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Cast of Characters



(as of the end of Blood of the Chosen)


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, which was later replaced by a ghoul prosthetic. Traveled with Gyre to Khirkhaz and formed a relationship with Elariel. Escaped from the Purifier with Gyre and Maya.


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. Sentenced to death for Naumoriel’s failures. Her sentence was commuted to exile so she could help Gyre in Khirkhaz, and she was forcibly altered to appear human. In a relationship with Sarah. Escaped from the Purifier with Gyre and Maya.


Tyraves—new Minister of the Exterior after Naumoriel’s death. Helped Gyre set up the Khirkhaz expedition.


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. Followed Maya to the Purifier, confronted the Corruptor, and was killed helping everyone else escape.


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. Defeated and wounded by Gyre at Spire Kotzed, but escaped.


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. Currently in Skyreach on assignment.


Varo Plagueluck—a scout and friend of Maya’s. Notorious for his disaster stories. Accompanied Maya to Khirkhaz and escaped with her and Gyre from the Purifier.


Bequaria (“Beq”)—an arcanist and Maya’s lover. Went to Leviathan’s Womb with Maya and knows about her link with Gyre. Accompanied Maya to Khirkhaz and escaped with her and Gyre from the Purifier.


Khirkhaz


Baron Apphia Kotzed—one of the Lightning Barons, driven from her ancestral seat for resisting Republic rule. Founder and tenuously in command of the Khirkhaz Commune. Became lovers with Gyre during the campaign to retake Spire Kotzed.


Nina Kotzed—Apphia’s teenage younger sister, also with the Commune.


Brennard—captain of Apphia’s guard, a tough professional soldier.


Vaela Racent Truestrike—elderly noblewoman of Khirkhaz and a leader in the Commune.


Empire of Ruin


Nial-Est-Ashok, the Corruptor—a Chosen warped into a monster with dhaka, creator of the black spiders and mastermind of the plot to get Maya to activate the Purifier.


The Eldest—one of the black spiders controlling a number of villages on the Forsaken Coast. Destroyed by Maya.















Series Recap



Gyre, accompanied by Kit’s constructs, searches for a way back into Refuge. When he finally finds an entrance, he’s captured and hauled before the Geraia, where Elariel is on trial for her life. Gyre convinces them to help him lead a rebellion against the Republic. They agree to let Elariel go into exile and assist him, but to protect Refuge’s secret she’s altered to look human.


Gyre and Elariel stop in Deepfire to meet Lynnia and Sarah. They buy a cargo of alchemical weapons and supplies with the funds provided by the ghouls. Gyre offers Sarah a ghoul-made replacement for her missing arm, and she agrees to accompany him. They begin the long journey south to Khirkhaz, where Gyre has rebel contacts.


In the Forge, Maya tends to the comatose Jaedia. Prodominus asks her to travel to the plaguespawn-haunted Forsaken Coast and visit the Archive to get information about a strange new arcana. Maya, Varo, and Beq undertake the journey, and when plaguespawn find them, they’re forced to take shelter in a village. Soon the villagers are revealed to be servants of the Eldest, a black spider who controls the plaguespawn. Maya destroys him, at a brutal cost. At the Archive, they learn the mystery arcana is a “resonator,” a communications device of unknown origin.


Gyre tries to avoid entanglements on the road, keeping to the Splinter Kingdoms to escape Republic forces. In the Kingdom of Ehrenvare, his goods are nearly seized, but he and the others manage to reclaim them and escape. They reach Cliffedge, on the border with Khirkhaz, and meet Nina Kotzed. She brings them to the rebel Khirkhaz Commune, in spite of the efforts of its warring factions. Her older sister, Apphia, is the Commune’s leader, and she and Gyre form an accord. When the camp is attacked by a centarch and Gyre defeats her, the Commune unites behind them and makes plans to reclaim the fortress of Spire Kotzed.


After returning to the Forge and recovering from her ordeal, Maya learns that Prodominus is keeping information on the resonator from the Council. She resolves to break into his storehouse and investigate for herself, with help from Varo, Beq, and Tanax. They evade the alarms and retrieve the device. It activates, letting them speak to Ashok, the last of the Chosen. He gives them instructions for making their own resonator and says he needs Maya’s help.


Beq assembles the new device, and Maya speaks to Ashok at greater length. He tells them that a machine called the Purifier exists in Khirkhaz, ready to destroy the Plague and allow the Chosen to return. Ashok insists that the enemy has infiltrated the Order and other centarchs can’t be trusted. He tells Maya to join an expedition to Khirkhaz as cover.


In Khirkhaz, Gyre leads a sneak attack on Spire Kotzed, routing the garrison in a major victory for the Commune. The Republic forces, accompanied by Prodominus, Maya, Varo, Beq, and the centarch Va’aht—originally responsible for Gyre’s mutilation—prepare a counterattack. Legionaries storm the gates, and the Commune forces, equipped with ghoul weapons, barely hold on. Gyre defeats Va’aht, but the centarch escapes.


Gyre confronts Maya, and his ghoul augmentations allow him to defeat her. She retreats with the rest of the Republic forces to their camp. Later, she sends Varo to ask Gyre for a meeting and explains to him her secret mission to the Purifier. To get Gyre’s help, she lies and says the Purifier will eliminate the plaguespawn threat.


Gyre, Elariel, Sarah, and Kit join Maya, Varo, and Beq on the journey to the Purifier. They find the ancient machine hidden under a mountain, but the entrance is guarded by deadly traps. Only Elariel’s knowledge allows them to escape, but she has to reveal herself as a ghoul to Maya. Maya confronts her, but Gyre steps in, and Maya’s deception about the Purifier’s purpose is revealed. Gyre refuses to allow Maya to bring the Chosen back to the world, and the siblings square off again. This time, when Gyre gets the upper hand, Maya disables the Thing—which the Archive identified as a power limiter—and unleashes her true strength to defeat him. Debilitated, she activates the Purifier, cleansing the world of the Plague.


Ashok emerges from a Gate, revealing himself as no longer Chosen but a twisted monstrosity—the Corruptor of ghoul legend. He wounds Maya, who falls unconscious, and easily defeats the others. Prodominus, who had followed the group undetected, arrives and fights a delaying action. He tells Gyre to get everyone through the Gate and to go back to the Forge and seek out Xalen. Kit sacrifices the last of her nearby construct bodies to distract the Corruptor, and the others escape through the Gate. Prodominus destroys the Gate behind them, killing himself in an explosion.


Afterward, Ashok recovers, irritated that he will have to make his way to the next nearest Gate but not terribly inconvenienced. He directs through his resonators that preparations in Skyreach begin at once.
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Maya


Maya opened her eyes with a gasp, cradling her ruined hand against her chest.


For a moment she could see nothing at all, surrounded by total, inky darkness. Then something strobed in front of her, a jagged stroke of white-hot lightning, gone between blinks but leaving shimmering afterimages. A few heartbeats later there was another flash, farther off, and then still farther, twisting bolts marching into the distance.


Where am I?


Her head throbbed. She’d been in the Purifier’s control room, trying to reason with Gyre. She’d used the ancient machine, and… 


It destroyed the Plague. She’d felt it, the wave of energy that rippled out into the world as a self-sustaining chain reaction, tiny dark particles bursting into halos of brilliant light. It worked.


And then the Gate had opened, and Ashok had emerged. Or something had.


The Corruptor. Ashok’s handsome form fused with a monstrous construct, a bloated, spider-legged thing of dark muscle and pulsing intestinal tubing. She’d tried to stop him, but he was a Chosen. His power was overwhelming. And then his resonator had exploded in her hand, shredding her flesh and spattering her with dark fluid. She’d felt the chill of the stuff through her agony.


But that was all she remembered.


Carefully, Maya sat up, finding a cold metal surface above her. She explored it with her good hand while lightning flashed again close by, bright and silent. She got a quick glimpse of a row of machines sitting on a long metal table. Crawling forward, she found she’d been sitting under a similar table. Lightning flashed in the next machine down, then the next, regular as a heartbeat. It was contained in crystalline spheres that sat atop complex assemblies of pipes and conduits.


It all looked like something that could be part of the Purifier, but they hadn’t found any doors except to the control room. Did Beq take me somewhere else in the complex?


She cleared her throat. “H… hello?” Her voice quivered, and Maya gritted her teeth and steadied herself. “Hello? Beq? Varo? Gyre?”


There was no response except the silent flashes of lightning.


She touched her belt and was relieved to find her haken in its accustomed place. Laying a finger on it, she drew on deiat to summon a light. It was something she could do by reflex, which made it all the more unsettling when nothing appeared. Her heart double-thumped, and she forced herself to settle down.


My connection’s burnt out from overuse. No wonder, given what she’d done in the Purifier. It’ll be fine in a few hours. That was common enough, but this felt different somehow. Not like there was something wrong with her, but as though deiat itself were gone, the eternal fire of the sun snuffed out. Which is ridiculous.


With no better option, she started walking down the line of machines, navigating by the flashes. There were several more rows to either side, lightning trapped in the crystal spheres and thrashing like it wanted to escape. After a little while, she came to an archway opening onto a long corridor.


Here, at least, things were a little more familiar. The architecture wouldn’t have looked out of place in the Forge, except that the walls and floor were iridescent gray unmetal instead of stone. Sunstones set in sconces at regular intervals threw a wan illumination. Both sides of the hall were lined with doorways, and though the rooms beyond were dark, Maya got glimpses of other strange machines. There were tanks of murky liquid, churning slowly in the faint light, and spiderwebs of tubing. The air was bone cold and smelled of metal.


Pausing a moment, Maya took a deep breath and uncurled her injured hand. It didn’t hurt, but she couldn’t feel much of anything from it, which seemed like a bad sign. To her surprise, the shredded flesh she remembered was gone. Her calloused brown skin was mottled with patches of pure darkness. She wiggled her fingers and watched them move as though they belonged to someone else.


If Ashok won, maybe he captured me? The thought brought a tightness to her chest—not for herself, since she seemed to be in one piece, but for the others. If I’m alive, they must be too. Maya refused to contemplate the alternative.


She kept walking, now with renewed purpose. Every room she passed was dark and silent, but ahead the corridor ended in another archway, and she made for that. It let onto a circular room ringed by several more archways, with a round console at its center studded with crystals and wire. Curved horns stuck up from the center, outlining the base of an invisible sphere. Maya guessed they were an image projector, like a larger version of the resonator.


A man stood at the controls, his back to Maya. He turned as she paused in the doorway.


“Hello, sha’deia,” said Ashok. The Corruptor.


He looked fully human—or fully Chosen—without the monstrous grafts of metal and flesh. His face was sculpted and handsome, with high cheekbones and delicate features, and his slicked-back hair gleamed with the luster of true gold. He wore loose trousers and a cotton robe, all in white, open at the front to show off a well-muscled torso.


Maya’s good hand had automatically drawn her haken. She tried to ignite it, but her effort of will produced only a frustrating silence. Ashok raised one eyebrow, and his lip quirked.


“Finding yourself a bit powerless?” he said. “Pity.”


“Where are we?” Maya said. “What happened to the others?”


“I wouldn’t worry about them.” He ambled toward her, hands in his pockets. “We have bigger things to think about.”


“Tell me what you’ve done with them,” Maya grated.


“Honestly,” Ashok said, “I’m just trying to have a quiet conversation—”


“Tell me.”


“I haven’t done anything to them,” he said, annoyed. “Nor do I have any idea where they are. Does that satisfy you?”


Maya stared at him for a moment. The Chosen’s eyes glittered dangerously.


“So where am I?” she said.


“That’s a complicated question. Where your body is, I couldn’t tell you.”


“My body?” Maya looked around. “This is some kind of dream?”


“In essence. But a dream we share.” His smile grew wider, sharklike.


“If this is a dream, then I want to wake up.”


“I’m afraid it’s not that simple.” He stepped forward, grabbing her wrist before she could back away, pulling up her injured hand. “We are linked now, you and I. Part of me is part of you, and always will be.”


Maya stared at the dark splotches on her fingers. Her skin crawled and she yanked her hand away.


“So none of this is real.”


Ashok made a so-so gesture. “As I said, it’s complicated.”


At least that explains why I can’t touch deiat. Something deep in Maya shuddered in relief, but she did her best not to show it.


“Then why am I here?” she asked. “If you could have killed me with dreams, I assume you’d have done it already.”


“Kill you?” His smile broadened again. “I’m not going to kill you, Maya. In fact, I’m very eager to meet you in person. That’s why I wanted to talk to you, in fact. I’m going to make you an offer.”


“I’m not interested.”


“I think you might be. If you truly care about your friends. Your brother. That arcanist girl.” He smirked. “Yes, I thought so. The offer is this: find me, come to me, and I will forget they ever existed.”


“Even if I thought that was a good idea, how could I possibly trust you? You used us.”


“I did,” Ashok said agreeably. “And would again, if I had to. But believe me when I say that while I require your assistance with certain projects, I have no interest in the others. If they stay out of the way, I will ignore them.”


He leaned closer, eyes darkening. “If they do not, if you make things difficult, then I may become irritated. I will have you, sha’deia, one way or the other. But if I have to come and take you, then I promise I will kill everyone who helped you, everyone who sheltered you, everyone who so much as spared you a kind word, until you beg me to let you surrender. Understand?”


Maya set her jaw. “I understand that you’re a monster.”


“I never claimed otherwise.” His smile returned. “Great things are coming, and you have a chance to be a part of them. I hope you make the right decision.”


“I’ll find you, all right,” Maya promised. “I never should have listened to you, and I need to make up for that. I’m going to destroy you.”


“So fierce,” Ashok said. “But you cannot hide your doubts from me. Not here. Think on it, sha’deia. I will see you soon.”


The world around Maya dissolved into darkness.


Gyre


Exhaustion pulled at Gyre like a pack full of stones, but he didn’t dare close his eyes. Maya lay on the bedroll, her breathing fast and shallow, her crimson hair soaked with sweat. Every so often she coughed, flecking her lips with black and red sputum. Her left hand was bound in a ragged ball of cloth. Gyre had gotten only a glimpse of the injury as Varo had rapidly applied the makeshift bandage, but that had been enough to turn his stomach.


The sun had vanished entirely, leaving the abandoned cabin with only a single dim glowstone for illumination. Gyre had run out of energy even to pace, so he rocked back and forth on his heels, watching his sister’s jerky breaths. When a rustle came from the other room, he froze, momentarily forgetting what he was supposed to do. Then he bounded to his feet as Elariel appeared in the doorway, rubbing her eyes blearily. Her clothes were scorched and sooty, and her red-brown hair was a filthy tangle.


“Oh, thank the fucking Chosen,” Gyre muttered.


“Gyre?” Elariel said. “What happened? We made it through the Gate—”


“You collapsed,” Gyre said. “Sarah carried you. We’re in an old cabin Varo found, not far from Bastion.”


Elariel shook her head. “Bastion?”


It was easy to forget that Elariel had spent her life in a cave. “A city in the northern Republic. It doesn’t matter.” Gyre took her by the arm and pulled her to the pallet. “You have to help Maya.”


“I…” Elariel allowed herself to be moved a few steps, then pulled back. “What happened to Sarah and the others?”


“They went to the city to find supplies. We need food, bandages, quickheal.”


“But…” Elariel chewed her lip.


“They’ll be fine,” Gyre said, though he had to admit it was more a hope than a certainty. “Sarah has Varo and Beq with her. But please—”


Elariel looked down at Maya, who coughed weakly and moaned in her sleep. The ghoul’s fist clenched.


“She tried to kill me, Gyre,” she said. “When she found out what I was. She tried to kill you.”


“I know. But—”


“She’s a centarch. Like the one you killed at the Commune camp.”


“I know.” The word came out as a shout. Gyre took a few long breaths to calm himself. “She’s my sister. I know you don’t understand what that means.” Ghouls were raised in group creches and didn’t know their parents, let alone their siblings. “Please. It’s… important.”


Elariel studied his face for a long moment. She muttered something in her own language; Gyre guessed it was an obscenity.


“I’m keeping her haken,” Elariel said, kneeling beside Maya and grabbing the bladeless sword from her belt.


“Fine.” Gyre knelt too, and fought off a wave of dizziness.


Muttering another curse, Elariel laid her hands on Maya’s side. Her eyes closed, eyelids twitching as she mumbled to herself. Gyre imagined the tendrils of dhaka, the life-magic that was everything Maya and the Twilight Order condemned, spreading out from the ghoul’s touch to reach through Maya’s body. He wasn’t sure if Maya would have agreed to this or not. But it’s the only chance we have.


“She’s in bad shape,” Elariel said quietly. “It’s not just the hand. The Plague tore up her lungs, her throat—”


“Can you help her?” Gyre grated, his knuckles going white.


“I can,” Elariel said. “But it’s going to take time. She’ll sleep for a while.”


“Fine,” Gyre said, breathing out. All the tension abruptly leaked out of him, leaving only the exhaustion. “That’s fine.”


“And there’s something else.” Elariel frowned, eyes still closed, and her fingers twitched. “Something in her blood. It’s… strange.”


“Is it hurting her?”


“Not that I can tell,” Elariel said. “Which is good, because I can’t get any kind of a grip on it. Her body won’t acknowledge that it’s there.”


“We can deal with it later, then.” Gyre sat back. “As long as she’ll be okay.”


“She will.” Elariel opened her eyes, her expression softening. “Get some rest. I’ll stay with her.”


Gyre nodded dully. He dragged himself to the other room, where Elariel had been lying on a second bedroll. There was no pillow, but it hardly mattered; he barely had time to lie flat before consciousness fled.


It seemed like no time at all had passed before his eyes opened, but by the lines of light clawing their way past rotting shutters, the sun was already rising. Birds twittered and squeaked outside. Gyre’s throat felt like it was caked with soot, and his eyes like they had had their sockets packed with itchy straw, but it was still a considerable improvement on how he’d felt the night before. He rolled over and found his canteen, still a quarter full of tepid water. He drained it, hacked a blob of blue-black mucus onto the ancient floorboards, and slowly got to his feet.


Instinctively he found himself looking for Kit. She’d been his constant companion for months, her voice emerging from black spider-constructs linked to the arcana that contained her disembodied mind, back in the crippled Leviathan. But she’d sacrificed the last of her nearby bodies to buy them time to escape from the Corruptor. She could make more, given time, but thousands of kilometers separated Gyre from Leviathan’s Womb. Gyre was surprised by how much he missed her sarcastic interjections. Her conversation might have been filthy, but at least it was always upbeat. Kit was firm in the conviction that the worst had already happened to her, so there was nowhere to go but up.


Groaning, Gyre shuffled to the door. Elariel sat against the wall in the other room, dozing beside Maya. The effects of the ghoul’s ministrations were evident—Maya’s color was much improved, her breathing was easier, and sweat no longer stood out on her forehead. Elariel stirred and yawned.


“It’s about time to bring her back to waking,” the ghoul said. “I thought it would be better if you were here.”


“Thanks,” Gyre said. “She’s… all right?”


“I said she would be,” Elariel said. “Her hand will require more healing, though, and fresh bandages. She’ll need water, too.”


“I’ll get some.” Gyre picked up a couple of extra canteens from among their scattered gear. “Give me a minute.”


The woods, which had seemed claustrophobic in the pain and terror of the night before, were quite pleasant in the golden light of morning. The cabin was a log-walled single-story affair that might have been a shelter for hunters, but it had clearly gone unused for many years—the door hung by a single hinge and moss was slowly conquering the peaked roof. The remnants of a trail still led from the door down to a stream. Gyre drank until he’d cleared his throat, then filled the canteens and went back.


Elariel sat beside Maya, eyes closed. Gyre waited until she looked up, then offered her one of the canteens. She took it with a yawn.


“She’ll wake up in a minute or two,” the ghoul said. “When are the others getting back?”


“Soon, if everything went well.”


“Wake me up when they get here.”


“I will.” Gyre hesitated. “Thank you, Elariel. I know this wasn’t an easy choice.”


“I just hope you’re right about her.” The ghoul frowned down at Maya. “If she wakes up and tries to kill us, forgive me if I say I told you so.”


Gyre chuckled weakly. Elariel checked her belt for Maya’s haken, then wandered into the other room. Gyre settled down beside the pallet as Maya began to shift restlessly. A few moments later, her eyes shot open, and she twitched as though she were trying to sit up. Gyre leaned forward and put a hand on her shoulder.


“Maya, hey. It’s okay. Everything’s okay.”


“Gyre?” Maya blinked and managed to turn her head toward him.


“It’s me. You’re okay. Just relax.”


“I can’t… I can’t move.” Her good arm trembled at her side, lifting only a few centimeters from the mat.


“Elariel had you in a healing state. You’re still coming out of it. Just wait for a minute.”


“Elariel…” Maya’s eyes widened. “With dhaka?”


“We didn’t have a choice,” Gyre said. “You would have died if she hadn’t. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t let that happen.”


“I…” Maya concentrated for a moment and moved her arm enough to take Gyre’s hand. “It’s all right. I’m just a little out of it.” Her expression tightened. “Where’s Beq and the others?”


“They’ll be here soon,” Gyre said soothingly. “They went to find food.”


“Good.” She still looked haunted. “But… the Purifier…”


“Just rest. We’ll talk about it when they get back.”


“I let him out, Gyre.” Maya strained and managed to sit up, panting with the effort. “He led me along by the nose and I was too plaguing blind to see it.”


“It’s not your fault—”


“Of course it is!”


“Not just your fault, at least,” Gyre said. “We were all there.”


“You tried to stop me.”


“I tried,” Gyre said with a wry smile.


“And Prodominus…” Maya stopped. “Is he here?”


Gyre shook his head. “He… stayed. I think he destroyed the Gate after we left, to keep the Corruptor from following.”


“Chosen defend. I’ve never heard of a Gate being destroyed. The energy involved…” She shook her head. “At least he’d have died quickly.”


“Maybe he destroyed the Corruptor, too.”


Maya shook her head. “He’s still alive. And he’s coming after us. After me.”


“You can’t know that.”


“I know, trust me.” Her face was shadowed. “Though I suppose that may be too much to ask. I lied to you.”


She had. Maya had convinced Gyre the Purifier would destroy the plaguespawn, rather than the Plague itself. Looking at her now, drawn and hollow-eyed, he had a hard time being angry about the betrayal.


“You did what you thought was best,” he said carefully. “I can still trust in that.”


“Ashok warned us you might be working with the ghouls to sabotage the Purifier.”


Gyre gave a hollow laugh. “We had no idea the thing was there. Although if we’d known you were trying to bring back a Chosen, we certainly would have tried to stop you.”


“Chosen defend.” Maya tipped her head back, fighting tears. “I thought… Well. I’ve made a plaguing mess.”


“We’re alive,” Gyre said. “That’s something.”


“We are.” Maya’s lips tightened. “And I’m going to stop him. Whatever his plan is from here, I’m going to burn it down. I swear it.”


Gyre had his own opinions on the practicality of that, but he held his tongue. Fortunately, at that moment there was a clatter of footsteps coming up the path. A party of three came inside, laden with heavy packs, and the air was suddenly full of excited shouting.


“Maya!” Beq dropped her burdens and ran to Maya’s side, wrapping her arms around her. “Oh, thank the Chosen. I thought—I thought—”


“I’m okay,” Maya said, pressing her face into Beq’s long green braid. “I’m still here.”


“I’m glad you’re alive, too,” Varo said, setting his pack down by the door. His light brown scalp, normally bald as an egg, was flecked with stubble after days in the wilderness. “I was hoping you wouldn’t end up like my friend on our trek to Gubernin. He got bit by a snake on the first day, and he told us he was fine, but his foot kept swelling bigger and bigger. By the fifth day, he tried to walk on it and it just popped.” He mimed an explosion with his hands. “Got all over everything, let me tell you.”


“Thank you, Varo,” Maya managed, still hugging Beq, her shoulders shaking with silent laughter. “I knew you’d have something appropriate to say.”


“Where’s Elariel?” Sarah said. She had a fresh cloak, and her left arm was wound in a sheet, concealing the ghoul-made prosthetic underneath.


“I’m here.” Elariel appeared in the doorway, still yawning. “Just tired. Helping Maya took half the night.”


“You healed her?” Beq said. “With dhaka?”


There was an abrupt silence. Maya drew herself up a little.


“Thank you,” she said, bowing slightly to Elariel. “I owe you my life. I was… hasty, before. I’m glad you didn’t hold that against me.”


Elariel shrank in on herself under the combined gazes, her cheeks coloring.


“Thank Gyre,” she muttered. “I wouldn’t have, but he insisted.”


Another awkward pause, which Varo broke by unbuckling his pack.


“We bought food,” he said. “Or I bought food, anyway. Would you believe I’m the only one who had any money? One of the basic rules of being a scout—always have a few thalers tucked away. One time, my friend—”


“I’m starved,” Maya interrupted.


There was a busy interval as the packs were broken open and supplies distributed. It was simple fare, fresh bread with butter and dried summerfruit, but it felt like a feast. Gyre wasn’t sure how long it had been since his last meal—sometime before they’d reached the Purifier—but it felt like an eternity. Even Elariel settled down beside Sarah and tore into a round loaf with her teeth.


“Okay,” Varo said, when everyone was satisfied. “Nobody wants to say it, so I will. What in the name of the Chosen do we do now?”


Elariel looked down at her hands. Beq looked to Maya, who had her eyes closed, her brow creased in thought. Gyre shifted uncomfortably. As he cleared his throat to speak, Maya came to a decision and leaned forward.


“I have made a terrible mistake,” she said. Beq murmured something conciliatory, but Maya waved a hand. “Ashok lied to me, and I trusted him. You can blame me or not, whatever you prefer. The question is what we’re going to do about it.”


“The Order needs to be warned,” Varo said.


“So does Apphia in Khirkhaz,” Gyre said.


“My people, too,” Elariel said. She got a look from Varo and bristled. “The Corruptor threatens everyone, not just humanity.”


“Can we trust the Order?” Sarah said.


“Prodominus didn’t think so,” Gyre said. “He told me to take Maya to the Forge and find someone called Xalen. Said she was the only one we could trust.”


“He’s right,” Maya said. “At least about not being able to trust everyone. We know there were other resonators, other people taking Ashok’s instructions. I’ve never heard of a Xalen, though. Have either of you?”


Beq and Varo both shook their heads.


“I need to get back to Deepfire,” Elariel said. “As soon as possible.”


“We’re a long way from Deepfire,” Sarah said. She carefully touched Elariel’s stiff shoulder. “It’d take months to get there on foot, and we’re in Republic territory.”


“There’s a Gate,” Gyre said, “but—”


“It comes out in the Spike,” Sarah finished. “The most heavily guarded place in the Auxie garrison.”


“Then we go through the garrison,” Elariel said. “Gyre can handle it, I’m sure. I’ll recharge the energy bottles.”


“I can’t say I like the idea,” Gyre said.


“And I’m not happy with the idea of opening a Gate so you can kill dozens of Auxiliaries on the other side,” Varo said. “I realize needs must, but…”


“Gyre,” Maya said. “Can we talk? In private?”


Gyre blinked. “Of course.”


He offered his hand to help Maya up. They went out the front door, Maya’s bare feet crunching amid the scatter of fallen leaves covering the forest floor. Inside, they could hear the argument continue.


“What’s going on?” Gyre said.


“I want to make a deal,” Maya said. “With Elariel. But I think it might work better if you help me sell it.”


“What kind of a deal?”


“What she did for me…” She raised her injured hand, staring at its bandaged contours. “It doesn’t hurt anymore. And my lungs feel… fine. I thought I was going to die.”


“I know,” Gyre said quietly.


“I have a mentor. Jaedia. My teacher. Almost my mother, after the Order took me. She… I love her very much.” Maya’s voice was unsteady. “I barely remember our real mother. I’m sorry if that makes me sound horrible to you.”


“It’s understandable. You were young.”


“I was. And…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. The important thing is that Jaedia got hurt. One of the Corruptor’s creatures took over her body. I saved her, but ever since then, she hasn’t woken. I’m starting to think she never will. Unless…”


“Unless Elariel helps her,” Gyre finished. “You’re willing to do that? Use dhaka?”


Maya raised her bandaged hand. “I suppose I have to be. If it brings her back, I’d do anything.”


“Elariel isn’t going to want to help another centarch. And Jaedia’s in the Forge, right? How are we going to get to her?”


“I’ll figure that part out. Here’s the deal: if Elariel will do what she can for Jaedia, I’ll get you to Deepfire. I can use my authority as a centarch to get you past the garrison. I may get in trouble afterward, but…” She shrugged. “I’m not sure that matters much anymore.”


“It’s a plan, at least.” Gyre pursed his lips. “I can talk to Elariel and Sarah. But no promises.”


“I’ll handle Varo and Beq,” Maya said. “Thank you, Gyre.”


“Don’t thank me yet.”


“Is she mad?” Elariel said, her color rising again. “This is obviously insane.”


She paced up and down the little room. Maya had taken Varo and Beq outside, and Gyre could hear the quiet murmur of their conversation. Sarah stood by the door, trying to take Elariel’s hand, but the ghoul kept stalking away from her.


“You have to admit,” Sarah said, giving up, “it’s a little crazy.”


“A little?” Elariel rounded. “She wants us to go to the Forge. The headquarters of the Order that has hunted my people for four centuries.”


“I realize it’s not a great option,” Gyre said. “But without her we don’t have any great options. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re stuck in the middle of the Republic. Without her help, we’re not going anywhere.”


“Get her to open the Gate to Deepfire.”


“There’s a thousand armed soldiers on the other side.”


“Better odds than we’d have at the Forge!”


“We’re not going to fight our way in,” Gyre said. “Maya and the others can cover for us. We just need to get in, find Jaedia and maybe this Xalen, and then get to a Gate.”


“What do we care about Xalen?” Elariel said.


“Prodominus seemed to think she could help,” Gyre said. “The more information we have about the Corruptor, the better.”


Elariel looked back and forth between them, her eyes full of frustration. Turning to Sarah, she said, “And are you going along with this?”


“I…” Sarah hesitated. “It’s dangerous. But I don’t have any better ideas. I’ve been inside the Spike, El, and I don’t like the thought of fighting our way out, even with Gyre’s augmentations. It’s the long way back to Deepfire, but it may be the fastest.”


“If Maya and her friends decide to turn us in, it’s the fastest way to an Order cell,” Elariel said.


“Maya won’t betray us,” Gyre said.


“You trust her?” Elariel said. “Even after she brought us to the Purifier?”


Gyre nodded silently.


“Because you are the products of the same sexual union?”


“Because I know her. She’s still the same Maya the Order dragged away, whatever they’ve done to her in the meantime.”


Elariel stared at him, jaw working. Sarah put a hand gently on her shoulder.


“I trust Gyre,” she said. “If he thinks this is the right plan…”


The ghoul sagged, tension going out of her like an expelled breath.


“I suppose,” she muttered, “it’s far from the first time that I’ve put my life in his hands. And Refuge must be warned of the Corruptor’s coming. But I don’t like this.”


“I understand,” Gyre said. “Honestly, I’m not excited about the idea myself.”















Chapter Two
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We can’t Gate directly to the Forge,” Varo said. The six of them were gathered in a circle again, eating another meal of bread and fruit as the sun slid slowly toward afternoon. “The Gate chamber is always watched by a centarch and a squad of Legionaries, and the doors are sealed. There’s no way past them.”


“There must be another way in,” Maya said. “What about the docks?”


Varo nodded. “That’s our best bet. The scouts have a few tricks. I’m not supposed to share them with centarchs, so stay quiet about it.” He grinned. “Though nobody ever said anything about rebels and secret ghouls. I guess the rest of you are in the clear.”


Nobody laughed. Nothing new there, I guess.


“Where do we get a boat?” Beq said.


“In Skyreach,” Varo said. He sketched a map on the dusty floor, an oval for the lake with the Forge on one side and Skyreach on the other. “The scouts always have a few on retainer to make quiet pickups.”


“So now we’re going to the capital of the Republic as well,” Elariel muttered, arms pulled tight across her chest. “Wonderful.”


“We can’t take the Skyreach Gate,” Beq said. “It lets out in the Senate building.”


Varo nodded. “There’s another Gate, about here”—he tapped the floor—“in the hills southeast of the city. It doesn’t get used much, and it’s not normally guarded. We can get into the city overland, blending in with the rest of the traffic.”


Maya gave a slow nod. “That should work. And going through Skyreach has another advantage. We can get in touch with Tanax.”


“Tanax?” Gyre frowned. “The centarch who was with you in Deepfire and at Leviathan’s Womb?”


“He helped us get the resonator,” Maya said. “We can trust him.”


“He killed Yora,” Sarah said conversationally. When everyone stopped to look at her, she shrugged. “I’m not saying it’s a bad idea. Just thought it might be relevant.”


“He did his best to kill me, too,” Maya said. “When he discovered his mentor was a traitor to the Order, it… changed his thinking. He’s been trying to make up for it.”


“This plan gets better and better,” Elariel growled.


“It’s still a danger, talking to him,” Gyre said. “Why risk it?”


“Because he’ll know what’s going on in the Forge. I have no idea how much they know or what we’ll be walking into.”


Gyre frowned, but nodded. Varo drew a line across the lake and continued.


“Once we meet Tanax and secure a boat, we cross the lake and enter the Forge from the bottom. If we put cloaks on all of you, you can pass for scouts; we don’t usually go uniformed. Just let me and Maya do the talking. We find Jaedia in the hospital, take her to the Gate chamber, and get out of there.”


“I thought the Gate chamber was under guard,” Sarah said.


“As long as we have a centarch with us, they won’t ask questions on the way out,” Varo said. “Getting in is a lot harder. Maya would be expected to report to the Council.”


“If anything goes wrong, we’re plaguing fucked,” Gyre said. “Stuck in a mountain full of angry centarchs with no way out. But I don’t see a better way. When should we leave?”


“Tomorrow morning, I think,” Varo said, glancing at the window. “It’s a day’s walk from the Gate to the city. If we leave at first light, we should have plenty of time.”


“Okay,” Gyre said, then hesitated and looked at Maya. “Tomorrow morning?”


She nodded. The group broke up, Elariel and Sarah retreating to the other room, Gyre and Varo going outside to make a fire and cook something for dinner. Maya, left alone with Beq, leaned against the wall with a sigh.


“Are you all right?” Beq said.


“Tired,” Maya admitted. “Healing is hard work, I guess.”


“It beats the alternative.” Beq looked at Varo’s diagram, then smudged it out with a foot. “When I saw you after we came through, I thought…”


“I know.”


“It was the worst feeling I’ve ever had. Like someone reached inside me and pulled out my guts.” She put a hand on her stomach, as though making sure no one had. “I went with the others to the city because they needed help finding bandages and medicine, and I knew it was your best chance. But the whole walk back, I kept thinking… if I get there and she’s gone, then…”


“I’m okay, Beq.” Maya reached out, and Beq shuffled closer, pressing against her side. Maya leaned against her, their foreheads touching. “I’ll try not to scare you anymore.”


“You will,” Beq said softly. “Throwing yourself into danger is who you are.”


“We’ll just have to throw ourselves into danger together, then.”


Beq nodded mutely. Maya kissed her, gently, and they sat for a long while, a small island of shared warmth against the growing chill of the afternoon. The crackle of a campfire came from outside, and the hiss of vulpi bacon in a pan. The smell drifted in a few moments later, reaching deep into Maya’s mind and pulling memories from the depths of her childhood. For a moment she was sitting on her mother’s lap, watching Gyre and her father lay the bacon over the fire, flickering light driving back the autumn darkness.


Gyre didn’t say anything about Jaedia. It was hard to read him, the man her brother had grown into, with his scarred, silver eye and a killer’s stillness. They’d talked only a little about what had happened to him between when she’d left and when he’d taken the role of Halfmask in Deepfire. Their parents were dead, though, he’d said that much. Maya felt guilty that she didn’t feel more strongly about that.


After a few minutes, Gyre brought in a plate of hot bacon and grilled vegetables. Healing was apparently hungry work as well, and Maya’s stomach was already rumbling. She fell on the food with a will. The smell lured Elariel and Sarah out, too, and they crunched through the crispy bacon in contemplative silence.


“I need to look at your hand,” Elariel said, licking grease from her long fingers. “Wash it and redo the bandages.”


“Of course.”


Maya eyed another roast pepper, then regretfully decided against it. She followed Elariel out the door, past Gyre and the campfire and down to the little stream. The ghoul gestured for her to extend her hand. Maya did, and tried not to hold her breath as Elariel undid the rough bandage.


“Does it hurt?” the ghoul said.


“Not really. It feels… tender, maybe?”


“That’s good. It’s a lot of flesh to regrow. Have to get all the tendons and so on hooked up right. Don’t look if you don’t want to.” The bandage was sticky with dried blood, and Elariel filled a bowl with water and trickled it onto the clots. When it soaked through, it was bitterly cold. Maya gritted her teeth as Elariel peeled the last few layers away.


She risked a glimpse. She’d expected—a wound, maybe, bloody and raw. Instead her hand was more or less whole, with no ragged edges of skin or bones showing, just unnaturally pink, unmarked flesh. Parts of her fingers and palm were thinner than they should be. As she watched, Elariel put a finger to one spot and the muscle shifted, as though there were something living under Maya’s skin. She hastily shut her eyes.


“I’ll keep it bandaged until tomorrow,” the ghoul said, winding fresh linen. “You should probably wear a glove, too; it’ll look strange to humans.”


“Thank you,” Maya said. “For this, and for agreeing to the plan.”


“Don’t.” Elariel tied the bandage off and glared at her. “I’m not doing this for you. Your brother saved my life, and I owe him. That’s all.”


“I’m still grateful.”


“Keep it to yourself,” Elariel muttered, washing the bowl in the stream. “If I had the choice, I’d rid the world of your Order and everyone in it.”


“I can understand that,” Maya said. “I thought ghouls were…”


“Monsters. I know.” Elariel straightened up. “Don’t let me disabuse you.”


In the morning, they gathered their packs, loaded with the remaining food and what supplies they’d found in Bastion. Varo had had the foresight to acquire hooded rain-cloaks for everyone, which he assured them would be inconspicuous when they got to Skyreach. When they left the cabin, Maya sent up a silent thanks to whatever forager had built it and left it there.


The last time Maya had used this Gate, she’d been with Jaedia and Marn, returning from the encounter with Hollis Plaguetouch. From that chance meeting, everything else had followed. Or so it had seemed at the time. Maya touched the Thing, still embedded in her flesh but now a dead lump of crystal and unmetal.


The Gate, at least, looked the same as ever. It was under a hollow hill, with a secret door that slid smoothly open at Maya’s deiat command. Inside was a square unmetal room, big enough for a cart, with the twisted archway of the Gate at one end.


Maya had never been to the Gate in the hills near Skyreach, but Jaedia had made her memorize the codes for all seventy-nine Gates used by the Order. She woke the ancient arcana with a touch of deiat, and the surface of the arch clouded over with white mist. Elariel and Sarah regarded it with deep suspicion.


“What would happen,” Sarah said, “if it stopped working when you were halfway through?”


“Funny you should say that,” Varo said. “A friend of mine—”


“Varo,” Maya said.


“—convinced his centarch to turn the Gate on and off to help him chop wood. Sliced it right through, smooth as glass.” He looked around with mock innocence. “What?”


“This is how we got here,” Gyre said, though he looked a little uneasy himself. “It’ll be fine.”


Maya sent a command to close the false hillside and stepped through the Gate, gesturing for the others to follow. As always, there was no more sensation than if she’d walked through fog. She emerged on a rocky hillside a few hundred kilometers to the southeast, with the sun a little bit higher in a blue sky broken only by wisps of cloud.


The Gate here was concealed by a cut in the rock, letting out onto a dry streambed. Scrub grass and spindly trees clung to the stone, turning into true woods farther down the flank of the hill. Where the ground flattened out, the woods ended abruptly, giving way to an endless patchwork quilt of fields.


The others came through, one by one. At Varo’s instruction, they put on the travelers’ cloaks, which did at least a passable job at concealing their weapons and the battle-worn state of their clothes. The scout led the way down the hill, following the streambed. After a brief walk through the woods—far airier and tamer than the forest they’d come from—they found a footpath between two fields that led to a dirt track rutted by cartwheels and speckled with bird shit.


There were people, here and there, but only in the distance. A cloud of dust marked a cart on a parallel road, and a small boy tending a herd of vulpi yearlings gave them a wave. Maya resisted the urge to wave back.


“Nobody’s armed,” Sarah said as they trudged along. “And the houses are just houses, not little forts.”


“It’s the heart of the Republic,” Varo said. “The Legions keep the plaguespawn down, and there’s nothing else to threaten people.”


“But we have weapons,” Elariel said. “We could kill that boy, take his vulpi, and his family could not stop us.”


“If you did, the local magistrate would find out about it,” Gyre said. “And they’d send the Auxies to arrest you and throw you in prison. So mostly people don’t.”


“Strange,” the ghoul muttered. “Humans are so strange.”


The day wore on. They stopped to eat lunch, and Maya had just finished her chunk of slightly stale bread when an old man with a two-bird cart pulled up close by. He tipped his hat and smiled toothlessly.


“Need a ride to the city?” he said. “There’s room with the cabbages.”


Maya eyed the back of the cart longingly, imagining the miles passing by without the weary effort of walking. But after a look from Gyre she shook her head and waved the old man on.


“Thanks,” Varo said, “but we’ve got stops to make.”


The carter shrugged and clicked his tongue, and his birds trotted away. Maya heaved herself to her feet and kept walking.


Skyreach was visible on the horizon long before they arrived, blued by distance into a monochrome mirage. The height of its towers was deceptive; it felt close by, until you walked for a while and realized that the spires were simply much taller than you’d imagined. Then you walked for a while longer and discovered they were taller still, as though the city were receding into the distance as you approached. The size of the buildings, so narrow that they looked like a tightly packed bundle of needles, defied the mind’s intuition.


For good reason, I suppose. Like those of all the greatest of the old Chosen cities, Skyreach’s spires could support themselves against gravity only with a constant supply of deiat. If the Twilight Order were to vanish, the heart of the Republic would come crashing down, both figuratively and quite literally. The towers looked impossible because they were.


Maya had seen them before, of course—Skyreach was visible from the Forge on a clear day, and she’d visited with Varo and Beq to find Prodominus’ resonator. But it felt different approaching on foot across the plains. The rest of the city, the sprawl of merely human buildings that clustered around the towers like grass at the base of a tree, didn’t come up over the horizon until hours later. Gyre, Sarah, and Elariel, who’d never seen Skyreach, stared ahead with a strange mix of awe and apprehension.


There was no wall, no distinct outer boundary. Buildings appeared by the side of the road, inns and markets and stables, gradually jostling closer and closer together until they were cheek by jowl. Several roads converged, with cross streets between them, and without any real transition they were walking down a city street surrounded by an increasingly dense crowd. The spires seemed as distant as ever, their bases obscured by lesser buildings.


Maya called a halt, pulling the group aside in the shadow of a wagon unloading barrels of nyfa seeds. Elariel pressed close by Sarah’s side, her eyes showing too much white. Even Sarah seemed a little overwhelmed. Deepfire was a city, of course, but it was a drop in the ocean compared to Skyreach.


“We’ll find somewhere to stay the night,” Maya said. “Varo, have you got enough cash left to cover rooms?”


Varo checked his pouch. “If we don’t mind squeezing, but that and dinner will about wipe me out.”


“When we get to Deepfire, I have plenty of money stashed,” Gyre said.


“Don’t worry, I’ve been keeping a tab.” Varo grinned. “Let me try and find a place where we’re not going to have to share with half the bedbugs in the city.”


This far from the city center, the establishments did look distinctly on the run-down side. Varo led them off the main road, into a quieter back alley, and located a small building with a sign reading “Rooms” and a couple of children playing with sticks out front. The boys looked up at them in awe as they passed into a neat, if threadbare, front parlor, where a severely dressed woman looked them over and gave the impression that they were acceptable only by the barest of margins. She grudgingly took Varo’s money and gave them the keys to a couple of rooms at the top of the stairs, each with one large—and clean—bed and little else.


“You all rest and eat something,” Varo said, handing Maya a limp pouch with a few coins. “I’ll get a message to Tanax.”


“Thanks, Varo,” Maya said quietly as the others moved past with a variety of sounds of relief.


“Only doing my job,” Varo said with a sly smile.


“I shudder to think where we’d be without you.”


“Probably better off,” Varo said philosophically. “Most of my friends would’ve been.”


Getting out of her boots, Maya had to admit, was a pleasure to rival any other. She lay back on the bed, calves throbbing as though angry to be relieved of their burden. Beq bent over and kissed her before hurrying downstairs in search of food, taking Sarah and Elariel with her. Maya knew she should follow, but for the moment all she wanted to do was close her eyes and ache.


“You okay?” Gyre said from the doorway.


“For someone who nearly died a couple of days ago, I’m fine,” Maya said.


He gave a weak chuckle and sat down beside her. “I suppose the city is all old hat for you.”


“It is and it isn’t,” Maya said. “I grew up in the country, mostly. Jaedia was always traveling, and that meant we spent a lot of time in little villages and towns. When we came back here, we stayed at the Forge.” She rolled over so she could look up at him. “You can see the towers from there, but they seem… unreal, somehow. I always felt like Skyreach was more of an idea than an actual place. When I first got here and found out it was all crowds and streets full of bird shit, I was disappointed.”


“Have you ever been up in the towers?”


Maya shook her head. “Tanax has. He was assigned to work with the Senate. It’s the route to a Council seat, supposedly, but Jaedia never wanted that for me.”


“I’d like to see what the world looks like from up there,” Gyre said. “Just once.”


“I used to imagine that,” Maya said. “Picture myself in the towers, back in the world of the Chosen, with the air full of skyships and flitters.”


“If we were in Elder days, you’d be a slave,” Gyre said. “We all would. Humanity.”


“The Inheritance says that people were happy.”


“And the Chosen wrote the Inheritance, didn’t they?”


Maya frowned, though not because of Gyre’s jibes. She remembered the last vision she’d seen of the towers in the days of the Chosen. It wasn’t a childhood fantasy, but the images Ashok had showed her in the secret projector under the Forge, watching the skyfortress Pride in Power celebrate its maiden voyage. Ashok had looked as he did in her dream, golden-haired and perfect, a parody of the hideous creature she’d seen in the flesh.


I should tell Gyre about the dream. But Maya wasn’t sure she wanted to answer the questions that would follow. It might have been just a dream. She didn’t believe that, not really. If the Corruptor can reach into my mind like that… then what?


“Maya?” Gyre said. “Are you falling asleep on me?”


“Sorry.” Maya sat up with a groan. “Let’s see if they’ve found anything for dinner.”


Varo returned with Tanax not long after they’d finished eating. Tanax wore a cloak, too, and kept it pulled tight around himself until Gyre closed the door behind him. Only then did he relax, pulling his hood back to reveal aquiline features and deep brown skin, stereotypical of Republic nobility.


“Chosen defend, Maya,” he said. “I was driving myself crazy worrying about you. When Varo found me I nearly jumped out of my skin. What did you do in Khirkhaz?”


“What do you mean, what did I do?” Maya said.


“I mean Council agents have questioned me twice in the past couple of days, trying to figure out where you’ve gone. All centarchs have orders to detain you on sight.”


Maya’s heart sank into her guts. She was speechless for a moment, and it was left to Gyre to ask, “Did they have a reason?”


“Officially, they want to question you about what happened in Khirkhaz. But I’ve heard a dozen rumors, and they keep getting crazier. People are saying that you killed Prodominus, or that you went over to the rebels. And—” He broke off, looking at Gyre. “This is him, isn’t it? Your brother. Silvereye.”


“The eye does sort of give it away,” Gyre said mildly.


“Forgive me for asking, but isn’t he on the other side? I know he helped you at Leviathan’s Womb—after his girlfriend stabbed you—but are you sure this is the company we should be keeping? He’s wanted by the Republic as well.”


“It’s a long story, and I’ll catch you up later,” Maya said. “The short version is that Ashok’s a monster. Now he’s loose and we have to stop him. If the Order is looking for me, that means we were right, and people on the Council are taking his instructions.”


“Ashok? The—” Tanax stopped, looking at Gyre.


“He knows everything,” Maya said. “And yes. He’s not Chosen, not anymore.”


“What happened in Khirkhaz after we left?” Gyre said. “Has there been any news?”


“Not a lot,” Tanax said. “The Senate has proclaimed a great victory over the rebels, but they’ve been very quiet on the details.”


“I certainly don’t remember any great victory,” Maya said.


“Unless they launched another attack after we left,” Gyre said anxiously. “Have they said anything about Apphia—Baron Kotzed—”


Tanax shook his head. “Like I said, we’ve had no specifics.”


“I can’t see them launching another attack so soon,” Maya said. “Not without Prodominus. I’m sure the Senate is just putting up a happy front for public consumption.”


Gyre frowned, still anxious. Tanax looked at Maya like he had a hundred questions, but the one he asked was, “If you know they’re after you, what in the name of the Chosen are you doing in here?”


“I don’t plan to say,” Maya said. “But there’s things I need to do before I leave.”


“What things? If you need supplies, I can probably—”


“Jaedia,” Maya said. “I’m not leaving her behind.”


Tanax fell silent for a long moment.


“Jaedia’s in the Forge,” he said.


“I know,” Maya said. “That’s why we’re here. We’re going in to get her.”


“That’s—”


“Crazy?” Maya said wearily.


“I was going to say ‘bold,’” Tanax said. “But it’s not actually as mad as it sounds. The Senate has announced a celebration of our victory starting tomorrow. There’s going to be an address by the Council, and every centarch is expected to be in attendance. The Forge will be emptier than it’s ever been. If you have to sneak in, you picked the right moment.”


“Convenient,” Gyre muttered. His expression suggested it was anything but.


“Varo thinks he has a way in,” Maya said. “Scouts’ tricks. But we need to get to the docks tomorrow.”


“I can help with that,” Tanax said. “You need to stay covered up, but I can flash my haken if we run into trouble.”


“Thank you,” Maya said. “I know I’m asking you to take a lot on faith.”


“You certainly are, and you owe me a real explanation. But not right now.” Tanax frowned. “I need to get back before I’m missed. I’ll arrange some cover for myself tomorrow, and meet you here an hour after dawn.”


He pulled his cloak back on, nodded to Gyre, and left.


“I told you he’s come a long way,” Maya said to Gyre.


“He trusts you, at least,” Gyre said. “They all do.”


Maya shrugged uncomfortably. “We’ve been through a lot.”


“I imagine.” He sighed. “I’ll let the others know what the plan is.”


He slipped out. Maya flopped heavily back on the bed, contemplating going to sleep like that and forcing Beq and Varo to wedge themselves in around her. Before she closed her eyes, the door opened again and Elariel came in, looking sour.


“I need to work on your hand,” the ghoul said. “If it does well overnight, the bandage can come off tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow.” Maya sat up and held out her bandaged hand for Elariel to unwrap. “That’s amazing.”


“Depends on your perspective,” Elariel said, undoing the knots.


“How so?”


“For us, this is normal. What you humans think of as caring for injuries, ghouls would call torture.”


“Hmm.” Maya looked away as Elariel went to work, poking and prodding the muscles under the fresh pink skin. The twisting sensation was difficult to ignore.


“This is what dhaka is for,” Elariel muttered. Her voice was quiet but intense. “Healing. Creating constructs to take on the burdens of labor. Making things better. Your Order denies all of this to your own people in the name of keeping them ‘safe.’”


“It’s not the only thing dhaka can be used for, though,” Maya said. “I’ve seen a dhakim twist himself into a monster. Bind plaguespawn to his will. Take people apart and use their flesh as weapons.”


“Zhei’dhaka,” Elariel spat.


“What?”


“It’s…” She cocked her head. “‘Self-dhaka’? ‘Reflective dhaka’? Turning the power on the wielder. It’s forbidden, and for good reason. No ghoul would do such a thing.” Her lip twisted in irritation, and she took a calming breath before picking up a fresh bandage. “I’ll wrap this for one more night, just to be safe.”


There was a silent moment as the ghoul wound the bandage between Maya’s fingers. Maya hesitated, cleared her throat, then said, “Can I ask you something about dhaka?”


“Not afraid your Order will declare you a heretic?” Elariel snapped.


“Apparently they’re trying to arrest me regardless,” Maya said. “So I think I can risk it.”


Elariel snorted. “Ask, then.”


“Is it possible use to dhaka to connect two people? So they can speak in one another’s minds, over a distance.”


Elariel gave her a strange look. “Why do you ask?”


“Just… curious.”


“An odd thing to be curious about.” The ghoul shrugged and went back to the bandage. “There is a way, but it’s not commonly used. Only between married couples, and even then only between those who are truly dedicated to one another. Once established, the bond can never be broken, except by death. And some stories say not even then. There’s a famous saga among my people, about two lovers who bond themselves and then become mortal enemies because they can no longer stand one another’s thoughts.”


“How is it done?”


“It’s called a blood-bond. Each partner introduces some of their blood into the other. A tiny bit will do. The usual ritual is to cut your palms and press them together. It’s fairly straightforward to set up a resonance between the two after that—essentially the same principle that lets constructs communicate at a distance—” She stopped and shrugged again. “The details would mean little to you, I fear.”


“Probably,” Maya said, staring at her bandaged hand. Will he be in my dreams tonight? “Thank you.”


The room was just how she’d left it, a circular chamber centered on the dormant image projector and a ring-shaped control console. Other Chosen arcana lined the walls. Corridors led off, like the spokes of a wheel, lit only by the faint firefly lights of distant machines rumbling to themselves. Directly overhead, Maya noted, there was a shaft leading up, with a ladder bracketed to the wall.


But the room was empty, silent. There was no sign of Ashok. Maya looked around, frowning.


If he uses these dreams to communicate with me, and he’s not here, then… what’s going on?


Something moved. She spun on her heel, hand going to her haken, though she knew it would do no good here.


“Hello?” she said. “Ashok, are we playing games now?”


No answer. Maya’s heart pounded.


“It seems beneath the dignity of the emperor to try for a cheap scare,” Maya said.


Movement again. A shimmer in the air, a faint outline, like a pencil sketch long erased. Maya got a sense of a human shape, reaching toward her. She backed away, coming up against the console. It came after her, but slowly, as though the motion required great effort. The outstretched arm trembled. It suddenly seemed less as though the thing were trying to grab her and more like it was… beseeching? Beckoning?


“Hello?” Maya said. “Can you hear me? Who are you?”


“… remember…” The word was barely a breath of wind. “… I… remember…”


“What? What do you remember?”


“… remember… please…”


The hand, almost invisible, stretched toward her. Maya’s arm came up automatically to push it away. Where they touched, there was a crackle, like the faintest spark of static electricity. Maya blinked, and—


—she was walking down a corridor in a crowd of people in strange clothing—


—she was kissing someone—


—a vulpi squealed in agony—


—a plaguespawn thrashing in a jar—


—a woman’s face, screaming while it came apart—


—a light brighter than anything she’d ever seen—


—and a smiling face, with golden hair and red eyes. Ashok.


The images flashed through Maya’s mind, too quick to understand, accompanied by flickers of emotion that were not her own. She jerked her hand back. The thing glided toward her and she stumbled away.


“Whatever you’re doing, Ashok, it won’t work!” Maya glanced around wildly, then back at the wavering figure. “Get away from me!”


To her surprise, it halted, shimmering in the air. Then, slowly, it began to dissolve, and the lab around her went with it.


“Wait.” Maya shook her head in confusion. “What are you—”


Too late. With a sigh like a dying breath, the figure vanished into sparkling motes of dust, and Maya fell back into a more ordinary sort of dream.















Chapter Three
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Sarah and Elariel were both still asleep when Gyre woke, the ghoul curled in a tight ball with Sarah wrapped protectively around her. He slipped quietly out of bed and took his pack out into the corridor. Maya was sitting on the floor, determinedly chewing her way through a twice-baked travel cake, and offered Gyre a limp wave as he sat beside her.


“The others still asleep?” Gyre said.


Maya nodded and swallowed. “We can wake them when Tanax gets here.”


Gyre frowned. On close inspection, while Maya’s color had returned, there were still bags under her eyes. “Is your hand still bothering you?”


“Not really.” Maya flexed her bandaged fingers. “Just having a hard time sleeping.”


“Understandable. If this goes wrong…”


“Yeah.”


The door to her room opened and Varo emerged, yawning and rubbing his freshly shaved head. “What’s for breakfast?”


“Travel rations,” Gyre said grimly, opening his pack.


“Plague that,” Varo muttered. “I’m going to find something edible.”


“I thought you were out of coin?”


“A good scout is never quite broke,” Varo said with a wink.


He returned a few minutes later with a platter piled with fresh bread and a crock of butter, and Gyre forced himself to leave some for the others. It’s not vulpi bacon, but it beats travel rations. The three women came out shortly thereafter, lured by the smell, and by the time Tanax arrived, everyone was more or less awake.


“The ‘victory celebration’ is kicking off already,” he said, voice low. “Lots of Auxies in the streets. We may be better off waiting.”


“The crowds should help our chances,” Gyre said. “The Auxies will have other things to worry about.”


“It’s your call,” Tanax said, looking at Maya.


“I don’t think we can afford to wait,” Maya said. “Every day we stay here is dangerous too.”


The other centarch gave a slow nod. “Then let’s get moving. We may have to detour a bit.”


They piled out of the inn, packs shouldered, cloaks drawn up around them. Traveling with such a large group made Gyre’s skin prickle, but there was nothing for it. Splitting up would only have multiplied their difficulties. He took some comfort in the fact that the streets were indeed crowded, even at this relatively early hour. People were decorating as though for a harvest festival, draping colorful garlands across their doors and windows. The air buzzed with excitement.


From where they’d stayed on the outskirts of the city, Tanax led them north and west, toward the spires clustered by the edge of the lake. As they moved deeper into Skyreach, the character of the buildings changed, growing larger but more run-down. Four-story wooden tenements sagged against their neighbors, wrapped in rickety balconies and stairways. The streets, except for a few broad avenues, were smaller and full of obstacles. The locals, as far as Gyre could tell, didn’t seem much better off than the tunnelborn back in Deepfire. Not exactly what I imagined. To hear people in the mountains talk, all the streets in Skyreach were supposed to be paved with gold.


“We’re still outside the city proper,” Varo said when Gyre mentioned it. “You need a permit to live inside the boundaries, and those are expensive, so all the servants and menials live out here.”


“Not so different from Deepfire after all, then,” Gyre muttered, feeling obscurely vindicated.


Now that he was looking for it, the official boundary was impossible to miss. A wide, curving street defined the sweep of an immense circle, and on the inner side the buildings flanking the road abruptly went from wood to stone, or even unmetal. Bright banners called attention to the shops and restaurants in each building. The crowd grew thicker still, and acquired a definite intention, shuffling along the streets in a packed mass. Gyre found himself pulled apart from his companions, hemmed in on all sides.


Plaguefire. Elariel. Gyre dug his elbows in and pushed over to the ghoul’s side. She was pressed tight against Sarah’s arm, breathing hard. Gyre caught the arcanist’s eye, and between them they sought to create a clear space, stiff-arming annoyed pedestrians out of their path.


“Tanax,” Gyre said. When the centarch didn’t hear, he grabbed his sleeve and pulled him close. “We have to get out of the crowd.”


“We just need to cross Second Avenue,” Tanax said. “After that—” He trailed off, looking ahead. “Damn. Are those soldiers?”


Gyre raised himself on tiptoes to try to peer over the surrounding masses. There was indeed a cordon of spearpoints along the edge of a wide street ahead, with a matching rank of neatly uniformed Auxies on the other side. Their presence held back the crowds, keeping the avenue clear.


“We’ll have to go around,” he told Tanax. “They’re not letting anyone through.”


Tanax swore quietly, then nodded. “Stay close to me. There’s a bridge a few blocks over.”


Making sure everyone got the message took a few minutes, and cutting against the flow of the crowd was slow. Eventually they broke into the clear on a side street, and Gyre called a halt. Elariel sat down on the stone steps of a building, whimpering, with Sarah’s arm around her shoulders.


“Fucking humans,” she said quietly. “Too fucking many of you.”


“Is she all right?” Tanax said to Gyre.


“She’ll be okay in a minute.” Gyre chose his words carefully, not certain if Maya had told her fellow centarch the truth about Elariel yet. “She has trouble with crowds.”


Tanax nodded sympathetically. “I knew an agathios like that. After ten minutes at a party he had to go lie down.”


“She’s doing better than when we first traveled together,” Gyre said. “I had to bribe her with bacon to get her to leave the wagon.”


“I heard that,” Elariel said, not looking up. “You’re the one who keeps dragging me into these rats’ nests.”


Sarah touched her shoulder and clucked sympathetically. When the ghoul managed to regain her feet, they set out again, cutting across the flow of traffic. Around another corner, a larger cross street dipped under an arched unmetal bridge, providing a way to cut across the lines of Auxies. But here the soldiers were doing more than standing guard. A whole squad of them was working on a massive arcana, a thing on wheels the size of a cart with four upward-curving talons.


“What is that?” Gyre said, eyes narrowing. “Some kind of weapon?”


“It’s an image projector,” Beq said. “A big one.” She touched the side of her spectacles, and the lenses shifted and flipped into place with a series of clicks.


“Maybe they’re going to put on some kind of entertainment?” Sarah said.


“It’s for the announcement,” Varo said. “The Senate uses them when they want to talk to the whole city at once.”


What exactly are they planning to announce? Gyre’s thoughts went to Apphia again, and his stomach turned. He hadn’t meant to abandon her when he’d gone to the Purifier with Maya, but here he was, a thousand kilometers away when she might be in danger. Just like I was with Yora. He shook his head, trying to banish the worries. “Come on. Let’s keep moving.”


Walking as nonchalantly as possible, they followed the road down into the cool shadows under the bridge. A few other people were taking the same route, but no one took any particular notice of their little group. Once they were past, climbing back up to street level, Gyre risked a look over his shoulder. Whatever the Auxies had been doing with the image projector, it was apparently finished, because they’d all stood back. An officer regarded the thing expectantly.


Maya was looking too, chewing her lip. “I think—”


There was a sound, a deep thump, like a vast drum in the far distance. Then, abruptly, a man stood astride the bridge, thirty meters high, his smile broad and friendly and his hair gleaming like gold.


Nial-Est-Ashok, the Corruptor, held up his hand and turned in a full circle. He had none of the monstrous appendages they’d seen in the Purifier, and looked every inch the noble Chosen.


“Tanax,” Maya hissed. “What in the plaguing fuck is going on?”


“I have no idea,” Tanax said. “Do you know this man?”


“That’s him,” Elariel said. “The Corruptor.”


“He’s—” Tanax began.


Ashok cut him off. His voice was as loud as thunder, with a basso rumble that made Gyre’s teeth buzz.


“People of Skyreach and the Dawn Republic,” he said. “I am Nial-Est-Ashok, of the Chosen. I have come before you today to say that you have my profound admiration.”


Looking down the avenue, Gyre saw another image of Ashok a dozen blocks farther on, and another one beyond that, on and on. He really can speak to the whole city. The crowds up and down the avenue were staring in stunned silence at this figure from the Elder past.


“For four centuries,” Ashok went on, “you have struggled alone, bereft of the leadership and protection that my kind has always provided you. You have been pressed on all sides, by plaguespawn and dhakim, by Splinter Kings who refuse our legacy, by rebels and traitors. And yet you have endured. In all that time, you have not allowed yourselves to slide into barbarism. I salute you. And I am here to bring you the best possible news. Your struggle”—he paused, drawing out the moment—“is over!”


For a second there was nothing but stillness. Then someone shouted approval, and a few more people joined in. Cheers rose, hesitantly, like wet kindling gradually taking fire. Ashok smiled, perfect teeth gleaming, and went on.


“For all this time, the centarchs of the Twilight Order and the wise men of the Senate have kept the flame of civilization burning, trusting in the plan handed down to them and confident of eventual deliverance. That day has arrived. I am here, the first of many, and I pledge to do as we Chosen have always done—to defend you, to guide you, to keep you safe and happy. I apologize, my friends, for our long absence. But no more! The Chosen have risen again!”


The cheering was in earnest now, a full-throated roar that rose and fell like distant waves. Ashok raised his arms, triumphant. His image shrank, the viewpoint pulling back to show more people standing behind him. Several ranks of old men and women in white robes, each with a single purple stripe, smiled with him. Gyre recognized the traditional attire of the Republic Senate; the Senators, he thought, looked distinctly uncomfortable with the proceedings. Ashok looked over his shoulder at them, then back at the crowd.


“Today, in the chambers of the Senate, the Council of the Twilight Order and the government have conferred on me the responsibility for leading our great civilization to its glorious future. With their agreement, we have dissolved the Dawn Republic. It was created to help humanity through the dark times of the Plague, but the dark times are over. We are now, as we were for so many centuries, the Chosen Empire—limitless, beneficent, and invincible.


“The challenges before us remain formidable. But I can assure you, my friends, that they will be met. Plaguespawn will not harry your livestock and hunt your children. Rebels and traitors will no longer threaten your way of life. Lands lost to the wilds will be reclaimed. Because while I am the last of the Chosen, I am not alone.”


A new sound joined the ecstatic cheering, a steady thump as regular as a trip-hammer. On the avenue behind them, threading between the lines of Auxies, came another kind of soldier. They wore armor like a Legionary’s, overlapping plates and a blank-faced helmet, but where the Legions wore pure white, this armor was iridescent silver, hard-edged and jagged instead of smooth and curved. They walked in absolute unison, every movement the same, and the steady thump was the descent of thousands of feet at the same instant.


“I don’t…” Tanax looked from Gyre to Maya and back. “He can’t be serious. The Council would never—”


“No?” Maya looked haunted. “If the Chosen came to them and proclaimed their glorious return?” Her voice dropped. “It worked on me.”


“He can’t just… move in and take over,” Beq said, fiddling nervously with her glasses. “Not just like that.”


“Who’s going to stop him?” Gyre said. “If he has the centarchs on his side, no one else can stand up to a Chosen.”


“He was a lot gooier down in the caves,” Varo said.


“I think he can change his appearance,” Maya said. “At least over a projection.”


“We have to get out of here,” Elariel said. “Now.”


“Agreed.” Gyre struggled to tear his eyes from the lockstep marchers. “How much farther?”


“Not far,” Tanax said. “Follow me.”


It was easier going once they got away from the avenue, leaving the crowds and cheers behind. The normal business of the city had practically come to a halt, the cafés and shops empty. The deserted streets felt like the aftermath of a catastrophe.


And they are, even though no one knows it yet. Gyre found a flicker of frustrated rage growing inside him. He’d spent half his life trying to get people to recognize that the legacy of the Chosen was holding them back, a suit of armor that weighed down as much as it protected. Now Daddy turns up again and says everything’s going to be all right, and they’re ready to hand him the world on a plate.


Maybe the rest of the Republic won’t go along with it. This was Skyreach, after all, where the influence of the Elder world was strongest. But even if a place like Khirkhaz was willing to stand up for itself, what hope would they have against a Chosen? Prodominus, a Kyriliarch of the Council, had barely been able to buy time against the Corruptor’s power.


We have to get to Deepfire. That would give them a chance to rest and figure out what came next. One step at a time.


Passing a last line of buildings, they emerged onto the lakefront, where a vast landscape of docks, piers, and quays accommodated a bewildering variety of boats. Beyond them was water, flat and endless, stippled by waves and shrieking, diving gulls. Gyre, who’d never seen a body of water bigger than a river, was momentarily taken aback at the sight of it. The far shore was nearly invisible, with only the blued outlines of mountains rising in the misty distance.


“It’s beautiful,” Sarah said, eyes wide.


“We’re going out on that?” Elariel said.


“It’s perfectly safe,” Tanax said. “The lake is calm this time of year.”


“That’s not as reassuring as you think,” the ghoul muttered.


“There,” Varo said abruptly. “Two piers down, with the blue-white pennant.”


Gyre spotted the boat, which looked like any of a dozen others. A man and two women were aboard it, working on a net.


“You’re sure?” Tanax said.


“I’m sure,” Varo said. “Let me do the talking, but be ready to show your haken. Maya, keep your cloak tight.”


They approached the pier in a tight group, with Varo and Tanax in the lead. One of the women, catching sight of them, jumped off the tail of the boat and came forward. She was tall, with curly blue-green hair, and chewed a wad of something black and unpleasant, tucking it into her cheek when she spoke.


“Can I help you lot?” she said.


“Hopefully,” Varo said. “I’m looking for number 473.”


“Huh.” Her expression barely flickered. “Well, I guess you found it. But you picked a plague of a day. You’ve heard what’s happening? Might be best to sit tight until—”


“We’ve heard,” Tanax said. He pushed his cloak open wide enough to show the haken at his belt. “We need to return to the Forge, immediately and without notice.”


“Ah. Of course, Centarch.” The woman blinked, then turned to shout over her shoulder. “We’re heading out! Get moving!”


The rest of the crew dropped what they were doing and started hurrying around the boat, untying ropes. The tall woman went to the back and checked a piece of crystalline arcana.


“I assume you’ll want to go the fast way,” she said. “We might have enough in the sunsplinter to make it, but, Centarch, if you wouldn’t mind?”


“Certainly.” Tanax stepped to the machine and touched his haken, drawing power to fill its reserves.


“The rest of you can sit down over here,” she said. “We’re not really set up for passengers, but the benches are all yours. Apologies for the smell.”


The whole craft stank of fish, Gyre discovered, and the benches were low and splintery. The six of them sat facing each other, hoods drawn up, while the crew bustled and shouted back and forth. Once she was satisfied, the tall woman touched the crystalline controls on the face of the arcana engine, and the water at the back of the boat started churning into a froth. They eased forward, slowly at first but with increasing speed as they left the congestion of the shore behind.


Before long, the Skyreach shore had shrunk into the distance, the impossibly tall shadows of its spires mirroring the misty heights of the mountains on the other side. The engine rumbled and spat, and the water flowed past at a steady pace, but if not for the crash of waves against the bow, Gyre wouldn’t have known they were moving at all.


Elariel, looking pained, was bent over with her palms on her forehead.


“How deep is it, do you think?” she muttered. “If this… contraption flipped over, how long would it take us to reach the bottom?”


“Technically,” Varo said, “we wouldn’t reach the bottom, because rotting bodies float. One time, my friend and I had to build a raft, right, and I thought—”


“There’s plenty of traffic between the Forge and the city,” Tanax said. “All the Order’s supplies and so on. Someone would find you pretty quickly.”


“Sure,” Elariel said. “I mean, look at all the boats out here.”


There was a moment while everyone looked around. No other boats were in sight.


“Normally, I mean,” Tanax said. “Today may be an exception.”


“Wonderful.” Elariel sighed.


Gyre shifted on the bench, bending down beside Maya. She was hunched over, letting her hood fall around her face.


“You okay?” he said.


“Fine.”


“Really.”


Maya sighed. “Just… thinking. And wishing I wasn’t.” She tugged at the edge of her hood. “He really can just walk in, can’t he? They’re all so ready for a Chosen to turn up and fix everything. Like I said, I can’t even blame them. I did the same thing, and that’s why we’re in this mess.”


Gyre started to say something, but he bit it off. It’s hard to argue with that. “Ashok is apparently pretty persuasive.”


“He is. But it’s more than that. He… fits. He knows what his role is supposed to be in the story we tell ourselves, and he just steps into it. For someone who’s been hiding Chosen-know-where for four hundred years, he knows us pretty well.”


“You think he has spies out here?”


“I know he does,” Maya said darkly. “I’ve met some of them.”


“That sounds unpleasant.”


“You have no idea.” Maya tugged on her hood again. “If we can just get Jaedia away from the Forge, and Elariel can help her…”


“What about this Xalen Prodominus told you about?”


“I have no idea. If she’s a centarch, she might be in the city, and we don’t dare look for her. But I’ve never heard of a Xalen, and I know all the centarchs. We could—”


She cut off abruptly as the tall woman came toward them from the bow, glancing briefly at the arcana engine. She gave Tanax a brisk nod.


“Not much more than another hour, I think. Shall I signal ahead?” She touched a hooded lantern mounted on the ship’s rail.


“No,” Tanax said, a little too quickly. “That won’t be necessary.”


“We’re going to the green dock,” Varo said.


The woman’s eyebrows rose. “The green dock? With…” Her eyes flicked to Tanax, and Gyre recalled the scout’s mention of secrets the centarchs weren’t supposed to be privy to.


“Needs must,” Varo said with a shrug.


“I suppose so,” the woman said slowly. “But—”


The wind, calm so far, chose that moment to gust. The boat rocked as a wave struck it, making everyone clutch the benches for support. At the same time, Gyre felt the air tearing at his hood. He managed to grab it before it blew back, but not everyone was quick enough. Elariel was flailing at hers, and Maya—


Maya’s long red hair was blowing in the wind. She stared at the tall woman, who was looking at her, astonished.


“It’s you,” the woman hissed, then her voice rose. “Burningblade!” She glanced from Maya to Tanax. “We have orders to take her into custody.”


“I know,” Tanax said, spreading his hands. “Listen—”


“And the green dock—” Gyre could see wheels turning behind the woman’s eyes. Then, abruptly, she dove for the signal lantern.


Gyre concentrated, and something in his skull went click. The world slowed to a crawl, and every moving object telescoped into a chain of shadowy doubles that traced out possible paths. Gyre’s ghoul-made silver sword whipped from its sheath, slashing cleanly through the wooden post so the lantern tumbled into the sea. Before the tall woman had done more than try to shout a warning, he had the blade at her throat, and he watched her go wide-eyed in comical slow motion.


Maya was on her feet, igniting her haken. She leveled the flaming weapon at the other two crew members, who held up their hands in surrender. Gyre turned his augmentations off, the world abruptly returning to real time.


“You won’t get away with this, traitor,” the tall woman said. Gyre had to give her points for bravery, spitting in the face of a centarch. “They’re waiting for us back at the docks in Skyreach. If we don’t show up or send a signal, they’ll know something happened and warn the Forge.”


Maya glanced uncertainly at Varo, who gave a resigned shrug.


“She’s probably telling the truth,” he said. “It’s the sort of thing I would do.”


“You call yourself a scout,” the woman seethed. “Helping a renegade.”


“It’s a long story,” Varo said. “And I don’t think we have time. Should we tie them up with something?”


“Elariel?” Gyre said. “Can you—”


The ghoul gave a weary nod. The tall woman watched Elariel nervously as she came over and laid a hand on her arm. Then the sailor’s eyes rolled up in her head and she collapsed, Gyre catching her before she hit the deck. The other two crew made startled noises but froze under Maya’s glare as Elariel headed toward them.


“This makes things complicated,” Tanax said, already crouching by the arcana engine. It sputtered to life, driving the boat forward. “Given how long it’s taken us to cross—”


“I know.” Gyre sheathed his sword. “We’ll have to work fast.”
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