying, when I said I might kill the next head guard. Sometimes circumstances or the goddessi or life took people from us… and I hoped I didn’t regret this. She was so young.

      She swallowed. “Me too.”

      I stopped actively pushing away the blessed goddess’s power— allowed just enough to make my eyes prickle white and my hair float— and I reached for the guard with my magic. Touched her delicately, just enough to feel— hard to describe it, but her integrity sang through her like a deep, clear bell, her earnestness a patina over the top that had worn thin in spots, her love for her family and her beloveds a burnished shield against despair.

      The bright goddess Bendita asked, Blood?

      No. You just glutted Yourself three days ago..

      Fine, She huffed.

      Goddessi help me when She was no longer sated.

      Focus.

      “Kaisa Lunata, do you swear allegiance to me, to keep my secrets, to protect me, all our days in this temple?”

      “I swear.” She reached out.

      I clasped her hand. “Then I swear to you thus. I will keep you with me—” if I can, unlike Lena, unlike Jay— “and give you my secrets to hold and to guard.”

      The oath-bonds fell on us, settling in, and unexpected— unwanted— joy filled me, pushed back the bright goddess, overflowed into Kaisa, and swelled to brush against Lena.

      “Su— High Priestess?” Lena twitched like she’d been slapped.

      “Sorry.” I shrugged. “Using magic does that to me now.”

      “Don’t apologize—” Kaisa sounded dazed.

      Uncomfortably, I pried my hand away, stepped back and put the table between us. The joy in using my magic after such a long time containing it, and that joy splashing over onto others, felt a little too close to emotional manipulation.

      I’d had more than enough of that to last a lifetime.

      “So, the first thing to know is that my name is Sumi.” I glanced from Kaisa— gaping again— to Lena and back. “So Lena can stop throwing around that title like a weapon and you can know I am serious about this secret-keeping thing.”

      “Now that we’re all friends…” The tiny smile dropped off Lena’s face and she leaned across the table at me. “Sumi, what happened?”

      I flopped down into a chair. “The demon hunters stole the boys and a bunch of other Rest Third kids⁠—”

      “Know that⁠—”

      “And we sneaked into the blessed temple and copied the stories just like they demanded⁠—”

      “Bless me.” Lena sat next to me, staring.

      I licked dry lips, swallowed hard, remembering. “And then the previous high priestess magicked a guard’s arrow⁠—”

      “Likely the head guard,” Kaisa murmured. “He was her favorite for that.”

      “—and Jay protected me but it killed him so I killed her and killed them all and stopped time and made a deal with Bendita to bring him back⁠—”

      “Ah, no⁠—”

      Kaisa blanched. “That was what happened?” She still hovered near the door, as if she was standing guard, so I waved her into a chair of her own. Raised an eyebrow when she hesitated, waited in silence until she sat.

      “So I took over the temple, as the new high priestess. That was—” part of— “my deal with Her.” I slumped. “And I told them to stop that blessed wall in the Rest Third, and everything else— all the projects the previous high priestess had going— until I have a chance to review them.”

      Lena shook her head. She took my hand and said, “You’ve been through a storm, haven’t you.”

      I squeezed. “Then I sulked for three days, as you put it.”

      Lena laughed, the crow’s feet at the corners of her blue eyes deepening. “That you did. I won’t say you didn’t earn it, but⁠—”

      “It’s time.” I sighed, tucked my hands into my lap. “Different Colors working together are more powerful.” Both Lena and Kaisa gaped at me. “That’s the first thing I must teach the blessed. That will force them to see Color less and skill more, I hope.”

      “Interesting.” Lena leaned back. “And I’m sorry that all happened to you. But I also came to ask you—” she rubbed her long nose— “The high priestess of Maldita collapsed during a swearing ceremony the night you took the temple.”

      “My blood-sister,” I explained to Kaisa, “is the current high priestess of Maldita. And I called on Maldita, but Bendita came.”

      “Your blood-sister is only just now recovering. Whatever happened nearly killed her too. There are rumors the dark goddess has abandoned her.”

      Foolish, Bendita said inside me. She is Ours.

      Obviously She was listening in— ugh. I pushed Her gently away. But Aimi having problems with Maldita? “Bendita just told me Aimi belongs to Maldita. I don’t think She means as anything other than the damned high priestess.”

      Kaisa blanched. “She actually talks to you?”

      “Won’t shut up, mostly.” I felt Her looking out of my eyes at Lena. Ours, I told her, purposely using the same wording She had used for my blood-sister. Let her be. “But, like I said, Bendita came to me. Not Maldita. Maybe Aimi collapsed because I called on Maldita first? But that doesn’t make any sense, since Bendita answered, in the blessed sanctum.” Ugh— I didn’t think so but— “Did Nori poison her?”

      “Another blood-sister,” Lena murmured.

      “Nice family.” Kaisa shuddered.

      “You have no idea.” The woman who had birthed us all… well. I’d killed her, and the world was better for it. “I thought you said they were getting along?”

      “Wasn’t Nori.” Lena scowled at me, cocked her head. “So Bendita thinks Maldita is happy with Her high priestess?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm.”

      I wanted to ask Lena about all my damned people— Priestessi Viktra and Corl, and my students Yssa and Danya— but they all thought me dead. And they belonged to Aimi, the High Priestess of Maldita, now. I needed to remember that.

      I reached out and gripped Lena’s hand. “I’m so glad you’re here. Tell me everything I’ve missed.”

      Better that she shared— I had secrets I couldn’t tell anyone. Not even my secret-keepers. Not yet.
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        * * *

      

      Jay

      

      Fall in the City of Temples used to be Jay’s favorite time of year. The mountains to the east turned red and orange and gold. The nights cooled. The last of the harvests ripened. For several weeks, the Rest Third guards had a break— everyone else in the city was too busy harvesting, drying, pickling, eating, trading. Preparing for winter.

      This year, though, demon hunters had stolen children and held them hostage. Jay and Mouse had brought them what they’d demanded. Then the demon hunters had released the children and fled the city. But the denizens of the Rest Third had been knocked out of balance, and still thrashed about looking for trouble. Every guard responded to more fights in one night than normally happened all week, and to compound the situation, the worst doom-speakers said the Third’s food storage wouldn’t last the winter, thanks to the granary fire.

      The Damned Third didn’t have to worry— they had their own food supplies and had stabilized after the change in high priestessi almost a year ago. The Blessed Third didn’t have to worry⁠—

      His gut clenched.

      The Blessed Third had more than enough, thanks to the previous high priestess’s greedy, grasping ways. They’d withdrawn back inside their own walls in the three days since Sumi had become their new high priestess, and he ached to rejoin her. Sneak into the blessed temple and into her rooms and surprise her. Hide there, with his beloved.

      He’d been too resting busy, dealing with the aftermath of the stolen children, the demon hunters fleeing, the people of the Rest Third looking at each other with suspicion.

      Extra shifts for all the guards, and few breaks.

      He might consider the people of the Rest Third to be his, as Sumi had pointed out more than once, but right now⁠—

      They were pushing him past his limits.

      If he could get into the Blessed Third, wrap himself around Sumi, not think about the rest— about the likelihood of people starving later in the year and guards trying to keep everyone alive⁠—

      Not worry about everything all the time⁠—

      “Jaaaaay!” Wilyam’s voice pierced the quiet of their house, and the whine in it set his teeth on edge. “Andy won’t share!”

      Not worry about anything except the boys, Wilyam and Antero, Sumi’s— and now Jay’s— sons.

      “He already ate all his!” Andy whined back, in the same irritating tone.

      “He did,” Mouse confirmed, slipping down two steps on the ladder, then perching. If she had ceded their upstairs bedroom to the boys, she was just as tired of their whining.

      Mouse, to worry over as well. The girl had only recently come to live with them, only recently come to trust them. Unintentionally, they’d repaid her with more upheaval.

      Dee stepped into the doorway. Folded her arms over her chest. Raised her eyebrows and glared at him in that grown-up-little-sister way, wordlessly telling him to handle the kids.

      He supposed, if he was going to admit it, he still worried over Dee and Robin and Maggie. They might have grown into adults and become convinced of their own wisdom, but he’d helped raise them, after Dad had died. Would always worry over them. Worried about the guards he’d trained and worked with, worried about the neighbors and who needed help. Truly, worried about all the people of the Rest Third.

      All he did was worry, and though worrying about what was to come didn’t change it, he couldn’t stop himself.

      Needed Sumi near, to quiet it all.

      He clenched his jaw, grabbed the ladder.

      Mouse’s eyes went wide. She scampered up and disappeared from sight, little more than a blur of yellow hair,  yellow skin, and Robin’s castoff yellow sleep-clothes.

      Jay stopped, frustration frozen by her fear. The girl looked like she needed a moment to hide. He had a feeling her parents had raised a hand to her more than once, though Jay had never struck her, nor the boys. Had never needed to. Wouldn’t now. Or ever.

      He climbed, poked his head into the upstairs room, and paused, half-up, half-down. “Boys. No more breaking your fast in your room. You’ll eat at the table.”

      “But Jaaaaay—” they chorused together.

      “No. You’ll eat at the table or not at all.”

      Their faces fell. Wil folded his little red arms and jutted his little red jaw and in that moment looked like a miniature Sumi. Andy glanced at Jay, his purple eyes welling with unshed tears, then looked away, blinking fiercely.

      Jay sighed. Finished the climb, sat on the floor. Softened his tone. “You miss your mom?”

      Wil whispered, “You promised we would go.”

      Andy sniffled.

      “We will go. I—” Jay stopped himself from promising again. Mere words wouldn’t fix this situation. He had promised, and he needed to keep that promise. Tonight? Could he manage it?

      Yes. He opened his mouth.

      Knock, knock.

      The front door swung open. Dee called out, “Jay? It’s Mal. He says it’s urgent.”

      The boys groaned.

      Jay rolled his eyes, earning soft giggles from them. With Mal, it was always urgent. “I’m coming.”

      The mountain of blankets over Mouse shifted as if she had turned over, turned away from him. Jay scowled. She’d said she wasn’t going to come… but she did say she would visit. “Mouse, we’d like you to come along,” he reminded her.

      Then slithered back down to the main room, the twinge in his back telling him he was getting older. “Mal?”

      The Red boy— man, Jay reminded himself; after his actions in the blessed temple, he deserved to be called a man— nodded sharply. “Head Guard wants to see you, Honored Brown.”

      “Mal, you know you don’t have to call me that.”

      “Guard Trainer. He said it was urgent.”

      Jay snorted. “Yeah. Always is.”

      Dee hid a smile behind her hand. At least she thought he was funny. But she wiped all trace of laughter from her voice and said, “You’d better go.”

      “Uniform?” Jay crossed to his little bedroom at the back of the house, rocked to a stop on the threshold. The few possessions Sumi had accumulated still cluttered the small space and seeing her shirt, smelling her scent, hit him hard.

      “No, Honored⁠—”

      Jay snatched up his second-favorite sword— he’d broken his favorites the night he’d died— and belted it at his waist. Paused long enough to stuff his feet in boots. “Just Jay,” he growled.

      The corners of Mal’s mouth twisted. “Jay. Your carpet?”

      Jay snatched up the guard-gray carpet leaning against the bed and carried it out to the front yard. He unrolled it with a practiced flip, climbed aboard, gathered up the tassels and commanded it to rise waist-high off the ground then hover. Mal ducked past him and threw his own guard-issued flying carpet down in the street.

      Jay smiled faintly at Dee. “Back soon.”

      She smiled just as faintly back. “Sure.”

      Despite sleeping in the same house, they’d barely seen each other the last few days, and he hadn’t seen his youngest sister, Maggie. Someone was always working.

      Time to tell Thom no.

      It wouldn’t go well. Thom rarely heard that word.

      But Jay needed to get back to Sumi. Needed her. Like plants needed water.

      Nothing— except his job, his sisters, and an angry goddess— would stand in his way.

      Mal’s carpet rose into the air, and Jay steered after him. They went higher, darting between the low-level flying pallets, then the cheaper, low-caste-Colors carpets, until they were above the rest, at least in this part of the city.

      Jay darted a glance toward the Damned Third, then let his gaze sweep to the Blessed Third.

      Mal yelped, “Jay!”

      Realized his carpet had changed directions and corrected for the guard house instead of where his heart wished.

      The Rest Third sprawled out beneath them, and if he thought about it, he could pick out landmarks. The fountain where his family fetched its drinking water. The warehouse where boys had called a demon. The building where the demon hunters had kept Andy and Wil until he and Mouse had brought them what they’d demanded⁠—

      Remembering wasn’t helping.

      Right— no more remembering. Birds called in the trees beneath him. Someone was frying bread below, and the river came closer.

      They descended to the front steps of the guardhouse. Jay shook off his carpet, rolled it, then hesitated.

      This time. This time he would tell Thom no.

      “He really did say it was urgent,” Mal said regretfully.

      “It’s okay, kid— Mal.”

      The door opened under Jay’s hand. It had only been three— four?— days ago that he’d burst through these doors, demanding everyone’s help to rescue the stolen children. Hadn’t gone up the stairs to Thom’s office since. Too busy with patrolling.

      But now— he’d been summoned. Keeping his frustration to himself instead of shouting it to all the guards, he climbed the stairs to the offices as if nothing had changed— when everything had.

      Dying did that.

      The office door of the Head Guard of the Rest Third Guard stood open, Thom behind his desk, like always.

      Didn’t look urgent.

      Tell him no, Jay reminded himself.

      Knocked on the frame, then entered, shifted his sword, sat in the seat across from Thom. “Head Guard.”

      “Jay.” Thom set down his pen, leaned forward. “Thank you for coming⁠—”

      “Mal said you said it was urgent.”

      Thom scowled. “I don’t want to lose you⁠—”

      Jay snorted. “You already have.”

      “Wait.” Thom shifted in his chair. Muttered, “Damned knee.” Stared at Jay as if he could see into his soul. “The Blessed Third Guard will come recruiting. They lost a bunch of people with the changeover to the new high priestess. I don’t want to lose you to them. So what I’m going to do⁠—”

      Jay opened his mouth— tell him no— but Thom glowered at him until he closed it again. Wouldn’t matter. He’d still say no.

      “I’m making you our liaison to the blessed.”

      “Liaiso— why?”

      “Because I want to keep you on our payroll,” Thom snapped. “Because I want you to keep the Rest Third as a priority— your sisters, your fellow guards— rest it, man, we need you, whether you want us to or not. I thought you’d see that by now.”

      Jay stood. Tell him no… but— He pivoted back and forth in the tiny space between the door and the desk and thought about it. “So you keep paying me and I still get to spend a lot of time at the blessed temple.”

      Thom shifted again. “I keep paying you, yes. But you’re going to have to work for it⁠—”

      “I won’t spy on her for you.”

      “I figured.” Gruffly. Hah— obviously he’d hoped Jay would spy for him. “That’s fine. But you have to advocate for us. No more stealing land from the Rest Third, no more⁠—”

      “She hasn’t put a stop to that yet?” Jay cocked his head. From what he’d seen on the streets, the blessed had pulled back. And Thom sat on the Rest Third Council, so he should know.

      “Maybe.” Thom twisted his chair to one side and propped his left foot on a stool. “It’s only been three days. I’m not so sure she won’t start it up again. We’re not getting a lot of communication out of them⁠—”

      “She won’t.” Not after how angry she’d been at the blessed intrusions into the Rest Third.

      Thom kicked his foot down, lurched to standing. Pointed one gnarled finger. “You remind her. Remind her to care about us.”

      That was all he wanted? It was little enough— and to still get paid, still be able to contribute that money to his parents’— sisters’ now— house. There had to be a catch.

      “I’ll still be a Rest Third Guard, but I’ll liase with the blessed high priestess. And remind her to care about us. And that’s it?”

      “That’s it. That’s the job.” Thom looked crafty.

      But he’d said that was it.

      Get paid to do what he wanted to do anyway? “All right.”

      “Good. Two things.”

      “Oh?” There it was. He’d known there was a catch.

      “First, deliver those back to the Stonefields.” Thom waved toward a box full of papers, scrolls, books.

      “The stolen…?”

      “The stolen stories,” Thom confirmed.

      “The Blues’ stories and the Purples’ too⁠—?”

      Thom gave Jay a flat look. “No.”

      Right. The old man wanted Jay to talk to his dear old newly discovered uncle.

      Then Thom limped to the room’s closet door. Yanked it open. “Second, deliver this to the blessed. Without letting him get himself killed.”

      This uncurled from an awkward perch on a stool, and stood there, a little shaky. Resolved into the Yellow man who had stolen Wilyam and Antero and held them hostage for the blessed histories. The Yellow man who’d led the demon hunters in their forays into the City of Temples. The man who Jay wanted to punch in the throat, then pummel till he stopped breathing.

      Enzo.

      Jay snarled, “You’re joking.”

      “I never joke.” Thom ran one hand over his head. “He found Mal and petitioned him for help. Luckily before anyone else recognized him. He wants to see Sumi.”

      “Rest it, no.”

      “Rest it, yes.”

      “Honored Brown.” Enzo held out one entreating hand. “I wouldn’t have returned if it weren’t important. I have information that may save her life.”
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      Sumi

      

      When it was clear Lena wasn’t going to leave immediately, I left her and Kaisa alone in our meeting room with a cheerful “I’ll be right back!” and made my way to the kitchen. A stern look gathered me servitors. Flicks of my fingers selected food. A jerk of my head directed everything back to our room. The servitors arranged their platters on the table and stood at the walls, ready to fetch me anything I required, but I dismissed them with a murmured, “Thank you.”

      Then I pointed to a plate for Lena and a plate for Kaisa, and for the first time since I’d come to the blessed temple, tasted the glorious food prepared for me, and looked forward to enjoying a meal with an old friend and a new secret-keeper.

      The room itself was the shabbiest I’d yet found in the Temple of the Blessed. It wasn’t covered in bloodstains or cluttered with broken furniture or anything horrible— my predecessor would never have allowed it— but the walls and curtains had gone a shade darker than blinding white, and the chairs a shade worn and gray. Kaisa’s white uniform— as pristine as my own draping, fluttering white shirt and wide-leg pants— made the grays more obvious, while Lena’s guard blacks made her chair look white.

      I magically pushed back the curtains so we could look out on the gardens, then Lena and I shared herb-roasted chicken and grilled roots and fresh buttered bread and sweet wine and sly jokes and serious conversation and slowly Kaisa moved from stiffness to relaxed, from small bites to large, from silent to interrupting Lena, though not me yet. It was the easiest I’d ever been inside the blessed temple.

      The only people missing were my husband and my boys.

      While Kaisa let it sink into her bones that Lena was like a mother to me, I learned that Kaisa’s branch of the Lunatas owned one of the few private mines in the eastern hills and they worked metal. Made fantastic jewelry. The family generally contributed one damned priestess per generation and any magi studied at the damned temple then returned to the family business. When Kaisa had shown the first stirrings of magic, she’d been sent to the damned but had rebelled and presented herself to the blessed. Then she’d disappointed her family by only pushing, not pulling, and disappointed them again when she stayed with the guard instead of returning home as expected.

      Lena patted Kaisa’s shoulder. “Sometimes a body has to take a different way.”

      I nodded, muttered to myself. “I’m going to change all that.”

      Kaisa stared at me, a bite of roll hanging half-forgotten in her hand, but Lena chuckled. “The Color castes? Perhaps. The ways of parents and children? I doubt it. Pick your battles⁠—”

      “The city. The way all this works.” I left it vague for now— no reason to bring the bright goddess into this conversation before I was ready— but they’d been warned.

      Kaisa set down her roll and laughed, a little uncertainly. Lena shook her head at me, then checked the bottle of wine. “Gone,” she said mournfully. “Time to get back to work.”

      With a sigh of my own, I rose. The detritus on the table made my fingers itch, but Lena was giving me that you know what you need to do look she’d perfected years ago. So I left it all and reluctantly opened the door. “Come on then.”

      A servitor was hovering in the hall. When he looked past us to the mess in the room, he gasped in relief. Yes, yes, Lena had been right, as always. Let the people do their jobs.

      I led the two of them— one friend and one almost— through the halls to the guards’ training room and we ducked inside so I could announce Kaisa’s promotion.

      Though painted in shades of white instead of Rest Third gray or Damned Third black, the Blessed Third guards’ meeting room looked like every other guard gathering room I’d been in over the years— weapons, spare protective wear, idle guards at the walls, sparring guards in the center of the large training space. And now all those armed men and women interrupted their lives to glare at me, hate me.

      I’d killed their friends, possibly their lovers.

      They didn’t have to love me to protect the blessed temple, patrol the Blessed Third.

      So I said simply, “I’ve appointed Kaisa Lunata to be my Head Guard. Any questions?”

      Nothing— not even mutters.

      I waited a little longer, but they were stubborn. Pressed together lips and stiff necks and side-glances, and nothing more. So I nodded and left them to it, strode down the hall, out of the building to the gardens to where I could breathe.

      Lena followed me. Kaisa stayed behind.

      Just outside the main doors, I came into the gardens’ embrace, and I sucked in a deep autumn-scented breath. Pale mums, white roses, palest pink dahlias still bloomed. A gaggle of young priestessi were crowded around a raised garden bed to my left, and a Blue visitor walked the path to my right, so I stayed in the center and pushed my voice to Lena— just Lena. “Thank you for coming. I’ve missed you.”

      “I know you well enough to know you’d be lonely,” she said, just as softly. “Make yourself lonely, by sending away your allies.”

      And what could I say to that? “Part of my bargain.” Weakly— “I miss them.”

      “You can’t protect everyone from the goddessi.”

      “But I can try.”

      We neared the gates and Lena pivoted to face me. “Do your duty,” Lena said, then nodded formally. “Blessed High Priestess.”

      “Thank you, Damned Head Guard.”

      She left then, as the sun sank in the western sky, out beyond the river and the fields and the fences, left me at the gates of the blessed temple, left me staring at the guards she’d reminded me I needed. Sunset painted the flowers in the gardens a bloody blush, touched the white guard uniforms with the same hues. Why did it always come back to blood?

      I snorted. Because the temples harbored demoni disguised as goddessi.
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        * * *

      

      Jay

      

      Storming out of the Rest Third guardhouse hadn’t been Jay’s best idea ever, but he couldn’t do it— couldn’t see the man who had stolen his children without wanting to strangle him until his face darkened and his eyes popped. Couldn’t speak with the head guard who wanted him to deal with a demon hunter. Couldn’t face his own family torn like this— if Enzo really had information that would save Sumi, Jay needed it before the man died.

      So he walked through the night and cursed and walked and cursed until the dawn and sheer exhaustion drained the anger from his body. He returned home and roused the boys. Fetched water with them— and they despised the curtailing of their freedom, but what if Enzo hadn’t come alone?

      He couldn’t lose them to the demon hunters again.

      Other neighbor kids walked with them. Cori, a Yellow girl, teased Wil until he relented his sullen silent treatment and finally smiled at her. Orange Kass walked silently alongside Andy, and the wordless company seemed to ease them both.

      Did the neighborhood children miss Sumi and her lessons?

      Suddenly reckless, Jay spent every coin in his pocket to buy meat pies for the kids. They dropped their water buckets at their feet and reverently took the pies. Kass crammed the whole thing in his mouth, then gargled, “Hot, hot!” around it. Cori nibbled cautiously at the edges. Andy gave Jay a startled look but bit into the pie almost before he pulled his fingers away.

      When they all finished, they hefted their buckets, scooped up their water, gathered around him. He felt like a man from a story, surrounded by chattering children, walking up the gentle slope to their homes.

      Jay watched Cori and Kass until they were safe behind their own front doors, then he took Andy and Will and their water inside. To an empty house.

      Still full, really, with the boys and Mouse and his sisters, but somehow empty without Sumi.

      His knees hurt, and one hip, but his mind had cleared. He rubbed his crusty eyes. Needed sleep.

      Mouse appeared out of nowhere. He twitched, startled. She looked him over critically, then said, “Go rest,” and pointed to his— his now, not his and Sumi’s— bedroom. “I’ll have the boys drill me on my letters.”

      Jay nodded, and went.

      Woke a few hours later with the afternoon sun in his eyes. Realized what he needed to do.

      He dressed, armed, left the boys with Dee, stalked through the Rest Third to the guardhouse and into Thom’s office, fueled by cold certainty.

      Thom looked as if he hadn’t moved.

      “No.” Jay stood before the desk, folded his arms over his chest. Spared one irritated glance for the demon hunter perched in the corner. “I won’t.”

      “Won’t what?” Thom parceled out his words cautiously. “Won’t be our liaison…?”

      “Won’t take that man to Sumi.” At least, not without warning her first. Jay held up one hand. “For his own safety. She’ll kill him as soon as she sees him, and if for some reason she doesn’t, the blessed goddess will. He’s a demon hunter. He believes the goddessi are demoni and he and his kind have been trying to kill the goddessi for generations.”

      Thom sighed. Leaned back. Steepled his fingers. “But you will serve as the liaison to the Blessed Third guard?”

      Jay growled. “Didn’t you hear me?”

      “I heard. Yes or no?”

      “Fine. Yes.”

      “Good.” Thom rose to his feet. “Your word, Son. You gave it to me.”

      The liaison position must be important to him. Jay nodded sharply. “You’ll send word on? To the blessed guard? So I can pass through their blessed gates without a problem this time?”

      Thom nodded. “You still need to take those back to your— to the Stonefields.”

      “Why me?”

      “You know why.”

      “Nick asked for me.”

      Again, Thom nodded.

      Jay sighed. Bowed his head. “I’ll take them.”

      “Talk to her,” Thom leaned forward, and suddenly Jay was glad of the desk between them. “Tell her he’s here with information.”

      “Rest it⁠—!”

      “Your word.”

      Jay snarled. Snatched up the box of Stonefield documents and stomped out of the office. He’d already planned on telling Sumi— but neither Thom nor Enzo needed to know that.

      This time, as he walked through the Rest Third, he saw it with the eyes of a man who would leave.

      The blessed and the damned had pulled back into their Thirds, staffed extra guards at the gates, though the blessed must have stripped their Third bare to do so. Rest Third guards marched up and down the resting streets with their hands on their swords and tension in their spines. Merchants and shoppers— mothers and fathers and aunts and uncles and cousins all spoke just a little too loud, laughed just a little too long, bought just a little too much. The Colors avoided each other. Muttered together and pointed with their lips.

      Who would fix this?

      Not him— he would drop off the box and finally— finally!— go to Sumi.
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      Sumi

      

      With a cold, empty face and an aching heart, I watched Lena leave the blessed temple, watched the gates close behind her, watched a couple guards come from the temple and relieve the guards at the gate, The four guards milled about for a moment, chatting.

      I’d screamed, that night, and burst the guards’ eardrums. The morning after I’d taken over, in a fit of magic, I’d reached out and healed them. Delicate work, but I’d learned control over the past few months.

      My guards needed to be able to hear— to protect the blessed temple and patrol the Blessed Third.

      Two guards took up their positions at the gates and the other guards headed back into the temple, on the farther paths so they didn’t have to interact with me.

      I glanced back at the newer set of guards, and realized those two guards looked familiar.

      The Blue guard was a magus who used push magic. She’d had long braided hair when I’d last seen her, but now the short blue strands spiked out around her face.

      The Purple guard was a wide man but light on his feet, no magic. Circles under his eyes and a frayed uniform. Grieving. Likely I’d killed friends or relatives. Or both.

      I could start with these two.

      But they’d have to come to me, since I couldn’t approach the gate. Another thing to discover— why the previous high priestess had been able to leave the blessed temple, but I couldn’t even come close to the gate.

      I caught the gaze of the Blue guard and jerked my head.

      Start with the easier of the two.

      She scowled at me, but approached, stood sideways to me so she could still see her partner, and waited.

      My magic touched her. I touched her ears— yes, healed. Even without Bendita’s attention, magic swelled inside me, more power than I needed. But calling on that power garnered Her attention.

      Bendita pulled at me— Blood?

      No. The joy in using my power pushed Her back again.

      I spoke quietly, almost casually to the guard. “Your name?”

      She side-eyed me. “Tris, High Priestess. My name is Tris.”

      “You stopped us at the gates that night.”

      Tris swallowed convulsively. Sweat popped on her hairline and her blue hand fluttered up to cover her mouth as if stopping her words. She cleared her throat, snatched her hand away and tucked it behind her back, then muttered, “Just doing as I was ordered.”

      “I remember you quite clearly. You sneered at me. Seemed more okay with kids being killed than with bothering the previous high priestess.”

      Tris gaped.

      I leaned forward and she took a step back. “I understand. My predecessor could be… unforgiving. Not following orders could have gotten you killed. Or worse.”

      Her eyes bulged at the thought of worse. Considering my predecessor had seemed to enjoy sacrificing people to Bendita— blood, bone, and soul— this guard could have faced much, much worse than death. She stared at me now and couldn’t manage words.

      “But still… sneered.” I frowned. “And now we’re here, you and I. The previous high priestess is nowhere to be found. Because? Ah, yes. I killed her.”

      Now she was gasping and turning grayish shades of Blue. Time for some mercy. After all, I wanted her loyalty, not her death. Or her soul. I waved one hand airily. “Tris. I’m willing to overlook our previous meeting. Forget about it completely. Never happened…” Stopped waving and stared directly into her eyes. “So long as you understand that things have changed. That I’m the high priestess now. That you guard me.”

      “Yes, High Priestess! Yours to command, High Priestess!”

      The young priestessi who had been staring down at some no-doubt-fascinating herb now watched us warily, then someone gathered up the girls and moved them inside. Purely to myself, I sighed. They assumed the worst— and so did Bendita, pushing to gain control.

      I shoved Her back, refocused on Tris. “Before I forget entirely, though…”

      She flushed, paled, flushed again. Opened her mouth to protest.

      Shouldn’t play with her— unkind. “You struck me as rather bitter, that night. Care to tell me why?” I let my very real curiosity show in my face. After all, I needed to know my people if I expected to lead them.

      She opened her mouth to say, then winced and closed it again. Squared her shoulders. “I— uh— disagreed with the most recent expansion into the Rest Third. Short-shifted us guards. She didn’t care for my opinion.”

      So she hadn’t cared about people losing their homes, but she had cared about her fellow guards. A starting point. “Sounds like a reasonable opinion to me. Advise Head Guard Kaisa of any other opinions you might have.”

      She stared at me.

      “That’s all for now. Send your partner to speak with me, please.”

      This time she blinked hard. Perhaps she’d never heard the word please before? Either way, she turned smartly and marched back to the gate. Placed her hand on the Purple guard’s arm, then pointed to me.

      “What are you doing?” Kaisa, behind me, exaggerated patience in her voice.

      I turned. “Talking to the guards.”

      Her guard whites were as bloody as Tris’s in the sunset, and she squinted against the late sun. “You don’t have time for this.”

      “For what? Getting to know them?”

      “Converting them one by one.” She cocked an eyebrow at me.

      Right. She saw right through me. But⁠—

      “I’ll handle them.” She tossed her head. “That’s what a head guard is for. Trust me.”

      Ugh. I did trust her— or rather, I trusted what I’d felt when I’d made her my secret-keeper, trusted that the kind of person she was would adopt the plans I had. And she was right— if I wanted real change in the Temple of the Blessed, I didn’t have time to convince each priestess, each magus, each guard, each servitor one by one.

      Time to let her do her job.

      Though that meant I had to do my job. Jobs. Other jobs.

      I nodded and squared my shoulders, hesitated, then said, “You’ll recruit new guards from the Blessed Third. I’d like you to recruit from the Rest Third too— offer the same pay and the same flying carpet and the same shifts, and allow them to reside in the Rest Third if they want.” I cocked my head. “We stole some of their houses. See if you can find those people and apologize. Offer them jobs and new houses.”

      Kaisa gaped at me. “A-apologize?”

      The bright goddess stirred again inside me, protesting, but the sun was sliding behind the horizon, and She was weakening more as it went.

      What I was suggesting had never been done. Bendita didn’t like it, which I took as a sign it was the right thing to do.

      Finally my head guard straightened. Nodded sharply. “As you command, High Priestess.”

      Good. If she could recruit some Rest Thirds and integrate them with the blessed guard, she was indeed the head guard I needed, and I could trust her to manage them while I dealt with the rest of the blessed.
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        * * *

      

      Jay

      

      The Stonefield crest came into view and Jay blinked— he’d gotten lost in his thoughts again. But the Brown woman at the gate looked him over carefully, then grinned. “You’re Renfreth’s son, right? Uncle Nick told us about you. Saved the granary and…” She eyed the box. “Are those…?”

      Jay shrugged uneasily. If she was calling Nick uncle, then she must be a cousin. She looked older than him by a couple years, not as fit as a guard, but close. A little softer, a little rounder, but well-muscled, with her brown hair braided back, and crow’s feet around her dark brown eyes.

      But he had no intention of being whatever these people wanted. A hero? An outcast to bring back into the fold? A villain? “Guess so. Got these back from the man who took them.” He craned his head. “Nick here?”

      An older man with a cane walked toward them, white-knuckled and a bit awkward, as if he was new to needing assistance to walk. He had a wide frame, but his clothes hung as if he’d recently lost weight, and he had deep hollows under his eyes. “Colleen? Why are you talking to this… Oh.” His cold brown eyes ran over Jay, down to his boots then back up to his face. Lingered. The man sneered, “It’s you.”

      Albin, the scion of the Stonefields.

      “Dad, he’s brought back⁠—”

      “I can see what he’s brought back.” Albin scowled. “Take them inside.”

      “But—?”

      “Colleen!”

      The woman’s shoulders slumped. She held out her hands.

      Then another Brown joined them at the gate.

      Nick somehow maneuvered between Colleen and her father. He took the box from Jay and started to hand it to Albin, then hesitated as if he’d remembered the cane, and handed it to Colleen. Reached out and embraced Jay, pulling him in past the threshold. “Nephew!”

      Albin glared at Jay, then switched his heavy gaze to his brother. “Nick⁠—”

      “I knew you could do it!”

      “I—” Jay stepped back.

      “You’ve met Colleen, your cousin, and this is her father, your Uncle Albin. He’s the eldest. Come inside!” Nick grabbed his arm and drew him farther in. Kicked the gates closed behind them. “I knew it. I knew you’d get them back for us.”

      Jay opened his mouth. Closed it. What could he say? These people wouldn’t understand all he and Sumi had gone through for the blessed stories, and now Enzo just… gave back the Stonefield box.

      “Mother won’t want him here,” Albin muttered.

      Jay twisted just enough for Nick to release his arm. “I should go.”

      “Nonsense!” Nick beamed. “You brought us our histories back. You should at least have a drink.”

      “Thank you, but I really need to go.” Jay awkwardly patted Nick on the back. Grimaced at Colleen. “Nice to meet you, Cousin. Uncle.” He glanced briefly at Albin, but the man scowled wordlessly.

      So he let himself out the gate. Ignored Nick’s puzzlement, Albin’s relief, Colleen’s… whatever she felt. He couldn’t tell. Didn’t want to.

      Fled home.

      Called out, “Boys, Mouse, gather your things.” Two heads, one Red and one Purple, peeked down from their room.

      “Mouse ain’t here.” Wil frowned. “Dee left us all alone. Said Robin would be here soon.”

      “We’ll leave Mouse a note.” He couldn’t wait any longer. Wouldn’t. “We’re going now.”

      Wil blinked. “Tonight?”

      “Now.”

      Wilyam disappeared, but Antero shrugged. Dropped a bag down the ladder, then followed it. “Ready,” he said.

      They’d already packed. The boy could see the future now? That wasn’t any magic Sumi had told him about.

      Slowly, Andy smiled. “Wasn’t magic. You were going to take us earlier, and then Mal happened, and now we need to go. Before Mal comes back.”

      Jay groaned. The boy was too smart.

      He put together his own bag— spare shirt, spare pants, spare underclothes and socks; a set of brown, a set of gray— then added a couple knives to his boots. His second-favorite sword already hung at his side and the blessed would have anything else he needed.

      A note for Mouse⁠—

      Went to Sumi. Join us. He paused. How could he convince the girl he meant it? She needed to know her blood-father was back in the city, too. Rest it⁠—

      The front door opened. Mouse walked in. Saw Andy and his bag and grinned. “Finally!” She scurried up the ladder then dropped back down with her own bag. “Wil is almost ready.” She swallowed hard. “I don’t want to go in through the gates. I can meet you there⁠—”

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t want them marking me as hers. Easier to listen in on conversations that way.”

      Jay arched his eyebrows. “Spying?”

      “For her. For you. She’s got a lot of enemies.”

      Jay nodded. “We can fly—” He swooped his hand up and over.

      “Yeah.” Mouse swallowed hard. “Have to.”

      “You’re sure?” She nodded tightly and he had to smile. “This will be more fun.”

      “Fun.” Mouse glared. “Right.” She huffed. Rolled her eyes. “The magic flying carpet that could fail at any moment, drop us to the earth and kill us all. Fun.”

      Andy hugged her. “We won’t let it,” he promised.

      Wil finally came down the ladder. “Ready!”

      Jay handed Andy the spare carpet. Flipped over Mouse’s note and scrawled, Went to the blessed— back soonish— Mouse and the boys are with me, for his sisters.

      Felt a hundred years of loneliness lift off his chest at the thought of seeing Sumi again.

      “Let’s go.”
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      Sumi

      

      Just because it was late and the blessed normally slept at night didn’t mean I needed to— now that I’d determined to do my duty, and more, to start the changes I wanted around the Temple of the Blessed. No one would sleep if I didn’t allow it.

      So I found and bid a servitor to take me to my blood-sister Miki and followed along in his wake like a puffy white cloud of doom. All the white, white, white of the blessed was suffocating.

      The servitor led me distressingly close to my own rooms. Miki had moved, without telling me. When I’d checked, she’d been at the far side of the temple, but now… fine. She didn’t need my permission to move her rooms. It was fine.

      Knock, knock, knock— my knuckles rapped satisfyingly loud on the door. The servitor moved as if to flee, but I pinned him down with a glare and raised my hand again.

      Miki yanked open the door. “If this isn’t vital—” Her mouth snapped shut. She eyed me up and down. Surrounded herself with her power, dared, “High Priestess. What an honor.” Lie. “You’ve finally decided to take up your duties… at this hour?”

      Bless me to heaven, did everyone in the City of Temples have some judgment about the way I’d spent my past three days?

      I pulled power too— all mine, since the goddess was far, far away at this time of night— and we both knew my power was stronger. Sweetly, I said, “Yes.”

      “And it can’t wait till morning?” She arched her brows the way our blood-mother always had when she was particularly disappointed.

      “You never know…” I surrounded her with my magic, preparatory to forcing her. But I’d rather have her come along semi-willingly. “I might change my mind and decide to lay my duties at your feet again.”

      “I’m only teasing you.” Miki waved her hand as if dismissing both our threatening magics, though I noticed hers didn’t dissipate either. “Do I have time to put on something warmer?”

      She was cold too?

      No— I would not sympathize with this woman. Not yet.

      “Of course.” Gracious. Sound gracious. “Please meet us in the sanctum.”

      “As you command, High Priestess.” Miki nodded and waited until I turned away to close her door.

      In the damned temple, I had always encouraged people to share opinions that differed from mine. I could do that with the blessed too. I could.

      “The priestessi common rooms,” I told the servitor, and followed him there.

      Though the halls were dim, the priestessi common rooms were well-lit, lanterns glowing on every table and priestessi lounging on every couch and chair. The walls were pale blue, but so much better than white, and a couple women were knitting or crocheting, one even— gasp!— using a bold green. They were less segregated by Color than I’d seen in other places in the blessed temple. That gave me hope.

      But no men.

      One step at a time, I reminded myself. At some point, I would have to address the dividing lines based on gender rather than magic, but tonight was not the time. First, I wanted to show Miki why she needed me.

      Silence fell around me. I let my power flow out— the servitor had fled, but I was done with him. My magic tasted the different strengths and weaknesses around the room. “I need someone willing to help me.” Someone strong, but not high-caste. An Orange or a Yellow. Someone strong not just in magic but in personality.

      Fear spiked throughout the room and spots of power flared.

      Why— oh.

      “Not for a sacrifice.” I consciously relaxed my gritted teeth, my shoulders. “Bendita will get none of you. Ever. Unless you betray me.”

      Some of them relaxed with me. Most did not.

      Only a few met my gaze, one of them a curvy Yellow woman with coiled braids on her head, who glared at me. Yes. Would she volunteer or would I have to help her along? I tipped my head in silent invitation. Noticed the subtle jabs from the higher-caste Colors, encouraging her.

      Protecting themselves.

      Almost, almost I chose one of them instead, just to get a reaction. But this would give the chosen one more power, so I needed it to be a low-caste priestess. And these women had no reason to believe it wasn’t for a sacrifice.

      The Yellow woman stood, leaving behind a nearly complete, sunshine-yellow scarf. “I’ll help you.” She had strong pull magic, though her push strength was barely enough to make her a priestess instead of a magus. Perfect.

      I nodded, and gestured for her to follow me. She did, a mix of terror and defiance at my back. “Your name?”

      “Joanna,” she said, as if afraid I’d take it from her.

      The further we went from the killing pits, the more she relaxed, but when I stepped into the sanctum, she hesitated, didn’t follow me across the threshold.

      “Do you mean to kill me after all?”

      “No.” I let my eyes roll. I reached, pulled a touch of heat from the desert, then pushed that heat into the torches to ignite them. Torches inside— if calling the goddess didn’t cause the tongues of fire to flare up almost to the high, high ceiling, we could replace them with safer, less smokey lamps…

      Miki stirred from where she’d been sitting in the dark. “High Priestess.” Her voice echoed in the blessed goddess’s sanctum, and the very act of breathing invoked the scents of my childhood— blessed incense and blood. “You don’t mean to kill us, but you brought us back to the place where you killed so many others…?”

      Her words, the odors, brought it all back— Mouse, hesitating, Tasha and Gui, their magic spent, and Jay⁠—

      On my lap, an arrow through his heart, and me screaming out Maldita’s name to save him⁠—

      Despite the late hour, Bendita was coming. My panic had dragged Her back to me, bless it. I pried open my prickling white eyes. Took deep breaths and gently, subtly pushed Her away. Jay was safe. He was whole and he was safe, far away from me.

      As if the surge of terror had never happened, I murmured, “Couldn’t think of a safer place to have you two merge your powers. Big empty room⁠—”

      “Merge?” Miki stared at me as if I’d grown another bleached-white head. “You want me to join my power to hers?”

      Joanna narrowed her eyes but tightened her lips against everything she wanted to say, which meant at least I didn’t have to fight them both at the same time.

      Distantly, Bendita stirred again. No⁠—

      But it was night and She was weak and I’d already pushed Her away. I pushed a little harder and She subsided.

      We looked like ghosts, here in the sanctum, with the white marble floors and re-painted white walls, and diaphanous pale swaths of fabric draping our own bleached-out bodies. Pale-Red Miki, pale-Yellow Joanna. Pale, pale me.

      I swallowed, ignored the ill omen, and lowered my voice, made it silky-smooth. “Have you joined your power to anyone else’s?”

      “Not for years!” Miki looked shocked. “Not since training!”

      “So you do have the ability?” I raised one eyebrow.

      “Of course.” Now she twitched as if affronted. “We all do. There is just no reason…”

      I had a reason. I had two very good reasons— my boys, Wil and Andy, a Red boy and a Purple boy who together had worked magic stronger than I had ever seen before. And I myself had worked strong magic, through a semiconscious Green magus while the Stonefield granary burned around us.

      I needed her to learn this— to become my ally instead of the blood-sister who had tormented me when we were young. I should have killed her the same night I’d killed our blood-mother, but she hadn’t been in the room with us. Now… Now, I didn’t have it in me to kill if I didn’t have to… and now, I had to deal with her.

      Make her an ally.

      I held out my left hand. Joanna stared at it as if it were a giant spider. I rolled my eyes and demanded, “Your hand, Sister. And your power.”

      In the flickering shadows and incense-laden air of the torch-lit sanctum, Joanna jolted— at me calling her sister?— then bit her lip and gingerly clasped my hand in hers. She panted as if she had been running through the night, or as if she thought I would rip her power from her.

      Fair. I’d done that— more or less— when I’d taken over the blessed temple.

      Instead of forcing my magic on her, I stretched my power carefully, embraced, seduced. Crooned, “Are you watching, Miki?” That incredible elation filled me— filled us both. Gently I led Joanna through the steps to push us both up off the floor, until our feet hovered at Miki’s waist.

      “You— you—“ Miki clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes and muttered, “You’re the high priestess. You’re powerful. We get it.”

      I tipped my head toward Joanna.

      She beamed at me. “It’s me! I’m the one doing it. And it’s easy. And light, like I imagined magic would be, before I came to the temple. It’s wonderful. I never want to stop.”

      “I know.” I smiled at her, sharing the joy. “But I’d like Miki to learn this too. Set us down, please.”

      Joanna frowned, but obeyed. Once we were back on the ground, I let my hand and my magic release her. She looked like I felt— full of wonder again. It was like… magic, without the blood and screaming.

      More willing now, Joanna held her hand out to Miki.

      I waited, keeping my breathing smooth, my face neutral. Come on, blood-sister. Take the bait.

      Miki scowled, but she clasped Joanna’s hand.

      “Gently, Sisters,” I told her. “You must work together.”

      For anyone who couldn’t see magic, it would have been incredibly boring— watching two Reds and a Yellow woman all stare at each other— but I could see, and it was anything but dull.

      Initially Joanna reached out willingly, then Miki grabbed. Their magics bounced off each other, stinging them both. Miki scowled. Joanna glanced at me.

      I nodded. Keep trying.

      Grab, bounce, scowl, grab, bounce, scowl, tentative reach⁠—

      Yes.

      Like clasping hands, they joined their magics, and suddenly there was so much more.

      Miki tried to push and the power exploded out of them both.

      I threw out my own magic to contain theirs, but Bendita felt it. The chains that bound me to Her thickened. I pushed— nearly midnight, so it should have been easy, but She surged into me anyway, tasted the mixed magic, and sank Her claws into me and shredded.

      No— mixing magic is wrong, She bellowed. My ears rang. She screeched, Stop it.

      You’re hurting me. Resting betweens— She might kill me if She kept going. You’re hurting me! I gathered my magic. The goddess in me was Bendita, not Maldita. Weaker at night. I just had to believe it and push⁠—

      When I came back to myself, the sanctum was heavy with silence. Miki and Joanna— finally united— stared at me, hands clasped, magic joined and ready.

      “You— you—” Miki eyed me from toes to crown. “The bright goddess came. We saw Her.”

      “Yes?” I straightened my wrap, pulled my snarled hair away from my face.

      “But you— She didn’t— how?”

      What did she mean? What did she want from me? I waited, and when she continued to gape like a fish, prompted, “How what?”

      “You contained the bright goddess,” Joanna whispered. “Bendita took no blood.”

      Miki’s eyes glistened like she was going to cry, which I couldn’t truly believe, but her voice was husky when she blurted, “Not even our m— the previous high priestess was able to contain Her.”

      No, no, no. How could she? “Are you telling me that each time that woman was possessed by the bright goddess, someone bled?”

      “Most often, someone died.” Joanna side-eyed Miki.

      My blood-sister, the girl who had tormented me both under the direction of our blood-mother and on her own, who had been a bully and a larger-than-life threat all my younger life, collapsed to the floor in a tangle of limbs.

      Then she buried her face in her hands and cried.

      Joanna glanced at me as if she expected me to do something. I had no idea what, but something. Had the previous high priestess allowed her priestessi to cry? It didn’t seem likely. Was Joanna expecting me to punish Miki or comfort her?

      Joanna looked back and forth between us. “One of her children— last year—” She swallowed, whispered, “Bendita took the child, blood, bone, and soul.”

      A chill ran over me. Inside my mind, I screeched You did what? but the bright goddess was silent.

      My hand touched Miki’s shoulder. She flinched. I cleared my throat and murmured, “I’m so sorry. I know it doesn’t soothe your pain—” my heart ached for her loss, for those I’d lost— “but I promise you now, that will never happen again. Not while I’m high priestess.”

      Miki’s silent sobs quieted. She wiped her face on her sleeve, which I used as an excuse to remove my hand before it became any more awkward. She said, simple and honest, “Then I am yours, Sister.”

      With a stare that bordered on worshipful, Joanna echoed her. “Sister, I am yours.”

      I nodded. Hid a sigh. I hadn’t intended— Swallowed, found my voice. “We’re done for tonight.”

      Then I strode away from them, walking through the dark halls at random. Goddessi, if the previous high priestess had had so little control over the bright goddess, then the people of this temple were even more fragile and abused than I’d thought. My guts churned. A child’s soul? How could she have allowed it?

      No more, I promised the bright goddess. Never again.

      Grudgingly and from far away, She muttered back, It may have been a mistake. Too many people turned against Me for it.

      Hooray for enlightened self-interest.

      Before She could come closer, I cut off the contact. I wanted Jay. Wanted to tell him what She had done, and get his ideas on helping these people, and— more— have him hold me. I needed to hold my boys and see with my own eyes they were no worse for their captivity with the demon hunters. I needed to hold and be held by Jay, to remind myself he lived when he’d been dead. I needed them to keep me grounded, stable, in this place where no one else would.

      No, Bendita sulked. You promised.

      “I’m not going anywhere. I promised.” Oh but goddessi, my heart hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Jay

      

      Of course, getting to the blessed temple wasn’t that easy— it never was, with kids in tow.

      The moon had risen, the waxing crescent above the eastern hills while the top of the sun sank below the rooftops in the west. Jay eyed the moon, then tossed down his carpet. He’d wanted to be there by now.

      Mouse looked at him, his bag, his carpet. “Ain’t gonna fit.”

      He sighed. Tossed his bag at the boys. Andy caught it, but toppled into Wil, who yelped, “What did you do that for?”

      Andy gestured toward Jay. “He⁠—”

      Bags dropped. The boys tussled. One of them stepped on the remnants of a cabbage and a thousand bugs boiled out into the moonlight. They both recoiled, then Andy said, “Whoa!” and knelt down to get a closer look. Wil watched. Flipped a couple of the bugs off his boot when they tried to climb it.

      Jay pinched the bridge of his nose. Held onto his patience. Admired their curiosity.

      Then Wil bolted back toward the house. “Forgot something!” he called over his shoulder.

      Jay sighed again. Closed his eyes. Stuffed down the sharpest longing to see Sumi. He could deal with the ache.

      Finally Wil returned, his arms full of blankets. “Gonna be cold. Remember last time?”

      The boy was right.

      Jay nodded his thanks, took a blanket for himself, another for Mouse— Wil, growing up? Andy too— he sat on the flying carpet with Wil’s bag and Jay’s bag and his own bag set out just so. All Wil had to do was climb aboard.

      Blankets and bags and boys situated, they rose up into the evening sky, dodging the last flying pallet and two carpets as they rose higher. Jay checked over this shoulder— the boys’ carpet lagged behind and Andy looked pale despite the ruddy light.

      Jay shifted his carpet closer. “Problem?”

      Wil grunted. “Spell’s worn out.”

      Andy nodded. “We’re holding it.”

      Mouse looked down. Trembled. Shifted closer to the center of their carpet.

      “Won’t be able to go real fast.” Wilyam glanced at Jay.

      “You can fix the spell?”

      “Not in the air.”

      “We can keep up.” Andy scowled.

      Jay glanced down. “Set down⁠—”

      “No.” Andy glared. “We’ll keep up.”

      Wil nodded.

      Had to keep them safe— resting betweens. Had to believe they knew the limits of their own magic. Nodded, reluctantly. “You lead the way, then.” Where he could keep a better eye on them. “And go up. The border is right there. Can’t let the guards see us unless we want to deal with them all resting night.”

      Wil and Andy took the lead and Jay and Mouse followed, higher into the sky. They had to go high enough to avoid the blessed guards. Had to avoid them for Mouse’s sake. Higher.

      Until it was hard to breathe.

      Under her breath, Mouse muttered curses. She hated flying carpets. And falling.

      Really hated falling.

      Thank the betweens there was no wind tonight— they’d all have frozen solid.

      “They’re not f-f-following,” Mouse gasped, her teeth chattering. “Please. Lower?”

      Jay nodded. He maneuvered alongside the boys and guided them down. Empty sky— the blessed rose earlier and slept earlier than the rest of the city. Below, the Third spread out in before them— larger homes and yards and, compared to the Rest, so much wasted space.

      If he thought too much about that, he’d just get mad. Instead, he asked Mouse, “What have you been doing, the last few days?”

      “Looking for Tasha and Gui, mostly.”

      “They—” Resting betweens, Sumi would be devastated— “left?”

      Mouse nodded.

      “Hope they’re okay.”

      She shifted, shuddered a bit, muttered, “Hate these things,” then, almost too low for him to catch it, murmured, “Been looking into the demon hunters too.”

      Wil and Andy’s carpet bobbled.

      Jay clutched at his own tassels, but there was nothing he could do. “Boys?”

      “She—” Wil side-eyed Mouse— “You’ve been with the demon hunters?”

      Their carpet dipped alarmingly.

      Rest it, the temple was still several streets away, but if Wil didn’t concentrate on keeping the resting carpet aloft⁠—

      Andy elbowed him, hissed, “Focus!” but Wil’s hands were shaking and the carpet slipped sideways.

      “Land,” Jay told them, easing his carpet closer. Would he be quick enough to catch them if they fell? Rest it, they should have landed as soon as he’d realized there was a problem with the carpet. They should have walked in⁠—

      More and more lanterns went dark as they descended— the last few blessed going to sleep. Jay blinked in the faint light of the crescent moon— wished it was a little more waxing and a little less crescent— strained his eyes and slowed the carpet to avoid hitting anything. Mutely, Mouse pointed, guiding them down to the dark roof of a dark building on a dark street.

      Wil was gnawing at his lip, but the boys’ carpet steadied, mostly. Then, when they were almost down, dropped out from under them.

      Rest it⁠—

      Both boys thudded down onto the roof and bounced back up to standing, sending identical sour looks toward their carpet.

      Mouse rolled off Jay’s carpet and dropped onto the roof.

      Kids.

      Jay landed, rolled up his carpet and slung it over his back. Crouched and listened for any movement below. They’d all landed too hard to avoid notice.

      Silence.

      He wasn’t sure, in the shadows, if hunched-over Mouse was clutching at the roof the way she’d clutched at the grass the last time they’d landed in the Blessed Third, but by the sound of her breathing, she was bringing herself back under control.

      Still no alarms. Jay stood and took the boys’ carpet and rolled it inside-out so he’d know which had the faulty spells, slung it next to the first. Picked up his bag. The boys hefted their own bags and they all turned to Mouse— again— to lead them down.

      Down consisted of Mouse somehow unlocking the roof hatch— magic or tools, didn’t much matter. Jay set his gear aside to climb down a wooden ladder, then caught each bag and carpet. Picked a splinter from his hand by feel, while the boys came down the ladder. Watched the shadows for anyone to notice them.

      This floor seemed to be deserted— more blessed wasted space, when so many in the Rest Third had nowhere to sleep.

      They tiptoed down the edges of the stairs, avoiding any creaks in the middle, through a hall, past closed doors, presumably with sleepers behind them. At one point, one of the boys knocked a vase with his bag, but Mouse caught it, set it upright.

      Then, to avoid a blessed woman reading by lantern light, they went out through a window and along a ledge. Back in and down and out through a heavy door.

      As the door to the house shut behind them, Mouse muttered, “Saw my— Enzo.”

      Jay swallowed his growl. Mouse was his now, not Enzo’s. The demon hunter had thrown away his daughter, and Jay and picked her up and now she belonged to their family. He opened his mouth to say so, but Mouse pointed.

      “Blessed guards coming.”

      They followed her into an alley, slipped around a pile of wooden crates. Jay barked his shin on one and mouthed a curse. Blessed guards in blessed white coming for them⁠—

      The walls started to close in.

      Between the dark, the shadows, and the hiding, the night suddenly felt a lot more like the one when they’d been sneaking through the blessed temple. And the blessed high priestess had ambushed them. And he’d stepped in front of an arrow meant for Sumi.

      And he had died.

      Hunched his head, breath coming short and fast.

      Mouse’s hand on his arm. “I didn’t talk to him,” she murmured, “but I talked to some of the others.”

      Something to latch onto other than his body remembering dying. Managed, “Oh?”

      “He’s got some new plan.” Mouse drew him out of the alley, onto a new street.

      The boys ghosted along beside them. Each time they side-eyed him, the whites of their eyes flashed in the moonlight.

      Out of the resting alley, with Enzo’s new plan to worry about, his breath came more easily. “He wants to see her. Sumi.”

      Mouse cocked her head. Led them straight, then to the right. “He’s not talking. None of ‘em knew what this new plan is.”

      “You know you’ve got us now⁠—”

      She smiled, a flash of teeth in the darkness.

      They came to a wall and Jay’s feet sank into thick, decorative grass. The faint moon was no help. Sweat dampened his shirt and chilled his skin, but they were almost there.

      “Up and over,” he whispered, holding out his cupped hands.

      Mouse first, then Wil, then Antero. Then Jay tossed his bags and carpets. Stepped backward and ran as hard as he could. Leapt⁠—

      Caught the top of the wall with his fingertips and scrabbled over.

      Landed on more grass, and spooked at the glowing flowers. “I’d forgotten about those,” he muttered, trying not to step on any.

      The boys were entranced. Their eyes shone in the flowerlight.

      Until Andy’s nose wrinkled. He whispered, “You smell that?”

      “Yeah.” Wil sniffed. “Blood. Fear.”

      How could they smell that under the flowers’ perfume?

      “They do sacrifices.” Antero left the garden path, walked to the edge of the pit, examined it. He stooped, then came up with a grimace. Wiped his fingertips on his pants.

      “I thought the blessed didn’t do sacrifices?” Wil scowled. He went to Andy, tugged him back toward the building.

      Andy matched his scowl. “Do you think Mom⁠—?”

      “Boys,” Jay murmured. “We don’t know what she’s had to do to keep her power. And all this chatting in the middle of the night in the blessed gardens is going to get us caught.”

      Andy wrenched his arm away from Wil. “But they won’t do anything to us⁠—”

      “She won’t let them!” Wil snapped.

      “Shh.” Mouse tipped her head toward the front of the building. “Guard’s coming.” She sprinted along the paths and leaped over a small bush to crouch in the doorway.

      Jay shepherded the boys to her. “Mouse, get us in⁠—”

      “Working on it.”

      No, Sumi wouldn’t let the blessed guards do anything to her lover, her children, but she might be embarrassed. Might lose an ally. He rubbed his forehead, between his eyes. If the bright goddess had demanded a sacrifice, he could only resting hope it had been an animal, not a human. Sumi hated giving people to the goddessi, even when they’d betrayed her. Resting betweens, he hoped she was still in control, hoped they’d not arrived too late⁠—

      Mouse disappeared into the building and the boys followed. Jay heard the crunch of the guard’s boots on the gravel path. Cursed silently. Waited for the woman to pause, turn away. Then he slipped through the door and shut it behind them. Anticipated the alarm.

      Silence.

      His body prickled all over. The last time he’d been in this building⁠—

      The hall looked the same. Maybe more lanterns, more light, even this late. But it smelled— resting betweens it smelled exactly the same. Blood, fear, incense in the very walls, and he found himself pressing his palm to his chest over the ache that penetrated his heart.

      “This way.” Wilyam sounded so very, very far away.

      He needed to be strong— for the boys. But telling himself that didn’t calm his body.

      Mouse slipped her arm into Jay’s, her skin hot enough to burn. Blindly, he followed her. Tried to breathe past the phantom pain in his chest.

      Then the hall brightened from lantern-lit to day all around them and the boys were running and Mouse pulling him and he following along behind. Before them, the source of the light, a woman all in white and glowing⁠—

      The boys crashed into her. Mouse hesitated. Jay wrapped one arm around Mouse and the boys and the other around Sumi or she around him and it didn’t matter anymore because he  was home.

      In the arms of his family, he was home.
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