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The lord rode in with the sunset. Three horses followed, two carrying lepers with belted swords. The third saddle was empty.

“Ride with us tonight,” the lord said, “and bring your spear.” 

Jerani knew he shouldn’t go. No telling where they would bring him, what they would make him do. His breaths came too fast, and each one hurt. He needed to look the lord in the eye and say no. But how could he? Jerani couldn’t push his gaze any higher than the lord’s riding boot.

“You’re right to fear, my young delicacy,” the lord said. “Tonight will be perilous. I’m asking a lady for her hand in marriage.”

He wasn’t really asking if she couldn’t say no. That’s how Jerani saw it. The girl wouldn’t dare tell the lord off, no more than Jerani could.

Jerani did as he was told, fetched his spear. His war club already hung from his belt. He would ride out. Jerani couldn’t save himself, but maybe he could find the courage to help another.

The last light of day faded, and the lord’s coat brightened. He seemed to wear the sunset, a flare of red galloping through the night. The coat had to be magic. Its gold thread writhed. The lace dangling from his sleeves splayed out like torn spider webs. One strand brushed Jerani’s arm, and it stung.

Yes, Jerani would rescue any woman the lord kidnapped. He might steal away Celaise, rob her smile of its fire, take her gown of blue sky. Her love for Jerani wouldn’t matter if the lord demanded marriage. And if not her, then another woman with her own life and hopes ruined. Jerani would try to save her.

The lord would kill him for it.

A warrior shouldn’t fear to die. His bowels shouldn’t leak. His throat shouldn’t freeze. Maybe Jerani wouldn’t feel those things if he had been able to dye his hair braids in a boldness of red. He’d had to go without. He would let his tribe down.

Maybe Jerani could’ve been brave, if everything and everyone around him wasn’t smearing and warping and changing. The lord’s hair flowed into a stream of silver moonlight. His horse grew more legs, six, then eight. Hooves became claws. Horse hair became scales. An even gallop, a romp and crash.

The lepers riding beside Jerani changed too. Their missing noses and fingers grew back. The scabs fell off their faces. One became a young man and the other a monster. A giant insect, a mantis armored in bronze plates, his arm unhinged with a third joint that was a sword blade. He leaped from his mount and matched the speed of the horses.

Jerani didn’t change. Not that he could tell. Only, more and more green and black spotted his vision, and his stomach was rotting.

The horse carried him past fields of maize, around a black mirror lake, far from the twinkling lights of villages. He saw no one. Everyone would be safe indoors, away from the night, from Jerani and the rest of the horsemen. Into the jungle they went, down trails into its deeper darkness. The forest breathed its hot, sticky breath on Jerani. Insects screeched, and beasts howled above in the branches.

All the while he clung to his horse. Each stride slammed Jerani’s heart up into his throat, then down into his stomach. The saddle didn’t make riding these scrawny cows any easier. No, they weren’t like the sacred and proud-stepping herds of the grasslands. Would he ever get back to those sun-sweetened fields? He was worlds away from home, lost in the jungle with bad men.

Wherever they were, they had arrived. The lord reigned in his basilisk mount between piles of rubble in front of a grove of banyan trees. The draping roots formed a wall, a fortress of bark. Only one path led between the trunks, and purple light glowed from within.

“Midnight has passed.” The lord gazed up. Almost all the sky had been stolen by the grasping branches, but between them the moon glared. “She will be awake.”

The lord gripped his saddle and leaned to dismount. Except he did not. He sat doing nothing but turning a small box in his hand over and over. Almost looked to Jerani like the lord was hesitating, second guessing. But what could the lord fear? He rode a basilisk that could bite a bull in half.

The lord slid down the scaly flank. Jerani and the others followed him on foot. The light in the banyan grove tinted the undersides of leaves purple. Jerani squinted forward. He wiped cold sweat from his palms on his warrior robes. He squeezed his spear.

A woman waited for them between the banyans. A woman out at night, alone and frowning. She scowled. She didn’t scream, didn’t run, didn’t beg. She must’ve seen the basilisk. She had to have spotted the black triangle tattooed on the lord’s brow. The woman had to know what he was. Still, she met him with a cold stare.

“Tethiel,” she said to him.

“My dearest,” he said to her, “my heart.”

“I would be altogether pleased,” she said, “yet I’m of two minds. One has already lost her patience with you.”

Who was this woman? She spoke so strangely to the lord. So fearlessly. The ground seemed to tilt, leaning Jerani toward her. He was on his tiptoes, too light, too unbalanced, too close to drifting. Jerani steadied himself against his spear. From what could be seen in the glow, she was plain of face, plain of robe, and unforgettable.

This was a woman who could say no.

He held the small box against his chest. “If this could wait it would, my heart, but later will be too late.”

She watched as he knelt before her. The lord had taken a knee. He was putting himself below another. Never had Jerani thought to see that.

“After our voyage, you told me of a lost gem,” the lord said. “A keepsake kept away.”

“My paragon diamond.” Something about her brightened. Not her face. Her dark hair took on a blue sheen, and points of light shone through her gloves.

“You swore to marry whomever brought you the jewel.”

“I promised nothing half so ridiculous.”

He lifted the box between his hands. His fingers spread like gaping jaws.

She reached toward the box then jerked back her hand. “You don’t have it.”

The lord opened the box. Inside there was nothing.

She had known. Now she looked even more cross, and the air trembled. Perhaps Jerani would be safer running behind the basilisk.

The lord snapped the box closed. “What I propose is a gem hunt.”

“My diamond is close?”

“It awaits us.”

She breezed past him. Jerani scrambled aside. The mantis man leaped twenty feet away on his four legs to clear her path. She asked, “Where?”

“In a trap. I regret that a buffoonery of Bright Palms learned of our interest. They’ll dare to throw your gem into a watery cavern.”

“To the southwest resides a sinkhole, where treasure and people are drowned in sacrifice.”

“There we’ll find your gem.” The lord climbed atop his basilisk.

“Before it’s sacrificed, I should hope.” She raised her hand for him to take.

“Indeed.” He lifted her with a flick of his wrist. “I adore surprise parties, especially when I know they’re coming. Can you imagine? They expect to ambush us.”

“They won’t be prepared.” She sat ahead of him in the saddle.

The basilisk reared and snake-lunged into the jungle. Jerani rode after them with the once-lepers.

He asked, “Did the lord say something about Bright Palms?”

Jerani had lost his father to the Bright Palms. His father had become one. He had gotten magic but stopped being himself, and Jerani hoped to never see what was left of the man again.

“The Bright Asses will be there.” The young not-leper drew his sword.

Beside him ran the mantis man. The razor blades of his arms clacked together.

“And we’re to fight them?” Jerani asked. He couldn’t battle them. Not again. He was only a man, and the hearts of Bright Palms beat with magic. They couldn’t die.

“We’re only expected to fight.” The swordsman’s grin was all teeth. “Not to live.”
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The pit went on forever. Trees teetered at the edge, dangling creeper roots. Jerani had seen cave holes in the grasslands, but the deepness of this one pulled at him. A chilling inhalation sucked him toward the plummet. The stone throat was slimy white in the moonlight. This was the mouth of a god.

Jerani stepped back. The woman strode forward. The tips of her boots curled over the brink. A slip would send her screaming. Jerani should go closer, to catch her if it came to it.

But the lord was there.

She raised a hand. “Hold.”

She wasn’t speaking to the lord. A man stood on the far side of the pit. He showed little fear for the emptiness ready to swallow him. He was a Bright Palm. Light pulsed within his chest then branched out through his body, to his eyes and fingertips. His hand cradled something small. It glinted over the drop.

“Give me my jewel,” the woman said. “To you it is a rock. To me, a miracle.”

The Bright Palm spoke with a voice too flat and calm for any sane man so close to that pit. “Then you did escape into exile, enchantress. How could you have survived crossing the Dream Storm Sea?”

“It had to let her pass,” the lord answered. “The sea held nothing so wonderful or ferocious.”

She squinted at the gem in the glowing hand. Never did she glance at the other Bright Palms stalking around the pit. They climbed over the stone blocks of a temple half crumbled into the god’s throat. Timbers had been lashed together and pushed out over the pit. The structure had a canopy and an altar. One shining man on the planks held a blowpipe.

Father wasn’t among the many. Jerani wouldn’t have to die in front of him.

The Bright Palms already had a strong position, and they were closing in. The lord and the woman had to see that. But they did nothing.

The lead Bright Palm cupped his fingers around the gem. “We cannot allow you to stay here, enchantress. When the Dominion captures you, their blood war will begin.”

“I cannot go back,” she said. “I will never be captured. I’m not an enchantress, not anymore. I am greater.”

“She is the Lady of Gems,” the lord said, “and if you had any human instinct left, you’d give her what’s hers and run.”

“They pried the jewel from my chest,” she said. “They bled me for it. It is mine.”

Jerani clung to the handle of his war club. If his arms stopped shaking, he could throw it. He would have to hit the Bright Palm, the one with the blowpipe. Those darts would be poisoned.

The Bright Palm lifted the dark jewel. “Those who hoard wealth beyond their need cannot be Innocent. Eighteenth tenet, stanza eight.”

“I know you to be capable of good works,” she said. “Accosting me at night isn’t one of them.”

“Enchantress, you have murdered Bright Palms—”

“Give me my jewel, and I won’t have to again.”

“—An Innocent will not intend to harm others. Stanza seven. To those less than Innocent, our hand shall be closed.” He made a fist.

The Bright Palms charged with weapons raised. The blowpipe swung up to point at the woman.

Jerani knew he had to move. Now.

With war club over his shoulder, he dashed to the lip of the pit. He couldn’t look down, no matter how the deep emptiness called to him. He couldn’t miss. If the weapon tumbled into the pit he would never get it back, and the carvings on it of his tribe and family would be gone. He would lose the last of his home.

No. He mustn’t throw the war club. His fingers clamped on the end. But he had to.

He let go at the perfect moment. The war club arched out of his hand, spun end over end. Its polished head whirred through the night and lunged down at the Bright Palm on the planks. Wood cracked. Or bones. The Bright Palm fell against the railing, held on. The blowpipe and war club tumbled off and began their long fall.

Goodbye, forever.

The woman must not have glanced at the man with the blowpipe more than once. She was still staring at the other Bright Palm. He swung his arm up.

He tossed her gem into the air.

“Dimwits!” She leaped. She jumped after the jewel.

Jerani reached, but he was too far. She was too fast. The lord let her go.

Her gloves flew off. Her robe tore in two. Underneath she was wearing a skirt, but her back was bare. Her skin sparkled in a chilling blue. Not like the white glow of the Bright Palms but more breathtaking. More piercing. She was made of stars.

No, that couldn’t be right. But Jerani didn’t have time for another look, no chance to watch her fall. He passed his spear to his right hand and scrambled to face the onrush of Bright Palms.

They came with obsidian swords. Edges of the black glass jutted from the sides of wooden paddles. They came in silence. Their faces were even, no expression, no fear in their eyes. Only light. They came not as enemy warriors but like marble statues. Unstoppable. Unkillable.

Behind Jerani, the woman screamed. There were words in her cry, but they weren’t as loud as the pounding of blood in Jerani’s ears. He couldn’t hear right. The wail sounded as if the woman wasn’t falling. How strange to think that.

Even stars could fall.

Jerani dodged the obsidian swords. The Bright Palms kept on. He scrambled behind a tree trunk. They kept on. He speared them, but they kept on. They would not drop. They would not stop. Until Jerani was dead.

“Tell Celaise,” Jerani shouted. “Tell my family how I died.”
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Jerani awoke in pain. He was lying beneath trees, pinned down by a purple star on his chest. No, it was a shining jewel. Jerani gripped it, tried to throw it off him. His skin stretched, but the gem was stuck.

“Leave the amethyst,” the woman said. Her gloves were off, and more purple gems glittered over her fingers and arms. “It’s binding your wounds closed.”

She hadn’t fallen. Jerani hadn’t died.

There had been a battle. Yes, he could remember she had swept in with a pyramid of light. It had blasted through the Bright Palms. She had pitched them into the pit. The mantis claws of the man-monster had lopped off one of their heads. And, Jerani, what had happened to him?

He gripped his arm where the skin was rough and bunched together. A Bright Palm had chopped through someone’s arm. It might’ve been Jerani’s. The toothy black sword of obsidian had sliced through the bone. No, Jerani couldn’t have lost the limb. He had all his. Jerani’s guts heaved. A greasy sharpness burned up his throat. He rolled and spat, coughed and sputtered and collapsed.

If his arm had been cut off, he should hurt more. Waves of heat throbbed outward from his shoulder, but it wasn’t agony. The gem on his chest was cold to the touch. Its light shone between his fingers.

The woman had placed it there. She had saved him. The lord had called her the Lady of Gems. Yes, she was that.

The two stood together at the edge of the pit. Jerani lifted up his head high enough to see. She wore a backless dress. Blue jewels that he had thought were stars gleamed around her spine. Their lights swam and knocked into each other, but that could’ve just been him and his smack-rattled skull.

He wasn’t right. Jerani had to keep his mouth clamped shut or he would start giggling or weeping.

No, he was right enough. He lived.

A gem floated above the lady’s hands. Unlike all the others, it was lightless.

The lord rested his spindly sharp fingers on her shoulder. “The diamond is false, my heart?”

“Zircon.” She closed her hand over it with a cracking sound. “An abomination carved by the jewel duper.”

“He did warn me he’d copied the stone while bedbound. The thief owes us a favor.”

“He owes us his death.” The lady opened her hand, and shards of a broken gemstone fell in a glittering shower.

Jerani had held up his neck too long looking. A whiteness buzzed across his vision and he rested his head back down.

The lady’s voice was precise and cutting. “I knew the jewel was wrong at the first instant, yet I wanted to believe. My true diamond is near.”

“Is it below?” The lord’s voice was dry like dead grass in the wind.

“The Bright Palms must’ve dropped the genuine jewel into the sinkhole, keeping the false one in hand to taunt me. Painfully sensible of them.”

“What can we depend on these days if not stupidity?”

“Very little,” the lady said. “Except possibly each other.”

“Shall we descend together?”

“We always seem to.”

Jerani blinked and tilted his head to the side for a look. The lord and lady were holding hands in front of the black nothingness.

She turned to him, and in the light from her gemstones, her face lit violet. Her cheek bones were sharp angles, her chin a point. She had nothing soft about her. There couldn’t have been, or she would’ve shriveled away from the lord. She would never have matched his gaze. The corner of her eye couldn’t have wrinkled with fondness.

Jerani had seen her face before, somewhere. But he couldn’t have met her on his travels. He never would’ve forgotten the Lady of Gems. What could her real name be?

The lady and lord stepped off together into the chasm.
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Hiresha flew down. Night air washed over her, a nip on her bare feet, a thrill up her legs, a cool flow along her back, and crisp pressure against her face. Tingling waves ran along her arm with which she held Tethiel.

His hand bit into hers. Her power grasped him tighter.

The limestone walls rotated around them as they fell deeper. The world moved. They were still. Time resonated, fluttering forward and back along her spine.

She had the sense she had been here before. Or she would again soon. In her other dream, in her other facet of reality, she had saved a young man who had fallen into the sinkhole. This time, he was safe above. She would rescue her red diamond. Or she would find it broken. Gems were more fragile than people.

Their depth increased, and the air warmed. It thickened with a sulfur stench.

“If this cave is a deity,” Tethiel said, “we must be entering the wrong end.”

“If we descend into a god,” she said, “it would pay to be politic.”

Hiresha sent her blue paragon ahead. The pyramid-shaped diamond dropped to illuminate an underground lake. Bodies bobbed. The waters churned with the hunger of cave scavengers. Eyeless fish dashed in to bite, and knobby legs of half-seen things skittered about with clicking pinchers.

In three-eighths of second, Hiresha predicted, she and Tethiel would plunge into black water and nibbling teeth. Yet a lucid dreamer need only fall as far as she wished

Hiresha dreamed a dream of power and magic. Awake or asleep, reality or whimsy, she didn’t waste time deliberating, not when she could fly.

Her dream inversion had given her mastery over gravity, of the forces pulling objects together and apart. She had only to think it to Lighten herself and Tethiel. Their descent slowed until they were swimming in the air.

“How reassuring,” he said, looking down, “that the dark and deep places of the world are full of terrors.”

“I’ll be reassured when my red paragon is found unbroken.” She tightened her amethyst grip around his fingers. “Hold your breath.”

She allowed gravity to tow them into the watery blackness. It slurped around them, warm and thick with filth, almost gelatinous. She waved away the skitterers. She Repulsed the grime. Her blue paragon illuminated the way while towing Tethiel and herself deeper with the force of Attraction.

A figure glowed to their left, a woman. One of the Bright Palms had survived the backbreaking fall, as Hiresha had hoped. Her mercy was taxed when the luminous woman floundered toward them with a knife. The survivor would have to take them unawares to have any chance of success, and Bright Palms were about as stealthy as fireworks.

Hiresha raced out of reach, past sludge, beyond the clutter of bones, between stalagmites, down to the god’s treasure. Devotees must have tossed wealth here for centuries.

The gold nuggets shimmered blue in her light. When she reached to sift through the trove with a hand, the precious metals darkened to hues of violet. None of the treasure was in coins. Silver axe heads flashed. A jawbone was full of turquoise teeth. Broken knives of alabaster shone with turquoise-skull hilts. Jade frogs were everywhere. Some shattered, some crudely carved, some as big as toads, some blackened, some still pale, the frog effigies thrived at the bottom of the underground pool.

Her red paragon diamond was not here, and yet its nearness itched against her skin. She would find it somewhere else in the drowned cavern.

Tethiel squeezed her fingers. Yes, he had to breathe, and she ought to as well. She opened her other hand, and her amethyst piercings flashed. Water transformed into gas, and she held a bubble of air. She lifted it to her face and inhaled. It tasted of ancient rottenness, of death and forgotten lifetimes.

Hiresha kissed Tethiel and shared her air with him. His lips shocked her as if with static. He cupped her face, and chills crisscrossed down her neck. Despite all the foulness around them, she was smiling. Bubbles escaped the sharp corners of his smirk.

The treasure twinkled beneath them. What wonders she could build with such wealth. She might enchant the hoard with enough magic to dazzle the continent. 

If only she were willing to pry a fortune out of a god.

The Bright Palm tried to ambush them with her knife again. They were whisked to safety, Attracted to the blue paragon. The diamond pyramid spun, each of its four sides frosted with an intricacy of facets. Hiresha cast the paragon before her, and it drew her and Tethiel to the surface and above. Rivulets of blackness drained from their clothes.

“My red paragon is elsewhere.” She lifted her hand, and dream-shine glistened over the cavern’s walls. “I suspect something carried it out of the water.”

“Why, that’s writing.” Tethiel pointed to the limestone, where black lines crossed each other in patterns like crazed hieroglyphs. “Someone must have been trapped down here, and he etched the walls with his madness. Or devotion. The two are so hard to tell apart.”

“No human made this.” Hiresha pressed her palm against the wall’s slime. Her hand sank to the wrist. The markings appeared as if worms had crawled into the stone then died.

“What monster then?”

“Many small ones. This cavern is afflicted with pestilence.”

Her world stretched and spun. She was above ground, in a village stricken with death. People wept, as did their ulcers. Hiresha pressed a purple garnet into each pockmarked hand, and her magic fought back the plague.

She blinked and was back in the cavern. She was in both places. Lucid dream and reality spun around each other like a flipped mirror. Too fast to tell them apart. On this side, on this facet of being, the stone walls were diseased, not thousands of people. Tethiel held her hand. He hadn’t made a nation suffer for her sake.

She had no reason to hate him, here. Even if the skin of her hand squirmed under his touch, she should not let him fall into water’s blackness. It would be wrong to leave him in this cavernous oubliette, to let him fight the Bright Palm and the skitterers over cold meat. Only in her other reality had he disappointed her.

Of course, if she tried to abandon him in these depths, he could lash out at her sanity with a storm of fangs. He wouldn’t, though. He loved her. Enough to sicken a nation.

“I’m sorry I was cold to you earlier this evening,” she said. “In my other facet, you deliberately disseminated a plague.”

“A plague?” He faced her. They stood on the water, their feet dimpling the surface. “Whyever would I have done something so messy?”

“For me. Only a dying empire would welcome me back.” She would not tell him how they had planned to marry in the city of her birth. He hadn’t proposed to her in this facet yet. “You tried to hide your involvement with the plague bearers. I found out.”

“How could you think so little of me?” He tapped his chest with his needle-shard fingers. “That I’d spread plagues in your dream. And get caught.”

Her vision rippled then flexed back into focus. “Don’t call it a dream. Both facets have equal probability of being real.”

“Some dreams are more real—”

“Tethiel, never try to prove one facet false. The power of my dream inversion depends on my uncertainty.”

He inclined his head. Behind him, the water erupted from the Bright Palm surfacing. Again, she attacked. Hiresha speculated that fearlessness inhibited learning. The bronze blade belonging to the woman stabbed downward in a spray of glinting droplets.

Hiresha flicked her fingers, and the paragon diamond thumped into the Bright Palm. It Burdened her into the pool’s depths.

“My heart,” Tethiel said to Hiresha, “there’s no greater force in this world than ignorance. I promise to respect the strength of yours.”

“I hope you’re being serious in that jest.” Smiling was a strain.

His lips spiked up in the corners with inhuman barbs. “I am always most serious in my contradictions, but you have to understand it ruffles my coat to be called a figment of imagination. Even one as impressive as yours.”

“I didn’t say that you were a dream, only that you might be.”

“It feels much the same. Call me a nightmare if you wish, but never a dream.”

“Very well. I shall treat you as real.”

“And I’ll give you the same courtesy.” He offered his arm. “Though you are incredible.”

They lunged together across the water. An itch in her chest meant she was nearing her lost diamond. The cavern narrowed to a slimy chokepoint. Bristling legs scuttled in and out.

“My heart,” he said, “is there any way you’d forgive me, in your other dimension?”

“No.” Her hand broke from his.

She cast her blue paragon forward, and it propelled a skitterer out of the way. She squeezed through the sphincter of the crawlspace. The stone constricted her. It oozed over her back. The vileness coated her gems. She couldn’t breathe, and when she wriggled into the next cavern, she didn’t want to. There was no air, only poison.
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Hiresha’s blue paragon reforged the gases into vital essence, enough for her to gasp and live. Sulfur dusted down from the pyramid diamond.

“Tethiel,” she called behind her, “you may not wish to follow. This passage is a torment.”

Infection units had covered the cavern with sludge. It did not drip so much as stretch. The slime had drained all the air and spewed out toxins that stung Hiresha’s nose and eyes. She Repulsed the foulness from her.

She could die in this isolation. Even if she didn’t breathe in the poisons, they would seep through her skin. Her gemstone light faded. She would be alone and in the dark, a pile of nameless bones.

Her faceting of reality had brought her here. Few people could follow. Even fewer could understand. Tethiel might be the only one, and in her other life she had sworn to never speak to him again.

“Torment, you say?” Tethiel appeared to saunter through the cave wall. “Hardships aren’t half so lethal as comforts. And with you ...”

He coughed and gagged. Hiresha floated to him, kept him safe from the worst of the poisons.

“With you,” he said, “every misery becomes a thing of beauty.”

He waved his gloved hand, the one embroidered with dragons. The cavern transformed. The slime brightened into molten gold. The air rippled with heat. The place had lost none of its terror, but he had gilded it with joy. He swam with her through the air, moving around the dripping globs of gold. Tethiel caught one, and it turned into a nugget in his hand. He tossed it at Hiresha.

She veered away. The gold followed her in impossible loops. She laughed. “Master illusionist indeed.”

“They’re not illusions.” He winked at her. “Only different realities.”

When she touched a hanging tendril of orange brightness it cooled into a gold wire. She Attracted more together, forming hexagons, spheres, and ellipsoids that were perfect in form, for a moment. Then they melted.

“I admit,” Tethiel said, “to have hoped the cave would be more bathed in moonlight and less coated in grime.”

“Thus it was in my other face, yet this cave went deeper.” Hiresha turned toward the tug of her lost diamond. She needed it and also an explanation for how her red paragon had come so far up this poison chute.

“This is better.”

“Because of the danger?” Her jewel flickered red ahead of her. “There!”

A cavefish had died. Its catfish tendrils splayed white. Her diamond was inside it. When her hand neared, the fish’s belly flared crimson.

“It must’ve swallowed my gemstone as a digestive aid.”

“And I thought wealthy eating ruined digestion.”

The fish burst, and black eggs tumbled from its abdomen. The sightless creature had come here to spawn and die. It had carried the diamond as it would any other rock in its belly. Yet this stone was the teardrop of a god. A second deity had hardened it in her eight hands. The rarest of diamonds, the most divine of hues, the red paragon shone radiant.

“This is best,” Tethiel said, “to be here together, where no others could survive. To do what none would dare.”

Hiresha was one with the world as she closed her fingers on the diamond. She had never been closer to her gods. They had made this stone. She would perfect it. Her wrist bones stood out as splotches of darkness while the rest of her hand shone magenta.

She carved the diamond with mind and magic. A thousand and twenty-four Attraction spells pried off gem shards to leave a greater whole. Now it would capture the most light. She had refaceted it before, yet never in this reality. At last it was flawless in all her worlds.

Her hand opened, and the diamond floated above her palm. Trigonal in shape, a wine-grape in size, it was wholly hers. A ring of diamond dust orbited it. The glittering swath curved toward her. It slipped through the pores of her dress as she Attracted the shards into her skin. These new piercings would shine forever across her chest, and their enchantment would Repulse any blade that tried to strike her heart.

“Lady of Gems.” Tethiel enclosed her hand with his fingers, and for once they were wholly human: gloved in velvet and embroidered with monsters but still human. The red paragon was squeezed between their palms, shimmering. “My heart. Hiresha.”

At last he would say it. He would propose to her tonight. It had to happen. They would come closer in this facet at the same moment they severed all ties in the other.

He did not kneel. He stood as a lord. His gaze locked with hers, and his eyes could have been polished stones of onyx. Pure black without any whites, they reflected her and her jewels as if she were trapped inside them. His words resounded.

“Will you rule with me as my wife?”

Her lips began to part to answer. Telling him no would be cruel after all they had shared. Promising herself with a yes might spell her doom. If her other facet was a dream, it might be a prophetic one, a vision, a warning to be rid of this man forever.

Certainty was for fools. Hiresha collected gems and doubts, and the first thing she told him would be neither no nor yes.

“I’m flattered and all that is proper, certainly. You offer me your hand, and you assisted in finding this diamond. A jewel, I suspect, you could’ve stolen back from the Bright Palms weeks ago without all this fuss.”

“A man does want everything just so for his proposal.”

“You arranged for me to clash with your enemies.”

“I like to think of them as our enemies.”

If he had come to her at midnight with the jewel in hand, she might’ve sent him away. Even so, “You always drag me into your schemes.”

“What is a scheme but a hope with more ambition?”

“Then tell me yours and tell all. What plot would I be marrying into?”

He lifted one hand off hers to wave to the cavern and its dripping gold. “To rule with more temptation than terror.”

“But also with terror.”

“Any half-rate tyrant can take over with an army. The truly talented do so with a party.”

“Our wedding?”

“Yes.” The light of the red diamond played off his lips. When he spoke his mouth opened with inhuman depths to an infinity of stars, or perhaps jewels. “Kings will come, as will our foes. By the end of the marriage ritual, they will all ask us to rule.”

“Ambitious indeed.”

“Now I am but the Lord of the Feast. As king I would command my Feasters to be better than terrors. Our magic can tantalize. We’d offer forbidden delights and frightful wonders. People would beg to be scared.”

“Not everyone’s tastes run so ... decadent,” she said.

“I couldn’t rule alone. Your enchantments would inspire.” He cupped her hands, lifting her red paragon between them. Its facets flashed in angular pathways. “Yours would be the light that guides civilizations. Mine would be the darkness that delights them.”

Hiresha had vowed to use her enchantments to better the world. Her talents lay in innovating, not ruling. She had no wish to marry into more obligations. The wedding Tethiel wanted hardly sounded like the one she had hoped for as a young woman, pined for as a not-so-young one, and then tried not to think about as a well-accomplished spinster.

“If everything goes as schemed,” she said, “how will you control your own power? Your magic is desire. You may begin as a benign ruler, yet soon you might see it as your right to harvest fear from all.”

Doing so would grant him power. He and all his protégées consumed human dread to craft waking nightmares. These had proven useful, yet Hiresha believed in moderation in regard to unthinkable horrors. The difficulty being, temperance was the antithesis of Feasters like him.

“You’re right, my heart,” he said. “Only one thing will keep my judgment clear. You suggested it once yourself.”

Her jewels pulsed to greater brilliance. Beams of purple shot from her hands. Motes in the unbreathable air flitted in and out of sight. “You would stop Feasting?”

“Yes, in the way you devised.”

“And you could still control your Feasters?”

“Through a surrogate,” he said.

“With an enchantment,” she said. “The subjugated Feasters would execute our wishes, or I’d implode their hearts.”

“I’ve always lusted after the idea of retiring to a simple stronghold, just one continent to rule,” he said. “This I swear. Our wedding night will be my last Feast, if you will have me.”

His princely features stayed composed. His blood-red lips betrayed nothing, or so he had to think. His heart was pounding, that was plain in the subtle pulse in his fingertips. He was terrified she would say no.

“Yes,” she said.
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Hiresha had promised herself, and promises could be broken. Hers would end as soon as she found Tethiel wanting.

Her first kiss with her betrothed more than sufficed. He tasted of dark coffee and brazen dreams. He reached behind her neck to clasp on an engagement necklace. Its gold thrilled the skin around her throat. Her fingers traced over its metal tines that would hold her red paragon, though she would not enclose it there yet. Once Tethiel had given her such a necklace in error. Now he did so with purpose.

Their kiss might’ve led to another, even in that cavern of slime and death, yet she hadn’t the time. She had only a dozen hours in each reflection of reality. In this facet she would fall unconscious at midday and spiral into her other world.

She leaned back and pressed her fingers to his lips. “The dawn has already come and gone, for you,” she said. “My noon will arrive all too soon.”

“Of course. Shall we away, my bride to be?”

In this instance when they leaped over the underground lake, two paragon jewels orbited Hiresha. Beneath them, in the waters, passed the broad back of a gilled behemoth. No fish of any size could threaten Hiresha, and she was free to admire its scales. They reflected first blue then a gleaming red.

Skitterers dropped from the cavern’s ceiling onto the corpses floating below. The lake held something even more unsettling. The living Bright Palm was swimming in the deep, legs and arms moving in the blackness. A Bright Palm need not come up for air. Magic ran her metabolism. She might’ve even followed Hiresha and Tethiel into the poison passage, yet she hadn’t. She couldn’t have overheard from outside: the oozing walls would’ve muffled their conversation.

Tethiel’s gaze went from Hiresha to the Bright Palm. “You knew her before, did you not?”

“Yes. She was Alyla Chandur.”

A year ago she had been an anxious girl, a promising pupil, the sister to Hiresha’s bodyguard, and almost like a daughter. Now, she was none of those.

“I thought it a mercy to knock her out of the battle and into this cave,” Hiresha said.

“But it’s no mercy to leave her here alive.”

“Not for ages of darkness. Even if Alyla can’t feel despair, or anything anymore, I owe more to her brother and her memory.”

A skitterer let go of a stalagmite above them. It flipped, claws on all eight of its legs reaching for Hiresha’s head.

The blue paragon swung in and smashed the skitterer. Not a drop of its gore fell on Hiresha or Tethiel. The red paragon Attracted the mess away.

The diamonds would crush Alyla as quickly when next she attacked. Hiresha would give her a quick end. And it would have to come soon. Hiresha’s time in this facet was running out.

The Bright Palm stayed underwater. She had stopped swimming. She may have seen the light of Hiresha’s jewels. The Bright Palm waited near the bottom.

“Bright Palms aren’t the type to sift through treasure,” Hiresha said. “She must’ve at last learned better than to attack us. Directly.”

“You should invite her.”

“Back to the surface?”

“To our wedding.” The red paragon whisked past Tethiel’s shoulder. He looked as smugly serious as he always did. “The Bright Palms would crash it regardless with swords and axes. Better to know whom to expect. Better to welcome our opposition.”

“She would take no joy in the wedding and likely bring strife.”

“A party can’t be taken seriously unless there’s a little bloodshed.”

The Bright Palm was a ghostly smear at the bottom of the lake, like a spirit of the sacrificed. She had witnessed Hiresha’s magic. As a survivor she would warn the other Bright Palms. She likely wouldn’t have a reason to inform the Dominion of the Sun, not even under torture. The depths of Hiresha’s power would remain secret from those who would exploit it.

The Bright Palm’s light pulsed every eleven and three-quarters seconds, in synchronicity with her heart. Hiresha didn’t have time to idle away many more beats. She had to decide. It might be better to leave this automaton of flesh and light in the cave, or else kill her. Bringing her back to the sun would only remind Hiresha of the girl Alyla once had been. Yet if it made sense to invite any Bright Palm, it would be she.

Hiresha raised her voice. The force of her shout would carry through the water. “Alyla. Come up, Alyla.”

The Bright Palm shifted her head as if she had heard. She stayed where she was.

Hiresha could send her blue paragon down and fish the woman out, though that seemed a less than decorous way to treat a future wedding guest. Instead, Hiresha Burdened her red paragon, sending it down into the lake toward the sunken treasure. It brushed against the whiskers of a snapping cavefish but dropped too fast to be gobbled down.

The red diamond darted back to Hiresha’s hand trailing droplets. Her diamond had caught a jade frog; her enchantment held the effigy fast.

“Could you lift the entire hoard from this pit?” Tethiel asked.

He wanted her to steal the god’s sacrifices. Hiresha could help many people with the gold alone. She could enchant it with a cure for the blood-borne malady from the leeches that plagued this continent. Perhaps she should risk divine wrath to do good.

She sighed through her clenched teeth. “I could but I mustn’t.” The jade frog glowed on her palm as she wove power into it. “I will only take what’s mine, the red paragon.”

“Will They of Jade Skin see it as yours?”

“I should hope my offering to the god would ameliorate any offense.” Hiresha nodded to the Bright Palm corpses. The scavengers had already exposed bones.

A less grisly object floated beside them. Long and knobbed, it was the wooden cudgel carved with the designs of a hippo, a cow, and a long-legged bird, possibly a crane. The weapon had been thrown by the young tribesman.

“This I will take also, yet not for myself.” Hiresha willed the club to float after her.

The living Bright Palm had still not surfaced.

“Alyla, I will not wait any longer for you.” Hiresha could not.

The Bright Palm paddled up in the blackness. Her slender limbs made her resemble a swimming skeleton. Her head broke the water.

“Bright Palm Alyla,” Hiresha said, “expect to receive a formal invitation to the wedding of the Lady of Gems and Lord Tethiel. The man you once called brother may also attend.”

Alyla stared in silence, her irises two glowing rings.

“In the meantime, this effigy will help you climb out of this sinkhole.” Hiresha threw the jade frog.

It landed in front of the Bright Palm and skimmed to her. Alyla caught it. She bobbed out of the water, bouncing on its surface. Her weight had halved. A pity Hiresha’s enchantment could only make people less dense in one sense of the word.

A socialized human should’ve felt some compunction to reply to Hiresha’s assistance or invitation. Alyla did to neither.

Hiresha nodded. She tightened her arm around Tethiel’s and then Lightened them both. They leaped together, up into the well shaft leading out of the cave. They flew, with one paragon diamond Attracting them up then looping around in time for the other diamond to pull them higher. The circle of daylight above widened.

Tethiel shouted over the rush of air. “They’ll say on the day of your betrothal you entered a sacred cave and defied a god.”

“Only if you tell it so first, my dear.”

She and Tethiel rose out of the sinkhole. The sky which had looked bright in the cave turned out to be drizzling clouds. The sun’s location had to be guessed, yet Hiresha was certain. She had two hours and forty-three minutes until noon, and the distance she had to travel would take her all but fifteen of those.

Hiresha’s toes touched the mossy edge of the sinkhole. She stepped forward with Tethiel, and a heaviness pushed her groundward as her enchantment returned her to normal weight.

She lifted her hand, and the wooden cudgel flipped over her shoulder to her grasp. “Young man, I believe this is yours.”

The tribesman in the red robe was on his feet but leaning on his spear. He had lost a significant quantity of blood. His eyes focused on the cudgel. He laughed and clapped a hand over his chest.

When he smiled, the tribal scars on his face bent upward. The six spokes were reminiscent of a star sapphire’s, with the focal point on his brow. The third ray on his right side was five degrees out of alignment in relation to the others. He might never have noticed, yet Hiresha would’ve been furious.

“Jerani,” Tethiel said to the young man, “the Lady of Gems has given you the gift of her regard. I trust you and Celaise have a present for her in return.”

A woman hobbled out from behind the tribesman. She hadn’t ridden with them last night and must have met up with Tethiel’s people in the morning. She would be a Feaster as well and looked a pitiful thing in the daylight. She teetered as she carried an urn. The flawed woman’s right foot was so misshapen that its sole pointed to the side. She landed on her ankle with each step, and the cartilage would have worn away to an agony of bone scraping bone.

A chirping bark came from inside the urn. Then nothing else mattered.

Hiresha breezed forward. The netting lid parted at her touch. She reached in and pulled out a pair of fuzzy ears followed by an afterthought of a fox.

“Fennec!” Hiresha spun into the air, her pet held overhead. His gaze was like the darkest of tiger-eye gems. They closed as he coughed, a squeaking gurgle. “Oh, but you’re languishing.”

“The fox hasn’t tried to escape for a few nights,” the flawed woman said, “so it must be dead sick.”

Hiresha closed her jeweled hands around the fox’s chest. “He’s drowning in this humidity.”

The ears of the fox fluttered and rotated toward her voice. He could do no more than droop across her arm. The former luster of his golden fur had dulled to bronze. Curing him would take too much time and put her at risk. Yet she must. She couldn’t leave her fox wheezing another moment.

“Here, my desert prince.” Hiresha Attracted the mucus from his lungs and tossed away the vileness. “That was the opposite of pleasant. I know. I know. Now breathe.”

The fox panted, whiskers moving forward and back. An infected fox, an infected god, and an infected world, all converged on the day of her betrothal. The fennec tried to stand on her arm but ended up defecating instead. That hardly mattered. The enchantments in her jeweled dress whisked the excrement away.

He wasn’t well. She would save him. She had her fennec. In this facet, he lived. To hold him, to see him, it was almost as if he had come back from the dead.

Her tears gleamed in the corners of her eyes. “Thank you, Tethiel, for this early wedding present.”

“Don’t thank me. The gifts I give for free are neither,” he said. “Luckily, this one is from Jerani and Celaise.”

“You masterminded the rescue, I am certain.” Hiresha turned from Tethiel to the other two. “You both returned my furry treasure. My gratitude will come in due time in the form of enchantments. I know just what to prepare for each of you.”

The flawed woman smiled with onyx. Her teeth had been replaced with black gemstone. The real ones must have fallen out as a side effect of her magic.

The young man pointed to the amethyst bound to his chest. “You already gave me one.”

She tsked and cradled the fennec. “You even reacquired his jewelry. How thorough.”

The purple garnets in his collar matched the one in his ear stub. Hiresha shouldn’t take the time to enchant them now. She still would, and she would have to do more than keep the dampness from his chest. Mold had spread so far through him that his nose had whitened.

“Had it on him,” the young man said. He had meant the jewelry, not the infection of rot.

“That is unexpected.” Apprehension condensed over Hiresha in a second layer of oily morning mist. She ran her finger over the fennec’s gemstones. Indeed, they were enchanted already and not with anything beneficial. It was a gravitational focal point. A corresponding pendulum would be able to track her pet and thus find Hiresha. The person trained to use it would be a spellsword. He would serve as an assassin.

She was a continent away from her past. It might not be far enough.

Dispelling the magic would proclaim she still was alive. Instead she unlatched the collar. “These are only garnets. The fennec deserves purple sapphires.”

She tossed the jewelry into the sinkhole. Let her assassin think what he will. If he found her, he would be the prey.

He would only pose a danger if he found her asleep: all the more reason for her to return to the safety of her reliquary before noon. She had but one furry reason to stay.

She would not be unhappy with the flawed woman and young man who had brought the fennec. They couldn’t have sensed the tracker enchantment. It hadn’t been in his earring stud. This gem she started to enchant to bring the fox back to health.

She lifted the fennec so his mildewed nose was level with hers. “Your nose will soon be black again. Look at my hair. It’ll be silver forever.” Hiresha tilted her head. The fox batted at one of her grey locks. He started chewing on the strands.

Tethiel clamped a possessive hand on the shoulders of the flawed woman and the young man. “Celaise and Jerani told me the fox lived up to his name. The Golden Scoundrel.”

The young man, Jerani said, “Took three days to find him again after one escape.”

“He’s most intelligent,” Hiresha said.

“More than that, he’s sacred,” Tethiel said to Jerani. “An incarnation of a god.”

“There’s no evidence to support his divinity,” Hiresha said. “Other than his perfection.”

Tethiel nodded back to the sinkhole. “She need not fear stealing from one god when she carries around another.”

The fox yawned wide enough to inspire worship. Her enchantment had suppressed his fever. He would be able to rest.

“A tragedy we can no longer share dreams,” Hiresha said. She squeezed the fox once more, kissed him between the ears, and then handed the fox back to Jerani. “Guard him with your life.”

He held the fox at arms’ length. “We thought you—”

“Bring him to my banyan stronghold at midnight.” Hiresha hopped into the air and Attracted her boots on. Her robe swirled around her, concealing the brilliance of her dress. Her paragon diamonds whirled around her upraised hand. She glanced back to the tribesman and the Feaster woman. “A man may come asking for me.”

Jerani stopped cringing at the fox to look up. “What?”

“He likely will have an overgrowth of tattoos.” Hiresha had to leave this instant. “He’ll be dangerous. Neither of you should try to fight him.”

The young man exchanged a look of unease with the Feaster woman.

Hiresha dipped down to Attract a cave-slime stain from Tethiel’s coat and then launched herself into the sky. The rain parted from her. The forest canopy beneath her was a swaying sea of rushing green.

She kicked off a tree trunk for greater speed. Parrots squawked in an outrage of blue and orange.

One feathered creature was less innocent. It had the shrunken face of a human. She had chanced upon one of the Dominion’s hexed abominations. A man they had transformed into a monster. The winged warrior turned to her the moment she darted around a swaying branch.

He would have glimpsed her, yet he might not believe his eyes. A woman flew over the jungle without even one feather. If he had spotted the spinning arcs of her jewels and known them, that would ruin her.

He could not know. He couldn’t guess. This land had no enchantresses. And there were no enchantresses like her.

The winged warrior flew around the tree spire and into view. Hiresha dropped into the cover of the canopy. She careened around mossy branches, between woody vines, below flowering bromeliads. Even if the winged warrior couldn’t match her speed, he could follow her by the sound of surprised howler monkeys.

She slingshotted herself higher into the rainforest mist. The condensation bit into her skin as she zoomed from wisp to wisp around the treetops. The necessity for evasion slowed her. She would be late. She could not be.

The sun neared its zenith. That smeared blast of light in the clouds would strike her into slumber. She should find a place to rest in a treetop. She could secure herself and await her shift to her other facet in safety.

Any jaguar could find her while she lay dead to the world, any honey hunter, any winged warrior. No, she had to reach her reliquary.

She sprang over the village mining her amethysts. A glance told her they had unearthed a promising collection of material. Nahui wasn’t in sight. The girl could’ve been sent underground again. She should be convalescing, yet Macco the pit boss might’ve ignored Hiresha’s advice.

Hiresha could not stop to check. She skipped over the banyans of her stronghold, past them, across a jungle basin and into the misty ridges of eroded limestone. Blackness closed in on her vision. Everything flickered; the jungle vanished and became the etched interior of a sarcophagus.

The other her was waking up.

Hiresha had another three seconds. She had fallen on a rock formation and broken a rib. Inconsequential. Skimming over a last rock ridge, she fell into a sulcus in the limestone and onto her reliquary.

The immense geode opened at her touch, and she swung inside. Amethyst crystals enclosed her, each reflecting blue and red from her paragons.

She fit her red diamond into her engagement necklace. The claw tines cupped the jewel. All was well.

Hiresha closed her eyes.

She awoke in another world.
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Last breaths sweetened the adobe house. Tethiel stopped before the doorway and inhaled.

Flies buzzed in celebration. A corpse lay at the threshold, and the ground bore gashes from when the man had tried to claw his way forward on his belly. He had wanted escape, the poor dainty, and he had found the only true one. The rictus of his open mouth revealed teeth sharpened to points. He had been a warrior. He hadn’t stood a chance, not against the Bleeding Maiden.

Tethiel knew the Feaster was still here. Her scent of rotten roses oozed out of the house. He had to look his best for his would-be rival.

Daylight stained his coat, but after he stepped into the delicious darkness of the house, the smears vanished. His loose threads knitted together. The gold embroidery rewove through his satin into a dragon nibbling a rosebush. A mist-maiden flower grew from his buttonhole, its five pale petals unfolding. The Bleeding Maiden would have every chance to appreciate it. Nothing spoke louder than subtlety. 

He tied his cravat from shadows. The handkerchief he held in his left hand was a spider web of the finest lace. He tucked terrors up his sleeves. One held an ogre with venomous beer breath and fists ready to express his bruising love to his weeping wife. Up the other cuff lurked the old standby of the abyssal dragon. Tethiel was ready.

He walked deeper into the house and over the detritus of the living. A rack of drying shoes had tipped over into the hearth embers. Flaccid cactus stems drifted in a pot of soup gone cold. A chicken pecked at a dead man. Above the doorway hung the shriveled umbilical cords of the household’s children. A grand tradition, that.

One of those children had slumped in a corner. The dead girl wore a rumpled skirt with glyph designs. The doll she gripped had its face painted in angular patterns of orange and red. What a dreadful toy. Tethiel would have to remember it.

He weathered the thunderbolts of pain from his knee so that he could crouch and wipe the dead girl’s face free of spittle. How tragic to die so young, and how beautiful. She wouldn’t have tasted any of the bitterness of life’s joys.

The girl’s final fears lingered in the air as an aftertaste of vanilla. Tethiel left her in search of a stronger scent, one of roses. The flowery reek was so powerful he might as well have drowned in petals.

“They really shouldn’t have let you in,” he said to the Bleeding Maiden, “but there’s nothing so captivating as mortal anguish.”

She hung against the wall, hair draped over her face. Petite and perilous, she looked less like a woman and more like a figurine of porcelain. The least misfortune would shatter her. And it had. Blood covered her dress.

An iron spike had been driven through her neck. Another, through her leg. The last, into her heart.

‘The third shall impale the heart, so the Feaster might not live.’ The Bright Palms would’ve cited the tenet while pounding the nail home. They had found this house of death. They had taken their joyless revenge of the murderess. The scene was clear. And glaring truths could never be trusted.

“Exquisitely done as always, my cream crumpet.” Tethiel reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear. “My child.”

The Bleeding Maiden was grinning. She sprang off the wall, and the nails ripped out with her in a spray of red clay. She dripped as she curtsied. “Father, I was ever so worried for you.”

How his death would delight her. “If the lady had refused me I’d be in agony. But she accepted, so the anguish is greater.”

“Then it’s true? You’re engaged to the gem witch?”

“The Lady of Gems told me yes. Which just goes to show that even a woman as spectacular as her has her failings.”

“I’m so happy for you.” The Bleeding Maiden clutched the nail driven into her heart. “May your nights be starless glee. May you never have cause to regret.”

She hid her true feelings well. He couldn’t see or smell any hatred in her at this news, no fright that any moment might begin a fight to the death. Or maybe she wasn’t scared. Maybe she didn’t fear him anymore.

He could never allow her to rule. She had no appreciation for clothes. Look at that dress. No substance at all. It was mostly blood.

Hiresha, now there was a woman who knew her clothes. You could see her genius in their cut, their patterns. And she was hiding them under plain robes. She should never live in fear of the opinion of others. They should fear hers.

The Bleeding Maiden twisted at the nail in her chest as if she lacked the strength to wrench it free. “I never would’ve had the courage. To marry an outsider. The others, they’ll say the Father of Nightmares should wed one of his kind. Or no one.”

Tethiel brushed at his coat as if to remove a bit of lint that wasn’t there. He could never be happy if he weren’t courting disaster.

“Love must’ve made you fearless.” She reached for him with a trembling arm. Blood was livid on her palm. “So many of my brothers and sisters will say the gem witch is muzzling you. That you’re making yourself weak to please her.”

The Bleeding Maiden thought that. Her and far too many other Feasters. He said, “I pride myself in my weaknesses. Because of them, seven Bright Palms were extinguished tonight. While your strength has only murdered a few villagers.”

Her upraised hand fluttered over her shoulder in a pose of perfect helplessness. “What will my brothers do? Once they were proud hunters. What will my sisters do? Once they ruled the night as queens.”

“Those who aim high will always hit low. That’s their tragedy. Those who aim at the middle will always get it. That’s theirs,” he said, “I aim low and am thus blessed.”

“They may say you betrayed your family. All for the gem witch.”

“If you ruled, then you would have your petty Feasts.” He waved to the corpses. “Your peanut victories over towns, over a city or two. Like so many lords of nightmare before you, now long dead.”

She wrenched at the nail in her chest. It slid out an inch.

“Your success would be your ruin. The Lands of Loam would fear you, enough that every third son would spit out his soul to become a Bright Palm. The realms would unite against you. You’d make heroes of your enemies. They would sing ballads of how they butchered you and your brothers and sisters. If you ruled, you would die.”

The nail slipped from between her breasts with a sucking sound. It clattered to the floor. She pressed her fingers against the wound, trying to staunch it. There was too much blood. Her lips mouthed, “Help.”

Tethiel tightened his hands at his sides into fists. How impossible not to reach out to the Bleeding Maiden. To save her. To earn her thanks and her trust. Even though she was in no true danger. Even though it would be him who drowned in her blood.

He mustn’t succumb. A gentleman did not propose to a woman then allow himself to die the next day.

The Bleeding Maiden staggered to him. Collapsing, she reached for the lapels of his coat. “Please, Lord Father, don’t marry her.”

He shadow-stepped, vanished, and re-appeared behind the Feaster. As if he would be fool enough to let her touch him. She would stain his coat. “Would it satisfy you, my child, to know I’m only wedding her for power?”

The Bleeding Maiden had landed on her knees. “If only I could believe you.”

The distrust reassured Tethiel. The only motives you could never be certain about were your own. Hiresha was more wonderful than a night without dawning, but did he love her? A man might not be able to love once his heart had been pickled in black wine.

“Defang us all, and gain what?” The Bleeding Maiden slumped. “No woman could be so powerful.”

“You’d be surprised.”

“It must be love.” She painted a glyph of blood across the floor as she crawled toward him.

Everything dripped. Redness spread and smeared. He could even taste it. His mouth was full of coppery tang. Blood in the water. Blood in his throat. Predators circling ever closer.

No, he couldn’t let her sway him. That wasn’t her blood in his mouth. It must have been his own. The heat trickled down the back of his tongue, but no harm came of swallowing your own blood.

She
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