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Author's note




The Gilded Veil is a sequel to They of the West but can be read on its own. Below is a brief, low-spoiler summary of They of the West for those who haven’t read it or who need a refresher.

In They of the West, Dralen is out hunting in the hills when he encounters a mysterious cloaked figure. Inspired by an old poem of his grandfather’s and a hunch he just can’t shake, he convinces his friend Jaela to go looking for them in canyons said to be occupied by mad cannibals called the Logans.

The pair journey deep into the canyons and find that the legend of the Logans is only partly true. Dralen meets his first nonbinary person, who helps him understand his own identity; for him, boyhood has always chafed. Jaela grows confident in herself through their adventure; she comes out as lesbian to Dralen and decides to take foot fighting seriously.

Armed with their new discoveries and a bit of money they picked up along the way, the pair travel to the nearby city of Deep Cut, where Jaela finds success in the professional foot fighting circuit. Another mysterious stranger invites them to a theater in Fenylbyr, the capital city, where further adventures await this pair of queer BFFs (aka, The Gilded Veil, the story you are about to read).








  
  
Content warnings



This book is intended for adult audiences and contains drinking, smoking, kissing, and swearing but is overall SFW.
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one




Jaela kept both hands on her purse as she gazed out at the lake, which vanished into the morning mist a hundred yards out. It was hard to believe they were going to get onto this rickety ferry and cross several miles of water said to be a thousand feet deep. Dralen stood pressed against her side, along with several dozen other people crammed into the pen waiting for the ferry gate to open. As much as she hated being penned in, she dreaded her first real boat trip even more. 

The craft itself hardly inspired confidence; it was of flat construction, little more than a set of planks with a low hull, several rows of benches, and a pair of oars on either side. The oarsmen were in place, smoking their last pipes in silence as the captain scribbled in a ledger by the light of a dim lantern. He tucked the nub of a pencil behind his ear and hobbled over to the gate.

“Ten rabble, no change.”

He hefted the bar, and the bustle of the crowd pushed Jaela forward. She dropped two coins into the captain’s thick hand. He glanced down at them for a moment before slipping them into his purse and cocking his head toward the boat without so much as looking at her.

“There’s that famous big city charm I keep hearing about,” she murmured to Dralen once they were seated on the worn wooden bench with their bags crammed underneath.

Dralen leaned into her as the bench began filling up. She wasn’t normally one for touching, but she liked having Dralen close, especially with so many strangers around. 

“I don’t know. It’s refreshing, not having to make small talk with people all the time.”

Jaela clung to Dralen, feeling the boat sink a little more with each new passenger. By the time the captain had closed the gate and pushed off, the gunwale barely cleared the water by a foot.

“First time in Fenylbyr?” The nasal voice came from behind them. Jaela turned to see an older woman in hill garb like her own with a scarf and rucksack. “I’m visiting my daughter, who works as a seamstress at Walid, one of the big fashion houses. She made the stole the governor’s daughter wore at the solstice last year.”

“Oh, that’s lovely.” Jaela tried to inject the minimum amount of enthusiasm required for the interaction while keeping a firm hold on her purse. She’d been repeatedly warned by everyone in Graueck, even those who had never been to the city, that pickpockets were always lurking in Fenylbyr.

Unfortunately, the woman behind her didn’t take the hint. Jaela soon found herself listening to the work history and dating life of a young woman she’d never met. By the time she’d extricated herself from the conversation, she turned to see the city rising out of the mist before them. She’d forgotten to be afraid of the crossing; awe replaced any fear that might have arisen.

“Gods, Jae,” Dralen whispered, gripping her hand. 

Jaela returned their grip, words failing her as she gazed on the twin hills of the city, covered in stone buildings like mushrooms on a pair of rotting tree stumps. Along the lake shore, row after row of three- and four-story structures stood all connected, broken up by the occasional plaza or canal. Masses of people swarmed along the streets and open spaces, flowing like lines of ants across the arched stone bridges over the canals. A sheer wall of natural stone rose above the first row of buildings. Atop it sat what looked like a second city, bursting with towers and temples with shapes she’d only seen in paintings. She’d spent a year in Deep Cut, which had seemed impossibly dense, but this was otherworldly. 

Poles replaced oars as they entered a canal; the crew moved them along at a steady pace and somehow managed to keep them from hitting the stony sides. Vines overflowed from pots on a bridge above the canal like a faerie curtain, and they passed through into a world unlike any she’d ever seen.

The canal was lined with brightly painted buildings, many with tables set up full of customers eating, drinking, and smoking on narrow patios separated by reed screens and potted plants. Colorful signs advertised businesses with names like A Thimble Full of Paradise and The Purloined Page. The sidewalks were narrow here, with handcarts and pedestrians jostling for position outside the terraces of the boisterous teahouses. Before she realized what was happening, the ferry pulled up to a dock beneath another bridge. Everyone stood at once and began tramping off the boat, which leaned unsettlingly with their collective movement. 

“Have a lovely time in Fenylbyr,” said the lady who’d chatted her up before. “The people here are nice if you give them half a chance.” She touched Jaela on the arm and disappeared with a wink. 

Jaela shouldered her pack and followed Dralen onto the dock, which was full of people waiting to board the ferry in the other direction. 

“Ten rabble, no change,” croaked the captain, and the new passengers began shuffling on board. 

Dralen ushered her to one side, where they found a little empty spot between a lamppost and a cart full of roofing tiles. Jaela checked her purse, securely tucked inside her cloak, and pushed out a deep breath. She looked up at Dralen, who eyed the pocket where she kept her pipe. She pulled it out, lit it, and took a few puffs before handing it to them. 

“You really should get your own, now that you’re no longer living on your parents’ teat.”

Dralen shook their head, holding in the smoke, then letting it drift out through their nose. “I like yours better. How about I keep you in tarweed, so you won’t hassle me about being a skimp.”

“Works for me.” Jaela took a draw on the pipe, motioning with her chin toward a shop with a sign shaped like a pipe. “No time like the present.”

Dralen eyed the shop, taking the pipe from Jaela’s hand without looking at it. 

“How much is it supposed to cost?”

“No idea. I always just pinch it from my parents. How much is anything supposed to cost, especially in Fenylbyr?”

“I heard you’re supposed to haggle.”

Jaela shook her head, pulling the pipe from their hand and taking a draw. It was getting hot, so she held it out of Dralen’s reach. 

“That’s at the market, same as back home. In a proper store, you only haggle on bulk purchases. That’s what the Honey Girls told me.” They’d invited her over for dinner once they’d heard she was heading off to Fenylbyr. It had been nice, being with women like her, though it was a bit weird thinking of women their age doing whatever it was women did together. Truth be told, it was a bit weird thinking of it to begin with, so Jaela tried not to. The Honey Girls had traveled to Fenylbyr many times, even lived there for a spell. They gave her all sorts of advice, some of which she’d managed not to forget. 

Dralen turned away from the crowd and opened their purse to check their supply of coins. They slipped it back into their cloak, then took a deep breath in through their nose and huffed it out through their mouth. They dropped their pack at Jaela’s feet and turned toward the pipe shop. 

“Wish me luck.”

Jaela opened her mouth to protest, but Dralen had already disappeared into the stream of people flowing up and down the narrow walk. She spread her legs to straddle their pack, checked her purse again, and watched them make their way to the store like a salmon battling up a rapid. 

“Help you find something, miss?”

A young man of about her age in a clean blue jacket and pants stood a respectful distance away, inclining his body slightly toward her. He had a silver star pinned to his collar and a leather-covered notebook tucked into a pocket. His jacket and pants matched each other like those of servers at the nicer restaurants in Deep Cut.

“Is that some kind of uniform?” she asked, feeling awkward but emboldened by his deferential manner and the very public circumstances. 

He smiled and pulled out the notebook. He opened it to a page with his name, a license number, an official-looking stamp, and a sketch of his face on the opposite page. 

“Paolo Guyet? Do I pronounce the t?” 

“Gee-yett,” he enunciated with a smile. “He. I’m a licensed chapper—that’s like a guide, and I can help you get where you’re going without losing half your day. It’s all very regular. You can see the rates on this page here.” He flipped the wallet to a little chart and handed it to her. She pretended to study it for a moment, but the numbers floated in her vision. She’d never been very good with math. The Honey Girls had said something about guides, but for the life of her she couldn’t remember what. And why had he said ‘He’?”

“All right, Mr. Guyet, how much would it cost to take me to The Gilded Veil, which as I’ve been told is in the theater district?”

His eyes lit up, and he looked her up and down with renewed interest. 

“Oh, yes, that’s not too far, and this time of day we’re going against the crowd. Should run you about three rabble, unless you walk particularly fast. Or slow.”

“No need to worry about the slow part.” Her voice drifted off as she saw Dralen emerge from the pipe shop, a wide smile on their face and a bulging leather pouch in their hands. 

“I got my own pipe, Jaela!” Dralen whipped out an old-fashioned bone pipe just like their Urpa smoked and put it to their lips, eyes dancing with glee, which dimmed as they noticed Guyet. 

“You’ve made a friend already,” they said in a soft voice, then continued more cheerfully, holding out their hand to shake. “To whom do I have the pleasure?”

“Paolo Guyet,” the guide said, smiling curiously at Jaela. “I’m a chapper. A gui—”

“A guide, yes, yes, I was told we’d need to engage one to find our way around. Excellent. I’m Dralen, and I’m sure Jaela has told you we need to get to The Gilded Veil in the theater district. Shall we be off, then?”

Jaela’s mouth hung open for a moment. Who was this, and what had they done with Dralen?


      [image: ]The city was like a mushroom dream, crowds moving by in such never-ending succession they almost didn’t seem like individual people anymore. They wore clothes in styles and hues Jaela had never seen, even in the Valley. There were people dressed like her as well, if a bit more proper: hill folk who’d moved here but kept in touch with their roots. These had the ruddy skin tones of folks in Graueck, but others were pale as the moon or hued in warm tans and browns like the hills at sunset. She knew there were lands beyond the mountains, and seas beyond the lands, and more lands beyond that, but to see people from so many different places in one city was eye-opening. 

Dralen prattled on with the chapper, who they were calling Paolo by now. They seemed to be paying attention to where they were going, so Jaela didn’t bother. They climbed up a set of stairs, then another, and another, then through a thick fortresslike wall. They entered what seemed like another city entirely, equally crowded, with even taller buildings and towers reaching up into the mist. 

“Mind your purses in the warrens,” Paolo said as he ducked into a narrow street and beckoned them to follow. Tall buildings blocked the sun, casting everything in a grubby grey light. Voices and clashing pots echoed; the steam and smoke of cooking hung heavy in the air, whiffs of spice and char and something fermented a little too long. They passed from street to plaza, bridge to alley, nearly tripping over their chapper’s heels in their fear of getting separated. At last, he slowed to a stop in a wide promenade filled with the bustle of carts and stalls being set up for market. 

Only this wasn’t like any market Jaela had ever seen. Food carts lined the outside, but in the center were mysterious covered booths and small stages with colorful curtains and backdrops, with roped-off areas surrounding them. A woman in a skintight orange and purple suit was juggling what must have been a half-dozen balls on one of the stages, surveying the commotion around her with a bored expression. She looked strong like a foot fighter but lean like a dancer. Jaela was entranced.

“Welcome to Theater Row! The Gilded Veil is just across the way there.” Paolo pointed to a building with an enormous golden curtain painted on the outside, split open at the bottom. In the center stood a pair of red double doors with golden masks painted on them in the shape of wild beasts or demons. 

“Yes. Yes!” Dralen exclaimed, whacking Jaela on the arm and annoying her from her reverie. 

“Ow! What? Oh.” She took the card Dralen fished out of their pocket. “Yeah, I guess that’s the place all right.” Her stomach was twisted in knots; she realized she hadn’t eaten anything since before the boat ride. 

“Would you like for me to wait while you go inside?” Paolo asked cheerfully.

“Um…” Dralen eyed Jaela, who shrugged. What the hells did she know? “What’s the protocol here? I must admit I’m at a loss.”

Paolo smiled understandingly. Jaela liked him. She was glad it wasn’t like they said back in Graueck, that everyone in the big city would be out to get them. 

“You’ll be able to get a chapper in the theater district easily enough. Here, or near the canals, or the lake, anywhere people come and go a lot. Even people who live here use chappers to get where they’re going the fastest and safest way. So, you don’t really need to retain me. If you do, it costs an extra rabble.”

“All right, then. Did we walk fast enough to keep within the three rabble rate?”

“You did at that.”

Dralen fished three coins out of their purse, then shook Paolo’s hand, which seemed to amuse the chapper. 

“Thank you so much for helping us find our way.”

“The pleasure’s been all mine.” He turned to Jaela, biting his lip, then shook his head. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but are you here as an…actress?” He gestured vaguely toward her in a way that managed to feel respectful. 

Pride swelled in Jaela’s chest. “It remains to be seen if I have what it takes, but that’s what I’m here to find out.”

He clenched his fist subtly, grinning. 

“Something tells me we’ll be hearing about you before too long.” 

He tipped his hat, spun, and was off.
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two




Dralen had to hurry to keep up with Jaela as they wound through the maze of cordoned-off stages. They wove around lines of schoolchildren being herded toward theaters with clowns performing outside them. Dralen tried to imagine what it would be like to be a student in a city like this, instead of crammed into Mrs. Craven’s shed with a dozen other kids, with the smell of goats and the buzzing of flies year-round. Jaela’s pace gave them no time to think; they followed as she marched right up to the ornate door of The Gilded Veil. She stopped, her courage seeming to drain out of her all at once. 

“The Trouble With Forever,” she read, pointing to the sign next to the door, written in flowing chalk letters on a gold-framed slate. There were three shows listed, with the middle one written in double-sized letters.

Dinner show:

The Trouble with Forever

Starring Tonia as Primi and Sene as Vili

She turned to them, scrunching her nose as if at an unexpected bad odor. “Are you sure this is the right place?”

Dralen fished out the card, which they’d kept nearly pristine, and handed it to Jaela. She flexed it between her strong fingers, then tapped it against her palm. 

“Iri did say it was a mix of wrestling and theater,” they said hopefully.

“Did you tell them I’m not an actress?”

“I did, but they didn’t seem worried. They said you had…a quality, I believe were their words.”

“A quality. Huh.” Jaela balled her fists at her hips, staring at the door, her body rigid with frustration. “Why don’t I like the sound of that?”

“I don’t think…” Dralen paused, replaying their interaction with Iri in their head, searching for a hint of anything improper. “Maybe I’m not the best judge of character, being your friend and all, but I don’t think it was a bad thing. More like, you’ve got…inner strength to go with your outer strength.”

The hard lines on Jaela’s face softened a bit, and her cheeks reddened. 

“Damn, Dralen, you’re lucky I like girls, because…” She blinked and clapped them on the arm, and suddenly everything was as it always had been. Jaela had a way of making things that should be awkward somehow not. 

“And you’re lucky I’m not into all of that.” They brushed her fingers playfully from their arm, then turned toward the door. “Anyhow, I thought maybe we’d start by knocking on this door and seeing if anyone answers.” They reached for the knocker, a heavy piece of well-worn brass in the shape of a carnival mask, but Jaela pulled their arm down gently. 

“It’s me they want. Let me do the knocking.”

The heavy metal thud echoed out into the plaza. After a long moment, footsteps approached from within. 

“I’m your manager,” Dralen said, trying to summon a confidence they certainly didn’t feel. “Let me do the talking.”

Jaela smirked but blinked yes. 

The person who opened the door was rumpled and disheveled, short lavender-tinted hair sticking out at odd angles above squinting eyes that seemed offended at the sudden burst of light from the overcast sky.

“Matinee’s at halfternoon,” they mumbled. Their eyes opened wider as they noticed Jaela, and they studied Dralen now more carefully as well. 

“We’re not here for the show,” Dralen said, fumbling the card out of their pocket. “Someone named Iri told me to—”

“You must be Baby Bee!” Their smile widened at Jaela, and they opened the door fully and stepped aside. “Come on in! I’m Nadi, by the way. They. I write scripts for the theater, not that the performers read them, or remember their lines when they do. But enough about me. Come, come! I was so hoping you’d make it!”

The interior of the theater was like a seedy temple, cloaked in gold and purple curtains. Shafts of dusty light pierced the shadows from a skylight and several high windows. A semicircular stage jutted into the center of the room, with chairs and tables surrounding it. A balcony overlooked it all, adorned with gilded designs of costumed figures dancing or wrestling. The smell of baking bread and possibly the beginnings of fish stew just barely covered the underlying musk of sweat, alcohol, smoke, and perfume. A small lamp burned on a table covered in sheaves of handwritten pages in some semblance of organization, with an inkpot, quill, and blotting cloth showing where Nadi had been working. 

“I’m afraid there’s no one here at the moment except me and the cooks,” Nadi said apologetically, gesturing toward the messy table. “Would you like some tea and flakies?”

“No, thanks,” Dralen said at the exact moment that Jaela said, “Yes, please!”

Nadi quirked a smile, eyeing them both. 

“I’ll see what I can scrounge up for both of you, just in case.” They turned toward the back of the theater, then spun back around, eyes fluttering in embarrassment. 

“And I’m the very rudest person in all of Fenylbyr and the four kingdoms as well. You know my name, but I haven’t asked yours!” They gestured toward Jaela with a slight bow. “Iri told us your stage name, but I don’t imagine your friends call you Baby Bee.”

“Jaela.” She stepped forward and crushed Nadi’s hand. “She, I guess.”

“Iri truly did not exaggerate your strength.” Nadi shook their hand in mock pain. “You’re going to be such fun to write for!” They glanced expectantly at Dralen, whose stomach lurched.

“Dralen. I’m Baby Bee’s, or, well, Jaela’s manager.” They took Nadi’s hand, face burning as they added, “They, of late.” The words echoed in the empty room, seeming to linger among the dust motes before dissipating. It was the first time they’d said it out loud except to Jaela, and it left a coppery tang in their mouth. 

“Very nice to meet you.” Nadi held onto Dralen’s hand a moment longer than expected, a warmth in their expression that calmed Dralen’s nerves a bit. “Now have a seat if you like, and I’ll be back in just a moment.” They gestured toward the paper-strewn table and hurried off, disappearing through a door near the back of the theater.

By the time Dralen sat down, Jaela had already hopped up onto the stage and was pacing around it, studying the floor. A large circle of padded leather adorned the center of the stage, exactly the size of a foot fighting ring. She tested it with her boot, grimacing in approval, then turned around to survey the theater. 

“Gotta seat, what, two hundred?” 

Dralen glanced around. There were at least thirty tables, plus the balcony. 

“Sounds about right.”

“And it smells like they serve like actual food?”

“A dinner theater, I believe Iri called it.”

“Who ever heard of a dinner theater?”

“People who don’t come from the Scrublands, I guess.”

“Fair point.”

Jaela turned and circled the stage again, examining a pyramid of oversized stairs with an almost invisible black ladder at the top that went up into an area hidden by a long strip of dark purple velvet. The stage itself had thick bunches of gold curtain near the back wall. Dralen noticed a circular track in the ceiling, which the curtain must run through. If they were seeing it right, the entire stage could be concealed behind a wall of shimmering gold fabric. Since the stage was round and stuck out well into the room, it would have a strange effect indeed. 

Their fingers found a piece of paper on the table, thinner and suppler than what they were used to seeing. The handwriting was serviceable, but not pretty, well-spaced, with underlined names at the beginning of some lines. At the top of the paper was written The Trouble with Forever, along with the number eight. Dralen scanned the first few lines.

Primi: And when I wither into dust and the world has forgotten my name, will you take another lover?

Vili: When the wind abandons my sails, I will row my ship to the nearest shore and find what harbor I can.

“No street shoes on the stage!” Nadi shouted, only softening their tone for the last couple of words. “Please.” They swayed with a heavy tray with a steaming pot of tea, three blue ceramic mugs, and a basket full of cylindrical puffed pastries that smelled even better than they looked. 

“Oh! Sorry.” Jaela leapt down from the stage, landing so close to Nadi that they almost dropped their tray. She took it and set it on the table as Nadi brushed a few stray papers out of the way. 

“Not to worry. At least Nacee didn’t see you. She would have chewed your head off. Literally.” They poured three cups of milky tea, then slumped into a chair with a tired smile. “The flakies are fresh. Stoneberry-nut, I believe.” They picked one up and cracked off the end in their teeth, nodding appreciatively. “Mmm. So good. Don’t be shy.” 

Jaela grabbed one before Dralen had time to blink. They watched her face go from excited to ecstatic in the space of an instant as she crunched on the pastry, flakes scattering across her chest and the table before her. 

“Mmm, Dralen, you have got to try these.” Jaela scooped the crumbs off the edge of the table into her hand and dumped them onto the offered plate. Dralen bit off the end of one and had to close their eyes as their mouth filled with a harmony of tart berries and creamy nut paste. The texture of the pastry was unlike anything they’d eaten, even in the Valley: as insubstantial as air, yet rich and buttery. The tea was strong and sweet, though the milk wasn’t the freshest. 

“Is this what you eat for breakfast every day?” Jaela asked, already reaching for another pastry.

“Only when they’ve got me writing overtime and they need to bribe me. My usual breakfast is quite a bit less exciting, I’m afraid. Hardwheat bread and butter, with some dried fruit and nuts. I’m a creature of habit, and a very lazy one at that. But if you’re here, Tissi makes sure you get fed. I did wonder why she made a whole batch of these since it was only just me here.” They glanced back at the door by the back of the theater, then shrugged. “Maybe she knew you were coming. They say she has the sight.” Nadi feathered their fingers in the air above their head, but the expression on their face gave Dralen pause. Did Nadi believe?

“I don’t mean to pry, but…is this the script for tonight’s show?”

“Yes, I stupidly made some last-minute changes and had to copy the whole thing all over again for both the Primi and the Vili. Not that they’ll remember their lines right anyway. Well, Tonia might. She’s the Primi. But with Sene as the Vili, honestly, I don’t know why I bothered.” They shook their head, taking a long sip of their tea. 

Dralen matched Jaela’s confused look with a shrug, but her eyes urged them on, as if to say, You’re the manager.

“Ah, so, the ‘Primi’ and the ‘Vili’ are like…the hero and the villain?”

Nadi coughed out their tea, setting the cup down and wiping their mouth with a quickly disappearing smile. 

“Sorry, I forget not everyone’s steeped in the lore of a recently revived antique regional theater tradition.” They took another sip and sat back in their chair, staring up at the ceiling. “The Primi is the first to enter the stage, the one who starts the action moving, often through innocence or ignorance, though I do like to play around with different tropes there.” They smirked in satisfaction, then their face grew serious again. “While respecting tradition, of course; inversions were always part of the genre, even from the first works of the early Masters. And the Vili is the opposing force, the gravity to their flight, if you will; the voice of reason, of reality, or sometimes just pure mischievousness.”

“How’s that different than a villain?” Jaela’s voice was blunt, almost to the point of being unfriendly. Dralen wished they could get her to tone it down, but maybe it would come across as hill charm. “If they’re the one stopping the hero from getting what they want?”

“That’s just the thing. The lines may be scripted, to a degree, but the outcome of the match itself is not. The performance is a lead-up; the fight is entirely real. Either the Primi wins, or the Vili does, and there’s a different ending for each scenario. So, from that perspective, the Vili may in fact end up as the hero, and the Primi the villain.” They spread their hands even wider than their smile. 

Jaela chewed her cheek, a stubborn smile growing on her face. 

“Must be hell to write.”

“It does present its unique challenges.” Nadi’s smirk showed just how much this bothered them.

“How do you decide who to cast as Primi and Vili?” Dralen interjected, feeling they should take an active role if they were to be Jaela’s manager. They weren’t sure they believed Nadi’s line that Vili was just as good as Primi and didn’t want her to start out in a bad spot and get stuck in that role.

“Nacee decides—she’s the director—though she sometimes consults with me and then ignores me and does what she wants anyway.”

“And do performers tend to stick with the same roles, or do they switch?”

Nadi rooted around in the empty pastry basket, frowned, then poured themself another cup of tea. 

“Most people have a type, and if they play it well, they earn more, but I’ve seen a few switch over the years. Which, speak of the dragon and in she flies!” They gestured as the door opened, letting in a swath of grey light and a tumble of swaggering, sweaty bodies. “The tall woman is Tonia, and the guy as wide as the door is Sene. The twins are Egan and Holi.”

Dralen studied the group as they entered, sizing them up, comparing them to Jaela in their mind. Tonia had reach, and she was well muscled, too, though her center of gravity was a little high for foot fighting. Sene looked strong as a bull, but Dralen doubted he was even half as quick as Jaela. The twins, two young men with close-cropped hair and tattoos up and down their bodies, were wiry and limber, looking more like acrobats than fighters, though Dralen supposed they were here for a reason. 

Tonia’s boisterous laugh died out suddenly when she noticed them sitting there. She swiveled toward the table, her broad shoulders turning crisply and her hips following. A shock of bleached blond hair stuck straight up from her chestnut-tan face, probably with the help of some hard-working pomade. She wore loose-fitting knee-length pants and a tank top that exposed well-defined shoulders and arms with the protruding veins of someone who did repetitive physical labor. 

“New tryout?” she asked Nadi out of the side of her mouth as she studied Jaela. If she’d noticed Dralen, there was no sign of it. Jaela’s chair squealed as she stood and stretched out a hand. Tonia let it hang in the air for a moment, then cracked a smile as she took it, shaking with what looked like warmth. 

“Jaela, or Baby Bee, though I don’t know if I’m going to keep the name. She.”

“Tonia. She.” She looked Jaela up and down, nodding approvingly. “I don’t know, I like it. You’re young, kind of…” She lowered down and flexed her arms a bit. “But I bet you got a sting to you.”

“Back home, anyway. I’m just here to learn the ropes, see if there’s a place for me.” Dralen was impressed at how she carried herself. This was a big change for her.

Tonia’s eyebrows rose as her bottom lip protruded, and she motioned her companions forward. “Sene, Egan, Holi, meet Jaela. Something tells me we got a new Vili in the house.”
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three




“What the fuck does that mean, We got a new Vili in the house?” Jaela popped open the crusted-shut window for a breath of fresh air in the musty fifth floor “room and a half” that cost them two hundred rabble a month. She spun around, her scalp suddenly hot and itchy, and spread her arms as wide as the space, cramped by the angled walls, would allow. “Do I look like a villain to you?”

Dralen sighed through their nose. “Nadi said it’s not a villain role, remember? The voice of reason, or gravity, or something.”  

“Oh, right. The dream-killer. Like that’s not a villain. And did you happen to notice how similar the word is, hmm? Did that escape your notice? Drale. They brought me in to play the villain. Fuck!” She stomped on the floor, which vibrated with the blow. A double thud sounded from below, and Jaela’s heart seized with panic. 

“Sorry!” she called out, tapping the floor gently with her toe. “Sorry,” she repeated more quietly, plopping down on the bed, which had very little give. She let herself fall backwards, arms splayed out like a dead soldier's. 

“Maybe that’s just how you get your start. Nadi said people have been known to switch roles. And they said the Vili can be the hero if they win, right?”

“Did you see Tonia and the others?” Jaela whined. “They’re like superhuman or something!”

“I don’t think any of them is stronger than Mr. Broom back in the Valley, Jae.”

Jae laughed despite herself as she pictured his condescending sneer beneath a mustache the size and shape of a boot brush. “Fuck that guy.”

“Indeed. You shouldn’t underestimate your fighting skills, though I’m sure you’ll have a thing or two to learn about how they fight here.”

“No doubt.” Jaela remembered the four of them tumbling in through the door, laughing, sweaty, as if they’d been out training somewhere. She hoped she might get an invitation to join them. 

“No, it’s not your fighting skills I’m worried about.” Dralen untied their pack and began sorting through their belongings. 

Jaela sat up, heat rising along her scalp once again. “What?”

“I mean, if you want to become a Primi, you’re going to have to develop some acting skills, and I imagine it wouldn’t hurt to know how to dance.”

Jaela stood up, blood rushing in her ears for no godsdamned reason. 

“Fuck you, Dralen, I can dance.” Jaela clenched her hands at her sides, breathing out through her nose. Dralen just kept sorting their clothes, looking cool, though she knew they were probably at least a little rattled. When they stood and turned to her, their smile melted half of her anger away, but she clung to the other half for a minute. 

“I doubt they do the circle-square at The Gilded Veil, Jae. But you have good feet. You’ll learn.”

“Damn right I will. And the acting part, too.” She let a little giggle slip out. “That might be harder. But at least I won’t have any problem being heard across a crowded theater.”

“Seems perfect for a Vili, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

“I really fucking do, actually.” She pushed them playfully in the chest, and they fell back theatrically onto their pack. “But damn, the more I think of it, the more it makes sense. I’m the brick wall you run into when you’re chasing your dreams. I’m not the Primi, Drale. I’m the fucking Vili.”

Dralen picked themself up and moved close, taking Jaela gently by the shoulders. 

“Are we not here in Fenylbyr precisely because you’re chasing your dream of becoming a professional foot fighter?”

Jaela let her forehead fall onto Dralen’s to hide the tears that had welled up without warning. 

“And you’re my voice of reason, Drale.”


      [image: ]Jaela’s dress chafed around her bust and shoulders since it was from a year and twenty pounds ago. She wished she’d just worn pants and a shirt, but she felt like a bumpkin with her rough hill clothes. Not that the dress was much better; it had been her mother’s, expanded several times with material that didn’t quite match the fireflower pattern, which might have looked nice when it was new. But they were going to a theater. In Fenylbyr. She had to at least try.

“I feel like a damned sausage in this thing.”

“You look great,” Dralen chirped, studying her with an approving eye. “You look strong. Healthy.”

“A dress isn’t supposed to make you look strong, Drale.” 

“Says who?”

“Dragon’s guts, Drale, you spend too much time out in the hills. A dress is supposed to make you look…feminine.” She did an awkward curtsy, letting her pinkies stick out. 

“I mean…” Dralen gestured toward her chest, which the tight dress did accentuate a fair bit. Jaela was surprised to find she had no desire to slap Dralen. They didn’t look at her the way other…she stopped herself mid-thought. They just weren’t like that, thank the gods.

“That’s just boobs, Drale. It ain’t the same thing.”

“I suppose not.” They studied her chest for a long moment, brow furrowed as if in deep contemplation, then shook their head. “I’ll defer to your wisdom on these matters.” Their face brightened, and they looked up into Jaela’s eyes hopefully. “Speaking of which, what do you think?” 

Dralen took a step back and spread their arms wide. They wore the lavender silk shirt they’d had tailored in the Valley, a pair of trim black pants, and a belt with a silver buckle. Their hair was pulled back in a short ponytail, and they’d polished their boots to a shine. She almost didn’t recognize the mangy hill rat she’d known in Graueck.

“Honest to gods, Dralen, you look like you were born in Fenylbyr. Whereas I…” She looked down at her frumpy dress, at her battered dress sandals, at her sausage body, and wished there was someone big and musclebound to kick. “I look like I just rode up out of the hills on a donkey cart.”

“Nonsense, friend.” Dralen took her by the shoulders, their eyes bright and warm. “You look like yourself: a strong, beautiful, stubborn young woman who goes after what she wants and doesn’t let a damned thing get in her way.”

Jaela gripped Dralen back, fighting off tears for the second time this day. It was infuriating. 

“I’m glad you joined me on my stupid little quest this time, Dralen.”

“I had no choice.” Dralen slipped from her grasp and gestured toward the door. “Even with your talents, you wouldn’t get far without a smooth-talking manager like me.”

They ducked away from her punch, and she followed them through the door with a rueful smile on her face. 

The city hurtled by in a riot of movement and color. Jaela clutched her purse against her stomach, mindful as ever of the pickpockets everyone had warned her about. Dralen guided them through the streets and alleys of the theater district, following the spire of the Grand Palace with its flame twisting up into the sky. Jaela stared up at it in wonder; it must be an oversized gas lamp, burning all day long just to draw attention. It was beautiful, but it seemed like an awful waste of gas. 

“Isn’t it amazing, Jae?” Dralen gestured toward the Palace in the distance, then toward the plaza, where stages were in full swing. Dancers, acrobats, and actors performed to crowds packed around the stages, tiptoeing to see over each other. She noticed a foot fighting stage at the other end of the plaza, where a pair of fighters dressed in dragon costumes were taunting each other from across the ring. The smell of grilled lamb and garlic shot through her like a dagger, mingled with aromas of freshly baked bread, spiced tea, and honey-roasted nuts. She hadn’t eaten since the pastries that morning, and her stomach was knotted in on itself. 

“I’m so hungry I could eat my own elbow, Dralen. What do you say we check out one of these food stalls before we head over to the theater?”

“Remember, it’s a dinner theater, Jae. The doors open at half dusk. It won’t be long.”

“Easy for you to say, skin and bones.” She opened her mouth to try to persuade them to get just a little snack when the ding of a foot fighting bell straightened her spine. Her gaze swiveled to the two dragon fighters, who entered the ring and began circling each other. She tugged on Dralen’s arm.

“Come on! There’s a foot fight!”

“Jaela, I—”

She let their arm go and hurried across the plaza as fast as her stupid dress and the even stupider crowd would allow. How did people live like this, weaving through bodies all day long? A pained roar sounded from the ring. She peered between two heads to see one of the dragon fighters, wearing a frilly green suit with a green crest atop their head, stagger back and almost lose their balance out of the ring. Their red-clad opponent closed, and Jaela had to scurry around another group and between two clusters of people to get close enough to see the action. 

The green fighter had taken the advantage, pushing the red back with a series of two-two cross kicks, left, left, right, right, slipping foot sweep attempts into the mix at random intervals. Her combination of speed and power was more than her opponent could match, and he was getting desperate. The red fighter tried a counter-sweep and left himself open for a split second, which was all it took for the green to upend him and palm-tap him to the mat, where he landed with a heavy smack and a pained groan.

“She’s quick,” Dralen said in between heaving breaths. 

“Strong, too. Look at those thighs.” The woman bounced back, wiping her nose as she waited to see if her opponent would get back up. Her legs were long and sturdy, muscles packed along her thighs and calves like they were carved from stone. She had olive skin and short hair spiked to a crest and dyed green on top. Jaela had never seen hair like that, not even in the Valley. 

“And that hair!” Dralen added. “I thought it was a hat at first.”

The crowd rumbled in approval as the fallen fighter sprang back up. He turned toward them and gave a dramatic roar, which they returned with jeers. Jaela added her voice to the chorus, her face split with a smile as he turned around and was almost immediately foot-swept by the green dragon. She gazed down at him with cool, almost pitying eyes as the crowd roared their approval. The man twisted to his side, arching his back dramatically, then rolled back to his feet again, looking as spry as if he’d never fallen. 

“It’s a play,” Jaela said under her breath as the two fighters closed again. The red dragon took the offensive this time, coming in with a graceful high swing kick, which his opponent batted away with her hands. He twirled and swung again, with the same result, over and over, like a dance. Jaela was enthralled, doubly so when the fight began again in earnest. The green dragon hit him with a flurry of toe taps to the knees, which she followed with an unexpected side-swipe. His knee buckled and he went down hard on his hip; his grunt of pain was no act. He tapped the mat three times, and the bell rang, snapping Jaela’s spine straight as it always did. The green dragon knelt by him, offering her hand, which he waved off, gritting a smile. She touched him gently on the head, then stood and raised her arms to accept the crowd’s cheers. 

“That could be you,” Dralen called into her ear over the lessening din of the crowd. “If this theater thing doesn’t work out.”

Jaela nodded, watching the fighters clasp hands and bow together, then disappear into a small curtained-off area behind the stage. Several youths with shimmering golden dragon hats circulated among the massed spectators, most of whom tossed a coin or two into their baskets. 

“Give them—” Jaela stopped as she saw Dralen holding out two coins. 

“Why don’t you.” 

She waved one of the dragon collectors over and tossed the coins into a velvet-lined basket around their neck. 

“Green against Blue tomorrow at half dusk,” they said in a rote voice, turning to catch the few strays as the crowd dispersed. 

“How much do you think they take in?” Jaela asked.

“I’d say, maybe two hundred spectators, if half of them give two rabble on average, that’s two hundred, minus fees, so maybe…not more than fifty apiece. Probably less.” They shrugged, but she could see the wheels behind their eyes turning.

“Not bad for a few minutes’ work.”

“Yes, but it’s a few minutes’ work you have to support with the rest of your time, Jae. You have to train, rest, heal, arrange the next fight, make sure your manager knows they’re appreciated…It’s not just a few minutes’ work.”

“Side gig, then.”

“I heard there are over a hundred foot fighting venues in this city. And I don’t even know if things like The Gilded Veil, or this pop-up fight, whatever it is, even count. This city is ours for the taking, Baby Bee.”

Jaela’s chest swelled with excitement. She wished for the hundredth time she weren’t wearing this stupid dress. Once she won her first fight, she was going to treat herself to something more suitable. She wasn’t sure how often they could afford to go out to nice places like The Gilded Veil, but the next time she went out on the town, she wasn’t going to look like a hill girl in her Mami’s hand-me-down dress.


      [image: ]“Tickets, please!” A woman with a red-painted face and a wispy black dress stood by the door twirling a black lace umbrella over one shoulder, though it was neither sunny nor raining. Dralen handed her the tickets, which she barely glanced at.

“Enjoy the show!”

A porter opened the door, and they were swept into a world of color and shadow. Candles on the tables and wall lamps with heavy purple shades filled the cavernous room with a warm light, making Jaela feel almost tipsy. A soft but powerful voice rose above the din of a hundred conversations, singing a melancholy song in a language she’d never heard before. On the stage, the singer leaned on a stool in a pool of pink light wearing a white suit with pink feathers in his long blond hair. He strummed some kind of instrument; she couldn’t get a closer look before they were whisked away by an usher to a set of winding stairs leading to the balcony. 

Rows of benches with long curving tables lined the terraced levels of the balcony, so everyone would be able to see the stage. A person dressed in black fiddled with one of several large metal cylinders in an area of the middle of the balcony, which was where the pink light was coming from. Beyond the row of lights was a series of loges, some with closed curtains, others open, showing finely dressed spectators laughing and drinking out of fancy glasses. 

“This way, if you please.” The usher stood, stiff-bodied, her arm extending toward the loges. Jaela giggled at Dralen as they ducked under the spotlight, though the beam was well above their heads. The usher led them along the row of loges, then stopped at one of the doors and gave two gentle taps.

“Yes!” said a muffled voice through the door. 

The usher turned the knob and gestured them in. “Voting chips are on the table. Drop one, or both, at the end of the performance to show your appreciation. Blue for the Primi, red for the Vili.” Of course, red for the Vili. The villain, whatever Nadi might say.

Dralen fumbled for a coin, which they dropped in the usher’s hand. She bowed, clacked her heels, and was gone. 

“You made it!” The person who had talked to Dralen at the Sun Bowl stood, tucked one hand into their silver-striped black vest, and inclined their head slightly. “Iri. They,” they added with practiced ease.

“Thank you so much for having us!” Dralen responded in a cheery tone, repeating their gesture. “I guess you know us, but I’m Dralen. They. And this is—”

“Jaela. She.” Her ears reddened as she said it, wondering if she’d cracked the code. Dralen seemed like they were made to swim in this new world, but she felt like she was dog-paddling.

“Are you keeping Baby Bee?” Iri gestured them toward a velvet-cushioned bench facing the stage. “I quite like it, to be honest, but be open in case something better comes up during training. That’s how these things often happen.” Iri spoke in a smooth, even patter, as if they’d known each other all their lives. Jaela found herself nodding before she’d really grasped what they’d said.

“I’m just here to learn.” She hesitated awkwardly, wanting to say sir or something, not knowing what the right word was, realizing Iri probably wasn’t like that, wishing she was back home chasing stray calves across the scrub, or even cleaning up after the littles. 

“She’s here to become a star.” Dralen squeezed her bicep affectionately; whatever parts of her face and neck weren’t already red now surely bloomed with the full flush of embarrassment. “Which means we want her to start out right. We’re so, so grateful for the opportunity, and for any wisdom you might be able to pass on.”

Iri waved them off, picking up a pencil and posing it above a square pad of paper with elegant fingers. 

“If we hadn’t scooped you up, the competition would have. As for wisdom, your eyes and ears will tell you most of what you need to know. Drink?”

Jaela nodded, eyeing Dralen, who kept their hand around her bicep but loosened their grip.

“Whiskey.” It came out harsher than she’d intended, but Iri’s eyebrows lifted with delight.

“Of course. And for you?” They gestured toward Dralen.

“Whatever you’re having.”

“One whiskey, two Devil’s Gall,” they murmured as they scribbled on the notepad. They tore off the top sheet, folded it, and dropped it through a slot in the center of the table, then tapped a bell next to the slot. 

“Shouldn’t be but a moment.” They crossed their knees and turned to face her fully. Their eyes seemed to take in all of Jaela and be pleased, amused, and maybe a little impressed. It was very confusing, and she squirmed in her seat. They lowered their eyes, waving a hand in front of their face. 

“So sorry, I didn’t mean to stare. I just—you’re really going to do well here. You’ve got the right…” They clenched their hand into a fist. “Attitude.”

Jaela swallowed, her mind blank with panic. What attitude? What in the dragon’s teats were they talking about? “Thanks, I guess.” She paused, thoughts pooling together as she toyed with the red and blue clay vote chips. “I gotta ask you upfront, since it’s been weighing on my mind, and I hope this isn’t…rude or whatever. But…” She stared down at her hands for a moment: thick hands, strong hands, they struck her now, as they sometimes did. She could do this. She had to know.

“Do I seem like a Vili to you?”

Iri’s eyes bored into hers, their face stone-serious for a moment before exploding into a high-pitched laugh that carried throughout the room, causing many conversations to go quiet for a moment. 

“You’re going to be amazing.” Iri blinked reassuringly, then turned to Dralen. “She really is.” They turned back to Jaela, composing their face again. “But I can see you deal in straight talk, so I’ll give you a straight answer: Yes. You were born to play a Vili.” 

Jaela’s heart sank. She tried to keep it off her face, but from Iri’s expression, she failed. 

“Are you sure? Because I heard that—”

Iri cut Dralen off with the slightest gesture. 

“Trust me. But here’s something you might not know.” They leaned forward, eyes bright and a hint of smile on their lips that lifted Jaela’s leaden heart just enough. “Vili make, on average, fifteen percent more of the choice take than Primi. People love it when the Vili wins. And even if they lose, they get sympathy votes. A born Vili with foot fighting skills like yours?” They waved away all possible objections. “Like I said. You’re going to be amazing.”

Jaela wasn’t so sure about that. A double-tap on the door announced their drinks’ arrival. Iri tipped the server and handed Jaela a much larger glass of whiskey than she was expecting. She raised it in time with Iri and Dralen, careful not to spill it as the liquid wobbled close to the edge.

“To the next star of The Gilded Veil.” Iri nodded toward Jaela, whose ears burned at the compliment even as the whiskey burned its way down her throat. She wasn’t going to be the star of anything. Why would they say that?

The singer’s voice went silent, and the room filled with applause. Despite herself, Jaela couldn’t help imagining a crowd this size clapping for her.


      [image: ]Waiters brought a variety of appetizers and more drinks as Iri peppered them with questions about their trip, their time in the Valley, and their life in Graueck, which they claimed to have heard of, against all odds. 

“I met a couple of gals from Graueck when I was first starting out. They used to come to the matinee sometimes, when we were testing the new performances. Tina I think it was and…”

“Gael,” Jaela finished. 

“The Honey Girls,” Dralen said in a surprised voice.

Iri raised their eyebrows expectantly.

“They raise bees and make honey. Everybody loves them.”

“They made my Baby Bee costume,” Jaela added.

“Well, as endearing as that costume is, even if you keep the name, we’ll have a new one made. Yesse does amazing work, and he’s going to love stitching for you.”

“You keep speaking as if this is a done deal, but Jaela hasn’t even tried out yet.”

Iri waved away Dralen’s words like a puff of smoke. 

“She’ll get on that stage. Don’t you worry.” They winked at Jaela, then opened their mouth as if to speak, but closed it in a sly smile as a low drumbeat sounded. Jaela’s heart hammered in time with the slow build of the drum as the golden curtain pulled back from the stage with an extended hiss. The remaining murmurs of the audience died as a cymbal clashed. A circle of blue light appeared on the stage. 

Tonia stood in the center of the ring in a skintight white suit with a cape of silvery feathers stretching from her wrists across her back. Her face was painted silver with blue eyeshadow, and strings of foil surrounded her head like a cloud. Her eyes were closed, her long, strong body poised as if she had just come down from the heavens or was about to return. She stood motionless for a long moment, the silence broken only by a faint cough from somewhere in the audience. She opened her eyes, rotating her head slowly as if taking in the world for the first time.
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