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          1 A TANJO, TWO KNIVES AND THREE CUPS OF CHAI MAKHANI

        

      

    

    
      It's not like Elyot could ever forget they were there, hanging ominously over the entire city, constantly keeping it in the shadow of one ship or another. But every afternoon when he emerged from the nook he called home - just a space where the eaves of one building overlapped the flat roof of another, keeping out most of the rain but none of the wind - the sight of those five ships lording over him and all of his fellow citizens of Adghal struck him anew.

      He didn't really understand how they stayed up there. He knew it had something to do with their antigravity drives, but every ship on Adghal required wings and a propulsive engine to stay in the sky. The Commonwealth ships did not. They just dangled silently over the city, no roar of engines or jostling movement as they rode the air currents.

      They always looked to him as if they were about to fall.

      He didn't grasp the scale, either. They seemed close enough to touch, and the details of protruding sensors and lights and windows were so clear to his eye it was like there was nothing between him and them. And yet he knew they were in the highest levels of the atmosphere. And they were massive, truly massive.

      An enforcer had overheard him referring to the largest of the five as the flagship once and laughed, laughed loud and hard until his face turned red. Then he had told Elyot that his planet was too tiny, too remote to bother with more than the smallest class of Commonwealth cruisers.

      But even more disturbing than that thought was the constant question that never left his mind but that he was too afraid of the answer to ever speak it out loud: why was it that there were never any clouds between those ships and the city?

      The idea that the Commonwealth just might have the power to control the weather was too spooky to dwell on. And yet he couldn't stop dwelling on it.

      It was late afternoon, nighttime chilly already as his quarter of the city was once more in the shadow of one of those hovering ships. He carefully filled his pockets with his few meager belongings before climbing down from the nook that was now his home and dropping to the rough packed earth of the alley below.

      He never left anything behind. He was pretty sure at least one other person was squatting in his nook when he was away. The day might come when he would have to fight for the last bit of shelter he had left. But today was not that day.

      His stomach growled as the smell of meat grilling on street vendor's carts filled his nostrils. He hadn't had meat in ages. Not since the day his mother had gone out to see a friend and never returned.

      He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, the smell of dripping fat and charred flesh so rich in the air he could nearly taste it on the back of his tongue. If only to have even the most gristly bit…

      The sound of a loud voice shouting orders had his eyes open in a flash, and his feet changed directions quicker than he could even think about it.

      Which was good. It would look more natural that way, like he was going about his business down this side street and not avoiding yet another Commonwealth enforcer patrol.

      He still had his identcard in his pocket; that hadn't been stolen from him yet. But every time he was caught by a patrol and presented his card for inspection, that inspection had taken longer and longer. It was agony, trying not to squirm or shift suspiciously as the foreigner scrutinized his name, then his mother's name, then the blank that was meant to be his father's name.

      Every time he was confused why they were lingering over his mother's name, as if it were familiar to them. But every time they had just thrust his card back into his hands and sent him on his way.

      Where was she? Why had she never come home that day?

      Elyot kept to the back ways the rest of the way to the tavern, but he was still early for his shift. He always was. He never knew when he was going to get lucky, to find it busy, to find his employers needed him to start early, to work extra.

      But he seldom got lucky, not these days when the citizens preferred to avoid the patrols, to stay out of sight in their own homes. Mostly he got sent home early with only a coin or two in his hand for his troubles. Enough for a piece of a vat-protein bar, not enough for proper food.

      How he longed for proper food.

      But today wasn't a lucky day. As he slipped inside the tavern's dark interior and walked down the steps to the sunken main floor, he saw only the usual spattering of customers. A group of dock workers were sitting close together at one of the tables near where the heating coils met, the warmest spot in the cave-cool room. They shared a pitcher of dark ale, but they spoke little. Their vibe was more of sullen defiance than bonhomie. Elyot recognized them, part of a much larger group that had once come to the tavern every day at shift's end to drink an ale or two before going home to their families. Their visits were rarer now.

      A girl in a tattered cloak with her hood drawn close around her face sat in one corner, a menu sitting neglected in front of her. She looked like a local, with a touch of red in her brown hair and a smattering of freckles across her cheeks. And she dressed like a local, albeit one as down on her luck as Elyot was on his. Her shirt sleeves and pant legs both stopped well short of her wrists and ankles and the fabric was worn so smooth it was about to be nonexistent in places. Her darting eyes caught Elyot looking her way and she jumped then bent over the menu with too much concentration.

      Another girl sat at a nearby table, looking around the tavern as if she were in a museum filled with fascinating artifacts from a forgotten age. She wore a long cape, although the material of her pants and jacket looked warm enough for her not to need one. The sheen suggested they were windproof as well. Elyot knew some of the merchant families on Adghal were doing quite well working with the Commonwealth, but although her clothes spoke of wealth she was definitely not a local. Not with that honey-colored skin so perfectly complected and that sleek, shiny silver blonde hair pulled back into a loose braid that fell to the middle of her back. No, definitely not local.

      "Hello, Elyot," Mama Scotti said as she emerged from behind the bar with another pitcher of ale for the dock workers. "I'm not sure if we're going to need you today," she added regretfully.

      "It doesn't look like it," Elyot agreed, trying hard not to sound disappointed. It wasn't Mama Scotti's fault her tavern did so little business these days. He knew she already paid him more than she could afford. "I'll just sit at the bar there in case something changes."

      "You're a good lad," she said with a warm smile, then crossed the room to set the pitcher on the dock workers' table.

      "We didn't order another," one of them said.

      "It's on the house," Mama Scotti said, smiling down at all of them. They shifted uncomfortably. Elyot knew that Mama Scotti was trying to lure them into staying longer, to make her tavern look homey and inviting to anyone else that might drop by. But he also suspected the men were using up all their gumption staying for the one pitcher. Two might ask more of them than they had to give.

      Finally the biggest of the group, a fellow Elyot only knew by his nickname Ox, took the newly arrived pitcher and topped off his own mug with the foaming ale. Then he raised his glass to Mama Scotti and drank the whole thing down, slamming the mug back down on the table and giving a loud belch that set a few of the others laughing.

      It was almost like old times.

      But then the door banged open - caught by a gust of wind and tearing free of some poor customer’s hand, surely - and they all jumped.

      For a moment, just a single moment, Elyot felt his heart start to swell. Customers! From the sounds of feet coming down the stairs, lots of customers! And the look on Mama Scotti's face said she was thinking the same thing.

      But the footsteps had a ring to them, a certain harsh sound to the heels, and when the sight of black boots became black jumpsuits became a squadron of Commonwealth enforcers, he wasn't even surprised.

      "Is this the right place?" one of them asked when they saw the nearly empty room.

      "It'll do," the one in front grumbled, and they all took chairs around the largest table.

      The table right at the bottom of the stairs. They were now between everyone in the tavern and the only way out of the building.

      The dock workers started drinking their ale with as much speed as they dared. Mama Scotti clutched her hands together but mustered up a smile before approaching the enforcers' table.

      The girl with silver-blonde hair had turned in her chair as if suddenly engrossed by the array of bottles displayed behind the bar, but Elyot suspected she was really hiding her face from the enforcers.

      The other girl, the local girl in the hooded cloak, was clutching the menu in trembling hands.

      "Elyot, I just might need you this evening," Mama Scotti said as she slipped behind the bar. "I need to set some meat skewers to grilling and fry up a couple of baskets of potato pop-pops. Can you bring four pitchers to that table, then check if those two girls are ever going to order?"

      "Sure thing, Mama," Elyot said. There wasn't much room behind the bar, so he had to wait until Mama Scotti was in the kitchen before he could fill four pitchers from the tap and carefully carry them over to the table at the bottom of the stairs.

      There were only eight enforcers there. A half a pitcher of Mama's signature ale was enough to knock even a seasoned dock worker for a loop. These reed-thin foreigners didn't stand a chance. And he suspected the red flush to their cheeks was not from the ever-present wind outside. This was not their first tavern of the evening.

      "Expecting more?" Elyot asked as he set the pitchers around the table.

      "What's it to you?" one of the enforcers snarled at him.

      "I'm just wondering if you need me to pull over a few more tables and chairs," Elyot said, his cheeks flaming. He honestly wasn't sure what was worse: a small band of very drunk enforcers, or a larger band of only tipsy enforcers.

      He would prefer no enforcers.

      "We can move furniture when they get here," said another of the enforcers. This one was younger than the others, but that wasn't the only thing that set him apart. His cheeks only had the slight pinkness from wind exposure, and his tone was quite mild, not the belligerent barking that Elyot had come to assume was the only way enforcers could talk.

      "Very good," Elyot said with a little bow then quickly rushed away. Somehow that last fellow with his soft voice and quiet demeanor scared him more than the others.

      "What will you have?" Elyot asked, making the girl in the hooded cloak jump.

      "Um," she said, clutching the menu more tightly, which only seemed to make her hands tremble more.

      Her hands were in bad shape. They looked like she had been feeding a long-toothed mountain cat by hand and hadn't been quick enough to avoid getting half-chewed herself. What had she been doing?

      Elyot looked around at the enforcers then towards the kitchen door. No sign of Mama Scotti. He leaned in to whisper to the girl, “I know it seems dead in here, but really Mama isn't going to let you stay if you don't order something."

      "Um," the girl said, looking from her menu to the stairs up to the doorway, now blocked by increasingly raucous enforcers, then back to the menu. "Um."

      Elyot was afraid she was about to burst into tears.

      "Two chai makhanis," the girl with silver blonde hair said as she moved from her chair to the one opposite the hooded girl's. Now she had her back to the enforcers, and was no longer alone.

      "I don't have any money," the hooded girl said.

      "Never mind, I've got it," the other girl said with a wave of her hand. "The menu says they are the specialty of the house, but I'm keeping my expectations low."

      Elyot gathered up the menus and avoided telling the imperious snit just what he thought of her. He rather hoped she would repeat it later, when Mama Scotti was in hearing range. That could be fun.

      Elyot poked his head into the kitchen and saw Mama Scotti plating up an array of meat skewers then adding little bowls of sauces. She saw Elyot in the doorway and thrust the platter into his hands then shooed him out of her kitchen with a sweeping motion of her hands.

      "Two chai makhanis," Elyot said before retreating from her space. He set the platter into the center of the enforcers' table and was once again reminded of someone feeding long-toothed mountain cats. They fairly pounced on the offering of meat, tearing it from the wooden skewers with visceral delight and far too many of them chewing with their mouths open.

      The two girls were making no effort to engage each other in conversation. The one with silver blonde hair was examining the heat coils as if trying to puzzle out how they worked. The hooded one was staring fixedly over her shoulder at something behind the bar.

      He went back into the kitchen and scooped up the waiting chai makhanis then brought them out to the girls. The hooded one took a large gulp from hers, apparently not expecting it to be hot. She somehow managed to swallow and he could just imagine the burning sensation traveling all of the way down her throat to settle in her stomach. But then a huge grin spread across her face.

      "What's in this stuff?" she asked, peering into her mug.

      "It's suppose to be strong, black tea with butter, salt, cinnamon, cardamom, ginger and pepper," the other girl told her, taking a hesitant sip. She grimaced.

      "What?" Elyot asked, not particularly kindly.

      "The butter is off," she said.

      "It's fresh," he said.

      "From a cow?" she shot back.

      "Yak," he said.

      "The menu didn't state that," she said with a dissatisfied frown. "And the spices are so weak they must be positively ancient. But I guess that's to be expected in such a backwater planet."

      He was about to ask her just where she was from, as offworlders were rare or at least had been before the enforcers had arrived, but before he got my chance the door above banged open again and another pair of boots clomped down the steps at a run.

      "You found her!" the man cried as he spotted the others at the bottom of the stairs.

      Both of the girls beside me stiffened at once. The hooded girl drew her hood more closely around her and turned her face away, although whether to turn it away from the enforcers or towards whatever fascinated her behind the bar Elyot couldn't tell. The other had her hand on her thigh. Elyot belatedly realized she wore some sort of weapon there, a long, straight club that attached at her hip and just above her knee. She stroked the length of it with her gloved fingers but didn't pull it out of its holster.

      But one of the enforcers hopped to her feet, a heavy set woman who greeted the newcomer with an aggressive handshake and many slaps to the shoulder. Apparently she was the "her" who had been found, but neither of the girls was relaxing in the slightest.

      "Another round!" one of the enforcers called out. Elyot rushed behind the bar to take down another four pitchers from the shelf, but the minute he left the girls' table the quiet enforcer approached it, settling himself comfortably in a chair between the two girls and looking them each over carefully. The silver-blonde girl took another sip from her chai makhani and grimaced again. The hooded girl seemed to see the wisdom in the distraction and grasped her mug in both hands, drinking deeply.

      "This is a local beverage?" the enforcer asked, taking the hooded girl's mug from her to sniff at its contents.

      "It's meant to be chai makhani," the silver-blonde girl said.

      "Ah," the enforcer said, then waved a finger at Elyot, who was heading to the other table with his hands full of ale. "One of these chai makhani concoctions for me."

      "Right away," Elyot said, and reached the kitchen just as Mama Scotti was emerging with baskets of potato pop-pops. That meant he had to go into the kitchen and mix up the chai makhani himself. It only took a moment: the spices were premixed, the tea kept hot in a massive urn. He only had to wait for the yak butter to melt enough to stir it all together, but still. Every moment was agony. Why had that enforcer sat down with those two girls?

      "Ah, thank you," the enforcer said as Elyot set the mug before him. He took a sip, but whatever he thought of the drink was a mystery as he merely wiped his lips delicately then turned his attention back to the silver-blonde girl.

      "Alextra is not a terribly common name," he said to her. She shrugged disinterestedly. "It's tradition in the Commonwealth to stop using girl names after the Empress bestows it on one of her seventy-seven daughters."

      "I was born just before the daughter in question," she said. "On the twelfth day of the fourth moon of the year 37887."

      The enforcer's eyes moved up and to the left as if consulting some mental list. There was no way anyone could memorize the birthdays of seventy-seven daughters, but this man acted as if he had. "Yes, that checks out. Very good."

      That sounded less like the usual dismissive “very good" Elyot received after the scrutiny of his identcard and more like the sort of "very good" one would hear from someone appreciating how another pulled off a clever trick.

      But if he suspected this Alextra of anything, he didn't act on it. Instead he turned his attention to the other girl.

      "And you?" he asked.

      "Keani," she said, lifting her chin.

      He reached over and plucked the back of her hood until it spilled down her back. Her red-brown hair was wind-tossed despite the elaborate network of interconnecting ties she had caught it all up in.

      "Local," he said, not really a guess. She nodded.

      The enforcers were getting louder by the moment. Mama Scotti emerged from the kitchen with yet another platter of grilled meat, but no amount of protein was going to absorb all the alcohol they were kicking back.

      The dock workers had made themselves scarce. When the enforcers got belligerent, there'd be nobody around for them to fight but each other. Elyot gathered up the empty pitchers and carried them back to the bar, passing the threesome at the smaller table as he went.

      "And what is your name?" Alextra asked in a haughty tone. The enforcer quirked an eyebrow in amusement.

      "Captain Koltn Ward of the Empress' Enforcers of the Commonwealth of Planets of the Third Quadrant of the Kullab Galaxy," he said airily. "Fourth Squad, third division," he added.

      "Captain Ward," Alextra said. "Are you aware that detaining a citizen without cause is unconstitutional in the Commonwealth?"

      "Ah, but we're not in the Commonwealth," he said, taking another sip of his chai makhani then making another delicate wipe of his lips. "Not yet."

      "Surely the rules still apply to you as a representative of the empress wherever you happen to be," Alextra said.

      "As they do to you," he countered. "You seem to know the law well, and yet you openly carry a tanjo, a ceremonial object forbidden to be so much as touched by any but the imperial guard." He gave her a mock assessing look. "You don't look like imperial guard to me."

      "I have earned the right to carry this weapon," Alextra said coldly.

      "If that's true," Captain Ward said, raising from his chair. "Then I do have cause to detain you." Alextra said nothing, just gave him a withering look, but Keani for whatever reason decided that was the moment to make a run for it. She looked back over her shoulder again, at Elyot refilling pitchers at the ale tap and then something behind him, something she desperately wanted to get to.

      But she was only half out of her chair when Captain Ward's hand caught her wrist, pulling her with a jerk so that she spilled against him. She looked up at him with wide, startled eyes. "And just where do you think you're going?" he asked.

      "Let her go," Alextra said, springing to her feet with her hand at the ready over that club at her hip but still not pulling it out.

      "No, I think I'll be taking you both in," Captain Ward said, still looking down at Keani who stared up at him like a panicked rabbit.

      He was going to arrest them, both of them. People in Adghal who got arrested by the enforcers were taken up to those ships up in the sky. Most were never heard from again. The few who did return never spoke of what happened to them, never spoke of much of anything at all. They just wandered the streets, broken people.

      Was his mother up in the sky? Or was she even now wandering the streets, mind broken, unable to recall her home and the son who waited for her every day?

      Elyot doubted if he got arrested he would ever see her. Those ships were massive, the odds of their paths crossing even if she were up there were infinitesimally small.

      No, he didn't want to get arrested, but he couldn't stand by and watch two girls his own age taken away. Not if there was some way he could help them escape.

      It wasn't hard to do. There were so many chairs scattered about, so easy to trip over. Never mind that navigating the room even when crowded with jostling bodies while carrying four pitchers in each hand had been commonplace for him back before the enforcers came. They didn't know that.

      "Oops!" Elyot cried, stumbling away from a chair that just might have tripped him, and sending the contents of all four pitchers flying towards Captain Ward.

      Captain Ward spun out of the way in time, but he had to let Keani go to do it. He didn't so much release her as thrust her away from him, and she nearly fell to the ground before getting her feet under her and scrambling away to hide behind the bar.

      Then he drew his needler and aimed it right at Elyot's face. Elyot dropped the now-empty pitchers and held up his hands. He saw the finger start to slowly pull back on the trigger.

      Like everyone else in the city, he had seen people peppered with the enforcers' needle guns. It didn't look like a peaceful way to die. There was no way a faceful of needles wasn't going to hurt. Elyot closed his eyes.

      Then there was a cracking sound, and the clatter of a gun across the tiled floor. Elyot opened first one and then the other eye. Captain Ward was nursing the wrist of his gun hand, turning away from Elyot to glare at Alextra.

      Alextra had kicked her chair out of the way and was standing on an open patch of floor. The club that had been attached to her thigh was now in her hand, although it was no longer just a club. It had extended out into a long, straight staff, only the ends weren't wood like the central piece. Elyot didn't know what they were. They were the blackest of blacks, as if all color were pulled deep inside and never allowed to escape. They looked solid, and yet had a shimmery glow to them like a hologram. As he watched the top one morphed from blunt staff end to a pointed spear head.

      "Enforcers!" Captain Ward called out. "Arrest them!"

      The enforcers around the table were on their feet at once, pulling uniform caps out of pockets and snapping them into shape before putting them on their heads.

      Not a one of them looked remotely worse for the bottomless mugs of ale they had been consuming. How did they do that?

      Alextra took a step back, not a retreat so much as a change to a more defensive stance, the spear held out before her as the enforcers closed in. They had short billy clubs of their own, inelegant but brutally effective weapons. Her eyes moved from one to the next as they formed a circle around her. She made a few testing jabs to see if she could force them to back off, but they closed in tighter.

      Then she made a sound between a song and a battle cry, words Elyot didn't understand. She raised her weapon high and the blunt staff end and the pointed spear end both morphed, changing into crescent-shaped blades.

      Then she dropped low, swinging the weapon around her below knee-height at the enforcers.

      Some of them fell back in time. Some didn't. And the cave-like tavern was suddenly echoing with the sound of their screams.

      Elyot looked around for the fallen needle gun, but Captain Ward already had it back in his hand. He took aim at Elyot again and Elyot leaped away with a cry, stumbling into Alextra and knocking her off her stance.

      "Get out of the way!" she grumbled, throwing him off her. He stumbled back into the bar and watched as she slashed at three more of the enforcers as they slipped on the ale from the fallen pitchers.

      Mama Scotti was nowhere in sight. Elyot pulled himself along the bar, eyes on the fight around him until he reached the point where he could dive behind the counter.

      He pulled up short on that dive when he saw two blades gleaming in the shadows behind the bar.

      "Stay back!" Keani hissed. Elyot knew what she had been staring at so fixedly before. Mama Scotti's paring knives. They weren't good for much more than peeling or slicing drink condiments, but Keani looked prepared to peel and slice him if he came any closer.

      "I'm not the enemy," Elyot said, hands raised.

      "Why did they come down here?" Keani demanded.

      "They go where they please!" Elyot said.

      The Mama Scotti started to scream, a sound that made Elyot's insides go liquid. That wasn't a cry of alarm or surprise, that was a shriek of real pain. And it went on and on.

      Elyot left the bar and ran to the kitchen door, which hung half off its hinges. A long carving knife lay abandoned on the floor and Elyot suspected that like Keani Mama Scotti had been trying to use it to protect herself. Now she was bent over, up to her waist in the cauldron of boiling fat she used to fry the potato pop-pops.

      Her screaming had stopped.

      Elyot fell back against the doorframe, hand to his mouth as he fought the urge to vomit. One of the two enforcers who had charged into the kitchen had pulled on the elbow-length heat-resistant gloves Mama Scotti used to pull hot things out of her oven. He reached into the cauldron - the gloves not quite heat-resistant enough to judge by the grimace on his face - and caught hold of the back of Mama Scotti's apron and hauled her out of the boiling fat.

      The smell of deep-fried Mama Scotti was too much like the grilled meat Elyot was constantly craving. Which only made the urge to vomit worse. The enforcer let her body drop to the floor. Then he noticed Elyot.

      "Freeze, boy," he said, peeling off the gloves. But Elyot couldn't take his eyes off Mama Scotti. He had known her all his life. His mother had worked at this tavern tending the bar for years and years. When she had disappeared, Mama Scotti had given Elyot a job. She had paid him even when she had too little to keep her own business out of debt. She had been like an aunt to him, or a grandmother.

      Wait, was she still moving?

      "Identcard," the enforcer said, finally having extracted himself from the gloves. But Elyot's eyes were still on Mama Scotti ever so slowly writhing across the floor. What was she trying to get to? The wood fire oven? Why?

      "Identcard," the enforcer said again, running out of patience. Elyot nodded, but didn't reach for his card. He just raised a hand, pointing at where Mama Scotti was pulling herself up onto her elbows and reaching for the latch on the oven door.

      "I'm not in the mood for this," the enforcer growled, and his hand closed around Elyot's throat, holding him pinned against the wall and rapidly running out of air. Only when he was sure that Elyot was immobilized did he turn his head to look where Elyot had been pointing.

      Mama Scotti was collapsed back down on the foor. But she had achieved her objective first. The oven door stood open, the wood fire within banked down to warm embers as it always was when there were no food orders that called for it.

      But in her hand was a single burning brand, a brand that glowed back to life in the more oxygen-rich environment of the open kitchen. Mama Scotti held it up for a moment until a flame emerged and began to dance.

      Then she dropped it into the long trail of oil and fat she had dragged with her from the cauldron. And that one flame became a roaring wall of fire.

      "Fire!" the enforcer called, pulling Elyot by the throat out of the kitchen and back into the common room where Alextra still spun and danced with that strange weapon in her hands. Most of the enforcers were staggering away, bleeding from cuts all over their bodies, but a few were still on their feet, circling around behind her as Captain Ward stood before her, aiming his needle pistol at her. He fired a barrage of shots, but Alextra merely spun her weapon on her hands like a fan, the blades that glowed like holograms catching the needles and sending them in all directions. The enforcers around her cried out and covered their heads with their arms as the needles rained down on them.

      "Fire!" another enforcer cried as the flames from the kitchen advanced to the doorway and found the nearest ale-soaked chair.

      Elyot was starting to black out, the hand on his throat never loosening even as the enforcer it belonged to just gaped at the growing carnage around him. Then suddenly he jerked upright as if he had been shocked. Elyot stumbled away the moment the hand's grip eased off his throat, gasping for breath as he collided with someone standing behind him. An arm wrapped around him, offering support as he and his new companion fell back behind the bar. His last glimpse was of that enforcer slowly crumpling to his knees and then to the ground, the worn handle of one of Mama Scotti's paring knives just visible from where the blade was buried deep in his temple.

      Elyot blinked as the world came back into focus and he saw Keani crouched beside him, the other knife still in her hand.

      "We have to get out of here!" she hissed at him.

      Suddenly Alextra was there beside them, fighting to catch her breath. "They've fallen back to the door," she said. "We'll never get out that way."

      "There must be another way out!" Keani said.

      Then they both looked at Elyot.

      Elyot bit his lip. He knew of another way out, but he really, really didn't want to go that way. The enforcers outside would be preferable. Arrest, torture, endless questioning and eventual execution, all would be preferable compared to what lay beyond that other door.

      Then there was an explosion of glass and he realized the walls around the bar were on fire. Soon the tavern would be nothing more than a cave tucked under the walls of the oldest quarter of the mountaintop city.

      He could feel the heat from the flames blistering his skin, scorching away the fine hairs of his eyebrows and eyelashes, consuming all the oxygen in the air so that it was real work to breathe.

      As bad as the tales were, someone must have survived to tell them. There was hope.

      "Down here!" Elyot said, grasping the ring that lifted the trapdoor behind the bar. He had never opened it before, had never even seen it opened. It felt like time had welded it shut. But then Keani and Alextra were on either side of him, grasping the edges of the ring until they had lifted the door enough to slip their fingers under the edge of it and pull from there.

      The smell that rushed up at them was repulsive. It spoke of slimy wet things that lurked in the cold, damp dark. Legless things that squirmed through trails of their own ooze, that fed on each other by vomiting out their own digestive juices then slurping up the softened remains of their prey.

      But the girls didn't seem to mind. They didn't even wait to ask how deep the hole was. They just threw the heavy trapdoor back against the burning wall and plunged one after the other down into the darkness.

      The splashes came some time later. Then they were calling up to him, calling for him to join them.

      He wished he could be as lucky as they were, capable of being brave because they had no idea what they had just flung themselves into.

      Then another bottle exploded, pelting him with shards of hot glass, and there was no more time for dithering.

      Elyot plugged his nose against the repugnant smell and jumped into the darkness of the hell that was the city catacombs.
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      Elyot hadn't realized how hot the air inside the burning tavern had gotten until the moment the blessedly cool water splashed up all around him. It was like a healing balm against his nearly blistering skin, soothing tortured nerve endings as it washed over him.

      But it wasn't very deep. He still had a lot of momentum when one foot hit bottom then slipped, his bare ankle scraping across the rock even as it twisted painfully under his weight. He splashed face-first into the water, quickly righting himself but not before getting a generous mouthful of the stuff.

      The foul, green-tasting stuff. The smell had been horrid from above. It was even worse down at the bottom, as if the odor had settled thickly here, undisturbed for centuries, growing more rancid with time.

      But the smell was nothing compared to the taste. Elyot heaved again and again, desperate to be sure he swallowed not a bit of it. But without a drink of something fresher, there was no way to get the thick layer off his tongue, no way to stop tasting the foulness of it.

      It was like someone else had been sick in his mouth after eating rancid meat and really old cheese. Just the thought had him heaving again.

      He hoped the burning sensation that ran up his ankle wasn't a gash from the rocky bottom. The idea of an open wound in that water was too much to bear.

      At last, he managed to stop heaving and was once more aware of the world around him. It was too dark to see more than the occasional reflection of the fire above on the waist-deep water around him, but the sounds of splashes as the two girls moved around echoed in a way that spoke of a very narrow space. The barman who had first shown him the hatch had told him it led down into the catacombs, and if Elyot didn't keep out of the way when the barman was working Mama Scotti would throw him down there and let the monsters have him, and not even Elyot's mother would be able to save him.

      Elyot had never thought to ask in the intervening years what the hatch was actually for. He had assumed some prior owner had been a smuggler, but he doubted that now. Even if he wanted to, there was no way to get back up to that hatch. He had just taken a one-way trip into the unknown, not that he had had much choice.

      The fire above was roaring now, consuming the alcohol-soaked wood of the bar itself. Soon there would be nothing left of the tavern but a scorched cave. Even if he found a way back up there, life as he knew it had just gone up in smoke.

      "Watch out!" the girl named Alextra hissed at him, pulling him toward her with such a jerk he lost his footing and fell against her with a splash. He was about to protest when something hit the water where he had been with an angry hiss. The wave that rushed up his back was uncomfortably warm.

      "It's all going to come down," she said, narrowing her eyes as she looked up at the hatch. "We have to get out of here."

      She looked at Elyot for a long moment before he realized what she was really saying. "Well, I don't know the way out," he said. "I've never even been down here before."

      "But there is a way out," she said, her hand still on his arm gripping him more tightly.

      "I would assume so," Elyot said.

      "It looks like we're at the bottom of a well," the girl called Keani said. "Wells don't have other ways out."

      Alextra released Elyot's arm and brushed back her cape. It spun through the water around her, floating out of her way. Elyot had a sudden vision of her emerging from this foul, brackish water, of the droplets flying off of her as she walked as if anxious not to offend, leaving her as clean and dry as she had been before her dunking.

      She definitely had the air of someone who didn't get dirty.

      Keani, on the other hand… Well, Elyot suspected she might be cleaner now than she had been five minutes before.

      Elyot was suddenly blinded by a silvery light, but only for a moment. The light quickly passed on, and when the stars faded from his vision, he saw it came from a small object like a crystal in Alextra's hand. She raised her hand higher, and the silvery light danced over the dripping stone walls around them.

      "There," she said, pointing with her other hand. "That's an opening."

      "I don't see it," Elyot said, putting a hand over his eyes to block out the flickering light from the burning hatch.

      "I do," Keani said, and she pointed as well.

      Elyot's stomach sank. "That's impossible," he said.

      "We can squeeze through it," Alextra said.

      "Assuming it actually goes anywhere at all," Elyot said, "how do you propose we reach it? It's halfway up a very wet wall with no handholds."

      "I see handholds," Keani said, then splashed over to stand directly under the hole, careful to stay close to the walls and not cross the center of the well where burning bits were raining down with growing frequency. She put the paring knife she had been holding in one hand between her teeth then reached up as far as she could stretch. Alextra moved the light back down to illuminate the wall around Keani. Keani's fingertips skimmed over the smooth surface then somehow just gripped into it and she hoisted herself up out of the water.

      "I'm never going to be able to do that," Elyot said. Judging by the frown on Alextra's face, she was thinking the same thing.

      "No worries," Keani said through gritted teeth. She said no more, focused on digging the sides of her soft
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