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Cast of Characters


(as of the end of Ashes of the Sun)


Yora’s crew in Deepfire


Yora—daughter of the famous failed revolutionary Kaidan Hiddenedge, and leader of a group of thieves and rebels opposed to the rule of Dux Raskos Rottentooth. Killed by Tanax in the centarchs’ ambush of her group.


Gyre Silvereye—also known as Halfmask for the mask he wore to hide his missing eye. See the series recap.


Sarah—an arcanist and scavenger. Badly wounded by blaster fire in the centarchs’ ambush, losing an arm.


Nevin—a thief and Sarah’s boyfriend. Disappeared after the centarchs’ ambush.


Ibb—a scavenger. Abandoned the group for civilian life when Kit’s assignments proved too dangerous.


Harrow—a scavenger and animal handler. Tunnelborn, with a crush on Yora. Killed by a ghoul construct on one of Kit’s assignments.


Lynnia Sharptongue—an elderly alchemist and a close friend of Yora’s, with many connections to the underground.


Kitsraea Doomseeker (“Kit”)—a famous scavenger, secretly working for the ghouls of Refuge. Ultimately traveled with Gyre and Naumoriel to Leviathan’s Womb, and was mortally wounded in the confrontation atop the Leviathan. Gyre transferred her mind into the construct’s analytica, and she currently inhabits its swarm of construct bodies.


Government of Deepfire


Dux Raskos Rottentooth—appointed governor of Deepfire for the Republic. Venal and corrupt. Maya exposed his involvement in a smuggling ring, and he fled Deepfire ahead of orders for his arrest.


Guria Fairshot—head of Deepfire’s Auxiliaries and Raskos’ right-hand man. Arrested after Maya exposed Raskos.


Ghouls of Refuge


Naumoriel—Minister of the Exterior for the city of Refuge. Obsessed with restoring the Leviathan and using it to destroy the Order, he tasked Kit with finding the necessary arcana. Ultimately killed by Gyre to prevent the Leviathan from being unleashed on humanity.


Elariel—Naumoriel’s young assistant and Kit’s handler.


The Twilight Order


Maya Burningblade—agathios to Jaedia, later a full centarch. See the series recap.


Jaedia Suddenstorm—a centarch. Master to Maya and Marn and former agathios to Basel. Kept away from the Forge and Order politics. Ambushed and taken over by a “black spider,” she traveled to Leviathan’s Womb with Nicomidi before being confronted by Maya, Tanax, and Beq. Broke the black spider’s control to save Maya and was saved by her in turn, but lapsed into a coma afterward.


Marn—agathios to Jaedia. Captured by dhakim, and later rescued by Maya. Sent to the countryside to recover.


Baselanthus Coldflame—a Kyriliarch of the Council, leader of the Pragmatic faction. Master to Jaedia. Originally installed the Thing into Maya’s body.


Nicomidi Thunderclap—a Kyriliarch of the Council, leader of the Dogmatic faction. Master to Tanax. Revealed as a traitor to the Order, and allied to the spider-controlled Jaedia. Killed by her at Leviathan’s Womb when he outlived his usefulness.


Prodominus Scatterbolt—a Kyriliarch of the Council, leader of the small Revivalist faction. Has a reputation for eccentricity.


Evinda Stonecutter—a centarch, well respected and politically neutral.


Va’aht Thousandcuts—a centarch, member of the Dogmatic faction. Originally took Maya from her home and destroyed Gyre’s eye.


Tanax Brokenedge—agathios to Nicomidi, later a full centarch. A rival to Maya on their first mission as agathia, but became an ally once his master’s treachery was revealed. He and Beq are the only ones who know about the link between Maya and Gyre.


Varo Plagueluck—a scout and friend of Maya’s. Notorious for his disaster stories.


Bequaria (“Beq”)—an arcanist and Maya’s lover. Went to Leviathan’s Womb with Maya, and knows about her link with Gyre.














Series Recap


At eight years old, Gyre is playing with his five-year-old sister, Maya, when their vulpi farm is visited by the centarch Va’aht Thousandcuts, who announces that Maya must come with him to join the Twilight Order. Maya doesn’t want to go, and Gyre tries to stop the centarch, stabbing him with a small knife. Va’aht cuts out Gyre’s eye in punishment before taking Maya away.


Twelve years later, Maya is agathios to the centarch Jaedia Suddenstorm, with few memories of her early life. While on a mission, she encounters a mysterious black spider in control of a human body, which seems to recognize her and calls her sha’deia. Concerned, her mentor leaves on a secret assignment, while Maya is sent out with a team of trainees including Tanax—a student of Jaedia’s enemy Nicomidi Thunderclap—Varo, and Beq.


Meanwhile, Gyre works with a team of rebels—including the elderly alchemist Lynnia and arcanist Sarah—in the city of Deepfire, fighting against the Dawn Republic and the local Dux Raskos Rottentooth. Privately, he searches for the legendary Tomb, the dead city of the ghouls, hoping to find power to overthrow the Order. Kit, the only person who has ever found the Tomb, comes to offer him a deal: He and his friends will help her secure the Core Analytica, and she will guide him to the Tomb.


Gyre’s group accepts the mission, but the search proves dangerous. Some of his friends are killed, and Raskos’ forces raid their base. To convince Gyre to stay with the plan, Kit introduces him to her handlers, the ghouls Elariel and Naumoriel. The Tomb is the supposedly extinct ghouls’ hiding place, which they call Refuge. Naumoriel promises Gyre power if he secures the Core Analytica.


After a first assignment tracking down slavers, Maya’s group is sent to Deepfire to assist Raskos against the rebels. Maya distrusts Raskos and, snooping, discovers evidence he is working with Nicomidi. She and Beq sneak out into the city and meet with Sarah, who tells them about a secret warehouse that holds the spoils of Raskos’ corrupt dealings. When they return, Raskos asks them to spring a trap on the rebels.


Kit has discovered the trap and convinces Gyre to go for the Core Analytica—stored in the warehouse—rather than help warn the others. Maya attempts to talk the rebels down and promises to investigate Raskos, but his troops start a fight and a bloodbath ensues. Sarah is badly wounded, and most of the rebels are killed. Furious, Maya rushes to the warehouse, looking for proof of Raskos’ crimes.


When she gets there, she meets Gyre and Kit, and they end up fighting. Gyre is no match for Maya’s power, but she lets them escape without the Core Analytica. Excessive use of her power has left her feeling ill, and when Tanax catches up, he tells her that she’s under arrest for treason. Jaedia has gone rogue, killing Order forces, and Maya is under suspicion.


Gyre discovers that the ghouls have abandoned him and Kit has given up hope. He convinces her to take him to Refuge to ask for another chance. They find their way to the city, where they’re captured by Naumoriel. He agrees to give Gyre the power he needs to fight the Order, though at great cost—Gyre receives implanted augmentations, enhancing his combat abilities.


Maya spends time in a cell, feverish and delirious. When she recovers, Nicomidi offers to clear her charges if she agrees to renounce Jaedia and drop any investigation into Raskos. Maya refuses and instead issues an ancient challenge to trial by combat, which Tanax, newly promoted to Centarch, must meet. During the duel, Maya discovers her gear has been sabotaged by Nicomidi in an attempt to kill her. She wins anyway, though, and Nicomidi flees, indicating his guilt.


Gyre and Kit, with the reluctant help of Sarah and Lynnia, break into the palace in Deepfire and steal the Core Analytica. Naumoriel takes Gyre and Kit to a mountain fortress called Leviathan’s Womb, where the greatest of the ghoul war-constructs is near completion. The Core Analytica is the last part needed to activate it. Kit suggests to Gyre that they double-cross the ghouls and take it for themselves.


Maya and Beq set out to find Jaedia. Tanax joins them, badly shaken by his master’s treason. They follow a trail that also leads to Leviathan’s Womb, where Jaedia has been joined by Nicomidi. Jaedia is under the control of the black spider, and she kills Nicomidi when he’s no longer useful. She nearly kills Maya, but Jaedia fights off control long enough for Maya to destroy the spider. Wounded, Jaedia asks them to go into the mountain and stop the Leviathan from being activated.


Gyre, Kit, and Naumoriel enter the fortress, with Maya and Tanax on their heels. Naumoriel leaves the two humans to fend the centarchs off, and the ghoul goes to the Leviathan. Gyre defeats Tanax, but Maya fights him to a standstill before Kit stabs her from behind. Kit removes the power source for Gyre’s augments, disabling him, and promises she’ll return after seizing control of the Leviathan. After she leaves, Maya, badly wounded, restores Gyre’s power source and begs him to stop the Leviathan. Gyre agrees, realizing his private revenge against the Order can’t include the mass destruction the Leviathan would cause, and goes after Kit.


Aboard the colossal construct, Naumoriel sees through Kit’s betrayal and mortally wounds her. Gyre sabotages the Leviathan, enraging the ghoul, but Gyre’s augments let him kill Naumoriel. He carries the dying Kit to the Leviathan’s control system, which transfers the user’s mind into the giant machine and its attendant swarm of smaller constructs.


Outside the fortress, Maya and Gyre talk, but both remain committed to their beliefs—in support of the Order or against it. Still, they hope they can meet again. Maya, Tanax, and Beq head back to civilization. Gyre is joined by small constructs, now remotely controlled by the disembodied Kit, and he plans to return to Refuge and find another way to bring down the Order.
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Gyre sat on a boulder and shaded his eyes, looking down the length of the little valley.


It was a beautiful day in a beautiful spot. Summer was shading into fall, putting a hint of chill in the air, but the afternoon sun was still warm. A shrunken stream wound snakelike between tufts of grass and stands of hardy mountain bushes. And of course there were the serried ranks of the Shattered Peaks, snowcapped mountains stretching off into blue infinity.


The problem is, it’s a beautiful spot that looks just like every other beautiful spot in the plaguing mountains.


“You think this is the right valley?” Kit said from behind him. “They all look the same to me.”


“Me too.” Gyre sighed. “We’re in the right area, but…”


“Well, we can always check the next one. And the one after that.” Kit’s voice was chipper. “I’m in no hurry. You’re the one who’s dying.”


Gyre frowned. “Who says I’m dying?”


“Just, you know, in general. Since you still have a fragile, aging human body.”


“Weren’t you the one who offered to give up half of eternity last night for a taste of my baked potato?”


“I’m trying,” Kit said in a tone of wounded dignity, “to practice positive thinking.”


Gyre lowered his hand and turned. Kit’s voice was coming from a construct, a spiderlike thing half a meter high with an oval central body and eight limbs that could function as either legs or manipulators. It was made of striated black muscle laid over a metal skeleton, the fibers stretching and pulsing as it moved. In the past week, Kit had become quite adept at controlling the thing, and Gyre even thought he could see some of her body language in the way it carried itself.


Kit wasn’t in the construct, of course. It was more like an appendage, along with hundreds of others, connected to the Core Analytica in the now-crippled Leviathan. Gyre had transferred Kit’s mind into the great construct while she lay dying, and now its swarm served as her surrogate bodies. There were three basic types: a roughly human-sized version for heavy work and an even larger variety for hauling cargo, in addition to this small scout.


“And the most positive thing I can think of is that I’ll get to watch everybody get old and die, while I don’t have to,” Kit went on. “It’s very comforting.”


“I think I read a fairy tale where that was considered a curse,” Gyre said.


“I don’t see why. I’m going to have such a good time outliving the shit out of all of you.”


“Fair enough. I suppose one takes one’s fun where one can find it.”


“Exactly.”


Gyre got to his feet, brushing dust off the tail of his coat. He patted his side, and the little construct swarmed up his leg and onto his back, tiny claws gripping. It settled on his shoulder, where he’d grown used its modest weight.


The boulder stood at the head of the valley, where the slopes grew too rocky to climb. Gyre was headed for a tall, flat section of cliff, which he desperately hoped looked familiar. A week or so previously, he’d emerged from the ghoul-built tunnels running under the mountains somewhere in this area, but finding the exact spot had proved to be more difficult than he’d hoped.


There. After a week, soft earth held no footprints, but a patch of bare rock showed a long, unnatural scrape. Naumoriel had come with them, in a cart-sized war-construct, and its traces were harder to obscure. This has to be it.


He hiked closer, legs straining at the slope, and ran his fingers along the wall of rock.


“Well?” Kit said from his shoulder.


“You said you could open it,” Gyre said.


“I said I think I can open it,” Kit said. “Assuming this is actually a door at all.”


“Try.”


“Just so we’re clear, if I do get it open, someone is going to notice.”


“I know.” He and Kit had learned the hard way that you couldn’t sneak into Refuge.


“Okay. Here goes.”


Nothing obvious happened. From what Kit had explained, ghoul constructs used invisible energy to talk to one another across short distances, and she could use this channel to convince some of them to do what she wanted. Gyre waited, holding his breath. The little construct on his shoulder shifted its weight.


“Is it—” he began.


“Quiet. This is tricky.” The construct gave a credible impression of the sound of Kit clicking her tongue. “There we go.”


A hole appeared in the side of the mountain, part of the rock face sliding aside to reveal a long, curved tunnel. Gyre let out his breath and closed his eyes for a moment. Finally.


“Good work.”


“Better get inside,” Kit said. “I don’t know how long it’ll stay open.”


Gyre strode forward. Patches of faintly glowing moss provided only a sliver of light—ghouls and their constructs could see in almost total darkness. Fortunately, Gyre could as well, through his silver eye. Provided I have a ghoul to charge me back up again. The energy bottle at his hip had barely a third of its power remaining.


The tunnel was perfectly smooth, bored by tireless, painstaking constructs, stretching back and away into the stone until it vanished around a curve. There was only one way to go, so Gyre started walking. Behind him, the door slid closed.


“So we made it,” Kit said in the silence that followed. “Now what?”


“Now we see if the ghouls are willing to talk to us.”


“And if they’re not?”


Gyre sighed. “Then we probably get cut to pieces by constructs.”


“Well. You do. I’ll have to find someone else to hang out with.”


“You’re getting good at this positive thinking, you know that?”


They heard the guard-constructs coming before they saw them, a heartbeat-fast slap of leathery feet on stone. A pair of the things came around the curve of the tunnel, sprinting as fast as a warbird at full gallop. Like Kit’s little spider, they were built of dark, pulsing muscle wrapped around a metal frame. These were soldier-constructs, roughly humanoid, bodies reinforced with steel plates. Bracers on their arms carried long, curved blades.


Gyre held up his hands, hoping they were smart enough to understand the gesture. He took a deep breath and shouted, “Please! I need to speak to Elariel!”


The things didn’t even slow down. Gyre swore and went for his sword.


At the same time, he concentrated and heard a click from the base of his skull. The world suddenly went slow, as though everything was underwater. Shadows fanned out ahead of the two constructs, fading from almost solid to wraithlike—projections of where the things would be a few moments from now, possibilities for how they could change course. Kit’s spider leapt from his shoulder, falling slowly with its legs spread wide.


At Gyre’s side, the energy bottle grew warm. I don’t have much time.


When Gyre himself moved, he felt normal, but he knew the dhaka energy running through his limbs drove him at tremendous speed. He sidestepped the first construct, bringing his sword up at an angle that let the thing’s momentum do most of the work. The ghoul blade sliced neatly through muscle and steel, taking the guard’s arm off below the shoulder. Gyre spun behind it, twisting into a downward chop that removed its other arm, then swung horizontally into the second construct, bisecting it at the waist. Black blood sprayed against the wall.


With another moment of concentration, Gyre disengaged his augmentations, and the world of shadows faded. Time abruptly resumed its normal course. Kit’s spider skittered aside, and the disarmed construct turned awkwardly, dark fluid dripping from its stumps. Its companion fell apart into two halves.


“Listen to me,” Gyre said. Someone has to be able to hear. Naumoriel had been able to find them as soon as they’d gotten close to Refuge, hadn’t he? “I need to speak to Elariel. I don’t want to threaten Refuge, I swear. I was with Naumoriel when he left.” The construct lurched forward, and Gyre jumped away. “Plague it, you gave me this sword! Can anyone hear me?”


More footsteps echoed down the tunnel. Sounds like at least half a dozen. I can’t fight them all. He felt the wall against his back and raised his blade again.


The disarmed thing in front of him abruptly stopped. Gyre once again held his breath, listening to the approaching footfalls grow louder.


“Gyre Silvereye.” A woman’s voice, with a heavy accent, issued incongruously from the construct. It wasn’t Elariel—this ghoul sounded older, and definitely less practiced with the human tongue. “You will come to Refuge for questioning at once. Surrender your weapons to the approaching guardians.”


“Understood,” Gyre said as five more soldier-constructs sprinted into view. He looked down at Kit’s spider. “See? I told you they’d let us in.”


“Oh yeah,” she said as the armored things surrounded them. “This just gets better and better.”


It took the better part of a day to walk to the ghoul city, although truth be told, by the time they got there Gyre had lost track of the hour completely. The constructs set an exhausting pace, but he was glad for their escort—the tunnels branched and twisted, and there was no chance he and Kit would have found their way alone. But the soldier-constructs never hesitated, and eventually they reached a massive pair of doors, which grudgingly pulled apart to admit them.


“So what are we telling them about me?” Kit said in Gyre’s ear as they followed the constructs in. “’Cause let me say up front if they want to come out and mess with my new brain, they can forget about it.”


“I’ll have to play it by ear,” Gyre said quietly. “What Naumoriel was doing was criminal, according to the ghouls, so they may not be happy about you.” He frowned. “You remember the rendezvous, if something goes wrong?”


Kit snorted. “I’m not sure I can forget things anymore. And anyway I’ve got a body there already.”


Gyre nodded. He was still getting used to the idea that Kit could be carrying on a conversation with him while simultaneously performing another task dozens of kilometers away. At least if the ghouls do take exception to her and take this body to bits, she’ll be fine. The same, of course, did not hold true for him.


Beyond the doors was a larger cavern. Much larger, bigger even than the dock at Leviathan’s Womb. Refuge, the last ghoul city, looked at first like a night sky full of dim, twinkling stars. Through Gyre’s silver eye, he could make out more of the shape of it—a vast cave, kilometers wide and hundreds of meters high, studded with enormous columns and rock formations. The stalactites and stalagmites couldn’t be natural, but they had been sculpted to have a rough, organic look, pillars of rock the size of tenement blocks hanging from the ceiling or thrusting up from the cavern floor. Those formations, Gyre knew from previous visits, were honeycombed with rooms and tunnels. Nearby, a small river cascaded out of an opening high in the cavern wall, splashing in a torrential waterfall into a broad pool.


It was a staggering sight, a testament to the power and skill of the ghoul engineers and dhakim. Gyre was almost certainly the only human to have seen it since the Elder War, four hundred years previously. As far as the world knew, the ghouls and the Chosen had wiped one another out—that Refuge had survived was a secret the remaining ghouls would do anything to protect.


There wasn’t much time to admire the view. His escort pointed the way, and they passed quickly through a series of arched doorways and spotless, faintly glowing tunnels. Though Refuge was a ghoul city, actual ghouls were few and far between, and it was constructs they passed in the halls. They came in all shapes and sizes, from tiny messengers smaller than Kit’s spider to great lumbering crabs carrying heavy burdens. Eventually Gyre’s escort halted and a closed door slid open. Gyre went inside, Kit still clinging to his shoulder.


“Gyre Silvereye.” It was the voice that had spoken to him through the soldier-construct. “Please sit.”


The room held only a couple of chairs, with the polished, extruded look of most ghoul furniture. One of them was occupied, so Gyre went to the other, giving a polite bow before he sat down.


The ghoul in the other chair acknowledged him with a bare nod. Like all her kind, she was humanoid but decidedly inhuman in appearance: taller than Gyre, slim enough to look rangy by human standards, and covered all over in dense brown-and-white fur. Her eyes were enormous, filling half her face with huge pupils and narrow whites, and she had long, expressive ears that twitched as she spoke. She wore no clothing, apart from a small metal coil threaded through the base of one ear. Gyre couldn’t say if it was decorative or arcana. When she smiled at him, her teeth were white and finely pointed.


“My name,” she said, with the careful diction of someone speaking a language they’d studied but not used much, “is Tyraves. I am the new Minister of the Exterior.”


“Gyre,” said Gyre. “But you knew that. Thank you for letting me back into the city.”


“It was judged that you may have important information,” Tyraves said. “If you are forthcoming with it, this will be easier for you.”


“I’m happy to tell you anything I can,” Gyre said. “But I would like to speak to Elariel.”


“Elariel”—Tyraves pronounced the name with distaste—“is currently standing trial for her part in the crimes of my… predecessor, Naumoriel.” Her sharp-toothed smile broadened. Gyre didn’t sense much humor in it, and her ears were flattened back against her skull. “Tell me of your association with them. Start from the beginning.”


“That may take some time.”


Tyraves’ tongue darted across her pointed teeth. “Neither of us is going anywhere.”


Fair enough. He’d expected something like this, although now that he was faced with the reality of Tyraves’ unsympathetic features, the plan he’d come up with on the road back from Leviathan’s Womb was starting to feel distinctly shaky. A little late to back out now, though.


He laid out the story for her with only a few careful edits, from when Kit had recruited him to the final trip to Leviathan’s Womb. How he’d fought off the Order’s attempt to stop them, defeating his sister, Maya, and another centarch—


“Two centarchs.” Tyraves’ ears twitched. “You fought off two centarchs on your own?”


“Only thanks to Naumoriel’s augmentations, of course.”


“Hmm.” Tyraves leaned forward in her chair and reached out with one hand, laying her thin fingers on Gyre’s arm. His flesh rose in goose bumps as something raced through him, the soft breath of dhaka. The ghoul’s eyes widened a little. “I see.”


“Is something wrong?”


“No.” She sat back, ears flattening again. “What Naumoriel did to you was… extensive. I doubt anything like it has been attempted since the war. I am surprised, frankly, that you survived.”


Gyre shivered. “It certainly wasn’t… pleasant.”


“I imagine not.” She steepled her hands. “So you repelled the Order attack while Naumoriel was aboard the Leviathan, installing the Analytica. Then what?”


“Then…” Gyre hesitated. This is the tricky part. “I’m not sure, exactly. Something went wrong. There was an explosion, and the Leviathan fell against the dock. By the time I got aboard, Naumoriel was dying.”


In reality, the explosion had been Gyre’s own doing, as had Naumoriel’s death. Seeing exactly what the old ghoul had planned to unleash against the Republic, and with his sister’s desperate plea ringing in his ears, Gyre had disabled the Leviathan. Ever since, he’d spent his nights wondering whether he’d made the right choice.


But Tyraves doesn’t need to know that.


“Old fool,” she said, and muttered something scathing in her own language. “We are saved the trouble of a trial for him, at any rate.” She leaned forward again, her ears standing straight. “But as far as you are aware, the Order agents never came in contact with Naumoriel?”


“Definitely not,” Gyre said. “We fought on the dock, and he was already on board.”


She pursed her lips. “Still better if you had killed them. Or better yet if the place had collapsed and killed you all. But perhaps disaster has been avoided.”


“I don’t think there’s any risk to Refuge,” Gyre said. “For all the Order knows, we were just scavengers who dug up a big find.”


“That is not your determination to make,” Tyraves snapped. “The Geraia has entrusted me with the responsibility of keeping our city safe. What steps that entails is my decision.” She sat back, hands folded. “But there remains the question of what to do with you, now that you’ve conveniently brought yourself back here.”


“I want to talk to Elariel. Please.”


“She is in no position to help you.”


“Even so.” She’s the only ally in this place I’m likely to have.


“Hmm.” Tyraves tapped her fingers on the arm of her chair, thoughtfully, as if weighing her curiosity against the inconvenience of his request. “Perhaps. Wait here.”


The wait turned out to be at least an hour, while Gyre’s certainty that he’d made a disastrously wrong choice steadily increased.


I didn’t have to come back here. No doubt the ghouls would have tried to track him down, but the augmentations combined with the skills from his career as a thief and revolutionary would have made it easy to hide. Get away from Deepfire, away from the mountains. There were more than enough cesspools in the Splinter Kingdoms for a mercenary to disappear into.


But that would have meant giving up. Gyre had come to the mountains in search of the lost city of the ghouls, hoping that it would give him the power to destroy the Order that had stolen his sister and taken his eye. What he’d found went far beyond his wildest hopes, and to turn away from it now… 


Enough. He clenched his fists. I’ve already thrown the dice. Now it’s just a matter of seeing the roll.


Kit waited on the chair while he paced back and forth. She didn’t speak—he had no doubt the ghouls could listen, if they cared to—but the little spider-construct was surprisingly reassuring. I’m not alone. Not completely. Tyraves hadn’t raised an eyebrow, either. Constructs were such a part of the fabric of ghoul life that they were practically invisible, and Kit’s body wasn’t big enough to be dangerous.


Eventually, the door slid open. The soldier-constructs had been joined by a transporter—a chair on construct legs, essentially. Gyre climbed aboard, and the thing took off at a gallop, speeding with uncanny grace through twisting corridors and up endlessly spiraling ramps. Gyre got brief glimpses of the city through passing windows and had the impression that they were ascending, winding their way up toward the top of the massive cavern. The tunnels grew more elaborately adorned, featureless smoothness giving way to intricate carvings and soft, mossy carpets. There were even other ghouls about, walking in small groups surrounded by guardian constructs or carried in chairs like his own.


When the transporter came to a halt, Gyre found himself in front of a new set of doors, carved with a stylized frieze depicting the city. More soldier-constructs guarded them, massive things twice the size of the rest. Tyraves was waiting for him, and at her nod he gingerly slipped down from the chair.


“The Geraia is in session,” the ghoul said. “Elariel is with them, in case her testimony is required. You may speak to her, but do not interrupt the proceedings.”


The Geraia, Gyre had gathered, was something like the ghoul’s version of the Senate, and so he was expecting the chamber of the Senate in Skyreach—a semicircle of chairs, with a central rostrum for a speaker. Instead he found himself walking into something more like an arena, a circular floor ringed by more construct guards. Around it were box seats, each separated from its neighbors by columns, stacked one above the other at least ten levels above the floor.


Gyre guessed that membership in the Geraia must be based on age, because the ghouls in the boxes looked ancient, fur gone gray and patchy. Many were housed in customized constructs, like the one Naumoriel had used, connected to them by tubes and wires. Someone was talking in the liquid gabble of the ghoul language when Gyre entered, but the speech came to a halt as a murmur ran through the room. Gyre felt wide, rheumy eyes on him as he crossed to a small table, where Elariel was sitting hunched over, looking miserable.


A bell rang, low and deep, and someone else was talking up above. Gyre heard Tyraves reply, waiting near the door, but it was all incomprehensible. Elariel looked around, her ears going rigid with shock at the sight of him.


“Gyre?” The word was a hiss. “What are you doing here? I thought…” She lapsed into her own tongue for a moment.


“I figured I’d drop in and see how you were doing,” Gyre said, taking the seat beside her. Overhead, an argument seemed to be in progress.


“You can’t be here,” Elariel said. “This is the Geraia. There hasn’t been a human here since… since ever!”


“It’s a historic occasion, then.” Gyre grinned, fighting down nerves. Elariel’s ears twitched, and she smiled briefly, then shook her head.


“There is no way you’re getting out of here alive,” she said.


“From what Tyraves was saying, neither are you.”


Elariel straightened up. “I was always prepared for that. Even if my master had succeeded.” She looked sidelong at Gyre. “They told me that he died. I don’t suppose…”


“He’s dead,” Gyre said. “I’m sorry.”


“He didn’t expect to return. He would regret only that he couldn’t bring the Leviathan to life.” Her ears drooped, but she kept her shoulders square. “And Kitsrea?”


“Dead,” Gyre said. Best keep it simple for now. “I was the only one who escaped.”


“And you came back here. Why? You must know they’ll kill you this time.”


“I have a plan. Sort of. But I’m going to need your help.”


“I’m not sure there’s much I can do.” Elariel gestured at the guards all around. “Before you got here they were debating if I merited a quick execution or a painful punishment as an example to others.”


“There must be some of them who agree with what Naumoriel was trying to do.” Gyre craned his head in a circle, catching many of the old ghouls looking down at him. “Naumoriel was old enough to remember the war, and some of these look even older.”


“If you mean they want revenge on the Chosen and the Order, of course they do,” Elariel said. Her ears quivered angrily. “But they’re cowards, afraid of the slightest risk. They’ve hidden under this mountain for so long they can’t imagine doing anything else. My master hoped to push them, make it impossible for them to remain concealed, but…”


“What if I offered them a way to strike back, without any risk to Refuge? Do you think they would take it?”


“I think they won’t listen to a human, any more than you would listen to a… a talking loadbird.”


“A talking loadbird would get a lot of attention because it’s a talking loadbird,” Gyre said. “If I try to explain my plan, will you translate for me?”


“You mean here? Now?”


“When else?”


“I don’t have any authority to speak here,” Elariel said, her ears drooping again. “It’s against the rules of the chamber, unless I’m called on to answer a question, and even then—”


“What are they going to do?” Gyre said. “Execute you?”


“I…” Elariel stared at him with her huge, dark eyes, the tips of her ears slowly rising. “I suppose you’re right.” She gave a small, sharp-toothed smile. “Just don’t blame me when they dissolve your living brain in a vat of acid.”


“Can they really do that?”


“Oh yes. Dhaka can be used for some very imaginative tortures.”


“Good to know,” Gyre said. “Okay. Let me get their attention, and then do your best to translate.”


She nodded, and Gyre got to his feet.


Time to find out if this sounds as good as it does in my head. He took a deep breath and shouted as loud as he could manage.


“Members of the Geraia!”


The murmur of conversation running through the hall cut off abruptly. As the echoes died away, an old woman’s tremulous voice said something sharp, and there was a scattering of laughter.


“She asked what the beast was braying about,” Elariel said under her breath. “‘Beast’ in this case specifically in the sense of an animal bred for labor, like a—”


“I get the gist,” Gyre muttered. “Just follow along.” He cleared his throat and said, “I apologize for the interruption. I understand that my presence here is unprecedented. But I believe that my experience has been equally unprecedented, and I have a proposal I would like to put to you.”


It was actually an advantage sometimes, Gyre thought, not to speak the language. People were shouting back at him, but they were easy to ignore. He plowed forward, Elariel repeating his words in her own tongue.


“Naumoriel planned to reactivate the Leviathan and use it to crush the Republic and the Order. You have condemned his plan as dangerous for Refuge, and you are right to do so. If I had not been able to defeat the agents of the Order, they might have caught up with him and found proof of your city’s existence.”


“You’re not helping your case,” Elariel hissed as the shouts from above grew louder.


Gyre swallowed and went on. “But even if he failed, I think that Naumoriel understood the problem. The problem is humanity. Here I stand, after all, in a place where no human has ever stood before.”


A ghoul shouted something back, to more laughter. “He says that can be fixed,” Elariel translated unnecessarily.


“You could kill me, certainly. But you cannot avoid dealing with humanity. There are too many of us and too few of you. Fortunately for both sides, we don’t need to be in conflict!” Gyre spread his hands. “I know, in the past, humans served the Chosen. But the Chosen are dead and gone. All that’s left is a shadow, a dead hand locked around humanity’s throat. A corpse-claw called the Order.


“That’s where Naumoriel went wrong. If he’d succeeded with the Leviathan, he might have crushed Skyreach, maybe even broken the Order. But he could never have destroyed humanity entirely, and he would have succeeded only in teaching the survivors to hate the ghouls even more than they already do. Eventually, they would find their way here, and they would destroy you.”


“You… threaten us?!” The words were halting but recognizable. A ghoul on the third tier was on her feet, hands on the rail as she glared down at Gyre. “Here… in our own domain… you speak of destroying… usss?” She gestured emphatically with one hand. “We… destroy… you. Tyraves!”


“I’m not here to threaten!” Gyre shouted before the Minister of the Exterior could move. “I’m here to make an offer I think will help both ghouls and humans. My people don’t want to be slaves to the Order any longer. If we could, we would throw off the legacy of the Chosen and all their prejudices with it. I’ve seen what your arcana can do, your dhaka. If humans knew how much you could help them, they would line up to be your allies.”


A big, barrel-chested ghoul in the lowest tier boomed an answer that got applause. Gyre glanced at Elariel, who translated, “He says that the humans would line up to plunder our living city like they plunder our dead ones.”


“Some might,” Gyre admitted in answer. “You need to remain hidden for now, of course. But I think you’re selling humanity short. So here is my offer, which carries no risk to Refuge. I will go back into the human world. I have connections among those who want to overthrow the Order. Give me supplies—weapons, medicine, money—and I can gain influence among them.”


He turned in a slow circle. “The Order’s control is based on fear. Everyone knows that the centarchs are unstoppable. But with your help, I fought them and won.” This was the key, the point that had burned itself into Gyre’s mind. “The Order has a vast reach, but in reality they are spread thin. Only the knowledge that no one can oppose them keeps them in power. Break that—break it even once—and the whole edifice will crumble like a rotten stump and take the Republic with it. And then we can build something in the wreckage. A new human society, in partnership with the ghouls.


“And if I fail, what of it? Give me nothing that can’t be explained as scavenged, and even in the worst case, nothing will lead back here. The Order will never suspect anything until it is too late. What, in the end, do you have to lose?”


The hall was getting quieter, he thought, as he approached the peroration, while Elariel’s voice rang louder. As he finished, there was a moment of silence. Then the deep-voiced ghoul spoke, and it was not Elariel but Tyraves who translated.


“What,” she said, walking over to their table, “would you actually do? Where would you go?”


“To Khirkhaz,” Gyre said immediately. It was another thing he’d gone through, over and over, since leaving Leviathan’s Womb. “In the far south. They’ll be looking for me in Deepfire. Khirkhaz is on the other side of the Republic, and I have contacts there. There’s a group called the Commune who have been fighting the Republic and the Order for years. If I can bring them something that can fight centarchs, they’ll embrace us with open arms.”


Tyraves turned to Elariel and barked something in the ghoul tongue. Elariel straightened up, ears vibrating angrily.


“No, he did not tell me his plan,” she said. “But I think he is right.”


“Elariel should come with me,” Gyre said. “As a liaison.”


Her eyes widened as she translated this. Tyraves looked between them, then up at the ranks of the Geraia. Murmurs were once again running between boxes, and Gyre hoped he wasn’t fooling himself that it didn’t sound entirely unfriendly.


“We cannot… ally… with humans.” The old ghoul woman’s face was a rictus, her eyes fixed on Gyre. “The Corruptor… would not allow it. We would all… be destroyed.”


Gyre glanced at Elariel, hoping for some clarification, but she just shook her head frantically, listening to the chatter. For long minutes, Gyre stood with his arms crossed, feeling absurdly helpless. Finally the deep-voiced man spoke alone, and Elariel froze, her ears flattening. That can’t be good.


“Gyre Silvereye,” Tyraves said. Her tone was acid. “The Geraia is displeased at your presumption in coming here today. However.” Her lips twisted unhappily. “There is a certain amount of curiosity as well. We tentatively accept your proposal.”


Gyre let out a long breath. “Thank you. You won’t regret it.”


“We will not, whatever happens. Be assured we will make certain of that.” Tyraves turned to Elariel. “As you requested, Elariel will accompany you as a… liaison.”


“Perfect,” Gyre said. But Elariel was still staring down at the table, her knuckles white.


“In order to be certain the security of Refuge is not compromised, precautions will be taken. She will be altered, so as to better carry out her mission.” Tyraves gave a nasty smile. “By our laws, Elariel, this cannot be done without your consent. Do you give it?”


“What do you mean altered?” Gyre said. “And what happens if she won’t consent?”


“If she refuses this assignment, then she will face her punishment for endangering the city, and die in the manner the Geraia feels most appropriate.”


“That’s stretching ‘consent’ a little far, don’t you think?” Gyre said, feeling a sudden knot in his stomach. Definitely not good. “Elariel, I don’t know what they want to do, but—”


“Your opinion is not required, human,” Tyraves said. “The Geraia has spoken.”


“I—”


“It’s all right,” Elariel cut him off. “I’ll do it.” She looked up at him, wide eyes liquid and ears drooping, with a forced smile. “It’s got to be better than dying, right?”


From the ugly grin on Tyraves’ face, Gyre wasn’t certain he agreed.
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Basel wants to see me,” Maya said. “He hasn’t said why, but I’m sure it’s an assignment.”


Maya held Jaedia’s hand, feeling the rough patches on her fingers, calluses that matched Maya’s own. Her master’s hand was warm, and her breath was gentle and steady. But her bright blue eyes remained closed.


She lay on a bed in the Forge hospital. Like the rest of the Twilight Order’s fortress, it was built on a massive scale, with halls big enough for hundreds. At the moment, Jaedia was the only long-term patient, tucked in a corner behind hanging curtains. Maya sat by her bedside, as she had every day.


They’d all been wounded after the fight at Leviathan’s Womb, but Jaedia’s injuries weren’t the kind quickheal could mend. Maya had saved her life by burning the black spider’s threads from her body, but she’d been unconscious ever since, and the Forge’s doctors seemed helpless.


Maybe we need a dhakim. Whatever had been done to Jaedia was certainly a product of dhaka, though the Order’s records contained nothing like it.


Maya touched the Thing, the nameless arcana embedded in the flesh above her sternum, then frowned. It had always been a sort of good-luck charm, but over the last few months, it had reacted when she drew on deiat, first when she’d fought Gyre in Deepfire and then again when she’d saved Jaedia’s life. The Thing had grown hot enough to blister the flesh around it, and Maya had felt feverish and ill afterward. The doctors of the Forge had nothing to say about that, either.


“I have to go,” Maya whispered. She squeezed Jaedia’s limp hand. “Please just… wake up, if you can.” She swallowed. “I miss you.”


Just give me that, Maya thought. Not a prayer, precisely—the common people might beg for favors from the absent Chosen like the imaginary gods of old, but the Twilight Order knew there was no one left to ask. Even so. I found her. I saved her. Please just let her wake up.


Slowly, Maya got to her feet. Quickheal had closed the wound in her abdomen, but it still ached, and the too-tight skin pulled awkwardly. At least she was back in her uniform, with her haken on her hip.


All right, Maya. Enough. She pulled herself up and shook her head. No more wallowing. There’s work to do.


Beq was waiting for her outside the hospital, perched on a stool, her nose buried in a thick, leather-bound book. Maya stood next to her and coughed politely.


“Mmm?” Beq said.


“Should I come back at a better time?” Maya said.


“What?” Beq looked up, eyes going wide, then shot to her feet. “Maya! No, of course not—I mean, I was waiting for you, so—”


Maya couldn’t help but grin. “Beq. Beq!”


“Yes!” Beq squeaked, and took a breath. “Sorry.”


“It’s all right,” Maya said. She leaned forward and kissed her, briefly but firmly.


Beq—Arcanist Bequaria, in full—was dark-skinned enough that she didn’t show a blush easily, but her forehead creased adorably when she was embarrassed. She had a dusting of dark freckles and long, braided hair the color of leaves in high summer. Her eyes were a deep blue, oddly distorted behind the pair of elaborate arcana spectacles she always wore.


“I just don’t get the chance to read much,” Beq said. “They won’t let us take books from the library into the field, and while I’m here there’s always work to be done. And this is a treatise by Arcanist Rafini Screwloose, and I think this may be the only unexpurgated copy—”


“I’m sure it’s fascinating,” Maya said. “How are you feeling?”


“Me? I’m fine.” Beq stamped her foot to demonstrate. “Nothing serious.”


“The doctor said I should be okay,” Maya said. “Just some aches and pains, but that’ll pass.”


“Good,” Beq said. “That’s good. I was… worried.” She hesitated. “What about Jaedia?”


“The same,” Maya said, swallowing a lump in her throat. “She seems all right, but she hasn’t woken up. The doctors here will take care of her.”


“You don’t have to leave, you know,” Beq said quietly. “The Council can’t make you.”


“I know.” Maya kissed Beq again. “But Basel needs my help. He wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.”


“Probably not.” Beq sighed. “If you’re going out again, though…”


“Don’t worry,” Maya said. “If he’s sending me somewhere, you’re coming with me.”


“Good.” Beq’s forehead creased further, and she looked down, fiddling with the dials that controlled her glasses. “That’s good.”


“You said that already.”


“Yeah.”


There was a long pause.


“I’d better go up,” Maya said. “I’ll see you afterward?”


Beq nodded and grinned.


Of all the things that had come out of the events of the last few months, Maya reflected as she climbed the endless circular stair at the heart of the Forge, her relationship with Beq was the most unexpected but perhaps the most welcome. It felt tentative, experimental—Maya had never so much as kissed anyone before—but at the same time she felt like she could no longer imagine her life without it. And Beq, thank the Chosen, seemed to feel the same way. They hadn’t talked about it much, but they both seemed to want more than some sweaty, inexperienced fumbling in a camp tent.


Though I certainly want that also. Maya, having been stuck in the hospital since their return, had to admit to feeling a certain amount of… impatience in that regard. Maybe once I’m done with Basel…


She shook her head again, trying to clear it of pleasant distractions, as she climbed one last ring of stairs to the Forge’s highest level, where the Kyriliarchs had their offices.


Baselanthus’ office was familiar territory. It was small, by Forge standards, and crammed full of broken arcana. A few chairs sat in front of an unmetal desk cluttered with papers.


Maya thought the Kyriliarch himself looked older than he had the last time she’d been here. In spite of his sagging jowls and flyaway gray beard, he’d always seemed energetic and vital. Now he looked tired, his crimson eyes deep-sunk in their sockets. He sat back in his chair as Maya came in.


“Kyriliarch,” Maya said, coming respectfully to attention.


“Please,” Basel said. “No need for that. How do you feel?”


“Better,” Maya said. “The doctors say there’ve been no difficulties. I need to work on regaining some flexibility, but otherwise I’m fit for action.”


“I’m very relieved to hear it,” Basel said. “And Jaedia? No change?”


“No,” Maya said softly.


“I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to visit her,” Basel said. “She was always chiding me about getting too caught up in”—he gestured grimly to the papers on his desk—“all this. But needs must, you know.”


“You can see her once she wakes up,” Maya said.


“No doubt.” Basel smiled gently. “As you may have guessed, I have a request for you.”


“Of course,” Maya said.


“You’d better sit.”


Maya took one of the chairs. Basel shuffled his papers for a moment, then sighed.


“I read your report with interest,” he said. “As did the rest of the Council, naturally. Everyone agrees that you and Tanax acquitted yourself well in extremely difficult circumstances.”


“Thank you,” Maya said.


“A few of the details were… unclear. You convinced this rebel, Gyre Silvereye, to sabotage the weapon he’d come to steal?”


Maya swallowed. The fact that Gyre was her brother was the one thing she’d left out.


“I don’t believe his intentions were bad,” she said. “I think he was… misled. I made things clear to him.”


“And he obviously succeeded, since no monstrosities from the Plague War have emerged from the mountains,” Basel said. “But it leaves us with a great many unanswered questions.”


“I have quite a few of those myself,” Maya said. “Most of all regarding the plaguespawn that controlled Jaedia. And what Nicomidi thought he was doing there. He told me the Chosen spoke to him, and that they would return.”


“Mmm.” Basel leaned back in his chair. “The man may simply have gone mad, for all we know. That’s usually the answer when someone claims the Chosen are speaking to them. But I agree it merits investigation. And the plaguespawn… well, rest assured that is the Council’s highest priority. But we have few leads.”


“There’s really nothing in the records?” Maya said. “No one has encountered such a thing before?”


“The records are vast, and we have not searched every corner,” Basel said. “But there is certainly nothing in any of the standard indices.”


There can’t be nothing. Maya set her jaw. The black spider had told her it was merely an instrument. Whose instrument? Does that mean there are more of them out there?


“I understand your frustration,” Basel said. “Believe me, I want answers as much as you do.”


“I know,” Maya said. “It’s just… that thing hurt Jaedia. I want to understand why.”


“For the moment, the fact that you killed it will have to be good enough.”


“Yes, Kyriliarch.” Maya took a deep breath and calmed herself. “What do you need from me?”


“There are several unusual features to this matter,” Basel said. “The first is that the request comes not from me, but from Kyriliarch Prodominus.”


Prodominus? She’d only met the Revivalist leader a few times, and he’d never shown a particular interest in her.


“Kyriliarch Prodominus could have asked me directly,” Maya said.


“He could have,” Basel agreed. “I suspect he thought you would be more inclined to listen to a request from me.”


“And he asked for me specifically?”


“He did.”


“Do you know why?”


“No,” Basel said. “Which is another unusual feature.”


“And what does he want?”


“He declined to explain, other than that it would be dangerous and involve a considerable journey. Which, needless to say—”


“Is also unusual,” Maya finished, smiling slightly. “I get the idea. But you are asking me to do it?”


“I am asking you to at least hear him out.”


“May I inquire why?”


Basel sighed and steepled his hands. “These are fraught times, Maya. The Pragmatics are in the ascendant, for the moment. The Dogmatics are obviously in disarray after Nicomidi’s betrayal, and I daresay we’ll have his seat for one of ours before this is done. But we must move carefully. An open break on the Council would be bad for all of us, especially while the investigation into Nicomidi is ongoing. What he told you…”


“I thought you said he was mad.”


“It’s a possibility. But we must at least consider the theory that he had… confederates. Others who believed that, in some fashion, they can communicate with the Chosen.”


“Which sounds a lot like the Revivalists,” Maya said. “You don’t trust Prodominus?”


“At this point, I don’t trust anyone on the Council,” Basel said. “If this group exists—which it may not, of course—then Nicomidi demonstrated that they are willing to act against the interests of the Order as a whole. That is extremely dangerous.”


“I understand,” Maya said. “You want me to spy on Prodominus.”


“Not… exactly.” Basel gave a slight smile. “I hope it does not offend you, my girl, if I say you are not an ideal spy. You are too… forthright. But if Prodominus has asked me to request your aid, he can hardly complain if you give me a full report afterward. Whatever he’s doing, it’s better that we know about it than not, don’t you think?”


“I suppose. Unless his task is going to harm the Order.”


“I rely on your judgment,” Basel said. “You, I trust to keep the Order’s interests foremost.”


Maya felt a glow of pride at that, and sat up a little straighter. “Thank you, Kyriliarch.”


“I am sorry to ask this of you, Maya,” Basel said. “I know Jaedia wanted to keep you away from the Council and its rivalries, and I fear this may drag you further in. But…”


“Jaedia would understand,” Maya said. “I can’t hide from the rest of the Order. Nicomidi made that clear when he tried to have Tanax kill me in the arena.”


“I suppose he did.” Basel leaned forward again. “You’ll help, then?”


“I’ll do what I can.”


“Thank you, Maya. I will let Prodominus know to expect you.” He gave a broad smile. “You’ve made me very proud, you know. I’m sure Jaedia would say the same.”


“Thank you, Kyriliarch.” Maya swallowed a lump in her throat. “I certainly hope so.”


Prodominus’ office was at the opposite end of the same floor, down a dusty corridor. A lonely sunstone burned on the far wall, throwing a pool of light around a half-open door. Maya paused on the threshold to straighten her uniform.


“That you, Burningblade?” said a gruff voice from inside. “Come in.”


Prodominus’ office was just as much a mess as Baselanthus’, but with a distinctly martial flavor. A complete suit of Legionary armor stood in one corner, off-white and insectoid, and several blaster rifles in various stages of disassembly were laid out on a workbench. Another table held a wide variety of glasswork, beakers and pots and spiraling tubes. A heavy trunk full of hundreds of tiny bottles sat on the floor.


Prodominus himself sat with his feet up on a desk covered in books, each volume thick with paper-strip bookmarks. He was a big man, made to look bigger by the wildness of his hair and beard, which were orange-red and shaggy. The grin he turned on Maya was nearly lost in the tangle.


“Kyriliarch,” Maya said, coming to attention.


“Old Basel passed along my request, then.” Prodominus sat up, chair creaking dangerously. “Have a seat if you like.”


“Um.” Maya looked around. “Where?”


The Kyriliarch peered at the mess. “I think there’s a chair under those cavalry sabers. Just chuck ’em on the floor.”


Maya obediently picked up the bundle of antique swords and deposited them as gently as she could. The chair was gray with dust, and she had to fight the urge to wipe it with her sleeve before sitting.


“Thank you for coming, first of all,” Prodominus said. “I know you don’t have to listen to the crazy old Revivalist, so I want you to know I’m accounting this a personal favor.”


“I’m happy to take on any task that’s to the benefit of the Order,” Maya said.


“Aren’t we all? It’s figuring out which those are that’s the trick.” Prodominus studied her for a moment. “Your report from the ghoul ruin made for interesting reading. But that was good work you did.”


“Thank you, Kyriliarch.”


“I take a personal interest in ghoul arcana.” Prodominus waved at the worktable full of glassware. “Dhak, of course, but not the sort that requires a dhakim. There’s a surprising amount you can do with just potions and powders. The scavenger you fought, the one who defeated you and Tanax. Is that how he did it?”


“In part.” Maya hesitated for a moment, not sure how much to say. “He had explosives, certainly, and something that produced smoke. But he also used a blade that could penetrate a panoply field, and he seemed to be immune to most manifestations of deiat.”


“Hmm.” Prodominus’ jaw worked as though chewing something tough. “Someone’s been raiding some deep caverns.”


“Is that what you want me to work on?”


“No, that’s more in the nature of a side project,” the Kyriliarch said. “This is a bit more urgent. Tell me, have you ever heard of the Archive?”


“I’m assuming you don’t mean the archives here at the Forge.”


“You assume correctly. The Archive is a Chosen facility, a repository of information about everything related to their empire and arcana. There were originally many copies, we think, but only one survives.”


“I’ve never heard of such a thing,” Maya said.


“It’s not common knowledge, even among the Order.”


“Why? It seems like it would be extremely useful.”


“It would be, if we could get to it. The Archive is on the Forsaken Coast, across the Shattered Peaks. The nearest working Gate is a few days’ walk, and the area is thick with plaguespawn.”


Maya’s eyes narrowed. “I wouldn’t have thought a few plaguespawn would be a problem for a party of centarchs.”


“It’s not just a few. There are packs of them, and they’re bigger and meaner than they ought to be. There have been six expeditions to the Archive in the last century, all led by centarchs, and only three of them came back.”


“Plaguespawn don’t form packs,” Maya said. “Unless there’s a dhakim controlling them.”


“Indeed. There’s something out there that doesn’t want us around.” Prodominus frowned. “That’s why the Council keeps the place quiet. Otherwise too many young hotheads might take it into their minds to go get themselves killed.”


“But you want me to go, I take it?”


“Quick on the uptake, you are.” Prodominus sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I have a question I need answered, and the Archive is the only way. As far as we can tell, the more people we send over, the more attention they draw and the stronger the response. The best chance is to take a small team and hope to make it there and back without getting noticed.”


“Why me?” Maya said. “Baselanthus said you requested me specifically.”


It felt bold, coming right out with it, but Basel had told her to get whatever information she could. Prodominus looked at her silently for a moment, then gave a huge shrug.


“The information I need may bear on the business with Jaedia and Nicomidi,” he said. “Or it may not, but I want to be prepared for the possibility. Outside the Council itself, only you and Tanax know the whole of that story, and he’s already on another assignment. For the moment, the Kyriliarchs want to keep those cards close to our chest, which means not bringing in anyone new. Which means you.”


Maya sat up straighter. It has something to do with Jaedia. “What do you need me to find?”


“We have a piece of Chosen arcana. We think it’s important, but we don’t know precisely why. The Archive will be able to tell us.”


Prodominus rustled through the paperwork on his desk and finally came up with a sheaf of pages, bound together with string on one side. He tossed them to Maya. Flipping through, she saw drawings of a half-spherical device embedded with crystals. Three sharp prongs curved up like claws from its flat surface. There were careful sketches, inset with close-ups of details and markings. According to the accompanying text, the thing was small enough to hold in one hand.


“Where did you find it?” Maya said, turning the pages. “And why do you think it’s important?”


“For the moment I’ll have to keep that to myself,” Prodominus said, looking uncomfortable. “Council business. You’ll have to take it from me that I’ve got my reasons.”


“Will we be able to find it in the Archive with just this? It’s hard enough to dig anything useful out of the stacks here, and they were designed by humans.”


“The Archive is a bit easier to use,” Prodominus said. “It takes a fair charge of deiat to activate, though, so you’ll have to do it yourself.”


“I see.” Maya looked back down at the pages, trying to think.


“Can I count on you?” Prodominus said. “I know it’s a little bit—”


“Unusual,” Maya said with a private smile. “But I’ll do it.” Baselanthus is right. There’s something odd here, and we’re better off being on the inside than the outside. “Can I choose my own team?”


“Of course. Not too many, and make sure it’s people you trust.”


“I have a couple in mind,” Maya said. “When do you want me to leave?”


“As soon as you can. I’ll authorize whatever you need from the quartermasters.”


Maya got to her feet, papers at her side as she came to attention. “Then with your permission, Kyriliarch, I’ll go and get started.”


“Of course.” Prodominus’ expression was hard to read behind his beard. “Good luck, Burningblade.”


“Varo!” Maya said. “Over here.”


Varo threaded his way through the tables in the great checkerboard-tiled atrium of the Forge’s logistics level. There were enough seats for hundreds, but only a few tables were occupied. Still, Maya gathered curious looks. The lower levels of the fortress were the domain of the Order’s support services, the arcanists, scouts, archivists, and quartermasters. Unable to wield deiat, they were nonetheless vital to the Order’s mission, and Maya thought it was ridiculous that many centarchs considered them beneath notice.


She and Beq sat at a square table, and Beq was already studying the packet of papers she’d gotten from Prodominus, several extra lenses over her eyes to let her focus on fine details. Varo pulled up a chair beside her and dropped into it with a sigh.


“It figures,” he said without prompting. “I get sent away on another assignment just when you two get to do something really interesting.”


“Deepfire wasn’t interesting enough for you?”


“Eh.” He waved vaguely. “It’s just a city. Now, ghoul ruins are really exciting.”


“Frankly,” Beq said without looking up, “we could have done with a little less excitement.”


“Any mission where everyone makes it back alive is a good mission,” Varo said. He ran a hand over his scalp, which was freshly shaved and scrubbed to a light brown sheen. “That’s what my friend told me one time, at any rate. But he fell into a den of kite snakes and we had to amputate both his arms, so maybe he would have disagreed afterward.”


“I missed you,” Maya said, laughing. “At least you seem to have made it back intact.”


“Oh, I always do, more’s the pity.” Varo poked Beq in the shoulder. “Good to see you, too.”


“Right,” Beq said, still peering at the papers. “Good to… you know. Thing.”


“Leave her be,” Maya said. “I need to ask you something.”


“If it’s about the story with the cannibal barbers—”


“Not like that,” Maya said, suppressing a grin. “I’ve got an assignment. It’s supposed to be a really nasty place, out on the Forsaken Coast. I’d like it if you’d come with us, but I’m not going to order you. My guess is we’ll be in serious danger.”


“Ah.” Varo sat back in his chair. “Who else is on the team?”


“It will just be the three of us,” Maya said.


“That’s all right, then. You two can take care of yourselves.” He gave a resigned sigh. “I’d hate to have some other poor bastard join up and get killed.”


“Nobody got killed last time,” Beq said, flipping a page. “Maybe you’ve broken your streak of bad luck.”


“Never say that,” Varo moaned. “It’s bad luck.”


Maya laughed and turned to Beq. “So do those drawings tell you anything?”


“Not… much.” Beq looked up at last, touching the side of her spectacles. Lenses clicked and flipped out of the way. “There’s some pieces that look familiar, but I don’t know enough to say what they might be doing. There’s something odd going on, but without the actual thing to look at…”


“I suppose that’s why we’re going to this Archive.” Maya quickly summarized their objective for Varo, while Beq became increasingly excited.


“I can’t believe the Council has a source like this and doesn’t tell anyone,” Beq said. “Can you imagine what we could ask it? We could finally find out what the point of an Ackman junction is, or how to activate the third sequence of the—”


“I’m a little more interested in the packs of plaguespawn,” Varo said. “Prodominus was certain of that?”


“He was,” Maya said. “But you’ll like this part. He’s given us full access to the stacks here to prepare, including the restricted sections.” She produced Prodominus’ letter with a flourish. “We’ve got the run of the place.”


“Well, that’s something.” Varo looked at the Kyriliarch’s illegible signature. “He must really trust you.”


“I’m not sure why, but he seems to,” Maya said. “If you’re coming, Varo, we’d better get started.”


The restricted section was at the back of the stacks, walled off from the rest by a heavy barred grating. One of the archivists read the letter from Prodominus, lips pressed together in disapproval, and went to get a ring of keys. The grate swung open with a groan, and the archivist glared at the three of them like they were children being given the run of the sweet shop.


“Don’t remove anything,” she said. “Call for a copyist if you need to. Don’t try to return anything to the shelves, you’ll only lose it, just stack it on the table when you’re finished. And please be careful with the materials. Some of these books are very fragile.” Her gaze fixed on Maya. “And if you even think of using any fire—”


“I understand,” Maya said, spreading her hands. “We’ll be careful.”


“Hmph.”


The archivist stalked off, and Maya and Beq exchanged looks. Varo was already moving ahead, a glowing sunstone in hand. The ceiling was low, and heavy metal shelves crowded in on all sides, thick with dust. There were books, of course, but also curled scrolls in ivory cases and pages loosely bound with twine.


“What is all this stuff?” Maya brushed the gray off of one spine and read, “Notes on the Proceedings of the Twenty-Third Senate? Why would the Council care if people read that?”


“Probably nobody remembers,” Varo said, holding up the sunstone as he peered at the books. “Stuff gets shoved in here because some Kyriliarch thinks it ought to, and no one ever goes back and looks at it again.”


“My master in the arcanists was always angry about it,” Beq said, her voice full of quiet reverence. “He said that we end up redoing work that had been done a hundred years ago because the Council never bothered to let anyone read it.”


“This goes on forever,” Maya said. “What are we looking for, exactly?”


“The reports from the previous expeditions, to begin with,” Varo said. “And anything about the region. I’m hoping there’s at least a decent map.”


“Should be over this way,” Beq said, pointing around a corner.


Maya, who had not spent any time with the intricacies of the Forge’s filing system, quickly found herself reduced to the role of passive observer. There was a small table, and Varo and Beq quickly filled it with a stack of loose-bound reports, as well as some proper books that Varo said might come in handy. They set to reading, Varo scribbling notes on a fresh sheet of paper.


“This sounds like one of yours,” Beq read aloud. “‘At the end of a day’s travel, Scout-Trainee Festig complained of pain in his left foot. After removing his boot, we discovered a scorpion had taken up residence and had stung him repeatedly. His foot commenced to swell to three times its normal size, and on observing the putrefaction moving up his limb Centarch Ghisa Ragewell was forced to remove it.’”


“Amateur.” Varo sniffed. “Checking your boots for scorpions is the first thing they teach you as a scout. Standards clearly weren’t as high in those days.” He paused. “Mind you, it didn’t help one of my friends. The plaguing thing was hiding in the privy, and it stung him right in the—”


Beq snorted laughter.


“You want to talk about swelling,” Varo muttered. “Course, he wasn’t complaining.”


After a few attempts to read something herself, Maya decided she was better off leaving them to it. She started walking back and forth along the shelves, occasionally reaching out to rub the dust away from an obscured title, not really expecting to find anything.


What’s wrong with me? She felt restless, unsettled. The prospect of being in the field with her friends ought to have been attractive. And she was looking forward to it, especially the chance to spend some time alone with Beq. Varo, at least, can be relied on to butt out when I need him to.


But there was more. Prodominus said this might have something to do with what happened to Jaedia and Nicomidi. He’d refused to explain any further, but he clearly knew more than he was telling. Why? Why bring me into this and not tell me everything?


There’s still too much I don’t understand. The black spider, Nicomidi’s madness, the strange plaguespawn and constructs that had torn each other to pieces in front of the ghoul ruins. And Gyre. He’d fought her once, back at Raskos Rottentooth’s warehouse, and his alchemical tricks had been no match for deiat. But the second time, on the docks beside that mammoth thing, he’d been like a different person entirely.


And he has a silver eye. There were rumors of dhakim who could replace lost limbs, but she’d never heard of someone getting an eye. So is he working with the black spider, or against it? How many sides are there?


She hadn’t heard anything from him since they’d parted. Not a surprise, of course. But somehow she’d half expected he’d come in from the cold once he thought things over. He stopped that ghoul weapon. He’s not a bad person, I know it.


Her hand paused on the shelf, midway through wiping away a layer of grime. The title of the book, picked out in flaking silver leaf, was A Basic Dictionary of Formal High Chosen.


For their everyday language, Maya knew, the Chosen had relied on the same tongue that humans now spoke throughout their former empire. But they’d had another tongue, old even by Elder standards, that they’d used for sacred or ritual occasions, now called High Chosen. Who put a dictionary in the restricted section? Maya went to move on, then paused. Maybe…


She pulled the book out, turning the ancient pages with care. Even so, the edges crumbled under her fingers.


The black spider called me sha’deia. First in Bastion, where she’d found it attached to Hollis Plaguetouch, and again when she’d confronted Jaedia. It wasn’t a word Maya knew, but it had the sound of High Chosen. It said I might be “the one.” The one what?


It took her a while to struggle through the dictionary’s arcane organization, and longer to cross-reference lists of meanings. High Chosen was hellaciously complex, words changing their function depending on prefixes, context, or even the speaker. Maya dug out a sheet of foolscap and scribbled notes, and after half an hour of swearing and crossing things out she’d managed to compile a short list of reasonable guesses.


Sha’deia:


Precious Seed.


Reserved Child.


Maya’s fingers brushed the last line, and she swallowed. Her other hand came up, unbidden, to touch the Thing.


Beloved Daughter.














Chapter 3








[image: image]













The door to Elariel’s chamber slid open. It was dark inside, even for Refuge. With his silver eye, Gyre could see a person-sized bundle of sheets on the bed, curled up and facing the wall.


“If that’s you, Tyraves,” Elariel mumbled, “go away and fuck yourself with a jagged iron pole.”


“That’s… quite an image,” Gyre said. “But it’s me.”


It had been three days since the end of the trial. The ghouls had taken Elariel away and given Gyre a small sleeping chamber, with a soldier-construct watching the door in case he had any illusions about his status. Most of his time had been spent haggling with Tyraves over the logistics of his expedition. Money had been the simplest of his needs—the ghouls could forge Republic thalers easily. Alchemical ingredients, too, she’d been happy to provide, but the core of Gyre’s requests had proven more contentious. Blades like his own silver sword that could cut unmetal armor and the fields that offered protection against deiat; these were the keys to facing the Order in battle, but they were also the hardest to explain away as scavenger finds. In the end, Tyraves had grudgingly agreed to part with a limited number of each.


“I’m sorry I haven’t been to see you sooner,” Gyre said. “They said you were still recovering from your procedure.”


“Recovering from my procedure,” Elariel said, voice thick. “That’s one way of putting it.”


“Are you all right?” Gyre let the door close behind him. Moss overhead started to glow weakly. “Can I help?”


“I’m not all right, and no one can help,” Elariel said.


“Okay,” Gyre said. “But they want us to leave today. Do you think you’re going to be up to it?”


Silence. Gyre blew out a breath and crossed the room, squatting beside the bed.


“Elariel,” he said gently, laying a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t know what happened—”


“Don’t touch me!”


Elariel twitched like a landed fish in her blanket cocoon, and Gyre hastily backed away. She managed to thrash herself off the bed entirely, landing on the floor with a thump, and fought wildly to escape from the tangled sheet. Gyre’s eyes widened as she emerged, kicking the bedding away and sitting with her back to the bed, breathing hard.


The Elariel he remembered, with red-brown fur, huge eyes, and long, pointed ears, was gone. In her place was… 


… a human.


She looked to be twenty or so, with milk-pale skin and hair the color of the old Elariel’s fur. Something about her face still held a trace of her former self, eyes a little too wide, ears slightly pointed. Her once-sharp teeth were now flat and perfectly white.


“Elariel?” Gyre said. He couldn’t help a note of disbelief, but regretted it immediately. Tears welled in her eyes, and she angrily knuckled them away.


“Yes, it’s me.” Her voice, at least, was the same. “Just… altered.”


“Chosen defend,” Gyre muttered.


“It’s only logical,” Elariel spat. “If I’m going to go far from Refuge, and there’s a chance I could be killed or captured, we can’t have my corpse raising too many awkward questions. I’m sure Tyraves was laughing at the irony.”


“Are you…” Gyre shook his head. “Is it permanent?”


“I suppose they could change me back, but why would they want to?” She drew her knees up to her chest and hugged them. “They’re not going to let me back into Refuge, whatever happens.”


She hid her face, and her shoulders shook with quiet sobs. Gyre waited until the silence grew too awkward to bear.


“I’m so sorry,” he said. “When I asked for you as liaison, I didn’t think—”


“Of course not,” Elariel said. “How could you know? You’re just a human.”


Another silence, even more awkward.


“I’m sorry,” Elariel said. “It’s not your fault. This is… better than being tortured to death, obviously. I just…” She sucked in a breath. “You have no idea how painful the last few days have been.”


“I think I do, actually,” Gyre said. He closed his eyes for a moment, and his mind filled with Naumoriel’s knives and his own hoarse screams.


“I suppose you might,” Elariel said, looking up. Her eyes were red from crying, but she set her jaw decisively. “You said you’re ready to go?”


“More or less.”


“Then let’s get the fuck out of here.” Elariel clambered to her feet. “I don’t want to— What?”


Gyre looked deliberately away. She was naked. Of course, she’d always been naked, all the ghouls were, but their thick fur made it less… obvious.


“We’re going to need to get you some clothes first,” he said.


“Oh.” Elariel looked down at herself. “I suppose it’ll be colder on the surface.”


“That’s… one reason.” He caught her inquisitive expression and sighed. I may have some explaining to do.


In the end, the ghouls came up with a crude wardrobe for Elariel, to which Gyre added his own traveling cloak. We can buy something better in Deepfire.


The supplies he’d asked for were too heavy to carry on foot, so Tyraves agreed to deliver them to a spot on the western road in three days’ time. That would give them a chance to secure transportation and a few other things he needed. For the moment, he carried only a satchel packed with thalers and a half dozen energy bottles.


Tyraves rode with them in a transporter through the long, curving tunnels, coming to a stop near an apparently impenetrable rock face. At a gesture from her, it slid apart far enough for them to slip through, revealing a hint of morning sunlight. The ghoul turned away, shielding her eyes.


“Human,” she said. “I don’t pretend that I believe this absurd venture will succeed. But I trust you will try your hardest to justify the unprecedented faith the Geraia has placed in you.”


“Give them my thanks,” Gyre said.


“Elariel knows how to reach us with a message,” Tyraves said, pointedly not looking at Elariel herself. “But she should not bother unless you have good news to report. Expect no further help from Refuge until you have proven your worth.”


“I get the idea,” Gyre said, temper fraying a little. He held his hand out to Elariel. “Let’s go.”


They slipped down from the transporter. Kit’s spider, silent since Gyre had entered Refuge, still clung to one shoulder. He hoisted the pack full of thalers on the other and headed for the sliver of daylight. Elariel followed, blinking and rubbing her eyes.


They emerged into a narrow mountain valley. The door waited only moments before sliding closed with a shallow boom, leaving no trace of its presence behind.


“It’s… bright.” Elariel kept one hand over her face.


“Your eyes should adapt, if they’re human now.” Something poked Gyre not very gently in the back of the neck. “Yes, Kit, go ahead.”


“Oh-my-fucking-Chosen-defend-son-of-a-stinking-plaguepit,” Kit said, all in a rush. Her voice rose into song. “Gisela was a lusty lass, her breasts were big as mountains, and I’ll tell you ’bout her—”


“Is this really necessary?” Gyre interrupted.


“You try spending four days in enforced silence,” Kit said. “I’m never going to make fun of those monks up on Mount Shiver again. You know they do that for years? I’d go mad. Mad.”


“Don’t you have other bodies to keep yourself occupied?”


“I’ve got a dozen at the rendezvous point, but they’re just waiting. Boring.” The spider skittered higher up Gyre’s shoulder. “I could barely stop myself from giving you advice when you fucked everything up.”


“Thank you,” Gyre said, “for your forbearance.”


“Excuse me,” Elariel said. “Your construct is talking.”


“I know,” Gyre said.


“All right,” Elariel said, with the air of someone carefully remaining calm. “It’s just that they don’t, as a rule. And I wanted to make sure I wasn’t going mad. Under the circumstances it wouldn’t surprise me.”


“You’re not mad,” Gyre said wearily. “Let me make reintroductions. Elariel, Kitsrea Doomseeker. Kit, Elariel. Elariel looks human now, and Kit’s a construct. Everyone clear?”


“No,” Elariel said. “Not remotely.” She looked more closely at the little spider. “You told me that Kit was dead.”


“I am!” Kit said. “Kind of.”


“When Naumoriel tried to activate the Leviathan, there was an explosion,” Gyre explained. He felt a twinge of guilt at the lie, but he wasn’t sure Elariel would appreciate his role in what had happened. “Kit was dying. Naumoriel had explained how the Leviathan’s control system worked, the transfer of a mind into the Core Analytica, so I thought it was worth a try.”


“Sure,” Kit said, “why not take your mortally wounded lover and shove her into an ancient machine of uncertain effectiveness? What could go wrong?”


“Well,” Elariel said, “to begin with, if the transfer had failed partway, you could have been left a twisted wreck, in eternal agony—”


“Believe me, I have thought of that,” Kit said.


“It worked,” Gyre said. “The Leviathan is still crippled, of course, but its construct swarm still functions.”


“That’s… fascinating.” Elariel shook her head. “And you are… yourself? Fully intelligent?”


“I mean, as far as I know,” Kit said. “How would I tell?”


“There were always debates about whether an Analytica of sufficient complexity could support a true mind,” Elariel said. “But of course, what defines ‘mind’? Self-recognition? Surely too simple. Perhaps some tests—”


“Gyre, promise you won’t let her take me apart,” Kit said.


“You have other bodies.”


“It’s the principle of the thing.”


“I’ll do my best,” Gyre said. “But for now you’re going to have to leave us and head to the rendezvous.”


“Boring,” Kit singsonged.


“In Deepfire they’d think you’re a plaguespawn, and being taken apart would be the least of your problems.”


“Yeah, yeah.” Kit released her hold and dropped agilely to the ground. “If you’re not there on time, I’m going to assume you’re dead and find someone else to amuse me.”


“Thanks.”


The little construct scuttled off, losing itself surprisingly quickly in the rocks.


“I don’t remember her being so…” Elariel made a vague but evocative gesture.


“You didn’t know her as well as I did,” Gyre said, shifting his pack. “Though being dead has definitely made her… more so.”


Elariel tentatively lowered her hand from her eyes, blinking in the bright sunlight, and looked around curiously. It was, Gyre realized, probably the first time she’d been aboveground and unprotected in daylight.


“It’s very… blue,” she said after a moment.


“The sky?”


Elariel nodded. “I hope you have some idea where we are, because I certainly don’t.”


“More or less,” Gyre said. “At the bottom of this valley, we ought to be able to see Hunter’s Gap. We can be in Deepfire by nightfall.”


“Deepfire.” Elariel looked uncertain. “We have no other choice?”


“It’s the only place around here we’ll find the supplies we need,” Gyre said. “And I still have contacts there. Believe me, I don’t like it any better than you do.” He wasn’t sure how far the legend of Gyre Silvereye had spread, but in Deepfire the chance of someone recognizing him was high. Cross that bridge when we come to it. “We won’t be there for long.”


“All right.” Elariel took several deep breaths. “I am… in your debt, Gyre. After everything my master did to you, you… saved my life. I hope to make myself as useful as I can.”


“It was the right thing to do.” Gyre scratched his head, embarrassed. “Come on. Let’s get walking.”


It took considerably longer to reach the city than Gyre had expected, thanks to an amateur mistake on his part. He’d secured basic clothing for Elariel, but he’d forgotten to ask about shoes. Elariel herself hadn’t even considered footwear, since ghouls had tough, calloused feet and generally went without. Her new, human soles were as soft as if she’d spent her life in a carpeted palace. It took only a few minutes of picking their way down the slope before she was badly scraped.


Gyre tried to improvise, ripping up his spare shirt and winding the rags around Elariel’s feet, but it didn’t improve matters much. The ghoul did her best, but the pain was visible on her face, and she left a trail of bloody marks on the rock. Too much of that and she wouldn’t be able to walk at all. Gyre called a halt.


They were to the north of the city, on the same road he and Kit had taken on their first, desperate trip to Refuge. “Road” was an exaggeration, of course—it was nothing more than a vague track, descending from the outside lip of the Deepfire crater. At the head of the valley, part of the crater wall had collapsed, forming a low point called Hunter’s Gap. A set of crude stone steps had been hacked into the rock to make the way easier, but it was still a considerable climb.


There was no way Elariel was walking up those steps, and Gyre could see she knew it. Her face paled.


“Go ahead,” she said. “I’ll… make my way up more slowly.”


“Don’t be stupid,” Gyre said. “I’m not leaving you out here alone.”


“But…”


“Here.” Gyre knelt in the dust, cupping his hands behind his back. “Get on.”


The ghoul looked on the verge of tears. “I…”


“I’m sorry if it’s undignified, all right? There’s nobody to see.”


“I’m not concerned for my dignity. I’m supposed to be helping, not some sort of… burden.” Her brow furrowed. “Perhaps…”


“Just get on, all right?”


Elariel nodded and climbed gingerly onto his back, wrapping her arms around his neck. He caught her legs, careful of her injured feet. Gyre rose and shifted his balance, then set off up the valley, sticking to the flattest part of the path.


It made for an exhausting climb. Just reaching the stairs had Gyre’s legs burning, each step sending waves of pain through his thighs. He was sweating freely. The switchbacks loomed, somehow taller than in his memory.


“Here,” Elariel said in his ear. “This will help.”


Her hand pressed to his cheek, and a wave of cool relief ran through him. The pain in his legs vanished, and his breath came easier.


“What did you do?” Gyre said.


“A touch of dhaka, nothing more.”


Dhaka. Elariel was a dhakim, like all ghouls. It was easy to forget. “Ah. Thanks.”


She heard the hesitation in his voice. “Should I not have done that?”


“Just warn me first, next time.”


“I understand.” She settled her head on his shoulder as he started up the steps. “I have a great deal to learn about humans. Among ghouls, feeling another in pain and not taking it away as a matter of course would be considered insultingly rude.”


“You can’t do anything about your feet?”


“Working dhaka on oneself is extremely dangerous,” she said. “It can create a sort of… loop. It’s hard to explain. But it’s an easy way to die.”


“Blisters are probably preferable,” Gyre said. “I don’t need to tell you not to use dhaka where anyone but me can see, do I?”


“I understand that much, at least,” Elariel said. “You humans inherited the foolish notions of your Chosen masters.”


“No argument,” Gyre said. “And that’s what we’re trying to change, but we don’t want to get strung up as dhakim beforehand.”


The sun dropped toward the horizon as Gyre worked his way up the steps. Elariel took away his pain twice more. Without her help he would have had to give up and rest until morning. As it was, the sky was a deep purple when they crested the Gap and staggered onto the more gentle downslope of the Deepfire crater. The city was a cluster of distant lights, sprawling to either side of the sullen red glow of the Pit, like the aftermath of a giant axe blow into the earth.


Fortunately there was a hostel not far from the gap, a ways outside Deepfire proper. Gyre staggered in well after dark, Elariel still clinging to his back. The proprietor, a leather-skinned old woman, barely gave them a second glance. No doubt she’s seen sorrier bunches straggle in. Gyre paid for a room and a late dinner but collapsed into bed before the latter even arrived.


In the morning, he woke up and found himself unable to move. He’d expected to be stiff, but this was much worse. When he tried to bend his leg, it only trembled, and his arms were little better. He managed to sit up and tugged at his trousers, finding thick black bruises blossoming all along his thighs.


“Elariel.” Gyre tried not to let the panic into his voice. “Elariel. Wake up, please.”


“Mmlrg.” Elariel, lying on the small room’s other bed, rolled over. She’d stripped naked again. “What… oh.” She put her hand to her forehead. “I thought I was having a nightmare for a moment.”


“You’re not dreaming, and I can’t move my legs,” Gyre said. He lowered his voice to a whisper, aware of the thin walls. “You did something with dhaka. What happened?”
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