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      In April of 2013 our roleplaying group was running a campaign in which I played a priestess of the god of Death. This particular deity wasn’t well defined, so I amused myself by creating his worship, with details like how the priests of this god weren’t scary or vengeful, but taught others not to fear Death. This campaign was a short one, but I liked my character and had some ideas for how I would have developed her further if the campaign had gone on.

      I’m not sure where the idea for writing a book came from. I had in the past two years tried my hand at a number of creative endeavors and failed at all of them, including writing a terrible book that will never see daylight. But I was desperate to succeed at something, and I was excited about this concept the way I hadn’t been at the earlier, failed book. So I spent a few days doing some worldbuilding and coming up with some plot ideas before beginning to write.

      I enjoyed the writing for once, and it went quickly and smoothly. But I came to a stopping point and discovered I’d written a short story, not the first chapter of a novel. It was discouraging because I worried that it meant I couldn’t actually complete a novel. But after some discussion with someone whose advice I respected, I decided to try again, from a different starting point and with an end goal in mind. That turned out to be the right approach, and about seven weeks later, I had completed my first novel. (The other book doesn’t count. It took eight painful months of dragging the story out of me and it was in a genre I don’t even like. No, I don’t know what I was thinking.)

      This time, the writing was fun. I looked forward to sitting down at the kitchen table—I had no desk—every afternoon between lunchtime and when my kids got home from school. Parts of the story grabbed hold of me and swept me along so I would write for much longer than those afternoon sessions. I am grateful to my family for putting up with benevolent neglect and dinners ordered in, though I am not a great cook, so maybe they cheered those dinners.

      I had so much fun writing that when I reached the end, I thought about whether I had any more stories I wanted to tell. Back then, I didn’t have a million ideas sitting around—still don’t—and when I latched onto the plot for Agent of the Crown, and followed it up with Servant of the Crown, the writing continued to flow, and I continued to enjoy it.

      I’d written ten books before thinking maybe I ought to do something with all these manuscripts. Some forays into querying traditional publishing convinced me I didn’t want to go that route. Independent publishing was a thriving industry even in 2014, when I started looking seriously at where I would start the publishing journey. Ultimately, I decided to test the system with the book that started everything. Emissary was published on January 2, 2015 (because I was such a raw newbie I didn’t know it takes Amazon a while to make a book go live).

      There was so much I didn’t know. I didn’t have any idea what made a cover good or bad, though I still think the original Emissary cover was pretty good, especially compared to what later terrible work that cover artist came up with. I didn’t know how to promote, though I had some good advice about not pushing a first book too hard if you aren’t prepared to follow it up with another book for readers to leap to. I didn’t know about aggregators like Draft2Digital that make it easy to upload books for sale to non-Amazon retailers, widening one’s availability. That first upload to Amazon took two hours; now it takes me five minutes.

      And Emissary did all right for itself, though it wasn’t an instant success that propelled me to fame (that would be my third book, Servant of the Crown). It did exactly what I intended it to do: give me an idea of what indie publishing would look like for me. It had some unexpected readers, such as the US Ambassador to Iraq. And at least one person told me it was their favorite of my books, which was really sweet. (The downside to this is that there can be no sequel to Emissary featuring the same characters. Read it, and then write to me if you figure out a way to top that ending.)

      So here we are, ten years and almost seventy books later. I still love this little story of mine, despite its flaws. Zerafine is harsher sometimes than I realized; there are some elements to the romance a number of readers pointed out that were mistakes; and I was really fond of long sentences back then. (Like that one.) I will not rewrite the book to fix those flaws. I consider that kind of revision to a published story a slap in the face to everyone who loved it the first time around. So this anniversary edition goes out with only a few changes, mostly typos and a couple of clarifying changes.

      It also goes out with a lot of bonus material: an expanded guide to the Gods of the Pantheon of the known world, some scenes I wrote trying to work out characters, the short story “Consolation” mentioned above, and a new short story “Wherever the Road Leads” set in the same world as Emissary but with different characters. I hope you enjoy this edition, and thank you for sticking with me on this journey.

      —Melissa McShane
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      Zerafine had only a moment’s warning before the ghost was upon her. A shout, a flicker of movement, and it enveloped her like a chilly whirlwind. Seicorum pebbles the size of large, rough marbles pelted her from all directions, stinging where they struck the bare skin of her hands and face, sheering away where they brushed her red robe. It was fortunate for everyone on the road that the ghost wasn’t powerful enough to make more of the strange ore that gave a kind of physical form to its insubstantial body, but even more fortunate for them that Zerafine was there to draw its attention.

      Gerrard shouted something made unintelligible by the roar of the unearthly wind, but she pulled the heavy crimson hood over her head and all sounds faded to a hum. She felt surprise, but no fear; it was nothing she hadn’t faced hundreds of times before.

      From within the shielding folds of her hood she closed her eyes and drew three deep, cleansing breaths, felt her shoulders relax and her center of balance shift downward. She opened her heart’s eye and saw the ghost in its true form, not as a violent hail of stone, but as a collection of memories emerging like shattered glass that now glowed with the white-blue light of a discorporate spirit. She called out to one, and it unfolded before her⁠—

      an infant, swaddled close and breathing a milk-scented sigh of contentment⁠—

      and golden symbols rose up within Zerafine and danced behind her eyelids; she chose one that spoke of home and hearth and traced it with her heart’s eye. Then she spoke to the ghost in quiet tones like water over stone, reminding it of that soft bundle, of children running, of motherhood in all its stages, and as she spoke more memories came whirling in to connect to the first.

      She pieced together the woman’s life, soothing her, reminding her of who she had been. Mitela, her name was, and her final memories were of fire and agony so profound that her spirit lost the way to Atenas’s court of judgment. Zerafine’s efforts would help her find it. More symbols, this time ones of release and relief from pain. She chose two and drew them in her mind: the crossed sticks of Ormus, god of travel, for safe journey; and the triple arch, for the gates to Atenas’s realm.

      With a final gust of wind, Mitela’s ghost vanished. Seicorum ore rained down around Zerafine like hailstones, no longer propelled by the whirlwind of the ghost’s desperate need to create a new body. She tried to stand, and stumbled before she realized she was already standing. Gerrard’s huge hand wrapped around her upper arm, supporting her. “Steady on,” he said, his voice muffled as if he were speaking from a great distance.

      With the ghost’s cold presence gone, Zerafine felt suddenly very warm. She swept her hood back with her free hand and shook her dark hair loose of its folds. She dashed away the tears she never remembered crying during a consolation. The afternoon sun beat down on her unprotected head, but a warm breeze stirred the air enough to cool her sweat-damp forehead.

      All traffic on the dusty road had stopped. Two women had their hands full trying to control a horse that screamed and arched its back against its harness. Almost all the pedestrians had backed off the road into the tall summer-scorched grass, well away from Zerafine, though they appeared too fascinated to actually flee. Three men and one woman stood nearby, as still as trees rooted to the spot. One of the men balanced a rusty metal box, about three feet long and one foot deep, on his shoulder. Its outer door hung open, revealing the inner mesh too fine to allow seicorum to pass through. A ghost trap. And four hunters. They wouldn’t be happy at being deprived of their catch, but Zerafine wasn’t very happy either.

      “I would love to hear your excuse,” she said, her words acid-etched, “for driving a ghost into the middle of a populated area with no better way of controlling it than an antique ghost trap and—I’m just guessing here—blind greed.”

      The woman’s eyes went narrow, and she opened her mouth to say something that Zerafine knew would be too offensive for the god’s curse to ignore, but the oldest of the men, dark-haired and with lines creasing the corners of his eyes and mouth, stepped hard on her foot and her words came out a cry of pain instead. “Forgive us, thelis,” he said, removing his wide-brimmed hat. “It got away from us in the woods and we’ve been tracking it for over a mile. We were somewhat lost, ourselves, and didn’t know we were on the highway until we were… on the highway…”

      Zerafine glared at him. “That would no doubt have been a great comfort to anyone it attacked.” The man cringed. She turned her glare on each of the others in turn, fury building in her like a bonfire; all, even the woman, turned away rather than meet her gaze. Ghost hunters, she thought. Atenas preserve me.

      With ritual slowness, she raised her hood until it settled above her forehead, leaving her face uncovered. “Get out of my sight,” she said, “and may Atenas have mercy on you.” It was not a blessing.

      The four turned and ran for it, the tall man staggering under the awkward burden of the ghost trap. Zerafine maintained a stony mask as she watched them flee into the shelter of the twisted olive trees beyond the dry grass, but inside she sighed. She saw them more often these days, toting those metal boxes, capturing ghosts so they could harvest their seicorum, then letting them loose far from civilization. Lucrative, if it didn’t kill you first. She despised their kind, but where else were the people to turn when the theloi of Atenas weren’t around to provide a more permanent solution?

      The small crowd of travelers still hadn’t moved. They seemed enthralled by the spectacle Zerafine had just enacted. She sighed again, this time out loud, and stepped to one side so Gerrard could collect the seicorum that lay around her feet. It would bring them a decent pile of coin to help support them in the coming days, but Zerafine, moved by inspiration, whispered “Give each of them a nugget” to Gerrard. He made an irritated face, but obediently went to each bystander to give away their windfall. Atenas, god of Death, could use all the goodwill Zerafine could manufacture, and they had plenty of seicorum already.

      Gerrard still had five or six seicorum pebbles when he’d finished distributing the rest. He reclaimed his longstaff, which he had probably dropped when the ghost appeared, and they continued down the road, her sandals and his boots scuffing up tiny puffs of dust with each step. None of the bystanders moved. No one wanted to walk the road with a thelis of Atenas. His theloi were sometimes respected, always feared, but never loved and certainly not desired as traveling companions. After forty feet or so Zerafine and Gerrard had the wide, dusty highway to themselves.

      “Will we make Portena by nightfall?” Zerafine asked. Behind them, she could hear the movement of two dozen people trying not to catch up to them.

      “I hope so,” Gerrard said. He held his longstaff ready in his left hand, though Zerafine doubted they’d meet anyone he’d need to use it against. “Portena’s legendary for its maze of streets and almost as well-known for the crime rate in its lower city. We might have trouble finding the shrine after dark.”

      “Just let me know when I can lie down and sleep, that’s all I ask.”

      “Don’t tell me that consolation exhausted you? Little thing like that?” He took his helmet off and scratched his head, blond hair turned dark with sweat.

      Zerafine pushed her hood back again and gathered her dark brown hair into a horse’s tail high on her head. “No, just the little thing of having walked for six days in the brutal heat of Ailausor, sleeping rough and unable to bathe like a civilized person. We’re so close to our destination, I feel impatient.” She tied off her hair with a long piece of leather cord and, bending her head, made it twitch exactly like a horse tail sweeping away flies. The breeze it generated felt wonderful on her bare neck.

      “My people believe bathing weakens you,” Gerrard said. “But my people are well known to be uncivilized.”

      “Your people don’t believe in drinking coffee. That’s a fair definition of uncivilized.”

      Their solitary occupation of the road didn’t last long. After about a mile they began to overtake other traffic, oxcarts taking up most of the road, riders and pedestrians jostling for what space the carts left. The stink of unwashed bodies and animal waste filled Zerafine’s nostrils, occasionally wafted away by a hot breeze. She wasn’t used to being so closely surrounded by strangers, though her robe and Gerrard’s tall presence at her side kept the other travelers from approaching too closely. The dust kicked up by all the travelers and their livestock became nearly unbearable, and Zerafine had to pull her cowl over her nose and mouth despite how much hotter this made her. Gerrard, his head nearly a foot higher than hers, had no such problem. Zerafine eyed the twisted olive trees that lined the road, just far enough from the verge so as not to afford any shade to those moving along it, with a rueful sigh. Only a few more hours, and their journey would be over.

      They reached the city before sunset. The famous wall of Portena stood thirty feet high and was nearly that thick, the biggest manmade construction Zerafine had ever seen. It curved out of sight in both directions, its huge tan limestone blocks, each wider than Gerrard was tall, taking on a pinkish cast in the light of the setting sun. Above the wall, in the distance, Zerafine saw two of the five hills of the city-state, green and lush in defiance of the summer sun, white buildings flashing in the late afternoon light. Just the sight of them made Zerafine feel weary.

      She saw no one atop the wall, watching the gate. Instead, two tiny booths flanked both sides of the road about fifty feet in front of the wall, each one containing a guard who seemed too large for his post. The guards waved the oxcarts to one side, but allowed everyone else through without comment, though the young guard on the right stiffened and wouldn’t meet Zerafine’s eyes when she glanced his way. The gate was more like a tunnel, blessedly cool and dim, and Zerafine breathed a sigh of contentment, then coughed on the dust lingering in the air.

      Beyond the gate, booths and stalls occupied every possible space, leaving barely enough room for the road to meander its way through, sprouting tiny streets and paths as it went. Though evening was closing in, the market was still full of people buying, selling, bartering, making a noise like geese chattering on their way north for the summer. Zerafine tried not to gawk like a provincial, but it was hard for her not to be a little overwhelmed at the size of the oldest city in the known world. Still, she saw far too many unoccupied booths. Portena had suffered greatly from plague fifty years ago, and it had yet to return to its pre-disaster population.

      Though Zerafine was eager to get to the shrine and, after that, to a bed, she couldn’t help slowing to watch the dozens, maybe hundreds of transactions being made. Whole streets were devoted to just one kind of merchandise: in one place, thousands of shoes sat out for inspection; on a different street, all kinds of brass and copper pots lay on the ground or hung from booths. The smaller, lighter ones turned in the evening breeze and sang out, bell-like, above the honks and clamor of human conversation.

      “Wait—that’s wrong,” Gerrard said. He didn’t point, but took Zerafine’s chin and gently turned her head so she was looking in the right direction. Ahead, at an empty stall whose signage proclaimed that fine brass pots had once been available for sale, a young woman stood with her head bowed as if inspecting the merchandise that wasn’t there. Her fingers dipped into a purse hanging by her side.

      “She shouldn’t carry her purse in the open like that, you mean?”

      “No, look at her… or actually—” But in that moment Zerafine figured it out. The woman’s hand raised as if to give coins to a nonexistent shopkeeper, and pale light filtered through her arm. Now she realized the woman was entirely translucent, just solid-seeming enough not to draw attention to herself. Her body was becoming increasingly filmy, though, and Zerafine shook free of Gerrard’s hand and ran across the street, dodging the thinning crowd. The woman turned and began to walk away, but Zerafine caught up with her, reached to take her by the shoulder, and felt her hand slip through—nothing. No cold, no dust, nothing. The woman had vanished.

      “Do not go running off like that in this city,” Gerrard growled behind her. “She wasn’t a ghost, was she.”

      Zerafine shook her head. “She was not,” she said, “but I couldn’t tell you what she was. Maybe you and I both had the same bad pork at dinner. Maybe she was some kind of illusion.”

      “I know that’s not what you believe.”

      Zerafine sighed. “I don’t have enough information to know what I believe. Anything else will have to wait until we speak to the Council. Did you get directions to the shrine?”

      Gerrard made a sour face. “You don’t get directions in Portena, you get a direction-finder.” He led the way toward a large booth, walled on three sides, that was still doing a brisk business when many of the other shopkeepers were beginning to close for the night. A board hung in the front, with prices chalked on it. Boys and girls lounged around it, laughing and talking, but the noise petered out as one by one they registered who their new clients were. Gerrard dug in his pouch for a brass coin. “Shrine of Atenas,” he said. “Another if you get us there before nightfall.”

      The young guides shared glances of fear and cupidity. One disappeared inside and returned with a much older woman, her face creased and brown with sun. Her lean hand plucked the coin from Gerrard’s and spun it in the air. “Nacalia,” she said, her voice as brown as her face, “take these good people where they aim to go.”

      A girl leaped up from where she’d been sitting cross-legged and lit a small lantern from the coals in a brazier by the door. She seemed motivated more by excitement than fear, Zerafine thought, and she nimbly threaded her way through the crowd that parted more quickly for the red-hooded thelis.

      As dusk fell, Zerafine saw acolytes of Kandra lighting much larger lamps all along the wide road, so she guessed the girl’s tiny lamp was more symbolic than utilitarian. They soon passed out of the marketplace and into an area where houses loomed over the street, wooden structures four and five stories tall. Their dark windows flickered with dim lights; no large fires for the inhabitants of these rickety structures.

      Nacalia turned around and jogged backward for a few steps. “This way, thelis.” She turned off the main road to the left and led them along a narrower road lined with more of the tall houses, which leaned just enough to give the illusion that they were walking through a manmade forest with branches interlocking to block out the sun or, in this case, the half-moon that rose over the city.

      Gradually, the buildings gave way to single-story homes built of concrete or stone—limestone, perhaps?—sharing a single wall fronting the street, their slate or tin roofs bumping up against each other. Through iron gates, spaced well apart and marked on each doorpost with gods’ symbols, Zerafine glimpsed small courtyards, white marble benches, a fountain or two. From here she could see another of the five hills of Portena, its top still gleaming gold from the last light of the setting sun.

      “That’s Telerion Hide,” Nacalia called out over her shoulder, pointing back in the direction of the warren of homes, “and this is just a nest of the new-come’s houses. That hill’s Rodennos, and the other’s Talarannos—” she pointed as she trotted ahead. Zerafine thought Nacalia the tour guide was determined to earn her bonus, both in speed and in the quality of the trip.

      Nacalia now led the way through a maze of narrow streets in which Zerafine would have become hopelessly lost—was hopelessly lost, as she’d been trying to keep track of the turns Nacalia made. But in only a few minutes they emerged onto another broad street, not as wide as the main road, but wide enough that Gerrard, who disliked narrow places, breathed out heavily as though he’d been holding his breath the whole time.

      This neighborhood was identical with the last except that the homes were larger, the courtyards bigger, the stone finer. The road led past these homes and terminated at a building that looked very much like all the rest, except that it was faced with black marble and did not bear the symbols every other front door was marked with. Aside from the triple arches of the realm of the dead, Death had no symbol, for it was everywhere.

      Gerrard dug into his pouch again and came up with another brass siclo. Nacalia took it eagerly, but instead of pelting off in the direction they’d come, said, “I never met a thelis of Atenas before. Thought you was all ten feet tall and gug-ugly.”

      Zerafine laughed. “I’m so grateful you don’t think I’m gug-ugly,” she said.

      “Not even. Nor even ten feet tall. He might be.” Nacalia seemed disappointed. Gerrard straightened to his full six-foot-four height.

      On a whim, Zerafine asked, “How much of that do you get to keep?”

      Nacalia considered the coin in her somewhat grubby hand. “Maybe 20 soldi.” That would mean Nacalia got around a third of the total sum. Nacalia added, with a sly look upward through her lashes, “Plus half the tips.” Zerafine raised her eyebrow at Gerrard, who went fishing for another siclo. Nacalia’s eyes went wide when she saw it. “Thanks so much, master guardsman!”

      “But your boss won’t know how much we paid you,” Zerafine said. “Don’t you think about keeping it all?”

      “She knows anyhow. Got a luck-eye blessed by a Sintha thelis can see into our souls, or some such. Can’t keep nothing like from her.”

      “Do you do other things than guide? Run errands and so forth?”

      Nacalia beamed. “Sure I’d like to,” she said, “if old Karra says yes. She owns my contract next few years. Can’t cross her.”

      “Then tell Karra I’ll be back in the morning to negotiate with her. Now, hurry back!”

      Nacalia turned and bolted back the way they’d come. Gerrard said, “How whimsical of you.”

      “Oh, shut up. It was hardly whimsical. She’ll be a perfect runner.”

      “You barely know the girl. What makes you so sure?”

      Zerafine stared in the direction in which the girl had vanished. “She wasn’t afraid of me. That counts for a lot.”

      “Really? How were you going to find her again?”

      Zerafine’s mouth opened, then shut. “Oh,” she said.

      “Oh, exactly,” Gerrard said. “Fortunately for you, I did memorize the route. A few more trips and you won’t need to hire a guide.”

      “But I will need someone who knows this city and how to find anywhere or anything, and I believe Nacalia is that someone. And that’s not something you can do for me.”

      Gerrard shook his head. “I wonder if they’re expecting us so early. We’re at least a day’s journey ahead of schedule.”

      “Expecting us or not, we’re here, and there’s no point putting this off any longer.” Zerafine adjusted her hood so her face was in full view, then pushed open the door to the shrine of Atenas.
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      The black marble of the building turned out to be a façade; the interior of the shrine was white marble that gleamed gold in the light of a dozen torches affixed to the four walls. They flickered in a slight breeze that appeared to come from near the high ceiling. Other than the torches, the room was empty.

      An open door in the far wall led to a second room, also torch-lit, but with rough limestone walls that caught the light and reflected it back in glittering fragments. It felt smaller than it was, but the effect was comforting rather than claustrophobic, and even without seeing the altar made of the same rough-hewn limestone as the walls, Zerafine could feel the presence of the god in His sanctuary. It felt like coming home.

      Two men and one woman kneeling around the altar looked up as they entered. “My name is Zerafine of Dardagne, and I’m here as special emissary from Atenar to investigate the disturbances in Portena,” Zerafine said. It was a formality; they knew who she was.

      She saluted the woman, who had to be Berenica, tokthelis of Atenas and guardian of the Portena shrine. Her white hair was at odds with her faintly lined face, though Zerafine knew her to be over sixty years old. She was short and heavyset and her large hands were steady as they saluted—superior to subordinate, incorrectly, because despite Berenica’s higher rank and seniority, Zerafine was currently the Marathelos of Atenas’s plenipotentiary, invested with full power to act on his behalf. A telling reaction, but not one worth calling her on.

      Berenica gave her a long, cold stare. “Be welcome to this sanctuary,” she said. Her voice was high, unexpectedly high for such a large woman, Zerafine thought. It was a beautiful voice, and Zerafine could imagine how it might sound performing the chants of High Holy Week. Right now it also sounded unwelcoming, which irritated Zerafine. She had been afraid the proud old woman would not be happy about being outranked, even temporarily, by the Marathelos’s representative, especially since Berenica hadn’t been the one to ask Atenar for help, and it seemed her fears weren’t unfounded. Berenica was more likely to be a stumbling block than an ally.

      “We were about to begin the rites of evening, if you’d care to join us,” Berenica said, her tone of voice a challenge, her look a chastisement that Zerafine had simply blundered into the sanctuary without giving notice. Zerafine shucked her load and gave it to Gerrard, who ducked back into the antechamber to wait.

      As Berenica led the chant, Zerafine responded automatically. With her hands tucked into the wide sleeves of her robe and her hood pulled well over her face, she was free to think without giving anything away. The city council had asked Atenar for help; that meant the situation was serious. They had sent for someone with the Marathelos’s authority; that suggested the problem was a matter of judgment and political intrigue. Zerafine had never seen this assignment as a reward, but if she didn’t know better, she would now have seen it as a punishment.

      It did make her wonder, as she knelt at the altar, what the Marathelos had been thinking when he gave her the assignment. She was certainly capable of handling rogue ghosts, had made a name for herself doing so, but political machinations were not her forte. And the Marathelos had been—could she call it coy?—at any rate, not very forthcoming about the details. Ghosts, he had said, then added, but not like any other, and described the translucent figures plaguing Portena. That was all. With luck, Berenica’s pride wouldn’t keep her from being more forthcoming than her spiritual superior.

      “May we be the light that guides His spirits home,” Berenica concluded, and with final gestures, palm to palm, the service was over. Berenica led the way into the antechamber, Zerafine trailing behind the two men.

      “Please join us for an evening meal,” Berenica said, pushing her hood back and making a formal salute. “We’re all anxious for news from Atenar. Or, if you’d prefer, someone will show you to your quarters and arrange for food to be brought. If you’re too tired.” Her voice held the tiniest hint of a challenge, as if tiredness after a long journey was a sign of spiritual weakness. Despite her irritation, Zerafine had to admire the woman’s nuanced communication, her mastery of that wonderful voice.

      “Not at all,” she replied. “Gerrard and I would be happy to share your meal.” She put just enough emphasis on Gerrard’s name to show she’d noticed no one had bothered to ask for it.

      Berenica again led the way, out of the shrine and to the house on its left. Full dark had fallen in the time it had taken to complete the evening ritual, and the half-moon cast a pale blue light over the street. More light came from lamps burning behind the household walls farther on, but at this end of the street only two houses were lit, and one of those was behind the gate Berenica now approached. A man dressed in dark shirt and trousers opened the gate before she reached it, and she swept through without a word.

      The courtyard was given over to a large and well-kept garden, with many shade trees and benches set artfully beneath them. Zerafine could imagine how comfortable it would be during the heat of the day. The house, by contrast, bore no ornamentation beyond a lintel carved with an abstract design, but the interior blazed with color: jewel-toned hangings from across the sea, chairs comfortably upholstered with brightly-dyed wools, a rug that came from Zerafine’s home country of Dardagne, vases etched in intricate patterns that were Portena-made. Beyond the large sitting area stood a low table of some exotic wood, surrounded by cushioned stools, upon which was laid an elegant meal. The man who had opened the gate, who’d come in behind them, removed cutlery and glassware from a curiously carved and painted cabinet and proceeded to rearrange the place settings for five instead of three.

      “Is this your home? It’s lovely,” Zerafine said to Berenica, and felt the woman’s tension relax just a little. She must have expected a criticism of how luxuriously she lives, she thought, and if I were as rigid as she appears to be, I would have given it to her. True, it was a little… ostentatious… but it wasn’t Zerafine’s job to judge Berenica—or did she think that was part of Zerafine’s purpose here? This contradiction in the tokthelis, this external austerity wedded to hidden luxury, baffled her, and she wondered again if they would be able to work together, because Zerafine had neither time nor inclination to cosset the woman’s injured pride.

      Berenica quickly introduced the two theloi, Ricenz and Darlen, pretending that she hadn’t forgotten to do it earlier just as she’d “forgotten” to ask for Gerrard’s name, and they seated themselves around the table. Zerafine guessed Berenica chafed at having to eat with Gerrard; sentaren didn’t rank any lower than theloi, but among the older theloi it was tradition to eat separately, and Berenica appeared to be as traditional as they came. Unfortunately for her, she couldn’t say anything about it without being rude, since Zerafine outranked her, even if temporarily. It gave Zerafine a wicked little ember of pleasure deep inside; she could show good manners, but she didn’t think she liked the old tokthelis any more than Berenica liked her.

      They ate in silence, as was also tradition among the older theloi of Atenas: roast duck, new potatoes, artichokes roasted in olive oil, with a light red wine Zerafine, not normally a wine drinker, enjoyed very much. She was conscious of being covered in road-dust and probably smelling of sweat; they had been offered water to wash their faces and hands and feet, but nothing else. Of course no one would want to wait dinner on their guests’ ablutions, but Zerafine felt scruffy surrounded by such opulence. Even the utensils were of fine steel with carved olivewood handles. How on earth could Berenica afford such extravagances? Could Portena really have so many ghosts? She felt certain Berenica was actually snubbing her under the cover of silence, and her irritation flowered into mild dislike.

      Dinner was followed by a light sherbet garnished with mint leaves—an ice house was another extravagance, but a welcome one—and chilled water for a palate-cleanser. Berenica rose from the table, a sign to the rest that they should follow, and moved to take a seat on one of the upholstered chairs. Zerafine chose to sit directly opposite her, Gerrard standing at attention behind her. Her chair was just the slightest bit shorter than Berenica’s; more accurately, Berenica’s seat was just that much taller than all the rest. Zerafine caught Darlen and Ricenz trading a glance of shared amusement as they sat on a nearby couch, and once again had to suppress her irritation. So, they liked seeing the young upstart humbled, did they? She owed Berenica at least the respect due her office, but her subordinates had no such protection.

      “We’ve already seen one of the so-called ghosts as we made our way here,” she began, pretending Berenica hadn’t just opened her mouth to speak. It’s time you learned I’m not someone you can manipulate to your benefit. “Perhaps you can explain in more detail what’s been happening in Portena. I’m afraid the report we had at Atenar was rather terse.”

      “There’s little to tell,” Berenica said. “People are seeing images that interact with their surroundings, but have no substance. They fade after only a minute or so, often much less. And to the best of our observations, none of them are recently dead. You can imagine the outcry when someone sees his dear old mother, dead five years past, walking toward him on the garden path.”

      “But they can’t possibly be ghosts,” Zerafine said.

      “Not at all. Real ghosts are only visible because of the seicorum they accrete, and they certainly don’t take the shape of people. It’s not as if the citizens of Portena know nothing about real ghosts. This is a large city; we console some seventy or eighty ghosts every year, most of them by request of the family. But there’s no convincing them that these… these apparitions cannot possibly be ghosts. Fortunately, we’ve learned what they actually are.”

      This was unexpected. Zerafine raised both eyebrows at Berenica to invite her to continue.

      “They’re hallucinations, of course,” she said. “Figments of madness. The theloi of Sukman have declared their god’s involvement, and people are beginning to be convinced of the truth.”

      “How interesting. If the truth is already known, then why bother to summon an emissary?”

      Berenica appeared taken aback by the directness of the question. “I don’t know why the Council does anything. They know I am too busy with the duties of the shrine to involve myself in mundane matters.”

      “You certainly seem well-informed for someone who hasn’t taken an active role.”

      “I’ve had to make statements about Atenas’s non-involvement in the situation, of course. It was my responsibility.”

      Yes, and thank you so much for muddying the waters with your groundless assertions, Zerafine thought. The apparitions might not be ghosts, but that didn’t mean Atenas wasn’t involved. But saying so would just make an already tense conversation openly antagonistic, so she merely said, “I’m sure you did your duty,” which was satisfyingly patronizing without giving Berenica grounds to openly accuse her of disrespect.

      “It’s getting late. We shouldn’t keep you from your rest,” Gerrard said, breaking the silence in which he’d followed their exchange with fascination. Berenica looked at him as if she’d forgotten he existed, then rose from her chair so the rest could follow. Technically, as the Marathelos’s vicarious presence in Portena, Zerafine should have been the one to dismiss the gathering, but she was willing to throw the tokthelis a bone, at least this time.

      “The Council offered to house you, but we thought, as you are a thelis of Atenas, to provide you with lodging in one of our properties,” Berenica said. She led the way out of the yard and to the house across the street, the other one that had lights burning in the courtyard. “I’ve arranged for servants to care for your needs, though I’m afraid they may have turned in for the night. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Oh, that was a masterful stroke. Zerafine mentally applauded. Turn the insult of not offering guest quarters in Berenica’s own home into a gesture over which she could not take offense; make Zerafine’s late-evening appearance justify the failure to give her full hospitality on her arrival. She’d have to take care not to underestimate Berenica again.

      “Not at all, you’re too kind,” was all she said. “Thank you very much. You’ll excuse me if I don’t join you for morning ritual. I’ll be far too busy on the Marathelos’s business.” With that parting shot, she and Gerrard entered their temporary home.

      The servants might have gone to bed, but they had left lights burning in hand-sized lanterns made of wrought iron and translucent white glass. The interior layout was almost identical to Berenica’s, minus the colorful décor; it looked as if it were rarely used. On the other hand, it had been well swept and dusted, and the unornamented furniture looked comfortable. Zerafine’s explorations led her first to a bedroom and then to a cavernous bathing chamber which appeared to have both hot and cold running water. Ah, civilization.

      “I want the room with the chickens,” Gerrard said, looking over her shoulder into the bathing room. He had removed his armor and helmet and his blond hair stuck up in tufts here and there. He looked as sweaty as she felt. “Sweet goddess of light, if I weren’t so tired I’d fall into that thing this minute.”

      “And smack your brains out on the empty bottom of the bath.”

      “And I wouldn’t even care.”

      “Wait—what were you saying about the room with the… chickens?”

      Gerrard showed her another door farther along the hallway. The bedrooms had been decorated more lavishly than the sitting room—though that still wasn’t saying much—and someone very fond of poultry had had their way with this one. The bedspread covering the narrow bed had been embroidered with rooster heads. A mural of a pastoral scene adorned the wall opposite the bed, with chickens heavily featured therein and a proud rooster stretching out its neck to crow from atop a fence post. The wooden clothes cabinet was carved with a pair of chickens that, when the doors were shut, appeared to kiss. Even the oaken bedposts were tipped with small, perfectly carved chicks.

      “You’re not serious,” Zerafine said. “It’s like a farmer’s nightmare in here.”

      “There is the chance that I’ll have dreams about ghostly chickens trying to lay eggs in my hair,” Gerrard admitted, “but it’s got a sort of whimsy to it, don’t you think?”

      “My room has flowers. Lots of flowers. Berenica is a very nasty person indeed. She practically had to host us, to show the Council that there are still matters in which she has control, but she won’t provide more than the bare minimum of hospitality to avoid insult.”

      “I didn’t like that story she told. They aren’t ghosts, but we’re needed here anyway to tell people they aren’t ghosts? Either she’s stupid or she thinks we are.”

      “I’m guessing the latter. She certainly believes she can lead me around by the nose—not to mention believing her efforts toward controlling me would matter. I don’t think she understands what I’m doing here. She’s so wrapped up in herself that as far as she’s concerned, the traditional role of the theloi of Atenas as consolers of the dead is all that matters. It infuriates her that she can’t just say ‘they aren’t ghosts’ and have the problem just disappear.”

      Gerrard blew out a hard breath. “Are you sure we can’t just poke around a little, give the Council an answer they’ll like, and move on? This really isn’t what we’re trained for.”

      “I know, but I accepted the Marathelos’s commission, and I mean to do him proud. I at least need to speak to the Council. I’m not sure whether they simply want me to find out what’s going on, or if they expect me to do something about it. Either way, we’ll stay as long as it takes for me to fulfill my word. But more importantly, we’ve been traveling rough for four months and I think we’re due a rest.”

      “We stopped at Atenar two weeks ago.”

      “Yes, but we only stayed overnight, and the holy city doesn’t have nearly the amenities of Portena.”

      “The city’s going to be hottest during Ailausor,” Gerrard said.

      “It will still have theater and good restaurants and sport and a lovely bath with a cold water tap.”

      “I forgot about the bath.”

      “Well, keep forgetting, because I plan to bathe first tomorrow morning.”
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      “It’ll cost you a thal a day,” said Karra. Her lean, brown face showed no fear at dealing with one of Atenas’s servants, though admittedly she was dealing with sentare and not thelis. Zerafine was used to letting Gerrard handle the money aspect of their partnership, though he had a tendency to over-tip; he was in every other way very careful about their expenses.

      “A thal?” Gerrard exclaimed. “Six parses and not a soldi more. You don’t make more than that on the girl’s labor in a day.” He’d left his armor and helmet behind, since their business here was unlikely to involve consoling ghosts, but his bulk was still intimidating. Or should have been; the sharp-faced woman seemed not to think him a threat.

      “I still have to pay for her upkeep,” Karra said. “Nine parses, then.”

      “Seven and a half. We’ll pay for her upkeep.”

      “That hardly covers my costs! She’s one of my best runners. You’ll pay eight and be grateful for the bargain.”

      Nacalia watched the byplay with eager curiosity. She was probably nine or ten years old, sharp-faced, with curly black hair and a spattering of what were either freckles or dirt. She’d need a bath and some new clothes if she were going to be a representative of Atenas, even indirectly.

      Gerrard appeared to be thinking hard, though Zerafine knew him well enough to tell that he’d already come up with a plan and was about to sell it hard. “You know, the girl won’t earn any tips while she’s with us,” he said. “How about we call it ten parses on the condition you split it equally with her.”

      Karra’s eyes gleamed. “Deal,” she said, and stuck out her hand to seal it with a shake. Gerrard gripped her hand briefly, then dipped into his pouch and pulled out six large silver coins. “For the week,” he said, “and we’ll settle up at the end of our stay for however longer we keep her.”

      Karra handed half the coins to Nacalia and stowed the rest away somewhere on her person. “Don’t think about cheating me,” she warned Gerrard.

      “I’m sorry, did you just suggest that we might?” Zerafine said mildly.

      Karra’s face went pale under her tan. “No, thelis,” she said after a moment’s pause to collect herself. “No offense meant.”

      “None taken, I’m sure. Come along, Nacalia.” Zerafine turned on her heel and walked away, leaving her companions to catch up to her.

      Nacalia giggled and skipped like the child she was instead of the tiny adult she’d been the night before. “Oh, madama, I never saw Karra looking like that before! One parsis less than she wanted! She’s hard mean most times and nobody bests her at nothing, I swear. Thank you for taking me on, madama!”

      “You’re welcome, Nacalia, and please stop bouncing,” Zerafine said. “Thank you. Now, you should call me thelis in public, not madama, and you may call me Zerafine in private so long as you don’t mix up the two. People will think you’re being rude. This is my sentare, Gerrard; you call him sentare or Gerrard.”

      “Sentare,” Nacalia said, pronouncing all three syllables distinctly. “Is that like a bodyguard?”

      “Something like,” Zerafine said. “Bodyguard and traveling companion and ghost-wrangler. Now, it’s the baths and the clothier’s for you. You can’t work for me and look like a ragamuffin.”

      “New clothes,” said Nacalia, stricken. “Mada—I mean, thelis, I can’t wear new clothes in my mam’s quarters, I’ll get stuff thrown at me. I don’t favor letting you down right off, but I just can’t.”

      “It will be more convenient if you just stay with me for the duration. If your mother doesn’t mind.”

      Gerrard looked mildly shocked at the idea that they might invite a street urchin to share their quarters, but kept his mouth shut. Nacalia looked surprised, then eager. “Oh yes, thelis, mam will be fine pleased to have me out of her hair for a bit. Only—” She cast her eyes down. “I need to take this lot home to her, as she depends on me to help.”

      “Take us to the Capitol building first,” Zerafine said.

      Though the main street leading away from the city gate seemed to cut straight to the heart of the city, Nacalia had a fondness for side streets that intersected crazily and dodged through parts of the city ranging from very poor to upscale and wealthy. As they crossed an intersection where shifty-eyed young men loitered in every doorway, Gerrard moved closer to Zerafine, his attention pulled in all directions. “Should I be worried?” Zerafine asked in a low voice. Her eyes lingered on a man in a dirty smock who leered at her, then blinked and let his mouth fall open in a slack-jawed gape.

      “I think I need protection more than you,” he replied in the same tone. He shifted his grip on his longstaff.  “We need to make Nacalia aware that we can’t pass unmolested through these neighborhoods. I’m trying to look as inoffensive as possible without looking afraid. You, on the other hand, seem to have them worried.”

      “Just so they don’t get worried enough to strike out at us.”

      Nacalia darted back. “Hurry up, thelis,” she said, dancing impatiently. They quickened their step and soon left the young men behind. Minutes later they were in a better part of town and could subside to a slower gait.

      “Nacalia,” Zerafine said, “why did you choose that route?”

      Nacalia looked at her as if she were stupid. “It’s the fastest, see?”

      “It’s more important that we not go places we’ll attract attention than that we get to our destination quickly.”

      Nacalia’s face fell. “I didn’t think about it. I ha’nt guided people so much as I run errands. I can go anywhere,” she said proudly.

      “Well, we can’t, so can you remember that? We’re really very impressed with your ability to find the fastest route,” Zerafine said, because Nacalia looked so discouraged. “Obviously when I send you on errands you can take whatever route you like.”

      “But everyone’s scared of you. You ha’nt got to worry about no one hurting you,” she said.

      “Sometimes it’s when people are really scared that they try to hurt others,” said Zerafine, her face grim. “People believe a lot of false things about Atenas, like that He kills people, or that His theloi are a sign of death.”

      “He doesn’t?”

      “No. He welcomes the spirits of those who die and brings them into His courts. But that doesn’t stop people from believing otherwise, because death is frightening.”

      “I a’nt afraid of you,” Nacalia reassured her. “I know you won’t hurt me.”

      “Thank you, Nacalia.”

      “We really should be going,” Gerrard reminded them. “And no bad neighborhoods this time. I don’t have a red robe to protect me.”

      “Are you scared?” Nacalia said disdainfully. “’Cause I wouldn’t be scared if I had hands like yours. You must be a big sissy.” She darted away.

      “Sometimes you have really bad ideas,” Gerrard said, glaring after the girl.

      “Some sentare you are, letting a little kid get the better of you. I think she’s got you pegged.”

      “Sissy,” he muttered, but followed Nacalia.
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      Another ten minutes’ stroll brought them to the heart of Portena. It had been destroyed by fire during the plague and had been rebuilt less than fifty years ago, and was therefore more orderly than the market district, or even the more residential areas they’d passed on the way. Zerafine had traveled the known world for six years and did not consider herself a provincial, but the straight lines and perfect right angles of the streets that led to the great plaza made her feel a little out of place, a country girl gawking at the city’s immensity. Buildings of dark limestone interspersed with others of bold white marble lined both sides of the road, all of them elegant and enormous enough for a god to feel comfortable in.

      They passed the temple of Arieta, with its ever-burning hearth in a pavilion open on all sides, and a building that was not a temple but had Marenda’s symbol carved into its lintel—some sort of theater, possibly. Down one of the cross-streets Zerafine saw what was probably a bank, and in the other direction were some lawyer’s stalls; the trappings of civilization, laid out neatly for anyone’s use—anyone, that is, who could pay.

      The Capitol building was not at the center of the great plaza; that honor was reserved for the temple of Kalindi, chief goddess of the Pantheon, standing on a hill high above the city that was the center of Her worship. The Capitol lay on the extreme northern edge of the plaza, a domed gilt-and-marble edifice with a porch that encircled the building. Zerafine led the way up a short flight of stairs and through the main doors into the cool darkness. She stood just inside the door for a moment, letting her eyes adjust, and Gerrard took a few steps past her and said, “Sweet goddess of light. It’s incredible.”

      Zerafine went to join him, looking upward, and drew in an astonished breath. She had heard that this new Capitol building, built to replace the one destroyed in the fire, was a marvel of modern engineering, but she was not prepared for the sight of the world-famous Rotunda, two hundred feet across and topped by a high dome that seemed to float above the pillars supporting it. A balcony ran the circumference of the room, just below where the dome began, that looked high enough for a person to reach up and touch the murals painted inside the dome. She couldn’t help but gaze in awe at those depictions of the twelve days of creation, the whole divided into twelve parts to show the acts of each of the gods of the Pantheon. Atenas, naturally, was absent from the proceedings; the records at Atenas’s holy city of Atenar said that He sat apart and watched creation unfold so that Death would have no hold over the new world until its formation was complete. The Unholy Wars had been fought, centuries ago, over whether or not His withdrawal had been a good idea.

      Gerrard said, “Look at those panels. That marble is so thin it lets light through.” Beside him, Nacalia gawked with her mouth hanging open.

      “Kalindi be praised, you’re here,” said a woman high on the balcony. “Wait, I’ll join you.” She disappeared from view and soon emerged from one of the smaller doorways spaced evenly around the Rotunda. “I’m Paola, Councilwoman Vessa’s assistant. I’m sorry we weren’t on hand to greet you, but we had no word of your arrival.”

      “I’m a few days early,” Zerafine said. “I should have sent word, but we arrived late last night and I would like to begin my work as soon as possible. Should I arrange to return when the Council is assembled?”

      “No, many of them are here this morning, including our Chief Councilman, Castinidou Rodennos. Please, come with me, they’ll be happy to meet you.”

      “One moment,” said Zerafine. She took Nacalia aside. “Go home and take care of any business you have there. Meet us back here in one hour.” Nacalia took off, skidding a little on the marble floor.

      “She’s going to just disappear with our money, you know,” Gerrard said.

      “Have a little faith,” Zerafine told him.

      “I’d rather have my six thals back.”

      “If she weren’t reliable, that woman wouldn’t keep her on,” Zerafine said. “When I told the child she’d need new clothing, she was more worried about how I’d feel than excited at getting new clothes. And, as I believe I’ve mentioned before, she’s not afraid of me. Not only will she come back, Gerrard, she’s going to be here early.”
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