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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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  In the last hours before morning, silence fell, slow and inevitable as the darkness.


  The party that had rocked the ballrooms on Edren’s second floor since nightfall had worn down, the skyscraper’s guests retiring to their rented rooms to sleep—or for other more private celebrations. No thump of music anymore; no voices raised to shout or laugh; no more drunken songs. There was only the distant clink of glasses being cleared away and the rattle of the door’s heavy chain as a guard checked the locks.


  As if that quiet had weight, Xhea felt it settle across her shoulders. Her ears rang with it, as did her thoughts, until it was all she could do to keep breathing, one slow and ragged breath after another.


  The Edren skyscraper had been a hotel once, this cavernous space its lobby. Though the marble floors were cracked and poorly patched, and most of the walls’ wood paneling had long since been stripped away, there were still glimpses of the place’s absent riches. The domed ceiling had most of its original mosaic, the patterned tiles glittering faintly from the shadows above; and the main staircase, wide and sweeping, had retained its brass railings with their curlicued flourishes.


  It was the stairs that held Xhea’s attention—and not the ones that led up to the ballrooms and the party’s remains, their thin carpeting dotted with confetti. No, it was the flanking stairs that drew her, one to either side of the main stairway, and the dusty treads that led into the darkness below.


  Gray, to her—dust and brass and confetti alike. The color of her skin, the rough length of wood she clutched in her unsteady hand.


  Her future.


  All gray.


  There was, in the end, nothing different about that. Xhea had always seen in black and white, or the grays that dominated the span between those extremes. It was only now she felt the lack, heavy like stone in her eyes and hands and heart.


  At the security desk behind her the monitors flicked through their channels, the glow making shadows dance down the stairs. They moved faster than she could, these days. Faster by far.


  “Tonight?” a man’s voice asked from behind her, soft enough that none might overhear. It wasn’t caution: there was something in this place, this hour, that asked for quiet, for softness of voice and breath—a stillness that one might only find at a funeral or in prayer. It was for that stillness, as much as the for the stairs, that Xhea had first come here on another night like this when her pain meds had worn away to nothing and her next dose was impossibly far away.


  Xhea looked up, half-turning. She smiled, though it was a faint expression and faded quickly. This man, too, had become familiar—supervisor of Edren’s night watch, stationed at the main desk all through these long hours when the rest of the Lower City celebrated or slept, keeping the dangers of the nighttime streets at bay. Mercks, his nametag said; she’d never heard him called anything else. Sight of his lined face and graying mustache was almost a comfort now, here where so much else seemed strange. Here in a home she thought never to have, and didn’t know how to want now that it was hers.


  “So I thought.” Xhea shifted her weight and winced at the pain, clutching her stick for balance. She turned away, looking down the confetti-strewn stairs in an attempt to hide her expression.


  She didn’t know what they had been celebrating, what could possibly have required so much wine and song and confetti. Another match in Edren’s arena, battles of blade and magic—entertainment for the shit-poor masses huddled on the ground beneath the City’s floating Towers. Another win, another loss, another transient champion crowned.


  As if any of it mattered.


  “But no,” she said at last, swallowing the pain. The humiliation. The anger. “Not tonight.”


  Perhaps not, if she was honest, ever.


  Oh, she could get down the stairs, that much she knew—if not quickly nor cleanly, then at least to the bottom. But not on her feet like she wanted; not without aid of brace and stick both, and careful pauses between each step. No, for anything like speed she’d have to sit on the ground and lower herself one tread at a time, down in the dirt and crawling. And for what? In truth, it wasn’t that she needed anything at the bottom of those stairs. It was that she shouldn’t have had to think about stairs, or curbs, or the too-high lips of ancient doorways—had never considered them until they each became obstacles in the routines of her newly curtailed life.


  She shouldn’t have had to think about walking at all.


  Yet here she was.


  It had been more than two months since she’d injured her knee in her attempt to protect her friend Shai from the Towers who had fought to claim the ghost and her Radiant magic. Memory of the first month after that, spent in skyscraper Edren’s protection, was but a haze—exhausted, indeterminable, fever-glazed days that rolled by with little to define them but pain and its too-brief absence. When the healing spells placed in her knee failed and failed again, Lorn Edren, eldest living son of the skyscraper that bore the family name, had brought a medic from the arena who knew the healing power of knives. A surgeon—or the closest they could come in the Lower City. The woman had operated on Xhea’s knee, doing with scalpel and stitches what no spell had lasted long enough to achieve.


  The pain had doubled after that.


  Xhea had always healed slowly and badly. It was only now that such slowness mattered. Not only was her knee all but useless, but she still bore the shadows of the countless deep bruises she’d received in fight and flight: the shoulder she’d pulled in the aircar crash twinged, and the ribs she’d cracked on impact from her fall from the City ached with every deep breath. Fevers washed over her nightly, rising at dusk and receding with the sun’s return, leaving her as limp and tired at dawn as she had been at the end of each long day.


  The cost of saving Shai had not been too high, that Xhea never doubted. Her hand strayed to the tether that even now connected them, though the ghost was absent. But it had been a cost, and a far steeper one than she had first known.


  “Well,” Mercks said from beside her, his voice a quiet bass rumble, “if you need a hand, let me know. I’d be happy to help you upstairs.”


  Xhea smiled at his polite lie—or tried to. He knew that Xhea had no desire to climb to where the remains of this latest pointless revelry were stretched out like dogs fresh from the slaughter; he knew that she wanted to go to the one place that no one with bright magic could comfortably travel, no matter how slight their talent. He knew too that were she to accept his offer and replace her cane with the support of his strong arm, that he could stand the feel of her hand upon him for no more than a moment. For a few brief days following her fall, others had been able to touch her almost without discomfort—a consequence, she thought, of burning out her dark magic in Shai’s rescue. But while the crawling discomfort of Xhea’s touch had returned, her magic remained absent.


  Mercks’s useless offer and her quiet rejection of it were part of their near-nightly ritual, repeated often enough that there was no sting left in the words.


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” Xhea said.


  She glanced back toward the stairs, wanting … what? Freedom from pain, freedom from these ancient walls? So much of the life she had built for herself was rooted in the tunnels and abandoned shopping corridors that wound beneath the Lower City’s streets, and if it had not been an easy life, nor a comfortable one, it had at least been hers.


  This life, the life of a near-cripple, tended and useless, was not one that fit her well, for all that it came with three meals a day, clean clothes, and an endless supply of soap and water. It made her restless and angry; it made her want to smash herself against the walls of her cage. Yet there was no cage but that of her helplessness, the inevitable failure of her bones and flesh, and that was a prison she could never leave behind. There was no word, no sound big enough for that frustration, and so she stifled them, the cries and screams and tears, until, unvoiced, their echoes felt like silence.


  At last Xhea turned away from the lure of the darkness at the bottom of the stairs, trying to breathe through pain and disappointment alike.


  “I think,” she started—and the screaming began.


  Xhea started as the scream broke through her haze and the late-night silence both. The sound echoed from some distant hallway, frantic but muffled—a man’s voice, she thought, but it was hard to tell. The fear in that voice, the urgency, set Xhea’s heart to racing; each beat seemed to pound against the inside of her knee in a quickening rhythm of hurt.


  It was only as she turned in a limping circle to pinpoint the sound that she caught sight of Mercks’s expression. She stopped.


  “You don’t hear that, do you?”


  He shook his head, his expression unreadable.


  A ghost, then. A screaming, terrified ghost that only Xhea could hear. Just what she needed to finish off the night.


  “Is it something I need to be concerned with?” Mercks asked, the rumble of his voice louder now. At the security desk, one of his officers glanced in their direction.


  Xhea considered, wincing as the distant ghost screamed again. The domed ceiling seemed to capture the sound and hold it like an insect in cupped palms. Maybe one of the party-goers died, she thought. Maybe he’d fallen from one of Edren’s upper windows, or had been in a fight gone too far. But it was just as likely to be an older ghost coming within her earshot for the first time.


  “I don’t think so,” she said. “But if there’s trouble, I’ll let you know.” She tried to sound unconcerned, but she had never been a terribly good actress at the best of times, never mind when an unknown person was screaming in terror—and coming closer by the minute.


  She limped toward the noise. The muffled shouts seemed to come from one of the old hotel’s back hallways—and the direction of her own small room, a former storage closet that was as far from any magical systems as possible within the skyscraper’s confines. Though her magic seemed again to be no more than a dark presence in the depths of her stomach, she still feared that it might emerge while she slept—or, more commonly, slipped into the drugged semi-consciousness that was the closest she could come to sleep most days.


  Xhea pushed her awkward way through the heavy swinging doors that led into the back halls, feeling Mercks’s attention on her as she went. Well, if I find a body to go with the noise, he’ll be the first to know.


  The hall, long and bare and straight, led past a storage room and a side passage to the laundry before turning toward the main kitchen. The screaming was louder, though no clearer, sounding as if a madman was around the corner shouting into a pillow.


  No, Xhea realized. Not around the corner, but from behind her room’s closed door. She stared at her battered metal door and listened to the frantic shouting that emanated from within, pursing her lips in irritation.


  “Typical,” she muttered. It wasn’t uncommon for ghosts to seek her out, or draw as near as their tethers allowed. But she had little enough privacy as it was, so many people living and sleeping and breathing within these walls that it was hard to throw a stone without hitting another living thing. Hard to escape them at all. This room was her refuge—or it had been.


  Frowning, Xhea opened the door.


  All was as she’d left it: a small cot with its rumpled blankets was pushed against the far wall, kept company by a rusted metal shelf that held a few changes of clothing and a book. In the corner leaned a cane that had proven entirely too big for someone of her stature.


  Yet now in the center of the room stood the ghost of a man, alone and screaming and so desperately unstable on his feet that Xhea thought it a wonder he was standing at all. He was younger than his ragged voice had suggested—late twenties, tops—and wore loose white clothing from head to toe. No bloodstains that she could see; no wounds or other signs of violence. It wasn’t his appearance that made her blink and raise an incredulous eyebrow, but the reason for his screams’ muffled sound: he had both of his hands stuffed into his mouth as far as they would go. Weaving, unsteady, the ghost stared at her as if he were drowning and Xhea was dry land, his eyes wide as he yelled urgently, desperately, into his spit-slicked fingers.


  “Well,” she said. “This is new.”


  Xhea stepped into the room and let the door slam behind her, closing out the light. She didn’t bother with the overhead bulb; magic or no, she’d always seen perfectly in the dark.


  He’s not drunk, she decided. She hobbled slowly around him, and he followed her every move. His wide eyes were focused, intense, as he screamed and screamed and nearly fell over. Not drunk—but something. Once she’d met the ghost of a woman who had managed to accidentally choke herself to death, but this—this was something else. He showed no signs of quieting; if anything, he became more frantic the longer she watched.


  At last, Xhea raised her index finger to her lips. “Shh,” she said.


  The ghost stuttered into silence.


  “Too loud, my friend. Too loud by far.”


  The ghost started to speak—softer this time, she had to give him that.


  “And your hands are in your mouth.”


  He stared. Listed alarmingly to one side, and barely righted himself without use of his arms. Mumbled something through his mouthful of fingers.


  Xhea sighed. “If you want me to understand you, take your hands out of your mouth.”


  The ghost stared. Tilted. Righted himself.


  “Your hands.” Xhea wiggled her fingers in emphasis.


  Comprehension dawned and the ghost pulled his hands free, strings of spit hanging between his fingers. Empty, his mouth hung open, gaping; he licked his lips once, twice and again. The ghost looked from Xhea to his wet hands and back again in growing confusion, that intensity slipping from his expression, leaving little in its wake. Then, with a cry, he fell to his knees and clutched his head, spit-darkened hair protruding from between his fingers in spikes and tufts.


  Charming. Just what every girl wants to find in her room.


  She watched him rock back and forth, and wondered how long this next phase of crazy was going to last. More than a minute, it seemed. More than two. Her windowless room wasn’t large, but it suddenly felt far smaller.


  “Hey,” Xhea called. The ghost jumped at her voice then curled in upon himself further, rocking and near-tumbling to the ground.


  “Hey, you. Dead guy. I’m over here.” No reaction this time; she might as well have been talking to the wall. Sighing, Xhea shuffled closer and lowered herself awkwardly to the floor, the charms and coins bound into her hair chiming as she landed.


  “Look at me,” Xhea said.


  The ghost stilled and looked up. His eyes were storm-cloud dark and afraid, but with something else behind, as if he were seeing things that had nothing to do with Xhea’s tired face—a landscape far beyond this breezeblock room with its peeling paint.


  She wondered suddenly who this man had been. Not just what had killed him or brought him to her, distraught and afraid, but the person he had been in life. What he had done, where he had lived, what had made him laugh. Whether this darkness—this fear and hurt and confusion—had haunted his living years. Whether someone missed him.


  There was a time she would have never thought to ask such questions, nor cared enough to wonder. Now she leaned forward and asked, “Who were you?”


  He sat mute, swaying.


  “Why are you here?”


  Still nothing. Simpler, then: “Why were you shouting?”


  His eyes seemed to grow darker as she watched. Lost eyes, with something terrible hiding behind.


  “Gone,” the ghost whispered at last. Quiet, so quiet.


  “What is?”


  “Gone, lost. Find.” He looked down at his hands then back to her face, his gaze as unsettled as a startled flock of birds. Afraid, Xhea thought, but not of her.


  What’s he tethered to? Every ghost had a tether, a line of near-invisible energy that bound him or her to the living world—a link to something that they had not, or could not, leave behind. Through long practice, Xhea had learned to sever ghosts’ tethers and reconnect them to other people or things. Sometimes she had released the tether entirely, freeing the ghost to dissolve like sugar into tea. Once she’d had a knife for such tasks, an ancient silver blade that she’d carried in a jacket pocket near her heart. Gone, now; taken when another skyscraper, Orren, had captured her. Thought of that theft was still enraging—even more so as Xhea was totally helpless to do anything about it.


  It wasn’t until she glanced around him that she saw his tether. Most tethers connected to a ghost’s heart, the center of their chest, or their head—indications of the type of connection that bound the dead to the world. This tether connected to ghost’s back between his shoulder blades, as if the tether—or whatever it tied him to—had targeted him as he fled life.


  Xhea shook her head to dispel such thoughts. Yet something else about the tether bothered her; she just wasn’t sure what. Frowning, Xhea leaned closer, trying to see what looked—what felt—so different. Strong as the line appeared, she couldn’t imagine what anchor would allow him such freedom of movement—especially, she realized, as the tether didn’t point up into the Edren skyscraper, nor out toward the Lower City streets beyond Edren’s walls, but down. Not sharply, not steeply, but the tether pointed ever so slightly toward the floor.


  Something in the underground. But how?


  She took hold of the tether. Its vibration, too, was different than she expected—lower and more intense—and its frequency increased with each moment as if drawing power from her touch. Within seconds it was akin to pain.


  The ghost stopped moving, then looked up slowly. He turned to her, and his gaze was no longer confused or unsettled but sharp enough to cut.


  “Run,” he said.


  Xhea drew back, struggling to both hold the tether and meet the ghost’s eyes.


  “Run.” His voice was rough and raw, the word a fearful command. He saw her, of that Xhea had no doubt; he stared at her as if she were the only thing left in the world. And he said, “Run.”


  “I—”


  “Run away. Run away.”


  That’s what he had been screaming. Something in her chilled at the thought. The same words, over and over again: Run away, run away, run away. The repeating cadence echoed in her memory as the ghost’s stare pinned her to the spot.


  The tether’s vibration increased to a fever pitch and seemed to cut into her, a narrow blade slicing into her palm. With a gasp, Xhea released it and scrambled away.


  As if he were a puppet and the tether his guiding string, the ghost collapsed. A moment of stillness and then he shook, shuddered, and struggled to right himself. When he raised his head, that vital energy was gone from his eyes and expression both, leaving only darkness and confusion. Again he swayed, back and forth in an unsteady rhythm.


  Xhea exhaled, and reached for the now-familiar grip of her walking stick. Run away. If only she could. Sweetness and blight, these days she’d settle for a quick walk.


  “Lost,” the ghost murmured almost too quietly to hear, his voice forlorn. He bowed his head toward his hands, lying limply in his lap. “Find.”


  Xhea lifted a hand—it was shaking, she realized. Unsettled, she grabbed the tether that connected to her sternum and gave it three sharp tugs.


  She didn’t know where Shai went during the long nights, though she had almost asked a thousand times. She’d followed the direction of the tether that bound them, up, up, and away, and wondered where her friend wandered, what she did when she left Xhea behind. Shai didn’t seem to know that Xhea spent the nights awake as often as not, staring up at the ceiling’s acoustic tiles or attempting to read the same book over and over until she fled her bed, seeking any distraction from the pain and the too-familiar tracks of her thoughts. Shai didn’t know, and Xhea could never seem to tell her, taking comfort instead in the knowledge that the ghost always returned to her side by morning.


  Shai’s arrival was heralded by a sudden glow that cast shadows in the otherwise dark room. From the floor, Xhea glanced toward the Radiant ghost who stood looking down at the rumpled blankets in no little surprise.


  “Xhea,” Shai said, “you’re actually—”


  There was no opportunity for her to finish, for the man screamed—a raw sound that seemed ripped from his throat. Xhea swung back to face him and it was all she could do not to scramble away.


  He’s just a ghost. He couldn’t touch her, couldn’t hurt her in any way.


  But it wasn’t Xhea that the ghost attempted to hit, though his flailing fists passed through her in a sudden wave of cold, but Shai. He screamed again, and there was panic in expression—panic and confusion and something that she suddenly thought might be rage.


  Shai gave a startled cry, and the shadows danced as she stumbled back to avoid the strange ghost’s swinging fists. Another step and she would be through the wall and beyond what little help Xhea might offer. Xhea couldn’t stand fast enough to stop the crazed ghost—and, sitting, his tether was beyond her reach.


  Instead she shouted, “Stop!”


  The man fell silent. No, more than silent: he had frozen mid-step, his hands still reaching over Xhea’s head toward Shai. Xhea’s shout reverberated through the room, a sudden sound in the silence, the ghost’s scream but a memory heard only by Xhea’s living ears.


  “What’s happening?” Shai whispered. “Where did he come from?”


  Xhea could only reply, “I don’t know.” Then—despite her racing heart, her hands’ unsteady quiver, and the tension even now thrumming between the two ghosts before her—Xhea laughed. The sound was tinged with hysteria and fatigue, yes, but no less true. This was the first truly new thing to happen in weeks, and Xhea felt almost giddy with relief.


  As if the sound were a cue, the man sagged.


  “Gone,” he whispered. “Lost.” He dropped his arms to his sides, bowed his head toward the floor. “Found.”


  He took a step back and another, until he slipped backward through the door and was gone.


  Xhea grabbed her stick and managed to get to her feet with aid of the far wall.


  “You’re going to follow him?” Shai asked incredulously.


  “Haven’t you been pestering me to go out for days?”


  “Weeks, more like it,” Shai muttered. It was true: Shai had been relentless in her demands that Xhea stand up, practice her strengthening exercises, walk more, maybe speak to someone who wasn’t dead.


  “Well then, what’s the problem?”


  “I think there’s something terribly wrong with that man.”


  “I know.” Xhea laughed again, pulled open the door, and followed him into the hall. She could not see the man’s ghost, but she could feel him, heading out toward Edren’s main hall and away. She hurried in his wake, her boots whispering against the threadbare carpet, her stick thwacking in time to her steps. Shai followed, a steady presence just behind Xhea’s right shoulder. Xhea quickly explained the ghost’s arrival.


  Shai shook her head. “I don’t like it.”


  “Of course not. But you can’t argue that it’s not the first interesting thing to happen in weeks.”


  “Maybe other interesting things would happen if you bothered to leave your room.”


  “Yeah, like falling and reopening the wound for the third blighted time. Wouldn’t that be fun?”


  Mercks met them at the corner.


  “Are you okay?” he asked, one hand resting on the club looped to his belt. “I heard a shout.”


  “Ghost startled me,” Xhea said. Her chest was starting to feel tight, her breath short, and not just from the pain; this was more walking, and faster, than anything she’d done since her surgery.


  “Your friend?” Mercks asked carefully. He fell into step beside her, his stride comically short as he attempted to keep himself to Xhea’s pace.


  Word about Shai had traveled; though none but Xhea could see her, she was nonetheless felt in Edren’s halls. Even dead and bodiless, Shai produced more magic in a day than all of Edren’s citizens combined. Just by being at Xhea’s side, Shai had filled Edren’s magical storage coils to overflowing—an unexpected influx of power that more than paid for Xhea’s stay and care.


  Xhea shook her head, coins chiming. “Found some crazy dead guy screaming in my room. He was headed this way.”


  “I felt …” Mercks hesitated, clearly uncomfortable. “Something cold. A chill in the hall.”


  “Probably him.” Xhea shrugged. “Probably walked right through you.”


  “Xhea,” Shai asked from behind her. “How do you know this man?”


  Xhea didn’t reply.


  Back in the former lobby, Mercks called to the young guard watching the monitors; the rest were out on their hourly sweep. The guard looked up warily as they approached, his prominent Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. Not someone Xhea knew, though she’d met many of the guards since Lorn Edren had carried her here, bruised and broken, nearly two months before. Even so, he looked familiar. She wondered if he had been the one on duty when she’d dragged herself here from Orren with aid of a rusty length of pipe to shout for Lorn’s help.


  Xhea’s gaze was drawn inexorably back to the stairs. She saw no glimpse of white, heard no phantom shouts or whimpers, yet knew it was the way the ghost had traveled. Down. She could feel his presence in the darkness just below, a subtle ache that urged her onward.


  She tightened her grip on her stick.


  Before Mercks could stop her—before she could stop herself—Xhea made a beeline for the stairs. She hopped down the first step and lost her balance, grabbing the railing to keep from falling. There was a shout from behind her—the young guard—and then Mercks called her name. Using her good leg, she lowered herself down one step and then another, breath hissing through her teeth as she knocked her braced knee against the banisters. It was only when she’d traveled beyond reach of even Mercks’s long arm that she paused, panting from pain and the sudden exertion. She hadn’t fallen; that was something.


  “Xhea, I need you to come back here,” Mercks said. There was kindness in that voice, with command beneath. She felt a pang at ignoring both; her next midnight visit was unlikely to be quite so friendly.


  “I will,” she said. “But not just yet.”


  She took a deep breath. She was hardly below ground by her standards, but already she could feel the difference. A weight had lifted from her shoulders, and her breath came a little slower, a little easier. Oh, how she missed the tunnels, strange as it seemed; how she missed the wide-open spaces that were hers and hers alone. Something in her eased as she looked down into the basement.


  “Don’t worry,” she said over her shoulder. “If I fall, I promise I won’t make you come get me.” Xhea sat carefully on the tread, and began lowering herself down the stairs one slow and awkward step at a time, Shai’s light a steady presence at her side.
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  By the time she reached the bottom of the stairs, Xhea could barely breathe. She clutched her walking stick and stared at her hand as it trembled against the railing’s tarnished brass.


  “Seriously?” she muttered. Exhausted from one flight of stairs? Despite Shai’s needling, she hadn’t realized that she’d gotten so bad. So … soft.


  She limped forward. Shai cast the open space at the stairs’ foot in a gentle glow, yet even beyond the reach of her light, it was easy for Xhea’s black and white vision to pick out details. Few had walked these halls in the years since the civil war more than a decade before. Near the stairs there were scuffs and recent lines of footprints, yet no more than ten feet beyond the dust lay thick across the floor, disturbed now only by her boots. Years living in the tunnels beneath the Lower City had taught Xhea to minimize the dust clouds her footsteps conjured; even so, she had to stifle a cough.


  Here, as above, Edren showed its past: meeting rooms surrounded her, or perhaps auxiliary ballrooms, though she didn’t know what anyone had needed with so many of either. This level was silent, no hint of the ghost’s shouting, though Xhea still felt him like an ache at the edge of her senses. That way, it told her, drawing her toward the main underground complex. That way—and retreating.


  Soon the hall opened into what had been a shopping corridor for hotel guests. The boutique shops were barely larger than one-car garages—a tourist café, a jewelry store, a women’s clothing shop. Empty now, only display cases and faded signs gave testament to what had once been inside. Benches and fake trees lined the corridor’s center, the trees’ leaves pale with dust, the benches crazed through with cracks. Yet it was the corridor’s far end that held Xhea’s attention: a massive barricade blocked the hall, from floor to ceiling, from side to side; and the ghost stood before it, hands again pressed to his mouth as he shook and shuddered.


  “Careful now,” Xhea murmured to Shai. “If he comes after you again, run.”


  They crept closer—or tried to. There was no sneaking now, not with her stick clacking against the floor with her every step. Might as well use a loudspeaker, she thought, wincing at the sound. Maybe add in a few firecrackers for good measure.


  The direct method, then. “Hello,” she called. The hall took her words and amplified them, the echoes whispering from far corners. The ghost looked up, his white clothes bright in Shai’s reflected light. He stared at her wide-eyed, and trembled.


  “I’m not going to hurt you,” Xhea said. She didn’t want to, anyway—not until he gave her reason. “My friend isn’t either.”


  His hands were in his mouth, but he was not screaming now. No, he was biting his fingers; she could see the tension in his jaw as he clenched down, the flash of pale teeth as he winced at the pain.


  It was only as she drew closer that he pulled his hands from his mouth and held them before him to ward her away. Minutes before, his hands had been whole—Xhea remembered those long fingers reaching for Shai. Yet now his fingertips were gone, nothing beyond his third knuckle but air.


  “What are you—” They had not been bitten off, Xhea realized mid-sentence. They were dissolving. As she watched, more of the flesh at his fingers’ ends became indistinct, hazy and fading. The ghost shuddered and shook, hands splayed before him as he folded over as if from some blow to the gut. And again. And again.


  Stranger and stranger. Something more than exertion sped Xhea’s heart—though whether it was fear or exhilaration, she did not know.


  Xhea stopped just outside of arm’s reach of the ghost. His shaking and shuddering worsened with every moment, until it was clear he fought to stay upright, fought to stand. A seizure? Memory of his death? Neither seemed to fit his strange movements.


  “It’s his tether,” Shai whispered.


  Xhea moved to see the tether bound between the ghost’s shoulder blades—and froze. She called it a tether—for what else could it be?—though in that moment it looked like no tether she had ever seen. It was a swirling gray, thick around as her arm and visible without squinting. So, too, could she feel its strange vibration: a deep, insistent thrum that all but made her teeth rattle.


  More, it pulled on the ghost. Not like an elastic band stretched to its limits, but as if it were a living thing intent on dragging him backwards. He fought it, trembling and shuddering at every pull—but he was losing. Weakening, as if each tug on the tether took some vital part of him away.


  Xhea blinked. No, the tether wasn’t just pulling; it was somehow drawing away his very essence like milk through a straw. His hands were vanishing, as were his feet. He seemed now to float a few inches in the air, his blunt-ending ankles pointing toward the unmarred dust of the floor.


  “Sweetness and blight,” Xhea whispered. “What’s on the other end of that line?”


  Deep within her, something dark stirred and shifted. Xhea inhaled sharply in surprise, for she knew that sensation—her magic, dormant now these past two months, again coming to life within her. Quickly, she reached for the ghost’s upraised arm, thinking to grasp him with hand and magic both.


  Too late.


  For a moment the ghost’s gray eyes met hers, and again she saw that terrible lucidity, a focus so intense that it seemed to have a physical impact.


  “Run,” he whispered. With a terrible jerk, the tether yanked him through the barricade, and he was gone.


  For a long moment, there was only silence.


  Xhea stared at the barricade’s uneven surface where the ghost had been pulled through—the heavy blocks of concrete, the jumble of rusted rebar, the scrap metal sloppily welded together—as if by looking long enough she might make the ghost return. Yet there was nothing but that silence and stillness, even the dust undisturbed in wake of the ghost’s passage.


  “That was …” Shai whispered before stuttering to a stop.


  “I know.” Xhea’s desire to laugh had long since vanished. She pressed her free hand to her stomach, feeling the faintest whisper of magic curling and coiling within, twin to her fear. She should have been relieved to find her power hadn’t been entirely burned from her, and yet could only think: Too little, too late.


  Still she stared, trying to peer though the gaps in the piled barricade and out into the empty hallway beyond. There was no movement there, no sound, no sign of life or light.


  And yet …


  Xhea frowned, stepping cautiously closer, and raised her free hand toward the barricade. Her fingers hovered but a breath away from the closest concrete block.


  There’s something, she thought. Something …


  She did not know what. Only felt the sudden, rising desire to walk forward, touch the barrier—or pass through it entirely, as if her flesh and bone were as insubstantial as a ghost’s. She shook her head, coins chiming, trying to dispel the strange feeling with the movement.


  “What could have done that to him?” Shai said from beside her, voice unsteady.


  “I don’t know.” And she didn’t. Xhea had seen ghosts freed and ghosts banished, ghosts so old and weary that they had begun to fade—but never before had she seen anything like this ghost, frantic and confused in turn, disappearing in pieces. She thought of his tether, stretched beyond all thought or reason—and his anchor, hidden somewhere down here in the dark and cold—and shook her head.


  “I felt like we were watching something … eat him.”


  Xhea shrugged uncomfortably; she didn’t disagree. “But what could eat a ghost?”


  Shai shivered. “Nothing I want to meet.”


  That, right there, was the reason Xhea couldn’t ask Shai to walk through the barricade—little barrier though it was to one who could pass unhindered through solid walls. There’s something out there, she thought. She saw no movement through the barrier’s small gaps; heard no breath or scuff of shoes against the dirty floor. No one there, logic said. Nothing.


  Instinct disagreed.


  For there was something or someone to which the ghost was bound—something close. Something that called to her, urging her forward. She wanted—


  Xhea shook her head. She did not know what it was that she wanted so suddenly, so urgently, only knew that it was on the other side of Edren’s barricade in the tunnels beyond. Again Xhea made to step forward, and only will and pain kept her from moving.


  Instead she whispered, “Do you feel that?”


  Beside her, Shai looked at the barricade and shuddered, wrapping her arms around her chest as if to ward off a sudden chill. “Yes,” she said. “It’s awful. Xhea, we should go.”


  Xhea glanced at her in surprise. Strange and unfamiliar, yes—but awful?


  Yet Shai was right; the ghost was beyond her help now, and whatever called to Xhea—whatever made Shai want to turn and run—was nothing they could reach. Time to make her slow way back upstairs and face the consequences that surely waited there; time to sag back into her small cot and stare at the ceiling in hope that sleep might still come before morning.


  But still she stared, one hand outstretched before her. For, deep within the barricade, she saw a spot of perfect black.


  It was not the dark of light blocked, not here where no light fell; neither was she seeing something black waiting behind. It was the dark of absence, the dark of nothing at all. And it, like something in the space beyond, pulled at her.


  Xhea knew with sudden certainty what would happen if she touched the barricade.


  Go upstairs, she told herself. Tell Lorn, tell Mercks, tell—somebody, anybody. But she did not move. Couldn’t. For all that getting here had felt like it had taken all of her energy, she suddenly could not imagine a force great enough to draw her away.


  Here, the barricade seemed to say to her. Here, here, here.


  As if in a dream, Xhea touched the block of concrete before her. It was just a gentle touch—and yet where her fingers brushed the cold concrete, the block began to fall in on itself. Within seconds the heavy chunk had all but crumbled to nothing, as if the shape she’d seen had been nothing more than an empty façade made of sugar and sand. Nothing inside it anymore, only a hollow semblance, collapsing.


  She opened her mouth to speak—but only breath came out, thin and shaking. Before her, the reaction to her touch spread like a cigarette burn widening across a sheet of dry paper, faster and faster, leaving only dust and black ash in its wake. Behind, where she had thought to see only more rubble or even the hall beyond, there was only that span of perfect black—widening, now, like a great mouth opening to swallow her down.


  Xhea stumbled back and back again as the destruction spread, faster and faster—until it suddenly cascaded. She cried out as the barricade fell in a rush of sound and dust and rubble, raising her hands in a futile attempt to protect her face from the flying debris. The movement was too quick for her precarious balance. She lost her stick and tumbled to the floor.


  Shai cast her hands before her and magic rushed out like a wave of sunlight. There was no shape to it, no spell, only pure magic strong enough to keep back the worst of the debris as the dust cloud rushed over them both, fast and stinging.


  Curled and cringing on the floor, Xhea tried to scream—but everything was suddenly darkness and dust. Grit tried to force its way beneath her squeezed-tight eyelids. Every breath was dust and ash, her mouth thick with the taste, her ears roaring with the sound, and she choked and gasped.


  She could not breathe—oh sweetness, she could not breathe.


  Then the dust cloud passed and began to settle, small bits of debris hitting the ground around her like spring hail. Xhea coughed and coughed again, choking up dirt as her eyes streamed tears. For a moment, as her ears rang, she thought she could hear screams—the groan of asphalt and the creak of buckling supports—the rattle of dislodged bricks falling to the broken ground.


  Memory. Only memory.


  But in that instant, she was nine years old again and outside her apartment on the edge of the ruins, caught in the collapse of the Red Line subway tunnel.


  She shook her head, trying to push away the memories and the adrenaline alike; tried to take a breath without choking and slow her heart’s frantic beat. Yet it was not only the dust that made her tears flow.


  “Xhea,” Shai was saying, “Xhea, are you okay? Answer me!”


  Xhea wiped her eyes and struggled to sit. Shai hovered before her, attempting to kneel, and fell silent only when Xhea moved. The ghost paused then, clearly caught between hope and despair; she reached out with one shining hand and touched Xhea’s cheek as if she might wipe away the tears.


  “I’m okay,” Xhea murmured. It wasn’t strictly true, but true enough; despite the shock and the adrenaline that even now coursed through her, she had added only minor scrapes and bruises to her tally of injuries.


  Then she saw the barricade.


  It had not, as she’d feared, entirely fallen. Looking at what was left, she almost wished it had.


  Where she’d touched—where, so briefly, she’d seen that span of perfect black—there was now a hole bored straight the way through the barricade, taller than a man was high and wider than she could stretch her arms. And not a ragged hole, as one would expect from a tangled pile of junk, but a tunnel straight and neat as if it had been built that way.


  Something had tunneled through Edren’s barricade, turned it to dust from the inside out and left only the barest façade to cover the damage. Xhea could even see pieces—a sheet of metal, a heavy chair’s ruined frame—that were only half-crumbled. She had the feeling that if she were to touch them, she would find them as strong and stable as the rest of the barrier itself; aged and rusted, yes, but far more resilient than anything a small girl could destroy with a touch.


  Of the rest there was only dust.


  “Can you stand?” Shai asked. Xhea nodded. “Then I think we need to go.”


  From the stairs far behind them came the echo-garbled sound of someone calling Xhea’s name—but it was not that that made Xhea agree, but the feeling that grew the longer she stared at the damaged barricade. Again she felt the desire to step beyond—but now, beneath that desire, there was something else. The hairs on the back of her neck rose.


  There was someone out in the darkness of the underground. Someone watching. Someone waiting.


  The abandoned shopping corridors and subway tunnels that wound beneath the Lower City had always been hers and hers alone. Not anymore. Her magic shifted weakly within her, thin wisps curling and coiling at the thought.


  “Have you seen my stick?” Xhea asked softly.


  “Here.”


  Xhea retrieved it from beneath the heavy covering of debris and made her careful way to her feet. Shai only stared at the barricade and the empty hall beyond, her hands clasped and pressed hard to her stomach, her feet hovering a good six inches from the floor.


  “We really need to leave,” Shai said with growing urgency.


  “Agreed.” Xhea turned her back on the destruction, attempting to ignore the prickle between her shoulder blades. From Edren’s main level the shouting increased, the sound of her name replaced by loud commands that she return.


  Xhea sighed and limped as fast as she was able.


  “Come on,” she said. “Let’s go meet the welcoming party.”


  It was only once they’d left the shopping corridor and returned to the hall that Xhea felt her shoulders loosen. No urge to turn anymore; no desire to walk beyond the barricade’s protection. No feeling of unseen eyes on her.


  A glance at Shai confirmed her suspicions. While the ghost still looked anxious, concern pinching the corners of her mouth, that restless energy was gone now—if not forgotten.


  Shai met her eyes. “You know how I keep telling you to get up and actually do something?”


  “Maybe once or twice, yeah.”


  A hint of a smile touched Shai’s lips, only to vanish as she glanced behind them. “I think I take it back.”


  When at last they could see the base of the two sets of downward sweeping stairs from Edren’s main level—and when the shouting from the top of those stairs had begun to deafen her—Xhea called out.


  “I’m here,” she shouted, then had to pause, coughing. She was going to be spitting dust for days.


  There was a brief pause, then: “Xhea.” The woman who spoke wasn’t loud, but the sound carried nonetheless. Xhea cringed; she recognized the speaker all too well. “Are you injured?”


  “No more than before.”


  “Then would you please join us?” The words were quiet, polite, but there was nothing soft about them.


  “Working on it.” She heard the sullen note that crept into her tone—and hated it.


  Xhea looked up the stairs as they approached, noticing for the first time that a man stood partway down the flight, already closer to the lower level than he was to the top. Mercks. He clutched the railing with one pale-knuckled hand and stared down at her, eyes tight with concentration. As she watched, a rivulet of sweat ran down his temple. Xhea had to crush the sudden urge to apologize; she hadn’t forced him down the stairs.


  “Man,” Xhea said, meeting his eyes and refusing to flinch away, “did you ever pick the short straw.”


  She hit the first stair and began the laborious process of hauling herself up, grabbing the railing with her left hand and her stick with the right. She wanted to just sit and push herself up backward one dirty tread at a time—but there was a crowd at the top of the stairs, and she’d be blighted if she was going to let them watch her crawl.


  After all, it’s only pain.


  Xhea didn’t look up until she reached the ground level, a sweating Mercks at her side, and even then she didn’t speak. Couldn’t. It was all she could do to keep breathing.


  A woman waited at the top of the stairs, a small crowd of security and hastily woken officials spread behind her. She watched Xhea with careful, considering eyes.


  “Sit,” she said at last, gesturing. Xhea sagged onto the stairs leading up to the ballrooms, heedless of the dirt she left on the confetti-strewn carpet.


  “I assume,” the woman said, “that you went underground with good reason.”


  It was not sarcasm. Xhea looked up and up to meet the woman’s eyes.


  Emara Pol-Edren was tall, easily over six feet, and her whipcord-thin build was hard with muscle. She was dressed simply, casually, as if she’d been awake and working when summoned. And she had been summoned, of that Xhea had no doubt; Emara stood with the unthinking confidence of someone in charge. She managed much of the skyscraper’s internal affairs, and though she wasn’t in security’s chain of command, that didn’t change the way everyone hung on every quiet word she spoke.


  “Yes,” Xhea said. “Or reason enough. What I found was worse.” She rubbed the sweat and dust from her forehead, then held her dirt-caked hand before her like an offering.


  “This is your barricade,” Xhea said, “or what’s left of it.”


  The crowd reacted—cursing, rushing to monitors, turning to each other in dismay. Emara did not. She only stared at Xhea as if their gazes had become locked; Xhea could read the questions there as clearly as if Emara had shouted. She wanted to shout, Xhea saw, though only the tightness in her jaw hinted at the anger that boiled beneath.


  “It wasn’t me,” Xhea said softly—so soft that even Shai, hovering by her left shoulder, could not hear. “I swear to you, this time it wasn’t me.”


  “You will tell me everything,” Emara said.


  Question, command—it was all the same in the end.




  [image: images]


  Xhea was allowed a quick bath and brought fresh clothes before being led to a small meeting room and grilled for what felt like forever. Before dawn broke, Xhea had told her story more times than she could count; more times, it seemed, than should have been possible in the dark hours before morning. She understood the need, even as she resented it.


  The ghost and his strange behavior was her problem and Shai’s, if it was anyone’s—but the barricade? Its presence, and now its sudden absence, was critical to all of Edren, if only for what its loss might portend. She knew it, even though the last war in the Lower City was only a story to her told in pieces: in rumor and word of absent friends; in half-spoken tales and remembrances that trailed away to nothing; in decade-old blood feuds that even now led to harsh words, drawn knives, and worse in the Lower City’s streets. Its devastation could still be seen in the scars on the walls of the underground passages—the cracked tile and black scorch marks. It was the reason for the creation of the underground barricades that protected the skyscrapers, one from the other.


  The war had seen desperate days, its battles far fiercer than the combats of blade and magic that Edren sponsored within the walls of its arena. No one wanted a return to those days—or so it had been assumed. The hole said otherwise.


  So Xhea told the story again and again—to Edren’s head of security and his note-taking assistant, to first one Edren council member then another—dragging details from her exhausted mind and trying to sound respectful. Failing miserably at the latter, despite her honest attempts. Through it all, Emara Pol-Edren watched, noting details and asking quiet questions about seeming inconsistencies in Xhea’s telling.


  Soon not even Shai’s patient prompting was enough to keep Xhea going; the ghost’s echoes of the interviewers’ questions seemed as indecipherable as the originals. Xhea’s next dose of painkillers was more than welcome—as was the oblivion it brought in the wake of pain’s ease. For the first time in recent memory, she did not have to fight for sleep.


  Xhea woke with a headache, a dry mouth, and Shai standing over her. She blinked, pushing sleep away. For a moment it seemed that she could still hear the dead man’s voice, reverberating from dream or memory.


  Run away.


  “They’ll need you soon.”


  Shivering, Xhea nodded, rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and worked on standing. Dressing usually took the longest. She reached for a clean set of the loose cotton clothes—little more than pajamas—that Edren supplied. She’d worn these clothes, or ones so similar as to be nearly identical, since the day Lorn had brought her to the skyscraper on a stretcher, hurt and delirious, a distressed ghost by her side. Today she hesitated. Instead, she reached toward a folded pile of clothes long ignored on the shelf.


  Long, dark pants with pockets down both legs. A light tank top as an undershirt, a heavier long-sleeved shirt on top. And a too large jacket, worn and oft-mended, with pockets on the inside and out, each filled with countless small treasures.


  Warmer clothes, she thought, than she needed in the summer heat. Yet something in her eased as the jacket’s weight settled across her shoulders. Shai had told her that the oversized jacket made her look smaller and younger than she was, but Xhea didn’t care; it was hers.


  Dressed in her old clothes, Xhea took a deep breath, sat up straighter, and smiled.


  “Welcome back,” Shai said softly.


  Xhea looked toward the ghost, who hovered now on the small room’s far side, complex patterns of magic flickering between her upraised hands like pyrotechnic fireflies. She did not pretend to misunderstand.


  “Was I really so bad?” Xhea looked at her walking stick, turning it over and over in her hands.


  “Well,” Shai said, “never so bad that I actually murdered you. Though I came close, once or twice.”


  “Abelane used to tell me that I was an insufferable patient.”


  “Nothing’s really changed.” But Shai laughed as she said it.


  The summons arrived shortly thereafter. “Could be worse,” Xhea said when she’d read the note. “We’re to go to an office on the twelfth floor at our earliest convenience.”


  “We? It mentions me?” Shai asked incredulously. She dropped her hands and the magic she’d held flickered as it faded to nothing.


  “Yes, actually.” Xhea tightened her brace, grabbed her stick, and stood. She winced as she steadied herself; her legs ached, and her arms—and not just from the new bruises from when the barricade had come down. No, she felt the ache of overworked muscles. Soft and lazy, she mocked herself in silence, and knew her taunts were nothing but the truth. Well, no more.


  She looked up to meet Shai’s surprised expression.


  “Come on,” she said, “it’s not as if they don’t know you’re here. You’re practically fueling the whole skyscraper.” Fueling it without thought or intent. There were no spells that bound Shai to Edren, as there had been to her home Tower, Allenai; no attempt had been made to capture her for her power, as rival Tower Eridian had tried when it had abducted Shai’s spirit. Yet even the faintest brush of her power against Edren’s collecting spells—a pause by a magical storage coil, a walk by spelled wires—poured more magic into the skyscraper than Edren’s citizens could ever provide.


  “Knowing and acknowledging are different,” Shai said shortly. “The summons was from Lorn, then?”


  “No.” Lorn Edren was the only person to have introduced himself to Shai that Xhea had witnessed. Yet despite seeing to Xhea’s care and comfort—providing, even at its most basic, a level of security that she had never before known—her sometime-ally had been notably absent. She’d tried not to take that absence personally. She just hadn’t tried very hard.


  “Not Lorn,” she said. “His wife.”


  Xhea made her slow way through Edren’s back halls, past the main kitchen toward what had once been the rear service elevator. The halls were busier than she was used to, citizens scurrying about on tasks that she couldn’t begin to fathom; yet to a one, they stepped aside to let her pass.


  “I think my reputation precedes me,” Xhea murmured. But then, she was used to people shying away from her as if she were poison. She kept her shoulders square and stared straight ahead, allowing the passers-by to continue on their way without feeling the need to meet her eyes.


  “I think they’re just trying not to knock over the tiny limping girl with the cane,” Shai replied.


  The service elevator was Edren’s only elevator that ran entirely on mechanical parts. Her magic was no more than a whisper of dark, but even so, Xhea didn’t trust herself not to short out something vital in the other lifts’ workings. She could imagine many horrible things, but few beat the visceral terror of falling to her death in a magic-glitched elevator cage.


  Yet when she turned the corner, it was to find the elevator cordoned off, its doors open to an empty shaft, and the sound of someone working in the darkness below. Xhea shouted over the sound of metal clanging.


  “Take the stairs!” a voice called back. “Not going to be done for hours.”


  “Of course,” Xhea muttered and made her way to the fire exit stairs. No dramatic sweeping staircase, these: they were bare concrete with a cold metal railing so often peeled and repainted that its surface rippled.


  “Twelve floors. That’s not so bad, right?”


  Shai wisely stayed silent.


  By the second flight, Shai began to ask questions—mostly, Xhea thought, to stop Xhea’s incessant swearing.


  “Lorn’s wife—that’s the woman from last night? The tall one?”


  Xhea made a noise that was part laugh, part gasp as she hauled herself to the next landing. “The one and only.”


  “It seemed like you …” Shai hesitated, paused, and tried again. “It seemed like she knew you.”


  Xhea smiled—a pained, unhappy smile—because that right there was the heart of it.


  “She visited you twice, you know,” Shai said.


  “When was this?” Xhea asked in surprise.


  “Right after your surgery, when you were drugged. She didn’t say anything to you, either. Just … watched.”


  Probably wanted to stab me in the neck. It was a thought best kept behind closed lips.


  “This is not my first time in Edren,” she said at last. She grabbed the railing and hauled herself upward. One step. Another.


  “You don’t mean when Lorn sheltered you during the night. Before that.”


  Xhea nodded, and Shai’s brows drew down as she considered, attempting to find the words and meaning that Xhea couldn’t quite say. Explaining was going to be hard, Xhea realized. She glanced around, seeing only painted breezeblock walls and bare concrete steps, and wishing she were in the tunnels nonetheless. Somewhere truly safe, with no possible risk of being overheard.


  But while Shai could say whatever she wanted, Xhea had no way to make her words inaudible. She never used to worry about others’ reactions when she spoke to ghosts. Truth be told, she’d rarely been around anyone long enough for them to hear more than a random sentence or two—when she’d bothered to speak to the ghosts in her care at all. Shai had changed that; Shai, and being stuck and largely immobile in a skyscraper, with the same people around her in the same halls.


  And there were things that she had sworn never to speak aloud.


  “You said that Edren owed you a favor, one from before I met you,” Shai said at last. “You never told me how you earned that favor.”


  Xhea grinned. “Got it in one.”


  “A secret,” Shai said slowly, considering. “And it had to involve a ghost, or why would Lorn have called you?”


  Except it hadn’t been Lorn at all.


  “Oh, everyone knows that story,” Xhea said, seemingly in response to a question that Shai hadn’t actually asked. She leaned against the railing on the landing for balance and tried to catch her breath. Four floors—only eight to go. It seemed a small impossibility.


  “The Edren family had two sons: Lorn and his elder brother Addis.” Even saying the name felt strange now, so long had she kept it behind her teeth. “Lorn was wilder, then. He made a name for himself in the arena.” She laughed, and gripped the railing again. “Made a name for himself in the streets, too: a man who celebrated as hard as he fought.”
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