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To Jim Hurd

For being another influential and inspiring Jim in my life. For teaching me a valuable lesson about life, and people: that all a marble needs is a little push, just some help, and it can journey around a very large table. And, that even if people try to knock it off its path, there are usually enough kind people out there who will help that marble get back on the road and give it another push just for good measure. Thank you for giving me that push, and always being there with the reminder that kind people exist.
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One

Stories in Stillness

I came to Etaynia in search of the most important thing in the world.

A story.

A secret—the sort best held and better kept from the world.

But I met with a prince instead.

The second the stories will say I’ve killed.

And I did not find the story I came looking for.

I wound up in the most dangerous one of all.
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The prison was blanketed with the weight of stone, and its stillness. A silent-heavy assurance of what we would find in this place. It was the unmoving noiselessness of a place so deep down it has forgotten the sounds of the world above—knowing only the echoing quiet of things buried to be lost to memory. This was the soft-sullen silence of the weary who see no point bothering with speech as it has failed them all before.

It was a stillness found in the iron bars that knew nothing but the keeping of things inside. Long-rusted, as if to make their promise clear: The way would not open, no matter the protests of those within—no matter their efforts.

This was the unspoken prayer, muttered in thought only, full-apparent in the fingernail scratches along the rough stone of the cell floor.

And all the soundlessness of a man whose story might be coming to an end.

As once before, the stillness sat before me, waiting for me to do what I do and have done best.

Break it.

And so I did.

Because it was mine to break.

“My name is Ari, and I killed a prince of Etaynia.” The words hung quivering in the air as if they themselves did not have the heart to disturb the quiet that had persisted in this place.

The other prisoners traded a look—the only one they had left to themselves. The long-hollow stare of men who have forgotten all the shapes the world has to offer. They knew only the cold and unblinking regard of stone. One of them traced lines through the air with his gaze—first over the bars of my cell, then over my cloak and cowl.

He was a man who had been hobbled by hard life well before his time, and the years in prison had done no favors to his body. Frail, knotted, and bent in a way that came just as much from pain in back as from the broken pieces inside. His cheeks had a pointed gauntness to them that spoke of little to eat and much less to live for. And the brown of his eyes had long lost whatever spark they once held. He raked fingers through his long hair as he spoke.

“Ari.” His mouth moved as if chewing over the name—tasting something foreign. He spoke it again. Then a third time.

And the stillness returned in the space between words.

I said nothing, adding another layer to it as I used what little strength I could muster to pull my cloak around me. A steady band of torchlight filtered through a slit in the wall above, coming from the halls I’d been dragged through. It washed over the incarnadine fabric obscuring most of my body, painting it a brighter red. A color found fresh in blood.

The man who’d spoken now settled his gaze on my garment, his lips pressing tight. The hollow of his throat tensed visibly. “He wears a blood-red cloak.” The words had no weight—whisper soft and short-lived.

Another man found the strength to throw his weight against the bars of his cell, using them more for support than anything else. “The one that killed a Shaen princess?”

The words brought an unseen fire to my heart and banded it with a heat none of the prison’s cold stone could leach out of me.

“No,” said a third man. He sat with his legs folded, hair hanging so low as to hide his face as he slumped. “He’s the one called that storm down off the Rose Sea. A fury that laid low a fleet of ships, they say. Not a one survived.” The man’s stare weighed heavier as he regarded me.

The first of the trio took advantage of the pause to add his own piece to my legends. “Heard said he killed the emperor of Mutri … or was it a prince?” The man’s lips pursed and eyes fluttered as if losing himself in thought. “They say he rescued Enshae from some Shaen lords, and for it, he earned their wrath.”

I nodded. “They say that.” I turned my attention to the lance of light coming through the wall. It resembled a rod—like something I could reach out and take hold of. The thought brought a crooked smile to my mouth that faded as a piece of memory came with it.

The second man rubbed his chin. “Been said he had some swords, no? Three.” The man held up just as many fingers. “Magic. The sorts out of stories.”

I said nothing.

“How’s it go?” He knuckled his forehead and his gaze fell far away. “He took a piece of morning light, then turned it into a sword burning bright? Then he blew a breath, light and thin, to shape a sword that held the wind within.”

“No, no.” The third man waved a hand and faced the second of the prisoners. “That’s half wrong and only two. It goes like this: With a word that no one heard, he pinched a piece of Solus’ light, to make a sword that burned true bright. Then came the breath, whisper thin, to shape the sword with the wind within. Then there is the final sword. The one of brass and blood and jade. The one all cursed and wrong-made.”

The trio turned on each other then. They bickered over the lay of the lines, though none found the proper wording.

I cleared my throat, then spoke for all to hear.

“With just a word,

one gone unheard,

he bound a blade // of pale morn light

without edge,

that burned full-bright

to cast back shadows,

far from sight.

With a second word then,

came the gossamer breath,

blown whisper thin,

to shape the sword // full-formless,

the wind within

And lastly there is the sword of jade

of brass, and stone, and blood it’s made

twisted, tainted, cursed,

and still waiting for its price // to be paid.”

The third speaker licked his lips, regarding his fellow inmates as if seeking approval to speak to me. “So, you don’t happen to have any of them magic swords with you, then? Something to cut our way out of here, hm?”

“No, I suppose I don’t.” I raised upturned hands to show the utter lack of anything left to me.

No candle. No cane. Just the blood-red cloak, and my name.

“But you are him?” said the third man.

I inclined my head.

“All that. Princesses, magic swords, sinking ships, walking the Shaen lands. Heard some say he’s kin to gods. Others that he’s demon spawn. Heard him called Godsgrief once.”

“I’ve heard that too.” I brushed my cloak with my hands, seeking something to do with myself as I sat without my books and staff. Having traveled so long with those items now left me with an uneasy lightness in their absence.

“Fire and lightning. Doorways in the sky. So many stories.” The third man exhaled and looked to the ground, tracing his finger against the tiles. “So, can you conjure a way out?”

I blinked. “What?”

“Break down these walls. Shatter the stones. Bend these bars.”

Stone and steel were foreign to me, but fire was not. So I chose to show them what I knew.

I cupped my hands together, eyeing the empty space above my palms, envisioning where to set the ball of fire. The ring of fire at the heart of me came to mind and I fell into the folds. Just a small performance then. I could do that much, couldn’t I?

“Start with whent, then—”

The third man burst into laughter and the folds slipped from me before I could even shape them. He slumped against one of the walls, his amusement growing louder. The others stared at him before getting the joke I didn’t and joining in his merriment.

After a moment to take in the strangeness of those sounds in this place, I added a chuckle of my own. What else was there to do? And, if I could give these men even that little reprieve—at the expense of myself—well, why not?

The third man ground both palms against his eyes. “Solus, I haven’t had a laugh like that in a long time. We lot haven’t heard our own voices in …” He trailed off, frowning at the thought.

“Years, Matio. Years,” said the second man. “They took our voices when they took our freedom. Took everything else too.”

And the silence returned, and with it, the weary resignation the men had grown so accustomed to. Hopelessness serves as a better set of shackles than any metal.

But for a moment, I’d roused them out of it. And I would again, making them think it was their idea all along.

Because after losing our voices to whims of others, the most rebellious thing we can do is take them back. And every voice has something worth saying—hearing.

“What else have you heard?” The simple question would draw more out of them now that they’d begun.

The first man didn’t hesitate. “Heard his name, for what it’s worth to you, sengero, wasn’t Ari. Been said it’s Araiyo. Or was it Ariyo?” His face lost whatever clarity it had moments earlier. “Sorry to say, but he weren’t one of you off-foreign folks. Stories say he’s one of ours. I think.”

The second man waggled a finger toward the first. “No, no. His name was Aram, or so I heard.”

Stones filled my gut at mention of that name. They churned and ground against the core of me.

“Or was it Athwun? No, no, it was Ari, much like our friend here. Though I’m thinking you’re more a storyteller whose tales grew a bit too tall for the crowd above, eh?”

I gave him a practiced smile. Thin as a razor and just as cold.

The second prisoner went on. “I know it for fact because I was there to see him, once.”

“You what, Satbien?” Matio crawled closer to the bars that divided their cells. “You what? God’s honest truth, tell me now, when and where were you anywhere near that man? I call you a liar.”

The man named Satbien shrank a little. “Was close enough, wasn’t I? Heard it from a friend who heard it from a friend of his who talked to a sailor who shared that man’s ship. I swear it, I do.” He gestured in front of his body in the same manner I’d seen others do when making silent prayer to Solus.

Matio waved him off and Satbien readopted the hollow sunkenness the man had kept to before.

My one chance then—a moment to be even a shadow of the storyteller I thought myself to be, and rouse them.

All I needed was a few simple words. “I believe you. What did you hear? Tell me.”

It was enough.

And the prison soon carried the sounds of stories.
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“Ari stood on the deck of the large Zibrathi ship and knew a storm was a-comin’. But that weren’t the worst of it, as much as a storm’s a bad thing to face at sea. He’d been strung up on account of seducing the captain’s daughter.”

I smiled at the detail and wondered where it could have come from.

Voices echoed along the stone stairs above. Heavy thuds that meant boots clomping closer. Guards. We would have visitors soon enough, and I had an idea who they were keenest on seeing.

“On account of old sailor’s law, the guilty gets one thing to say and the captain has to give ’em an honest hear of it. So, Ari says, ‘If you drown me, you’ll drown yourselves. I can see the way ahead as clear as I can see you now. A storm will come, and a ship will sail before it. A ship of ill omens. Red as the waters of the Rose Sea can be said to run.’”

“God above, what a lie, Satbien. Everyone knows the waters out there are as blue and green as ours. Maybe gray on some cold bad days. No such thing as red waters.” Matio crossed his arms and legs, winding himself so tight I feared his old joints would lock in place like a knot wound too far in on itself.

“Go back to when you forgot you could speak, Matio. Can’t bother with that? Then swallow your tongue. Let me say my piece.” Satbien scooted closer to the front of his cell, now directing his performance at me and the other member of their trio.

“Now, a red ship ain’t much of an omen. Any crew can paint their ship so, right?” The question lingered in the air and I realized he wanted an answer.

I gave him the simple pleasure and leaned forward, hands on knees. “What happened then?”

That did the trick and Satbien sat back, smug satisfaction plain across his face. A snap of his fingers punctuated the next line of the story. “They all took one look at the ship and realized it weren’t painted red at all. It was what was coming off the ship. Smoke. Like there’d been a fire, and all aboard could see some embers still alight. Red, red as blood.”

“When the chimney smoke goes red as blood.” Matio’s words left him in a whisper. “And comes the storm that brings the flood.” Satbien nodded as Matio went on, and the third man watched in silence. “Nuevellos—the Nine.”

Satbien gestured with a finger. “That’s right. Ari and the crew had come across a ship with the Nuevellos on it. Now, the sailors of the crew weren’t smart enough nor well-learned of the world to know what they looked at. But Ari knew. And seeing as he was the only one who knew what was happening—”

The footsteps loudened. Approaching men—the sort you didn’t want visiting your quiet little cell on account they would likely ruin what little peace you had to yourself.

Satbien cast a look to the prison’s entry, eyes wide and tongue peeking between his lips. He sucked in a breath and quickened the story. “Ari knew a great many things, and he knew that the men and women aboard the ship had no hope to survive the Nuevellos without him. So he took charge, didn’t he? Commanded ’em with just a word, loud as thunder, and called down the same against the Nuevellos. Solus strike me down if it ain’t true. He called fire and lightning on that ship and—”

Metal groaned, almost more in protest against the story than from its own age and neglected state. The door to the prison opened and the guards of Del Soliel entered.

Satbien gave us one last look—the stare of a desperate man uttering a final secret before the chance is taken from him once again. “And heard it told that no one survived but for him.” He shut his mouth, and the other men followed his lead.

All of them turned away from me.

And the silence returned again, now waiting for someone else to break it. But it wouldn’t be me.

Heavy boots beat against the stone of the prison floor, drawing a splash where water had worn down the ground and formed a puddle. Matio and the others adopted the looks of dogs long beaten into submissiveness. Their gazes fell low, not even taking in the feet of those walking by.

I never did learn to keep a supple spine. So I straightened and looked up, eyeing each of the approaching men.

Two guards, dressed unlike those who’d first tried to bar my way into Del Soliel. If they had armor, I wagered it to be linked mail hidden beneath their padded plum-colored jackets. They had matching pants the same shade and were cut from cloth too similar, and I didn’t mean their clothing.

Twins?

The pair had trimmed their hair in identical fashion, short-cropped and tight in the manner of career soldiers. Lean, angular, and cold of face. But what took my attention the most was the long knife each wore at their side.

Odd choice of weapon for a guard. I reassessed the thought as soon as I’d finished it. No, not guards. Something else.

The man between them was the greatest oddity. A figure so thin I wondered if he only ate every third day, and then kept to just one meal. Just enough to stay alive. Were he not dressed as he was, I’d have thought him the lowest of paupers. A rake of a man in the clothes of the gentry.

He ran a thin finger under the length of his equally narrow mustache. It didn’t suit him, especially under the crook of his long and curved nose. “Storyteller.” The word left him as more accusation than greeting.

I gave him a lopsided smile. “I was, and then I never got to be, mostly on account of being locked in here before I had a chance to perform.”

The slender man glowered, but his face couldn’t lend any real menace to the stare. His brows looked more like scant lines traced in charcoal than real hair grown. Nothing about him spoke of severity. “I think you’ve performed enough, haven’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

I kept silent, knowing it to be bait, and that nothing good would come of replying.

The man was set in his opinion before he’d stepped in to see me. And I knew on what his mind dwelt. After all, there could be only one thought.

But before he could speak, a smattering of whispers broke out in the cells behind them.

“The storyteller?” Satbien’s gaze rose from where it had been fixed before. He didn’t have eyes for the men in front of me, however. His look was for me alone.

Matio mirrored him, as did the last man. “The Storyteller? The red cloak. Of course. You’re the Storyteller. That’s why you started with all that talk of him.” Matio rubbed the palm of a hand against his forehead, face nearly cracking into the smile of someone just catching a joke’s meaning. “Solus. I swear. You had us going for a moment and I—”

“Quiet.” The starved bird of a man turned on a heel and stared at the prisoners. “If you haven’t forgotten how to still your tongues after all this time, then perhaps it’s best I help you remember.” He whirled and reached for one of the long knives on the belts of the twins. The sound of metal sliding out of a sheath filled the air, and then all eyes went to the length of silver catching what little light the prison held.

“Tongues”—the man waggled the blade—“do not grow back. Or so I’m told.” He took a step toward Matio.

My mind tumbled into the folds. I saw and felt my voice bound to the very air around me—my atham, the space that I occupied greater than my own physical being. First two folds, then four. I saw a fishing-line-fine length of imaginary cord flow from the core of me and pass through my lips. It flowed outward, fraying into countless threads to spread through the room. Eight folds now, more than enough. “Start with Whent, then go to Ern.”

Someone shuffled but I barely had ears for it, shutting the sound from my thoughts.

I stood straight, lunging and clasping my hands to the bars of my cell. “I am!” The two words cracked with the force of thunder in a cave, resonating through the prison with almost enough force to shake free stone and rattle iron.

Almost. But the performance had done the job.

The three men who’d come into the prison yelped and leapt back. The whole of their collective attention now fell on me, leaving none for the poor men who’d only just found their voices after far too long a time without them. Their chests heaved in unison and their eyes went wide as a child’s caught in the act of making mischief.

The echoes of my voice died and a new stillness spread through the place. This one tremulous—shaking, and one we all knew could not last. In fact, it meant not to. It wanted to be broken. And the man who broke it would control the conversation to come.

So I seized it and spoke the words again. “I am.” This time a whisper, just soft enough they couldn’t be sure they’d heard me clearly. “I am the Storyteller. I’ve made lords and ladies cry with tales of daring heroes and tragic romances. I’ve set taverns and inns shaking with applause so loud heaven itself has heard the noise. I’ve been the guest of kings and princes and emperors alike. And I’ve held them, hearts and mind, all enraptured till the end of my tales. I’ve learned every story there is to know and told them back to men like you as if it’s your first time hearing them.

“That’s who I am. And that is why I came here.” The last line was only half the truth, but it would have to do for now. For the whole of it would surely see me hanged even faster.

The thin man licked his lips, looking to the men at his side for support. It never came, and the knife shook in his hands.

“If you need someone to brandish that at”—I nodded to the blade in hand—“you can try me. It’s not the first time a group of men have pointed blades my way. And I don’t believe it will be the last.” I found a candle flame’s worth of heat in my heart and drew on it, willing it into my eyes as I glared at the men just beyond my bars.

The man with the dagger took the challenge and stepped close enough that his nose nearly touched the metal separating us. “I can assure you, murderer, it will not be the last. You killed a prince of Etaynia. An efante. My efante.” Each word came as quiet as a breath blown into the wind, yet fell with all the weight of lead hitting stone.

His efante. His prince. Brahm’s blood and ashes, he must have served Prince Arturo. Voted for him in the election, and dreamed of seeing him king. A dream that had now died with the efante’s passing. “I’m sorry.” I knew the words wouldn’t do anything but spur the man into greater fury, but they were the truth, and a piece of him needed to hear it no matter how he’d take it.

He quivered in place. The knuckles of one hand going white as he squeezed the handle of the knife with more strength than a man of his build should have been able to manage. “You’re sorry? You killed a prince of this country in cold blood, over tea, after he welcomed you into his company … and you’re sorry?” His arm snapped out, thrusting the knife as far as he could into my cell. The point of the blade stopped just short of the hollow of my throat.

I did not move.

“No. You are not. But I swear it, by Solus, Etaynia, and Prince Arturo’s rest, you will be.” His lips trembled long after he’d finished speaking.

Then he took a slow breath, shutting his eyes until he’d regained his composure.

Most of it.

“I could kill you now. No one would know.” He fixed me with a knowing look that told me it was more than mere temptation. A piece of him had already committed to the act and all that stood in the way was a set of iron bars.

“I would know.” I kept from adding that the imprisoned men would know as well, lest it bring his ire back upon them. I had nothing to do with them being here, but a storyteller’s job is to offer reprieve and escape to those who need it most. I could offer them a poor form of that in the moment, but I would do that much at least.

The man with the knife clenched and unclenched his free fist as if the muscles in his hand were in the throes of a bad spasm. “You think you’re terribly clever, don’t you?”

I gave him a thin curved smile—sharper than the edge of his knife, but with none of the malice in it. “I know I am. Clever, and terrible, in all the ways that can be. That has been my problem all my life.” I lost focus for a moment and failed to see the men, the bars, and all the stone of the prison.

The man in front of me spoke, but I did not hear him. Nothing could reach me in that moment.

When clarity returned, it came with one last thought—a kindness I felt obliged to offer the well-dressed rake. “A piece of advice, friend. Don’t swear promises on the name of a dead man. They never go well. They’re rarely fulfilled. And they don’t bring the dead back … or any satisfaction.”

My words reached the wrong part of the man, for he threw his open hand against the bars, taking one in his grip and wrenching at it. If he had the strength, I’m sure he would have torn the metal free and sunk his knife through my ribs. But the iron held firm and his grip slackened. Some of the color waned from his face and his collar darkened with sweat seeping into the fabric.

“My name is Ernesto Vengenza. Remember it. Keep it in your mind, now and until the end. I want you to know there is a knife to haunt your dreams. That this knife is waiting to find your heart. And I want you to know the name of the man who will put it there.” Ernesto didn’t return the blade to the man he’d taken it from and turned to leave. The pair at his side gave me one last look before following suit.

You’re in line behind a great many others. I hope you’re content to wait your turn.

The door to the prison shut.

The silence returned.

And this time, no one tried to break it.
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Two

Things Best Left Forgotten

It would have disappointed Ernesto Vengenza to know that I slept like a rolling stone that had finally come to a heavy rest.

A shame it wasn’t meant to last.

Something clacked at the edge of my hearing—slow, rhythmic—a pattern. I blinked half-awake and tried to shut the sound out.

It loudened, then took on a metallic edge, like stone against the flat of a blade. “Hsst.” The sharp whisper just reached me. “Hsst.”

I groaned, my body protesting against the unforgiving prison floor. “It is a terrible thing to wake a man from his sleep before he’s decided to rouse himself.” Something clattered near me, eliciting sharp cracks as it bounced closer before stopping.

The stone looked as large as one of my knuckles, and all its irregularity let me know its story. A longer look told me the rest. It had been a piece of the floor of Matio’s cell. Once.

Once it had been laid flat—a piece of a larger piece and meant to remain solid-still. It had been set with care. It had been shaped and given purpose. To sit. To hold. To be silent. It wasn’t supposed to make noise. It wasn’t meant to know motion.

Now it did. And it grew restless from it—for it.

I picked it up, bouncing it once in my palm before tossing it underhand toward Matio’s cell. It arced overhead in a manner I’d once grown familiar with, then long-forgotten.

Matio clapped his hands together over the stone—the sound reverberating through the prison with much needed noise. He looked like a child that had just done something he’d been expressly warned not to and expected punishment quick to come. But it never came, so Matio grinned and tossed the stone back to me.

My mind went to the folds. To the Athir and the atham. I recalled stones soaring over my skull, promising to crack into it if my will—my faith—wasn’t strong enough. Every image showed the rock sailing harmlessly by. My mouth moved, remembering old words and giving them voice. “There are ten bindings all men must know. One for Tak. Another for Roh.” I caught myself in the moment and let my thoughts go.

The focus and clarity left, as did my hold on the folds. One of my hands blurred and snatched the stone out of the air.

“What was that you were muttering then?” Matio tilted his head toward me.

I looked to the stone, turning my hand sideways so it rolled out of my palm and onto the floor. “Nothing. Just something better left forgotten.” I cleared my throat and looked back at Matio.

He held my stare for a count of ten before finally shying away, but I’d seen the thoughts behind his eyes. He wanted to ask something more. Another passing moment of quiet before he found a question to give voice to. “He called you the Storyteller.”

I nodded. “He did. I am. You heard it all right.”

Matio grunted and looked to Satbien. The two shared the glance and came to some silent conclusion between themselves. Whatever they traded was enough to prompt Matio to speak again. “So, do you know any tales of him? You took his name and place earlier, but what do you know of him?”

Matio didn’t need to elaborate. There was only one “him” worth telling tales about. And that Ari lived a life far beyond what many could believe. Certainly more than they could believe I had.

I inclined my head. “I do. But the three of you seem to have some of your own about Ari. How about we trade? I’ll tell you a tale for a tale. Give me your best story about Ari—demon spawn, god-kin, or Godsgrief, and whatever else you may have heard.”

And they did.
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“Heard this bit long ago. Longer before the years I got to doing things best left undone—the sort of things that get a man in a bind like this.” Matio touched the prison bars. “Clean away the fluff of what Satbien told you about Ari. He didn’t sail no seas nor call any storms over ’em. I’ll tell you the truth of it now. He was a man who lit the fire some say still burns to this day.” Matio let a pause hang in the air before continuing.

“Happens out there—far, far as can be from this place Solus blessed to be our home. A place of golden sands and not a drop o’ water. No rains. A place where man goes days without slaking a thirst that needs tending to. And he’ll die there. Burning hot in the morning. Freezing cold at night. A place any good god would have forgotten, and only fools live. But they do live there. Veiled riders—murderers and thieves out in the sands of Zibrath. They butcher their own as they do anyone else.

“A place of hard stone, and not much in the way of eating. And ain’t nothing growing there. Nothing.” Matio cut through the air with a hand that signaled finality. “And, they ain’t ever will be. Not after he got done with the place.”

I straightened now, lending a sharper ear to what Matio had to say.

“Ari went out to the sands for a debt needing paid. Some say it was to win the hand of the daughter of one of those savage chiefs that wander the desert. And those who know more than most men”—Matio stopped short and tapped a knowing finger to his nose—“say he went out there looking for a secret.

“Ari ventured out deep into the sands, the place run by a band of cutthroats, bad as any, called the Wolves. And, if this weren’t bad enough, Ari was on the run from another group of thieves he’d run afoul of earlier. The Hundred Thieves. Set on from two sides, man didn’t have much else to do but hope to lose them in the desert. Or so he thought, but he ran into even worse trouble there.”

“What?” The interruption came from third man.

“I’m getting to that, aren’t I, Jencarlo?” Matio cleared his throat and looked to all of us with a sweeping stare. “He ran into the band of one of them desert kings. All in black, riders of death, don’t you doubt me. Men who hunt with birds and bows, but it’s not game they’re after. No. It’s a different sort of meat.” Matio narrowed his eyes and gave us another long look.

Jencarlo swallowed. “You don’t mean …?”

Matio nodded, somber and silent as old dark stone. “I do. See, not much out there for them to eat. So what’s them to do but hunt for folk like me and you? But Ari was a clever man. He struck a bargain with their leader. See, Ari knew all the stories of the world, and he offered them in trade for the desert king’s tired men. A tale a night. And every night he told a tale worth telling was another he was spared from being sent off to hell. So Ari went on for a hundred days and a hundred nights. Giving himself what time he could.

“First, he spent it looking for a way to escape. But their desert’s a wide and treacherous thing. And so are the people. Ari knew this, and as the sets passed, he knew that they had no mind for letting him go. So he went to working on getting their trust. He learned to hunt and hawk with them. He learned to ride, to cross their sands near as well as the folk born there. He learned how to use their bows and walk by starlight. And he learned how to fight their enemies.”

Jencarlo broke into the gap between words. “I recall something ’bout that Ari. You was wrong earlier, Satbien, ’bout his cloak, that is. It weren’t no blood-red thing—all grim and mighty macabre. S’truth of it is this: He wore a cloak of all pure white. Of scales and stars and old moonlight. Something shining a silver all noble bright. S’truth. Blood-red—atch!” Jencarlo spat.

Matio crossed his arms and shot both his prison mates a long heated glare. “When you two are done trying to trip me up in telling this, let me know, sieta? Otherwise, I’m fit to find myself down here for another bout of years on account of knocking all your teeth out.”

No one spoke, and Matio continued.

“Now, Ari had earned himself a proper spot in this desert king’s followers. Some’d say he was as close to this man as his own right hand. And it proved no truer than the day the wolves of that desert came looking to make trouble. The sort that don’t end too well for those on the other end of it … if you take my meaning.

“Now, the leader of this band of wolves was something more terrible than any of those wandering sand-folk. Trust me on that. Said he was half mortal. A beast in the shape of a man—as far as a thing could be from Solus and his good grace. And Ari knew this. So he rallied the desert king’s army and led them into battle. A fierce thing it was. Shattered spears and splintered shafts. Arrows staking already fallen men. And that weren’t the worst of it. See, Ari and this desert wolf bandit got to fighting the way only the stories can speak of. With magic.” Matio sucked in a breath and held it, like he was trying hold any noise from us with the action.

Content that he’d dragged the quiet out long enough, he exhaled. “The bandit let loose a cry that shook the world. S’truth. He tore up sand and earth. Called down a terrible storm. But it didn’t stop Ari. He met him and called back just as much and worse still. He called fire. Something so hot it burned under a storm not even God Himself would put on this world. A fire so hot they say it could have come from only one place: hell.”

It was now Satbien’s turn to suck in a breath and hold it. He gave Matio a look that said he didn’t believe him. Not entirely, at least. A piece of him wanted to. And that much shone clear in his eyes. “Then what?”

Matio grinned. “Then the fire took root. It burned, so heavy and hot it turned the sands to glass. Glass they say is still there—just like the fire. Still burning. A door to hell. And the foul things that call it home. See, when Ari did that magic, he opened something best left shut. And Solus cursed him from that day to the end of his days.”

Did he now? I fought to keep a small smile from spreading across my face.

“And what Ari had done was a horrible scar on the world, and so the world tried to punish him for it. Even the sun couldn’t bear to look on what he’d done. So then came the moon, blocking the view. She came and put a shadow on the world that day, and masked the horror from the sun himself. But bad things happen on days cast in the shadow of the moon.”

“What bad things?” Jencarlo pressed himself up against the bars of his cell almost like he had half a mind to force himself through them. “What happened, Matio?”

The man telling the story shrugged. “Don’t know, do I? I look like someone stupid enough to be venturing out so far from home? Dabbling in things best left undabbled? No.” He brushed his hands against his chest. “Not for me. Not ever. And I’ve got no shame in telling you this: I don’t want to know. Whatever happens to men like that and on days even the sun can’t shine on our world? Those things are best left forgotten. Never known. Hard enough to sleep when you’re stuck here.” Matio gestured to our surroundings. “You know what it’d be like to sleep with those kinds of thoughts in your head?”

I do. I kept the answer to myself, however.

“Besides, it don’t matter too much, does it? Ari got swept up that day to a place hung between the sun and the moon’s shadow. Some say he still came back after, but it weren’t all him. Something came back inside of him. Something foul. Fouler than whatever he’d been before. And that now, if he’s still alive, he’s more a monster in a man, than a man with a sliver of a monster inside of him.”

A thousand words crossed my mind, all fighting to come out in response. Then a thousand more. And all of them were wrong. I clapped instead, slow, steady, and forced the smile from earlier across my face now. “I’ve heard the same. That he’s a monster, I mean.” A little laugh punctuated the end of what I’d said.

“Man would have to be, no? You don’t hear much good about Ari, when you do at all. Though, suppose he’s not the only one out there with stories like that. Half a dozen men have done just as bad, or worse.” Matio shrugged.

“Or better. But people don’t remember those stories. Not often.” I thought I’d kept my words low enough to go unheard.

“What was that?” Matio leaned toward me, cupping a hand to one ear.

I shook my head. “Nothing. Just talking to myself.”

Matio inclined his head and pursed his lips in an almost sage-like manner. “Places like this, still and silent, with enough time, send a man to doing that. Solus knows the lot of us have done it ourselves—”

“Once we couldn’t talk to each other anymore, that is.” Jencarlo rubbed a hand against his mouth. “Eventually, though, we forgot how to talk altogether. Or so I thought.”

The trio of men exchanged a long, silent look, and, for a moment, I thought the weight of the prison and its memories had silenced them once again.

But there is always a price for memories. And they can break a man.

I cleared my throat and spoke. “Thank you for that story, Matio. I don’t often get to play the part of audience in my line of work. I appreciated it.”

The Etaynian prisoner opened his mouth, then froze—searching for words that wouldn’t come. He pressed his lips tight together and nodded instead.

It wasn’t a stretch to guess that it had been many years since someone thanked him for something in earnest.

More footsteps sounded against the stone, and anything anyone else might have wanted to say now died with the promise of new visitors. Old ghosts revisited the trio of men. Their faces sank—stares going long and hollow. But not for long. The three men remembered the freshly given gift of their own sounds. And they sat straighter, heads held high. And while they did not speak, no longer were they cowed—broken as before.

I might have let myself smile at that.

No story is without magic. Even if it is a small one.

The door to the prison opened with a low moan, as if the hinges protested so many visitors passing through in one day.

Faint firelight caught along the brightest threads of the newcomer’s overcoat. Every strand of gold flickered better to life under the glow, and the red lion embroidered on his clothing seemed to carry a shine of its own. A mask, fashioned from what looked like silvery ivy, obscured part of the man’s face. Some of his dark hair clung to the side of his scalp with a wetness that could have been from rain, or sweat. And he held a leather satchel in one of his hands.

I’d met him the night before Eloine had come to my rooms in Del Soliel. I stood and offered him the customary greeting due someone of his position. A full bow from the waist. “Prince Artenyo.”

The prince’s mouth worked in silence, like he hadn’t quite decided what to say. He found the words the next moment. “Storyteller. It seems perusing our library wasn’t enough for you.”

I gave him a hapless smile. “Would you believe that it was better than I’d hoped for? It’s been quite the while since I’ve had access to a library like that.”

His lips pressed tight again—a gash in stone. Prince Artenyo drew out the pause between us, and none of the other prisoners dared look at the man. He took a deep breath, some of the stiffness leaving his shoulders. “I wanted to see you before the others came.”

The others. So many things that could mean, and he didn’t bother to elaborate. So I settled the simple question then. “Why?”

“To know.” Prince Artenyo took a half step toward me, placing himself just before the bars. That took confidence, or foolishness. All it would take was one quick step and I could reach through the gaps of my cell to grab hold of the man. That line of thought led me to realize there was a third option behind the prince’s action.

I crossed the distance between us best I could, putting myself just on the other side of him. A few lengths of iron separated us now.

Prince Artenyo’s eyes remained steady as he stared at me from behind the mask. “Did you do it? Did you kill my brother?”

Had I killed a prince of Etaynia? I had certainly wanted to. Only, the wrong one had died. I’d come to the country for a story, and in hopes of finding one of the Tainted. A person so far twisted and turned that they were as close to monsters as a person could become. A shadow deep in them that steered them toward wrongdoing, even when they believed they were right.

Few things are as dangerous as man doing evil that he believes is for the best good.

I met his gaze, and hoped mine held as much steel as his. “No.”

He watched me for a moment, then exhaled.

And I knew I’d been right. “You didn’t think I did either, did you?” I motioned to the door barring my way. “You wouldn’t have put yourself within arm’s reach of a killer if you had.” I sent a hand between the bars slowly until it rested before the man’s heart.

He looked down at it, then me. “I wouldn’t say that, Storyteller.” Prince Artenyo brushed aside a part of his coat to reveal a long knife that rested there. “It would have been an easy thing to have pulled that and ended the affair that’s still to come.” He reached out with his other hand, taking mine in a firm grip before I had a chance to respond. “But, no, I don’t think you did. Where did the poison come from? You didn’t have it on you.”

I arched a brow but the prince went on.

“Your belongings were searched whenever you ventured from your room. You’re surprised to hear this? You were a guest in our home, but a stranger—a foreigner. And we are hosting a great many nobles at this time. You can’t fault us for our curiosity or security.”

I couldn’t.

Prince Artenyo raised the bag he’d come in with. He opened it, drawing out a book. One I knew all too well. Because it belonged to me. Much like the one my mentor Mahrab had given to me all those years ago. “What is this, Storyteller?”

“It’s a book—a story.”

The prince pursed his lips, clearly not used to receiving dismissive answers like that. “Whose story is in there?”

“Someone better left forgotten. A painful story. Someone whose story deserves to be locked away.” Every word I spoke was true. This was not a story to be shared with just anyone. One to be freely opened and given away. This was a story meant for locking away, and keeping from the world. I turned my gaze away from him and onto Matio. The man watched us with quiet interest, no longer bent, or broken.

Good.

The prince frowned, and placed the book back inside the bag. “Well, I’d like to think I can take decent measure of a man when I meet him. I think a few things about you, yes. But I don’t count murderer among them. And that should matter, since a trial is to come. One in which I, among others, will be judging you for the murder of my brother.”

Of which, I noted, he didn’t seem that heartbroken over. I kept that thought to myself, however.

We all grieve in our own ways, even if we don’t always show it.

“I would spend what free time you have on the task of proving your innocence, Storyteller. We do not treat murderers well in Etaynia. Even worse, those who spill royal blood.”

Curiosity took the better of me and my tongue. “And what do you do to those who do that?”

The smile Prince Artenyo had been holding back finally broke through, pulling his mouth to one side at a sharp angle. His teeth showed when he spoke, and I noticed his canines. “You know, I can’t recall. It’s been so long since we’ve caught someone behind an efante’s murder. I confess a part of me is intrigued to see what would be done to you.”

And like that, my curiosity was sated. A shame the answer brought no satisfaction.

“Farewell, Storyteller. We’ll be seeing each other again.” And then he left.

Once gone, the prisoners broke into a low clamor, all asking for me to honor our earlier bargain.

“Hoy, come on, Storyteller,” urged Matio.

Satbien chimed in with a hooting cry of support.

And Jencarlo slapped a hand to one of his thighs.

I had given them the gift of sound—of story. Now they ached for it—for more. They could not wholly return to the shadows of themselves that they had been.

And while I had promised them a tale of my own, there were no more stories that day. They, like many other things, were things best left forgotten.
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Three

Exchanges

I lost track of all time in the dark, letting my mind wander until it had no place to go but for the candle and the flame. The old practice took hold of me. A flicker of flame blossomed to life within my thoughts, and I fed it everything: my fears, doubts, the lingering questions of what was to come. And it steadied me.

I reached deeper then, to the folds of my mind. I had nothing to fill them with but longed for their old familiarity, and hoped they would help me figure out what to do next.

But they never came.

Then came the sound of heavy boots, and the promise of more visitors.

Again …

I opened my eyes to find an array of guardsmen. All of them with their backs turned to me.

One of the men pulled free a ring of keys, thumbing through them until he found the one he’d been looking for. He slipped it into the lock of Matio’s cell, then opened the door. No words were exchanged as some of the men went in to hoist the prisoner to his feet and drag him out. The guards repeated the process, taking Satbien next, and finally Jencarlo. Once they might have accepted the rough treatment without protest. Now each man voiced incoherent cries, a few curses about the parentage of the guards, and made feeble attempts to shake free.

So I spoke for them. “What are you doing? Where are you taking them?”

The guard who held the ring of keys turned to face me. He had a face hewn from rough stone. Large, solid, and with no flattering lines to it. His hair had been shaved close to his skull, leaving nothing but dark stubble behind. And a heavy, serious brow made his eyes appear darker and more menacing than they were in truth. “To be questioned.”

“About what? From what I gather, no one’s spoken to them about anything in years, except for bringing them their food. What could you possibly have to ask them about now?”

“You.” He said nothing else, leaving with the three men I’d barely come to know.

Then, nothing. The door to the prison shut. And I sank to my knees.

For a while, I did nothing but stare at the empty cells. It did nothing to soothe the storm brewing inside me. So I did the only thing I could.

I grabbed hold of the bars and wrenched. The thunder that had built inside me finally asked to be let out, and I obliged. I screamed. Pulled on the bars as if I could tear them free. The curses that left my mouth would have offended every god and goddess across the world, had they the ears and desire to hear me.

But they didn’t.

Finally, strength left me, and I felt like a water skin wrung dry.

I slumped against the cold iron, wanting to reach back inside myself and find a piece of the Ari that knew what to do.

Low and steady humming filled the air and I opened my eyes to spot the source. It came from just beyond the door into the prison, but what brought me pause was that I knew that voice.

The door opened and Eloine walked through … accompanied by two armed men.

They didn’t cross the prison’s threshold. Eloine motioned with a hand and said something I couldn’t catch. The guards exchanged frowns, but didn’t argue, remaining in place like they were fixtures of the prison itself.

Eloine saw me and smiled.

Even in this place, that look brought a spot of warmth to me.

She wore a dress as dark as night from head to toe. It lacked any of the vibrancy and trimmings of the clothes she’d worn before, but even still, she looked nothing short of breathtaking. We locked eyes, and I noticed the green of hers looked faded—closer to gray tinged with sage.

“Well, this is a far cry from where we last spent time together.” Her smile vanished and she looked at me like someone coming across a starved kitten. “How are you?”

“Well, they haven’t killed me … yet. So there is that.”

“And they won’t.” Something hardened in Eloine’s gaze. Her eyes reminded me of pine boughs then, and they held a heat that would have been appreciated down in the cold of the prison. “You won’t rot in here.”

“This isn’t the first time I’ve been locked away.”

Her glare intensified, and something told me facing the trial would be less an ordeal than pushing Eloine further.

So I stopped. Never let it be said I cannot learn.

She reached through the bars of my cell with one hand, moving it toward my face.

One of the guards stepped through the doorway—fist going tight against the hilt of a sword. “Lady—”

Eloine whipped her head toward the man. “Do not speak. Do not worry. Step back where you came from. He won’t hurt me.” She turned back to me, her face a mask but for her eyes. They glimmered with a light of mischief. “Will you?” Her hand drew closer.

I bared my teeth. “I have been known to bite.” That did nothing to stop her as her hand came to rest on my cheek. I winced as her fingers took hold of one corner of my mouth and she tugged lightly. “Ow.”

She didn’t pull her hand away, massaging my cheek in an attempt to assuage some of the pain. “When I want you to lighten your heart, you’re dour. When you should be serious, you make jokes. Has anyone ever taught you how to behave appropriately for the moment?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but she clamped her hand over my lips, pressing tight.

“I didn’t think so.”

I glared.

Eloine let out a breath and pulled her hand away. “Ari, what are you going to do?” She cast a quick look at the two men standing outside the doorway. “Word has spread well past the palace. The town knows Prince Arturo is dead, and soon the whole of the country. They’ll think you did it whether it’s true or not.”

Which made me wonder one thing. “And what do you think, Eloine?”

Her eyes widened and she looked at me like I’d slapped her. Eloine leaned close and stared at me with an intensity that could have scoured the prison stone clean. “You have a lot of nerve to ask me that. Especially after …” She trailed off, one corner of her mouth folding under her teeth as she chewed on it for a second.

I waited for her to say it—our kiss. But she never did.

“If I had thought you’d done it, I wouldn’t be here. I’d be gone—far as anyone could be from this place. No matter what I—” She caught herself and stopped short of saying whatever had been there at the tip of her tongue.

“What you … what?” I kept all expectation and want free from my face, slip ping back behind an old mask I’d learned long ago. Perfect placidness. The surface of an undisturbed lake, betraying nothing about its depths.

“Nothing.” Eloine looked away from me, adopting a stare I’d grown too familiar with of late. The same one the prisoners had used when looking somewhere but at nothing as well. The one I’d been using just moments ago.

I watched her, hoping to find a way to bring the conversation back to where it had been. A part of me wished for more. To speak as we’d done at the masquerade. Anything but the dancing around without words we were doing now.

Eloine finally turned her gaze back on me. Her mouth opened, then closed. Finally, she spoke. “What’s your plan?”

I arched a brow.

She ran one of her hands against an iron bar, trailing its length. “To get free?”

“I don’t have one? What do you want me to do?”

Her look was answer enough. It held expectation. The demand for me to live up to all I had been—that the world thought me to be, from the tales I’d spread myself.

I laughed. “Shall I bend the bars to my cell and walk free? No—better. Shatter stone and command the very tops of this palace to fall, much like a mountain long ago and far away, yes?”

Eloine’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t. Don’t do that to me. I’ve seen what you can do. I remember the night the clergos came.”

I sighed. “So do I. And that very nearly brought us a host of trouble we can’t afford now.”

A hint of the old smile returned to the curves of her mouth. But just a hint. “‘We’ now? I suppose I could leave. After all, I’m not the one bound by bars.”

“I suppose you could. So why don’t you then?”

Eloine stiffened. “For a moment I almost believed you wanted me gone.”

A part of me thinks it’d be for the best. And the rest of me hates even the thought of it. The temptation took me then to tell her so. That it would be better for us both if she left. But another look at her face swept the idea from me.

Her anger fled, and she reached through the bars again. This time taking my hand within hers. “If I did that, where else would I get the story I’ve been promised?”

I couldn’t help but let a breath out through my nose in lieu of a proper laugh. “Still after that? Why?” I didn’t give her a chance to answer, however. “It’s not so much a story, and maybe I’m not so much as I’ve claimed.” A silence filled the space between us until I spoke again. “I told them, you know?” I motioned to the empty cells across from me. “The three men imprisoned here. Told them my name. Who I was. You know what they did?”

Eloine shook her head.

“They laughed. It … was a good sound to hear in this place. I know they needed to hear themselves do that—remember that they could. But, all the same, they laughed at me when I told them.” I gave her a thin smile—porcelain smooth and practiced, and just as brittle-hollow. “They asked to see a small piece of magic, and I failed to show them that.”

“The price for your art. Telling stories as well as you have—spreading them and passing your legends off. If not for this—losing the real Ari to a host of other names and stories, then what? Wasn’t this the point, to lose your true self and walk hidden among others? To be so great a myth that the real man vanishes—a thing unbelievable?” Eloine’s voice held no reproach, nor the soothing tones you’d expect in the moment. Just matter-of-fact.

I gave her a weak nod. “And I’ve done that well enough that most moments I believe it too. Maybe it’s better that way.”

Eloine exhaled and squeezed my hand hard enough to build a dull pressure through the small bones of my limb. “I’m sure you’ve thought that for a long time. Long enough. But there was a time things were different—you were. Tell me of it.”

I looked at her, then the guards. “I think maybe people have heard enough about me today. Besides, I wonder what they’ll do if they overhear even a piece of my true story. They’ll skip my trial and go straight to execution.”

Eloine pulled her hand from mine and turned without missing a beat. She went over to the guards, speaking so low I couldn’t make out even a whisper. The guards frowned—one took a step closer to her, raising a hand in protest. She met him unmoving as stone before waves. He broke first, relenting and stepping back, head bowed a shade in what could have been a silent apology.

A piece of me wished terribly to know what she’d told them to have both men obey her like that.

Eloine moved toward the prison door where the guards lingered, shutting it behind her. “There. A piece of privacy for us. And for that, I do believe a fair exchange is continuing your story.”

I couldn’t help it. My mouth pulled to one side in a lopsided smirk. “Are we trading favors, then? What am I getting out of this?”

“A chance to spend more time with me. Time to think of a way out of this, maybe a chance to remember the Ari who could. And I’d very much like to see more of that Ari.”

Something stirred inside me when she said my name. It was like the first true steady breath given to a flickering flame that had nearly lost hope at fanning into something larger. The bit of wind to keep it burning so that it may grow.

I nodded, not trusting myself to reply. She had a point, of course. But the Ari who could do those things was not someone to be taken lightly. And I told her this. “You want me to remember a person I’ve convinced the world it’s better off forgetting. There are reasons why. And if you ask me to remember, you might not like what you find.”

She gave me a look as hard and resolute as stone. “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that? Just tell your story. Tell me.”

I exhaled in resignation. “I suppose I don’t have anything better to do. Where did we leave off?”

Eloine seized the opening left in my breath. “You’d bound fire, burned Nitham, and nearly been set for execution by the Ashram’s laws.”

I cocked a brow and tilted my head at one side of the prison. “Not much has changed.” A small smile played across my face, but she had no eyes for it, going on as if I hadn’t spoken.

“You’d celebrated your promotion in rank with your friends, as well as avoiding punishment by personally training under the Master Binder. And the season was coming to an end.”

“The end of one part of a story is how you get to the beginning of another. So maybe that’s the best place to begin. Past the mostly quiet sets of time I spent lingering somewhere between what had happened and what was to come. To the beginning of learning more of the secrets behind the ten bindings. To debts being called due. To walking paths best left forgotten and calling things best left uncalled. To my once-white shining cloak.

“Yes. That is the place to start. The Ashram. A place of learning the wonders of the world, and more than that—magic. The sort found in storybooks. I had a home, though I didn’t give it nearly the love and respect it deserved then. I’d made friends.

“And enemies. I’d always been gifted in stealing and quickness of tongue, and with those gifts, stole more trouble and attention than any young boy ever should have. I can’t say I’d have done things differently knowing what I know now. I was proud, clever, and, in many ways, hurt. Not a safe combination for a child who’d learned the things I had by then. Or made the promise I had. This is the time when one of the many oaths I’ve sworn over my life would be tested, and called in full.

“It is the story behind The Ghost of Ghal. And his many myths. Unstruck, Unharmed, Unfallen. It is a story of doors best left unwalked through, and how I lived up to the mantle of Unburned once again. And it is a story of the first time I would earn the name ‘devil.’ Do you still want me to continue?”

Eloine didn’t have to say the word, but she spoke it all the same.

And I might have loved her more for
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