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“I don’t believe it’s lawful for a Holy Isle to carry guns concealed beneath his robes,” said Dalfa, pointing at his midsection.


“Who says I’m wearing anything under this?” Ard slipped his hand into the pocket of his robes, fingers wrapping around a cool glass vial.


“Sparks, I hope I don’t find out,” she answered. “I’ll let the Regulators sort that out once we get you to the Outpost.” Dalfa raised her hands and the six muscled men lumbered forward.


Showtime.


Ard dropped to his knee on the paver, pulling his fist from his pocket and smashing the vial of Ignition Grit against the flat rock beneath him. The chip of Slagstone inside the vial sparked on impact, consuming the green liquid solution in a short-lived detonation cloud.


The Ignition Grit did its job as calculated. The brief cloud detonated the loose Void Grit that Raek had placed beneath the triangular paver. The result was a rush of wind that propelled the flat rock straight into the air like a flying platform. There was only one problem.


Ardor Benn was kneeling on the wrong stone.
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PART I


____________




Life should ever point us to the Homeland, though each day is not without its mighty tribulations. Though we struggle in a line, the circle saves, and the sphere governs all.


—Wayfarist Voyage, vol. 3


That great red eye foretells with clarity, recalls with wisdom, and perceives the present as in one still moment.


—Ancient Agrodite poem












CHAPTER


1


Ardor Benn stumbled on the hem of his sea-green Islehood robes. Well, wasn’t that befitting? He might have chuckled to himself, if there hadn’t been so many people watching.


The Char was as bustling as usual, though the day carried a chill uncommon to summer. A reminder that, although it was the Third Cycle, spring wasn’t a distant memory.


Still, Ard wasn’t cold. In fact, he probably would have been comfortable wearing nothing beneath his Islehood robes. But he’d learned pretty quickly that free-flying was frowned upon in the Mooring. And now things were awkward with Isless Shora, and Isle Ton couldn’t look him in the face, and he’d earned his second visit to Cove 1 for remediation from the Prime Isle . . . Anyway, today proved it was a lesson well learned, since Ard needed a belt beneath his robes to strap on his holsters.


There was a crowd waiting at Oriar’s Square—mostly working class Landers who’d caught wind of today’s showdown and wanted to see it unfold for themselves. They parted as Ard approached, a few holding up pendants of the Wayfarist anchor to show their support. Nice to know he had the blessing of the crowd, but he didn’t let it lull him into false security. If this went like last time, the crowd would just end up getting in the way.


It’ll go better than last time, Ard tried to convince himself, scanning the mossy flagstone pavers in the center of the square. He was supposed to stand on the one shaped like a tricorn hat. Really, Raek? All the stones were roughly triangular.


“I said, come alone,” Dalfa Rhed called, cutting through the row of onlookers. She was a wiry woman who barely reached Ard’s shoulder. One of her front teeth was missing, and she spit through the black hole of its absence.


“I am alone,” Ard reassured her.


Dalfa pointed at the throng surrounding them. There must have been fifty people already. “What’s all this?”


“Citizens of Beripent, enjoying a summer’s afternoon,” Ard answered. “You can’t have expected me to close the Char. I’m only a humble Isle.”


“Cut the slag,” she said. “You’re Ardor Benn. Criminal ruse artist.”


“Reformed,” Ard said. He wasn’t trying to hide his past. “Or at the very least, retired.”


This earned him a chuckle from the crowd. Little comments like that only helped to build the image he was developing. There was a reason Ard had a waiting list of people who wanted to see him for spiritual guidance at the Mooring. Holy Isle Ardor Benn was something of a novelty—a legendary criminal turned pious.


“I got your request to meet.” Ard held out his arms, the wide robe sleeves hanging like curtains. “What can I do for you?”


Instead of answering him directly, Dalfa turned to the crowd. “This man defiles the Islehood robes with his Settled lies! Five years ago, he gained access to my chateau in northern Strind, posing as a nobleman looking to expand his interests.”


“That’s a little vague,” Ard cut in. “What was I doing, exactly?”


Dalfa spit again, glaring at him. “It slips my memory.”


Ard sighed. She was too smart to confess to counterfeiting Ashings in front of a crowd. There might be Regulators observing the exchange from the peripheries.


“The point is,” Dalfa continued, “while I thought we were engaged in honest business, Ardor Benn was actually plotting to rob me!”


Ard could see that her punchline didn’t land with the impact she’d hoped. The crowd hardly seemed surprised. Most of them had probably read about worse in the official Letters of Apology that Ardor Benn had written after the queen had pardoned him.


It was by no means a complete summary of his decade of rusing. Many of his targets had been other criminals who Ard had decided would rather not be apologized to, for fear of drawing the Reggies’ attention. Really, he was doing them a favor by keeping quiet.


But he’d worked hard on the letters he had written, choosing words that technically apologized for his crimes, but never for his cleverness in committing them.


“He left my chateau,” continued Dalfa in what seemed to be a more calculated attempt to shock the onlookers, “went directly to the public treasury, and withdrew a thousand Ashings in my name!”


This did earn a reaction. Because, well, a thousand Ashings. That sum was far more than these citizens would see in a year.


“Don’t let it shake your trust in the public treasuries,” Ard assured the throng. “A withdrawal requires all kinds of paperwork, two signatures authenticated against the ones in the treasury’s books, a wax seal with a notary’s signet stamp . . . ”


“Then how’d you do it?” someone called from the crowd.


Ard scratched his head. “I don’t recall. Dalfa?”


Her face was twisted into an ugly sneer, and he knew he’d pushed her too far to admit it now.


“Oh, that’s right!” Ard said in mock recollection. “You signed the paperwork and had a notary present for the seal—”


“I thought I was signing something else,” Dalfa yelled.


Ard smiled at the onlookers. “And that, my friends, is why it’s always important to read the fine scribing.”


The cocking sound of a Slagstone gun hammer returned Ard’s attention to Dalfa. She had a Roller leveled at his chest, not a drib of amusement on her face. Ard, too, felt suddenly less amused. The public setting was supposed to avoid all this threatening and gun-pointing.


Ard held up his hands, a somber look on his face and his tone to match. “You can read my apology in the official letter I addressed to you,” he said slowly. He certainly wasn’t going to apologize again.


“I don’t care about your apology,” Dalfa said, waving the Roller. The wiser citizens in the crowd were repositioning themselves to avoid the line of fire. “I want my Ashings back.”


“I paid you in full,” Ard said. Sparks, this was shaping up to be just like last time. That was what happened when old enemies learned of his official pardon. The little rats were hungry to exploit the fact that the legendary Ardor Benn had gone clean.


“I paid you all back,” he insisted. Well, everyone mentioned in the Letters of Apology, at least. “Do you really think the Islehood would let someone with criminal debts join their—”


“You’re not part of the Islehood!” Dalfa bellowed. “You’re a ruse artist. And this”—she gestured at his holy attire—“is nothing but an elaborate ruse for reasons only Homeland knows.”


“Come on, Dalfa. Have a little faith.” He might still be able to diffuse the situation. “You know my old reputation. I was a busy criminal. Would I really sit in the Mooring for over a year with nothing to show for it?”


“I know you to be patient, too,” she said, not lowering the gun, “if the payout is big enough.”


“Are you aware of my agreement with Her Majesty?” Ard asked. It would be good for the people to hear it, too.


“Queen Abeth Agaul employed you—a known criminal—to find her missing son and heir to the crown,” Dalfa said.


“Which I did,” answered Ard. Never mind that the poor lad had promptly been shot on his brand-new throne.


“Whatever deal she offered you after that was clearly swayed by Her Majesty’s feelings of gratitude for what you’d done.”


“Questioning our crusader monarch is grounds for treason,” Ard said. “Queen Abeth has accomplished more good in two years than many kings and queens do in a lifetime.”


The crowd murmured its approval. Queen Abeth had always been well loved, even as an expatriate of Termain’s Archkingdom. She was the woman who seemed to have endured it all—the assassination of her husband and son, the exiling from a kingdom she had been groomed to rule, her own supposed assassination in the streets of Beripent. Abeth Ostel Agaul had risen through it all.


Ard hadn’t been one bit surprised when the new Prime Isle had decided to instate her as a crusader monarch. Like King Pethredote had been, Abeth was a placeholder ruler, not allowed to marry or produce an heir, working closely with the Prime Isle to establish stability across the islands until a decision could be reached about a new ruling bloodline.


“As payment for my services,” Ard explained, “the good queen pardoned my crimes on the condition that I don’t commit another. I made my apologies, paid my restitutions . . . Why would I jeopardize this arrangement just to slight you?”


“And if the pardoning wasn’t enough,” said Dalfa, “I heard the queen paid you a pretty Ashing, to boot.”


It was true. And Dalfa Rhed was the third person to try to take advantage of this. Never mind that Ard had already paid her back. Now that he was wealthy and lawful, it gave her the perfect opportunity to leverage his new reputation for more Ashings.


“So how about you do the right thing?” Dalfa said. “Prove your honesty to these people and pay up.” She finally holstered her gun, probably realizing how much it looked like she was threatening him.


“I’d be happy to produce proof of my payment,” Ard said. “The receipts are in my cubby at the Mooring.”


They were actually under his bed in his apartment in the Northern Quarter. He didn’t keep anything of true value in his Mooring cubby. Too many Holy Isles disagreed with his admittance into the Islehood. There was no telling what lengths they’d take to get him expelled.


“Receipts that you could easily forge or falsify,” Dalfa said. “As you’ve already proven.”


Ard shrugged. “Well, I’m not paying you twice. If you’re determined to investigate this further, perhaps you should contact a private inspector. I’d happily refer you to one I’ve used in the past . . .”


“Anyone will do the right thing if a Regulator is twisting their arm,” said Dalfa. “But this is a matter of character.”


“Yours, or mine?” Ard asked.


Half a dozen fellows suddenly appeared through the crowd, taking up positions behind Dalfa Rhed. Had they been there a moment ago? Surely, Ard would have noticed such ugly-looking sons of guns. They seemed happy to show off the Rollers on their hips, and one went so far as to crack his beefy knuckles.


“Hey, now.” Ard held out his hands. “I know northern Strind is still a bit of a wild frontier, but you’re in Beripent now. We take our laws seriously.”


“We know the laws,” said Dalfa. “And it’s well within our rights to haul a suspicious character to the nearest Reggie Outpost.”


That threat was barely even veiled. He wouldn’t make it to the Outpost. Once Dalfa’s thugs had him away from the crowd, it would be lights-out for good.


“Suspicious character?” Ard glanced down at the flagstone pavers. Aha! That one looked a bit like a tricorn hat. He took a large step sideways, positioning himself in the middle of the flat stone with his feet at shoulder width, knees slightly bent.


“I don’t believe it’s lawful for a Holy Isle to carry guns concealed beneath his robes,” said Dalfa, pointing at his midsection.


“Who says I’m wearing anything under this?” Ard slipped his hand into the pocket of his robes, fingers wrapping around a cool glass vial.


“Sparks, I hope I don’t find out,” she answered. “I’ll let the Regulators sort that out once we get you to the Outpost.” Dalfa raised her hands and the six muscled men lumbered forward.


Showtime.


Ard dropped to his knee on the paver, pulling his fist from his pocket and smashing the vial of Ignition Grit against the flat rock beneath him. The chip of Slagstone inside the vial sparked on impact, consuming the green liquid solution in a short-lived detonation cloud.


The Ignition Grit did its job as calculated. The brief cloud detonated the loose Void Grit that Raek had placed beneath the triangular paver. The result was a rush of wind that propelled the flat rock straight into the air like a flying platform. There was only one problem.


Ardor Benn was kneeling on the wrong stone.


He fell sideways, bits of loose rock and soil pelting him in the face as the stone paver in front of him soared up. He cursed as his ride went skyward without him, but the sudden eruption had still been enough to knock back the goons and disperse the crowd of innocent citizens.


Ard’s original overwrought escape plan was shot. He was supposed to have ridden the paver into the sky, grabbing a thick rope that Raek had strung between two treetops directly overhead. He could have hung there for a moment like fresh laundry on a line, before cutting the rope so he could swing out of Oriar’s Square like a swashbuckler.


Well, now it was time to improvise.


Ard sprang to his feet, yanking up the front of his robes uncer-emoniously and drawing his twin Rollers. The Prime Isle would give him another reprimand for this, but it wouldn’t be serious. Ard knew Olstad Trable secretly enjoyed having a celebrity in the Islehood.


The nearest thug lunged at him, a knife in one hand and a Singler in the other. Ard baited him forward. One step. Two steps. Okay, that was far enough. This meathead clearly didn’t spend much time thinking, since he’d forgotten one of the world’s most basic truths—Things that go up typically come down.


The flat paver stone took him straight over the head with a crunching sound that made Ard’s stomach turn. How was that for a tricorn hat? Oh, things were as bad as they could get now, with a dead man between him and Dalfa. One of the other men cracked off a shot, but the ball went wide. Retreating across the Square, Ard shot twice in response. He intentionally aimed low, letting the Roller balls chip the stone ground with hopes of deterring his enemies from chasing. He really didn’t want to shoot anyone. Prime Isle Trable would have a hard time justifying that.


Flames! His escape route was cut off by the sudden arrival of two more thugs—women who were clearly on Dalfa Rhed’s side. If he wanted to get to an open pathway out of Oriar’s Square, he’d have to sprint through a maelstrom of Roller balls.


Ard’s glance turned to the ruins of the Old Palace Steps. Just over four years ago, he’d saved all of humankind on those steps. Maybe they’d show him some kindness now.


He leapt the chain that cordoned off the historic site. His robe caught and he fell flat on his face, another gun ball missing him, perhaps thanks to his clumsiness. Maybe these robes were good for something!


He scampered forward, getting his feet under him as he ascended the stone steps. Was this the stair where he’d become a Paladin Visitant, crouched in shadow while Grotenisk the Destroyer breathed centuries-old fire to fertilize the bull dragon egg?


There wasn’t much time for sentimentality now. Ard had no plan. He was simply trying to gain the high ground. That was always the tactical advantage, right?


Whatever he was doing, it seemed to be working. Halfway up the steps, his enemies stopped shooting at him. Dalfa Rhed was reckless to open fire in the Char, but her team wasn’t foolish enough to put divots into a historical monument like the Old Palace Steps.


Ard was far from safe, though. One of the women and two of the men were stepping over the cordon chain, thin swords brandished. If only there was some way off this ruined stairway to nowhere . . .


A rope!


Almost like a gift from the Homeland, Ard saw a rope dangling from the tall oak that framed the steps to the right. Glancing up, he saw that it was Raek’s original escape rope, conveniently severed so the cut end draped across the crumbling landing at the top of the stairs.


Perfect! A way out, and still a chance to look undeniably heroic. Ard holstered both Rollers and sprinted the final steps, catching the limp rope in both hands and leaping from the landing. He swung in a wide arc, his momentum and the significant length of his rope looping him around the side of the Old Palace Steps.


He was spinning in a madly dizzying fashion, but he still managed to glimpse the looks on the faces of his pursuers. They stared in obvious awe at his reckless acrobatics, swords gripped loosely.


Now, if only he knew how to get down.


Just then, the knot in the tree must have failed, dropping him to the stone pavers just yards from Dalfa. He didn’t land gracefully, his Islehood robes tearing as he rolled painfully across the ground. Dalfa opened fire, but the ball from her Roller pinged harmlessly off a transparent Barrier cloud that had suddenly formed between them.


A rough hand seized Ard by the back of the neck and yanked him to his feet.


“Why can’t you just escape like a normal person?” Raekon Dorrel asked, pointing his crossbow into the Square and sending a bolt through the leg of Dalfa’s nearest man.


“How do normal people escape?” Ard asked, starting down the open path through the Char.


“On foot,” Raek replied, reloading as he followed. “Not swinging across Oriar’s Square like a windblown sailor.”


“That was improvising,” Ard said. “I was supposed to fly up on that paver.”


“See? Not normal.”


“Tricorn hat?” Ard spit. “That stone looked more like a croissant.”


“I didn’t think of a croissant,” said Raek. “That’s good.”


“Not helpful now.” Ard glanced over his shoulder to see that Dalfa and her thugs had not been slowed by Raek’s Barrier cloud. Seven of them. Following at a dead sprint.


“If you’re going to be so picky about the shape of the rock, you should have come with me when I was setting things up last night,” Raek said.


“I had a man in my Cove pouring his heart out,” said Ard. “I couldn’t ask him to wrap it up so I could set up for tomorrow’s showdown. I trusted you to take care of it.”


“Well, I had my doubts about the flying-paver-plan from the beginning,” Raek said. “Running was always a better idea.”


Although winded from his sprint, Ard found enough breath to scoff. “Not nearly exciting enough. Cowards run. Reformed-ruseartists-turned-Holy-Isles fly out of a conflict on a flat rock.”


“Sometimes I wonder if you actually hear the words that come out of your mouth.”


“Your rope didn’t hold, by the way,” said Ard. “I’m questioning your knots.”


“The rope didn’t hold because I untied it when I saw you flailing helplessly ten feet above the ground,” said Raek.


“I mean before that,” Ard said. “The other end must’ve come untied because I found it draped across the landing at the top of the steps.”


“Yeah,” Raek said. “You’re welcome for that, too.”


Ard slowed, pointing ahead. The path was clear of citizens—they knew how to scurry when trouble erupted in the Char—but a handful of blue uniformed Regulators were making directly for them. “About time they showed up!”


At his side, Raek cursed. “Since when are we happy to see Reggies coming toward us?”


“Dalfa started this trouble,” Ard said. “She and her crew won’t stick around to answer questions.” He glanced back. “See?” Sure enough, their enemies were darting off the path into the lush foliage of the Char.


When he turned back, Raek had moved over to one of the historical ruins on the side of the pathway. It was one of the betterpreserved structures from Old Beripent. There was a crumbled second story, but the first floor looked well intact.


“Lose the robe!” Raek called as he ripped open the mossy wooden door of the ruined building.


“What?” Ard cried.


“Trust me,” said Raek. “You’re going to want deniability.”


Ard grimaced. Dalfa hadn’t made up the law about concealing firearms beneath an Islehood robe. He stepped off the path and pulled the dirty sea-green fabric over his head. Ditching it under some ferns, he stepped back onto the path, heart pounding to see how close the Reggies were.


“Come on!” Raek shouted, peeking his head out from the doorway of the ruins. It seemed like a terrible idea to corner themselves in a run-down building while the Regulators could clearly see them enter. But he couldn’t leave Raek.


Sprinting across the path, Ard ducked through the doorway and his partner slammed the old wooden door shut.


“Trespassing on historic ruins in the Char is punishable with jail time, and a fine,” Ard hissed through the sudden darkness. The building was windowless, but sunshine leaked through the worn doorframe, casting thin lines of light filled with dancing particles of dust.


“Tell that to the guy who just jumped off the Old Palace Steps.” Raek took a Grit pot from his belt and threw it against the door. The Slagstone sparked when the clay shattered and a dome of Barrier Grit effectively sealed off the door.


“This is a bad idea.” Ard glanced around. The room was bigger than he’d expected. Maybe fifty feet long, but only half as wide. “I could have talked my way out of it. We’re the good guys now. We’ve got nothing to hide.”


Now it was Raek’s turn to scoff. “I’m literally hiding so much in my pack right now,” he said, shrugging out of it.


Ard held his breath, then decided to ask it. “Heg?” He knew his friend had been using it again—detonating Compounded Health Grit directly into that pipe in his chest. Since their confrontation on Pekal two years ago, Ard couldn’t count how many times his friend had gone clean.


Or how many times he’d relapsed.


“I’ve got vials of liquid Grit in here that the Greater Chain doesn’t even know exists,” Raek said, artfully dodging the question.


The rickety wooden door thundered under the pounding of fists. “Open up!” cried a Regulator’s voice. “In the name of the crusader monarch! Open this door at once and surrender yourselves!”


“They’re just going to blow their way in,” Ard whispered.


Raek shook his head. “And destroy one of the Char’s historic buildings?”


Ard tilted his head to catch a woman’s voice making a report. “We’ve swept the building, sir. This door is the only way in or out.”


“Very well,” came the reply. “They’re not going anywhere. We’ll station ourselves here and starve them out if we have to.”


Ard turned to Raek, exhaling sharply. “Bury your pack,” he whispered. “I’ll go out there and—”


“One crime,” Raek cut him off. “All they have to do is find us guilty of one crime.”


Ard understood the stakes. If he violated the terms of agreement with Queen Abeth, she would revoke the pardon and it would be back to his old lifestyle.


“We can’t risk it yet,” Raek said. “Not until you get what we need from the Islehood.”


Right. Finding out where the Islehood stored its growing collection of dragon shell fragments was the entire point of this plan. With the little bull dragon finally mature enough to fertilize the eggs, there had been a huge influx of shell. In keeping with tradition, the Islehood had complete control over it, safeguarding the broken fragments until they could be processed into Visitant Grit.


It actually hadn’t been hard to figure out where the Islehood was storing it. Ard had learned the location two cycles ago.


The hard part was deciding not to tell Raek.


“And when we do lose the queen’s pardon—hopefully soon,” Raek went on, “I expect to be doing something a lot more impressive than trespassing.”


“How do we get out of here, then?” Ard whispered. “They said they could starve us out. And I’m already hungry!”


“Relax.” Raek dug into his pack. “We don’t have to go out the door.”


“Blast Grit?” Ard said hesitantly. “You’re going to blow a hole in the wall—”


“That could bring the whole place down on our heads,” Raek cut him off, holding up a pair of thick, elbow-length gloves. A grin split his scarred face. “I think it’s time to give these another try.”


“The gauntlets. Are you serious?” Ard retorted. “Didn’t you break every one of your fingers last time?”


“Only nine,” said Raek. “My left pinky was spared. And anyway, I’ve made some improvements.” He pulled another Grit pot from his belt and tossed it to Ard. “Detonate this against the far wall, will you?”


Ard glanced at the clay ball, a white spot painted on one side. “What is it?”


“Silence Grit,” Raek replied, tugging on one of the bulky gauntlets.


Ard crossed to the back of the long room and pitched the pot against the stone wall. He was standing within the radius when the cloud formed and everything went absolutely silent. He breathed in the quiet for a brief moment, trying to feel the Urgings from the Homeland that he’d spent the last year preaching about.


There was nothing. He felt no guidance beyond the cleverness of his own intellect. And he had felt nothing since the night of Gloristar’s marvelous transfiguration. She had claimed to be the Homeland. And if that were true, perhaps it explained why Ard had felt nothing since. He had seen the Homeland with his own eyes. He had seen her fall from the Old Post Lighthouse, swallowed into the depths of the sea.


And in the two years since her death, he had felt no Urgings.


Ard turned to find Raek fully geared up. In each gloved hand he held an iron rod about a foot long. Both ends of the rods had been flattened like the head of a nail.


“That’s your improvement?” Ard asked, stepping out of the Silence cloud.


“And I sewed the rods to the palms of the gloves so they won’t slip,” he said out of the corner of his mouth. The other side of his lips were busy clenching two small blue vials like cigars. As Ard watched, Raek carefully spit a vial into each of his palms, the glass clinking as it rested against the iron bars.


“I see how convenient these would be in a hurry,” Ard said sarcastically.


“They’re a work in progress,” replied Raek. “Ready?”


Without waiting for Ard’s affirmation, Raek closed both of his fists, shattering the vials against the metal rods. Two spherical Grit clouds sprang up, encompassing Raek’s hands entirely, closing tightly around his padded forearms. They shimmered. Vaporous, transparent. Both no larger than his head.


Grunting in satisfaction, Raek bumped his fists together. The impenetrable Containment cloud was one of the late Portsend Wal’s creations—as durable as a Barrier cloud, but lightweight and movable.


The hard shell of the Containment clouds had formed around the bars Raek was holding, giving him a convenient handle through the center of the detonation.


“The newly flattened ends should keep the rods in place,” Raek explained. That had been the problem last time. His handlebars had shifted sideways so they were no longer supported through the center of the clouds. When he had punched, his fist had slid forward inside the sphere, slamming his knuckles against the inside of the Containment shell.


Raek bellowed, dashing a few steps to pound both protected fists against the Barrier cloud that sealed the door. The force rattled the hinges, and the old wood trembled.


“Umm . . .” Ard said. “Did I detonate that Silence Grit in the wrong place?”


“Nah,” said Raek, turning away from the Barrier cloud. He lowered his voice. “I just needed to make a little ruckus at the front door so they think we’re focused on getting out that way. With a little bit of luck, we won’t have anyone stationed around back.”


Ard followed his large friend to the Silence cloud on the other side of the building.


“You might want to shield your eyes.” Raek said loudly, now that no one could overhear them. He drew back his arm and punched the wall with his armored fist. The huge muscles on his bare arm rippled, and Ard saw the mortar crack all the way around the big stone he’d struck. Loose bits chipped and flew, and Ard was grateful that he’d raised his hand to protect his face.


Well, a couple more blows like that and they’d have a genuine hole!


Raek punched again, this time lower on the block. Then he delivered three more hits in rapid succession with alternating fists. The large stone block was more than halfway free, ready to tumble outside with just a few more strikes. Its vacancy would leave a hole large enough for the two men to climb through.


Raek grinned, drawing back his fist once more, but Ard caught his arm. Something had fallen to the floor at Raek’s feet, dislodged from the wall and lying amid the loose debris.


A folded piece of parchment.


Ard stooped and picked it up, shaking off the dust. Raek shrugged in disinterest and punched the stone block again. Unfolding the parchment, Ard felt his breath sucked away by its simple message.


Ardor Benn—Tofar’s Salts. 8th of 3rd. Noon. Ask to see the Be’Igoth.


Ard looked up sharply, half expecting to see someone lurking in the shadows of the old room. His pulse was racing every bit as fast as when he’d been swinging through Oriar’s Square. A note addressed to him. Here? And the eighth day of the Third Cycle . . . That was only three days from now. How was this even possible?


“Raek,” Ard whispered, but his friend didn’t pause, slugging the wall a final time. The big stone block finally sloughed outward, a square beam of light cutting through the dim room.


“Someone might have heard that,” Raek said, since the block had fallen outside the radius of their Silence cloud. “Ard?”


He was a statue, staring at the paper in his hands, turning it over in the new light as if additional words might appear.


“Ard!” Raek snapped. “Let’s go.”


He swallowed against the cryptic message he’d just read, wadding the parchment in his hand and climbing through the hole in the wall. Raek followed, blowing on his gauntlets as if they were smoking from the action.


“Raek.” Ard tried to show him the piece of parchment. “This fell out of the wall—”


“Save it,” Raek cut him off, holding up a Grit-covered fist, a worried look on his face. Just then, Ard saw one of the Regulators moving along the side of the ruins. At the sight of them, he let out a shrill cry.


“It’s time to escape like a normal person,” Raek muttered, clapping Ard on the back with his orb fist. “Run!”


[image: Illustration]


You deserve the truth, so I’ll do my best to lay it all out for you. Consider this my glass mind. No tricks. No lies. All my barest intentions made plain even to the simplest of human minds.









CHAPTER


2


The body in the handcart was heavy, but that wasn’t what caused Quarrah to stop for another break. Fear was what was slowing her down. Fear that the Moonsick figure sealed inside the long wooden box might leap up at any moment and start tearing into the arrogant Talumonian citizens that strutted these streets.


Ugh. Talumon was such a haughty island. Quarrah didn’t particularly enjoy being here, but it was nice to have employment options on all the islands, now that the war had ended. She’d done some of her best work on Talumon in the past. Jobs seemed to line themselves up, clustered together like the endless towns and cities that populated this island.


But she definitely preferred Beripent to this self-important place. There was a dirty hardiness to Beripent’s streets, where the cramped neighborhoods encouraged people to keep their heads down and mind their own business.


Quarrah continued forward, mindful of the storm clouds overhead and the wind that whipped her sand-colored hair. Good. The rain would give her an excuse to stay at Lord Dulith’s manor and find out what kind of “cure” he was talking about.


“Best find shelter, young lady,” called an old man, checking the knots on the canopy covering his front porch.


See . . . much too nosy for Quarrah Khai’s liking. She didn’t reply, knowing that if she engaged him, the next thing out of his mouth would probably be, “What’s in the box?”


She’d already answered that half a dozen times after smuggling it past harbor security—“Delivery for Lord Dulith.” But the shape of the box was a telltale coffin, and the Talumonians were gossipy enough that she’d had to offer some explanation. She’d settled on a shipment of Fielders, and the lie seemed to satisfy the passive curiosity around her.


Dulith’s manor was old and stately, red stone walls rising three stories. Quarrah had scouted it well before approaching. There was an east and a west wing, servants’ quarters, and a comfortable, open-air courtyard, ideal for entertaining if the weather was cooperating.


The rest of the property was nothing extravagant, with a graveled walkway leading to the front steps. A small stream meandered across the east side, diverted into a manmade lagoon, where refuse could be dumped through chutes from the east wing. Flowering bushes and a few stout trees were the only real hope for concealment on the grounds.


As simple as the manor was, its primary resident was much less so. Like all the wealthy nobles, Lord Dulith had the time and the means to pursue any number of interests. And while many squandered their fortunes on collecting useless furniture or gambling, this particular man was an aspiring healer. At first, Quarrah had guessed he was a Hegger. If he obtained the proper licensure to practice healing, it would be that much easier to get access to Health Grit.


But her opinion had changed the moment she’d met him.


Quarrah stopped her cart at the edge of Lord Dulith’s property. Letting go of the handle, she reached into her Grit belt, withdrawing a small glass vial full of orange liquid. Carefully, she pried up the corner of the coffin’s lid. At once, a misty Grit cloud escaped its confinement. It billowed around her hand, creating a spherical dome, which made it immovable.


She gagged at the stench that wafted from the long box. It was an odor ripe with awful memories of every Moonsick encounter she’d faced—including the most recent capture of this poor soul.


Holding her breath, she slipped the vial inside the coffin, propping it on a block of wood she had nailed inside to serve as a makeshift shelf. Then she slammed the cover shut, hearing the glass crunch against the lid, containing the detonation inside.


Quarrah stepped back, examining her work. It was a poor woman’s excuse for a Drift crate, but hauling one of those around surely would have led the Reggies to stop and search her load.


The cloud of Stasis Grit would keep the Moonsick man contained in a state of unconsciousness. Even his ragged breathing and heartbeat would be suspended—assuming the creature’s heart actually still beat at all. Despite all her encounters with Moonsick Bloodeyes, Quarrah still understood very little about them. Irrationally violent, their voices stolen, blinded by bloodstained eyes . . . It was a terminal condition. Only one person had ever survived Moonsickness, and Quarrah wouldn’t have called it a cure. Prime Isless Gloristar had transformed into something altogether different.


Quarrah picked up the cart’s handles, satisfied that the fresh Stasis cloud had been fully contained inside the coffin. She trundled up the gravel path toward the manor as the first raindrops fell. By the time she’d reached the bottom step, a well-dressed servant and four muscular laborers were waiting for her, the group framed by massive pillars that supported the front porch.


“Quarrah Khai,” the servant greeted her. “Lord Dulith awaits you in his study.” He gestured into the house. “Right this way.”


“I really shouldn’t leave this unattended,” Quarrah replied, jabbing a thumb at the long box. “It’s kind of a time-sensitive delivery.”


She didn’t mention that they had less than ten minutes before the package would wake up and start killing people. Honestly, she didn’t know how much information the manor staff knew about their master hiring a criminal. Quarrah’s contacts in Talumon said they’d never known Lord Dulith to go outside the law before.


“Lord Dulith understands that the goods are volatile,” replied the servant. “These men will make sure the package gets where it needs to be.”


Normally, she’d be happy to hand it over, get paid, and disappear. But something was different about this job. At the risk of seeming like Ardor Benn, Quarrah had an itch to know more about her employer’s plans. This man had quietly claimed to have a cure for Moonsickness. She certainly didn’t believe it was true. But what if he’d found something he didn’t fully understand?


What if he’d found Metamorphosis Grit?


As the broad-shouldered laborers surrounded the handcart, Quarrah followed the servant into the manor. It was quiet and dry inside, the wall sconces lit with little orbs of Light Grit to combat the early dusk brought on by the storm.


The servant led her down the wide corridor and introduced her at the doorway to the study. Lord Dulith stood from the soft chair where he’d been waiting. He wasn’t a very tall man. In fact, Quarrah had him by at least an inch. His thinning hair was starting to turn gray at the temples, and he sported a thick mustache. His jowls were disproportionately flabby for such a thin man, hinting at a successful reformation from years of gluttony.


“Come in,” he said. “Sit down.”


It was an invitation Quarrah Khai rarely accepted, but she obliged today, seating herself in the soft chair beside his.


“Did everything go as planned?” Dulith asked.


The lingering presence of the servant at the door made her think that the lord wasn’t keeping this job as tight-lipped as she’d originally suspected.


“It’s here,” she answered. That didn’t mean it had gone as planned. Things seldom did.


“Male or female?” Dulith asked.


“It was a man,” she replied. Was. Because that monster was hardly human anymore.


“How many were still in the compound?”


She shook her head. “I didn’t go to Strind.” Visiting the Moonsick compound would have been asking for certain death. It was a hole of misery created by King Pethredote in an effort to appear more humane. Instead of executing people with Moonsickness, he stuffed them all into a remote compound and let them waste away naturally, recovering their corpses to feed to the dragons for specialty Grit derived from human bones.


Quarrah had heard that the compound had been bursting to capacity during the war. Moonsickness had been spreading naturally, and it didn’t help that the Realm was farming Bloodeyes for their own purposes.


“I thought you’d steal one from the compound,” Lord Dulith pressed. “I was anxious to hear how many are still locked away, now that Moonsickness is on the decline—thank the Holy Torch.”


Quarrah masked an exasperated sigh. How could anyone believe in the Holy Torch anymore? Up until a year ago the Wayfarist torch had been mysteriously failing. Now it was working better than ever? Couldn’t everyone plainly see that the Torch’s effectiveness directly coincided with the population of dragons on Pekal?


The little bull, whose egg Quarrah herself had stolen from Pekal, was doing his job more effectively than anyone could have guessed. Just over a year ago, new dragons had started hatching all over Pekal. Reports claimed that the population was now at a record high. And thus, Moonsickness was on the decline . . .


“The compound seemed too dangerous,” she admitted. “I decided on a different method.”


Dulith furrowed his brow. “Is there another method? Don’t tell me luck ran out for those thrill-seekers tempting fate in New Vantage.”


“The colony is fine,” she replied. Although Quarrah thought anyone willing to live on Pekal during a Moon Passing seemed halfway crazy already.


“Then how did you acquire the specimen?” asked Dulith.


“New Vantage may be safe, but the Redeye line on Pekal is still a real threat,” she replied. “If people travel far enough up from the shoreline, they’ll still get Moonsick.”


“I see,” said Dulith. “And the fellow you found for me?”


“He was part of a group that didn’t come down to the safety of New Vantage fast enough,” said Quarrah. “Five of them got Moonsick. Harbor Regulation realized that they were in the early stages and tried to detain them, but the sick ones had friends who caused a skirmish so they could get off the island.”


Dulith sat forward, his saggy cheeks jiggling. “Why would they do such a thing? They could endanger hundreds. A true friend would put a Roller ball through their heads.”


Not a very compassionate statement from an aspiring healer who claims to have a cure for Moonsickness, Quarrah thought.


“Don’t worry,” Quarrah said. “The group was detained in Beripent. The Moonsick victims were chained and shipped off to the compound on Strind. I managed to steal one and brought him to you.”


She made it sound a lot easier than it actually had been. She’d had to slip onto the transport ship before it left Beripent. Posing to be a friend of a friend, she freed one and led him out. By that point, he was approaching the second stage—already mute and losing his sight to a deep reddening of the eyes.


He’d been very cooperative until Quarrah had locked him in a box and slipped him onto a cargo ship headed for Talumon. The Prolonged Stasis Grit had kept him docile and slowed the decay a little, but by the time she met up with the coffin, he was well into the third stage and intent on murdering her when she’d opened the box. More Stasis Grit had put him down, subduing the insane creature long enough to haul him here.


Lord Dulith rose slowly. “Let us go inspect the monster. If I find everything to be satisfactory, I’ll deliver the payment and you can be on your way.”


If Lord Dulith was new to hiring criminals, he probably didn’t know her reputation well enough to realize that her work didn’t need inspection.


“Totshin, it’s time,” Dulith said to the servant. “Fetch my son.” With a nod, the attendant ducked out of the doorway, moving so quickly that Quarrah couldn’t see him by the time they’d reached the corridor.


“It’s time?” Quarrah repeated.


“To put my cure to the test,” Dulith answered.


“I’m intrigued,” she said cautiously. “Healers have been searching for a cure for Moonsickness since the beginning of time. You really think you’ve found it?”


“I know others have dedicated their entire lives to the healer’s art,” Dulith said, “but I’ve only been studying it since my wife passed away nearly three years ago.”


“Okay,” said Quarrah, puzzled by how a mere trio of years would give him advantage over the professionals. Dulith cast her a hurtful glance, and she suddenly realized how insensitive her reply had been. “I’m sorry to hear about your wife,” she added.


“I was holding her when she died,” said Dulith. “Pasic was there, too—just a lad of nine years, watching the life drain from his mother.”


Dulith paused before a set of tall double doors, the engraved wood inlaid with gold leafing. A servant was waiting with a long coat and hood. He held out the garb to dress his master, but Dulith paid him no mind, seeming lost in thought.


“It’s raining quite hard, sir,” the servant insisted, but Dulith merely raised a hand in dismissal and continued speaking to Quarrah.


“I’d never felt more helpless in all my life,” Dulith said. “I was filled with a hollowness after that. At times it gave way to rage. Eventually, I began to practice healing. Perhaps that way I would be more useful in the face of tragedy.”


Lord Dulith grabbed the large brass handle and pulled open one of the tall doors. Over his shoulder, Quarrah had a clear glimpse into the manor’s courtyard. It was paved with mossy bricks and abundantly adorned with greenery. Against the exterior wall of the west wing was a Heat Grit hearth surrounded by a handful of benches. On the right was a long stretch of sand, the stakes buried in place for a game of sailor’s folly.


And in the center of the courtyard was the Moonsick man, his rain-soaked clothes already ripped to tatters from his inane fury. He was bound to a wooden light post with thick chains, wrapped like an insect in a spider’s web so that only his head and his feet were showing. The lantern above him was glowing with Light Grit even though the dreary evening wasn’t yet fully dark.


The four large workers framed the Bloodeye—two on either side. Quarrah noticed one of them nursing a fresh wound on his arm. It was a miracle they were all still alive! Even if they’d known what they were dealing with, those men would have been surprised when the coffin’s lid came off, probably taking the motionless Bloodeye for dead until they moved his head outside the Grit cloud.


The common citizen of the Greater Chain didn’t know about Stasis Grit. That was a little something Quarrah had picked up from her time with the Realm. And she was lucky enough to have a supplier who knew how to re-create Portsend’s liquid Grit solutions.


Lord Dulith stepped into the courtyard, stopping just arm’s length from the Bloodeye. His wet face bore a steely expression that Quarrah couldn’t interpret. It certainly didn’t look like the face of a healer approaching a patient.


Something was obviously off, she’d sensed it from the moment she’d seen Dulith today. But she hadn’t been detained, or even disarmed, so Quarrah had no reason to think she was in any real danger.


“Father?” came a voice from the doorway behind them. Quarrah saw a pale-skinned boy with shaggy hair and dark circles under his eyes standing beside Totshin, the servant.


Dulith turned to his son, arms out in a warm gesture. His expression gave way to unabashed excitement. “The day has finally come, Pasic!”


“What day?” the boy asked from the shelter of the doorway. Quarrah didn’t think the lad had noticed the Moonsick man yet, despite the jangle of chains as he thrashed his head back and forth. “Father? Who are these people?”


“It’s all right, my boy.” Dulith beckoned. “Come. Come. Don’t be frightened.”


This statement seemed only to alert the boy that he should be frightened. With a gasp, Pasic finally noticed the Bloodeye and turned to run down the corridor. Totshin caught him by the shoulders, holding him fast.


Dulith hurried back to the doorway, and Quarrah tensed when she saw a Roller in the nobleman’s hand. “Take it. Take it.” He plunged the gun into his son’s grasp, pointing it toward the monster chained to the light post. “Your mother was the most caring woman I have ever known. Honor her now, son. Honor her memory!”


In horror, Quarrah watched the boy’s countenance darken. His youthful jaw clenched and his eyes narrowed as he stepped into the rain.


“There is the monster that took her from us!” coaxed Dulith, pointing wildly at the Bloodeye. “Hold nothing back! Make me proud, Pas!”


Quarrah’s feet were suddenly propelling her forward, driven by a sick feeling of familiarity in her stomach. She didn’t care if the Bloodeye died—sparks, he needed to die in this courtyard. But not by the hand of a grief-stricken twelve-year-old boy.


“What is this, Dulith?” she cried, stepping between the boy and the Bloodeye. “You said you had a cure.”


“This is the cure!” he shouted, rain finding the lines in his droopy cheeks, coursing to stream off his chin. “My son will finally be healed. No more sleepless nights, filling the manor with his screams. We’ll have vengeance. It will heal us both!”


She pointed at the Bloodeye. “He can’t possibly be the man who killed her!”


“They’re all the same,” yelled Dulith. “This one, the ones in the compound, the one in the market that day . . .”


Quarrah felt her heart sink. A Bloodeye in a Talumonian marketplace, three years ago? That had to have been a creature farmed and released by the Realm. Designed to sow chaos and panic so the bulk of the Wayfarist population would grow fearful enough to sail away from the Greater Chain forever.


Lady Dulith was a wholly unnecessary casualty in the Realm’s private war. But as much as the boy had to be hurting, this wasn’t the answer.


“Listen to me.” Quarrah turned to the lad. “Killing that Bloodeye won’t make you miss your mother any less.”


“Don’t you ever speak about my mother!” shrieked the boy. He was crying, tears mingling with the rain. For a moment, she saw her own youthful face reflected there. Confused. Afraid. Manipulated into doing something terrible for a deranged parent. Not murder, but Jalisa Khailar had demanded other crimes of her young daughter that still stung if Quarrah wasn’t quick to dismiss the memories.


The Bloodeye in the courtyard was already dead inside. And if Pasic Dulith pulled that trigger, he would be, too.


Quarrah lunged forward, seizing the boy’s wrist and angling the gun downward. The hammer must have been cocked, because it went off with a deafening puff of smoke. She wrenched the Roller away, splashing through a puddle as she stumbled a few steps backward.


Lord Dulith screamed in fury, spittle flying with the rain. “You will not deny my son this chance to heal! That Bloodeye must die!”


Well, at least they agreed on something. Quarrah swiveled, pulling back the Slagstone hammer and sending a ball straight through the Bloodeye’s face. She knew a single shot wouldn’t kill him. People with Moonsickness had a terrifying ability to regenerate. She’d have to deal so much damage that death would claim him before he could heal himself.


She snapped off two more shots, one of them striking the chains across his chest, and the other biting into the man’s neck. Then Lord Dulith tackled her and they both went sprawling on the wet brick courtyard.


Quarrah had spent much of her life learning to weasel out of an enemy’s grasp, and she did so quickly, landing a kick between Dulith’s legs and rolling into a crouch. Through the downpour, she saw one of the laborers drawing a Grit pot from his belt. She aimed and fired, putting the Roller ball into his leg.


With a grunt, the man went down beside the light post, his Grit pot shattering on the bricks. Quarrah had expected it to be a Barrier cloud meant to entrap her, but a Void cloud sprang up, flinging the fallen worker across the courtyard. He tumbled to a stop against the wall of the west wing and lay motionless.


Quarrah heard a crack of timber, and her attention returned to the Bloodeye. He was caught in the edge of the Void cloud, the outward rush of wind almost uprooting the light post and causing any slack in his chains to strain sideways. In the chaos, the Bloodeye had managed to free one of his arms. He was clawing frantically at his restraints, his body lurching against the push of the Void Grit.


The light post cracked again, this time separating from its base, the Void cloud hurtling it toward the east wing. No one moved for a moment, and then the Bloodeye slowly rose to his feet, tangled chains hanging from his shoulders while still attached to the post.


He opened his mouth in a scream, but no sound came out. Yellowish foam had clotted his gunshot wounds and the man’s face looked broken and inhuman. He lunged at the nearest worker, but the chains pulled tight against the post, dropping him to the ground. In a fit of rage, he began to yank on his confines, shaking and tugging with a measure of strength enhanced by his horrible condition.


Quarrah scrambled back to where Lord Dulith was lying on the ground, propped on one elbow to witness the Bloodeye’s escape. There was a cut on Dulith’s forehead from his struggle with Quarrah. The rain had washed the blood across his face, giving him a wild visage not unlike the Moonsick man.


“Get your son out of here!” Quarrah shouted at him. “Take him inside and barricade the door.” Pasic was standing as still as a statue, his sunken eyes wide as the three remaining laborers kept their distance from the Bloodeye, stout swords brandished. Totshin was nowhere to be found.


Dulith shoved Quarrah back and rose to his knees. “Don’t kill it!” he shouted at the workers. “That honor must go to my son!”


As he barked his demands, the Moonsick man finally broke away from the post. A length of chain whipped around in his raw hands, the end catching one of the laborers across the face, dropping him, writhing.


Quarrah fired the Roller again, the ball striking the Bloodeye’s shoulder. She pulled the trigger once more, but the Slagstone hammer sent a sizzle of sparks into an empty chamber. Those six shots had gone much too quickly.


She tossed aside the Roller as the Bloodeye made a reckless charge across the courtyard. Wisely disregarding Dulith’s instructions, one of the laborers took a swing at the passing man. His sword cleaved into the monster’s left arm, severing it just above the elbow.


The heavy blow sent the Bloodeye reeling sideways, landing facedown on the bricks. Dulith hurled something and Quarrah heard the clay pot shatter. In response to the sparks, a dome of Barrier Grit sprang up behind the Moonsick man, enclosing only his legs and making it impossible for him to wriggle free.


“Pasic,” his father cried, jolting his son from a horrified reverie. Dulith ran to him, somehow holding a fresh Roller. “Now!” He shoved the gun into the lad’s hand. “Your mother would want this. Finish him.”


The boy stepped closer to the Bloodeye. His thumb was too weak to pull back the Slagstone hammer, so he used the palm of his other hand to do it.


Quarrah moved to intercept, but Pasic saw her coming. He spun, leveling the gun at her. In the adrenaline of the moment, she had little doubt that he’d pull the trigger if she continued to provoke him. She stood still, raising her hands innocently.


“Father knows what’s best,” the boy said. Then he turned and fired the Roller at the Bloodeye’s head. Quarrah winced at the spray of carnage, knowing that he’d found his mark.


“Again!” Lord Dulith bellowed, his hands clasped together as he watched.


Pasic fired once more, his aim as true as the first.


“Again! Again! Again!” Dulith was screaming, his face seized with the bitter throes of vengeance. His son unloaded the entire Roller into the Bloodeye’s head until the skull was broken open and the corpse lay still. Rivulets of blood flowed with the rain, finding channels between bricks in a grid of gore.


“How did it feel, my boy?” Lord Dulith took a halting step forward, hands still clasped like a servant checking to make sure the food was satisfactory. “Do you remember her? Do you remember how much she loved you?”


Pasic looked up slowly through the haze of Blast smoke, his young face spattered with the Moonsick man’s blood. His hollow eyes looked more sunken and hopeless than before, but there was a new spark of darkness in his gaze.


“I want another.”


“Yes,” the twisted man whispered. Then Dulith’s eyes flicked to Quarrah. “Hold her!” he bellowed to the two remaining laborers.


Was Quarrah intended to be the boy’s next victim? Or did Lord Dulith think she could get him more Bloodeyes? Either way, she didn’t plan to stick around and find out.


She bolted for the doorway into the manor, but Totshin had finally reappeared with a gun in his hand. No problem. Quarrah had already surveyed the courtyard for every potential route of escape. At this point, her best option was to leap from one of those benches and Drift Jump to that second-story window.


Careening away from Totshin, Quarrah moved toward the benches, only to find her route blocked by one of the laborers who had taken up position in front of the sand pit.


Her hand flashed to her belt, plucking out a vial of purple liquid. She pitched it at the worker in a soft arc, watching him bring up his sword to deflect. The glass shattered against the broad blade and a cloud of Gather Grit sprung up, with him at the center. It wasn’t Compounded enough to break his bones, but the inward pull—the reverse effect of Void Grit—would keep him contained.


The wet sand from the sailor’s folly pit was drawn by the Gather Grit, glomming on to the worker until only his hands were visible, swiping desperately to clear the sand from his face. A few loose bricks from the courtyard also pelted into him, but he probably couldn’t even feel them through his new coat of sand.


The distraction was exactly what Quarrah had hoped for. She skirted the perimeter of the Gather cloud, slipping a pot of Drift Grit from her belt. She hurled it ahead of her, sparking the Slagstone against the wall of the east wing. Leaping onto the bench, she sprinted two steps down its length before launching herself into the Drift cloud.


Weightlessness surrounded her, momentum carrying her upward until she hit the wall, her hands gripping the second-story windowsill with practiced precision.


She never felt as refined, performing stunts like these in her regular clothing. Her black thief’s garb was much sleeker, and her Grit teabags were far less bulky than the wide leather Grit belt she currently wore.


Quarrah hoisted herself up, shoulder pushing the foggy glass open so she could roll into the room. This was clearly a bedroom, gratefully unoccupied. She crossed to the door, but her eye caught a silver hair comb on the stand beside the bed. A three-step detour, and she had the item in hand. Now that she was here, she realized that the painted vase would fetch a decent price, too. And that scarf was pure silk, with tiny gemstones embroidered along its length.


This was more than fair, considering it was unlikely that Lord Dulith was going to pay her now. With the comb in her belt pouch, the vase under one arm, and the scarf flung about her neck, Quarrah moved into the corridor. She was almost to the stairs when crescendoing shouts rose to meet her.


She doubled back, taking a moment to scan the great room she had previously blown past. She didn’t see a suitable place to hide, but that old jeweled broadsword hanging above the mantel might be worth something . . .


Getting the sword down proved more difficult than expected. When it finally came free, the lump of steel turned out to be surprisingly heavy. The sword clanged to the floor, narrowly missing the vase she’d set down. A little adjusting and she’d probably be able to carry everything. But that gold sconce on the opposite wall looked mighty tempting.


She had just finished prying it loose with her sword when the voices reached her. Six armed staffers led by Totshin, who had donned a Grit belt to accompany his Roller. Quarrah was standing on the far side of the great room when they entered, laden with spoils that earned a loud curse from Totshin.


“Halt!” the attendant ordered. No one immediately opened fire, which reminded Quarrah that Lord Dulith still had plans for her.


If she’d had a free hand, a single detonation of Barrier Grit could have plugged the corridor between them. Instead, she’d have to settle for a footrace.


Quarrah turned and bolted back in the direction of the bedroom where she’d found the comb. According to her surveillance, she was headed in the direction of the servants’ quarters. But there wouldn’t be access to that area from the second floor.


Sparks! This was a dead end.


Wait. She’d seen a waste lagoon on the east side of the property. There were access chutes from this wing! If her spatial judgment was right—and it almost always was—the next door on the right would get her there. Now, if only she had a free hand to open it.


Taking a deep breath, Quarrah tossed the vase into the air, pushed open the door, and caught the fragile pottery against her chest as it came down. Ha! That was a fine trick. She kicked the door shut behind her and threw her back against it as she examined the room.


This was little more than a closet stocked with chamber pots and cleaning supplies. The foul odor of human waste filled the space and she quickly identified its source. Rising from floor to ceiling was the waste chute. It looked like a metal chimney with a hinged wooden door covering an opening on the side. Only about two feet square, but Quarrah had squeezed through many a tight space in her day.


She shuffled the vase into the crook of her arm so she could reach a pot of Barrier Grit on her belt. She’d need a little time to work her way down the chute, and if her enemies caught up to her before she reached the bottom, finishing her off would be as easy as shooting fish in a barrel. And conveniently for her attackers, Quarrah’s body would be deposited in the refuse lagoon below.


Her hand had just found the pot she was looking for when the door bucked against her back. She lurched forward, the fragile vase slipping from her arm. She flinched as it shattered, the sound of lost Ashings clattering around her feet. But glancing down, she saw that it hadn’t been empty. There was a folded piece of paper among the shards.


A grin touched her face as the door heaved against her back again. Noble folks were always stashing valuable documents inside other valuable items—gold-trimmed boxes, musical instruments, painted vases.


She kicked the broken pieces across the small room, the paper carried along with it. Then she leapt from the door, hurling the Barrier pot behind her. The door swung inward, stopping just a foot or two ajar as the Grit detonated, creating an impassible block. These people wouldn’t know about Null Grit, so she had no reason to rush.


Stooping, she flicked aside pieces of the shattered vase and plucked up the folded paper. Unable to put off her curiosity, she unfolded it for a quick glance.


The sounds of the men struggling at the door faded as Quarrah’s heartbeat seemed to fill the room. She forgot about the danger. She forgot about escape.


She reread the note.


Quarrah Khai—Tofar’s Salts. 8th of 3rd. Noon. Ask to see the Be’Igoth.


She turned to the door and saw Totshin shoving helplessly against the transparent shell of the Barrier cloud.


Quarrah held up the note, her eyes narrowed in a suspicious glare. “Did you know . . .” But she trailed off on her own. Of course Totshin didn’t know about the note in the vase. How could anyone have known she was going to flee through that particular bedroom, steal that particular item . . .


She tucked the note into a vacant pouch on her Grit belt, returning to the matter of her escape. Taking the final steps, she lifted the cover to gain access to the chute. The rising stench choked her, and she turned away to cough. Holding her breath, Quarrah stuck her head inside to examine her last-ditch escape route.


The chute rose vertically to the third floor and dropped straight down about fifteen feet. At the bottom, she could see that the metal was bent at an angle, directing any dumped refuse outward to the waiting lagoon.


She had to admit, this wasn’t the most desirable way to leave a manor. But she was committed to the plan now. Nothing to do but slide down the refuse chute.


Flames, Quarrah thought. This sword better be worth a lot of Ashings.
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We have all seen terrible things. But the memories that haunt me the most are of the mistakes I could have avoided.









CHAPTER


3


Ard hated studying. Sparks, he even hated reading most of the time. He’d gotten this far in life thanks to Raekon Dorrel, who’d been his tutor and primary exam-taker through Ard’s last few years of schooling.


The fact that he was here now, tucked away in Cove 7, his desk littered with books and notes, was nothing shy of a genuine miracle. And that he’d been studying earnestly like this for just over a year was unfathomable—even to himself.


As a Holy Isle, Ard had the right to block out certain periods of the day for private study, much to the chagrin of the long list of people hoping to meet with him each day for guidance. He enjoyed those visits, of course. Believing Wayfarists were prone to divulge all kinds of useful secrets in the privacy of the Cove. And Ardor Benn, doing what came naturally, would tell them whatever they wanted to hear to make sure they sang his praises across Beripent, solidifying his position at the Mooring.


Despite his distaste for the studying, that was what had brought him here. And his studies were what drove him forward in this strange new lifestyle.


Ard turned back to his notes, finger tracing under the scripture he’d just copied.


All of life will move this way and that, rolling like a great sphere.


All right, but what did that mean? Ard found the language in Wayfarist Voyage to be highly confusing. It was no wonder so many Homelandic religions had sprouted from this text.


What was he doing so far afield from his original topic of study? He’d joined the Islehood for one reason—to learn more about the Great Egress.


Over the last year, Ard had compiled an entire book of notes about the supposed mass exodus of the true believers. Naturally, all the writings he could find in the Mooring library supported the Wayfarist interpretation of that event—that the Great Egress was a metaphorical departure from a Settled lifestyle to a holier one of worshiping the Homeland.


The Realm had interpreted it as a physical departure, sending hundreds of ships sailing into the unknown sea with faith that would carry them to the Homeland. Of course, the Realm had been exploiting this idea, with hopes to purge the Greater Chain of Wayfarism and eliminate its influence on society.


Ard’s personal findings on the topic remained very inconclusive, despite knowing so much about the truths of the world—the dragons’ shield from Moonsickness, the time-traveling nature of Paladin Visitants, the forgotten kingdom at the bottom of the sea where all humankind had originated, the Trothians’ devolution from a superior race, and Gloristar’s transformation into it . . . None of that seemed to give him any definitive insight on what the scriptures called “the Great Egress.”


When that topic had yielded nothing but frustration, Ard’s attention had shifted to this.


The sphere.


Honestly, it was something Ard had entirely forgotten about until he’d stumbled across a certain verse about three cycles ago.


Though we struggle in a line, the circle saves, and the sphere governs all.


That simple line had reminded him of something Gloristar had said in the throne room on the fateful night of her transformation. Shad Agaul had been shot on the throne and Quarrah had asked Gloristar if there was anything she could do for the boy. Homeland knew they’d seen her perform other amazing feats that night.


Gloristar’s answer had been cryptic. “Not until the Sphere is complete. For now there is an order to life and a time for death.”


Ard turned a page of his book, studying his notes. Half the time, he couldn’t even read his own handwriting. He really wasn’t very good at this scholarly stuff. But in keeping with the meaning of his religious name, Ardor Benn felt compelled with a passionate drive to continue his work. Maybe he was close to finding something important. Then everything would make sense.


The circle saves.


Ard knew the circle was the symbol of the Homeland, so reverenced that it wasn’t often displayed in a religious context. In Wayfarism, the sign of the anchor had largely replaced it, representative of the weight of life’s troubles that threatened to cause believers to Settle.


The sphere governs all.


Ard had absently doodled all around that sentence, his jumbled notes a reflection of his mind on the matter. What sphere? Was it some kind of physical structure that needed to be built? If it had been completed, could Gloristar have stopped Shad Agaul from dying?


There was a knock at the Cove door. Ard perked up, glancing at the little mantel clock on the edge of his desk. All the Coves had them now—not Gregious Mas models, but that clockmaker wasn’t the big fish he’d been two years ago. His competitors were making quality clocks at a fraction of the price. Mas’s fame and notoriety had been short lived, a very telling aspect of today’s society.


“Come in,” Ard said, surprised that Raek was so early for their “guidance.” He quickly closed his notebook and stacked a heavy book on top of it. It was fine to put on the appearance of studying, but Raek would know something was off if Ard looked too genuine in his work.


The door opened and Ard stiffened to see that it wasn’t his old friend paying a visit. He rose from his desk, smoothing his sea-green robes and nodding his head respectfully.


“Prime Isle Trable,” Ard greeted his visitor. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”


“Relax, Ardor,” Trable said, closing the door behind him. “And have a seat.”


Olstad Trable was young for a Prime Isle. A little digging and Ard had found out that the man was just a year his elder. He had black hair, tawny skin, and a trim beard to frame his square jaw. And according to public consent, he was by far the handsomest Prime Isle in the last century.


Trable sat down on the bench, crossing his legs under his purple robes. He exhaled slowly, rubbing his forehead with his fingertips.


“You’re killing me, Ard,” he finally said.


“I’m sorry?” he replied innocently. “Have I done something wrong?”


“Don’t give me that slag,” the Prime Isle replied. “You know why I’m here.”


“Because . . . I did something wrong?” Ard guessed.


“We both know you’ve done plenty of that,” Trable said. “I mean why I’m here, in Cove Seven.”


“I hope you’re delivering some of those lemon tarts that your wife’s famous for.”


Some thought that a married Isle would never be considered for Prime. Olstad Trable was proof that it didn’t matter. In Gloristar’s absence, a panel of experienced Holy Isles had deemed him the best person for the job. Ard could see why. An affable family man was a good image to display after Gloristar’s unpopularity among the masses.


“Oh,” Trable chuckled. “Isless Gaevala doesn’t know I’m here. It’s gotten to the point that I won’t even mention your name in front of the girls. They’re too young to see their mother’s wrath.” The Prime Isle sat forward, elbows on his knees. “Three summons of remediation to Cove One is grounds for suspension. I don’t want to kick you out, Ard. I really don’t. But you’re not making it easy. You’ve got to help me out. I think it’s important for the people to see that anyone can change.” He paused. “Even someone like you.”


Ardor Benn felt the prick of guilt stab at his insides. How much had he changed? Technically, his presence in the Mooring was another ruse. A long, patient ruse designed to get information—the location of the Islehood’s store of dragon shell. Answers about the Great Egress that only the Mooring’s library could provide.


But this ruse felt different than any job he’d done before. He usually felt a drive to finish, just so he could move on to the next. But this time, he wasn’t sure if he wanted it to end at all. The thought made him feel dishonest, like he was cheating on the person he had always been. And in moments like these, when someone praised him for how much he’d changed, his past self would rise up within to convince him that he hadn’t. To convince him that under these sea-green robes, Ardor Benn would never be anything more than an imposter.


“I assume you’re referring to a little incident in the Char, day before yesterday?” Ard confessed. “For the record, I went with every intention of having a peaceful conversation. Anything you heard about was Dalfa Rhed’s fault.”


“I heard that one of my Isles was seen swinging from the Old Palace Steps in his holy robes.”


“I was escaping,” said Ard. “She sent her goons after me.”


Prime Isle Trable raised his eyebrows. “You can’t keep meeting with every old enemy that calls you out. I knew you’d be persecuted for your past, but you’re part of the Islehood now. You’ve committed yourself to living a better life.”


Ard nodded slowly. “I won’t do it again,” he promised. But even as he said it, he thought of the questionable meeting he’d scheduled for tomorrow. Assuming they could even find the place called Tofar’s Salts, Ard didn’t plan on wearing his Islehood robes. Not with so much mystery surrounding the note he’d found in the wall of the ruins.


“And what about the tattered Islehood robe the Regulators found in the bushes?” asked the Prime Isle. “It was recovered near one of the ruins that was vandalized by two men who locked themselves inside to avoid arrest.”


Ard shook his head, biting the inside of his cheek. “I don’t know anything about that.”


Trable pursed his lips in thought. “I didn’t think you would. I’m just saying that you need to be more careful. Your enemies would like to see you fail. Sparks, I’ll admit that there are more than a few Holy Isles who’d like to see you thrown out.” He leaned forward. “I’m not one of them.”


“I understand,” Ard said. “And I would hate for my misconduct to reflect poorly on the Prime Isle who let me in.”


“You know I don’t care about that.” Trable waved his hand. “This is about you, Ardor Benn. You, and the condition of your soul.”


“Every Prime Isle leaves a legacy,” Ard said. “Frid Chauster started a war. Gloristar vanished into the night. Maybe you’ll be known for getting a legendary criminal to the Homeland.”


Trable squinted one eye, unamused. “I wouldn’t say you’re legendary. And for Gaevala’s sake, let us hope I’m known for something else.” He lifted his finger. “What about the Prime Isle who authorized the first female crusader monarch to reestablish peace across the Greater Chain?”


“Well, I mean . . . There’s that, too,” said Ard. “But it kind of sounds like you’re taking credit for all the good work she’s doing. How is Queen Abeth lately?”


“Impressive as always,” he said. “I don’t think anyone else could have reunited the islands so quickly.”


Ard nodded. “Her bloodline and marriage made her uniquely suited.” The former Sovereign States of Dronodan and Talumon accepted her lineage. The former Archkingdom acknowledged that she had been trained for years to rule Espar and Strind.


“And her training, and her experience, and her demeanor in court . . . The crusader queen really knows what she’s doing. Unlike some of us.” Trable sighed, standing up slowly. “Sometimes I think Gloristar is just going to show up one day and tell me all the things I’m doing wrong.”


Because you don’t have the Anchored Tome, Ard thought. But he certainly wouldn’t say it out loud. Privately, Gloristar had confessed to Ard that King Termain had stolen the sacred book. And Trable had hinted enough times that Ard realized the book was never recovered. Without it, Trable was missing vital knowledge meant only for the eyes of the succeeding Prime.


Publicly, Prime Isle Trable had announced that he’d read the Anchored Tome. He lied to the Holy Isles and to the Wayfarist followers because telling them the truth would shatter their faith.


Perhaps that was why Olstad Trable had taken such a liking to Ard. They were both working to convince themselves that they were something they weren’t.


“Ols?” Ard asked as the man moved for the door. “What do you think happened to Gloristar that night?”


The Prime Isle glanced back. “I issued my official statement.”


“And I read it,” said Ard. “But what do you think really happened?”


Queen Abeth had done a remarkable job covering up the truth. According to record, Ard and Quarrah had not been in the throne room that night. Termain had died at the hand of a mysterious woman who had forced entry through the balcony. There were rumors, of course. A handful of guards had been eyewitnesses, though speaking the truth of what they’d seen would contradict Her Majesty.


Trable ran a hand through his short beard. “I believe the Realm abducted the Prime Isless.” Queen Abeth had spread word about the Realm far and wide, hoping that the attention would force down any remaining members of the organization.


“You think the Realm killed her?” Ard pressed. That’s what he’d said in his official statement.


“I’m convinced of it more and more.” Trable shrugged. “Otherwise, where could she be?”


His words mirrored Ard’s thoughts exactly. For a time, he’d held out hope that Gloristar had survived her fall from the Old Post Lighthouse. But it had been two years now. And her glass skull had been badly fractured. Ard knew so little about her new condition. How long could she stay underwater? If she had truly become like the Trothian ancestors, they had survived in the deep for hundreds of years before coming to the surface to seek vengeance on the Landers.


There was still air down there, at the bottom of the InterIsland Waters. Ard had considered sinking himself in a bubble of Containment Grit to search for her, but without a Trothian to detonate the Stasis Grit at regular intervals, he’d likely run out of air on the way down. And the seabed was a large place. How would he even know where to start?


“You have a visitor,” Trable said from the doorway.


Ard glanced up from his thoughts to find Raek looming over the Prime Isle. The two men exchanged a typical Mooring greeting, shuffling awkwardly around each other on the dock. Then Raek ducked inside and swung the door shut.


“You know that was the Prime Isle, right?” Ard said, double-checking to make sure his study notes were out of sight.


“Olstad Trable. Yeah,” said Raek.


“Most visitors in the Mooring would make a big deal about bumping into the Prime Isle on the dock.”


Raek shrugged his massive shoulders. “Did you want me to squeal?” He plopped himself down on the same bench Trable had occupied, the wooden boards groaning under his bulk. “I found Tofar’s Salts.”


“And?”


“It’s an Agrodite soakhouse in the upper Western Quarter,” he said. “Plum full of soggy Trothians.”


The saltwater soak was necessary for all Trothians to maintain the health of their thick blue skin. Soakhouses had started springing up around Beripent during Pethredote’s time, with seawater being brought up from the harbors. But the baths had been shut down when Pethredote had renounced the Inclusionary Act. Eventually, the need for the soak had driven all the Trothians to the shore, where the Regulators had rounded them up and shipped them back to their low sandy islets.


“And the Be’Igoth?” Ard wasn’t even sure if he was pronouncing that correctly.


Raek shook his head. “I just scouted the place so we wouldn’t be in for any surprises tomorrow. I didn’t want to tip our hand by asking questions.”


“What was it like?”


“Surprisingly big and more lavish than a lot of the soakhouses I’ve seen,” he said. “Three Ashings a week for admittance. Whoever built that place is making a fortune off the Trothians.”


Ard hoped it was another Trothian, not some cheap Lander looking to profit off their physical needs.


“You ever been to a soakhouse?” Ard asked his partner.


“I literally just told you I have,” said Raek, massaging the spot on his chest where the pipe was buried.


“I mean before that,” said Ard.


“In case you didn’t notice, I’m a Lander,” he replied, gesturing at the dark brown skin of his arm. “We’re not really welcome there.”


“You think that’ll complicate tomorrow’s meeting?” Ard asked.


“Based on that note, I’d say the Be’Igoth will be expecting you,” he said. “Not sure if I should come, though. Your name was the only one on the note.”


“You okay with that?”


“I’ll hang around outside and warn you if I see any trouble.”


“I’m expecting it.” Ard drummed his fingers on the desk. “Who could have done it, Raek?”


“Done what?” he asked.


“Placed that note in the exact spot we would be—a spot we didn’t even know we would be.”


“I know that look,” Raek said. “You’ve got a theory that’s almost too crazy to say out loud.”


Ard took a deep breath. “Time travel.”


“Time travel?”


“We know it’s possible,” Ard explained. “Every successful Paladin Visitant has done it. Sparks! I’ve even done it. And we know the Islehood is gathering dragon shell. That could mean they’re already making Visitant Grit.”


“Leaving notes in stone walls . . . That’s not how a Paladin Visitant works,” said Raek. “Any interaction with the past—no matter how small—resets the timeline. If that had happened, we would cease to exist.”


“I know, I know,” Ard said. “But maybe it wasn’t a Paladin Visitant.”


Raek’s face looked painfully skeptical. “Who else travels through time?”


“In the throne room that night,” Ard began, “Gloristar said something.”


“She said a lot of crazy stuff we didn’t understand,” he said.


“She said she was the Homeland,” Ard recalled. “Said she was ‘time and space perfected.’ That sounds like someone who can travel through time.”


“Gloristar’s dead, Ard. Or if she’s still alive, she clearly doesn’t want us to know it.”


“Maybe she planted the note before the lighthouse collapsed on her,” Ard mused. “She could have had time between leaving you at the Moonsick farm and coming to the throne room to kill Termain. And how long would it take, traveling through time? She might have done it in the blink of an eye.”


“Look, you’re welcome to get your robes in a knot speculating over what the dead Prime Isless can and cannot do,” said Raek, “but I’m not going to lose sleep over it until after the meeting tomorrow. I’m betting you’ll get some answers from the mysterious Be’Igoth. And we can hope the job will pay well enough to warrant coming out of retirement.”


“Job?” Ard faltered. “I . . . I can’t take a job right now, Raek.” He put a hand on his stack of books. “Prime Isle Trable was just here to reprimand me. Another infraction and he won’t be able to sweep it under the rug. I’ll be suspended from the Islehood. Or worse . . .”


“Worse?” Raek said, puzzled. “I assume you mean kicked out. Wasn’t that in the plans all along?”


“Well, yes, but . . .” Ard’s research felt hot under his hand. “I just need more time. If I get thrown out now, the whole last year will have been for nothing.” He kept his voice low, always aware that someone could be listening from the dock outside the door.


“You need to step up your game in here,” Raek said. “You said it yourself, it’s a real possibility that they’ve already started processing Visitant Grit. We need to have our eyes on that shell, Ard. It’d only take one well-placed detonation to erase us all.”


Ard swallowed. He was keenly aware of the risk. Keeping the location of the dragon shell from Raek was a risky move, but it was the only card in his hand. Raekon Dorrel wouldn’t agree with Ard’s true reasons for staying. Sure, Raek understood the value in good, hard research, but not the philosophical search for answers in old religious texts. He understood the patience involved in running a long ruse, but not the strange and comfortable satisfaction Ard was experiencing in this new life.


“It’s time to start digging a little harder,” Raek said. “I’m doing all I can from the outside, but the Islehood is taking advantage of this fresh start, covering their tracks to make sure no one gets their hands on Visitant Grit.”


“I’ll find it,” Ard insisted. “But we have to be extra careful not to rock the boat until I do.”


Raek nodded resolutely. “I’ll keep her steady.”


“I can put some pressure on Isless Banhue,” Ard said. “She monitors a lot of the Islehood’s resources.”


“Do what you have to do.” Raek stood up and stretched his tree-trunk arms in front of him. “And don’t worry, pal. We’ll get you out of here soon enough.”


Ard ran his finger across the edge of his notebook. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “The Mooring’s no place for a guy like me.”
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Every secret I hid felt like another life beginning.
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Tofar’s Salts was noisier than Ard had expected, exuberant shouts and splashes reaching his ears as he approached the soakhouse along Tassel Street.


The hubbub implied good business, though. Ard knew surprisingly little about the ritual, despite having seen Trothians soaking in the harbors all his life. He understood that it had to be done with regularity to keep their blue skin smooth and healthy. Given the Trothian ancestry on the seabed, this connection to the water made sense.


Participating in the soak was considered an Agrodite religious practice. So by default, every Trothian was considered an Agrodite. As such, they were barred from becoming Wayfarists, which excluded them from certain societal benefits.


It was a broken situation, with fault falling on both sides. A stub-bornness that kept a wedge between Wayfarists and Agrodites—and thus, Landers and Trothians. Would things change if they knew the truth about their joint ancestry?


Ard glanced over his shoulder one last time, but Raek was gone. His big friend would be lurking around the soakhouse perimeter, a Regulation-issue brass whistle on a chain around his neck. He’d blow it in a specific pattern—long, short, long—to let Ard know if it was time to get out of there.


The structure was simple but unique—a wide pavilion enclosed by a wooden fence rising almost halfway to the roof. Through the open gate, Ard caught a glimpse inside. It looked like a maze of wooden walls, the dividers partitioning off deep pools of salt water.


“Can I help you?” A voice turned Ard’s attention to a Trothian woman standing just inside the gate. She was thin and willowy, with long braided hair falling down her back. Her ever-vibrating eyes studied Ard with a twinge of impatience, but not wholly without intrigue.


“Yes, um . . .” Ard flipped open the note in his hand to double-check the words. “Is this Tofar’s Salts?”


“It is,” she answered, speaking Landerian with no detectable accent.


“Sounds like business is good today,” he said in an attempt to soften her expression.


“Our business is our own,” she said. “This is an Agrodite place of ritual and healing. We do not allow muckmus inside.”


Ard held up his hand. “I mean no disrespect in coming here. I’m supposed to meet someone. Could you please tell the Be’Igoth that Ardor Benn is here?”


Her thin face cracked into a smile and then a full snicker. She called to another Trothian woman who was passing by, exchanging a few brief words in their native language. Then both women had a good laugh that seemed very much at Ard’s expense.


He shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “I probably didn’t pronounce that right.” He held out the note for her inspection, before suddenly remembering that Trothians couldn’t see the written word. Their unique eyes perceived the energy of things, but text was washed out on flat surfaces.


“Your pronunciation was fine,” she replied. “But Be’Igoth cannot see anyone.”


“But I was told to come here and ask to see him,” Ard said.


She laughed again. “And I was told to expect you. But it is past noon.”


“Just a few minutes,” Ard said dismissively. “But I’m sure Be’Igoth will understand.” Arriving late was almost like Ard’s signature of authenticity.


“Be’Igoth understands nothing.” She was very amused by something. “Because Be’Igoth is not a person.”


“Not a . . .” Ard trailed away. “Then what is it?”


“I will show you.” But instead of leaving, she held out her hand expectantly. “Three Ashings for the week. Five Ashlits for a single day.”


“Oh, I’m not going to soak,” Ard said.


“No,” she replied, still beckoning. “You are not.”


Ard nodded, digging into his Grit belt for his money pouch. He hadn’t brought his Rollers as a show of good faith, but he had a loaded Singler tucked into his vest.


He plucked out five metal Ashlits and dropped them into the waiting blue hand. The woman rubbed her fingers over the coins to feel for the marks and then plunged them into a pocket on her loose, flowing smock. Ard followed her closely into the soakhouse, wisely keeping his mouth shut so he wouldn’t accidentally say something offensive.


A nice summer breeze kept the pavilion fresh, passing over the exterior fence and the interior maze-like dividers. The woman led Ard down a narrow wooden walkway in the middle of the floor alongside a deep central canal, where Ard saw several Trothians swimming.


From time to time, Ard caught a glimpse of one of the pools behind a partition. They were large enough to comfortably accommodate a dozen people. The baths were maybe four feet deep, recessed directly into the ground with canals running under the walkways to connect them.


Ard saw Trothian men, women, and children—many of them lying completely underwater. The noise wasn’t yelling, Ard discovered. Rather, certain groups would burst out in chant-like singing. Cupping their hands, they would strike the water’s surface in complex overlapping percussive patterns.


Walking the damp planks, Ard was suddenly struck by the depth of the Trothian culture. Their bright noise was a far cry from the silent reverence of the Mooring, but both were supposedly religious sites of worship. And despite the difference in behavior, Ard suddenly saw some startling similarities.


The soakhouse, with its interconnected pools, was not unlike the waterway of the Mooring. There, Landers took rafts across the waters, seeking dry Coves for spiritual healing and guidance. Here, the Trothians swam the central canal, ducking into shallower pools for their restoration.


It’s because we all came from the same place, Ard thought. Isle Halavend had seen it, even if he hadn’t understood. When Lyndel and the old Isle had embarked on their joint study, they had found a shocking number of correlations between their seemingly contrastive religions.


“The presence of your kind during fajumar makes many of my people uncomfortable,” the woman explained.


“Fajumar?”


“It is our word for the saltwater soak,” she said. Ard noticed a Trothian woman and child dive under the water’s surface at the sight of him. “Your queen was right to open all borders to us again, but Lander offenses against Trothians in Beripent are not easily forgotten.”


Ard nodded. “I just want to make it clear that I’ve always been on your side. What Pethredote did to your people was terrible. And Termain was no better. Queen Abeth is doing her best to set things right.”


“That is what happens when you let a woman rule.”


The narrow boardwalk reached its end near the back of the pavilion, where a genuine stone building rose to join the roof, unlike the wooden fence on the other three sides. In a way, it looked like this was a home, and the rest of the pavilion was some kind of extended covered patio.


“The Be’Igoth,” the woman said, gesturing to the closed wooden door. The word sounded a lot smoother coming out of her mouth. “Or in your language, the hot bath.”


Ah. He suddenly understood how foolish he must have sounded, insisting that he had an appointment with the hot bath.


The woman reached out her thin arm and knocked a quick rhythm on the door. It was answered almost immediately by a large Trothian man wearing nothing but a tight pair of shorts. The black hair on his chest was thick and curly, half concealing the pendant that dangled at the end of his gold necklace.


The man and the woman conversed briefly in Trothian before the big fellow stepped aside and gestured for Ard to enter.


“Thanks,” Ard said to the woman.


“Geppel,” she said by way of introduction. “I assume we’ll be seeing more of each other in the near future.” She winked one blurry eye in a distinctly Landerian gesture, then turned and walked away, leaving Ard to puzzle over her comment in the doorway.


“Come in, come in!” beckoned a gruff voice from inside the dark building. Ard casually checked to make sure his Singler was accessible, then stepped inside.


It felt like walking into a cave, the midday sun completely blotted out inside the windowless structure. Hot, heavy steam filled the expansive room, making Ard feel instantly sticky as he squinted.


The conditions wouldn’t be a problem for the unique Trothian vision, but Ard felt half blind. At least someone had detonated a few orbs of Light Grit. They hovered in the steam like stars in a midnight fog.


The vapor in the room was rising from the pool at its center. It looked deeper than any of the ones he’d seen outside, but it took up only about half of the room. The rest of the floor was open, the high ceiling supported by stone pillars roughly hewn with square corners. A rack of Heat Grit pots lined the back wall and on both sides were individual stalls with privacy curtains for disrobing.


Ard startled at movement through the mist. The person had likely been there all along, visibility was so poor in here. Ard took a step closer, hand close to the Singler in his vest. There was something familiar about the hunkering mound of man crouched at the edge of the bath. The figure raised an ugly face, and Ard saw him clearly in the glimmer of the Light Grit.


“Hedge Marsool.” Ard whispered the name. The King Poacher himself. He felt a chill, at odds with the sticky humidity.


“And here I thought you’d forgotten about me.”


The man was an alarming sight, the left side of his face terribly disfigured with thick scars that looked like thin crisscrossing ropes of red and white. A leather patch concealed his eye on that side, and sparse brown hair grew only on the right half of his head, hanging almost to his shoulder.


His left arm was missing from the elbow down, and in its place he wore a metal spike, its length dewy from the steam, catching a shine in the soft light. Crouched at the edge of the pool, his good hand was plunged forward into the warm water and it looked like he was holding . . .


“Sparks.” Ard shuddered. “Is that a cat?”


“Just a scrappy little Tom,” Hedge Marsool said. He released his grip and the small animal’s lifeless form bobbed to the surface, dark fur matted. “Mousing around the wrong soakhouse. You gotta hold them mewlers down a long time before the bubbles stop.”


Ard took a step back, horrified by the barbarity. Yeah. This was the Hedge Marsool he remembered.


“Keeps me sharp, though,” Hedge continued, rising from his crouch with a groan and an audible crack of his battered bones. “Good to feel the scales tip from life to death. Makes a man know what he’s got. And what he could lose.”


“Can’t imagine the soaking Trothians appreciate that, though.” Ard gestured at the drowned carcass.


“The Be’Igoth isn’t a traditional Agrodite practice,” Hedge said. His voice was somewhat strained, like his vocal cords might slip out of his throat at any moment. “You take a hearty dip in the InterIsland Waters during the winter cycles and you’ll feel it cold enough to perk the titties of a dead man. But the cold don’t bother the Trothians like it does us. That’s why I find the hot bath so curious.”


As he spoke, he moved toward Ard with his trademark jolting gait, a battered shell of a thin man draped in a damp cloak, a leather courier’s bag over one shoulder. Nothing about his unfortunate appearance was too shocking to Ard. The man had looked this way the last time Ard had seen him—which was the only time. After that job, he and Raek had put the name Hedge Marsool on their personal blacklist, deeming him far too dangerous to be worth their while.


This was the man who had left the note in the wall of the ruins? The man who had predicted Ard’s unpredictable escape? Deep inside, Ard had hoped it would be an old ally—or at least some enigmatic stranger. Hedge Marsool was neither.


“When the first inland soakhouses were set up during Pethredote’s reign, their construction required the oversight of a Lander landlord,” Hedge continued. “They were the ones who demanded a building where the salt water could be kept hot. Made sense to them, and many of the Trothians found the experience more soothing on the blues. Good Agrodites would never debase themselves in the Be’Igoth, but the less religious Trothians are willing to pay extra for the novelty of soaking in hot water. I think that’s why I like it. The room we’re standing in is a rare hybrid of cultures. An illegitimate child, born of Trothian necessity and the overexertion of Lander control.”


“Look, if this is about the gem cutter job . . .” Ard began. “I swear to you . . . that goat got a hold of the bag and shook those diamonds everywhere. We recovered what we could, but—”


Hedge held up his spike hand. “I didn’t bring you here to shake you down for Ashings. I’m making plenty from Tofar’s Salts.”


“Wait. You’re running this place?” Ard asked.


“One of my many enterprises,” the crippled man said. “It’s Ashlits to Ashings what I’ve done with this tub. The soak brings them in to Tofar’s Salts, but I like to think they stay for the drinks.”


“Drinks?” Ard said.


“Oh, yes. The Trothians can order food and drink from the comfort of their piss-water pools,” said Hedge. “Like a genuine tavern.”


“But with drowned cats.” Ard glanced once more at the animal carcass.


“Oh, my people refresh the water every other day.” Hedge’s face cracked into a crooked smile. “Or at least, that’s what I advertise.”


Ard cast a glance at the large Trothian man beside him. Hedge’s comment didn’t seem to faze him, his blue face staring impassively into the mist.


“Don’t worry about Eggat.” Hedge pointed to the Trothian. “He doesn’t speak a word of Landerian. But he and his brother are a fine piece of muscle.”


Without so much as a hiccup, Hedge Marsool switched into Trothian, speaking to Eggat in long fluid sentences. That was the trouble with Hedge Marsool. He was terribly smart, but his brains were backed by a measure of ruthlessness that Ard found quite distasteful.


When Hedge had finished speaking, the Trothian nodded, sunlight flashing into the room like a beacon from a lighthouse as he opened and shut the door behind him.


“Eggat will stand guard outside,” Hedge explained. “We wouldn’t want anyone pressing an ear to our conversation.”


“What conversation would that be?” Ard asked.


“The one where I hire you to steal me a dragon,” Hedge Marsool declared.


“Sorry, what?”


“Draaaaagon.” The man strung out the word patronizingly. “Mature sow. Alive and healthy. You’ll bring her to me.”


“Here?” Ard cried, not bothering to hide the incredulity in his voice. “Live dragon . . . Does the name Grotenisk the Destroyer ring any bells?”


Hedge chuckled slowly, as if the action pained him. “You’re not going to bring her to Beripent, you wet goom,” he said. “There’s no place for her here. She’ll be lodging in Helizon until I’m ready for her.”


“Ready for her to do what, exactly?” he pressed. “You planning to raze the university? Destroy Talumon’s prize city?” Ard scoffed. “Besides, why would the King Poacher need me?”


“Look at my body, Ardor.” He held out his arms. “Pekal is a healthy man’s game.”


“From what I understand, you still have the contacts,” Ard said. “Experienced poachers. Why do you need a ruse artist?”


“My poaching contacts do fine work,” Hedge agreed. “On Pekal.”


“And your smuggling ring gets the goods into the Greater Chain without difficulty,” Ard added, shrugging.


Hedge coughed something up and spit it onto the floor of the Be’Igoth. “I need you because I think it will be . . . amusing.”


“Forget it.” Ard turned to leave. This was some kind of vengeance hiring for the way Ard had cheated him out of those diamonds. “I’m not helping you with anything.”


“Why haven’t you asked me yet?” Hedge’s question stopped Ard in his tracks. “Why haven’t you asked me how I knew you’d be bashing your way out the back of that historic building in the Char last week?”


Ard swallowed. He’d come here with that sole question eating away at him. But his need to know had dried up the moment he saw it was Hedge Marsool. This man was as clever and conniving as they came.


“How many thugs did you have watching me?” Ard asked.


“None,” he replied.


“Then how did you learn my escape plans?” Ard replied.


“Didn’t,” Hedge said. “We both know that ducking shelter in the Char ruins fell far outside your plans.”


Ard narrowed his eyes. “I didn’t come here to discuss what a clever note-dropper you are. I assumed there’d be a job, and now that I’ve heard it, I’m not interested.”


“Oh, but you are interested.” Hedge used his spike arm to make a reprimanding gesture. “That is, if you’d like to stay alive.”


Ard breathed out in disbelief. “Are you threatening me, Hedge? You, of all people, should know I don’t respond well to that.”


“I’ll admit my threats were insufficient last time,” said the scarred man. “But things have changed.”


“Nothing’s changed,” Ard said. “From your pungent stench to my superior intellect.” He turned once more, this time determined to follow through with his exit.


“Be careful,” Hedge said as Ard yanked open the door. “The steps are as slick as a toad’s back from all that Trothian splashing.”


Ard ignored the comment, pushing past Eggat, who seemed to be waiting for a command to pounce. The air outside felt fresh, a wake of steam following him down the stone stairs.


When Ard’s boot hit the third step, he went down, slipping like a clumsy fool and taking a painful knee on the wooden boardwalk. But his heart seemed to fall farther, beating twice as fast when he heard the pained chortle of Hedge Marsool from within the Be’Igoth.


Ard righted himself, tugging self-consciously at his vest. What the burning blazes? Subtly, Ard inspected the slick step. It looked ordinary enough, with a touch of green algae adorning the ever-wet stone. Slippery, to be sure, but Ard had been watching his step.


Sucking in a deep breath, he skipped back into the room, avoiding the slickest step as he passed Eggat.


“How’d you do that?” Ard asked flatly, in no mood for games.


Hedge Marsool had moved to the far wall of the Be’Igoth, his back to Ard as he plucked a pot of Heat Grit from the rack. “I didn’t do nothing,” he replied. “You were the hobbledehoy who slipped. I knew you would, just like I knew you’d retreat into the Char ruins.”


“What are you saying?” Ard whispered, not even sure if his voice was cutting through the steamy air.


Hedge Marsool tinkered with a long pole hanging on the wall beside the rack. A thin rope ran its length, tied to a small metal basket on one end. Hedge loaded the clay pot into the basket, and then removed the pole.


“I told you things have changed,” he said, resting the pole against the shaft of his arm spike. Guiding it this way, he carefully lowered the end with the clay pot into the hot water. “I need a dragon, and you will get her for me.”


Hedge tugged sharply on the rope and Ard saw the pot shatter underwater, the metal basket containing the shards as a fresh cloud of Heat Grit stoked the bath.


“And if I refuse?”


He shrugged, pulling the pole from the pool. “I know where you’ll be. Ha. Even before you do. Haven’t I proven that?”


“You’ve proven nothing,” Ard said, agitated. His history with Hedge Marsool was enough to keep him on edge, but this latest turn of events was putting him over. “All you’ve done is left a note and told me to watch my step. In case you’ve forgotten, before I was a Holy Isle, I was a ruse artist—and a blazing good one. Rule number one: When you want to control someone, show them that you can predict their every move.”


“I can do more than predict your move,” Hedge said. “I can see your future, Ardor Benn.”


“That would be something.” But Ard didn’t dismiss the comment as quickly as he would have liked. He knew firsthand that time travel was possible. But the lies and trickery of Hedge Marsool seemed even more so. “Why don’t we put your claims to the test?”


Hedge leaned the pole against the rack. “What do you propose?”


“Something you couldn’t possibly orchestrate,” said Ard, digging in his pocket. “The flip of an Ashing.” He produced a circular dragon scale—a three-mark.


Hedge tilted his scarred head. “What will this accomplish?” He casually reached his hand into his courier’s bag. “You’ll just whimper foul play when I predict each flip.”


“The Ashing’s mine.” Ard hefted it in his open hand. “I’ll be doing the flipping. I see no way you could cheat.”


Hedge pulled his hand from the bag and Ard thought he saw something glint. He tensed, but the crippled man merely coughed. “Yep. Go on.”


Flicking the Ashing with the edge of his thumb, Ard sent it spinning through the thick air. He caught it, glancing down at his palm to see the outcome.


“Marks up,” Hedge declared.


Ard swallowed. It had indeed landed with the three indentations upward. Without a word, Ard flipped it again.


“Marks up,” repeated Hedge. Again, he was right. Ard sent the scale spinning once more.


“Marks down,” said Hedge. And the Ashing in Ard’s palm had landed just as the man had said.


“Wrong,” Ard lied, using a bit of sleight of hand to turn the Ashing over as he displayed it to Hedge. But Ard’s own heartbeat told the truth he feared. Fifty-fifty chance to guess it right once. But three times in a row?


“What a rascal,” Hedge said, squinting his good eye. “You know I was right. How else could I predict chance?”


“Chance.” Ard stuffed the three-mark Ashing into his pocket. “I would never take a job based on the fact that you guessed right three times in a row.”


“I knew you’d be irked by it,” Hedge said. “You demand more proof.”


Ard nodded, an idea occurring to him. “A test of skill,” he said. “Shooting.”


“Explain.”


“I’ll set up six of those Grit pots—blanks, if you worry about wasting Heat Grit,” said Ard. “I’ll shoot at them and you can predict how many I’m going to hit.”


“Oh,” Hedge said, striding across the Be’Igoth toward the privacy stalls on the left. “Like this?” He pulled back the curtain to reveal six clay Grit pots propped side by side on a low shelf.


Ard’s mouth went dry. What was happening? Maybe he should just leave. “I don’t have a . . .”


He trailed off as Hedge reached into his vest and produced a Roller. He proffered it from his spike arm, the tip threaded through the trigger guard.


“All right.” Ard accepted the gun. “Why don’t you tell me how many I’m going to hit? And keep in mind that anything less than six is insulting.” He pasted on a cocky smile, but he wasn’t feeling it.


“I won’t say,” replied Hedge. “Influence your shooting, and whatnot. How about I write down the number on a scrap of parchment?” He held out a folded piece, pinched between his index and middle finger. “You can check it after the shots are made.”


“Don’t you need to write the number?” Ard asked.


Hedge’s lips curled in a grin. “Did that before you came in.”


Wordlessly, Ardor Benn took the scrap of paper and tucked it in his pocket. Hedge was playing a mind game with him, that was all. Ard’s reputation would suggest that he’d hit all six. But Hedge would be aware of that, possibly assuming that Ard would intentionally miss one or two in an effort to throw his prediction.


But there was one number that Hedge Marsool couldn’t possibly have guessed.


Ard leveled the Roller and snapped off six shots in rapid succession. Each found its mark, shattering a blank Grit pot. Ard’s ears were ringing, his vision further obscured by the heavy smoke that filled the steamy bath house. But there was one more shot to be made.


Reaching into his vest, Ard withdrew the small piece of paper. But with it came his Singler, snapping off the last shot in Hedge’s direction. The ball went over the man’s shoulder, exploding into another pot of Heat Grit on the rack behind him.


While Hedge stood anchored, not even trembling from the close call, Ard unfolded the paper and glanced down at the single word.


Seven.


His eyes darted up to the thin man, whose chest was heaving with the exhilaration of victory.


“What the blazes?” Ard muttered. “How?”


“Same way I knew you’d be in that ruined building in the Char,” he explained. “Same way I knew you’d flip three marks up. I can see the future. And that’s how I know we’re not alone in here.”


Ard spun around, scouring the spacious Be’Igoth as if it might suddenly turn into an ambush. When he glanced back at Hedge, the man had crossed to the privacy stall next to the one Ard had shot at.


“I believe you already know the other rapscallion I invited to this meeting.” Hedge Marsool pulled back the curtain and Ard found himself staring into the tense face of Quarrah Khai.


Quarrah didn’t run. There was no sense in that. This stranger—Hedge Marsool—obviously didn’t want her dead. Taking a deep breath of hot, misty air, she stepped out of the dressing stall, eyes locked with Ardor Benn.


“Quarrah?” he sputtered. “How did you . . . ? What are you . . . ?”


She gestured at the man with the spike for an arm. “Left me a note, same as you.”


“Righty ho,” said Hedge. “Though it’s a blazing shame you had to break that vase to find it. Worth more in one piece.”


Quarrah stiffened. Who was this creep? Claiming to see into the future? Sparks, she should have guessed Ard would somehow be involved. But judging by the conversation she’d just overheard, he didn’t understand what he was up against, either. Unless he and Hedge were in it together, planning this entire thing to convince her to steal a dragon . . .


“This room only has one door,” Ard said. “How long have you been in here?”


“Long enough,” she replied. Patience was one of Quarrah’s best qualities, but she didn’t need to go bragging to Ard that she’d been inside the Be’Igoth since dawn.


“You look . . . good,” Ard said hesitantly, as if he was aware that this wasn’t the time or place for unnecessary compliments. Still, at least he was showing some restraint. Unlike the last time he’d seen her, shortly after he’d joined the Islehood—and what was with his sudden religious proclivities anyway?


Hedge Marsool reached into his courier’s bag, withdrawing a folder of papers. “Documents and orders,” he announced. “Captain Torgeston Dodset sits in command of my largest smuggling ship—the Stern Wake. The vessel can easily hold a mature sow, and with the right paperwork”—he waggled the folder tauntingly—“the captain can get you into and out of any harbor without a cargo inspection.”


“Hold on,” Quarrah said. “We haven’t agreed to take the job.”


“Sure you did,” said Hedge. “What else are you going to do? When you leave Tofar’s Salts, I know where you’ll go. You try to hide, I find you. You try to run, I cut you off.” He glanced at Ard. “You decide to double-cross me, I already know about it.” Then he took a step closer to Quarrah. “You’ve got no idea what you’re up against, dearie.”


Quarrah drew back, his breath reeking of spicy fish. “I think I’ll take my chances,” she said. “You might scare Ard with your mystic abilities, but I’m not so easily hoodwinked—”


“Glassminds,” Hedge said.


“What?” Quarrah and Ard replied in unison.


“That’s what people are calling the creature that Prime Isless Gloristar transformed into.”


“How do you know about—” Ard began.


“Rumors crawl the city,” Hedge cut him off. “But I know better. I’ve got the cure.”


“Cure to what?” Quarrah couldn’t help but think of Lord Dulith’s deranged claim. Hedge Marsool seemed no better.


“Moonsickness,” said Hedge. “ ’Course, you have to catch the poor sap in a cloud of Metamorphosis Grit before the final stage.”


Quarrah felt her heart skip, and Ard sucked in a sharp gasp. Only a handful of people knew about Portsend’s final discovery. How did—


“Digested dragon teeth,” the man went on, “extracted from a mound of Slagstone and processed to powder. Dissolved in a liquid solution with a balance level of negative flat five.”


“Sparks,” Ard whispered.


“I’ve got a few bruisers in mind for a quick transformation,” said Hedge. “Just think how my smuggling business would soar if I had an army with powers like Gloristar had.”


“How did you learn that formula?” Quarrah asked, her voice low.


“Oh, don’t fuss.” Hedge chuckled. “Secret’s safe with me. So long as you get me what I’ve asked for.”


“I, for one, think it sounds like a delightful challenge,” Ard abruptly announced, swiping the folder from Hedge’s hand. “Stealing a dragon, that is.”


Hedge sniffed, turning his spike hand slowly like he might gore Ard where he stood. Then he reached out and took the folder back without any resistance from the ruse artist.


“Smarter than a stray tom, Ardor Benn.” Hedge gave a twisted smile, tucking the folder back into his courier’s bag. “I’ll give you the documents you need to get aboard Captain Dodset’s ship after you secure a place to store the dragon.”


“My contacts in Helizon aren’t—” Ard began.


“I’ll give you the contact,” Hedge cut him off. “There’s a fat old baroness in Helizon by the name of Lavfa. A real ear-sore, but she’s got the space to store the beast.”


“And this baroness will agree to work with us?” asked Quarrah. “She’s a friend of yours?”


“She doesn’t know I exist,” admitted Hedge. “But I understand she’s willing to lease out her land to anyone if the price is right.”


“A price you’ll be fronting?” Ard ventured.


Hedge’s scarred face contorted in a chuckle. “Don’t play with me. They say the queen set you up for life when you signed her little pardon. I’ve heard figures over a million Ashings.”


“Well, they’re clearly exaggerating,” said Ard. “It was only an even million.”


Quarrah glanced at him, aware of the lie. According to Raek, the payment had been half that between both men. Queen Abeth had paid from her personal accounts, but most of her assets had been in the Guesthouse Adagio, which, regrettably, had been blown to bits in their battle against the Realm.


“The cost is yours,” Hedge said. “Along with the negotiation. But I’m a fair man. Consider the Be’Igoth at Tofar’s Salts exclusively yours until you get me that dragon.” He strode between Ard and Quarrah, moving for the exit. “I won’t even pop in to bother you.”


“Thanks,” Ard said, his tone bordering sarcasm. “In my negotiations, I’m sure the baroness will want to know how long we’ll be renting the space. What are your plans for this dragon?”


Hedge laughed—little more than a rasping wheeze, but it must’ve been a laugh because his face was twisted into something like a grin. “You know what they say about you, Benn?”


“Best-smelling ruse artist in the Greater Chain?” Ard joked.


“You stick it in too deep.” Hedge jabbed the air with his spike arm. “Don’t know how to pull it out. Jobs need doing, not explaining.”


Ard raised his hands defensively. “Just tell me how long to rent the blazing property, Hedge.”


“I’ll need the dragon for a full cycle,” he finally said. “Don’t worry your flimsy britches about what happens after that.”


Hedge pulled open the door, and Quarrah saw the bare blue shoulder of the Trothian man standing guard.


“I’ll send in Raekon Dorrel,” Hedge called as an afterthought, carefully limping down the algae-slicked steps. “The Hegger’s currently stuffing his face with a huckleberry turnover from the bakery across the street. That’s what he calls keeping watch.”


And then the door closed, plunging Quarrah and Ard into the steamy dimness of the waning Light Grit in the Be’Igoth.


“Care for a swim?” Ard finally asked, gesturing at the hot pool with the drowned cat. She could tell he was desperately trying to play it cool. Not to explode, like that day in the Char when he’d berated her for not letting him know she was alive after the Old Post Lighthouse had collapsed into the sea.


“Are we really doing this?” Quarrah asked.


“I mean, I was joking. But if you want to take a dip—”


Homeland, he could be annoying sometimes.


“I’m talking about the job, Ard.” Quarrah sighed. She’d been extorted into a job before—when the queen dowager, Fabra Ment, had threatened to distribute a painting of her. At least there had been Ashings that time. In the years since, Quarrah had been living quite comfortably from the payout she’d collected before suspecting Fabra of being the masked leader of the Realm.


“Oh, we’re doing it,” Ard said. “We have to find out how he knows so much.”


“Do you believe him?” Quarrah asked. “About predicting the future?”


Ard shook his head. “No . . . I don’t know. Maybe. There’s got to be a trick to it.”


“Almost seems like the work of a ruse artist,” she probed. But her suspicion went over Ard’s head in a way that reassured her.


“Hedge Marsool is a lot of things,” he replied, “but I wouldn’t call him a ruse artist. He certainly has the skills to mastermind something as clever as a ruse, but he doesn’t usually attach his face to it, because, well . . . you saw his face.”


The disfigurement from the burn scars seemed to cause him a lot of pain. “Was he like that when you did the gem cutter job for him?” she asked.


“Yeah,” Ard answered, a distant look on his face.


“How long ago was that?”


“Six or seven years,” he replied. “Before I met you.”


“He’s been operating in Beripent all this time?” Quarrah wondered why his name had never reached her ears. He could have been part of the Realm.


“He covers a lot of the Greater Chain,” said Ard. “But his real reputation is tied to Pekal. They called him the King Poacher. There wasn’t a Harvester on Pekal that didn’t fear him. Then old Hedge tangled with a dragon and his days of running the island came to a sudden end.”


Quarrah felt the tingling of a dark thought in the back of her mind. Maybe it was born of her recent nightmare with Lord Dulith.


“Ard,” she whispered. “What if this is a revenge job?”


“I thought of that. But it’s been so many years since I double-crossed—”


“Not against you,” she cut him off. “What if he wants a live dragon just so he can kill it?”


“He wasn’t after a specific dragon,” Ard said. “He said any mature sow would do.”


And any Moonsick person would do for Lord Dulith. Revenge at that level wasn’t logical. Quarrah had seen how twisted it could make someone. Working for a man like that would be beyond dangerous.


“Once he got back on his feet after the attack,” Ard continued, “Marsool decided to work the other end of the poaching business. He became a notorious fence and know-all regarding dragon-related items. He’s now as much a king of smuggling as he was poaching.”


“What about those papers he had?” Quarrah asked. “You think they’re really worth anything?”


“If we do this, we’ll need a big ship and a willing captain able to convince harbor Regulation to look the other way. I’m not surprised that Hedge has these kinds of connections—especially when it comes to moving things out of Pekal.”


But moving an entire dragon? Alive? Quarrah had singlehandedly taken an unfertilized egg from Pekal, but this was going to be infinitesimally more perilous.


“Why would he pick the two of us?” Quarrah asked. “I’m known for stealing things, but usually only things I can pick up. And you . . . Well, I heard you were out of the rusing business.”


Ard wiped some glistening dampness from his forehead. “Yeah,” he said. “I’m part of the Islehood now. So you don’t have to worry.”


“Worry?” she said. What was he talking about?


“About me, you know . . .” He gestured awkwardly between them. “It’s just . . . we can’t be together. That’s a choice I made when I became a Holy Isle.”


She bit back a disbelieving chortle. Was he seriously working this angle with her? She didn’t believe for a minute that Ardor Benn had actually joined the Islehood for a genuine purpose. He was clearly doing a long job. His new robes gave her no assurances that he wouldn’t continue his hopeless attempts at winning her over.


“I’m just saying, if we are going to be working together again,” said Ard, gesticulating more than normal with his hands, “then maybe we should talk about it.”


“Talk about what?” She supposed it was fun to watch him squirm a little.


“Why you left that night,” he said. “After Gloristar fell from the lighthouse. You could have been pardoned. You know Abeth would have done it. Sparks, I almost got her to do it while you weren’t even there.” His breath caught, like he didn’t know which words to spend it on next. “Why didn’t you come back?”


Quarrah wasn’t sure how to respond. The answer to that question wasn’t cut and dry. It was as complex and confusing as her feelings toward him.


“What good is the queen’s pardon for people like us?” she finally settled on saying. Us. Her answer tied the two of them together in a way that visibly pleased Ard. But the look on his face quickly faded into an air of puzzlement.


“It was good for me,” he said. “My entire life has changed.”


“But for how long?” she interrupted. “Living outside the law is in my blood, Ard. And I know it’s in yours, too. The queen’s pardon would have only set me up for a bigger failure in the future.”


Better to keep on with the life I’ve always known, she thought. At least I know I’m good at that.


The door burst open, causing both of them to whirl in surprise. Raek ducked inside, waving his hand through the air and making a sour face at the atmosphere in the Be’Igoth.


“Hedge Marsool!” he cried.


“Yeah,” Ard said, clearly perturbed by the interruption. “We know.”


“He knew right where I was,” Raek continued.


“And let me guess,” said Ard, “he caught you eating a huckleberry turnover.”


Raek wiped self-consciously at the corners of his mouth, as if lingering crumbs had betrayed his appetite.


“Oh, hey, Quarrah,” he finally greeted her.


“Raek.”


It had been only two weeks since she’d seen him. Raekon Dorrel was a supplier unlike any other. Quarrah was completely capable of Mixing her own powdered Grit, but when it came to the new liquid solutions, Raek was her man. Their meetings were always brief, mostly out of fear that Ard would stumble across her like he’d done that day in the Char. Raek had done an excellent job pretending like he hadn’t seen her in a year, but acting was harder for Quarrah.


“We’re dealing with a fun case of extortion, Raek,” said Ard. “Hedge has always been threatening, but he’s upped his game. He knows the formula for Metamorphosis Grit. If we don’t do what he wants, he’ll transform his goons.”


“What?” Raek cried. “He’s bluffing.”


Quarrah shook her head. “He told us the formula.”


“But how did he—”


“Same way he knew everything else, I guess,” said Ard. “He claims he can see the—” He interrupted himself with a snap of his fingers. “Memory Grit! That’s how I would have done it.”


“Done what?” Raek asked.


“Seen the future,” Ard said. “The steam in the room would have made it impossible to notice the cloud. He must have tricked me into doing things so he’d know the outcome.”


Quarrah tilted her head skeptically. Ard was obviously disturbed by Hedge’s claims, but this was grasping at straws. “I was in the room the whole time,” she reminded. “I would have noticed if you’d repeated yourself unknowingly.”


“Not if you were in the Memory cloud, too,” he tried, head bowed, eyes squinted shut as if trying to make sense of it.


“And Memory Grit wouldn’t help him predict the outcome of an Ashing toss,” said Quarrah. “Or the shots you fired.”


“Maybe there was Illusion Grit in the mix,” said Ard. “Maybe the coin in my hand wasn’t what I was actually seeing.”


“You know that’s not how Illusion Grit works,” Quarrah said. It was unlike Ard to ramble so inanely. She imagined it was always like that in his head, but he was usually more careful about screening the words that came out.


“Did either of you detonate liquid Grit in here?” Raek asked, crossing the room and taking a knee.


“No,” Quarrah and Ard replied. She had needed nothing but a pot of Drift Grit to get over the soakhouse’s outer fence and her lock-picking tools to get into the Be’Igoth.


“Then how do you explain this?” Raek pinched something tiny off the floor and held it up for their inspection. In the dwindling glow of the Prolonged Light Grit, Quarrah had no hope of seeing what he held. And she certainly wasn’t going to don her wire spectacles in front of Ard.


“Slagstone chip,” Raek answered his own question. He stood, brushing his boot across the floor with a grating sound. “Shards of glass and a little cork. All the evidence of a liquid Grit detonation.”


Ard was nodding. “That’s exactly where Hedge was standing when he predicted the Ashing toss and the shots.” He took an anxious step forward. “What kind of Grit was it?”


“There’s no way to tell,” Raek said, peering down at the detonation site beside his boot.


“What color is the liquid?” Ard pressed, taking a knee to make his own inspection.


“The floor’s damp, but probably just from the steam in here,” said Raek. “Jonzan’s Second Truth still applies to the liquid stuff—all ignited Grit is consumed upon detonation. No trace left behind.”


“But what type would have been useful?” Ard asked.


In her mind, Quarrah ran through the list of new Grit types that Portsend Wal had discovered before his death. Ignition, Null, Containment, Stasis, Weight, Gather, and of course, Metamorphosis.


“Ignition makes the most sense,” she answered. “It’s becoming standard across the Greater Chain, and he could have used it to trigger other Grit types like Ard mentioned.”


“Or . . .” Ard whispered. “Or this is something different.”


“New new Grit?” Raek’s voice was skeptical. “You’re giving a lot of credit to a guy whose mother named him after a trimmed bush.”


“Portsend developed seven types based on information that Prime Isless Gloristar had given him from the Anchored Tome,” Ard said. “But Gloristar told me herself that she’d lost the book. And she hadn’t been able to read the entire thing before Termain took it.”


“You’re saying that there might have been other source materials that Portsend never knew about?” Raek said.


Ard shrugged. “I wouldn’t have considered it before our time with the professor, but it seems possible. Likely, even.”


Quarrah gave it some thought. “And you think that Hedge Marsool discovered the formula to a new type of liquid Grit that does . . . what? Shows him the future?”


“It’s not a stretch to imagine it,” said Ard. “Illusion Grit replays an image across time. Visitant Grit has the power to physically transport someone through time. What if Hedge has the next step?”


“Time Grit,” Raek said.


“Future Grit,” suggested Ard.


Raek shook his head. “I like Time Grit better.”


“We don’t know if it really shows him the future, or moves him through time,” reminded Quarrah. “Sparks, we don’t even know if some new type of Grit really exists.”


“True,” said Ard, standing. “But it’s certainly given me good incentive to do Hedge’s job.”


“Out of fear that he’ll use an unknown Grit on you?” she asked.


Ard shook his head. “Out of curiosity in finding it for myself.”


Quarrah drew in a misty breath. Ardor Benn was notorious for digging too deep into his employers. But this time, she was actually onboard with him. They needed to prevent Hedge from turning his thugs into Glassminds, as he’d called them. And if there was a new Grit as powerful as Hedge was claiming, Quarrah needed to know more about it.


“All right,” Quarrah said. “So we need to steal a dragon.”


“And where do you plan to store a beast that size?” Raek asked.


“Hedge gave us a lead on that,” answered Ard. “Someone named Lavfa, a Talumonian baroness. You ever heard of her?”


“Doesn’t sound familiar,” replied Raek. “I’ll look into her and see what I can dig up.”


“Once we find her, we’ll need to win her trust before we can even ask about space to store a dragon,” Ard said.


“Why?” Quarrah asked. “If we pay her enough, isn’t it a fair deal?”


“Except our side of the deal is highly illegal,” Ard reminded her.


“So I’ve met plenty of barons and nobles who were more than a little crooked,” said Quarrah. “We can hope this Lavfa is one of them. I’ll scout her properties and make certain she’s not a straight arrow. Then Raek can set up a meet.”


Ard held up his hands in a gesture that obviously dismissed what Quarrah had just said. Why was this man incapable of listening to anyone but himself ? Even Raek’s ideas had to pass through Ard’s filter before they were acceptable.


“You’re probably right,” Ard said to her surprise. “I’m guessing the baroness is crooked. Which is even more reason to gain her trust. If she finds out who I am, then Lavfa might stand to gain more by turning me in. One little crime is all it’ll take to get the queen’s pardon revoked. Trable would have to throw me out of the Islehood and I’d lose everything I’ve been working for.”


What was he working for? Quarrah thought he would probably answer her truthfully if she asked, but that would only show him that she was interested. If they continued working together, Ard’s motives would certainly become apparent. And Quarrah had no trouble waiting.


“We have to approach this carefully so we don’t spook her,” Ard continued. “When we tell her that we have a very large, very dangerous, illegal item to store on her property, I want her to rub her hands together with excitement, not summon the local authorities.”


Ard always did things the hard way. “And how do you plan to gain Lavfa’s trust?” Quarrah asked.


“We need to get her away from the Regulation so she really has time to ponder our proposal before she reports us,” Ard mused.


“Want me to abduct her?” Raek asked bluntly.


“That’ll gain her trust,” muttered Quarrah.


“Let’s try something less aggressive,” said Ard. “I’m talking about a little ruse.”


Quarrah let out a slow breath. When was he not?


[image: Illustration]


It’s impossible to know what comes next. I’ve survived this long by wearing out the toes of my boots.
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