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            The Kidnapping

          

        

      

    

    
      The shattering of glass woke Astonya from a fitful sleep. She slapped her husband’s shoulder, crying, “Dror, Dror!”

      “Woman, let a man get his sleep. There’s hard work to be done in the morning,” Dror muttered, rolling away from his wife.

      “I think someone broke in!”

      Dror blinked sleepily, then realized what Astonya was saying. He kissed his teeth, rolled out of bed, and ran toward their bedroom door. He shouted as he slammed the door open with a meaty arm, “Let this be a warning: if you’re not gone before I find you, there won’t be enough of you left for the Guard to send to the gallows!” He crossed the hallway and entered a cracked-open door, returning with a heavy wooden mallet. The hallway was empty; his home was eerily silent.

      Maybe just some street kids throwing rocks, Dror thought. Glass windows were a foolish idea. Should have stuck with solid, dependable wooden panels, made by his own hands.

      The quiet pressed in on him, telling him he was missing something.

      “I think I heard it in Arralyn’s room!” Astonya whispered loudly.

      The hairs raised on Dror’s arm. She hasn’t made a peep—not even when I yelled. Arralyn was a smart girl, though—perhaps she ducked under her bed at the first sign of trouble and hushed herself. Dror looked back at his wife. “Block the door behind me, just to be safe,” he whispered, then began walking toward his daughter’s room. Instead of shifting furniture to block the door, Astonya opened it wider and poked her head out; Dror felt his wife’s eyes on him as he lifted his mallet.

      The stone floor of his home felt unbearably chill on his feet as he took one, two, three long steps to reach his daughter’s door. A cold sweat formed on his back as he pulled the latch and pushed the door in.

      A pillow and a blanket on the floor. A bed empty. Shattered glass near the base of the wall. A streak of dark liquid on the windowsill, barely visible in the moonlight.

      Heart hammering in his chest, Dror dropped to his belly, looked under Arralyn’s bed, and saw nothing other than a few dusty toys that hadn’t been touched in years. Something snapped inside him. A wordless, animal sound tore fee from his throat.

      “Dror! What is it?” Astonya shouted.

      Dror was on his feet in an instant and ran to the window, heedless of the glass shards that dug into his heels. He tried to climb out the window, but his short, barrel-like body couldn’t be forced through; Dror only managed to get an arm, shoulder, and his head out before getting stuck. Shredded nightshirt tickled his ribs, then soaked up hot blood, as he wriggled against serrated teeth of glass. His eyes swept frantically over the street beyond; he hoped to see his daughter unharmed. Great Hundz, protect her! Dror prayed.

      There was a shuffle of movement at the edge of Dror’s vision, but, the moment he turned his head, whatever it was disappeared. A distant sound—did he hear a girl’s cry of fear, or was he imagining it?

      “No!” Astonya cried behind Dror. He felt her hands on his back, trembling, before a tear-soaked cheek pressed against his shoulder blade.

      “Help!” Dror hoped that someone, anyone would hear him. He filled his lungs, swelling his chest even as the broken glass of the window scraped his ribs, and bellowed: “ARRALYN!”
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      When Gnyphe rounded the corner, Tactan was hanging from a darkened second-story brothel window by the tips of its fingers. Gnyphe put her hands on her hips, glaring upward at the jhar-voor. Its body was humanoid in silhouette, but the comparison more-or-less ended there. Its body was composed of a purple, meat-fungus substance with some spring to it, so it bounced up and down—its arms stretching slightly—as it readjusted its grip and pulled its teardrop-shaped head level with the window, staring inward with milky white eyes. Under its jaw, mandibles twitched and clicked as it said, “Human conjugal relations are so. . . unnecessarily complicated.”

      Gnyphe could hear a muffled gasp from the other side of the window, then an expletive.

      Tactan tapped the window, holding itself up with its other hand, and waved a six-fingered hand. “Hello, humans! Why are you spawning offspring at this time? Is it your wish to perish?”

      “Tactan, you’re giving them nightmares. They don’t want to talk to you. Get down,” Gnyphe said.

      “That gesture, I believe it is a rude one among your kind,” Tactan responded, pointing through the window. “It was a simple question.”

      Gnyphe was very short for her age, so she couldn’t reach Tactan’s feet to pull the jhar-voor to the ground. Or, she assumed she was short for her age; she didn’t actually know how old she was, or anything about her past prior to waking up in an alley five years ago. Her body acted as a woman’s did every month—an experience that initially terrified her—so she knew she wasn’t just a girl, but her height combined with her thin frame and short, dark hair led many to believe she was an adolescent girl or boy. Others compared her to a ghost for her pale skin and the quiet way she moved from shadow to shadow. She didn’t like either of those comparisons much.

      Gnyphe glanced around. The building Tactan was hanging off of was three stories tall. Like most buildings in Chapelport’s Ground City district, the second floor was larger than the first, creating a buttressed overhang from which the second and third stories extended. The entire alley was shadowed, but not quite enough to completely obscure the jhar-voor. Part of Tactan’s body rested against the dark, speckled stone wall, while its legs dangled in open air below the overhang. Not as deep a shadow as I’d prefer—this will take extra effort, she thought. Gnyphe kissed her teeth as she crouched and pressed her hand against the stone of the cobbled ground.

      “Oh, I know that sound—you are frustrated,” Tactan said.

      The light shadow on the ground resisted, then Gnyphe’s hand and half of her forearm sank into it, sudden movement like she had pushed open a stuck door. At the same time, her forearm and fist came out of the shadow between the wall and Tactan, striking the jhar-voor’s chest hard enough to make its hand slip. Tactan fell with a yelp; a beam of light then broke over the mountains, dispelling the shadow where Tactan had been and where Gnyphe’s arm was sticking out of the wall. Her arm was forced out of the shadow on the ground; she winced at how numb that made her forearm and hand feel and started massaging life into them. That happened every time a shadow disappeared while she was partway through it.

      Tactan stood. “Needlessly confusing!” it announced as it brushed itself off. “If they were opposed to friendly inquiry, why the window? That was clearly an invitation.”

      Gnyphe rolled her eyes. “One of them paid good money for some privacy. You should have noticed the darkened glass, or that you had to climb to get to that window in the first place.”

      Tactan paused, then looked at Gnyphe. Its mandibles were fully extended, a shocked expression. “Humans must exchange currency to spawn offspring? What an absurd practice! It’s hard enough just to determine how there are so many of you when it takes two to procreate. Is that where humans spend all of their money? Where is Kat’s offspring, then? Or is she only alive because she has not yet had offspring?”

      Gnyphe shook her head. “No, those two were just doing it for fun. They weren’t. . . spawning offspring. And as for Kat, I can guarantee that having children with a customer would be the last thing she wants.” Gnyphe turned and began running down the cobblestones of a side street. “Come on! We’re making Little Jonno wait.”

      “You did not truly answer my questions,” Tactan said as it jogged to catch up with Gnyphe. “If you humans must exchange currency to spawn offspring, how does that work in your cultures that do not use traditional currency? Is a goat worthy exchange?”

      Gnyphe looked down the alley they were taking a shortcut through and noted, to her relief, a deep shadow at the far end, one that wasn’t true darkness but that would make it difficult to see her once within. Gnyphe glanced up at Tactan with a grin and said, “Race you there!” Before Tactan could respond, Gnyphe stepped onto its shadow and dropped as if she had stepped into open air, reappearing through the deeper shadow at the end of the alley. She smirked impishly and dashed off with a flare of her cloak.

      “That is hardly in the realm of fair sport!” Tactan protested, but Gnyphe had already turned down another alley.

      Feet slapped against uneven stone as Gnyphe flew down the cobbled path. She threw her arms wide just for the fun of it, enjoying the tug of her cloak on her shoulders as it fanned out behind her. It felt good to run through the brightly-lit streets of the Ground City—it smelled so much better than the Chamberpot! And she could enjoy herself a little without worrying whether anyone would wonder if she had anything worth stealing. It almost made her wish that she could stay here, lurking among the homes of the middle class, where life seemed simple.

      As Gnyphe’s thoughts became longing, she felt her darkness agitate in her stomach. It began with a small vibration, almost like a stomach growl, but sinister. Out of the corner of her eyes, Gnyphe noted the shadows in the alley begin to bend, curling into fanged grins. An idea that wasn’t her own formed in her mind—she could easily use her powers to sneak into a home and surprise an unsuspecting family, kill them, and claim the house as her own.

      “No,” Gnyphe whispered, recoiling from the horrible idea. It morphed a little, tempering into her terrifying the family into leaving, but Gnyphe shook her head again. “Begone, shadow,” she whispered. “I belong in the Chamberpot.”

      A tenseness in her chest, then her darkness melted into her stomach once more and settled. The shadows of the alley resumed their normal shapes.

      Gnyphe took a deep breath and steeled herself again, put up walls; she grabbed the corners of her cloak and held them close to herself as she ran. “When I get my memories back, I will focus on how to be rid of you,” Gnyphe whispered. She then tried to direct her mind elsewhere—today she was helping Little Jonno, not picking at the mystery of her past or battling her darkness.

      Chapelport’s Ground City district was largely organized into uneven blocks of long buildings, each block surrounded by streets, and each building separated from its neighbor by an alley on the sides and back. Having smaller ground floors made the alleys somewhat spacious, almost side-roads, and having large upper stories helped Chapelport cram all of its buildings and bustling population into a single long, narrow mountain pass. Getting anywhere by road required circuitous routes around blocks of buildings, so Gnyphe and Tactan stuck to the alleys that let them cut across blocks in the most direct route to the edge of the district, avoiding alleys filled with women washing clothes or children playing.

      As Chapelport’s outer wall grew larger, the cobbled roads and alleys changed to stony, packed dirt. The air was filled with a cacophony of scents, ranging from the pleasant waft of wood shavings in a carpentry to the bitter bite of brews from an alchemy. A sweet scent lingered around a bakery as they passed behind it; Gnyphe wondered if it were worth the coin to take a moment and purchase a sweet roll or small cake. She looked down the side of the bakery to the main road and saw crowds of people passing by, many laughing or smiling. These folk belonged to the Ground City—their clothes didn’t compare to the aristocrats and priests up in the Ebon Crown, but they looked worlds better than the rags and frayed cloak that were all a girl from the Chamberpot had. Probably smelled better, too.

      The sound of slapping feet announced Tactan catching up. Gnyphe hadn’t realized she had stopped moving—she almost started running again, then she heard Tactan say, “Ah, sporelings!”

      Gnyphe glanced at the crowd, confused, then saw a mother walking by with two children. One, a little girl, caught her eye. The child’s face was freckled, her hair curled and messy, and she bounced down the street, tugging at her beleaguered mother’s arm. “Children, Tactan.”

      Tactan nodded vigorously. “Right, my apologies. Not sporelings, not grubs, not spawn. Children. Fascinating.” The jhar-voor’s eyes narrowed, its only method of revealing expression on its otherwise featureless face. “She is caring for another’s child, yes? Or did only the father die in procreation? Is that why he is not present? Human families do tend to have two leaders, a mother and father, I have learned. And an astonishing number of young.”

      Gnyphe stared a moment longer. Had she once skipped down the street in the sun, tugging at her mother’s arm? Were her parents, whoever they were, still looking for her? Or was their missing daughter presumed dead, with grieving the only thing left to do?

      Stomach unsettled, Gnyphe tore her gaze away and began walking again.

      “I should like to start a family, someday,” Tactan said. “I just need to discover how to survive the experience.”

      The jhar-voor continued chattering as the duo neared the market plaza on the edge of the city district. Gnyphe walked this distance, rather than ran, to give her time to collect her thoughts and calm down. The sounds of people walking and bumping into each other began to mix with the cries of peddlers and street vendors as the scents of animals and sweat joined the air’s existing admixture. Gnyphe could feel the chaos just on the other side of these stone buildings; her darkness began agitating again.

      With the sun just beginning to rise above the mountains and the stone bridges of the Ebon Crown, Gnyphe’s shadow had become distinctly hers, rather than just a darker blur surrounded by the general morning shadow that covered the district. Gnyphe looked at it and saw a line appear on its face, a wicked smile, as the shadow’s hand turned into claws and began tossing a black knife into the air and catching it. “Behave!” Gnyphe growled.

      “I am behaving,” Tactan said.

      Startled, Gnyphe turned to look at the jhar-voor. She had forgotten it was there; at least six inches taller than most men, she felt that Tactan should lumber about unforgettably noisily, rather than silently stroll. Gnyphe wasn’t certain why she thought tall people were supposed to be noisy, but maybe it was because of how alarming they were when she realized one was behind her. “Sorry—I wasn’t talking to you.”

      “No bother,” Tactan replied. It clapped its hands together in excitement. “I do hope we see something interesting in the market today.” Tactan then held a hand out to touch the dark stone buttresses of each building it walked by, occasionally peeking through small ground windows set with glass or opened wooden panels. Its height allowed it to easily see into windows that weren’t intended to allow casual viewing. “It has been a long time since I’ve encountered a Mezzite. I haven’t yet been able to ask what they do if one of their stupid tusks get cracked. Tusks! Imagine! How inconvenient.” Tactan’s laughter sounded like chittering.

      “What’s wrong with their tusks?” Gnyphe asked, although she wasn’t paying full attention to the jhar-voor. They were supposed to meet Kraw and Little Jonno around here somewhere. . .

      “I can see the use of a tusk on a boar or an elephant, but Mezzites are humans! I imagine it would get in the way of one of your mating rituals, the one where you press your faces together—kissing, yes? Or, perhaps, even if two Mezzites managed to maneuver around their facial protrusions, I wonder how commonly they get stuck together? What would they do then?”

      Gnyphe scrunched her nose and looked up at Tactan. “If I didn’t know you any better, I’d say that you’re jealous. Your mind has been on one topic this morning.”

      For the first time that day, Tactan didn’t immediately respond. Instead, the jhar-voor carefully folded its mandibles over its mouth, which left its purplish face nearly unreadable; this expression, combined with Tactan’s hands set motionlessly at its side, told Gnyphe that her friend felt embarrassed. Gnyphe felt bad—she hadn’t meant to strike a nerve.

      “Sorry about that,” Gnyphe muttered. She stepped onto a side road and surveyed it for shadows, then smiled at what she saw. “Little Jonno!”
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      Little Jonno, like Gnyphe, was a streetling. He was short and wiry, still young enough for his cheeks to be slightly rounded despite a streetling’s spare diet, with sandy hair and light skin. Startled, Little Jonno ducked into a shadow made by the second-floor overhang of a nearby building, nearly melting into the darkness; had Gnyphe not seen him hide, she might have thought the side street was empty. She put her hands on her hips, impressed with the boy’s reflexes.

      “Jonno, it’s me, Gnyphe. Also, Tactan,” Gnyphe said. Tactan waved.

      Little Jonno’s face emerged from the shadow, a dusting of freckles on his light brown cheeks making him appear dirtier than he actually was. He looked Gnyphe over, then raised an eyebrow. “How do I know you’re not just some changeling here to suck out my brains?”

      Gnyphe rolled her eyes and looked up at Tactan. “That’s a tough one. How do we convince Little Jonno of that?”

      Tactan scratched the side of its head. “Well, I’m pretty confident that changelings don’t actually suck people’s brains out—and I’m not aware of any stories of changelings that have the capability of mimicking a jhar-voor, so⁠—”

      Gnyphe interrupted, “You’re being literal. I was thinking something along the lines of, ‘Eat your brain? That’s not even a snack!’” She kicked at a shadow on a nearby wall, her foot passing through and coming out of the shadow behind Little Jonno to strike his butt. Little Jonno jumped up with a yelp, then grinned and wrapped Gnyphe in a hug. Gnyphe tightly hugged the boy back.

      “That was mean,” Jonno said into Gnyphe’s shoulder. “But thank you for coming today.”

      “Glad to help,” Gnyphe responded, feeling a little better. She looked around, but didn’t see much—the side street should have continued to the market, but it was blocked off at the end by a wooden gate. There were also strange scratches on the stones of the wall next to them—claw marks?

      Gnyphe’s neck prickled. She pushed Little Jonno away, then slipped into the shadow she had kicked Little Jonno from, emerging from a shadow farther down the alley. As Gnyphe looked around to take stock of her situation, she saw a creature the size of a street dog drop off the underside of the second-story roof overhang and land just where she had been standing. The creature was very furry, with a prehensile tail that more than doubled the length of its body and long, curved claws on its front paws, the inner edge claw on its right particularly long and wicked. The creature turned its bearlike head to reveal multifaceted, bug-like eyes that glimmered iridescently. A long, white scar lounged across its right eye. The creature growled, lips pulled back to reveal a red mouth full of ivory fangs.

      Tactan knelt down to rub the creature’s furry head between the ears, dampening its threatening aura. “Hello, Kraw! What were you doing up there?” Kraw responded by shaking Tactan’s hand off and sniffing at him.

      “And here I thought you abandoned poor Little Jonno,” Gnyphe said dryly.

      Kraw turned toward Gnyphe, stared, then walked to her. The kekeblin walked on two legs, his body held horizontally. He pointed up at Gnyphe with his overlong claw. “Had you caught. Tricked. But you cheated. Would have gotten you if had not given you time.” He sniffed Gnyphe’s feet. “You went new way today. Not pass by butchery.”

      Gnyphe sometimes wondered why her language made Kraw sound like he was chewing on rocks. When he spoke to other kekeblin the sounds they made flowed like a long, burbling stream. Tactan managed to sound normal, even erudite, when speaking linga fide, and its mouthparts were much less human than Kraw’s muzzle. Gnyphe smiled ruefully. “You know there’s no rules on the streets.”

      “Why travel different way?” Kraw grunted. “Trouble?”

      “Tactan wandered off and got distracted—I didn’t think it would be as interested in the brothels as it ended up being. I helped keep things subtle enough that we didn’t attract the attention of the Guard.”

      Glancing sideways at Tactan, Kraw stated, “You are weird.”

      “I was actually thinking about that today—normalcy is defined by a sort of average commonality, correct? With these humans spreading across the landscape like mycelia, thus setting normal, that by definition makes us both weird. We are the weird ones, Kraw, and all the humans are normal!” Tactan declared with genuine glee.

      Little Jonno scratched the side of his nose. “I don’t get what the bug is saying.”

      Tactan’s pleasure turned into annoyance. “Not a bug!”

      “Whatever, bug man,” Little Jonno retorted. This made Kraw chuckle with a long, low series of keks.

      Gnyphe rolled her eyes while her friends bickered and scanned the alley for loose stones. She collected a few and stacked them, using as few as she could for the base to make the pile as tall as possible. She didn’t expect the stone stack to last long, but she felt simple pleasure whenever she found one of her stacks untouched several days later. She noted a wide, flat stone near the wooden gate at the end of the alley and crouched to grab it, then paused. She rested a hand on the gate and felt its rough, unfinished texture, a rolling surface created by warped wood poorly fitted together. She distantly felt, like an echo just barely heard from far off, a sense of frustration over poor craftmanship, and wondered where it came from. She had previously attempted several trades to see if she had any unearned skill with them—carpentry included—and hoped that a discovery would lead to insights about her past, but ultimately found dead ends. Yet she still, on occasion, found echoes of thought telling her she was missing something. . .

      Gnyphe shook her head as the noise of the market reentered her mind, stirring up her darkness and driving out strange musings on wooden gates. She was getting distracted—she’d made a promise to Little Jonno. And they didn’t want to return to the Chamberpot too late. “Let’s go,” Gnyphe said abruptly. The gate was locked, but with a flick of her wrist Gnyphe had her lockpicks in her hands and, a moment later, it was open anyway.

      The first thing Gnyphe saw after opening the gate was a camel’s butt; they had entered the back end of a stall selling pack animals. Gnyphe stepped around the camel, avoided a pile of dung sitting beside some horses, and got a good look at what she could see of that day’s market and the explosion of activity it contained. The huge plaza was made to feel small by how crammed together every person and temporary stall was. A thin road snaked between each line of vendors and, even in the small stretch that she could easily see, Gnyphe saw every kind of person: Goshites with blue-tinged skin, their black fingers handling fruit; travelers from Broken Paladane with spaulders sewn to their coats, condescendingly looking down on other shoppers; men and women from the Brown Forest in their dappled brown-and-green clothing haggling over arrows; and Kahghurg nomads with round hats and boar-tusk necklaces exchanging a goat for some rabbit meat from a group of kekeblin merchants that didn’t have a stall, just a square marked by rope lying on the ground. Gnyphe even saw another jhar-voor, this one blue, unmissable with its white eyes and teardrop-shaped head riding the crowd, only matched in height by the rare Fummian human.

      Framing it all, sitting high above Chapelport’s middle like a mother eagle crouched over her nest, the Ebon Crown. The city of Chapelport was constructed in several districts that snaked along the end of the Quillback’s only mountain pass, ending in a port district. The Ebon Crown was the sole airborne district, resting on a series of massive stone bridges accessible only by elevators that lined two steep Quillback mountains. It was home to Chapelport’s elite—wealthy aristocrats, clergy, and government officials belonging to a church or Chapelport’s city patron—and sat directly above the Chamberpot district, so named because all of the city’s sewage flowed through before finding its way into the ocean. The unique placement and design of the city, combined with the height and tight clustering of the Quillback mountains, meant that most districts in Chapelport only got direct sunlight for half the day, resting in shadow the rest. The two exceptions were the Ebon Crown, sunny (and cold) all day; and the Chamberpot beneath the Crown, constantly dark save for a few short hours each morning and a brief period in the afternoon.

      Gnyphe’s gaze was pulled back the the market and its mad energy, stilling her body and exciting her darkness. She noticed the shadows of the pack beasts around her beginning to twist and curl.

      “Hey! What are you doing? Thieves!” a high-pitched voice barked. Gnyphe glanced in the voice’s direction and saw an older woman with dark skin and white hair angrily waving a record book. “Get out before I call the Guard!”

      Little Jonno piped, “I’m sorry! I got lost and my sister helped me find my way back. The gate was unlocked, so we thought we could find our way to our parents through here.” He lied with the quickness and sincerity of a child born to a life of begging.

      The older woman’s scowl softened, although it never approached anything friendly as she eyed the group. “Just get your way through here quickly, then, and don’t try coming back. Out, right there,” the woman lifted the rope separating the animals from the market path. Gnyphe smiled and nodded at the woman, then ducked under the rope. A moment later, she, Little Jonno, Tactan, and Kraw were swallowed in the crowd.

      As they walked, Gnyphe glanced back regularly to ensure that she didn’t lose Tactan—the jhar-voor was liable to get distracted and wander off again. She smiled when she saw a furry head resting on Tactan’s shoulder: Kraw was riding on Tactan’s back.

      Tactan leaned down and spoke loudly so Gnyphe could hear it over the cacophony surrounding them. “He does not understand that I am not a palanquin.”

      “I will not be trampled by human herd,” Kraw said loftily. “No warrior’s death.”

      “Jonno, look out!” Gnyphe grabbed the little boy by his shoulders and pulled him out of the way of a large man with angry eyes. She wished that she could throw the boy up on Tactan’s shoulders as well; Gnyphe knew how to weave through a crowd, but Little Jonno kept bumping into people. He’s going to give himself a black eye, Gnyphe thought, irked that she felt like Jonno’s annoyingly motherly sister. But Kat’s not here right now, so someone has to mother him.

      “Jonno, where are we going? Did you already have a present figured out?” Gnyphe asked.

      Smiling, Little Jonno patted his now-bulging pocket. “Yep! I was just collecting the money for it.”

      Gnyphe rolled her eyes. So that’s why he kept running into people. “No pickpocketing while I’m around, Jonno—I know Kat’s told you to stop a hundred times now. If I recognize the people you stole from, I’ll make you give them their things back.”

      Little Jonno pouted. “But I can’t afford to get Kat a gift any other way.”

      “Well. . .” Gnyphe said, without ever finishing the statement. What could she say? The boy was right. However, Gnyphe noticed that Little Jonno, with his slender fingers no longer slipping into stray pockets, began sliding through the crowd as easily as she did. In the span of ten minutes they crossed to the middle of the market, an open circle lined with stalls and centered on a fountain, and stopped in front of the stall of a flower merchant. It was a large, wooden structure with a roof and half-walls; it appeared more permanent than its neighbors.

      “Welcome to Vander’s Flowers,” the man behind the stall’s counter said brightly. He motioned toward the painted sign above him. “No flowers smell better or last longer! Now, who am I serving today?”

      “Name’s Little Jonno,” Jonno pointed a thumb at himself, then flicked it at Gnyphe. “That’s Gnyphe.”

      The vendor looked at Gnyphe and blinked. Then, quickly regaining professional courtesy, he smiled and said, “Like the kitchen knife? It’s a nickname, right?”

      “No, that’s my name. Spelled with different runes, though. I made it up myself,” Gnyphe responded. Which was true—after stealing several books and discovering that she could read, Gnyphe had picked the strangest combinations of runes she could find and named herself after a common item. It seemed fittingly symbolic, even if learning she could read turned into another dead end. Since most people in Chapelport could read, discovering that skill didn’t reveal much about her missing past.

      The vendor smiled and nodded, then turned his attention to Little Jonno, who was strutting up and down the stall, pointing at various flowers and asking questions about them. Gnyphe drifted closer to the stall, taking herself as far out of the passing crowd as she could, and let her attention wander. Near the fountain, there was a one-eyed man with a dancing black bear. The man strummed a small lute with one hand and smiled as he deftly pushed a bucket around with his feet and a gathering crowd dropped coins in. The bear, for its part, seemed to be enjoying itself, as it accented every other movement with a contented growl.

      “Kat’s going to like the flowers, but I think she would have rather been here to see this with us,” Gnyphe said to Tactan and Kraw. Tactan absently nodded in agreement, its widening eyes focused on the bear.

      “Warrior-heart,” Kraw responded. “Won’t ask for help—unless no option.”

      “It would be nice if we could offer some help before she reaches that point,” Gnyphe said. Kraw’s words frustrated her because the kekeblin was right—Kat would probably even get annoyed that they were “helping” Little Jonno get her a birthday present. She would say he was perfectly capable of doing it himself—and if he wasn’t, she could do it for him.

      “A Mezzite!” Tactan squealed. It whipped off into the crowd with a surprised grunt from Kraw, leaving Gnyphe alone with Little Jonno and the flower vendor. Gnyphe turned around and decided to observe Jonno’s haggling rather than chasing after the jhar-voor—after all, it literally had Kraw hovering over its shoulder to keep an eye on it. Given how Little Jonno had handled himself earlier with the older woman, and with how lively his hands were in a crowd, Gnyphe hoped to find his haggling entertaining.

      “Minyre’s Tears will set you back five golden tithes each,” the vendor was saying to Little Jonno as he pointed at a flower with paper-thin, curling petals that were richly lavender. “And a silver tithe for a vase to match their beauty. They are among my most delicate of flowers.”

      Little Jonno balked. “Five golden tithes for a flower? Just one? You want my arms, too?”

      The vendor shrugged. “Novain’s truth, you will not find a fairer price. I have many other options that are far more affordable.”

      Little Jonno patted his pocket with a frown. “I don’t know what I got on me, but it doesn’t feel heavy enough to be even one silver tithe.” He took a deep breath from the Minyre’s Tears arrangement and coughed into it. “That smells strong! Kat would like it for sure. Do you have something else like it?”

      The vendor hastily shifted the flowers away from Little Jonno, then pointed across the stall. “They don’t have the same shape as Minyre’s Tears, but you could try some lilies, or daffodils, or roses, all of which have been bred for purple variations. Or I could help you pick another color if you have a particular message you’re trying to share—the same color on different flowers has different meanings. Red for love on the rose, of course, if you’re trying to woo your little sweetheart. . .”

      Gnyphe couldn’t help but laugh. The vendor looked at her, confused, as Jonno’s face twisted into disgust. “Gross! No. This is for my big sister. I want something that says, ‘I love you even though your farts smell like toad burps.’”

      “I’m not aware of any culture that has worked reactions to toad flatulence into flower symbolism,” the vendor said dryly.

      Little Jonno leaned in conspiratorially. “You know that girls fart, right?”

      “My wife is pregnant with our sixth child, all girls so far,” the vendor responded, eyes distant. “There are many secrets to the fairer sex that no man should learn.”

      “What are those over there?” Gnyphe asked, pointing at a vase of flowers on the far edge of the counter. Their petals were long and thin and tightly bunched together, making each flower look like a round cloud set on a droopy stick. Most of the flowers’ petals were yellow and gold, blending from one side of the flower to the other in a subtle but pleasant transition. Some flowers in the same vase featured other color combinations: pink to red, orange to purple, and one green to teal.

      “Vroash dandelions,” the vendor said. He picked a yellow one out and offered it to Gnyphe. “Their colors make them unique, but they make terrible dyes and grow everywhere down south, so they aren’t worth much. You can take the yellow one as a sample if you want.”

      “That’s ‘cause dandelions are weeds,” Little Jonno grumbled. He glared at Gnyphe as she took the flower from the vendor and sniffed it with a smile

      “I’ll give you two a moment to discuss your options,” the vendor said with a nod. He walked to the other side of the stall.

      “These are nice, and they’re what you can afford,” Gnyphe said.

      “I can’t afford any of the good flowers because you stopped me from stealing! If Kat has a bad day, it’s your fault.”

      “Stopped him from what now?” The vendor looked up from a display he had been reorganizing.

      Gnyphe kissed her teeth and used her yellow dandelion to point at one of the pink-and-red ones, hoping to distract both Jonno and the vendor. “Kat loves pink, right? And I don’t see any other flower that looks like one of these color-changing dandelions. It’ll be unique—just like Kat. How much is this one?”

      The vendor scratched his jaw, eyeing Jonno suspiciously. “For you, a half-copper tithe. That includes some paper to carry it in. If you have some pewter tithes, I’ll surround it with greenery.”

      Gnyphe had no idea what the actual value of these flowers were, but half-coppers and pewters were easy to come by. She looked down at Little Jonno who, she was surprised to see, had little tears glistening like crystals in the corners of his eyes. Gnyphe squeezed the little boy’s shoulder and reached into her pocket, then pulled out a silver quarter-tithe. “How many of the dandelions will this buy?”

      The vendor smiled. “For Vroash dandelions, you would be incredibly generous. Tell you what, for that I’ll give you a dozen pink-and-reds, some blue-and-teals for contrast, and I’ll even include a nice wooden box with wreath lining to turn the whole thing into an arrangement. A bargain’s a bargain!”

      “Deal,” Gnyphe said, dropping the coin in the man’s hand. He stowed the money under the counter and then set about preparing the flower arrangement, whistling as he did so. When he finished he handed the little box with its flowers and greenery to Gnyphe. Gnyphe set her Vroash dandelion in the box with the others.

      “Tell your friends!” The vendor added. “Oh, and don’t forget to sprinkle those with water at every meal—just wet your fingers and flick them at the petals. Helps them stay perky a few extra days.”

      “Thank you,” Gnyphe said. She turned and knelt beside Little Jonno, who was crouched on the ground with a dissatisfied expression and poking at a beetle. She pushed the dandelions into Jonno’s hands. “Kat’s going to love these. And she’s going to know just how much her little brother loves her, and just how grateful he is that she’s taking care of him.” Gnyphe tousled Jonno’s hair.

      Little Jonno looked at the flowers, sniffed, and wiped his nose. “Yeah, these will do fine.” He looked down and whispered, so Gnyphe had to strain to hear him above the crowd, “Thanks, Gnyphe.”

      “Don’t mention it. Seriously, don’t mention it. This was all your idea—all Kat needs to know is that we escorted you and she’ll be happy.” Gnyphe stood and looked around, but didn’t see Tactan’s towering form over the crowd. She sighed, then decided to wait for the jhar-voor to come back rather than go hunting for it in the bustling market. She crouched again. “Is Kat doing okay?”

      Little Jonno looked to the side. “Just. . . work.” Little Jonno’s face screwed up at the word. “Kat might be sick—she tries so hard, but she can’t always be choosy with whatever man’s got the tithes.” Little Jonno spat on the ground, his voice dripping with poison. “I hate them.”

      Gnyphe felt ill at Jonno’s words. Kat worked a good area near the Bright Road, a bridge over the Chamberpot—but still under the Ebon Crown—for Ground City folk looking to get to the Lower Docks without risking a trip through the Chamberpot. The clients that passed that way were good, relatively speaking, but that didn’t change the fact that the most consistently available men of the area, sailors and other hard-working types, weren’t always honest about their health when looking for a bed to share. Gnyphe took one of Little Jonno’s hands and squeezed. “We’ll find her a good alchemist if that’s the case.”

      “Why does she keep doing it? She doesn’t like it,” Little Jonno said. He stood and looked Gnyphe in the eyes, challenging, as if he somehow expected Gnyphe to actually have an answer—and knowing that he didn’t really want one, not unless it changed Kat being a prostitute. His hands, both holding the box of flowers, shook slightly.

      Did he think he was going to change his sister’s mind today, Gnyphe wondered, if he got her a good enough birthday present? A small part of her loved Little Jonno for his single-minded wish, while the rest of her groaned at his naïve plan. Gnyphe smiled sadly and squeezed Little Jonno’s shoulder. “Your sister has a good little brother, Jonno.”

      A commotion in the crowd grabbed Gnyphe’s attention. She stood and looked back to see Tactan’s head cresting a sea of people, moving directly toward her—and right behind it, a bullish, hairy, angry Mezzite woman with a prominent tusk on each side of her mouth. Holding Little Jonno’s hand, Gnyphe joined pace with Tactan as it dashed toward the market exit, dancing around pedestrians and stalls. Kraw was still on the jhar-voor’s shoulder, his ears perked in pleasure.

      There was a sound of cracking wood behind them; Gnyphe glanced back just in time to see the Mezzite woman explode through a vegetable merchant’s stall, sending wooden splinters and green leaves everywhere. “My cabbages!” the merchant wailed as the Mezzite woman barreled past him. Shadows writhed and made wolfish shapes in ecstasy of chaos, visible only to Gnyphe.

      As Gnyphe and the others dashed out of the market entrance and into a normal Chapelport street, rushing past surprised people in their flight, Gnyphe looked up at Tactan and said between breaths, “What did you do this time?”

      “I asked a harmless question about the role of tusks in mating!” Tactan huffed in annoyance.
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      Home, stinky home, Gnyphe thought to herself. She couldn’t explain why, but once she stepped into the cool shadow of the Chamberpot, felt the weight of tons and tons of stone suspended in the air high above her head, she felt her darkness begin to fall asleep again. It was a mixed comfort.

      The road that Gnyphe, Tactan, and Little Jonno walked—Kraw still clung to Tactan’s back—rolled nearly as much as the waves that lapped against Chapelport’s docks. Fluttery lanternlight pushed back the darkness on the streets and left deep pools of shadow where the road dipped or where a guttered-out lantern had yet to be revived by the torchguard. The second-story overhang of the Chamberpot’s buildings wasn’t as pronounced as in the Ground City, making each block of homes look like they were pulling themselves upward, away from the smell seeping up from the ground, and making them feel taller than their average two stories; it also had the effect of making the alleys between buildings much narrower. Gnyphe kept a watchful eye on the area around her, ready to disappear into a shadow at the slightest movement, but walked easily all the same. She was with her friends, in a group, near the Chamberpot’s entrance, and there were few others wandering the street. If anywhere was safe in the Chamberpot, it was here and now.

      That didn’t stop Gnyphe from moving quickly, however. The Chamberpot as a whole only got sunlight two times during the day. First, when the sun rose above the waves of the Lower Docks and flooded the eastern side of the city with rays of deliciously warm light, drenching the Chamberpot buildings closest to the docks and at least illuminating the roofs and some streets of those farther in. Second, now, was when the sun was nearly directly overhead, shining light down through the thin spaces between the bridges of the Ebon Crown, brightening the nicer parts of the Chamberpot and leaving the rest of it in a dusk-like state. This light would wane as the sun fell and begin to dip behind the tall Quillback mountains lining Chapelport’s bent mountain pass, leaving the Chamberpot in darkness until the next morning. Gnyphe knew she and Kraw could handle themselves when the Chamberpot’s night life began to fill its (at the moment) largely empty streets, but, if she had to be about at night, she preferred Tactan to be safely in their shared home, Little Jonno wherever he and Kat were holed up.

      “I think she’s going to like these a lot. We’ll put them on the sun window, away from the bars so no one can grab them, and the morning breeze will fill the room with their smell,” Jonno said, holding the flowers before him.

      “Window?” Gnyphe asked, brows raised. Had Kat and Little Jonno moved off the streets without her learning about it? She hadn’t seen Kat or Jonno for a few weeks—Kat worked a prostitute’s schedule while Jonno scrounged and begged, and she and Little Jonno regularly changed which alley they lived in for their own safety. It led to disconnects from time to time.

      It used to be that such weeks would pass in a painful blink of an eye for Gnyphe, busy as she was pursuing fruitless clues and leads into her missing past. Lately, time’s passage was just painful as she aimlessly wandered the streets with Tactan, hoping against hope to find a new lead.

      “Rabbit food, that,” Kraw said, his nose pointed toward the flowers.

      “No!” Little Jonno replied, holding the flowers as far away from the kekeblin as he could manage. Kraw keked slowly in amusement.

      “How close are we to meeting Kat?” Tactan asked.

      Gnyphe looked at Little Jonno. “Where are we meeting Kat?”

      “We moved into a room near where Kat. . . works from,” Jonno said. “She saved up enough to. . . I don’t know, give away the tithes we had to someone who don’t care about us at all. Have less food to eat for a week or two. We were doing just fine without a room.” Little Jonno sounded disgusted by the word.

      “So you meant a real window?” Gnyphe said, heart soaring for her friends. “You aren’t streetlings anymore!”

      “I did think flowers were a strange gift to brighten up an alleyway,” Tactan said.

      Jonno didn’t look enthused about the change. “She makes me take baths now! Once a week! She’s a slave master.”

      Kraw grunted in agreement. “Truly terrible.”

      “You don’t take baths, Kraw,” Tactan said, poking at the kekeblin’s nose, which made Kraw sneeze. Then Tactan straightened. “You don’t take baths! Disgusting! Get off my back. No more free rides.” Tactan flicked its large hands toward Kraw’s face and the unperturbed kekeblin dropped to the ground. He loped on all fours until he was between Gnyphe and Little Jonno, then folded his front claws together by his chest and walked on his back legs alone in a quick waddle.

      “I’m very excited to see it,” Gnyphe added. She wondered how he had forgotten to mention this when he’d found her the day before and asked for help with Kat’s birthday—moving off the street was a big change for Kat and Jonno.

      Little Jonno’s expression fell, his eyes widening and his mouth tightening. Tactan noticed it first, followed his expression down the street to an apartment building—one of the ground floor rooms had its door broken inward. Tactan pointed, said, “Is that one of your neighbors? This area could probably use a few more Guard patrols.”

      “Kat!” Little Jonno cried. He broke into a sprint, box of flowers held tightly to his body.

      Tactan paused, then exclaimed, “Oh! That is your new home!” Only then did the jhar-voor start running.

      Kraw and Gnyphe, on the other hand, acted almost as quickly as Little Jonno did. Kraw easily caught up with the boy, bounding on all fours beside him, teeth bared and tail curled in preparation for a fight. Gnyphe took note of the shadow she was standing in, then another on a wall between two torches near Kat’s home. Gnyphe let herself fall into the shadow she stood in—a thick shadow, not entirely obscuring, she slid through it easily—then came feet-first out of the wall shadow. She bent her body in the air, landed in a crouch, then dashed in front of Kraw and Little Jonno, holding her hands out to stop them. “Shush!” Gnyphe hissed.

      The red in Kraw’s multicolored eyes seemed particularly vibrant, emphasizing the white scar over his eye. “Kill invader,” the kekeblin whispered.

      “Maybe, but be quiet about it. If the intruder is still there, don’t alert him to our presence, okay? Take the advantage of stealth, if we haven’t lost it already?” Gnyphe glared at the two of them, then fixed a careful eye on Little Jonno. “I want you to stay out here with Tactan. Neither of you are allowed to go inside until Kraw and I check it out.”

      “But Kat could be in trouble!” Little Jonno hissed, his face reddening and more tears threatening to leak out the corners. “I can’t just stand outside!”

      “You can, but you won’t just stand around,” Gnyphe whispered. She glanced around the unusually empty street—she should have sensed something was off. “Keep an eye out. Look for someone suspicious leaving, or someone else coming in. You can do that, right? For Kat? Just don’t attack them—you let me and Kraw know before you do anything, ok?”

      Sniffing, Little Jonno nodded. The boy looked even smaller as he hugged his box of flowers to his chest, squashing some of the Vroash dandelions.

      Gnyphe patted Little Jonno’s cheek, then looked up at Tactan, who had caught up while Gnyphe was instructing Little Jonno. “You caught enough of that?”

      “If that’s where I’m needed,” Tactan said, nodding. “Jonno, you’re going to need to teach me how to keep a good watch. I’ve never observed a human do it, but since stealth seems to be an important aspect of it, that could mean that I’ve only been around masters of the craft.”

      Kraw swayed his body side to side, an agitated motion, while Little Jonno led Tactan to a shadowed alley across the street with good visibility of the area. Little Jonno disappeared almost immediately, then reappeared as he helped Tactan find proper cover in the shadows. Gnyphe looked down at Kraw and jerked her head toward the apartment. “Let’s go. Quietly.”

      Kraw nodded. “Attack Kat? Deserve coward’s death. We will sneak.”

      “Don’t hurt anyone if you don’t have to,” Gnyphe said. Kraw’s response was a grunt.

      The door lay on the floor of the apartment. Its latch was broken and wooden splinters covered the floor. Kraw paused at the entry to Kat’s home and sniffed the floor, then lifted his torso to sniff as high up the doorframe as he could reach. He bent his tail in a unique shape, glanced back at Gnyphe, and padded into the apartment. Gnyphe followed behind him.

      Little Jonno had mentioned earlier that his new home was a room; Gnyphe might have considered calling it a large closet. It was lit by two lanterns, one on each side, with some bedrolls leaned against the eastern wall. Cabinets were set in the far wall, a cooking area crammed into the western wall. The room was centered around a small table, knocked on its side and featuring a broken leg; it rested on top of a frayed rug with bloodstains on it. Gnyphe couldn’t tell how fresh they were from sight alone—and the general stink of the Chamberpot prevented her from telling by smell—but the way Kraw’s lips curled back a little more over his fangs made her assume they were fresh enough. Her heartbeat quickened. What would they find on the other side of that table?

      Then Kraw rested on his haunches, paws on his belly, looking almost disappointed. “Kat blood, not fresh. Two smells, not Kat, not Jonno, on the doorframe—intruders. All gone. No vengeance, for now.”

      Gnyphe had already come to the conclusion that the apartment had to be empty, mostly because there was nowhere to hide. Still, she crept slowly around the room, opposite from Kraw, and tried to keep the gnawing worry in her stomach at bay as she drew closer to seeing the other side of the fallen table. Where’s Kat?

      A knife stuck out of the table’s face, its blade bloody with a dried trail running down the table. Something glittered near where the blood trail met the rug. Gnyphe knelt and smoothed out the folds of mussed fabric, then gasped.

      There was a finger on the ground with a ring still on it. Gnyphe easily recognized the ring—Kat always wore it when she wasn’t working a street—a simple, silver band with a dark, glittering, polished Quillback stone set in the top. Other than Little Jonno, it was the one thing of value she had.

      The worst possible outcomes leaped into Gnyphe’s mind. She felt tears burning in the corner of her eyes and hunched her head, willing them to stop. Her friends wouldn’t be ashamed to see her cry, but she couldn’t let herself yet—she didn’t know what had happened to Kat. Kraw padded his way over to her, sniffing avidly and walking on his hind legs, then pointed his nose at Kat’s finger for a moment. Kraw rubbed the side of his head against Gnyphe’s shoulder.

      “These are marked for death. We find them,” he muttered.

      Gnyphe nodded.

      Kraw continued, “Many smells. But still, I can tell. A few hours. Not terrible for trail.”

      Gnyphe wiped at the corners of her eyes and took a deep breath before looking around the room. “There’s no body; she may be alive. She clearly put up a fight. . .” Gnyphe stared at Kat’s finger for a moment. It lay on the rug, pale and still, cold, in complete antithesis to everything that Kat had been. The darkness in Gnyphe’s belly expanded. Instead of shifting in agitation as normal, the darkness radiated anger and. . . hunger, but not for food. An idea of catching up with whoever had done this and hanging them by their own entrails crawled into Gnyphe’s mind.

      Gnyphe shuddered and looked away from Kat’s finger. You do not own me, she thought inwardly. She had repeated those words many times before. She forced herself to look up, away from the blood, and stared through the open doorway to the street. “Could you find them?”

      Kraw grunted, then walked out past the threshold. He crouched on all four legs as he pressed his nose to the foot-worn stones of the Chamberpot’s streets. He hopped forward, sniffed again, then hopped again. In a few moments, Kraw was out of sight, following a scent trail. Tactan and Little Jonno then emerged from their hiding spot and hurried over.

      Kraw will return if he finds something, Gnyphe told herself. No need to act rashly. On instinct, she took Kat’s finger—the coolness of its flesh created a feeling of clammy wetness that made Gnyphe’s skin crawl—and shoved it in her pocket. To protect Jonno, she told herself, and wondered how many things Jonno would have to tell himself to make it through the day. Just before Little Jonno and Tactan entered, Gnyphe jumped into the doorway and pressed her hands against the frame. She looked Little Jonno in the eye. “I won’t stop you, but I want to warn you. . . brace yourself.”

      “By the Dark,” Tactan said, covering half its face with one hand.

      Little Jonno looked around Gnyphe, his face red and shiny. “I see blood.”

      Gnyphe nodded.

      “Is she behind the table?”

      Kat’s finger in Gnyphe’s pocket felt like an iron weight. Gnyphe cleared her throat and answered, “No.”

      Little Jonno stared with unfocused eyes for a moment. He whispered, “I always worried that one day, after leaving, she would never come back. Instead, someone came to us and took her away,” then collapsed to his knees, tears dribbling from his chin. The box of flowers slipped from his fingers, scattering petals on the stone floor.

      Gnyphe and Tactan knelt to pick Little Jonno up, then, with the light failing and nowhere nearby to go, they pulled him inside his ransacked home and rested him on his sleeping pad. Gnyphe sat next to the boy and held his hand as he squeezed and squeezed and squeezed. Find us something, Kraw. And please let it be her, or be a sign that she’s alive, Gnyphe prayed. She didn’t have faith in any of Chapelport’s many gods—more out of a lack of interest than anything else—but she hoped that one of them would hear her.

      Meanwhile, Tactan stepped outside to collect the battered flowers that Little Jonno had dropped.
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        * * *

      

      Biggins crouched on a rooftop, feeling the cool stone through his rag-wrapped feet, and stared down at a ground-level apartment on the other side of the street. He’d originally returned to clean up, make it look like the girl had just disappeared, but it seemed that her crowd had already found out she was missing. Biggins narrowed his eyes. It was a dangerous crowd, judging from the oversized claw and bright scar on her kekeblin pet. Biggins was relieved that thing wasn’t around when he and Skimps had nabbed the red-haired girl; he felt a stab of fear that the creature was hunting for him right now. But the big man consoled himself. After all, he and Skimps had passed through many of the most wretched parts of the Chamberpot—not even a kekeblin could track something through that smell. Right?

      Biggins marked the double square on his chest with his thumb and middle finger to ward off ill luck. He watched as the tall jhar-voor strode out of the small apartment, ducking its head to avoid hitting the doorframe; Biggins felt a moment of excitement. With the kekeblin gone, if the scary-looking jhar-voor left then the small streetling girl should be no match for him—and by the cut of her raggedy robe, she was a streetling nobody, the exact type that Cesteel was looking for anyway. Her, and the boy. . . Hopefully that would be all of the red-haired girl’s human friends, all gone into the Pool with her and there’d be no one left to remember her—other than the jhar-voor and the kekeblin, but who in the Guard would pursue a lead from those two monsters? In the Chamberpot, no less? No no, that would effectively tie up all loose ends.

      Well, Biggins would remember them, and Cesteel, but then that was the point if they were to ever understand how the Pool worked. And Biggins and Cesteel weren’t going crying to the Guard about some missing kids. Especially not Cesteel. Not after rebuilding from the stone up after some. . . creature destroyed the old believers. So the records told, and, like a decent Quinten, Biggins appreciated good records.

      Biggins frowned deeply as the jhar-voor knelt, picked up some flowers, and entered the apartment again. Let all be all and know nothing, Biggins cursed, tugging on his beard. He wished Skimps were there; Skimps, not a believer in the Quintenssion, or anything really, didn’t understand that curse, and that made Biggins feel smarter than Skimps. He didn’t consider himself a good Quinten, but he did believe that he was furthering true knowledge and experience in his own way. His mother would be ashamed of this kidnapping business; she probably would disown him if the old crone hadn’t kicked the bucket a year or so back and left him with nothing—forced him to join up with Cesteel, dirty his hands for a few tithes. Good riddance to the old bag, Biggins thought, then felt some guilt for the sentiment.

      Another hour dragged on. What little noon sunlight that had leaked through the Ebon Crown’s bridges into the Chamberpot dissolved, ushering in early dark. It seemed clear now that the humans weren’t going to be left alone. Biggins wondered if it would be worth it to just try and smash the job—run in quick under a cloak of shadows and snatch the boy and girl, then disappear into the alleys and sewers before the jhar-voor could do anything about it. Probably wasn’t worth the risk. Biggins didn’t know what the bug-monster was capable of anyway.

      Rotten luck, that’s it, Biggins thought, preparing himself to go. Never good to leave behind anyone who might come sniffing around for a missing urchin. Well, Biggins wasn’t looking to risk his neck more than necessary to clean this up. Sometimes Cesteel just had a feeling about grabbing certain riskier targets, and there was no helping it. Or explaining it, as she’d say something about the Pool leading her. Dusting his hands, Biggins rose to walk away, then ducked again as a pale, ghostly girl stepped out of the apartment and looked around, giving Biggins a clear view of her face.

      Biggins paused. He blinked, then looked again. Her features, though obscured by shadow, were unmistakable.

      “Kraw?” The girl said.

      Even that voice— Biggins thought. This was not Cesteel, but it was scary how much this girl made him think of Cesteel. Bizarre. Biggins hunkered down on the roof, out of sight, and chewed a nail while he made his thinker think as hard as he could. If only Skimps were here to bounce a few thoughts off of. . .

      Biggins suddenly realized that it had grown dark enough he couldn’t see his hands anymore.

      Not worth my time, Biggins reluctantly thought, then crawled backward. First and foremost, he needed to return and report. He hopped onto a nearby rooftop and looked around, then pulled out a firetube—a glass cylinder filled with bright, but not burning, firebeetle feces—and walked by its light, dropping to the ground of an alley a few houses later.

      Perhaps the new ghost-looking girl would be a perfect candidate for the Pool, too. He wondered what Cesteel would think about this rare find.
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      Swirling blackness, too thick to be fog but not substantial enough to be water, surrounded her. Gnyphe lifted her hands and tried to swim upward, but the substance wasn’t quite thick enough to provide the needed resistance.

      The stone she was standing on slanted upward—maybe she could crawl out. She didn’t know why she wasn’t bound—hadn’t she been tied with ropes just moments before?—but she wasn’t going to miss her opportunity, so she started moving. Her lungs burned; when she opened her mouth and inhaled she found no air. She had to escape quickly.

      As she crawled, she realized that someone was standing near her in the murky darkness. A spike of alarm made Gnyphe’s heart quicken: that silhouette hadn’t been there just moments before.

      Then familiarity washed over her, along with a sense of detachment—she had experienced this dream already, many times. Her head crested the surface of the strange substance. Everything was as she remembered it: the walls of the cavern, the crooked stalactites, and the robed figures that surrounded her, all were composed of a smoky substance that sometimes revealed, sometimes obscured, what she saw.

      As always,  Gnyphe was powerless to act except, for some reason, to control her eyes and neck. She swiveled her head to take in every detail of the dark cavern, the dramatically gasping robed figures that surrounded her, as she crawled out of the pool. Maybe this time she would discover something, even the smallest detail, that would tell her what this meant.

      Gnyphe stood, rising farther from the ground than she should, and continued to grow higher into the air. The figures surrounding her stepped back, hoods falling off their heads to reveal fearful human faces. Two didn’t look like they belonged: both short, the man meaty and the woman slim, neither wearing a robe. Their faces showed despair rather than fear.

      A robed man approached her and shouted something, a command.

      Gnyphe didn’t like that. Her body filled with a hot rage. She swiped at him, crumpling his body like wet parchment and tossing him to the side. Then, filled with a lust she couldn’t satisfy, she set about butchering the room; Gnyphe lost the details of what she was in the screams, the blood, the snapping bones; she had no idea how long it lasted. She never remembered this part of the dream, no matter how hard she tried, as anything more than a blur after.

      The dream always ended the same way; Gnyphe would turn on the last figure, a girl standing by the edge of the pool, ready to kill her, too. She knew she wouldn’t remember almost any details about the girl when she awoke, but something about the girl would stop her, cause her to flee the dark cavern down a long, black, twisty tunnel, feeling weaker, diminished, as she ran, missing the details of what was around her until she stumbled to the cold stone and felt darkness close in on her. . .

      This time, the girl looked her in the eyes and Gnyphe froze. The girl wore Gnyphe’s face, but younger; her eyes were wrong, both hazel rather than one hazel and one grey. The girl sneered, narrowing her eyes, and said, “There you are.”

      Gnyphe, eight times the girl’s size and surrounded by the viscera of her victims, fled in terror.
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        * * *

      

      Gnyphe’s eyes snapped open. Her body felt as though it were aflame; she glanced down at herself and, in the flickering lantern light, saw burning lines traced across her flesh, like black fire burning out of her veins and through her skin. With it came an angry desire to fight, to injure, to kill—the same emotion she felt in her dream, the same emotion she felt whenever the darkness in her belly tried to communicate with her.

      A shadow on the far wall twisted into a wolfish shape. It leered at her, making the fire in her veins flare hotter.

      No—no. I’m not that monster—never again. Go away— Gnyphe thought, then loudly whispered, “Go away!”

      The black fire began retreating, cooling, as it slowly returned to the darkness that filled her belly, as the shadows on the wall returned to normal. The creature within her was sleeping again. There was no question in Gnyphe’s mind that it was connected to the events of her nightmare. Memories. The dream was too real, too consistent, to be mere vision.

      Gnyphe clenched her hands, almost cutting her palms with her nails, and exhaled slowly as she reviewed the dream, avoiding thinking about the monster she had become. Only the girl at the end had changed—why? And why now? What had changed? Nothing that had changed had answered any of Gnyphe’s questions—if anything, she was left with more.

      Gnyphe shuddered. How much did I lose to the dream this time? Hours? Days? Weeks? The most she had ever lost after waking from her recurring dream was a month’s worth of memories, always just prior to her waking up. Sometimes she recovered part or all of them; sometimes they never returned.

      She looked around, orienting herself. She was in a one-room apartment; from the sour smell in the air she was clearly in the Chamberpot. But why was the door on the floor in splinters? Did she do that? No—Gnyphe wasn’t strong enough to kick down that door. But Tactan, sitting near the doorway, could have. But what could possibly enrage the inquisitive, peaceful jhar-voor to violence? Did Tactan also flip the table over?

      Gnyphe’s attention turned to the apartment itself again, hoping to find answers there. There were no decorations on the walls, nor any furniture that Gnyphe could see beyond the damaged table. A sense told her that, not considering the damage, it could be nicer, homier, with a little work and love; Gnyphe didn’t believe the sense belonged to her, but, like the pride or disappointment she sometimes felt over an item’s craftmanship, pursuing that feeling never gave her any real insights on her past self.

      Gnyphe didn’t recognize any of it. She curled into a ball and pressed her palms against her forehead and focused on the pressure.

      Tactan whispered, “The dream with the strange cave again?”

      “Yes. . .” Gnyphe whispered.

      “Do you want to discuss it? Did you discover anything new?”

      The girl staring at her, with eyes so piercing Gnyphe wondered if they somehow saw out of the memory and into reality. “The girl looked at me, but that’s it. I don’t know why I wish. . .” She looked up and wondered why Tactan was holding fingers over its forehead, then realized it was using its fingers like eyebrows to make an inquisitive expression. “Why are you doing that?”

      “Humans use their facial features to express curiosity and concern. I don’t have those—facial features, I mean—but I wanted to see if I could express a comparable sort of care with what I do have.”

      Gnyphe shook her head. She looked down and saw Little Jonno curled into a ball, dried tears barely visible on his cheeks. Gnyphe felt cold with worry for the boy. Then she reached into her pocket and pulled out the lump she felt—a finger. Kat’s finger. Her memories of the day before flowed into her head like water poured into a jar. Gnyphe took a long, slow, shaky breath, relief over her returned memories conflicting with her concern for Kat.

      Tactan cocked its head as it watched Gnyphe stare at the finger in her hand. “Kraw will find her trail, I’m sure. That kekeblin. . . most persistent, quite stubborn. I’m sure you and he will return Kat to us before anything. . . irreversible happens.”

      “Tell me something happy, Tactan,” Gnyphe whispered as she slipped Kat’s finger back into a pocket stiff with dried blood, then glanced at Little Jonno to ensure that he hadn’t seen anything. “Push back the darkness.”

      The jhar-voor clicked its mandibles to confirm that it heard Gnyphe, then muttered, “Ah, the great human ritual of putting one on the spot, as you say. Hmmm.” Tactan lifted its hand and picked up one of Jonno’s flowers. “These flowers are very attractive. Voor live most of life in darkness, so I don’t have a full appreciation of visual appeal—but think of the simple life these small plants sustain! They hold the soil in place. They provide texture to the ground. Many small bugs are able to live off of but one flower, while larger creatures may still enjoy them as a treat or sustenance.” Unable to stop itself, Tactan scooped the head of the Vroash dandelion into its mouth with its mandibles. “And they taste quite good, too! Their small, simple goodness is there for anyone capable of seeing it.”

      Gnyphe took a deep breath and decided to follow Tactan’s conversation. “I have never thought of a dandelion that way before. There are fields full of thousands of these little flowers somewhere—I’d like to see that one day.”

      “You’ve never left Chapelport?” Tactan asked.

      “I. . . don’t know.” Gnyphe turned away; she didn’t like being reminded about all she had forgotten. The Chamberpot had been her home, its uneven stones her bed, its shadows her friends and family, since waking up in an alley with no memory of who she was. But even those memories were fraying; Gnyphe worried that she was losing grasp of the life that she had cobbled together, one dream at a time. “Thank you for thinking of something. . . sunny, Tactan. I’ll try to. . . remember it.”

      Tactan cocked its head, but said nothing further. Gnyphe lay on her side, staring at Little Jonno’s sleeping face, and brushed some hair behind his ear. Kat wasn’t just a sister to Jonno, but a mother—he would lose everything, almost just as she had, if they didn’t save Kat.

      She shouldn’t have risked sleep. She should have found something useful to do, rather than solely wait for Kraw to return. But old habits were hard to shake. Streetlings who survived learned how to fall asleep instantly when they had a moment—no one ever knew when they would rest safely again—and woke just as easily. Finding a home for herself hadn’t changed that instinct.
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