

    
        
          Bridge of Legends: The Complete Series

        

        
        
          Sarah K. L. Wilson

        

        
          Published by Sparkflight Books, 2020.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      BRIDGE OF LEGENDS: THE COMPLETE SERIES

    

    
      First edition. April 5, 2020.

      Copyright © 2020 Sarah K. L. Wilson.

    

    
    
      Written by Sarah K. L. Wilson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Other Books by Sarah K. L. Wilson

Summernight

DEAR READER

1: Summernight Procession

2: Advice of a Friend

3: Scenter

4: The Queen Mer Library

5: Patrol

6: Desperate Measures

7: To Catch a Thief

8: Plans and Hopes

9: Lord Mythos

10: Now or Never

11: Bridge of Legends

12: Grimoire

13: A Curious Crime

14: A Curioser Invitation

15: Noxious Threat

16: Legend Ball

17: Unexpected

18: Sunset Tower

19: Byron Bronzebow

20: Scent of a Name

21: Queen Mer’s Son

22: To Catch a Law Breaker

23: A Gamble

24: For a Sister

25: Rampage

26: Shaking Shame

27: Cold Regret

28: The Chase

29: The Others

30: Summernight

31: Silk Dresses and Swords

32: Hope Twists

33: Breath of Ash

34: Lady Sacrifice

35: Ram the Hunter

36: Flight from the Seven Suns

37: Wake the Dragon

38: Gondola Dash

39: Flotsam Hope

Epilogue

Appendix

Dawnspell

1: Adrift

2: Xin City

3: Hooded Help

4: Cure Mistress

5: A Matter of Debt

6: Whorls and Maps

7: A Sister’s Price

8: Betrothed and Betrayed

9: Windsniffer

10: The Hunt

11: At Home in a Library

12: Chaos Bubbles

13: A Strange Pairing

14: Wind Rose

15: Black and White

16: Tenacity’s Plaything

17: In Tune

18: Rope and Riots

19: Sins of the Father

20: In a Flurry of Wind and Dust

21: Black Plumes

22: Spiral to Destiny

23: Hunting Redemption

24: Map of Deeds

25: Open Eyes

26: Hail the Conquerors

27: Empty Hands and Empty Promises

28: Bloodhound

29: Sealed in Prisons

30: In the Dark of Night

31: Desperate Times

32: Cathedral of the Clock

33: Grandfather Timeless

34: Pendulum

35: Abelmeyer’s Eye

Epilogue

Autumngale

1: Burning City

2: Rain on the River

3: Inside the Clock

4: The Whisper

5: Ivory Cathedral

6: Queen Mer

7: Stalking Shadows

8: Searching Through Time

9: Kidnapped

10: Visions of a Future Past

11: Hunting Time

12: At Home in a Library

13: Meeting of Players

14: Ghostly Guardians

15: Cogs and Gears

16: Lies and Rumors of Lies

17: Choan

18: At Sea

19: Out of Reach

20: Isle of Mer

21: King Abelmeyer

22: Scent of Gold

23: Orange War

24: Chaos Born

25: Stalking Madness

26: Beneath the Embalmer’s Guild

27: Chaos Incarnate

28: Come back!

29: Unthinkable

30: Bell Tower

31: Yellow and Purple Sparks

32: Triumph of the Mother

33: All is Ever Lost

34: Whisper of Rebellion

35. New Legend

36: Fight for Footing

37: Close the Clock

Epilogue

Winterfast

1: Too Silent

2: On a Dragon’s Back

3: So Little Water

4: On a Whiff of Madness

5: Blood is Not Thicker

6: Rajit

7: Scent of a Story

8: From the Shadows

9: Trapped in a Bookbindery

10: Stalked through the Shadows

11: The Road to Ice

12: Too Late

13: What the Histories Say

14: Chase through Bones and Ash

15: Murder

16: Dragon’s Landing

17: Cave Pictures

18: It Can Always Get Worse

19: Into the Darkness

20: What the Lady Sacrifice Died to Hold

21: Journey of Faith

22: Where Journeys Take Us

23: A Voice in the Darkness

24: When Fate We Call

25: And Fate Replies

26: Never Fast Enough

27: Betrayal

Epilogue

Springhatch

1: Running River

2: Ice and Water

3: What Lies Beneath

4: Winter Cold

5: Promises Made

6: Promises Kept

7: Dragonblood Plains

8: Chaos

9: Tangled Hope

10: Arise Vagrant Lord

11: Crushed and Broken

12: Never Say No

13: To Know and Not Know

14: Exodus

15: From Depths to Heights

16: Touch of Queen Mer

17: The Heart of Choan

18: Son of Mer

19: Regrets and Guilt

20: The Welcome of Yan

21: Denials

22: On the Wrong Foot

23: Thievery and Destruction

24: Crown

25: Flight of Yan

26: Three Days

27: Landfall

28: The Other Side of the Ocean

29: Fevers and Nightmares

30: Into Xytexyx

31: Whisper

32: Egg of Dragons

33: Breaking an Avatar

34: Deliverer of Death

Epilogue: Gifts Make a Giver

Behind the Scenes:



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Cale, always.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Other Books by Sarah K. L. Wilson


[image: ]


Dragon School Series

First Flight

Initiate

The Dark Prince

The Ruby Isles

Sworn

Dusk Covenant

First Message

Warring Promises

Prince of Dragons

Dark Night

Bright Hopes

Mark of Loyalty

Dire Quest

Ancient Allies

Pipe of Wings

Dragon Piper

Dust of Death

Troubled War

Starie Night

Ascendant Light

Dragon Chameleon Series

Rogue’s Quest

Paths of Deception

City of Ice

Mist of Power

Silver Eyes

World of Legends

Chase the Moon

Shadow Quest

Creeping Darkness

Golem Siege

Memory of Mountains

Color of Victory

Dragon Tide

Dragonlet

Dragon Staff

Desperate Flight

Bubbles of Hope

Waves of Destiny

Tides of Change

Keys of Power

Rock Eaters

Underworld

Chosen One

Tangled Fae

Fae Hunter

Fae Captive

Fae Nightmare

The Unweaving Chronicles Series

Teeth of the Gods

Lightning Strikes Twice

Thunder Rattles High

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Summernight

[image: ]


Book One
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEAR READER
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Please note the map and list of Legends that follows this note. You will likely find them helpful as you read. Enjoy this tangled tale and may your fortunes be much better than those of the five cities of the Dragonblood Plains!

Sarah
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1: Summernight Procession
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Tamerlan

Legends were coming alive. 

Or at least, that was how it felt to Tamerlan as he braced himself against the jostling crowd in the rising mist of the morning. Stale water, anticipation, and the smell of feast-day cakes baking filled the air, warring for dominance. He leaned a little farther over the edge of the railing.

“Come on, little fellow! You can’t stay there or you’ll fall right in!”

He was inches from scooping up the stray dog – a small sharp-nosed black puppy with wild scared eyes. He’d been edged to the very brink of falling into the canal and if Tamerlan couldn’t scoop him up he’d fall right in. The canals of Jingen were no place for dogs. Their slick sides weren’t made for ease of climbing – especially for someone with four feet.

He pushed a little farther, smelling oranges and roses on the breeze as he hung over the railing. Was that Dathan below? His fellow apprentice hung from a sign pole below the railing, looking out over the canal. Fool! He would fall right in 

“Excuse me, Apprentice,” a merchant said, jostling past him, his conical hat knocking two other people in the face as he passed. He smelled of oil and figs and his thick belly pressed Tamerlan even closer to the railing. Quiet curses followed him but Tamerlan kept quiet, his face screwing up with concentration as he finally scooped the puppy up.  

“Got you!”

The poor little thing tucked his nose into Tamerlan’s armpit, shaking from nose to tail. He wouldn’t be able to keep it. Alchemist Apprentices were little better than property themselves. But he could find a safer place than the edge of a canal. 

He pressed through the crowd, keeping the puppy held tight to his leather apprentice apron as he searched for a quiet alley. How many more people would join the crowd before the gondola procession passed through the District of Spices? Already street vendors pushing laden box-carts pressed against priests carrying smoking braziers. Goodwives wearing crisp aprons barely managed to keep hold of bright-eyed children in the press of the crowd. 

The people of the Alchemist’s District were layered over the canal like the tiers of a cake, some looking down from red-shingled roofs, some from high windows or balconies, others from along the rail on the street, and some – like his friend Dathan, below – lined the slick, narrow walkways along the canal.

Tamerlan slipped into the alley, glad to find it mostly abandoned with the crowd so obsessed with the coming procession. There was a set of steps leading to a back door and underneath it, a safe looking shadow. 

“Will you be okay here?” Tamerlan asked the puppy, tucking him into the space under the steps. “Just keep your head down and no one will notice, yeah? That’s what I do.”

He gave the puppy a last stroke, leaving regretfully. In a perfect world, he could bring the puppy back to his lonely room in The Copper Tincture. In a perfect world, he wouldn’t have been sold as an apprentice to Alchemists, but instead he’d be a librarian or a monk. Something that required a lot of reading and thinking. Something that didn’t involve manhandling crates of spices until he thought his mind would go dull from boredom.

He slipped back into the crowd. He should check on Dathan. He’d been late with his duties three times this week and if Master Kurond caught him hanging from a flagpole, he’d be put on short-rations for a month. 

He eased through the crowd and down the crowded steps to the canal below, ignoring angry looks and fierce curses. The rock here was slick. Someone was bound to slip and fall in. It wouldn’t be Tamerlan. He kept a hold of the rockwork, his eyes fixed on the bend of the canal.

An orange cat slid through the crowd – a bad omen. Tamerlan’s mouth went dry at the thought. He wanted no more bad omens. Acid washed up into his mouth and he swallowed it down, ignoring his churning belly. The cat was grabbed by a pair of hands hanging out from a Waverunner boat and pulled inside. 

“Just a cat, Apprentice!” a goodwife laughed at his expression. Her face was bright with excitement. “And now a meal for the Waverunners! 

He didn’t believe those nasty rumors. Just because the Waverunners never left their small house-boats and gondolas didn’t mean they ate cats. Or at least, he didn’t think so. And if they did, it wasn’t important today.

The crowd murmured with anticipation, a thousand voices whispering the same hopes, a thousand eyes dancing with visions of the season. Some enterprising fool was even playing a lute beside the stone steps that led to the streets above, his tunes a litany of seasonal songs, blessing the waxing of summer, the roundness of fertility, the call of the river, and the strength of growing warmth. 

There was something about Summernight that made people forget their everyday lives as the days bled into the night, snatching minutes and hours that didn’t belong to them until the longest day of the year crowned the season.

Tamerlan made his way carefully through the crowd, trying not to step on feet or elbow anyone. He felt tight and ragged inside. He’d heard a rumor yesterday. Just something in passing. But it had him worried. If the Legends would truly rise and walk the city again on Summernight – as the tale went – then why couldn’t they rise now? Why couldn’t they come when he might need them? Legends were as useless as wishes.

Enough of that. He wasn’t a dreamy boy anymore with the luxury of imagining Legends walking the earth. He was a man with responsibilities – like keeping his friend out of trouble.

If he didn’t get to Dathan in time the fool might even break an arm - then he’d be in real trouble. He tried to keep from glancing at the canal. He’d look when the procession arrived. He’d watch then. But what if she went by and he never even caught a glimpse? Or what if it wasn’t her at all, but he never found out. What if guilt and grief still ate at his heart a bite at a time? He shook his head, trying to clear it.

“Dathan!” He called to his friend as soon as he saw him. Dathan stood out in the crowd just like Tamerlan did by wearing the uniform of Alchemist apprentices – a thick leather apron and rolled sleeves to reveal arms burned with acid scars. They were all fresh scars. Dathan had only been an apprentice for a year – bought from a destitute farm family in a landhold to the east of Jingen. He’d taken to city life better than Tamerlan had – he was more social – but it was only last week that Tamerlan had to hunt him down and help him finish his tasks before sundown. They’d traveled by gondola on this very canal. Strange how last week felt a million years away.

Dathan was stretched out along the sign pole, trying to get the best possible view of the procession when it finally turned the corner into the Spice District. Tamerlan rubbed sweating palms on his apron. He needed to get his friend down before that procession arrived. What if Dathan saw his relief when it turned out his suspicions were groundless – or watched him break when he turned out to be right? He’d never live that down. 

And he would break. 

He was close already – his nerve endings all alert, his hair on end, his senses sharper than ever. But he needed to deal with the problem in front of him first. Dathan might fall into the canal and drown if he wasn’t careful. His tools – strapped to the apron as usual – would sink him to the bottom in the blink of an eye if he lost his grip. He wouldn’t bob right back up like the street urchins across the way who even now were diving to find coins in the wrecks of ruined gondolas.

The sound of a dozen throats sucking in their breath made him stand on his toes to look. Had the procession arrived?

No. Just another fool falling from the street above to the canal ledge. A duck quacked loudly and took off, feet slapping the water as he fought to gain height. 

“Get off me you son of a -!”

Chaos swirled as some people dove for lost belongings and stooped for coins while others tried to grab for what had never been theirs.

The poor fool who fell was kicked into the canal and left to sputter and grope at the slick stone walls. Unless he found a friendly gondola, he’d have to swim a long way to find an entrance to street level again.

Tamerlan lunged forward, scrambling along the narrow stone ledge – just wide enough for a hand-cart – that rimmed the canal. 

“Dathan!” he called. He was prodded with elbows as he passed. He felt the blows – there would be bruises tomorrow – but this was his chance. That was a chance worth gambling on. “Let me help you down! It’s not safe up there!”

He tried not to flinch at the cries of pain from the crowd where he passed. He wasn’t trying to injure – but he chewed his lip as he watched Dathan rocking on the sign pole. He still hadn’t noticed Tamerlan and that perch was tenuous, the sign pole creaking under the weight.

He climbed up the side of the wall, fingers feeling for the cracks between the stone as he tried to reach his friend. The toes of his worn leather boots scraped along the side of the slick stone wall, catching any purchase they could find. Dragon’s guts, but it stank along the canal! What was rotting in those murky waters?

“Son of a Legend! Would you stay put?” one of the onlookers cursed, dodging Tamerlan’s kicking feet. “First one fool, then another!”

“Dathan!”

“Tam! Look at the view! Come on up!”

And then he was level with the sign pole. Fresher air prevailed here. Peonies and roses in garlands were strung along the rail to the street above for the Summernight Festival. He breathed them in, trying to find calm in their familiar scents.

Today was the first morning of the five-day Summernight festival. Five days of celebrating and feasting. Five nights of mystery and delight. 

Today, the city would rejoice. 

A burst of raucous laughter spilled onto the street above him as someone left a tavern. Early morning and the celebrations were already beginning. The smell of meat tarts and the local brew swirled into the street before the door was closed again. Tamerlan’s mouth watered. He could already taste the holiday cakes he loved so much, but this was not why he was here. 

“You’ve got to come down. Dathan! The sign pole is close to breaking. If you fall – ”

But his words were cut off.

A gasp drew again from a thousand throats and cries of excitement quickly followed. 

“They’re here! The procession!”

Below him, a woman’s voice pierced above the rest, “The dragon’s tribute! The Lady Sacrifice!”

She sounded almost worshipful. And of course, most of the people here were. They weren’t in the costumes of the Legends yet – that would come later in the festival when they ran through the night like the Heroes of Legend reborn – but this was just the first part. 

Bells pealed loudly, flooding the streets above and jangling in strung lines along the canal. Some were the dull throbbing sound of the big guild bells, others the tiny tinkle of shop bells, or deep bong of temple bells. Bells would ring throughout the city, District to District as the procession passed through each part before stopping at the Sunset Tower in the center of the Seven Suns Palace. Tamerlan remembered that from last year, although last year his only thoughts had been filled with drinking in the tavern and eating holiday cakes with Dathan.

This time was different. The Lady Sacrifice had arrived. And if she was who he thought she might be, then all was lost. His eyes strained to try to see down the canal as the boats of the Waverunners – long sleek boats low in the water and painted in garishly bright colors – scuttled out of the way in every direction.

Tamlerlan could almost feel the rumble of the dragon beneath them at the sound of the bells. But that was just imagination. The dragon had slept beneath the city for a thousand years – if it had ever lived at all. Perhaps it was only rocks and carvings and not a dragon at all. 

That made more sense than what the religions said. After all, why would anyone build their city on top of a dragon – literally chiseling their foundations into his scales – if he were alive? No one would be that stupid. Though mentioning that to his childhood priest had resulted in having his ears boxed and a second beating from his father when the priest had opened his fat mouth to snitch.

But if the dragon was nothing more than an interestingly shaped mountain, then why would they drain the blood of the Lady Sacrifice over those rocks? Why would they spill her life out, like water splashed across the street and running into the canals, for nothing at all?

Last year, the Lady Sacrifice had been from Pale Lily Landhold and the procession had begun with Pale Lily spearmen twirling their spears and marching in place in the gondolas in careful synchronicity. Everyone knew she was from Pale Lily after that display. 

If he saw the Pale Lily spearmen again, he would be able to breathe – or the canasta spinners of Gentle Trees Landhold who had been there the year before, or the bright purple banners of Summer Wheat. 

It was none of those. 

Tamerlan’s jaw clenched as a pair of pale bulls decked in wreaths of red roses stood steadily in the front of a wide canal-boat – a gondola would never fit them. Their corded muscled bunched under their pale flesh and their minders carried pointed sticks and wore blue tabards. Pale bulls were raised in the north – where Tamerlan had been born. 

With every new appearance his hands felt sweatier, his head lighter. Could that rumor he’d heard be true?

The flag hanging from Dathan’s sign pole began to flap as a breeze rose, pushing the gondolas a little faster down the canal. They couldn’t come quickly enough for Tamerlan. With every new glimpse, his heart sunk faster.

“I just want to see the procession. Just a minute more,” Dathan protested. His eyes gleamed with excitement. He was two years younger than Tamerlan and two years more wide-eyed.

Behind the bulls were drummers and cantonelle flute players in their own gondolas, being carefully poled forward at an even pace. The flute players spun and danced as they played, the ragged rabbit skins that hung from their belts proclaiming them to be of Long Wind Landhold.

And now Tamerlan felt an icy chill wash over him. He’d grown up in the land of cantonelle players. Their haunting tune, like the song of the water loon, had haunted his dreams when first he was banished to the glorious city of Jingen to serve in the Alchemist’s Guild as an apprentice.

“Don’t forget your family,” his mother had murmured. “Don’t forget your ancestors.”

And, of course, he hadn’t. Not when night after night of prayers and tears brought no relief to the dull ache in his belly. Not in the long days when the smoke of the Alchemists stung his eyes and the acids of their concoctions burned his skin and he wondered again and again why a household of a Landholder might need to sell a son to the Guilds ... and why they had chosen him of all his seven brothers.

And he did not forget today, as he watched the cantonelle dancers go past on sleek drifting gondolas. He did not forget when a gondola lacquered in shiny black with a black canopy and walls of flowing black silk over the passenger portion –  the gondola of the Lord Mythos, the city’s ruler – queued up in the line. 

Before the black gondola, a chain of colored gondolas and the majestic dragon – woven and sewn by the people of the Long Wind landhold, in the white and orange colors of their flags, wound along the canal supported by the colorful gondolas. Beneath the dragon were the legs of those who made the dragon dance, but they couldn’t distract from the beauty of the rippling creature.

He did not forget when the smell of home rolled off that dragon, blotting out the smell of roses, and springing up in his mind a longing so deep that it almost washed away the fear that thrummed through him closer than his own heartbeat. 

It was the last gondola that he had been looking for – the last black lacquered gondola with the emblem of the Lord Mythos on the flowing silk curtains. He almost forgot Dathan’s predicament as he watched it creep toward his perch.

Guards surrounded the curtains, practically standing on the gunwales of the gondola in their attempt to encircle the occupant of the dark boat – their gazes shot into the crowd like they were the very fists of the Gods. 

It was that gondola that made his blood turn to ice but still left it howling in his ears until he could hear nothing else. He studied it like the face of a lost love as it passed, holding his breath, waiting.

He wasn’t going to see. It was going to pass without confirming his fears. 

Not a single curtain on the gondola twitched. Not a guard moved a sword or halberd in acknowledgment. Had he been wrong? Had he been anxious about nothing? Perhaps ...

But as the carriage passed, someone parted the curtains at the back of the gondola and between the legs of the guards he caught a glimpse of huge dark eyes looking out at him surrounded by thick lashes. 

Amaryllis. 

He’d recognize those eyes anywhere. They gleamed with the same fear they’d held the morning he’d been packed away.

“You’ll be back soon, won’t you?” she’d said in a shaking voice. His only sister – his best friend. It hurt him worse to see her pain than to feel the pain himself.

“I don’t think so,” he’d said, playing nervously with the woven grass ring she’d given him. It wouldn’t last long, but it was all anyone had given him beyond cool looks and frosty ‘goodbyes.’ It still hung from a thread on his bedpost.

“But I can’t bear to live here without you,” she’d pled, tears streaking her face.

“I need to go, Amaryllis,” he’d said. “If I don’t, they’ll pick someone else to sell. Maybe even you. Besides, I don’t think they’ll just let me say no.” It had taken all his effort not to let his voice shake here. “And I don’t think I can stop them.”

“Sell? But we’re the Landholds here!”

“And you and I are just two of nine siblings. How many Landholds does a place need, Amaryllis?”

“One,” her small voice shook.

“One to inherit, one for a spare, one for the church, one for the lair,” he’d quoted the children’s rhyme. But it stopped at four because no house needed more than four children. The rest were only worth what you could trade for them and in his case, his father’s debts had been forgiven. Ten years of debts with a single son. Any Landhold would have called it a fair trade.  

And now here she was, her eyes brimming when they finally met his from that tiny gap in the curtains at the back of the gondola. Widening. Pleading.

His little sister.

The Lady Sacrifice.

In her eyes, he saw his world ending.

It felt as if someone was gripping his heart in their fist and squeezing. He could barely breathe, barely think, but one thought registered: how great a price must his father have received for the life of his sister?
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2: Advice of a Friend
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Tamerlan

Dathan fell from his perch at the same moment that Tamerlan’s heart seized in his chest. 

Smack! 

Dathan landed on someone’s shoulder and someone else’s back.

“Hey!”

“Dragon-spitting fool!”

An angry fist knocked against his head and a kick to the groin left him hunched over and retching as he leaned against the wet rock wall trying to catch his breath. 

Tamerlan hurried down, swallowing the nausea ripping through him at the thought of his sister heading up the canal in that gondola.

He grabbed Dathan by the arms, helping him stand and pulling him into one of the rare lamp alcoves along the canal wall. Curses filled the air and a heavy voice rang in his ears.

“Jingen City Watch. Make way! What’s the problem here?” Jingen City Watch Officers weren’t hard to spot. Their uniforms were haphazard leathers over white shirts with worn oilcloth cloaks, but they all wore a sewn-on embroidered badge and the same irritated expressions on their faces as if your very existence had offended the Law.

“No problem, Officer,” Tamerlan said nervously. If they got in trouble with the Watch, Dathan would see worse than docked rations. “My friend just took a fall.”

“Any trouble will be stopped with force by order of the Lord Mythos,” the Watch Officer said imperiously stroking the sheath of his long knife. “Keep to your business, citizen.”

“Yes, officer.” Tamerlan ducked his head, hiding Dathan’s slighter frame behind his height and broader shoulders. His friend was still stunned, leaning against the wall of the alcove. 

The footsteps tromped by as the Watch left and Tamerlan drew a relieved breath. He took a moment to compose himself. His head was still swimming with anger and confusion. 

Not now, Tamerlan. Later. When there was time to think.

“Hey!” He called to Dathan, shaking his shoulder gently “Dathan, are you okay?”

“Yes,” the word hissed between his teeth. 

“You need to shake out of it, Dathan,” Tamerlan said, his voice cracking under the stress. They’d sold her. They’d sold her like a pig for market. He’d never forgive them. “People are watching. They’ll report us to Master Kurond. Head up! Walk.”

Dathan shook his head to clear it, sucking in a breath as Tamerlan gently led him through the crowd. He pushed away thoughts of his sister, focusing on the smell of dank walls and sun on algae. He was still here on the crowded canal way with the shuffling crowd. He needed to remember that.  Needed to remember that he couldn’t help his sister from here. 

Gondolas filled the canal again, their gondoliers calling out prices to the watchers as if they were here to pay for a ride rather than simply to gawk. A shoal of gondolas was pushed aside by a larger barge laden with flowers and fruit and country folk peering out of the covered boat with wide eyes and round faces.

“That’s better,” Tamerlan said encouragingly, dragging Dathan along with the mass of people climbing the stairs to the streets above. The fun was over. “Here, follow me.”

He pulled Dathan behind him, up the stairs and then into an alley between two swoop-roofed buildings and a butcher’s line of hanging chickens. Wash lines crisscrossed over the crowded spaces and an old woman frowned at them from the steps where she stood hanging more steaming wash on the line. A cur growled as they passed, his curling fur greasy and dark. Hopefully that dog hadn’t found the puppy he’d stashed in the other alley. This alley smelled of stale beer and urine – the smell of a place neglected – but the dog and woman told another story. He and Dathan couldn’t stay here long. These places always looked empty until someone smelled coins or vulnerability and then suddenly, they were very popular places to be.

“Are you out on a job?” he asked Dathan, looking over his shoulder to be sure they weren’t overheard.

“Yes,” Dathan gasped, still hunched over his injuries.

“There was nothing for the guild on the message tree, so I finished mine for this morning. Why don’t you give me your job and you can go back to The Copper Tincture and recover?”

Visiting the message tree was usually his favorite chore. A chance to hear what was happening in the Landholds – maybe even at home. A chance to watch the barges coming in from upriver and the ship boats coming the other way from the sea, hulls laden with trade goods and wonders from afar. The whole of the world traded with the five cities of the Dragonblood Plains. 

But today, with Summernight almost upon them, there had been no messages from without. Orders for Nightbursts had been placed and filled weeks ago and that was the only thing that the Alchemists provided for the celebration –  other than oil for the colored flames of the canal lanterns. 

“Fine. I have to pick up a package for Master Kurond at the Queen Mer Library,” Dathan said with a moan. 

Tamerlan looked him over, shrugging uncomfortably. “Can you get home? You’re not too hurt?”

“I’ll be fine,” Dathan said. One of his hands fumbled at a belt pouch.

“Only, you don’t look too healthy. Listen, those guards weren’t joking. The Jingen City Watch will be on the lookout for anything strange. Summernight is too important to be ruined by vagabonds. Why did you climb that sign pole? You know our Guild Masters wouldn’t approve! You could be sold again, Dathan – to someone worse than the Alchemists.”

That was always the worry. Alchemy was stinky work and dangerous, but there were worse jobs. Especially in a city like Jingen.

“You’re too dirty for the Library,” Dathan protested, but he handed the small scrip he’d pulled from his belt pouch to Tamerlan. It would have Master Kurond’s orders on it.

Tamerlan looked down at the dark leather of his trousers – scuffed now and dirty from helping Dathan up –  and the length of his brown leather apron. It ended just above his knees, the pockets at the waist bulging with tools and devices just like Dathan’s. He didn’t think he’d lost any - he had the pocket-flaps buttoned – but the apron was dirty and smudged and his crisp white shirt was no longer crisp or white.  

“I’ll be okay. I have a friend in the Library District who will vouch for me. Are you sure you can walk?”

Dathan nodded shakily before clapping Tamerlan on the shoulder. 

“Master Kurond said to have them back to the Guild House as quickly as possible. Thank you.”

Dathan was already stumbling out of the alley as Tamerlan unfolded the note.

Tamerlan shook himself. It was hard not to let his mind wander to Amaryllis. She’d always loved rabbits. She would carry them around in the summers and she’d sell their little ones to the local merchants. Tamerlan had never had the heart to tell her that they were bought for food, not for pets. To Amaryllis, rabbits were just long-eared furry people.

Perhaps, if he attended to his work, he could talk to one of the Masters about finding a way to see the Lady Sacrifice. Perhaps they would show mercy.

He looked down at the note.

Dathan, 

Go to the University District to the Queen Mer Library and retrieve for us the textbooks “Materials of the Sodden Islands” and “Smoke of the Feral Cults” for use in this week’s experiments. Ask for Nabella. Do not tarry.

Master Kurond

The University District was not far, though it felt farther today with the press of the celebratory crowds around him. Tamerlan strode out of the alley with purpose, squeezing between the people gathered there. A man with clothing that screamed of the countryside haggled over a bolt of cloth at one of the market stalls, his entire family pressed up around the stall to the irritation of the shopkeeper. 

Tamerlan pressed past them, nearly bumping into the servant of a Landhold from one of the eastern districts, half his head shaved, and the other half cut in choppy waves.

“My pardon.” 

“Watch yourself, Alchemist,” the servant scowled. He wasn’t much older than Tamerlan and wearing his festival best. 

There was a time when any Landhold’s servant would bow and scrape to him but Tamerlan lost that place when he was bought by the guild. He should have paid the coin for a gondola and saved himself from the press of bodies and indignity of insults, but coins were hard to find and difficult to part with. 

The press of people in the Spice District bartering at the tops of their lungs or calling to each other as street performers danced between them holding out hats for coin, soon thinned to the stoic, calm crowds of the University District.

Tamerlan breathed a sigh of relief. Here, things were more orderly – kept so by the University Guard, dressed in impeccable white and silver. Tamerlan loved the order of the Library District. Imagine being able to spend your days in logical thought instead of mindless grunt-work? Imagine plumbing the depths of philosophy, the wonders of science, the beauty of literature and music. 

He nearly walked into a pair of guards before he noticed them as his mind drifted to what-ifs. They frowned at him when he stumbled to a halt, scanning him carefully before moving on. He’d been stopped by that pair before. They must recognize him as Master Kurond’s apprentice. Perhaps, he could use that to gain their trust. Perhaps, he could sneak into their barracks one night and steal one of those uniforms and use it to creep into the Sunset Tower at the center of the city – the place where everyone knew the Lady Sacrifice would be kept until the last night of Summernight when her blood would sate Jingen – the ancient dragon who slept beneath their city.

Tamerlan shivered. Such superstitions had always felt far away. What did they have to do with him? Now, they were too close for comfort. Like a straight-edged razor poised at his neck – one flinch and it might seal his fate – or the fate of Amaryllis. 

He was crazy to think of theft and trespass. That was as crazy as dreaming that he and Dathan hadn’t been bought and sold. Crazy as thinking he might have time to study and invent instead of grinding away his days in service. Crazy, because it would never work. 

He still remembered the man they hung in a cage beside one of the canals of the University District as a warning to anyone who dared steal from them again. He hadn’t even been dead when they put him there. Or at least, not at first. 

But what other option had they left him? If he didn’t at least try, could he live with himself for year upon year knowing he’d been useless, harmless, when what his sister needed was a defender? He wrung his hands as he tried to decide what he should do.

“Did you see the Lady Sacrifice in the procession?” a breathless voice asked him. It was Sian – one of the library apprentices hurrying forward to walk with him as he reached the lower steps of the Queen Mer Library. Her filmy Librarian robes clung to her sandaled feet as she walked, her apprentice belt clinking as the glass beads bumped one another.

“Yes,” he admitted, smiling at Sian.

“I wanted to see her, too,” she went on, tucking her stray hairs behind her ears. She had a smudge of ink on her nose as she usually did. 

Tamerlan usually liked seeing Sian. Her friendliness could warm a stone. Today, with her full lips smiling at him and her round face flushed with excitement – today she looked far too much like Amaryllis. Vulnerable. Precious. Had her parents sold her into apprenticeship? 

“They say that if you meet her eye as she goes by,” the bright girl said, “you will have good luck all year.”

Tamerlan felt his face growing hot. 

All year. 

Which meant that next year they would drag some other poor fool’s sister up to that tower and make her wait five days until they slaughtered her like livestock. He felt his fists clenching, but he couldn’t stop them any more than he could stop the angry roar in his ears.

“I have a costume for Summernight. Can you guess who I’ll be going as?” Sian asked. She had to skip to keep up to his long stride as he mounted the marble steps of the library two at a time. After a moment, she answered her own question. “Queen Mer! Doesn’t that fit, since I work in the Library here? They say she founded it herself. She picked this spot – right near the dragon’s ear!” They both glanced at the frill-like rock formation behind the library. It stood higher than even the domed blue roof of the library, blocking the streaming light of the morning sun. “It’s going to be so fun! We all – the apprentices – get every evening off this week. I will dance so hard my feet hurt and eat until my belly grows to twice its size!”

He paused for a moment to smile down at her. She shouldn’t have to suffer through Summernight just because he was broken-hearted. She was innocent. A gadfly enjoying her single moment.

“I hope you enjoy yourself, Sian.”

“Won’t you join me?” she asked, attempting to look coy. As if he could see her as anything other than a little sister.

“I’m afraid I’ll be busy for all of Summernight.” 

Now, why had he said that? He was given the evenings off for the festival, too. But he was going to be spending them in a way that Sian shouldn’t be near. He was going to find a way to break into that golden tower and rescue his sister. 

The thought that had been brewing in his heart since he first glimpsed her through the crowd solidified as he stood on the library steps looking out across the city to the single golden spire in the Government District. 

“They say that no one has ever been inside and lived to tell the tale,” Sian said, following his gaze. Which was ridiculous. Because what was the point of a tower that no one ever entered? Or that no one ever left. Surely there were guards – or at least servants – who came in and out without a problem.

He was going to enter that tower. 

He was sure of that now – as sure as he was of his own name – and when he did, he was going to make sure that they never brought another innocent girl there again. Beneath his feet, he almost thought he felt a rumble of agreement in the earth itself.
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3: Scenter
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Marielle

“You’re too obsessive. That’s her first complaint. You take things too seriously, don’t like critique, don’t understand nuance. The world is black and white to you,” Captain Ironarm said, as she read the report in her hand. 

Someone had actually written those things about Marielle. Paper was scarce and ink valuable and someone had sat with their face screwed up, quill in hand, and carefully penned those words.

About her.

Marielle felt herself sinking lower with every word. She thought she was doing a good job. She thought she was putting her training to use and helping people. She was the best Scenter trainee. She could follow any track. She practiced constantly. She didn’t eat strong foods or wear perfumes. She was even careful about her soap. Nothing was allowed to hinder her sense. Her kit was meticulously maintained. She took every citizen complaint seriously. 

And none of that had been enough. 

She could feel her eyes growing wider with every new item on the list. She chewed her lip until it hurt and silently cursed the anxious sweat that sprouted up under her clothing. The Captain would smell it. And she would know that Marielle was nervous. That wouldn’t help her case.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” Captain Ironarm’s voice was calm and even. 

She smoothed the sides of her salt and pepper hair back into the tight bun she wore. It was the only tight thing about her. The rest of her face sagged under the weight of years. She’d been the Scenter Captain here for thirty years. Spent twenty-two as a Scenter before that. Joined up at eighteen when her training was complete – just like Marielle. Just like every woman in the Scenter branch of the City Watch.

“None of us sees color,” Marielle said, carefully. She didn’t understand the insult. She was proud of who she was. Who cared that Scenters couldn’t see colors in a world roaring with the turquoise scent of the sea weaving in with the golden brown of baked bread and the gold of attraction. Green still lingered in this office from Jandela who had been in here before Marielle. She’d let off that burst of envy when she passed Marielle in the doorway. Who would want to trade that to simply see colors?

“That’s not what the report means,” Captain Ironarm said with a raised eyebrow.

Of course, it wasn’t. Marielle felt her cheeks heating.

“I understand nuance,” she said, her voice huskier than she would have liked. She shifted her stance and the leathers of her watch uniform squeaked. They hadn’t lost that squeak yet – they were still so new.

“If you understood nuance you would know that you don’t drag a Landhold before the magistrate for public drunkenness – especially not twelve hours after he was drunk!”

“I could smell it on him,” Marielle said in a small voice.

“But by then he had slept it off. Magistrate Mendyk marched in here yesterday and demanded – yes, he demanded! – that I remove you from the Watch. Don’t look at me like that! It will be a hot day in Thespar before a magistrate – any magistrate, mind! – tells me what to do in my own Watch House.”

Her hard gaze was fixed on Marielle, nailing her in place. They should have called her ‘ironeyes’ not ‘Ironarm’.

“Yes, sir.” Marielle’s voice squeaked more than she would have liked, but she kept her back ramrod straight. The Scenters were everything to her. If staying meant being more careful with Landholds well ... well, she could consider that.

“Justice, Marielle, is more important than regulation. Do you know what that means?”

Marielle felt new sweat breaking out across her scalp. If only she could wipe it away with her Scenter’s Veil! But she stayed perfectly still, her mind racing. What did you say to something like that? The regulations brought justice. And justice was the most important thing in the world. She settled on her catechism answer.

“Justice is the gift of the Dragonblooded to the after-generations. It makes it safe for men to strive and achieve but curtails corruption,” she quoted from memory. She knew her catechism. Every citizen of Jingen did. There were rumors that the other cities had different catechisms, but they were only rumors. Marielle knew better than to think so ill of people just because they lived far off.

Her gaze wandered to the map above Captain Ironarm’s desk – a map of the five cities of the Dragonblood Plains with a closeup of Jingen and her districts in the lower left-hand corner. The cities were drawn extra large for effect, looking as if you could spit and reach the next city but Marielle knew it was only to see them more easily. They were actually many days of travel from one another.

Captain Ironarm pursed her wrinkled lips. 

“I won’t be Captain here forever, Marielle,” she said sending a stab of fear down Marielle’s spine. The Captain was the anchor of the Scenter Watch. “And so, it’s important for me to impart a little wisdom where I can. Some things are right and wrong, Marielle. You know this.”

Marielle was nodding.

The Captain turned in her chair to look out her second-story window over the city below. The glass of the window was rippled in the small panes, but you could still see almost as far as the river running through the center of the city where the festivities for Summernight had already begun. Marielle almost thought she saw the Lady Sacrifice’s procession moving through the canals.

“There are rights and wrongs according to the catechism. There are rights and wrongs according to the laws of Jingen,” the captain said heavily. “You are a good student. You know these things by heart. The moral law. The city laws. I heard you recite the complete Jingen Code the day you graduated from your training. And these laws are good. But there is a greater law in place, Marielle. It’s a law that branches out over those other laws the way a great tree branches out over a garden. It supersedes them. It encompasses them. Occasionally ... it diverges from them.”

Marielle gasped. The captain hadn’t just said ... had she? She didn’t say ... Marielle could not even let the thought form in her own mind.

“I don’t know the name of this law. You sense it sometimes in the catechism. Sometimes you get a whiff of it when you are reading Jingen Law. But it’s something greater. It’s alive. It answers to something beyond us.”

“The religions, Captain?”

“I doubt it,” Captain Ironarm said wryly. “Or at least, I haven’t seen proof of that.”

“It’s not ...” Marielle began.

“Speak up, officer.”

“It’s not the dragons, is it? After all, they founded the five cities. We built them on the rocks of their bodies. Perhaps these laws came from them.”

The Captain shrugged. “I don’t know about that. What I do know, is that over time a Watch Officer gets a feel for this law – what I like to think of as the Real Law. And when it lines up with Jingen law, that’s a  good thing. It makes you certain and certainty in this world is rare. It’s a precious thing in the fleeting moments you find it. But there are other times when things are not so certain. There are times when you can sense the real law, but there’s no written code to hold it up. There’s just you, an officer of the Watch, trying to find a way to twist the written law so you can enforce the real law.”

Marielle shivered. She’d heard of City Watch like that. Men who put a bloody knife in the coat pocket of a man they knew did something wrong just before he was stopped by other Watch officers. 

“Oh, I don’t mean vigilantes,” the Captain said, catching the look in her eye. “That’s not justice either. No, when you get to know the real law, you can see things that other people can’t. Patterns. Ways it’s hinting at the truth to you. It’s alive. And it wants justice more than anything. I think that maybe the world was meant to be just. But, of course, it’s not. And that Law – the Real Law – is always working to bring that back.”

A thought occurred to Marielle. She cleared her throat and the captain looked at her expectantly.

“What about if the Real Law says someone is innocent but the City Law says someone is guilty?”

The Captain gave her an odd half-smile. “It’s those times that we see what sort of cloth you’re sewn from, officer.”

Marielle swallowed. 

“That’s what Anaala means when she says you’re too black and white. You don’t know the Real Law yet. You need time to learn it and until you do, you need to calm down a little and let more experienced Watch officers lead the way.”

Marielle felt her cheeks heating.

“Which is why,” the captain said. “I’m pairing you with Carnelian for the rest of Summernight. Listen to what she says and see if you can learn some wisdom. She’s been on the streets for long enough to wear out a pair of boots or two.”

“And if I can’t?” Marielle asked. She couldn’t help biting her lip as she waited for the answer.

“Then the City Watch is not for you. There are other things a Scenter can do. We’ll find one for you. But until then, go report to Carnelian. She’s expecting you.”
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4: The Queen Mer Library
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Tamerlan

Tamerlan had always loved the Queen Mer library. When it was built, no expense had been spared. The denizens of Queen Mer - carved in white stone – decorated every pillar of the library. Squids with a dozen arms wrapped around the base of the pillars, their arms crawling up the ivory uprights. Seaweed and shells, lobsters and crabs, swordfish and manta rays were carved in the spaces between the shelves and along decorative friezes. Waves crashed in the design of the low barriers and walls.   

But today, Tamerlan was not enjoying the library. The long shelves of scrolls, carefully tucked away from the light, didn’t make his skin crawl with anticipation like they had in the past. The collection of shelf upon shelf of bound books – a marvel of modern dedication to knowledge! – didn’t make him wish for the thousandth time that his father had sold him to the Librarians instead of to the Alchemists. 

Today, he just felt empty. 

He leaned against the desk at the entrance. No apprentice was considered trustworthy enough to go beyond that point. Certainly not the apprentice of the destructive Alchemists.

A book was laid out on the desk with a careful bookmark nestled between the pages. The Librarian at the door had left it there when she went to find Nabella. Tamerlan’s fingers tapped impatiently on the desk. He needed to get out of here so he could start gathering supplies to break into the tower. He’d need a weapon. A dark cloak. What else?

His eyes strayed over the open book, soaking in the words while his mind raced.

The Legends will return someday, or so it was foretold by Jandein. He left instruction for their return. “Greet them with open arms if you wish to taste their power,” he said, “but do not trust them, for they shall take your most precious gift as payment for their power, your own will and mind in payment for their great acts.”

Someone must have been curious about the Legends with Summernight approaching. Or perhaps they were merely planning their costume for the event. 

Tamerlan reached across the desk and picked the book up, letting his fingers skim gently through the pages, careful to touch only the edges so the oils of his skin would not hurt the delicate ink on paper. There were chapters on each Hero of Legend with detailed sketches of their clothing and weaponry. There was Byron Bronzebow with his dashing good looks and prominent bow gleaming in the light. There was Queen Mer, of course, with her queenly poise, her bodice made of overlapping shells and her necklace made of the bones of shipwrecked sailors. He flipped the book open at random and the pages fell open to the Lady Sacrifice. 

Nausea washed over him and for a moment his vision wavered. He slammed the book shut on the sketch of her lifeless corpse resting over the snout of a dragon, and a page flew out from the force of it, drifting to the floor.

“Apprentice?” the Librarian called. 

With a gasp, Tamerlan snatched up the paper and stuffed it into his apron. If he was caught having damaged a book, he would never be allowed in the Library again. Worse, a report would go to the Alchemist’s Guild and he would be placed under curfew at the very least. And if that happened, he would lose his chance to break into the tower.

“I’m here,” he called in a voice that sounded more nervous than he would have liked.

“Remember to practice great care in transporting our books,” the Librarian said rounding the corner and standing behind the desk again. If she noticed her book was out of place, she didn’t mention it, simply handing the books to Tamerlan wrapped in a sealskin. The skin alone – rare and amazing – was probably worth more than he was. “The Alchemist’s Guild will be held responsible for any damaged or lost books according to the usual tradition. Show me your hand.”

Tamerlan held out his hand. He hated this part.

The Librarian pulled out her ledger, carefully wrote his name and guild into the columns and then snatched his hand in her iron grip. Her penknife whipped out of a pocket and with practiced movements she slit the tip of his finger and pressed the print of it – in blood – on the page.

“Sealed with your blood. Any loss or damage will be recompensed with more of the same. Return the books in ten days.”

Tamerlan shivered, but the Librarian fixed him with her slit-eyed gaze. There was no mercy in those eyes. She cared far more for those books than she did for the life of an apprentice. He swallowed, glad he hadn’t admitted to the page that fell out of the other book.  

“Of course,” he said, clutching the books tightly to his chest and fleeing the marble halls of the Library into the district below.

A man dressed as King Abelmeyer the One-eyed nearly bumped into him as he flew down the stairs.

“Watch yourself, boy! It’s not Summernight just yet!” The man’s eyepatch slipped, and he hurried to correct it, pulling his long crimson cloak around him more tightly and straightening the collar so it stood high around his broken crown.

Tamerlan dodged around him, running into the main street of the University District. Servants and apprentices clustered around the great-doors of the biggest schools, hanging garlands of sweet-smelling flowers and brightly colored ribbons. Laughter broke out from the groups that felt sour against the sick feeling in Tamerlan’s stomach.

“Want to help us, Alchemist? We could use the advice of one of the Dragonblooded!” a particularly pretty girl called from where she was hanging her garlands. Tamerlan ran a hand through his pale blond hair – a telltale sign of his ancestry – and shook his head as he hurried past. He heard laughter behind him. Another young man joined the girls as they prepared for the shortest night of the year together.

The girl didn’t know it, but he knew no more than they did about what flowers to hang. His Dragonblooded ancestry was nothing but a noose around his neck. Maybe if he’d been sold to the libraries it would have helped. Maybe then, he would have the key he needed to rescue his sister.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the paper he’d picked up, smoothing out the creases as he carried it balanced on top of his valuable parcel.  

It didn’t look like a book page – or if it was one, it was old and so covered in annotations that it was hard to make out everything. There were corner designs in a gold leaf – intersecting mazes in strange shapes and a faint coloring along the edge of the page suggested that this book had painted pages. So, it was from a valuable book. He’d heard about these. They were called “illuminated texts” – books so precious that every page was a masterpiece. 

Strange. The book he had slammed hadn’t been an illuminated text.

This page looked like a recipe.

But if it was a recipe, it was a strange one. There was no distillation or compounding. No details for liquefaction. There were warnings above and below. Whoever had written down the recipe had not wanted it used. And someone had scrawled notes on it about their attempts at making the recipe. They were careful alchemist’s notes of how he had boiled the ingredients and then distilled them to a thick salve. He’d also made a granular powder and an alcohol dilution. As far as Tamerlan could tell, they had all failed. And the monster had written about them on a precious illuminated text!

‘Use for dire situations,’ the recipe read.

Tamerlan was in a dire situation.

‘For the summoning of the ancient powers and the bringing of skills not won.’

He was so intent on the recipe that he almost bumped into a procession of Smudgers. He must already be in the Temple District. He hadn’t remembered crossing the bridge over the canal here, but a quick glance at the busy streets confirmed his theory. Tall temples and churches rose up on high platforms, as if racing to reach the gods, the cathedral tops of the white churches of the Timekeepers rose delicately over the low-slung tiled roofs of the jade temples belonging to the Smudgers. 

The Smudgers who had cut him off wove in a tight line, slowly shuffling their lap around the district and wedging him in place against the canal rail. He’d timed his visit here poorly. 

The crowds were frozen on every side. No one would push through a line of Smudgers. With the smell of sage smoke hanging heavily in the air, one of the Smudgers – an old woman without any teeth – winked at him as they shuffled past. The Smudgers were a popular religion, and the crowd was quiet out of respect for their smoking braziers and waving hands. They spun and almost danced as they wove through the trails of smoke, trying to tint their spirits with its essence.

Sage stood for patience and acceptance. Tamerlan didn’t want either of those. He couldn’t afford them when the stakes were so high. He would have backed away quickly, except that he’d never believed the Smudgers claims that the smoke could change or cleanse their spirits. All they ever did was steal the best deals on herbs coming in by sea and spout their heartfelt tales to get the fresher ingredients while he was left with second best.

No, Tamerlan didn’t need the Smudgers. He needed answers. And he wouldn’t find them with the Smudgers or on this piece of crumpled paper.

The old woman winked at him again. Hadn’t she already passed once before? In her shimmering black robes, light on the breeze, who could say? All the Smudgers looked the same. 

He shivered and stuffed the recipe back in his pocket. No need to draw attention to it. 

He needed to focus and not be distracted by the lure of a mystery – even one involving books, his greatest weakness. 

He would need all the focus he could find to save Amaryllis. He had just five days until she would be sacrificed.
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5: Patrol
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Marielle

“We’re due on patrol,” Carnelian said when Marielle joined her in the armory. She was tightening the straps on her leather boots and checking her standard issue dagger and truncheon. The City Watch wasn’t meant to kill citizens, but they still went equipped for a fight – even Scenters like Marielle. 

The smell of armor polish hung heavily in the air, like a dull yellow haze that would have been imperceptible to a non-Scenter. A string of red smoke wove between the weapon racks like a ribbon. Marielle could have followed it upstairs and found whoever had committed violence last night and then come down here to stow away his gear. Maybe it had been breaking up a fight in a tavern and smashing a few noses. Maybe it had been something much grizzlier. Her nose tingled and twitched at the thought of following the trail. It was hard to have the discipline to stand still.

Carnelian ignored the scent like any non-Scenter would do. “Tighten your straps. Make sure your weapon is sharp, check your kit.”

She said that before every patrol. And she smelled the same before every patrol. A hint of cilantro anticipation mixed with the dull brown and dry wood scent of boredom or routine and just a hint of something almost-sweet that Marielle couldn’t quite place. It picked at her every time she smelled it, like she should be able to place it and just couldn’t.

Marielle checked over her uniform and kit quickly. Her weaponry was sharp and ready – not that she was likely to use it. The rest of the squad protected Scenters like a secret weapon. She’d only have to fight if things went very wrong. Her leather shirt and bracers were properly cinched, belt in good shape, warning bell tightly strapped in its pouch, boots buckled firmly. Her cloak and breeches were regulation and clean. Her Scenter’s scarf looped properly in place. It was free of smudges or dirt. Marielle liked clean things. When you were always smelling everything, cleanliness was a gift.

Carnelian leaned in close so that her words would only be for Marielle, “Don’t worry about old Ironarm. She’s got to go hard – especially with complaints from a superior Scenter like Anaala, but we all know how good you are.”

She looked right and left sneakily before giving Marielle a mischievous grin. “The rest of the squad is glad you’re with us. We’re already in the lead on the arrest lists. With you, we’ll keep that lead through Summernight. And I bet big on us. Don’t make me a loser!”

She punched Marielle’s arm playfully before saying, “Scarf up. We’re going to the Alchemist’s District to cover off a busy sector there. If you don’t hide that pretty nose, you’ll be seeing double for a week.”

Marielle complied, pulling the scarf over her nose and mouth. That wasn’t how it worked
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