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            MISTRESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Thena woke in a cheerful mood.

      It was a lovely morning, with an easterly wind carrying cooler air across the Umbra from the darklands. The storm the day before had washed the dust from the Acropolis and left crystalline blue skies in its wake. From the window of her small room, she could see for many leagues. Farms and orchards dotted the countryside outside the city walls. A wide, lazy river meandered among the fields, its waters gleaming like the scales of a serpent. Far beyond, almost at the edge of sight, the fertile delta gave way to a tawny line marking the start of the Kiln, a trackless wasteland that stretched all the way to the western edge of the continent.

      When Thena was a child, her mother told her stories about the creatures that stalked the dunes. Scorpions the size of hunting hounds whose pincers snapped bones, and great blind wyrms with armored hides that could smell a human breath from ten leagues away. Multi-jointed monstrosities armed with venom that burned like fire. Her father’s farm was one of the most remote and the stories always ended with dire warnings about little girls who wandered too far from home.

      Once, her older sister, whom Thena worshipped, had dared her to bring back a bowl of pure sand. Unable to resist the challenge, Thena squared her shoulders and started walking down the dusty road, which was really just a track worn by oxen and wagon wheels, past the neighbors’ farms until she reached the last stand of olive trees. They were sad, withered things, clinging to life in nearly barren soil. She stood, bowl in hand, looking out at that great expanse of nothing. All the stories tumbled through her head. She thought she saw a flicker of movement—probably just the waves of heat distorting the air. But her nerve had crumbled and she turned tail and ran all the way home, to the hilarious laughter of her sisters.

      Thena pulled a clean woolen shift over her head and gazed down at the rooftops below. The city of Delphi was a hodgepodge of mansions and hovels, teeming markets and grand edifices such as the Akademia, the Great Library and the Philosophers’ Guild, with the Temple of Apollo perched atop the Acropolis like a crowning jewel. She always felt important looking down from this high vantage point, like a queen surveying her domain.

      Foolish creature, she chided herself. You may have come a long way for a farmer’s daughter, but you’re still a humble initiate. Don’t tempt the gods with pride and vanity.

      Thena burned a handful of bay laurel leaves and silently asked for Apollo’s blessing in the day’s endeavors. She hoped the fugitive girl had been caught. The Pythia was in quite a temper about it. But finding her was the Polemarch’s task. Thena had a different one.

      The Oracle favors me above the others because I am steadfast in my devotion. May the light of truth shine upon us all.

      Thena left her rooms and climbed the worn stone stairs to one of the formerly empty chambers. She drew a deep breath and opened the door.

      “Good morning,” she said brightly. “I trust you had a good rest.”

      Its new occupant stared at her. Iron manacles pinned his arms above his head. She sensed stiffness in his shoulders but nothing else. Not a shred of emotion. Thena felt confident this would soon change. Apollo had arranged for this witch to cross her path. He was a gift from the god.

      “I know you’re Danai.” She smiled. “You have the look.”

      The witch appeared no older than twenty, though that meant nothing. The Pythia said they aged much more slowly than mortals and lived for hundreds of years. This one had short, wavy brown hair and blue eyes. They regarded her coldly.

      “As I told you yesterday, your new name will be Andros.” She bustled over to the shutters, throwing them wide. He winced as the sunlight hit his face. “And we shall get to know each other very well in the coming weeks. Better than you’ve ever known anyone in your life. But first you shall tell me your old name. I need it for the records, you see.”

      She studied him. He wasn’t as handsome as the exotic Valkirin witches, with their silver hair and golden skin, but he had a stern face some might find attractive. Thena cared little about such things. She was betrothed to the sun god. He even spoke to her directly sometimes, though she kept this secret. The Oracle might think Thena was lying—or worse, challenging her authority as the voice of the god on earth.

      “I’m waiting,” she prompted, showing her dimples. “Tell me your name and I’ll get you a nice cool drink of water.”

      “What’s yours?” he asked hoarsely.

      “Mistress.”

      He laughed.

      Thena nodded serenely. She’d played this game before. They were still in the opening moves. The very beginning. If he’d known what was in store for him, he wouldn’t be so cavalier. But they never did. The witches all thought they were hard until Thena taught them differently.

      “Do you know how many daēvas I’ve broken?” she asked calmly. “Five so far. I’m the best at it. Everyone says so.” She fingered the thin gold bracelets around her wrist.

      “And yet you have doubts,” he said.

      Her brow furrowed. “What?”

      “I sense it in your heart.” The sun caught his eyes, turning them a blazing sapphire. “You’re scared.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” she snapped.

      “Is it? The bond cuts both ways, you know.”

      “It’s not a bond, it’s a leash. And I’ve had enough of your impudence. First lesson: Mind your manners.”

      She gave him the sensation of fire on the soles of his feet. His eyes widened, but that’s all. Absolutely nothing came through the bracelet. She held it for a count of ten, then released the flow.

      “What’s your old name, Andros?”

      A long moment passed before he replied. When it came, his voice was tinged with mild curiosity.

      “Are you afraid of the Oracle? That she’ll punish you if you fail? I suppose I don’t blame you. Five’s not bad, but it sounds like you’re still new at this. If I were you⁠—”

      Thena stepped forward and wrapped a leather strap around his mouth. She struggled for composure, only speaking when she was certain she matched his calm.

      Remember your rules.

      “I’m sorry we’re getting off on such a bad foot,” she said. “Truly, I wish it were otherwise, mainly for your sake. All I needed to know today was your name, but since that’s apparently too much to ask, I’m forced to give you a proper demonstration of what your collar can do.” She paused. Her pulse thudded in her ears. “I want you to remember, you brought this about. This is your doing.”

      No fear from him. No anger. Not even quiet defiance.

      Nothing.

      Her mouth set.

      “Someday, we’ll be very good friends,” she said, reaching into the bracelet where his spirit lived. “But for now…Well, I’m sorry, Andros.”

      And she was. More than he would ever know.
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        * * *

      

      Darius watched her leave some hours later, only slumping in his chains after the door shut behind her. He felt so tired. It was the only thing he allowed himself to feel, but the exhaustion was too great to block out.

      Darius wasn’t new at this game either.

      He could sense his power, an ocean of it, tantalizingly close yet on the other side of a high, thick wall, and that wall was her.

      She did feel remorse—not much, but a little. If the collar worked anything like the cuffs he’d worn as a Water Dog, she would suffer an echo of his pain. By the time she’d left, her emotions had been a furious, red-hot tangle he hadn’t cared to decipher. Darius steeled himself when it began, fleeing to hiding places in his mind he hadn’t visited in a very long time. It helped him to dull some of it. Some, but not all.

      The pain isn’t real, he whispered through cracked lips. Not real.

      She’d been surprised at his ability to read her and didn’t seem to fully grasp what it meant, or be able to shield herself from him. A small advantage, but Darius would use it.

      He rested his head against the wall and tried to arrange his thoughts. The cult of Apollo had taken him prisoner. Somehow, the Oracle had discovered the secret of bonding a daēva. She used a collar instead of a cuff, but the mechanism must be the same. And she already had others. The woman said so and he didn’t think she was lying. He’d felt a swell of satisfaction through the bond when she said she’d broken five.

      Darius shifted in his chains, muscles screaming.

      Your own stupidity got you into this mess. You underestimated them because they were mortals.

      Delilah warned him, but he hadn’t listened.

      How long did you last in Delphi before getting caught? Two hours?

      Darius remembered the woman’s face when he’d caught her pitcher. Shock, quickly masked. He’d been so impatient to find Nazafareen, he let his guard down. Only for an instant, but there you had it.

      She’d taken the griffin cuff away. He might never find Nazafareen now.

      Darius severed that train of thought, locking it away in a dark corner of his mind. Too dangerous. He wouldn’t give his captor a single shred of emotion.

      And he wouldn’t give her his name.
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      Sharp knocking roused Nazafareen from a deathlike slumber. One eye cracked open. Her hair felt glued to the side of her face, probably by drool, and her mouth tasted of wet ashes. She groaned and sat up. A clay jar painted bright turquoise sat on a table next to a window. Outside, a flock of blackbirds erupted squawking from orderly rows of grapevines bound to stakes. It took several long moments to remember where she was.

      “Hang on,” she mumbled, as the knocking carried on without pause. “I’m coming.”

      A low sun slanted through the window, pooling on the wood floor and warming it beneath her bare feet. Nazafareen used the stump of her right arm to push open the door. Her left hand worked on unsticking the clump of hair.

      “Oh good, you’re awake,” Kallisto said pleasantly, as if she hadn’t just been pounding on the door. The wife of Herodotus and leader of the cult of the Maenads looked like a plump housewife except for a hard and knowing gleam in her dark eyes. Braids streaked with grey formed a pile on top of her head. They’d been combed with oil that gave off a sweet, smoky scent.

      “How long have I been sleeping?” Nazafareen asked with a jaw-cracking yawn.

      “Three days.”

      “Three days?”

      “I tried to wake you.” Kallisto shrugged. “You clearly weren’t dead so I decided you needed the rest. But time grows short. We must speak of certain matters involving the Oracle and other things as well.”

      Nazafareen’s temples started to pound.

      “Have you heard any news from the city? Has the Pythia…burned anyone?”

      “No, child.” Kallisto gave her a reassuring smile. “I won’t claim your friend is safe, nor my husband, but she’s keeping them alive to stand trial. I don’t think she’ll harm either of them until judgment is passed. Why don’t you come down and meet me in the kitchen? And try not to fall asleep face-down on the table this time.” She strode off, her ankle-length wool gown billowing behind her.

      Nazafareen nodded distractedly. Alive was better than dead, but Javid languished in the Polemarch’s dungeon while she’d been dozing away in a soft bed. It was all her fault, though she didn’t know what she could have done differently. They’d been trapped on the stairs between the Temple soldiers and the chimera. She remembered killing the beasts—or perhaps unmaking was a better word. Then Javid had slipped in the resulting mess and the soldiers carried him off.

      Nazafareen picked up the jug and was grateful to find it filled with clean water. She downed the entire thing in one long draught and immediately discovered other pressing needs, which another, larger pot in the corner took care of. She wanted to wash but the water was gone, so she made her way down to the kitchen, feeling vaguely grimy but somewhat more alert.

      Kallisto had already laid out a breakfast of grilled fish, golden apricots soaked in honey, and a loaf of yeasty brown bread on the scarred wooden table. She added bowls of olives and grapes, and a soft slab of goat’s cheese. Nazafareen tore into the food like a starving dog, eating until her pants felt uncomfortably tight. She washed it down with a cup of heavily watered wine.

      “Thank you, that was excellent,” she said, stifling a small burp. “I’ll clean up.”

      She felt Kallisto’s gaze on her back as she rinsed the plates and stacked them on the counter. Through the kitchen windows, she could see several mudbrick outbuildings nestled in groves of trees. Movement near one of them caught her eye. Four young women stood at the edge of a dirt yard watching as two others sparred with staffs. They wore short fawn-colored dresses that exposed muscled thighs and calves. The combatants fought with a controlled ferocity that impressed her. Faint cracks carried across the yard as they parried each other’s blows. The staffs whirled in deadly, blurring arcs that must have been eight or nine hands in length. One of the women lunged, sweeping the staff at her opponent’s feet. The second leapt over it, nimble as a cat. Another flurry of strikes and counterstrikes ensued and Nazafareen, utterly enthralled, forgot all about the dirty dishes. She feared they’d take each other’s heads off, or at least shatter some bones.

      “I’d like to learn how to do that,” she murmured as the two finally broke apart and clapped each other amiably on the back.

      “Why would you need a weapon?” Kallisto sounded puzzled. “You can work magic.”

      “Not very well.” She returned to the plates, rinsing them from a clay pitcher. “And it carries a price.”

      “You killed the chimera.”

      Nazafareen gave her a sharp look. “What were they?”

      “Old darklands magic. Very nasty.” Kallisto tilted her head. “Someone sent them for you?”

      “I think so, yes. Javid and I escaped them in the Umbra, but they must have found me again.” Nazafareen sank into a chair. “I suppose I ought to tell you everything.”

      “That would be a great deal indeed,” Kallisto laughed. “Let’s start with how you came to Delphi.”

      Nazafareen did so. The story wasn’t a very long one, since her memories only began a few months before.

      “Ashraf isn’t my real name,” she admitted. “I think it was my sister’s. You can call me Nazafareen.”

      Kallisto had listened in silence while she dried the plates with a cloth and replaced them in a cupboard.

      “So, Nazafareen, you’ve angered the Valkirins. They’re a touchy bunch, from what I know of daēvas. And you traveled through the Underworld?” Kallisto made a sign with her hand, extending the pinky and forefinger like a pitchfork. “Herodotus would pester you for hours if he knew. He has all sorts of theories about the gates.”

      “We had no choice,” Nazafareen said simply. “It wasn’t so bad really, except that the first gate we found opened into the Kiln.”

      “You saw the Kiln?”

      “I think so. It’s rightly named. The place felt like an oven.” She shifted in her chair at the memory. “Javid said it was the hottest part of Solis, where the sun sits at high noon all day.”

      “It is that,” Kallisto replied thoughtfully, sipping from her wine cup. “But it’s something else too. The prison of the Vatras.”

      “Prison?”

      “The other clans sealed them away. That’s what ended the war. Few remember anymore, but we Maenads do. The Gale pens them in from the east. An impassable line of storms.”

      Nazafareen thought of the black storm clouds she’d seen writhing on the horizon.

      “There was something wrong with the gate. It almost trapped us inside. I think it was damaged somehow. I had to use my breaking magic to shatter the wards.”

      Again, Kallisto made the forked sign with her hand. “You were lucky to escape. But I imagine if the gate had been whole and open, the Vatras would have come through long ago. Better it’s sealed.”

      Nazafareen felt replete and sleepy again after the heavy meal. Sitting in Kallisto’s bright, good-smelling kitchen, the dangers of the Kiln seemed very far away. She listened to the distant sounds of sparring with half an ear, but she couldn’t deny a strong curiosity about this fire-working clan of daēvas no one had seen for a thousand years.

      “Why can’t the Vatras get out some other way?” she asked.

      Kallisto smiled. “You don’t know much geography, do you?” She took an olive and placed it on the table. “This is the Kiln.” Another olive, to the right. “This is the Gale.” Now a few grapes, to the top and left, forming a semicircle. “The White Sea. Do you know why they call it that, girl?”

      Nazafareen shook her head.

      “Because the wind whips it to such a froth, only the Marakai dare sail its waters. And here”—the last grape, placed carefully at the bottom—“the Austral Ocean. Full of sea monsters and smashers that turn ships to kindling.”

      Nazafareen studied the arrangement, like the bars of a cage.

      “Looks foolproof to me. But then I seem to remember you saying something about the Vatras coming back?”

      “Yes, that was right before you hit the table.” Kallisto gave her a sly grin.

      “If they’re loose, why aren’t they taking their revenge?”

      “I don’t know. I think it must be because they are not loose yet—or not all of them. But I’ve seen one.”

      Nazafareen leaned forward, eyes wide. “You have? Where?”

      “In visions sent by the god. We drink wine and perform the ecstatic dance. Sometimes Dionysus visits me, or shows me things.”

      Nazafareen scratched her ear. “Ah, okay.”

      “You don’t believe?” Kallisto asked mildly.

      Daēvas didn’t drink intoxicating beverages. Darius said they dulled the Nexus. But from what Nazafareen had seen sleeping in the alley with Javid, mortals had no such reservations, and they behaved quite oddly when they stumbled out of the warren of taverns near the docks.

      “That you see things after you drink a lot of wine? No, I can believe that.”

      Kallisto shrugged. She didn’t seem offended. “What will be, will be, whether we believe in it or not. But I wish to know, does your offer still stand?”

      “My offer?” Nazafareen struggled to remember.

      “To help me find proof of Herodotus’s innocence?”

      “Oh yes, of course,” she replied with feeling. “I will do whatever I can. And if he is to be tried with Javid, I suppose helping one will help them both.”

      “Good. It won’t be a simple matter, but I believe you were right. Our best chance is to focus on Kadmos and Serpedon. Someone placed that spell dust in Herodotus’s study and I’ll wager it was them.”

      Nazafareen frowned. Three days of sleep had left her head stuffed with wool.

      “The Stork and the Weasel?” Kallisto prompted.

      “Oh, those two.” She scowled. “I never liked them. I saw them whispering together when Herodotus was arrested. And I wouldn't be surprised if they arranged the attack on him by those street thugs too.” She thought back to her last encounter in the alley, just before Charis arrived. “Those boys as much as admitted the Oracle was behind it.”

      Kallisto made a noise of disgust. “Kadmos has been appointed the new Curator of the Great Library. Clearly a reward for his treachery. But he must have obtained the spell dust somewhere.”

      “I can sense it if I’m close enough.” Nazafareen thought for a moment. “Maybe he has more hidden away. It’s worth looking.”

      Kallisto nodded and pushed her chair back. “I’ll find out where they both live. The parthenoi will help. Would you like to meet them?”

      Nazafareen nodded. “What are…parthenoi?”

      “The word simply means virgin warriors,” Kallisto replied. Her lips twitched. “They are certainly the second, though I cannot vouch entirely for the first. But Dionysus is a forgiving father in such matters. Come, they’ve been waiting for you to wake.”

      Kallisto led her out the kitchen door and over to the yard. The women stopped sparring and silently watched them approach.

      “Charis you already know,” Kallisto said, gesturing to the slight, olive-skinned girl who had brought Nazafareen there in the wagon. “The rest of you, introduce yourselves.”

      They glanced at each other.

      “Rhea,” said a tall woman with long, blue-black hair. Her voice was velvety and cultured, and she seemed older than the others—mid-twenties, Nazafareen guessed. She had sharp cheekbones and arresting grey eyes.

      She holds herself like a warrior queen and she spoke first. The leader of this little group?

      The next two looked like twins, with square jaws and pug noses. Unlike the other Maenads, who all had dusky skin, they were fair and freckled. They spoke almost in unison.

      “Adeia.”

      “Alcippe.”

      The shortest of the bunch eyed Nazafareen up and down. She had piercing eyes and a belligerent air.

      “Megaera,” she growled.

      “And I’m Cyrene.” A heavyset, pretty girl with a multitude of braids like Kallisto, she was the only one besides Charis to smile.

      Nazafareen gave a tentative smile in return. “Nice to meet all of you.”

      She sensed nothing unusual about their staffs, which meant only Kallisto’s was a talisman. Nazafareen felt relieved. At least she wouldn’t accidentally destroy anything valuable—these women didn’t seem like the forgiving types. Yet something about them tickled her memory.

      “You were dancing at the base of the Acropolis,” she exclaimed. "And you…." She turned to the tall, elegant one named Rhea. "You winked at me!"

      Rhea smiled mischievously, but then her face grew solemn. "After you passed, we felt the chimera." There was no fear in her grey eyes, just revulsion. "They were pure darkness. I’ve never seen the like.”

      "We saw you destroy them," one of the twins put in, idly twirling her staff. "But we were across the square and by the time we pushed through the crowd, you'd vanished."

      "So we all split up and started searching," the other twin said.

      "But I'm the one who thought of the alley by the docks," Charis added with a hint of smugness.

      Cyrene's almond eyes widened. "And now the Pythia is hunting you. She's declared that any who aid or shelter you will be put to death."

      Nazafareen stiffened.

      “If you’re her enemy…well then, you’re our friend.”

      Cyrene said it so earnestly that Nazafareen relaxed. “Thank you. I saw you all fighting before. It was impressive.”

      “We’ve trained since we were children,” Charis put in. “I could show you a few things if you like.”

      Nazafareen beamed. “I would. Very much.”

      “Another time, perhaps,” Kallisto said briskly. “We have work to do. Megaera, take Rhea and watch the library. There are two scholars there. I’ll describe them for you. You’re to follow them and see where they go. Do nothing! Just follow and be discreet.” She turned to the twins. “You two, go make an offering at the Temple of Apollo. Take note of how many soldiers are posted and where. If it’s possible to free Herodotus, I won’t wait.” She looked at the girl with almond eyes. “Cyrene, go to the taverns by the river. The Polemarch’s guards drink wine there when they’re off duty. See if you can find out any news about the Persian prisoner from Samarqand.”

      “What about me?” Charis demanded.

      Kallisto sniffed. “You’ll show Nazafareen the bathhouse and find her a change of clothes.”

      The first five Maenads gathered around Kallisto, peppering her with questions. Charis beckoned and Nazafareen followed her toward a small, thatch-roofed building at the rear of the farmhouse. Something nagged at her and she suddenly remembered what it was.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask,” Nazafareen said. “Did you come looking for me at the library the morning I carried the message to Herodotus?”

      Charis glanced over her shoulder. “No, I didn’t dare go inside. I waited for you to come out and followed. The people who live in that manor house are benefactors of our temple. I knew it would be safe for us to speak in their garden, away from prying eyes.”

      “So you never asked the cook about me?”

      Charis shook her head. They entered the bathhouse and she winched up a bucket from a small stone well. A plain wood bench was pushed up against one wall. Shafts of sunlight poured in through a round window set high above the door.

      “Someone was looking for me,” Nazafareen admitted. “I’m afraid it might have been a Valkirin daēva. They hold a grudge against me.”

      “You have a lot of enemies,” Charis observed, setting the sloshing bucket on the ground.

      “I seem to have a talent for it,” Nazafareen agreed.

      “Well, they won’t find you here.” The Maenad grinned and handed her a block of clay mixed with sand. “Scrub with this first. Then rinse with the water.” She gestured to a small jug of oil and a flat, hook-shaped instrument. “That’s a strigil. You put the oil on your skin and scrape it off like so.” She mimed running it up and down her body.

      They have a strange way of bathing, Nazafareen thought, but she gamely peeled off her clothes and got to work. Have I ever done this before? Perhaps I bathed with a…strigil every day in my own world.

      At the library she’d used the basin of water in her room, sneaking quick ablutions when Javid wasn’t around.

      I will find the Marakai, and then I will find Darius too, she swore to herself, vigorously rubbing the clay over a week’s worth of grime.

      But first I must fix the terrible mess I’ve made.
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        * * *

      

      When the soldiers dragged him from the Polemarch’s cells, Javid had expected to be handed over to some sort of hulking leather-hooded torturer named Uthos, or possibly Nagog. So he was somewhat relieved to find himself escorted out of the prison and thrown shackled into the back of a smelly cart. It lurched around the ring road that circled Delphi, but his spirits sank once again when he realized it was ascending a narrow incline carved into the eastern side of the Acropolis.

      He whispered a prayer to the Holy Father and composed himself. Javid had dealt with all varieties of dignitaries, diplomats, aristocrats and filthy rich egomaniacs, but he had never encountered even a minor prophetess, let alone the Oracle of Delphi herself. He wondered if her reputation was exaggerated or if she really could see into the hearts of men. Hopefully the former, as he intended to call on all his considerable flair for perjury, dissembling and prevarication. In other words, he would not go down without lying through his teeth.

      The cart halted before the Temple of Apollo, where custody of the prisoner was transferred to the soldiers there. A brief discussion ensued about whether the Pythia wanted him right away, or if he should be thrown in a cell next to “the old man.” One of the soldiers hurried inside and returned to report that she did indeed want the Persian immediately.

      And so Javid found himself face-down on the carpet in a full prostration.

      “On your feet, heathen,” a feminine voice ordered softly.

      “I fear to look upon your face, O Most Holy Oracle and Mouthpiece of the Glorious Sun God!” he cried. “I am not worthy!”

      “Just get up.”

      She didn’t sound impressed. Javid clambered to his knees, keeping his gaze locked on the floor. Certain monarchs—his own king included—could be very touchy about direct eye contact from inferiors. It was always better to be cautious than cause accidental offense.

      “You were here yesterday.”

      It wasn’t a question. Javid could see the tip of a slippered foot just ahead.

      “I don’t deny it, Most Radiant One.”

      “Your companion is a witch. She used magic. There were dozens of witnesses.”

      The Pythia had a strange accent he had never heard before and Javid thought he knew them all.

      “She did, Oracle. But I had no idea she was a witch.” This much was true. “I’ve only known her a short time, I swear it on the honor of my mother and sisters, and may the Holy Father curse my offspring for twelve generations if⁠—”

      “I know who you are, Javid of the Merchants’ Guild of Samarqand.”

      He bowed his head.

      “Why are you in Delphi?”

      He kept silent for a moment as though engaged in some internal struggle. Then he allowed his shoulders to sag—just a little bit. “I was on a secret mission to test a new type of wind ship, Holy Oracle.”

      “What sort?”

      He sensed her leaning forward.

      “A special fabric for the sack that doesn’t tear so easily. It would be worth a fortune to the Guild. But they didn’t wish anyone to know of the discovery, at least until it was proven, so they sent me into the Umbra.”

      “Go on.”

      “The ship crashed. If you look, you’ll find it. I had to walk out.” He paused. “That’s when I met the witch.”

      “Her name?”

      “She said it was Alanna, O Illustrious Seer.”

      “And where is she now?”

      “If I knew that, I would tell you so you do not punish me further. But as you must have been informed, she fled when I was arrested. I shouldn’t have run, but I was frightened.”

      “The captain of my guard says he hauled you out of the sacred fountain two weeks ago. What were you doing?”

      Javid smiled weakly at the carpet. It was worked with a pattern of orange and red sunbursts. “One cannot come to Delphi without visiting the Temple of Apollo. It is the city’s most famous shrine.”

      He felt her eyes on him but didn’t dare look up to gauge her expression. Does she know about the gate? Is she simply toying with me? He kept his mouth shut and tried not to sweat.

      “How long were you together?” she asked finally.

      “Only a few days, Oracle.”

      “What else did she tell you?”

      “In truth, I saw little of her. All I wanted was to raise money for my passage home.” He hesitated. “She did say something about returning to the darklands⁠—”

      “But why was she here?” The Pythia’s voice hardened. “Why did she deliver a message to the heretic Herodotus?” She held up a scrap of parchment. “It says only, Take heart, beloved. The note is unsigned. Who is it from? It cannot be the girl. He is old enough to be her grandfather!”

      “I swear, I do not know, O Renowned⁠—”

      “Be quiet.” The slipper began tapping the floor. “Shall I give you to the Polemarch? He says all Persians lie. It is their nature. But he is quite efficient at extracting the truth.”

      Javid felt the blood drain from his face. He had heard stories in the taverns about the Polemarch. “That is your choice, Oracle. But I have no reason to deceive you. If you know who I am, you know I am a respected emissary of the Guild. Our only traffic with the witches is the same as Delphi’s, for trade purposes. I come from a good family.” He knew he was babbling now, but couldn’t help it. “This has all been a series of unfortunate misunderstandings!”

      “Calm yourself. I didn’t say I would.” The Pythia abruptly stood. “Not all of us are uncivilized here. Yet I can say with certainty that you are a liar and not a very good one at that.”

      She moved closer, until she was standing directly above him. Javid felt a fingertip lift his chin. He squeezed his eyes shut.

      “Look at me.”

      He took a breath and opened them. The Pythia stared down at him.

      She’s so young! And pretty too.

      But a coldness lurked behind those pale eyes. A knowing depth beyond her years. Javid could easily imagine her reducing powerful men to stammering fools.

      “You carried a pouch of spell dust. No doubt that is where the heretic Herodotus obtained it.”

      “Spell dust is legal in Samarqand—” he whispered.

      “But not in Delphi.” She gave a chilly smile. “Not in Delphi. One last question, emissary of the Merchants’ Guild. Why were you being pursued by chimera?”

      “Chimera?” He felt himself caught by those cold eyes, a fly in a web as the spider creeps near, and Javid struggled to understand what she was saying.

      “The magical beasts,” the Pythia snapped.

      “Alanna had a sword,” he blurted. “I think she stole it from the daēvas! I mean, the witches. Perhaps they wanted it back.”

      “A sword.” The Pythia left her hand drop and gestured to the soldiers who guarded the door. “Take him back to the dungeons. He will stand trial before the Ecclesia for conspiracy.”

      Javid’s heart raced. “Wait! Conspiracy to do what? I am innocent, O Sacred Priestess!”

      But the Pythia had already left the room. He hastily got to his feet before the soldiers dragged him out on his knees. As they escorted him back to the wagon, Javid expected to feel a mild surge of relief. He hadn’t been beaten or tortured. And they would give him a trial at least. Instead, he felt a deep sense of unease.

      The Pythia’s blue eyes had flickered when she accused him of giving the spell dust to Herodotus. She knew. She knew he was innocent.

      And she didn’t care.
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      The abbadax regarded Victor Dessarian for a long moment. Unblinking topaz eyes gleamed with malevolent intelligence. Its serpentine neck reared back, the head inches from brushing the ceiling.

      Gods, they’re big, Victor thought. He cracked frozen knuckles and kept his gaze riveted on the abbadax. I wonder if they can smell fear?

      Red-gold feathers along its back rose to a stiff razor-sharp crest. The hooked beak opened for a sibilant hiss.

      “That’s the first warning,” Mithre remarked, leaning against the wall just beside the heavy oak door leading back into the keep. “Well, the only warning really.”

      Victor held his ground as the creature flexed a taloned claw and took a step forward.

      “Easy, girl,” he said soothingly, holding his palms out.

      “It’s a male, actually.”

      “You’re not helping,” Victor growled under his breath, which curled upward like smoke in the frigid air.

      He could barely feel his limbs and he’d been in the stables for less than a minute. Cut into the side of the mountain, the row of five pens lay open to the sky on one side so the abbadax could hunt for food and take off without hindrance. If necessary, the stables could be secured by an iron portcullis, which was raised and lowered by means of a winch. The entrance had filled with drifting snow from the blizzard that engulfed the keep, but the far reaches of the cavern remained dry. The bones of animals, small and large, lay scattered about the floor. Others had been used to build nests, held together by some kind of greenish goop. The arctic temperatures dampened the smell, but he could still guess what that was. Each pen had a stout door leading into the holdfast.

      The good news was that despite the fact that the portcullis had been left open, the abbadax had stayed. Victor assumed they’d been raised by the Valkirins as hatchlings and considered the stables home. The bad news was that no one could get near them.

      “The males seem somewhat less aggressive than the females,” Mithre said with a crooked grin. “That’s not saying much though.”

      The abbadax turned its head and regarded him with reptilian inscrutability. The black-haired daēva tightened the grip on his sword hilt.

      “Too bad you don’t have a treat for it. A nice fat hare might⁠—”

      The abbadax shrieked in fury and flared its sharp-edged wings, slashing at the air where Victor had stood a moment before. Mithre slammed the door shut and helped the new lord of Val Moraine to his feet. A moment later, it shook on its hinges as something large struck the wood.

      “I told you there was only one warning.”

      Victor glared at him, shivering violently. “You talk too much.”

      “Maybe you’d have better luck with one of the hatchlings—if you can get past mommy, that is.” Pointy white teeth flashed in a wolfish grin.

      “Laugh if you will, but we have serious problems.”

      It pained Victor to admit it, but his grand dream of taking Val Moraine was rapidly becoming a nightmare. Seizing the Maiden Keep from its handful of defenders had turned out to be the easy part. Holding it was another thing entirely. Victor had originally planned to kill Eirik and Culach and leave, but now he found he didn’t want to relinquish Val Moraine. It was too great a prize.

      “Then let’s go home,” Mithre said, as though reading his thoughts.

      “No.”

      “The others are getting restless. Hungry too.”

      “They’ll live.”

      Mithre shrugged. “Yes, but for how much longer? Your reputation as a dashing adventurer is keeping them in line for now, but you may find yourself facing a mutiny if we don’t replenish the supplies. Last I heard, the kitchens were down to a few grotty onions.” He paused. “Then there’s the matter of the Matrium.”

      The ruling council of the seven Avas Danai houses, the Matrium had no great fondness for Victor Dessarian—even before he snuck off to invade Val Moraine without waiting for their sanction. He briefly remembered the day so long ago he’d left for the shadowlands, what the Danai called the Ael sa’Vrach. Raisa and Tethys and the others waited at the gate, faces set in stark disapproval, to give him one last warning.

      Any who pass through it will be cursed to forget where they came from. The doorway will be sealed. There is no returning.

      It was this ward Nazafareen had broken more than two hundred years later.

      Well, Victor had returned. He had his memories back, though Nazafareen had lost hers. But he would not forget what they had done.

      Victor shook snow from his dark hair and peeled off his gloves, tucking them into the belt of his leather coat. “I’ll handle those women.”

      Mithre looked at him skeptically, a glance down his long aquiline nose Victor always found irritating. Mithre had been one of the daēvas who followed Victor through the gate. Against all odds, they were still friends.

      “How? You cut them out and they’re not going to help you now. Not even Tethys. Especially not Tethys.”

      Victor rubbed his forehead. It ached all the time, probably from the altitude.

      “You learned about the message?” he asked wearily.

      It had arrived that morning via a bright-eyed snow bunting. Victor didn’t know how the bird found its way inside—through the stables perhaps. It swooped into Eirik’s study, shat on the table, and disgorged a torrent of wordless rage. If Victor had harbored any doubts about the sender, the bunting shared a memory of his mother strapping him as a young boy for some long-forgotten offense.

      “No, but I can imagine. You’re screwed, Victor. And I am too.”

      They looked at each other and barked a laugh. Mithre had been imprisoned with Victor at Gorgon-e Gaz. Val Moraine was still heaven compared to that infamous fortress by the sea. They wandered together down the corridor, boots echoing on the stone. Lumen crystals set at intervals of twenty paces cast pools of alternating light and darkness. It was marginally warmer inside, but Victor had still suffered until he relented and followed Mithre’s lead, donning the fur-lined leathers of the Valkirins.

      “If you’re talking a lengthy occupation, we need a plan,” Mithre said.

      “I’ll tame the abbadax,” Victor insisted stubbornly. “We can use them to resupply.”

      “Or your frozen corpse will resupply the abbadax. My gold’s on the latter.”

      Victor shot him a wounded look. “You’re a font of helpful advice.”

      Mithre’s hand jerked him to a sudden stop. “Go see the old woman.”

      Victor rolled his eyes. That was the final thorn in his side—the troublesome prisoners he’d been saddled with. Much simpler to just kill them, but he hadn’t gotten around to actually doing it. Maybe he was growing soft, but he didn’t care for summary executions—even of Valkirins. He still hadn’t decided what to do with Culach so he’d left him to rot in the cold cells.

      Victor wished Delilah were there. Gods, he missed his wife. It had been over two weeks since she and Lara left to find Darius. He managed all right during the day, but at night, alone in his cold chamber, Victor would toss and turn, beset by dark visions.

      And then there was the matter of Gerda Kafsnjór.

      “She’s been kicking up a fuss for days,” Mithre said. “Says she has an offer for you.”

      Victor snorted. “She’d say anything to lure me into that grubby crypt she calls home. I’d rather kiss a wight.” He pretended to consider the matter. “Or even a revenant. They couldn’t smell any worse.”

      Mithre didn’t smile. “We’re out of options. What if she knows something useful?”

      “She doesn’t.”

      Victor started walking again and Mithre fell into step beside him. They were of a height, both raven-haired and in the prime of life, but Mithre was built like a rapier while Victor had the brawn and heft of a broadsword. Victor knew his friend’s wit was equally nimble, though he could be blunt as a rusty axe when he deemed it necessary.

      “You’re a coward, plain and simple, Dessarian. Did you know the others are drawing lots for who has to guard her room? One of the losers offered to trade his bow yesterday⁠—”

      They passed through one of the dark patches. Victor’s eyes gathered the dim light like a cat. “Fine. Will you at least come with me?”

      Mithre grimaced with patently insincere remorse. “I’m not sure our friendship extends that far….”

      “Bloody hell!”

      Victor stormed off, taking the stairs to the tower two at a time and muttering under his breath all the way. When he reached Gerda’s frost-rimed aerie in the northeastern corner of the keep, the two young Danai outside looked relieved to see him.

      “She’s quiet now,” one whispered. “But earlier she threatened to throw herself from the edge of the barrier if you didn’t come.”

      Threat? More like a blessing.

      “Do you find that such a disagreeable prospect?” Victor asked softly. “Maybe I should come back later⁠—”

      But Gerda must have had hearing like a bat, for now he heard her shrill voice through the door.

      “Dessarian? Are you out there?”

      “Gods.” He sighed and rubbed his hands together briskly to warm them up. “Go ahead. Open the door.”

      The Danai looked at each other, then at Victor with something close to pity. They threw the newly installed bolt and stood aside.
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        * * *

      

      Gerda saw the door swing wide and hurried back to her chair. She squinted so the idiot would think her eyesight was poor.

      “Who’s there?” she cried. “Is it the butcher who murdered my family?”

      Victor Dessarian entered the room, an annoyed expression on his face. He was a piece of work, Gerda could tell right away. Big and cocky.

      “Eirik butchered himself,” he snapped. “And your blind grandson is still alive. He didn’t seem worth the effort of killing.”

      “Great-great-grandson,” Gerda corrected tartly.

      Victor crossed his arms and tried to suppress a shiver. “What do you want?”

      “I want to see him.”

      “No.”

      She beat her breast and wailed, to no discernible effect. Ever the pragmatist, Gerda decided to change tack.

      “Getting hungry?” she asked slyly.

      “Why?”

      “I know where the food is,” she replied in a sing-song cadence.

      Victor snorted. “Don’t waste my time.”

      “There’s plenty. Fields of it! How do you think we live here, nitwit? Oh, I’m sorry, Lord Victor of Val Moraine.” She lurched from her chair and started bowing and scraping.

      “Stop that.” Victor stepped back, alarm on his face.

      Gerda hobbled back to her chair. She grinned.

      “Still got all my teeth,” she declared. “But you won’t, once the scurvy sets in.”

      Victor’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about, old woman?”

      “You’ll never find it. Not in a million years.” She took her time pouring a cup of wine while Victor waited with obvious impatience. “Not unless I tell you.”

      “Let me guess. I permit you to see Culach first, and then you reveal this secret bounty.”

      “Maybe you’re not such a nitwit after all.” She took a sip and smacked her lips.

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “I’m just a decrepit old widow lady,” she croaked. “Husband dead! Children dead! The Dessarian wolves baying at the door. All I have left is my darling Culach.” She stretched a trembling hand out. “Already, the room grows dim. The frayed thread of life grows thin⁠—”

      “Once more,” Victor interrupted coldly. “Why should I trust you?”

      Gerda dropped her hand. “Why not? What do you have to lose?”

      “My self-respect, for one thing.”

      She sniffed. “Only a Danai would rather starve than give an inch.”

      “And only a Valkirin would attempt such a childish ruse,” he shot back.

      They stared at each with mutual loathing for a long moment.

      “Go ahead, Lord Victor. Feast on ice and stone. There might be a few spiders lying around too. I hear boot leather isn’t too bad if you soak it for a couple of days.”

      Victor laughed. “I wish I could say it’s been a pleasure to make your acquaintance, madam.” He gave her an ironic bow. “But I can honestly say I would indeed rather eat my own boots than repeat the experience.”

      “Oh, you’ll be back.” She smiled. “And don’t forget to shut the door on your way out.” She fanned herself. “You’re letting the hot air in.”

      As soon as the idiot left, Gerda leapt spryly from her chair and retrieved her globe from its hiding place. The guards outside seemed none the wiser that she was using small amounts of power. For all his preening and posturing, the idiot didn’t run a very tight invasion.

      She blew on the runes, feeding them a weave of air. They began to glow. Right away, the image of blue skies shifted, as if the talisman had been waiting for her call. It sped across the sea and swooped into the window of a ramshackle building too quickly for her to make out any details about the place. As usual, the globe sought out the same red-haired man. Gerda couldn’t be sure he was a Vatra, but she intended to spy on him until she found out.

      The moment he appeared, she eased the flow of the power so she wouldn’t get too close and alert him to her presence. She could see the back of his head as he crouched down and threw a set of dice in a corner crowded with scruffy men. Mortals, by the looks of them, with the glossy black hair and tilted eyes of Tjanjin.

      Gerda watched him for a while. Judging by the scowls on the other men’s faces and the growing pile of coins in front of him, he seemed to be on a winning streak. Finally, after much gesticulating, another player produced a fresh set of dice. It didn’t do any good. If he was a cheat, he was a clever cheat. This wasn’t the first time she’d seen him fleecing mortals and Gerda had decided to name him the Gambler.

      She was starting to grow bored when a Marakai entered and sat down at a table. Gerda recognized him as the sea clan not only by his ebony skin and curly hair, but the graceful way he moved, like a cat slinking through a kennel of slobbery dogs. She could tell from a subtle shift of the Gambler’s shoulders that he noticed the newcomer out of the corner of his eye, but he continued to dice for a few minutes more. Finally, he rose and sat down at the Marakai’s table.

      Interesting.

      Gerda didn’t know much about the sea clan. She figured they were dim-witted, mentally unstable, or both. Who else would choose to sail the White Sea, with rogue waves a hundred paces high and denizens of the briny deep that could smash a ship to splinters with a single tentacle? Of course, as the only clan to deal with both daēvas and humans, they got rich off everyone else. That made sense. But Gerda couldn’t imagine living on the pitching deck of a ship any more than she could imagine living in the sunlit mortal cities, or the dank, mossy forests of the Danai.

      Give me stone and snow and sky, and I’m content, she thought. Preferably with the idiot’s corpse on a spike to improve the view.

      The Marakai conferred with the red-haired man over mugs of wine that neither of them touched. The Marakai looked around the tavern in a shifty-eyed manner, but his attitude toward the Gambler was deferential. How Gerda wished she could hear what they were saying! She gripped the globe with gnarled fingers, conscious that the man might become aware of her presence at any moment. He had only caught her the one time, but the look in his eyes had been enough to take care it didn’t happen again.

      At last the Gambler rose and left without a backward glance, though a small smile played on his lips. The globe followed him—at a safe distance—to a moonlit harbor where a few small fishing vessels floated at anchor. Gerda frowned. He must be on the twilight side of Tjanjin. The island straddled the Umbra and its eastern half had a reputation for bawdy houses, dust lairs and other dens of iniquity. It was where you went when you didn’t want people seeing your face too clearly.

      The Gambler stood on a sandy crescent of beach, looking out at the sea. He nodded to himself and muttered something. Hecate sat low on the horizon, casting a glimmering silver net across the bay. Then Gerda saw movement in the shadows. It was four of the men he’d been dicing with. The biggest, a stocky fellow in a sleeveless shirt and baggy breeches, stabbed a meaty finger into the Gambler’s chest. She couldn’t hear what was said, but it seemed fairly obvious they were accusing him of cheating. The Gambler looked amused.

      Gerda drew a sharp breath as one of the others, a rat-faced creature who’d been sidling around behind, suddenly produced a knife and darted in like a striking snake. Without turning his head, the Gambler’s hand shot out, seizing his attacker’s knife arm. He did nothing else, but the man’s mouth gaped in a silent scream. Gerda squinted. Was his flesh...smoking? The others stood there dumbfounded until flames started licking at the crotches of their trousers. The Gambler laughed as they dropped and rolled around flailing on the sand. Then he strolled off down the beach, lazy and lithe as a sun-warmed tiger.

      Gerda let the weaving go and sat back, sucking her teeth.

      No wonder he won all the time. He was probably using air to tip the dice.

      She poured herself a cup of wine and took a thoughtful sip. So they were loose. But why was a Vatra wasting his time in dingy taverns on the other side of the world? And where were the rest of them? Could he be the last of his kind?

      Perhaps further observations with the globe would clarify matters. Either way, no one else knew the truth and she intended to keep it that way until she saw how to turn it to her own advantage.

      Gerda smiled. The Vatras’ revenge might be a thousand years in the making, but she’d make sure Victor Dessarian got his fair share of it.
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        * * *

      

      Culach woke to someone banging on the bars of the next cell. It could have been a shoe, or maybe a piece of rock she’d worked loose. He’d been dreaming again, of the burning city and the desert and the last agonizing moments of the king’s councilor.

      “Shut up!” a woman’s voice yelled. “Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

      “You shut up,” he growled, groping for the wall and leaning against it.

      For a moment, blessed silence reigned.

      “I thought Victor came to kill you. So why is the job unfinished?”

      “He talked himself out of it.”

      “Felt sorry for you, huh?”

      “I thought you wanted me to shut up.”

      He heard a soft exhalation and guessed she was standing at the bars. Each cell had a grill set into the door at eye level so the jailers could inspect the prisoner inside.

      “Well, if I have to listen to you muttering and moaning for another night, I’ll come over there and do it myself.”

      “Be my guest,” Culach replied wearily.

      Of all the cold cells, they had to put him next to Katrin.

      She’d never once asked what his nightmares were about. Empathy wasn’t Katrin’s strong suit. Instead, she just yelled and pounded on things until he woke up. It had become an almost farcical routine.

      “Those Danai bastards,” she muttered. “How did they get in? How?”

      Culach assumed she was talking to herself, but he answered anyway.

      “Neblis. She told Victor about some secret passage.”

      Katrin made a noise of disgust.

      “I wish you’d found her. So I could kill the bitch.”

      Culach stretched his arms over his head and winced. His ribs still ached from Victor’s vigorous kicking.

      “We’ve established why I’m here,” he said. “Blindness has its advantages. But I never figured you for the type to get taken prisoner.”

      In fact, Katrin was the best they had. She trained for hours on end against anyone willing to spar with her, man or woman. The knowledge of her superiority with a blade—and even unarmed—had never bothered him. Katrin was better than everyone.

      “The fuckers knocked me out with a chunk of stone,” she said. “I still have a lump on my head the size of…. Hey, do you remember that hailstorm we had a couple years ago? With those balls of ice that smashed right through the hull of the Marakai ship?”

      They’d gone to the shore to trade with the sea daēvas. The coastline west of the Isles was wild and barren, but there were coves where the Marakai could drop anchor. That particular day, a nasty storm had blown in from the White Sea. They’d been stupid enough to try flying the abbadax through it. Culach gave a slight smile. He’d been black and blue for days, but it still made a good story.

      “I remember.”

      “Like that.”

      “Ouch.”

      Culach stood and walked to the cell door, curling his fingers through the grill. The corridor was quiet. No other voices, not even a cough or a whisper.

      “Who else is alive?” he asked.

      “No idea.”

      “Do you think the other holdfasts will come to our aid?”

      “What do you care?” she asked bitterly. “I heard you protected our only hostage.”

      “Eirik was going to slaughter her in cold blood,” Culach snarled. “And it would have done nothing to stop the Dessarians. You’re just…” He trailed off.

      “Jealous?” Katrin
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