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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Telyn spit on her hand, placed her elbow on the greasy table, and leaned forward. A geometry lesson of a girl—tall, skinny, sharp-nosed, and pointy-chinned—she wore a stained apron over a long gray skirt and white blouse. She’d rather be wearing trousers, but in the mountain town of Harlech, trousers were frowned upon for women unless the specific activity demanded it, activities such as ice climbing or trapping.

      Opposite her, the furry gray eehoo tilted her head and vibrated her purple nose—as if she didn’t know the game. They’d been arm-wrestling for years, but now that Telyn was fifteen and rather strong, the marsupial’s enthusiasm had waned.

      “Come on, Tums. Raz will be here any second. ‘Where’s my stew?’” Telyn did a decent imitation of Razenbock’s gravely voice. “Just give me the paw and we’ll see how my new training routine compares to your animal biceps. Lazy animal biceps, I might add.”

      The creature hardly ever exercised—not really. She just hung from the walls by her sucker paws for hours on end. But Telyn climbed daily—trees, cliffs, the side of buildings, the frozen waterfall in winter, whatever, rain or snow, without fail.

      Too bad you couldn’t make a living climbing.

      The two were in a kitchen made of so much wood—wood table, wood stools, wood shelves, ceiling and walls—it seemed to have been hewn from a single tree…excepting the stone fireplace, of course. Wicked orange light warmed them; a bubble popped in the stew-pot on the hearth.

      Slowly, Tums placed her paw in Telyn’s waiting hand.

      “There you go, no cheating now.”

      The sucker paw felt rubbery until Tums activated it. Then it felt like the back of Telyn’s hand was being sucked through the bones. Even though she’d been expecting it, she couldn’t help grunting.

      Telyn’s sister swung into the kitchen, her lips parted in a wide grin, her floor-length, blue skirt swooshing. A clamor of voices followed her in, then quieted as the door closed. “Uh, Telyn,” she said, putting her armload of dishes into the stone basin at the back of the room, “how long do you plan to go without actually working?”

      Telyn made a point of not looking up. They were twins, but they were entirely different. Cressida followed rules—when she wasn’t making them. Besides standing at an appropriate, shoulder-height to most men, she was blond and curvy, with a button nose and round, happy cheeks. Telyn was none of those things.

      “On three,” Telyn began. “One⁠—”

      The eehoo slammed Telyn’s hand to the table faster than she could say two.

      Cressida laughed.

      Telyn straightened up slowly. “She hangs around all day like a pinecone picking yuck from her pouch…and yet—” Telyn sighed and began rubbing the hurt from her knuckles. “It isn’t fair.”

      “Maybe pouch yuck is her secret weapon. You should try it.”

      “I have; didn’t help.” Telyn flicked a wooden spoon at her sister before plunging it back into the stew pot. “Tasted like stock, though—the flower, not the broth. Not bad.”

      Somehow, Cressida managed to look even prettier with a streak of grease across her forehead. That blue dress showed off her curves better than it should. She’d modified it, dropped the neckline, added lace around the seams. And when Cressida walked, the hint of pedicured toes beneath the embroidered hem drew an unfair number of eyeballs.

      Both girls eschewed shoes until winter demanded them.

      Telyn blew a curl of brown hair from her face and braced herself to stir. Skill with a needle was one of many things the two didn’t share…along with pedicured toes.

      “You’ll never guess what I heard.” Cressida idled up to her sister and bumped her with her hip. “Everyone’s talking about it.”

      “You forgot to do your top button.” Telyn soured at this reminder that Cressida got the plum serving job while Telyn was relegated to the kitchen.

      “There’s a new couple in the Dating Chart. You’ll never guess.”

      “Oh, Aled’s rump, not this again.” The Dating Chart, what a load llama puckies! A load of busybodies tried to figure out who might get hitched—or unhitched—in the coming year and created a chart out of their data. Worse yet, the townsfolk of Harlech bet on the outcomes!

      Telyn rubbed her nose vigorously. “See what you’ve done? You’ve gone and made my nose itch.”

      “Because you want to know⁠—”

      “’Cause the Chart gives me the hives.”

      The kitchen door burst open. “Stew ready yet?” A bearded man, his chest hair fighting its way out of his plaid shirt-collar, brushed past the two girls. He grabbed mitts from the mantle.

      “Telyn forgot to put in the garlic.” Cressida smiled prettily.

      Of course, Cressida would notice that!

      “I was just about to. Put in the garlic, I mean.”

      The man stared at her for a minute and Telyn anticipated a red-forehead tirade—one of Razenbock’s specialties. Instead, the big man reached to scratch Tum’s ears. “Good. No one ’ll be complaining this evening, what with the flacks to keep them diverted. Garlic’s expensive.” Razenbock leaned in, as if the eehoo was his confidant. “We’re closing early. Clean up in here and get home.”

      He scooped up the pot of stew and disappeared through the swinging door.

      The girls whirled toward each other, mouthed, ‘Closing early?’ and rushed to peek out. Telyn’s chin rested on Cressida’s head; her brunette waves spilled over Cressida’s straight, blond hair; their bodies pressed together. It took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the public room’s dim interior to discern more than smoky outlines. But when they did⁠—

      A shiver of interest spread from Telyn’s lower back; she spotted at least five flacks. Five! In the Sable Head!

      Flack was the catch-all term for non-humans, creatures with magical powers—those you’d best stay away from or likely you’d go missing, or get sold into slavery, or die. Flacks didn’t call each other that, of course—they called each other the complimentary term thaumas.

      Flacks never came into the Sable Head; there was too much chaos wood in the walls. Chaos wood disrupted magic and made spells go awry. An abundance of chaos wood made flacks nervous.

      “Some mighty strange ones here tonight,” Cressida commented.

      “You think?”

      Two small, chattering schmooks sat together on a bench near the fire. Telyn thought they looked like chipmunks beneath their brown hoods—if chipmunks had bright-orange mouths and eyes where their ears should have been. Despite sitting next to the fire, they had not removed their cloaks. They talked incessantly, leaning close together as though every word was a conspiracy. A third schmook sat on the other side of the room, all alone in the shadows. Now and then lantern-light glinted off his wide-spaced, emerald eyes.

      Near the fire, quiet and mean-looking, sat a green-skinned, reptilian trogo. He stared around boldly and gabbed to himself in a guttural language as if chatting to an invisible friend. A bit of drool oozed its way down the trogo’s ivory-like tusk and dripped to the table. He wore a stylish trench coat, currently unbuttoned, over black trousers and shirt. Several gold necklaces and bracelets jangled as he moved. Not a few humans sat near the beast, evidently hoping for some trouble. Telyn recognized Heath Robinson, a tough who frequented both the Sable Head and the Lazy H, and Tyre Flint, who’d had a tryst with Daisy Brooks at Dragon Tower.

      It would take both of them to take down the brawny trogo, if Telyn was any judge. And she’d seen enough brawls to know.

      Cressida exhaled audibly. “Get a load of that cereb. That’s enough to give a brakdaw nightmares.”

      “What? Where?” Telyn’s eyes scanned the room—then her nose honed in on him. The creature’s skin gave off an odor like a dead man’s boots—wet leather, ashes and foot fungus rolled unto one. She smelled it above the malt and smoke and body odor of all the other patrons, and it led her eyes to the nook furthest from the fireplace. The cereb—also called a mind wizard—wore a dark cloak with the hood thrown back. While rare, everyone had heard tell of this most powerful of non-humans. This one had a light blue complexion reminiscent of turquoise, complete with the black veins over his skull. Telyn peered with morbid fascination to see if she could make out—Yes!—the nest of the worm-like tentacles beneath his chin at the base of his neck, writhing like undersea algae.

      Must be a ‘he,’ Telyn decided. No female would let herself smell like that.

      “No cornics,” Cressida said, a little breathlessly. The sheep-headed beings who controlled Harlech usually appeared wherever flacks congregated, sitting in the corners, watching. Somebody must have bribed them to stay away.

      “Don’t see none.”

      “Bound to show up sooner or later.”

      “Not if Raz closes early.” That shiver of interest had spread all the way to her forearms, and Telyn’s fingers twitched with anticipation. “Look, sis, we⁠—”

      Bustling across the public room, holding a bouquet of full mugs by the handles like foaming flowers, Razenbock’s head swung toward the cracked door, and his glower caught Telyn square in the eyes, cutting her off mid-sentence.

      “Er…” Telyn faltered.

      “Not this time, Tey,” Cressida said, as she pulled back into the kitchen. “That is a really, really bad idea. ‘No ladies after supper!’ You know the rule.”

      That was Raz’s mantra. He believed the presence of ladies in the public room increased the likelihood of fights a hundredfold.

      “At least we ain’t no ladies.” Telyn muttered their standard joke rotely.

      Her fingertips tingled like crazy; she had to see what was up. She’d never get to sleep if she left now.

      Cressida wriggled out from under Telyn and stepped back into the kitchen. “Tey. Tey, listen. He told us to clean up and go home.”

      “We can do this, Cressida. We’ll just hide behind the winter stores.” Telyn let the door close a smidgen further to fool Raz, then she turned sideways and squeezed into the public room.

      “Tey, wait!”

      “Come join me,” Telyn said, over her shoulder. She smiled dismissively at a nearby trapper. “Not you, honey, my sister.”

      “Wait, Tey, the dishes⁠—”

      “Sorry, really. Tums ’ll lick ’em clean.” Telyn allowed the door to swing shut on her sister’s protests.

      Too bad Cressida was stuck with all those greasy pots and pans, but it’d look suspicious if they exited the kitchen together, and Telyn wouldn’t get a better chance. Raz’s back was to her as he spoke with the mind wizard; patrons jammed the public room to bursting. No one would notice her in the smoke, the flickering lamplight, the crowd. The jumble of winter stores took up a large section of floor against the side wall of the public room; they hadn’t had time to carry them down to the cellar.

      Wicked perfect, she thought, and glided forward. Your loss, Cressida.
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      The big fireplace ensured the public room remained warm and sweat-filled and smoky. The challenge became immediately obvious: Telyn had to cross the whole public room, in front of everyone, to reach the winter stores. And then maybe, just maybe, she could hide in there somewhere.

      If no one noticed.

      And everyone was watching her.

      Or so it felt.

      The Sable Head hadn’t been so packed in…well, maybe ever. It was a drafty, run-down place and had been since Telyn started working there at the age of twelve, three years before. Telyn’s cooking didn’t help. Though, to be honest, if Razenbock bought proper pork speck instead of mystery meat (usually marmot) it might help matters. Or if he’d stop watering down his malt. Or a host of other “ifs.”

      If we’d planned a little better, she thought after promising to bring malt to the third impatient trapper on her way across the room, I could have had Cressida make a distraction, drop some mugs or something. And scream, she’s good at that. Course, then I’d have to listen to her worries…

      A hand slapped her backside. She whirled to find a grizzled trapper with a pockmarked, red nose.

      “Why, ain’t you a pretty one.” He smiled with his three remaining teeth. “I seen your ankles.”

      “Why thank you,” Telyn said shortly. “But I’m surprised you can see anything past your turnip—I mean nose.”

      This caused howls of laughter from the man’s friends. The drunk sat at long table with at least eight bearded trappers who looked like hairy, pickled puppets.

      “That ain’t nice.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Maybe you should buy me a drink to soothe my hurt feelings.” At least, that’s what he might have said. His voice sounded like his tongue didn’t quite remember how to form words properly.

      “That’s the malt talking.” Telyn sidestepped another awkward attempt to slap her backside. “You’ll pay for it with a headache next morning.” This really wasn’t going as planned.

      “Three to one against, Galam,” one of the trappers at the table offered.

      “I’ll take that,” hiccupped another, passing a coin across the table.

      Telyn lowered her voice. “Last warning, Pickle. I belong here, and I can have you thrown out—on your head.”

      Razenbock wasn’t in sight. Heath was too far away to do anything, but he was standing up—it would be a good excuse for a fight. Telyn hoped the trapper’s friends would stay out of it; a full-scale brawl would end the evening for everyone.

      The drunk’s chair whipped off its legs and he fell to his back. A tall man in a tan duster coat stood over him.

      “Get out of here,” said the tall man. Telyn saw eye-to-eye with the stranger, and she was six foot three. “I’ve no patience for dung like you.”

      The room pulled away from them, patrons knocking chairs and tables askew. A circle formed.

      Mister Pickle wobbled to his feet. “You looking for trouble?”

      “Not really.”

      “You found it!”

      Wobbling with the effort, the drunk reared back to swing. The tall man easily sidestepped the blow, then moved behind his opponent. He trapped Pickle’s arms then dragged him outside. Telyn had never seen anyone so graceful. One move flowed into another like a puma—or a snake.

      A few seconds later the tall man returned to the public room alone. The noise that grew with the fight quickly subsided and everyone turned to stare into their earthenware mugs, except for the trogo. His throaty laughter exploded from the corner of the room, causing more than a few heads to turn. He seemed unable to control himself, and he laughed, spilled his drink, then laughed some more. Then Pickle’s friends joined in the laughter, and the tension drained. In the commotion, Telyn was safely hidden behind sacks of flower and sugar, barrels of molasses, kegs of malt, bladders of angel water, and crates of salt.

      A sticky spot on the floor pulled at Telyn’s skirt when she shifted position to peer between the barrels.

      Cressida had exited the kitchen and sidled around the room—apparently the only one who saw her hide, judging by the glances she shot in Telyn’s direction.

      The tall man looked around for a moment. His eyes rested on the stores. Telyn was dying to move out of sight. If she could see the man, then he could see her—if he knew where to look. But Telyn knew to never, ever move when you’re hiding, unless you knew for sure you’d been spotted—then run like crazy. Redbeard taught Telyn that years ago, clustered with the town’s children around a roaring winter fire. The crusty old trapper had a story for every hour of the day.

      Apparently, though, the tall man did not spot her, for he crossed the room to talk with Razenbock alone. Telyn wondered if Raz was going to kick the man out. Not much of a fight, really. Nothing got broken, no heads busted open.

      Only the glow from the large fireplace in the far corner and oil lamps hanging from opposite walls provided light, so the room was dim near the entrance. Even so, Telyn made out an exchange between the tall man and Raz—the glitter and jingle of a purse—and nodded approval.

      Perhaps something was broken after all.

      Then Razenbock shouted loud enough and long enough that the whole place stopped to listen. “Sable Head’s closing early. Everyone clear out.”

      The patrons looked at each other in astonishment.

      As Telyn scanned the room, she caught Cressida squinting worriedly at the stores. She motioned none-too-subtly for Telyn to come out of hiding.

      Telyn gestured equally frantically that no way, no how was she moving. Not for all the hurons in Ouzeley’s fat purse would I miss this. She gestured for Cressida to join her.

      Razenbock hustled people out the door as fast as he could. The patrons were too surprised to cause trouble. Heath Robinson announced loudly that he was going to the Lucky H, where pansies didn’t go to bed early and the stew didn’t taste like earthworms. (The nerve! Telyn fumed. I only put an earthworm in that one time—and only because Raz made me so angry I could just spit.) Heath let himself be hustled out with all the rest.

      The flacks didn’t move. There were a lot of them—more than Telyn had noticed before. Then only the flacks remained, and the tall man. And her sister, who was slipping along the shadows near the stores.

      “Cressida!” Razenbock called. “You can go home now. I’ll clean up here.”

      Cressida stood before Telyn’s hiding place, right in front of the crack between the barrels. Telyn could smell the lavender she kept in a sachet in her pocket.

      “I just got a few things to do first,” Cressida said.

      Telyn’s heart felt heavy in her chest. Was it still beating?

      For all her bravado, she wanted her twin’s company. They were a team, a pair, a turtle and shell. They belonged together.

      “Nothing to do. Come on, I’m feeling extra generous tonight.” Raz held out a stack of hurons.

      Was that…their pay?

      Their back pay?

      Telyn counted on her fingers how many weeks it had been since Raz had paid them in more than food—and ran out of fingers. Their mom would be so pleased! She could get new fabric…

      “Just have to clean up this mess on the floor,” Cressida said.

      “Now, before I change my mind.”

      Cressida jerked forward, like her legs moved on their own. Her hands took the hurons, and she kept walking.

      “Where’s Telyn?” Razenbock called after her.

      Telyn held her breath.

      Cressida stopped, one foot out the door, thinking furiously. “She’s gone home.” And Cressida left without looking back.

      Telyn sat, stunned, for a moment. And then, slowly, a grin spread across her angular face.

      She was alone.

      And she was going to witness everything.
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      The flacks moved three tables together. The tall man sat at its head, to Telyn’s left, the cereb at the other end, to her right. The var, a long-necked, bird-like species with yellow plumage managed to squeeze his lower limbs under the table on the near side, along with a schmook and another unidentified creature, while on the far side of the table sat two hooded schmooks dwarfed by the lizard-like trogo. If she craned her neck, Telyn could see them all from the crack between the barrels.

      Surely the flacks were up to no good. Maybe they were going to play a high-stakes game or hold some kind of covert meeting. Danger hummed in the smoke-laden air. Since no cornics were around, it could be some sort of empire-overthrowing conspiracy. It could be. Now that Razenbock had gone upstairs, if Telyn got caught out, she’d be in a heap of trouble—the kind of trouble a human girl might not survive.

      Still, something about the tall man reassured her. His boots were polished reptile hide, and he kept them always on the floor, raised to the balls of his feet like a fencer ready to spring. The outline of a dagger showed underneath his shirt, the handle an easy reach over his shoulder. Oh yes, he was dangerous, not someone you’d wanted to cross. But he had protected her once, and he was human. That surely counted for something if Telyn got caught out, right?

      Right?

      The man tossed something on the table. “I believe one of you is missing this.”

      The object did a little flip, then jiggled and turned. It inched around the table like a worm.

      The trogo jumped back in surprise, knocking over his stool with a crash. The two schmooks next to him yelped and dove under the table. Telyn couldn’t make out what the thing was, flat and oval like a slice of potato, but with a golden sparkle on the end.

      The var trilled, his beet-red tongue vibrating a foot from his mouth.

      The object was blackened and shriveled-up dry. It flipped grotesquely on one end and spun. A golden hoop finally pulled itself free. That’s when Telyn recognized it—an ear. The earring floated deliberately over to the mind wizard; he caught it with a wrinkled blue hand and plopped it into a breast pocket on his cloak.

      The ear flopped down lifeless.

      Bile rose in Telyn’s throat. She’d seen plenty of nasty things in Harlech—frostbite, hunting accidents, infected animal bites, even flacks deformed from spells gone awry—but she’d never seen a severed ear. Thankfully, there wasn’t any blood. Fresh, oozy, nasty crimson, the kind that spurts, sticky like the floorboards under her bum. Blood made Telyn’s head lighter than fumes from angel water.

      She tried really hard to think of something besides oozy red blood. She breathed in through her nose, out through her mouth.

      No blood, no coppery smell.

      Inhale.

      Dry things: sand; dirt; cold, powdery snow.

      Exhale.

      “Thank you, my friend,” the cereb nodded graciously. “I have been awaiting word from my associate. I will convey this to his next-of-kin.”

      The human then tossed the mind wizard a coin-purse. “And this. I found it on him as well,” he added, with a hard smile, “a refund for a job left unfinished. You should have hired professionals, Yona. If I was not expecting treachery, I would have never showed up this evening. The auction would have been called off—and your name would not be on the invitation list for the next one.”

      “Such a harsh punishment,” the cereb sneered.

      Yona. The cereb has a name. Telyn tried using that solid piece of information to climb back from the verge of vomiting, or passing out, or some weird combination of the two she didn’t want to imagine. She’d done weird things a few times when she saw blood.

      Sticky, nasty, coppery⁠—

      Stop it!

      The cereb named Yona gestured around the table. “You should thank me, Dagger. My associate eliminated three others for the privilege of dying at your hands. His competence, or lack of it, made things simple for you.”

      The tall man—Dagger—snorted.

      “Enough of this,” the trogo said, and flicked the ear off the table. It landed near the crack between the barrels, of course. “We came here for something.”

      Telyn half-expected the ear to drag itself across the floor to betray her hiding place. Its fleshy lobe pointed at her like an accusation. She looked at her own fingertips, tugged her own soft earlobes. Her ears withered in her imagination, fell limp, dropped to the floor, and splattered there like rotten pears.

      Stop it!

      “Why this place?” squeaked one of the schmooks, climbing out from under the table. “This town reeks of human. And this place—watered-down malt, food fit for swine. We feel you have asked much to hold the auction here.”

      Dagger held up his hands to stifle the murmured agreement.

      “You all know why it has to be here. The forest shields us from clairvoyance. And the walls,” he gestured around the public room, “are for my protection. We’re all equal here. Your magic is lessened—even yours, Yona.” He turned a steely gaze to the mind wizard. “If you use your magic within the walls of chaos wood, you will find it useless. And then you will find my blade in your gut.”

      “Chaos wood,” the unknown flack said in a slithery voice, then turned to Yona. “You took a risk with your ear trick, mind wizard. If the chaos wood twisted your magic the wrong way, no telling what might have happened. I’ll not be party to that again.”

      Telyn nearly gasped. What she’d taken as a hood was in fact the creature’s billowy head. The flack was a conda, a strange creature with long, flappy extremities made for paddling, and a sort of lure sprouting from its forehead. The lure gave a faint glow in the dim public room.

      Condas were said to inhabit an underwater kingdom far out to sea. This might be the first conda who’d ever traveled all the way to the Cairn Range. Ever.

      The cereb shrugged. “Is everyone against me?”

      None of the other flacks bothered to answer. After all, even if all of them opposed him oddsmakers would bet on the cereb in a fight—they were that powerful.

      And then, Telyn forgot all about the blood and the ear, and even about her excitement and fear. The thief had pulled a box from under the table, and from the box he pulled a dazzlingly beautiful mask.

      “Behold, the Ever-Guise,” Dagger stated.

      The var droned something with its long tongue.

      The mask depicted a human female with voluptuous lips, almond eyes, thick eyebrows, a high forehead, a strong jawline, and a wide nose—the exact opposite of bony, angular Telyn. If that woman showed up at a dance, men would queue out the door for a spin. Just the sight of it made Telyn’s breath catch.

      “Let us examine it,” the trogo rumbled. “Perhaps this is illusion and counterfeit.”

      “Properly used, the Ever-Guise wields a subtle magic—not something you can easily test,” Dagger replied, passing the mask over to the trogo. “And besides, surrounded by chaos wood, it will not function properly here.”

      As it passed from human to nonhuman, lamplight bounced from the mask’s surface, and Telyn noted that different sections comprised the whole, each seemingly fabricated from a different rare material. Gold, copper and bronze ceramic comprised the eyes, forehead, and crown—except for a turquoise iris in the middle of the forehead. The strong cheeks, perhaps of marble or jade, expanded to the side, a jeweler’s rendition of frilled-neck lizards. The chin was pewter, while some flesh-colored material formed the nose. Somehow this hodge-podge meshed like a soul-filled puzzle, as if the craftsman had captured all the aspects of a personality in this single mask.

      Mother of Squirrels, Telyn breathed.

      “Stick with influence, Kulon,” Dagger suggested, his lip curling in a smile, “you’re less likely to make enemies that way.”

      “You think I care about enemies?” In the trogo’s hands, the mask looked fragile as ribbon candy; placed on his over-sized face, it barely covered from mouth to eyeballs. But little by little, the mask stretched, took on the scaly green of Kulon’s skin, and finally seemed to merge with his face. Telyn had never seen anything like it. The mask disappeared entirely.

      The trogo stood slowly, bowed his head—and rainbow light burst in every direction. It reached toward the walls, toward the flacks, and toward Telyn like a spectacular, multicolored fist. She couldn’t move out of the way fast enough. It slammed into her forehead. There was no mass to it, but it penetrated her skull and amplified her thoughts to a multitudinous scream. She found herself on her back, numb and drooling.

      She groaned.

      In the public room, the flacks moaned, groaned, cursed, and shoved furniture about—or so it sounded.

      It felt like forever before Telyn managed to pull herself back into a sitting position, blink away her tears, and peer through the crack between the barrels.

      Wobbling on his feet, Kulon pulled the mask away from his face. The Ever-Guise didn’t seem to want to go; he struggled with it, and his cheeks and lips bulged as it finally came free. The schmooks and var righted their bench as the others returned to the table. Only the cereb seemed unfazed. He thrummed his fingers on the table. He didn’t seem to have a proper number of fingers, though Telyn didn’t trust her eyeballs at the moment.

      “Very foolish,” Dagger said, sheathing a blade. “I told you—the chaos wood.”

      “If we can’t use it, then how can we test—?” the conda hissed.

      “Yona can test it.”

      “And if we don’t trust him?”

      “Then shove off.”

      There was muttering all around, but finally, reluctantly, the trogo allowed Yona to don the mask. It melted into the wrinkles of that turquoise-colored face.

      The cereb spread his four-fingered hands wide.

      Immediately, Telyn felt off, as if her mind rode a toboggan over a patch of ice. She could steer in a general way, but her thoughts slipped and skidded—it felt delightfully terrifying—and things could get out of hand really fast. Bumps, jiggles, staticky shocks along her spine interrupted at irregular intervals, and Telyn thought the chaos wood must be challenging the magic.

      That made Telyn angry. She wanted to be completely at ease on the sled. She wanted to please Yona.

      Yona. The name felt comfortable on her tongue.

      “I propose a spirit of complete frankness,” the mind wizard said.

      That sounds reasonable. Truth is always preferable to lies. Of course, why not?

      “Let’s start with an exercise in trust.”

      Yes, of course. How reasonable.

      “What are your real names?” the mind wizard asked.

      Telyn needn’t respond, nothing compelled her to. But then again, why not? It felt like the proper thing to do, very much in the spirit of frankness. This cereb, this Yona, sharing with him made her happy. She trusted the mind wizard without knowing his background or anything about him. They had a sort of bond. And besides, if she happened to be mistaken, if this was the magic talking and not her own free will, the mind wizard didn’t really know her, so even after giving her name she would remain anonymous. Completely anonymous.

      Just another teenage girl in Harlech.

      Still wrapped in comfy blankets on the sled.

      “Telyn Lilith Brower,” she offered her full name. A satisfied grin split her face.

      Several of the flacks spoke also. She didn’t catch their names—they all spoke at once. A few eyes drifted around the public room at the unusual echo, but no one left their seat, no one acknowledged Telyn Lilith Brower. She was disappointed that Yona hadn’t heard her; she wanted so much to be his friend. Just a small nod of appreciation would do. Still, she was grateful the others hadn’t noticed her, particularly that trogo. If he found her here, no telling how Kulon would react, all muscle, drool and reptilian violence.

      Dagger leaned back on his stool. “Nice try, Yona. But you won’t be learning my real name that easily.”

      The mind wizard bowed and pulled the mask from his face. He floated it across the table to Dagger and sat back down. “It is authentic.” He sounded bored.

      Telyn felt sad that Yona didn’t like the Ever-Guise as much as she did.

      The thief began to fit the mask into the traveling box.

      “I haven’t tried it,” one of the schmooks complained, and the var trilled.

      “If you still have doubts, the door is over there. Prattle is cheap; the mask is not.” Dagger snapped the box closed.

      “Ah, I would feel more comfortable with the mask visible to all,” said Yona, “since we are dealing with a spirit of unusual frankness.”

      Dagger dropped his hand to his side beneath the table and Telyn saw a glint drop into it; a ceramic something. A piece of the mask? Dagger must have palmed one of the plates!

      “Do you not trust me?” Dagger asked, his hand paused beneath the table.

      “It is not a matter of trust. But—well, yes, it is.” Yona’s throat tentacles wiggled in a way Telyn couldn’t read. “In all frankness.”

      Had the other flacks not seen? The slight-of-hand was so obvious from Telyn’s vantage point.

      The var trilled again, this time more insistent.

      Telyn held her breath.

      The thief reopened the box.

      No reaction.

      Dagger must have replaced the ceramic plate with another. The old switch-’em-up, oldest trick in the book. Telyn was dying to be on the other side of the tall man, to see the Ever-Guise, to see everyone’s expression from his point of view. She was sure violence would explode when one of the flacks realized what had happened. Sorcerers, all. And with the chaos wood all around….

      The severed ear seemed to twitch.
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      If Telyn added up all the money she had ever seen, even here in the tavern, it would not equal a single bid put forth for the Ever-Guise. There was a stack of gold and silver coins in front of each flack. The conda produced bags filled with gold dust, Telyn guessed. He passed these around for the others to inspect before adding them to his pile. Finally, after over half an hour, the var dropped out. He made some odd noises with his beak, and Dagger retorted something about weak currency and alloys—words Telyn only half understood. The bird-like creature did his best to purse his beak in consternation then put his coins back in his pouch. Without another word, with his chicken-like feet and matching gait, he strutted to the door and out.

      The firelight flickered in the cold air that stole into the room.

      That creature was in a hurry. He doesn’t want the others to find him alone at night on the road, I’ll bet.

      The var’s departure reminded Telyn of the slippery ice on the walk home. Fall had replaced summer. Most townsfolk had already started wearing shoes, but Telyn always waited until first snow. Tight leather boots—or worse yet, hard wooden clogs—felt like toe-prison to her.

      “Anyone else ready to drop out?” Dagger asked.

      The trogo struck with astounding speed. His arm whammed the closest schmook in the neck, sending the small flack flying across the room. A left fist followed the first, catching the second retreating schmook a glancing blow that almost knocked him off his feet. The schmook chattered and gesticulated with his paw-like hands. Magic burst from his fingertips in all directions, a great orange wave of energy and smoke. The energy struck the walls of the tavern and vanished, leaving only the smell of peaches and a delightful tingle on Telyn’s tongue. The third blow of the trogo knocked the schmook over his companion.

      “I am combining our bids,” said the trogo, bowing respectfully to the thief. “That is, if my friends have no objection.”

      The schmooks were moving toward the door, the choking one supported by the other, their cowled, rodent-faces drawn in defeat. They muttered gibberish at the trogo as they exited.

      “That’s right, tell your friends I have robbed you,” challenged the trogo to their retreating forms.

      Bully, thought Telyn. She had no use for bullies, whether they used fists, mind-games, or cutting words. Still, bullies generally got their just desserts, and she suspected the trogo would get his before the night was through. Those schmooks would figure out some way to ambush him.

      Things were definitely getting interesting.

      The third schmook, sitting across from the trogo, made no protest. From inside the many folds of his cloak he produced more golden coins until his stack matched the trogo’s.

      Wait until Cressida hears about this, Telyn thought, shifting around to remove the cramps in her back. This must be the greatest, most incredible thing that has ever happened in Harlech.

      Her leg had fallen asleep and she pulled on it with both hands. Careful, careful. She almost succeeded when the pad of her foot squeaked against the floor. The flacks at the table stopped talking, listening, like mice when the owls stop hooting.

      The flacks shifted in their chairs. Dagger got up from the table and moved out of sight. Any moment he would peep over the barrels and catch Telyn hiding there.

      What would he do? Would he run Telyn through without a second thought? Beat her up and throw her out to the night? Telyn, all scrunched up like a pretzel, was in no position to flee⁠—

      The man poked at the fire. There was a pop, and a log fell into place, making almost the same noise as Telyn’s foot.

      The trogo chuckled; the tension broke.

      Telyn was able to breathe again. Her leg finally freed, she managed to lie on her back, her neck turned sideways so she could see through the crack and her legs resting on some sacks of flour. She squeezed her thighs together to still the pressure in her bladder. She tried not think about getting caught.

      The severed ear kept reminding her about it.

      The trogo growled, “Are you going to match this, or are you out?”

      There were four flacks left: the trogo, strong and brutish; the conda with his built-in cowl, so alien as to be unreadable; the schmook, diminished since the surrender of the others, but not beaten; and the cereb, the most fearsome and always last to match the bid. The trogo was looking him squarely in the eyes—or under his hood, at least.

      The cereb reached tentatively into his cloak. He pulled forth a small figurine, too dark for Telyn to see other than it was carved…something. Telyn had never seen anything so black. The light from the fireplace seemed to be sucked into the statuette, creating a shadow-like aura around it. The room dimmed even further, if that was possible.

      “What have you brought me?” said Dagger. “A toy? I have no need for toys. The agreement was for coin or gold.”

      “Do not take the figurine so lightly. It is of a magic of similar quality to that of the Ever-Guise.”

      “If so, why do you part with it so easily?”

      The folds of the conda’s head twitched and warbled.

      “I am well-protected outside of these walls. It is knowledge that interests me, knowledge that I hope to attain by careful use of the mask. But you—you have a long way to travel before you are truly safe. Remember who you are doing business with. And forget not who you stole the mask from.”

      “Where I got it is of no consequence.”

      “Not my concern, no, but surely a concern of yours. The hand of vengeance knows no limits of distance—or time.”

      “Knowledge is a valuable commodity, as is time,” the schmook said. “Let us have time to consider this bid, and knowledge for the same purpose. Enlighten us as to this toy’s worth.”

      “It is a penumbra daemon.”

      The trogo growled a deep rumbling in his throat. “Gold, or coin,” he finally managed to spit out.

      “The penumbra daemon. You have heard? The last known one killed the Emperor of Vool, and every last member of his personal guard. If our friend the var were still here, he would confirm this.”

      “I know the story,” Dagger said, voice thick with consideration.

      “I have managed to procure one of these daemons. Very much as powerful, I assure you.”

      The firelight flickered a long moment while the man thought. Finally, deliberately, he pulled the trogo’s bid over. “It is the best,” he said. “And no tricks in gold.”

      “I object—” the schmook began.

      The figurine exploded into a spectral mass, black within black, a shadow-bear with tentacles of nothingness sprouting from its back. It stalked around the table, tentacles whipping.

      In a blur, Dagger pulled his knife and hacked at the creature. Telyn heard a sucking sound like a boot drawn from wet mud. Steam poured from where the blade pierced the blackness. A shout. Dagger dropped his weapon. The blade was gone, the handle smoking. The room reeked of scalded metal.

      “You decide too quickly,” said Yona, calmly.

      The daemon stopped advancing; its edges danced with the firelight. Telyn could just make out the knots in the wood behind it.

      In a blink, the penumbra daemon transformed back into a statuette and clattered to the floor. The cereb retrieved it.

      Eying the cereb warily, Dagger poured a mug of malt over the burns on his now-empty hand.

      The conda gathered his coin and took his leave without a word. The others did not seem to notice.

      “What’s the catch?” Dagger asked skeptically, flexing his fingers.

      “Just this. The daemon is bound by a code that you and I know nothing about, a bargain made by the sorcerer who created the statuette.”

      “Did you create it?”

      “No.”

      The trogo walked over, picked up the dagger handle, and examined it with his slitted, black eyes. The blade had completely disappeared, along with part of the guard. He curled his fist around it experimentally. The heat didn’t seem to bother him.

      “You are trading a debt,” the schmook said to Dagger. “It is like a money lender; you borrow one coin, you must pay back two. Master Yona is offering you a debt, and if my guess is correct, it is near time to collect.”

      “Is this true?” asked Dagger.

      “Not a debt. A contract.”

      “And what does the daemon get out of this contract?”

      “I do not know. Perhaps it got what it wanted long ago and is still paying its obligation. Perhaps, as Taito-Vaiana says, the debt will become due shortly. It may demand your very soul. Who knows?” Yona leaned forward. “I was led to believe you were a gambler. Was I mistaken?”

      “He is baiting you,” said the schmook.

      The mind wizard pushed his bid slightly across the table. “Here is enough money to last a lifetime.” He held out the figurine. “And here, the chance to live that lifetime. The Chaos Woods reek of gold and greed tonight.”

      “Who sent the assassin?” Taito-Vaiana, the schmook asked, turning to indicate the ear. Telyn shrank away from the crack. “You know you cannot trust Master Yona to keep his word.”

      “Who will make it out of Harlech alive?” The mind wizard used magic to float the figurine to the thief, who caught it deftly. “A chance.”

      “Treachery,” the trogo growled.

      “A penumbra daemon is valuable, yes, but risky,” Taito-Vaiana said. “What kind of contract does this thing have? I would not take that gamble, myself. Now our friend, the trogo, would have a fine bid, except he stole it right before our eyes. How can you trust him? Only I have followed the letter of your invitation. Only I present a safe alternative.” The schmook exhaled. “Nevertheless, to match Kulon’s stolen coin, I am willing to raise my honest bid by⁠—”

      Dagger pushed the wooden box across the table to the mind wizard.

      Taito-Vaiana snapped his orange mouth closed.

      No! Telyn wanted to shout. It’s a trap; it’s got to be. Can’t you see it?

      “Bidding is over,” Dagger said.

      The cereb allowed a pasty smile to wrinkle his face. His neck tentacles practically vibrated themselves to a pink hue.

      “A wise choice. The words to summon the daemon are inscribed on the bottom of the figurine. You need only to speak them.” The mind wizard peeked into the box, closed it, and walked briskly to the exit. Taito-Vaiana collected his coins, mumbled good-bye, and followed on his heels.

      “They were together,” the trogo said when he and the thief were alone. “They played you like a puppet.”

      Dagger scraped his earnings into a pouch, which he then tied to his belt. “The hour is late, and I am tired.”

      “You know, don’t you, that Yona took you?” the trogo insisted.

      “You came out fine for your trouble, Kulon, borrowing the schmooks’s gold the way you did.” Dagger smiled at the trogo, and the two embraced like old friends. Despite the thief’s height, the trogo towered above him.

      “It will make no difference to the number of ambushes we have to evade.” The trogo shrugged. “And the bidding was going too slowly.”

      “If the schmook’s spell had worked, you might have regretted it.”

      “‘Might, could, may;’ mathematics have never been my strong suit. Only the mind wizard worries me, my friend. Let us hope the Ever-Guise satisfies him. An ambush by Yona, and we might find ourselves fighting each other.”

      “I will not hold it against you—not with the cereb controlling your mind.”

      “When are you ever going to share your true name with me, Dagger? It seems unfair, since you know mine.”

      “When you’ve earned it, my friend.”

      “Hmm. Tell me, is there anything written on the bottom of that statuette?”

      “Do you think I’m fool enough to activate it?”

      “It will sell for more if the command word is written there.”

      Telyn detected something amiss in Kulon’s voice. Dagger didn’t. He glanced down, just for an instant.

      With the dagger handle curled in his fist, Kulon punched Dagger square in the jaw. The man flew several feet and landed on his back, dazed. His jaw slumped at an awkward angle. The contents of his coin pouch scattered across the floor, and the black figurine skittered across the wooden floorboards. Dagger saw it too, and reached for it, but the statuette skidded out of reach—straight toward the crack between the barrels.
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      Blood and drool trailed from Dagger’s broken jaw. Limbs shaking and with a dazed expression, he managed to crawl after the statuette. His eyes widened when he saw Telyn crouched there, peeking between the barrels. Telyn put her finger to her lips so he wouldn’t betray her.

      “I am sorry, my old friend,” Kulon said, grabbing Dagger’s ankles and jerking him backwards. “There is just too much at stake. Glas Courier wants to make sure the forehead is properly taken care of. She just doesn’t trust you anymore.” From the way Dagger’s forehead crinkled, it looked like this barb hurt as much as the physical blow.

      Dagger managed to flip onto his back. Protecting his head with one arm, he reached for the knife on his back—but it was gone, the blade a melted slag on the floor.

      Looming over him, the trogo began punching down with his massive fists, one of them still holding the knife’s handle. “Can you—blame Glas—you have—poor taste—in friends,” he said between breaths.

      Dagger rolled side to side and blocked with his forearms, moving his head out of the way as best he could. Clearly, the effort cost him, and his jaw flopped unnaturally with each move. Pain caused deep furrows across his brow.

      “The daemon—will be a—beautiful addition—to Glas’s collection—don’t you think?”

      Telyn watched in stunned fascination. Dagger now knew she was there. What would happen if he won this fight—as unlikely as that seemed? Would he kill her for witnessing the auction? In a perverse twist of fate, should Telyn be rooting for the trogo?

      But the trogo was a traitor. He already betrayed two schmooks—and now the human. The trogo and Dagger knew each other. In fact, the trogo had called him ‘old friend.’ Clearly the trogo was an honorless murderer. She couldn’t root for him. No way. She’d take her chances on the human. If she saw any chance to help him, she would.

      That settled in her mind, Telyn began watching for an opportunity.

      Dagger lined up his feet and kicked hard, but the blow barely troubled the trogo. More massive fists rained down until the human took a glancing blow to the head and his struggles ceased. He moaned something between heaving breaths. Telyn caught the words mask, Yona, and fool.

      The trogo listened with his head tilted. Then he smiled. “Not to worry, old friend. I have plans to deal with Yona, just as soon as I relieve you of the statuette…and your life. Nothing personal. I’ve enjoyed our games of senet.”

      What could Telyn do? She had no weapon and no illusions about her chances if she had. And Dagger was past fighting in any meaningful way. Telyn had seen enough barroom brawls to know he wouldn’t recover quickly. His fighting will had been shattered by the overwhelming might of the trogo. Another punch or two would kill him.

      “Ah, begging?” the trogo said, although Dagger had done no such thing. “Well, tell me who you planned to sell the forehead to. Who do you trust more than Glas Courier?” He turned an ear-hole at the thief’s face. “Tell me and I’ll leave you with broken legs.”

      Dagger muttered something.

      “What’s that?”

      He muttered incoherently again, obviously stalling for time.

      Kulon gestured with his fingers. “Last call…”

      “Spring Sale,” Dagger moaned. “The buyer…will be…Spring Sale. Hall of Magic.”

      “Ah, I could have guessed that. So sorry. I need a name.”

      “The name’s—” Dagger said something rude about toads and Kulon’s ancestor.

      The daemon statuette beckoned. About the size of Telyn’s fist, it resembled an obsidian bear. She didn’t think she could wedge it through the crack between the barrels quickly; it’d probably get stuck sideways, and the trogo would notice if a pale hand suddenly reached to snatch up the treasure. But she couldn’t sit by and just watch this man get murdered.

      She had to do something.

      So be it. Let her be noticed. She reached out—but the crack between barrels was too narrow for even her forearm to pass.

      The trogo sat up tall, reared back, and prepared for the final blow. One direct hit from a massive lizard-fist would drive anyone’s skull into the floorboards and would surely kill a human, even a man as tough as Dagger.

      “My old friend, I will tell Glas you are worse than a traitor. I’ll tell her you fought like a girl.”

      Telyn braced her feet against the sacks of flour and pushed against one barrel with her shoulder. It hardly budged. Again, she shoved, this time engaging her core, her back, her thighs. The barrel tipped onto its rim, rolled a bit, then toppled into the room, banging up a cloud of flour and dust from the floorboards. The trogo looked up in surprise. Telyn slithered forward and grasped the statuette with the tips of her fingers. Rather than the texture of stone, it had the slippery texture of a warm, peeled grape.

      Dagger slid out from under the flack. Rolling to hands and knees, his mouth sagging open, he held his open hands toward Telyn.

      From her position it was an awkward, impossible throw—especially for such a slippery, nasty thing—but Telyn cocked her elbow and tossed the statuette as far as she could. It made it about halfway, bouncing under a bench. Both man and trogo lunged for it. They tangled in a confusing, writhing mass of lizard skin, human hair, and splattered blood. Dagger wound up on the bottom again.

      But he had the statuette.

      The trogo punched him again and again. The thief rolled into a protective ball and began reading.

      Ago—

      Stunned by a glancing blow, he faltered…

      …began again.

      Agor…

      With the broken jaw, Dagger’s voice sounded more moan than enunciation, but it seemed to be working. The room around the fighters darkened, becoming slick with shadow. The trogo’s fists crashed down on Dagger’s curled form, now more desperate.

      ...rm…

      The trogo abandoned the attack. He straightened, pivoted toward the exit.

      …ic.

      The daemon exploded into a shadowy outline. An appendage shot out and latched onto the fleeing trogo’s ankle. The daemon used the captured momentum to slingshot itself to the trogo’s back. Kulon bellowed a deep-throated scream; momentum carrying him forward, he managed to throw open the door.

      The two became darkness and confusion. The trogo toppled, and with the sound of sucking mud, he dissolved into the body of the daemon. It was as if the daemon had dissolved the trogo into mist and then absorbed the mist itself.

      On all fours, looking very much like a black bear with four tentacles sprouting from its back, the daemon blocked open the door without dissolving either door or frame. After a moment, during which Dagger managed to lift himself from the floor to hands and knees, the daemon padded back into the public room, bringing with it the aroma of sweet, burnt brioche crumbs. The delightful aroma, combined with the horrific scene, made Telyn want to gag.

      The door swung closed, pushed by a blustery gust; the firelight flickered.

      With long-fingered hands, Dagger gripped his jaw, pulled the bone downward, and twisted his head sharply. The jaw popped back into place with an audible crack that made Telyn wince. Dagger chewed a few times until satisfied. The penumbra daemon arrived at his side.

      “Well, my ankle-baring friend,” Dagger said, turning toward Telyn. His enunciation slurred from the swollen jaw muscles. “This puts us in an odd place.”

      Slowly, so as to not startle the daemon, Telyn stood up. She hoped the expression a life for a life meant something to the man. If Dagger had any honor, it would. “I won’t tell the cornics anything,” she said. Thinking it sounded a weak promise, she added, “Nor anyone else. That is, I won’t tell if you give me three birds. You’ve got plenty there on the floor.” When Dagger frowned, she added, “I’ll even pick them up for you, if you right those stools you knocked down. That’s extra work for me and my sister you made. I’m normally home in bed by now.”

      Everything was a negotiation in Harlech—this man surely understood that. A couple of hurons would buy her mom enough fabric for several dresses.

      After a brief hesitation, Dagger dropped his head and began laughing.

      “What’s your name?” he managed. She noticed a big gap between his front teeth.

      Sharing her name wouldn’t be the wisest thing. On the other hand, anonymity in a town the size of Harlech would last all of ten minutes. She bit the inside of her cheek, considering.

      “I like your spirit, girl. Tell you what, I think we can come to an arrangement…but I will need more from you than your word.”

      They had entered the negotiation after all—an affair Telyn knew exceedingly well, and she relaxed considerably. The trick would be to pretend she had some bargaining power when, in reality, she had none. Keeping Dagger’s identity secret would certainly be worth something—but only while she was alive, alive with some capacity to transmit the knowledge to the cornics. Or to whomever Dagger had stolen the mask from in the first place. For the man before her was a thief, no doubt about it. She’d known many crooked people in her fifteen years, but to her knowledge, Dagger was the first professional thief she’d ever met.

      He must be very good at it, considering the powerful bidders he’d brought to the auction in the middle of nowhere, and the piles of gold they’d laid on the table.

      “I think we are missing the point here,” Telyn said in her best market-day voice. “Humans are always one step ahead of slavery. And the mind wizard is sure to come back asking questions about the, ah, the forehead.”

      The thief raised his eyebrows. “The forehead?”

      Nothing for it; she’d tilted the candle, and the wax would burn what it burned. “I saw it. In your boot.”

      Dagger reached down and pulled the mask piece from the boot. It didn’t look like it would fit there; his boots laced up clear to his knees, but the mask had a surprising elasticity and only resumed its forehead-shape once he opened his hand.

      It looked like it had been made with the finest ceramic, albeit with little sparkles, as if the craftsmen had added mica into the clay before firing it. And then plated that with gold, bronze, and copper. This piece comprised the forehead, the top half of the eye-holes. Upon closer inspection, there was an empty setting for the third eye in its center. Slightly translucent, golden lamplight shone through as the thief turned it over and over in his hands.

      They remained that way for some time, Dagger rotating the forehead, Telyn staring, wondering. Finally, she could stand it no longer. “What is the Ever-Guise? Why does it look like a human face?”

      Dagger looked up sharply.

      “I mean, humans couldn’t have made it. Only flacks have magic. Why would they have made it look like a human face?”

      “It looks like a human because the Ever-Guise represents the Queen of Lies.” Dagger passed his hand over the forehead, and it disappeared. “And humans are the biggest liars.”

      Telyn gasped.

      “A bit of an illusionist,” he said, and grinned. The blood coloring his teeth spoiled the effect to some degree.

      Telyn swallowed. “And a showoff.”

      “We were talking about how I could trust you to keep your silence.”

      “We were talking about how many birds you would pay me.”

      “Ah. I believe you mentioned three?”

      Telyn nodded. “Per month. You can pay in advance, if you don’t plan on being in Harlech regular-like.”

      “A month!”

      “Yes.” Excitement built in Telyn’s breast. Dagger hadn’t killed her yet. He hadn’t even said no—which meant they were still negotiating. She might get enough to buy her own cabin. Mother of Squirrels, she might be able to buy the Sable Head!

      “For a lifetime of silence… You’re what, sixteen⁠—?”

      “Fifteen, going on sixteen.”

      “Very well, you can expect to live another forty, fifty years.” He tapped counted on his fingers. “At three birds per month, that would be approximately—” Dagger didn’t get a chance to finish his speculation, for at that moment the daemon reached out its tentacles and embraced him.

      It happened so fast. Telyn had just enough time to flinch, bite her cheek painfully, and then⁠—

      —and then⁠—

      She wanted to look away, but she couldn’t.

      She just couldn’t.

      It was too horrible.

      The aroma of sweet, burnt crumb filled her nostrils, and the night was filled with the sound of sucking mud.
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      Smoke from the fireplace began to curl and swirl in quickened eddies. Everything felt off. Telyn’s teeth tingled like she’d sunk them into an icicle—though the room hadn’t changed temperature. Energy: the air hummed with it, probably a byproduct of the daemon, which now snuffled around the room like a raccoon exploring a garbage heap. At first, Telyn thought the daemon was looking for scraps, maybe a stray nose or something, or that severed ear…

      No, the ear was still there. The daemon appeared uninterested in it. Likewise, it ignored her, though that might be a feint, the same way it had come to stand next to Dagger as if nothing was going to happen. The daemon traveled in a deliberate, thorough pattern across the floor, gathering the hurons. Telyn wasn’t entirely sure if the daemon was picking them up, eating them, or absorbing them.

      What a bizarre creature. Was everything it took in dissolved like powdered medicine, or could it absorb people whole and regurgitate them—unharmed—at some other place? Could the cereb himself travel inside the daemon’s belly in a sort of extra-dimensional bladder, impervious to attack? The possibilities were endless. But right now, the certainty was that, sooner or later, the daemon would turn its attention to Telyn.

      She looked around at the stores for ideas. Perhaps if she dropped a barrel of molasses on it, she could sprint for the door.

      The fireplace smoke acted stranger and stranger, braiding into twin strands that crossed the room, slithered beneath tables, and snaked over the daemon. Telyn would have sworn the smoke wanted to strangle it. Simultaneously, pressure built on Telyn’s brain, a pushing, pulsing sensation. Her ears wanted to pop; a rush of dream-speak tickled her eardrums, whispers and moans in a distinctly male voice. And then she felt something invite itself into her mind.

      A desire to inhabit.

      To share.

      Her body.

      The penumbra daemon’s head swiveled back and forth. Its tentacles puffed out at the ends, tasting the air.

      Saliva filled Telyn’s mouth. The pressure on her mind increased.

      “No, I won’t,” she said, crouching defensively. “Whatever you want, leave me out of it. I’d rather die.”

      The moans, the multitudinous voices formed a single word:

      Revenge.

      The penumbra daemon let out a low, throaty growl.

      Floorboards rippled under Telyn’s bare feet. The lanterns billowed sooty, black smoke that rose into rings…or mouths.

      “Leave. Me. Alone,” Telyn growled through gritted teeth. She’d started to guess what had happened. Dagger had been murdered; his ghost wanted to come back. Of course it did. Humans always came back as ghosts. And if that human had been betrayed and brutally murdered, it would bend all of its malevolence toward one goal: revenge.

      And it needed a body.

      Telyn wrapped her hands over her ears and fell into a crouch. “No! I don’t want you.”

      Abruptly, the pressure on Telyn’s mind evaporated; Dagger’s ghost had abandoned the effort.

      The penumbra daemon’s ears flicked back and forth. It dropped its head and began absorbing coins again. Telyn had just enough time to breathe once, twice, when little sounds emerged from the kitchen. They sounded like the kisses of an over-exuberant and slightly drunk aunt. The swinging door pushed open.

      Kiss.

      Kiss.

      Kiss.

      Oh no, no, no, no., thought Telyn, perfectly aware of who was coming.

      Tums.

      That foolish, curious eehoo.

      The suckers on the ends of its paws made that sound when it walked. Which it rarely did, the lazy thing. She preferred sticking to the wall like a fuzzy gargoyle—unless Telyn brought her down for arm-wrestling or snuggles.

      No, no, Tums, stay away. No need for both of us to die.

      Kiss by sucker-kiss, the eehoo crossed the floor, and although Telyn knew she should use the distraction to make a break for the exit…she couldn’t take her eyes off the unfolding scene. The fire puffed twin braids of smoke; the lanterns spewed blacker-than-black mouths. The penumbra daemon turned to face the approaching eehoo.

      Without fear, Tums advanced, her little gray body strolling possum-like, her eyes strangely intense, her purple nose quivering. Finally, the two were within arm-wrestling distance. One swipe, and the daemon could take her out. One step forward, and the eehoo would fall into nothingness.

      Funny thing, the daemon looked…nervous. Its ears quivered. Its four tentacles, while poised in the air, pulled as far away from the eehoo as possible. It turned sideways like a cat cornered by a coyote. And it seemed to be—was it possible?—it seemed to be losing its coherence, as if someone shone a lantern into darkness.

      Tums leaned forward, lips pulled back against her square teeth. As the daemon pulled even further away, a wail erupted from the eehoo such as Telyn had never heard—nor ever wanted to hear again. She covered her ears. She screamed to try to drown out that awful noise. That sound pierced her hands and her skull and her very sinew. Electricity scampered up and down her teeth. Smoke filled the room such that Telyn’s nose burned, and her eyes watered. The floorboards twisted; Telyn stumbled to one knee.

      The keening began to ululate.

      “If you stay any longer, that thing is going to get you,” Telyn called above the cacophony of groaning wood and eehoo screams.

      The daemon rumbled. It could have been words or a threatening growl. Frankly, Telyn didn’t care, as what remained of the daemon—more charcoal sketch than three-dimensional creature—turned and bounded outside.

      A moment later, Cressida appeared in the doorway and froze. “Telyn? Sis?” she called tentatively, as if disbelieving her own eyes.

      “Here,” Telyn answered.

      The building groaned. The coals flared. The black smoke danced, forming castles, boulevards, trees, heads, mouths. It painted sooty pictures on the walls, tables, floor, ceiling.

      Memories.

      A lifetime of memories.

      A lifetime that was coalescing here, through the floorboards and the fire and smoke and into poor Tums.

      Frozen in a rictus of terror, Cressida’s face could have broken a mirror. “Ah, Telyn, what’s happening?”

      Telyn stumbled around the edge of the public room, past the overturned stools and benches, giving that ululating eehoo a wide berth. The Sable Head was going to pull itself apart. She had to get Cressida out of here before she got hurt!

      They had to get Razenbock. They had to get help, get the pattern witch, get as far away from here as possible.

      “Telyn! I’ve been waiting outside,” Cressida said breathlessly, beckoning her from the doorway. “I saw them all leave, the var, the conda, the schmooks, the mind wizard—he rode off in a coach with a schmook. I could see them from where I was hiding.”

      Step by shuffling, trembling step Telyn reached her sister, and they embraced in the doorway. Telyn buried her head in her sister’s sandy blond hair. “Took you long enough.”

      “I didn’t want to come in and give you away. I knew there was still a trogo, and that you would want to stay until the end.”

      Tums’ wail trailed off, and Telyn’s ears rang tinnily in the unexpected quiet of the cold night. Through that, she could just make out the eehoo’s harsh panting as the poor creature tried to catch her breath. The chaos subsided. The Sable Head stopped groaning; now it popped and creaked as it settled.

      “Telyn, the door opened; I thought I saw a trogo but it was like…like…an icicle melting. And then the screaming began and I couldn’t wait any longer.”

      “It’s okay. It’s over now. I knew you wouldn’t leave me.” Telyn hugged her sister tighter, wetting Cressida’s hair with some tears.

      They held each other for a moment, then Cressida spoke. “What happened? What’s the matter with Tums?”

      Reluctantly, Telyn pulled back to an arm’s distance. “We need help. You get Raz. I will get the pattern witch.”

      “Telyn, I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what happened.”

      Telyn took a second, trying to simplify it in her mind. So much had happened in the last hour or so. How could she explain it all?

      Okay, just the basics. Cressida didn’t need everything all at once. She gave her twin the barest outline.

      Cressida nodded slowly. “I thought I saw the trogo in the doorway….”

      “It’s complicated. Even from where I hid…the shadow-creature…I just can’t explain it. But it killed the trogo and the man, took the birds, and ran away. The thief’s ghost came back and—and it wanted to possess me, but I refused, so it took Tums.”

      “Mother of Squirrels!” Cressida said.

      “That shadow-thing that ran by you, well, it’s too complicated. You go upstairs and get Raz. He must be completely sauced to have slept through this. I’ll get the pattern witch.”

      “Sauced? He might be, but he’s not here. Razenbock went to the Lucky H.” Cressida gingerly stepped back inside the public room and looked around, taking in the soot drawings all over the walls and tables. That’s what happened when a ghost appeared: it painted the area with its most vivid memories, though Telyn had never seen so many, and so vivid. “So much to clean—he’s going to be furious.”

      Things had calmed considerably, though they were by no means still. Tums turned in circles, trying to bite its nubby tail. The fingers of braided smoke seemed content to layer soot over the images it had already painted—an artist layering over his initial sketches. Dagger’s ghost must’ve been getting used to his new body.

      “I’ll just grab my cloak from the kitchen.” Telyn darted past Tums, who didn’t seem to notice her.

      They had to get the pattern witch—had to make sure the ghost didn’t get too comfortable. Telyn wanted her eehoo back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      The Sable Head sat a little east from downtown Harlech and the girls walked quickly along the dirt road in their bare feet, despite treading on the occasional sharp stone or llama dropping. The Elbus Canyon dropped away to their left. The river hid in the canyon depths, but Defiance Falls roared in the distance, and the mist rose from it to caress their ankles like icy fingertips.

      Telyn kept thinking about the Ever-Guise. Did the daemon have the mask inside itself now, along with the remains of Kulon and Dagger—clothes, boots, and yucky, gray brains—and those coins it’d snuffled from the floor? Would it excrete all of that out for the mind wizard in a gooey mess, or did the daemon have its own agenda?

      Or did it carry everything more-or-less intact like some bottomless satchel?

      “Nearly shoe season.” Cressida skipped over an icy patch of mud.

      Telyn grunted.

      To their right, Harlech’s commercial district slumbered. Over shop doors or dangling from wooden awnings hung signs with pictures instead of words: a hammer and anvil; a hatchet over a pig; a twisted pretzel. Light peeped through the shutters on a few of the second-floor windows, but most folks had gone to bed. No wonder no one had come to investigate the boards creaking and the eehoo wailing.

      A couple embraced on the porch outside the Lucky H. Through the door, they could hear a dulcimer and a few tired voices trying to sing along.

      “Are you sure?” Cressida took Telyn’s hands, stopping at the edge of the light pooling from the Lucky H’s windows. “We could go to flacktown together. Raz can’t do nothing about the ghost.”

      Telyn hesitated. She would rather dig a badger from its hole with her bare hands than wake the pattern witch at this hour. She’d been mulling this over during the walk, and decided she felt a certain sense of responsibility. Not for what happened; she didn’t have much to do with the auction, the murder, and all of that. But, well, Tums needed her. If she had allowed Dagger inside her own head, the eehoo wouldn’t be in its current predicament.

      She nodded. “I’ll be all right. We’ve got a perfect right fetching the pattern witch in the matter of ghosts. Besides, I’m the one that saw it. If she has questions….”

      “If Raz knows you stayed after supper, you’ll be in a heap of trouble.”

      “Yeah, I know.” A whole heap more than you imagine, sister. Telyn hoped the witch didn’t ask too many questions, like, “What were you doing there?” “What were the flacks doing there?” “What exactly did you see?” She didn’t want to answer any of those questions. “I’m gonna say I forgot my cloak and came back for it. That’s as close to the truth as I can go.”

      “See you at home.” Cressida smiled lopsidedly and leaned forward for a hug.
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        * * *

      

      The waterfall’s thunder grew louder as Telyn hurried along, the air more humid. Harlech had maybe two thousand full-time residents. She crossed the little, arched bridge and creek that separated Harlech proper from the flack residences. In nothing flat, she found herself in front of the strangest home in Harlech—if the tent-like structure could even be a called a home. Silk, canvas, cotton, muslin, lace, linen, chenille, cotton, cashmere—she’d once spent half a morning with Cressida trying to name every fabric and weave on the exterior of the…er…house. The overlapping fabric ribboned into, around, and through, an explosion of colors and textures all woven together, enough material to stock a dozen haberdasheries.

      The garish structure rose at least three stories and billowed in the slightest breeze. If Telyn stared at it too long, she got woozy.

      Telyn’s mother was a seamstress—when she was sober enough to hold a needle—and could have made her fortune out of that fabric. She could have dressed the whole town for a costume ball and half of Enshede besides.

      The pattern witch’s house was the sort of place children would stare at for hours, daring each other to poke a finger into the side. For if you did—so the children said—you might end up sewn into the fabric, or worse, made to wear dress clothes for all eternity.

      It’s just a tent—a big, billowing tent that breathes. Basically, a giant lung. Nothing to be scared of.

      The pattern witch must’ve been home, for light shone from the inside through the various fabrics depending on thickness and material.

      I’m happy about that, right?

      Right?

      Go on, then. Tums needs me.

      Telyn approached reluctantly, swallowed, stepped again. Within touching distance. A fabric entryway ran ahead to a beaded doorway. She paused about halfway and then, remembering the childhood dares, poked the wall. The material to the left resisted like silk, soft and firm, pleasing.

      She poked the right: more of a flannel-like material, also taut, warm, fabric to snuggle in on winter’s nights.

      Not so scary after all.

      She was looking for a place to knock when the beads moved aside on their own. Telyn tiptoed through a foyer and pulled aside a length of green cloth covering a door, following quiet sounds into a sort of kitchen. A fire crackled inside a metal stove—a fire!—and while Telyn wondered why the place hadn’t gone up in flames, she tripped on the edge of a rug and almost tumbled into the home’s inhabitants.

      “Mrs. de Galati, hi…”

      Two flacks looked up as Telyn righted herself. The elder sat at a small table wearing a long dress tied with a green sash and a matching green headscarf—and the cross look of someone interrupted from deep concentration. The younger, her daughter, sat cross-legged atop a fabric cube, dressed in overalls without even a shirt underneath, showing an obscene amount of…fur. Both women rose. The younger smiled, or seemed to, although her lips hardly moved. It was all in the slow squint of her eyes and a slight lift of her whiskers.

      Both females could have been human, except there was too much cat in them. Their feline heads sprouted thick fur in a mottled white, gray and brown pattern, whiskers, and triangular ears on top. Their hands sported nubby fingers, albeit furry, and Telyn had the distinct impression those finger-pads could extend claws. But their legs! No wonder all the men had secret crushes on them—they had curves in all the right places and moved with the grace of panthers.

      “There is a break in the pattern,” the mother announced. “Can you tell me what it is?”

      Relief flooded through Telyn. She didn’t know what she’d expected, but a smile and a question she could answer were a good start. “A ghost—in the Sable Head. It’s inside of Tums, the eehoo.”

      The flacks exchanged a significant glance.

      The mother sat down again. “I thought it must be more than that,” she huffed, and resumed picking apart a doily with bone needles. A Sylvan scene had been woven into the cloth, but it was upside down, and many threads had been pulled loose. Telyn couldn’t spot more than a doe and a couple of trees.

      After several moments, Telyn said, “Er, it’s sort of an emergency. I think it might be a poltergeist. Maybe even a vengeful spirit.”

      “Who died,” the mother asked, one ear twitching, “and how?”

      With a quiver of her whiskers, the daughter continued to grin. She stared at Telyn with striking, violet eyes—another reason the men all had crushes on her, no doubt.

      “I, um, I don’t know. A man.”

      Telyn repeated the made-up story of going back with Cressida for her cloak, hearing some ululating cry from inside, and going inside to discover the eehoo already possessed. The story sounded lame to her, but she stuck with it. She couldn’t let on that she had seen Dagger auctioning off a magical mask called the…What was it?…the Ever-Guise. The cornics would question her to no end: Who died? Who killed whom? What were they selling? Who said what? What mask? What were you doing there? And while Telyn didn’t know exactly which rules she’d broken, she knew from experience she must have broken at least a dozen.

      The pattern witch picked a thread loose from the weave, examined it, and very carefully tightened it again. “Has it started speaking?”

      “Tums? No,” Telyn said, rocking from one foot to the other, irritation growing. Tums was in trouble and she was supposed to sit here and watch someone play with needle and thread? She could do that at home. “Razenbock keeps trying to teach the eehoo dirty words, so I expect it wouldn’t be pleasant if she did.”

      The daughter giggled.

      The witch fixed Telyn with her large eyes—violet like her daughter’s—and Telyn decided her flippancy hadn’t been such a good idea. “It just sort of moans,” she added. “But the lamp smoke is making rings like mouths.”

      “What else?”

      “I could feel the ghost pressing against me, trying to get in, as if it were knocking on the door of my mind. But I wouldn’t let it in. It took Tums, instead.”

      “I thought you heard the ghost while you were still outside. You said Tums was already possessed when you entered the tavern.”

      “Er, I don’t really remember. It is all a bit muddled.” I will not let my cheeks redden. Cool thoughts. Cool, innocent cheeks, pale as wind-driven snow.

      Briskly, the pattern witch swept the needles, scissors, doily, and thread into a bag, which she pulled tight with a drawstring. “What have you told the cornics?”

      “Nothing. Cressida is at the Lucky H getting Razenbock—the owner of the Sable Head. I came straight here.”

      “Best get your stories straight before the cornics question you,” the pattern witch said, tying the bag to her sash and throwing a cape over her shoulders. “My daughter, Rayvn, will keep you company. Stay here until I get back, both of you. There is more out there than ghosts this night.”

      Telyn knew that all too well, schmooks and var, conda, penumbra daemons, and mind wizards to name a few.

      The door-flap pulled aside. The pattern witch paused there. “Rayvn, sharpen the chisel while I’m away.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rayvn replied to her mom’s receding form.

      No one had told Telyn she could sit down. Accustomed to long hours in the kitchen, she didn’t really mind, much. She rocked from foot to foot, unfocused her eyes, and daydreamed—a technique she’d perfected scrubbing pots. Her mind adrift, she recalled the eerie scene at the Sable Head: Tums’ ululation, the ghost plastering the walls in soot. If she went back and studied the drawings the ghost had left, she would uncover Dagger’s past. No wonder human mercenaries were so frightening. Imagine the chaos once they started to fall….

      A sudden voice—practically in her ear—almost gave Telyn a heart attack. “Your button’s torn,” Rayvn said. She had approached so quietly Telyn hadn’t noticed, and now she was reaching toward Telyn’s chest.

      Telyn looked down; her mother wouldn’t let her leave the house with a torn button, but there it was, her top button dangling by a single thread.

      “The ghost disrupted the pattern,” Rayvn said, reading Telyn’s confused expression. “You are lucky it is just one button.” She reached out.

      Telyn backed away. She did not want a flack touching her.

      Rayvn stepped forward.

      Telyn retreated until her back was pressed to the fabric-wall, and still Rayvn advanced. The flack touched the button with a single finger, and the threads rewove into a neat little knot. “The Sable Head must be a mess.”

      Telyn took the button in her hands and tugged, but it had been repaired perfectly.

      “Don’t ever touch me again,” Telyn said, a little more forcefully than she’d intended—but the flack had scared her. Besides, flacks had no business touching humans.

      Rayvn’s smile didn’t waver. “Would you like an infusion?”

      Telyn moved to the other side of the room, still clutching her button. She found a spare puff-square and sat. She couldn’t very well refuse an infusion, not in the flack’s own home. “All right. That’d be grand.” Her eyes roved everywhere except the other…girl.

      Flack. She’s not a girl, she’s a flack. And she shouldn’t have touched me.

      Rayvn filled a kettle from a brass spigot by the stove and set it in the firebox on a hook. She placed some wood in and, by muttering a few words, began a fire. “Mom doesn’t know I can do this, but patterns can be unwoven easier than woven, and fire is best for un-weaving.” She set cups and saucers on the table, put dried herbs in small sachets, tied them off with magic, dropped them in the cups.

      “So, you must be excited about the new Dating Chart.”

      The change of subject jolted Telyn back to the present. “What? No! Not at all.”

      “They’ve just cleared the board, so to speak. Brand-new matches.”

      “Well, yes. After eighth moon they wipe it clean and start over with new odds, new questionnaires…” Telyn squirmed, unable to find a comfortable spot on the overstuffed pouf. “Why are we talking about this?”

      “Oh, I place a bet now and then.” Rayvn’s ears twitched, as if considering whether to say more. Presently, she wrapped a thick swatch of cotton around her hand and removed the now-boiling kettle from the firebox. Then she poured a steaming stream of water into each cup. “Do you take honey?”

      Telyn reached for the frilly, ceramic cup. “No, thank you.” Normally she loved honey, but the flack and her choice of conversation made her feel contrary—even to her own detriment.

      “I generally win my bets.” Rayvn stirred a spoonful of honey into her own infusion and sat beside Telyn. “Being a pattern witch, I’m rather good at discerning patterns.”

      “Er…okay.” The cup felt really good against her numb fingers, and Telyn felt a little guilty for being so abrupt. “I’m called Telyn. Telyn Brower.”

      Rayvn nodded sagely. “You are the taller twin. Your sister is Cressida; your mother is Esther; and your father, Dorian Brower, died trapping. We are the same—without fathers, two-cord strands. My mother makes me study the names on the Sepulcher as part of my training, although my interest lies with interpersonal relationships.”

      “You mean the Dating Chart? Seriously?”

      Rayvn sipped noisily. Her violet eyes sparkled like a silly, crush-besotted girl’s.

      Telyn stared, incredulous. “You want to date a human? Which one?”

      I’ve got to get out of here. Dealing with ghosts must have driven the witch insane! But Mrs. de Galati might get angry, since she told me to wait here. Mother of Squirrels, what a barrel of pickle juice.

      “I hadn’t actually considered dating a human, but that would open up new areas of research.”

      Research? The Dating Chart? Does she think we’re insects to pin to a board and dissect? Telyn dearly wanted to change the subject. “Have you lived here long?”

      “Fifteen years. Not very long in the life of a stone, but my entire life.”

      “Same.”

      Well, that didn’t go anywhere.

      Searching her mind for a subject as far away from the Dating Chart as possible, Telyn hid her face behind the ceramic cup, sipped, and spit the light-green infusion out just as fast. It tasted like a cranky old boot.

      “Horrible, isn’t it?” Rayvn said, taking the cup out of Telyn’s hands. “Mom gives me spinosa infusions when I have an owie. It freezes your cuticles so that you have something else to worry about. Tell me if it works.”

      Indeed, Telyn’s fingers began to go numb again, starting at the nails and working deeper. Telyn checked herself just before berating Rayvn with some choice public room vocabulary. She had no power against a flack. Sure, she had a six-inch reach on the shorter girl, and she was probably stronger as well—unless Rayvn had cat strength to match her fur.

      But magic, it always came down to that.

      With the power of their magic, flacks could get away with just about any abuse. And if that failed, the cornics were always on their side. Always.

      Telyn pushed her anger down as best she could. “Why would you do that?”

      “You’re thinking about something else, right?”

      “I’m thinking about knocking your teeth in!”

      “That so worked,” Rayvn said happily, and plopped back down on her fabric cube.

      “Oh, no, no, no, no. You are not getting away with that.” Telyn shot to her feet, numbing fingers balled into—loose—fists. “I’m so out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      The pattern witches lived on the far side of Harlech with the other flacks—and a little apart even from them. No one wanted to live nearby if you worked with ghosts. Telyn had about a mile to walk home, a dark and frightening night to walk alone, time enough for her temper to cool. A few courageous stars tried to peek out from between the clouds, but the crescent moon remained in hiding.

      That spinosa infusion affected more than her cuticles. Her toes were halfway numb. Her feet stumbled on the slightest ridge or stone. Just what she needed on a night like this.

      She didn’t believe for a minute that Rayvn had served it to give her something else to worry about. She did it because Telyn had flinched when Rayvn tried to repair her button. She’d been less than diplomatic, sure.

      Well, why not? Flacks treated humans poorly enough.

      She’d made it back to Harlech proper when approaching footfalls caused Telyn to duck into an alley. She didn’t want to run into anyone. The flacks from the auction might still be in town. Humans up this late would probably have been drinking, their judgment left in the bottom of a mug. They might proposition her—or worse.

      No, Telyn definitely didn’t want to meet anyone on the roads tonight.

      The footfalls carried on, and Telyn returned to the road. She might have just missed Mrs. de Galati returning home.

      Three main roads ran parallel to the Elbus River canyon, Upper, Middle, and Main, with Harlech stretched along them. Telyn took Upper Road, that furthest from the canyon, where the trappers maintained temporary shacks and the poor people lived.

      She amused herself wondering what she might do if she had the Ever-Guise. Maybe she’d put herself at the top of the Dating Chart. Most eligible bachelorette in Harlech—Telyn Brower!

      Maybe she’d get Rayvn on the Chart just for kicks. Wouldn’t that teach those busybodies in the Dating Circle.

      At last, Telyn arrived at her one-room cabin. She tried the door and let out a sigh of relief when the latch moved. More than once, her mother had locked the twins out for coming home late, and sleeping in the Sable Head wasn’t an option this evening.

      Cressida, rising from a chair by the fireplace, rushed forward and gave her a hug. Telyn felt such emotion on feeling her sister’s embrace that she spilled a couple of tears. Her sister loved her completely—crooked toes, slatted ribs, morning breath (afternoon, sometimes), snarky attitude, and all.

      At last, Telyn drew enough courage to lift her head from Cressida’s neck to look round at her mother. What she saw didn’t reassure: Esther had swept her gray and black hair into an untidy bun; malt stained her nightshirt; her eyes didn’t focus right.

      Drinking. Again.

      Telyn didn’t need the spinosa infusion to feel cold disappointment.

      Esther put down her needlework. “Let me guess, daughter. You stagger home in the middle of the night, hours after the Sable Head has closed. No explanation; didn’t even leave word with your sister. Cressida has been worried sick.” A pause. “What’s his name?”

      “Mother—” Cressida began.

      “Let your twin speak for herself.”

      “There is no boy,” Cressida said. “I would know if there was.”

      Esther rose and approached the twins shuffle by shuffle, far too feeble for her forty-two years. Too feeble, too old, and way too dour.

      “You wouldn’t believe what happened, Esther,” Telyn whispered. She refused to call her “Mother” until Esther stopped drinking. She’d told Esther as much, in case she missed the point. She didn’t want her thinking she called her Esther for spite. Telyn had a good reason for doing so. Spite had nothing to do with it.

      Love—that’s why Telyn called her Esther. Because she loved her mother. This woman, she barely recognized.

      “You’ve been pinching malt,” Esther said, sniffing.

      “You smell your own smelly breath,” Telyn retorted. Something about Esther sniffing her breath—sniffing!—rankled her nerves. She forgot all about the mental strain of the evening, the terror of the trogo and the penumbra daemon, and the cold in her fingers and her toes. Anger began to build from her belly outward—as it always did when Esther had drunk herself into a state.

      “You’ll lose yourself that job, and then you’ll have nothing—nothing at all.”

      “Mother, Telyn doesn’t drink.”

      “You stay out of this!” Esther demanded, and Cressida shrank away.

      “Cressida is right.” Telyn stepped around her sister to face her mother full on. Telyn towered a good eight inches taller, and she straightened to emphasize the point. “I don’t drink because I don’t want to end up like you—a smelly old hag.”

      “You see how you fare when your man leaves you to care for two thankless girls.” Esther punctuated her words with a finger jab to Telyn’s chest.

      That’s it, she brought up Dad.

      Telyn wanted so badly to grab that finger and bend it backwards. Instead, she dug her freezing fingernails into the palms of her hands.

      “That’s the malt talking,” Cressida warned. “Don’t pay any attention to her, Tey. I think she was worried about you.”

      Fat chance of that.

      Looking at her mother, at the bags under her eyes, the sagging skin of her throat, Telyn suddenly felt pity. Could it be that—like a small child—Esther provoked her simply to get attention? Or was it because Telyn reminded Esther of Dad? He had disappeared shortly after Telyn was born, lost to the Chaos Woods. Frozen to death, likely, or set upon by some beast. It happened all the time. Widows were as common as spit in Harlech.

      “Did you tell her?” Telyn asked her sister.

      Cressida shook her head.

      “What? Tell me what?”

      Telyn moved past her mother to the bed she shared with Cressida. She wiped her bruised feet with a rag from the pewter wash basin. “Best get some sleep, Esther. We have a funeral tomorrow.”

      “Funeral? Who is it? Who died?” Esther sounded quite flustered that the argument had ended so abruptly.

      Telyn felt grim satisfaction at that. She pulled the blankets over her and turned toward the wall. “No one you knew. A stranger.”

      Esther started muttering about waking up early, ungrateful whelps, and other innumerable woes.

      Cressida blew out the oil lamp and crawled into bed beside Telyn. Cressida’s hand touched her leg moments later. She drew a line on the thigh, followed by a tap.

      It was their own personal touch language. I’m sorry.

      Telyn replied with a touch, a turn clockwise. It’s okay.

      Those were the first words they’d developed, at night, in this very same bed: I’m sorry and It’s okay. Sorry for Esther. Sorry for the pain. Sorry for Dad dying. Sorry for this whole mess of a life. And It’s okay. We’ll make it. We have each other. Not your fault.

      Nobody’s fault.

      They had developed the secret touch language in childhood as a defense against Esther’s drunken anger.

      Cressida began spelling letters: P-A-T-T⁠—

      Pattern witch, Telyn guessed. But Telyn didn’t want to talk in front of Esther. Their mother had long ago guessed that the twins could somehow exchange secret information right underneath her very nose. She would make them pay if she discovered them doing it now.

      Besides, the warm bed made Telyn realize just how exhausted she really was. She sighed to let Cressida know she was too tired to talk, and with her fingernail drew an arc on Cressida’s thigh.

      Tomorrow.

      The warmth of the covers and her sister’s body lulled her to sleep.
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      The funeral bell sounded, slamming shut the town’s doors and shutters. No one had to ask—that singular gong cut through silence and hubbub and told the citizens that someone had died, they’d better come, a soul had to be put to rest before the ghost started causing havoc.

      Too late. Telyn bound a rather messy braid of Cressida’s hair, which she then wrapped into a bun. The havoc has been done, both by the ghost, and on Cressida’s hair. Why does she keep asking me to do it? We both know there would be fewer stray hairs if she did it herself.

      The twins dressed in their funeral best, full skirts gathered at the waist by colorful sashes—blue for Telyn, yellow for Cressida, white blouses with lace at the wrists and necks, and tight, auburn vests. Telyn chose the fishtail braid to deal with her brunette frizz, Cressida two low, blond buns to show off her neck. And yes, both girls wore stockings and ankle-high shoes; neither rough stones nor salacious glances would bother them today, no matter how the wind blew.

      Cressida kept throwing Telyn significant glances; she clearly wanted to talk about the night before. In reply, Telyn kept nodding toward Esther as if she didn’t want to wake their mom, but both girls both knew that was a lie. Telyn didn’t give a burnt tuber whether she woke Esther at the best of times. The woman shouldn’t spend half the day in bed sleeping off a drunk. She just didn’t feel like talking, too many thoughts and not enough answers.

      The twins donned their long coats, shut the cabin door quietly, and joined their friends Hosh and Caitlin along Main Street. They were all fifteen years of age, and they’d been friends forever.

      Over the summer, Hosh had grown several inches, catching up to the girls. Well, except for Telyn. He’d been on the pudgy side, which was adorable when he was smaller; now he simply looked awkward. His bum leg didn’t help, though Telyn hardly noticed it. The four of them adjusted their pace to Hosh’s, and that was that. He had an easy smile and ruffled, orange hair. Currently, he was attempting to grow a beard, a patchy thing that looked like the remains a wire brush left in the elements all winter. Telyn greeted him by tugging on the beard and tsking.

      He responded with a grin.

      Caitlin had wide lips and wide hips, and the men gawked at her, especially when she swayed deliberately, which was pretty much always. Telyn only rarely felt jealous at this; mostly she preferred anonymity to having to deflect unwanted attention. Caitlin’s eyes were as dark brown as her hair, unusual in this village of light-eyed folks. Today her dress was pleated and pink with white lace around the collar and at the bottom.

      Called there by the funeral bell, nearly all the town’s inhabitants thronged Main Street, and most had already heard enough to be dangerous.

      To their left, the scrawny owner of the pretzel shop elbowed a shorter man with a knit cap pulled low over his ears. “I heard two men were fighting because that Brower girl’s ankles were showing, and one of them killed the other!”

      “Small surprise, ain’t enough material in Harlech to keep her legs covered.”

      “You know it. Like a tree, that one…”

      To their right, one of the trappers Telyn recognized from the Sable Head conferred with a washerwoman. “Razenbock kicked out all the humans, nothing left but flacks. Small wonder they killed him. I always knew the barkeep had it comin‘.”

      “He ain’t dead; I seen ’im this mornin‘.”

      “Ah, dang it.”

      Behind them, a woman’s voice took on a haunted tone. “They say they never found the body… Nothing left but the nose.”

      She was answered by an unladylike snort. “Oh? Raz must have ground up the rest for stew and dumped the bile in the malt for color.”

      A young boy raced past them, forcing them to pause, and skidded to a halt in front of his father. “Heath Robinson said he’ll show you where it happened for an egg. Claims he might ‘a done it himself if he’d had a mind.”

      “Give Heath an egg and all he’ll show you is the bottom of a mug, I say.”

      Enough townsfolk knew the twins worked the Sable Head that the friends huddled in a protective circle to deflect the questions as best they could. But that didn’t stop nosy old Caitlin from asking questions of her own.

      “They say you found the body,” Caitlin prodded.

      Telyn couldn’t help starting a bit at this revelation. “Who said?”

      “I knew it! You’re always where trouble’s to be found. Well, do tell.”

      “I left my coat and had to go back for it,” Telyn said, annoyed at herself for falling for Caitlin’s trick so easily. “It was cold.”

      “You left your cabin in the middle of the night because it was too cold—and walked all the way across town to get your coat?”

      “Yeah,” Telyn replied, scowling. She really had to get a better story before the cornics interrogated her, or at least a better gambling face.

      “I believe her,” Hosh said, chewing on a sweet ube dumpling. “I forget things all the time.”

      Caitlin tapped her chin with one finger. “They say some trappers were fighting over your bare ankles. What did they look like? Were they bearded?” She had a thing for long beards.

      “No one was fighting over me. I told you, we went home with everyone else when Raz closed up.”

      “If you ask me,” Hosh said, licking the purple filling from his fingers, “I think Telyn should flash her ankles anytime she chooses. If we were to go swimming, say⁠—”

      Caitlin smacked the back of his head.

      “Ouch! How come men can show ankles and women can’t?” Hosh complained

      “Because when women see a sliver of skin, they don’t slobber like bloodhounds.”

      “I don’t slobber.”

      “You’re slobbering now.”

      “Because I’m eating an ube dumpling!”

      The only thing that saved Telyn from this embarrassing conversation was the clicker-clank of iron-rimmed wheels on the dirt road.

      Hosh paused mid-sentence, tilted his head, and announced, “The death car.”

      “It’s called the Conveyance to Celestial Etherealness,” corrected a harried-looking woman clutching the hands of two toddlers who chose that moment to run in opposite directions.

      Hosh snickered.

      Pulled by four llamas, the death car started at the east side of town, the low side, and pulled past the Sable Head, the Lucky H, the Copcut Ash, and finally the Market Hall where the Spring Sale was always held. Then it turned right, moving uphill toward the giant stone mountain-face known as the Sepulcher.

      In normal times, the flatbed would carry a simple wooden coffin. On each side of the coffin, an urn of incense would leave sweet smoke that pulled the humans along like trail ants—first the more prominent members of the town, then the lesser ones, with kids sauntering behind. In normal times, the driver would sing “Ode to the Departed,” a dirge to pacify both the surviving and the dead. Only humans came, except for the pattern witch and her daughter. Flacks avoided funerals. Funerals reminded them humans did have magic of a sort—an uncontrollable, unpredictable magic which brought ghosts back from the dead.

      Telyn suspected funerals would have been banned by the cornics if they weren’t essential for preventing ghosts from coming back.

      As the flatbed came into view, they could see that today was different. Instead of the usual wooden coffin, it carried a metal cage, and the cage held an eehoo. Tums’ snarls and crazed eyes gave no doubt that two things must have happened:

      First, a human had died, a human with unfinished business here on Earth. Second, that person’s ghost had returned and possessed the eehoo.

      Poor, lovable Tums.

      Quid, wagon-driver and schoolmaster, whom many considered insane, hummed to himself as he drove. At times, during a funeral procession, he would belt out the funeral dirge at the top of his lungs, but today’s event seemed to have subdued him.

      The pattern witch and her wide-eyed daughter Rayvn sat crisscross on either side of the metal cage, muttering spells and waving incense urns. Taken by the ghost’s magic, the smoke formed marvelous, terrifying shapes: creatures, humanoid figures, trees, alleyways bound by tall buildings—all in motion, all half formed.

      “So, it’s true,” Hosh said, his voice a reverent whisper. “They haven’t found the body.”

      As the wagon rolled past, Tums gripped the bars with both hands and stared at the teenagers. His snarls took on sounds nearing coherence. Telyn thought she could make out the words, “Yonaaaaaaaa daeeeeeeeemon. Yonaaaaaa daeeeeeeeemon killlllllll meeeeee.” The eehoo’s wild eyes sought hers, but she refused to meet them. The shapes in the incense smoke seemed to form a wide-eyed girl emerging from behind an overturned barrel.

      If a normal celestial conveyance caused a normal hubbub, this one put Harlech into an uproar.

      Hosh babbled a few times once the wagon had passed, finally managing to say, “That. Was. Creepy.”

      “The ghost got Tums?” Caitlin asked, eyes wide. “The eehoo’s possessed?”

      Caitlin and Hosh rounded on the twins.

      “Why was he staring at us like that?” Caitlin asked. “What was he trying to say?”

      Several people who had been following the death car slowed their walk to listen. It was well-known the Brower twins worked at the Sable Head.

      Telyn threw out her hands to the side in surrender. “You got me. I killed Raz. And ate him. That’s why there’s no body.” She clutched her belly dramatically. “And I’ve got a tummy ache.”

      Cressida raised an eyebrow. Caitlin blew a strand of brown hair from her face, and Hosh began tapping his bum foot on the ground.

      “Come on, guys. Would I hold out on you? You know as much as I do. I didn’t even know they hadn’t found the body.”

      “Because you ate it,” Cressida said.

      “Well, I didn’t eat all of it.” I left an ear, she almost said, but stopped herself. That would be too close to the truth, if the truth ever got out. She really needed practice on this lying bit. “The, ah, the feet. Raz’s feet are too stinky by far.”

      Raz’s gruff voice spoiled her charming tale. “Ya girls comin‘?” He must have been among the folks trailing the death car.

      “Um, girls?” Hosh protested.

      “You’re right, I should’ve said ladies. I forget how old y’all are getting‘.” Raz clapped Hosh on the back as he walked past, adding belatedly, “and gent. Y’all ’re gonna be left behind if you don’t move it.”
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      The trek led to the foot of an immense rock called the Sepulcher. Nearly vertical, the rock’s face rose a thousand feet and must have pierced to the heart of the mountains. Etched into the stone, crowded chaos like fish in a salt barrel, was the name of each person who had died in Harlech, most moss-filled and cracked beyond recognition. Near the base of the rock, a single name remained clear and bold, etched a span tall and shiny as if polished with oil: KABUZ, the Queen of Lies, the deity banished to Sheol with the demons and the dead.

      What had Dagger said about the Queen of Lies and the Ever-Guise? Something about humans being the worst liars?

      The names had been carved to keep ghosts in Sheol. Presumably, the Queen of Lies could be held back the same way. This happened many ages ago, but her name was preserved through the generations by humans and pattern witches alike. Rumor said the human names around her name dated from the same era—from when Harlech was called Gaer Rhaeadr and was a free human settlement.

      Telyn doubted it, though. The magic-wielding races had always dominated the human population, in her estimation. In any case, Gaer Rhaeadr must not have had a proper pattern witch, for ancient ghosts still hung around, wispy things that could have been mist—if mist took on vaguely human form and sometimes followed you around.

      When these ancient ghosts whispered in their dead language, it gave Telyn the willies.

      People pointed and chattered like they did each time they came to the Sepulcher, claiming to have relatives where the sand piled along the base and fanned out in rain, and some particular claim to the Cairn Range because of it. Wooden scaffolding propped against the rock face rose eighty feet, past countless etched names, to where the granite awaited more tattoos. Nearby, the maroon vendors perfumed the event with smoke as they grilled the dark shells filled with wondrously sweet nuts that opened when heated slowly and exploded when heated quickly.

      Telyn was surprised to see Minister Svemas standing at the bottom of the scaffolding in his dress uniform. His presence at the human funeral gave the murder some importance. Like all cornics, he had what could only be described as a ram’s head. His horns curled a full two turns, indicating his prominence better than any emblem on his uniform. He wore his usual grin and nodded amiably to those he recognized. Most folks considered him something of a likable dunce—just the kind of administrator they liked in these parts.

      Which made Telyn wonder how much of it was an act.

      A most unwelcome person caught her eye: Tabbard, the local bully, surrounded by his usual thugs. “Hey Telyn,” he said, stuffing a whole maroon nut into his cheek. “Looking a little pale. I hear the stiff died from seeing your fat ankles.”

      His buddies laughed appreciatively. “Maybe he died of Telyn’s cooking,” another boy added, earning him an affectionate arm-slug from Tabbard.

      “What I think,” Tabbard added, “is that no one died at all. That’s just what happens when anyone sees Telyn’s legs.”

      “That can’t be true, Tabbard Ouzeley.” Telyn put as much derision into his surname as she could. “’Cause we all know you can’t think.”

      Tabbard’s clean-shaven face reddened down to the neck. She’d clearly scored. In fact, it looked like the bully would storm over and start real trouble until another of his crew, Joram Lycargus, whispered something to calm him down. Tabbard threw his maroon shell down in anger but stayed his ground.

      “You leave my sister alone.” Cressida glared at Tabbard. Then, taking Telyn by the arm, she spoke softly. “Never mind them. They wish they knew enough to be interesting.”

      The pattern witches, mother and daughter, affixed the eehoo’s cage to a block-and-pulley system, and two men hoisted the cage to the top of the scaffolding. Rayvn followed, climbing the rickety ladder with an ease that made Telyn frown. The two might end up competing in the climbing event at the Spring Sale, and Telyn didn’t want a flack to beat her at her own game. Mrs. de Galati climbed next, holding a short plank in one arm. About ten feet up she wedged the plank in the scaffolding and stepped onto it, looking for all the world as if she were about to swan-dive into the crowd.

      Hosh sucked his breath through his teeth, and he wasn’t the only one. If it weren’t for their thick fur, the witch’s legs would be exposed for all to see—ankles, calves, even knees. Mrs. de Galeti’s stockings didn’t cover her thighs!

      Caitlin smacked Hosh in the back of the head.

      The pattern witch’s voice carried easily. “The suffering you see in this eehoo, poor creature, reflects the suffering of a man’s soul. It is a difficult thing to see such suffering. It can reflect torment in the man’s life, or the violent way the man died, or an unhealthy division of the soul—an unresolved struggle of good versus ill.”

      As if in answer, Tums threw himself at the bars of his cage and snarled what sounded like swear words. Only Tabbard and a few others chuckled—though their laughter quickly died. Most people shuffled their feet and looked anywhere but directly at the eehoo.

      The pattern witch continued. “The suffering soul thus casts part of itself—a ghost of itself, if you will—into this world. We are not here to exorcise the ghost from the eehoo. Such is beyond our power. The ghost has its own reasons for haunting our world, decisions made or unmade, vows made or broken, regrets, anger, pain… No magic spell can resolve those. The best we can do is to bind the ghost to this place, tie it to this great Sepulcher which touches not just our world, but also the next. By doing so, we affix the ghost within the pattern here, at this place, at this moment in time. Unable to affect this world anymore, the ghost will depart of its own accord. If we fail…” The pattern witch let the sentence hang.

      “Fail?” Hosh asked. “Who’s talking about failing?”

      “The pattern witch, you sheep-brain,” Caitlin said.

      Telyn had never heard such a thorough explanation of what the pattern witch did. Funerals had always seemed straightforward before. A person died, the witches carved the name into the Sepulcher, took a little blood from a relative (at which point Telyn always had to look away), burned some incense, and the day resumed.
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