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I was flying. Not good when you’re afraid of heights—and dragons. Unlike my phobia of heights, this fear was all new. I’d never been in the clutches of a giant lizard with wings before. I had arm-wrestled a dead wyvern, funny story, and not the best time for it. The point is, I knew a wyvern when I saw one, and this was not it, even if all I could see was a pale belly above and a deadly drop below. Dragons were rare, but lucky me, I’d found one.

Cold wind blew the tatters of my dress. If the dragon wasn’t so warm, its insides rumbling with fire, I probably would have frozen to death. I was caught in its talons, arms pinned to my sides, the agony from a broken collarbone making me pass out every once in a while. At least it hadn’t swallowed me whole, so maybe it was a friendly dragon? Or maybe it had hungry babies elsewhere.

Last I remembered, I was surrounded by an army of corpses, betrayed by my best friend, and, oh yes, a hairsbreadth away from having my soul given to the god of death in the final act of a macabre wedding ceremony begun before I was born. All in all, this was an improvement.

Every time I opened my eyes—which I didn’t do often, because I got woozy—it seemed there was a different landscape below. The plains of Solheim, the eternal winter of Gernwold, and then green hills cut by the Serpent’s Ribbon. We followed the river, its surface turning from molten gold in the sunset to liquid silver in moonlight. We flew until dawn and the river vanished into the sea.

Elf lands. A place unwelcoming to humans and Solhans, like me. Dragons too, but that didn’t seem to perturb the creature. It carried us to a small island and settled on the sandstone spire of a castle, massive hind talons digging into the stone. A wagon-sized mouth opened, and fangs, each as long as a spear and five times as thick, delicately hooked the iron bars of the window below me and pulled, swinging it open. It placed my sister inside and then me, before closing the barred window again, like placing doves in a cage. 

One eye peered at me, a cream-colored moon crowding the view. The black pupil reminded me of the Void between worlds, a place I’d gazed into not long ago.

The dragon looked but did not speak. Maybe I’d imagined its words when it first grabbed me? Then the creature was gone, its golden form vanishing into the yellow glare of the fully risen sun, leaving me to explore the cage in silence. 

Ilsa lay where the dragon had left her, trapped in the same unnatural slumber she’d been in ever since Thane took her hostage. She was my twin—same black hair, pale skin and even paler eyes—but she was the cruel one, the murderer, the femme fatale. More than that, she was my warning to myself, a reminder of what not to be, and the one I was always saving when I shouldn’t. I hadn’t managed to save either of us this time.

“The Dead God. Thane,” I whispered into the silence. I was in shock from that experience more than from the dragon. Thane had captured me, but escaping him was no escape. His soul was entangled with mine. A portion of a god in human form, pulling me toward the cold grave of eternity. 

It seemed like a nightmare the dragon had stolen me from, and as confused as I was by this imprisonment, I did not want to go back. I would never sleep soundly again, knowing the nightmare was my life.

The room I stood in was ancient, probably not cleaned since the sandstone blocks used to build it were hewn from the cliffs. A single door and a single window were its only features. 

I went to the door and pushed. It didn’t open of course. There was no handle either. What sort of sick bastard makes a living from crafting doors without handles? I broke a few fingernails trying to pry it open. Nothing. The hinges were on the outside, so the room was built to be a prison. I’d been in one before, and I wasn’t impressed. This one had daylight and room to move around, no torture implements either. I scoffed. 

“Hardly a prison at all. Probably the tower room where they keep naughty nobles,” I said aloud, hearing my voice echo off the empty walls. “Like Princesses. Bleh.” I was no princess, waiting for a hero to save me. That never happens. In my experience, the hero often turns out to be the bad guy. You need to get on with things and save yourself.

I tried the window. When it swung open, my heart sped up. I hung my head out, the wind swirling my hair and rushing past my ears. I looked down and down to jagged rocks where waves crashed in white plumes of spray. Not that way. 

No other windows above or below. One window in a sheer sandstone spire perched above a rocky death. Even if I managed to climb down without killing myself, I didn’t know how to swim.

Okay, I was wrong. It was a very effective prison.

“Great going, Eva,” I told myself. I had a tendency to end up in bad situations, but was there anything I could have done this time? 

Maybe not have stood so close to the doorway into the Void? Maybe not have been duped for years by my best friend, who turned out to not only be a werewolf but one working for the enemy of humanity? That might have been a good start.

I remembered Thane’s look of fear when the dragon came for me. 

Why had the dragon come? Had I been the yummiest looking morsel among that vast army of dead and werewolves? Highly unlikely. 

I sat down on the floor next to my twin and said, “Ilsa, what are we doing here?” 

She didn’t answer, of course, still trapped in sleep, and Thane wasn’t around to wake her. Thane who was separate from the Dead God but a part of him. The piece that was mine. My betrothed, although we were already husband and wife in his mind, an arrangement made before I was born.

No thanks. I wasn’t ready to be married, and certainly not to someone who was trying to destroy the world. He was a god, or something like it, though. That was flattering. And a bit ... mesmerizing.

It was easier to stop thinking about Him when we were across the Kingdoms from one another. A bit easier. Even this far away, Solheim called to me.

My people’s ancient home was swallowed whole when the Dead God was summoned into the world by the Nine, the council of necromancers that included my uncle and the mother I’d never known. They had ruled Old Solheim, long fallen to introspection and decay, seeking only power over death. Death was not to be contained, however. Uncle Ulric once said he had come to his senses in time to avert even greater destruction. Almost all the lands beyond the Three Kingdoms of Avian, Elf and Dwarf had been conquered. This was the last sanctuary. It was hard to imagine how much worse it could have been.

Wind whispered through the window, salty and chill, making me clutch my shoulders. My dress had survived a dirigible crash, a train crash and a dragon-napping, but it was wearing a bit thin now. My collarbone ached too. 

Enough whining. I searched again for means of escape. The room was bare except for Ilsa, and the landscape outside offered only rusted sandstone cliffs too far away to reach.... And then I looked at my twin again. 

The power I’d gained after stealing a piece of Ilsa’s soul came to me from time to time as a green light that itched its way out of my skin. The glow was subdued, but it was there, a tiny orb in the palm of my hand, summoned at the mere thought of it. I’d learned to control souls, gained so much control, I wondered if I could compel the dragon when it returned. Force it to set me free? I hadn’t dared anything like that before. 

I needed to experiment first, a useful concept I’d picked up from the goblin professor and his protégé. And I had just the test subject. First experiment was to see if I could wake her up.

“Don’t try to kill me this time.”

To be safe, I removed her charms and spell tokens. I felt the dark ones, burning my fingers, leaving an acrid oily odor in my nose. That was my sense of them, anyway, before I tossed them aside. I couldn’t get at the charms stitched into her dress—she had them even there—and the one in her hair comb felt harmless enough, something to keep her tresses from slipping. 

I’d never been able to assess her magic so well before, and I knew I’d changed. Whether it was by practicing or from being so close to Death, a step away through the Void. Something had shifted inside me. 

I hovered my hand over her heart and searched for the small remains of her soul, the one bit I hadn’t stolen from her. It was like a vicious animal curled up in its burrow to sleep away the winter. I gave it a poke.

Ilsa’s eyes opened wide, and she sat up. Her breathing came fast and frantic, as though she’d escaped a terrible dream. Who knew a monster like her could have nightmares?

She seemed almost glad to see me, before her breathing settled and a steely glare took over her face. That was my glare. I didn’t like her borrowing it.

“Eva.” 

She took in the room, her gaze barely straying from me, but I knew she’d quickly seen and judged it all: The barred window, the handle-less door. 

“Why am I here?” She demanded answers, as though I’d orchestrated the whole thing.

“How should I know?” I shot back. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“Besides failing to steal back from you what is mine? Let’s see. An unfaithful Elf King leaving me behind, crowds of vermin trying to take the escape balloon I set my sights on, and to top it all off—a werewolf grabbing me and taking me to your boyfriend, Conrad. His face was the last thing I saw. That and—”

“—Let me guess. Cinnamon smoke? Eyes like burning suns in the black of the Void? A chill like the grave calling?” I said, thinking of how the Dead God appeared to me.

“No cinnamon, all burning and blackness. It was Our Lord.”

“Your Lord maybe, not mine. And Conrad is not my boyfriend. Thane...” Why did I keep wanting to say his name? “...Thane took over Conrad’s body. Thane was the Dead God. In the flesh.”

“When he touched me there was nothing but darkness.”

“Not as appealing as you thought,” I said, smirking.

“No. More appealing. The power, like an endless black sea of force—”

“—Before you burst into song, there’s plenty of endless sea outside keeping us from escaping. You don’t know how to swim do you?” Not that I thought she could be relied on to get us out of here. Then again, Ilsa wanted her soul back, so she might return for me, if only to kill me herself.

She almost dived out the window as she scouted for hand holds, and I instinctively grabbed her legs. She’d always been stupidly unafraid of heights.

“There’s no way out. I looked already.” I told her. “Our only chance is to face the dragon when it returns.”

“The dragon.” Ilsa ducked back inside and looked at me like I was the biggest idiot in existence. “You could have mentioned a dragon before.”

“I was getting to it. I want to try something first.” She was standing close enough, and I wouldn’t get a better opportunity. 

I touched the center of her chest with my palm and found that bit of soul inside. I wrapped a mental fist around it and commanded it as I would a leashed dog. Dogs never listened to me, but it was an analogy. 

“Step away from the window,” I commanded.

She obeyed.

It was working.

“Now, stand on one foot.” I couldn’t think of anything else to command her to do, except possibly change her personality and become a nice, non-murderous person for once.

“Why on earth do you want me to stand on one foot?” She pushed my hand away. “And stop touching me.”

It hadn’t worked at all. My grip on her soul felt like I was holding smoke rather than a leash, so I released it. 

My magical sense was intact, but the ability to control souls as I’d done with the werewolves was lacking. Maybe I could only control wolves? Maybe my twin was immune? Or maybe Solheim was too far away? I didn’t know why I thought that last, but it felt right. Like some part of me was stretched thin and out of reach.

No compelling a dragon then.

“Can any of your charms destroy the door?” I asked her.

She glanced at the pile I’d made in the corner of the room and carefully sidled over to retrieve them.

“No,” she said, flipping through them and shooting me frustrated looks, as she mentally judged each one to be ineffective against me as well.

“Then we’re stuck. Unless you have any ideas?” Trapped in a prison with my twin was my worst nightmare. Perhaps the dragon planned to eat us later. There might be some peace.

“I’ll try climbing out the window if need be, but apologies, Sugar, if I don’t rely on your assessment.” 

She spent the next hour testing every inch of the door, the sandstone blocks in the wall, the floor, the ceiling ... convincing me to boost her up on my back for that part. I was not happy, as my broken collarbone felt it, and I nearly passed out again. Then she messed with the hinged iron grate over the window, trying to dislodge it. Maybe she planned to bludgeon me with it, as she certainly didn’t need to remove it to climb out. I didn’t care anymore. 

I lay on the cold stone floor staring up at what felt like the lid of my coffin. My mausoleum at least. I could picture my skeleton lying here a century from now, the rags of this ridiculous red dress clinging to the bones and dust. My skeletal fingers would be wrapped around Ilsa’s throat and hers around mine. 

The sound of her voice grated on my nerves as she searched the room, dropping annoying remarks here and there like she was decorating the place with them. 

“Unfortunate that Uncle was not on the dirigible,” she said. “He would have dealt with the werewolves, and we wouldn’t be in this predicament.” Meaning I hadn’t dealt with them to her standards. “Then again I might not have come so close to Our Lord. I know you are hiding His purposes from me. Why do you fear the dark so?”

“I’m not afraid of the dark. I’m more afraid you’ll never shut up. I don’t like your words using my voice.”

“My voice.”

“I’m the firstborn, so I claim it. And I haven’t forgotten what you tried to do with that charm. You had every intention of killing me, or close to it. I don’t feel like sharing my feelings with you,” I said.

“Feelings? Really, Eva. There are far greater things to talk about. Tell me more about this dragon. Tell me what happened while I slept. I have a sense of great things, of the Lord’s voice in my mouth instead of ‘yours’ ... tell me before my curiosity becomes unbearable and I must throttle it out of you.”

One step closer to my skeletal vision.

“You know, every twin I’ve met, and there were quite a few among the dwarves in Gernwold when I went to school there—”

“—Not another tedious school story,” she interrupted.

“Since when have I told you any of my stories? Shut up. I was saying, all the twins I’ve met are best friends, the girls especially. Even when they were fighting, you’d see those shared glances, the knowing between them. They faced the world together. How come I never wanted to tell them I was a twin? How come I don’t see a kindred spirit when I look at you but a dark reflection?”

“Why do you hate me? You tell me, Sugar.” She crossed her arms and waited. Listening intently for once.

“Why do you hate me?” I shot back. “How can you try to kill your own sister? How can you threaten Little Viktor in one breath and Nanny, who helped raise us, in another? How can you be so without love, or guilt, or regret for the lives I know you’ve taken?”

“I’m a good Solhan girl. You should try it sometime.”

I was tired of that excuse. Solhans had no more need to be evil than a grall did. It was a choice. 

I stared at the ceiling, enjoying silence for a change. I might not have gained any understanding, but at least I’d made her thoughtful. And quiet.

When she did speak, there was a sad note I hadn’t heard before. “We were friends once. Don’t you remember? You liked our games, and we laughed together. It was us against the world. You were the one who changed.”

“What?” I sat up. I didn’t remember any of that. 

The door creaked, and I jumped to my feet. I backed up beside Ilsa. What was coming for us now?

There was no hand on the door. It seemed to be opening of its own accord, and when it was wide enough for me to see the dim corridor outside, I started forward, ready to grab any escape that presented itself.

A girl with honey-colored hair and cream-colored eyes blocked my path, and the door shut behind her. Olyve had on the same lace summer dress she’d been wearing when last I saw her. She also wore that same shadow of dread. 

I ignored the doom feeling and hurried past her to pry the door open again. It was stuck fast.

“There’s no way out unless they let you out,” she said.

“They?” I asked.

“Who are you?” Ilsa’s tone was imperious. She was looking down her nose at the girl, but her arms were covered in gooseflesh, so I knew her snobbishness was meant to hide the fear the girl inspired.

Olyve didn’t answer either of us and, instead, paced the edge of the room, peeking out the window in the end, as it was the only thing interesting in the bare chamber. Although it wouldn’t be bare for much longer if ‘they’ didn’t supply a chamber pot soon. I was already to the point of squeezing my legs together.

“Dreary little space,” Olyve commented. 

I knew there was more to Olyve than the pre-pubescent elf girl she appeared to be. She was probably the mastermind behind our abduction.

“Then why don’t you let us out?” I said. “I’m in dire need of the facilities, and my empty stomach has given up grumbling. It’s now resigned itself to gurgling sadly from time to time.” 

“It’s not up to me whether they let you out. You must convince them. Although, I’m sure a chamber pot and a bit of sustenance will arrive shortly.”

As soon as she finished speaking, the door opened again. I shot toward it and hit an invisible wall. I bounced back onto my behind, my nose drowning and sore. I felt it to make sure it wasn’t broken and watched, incredulous, as a brass chamber pot walked into the room, followed by a pitcher of water, two wooden glasses, and a large platter of fruit, cheese, and meat. 

By ‘walked’ I didn’t mean they had little legs, more they seemed to rock back and forth as they moved across the floor, a funny little gait that was almost human. The chamber pot settled in the opposite side of the room from the refreshments, and the door thudded shut again. 

“What is this? A fairy story?” Ilsa snorted, disbelieving. 

I’d also thought of the enchanted objects in children’s stories that could move about, like brooms sweeping on their own and lanterns dancing about with the fireflies, but this was all too real. I touched a glass, and it was just a glass. Or wood, really. Even the pitcher was wood. Nothing that could be broken to create a sharp weapon. I felt no magic in them, sensed no runes. 

“You did this,” I accused Olyve. “They moved at your bidding.”

“No, afraid not. You really do not understand how little sway I have in this situation.”

“I felt your power when first you came to see Nanny, and I sense it now. You are not what you seem.”

“Of course not. None of us are. And I did not come to see Nanny but you, if you recall. You should have come with me then. Your choice, and the choices that followed, have made them suspect you more. I’m afraid both your lives are in danger now.”

“What have you gotten us into, Eva?” Ilsa snarled. “I don’t see why I need to be dragged into your imbecilic predicaments. Let me go, child. Keep my sister if you must, but I do have other business to attend to back in Highcrowne. Uncle relies on me.”

I snorted at that. Ilsa hoped to take over the family empire of crime and conspiracy, but she was certainly dispensable. Our uncle relied on no one but himself.

“You will not leave this island until certain understandings are acquired,” Olyve said. “And you are both necessary for that. If they do not like what they learn, of course, neither of you will survive. I told you this was a matter of life and death, my dear.”

She had, back in Highcrowne. I hadn’t assumed she meant my life.

“Then tell me what you want. Let’s get this over with. Stop being so tediously enigmatic,” I demanded. I was pretty used to enigmatic, but it had gone too far now.

“The hearing is tonight. Some prefer midday light, some the moons to be at their zenith, but those that really matter require darkness, and so they have set the time. Until then, eat, drink and be ... joyful. For you have at least these hours to live. I will see you again when it is time.” She walked sedately to the door, and it opened for her. 

I grabbed her wrist before she could get away. “At least tell me who ‘they’ are,” I demanded. 

It felt like I had taken the tail of a snake that was about to turn around and bite me, and as much as I wanted to let go, I was too terrified to move. Something monstrous lurked behind her gaze. 

She pried my hand loose and kept walking. Before the door shut, she turned and put a finger to her lips. “Shhh. We’re unmentionable.”
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Unmentionables. I’d heard stories of them all my life, Solhan stories meant to frighten dark-hearted children. Anything that could scare Solhans had to be truly terrifying. I believed in them, left my offerings whenever I could, and was always cautious not to break their rules. But they couldn’t be real. Not really real. Could they?

“This is ridiculous,” Ilsa said. “Fairy magic and Unmentionables? I recognize that expression. You believe her. Don’t be fooled, Sugar. She’s trying to rattle you, to make you give up whatever information it is she wants from you. What information is it, anyway? What do ‘they’ want?”

“I have no idea. I don’t know anything.” I couldn’t imagine what information I had. What kind of things did Unmentionables want? I wracked my memory of the stories Nanny and Morgan told us growing up.

‘They’ liked offerings of milk and cream. ‘They’ hated iron, or was it silver? Whatever it was that worked against fairies, I remember those two things were shared among them even if I couldn’t recall exactly. Unmentionables travelled across the night and with the rays of sunlight. They could traverse a kingdom in a day—I remembered the dragon doing just that—and they were invisible. Neither the dragon nor Olyve were, but whatever had brought the food was.

I stopped panicking for a moment and took advantage of the chamber pot, making Ilsa look away.

“Please. You have absolutely nothing I haven’t seen before,” she said, even as she turned her back. She pretended indifference, but I’d seen the fear in her eyes. She’d heard the same stories as me.

‘They’ could be anywhere at any time, listening, watching, judging. The Unmentionables destroyed empires. Darrub vanished beneath the sands because of them. Anyone who showed disrespect was at risk, no matter how grand or how unimportant, and their acts were unpredictable. A serving maid who left out sour milk might find all her linen shredded, while a Solhan necromancer, whose power was unmatched, might be torn apart silently in the night, with even the necromancer’s concubines asleep in his bed unaware of the slaughter. ‘They’ were the bogeymen of bogeymen.

And no one had ever seen one. 

“They will kill us,” I told Ilsa. “Olyve revealed she’s an Unmentionable, and no one knows what one looks like, which means they kill everyone who’s seen them. If we don’t learn how to swim in the next few hours, we’re doomed.”

“You’re the one who is doomed. I know how. And who is Olyve?” she asked.

“When did you learn? Highcrowne water is either frozen solid or freezing all year round. Never mind. Question answered: it’s about the same temperature as your blood. And Olyve claimed to be a granddaughter of an old friend of Nanny’s. Someone who knew our mother. I didn’t believe her, which is why I didn’t take her case and follow her to Faellion. That must be where we are now.”

“Then the water here will be most pleasant.” Ilsa tore off the bottom of her white dress and twisted it into a short rope. “Give me your dress as well.”

“No. All our clothing combined won’t be long enough to reach the ground, or should I say sharp and extremely deadly rocks below. We don’t want to go that way.”

“How come you were never so nihilistic when I was trying to kill you? It would have been so much simpler, and better for me, if you had given up then.”

“I am not giving up.” Okay, I’d said the words and now I needed to believe them. I was frightened. Terrified. Unmentionables were real. 

Nanny had told particularly vivid stories, but I’m sure she’d made up most of it. If no one had seen the last elf prince vivisected, then no one knew exactly how it happened. Or even if it was Unmentionables. Maybe they liked the mystery and fear and took credit for every dark deed in history? 

I made a Solhan sign of protection for even thinking such disrespect. I hoped they wouldn’t hold it against me when they brought me in for judgement. Of course, I had no idea what I’d done wrong, but did it matter? Unpredictable I’d said.

I gave Ilsa my underdress and tore off the hem of the outer dress as well. “Ok. Make a rope, but I say let’s go up instead.”

While she worked—I heard her murmuring enchantments for strength and tracing runes into the fabric with dabs of kohl from her eye makeup—I poured water into the glasses. After gulping a few down and wishing they were whisky, and when the pitcher was empty, I tied Ilsa’s rope around the handle. I swung it in a test circle, remembering how Duane had swung his bolas. 

Duane. Reginald, Doctor Ghunnan, and Baroness Syla ... They felt like a century away as well as a continent. I hoped they had made it out of the ruins and avoided capture by Gypsum’s forces. I hoped I could make it out of here and compare notes with them again. I’d love nothing more than to share funny stories with Bell, laughing about our survival over a spiked cup of kaffe. 

I needed to survive first. I stuck my head out the window, felt woozy. Don’t look down, I kept telling myself. I looked up, instead, at the decorative battlements above us. A bit higher than I remembered from earlier. I hoped we had enough rope.

“Let me,” Ilsa insisted. Trying to steal the makeshift grapnel from me.

“Have you ever scaled a castle before?”

“No. And neither have you.”

“Actually, our boarding school in Gernwold was built like a castle...” I trailed off when Ilsa groaned. I did not tell school stories all the time. Really.

I held onto the grapnel and stuck my head out again. I needed to climb out further. “Hold my legs,” I said. Ilsa raised an eyebrow, and I never would have let her hold my life in her hands if I didn’t know she needed my help to survive. She also needed the right charms to steal my soul before she could kill me, so I was fairly safe. I hoped.

She sighed loudly and held my legs. 

“Tighter,” I said. Not until I was happy with her grip did I sit on the window ledge and start swinging the rope. I was pretty good if I say so myself, but the pitcher was not the same as a hook; it kept rolling loose. 

“Perhaps I should try,” Ilsa cooed.

“I already have your soul. Do you really want me holding you?”

“Please. You couldn’t harm a fly, and you are too weak to hold my murder in your heart. You’ve said it plenty of times—you don’t want to kill me.”

That’s where she was wrong. I didn’t want to act on my impulses. 

“Give me a minute,” I said. 

The next few attempts I tried to swing around the crenellation instead, thinking once more of Duane and his bola hooking around his opponents’ legs. I’d seen him use the weapon in real street fights, but I’d also seen him practicing when we were kids, when he hadn’t been so great at it. He always whispered to the leather, telling it where he wanted it to go. I found myself doing the same thing to the rope, and then it worked. 

“You are insane,” Ilsa said.

“I thought you planned to brave the rocks below? That’s insane.”

“I was only goading you into action, Sugar. You are too easy to manipulate.”

I hated that she was right. But I’d done it. Before I could outthink myself, I started to climb up, but I needed both arms, and my collarbone, while tolerating my earlier maneuvers, refused this.

“Ow, ow, ow,” I said like a child, feeling sore and tender from having even tried a two-handed grip.

I climbed back inside before I passed out.

“Is your bone still broken?” Ilsa asked, annoyed.

“It hasn’t changed from an hour ago when I told you I couldn’t be used as a human step ladder to test the ceiling.”

“You’re Solhan.”

“I don’t see how that makes me a better step ladder than a human.”

“I’ve seen your power.” There was envy in her voice as she looked at my hands. They weren’t glowing now, but she had seen it plenty of times before. 

“It’s not what you think. I can’t heal. Not even the Dead God can heal,” I said, remembering how Thane was unable to.

She looked even more envious at mention of Him. It must be killing her that I wouldn’t tell her more about the encounter.

“Uncle Ulric can heal,” she pointed out. “He goes on and on about you, you know? If he could see his little darling now, he’d be so disappointed.”

“I’m an embarrassment to him and the Thorne name, he told me. He’s told me that plenty of times. I am not his darling, nor do I want to be.”

“Whatever you say, Sugar. So, you really can’t heal yourself?”

“If I knew how, I would have done it already.”

She rolled her eyes. “You are an embarrassment. Here, allow me.”

She did a quick inventory of the rune-etched beads on one bracelet and undid the hasp to pull it free. She held it up and came toward me.

I backed away, but I was already wedged against the window. 

“How quaint. If I had my Little Death charm still you should be wary, but you threw it away. Remember?”

I didn’t sense any menacing dark magic from the bead she held, so I said, “Fine.”

She placed the blue glass against my collarbone, digging in a bit so that I gritted my teeth and glared at her. She smiled in such a way I doubted so much roughness was an actual requirement of the spell; another one of her petty vengeances. She spoke a few words in Solhan, something about Mater, which was the ancient god of order, opposing Chaos, and with another sharp pain and a sound like a tree cracking, it was done. The break was fixed, and I could move my arm in a big circle. It felt great.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Save me from your insincerity, sister dear. This is only a cease-fire. I do not expect to begin exchanging pleasantries.”

I saved my breath for climbing and managed it more nimbly this time around. What a difference not having to endure excruciating pain made. I reached the top and swung my legs over, giving the stone battlements a kiss when I was safe. I had not looked down once, but I needed to now, as Ilsa was calling for me.

“Help, pull me up,” she ordered. She had added a loop to the makeshift rope and stood on it like a swing. My attention was caught by the white waves moving far below, roiling and shifting, and I thought I’d be sick.

“Climb,” I said. 

“I’m not as accustomed to hard labor as you are, sister.”

“Then get accustomed, quick.”

“Help me, please.” She put on the sweet tone she used to collect the swarms of friends and lovers she had in Highcrowne, and I realized how she was so effective. She sounded genuinely helpless and innocent. It was frightening how good people were at lying. Most everyone I knew was a liar. 

I gave in and hauled her up. I stood a moment, enjoying the open sky above us. Of course, there might be no way off the island, but at least we had the illusion of freedom.

“Let’s find a stair or trapdoor,” I said. Confident in my knowledge of castles. There was always a stair or a ladder or a trapdoor.

Of course, there wasn’t one this time.

“Now what?” Ilsa snapped. The sweetness didn’t last long.

The castle was built of several towers clustered together, some thin, like ours, others broader and flat, like the next tower over, which was about a story below. I was certain I spotted a trapdoor on its roof. If it wasn’t a shadow. Still, down was down, and that’s where we wanted to go.

“We jump, of course,” I said.

“Excuse me?” Ilsa gave me the same look I must have given Duane when he suggested we jump from a moving train. It was a tall one story.

“You do know how to tuck and roll?” I asked.

“I had sword lessons as any proper Solhan lady should, but there is a difference between evading an attack and this. I am not a cat.”

“Well, I’ve learned a few things from a cat burglar, which is close enough.” I went back and fetched the loop of rope that we’d made. I retied it around a crenellation on the side we wanted to go down so that as much rope as possible hung freely. It cut the distance in half. I grabbed hold of the cloth and walked my feet down the wall. When I reached the end of the rope, I dropped, tucking and rolling as soon as I landed. 

“Too easy,” I called up to Ilsa. She had her runes, but I had a few skills of my own.

She mirrored what I had done and smiled sweetly at me. Okay, she was a fast learner.

The trapdoor really was there and unlocked. There was even a ladder. I climbed down, vindicated about my castle knowledge, and went looking for the stairs. There were no torches in the sconces, but the hallway ran along the perimeter of the tower, and small windows let in light every dozen feet or so. 

There was no one to be seen or heard. The castle was not a ruin; it had been kept up until recently I could tell. The unlighted candles and lamps were free of dust, as were the floors. I opened doors as I explored and spotted living chambers with furniture and bedclothes still intact. They’d all vanished. I felt a chill, wondering if the Unmentionables had done something to these people. Had they too been judged?

The corridor ended in stone stairs that went down. I decided not to explore the other levels, as I didn’t want to risk being caught. I moved as swiftly and silently as I could from one level to the next, Ilsa right behind me and sagely keeping her usual criticisms to herself when I took us down a dead end from time to time. The whole island—which might be nothing but seagulls with the people vanished—had likely heard us squabbling in the high tower, but we didn’t want Olyve to guess where we were now. 

When we finally exited the castle, I sighed, glad to see the end of stone walls. Stone cliffs greeted me instead. They were sandstone, patched with pale green lichen that made me think of corroded copper slapped onto rusting iron. Cliffs stretched above us, forming parts of the castle wall, and more cliffs plummeted below our feet down to the waves below. I stepped closer to the ledge, but not too close, and looked down to the ocean we’d have to cross. 

Turquoise water swirled with blue depths and white crests. The wind blew my hair back, carrying droplets and a salt tang that felt familiar, summoning a faint memory, a fragment of an old dream I couldn’t hold onto. I watched a bit of driftwood turn around and around before being crashed against the rocks and lost beneath the waves.

“So, you think you can swim that to the mainland?” I asked Ilsa, incredulous.

“Let’s look for a boat,” she said, answering my question.

I highly doubted our captors would leave one lying around for us, but then again they didn’t seem to be good at imprisoning people, other than locking us in a tower. There was no sign of guards or anyone to stop us as we scrambled along the cliffs. The island, like the castle, seemed deserted.

We came to a beach, trackless golden sand nestled between fingers of rock, and made our way down to it. The waves looked less menacing there at least. We were within jumping distance of the sand when my pulse quickened. There was an overturned rowboat resting against the rocks. Its hull was visible and looked intact. Now if it had oars...?

Ilsa put out an arm to block me. She put a finger to her lips and then pointed down.

Below us were legs. They crossed and uncrossed from time to time, so I assumed they were attached to someone. A well-tanned female someone. I carefully leaned over a bit more and spotted a white bathing suit embroidered with black thread in complex floral patterns. The woman lay on a matching, embroidered white blanket.

I heard a strange click sound and then the woman began to stand up. Ilsa and I backed away, but climbing up the stones backwards was not easy to accomplish at speed. A moment later, the woman’s torso was in view, and I doubted if it was a woman. All I could see was a black shroud, one huge black eye covered in glass, and gossamer wings, like a dragonfly’s, sprouting from its back.

There was the click sounds again, and I saw the creature had human hands. It had just pressed a silver button on a long black cord. A moment later the black shroud shifted, and a less frightening woman’s face was revealed. She frowned at us.

“No, no, no. You’ve spoiled my shot. Move aside. Stop climbing, now. Come down to the sand here and stand behind me. Come on. Move it.” She had a schoolteacher tone I couldn’t resist, so I obeyed, dragging Ilsa with me.

When I reached the sand, I realized the woman, although perfectly proportional, was half my height, and those really were wings sticking out of her back. The bathing suit left all but a few places bare, and I could see the chitin joint between tanned flesh and translucent wing. She was a fairy.

Not a pixie or a nymph or a dozen other faerie-like creatures, but a genuine fairy of the sort elves had warred with since time immemorial. They were legend, even more than dragons, hunted to extinction. There was the odd sighting, which no one believed, as it was usually deluded seekers who had devoted their lives to finding a fairy or similar rare creature. I’m not sure for what purpose; hopefully not to mount on their wall, but there were strange hunters as well. Or so I’d heard. I really didn’t get out of Highcrowne much, and most of my knowledge about the world came from travelers telling stories at Karolyne’s café.

The fairy ducked under the black shroud again, and the click soon followed. She emerged with a sigh, an irritation relieved. 

“That’s better,” she said. “No annoying people ogling you, ruining your daguerreotypes, just an image of perfect stone. Wait a minute, was that there before?” She flicked a purple beetle off a rock and ducked under the shroud again to the accompaniment of another click sound.

She placed a wooden cover over the glass lens and then folded up her apparatus. It had three wooden, collapsible legs, and ended up being the size of a small suitcase when she finished. The fairy turned and started when she saw us.

“Oh. You’re still here? Run along now.” She waved her hand, trying to shoo us as she’d done the beetle.

“Is that your boat?” Ilsa asked.

“Oh, my, no. Someone left it lying there. You’re welcome to it. Just, please, step way back.”

We obeyed.

“Further back, please. Let me get around you, and then you can have the boat. A bit further.” She was shouting now, as we’d backed all the way to the surf and my boots were sticking in the wet sand.

She nodded with satisfaction and then vanished in a flicker of wings. Her apparatus and blanket vanished with her.

“That was a fairy,” I said. “We should have spoken to her, asked her more about her kind, if she’s been here all this time, if there are others....”

“All we need is the boat,” Ilsa said. “We’re not on a natural science expedition.”

“Aren’t you the least bit curious about anything?”

“No.” She grunted, trying to turn the rowboat over. A sliver of wood tore off, and she stuck a bleeding finger in her mouth. She glared at me. “A little help?”

It was a lot heavier than it looked, but we managed to turn it over. There were oars. We were saved.

“Excuse me.”

I jumped, for the voice was in my ear. The fairy was back and standing right behind us.

“You’re those two who are supposed to be in the tower, aren’t you?” she said. Her brow was furrowed, and there was a predatory blackness to her eyes. Her face was beautiful when not covered in the shroud, dusted with a powder than made rainbow sparkles in the sunlight. I swear her eyes were violet or maybe azure before, but now they were certainly black. 

Extinct species or not, my hand suddenly itched for my Ashur, and it was only then I realized I didn’t have my sword anymore. I remembered having it when the dragon took me, but somewhere along the way it had vanished.

“Why don’t you step back now,” I said. “Way back.”

“There must be some arrangement we can make, Sugar,” Ilsa said sweetly. “You don’t want us around spoiling things. You said so yourself. No one needs to know we were ever here.”

“They won’t.” The fairy pointed at the boat and it vanished. Only the oars left behind.

Ilsa took a step toward the fairy and then my sister vanished too. 

“I’d really like to know more about you—” I began before she cut me off.

“—I don’t like people, animals, or conversation. That’s all you need to know,” the fairy said.

Then she aimed her finger at my forehead and the world vanished.
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“What is this place?” Ilsa wondered. 

We hadn’t vanished into nothing. We were in a strange, foggy land, Ilsa sitting on the boat that had disappeared from the beach. Forest surrounded us, green leaves and white trees dappled with alternating patterns of light and shadow, but everything was slightly smudged, like we were in an artistically-styled painting. I reached out to touch the nearest tree, to steady myself, but there was nothing there, or it was farther away than it looked. It felt like we were the only real things and everything around a mirage.

“The fairy lands,” I said, recalling stories of people being stolen away or wandering here. 

It was a place where a century in the real world could pass in what felt like a year and a day, and if you ate the food or drank the water you were trapped forever. 

People thought it was myth, that the fairies were an ancient species like the elves, but since I’d encountered Doctor Ghunnan and his explanations of worlds accessible through the Void, eerily similar worlds, it made sense the fairy lands were real and one of these alternative places. It’s probably where all the fairies were hiding. But how had the fairy woman sent us here? There were supposed to be doorways to the Void in only certain places, formed naturally. Doctor Ghunnan had said it would take knowledge and power beyond his comprehension to cross to other worlds without them. Perhaps that was what the fairy had? Knowledge and power beyond any of our comprehension. 

She must be an Unmentionable, here to judge us.

I touched the air, feeling for an imperfection or tear, a hint of the doorway we’d just come through. The blurred image of forest around us blurred even more, rippling as I moved my hands across it, like skimming my fingers through the surface of a pond or along the soft membrane within an eggshell. We were trapped in a bubble, the fairy lands visible through it but still out of reach, and I felt no imperfection in the surface yet.

“What are you doing?” Ilsa asked, arms folded as she watched me caressing the air.

“You could help me look for a way out.”

“Why do I feel we’ve gone from bad to worse? We should have killed her and taken the boat when we had the chance.”

“You can’t kill a fairy! Well, maybe you can physically, but I mean you can’t. Haven’t you ever dreamed of meeting one? A real fairy?” I knew my eyes sparkled a bit. Despite the fairy having imprisoned us, possibly for all eternity, I couldn’t hide my awe.

“No. When did you become such a pathetic pile of girlishness? Since we’ve had these wonderful hours together to talk and see each other more than we have in years, I’m losing what little respect I had for you, Sugar.”

“Then the feeling is mutual. Actually, wait, I didn’t have any respect for you to start with, and you’ve only met my expectations at every turn, so I really haven’t been surprised. Other than perhaps realizing you’re even more boring and predictably evil than I thought,” I said.

“You toss the term evil about, sister, without having seen true evil I think. Otherwise you would know I am simply practical and ambitious.”

“I’ve faced the Dead God.”

“Our Lord is not evil, merely a force of nature. I have slunk through Highcrowne’s darkest places, through sewers and refugee towns in search of power and secrets....”

“Secrets like that little death charm of yours I brushed so easily aside?” I cut in, sounding unimpressed.

“I found that charm in my wanderings, yes, but true power is not surrendered by others for any amount of money or promised souls. You must rip it from them. I have grown my collection, but there are the feeblest of creatures lurking in the shanty towns and dark places of Highcrowne I would not dare touch. True evil twists their souls. A taste for pain beyond my games, a hunger for chaos without purpose. They are so far gone in dark dreams they sleep in their own offal and grime without care or notice.”

“Sounds like they are a matter of evil by degree, not kind. You need to watch the path you walk, Ilsa, or you could end up like them.”

“And you need to stop tripping over your own feet and go somewhere. Oh yes, I needn’t bother with any helpful advice, for once our détente is over, I will relieve you of your power and concerns.”

“Back to threatening me again so soon? Predictable. Like I said.” I pounded harder on the invisible wall that held us, hoping it would shatter. 

Even wandering hungry and thirsty through the fairy lands in search of a doorway through the Void sounded like a better plan than one more second trapped in a heart-to-heart chat with my twin. I could not believe we were ever once alike. I’m sure she’d said that to mess with my head.

Then I saw something move outside in the hazy trees. It was a black shape, fast and predatory. The hairs on my arms stood up.

“Now, that feels like evil,” Ilsa whispered.

There was a pop sound, and I was terrified I had found a way out only to be eaten by something deadly lurking in the fairy lands. It hadn’t been us popping out, however; the fairy had popped her way in. Despite her diminutive form, the bubble felt crowded now.

“Oh, here’s where I left you,” the fairy said. “We’d best get moving as it’s almost time for your hearing. Well, past time. They had to reschedule.”

I was relieved to be getting away from the predatory shadow, but I had the feeling I shouldn’t be.

“Olyve said that the judgement would be at midnight. What’s your name?” I added, not wanting to keep thinking of her as ‘fairy’. I’m sure her name was beautiful, like Morninglight or Crystalbell. 

“Whilst this little pocket of mine is not my homeland proper, time still slows here,” the fairy said. “I love to visit for a nap, keeps me younger than Olyve, but I do sometimes sleep too well and miss whole years at a time. The others are quite vexed with me for misplacing you here. Let’s hurry along now. Time is flying by out on the island, and we’ve lost several midnights already.”

“Several—?” I began, but she snapped her fingers and the blurred forest around us vanished. 

We were once more on the beach, but it was dark. Stars filled the moonless sky, the white breakers on the water the only thing visible in the vast dark ocean. The sand at our feet was gray, the boat nearby a darker gray against it.

The whites of Ilsa’s eyes flashed for a moment, and I knew she was looking at the boat. I saw her outline crouch down and grab a broken white shell from the sand. 

Please don’t hurt the fairy, I almost said aloud. Then again, if we could escape without facing the judgement of the Unmentionables...?

“Oh, silly me,” the fairy said, pointing her finger at the boat. It vanished. So did the shell in Ilsa’s hands. My sister patted her neckline and frantically felt along her wrists and the seams of her dress.

“My charms.” I heard a note of panic beneath the anger in her voice.

“No weapons allowed when I take you before the gathering,” the fairy said. “Not that you had anything dangerous to worry about, but rules are rules. If we don’t follow our own, who will? Harbinger gets a bit touchy about these things. Come along now.” She headed up the beach toward a high cliff face about a mile away. It was black against the starry sky.

I hesitated.

“Fool. Let’s run,” Ilsa said, grabbing my arm.

Had I been thinking the same thing?

“There is no running from the Unmentionables,” I said, finally. “Our only hope is to follow the rules. Show respect. Beg for our lives.”

“I’m not good at begging,” Ilsa pointed out.

“Neither am I, but I get the sense from the way Olyve and the fairy talk there are worse things. I think I’ll soon get a chance to meet better examples of the true evil you’ve been telling me about. Let’s not piss them off.”

I hurried after the fairy, who moved fast despite her small legs. Her wings seemed to be doing most of the work of speeding her ahead of us. 

Ilsa’s feet scraped across the shifting sand behind me. She was following. Not that I cared what she chose to do. We’d escaped the tower, and I was happy for us to go our separate ways. She could heed my advice or not. I didn’t care.

“Wait up,” I called to the fairy. 

She paused, tapping her foot. 

“What’s your name again?” I asked, panting a bit. It was hard work trudging across what had become small sand dunes.

“I didn’t tell you. I would never reveal my true name. I’m not stupid.”

“Oh, yes, sorry.” True names gave people power over you. Solhans believed that too, which is why we never revealed our full names to anyone. Only our mothers knew our middle names and passed that secret down when we were of age. My mother had never told me mine.

“You can call me...” she looked around for inspiration, “...Sandy.” 

“Are you sure? That’s not like Moonsong or anything.”

“Why would I want to call myself Moonsong? The moons don’t sing. I can’t sing. It’s a stupid name. This is why I don’t like conversation. People are always saying ridiculous....”

“Never mind,” I said and kept walking.

As we neared the cliffs, I saw a blacker section, the maw of a huge cave. Neither Ilsa nor I with our Solhan night vision had any problem finding our way, but ‘Sandy’ cursed and summoned a glow of fairy light around herself. She looked like a walking lighthouse. I squinted against her brightness as we stumbled over stones and boulders that had broken from the cave mouth. Deeper inside, the cave narrowed into a large, artificial tunnel before opening again into a proper limestone cavern with dangling stalagmites like huge teeth. I’d been in a few too many caves of late and my hairs stood on end, as they seemed to be a lodestone for dark rituals and things I generally hoped to avoid. I was terrible at avoiding.

The cave was empty as far as I could tell. No altars, no arcane symbols etched in stone, nothing.

“No-Thing is more accurate,” a voice in the dark said. “I am here and welcome seeing you again, Miss Thorne.”

There was nothing to form No-Thing’s voice, and the last time I’d seen that soulless creature of the Void he’d been animating a pile of ropes and canvas at the docks. Now there was no form to focus on and no way to locate the source of the disembodied voice.

“Apologies I did not bring trappings to wear,” No-Thing said, answering my unspoken thoughts, as he had an unnerving tendency to do.

“What is that?” Ilsa asked. Whenever she was frightened, a derisive tone entered her voice, and I detected it now, as though my conversing with an invisible creature was distasteful to all civilized beings.

“No-Thing, meet my sister. It is good to have a familiar ... something familiar here. Are you...?”

“An Unmentionable? If you must classify my interest in certain affairs of this world, then yes,” No-Thing said.

“I thought Unmentionables were all one race, like fairies?” Ilsa still assumed that air of annoyance at things not being as she thought they should.

“Fairies are not one race either,” Sandy chimed in, “but it doesn’t keep my particular kind from being blamed for everything. The Unmentionables, though, yes that’s a good label to use when assigning blame to dark deeds. We do what we must.”

“What we must,” No-Thing chorused, as though it was their little club’s slogan.

If No-Thing was here, plus I assumed Olyve would come, she who seemed as friendly as a creepy little elf girl can be, and the disinterested Sandy, if this was the gathering of Unmentionables meant to judge us, I was optimistic. They weren’t all that bad.

I knew as soon as I thought it I shouldn’t have. For it was then the rest of them arrived.

It began with a blackness, like pure night that swept across the cave, smothering Sandy’s glow and blocking even my keen sight. We were swallowed in darkness, and it had substance to it, unlike No-Thing. It was suffocating, making my heart clench and struggle to beat even as I struggled to breathe. 

“Some of us need oxygen,” Sandy admonished, but there was even a note of worry in her voice.

The darkness withdrew to the far corner of the cavern and out of it stepped an assembly of horrors. First there was a ghostly woman with three heads, then came a large rabbit whose white fur was matted and caked with blood, as were its steel claws and ivory fangs. A mummified creature, skin shrunk against its bones, scrambled across to a stalagmite and climbed it backwards, its impossibly long limbs moving like a spider’s but bent at odd angles. There was a giant spider as well, huge and transparent. It darted about the cave more quickly, passing before Ilsa and me, its mandibles feeling the air, reaching for us. 

I shivered and took a step back, but the spider was too fast to avoid, and dry, transparent appendages tickled over my face, my skull, my neck, my back ... I felt violated in an instant, a dozen black eyes looking at me from its face. A scream was tearing its way out of my throat, but then the creature darted back to the others. 

Their number now included a normal looking man, plainly handsome and plainly dressed, with hollow features and hollow eyes. Beside him was an Avian—my heart leapt at something familiar again—but next was a demonic woman with blue skin and bat wings, all her joints sprouting sharp, bony protrusions and with a sweep of horns that hung from her skull to her waist instead of hair. Her gaze was even more violating that the spider’s limbs. 
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