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    Dedication


    To the love of my life and mother of my wonderful boys who continues to put up with this ridiculous ambition of writing stories and selling them.

  


  
    Prologue


    Off-Time


    Realm Kirksfold, Dain Burrough 
(The Dustbin), Badbriars


    Present


    She hadn’t seen it coming.


    Maddie Timms, or Madame Harbinger as some referred to her, Special Agent of Bureau Ekron, stared down in disbelief at the blood seeping between her fingers. The knife wound was in her stomach, just below the ribs. 


    Quaking legs struggled to carry her toward the dim haze of a streetlight haloed in mist. They faltered and she hit the ground, nails scrabbling on the bridge’s slick cobblestone as she strained to stay upright.


    I can’t go out this way.


    “Impressive,” the man intoned casually, his voice smooth and rich as a well-aged Brythelund Barrow.


    “Is it?” she managed between gasping breaths.


    She blinked back tears as she held her breath, struggling to apply pressure to the wound with arms sapped by the onset of shock.


    Dammit, it’s deep. Mortal, she was sure. And, in this state, she was much too weak to bend time. Little good it would do her. The man before her could bend both time and space. She would die here in the slums of Realm Kirksfold.


    Fitting, in a way. Some of her greatest work—and deepest regrets—lived here.


    A distant foghorn split the silence. The man waited until its mournful wail receded and then stepped forward into the wan light, his meticulously polished wingtips clacking softly on the wet stone.


    “Quite impressive. When did you figure out about the Operatrix?” he asked, referring to the headmistress of the Guild of Ways. His smile was warm. There was a twinkle in his eye, causing him to look very much like the tenured professor chatting over a pint with his star pupil.


    “Just now,” she rasped out as she sucked in another breath. Her stabilizing arm slipped, causing her to grind her teeth before gulping another breath. Each movement sent a jolt of icy fire through her. They crowded rational thought from her mind, leaving only a desperate desire to stay conscious. To spend one more minute on this familiar side of eternity.


    Maddie cursed her weakness as warm tears flowed down her cheeks. After everything, chasing a phantom through time and finally uncovering the truth… She didn’t want to give the bastard the satisfaction. Her mind darted from one outcome to the next, grasping at possibilities. Was someone coming to find her? No, they were all dead. Would a passerby confront him? No, they’d just die too, or he’d bend time to redo the moment. Also, it was the middle of the night in Kirksfold. Nobody cared. 


    “And what was it? Was it Raybold? No, no, it was Mankeer, wasn’t it?” He drew out the fallen agent’s name, as sudden understanding lit his eyes, erasing the modest wrinkles at their corners.


    The response leaped from her throat, “Raybold. Mankeer. Jerse.” She growled through gritted teeth, “Evesy, Lute… You killed them all to cover your tracks.” Erased them, really. With that thought, she buried her chin in her chest and tried not to move or breathe.


    This was it. He had to know he wasn’t perfect. That despite his best efforts, she’d found them all. Or most of them, anyway. Names that should never have been removed from history.


    Of course, she had still assumed he was acting with the help of others. It was impossible for one man to do it all, wasn’t it? To shift the course of history without anyone suspecting a thing. Who knew what knowledge had been lost? What lies had become truth?


    But now she understood. He wasn’t a man. She didn’t know what he was.


    “Expand your mind, agent. This is much bigger than a handful of murders,” he replied, staring down at her. It was an almost paternal admonishment. “So, it was Mankeer, then. That was sloppy. A moment but thricely,” he said, shaking his head and clucking softly. “Very sloppy, indeed. I dare say I was sweating like a drunken deckhand by the third time-slip in so short a span. Agent Mankeer was sharp. He knew the second he saw me, of course. But he wasn’t expecting me to bend the supposedly immutable laws of the temporal matrix and show up off-time.”


    He smiled, absently smoothing an eyebrow with his ring finger as he recalled the memory and then focused back on Maddie. “Of course, I’m quite surprised you, of all people, didn’t expect it either.”


    “Off-time?” Maddie blanched. That’s how she’d been caught? She’d met him here, expecting to see the telltale flash of light when he bent space; to move in for the kill. It would be an awesome feat outside of a wayportal, but one she’d concluded must be within the killer’s abilities. She’d planned for it. But when he appeared before her without warning…?


    “That’s right… I see the little gears turning. I’ve suspected for a long time that you could do it as well, you know. To bend time at will without having to wait on the hand of a clock to tell you when it was safe to cross the proverbial street, so to speak. And despite all your schooling telling you otherwise. You’re really quite gifted. It’s a shame.”


    Maddie fumbled for words, struggling to piece together how he could possibly know that one particular fact she’d worked so hard to keep hidden.


    “Oh, enough of that. By now you must understand I’ve been watching your work with keen interest—guiding it, really. But enough about you. Back to me,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Out of curiosity, when was it that you knew the killer was just one person? Not a clockie and a waysmith working together to manipulate temporal and spatial fabrics?” He asked this while wrapping a white silk scarf tightly around the knuckles of his left hand. He wiggled his fingers before making a fist and looking at it contemplatively.


    When she failed to respond, he looked down. Maddie was struggling to maintain consciousness, but through a monumental effort of will, she lifted her chin and locked eyes with her killer in a final show of defiance. He nodded acknowledgment. And then his visage hardened. “So be it. I’ll allow you to keep your little secret.”


    Then, stepping forward, his eyes gleaming with sadistic glee, he tightened his fist. “Carry it to the grave, shall you?”


    He drew back his fist and before she could register the movement, she was lost to darkness.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    Ghosts in the Mist


    Realm Kirksfold, Dain Burrough 
(The Dustbin), Southend on Selby


    Four Days Prior


    Holland Finnery stood alone in the predawn gloom, hands stuffed in the pockets of his heavy coat, staring absently at the mucky banks of an empty riverbed. A meager trickle flowed through its channels, but the muddy sand was dark with moisture from Realm Kirksfold’s near-perpetual fog. He followed the stream toward the beach where the once-vigorous river had emptied into the Dains Bay.


    Sadly, there was more of the same. Decades prior, the tide had gone out and never bothered to return, leaving only mud and the perpetual stench of low tide as a reminder. No reasonable explanation was ever provided by the authorities. Gravity and the hydrologic cycle appeared to be broken, and it was met with a collective shrug. How very Kirksfold.


    Now it was the Dainsmire; miles of mist-shrouded and unnavigable muck. It provided a natural defense from overaggressive neighbors, of which there was a seemingly endless supply, but it was hell on commerce.


    Lost in thought, Holland gave it little attention as he turned right at the grassy dunes skirting the beach and trudged on. Dim spheres of light bloomed around streetlamps that stretched out into the gloom. Wind through the bamboo-like horsetail reeds hushed the dull thud of his boots as they beat their plodding mantra. A cold gust slipped a finger inside his collar. He shivered and burrowed deeper into his jacket before realizing he’d arrived at his destination.


    A pier resting on tall, barren pilings disappeared out into the heavier fog of the Dainsmire. Beneath scattered lights, it looked like the ribcage of a massive snake; like the stretched-out bones of Ouroboros. He made his way along its broad-planked back until he reached the end.


    “Must be dawn by now,” he offered to the indifferent mist and then turned to look back the way he’d come. If the sun had bothered to come up, there wasn’t the barest hint of it yet.


    Holland turned and stared off into the darkness beyond the railing. A hundred yards farther on could be the chasm at the end of the world or the gleaming brilliance of Vantipolis, the pride of Realm Brythe itself, and he would never know it. Of course, Brythe was where the clockies were from. The seat of Bureau Ekron enjoyed a level of opulence unimaginable in Kirksfold. 


    Even Vellem, just beyond the portals in Dain Burrough’s Hall of Ways, was orders of magnitude more affluent. Nothing good came from Vellem, but all things traveled through it. It was a tragic irony that Kirksfold—the place where all the waysmiths were born and without which the three realms would be nothing more than isolated islands of existence—was so destitute. But, as the saying goes, “Time is money.” Especially when the past needed constant maintenance in order to stay the way you left it.


    Holland searched the fog as troubled thoughts slipped beneath roiling seas of regret and remorse and, more than anything, futility.


    Why couldn’t it have been me?


    His eyes lit on ghostly shapes shifting within the fog. Real or imagined, truth be told, he yearned to join them. Year after dismal year, the loneliness, the weight of life pressing down on him, crushed his soul into a thin, gossamer film. Soon, he figured it would just blow away. Or cease to be all together. He was ready for it.


    He wallowed in the idea for long minutes and then grimaced before shaking his head in resignation. Holland unbuttoned his jacket with knobby fingers, stiff from years of working with his hands. Some of those years had been with the tools of a silversmith. But before that, they’d been the tools of a soldier—a maker of widows and orphans. And probably some of the very ghosts who haunted these mists. In fact, he was certain of it.


    He removed his jacket, folding it and setting it down next to him on the bench. He untied his boots and removed his socks. His bare feet felt the rough planks of the pier. And then he did likewise with his shirt and slacks, feeling the bracing cold on his skin, but none of the exhilaration that should have come with it.


    Could he just die of exposure? It’d be a decent way to go. No mess. No fuss.


    He doubted it, though. It was cold, but not that kind of cold. He should have come out last winter. Then, he’d been in a bad way, and could barely muster the energy to get out of bed. I am doing so much better now, he thought ironically.


    His eyes drifted down to the revolver he only half realized was in his lap, lying loosely in his hand. When had he grabbed it? Tiny droplets of moisture blistered the black metal.


    Holland shivered hard against the cold. He was wearing nothing but boxers, old tattoos, and sinewy muscle under sagging skin. Today was his sixtieth birthday. And, of infinitely greater importance, the ten-year anniversary of the death of his wife of twenty-five years. A great hollowness bloomed inside of him.


    He pulled back the hammer, watching in fascination as the cylinder revolved, bringing the solitary .32 caliber bullet into alignment with the pistol’s snub-nose barrel. It settled into place, ready to do its work.


    “Why shouldn’t I?” he asked defiantly, his voice wavering and dropping away almost immediately in the enveloping fog. As expected, there was no response.


    He stared back out into the depths. Water dripped from his hairline into his eyes and for a second, he could swear he saw her. The loaded pistol dropped to the bench as he frantically rubbed his eyes, desperate to catch a glimpse. But there was no one there. Just a trick of the fog and the light being devoured by it. The gun slid from its perch, hit the heavy planking, and went off like a thunderclap.


    A dozen yards away, the railing splintered. Holland leaped to his feet, his attention darting from the smoking gun to the railing and then back out into the swirling mists. After a long beat, he shuddered, letting out a nervous, half-hearted laugh.


    “Still looking out for me, Meri?”


    He smiled momentarily before his laughter turned bitter and he was wiping tears from his eyes with the palms of his hands. He shivered again, harder this time, and shoved his numb fingers under his armpits and hugged himself close. 


    This was utter and complete foolishness.


    There was no easy way out. If he ended it, wasn’t it more likely he’d just be trading one hell for another? Besides, shouldn’t she have moved on by now? It’d been a decade for Gadd’s sake.


    Of course she had. He was being a sentimental idiot. Meri had always been too good for this place.


    His eyes dropped to the revolver. An idiot and a coward. As it was, there were things here in Kirksfold that still needed doing. If he couldn’t help himself, at least he could help someone else, maybe. It was his penance. For not being there instead of her. And it seemed, in his mind at least, that she still wanted him to stay at it. Very well.


    Holland stood there shivering for a while before reaching for his trousers. He was feeling the cold for real now. His teeth chattered as he fumbled with the zipper and buttons. He pulled on his shirt and jacket and finally his boots before reaching down and retrieving the now-cold revolver. Without giving it a second glance, he reared back and hucked it out into the mist. It was gone from view before it even reached the peak of its arc. He wouldn’t be needing it and no one would find it out in the hundreds of square miles of mud.


    Besides, he’d made up his mind about what to do next.


    Over the last few months, he’d scraped together enough for another covert trip to St. Blair’s in Vellem. He had a standing deal with the headmistress; she didn’t ask where the kids came from, or how they got there, as long they had their implant ID, and their papers were in order. He didn’t know what he’d been waiting for, but now was as good a time as any.


    The civvy pack was the tough part. Transiting between realms was a highly regulated activity. All of it was overseen by the Operatrix and every waysmith was required to have their own implant ID to do it. But Holland was able to do it off books. 


    He was unique in this way, having a level of giftedness with waysmithing that allowed him to transit without the focusing element of a portal. A gift that, if discovered, would either mean his death, or his imprisonment for the rest of his life. The ability was much too dangerous a thing to be left in the hands of someone outside the system.


    He didn’t know if the Operatrix herself could do it. But she could sense the movements. That’s why, even though he was generally an honest and upright citizen, he had to have a special smuggler’s implant made to mask his activities. 


    And in order to keep his secret a secret, he tried to minimize how often he used his gift. But, if there was no point to his continued existence, he could at least do this in the meantime.


    Still, the waysmithing was the easy part. The hard part was getting the implant installed and the documents that went along with it. That meant sneaking around the city after dark in some very sketchy parts of town. An old fool and a young kid would present easy targets. But he had ways…


    First, he’d have to tell his apprentice not to come in today. Clients, he’d say. Supplies. Gone overnight. That’d do it.


    Holland wiped his eyes once more and turned to walk back to his shop. In the eastern sky, there was a vague glow.


    “You’re late,” he grumbled, before trudging in silence back to his humble workshop to make preparations.


    —


    Realm Kirksfold, Dain Burrough 
(The Dustbin), Old Fishmarket & Pendaring


    Prentiss neared the end of the row of street vendors, twiddling thumbs and whistling a buoyant tune. He paid an inordinate amount of attention to the faded awning overhead while listening for … wait for it—


    “Hey? Where’s my wallet? Hey! You there! Hey, kid!”


    Prentiss spun on his heels as he reached the corner and pointed a finger at himself, mouthing the words, “Who, me?” and then chomped down on an apple.


    The man and the vendor he’d been arguing with looked down to find only five of the half-dozen apples being purchased there. The two broke after the boy as he slipped around the corner and sprinted down the sidewalk in oversized boots that had probably not been re-soled in his lifetime.


    He hazarded a glance over his shoulder right as the men burst into view from the market street. Perfect. He knew his cohorts were already filling their pockets with fruits and vegetables and now all he had to do was ditch these guys and go claim his share.


    The vendor wouldn’t be a problem; he was a blubber bucket. But the patron? The man in the brown pinstriped suit was high-steppin’ like his pants were on fire. He must really want that wallet. Time to pull a fast one.


    Prentiss hung a hard left and chucked his half-eaten apple. Yes, he’d been eating his apple as he ran. A stack of cans a little farther up the narrow street clattered loudly, confirming his aim, but he was already partway down an alley to his right, tucking in behind a stand of vertical pipes.


    The pin-striped man blew past in a brown blur toward the sound of clattering refuse. The guy must have been some kind of athlete in his day. Prentiss could give him that much, at least.


    As the sounds of pursuit faded, he breathed out a long pent-up sigh and stepped back out onto the street, headed the other way.


    Bad timing. Two thick-skulled brutes by the names of Cheez and Sapp were skulking his way. They were a year or two from being full-blown Clan Karnal stooges. They weren’t dealers or enforcers yet, but they practiced their own version of miscreant behavior every chance they got.


    A devilish smile cracked across Sapp’s face as he bumped the other teenager’s shoulder. Cheez looked up, followed his gaze to Prentiss, and locked on like a pudgy barn owl eyeing an errant mouse. Prentiss was sure he’d never done anything to these two, but knew it didn’t matter. He rabbited back into the alley and sprinted like his life depended on it, because maybe it did. Who was he kidding? He was a street rat in the Dustbin. Of course, it did.


    The rough brick walls sped by and at the end of the long alley, he shot out like a scalded cat, smashing directly into a passerby. The two went down in a tangled mess in the middle of the muddy street.


    “Oh, for Gadd’s sake!” a familiar voice cried as the unlucky fellow struggled to stand while brushing muck off himself. Prentiss realized it was the brown-suit guy, just as Cheez and Sapp appeared from out of the alleyway. Prentiss stumbled back into a tiny three-wheeled truck idling in the street. The man sitting in it, nearly half of his body sticking out the driver’s window, blared its tiny horn, causing everyone around to look.


    Not good… too much attention. 


    “Get ’im!” Sapp growled as the brown-suited man made a lunge for Prentiss, but his diminutive size and prey animal quickness saved him. He darted between the man’s legs and around the back of the truck. Pouring on the speed, Prentiss raced up the gutter, splashing greasy black water on everyone as he flew by.


    People on the street keyed into the action and started grabbing at him as he ran. He was juking and dodging and leaping over carts when he heard a honk from another truck farther on, as it started off from an intersection.


    He had an idea. He sprinted out in front of the truck, causing the driver to slam on his brakes and also lay on the horn. But before the man could get the truck moving again, Prentiss was around the fender, and underneath, holding onto the undercarriage.


    There was plenty of ground clearance. But he was counting on the fact that downtown, no one could go very fast—the roads were strewn with potholes and much too narrow to accommodate people and vehicular traffic at the same time.


    The flatbed truck lurched forward in a cloud of gray smoke, and he watched as his trio of followers came to a halt in the middle of the street, looking this way and that, and choking on exhaust.


    Suckers. 


    Crowds and carts resumed their movement and soon his pursuers were gone from view.


    Long minutes passed as the truck trundled along a circuitous path, up hills, down alleyways, and then speeding along a harrowingly narrow dike road. Prentiss’s arms quivered. His stomach climbed into his throat as he envisioned hitting the cobbles and tumbling under one of the tires.


    Just as he thought he couldn’t hold on any longer, he heard the brakes squeal and the gears grind lower. The truck lurched to a stop.


    Gadd’s green goat!


    He was about to drop to the ground and roll out of the way when it bucked into reverse, backing down into the middle of a two-bay loading dock. At least he was kind of out of sight.


    He relaxed his arms, letting them extend fully but then the driver pulled the parking brake, jumped out, and started to unstrap his load. Prentiss yanked back up tight to the underbody with a silent groan, praying the man would be quick about it. 


    Another man greeted him from up on the dock, “Hey, Gurlish. This another one of them special shipments?”


    “Best, you never mind ’bout that Humphreys,” he said warningly. “You don’t never want to know too much when it comes to Karnal’s doings. Especially when it has to do with our mistress.”


    “Right, right. I could do without getting ‘nowhered,’ thank you very much. The Operatrix isn’t the forgiving sort, is she?” he snorted.


    “Heh. You’re smarter than you look,” the driver said, removing the last of the straps. He pulled himself up onto the dock. “Now, grab that cart so we can get these crates inside. Quickly. Live cargo, ya know.”


    “Shhh… I don’t wanna know anything about any kiddos getting shipped off to Gadd knows where,” the man said, laughing nervously. “Still, I should get a little something extra for my efforts, don’t ya think?”


    The driver, Gurlish, seemed to think about it for a second. “Yeah, why not? Lemme see, where’d I put that…”


    There was a commotion. The other man groaned and dropped from the dock to the pavement. He landed right in front of Prentiss, smacking his face with a sickening thwack. Prentiss saw blood in the gray hair on the back of his head that didn’t get there from the fall. The man was still alive. He groaned again, lifted his head, and locked bleary eyes with Prentiss as he struggled to speak. Prentiss worried he’d give him away, but the man called Gurlish jumped down and hit him with a heavy wrench and that was that.


    Prentiss bit back the urge to cry out. He wanted to run but dared not reveal himself.


    “Humphreys, you always was a dumbass. Now, I gotta box you up with the kids and let the lady deal with you. Guess yer gettin’ nowhered after all.”


    Prentiss waited until the man opened the side of one of the crates and was struggling to load Humphreys’ body inside before he made his move. Quickly and silently, he covered the distance to the back of the building. He turned back and saw it wasn’t just the man in the crate, but another, smaller body shared the space. A kid, like they said. He shuddered to think who it might be, but knew better than to stick around to find out. Look what being nosy had done for poor old Humphreys…


    Prentiss stepped into the darkened interior of the building and was confounded by flashes of blue light. He struggled to make heads or tails of his surroundings until, during a momentary pause, he caught a long line-up of what appeared to be open thresholds of various sizes. Dozens of portals stretched off to his right for a hundred yards or more. Larger ones stretched off to his left, roughly half that distance.


    The Hall of Ways. Of course!


    That’s what they were doing with the crates. They weren’t just sending the kids to another city; they were sending them to the other realms. He peeked around a column and took in the full length of the building. People, cargo, and their waysmith chaperones passed through one side of each portal, and then just that flash of light came out the other. Except when someone was returning from the other realm. They popped in like nothing, no fanfare, just bloop—people.


    He knew it was a lot more complicated than that but didn’t know any of the details other than all of the portals for Realm Kirksfold were here and the Operatrix oversaw all of it. Oh, and that she had extra powers that helped her to keep everything straight and keep people from using the portals illegally. That’s why they were so scared of her. She had the power to send people into the space between realms if they broke the rules. Nowhere or Elsewise or something like that. He repressed a shiver as he thought of it.


    None of it mattered much in Prentiss’s world. His life mostly revolved around his next meal. That and working for the old man. Which, truth be told, was more like standing around and watching him work as he tinkered on silver baubles and mumbled to himself. But the old man fed him when he was there, which meant Prentiss had a few fewer meals to worry about. Except on days like today, that was. He said he was going to be gone overnight, fetching supplies and meeting with a client. So, Prentiss was left to his own devices.


    Prentiss’s stomach grumbled. Half an apple, he thought bitterly. He needed to get back downtown and secure his share of what the other kids stole during his brilliant distraction maneuver. Knowing those knuckleheads, there wouldn’t be much left by now.


    His mind wandered as he surveyed the milling crowd for a potential mark when he remembered the wallet he’d nicked from the brown-suit guy. Prentiss patted his pockets and his momentary joy turned to irritation as he realized he must have lost it on his suicidal truck ride through town.


    “Jonnes balls,” he grumbled to himself.


    He thought again of the dead man, Humphreys. He must have been a waysmith. And maybe Gurlish was, too, since he didn’t seem too concerned about getting rid of him. And, since his little operation was so hush-hush, it made the most sense. But where would they be sending kids, anyway? And why? He didn’t want to think too hard about it, but found he couldn’t stop. Not yer problem, Prentiss, he scolded himself. But an uncomfortable hollow feeling came over him.


    The Hall of Ways was one long, open building with all of those various-sized doors running down the middle separating the back-of-house area from the Queuing Corridor. He was at the freight end, with the largest portals and the lowest number of travelers. That meant fewer people to blend in with than farther up near the public entrance.


    Bleak light leaked in through the windows of a full-length atrium high above as he made his way along the broad corridor. His mind was still reeling with questions.


    He’d had friends who had disappeared. And had heard of others. Sometimes it was gang stuff. Sometimes it was creeps who had no business associating with kids, but most of the time it had to do with drugs. Something called sleet. Personally, he stayed away from the stuff. But he had one friend he was worried about. Barrett had been getting into a lot of trouble lately. Could she end up like those other kids?


    Prentiss tried to put them out of his mind, but it flashed again on Humphreys’s body getting stuffed into a crate with someone already in it. Maybe Barrett should get a civvy pack and skip town? That was the only way you could travel to the classier realm of Vellem and not get ported back. You had to have a chip identifying you as a resident. 


    Getting one the legal way was out of the question, but Prentiss had heard of a guy. Some sort of do-gooder who helped street kids get out of Kirksfold and into a decent orphanage or something like that. Not that he thought an orphanage sounded all that great, but Vellem was a far sight better than shitty Kirksfold.


    Still, the whole thing sounded like an urban legend. Folks needed hope sometimes, even if it was a false one. But maybe he could check around…


    —


    “Nah. Why would I wanna leave all this?” Barrett asked, gesturing with a flourish to her shabby little nook in the stack of moldering pallets. Admittedly, it was high up on the stack and overlooked the muck extending into the misty oblivion of the Dainsmire just beyond the burned-down cannery. But still, there were limits to even Prentiss’s imagination.


    He didn’t like that he detected the hint of a slur in her speech and her eyes moved in a way that might just be her waking up, or it could be something else. His gut told him it was something else.


    “Cuz kids like us are gettin’ nabbed,” he said, grabbing his collar and yanking on it to emphasize the point. “I seen it.” He did his best to look sincere without looking desperate. He didn’t think it worked.


    Barrett leaned in. “Nabbed? Like all cloak and dagger?” she asked conspiratorially. She leaned back again. “Who’d be stealing a bunch of skinny, lice-ridden beggars and pickpockets?” She absent-mindedly scratched behind her ear and then twirled a strand of blonde hair that somehow managed to shine in the flat light of the late-morning haze.


    “I dunno. They said something about Clan Karnal. And the Operatrix.”


    “You think the head of the Guild of Ways would have anything to do with a mobster like Karnal? Pffft,” she said, waving away the idea.


    She sat up and yawned before rubbing her face. It didn’t seem to achieve the desired result, so she patted it vigorously while staring contemplatively off into the distance. “Well, congratulations, Skinny Boy,” she said, stretching luxuriously, “Now I’m awake … and I am hungry.”


    Prentiss didn’t much care for the nickname, but liked the fact that she called him by one. She was two years older and considered by all to be a pretty girl. He’d have had a crush on her too if he thought he had even the slightest chance. But she tended to fancy the older boys—hence her propensity for trouble.


    “Well, you’re in luck. Some guys owe me for a thing and they’re more likely to pay up if you’re there.”


    “And why’s that?” she asked, batting her lashes and resting her chin on bridged fingers.


    “Well, cuz everyone likes you,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck and avoiding eye contact.


    “Well … there you go. Why would I wanna go and leave all this behind? Besides, this patron saint of the wayward street rat you’re counting on is just a myth.”


    “Yeah, maybe so. But you should still be smart. I don’t much care for some of the folks you’ve been running with.”


    Her eyes lit up with a dangerous fire. “Listen, Skinny Boy, I like you. But if you start pulling this same overprotective bullshit that Rynold’s been laying down…”


    “Rynold? Sapp?!? What’s that no-good knuckle-dragger have to do with… Oh no. You’re not—”


    Barrett looked away and then looked back with an arched eyebrow and a devilish smile. “Maybe I am? What’re you gonna do about it?”


    Prentiss glowered, tried to say something, and then gave up, the wind completely deflated from his sails.


    How could she? He felt betrayed, and he didn’t even know why. She wasn’t his girlfriend. She could date whomever she wanted.


    Barrett rummaged for a short-sleeved shirt and Prentiss realized she intended to change into it with him standing there. He spun around quickly to look out over the picturesque remains of the blackened building and barren docks. He tried not to imagine in excruciating detail the activity going on just behind him, but the image played front and center in his mind’s eye. His face, already flushing from anger, redoubled its efforts.


    “What’s the matter, Prentiss? We’re just friends, right?”


    What’s the matter!?! The heat in his face spread to his ears. He was embarrassed and mad, and more than that, he was hurt. His vision blurred as his temper flared dangerously. This was what they meant by seeing red, a small part of his mind realized while the rest was swept by wildfire.


    “You know what? I’ll catch you later. Take care of yourself, Barrett.” He hopped down the pallets and raced around the corner before she could call after him, or worse, catch up to him and see the stupid tears on his face.


    —


    “More kids missin’ all the time. More shows up, and then more go away,” Holland muttered, seemingly to himself. He scuffed through puddles as he made his way down the darkly glistening alley. A familiar combination of gloom and fog filled the spaces between buildings.


    Holland squinted as he scrutinized his path. “Som’b’dy should do sumpthin ’bout this bloody weather,” he continued to grumble as he walked. Of course, the weather wasn’t bad by Dain Burrough standards. Always a variation on fog. Sometimes mist, sometimes a driving mist. Sometimes rain. Right now, it was the kind of fog that left thick droplets on everything. He wiped his face with an irritated huff and adjusted the heavy rucksack hanging over his shoulder.


    It looked like it was full to brimming with mannequin parts, which was a weird thing to be carrying around at night, but nothing anyone would fight him for. However, sometimes the bag moved oddly and contra to his own awkward gait. And, occasionally, the bag would fidget.


    He turned a corner and a tall stone wall supporting the old thoroughfare of Tennyon Street loomed to one side. Opposite it, a gangly, three-story apartment crowded from the other side of the alley in an attempt to meet in the middle. Heavy boards spanned the gap between. Someone’s noble attempt at sidestepping that eventuality. Probably stolen from some other structure being propped up against a similar such fate.


    Unpleasant aromas from the alley competed with those wafting through fogged windows where they were cracked to let in the cool night air—the residents busily cooking their evening meals. For some working the skeleton crews, this would be the first and only meal of the day.


    Dain Burrough—the Dustbin, as it was known—resembled an industrial-era slum that had never quite peeked through the haze of coal fire to glimpse the ever-glimmering utopia on the other side. Being the de facto capital of Realm Kirksfold, it did have its modern appurtenances, just never where something older was still able to be cobbled back together and the precious resources saved … then stolen … then squandered on vices. The Dustbin straddled many eras, but its dark side was transcendent. As ancient as mankind itself.


    Holland looked both ways at an intersection of alleys and then chose the darker of the two when a couple of patrol-civil goons rounded a corner not far ahead. Their voices were boastful, deceptively casual. But these types were never above brutality while carrying out their duties. Even with regard to something as mundane as a weeknight curfew, one was playing with borrowed dice.


    As a silversmith, Holland wore some of his own handiwork where teeth had been lost to similar entanglements. Luckily the replacements were not readily visible, otherwise he’d be at risk of losing them to the other thugs roaming the Dustbin at night.


    Recently, Clan Karnal were the most prolific—easily identified by eye patches that were, for the most part, unnecessary but which mimicked their leader’s imposing visage. Before them, had been the Cocks and before that, the Duinn St. Deadlies. There was always someone around to ensure the innocent bore the proper amount of misery.


    Sounds of dripping water, the shuffling of small critters in the dark, and his own stuttering footsteps were all that greeted him as he walked past rotting trestle cross members and piles of refuse taller than himself. Somewhere a baby wailed without address, accompanied by a dog barking from farther on still.


    Elsewhere shouting bloomed and then resolved faster than it should have. Likely that pair of goons had found a straggler who needed to comply with ordinances or provide suitable coin as recompense.


    Holland had dodged a bullet there. He’d scraped up every penny for this current venture and couldn’t afford to lose it. Not to mention the current recipient of his goodwill. He grumbled again to himself and shifted the bag. Its weight was biting into his shoulders and he’d had enough of the cloak and dagger for one night.


    Moments later he came to a dimly lit wooden door and rapped three times. And then once more. He dropped the rucksack just outside the feeble cone of light, washing down from a gooseneck lamp mounted on the wall above.


    “Ow!” came a muffled protest.


    “Shaddup!” Holland scolded from the side of his mouth and kicked the bag, not hard but not softly either. This elicited a muffled, “Umph” followed by a string of grumbled expletives.


    The sound of metal sliding on wood emanated from the door and yellow light cast through a fist-sized hole in the middle of it. A thin, well-worn wooden plank slid through the opening. Holland placed a small leather pouch upon it. The plank retreated with what amounted to a month’s earnings.


    “Civvy pack?” a baritone voice inquired from within.


    “Yeh. Implant ID … papers … whole deal.” Holland glowered.


    “Another orphan for Vellem?”


    He sighed but didn’t respond, crossing his arms instead, and tapping his foot impatiently.


    “Rates have gone up.”


    “Since last month?!?”


    There was a pause. “Nah. Next month though. Come back tomorrow. Leave the bag.”


    “I’ll be back in an hour and a half, and if the goods are damaged, you’ll be the proprietor of a pile of ash.”


    “Ha!” the voice snorted. “Alright. Get lost, Finnery. You’ll have what you’re asking for.”


    The tension in Holland’s shoulders slacked a little, and he nodded. “I’ll be back at a quarter past.”


    “Don’t push your luck!” the man inside scolded.


    Holland nodded and shrugged, as much to himself as anyone. He turned, kicked the bag once more but softly this time, and while feigning to secure the knot on top, and whispered something to its contents before walking away in the opposite direction from which he’d come.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    A Poor Sort of Host


    Holland sprang out of bed. The sounds of someone banging on the door downstairs and braying incessantly dislodged him from a most troubling dream. A dream of a place he’d sworn never to go back to.


    “Master Finnery!” A pause, then banging, and then again more emphatically, “Master Finnery!”


    “Go away!” Holland bellowed and paused for a moment, hoping the banging and yelling would cease. It did not.


    He rolled out of bed and stretched his stiff muscles before stepping into worn leather boots, not bothering to change out of his billowing pajamas. He grabbed a woolen duckbill cap from the hook and disappeared down the narrow stairs leading from the silver crafter’s loft.


    “Follow me!” urged Prentiss, who happened to be his apprentice as well as the author of all the late-night racket. The boy was halfway down the uneven cobblestone street already, waving frantically for his aging, pajama-wearing companion to catch up.


    “Keep yer britches on,” he groused, but shuffled a little bit faster after the youth. Holland thought the boy was around eleven years old, though due to his size, it was hard to be sure. He didn’t know if Prentiss had any idea either, to be honest. He was one of Dain Burrough’s orphaned street kids.


    A couple of minutes passed, and the two were blocks away, standing over the body of an attractive middle-aged woman in a crumpled heap. She wore a light wool trench coat that was soaked through and there was a dark stain, blood he assumed, on her front side about four buttons down.


    “Yeh. Very sad,” he said to the kid, patting him on the head as he walked past on his way back home. But Prentiss latched onto Holland’s pajamas and wouldn’t let go, skidding behind as he trudged back toward the shop and his warm bed. The boy shook his head furiously and pointed.


    Holland looked over his shoulder and saw one slender hand shift ever so slightly. Could be rigor mortis. The body does strange things after its spark’s escaped, he reasoned. But then it moved again, attempting weakly to reach out to the voices before collapsing back down.


    “Jonnes balls,” he sighed, eyes searching the mist-shrouded heavens above. Holland walked back to the body of the woman and scooped her up. She was light, though tall for a woman. He was also surprisingly strong for someone in the sixth decade of his miserable existence. Well, not all of it had been miserable. Just the last bit.


    He proceeded to walk back the way they’d come. Prentiss tagged along, almost skipping with giddiness. Holland scowled at him, and the boy stopped, but only until he looked away again. Holland could hear the energetic scuffs of the boy’s oversized boots and forged doggedly onward through his irritation. He was losing sleep. And now … he was entertaining company apparently.


    Holland looked down at the woman’s lightly tanned face, gone pale with shock and loss of blood. She looked familiar, but he couldn’t place it. Alarm bells were clanging in the back of his mind, but he was still too groggy to listen properly. Truth be told, it was never one of his strong suits. If told one thing, he was twice as likely to do the other.


    In the distance, a foghorn groaned. It was invisible within a blanket of mist that had ebbed away momentarily from town and was just now beginning to crowd the lights of the lower district.


    “Fog’s coming back in, but you can see all the way down to Sledge Pier,” Prentiss said, as they walked along the hillside street leading back down to the flats where Holland’s shop was located. He was right. The fog had retreated a fair amount back into the Dainsmire and with the resulting visibility, Holland was able to make out the skeletal shape of it under the lights.


    He wasn’t at all pleased to be reminded of the prior morning’s events. Not because he was embarrassed, though that was a part of it. It was because he wasn’t entirely convinced he wouldn’t end up there again with the same desperate notion in his head.


    As they walked, the fog rolled in, consuming the pier. He was glad to have it hidden from view. His thoughts returned to the dream from earlier. The place he’d found himself in, he called the Elsewhere. It wasn’t in the three realms. Heck, he didn’t even know if it was a real place except for the people, the Ephemera. He never saw them, but he knew they were there. It sounded crazy. But the real issue he was struggling with was the fact he’d sworn never to go there again. At least not intentionally.


    It was because he’d shown someone once when he was a boy. But things didn’t go well. He’d sworn off waysmithing entirely after that. Ran away and disappeared. It was probably why he had such a soft spot for the street kids. He’d been one of them.


    Holland tried to stifle a yawn, but his hands were full carrying the injured woman. Instead, he was stuck with a deeply dissatisfying, yawnless moment. His irritation was holding fast. He looked down at the woman’s face, nestled against his shoulder.


    Damn, if she isn’t familiar. A nagging sort of concern was growing in the back of his mind. Who knew what it would become when full-grown?


    —


    The following morning, Holland woke with a headache and a crick in his neck. He made his way down the narrow stairs, craning his head sideways, trying to tease the tightness out. It twinged again as he stooped through the doorway to his kitchen before taking his usual place at his workbench. Weak light cast through bleary panes onto a smattering of well-worn
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