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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to found families, 
adoptive families,

			and parents who love and support their 
children no matter who they are.

			Continue to shine your light for a brighter future.
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			Act I

			The snow falls in the box

			Hissing its white noise

			A sharp-suited man saunters

			All in stark color

			“You’re about to enter into another world

			“A world full of sand, magic, and monsters

			“A world where the Old Gods are dead, and the dead live again

			“Join me to unearth a forgotten legacy

			“As we enter the Twi—”

			The image collapse

			It hisses in its white noise

			It never stops snowing

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			HEWN

			Josiah was born yesterday, fully formed and hairy. A dwarf newly hewn, as the term was told, would have all the musculature and nerves of any stout adult, but with the wide wonder of a child taking in the world around him. And his eyes were quite wide in this world he emerged into.

			For one, it was smooth. The walls, ceiling, floor, were flatter than slate with no etched markings of the skilled maker. For another, it was all metal. Leagues and leagues of shiny alloy stretching onward. Josiah had been walking down this everlasting tunnel for his first whole day, wondering about its making. For he knew the purpose of his own making.

			All dwarves were hewn from the stone for a singular purpose: To know.

			To know all of the world, as much as they could. Of the civilizations that lived in it. Of the food. Of its people. What they know to be true and the lies they told themselves to sleep at night. That was why the dwarves were made small, hairy, and with an archaic accent: So all will embrace them wherever they traveled. Once they know as much as they could obtain, they are called back into the living stone. For that is their true home and family—the mountain that birthed them.

			Josiah’s purpose was more finite. He was to know what this strange place was—this place of steel. For that was what he had been treading upon. Steel pressed and shaped not by flesh, but cut with fire and screwed into place by something beyond understanding. But he must understand; he must know. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to return to the stone.

			Thus, Josiah traipsed on and on, peering at diversions such as broken glass that once sheltered rooms of tables and chairs. The hall ended with a door. There was no handle, and it was as smooth as the walls it was framed in. There was a square relief on the wall next to it, with numerous slits that formed a circle.

			Curiouser and curiouser, thought Josiah, as his broad fingers brushed against the device.

			He recalled from the living stone that this was once called a speaker. But is this something that receives speech or gave it?

			“’Ello?” He spoke into the cold device.

			The only response was his voice echoing in the hollow hall that stretched behind him.

			O, of course! I must consider the recipient of this query. How inconsiderate I am.

			“’Ello, computer.”

			A sh-chk sounded, and the door lowered before him in its vertical slot. A massive void stretched before him.

			Chk.

			Chk.

			Chk.

			One by one, the conical lights illuminated from the expansive ceiling to reveal highways of metal platforms that crisscrossed each other at different elevations, all upheld by metal cords as thick as his bare arms. Below, a red glow of light. Gears from beyond his sight clicked and whirred. The platforms started moving. Some of them rose and fell; some of them rotated around.

			Enamored by the display, Josiah stepped forward. The moment he crossed the threshold, the door slammed shut.

			“Test subject 479240 has been acquired,” stated a serene voice that sounded too smooth to Josiah’s ears. “Test 7099 shall commence in 5… 4… 3… 2…”

			A horn blared, and the ground shook. The dust falling on his bare shoulders led Josiah to look up. The ceiling parted to allow rows of perfectly cut metal blades shaped like shark’s teeth. They whirred in place, feeding the chains that held the platforms into its vicious mouth.

			While as alarming as this situation was, Josiah wasn’t troubled by it. All dwarves knew that when the world rocks, you roll. Thus, Josiah couched low, tucking hard against his legs, and rolled like a boulder off a cliff. He slammed against every steel platform on his way. When stalled, he simply shifted his mass and barreled over the edge. On and on, he made his descent, not caring about the wreckage he made on his way down, until at last he dropped to the bottom.

			There, a single sliver of a podium stood with a red button that shone. Josiah unraveled himself, then clasped his broad hands behind his rugged, back and investigated the contraption. There were no indentions or etchings. It was made of the same material as all that surrounded him save for the button. It was of an unnatural make that imitated glass. Regardless, he found nothing else and pressed it.

			A horn blared overhead. The destructive grinder ceased its roar.

			“Congratulations. Test 7099 has been completed by a margin of 15 seconds. Test subject 479240 shall be integrated to the menagerie.”

			Menagerie? A collection of monsters? Josiah wondered. What sort of monsters are these?

			Josiah found his answer soon enough. A door slid down nearby to reveal a doll. Life-sized for human standards, with eerily pristine porcelain skin—untarnished by the trails of life. Equally unsettling was the figure and face, a perfect golden ratio was set on its frame as if it was done by a master sculptor. No paint or clothes were adorned to mask the feminine stature bearing before him. No emotion came from its mold-press mask for a face. No humanity despite its appearance of one.

			Incredible, he thought.

			Then it moved.

			Faster than anyone should, it ambled toward him as the gears within its chassis whirred. It was joined by another perfect copy. They maneuvered to flank Josiah on both sides and pointed their perfect, slender fingers at him. Those fingers flipped backward on their joints to reveal four-barrel chambers.

			Josiah held out his palms. “Wait, where am I? What is this place?”

			“Designation?” their voice box rattled.

			“Yes? Yes! What is this designation?”

			“Silo 51.”

			Josiah nodded slowly, then tucked and rolled between their legs. He knew he wouldn’t be able to survive them. But if he was going to die, he’d do it on living stone. Josiah barreled down the hall, knocking down all these perfect dolls standing at dainty attention. Soon, he came to a wall with exposed sandstone. Blood was scrawled on it by a finger, trying to spell out something in a language he couldn’t read.

			Josiah unrolled and touched the earth and felt the pull. The call to go home. He pressed the palm hard and willed the stone to know what he knew. When he removed his hand, the words 15 OLIS were hewn.

			The sound of gears grinding drew near. Solemnly, he turned to face his attackers. Blank symmetrical, oval faces stared down at him with empty, plastered eyes, silent as ever. Four-barrel guns fired manufactured bullets, piercing into his flesh. The pain was quick, for he felt the call home.

			Josiah melted back into the stone. Taking the etched words with him.

			“Test subject 479240 has been deleted,” boomed the calm voice from earlier. “Please obtain test subject 479241 for testing.”
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			“479241…

			“479241…

			“Would you like to taste them, 479241?” the voice cooed.

			It was the voice of his master. Sweet and patient like an Anglorian viper. They were in the capital’s bazaar, passing by hawkers wearing stylized shackles about their necks and wrists. He forgot why they were there in the first place, the memory eroded from decades of disuse. But he knew he had stopped dead in his tracks because of the strange fruit hanging high above them.

			No, not fruit, he must remind himself. They were infants. Babes taken from screaming enslaved mothers for this season’s culling. Here they hung in rows, like freshly washed clothes, battered and fried to crispy tenderness. For all of his youth, he and those that lived in Bazzuu’s high court dined on such succulence, for the Djinnasi lords couldn’t partake in the bounty of the earth, his master included.

			The Djinnasi Lord of Air bowed his gem-adorned head demurely to the merchant, his long flaxen hair shifting in the ever-present wind. Once given, he turned to face him. Oh, how he tried to forget his pretty face painted with a pearlescent base and dotted artistically with crystals. How his delicate stained lips parted as he gave an encouraging sound as he handed him one.

			There on a disposable linen was a child’s severed forearm, hewn from the joint.

			“Aww, 479241, you don’t like it?”

			The merchant behind his master quaked. He could lose his livelihood if he decided the food was poorly made. Or worse, have him killed for attempted poison. For that was one of the many duties of jhasin, along with dancing and lovemaking.

			“I … don’t feel well,” he fibbed.

			Oh, how his master’s delicate thin eyebrows raised, “Not feeling well, my coquette? Is it the dress?”

			The dress did itch and was sweltering hot. Like all jhasins, he was to be dressed up and dressed down as his master saw fit. They were not born of the womb, but from the Djinnasi’s accursed magic and with no assigned gender. It would’ve been a gift if he wasn’t forced to lose his sense of identity along with it. Today, he was supposed to be a Lolita, a revisit of the historical fashion craze that captivated the attention of his master.

			“Yes,” he murmured backed then.

			“Tsk, that’s a shame. Strip.”

			He froze. He glanced at the merchant, who mouthed to him, please. Everyone around them was beginning to take notice. His master’s smile straightened into a flat line. He knew better than to let it become a frown.

			So, he handed the morsel back to him and undid all of his ribbons and unbuttoned every button. He pulled off every frilly garment until at last he slipped out of his petticoat. There he stood in his naked androgynous glory. Bald without the curlicue wig and bonnet. Silver whorls graced his skin to enhance and detract features according to the silver model. A doll for everyone’s pleasure. Branded with his numbers on the inside of his forearm.

			“Feel better?” his master asked.

			He nodded.

			“Good, now open up and tell me what you think.”

			Defeated, he opened his young mouth as he craned his head back. Keeping his eyes skyward as the fatty skin was pushed onto his tongue. Hanging bloated bodies swayed in the lazy wind, causing the hooks to creak against the chain.

			“Aramis…

			“Aramis…

			“Aramis?”

			A gentle touch on his arm was enough to break the nightmare.

			Aramis, shuddered awake. He was in a busy bazaar but this time in Amaveriel’s new market street. Escorted not by his childhood master, but by his beloved friend, Sister Rhyllae—a sister of the Morning Lord. Her head, adorned in a yellow hijab of her order, tilted to one side. Her soft brown eyes were scanning his face in worry.

			“Aramis, what’s wrong?” she asked. “Is it the chicken?”

			Chicken?

			Aramis looked up again. Hanging on hooks creaking in the wind were chickens, freshly battered and fried. Sister Rhyllae stood there, in her palms were strips of samples given by the food merchant, who was nervously wringing his hands. Glancing around, he could tell everyone was beginning to take notice of the scene. The air was hot and itchy.

			Aramis fled, weaving between gawkers and homemakers alike. To go somewhere—anywhere—from prying eyes. A narrow slip of an alleyway caught his eye. He cut off an ox pulling a cart to duck in there. The noise deadened as he ambled down the alley. Finally, when he was sure he could find some measure of peace, Aramis leaned his back against the wall and slid down to sit.

			Aramis Feres.

			A name he chose for himself when he finally escaped that hellish capital of Bazzuuport. A name taken from the forbidden manuscripts of ancient times. He wanted to be as brave and clever as those men of foil. More than anything, he wanted to be a man. A man not by physique, but of his own name and making. That was why he traveled far in the desert of Ioun and dunked himself in the mystical spring waters of Zemzem. Yet, for of all its powers, it couldn’t remove the branding.

			He lifted his right sleeve and found the damning numbers imprinted on his skin: 479241. Aramis rubbed his callus thumb back and forth on it, watching how the ink moved with his brown flesh when pressed. To his credit, the edges managed to blur over the years, one of the few benefits of old age setting in. How long could he live now that he’d entered his fifties? Jhasin were luxury items made to take the toll the Djinnasi lords put them through, yet they were routinely discarded at the sweet age of sixteen. No one knew when they truly expired. Perhaps, Aramis had forty more years? Maybe well beyond what normal humans could achieve. Would he still be able to move like now, run and jump on demand, or would he become infirm like the venerable elders of this city? Would Sister Rhyllae be forced to take care of him by then?

			Rhyllae!

			Aramis shut his eyes and leaned his head against the wall. In his haste, he left her high and dry. He looked back at the end of the alleyway and found her standing there.

			She was not angry, thank goodness. The priestess slowly lowered her shawl about her shoulders, allowing her curls to fluff out about her half-elven ears. Aramis unhooked his cloak and laid it on the ground next to him. Without a word, she accepted the seat.

			“It wasn’t the chicken.” Aramis broke the silence, his words spilling out. “It was the wind. How the metal creak with the heat, I—”

			Sister Rhyllae put her hand on his knee, ceasing his ramblings. The ring of tourmalines he’d given her depicted the sun rising over the horizon. To see it still on her finger gave him a small measure of comfort.

			“We went through a lot of changes, lately,” Sister Rhyllae said. “It’s not unusual for someone with your past experience to have relapses. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

			Aramis scoffed. “Tell that to the vendors.”

			“Then, tell me.”

			He grimaced. Can I? Can I tell her the madhouse I once called normal?

			Aramis laid his hand on top of hers and looked into her freckled face, searching for any hesitation, any chink in her stalwart armor. Yet, the more he looked, the more he found love in those golden-flecked brown eyes of hers.

			“It was my old slave master, again,” he began. He recounted the vile memory with the whole truth, not by sight alone, but his thoughts and what he felt.

			Though he could see colors of emotion flitting across her expression, she didn’t stop him. It was like the early years of their friendship: no longer strangers, yet eager to learn more. A well of healing like the spring waters of Zemzem. Back then, it was him divulging his past and her taking it in. It took a while to crack her sanctum shell to find out about her past and allow the roles to reverse. Strange how in recent times the roles flipped back once again.

			“I had to do it, Rhyllae,” Aramis said, more for himself than for her. “If I didn’t, that merchant would’ve been killed, and another would’ve continued the chain. All of those vendors were slaves ordered to sell by their master’s bidding. All of us nothing more than links.”

			She gave a gentle squeeze on his knee. “You sought out to break that chain, later. Not for only yourself, but for them. For all of us.”

			“Why am I remembering it now? Why can’t the past stay buried?”

			The Morning sister hummed and nodded as she gave it some thought. At last she said, “Perhaps, because the past shouldn’t be forgotten. When my sisters and I bury the dead, we have to make sure all wounds were healed.”

			Aramis arched his eyebrows at her.

			“Not physically, but spiritually. Otherwise, they come back, worse than before.”

			“Zombies, skeletons, and the like?”

			Sister Rhyllae nodded.

			Aramis grunted in awe and stared straight ahead. Would he ever find such peace when his time is up? Or would he come back from the shifting sands of Ioun to seek mortal flesh? Like Bagheera in M’thealquilôk when she was transformed by Tellezard’s wicked spell. Like all of the fallen Jessenters two moons past. Would he, like them, rise to the call of the doppelgänger queen, who he’d once called lover?

			“Me’qora,” Rhyllae called out to him, both hands on his. “That won’t be your fate.”

			Aramis’s silver eyes refocused, steelier than ever. “Then you have to bury me deep.”

			She opened her mouth to counterargue and stopped to glance at the wall across from them. Aramis’s hand went to the hilt of his twin blades, but stopped short of unsheathing them. There, on the wall, cracks formed before their very eyes. Bits and pieces crumbled away to reveal the words: SILO 51.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			CIRCLE OF THE OWLS

			The cookie crumbled the moment Dido took a bite.

			Ah, what a shame, the satyr mage thought. Not enough butter.

			But the treasurer couldn’t fault poor McGruffin’ on such a thing. The whole city was still recovering from the doppelgänger’s destruction, and trade from the pirates wouldn’t happen until closer to Shab-e Yalda, the locals’ winter celebration. Butter was simply too precious of a commodity, even to honored guests.

			“’Ere we are,” came McGruffin’, an elderly dwarf, as he rounded the corner. Laid across his sinewy arms was a flat, rectangular, wooden case.

			In her enthusiasm, the satyr slurped down some of the red tea in her cup, both dwarven made, clearing the crumbs left on her palate. Following after McGruffin’ was Drake, his loving moon-elf partner, bringing a tray of savory chicken samosas. His white hair, braided in intricate detail, shone brightly as much as his teeth against his black skin.

			“Yes,” Drake crooned. “Let us see this legacy called dwarven-fine craftmanship.”

			McGruffin’ snorted as he set the case before Dido. “The legacy is not of the dwarves, but of the Mountain Mother ’erself, ye lout.”

			“So long as you remember I’m your only ‘lout’.” Then Drake gave the gray-haired dwarf a peck on his temple before he distributed the welcomed treats.

			Dido quickly tucked the pastry in her cheek to stifle her giggle as McGruffin’s cheeks took a rosy turn. His thick mustache fluttered as he cough and cleared his throat. His broad fingers delicately unhooked the golden latch and pried open the case. Dido nearly choked from the sight.

			On the silken bed were twin silver daggers. The handles were slender and wide as the blades they housed. Depictions of dancing desert foxes encased the paracord of elvish linen, leaving all the outer edges as smooth as marbled glaze on a cake. The blades themselves look exquisitely like feathers with no notches. It was a beautiful set of hardened, silver alloy to be sure! But that wasn’t what had Dido gagging from excitement. Those streaks in the blade weren’t for ornamental design.

			Her fingers jumbled through her carpet purse in haste until they acquired her trusty jeweler’s eye. Dido stood on top of the chair with her giddy hooves, placed her glasses on top of her head, and leaned her whole body over the table. Scanning through the lenses for that telltale gleam while holding her round spectacles up high.

			“They… they can’t be,” Dido said.

			“Aye, lassie, they are.” McGruffin’ chest swelled with proud.

			“Diamonds! You suspended diamonds in the alloy?!”

			“It’s ta least I can do for the hero of Amaveriel.”

			“The least?!” Dido fell back on her seat, a palm on one of her ram-shaped horns. The impact knocked the glasses back on her nose. “What more could you have done?!”

			“Well, it’s not magically enhanced, as per instruction might I add. It wouldn’t hurt to ’ave some sort of electrical conduit innit. Or, perhaps a poison capsule, released upon impact, hmm? Or perhaps—”

			“—Or perhaps I’ll pay you for the services rendered. At least, the first installment.” How would Dido explain it all to General Korzha, she hadn’t figured it out.

			The dwarf eyed Drake as Dido once again dug around in her purse. He gave an encouraging tilt of his head as if to say, ‘well, go on now’. McGruffin’ pouted, yet he was met more eyeball dancing and head swiveling from the dark-skin beauty. The interaction wasn’t lost on the satyr. Hopeful rosy eyes affixed upon him.

			“Baaaappphhffine!” he exclaimed. “I’ll waive ta fee.”

			“Really? Oh, the Jessenters thank you—”

			“Now wait just a dern minute! I meant the diamonds are free, ye fancy-pansy, fae-happy, two-time swindler. I goot to keep a roof o’er me head, cover me hubby’s luxurious lifestyle, put food on me table, maintain the running costs of me business…”

			On and on he went, even as Dido shelled out the dinars on the table. He stopped when Dido placed the last coin on the polished wood. Tentative silence filled the room as McGruffin’ checked each one for any fae-trickery. No offense was given of course. Most business practitioners don’t always state the type of coin that should be tender, and fae tend to give temporary coins. The Faerie culture didn’t approve of rampant capitalism and relied instead on bargains and oaths. Dido knew ahead of time that this dwarf was quite thorough in his dealings of her kind. Not that Dido would dare do such a thing, of course! It’s too much work for such a simple trick. And she would rather stay with neighbors that would trust her than be run out of town for her folly.

			“650 dinars all accounted for.” McGruffin’ shook her hand. “Thank you for your timely payment.”

			Dido gave another shake and bowed her head. “The Jessenters are happy to do business with you.”

			[image: ]

			Out in the salty midnight air, Dido donned her coat as Drake waited with the prize. The moon was in the shadow of the scorpion, auspicious for those who seek out quarrels. For a satyr who has no desire for further drama in her busy schedule, Dido couldn’t tarry any longer.

			“The diamonds were a gift from my people,” Drake confessed as he handed her the precious daggers. “Tell the Silver Fox, ‘way elyamamen theliads argo’nim.’ Shuka un, my lady.”

			He then ended the conversation by touching two fingers on his lips, then to his forehead, and arched them downward as he bowed. Dido’s mouth dropped as she mimed his goodbye. Hardly leaving from the tiny porch where she stood as the door latched shut.

			The Silver Fox, the moniker the locals gave to Aramis Feres. Legend had it, he not only freed the slaves from the terrors of Bazzuuport, but also integrated them throughout the tribes of Ioun, the moon elves included. He took on all their woes, from settling disputes to scavenging a flower that cured an ill child. Aramis dwelled in the desert until his last grand theft from the Djinnasi lords. With that, he guided those refugees across the entire length of the desert nation to the fabled city of Amaveriel, earning another name: shepherd of the desert. Ever since then, he’d ‘retired’ and lived here for well over two decades.

			It wasn’t the idea of forgetting that shocked Dido from such a gift. No. Elves still lived a lengthy life of several centuries, with a few lucky enough to hit the millennial age. No, the shock was due to the Silver Fox’s reputation.

			Unlike those he freed, Aramis never integrated well to city life. He fell deep into black market schemes and racked up charges beyond accounting. From what Sister Rhyllae had told the little satyr, what redeemed him was when he unearthed a trafficking ring sending some of the freed people back into slavery. Aramis showed no mercy and slaughtered them all. The thought of it made Dido shiver, and she pulled her coat closer to her body as she walked down the sandy streets.

			To his credit, Aramis never denied the crimes he had committed under Pondo Rhum and didn’t resist when pressed into serving the Jessenters. That was how he ended up helping the rebels these past years and had been a valuable asset ever since. Without him, they wouldn’t be able to secure the much-needed funds from all the tomes and dungeons that proliferated across these lands. And without him, none would be able to defeat the dangerous doppelgänger that blew up their base and half of the abbey.

			Perhaps, therein lay the change of the public’s perception. Even the general was willing to pay a handsome sum for the daggers she carried. In fact, Korzha wanted to do it in person, but was convening with the new Mother Superior, Myrrh, still negotiating to further enlist the Morning Lord priestesses to provide more extensive medical assistance to their cause. Sister Rhyllae was a willing volunteer, surely there could be more. Though, Dido could understand the hesitation; there would be no guarantee the priestess on loan would survive the hardships they faced.

			The thoughts swirled in Dido’s mind as she clip-clopped down the hushed night of Amaveriel, taking the twists and turns of its convoluted streets. She didn’t know where Aramis haunted, ever on a constant move for these past two moons. Still, he’s the only jhasin living here, and since they were beings created by magic, all she had to do was pinpoint the magical ‘scent’ of his trail.

			Dido took the final turn and stopped cold.

			The claustrophobic buildings opened up to a square lot of dust and stacked stones on pallets. A few yards before her cloven feet was the gaping maw of the exposed pyro ducts that riddled underneath the city of Amaveriel. This was the old market. The rebel base was housed underneath these very streets and was destroyed, causing the buildings above to cave in. The Elders had quarantined off this route for the danger of further collapse as they slowly relocated every stone to the abbey for reconstruction.

			They have yet to fill in the holes, Dido noted as she walked down the barren street. Stacks of limestone towered over her like ziggurat temples of yore.

			Then something fell on her head. Claws dug into her scarf, ripping into her hair. In her panic, Dido willed herself away, transporting a meter from her intruder. Her curls bounced around her horns, free of the strangle hold.

			It was an owl. That much Dido can see. Waist-high of the average human, like her, and cloaked in a dark hooded cape about their neck. It landed silent as the grave, her patchwork scarf tangled in one of its talons.

			“<So, the gifts were not lost upon you,>” it hooted in the Fae tongue. Oh, how long had it been since she heard anyone utter the Faerie language.

			“<Who sent you?>” Dido asked, the tremor in her voice exaggerated by the echoes bouncing around them.

			The owl narrowed their eyes at her. “<Come now, surely your time here with these mortals hasn’t softened your mind.>”

			There was no denying who sent them. The Bramble Court never forgot any slight upon them, no matter how minor. Dido settled the parcel on the ground while keeping her eyes on them, then waved her hands to the side as she slowly rose up.

			“<As I recall,>” Dido said back in the Fae tongue, “<I’m on vacation. The records should reflect those terms.>”

			“<As I recall, sister of the grove, I’m no bureaucrat for you to squabble at.>” In a blink, they unsheathed their rapier from under their wing, proportioned to their avian size. “<My name is Avarice Novoskya, and your life is forfeit.>”

			Dido wanted to say more, explain more, but it was too late. Avarice took two steps forward, their cape fluttering in the change of wind, and then disappeared.

			Crab biscuits.

			She should’ve known by this locale alone they would pull such a trick. There’s no sand here to alert their whereabouts, and the air is too dry for any spontaneous rain magic. Dido would have to cast a detection spell and quick.

			“<By the twinkle of the stars, let thy light glisten upon the shadows surrounding me.>”

			In a wink, all the shadows were spotted with specks of starlight. They looked like miniature lakes mirroring the night sky above. Dido’s rosy-red eyes scanned for any movement. Her fingers extended in an L-shape as she spun around.

			From her peripheral, a starry amoeba slunk into view, too close for comfort. A flash of metal and all Dido knew was her left hand had been impaled by iron. The cry leaped from her gut. Terror surged through her core. She wasn’t going to be slain. Oh no. She’ll be maimed prick by pinprick.

			Dido brought her right hand to bear on their amorphous face, symbols flashing from her fingertips. “Invinctus!” Golden sparks shot out from her palm right into them.

			Avarice shrilled like no other owl ever did. Dido took no pleasure as they screeched, feathers clutching their face as they stumble backward.

			She ran, leaving the wooden case and the avian assassin behind. The satyr mage needed copious amounts of water if she was going to tango with this bird. The closer to the docks, the better. Teleportation would take too much energy, and she needed plenty to spare against this mage assassin.

			Instead, she produced her gnarled and twisted medlar wand and tapped on her hocks. “Brže, brže.”

			All of the silent doors and windows blurred past her as Dido sprinted south. At last, she could taste the sea spray in the air. Lilted laughter drifted from perfumed halls with red lanterns. It couldn’t be helped; most of the port was meant to shelter and comfort sailors who survived long voyages. Perhaps she should do the same, for the wind in her sails had diminished. Surely someone would be able to shelter this satyr from her doom.

			Dido took a turn and stumbled into a terracotta-filled alley. Nestled in between stacks of pottery were crates of clay and wildflowers that managed to take hold. The little satyr plopped herself down next to a bell jar ready for the kiln, counting her breaths as they slow down.

			A feather drifted down in front of her nose.

			Nervously, Dido’s gaze drifted skyward. Looming overhead from the roof was Avarice. The feathers around their face were singed and starting to molt. Dido jumped up from her seat, hopping from one jug to another with her skillful goat legs. She cringed as she heard the pottery shatter behind her. She’d repay the damages if she was not dead.

			Out on the other side of the alley, Dido spun around to pull off another spell.

			She didn’t.

			The moment she halted her cloven hooves, the owl barreled right into her. Dido felt a thousand needles stabbing right into her as she fell back to the stone floor. Wings buffeted her face as the onslaught continued.

			Then it relented.

			Clunk.

			Clunk.

			Clunk.

			Came the sound of wooden soles walking down the stone pier. Dido turned her head; her right horn knocked against the floor as she did so. There was a young woman garbed in an expensive silk robe. The painted moon peeked from the stylized clouds gracing the skirt and hem of her floor-length square sleeves. The robe was all bound in a houndstooth gray sash, secured into a sparrow bow, with a golden phoenix brooch secured in the middle.

			“My, my, my,” the stranger said. “What do we have here, a hunter with their quarry?”

			Her red paper umbrella hid her face, but Dido recognized the telltale lilt in her voice. The esteemed lady of dance, Tsuki.

			No, thought Dido. Don’t come over here. Run. Run, you damn fool!

			Yet, the maiden drooped her umbrella, revealing a perfectly round bun, enhanced by a stream of bellflowers and chimes. Her eyes gleamed as her painted red lips curled into a smirk. “It is untoward to have such clandestine affairs out in the open twilight, isn’t it?” Tsuki closed the umbrella shut.

			“Only a fool would stand in the way of the hunter’s catch.” Avarice harked back as they readied their needle.

			“Oh, a fool, am I?” Tsuki pressed her delicate fingers on her chest. “I guess it takes one to know one. Otherwise, you would’ve fled to hide your disgrace of being caught by the sight of another. Isn’t that the Circle of the Owls protocol?” With the same hand, the maiko tapped at the side of her nose, before waggling it in the air.

			Dido felt Avarice’s talons tighten upon her flesh. Thoughts spun in Dido’s head from what Tsuki said.

			How does she know? What connections does she have that allow her to know such things?

			“But since I’m a fellow fool,” Tsuki said, “I will give you a chance to exeunt with what little honor you have left. Kudasai.”

			Avarice did leave her body and flew toward Tsuki, who was still smiling against all odds. The owl brought their rapier to bear in flight. Dido’s heart raced, her eyes fixed on the sight. Then a shield, of all things, smacked right into the owl. A poof of feathers exploded from whence they were. Avarice sailed with the metal disc over the pier and out of sight.

			“The lady said, ‘please,’” said a woman with a brassy voice.

			Dawn!

			The tousled, blonde lesbian ran up to Tsuki, a fellow member of the Jessenters and a dear friend of Dido’s. The martyr red sash tied about her waist flapped in the wind as she drew her gladius blade. Her unbuttoned blouse showed perspiration trickling down between her cleavage toward her naval.

			A dark shadow flew over the pier. Avarice readied their fine rapier as they descended. They landed between the two women for a moment before speeding at the dancer.

			Tsuki deftly weaved away from their barbs. Then Avarice lunged. The maiden sidestepped the blow and let her fan be pierced instead. In a blink, the maiko twisted the fan and disarmed the owl of their needle.

			Dawn attempted to stab Avarice from behind, but the crafty owl dove between her legs and landed a few feet from the two. With a cry from their beak, their sword zipped free from Tsuki’s clutches. The foil flipped over, and Avarice plucked it out of the air as they raced for another bout.

			Focus, Dido told herself. Now is your chance.

			She turned her face toward the starry heavens above, willing herself to ignore the reigniting sound of steel and feathers. By will alone, she forced the surrounding air to polarize. Without it, there’d be no medium for the magic to channel.

			“For sooth I have witness,” Dido chanted.

			“In darkest blaze

			“The spark from heavenly oil

			“Presented before me…”

			There! 

			A prickle of static coursed her body and fur, an energetic thrill palpable on her tongue. Yet, she paused in her chanting, for there was another soul present. On the roof across from the way, Aramis stood, cloaked against the increasing wind. His silver eyes pierced the night. He crouched by the edge and held a silver dagger.

			He found them! Dido’s heart leaped into her throat.

			Aramis gave her a knowing nod and tossed the dagger up to hold it by its blade. He meant for the blade to be a magical foci. With that encouragement, Dido continued. Thunder clapped in anticipation.

			“Let the fools fall in line

			“Of the magical divide

			“Between false gods 

			“And mortals divine!”

			With her finger’s point, Aramis let loose the silver blade, and Dido trailed her finger along with it. Oh, how it streaked in the sky like a meteor scraping the horizon. It landed true in the chest of Avarice, who was in the air, with their wings spread above Dawn and Tsuki’s defensive postures.

			“Lightning Strike!” Dido let loose the final words, and it was met in kind.

			The clouds parted ways as a rush of plasma clapped through them. Tsuki opened her umbrella over the two of them as it came screaming down. The lightning arced into the embedded silver dagger, and all turned into a flash of white. When they all opened their eyes, they found a charred corpse and the silver gleam of a blade.

			It’s finally over.

			Dido then let exhaustion close her eyes, not caring if she may never wake from its solace.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			SEIZE THE SUN

			When Dido awoke, it was with the sun on her face and hymnal melodies in her ears. She was swaddled in a blanket with a six-pointed flower embroidered on it. She was laid out on a makeshift hammock in a garden, sheltered by the fragrant branches of a tea olive tree. There was a statue of a lady kneeling with an empty plate, overlooking a cluster of roses, freshly trimmed of the spent blooms. Next to her, in this quaint setup, was General Korzha. Tall and narrow compared to many who dwelled here, the exiled Töskan had resorted to sitting on a large pile of embroidered pillows on the grass, splaying his long legs neatly by the length of her bedding. In his long fingers was a leather-bound book with a white barren tree emblazoned on the cover.

			“…And the ship went out into the High Sea and passed on into the West.” Korzha read out loud, clearly absorbed with the material.

			Dido relaxed her shoulders and leaned back into the hammock. Of course she would be in the abbey’s protective cloister, out in central garden, no less. They expanded, from what she could tell, beyond the west wing with more alliums and a donated persimmon sapling, adding to the agricultural projects under their tentative care. Sister Rhyllae told her weeks ago the Elders had approved a hospice center closer to the heart of Amaveriel, making it more accessible in the years to come. But that was not for another season.

			“Dear me, you didn’t read the entire trilogy while I was recuperating, did you?” Dido finally piped up.

			His icy blue eyes flickered over the leather binding from surprise, then fluttered back to the book.

			“No,” he drew out the word. “I merely picked up from where I left off. Which was, for your information, chapter five. When the king finally met the steward and the land began to heal.”

			“That long?!”

			“Yes, and I am sorry to say, you missed breakfast entirely.”

			Dido groaned. “How awful. Now I must languish here with an unhappy stomach as the cooks busy themselves with a hearty lunch for the whole cloister. There won’t be a smattering of turmeric or a nibble of nutmeg until all prayers are said and done.”

			“Why, you’re more hobbit than satyr than I took you for.”

			“Hardly,” Dido said as she straightened out the hem of the blanket on her goatish lap. “I knew that the moment I wake up, you’ll interrogate me incessantly with all the wild questions swimming in your head. I would rather be peppered by them with roasted peppers and olives content in my gullet.”

			Korzha rolled his eyes and lifted a plate from his side. A half-torn piece of bread, a lump of jibneh baida, a salty cheese common in these parts, and half-shriveled prunes adorned the dish. Dido made a pleasant gasp when placed before her; then her eyes queried him.

			Korzha waved his left hand. “Fear not, I had my proper fill of sausage and mash.”

			Satisfied, Dido tucked in as he finished the rest of the passage. When he uttered the line, “Well I’m back, he said,” the general closed the volume shut. He tucked it under his arm and gave her a once over.

			“You’re not on vacation, are you,” he stated.

			“No,” Dido admitted reluctantly. “Not outside of official filings, that is. Truth be told, all of Summer had fled from the grove now. Has been for several decades. There are no green leaves on the trees anymore. The court is all dreary and stale, despite the pumpkins everywhere. Suffice to say, almost all the Fae hail the Bramble Queen. And I … well … it’s too much of a change for me. ‘I needed a holiday. A long one,’ if I’m to quote that book of yours.”

			“Thus, you falsify their documents to appease wondering eyes and escaped out into the blue world.”

			“Until those slavers captured me, yes. All this time, I feared I would be poached by cruel-hearted humans and those dastardly Djinnasi lords if I ever revealed my magic. But I never suspected the Bramble Queen would use the Court of the Owls against me. Maybe I have been foolish to be afraid for so long.”

			“Indeed. I learned long ago that our minds could ensnare us with deadlier traps than our mortal foes. It is a poison many had drunk to savor its deceptive flavor.”

			“I hope you weren’t disappointed in me for such failings.”

			“On the contrary, I find you commendable to continue your duties despite it wrecking your nerves. I wish more could do the same.”

			Dido smiled and leaned back against the hammock to look up at the clear blue sky.

			“Knowing your skillful accounting,” came Korzha’s brisk voice, “I’m surprised how quick they found out. I suppose all truth wills out in the end. And your oath?”

			Dido sighed and took off her glasses to rub the bridge of her broad nose. “The oath of mine to the Jessenters remains the same. For your concern,” she said with a point of her glasses, “it was made to the organization, not to your predecessor. So long the organization lives, I am indebted to the cause.”

			Korzha’s lips quirked into a smile. “And we, in turn, are indebted to you. Not by your magical prowess alone, but your zeitgeist of organizational acuity.”

			Dido laughed. “You’re saying that because I hold the key to the backstock of rum.”

			He returned a chuckle in kind. Then Korzha placed his hand on hers and gently shook it. “Rest, now. The ritual for those blades can wait when you’re sufficiently healed.”

			She forgot how tall six foot was when he stood up and stretched out his lanky body. His graying blonde hair scraping against the blossoms of the tree.

			“Hang on now, mister.” Dido called out to him when he collected his doublet. Her arms crossed over her chest. “What about you?”

			“Me? Ah, yes, the meeting.” His face soured from the thought of it. “I must await for further approval.”

			“Approval? Whatever for?”

			For a while he didn’t say a word as he buttoned up. His jaw tightened as his eyes clouded with thought, a telltale sign of his inner fury.

			Dido pressed on, “The request wouldn’t tax them too much on their resources, surely. One healer alone can tend to a single unit, and we can provide the supplies they need.”

			“The approval is not upon us. It’s on whether the new Mother Superior is worthy of the station she offices. That judgement lies with the Baba herself.”

			[image: ]

			Much had changed since the last time Sister Rhyllae was in the Mother Superior’s office. The lonely oppressive desk at the end of the room was joined by other desks, adorned with flowers and newly minted stationery. In between them and her was a low table surrounded by sitting cushions. Stacks of various tomes and scrolls were dispersed upon its surface. The left and right walls were still filled with volumes, but in the midst of reorganization. She heard Sister Ruel petitioned to improve their library system. It seemed the Mother Superior let her take a crack at it here first. Behind them all were the windows arching ever skyward, free of glass and the second floor that blocked it. The room was filled with the song of the city bustle. The fresh breeze tantalized her face with the spices from the open market. After being tucked away in the new hospice wing for days, the scent was uplifting.

			“Sister Rhyllae, thank you for coming on such short notice,” Mother Superior Myrrh called out to her.

			Gone were her sunset colors of her old station. Here, Myrrh was adorned with a golden tapestry robe that fell from her shoulders, with the sleeves slit open at the elbow to allow her arms to do the necessary work. Her neck and arms were covered, of course, by a cream-colored cloth that ruched from the seams, creating a warm contrast to her dark skin. Upon her head was the new habit style. The front of the headdress was embellished with the seven rays of the rising sun and shaped in a peak akin to the northern rooftops she heard so much about. The yellow shawl was pinned and draped away from the Mother Superior’s face and fell gracefully down her back, the edges embroidered in the same fashion as the robe. It was still shocking to see the neat and tidy chignon at the back of her nape. The headdress option was extended to all mothers and sisters, though Rhyllae was still hesitant to forgo her habitual style. Raised in the Abbey from infanthood, she considered Amaveriel, and the desert it dwell in, home. Though it was a small thing to fuss over, Rhyllae couldn’t find it in her heart to erase the culture that supported her.

			Sister Rhyllae bowed before her mothers and once more before the Mother Superior.

			“Leave us,” Myrrh said.

			Uh oh, Rhyllae couldn’t help but think as the mothers nod and leave. They smiled at her as they passed, but she couldn’t discern whether it was genuine or forced politeness. Rhyllae instead tried to discern the meaning of it on Myrrh’s face, but the dark beauty was as mysterious as the famous sphinx of legend.

			“I heard you have been attending to our ailing sisters. How are they faring?” the Superior asked her.

			“Poorly,” Sister Rhyllae admitted with downcast eyes. Part of her felt guilty taking a market stroll yesterday, but everyone, including Aramis, insisted she needed a break. “The symptoms were common enough to speak of dysentery, though where and how they encountered such foul waters, I couldn’t figure out. That’s not to mention the other complications from their bones failing. It’s as if the marrow gave up, no matter how hard I tried to encourage it. I have, of course, jasper to spare and have been encouraging our sisters to use them daily. But it was as if we’re—”

			“—we’re swimming up a torrential river.” The Mother Superior walked around her desk. There, a slender leather-bound book with a faded ribbon down the middle. The handwriting was poor and, strange enough, made of some sort of graphite.

			“Yes,” Rhyllae said. “Some of them lost clumps of hair. Worse, there are those bleeding from the inside out. From … everywhere.”

			The Mother Superior said not a word as she donned stark white reading gloves. With considerable care, she flipped to a page and presented it to Rhyllae for her to read. It was a journal of a lay sister, that much she could tell, and in elvish script, back when the standard unifying language was put to use.

			“…We’re swimming up a torrential river,” Sister Rhyllae read out loud. “With no end in sight. Flesh burnt and broiled as if touched by pestilence’s rotten hand. All hair had been shorn in clumps as a bird would molt. The bowels raged with blood and sickness as if to evacuate from a raging fire that is the body. The bones refused the call to replenish what was lost…”

			“Mother Moon preserve us,” Rhyllae whispered.

			Myrrh took the book away and covered it in the protective cloth with care. “This was written two thousand years ago, when accursed lands from the Ancients’ folly were still plentiful to be found.” Then the Mother Superior shut the journal and laid it on the desk surface.

			“Are you saying there’s foul land once more? Here?”

			Myrrh took off the gloves and rolled up her right sleeve. Blisters and abrasions streaked across her dark skin, the same as the sisters ailing in their rooms. Rhyllae’s eyes widened when she realized it. It was the same as those who made that fateful journey two cycles ago.

			“The Karatow Mountains,” Sister Rhyllae said in a hoarse whisper. “When you were there collecting those poor souls who were caught in that… that blast. By the Morn, you should be in bed resting!”

			Myrrh nodded in confirmation as she rolled it back down. “I bleed and tire as much as they do, and my bowels disagree with me frequently. Every day my hair becomes thinner, and my skin burns from the irritation. Yet, I have the strength to set upon this path that is laid before me and see the Baba Magena herself.”

			“And yet here you stand.” Rhyllae eyed her with concern.

			“I don’t suffer the severe effects because of my mixed heritage. Oh, no. No,” she countered when the sister pointed at herself. “Not of the elvish kind. Even though I cannot confide in you such origins, I can assure you the magic that flows within me is as strong as yours. Strong enough, at least, to meet the Matriarchs and tell them of this dire situation.”

			“I see.”

			The mother raised her eyebrows at the sister at such an empty response. “I have not forgotten my promise of providing you and your sisters proper matrimony once I have their approval. If your sisters still desire to have such exclusions, of course.”

			Rhyllae flushed with sudden heat. “Forgive me, Mother Superior. I meant it is gratuitous of you to provide such a loving and endearing order, but… should you?”

			The stillness of Myrrh’s Töskan blue eyes, a purplish gray in truth, as they affixed upon the sister unnerved Sister Rhyllae to her core.

			“Should you go by yourself, I mean,” Rhyllae clarified, grateful that Myrrh relented her gaze. “Send a delegate. A messenger. Someone who is capable to relay your orders while you receive proper care.”

			“Rhyllae, please.” Myrrh raised her raised palm and sat herself down at her seat.

			In the shifting daylight, she saw how sallow her cheeks were and the bags creeping under her eyes. The Mother Superior took a deep breath to collect her thoughts. When she looked upon her again, it was with effort. “I shan’t be going alone in my travels. Which is why I have brought you here before me.”

			Rhyllae was gobsmacked.

			A sister traveling to ‘Aly Thun Thŭr’, the Holy Throne, was a great honor. The Baba and her Cardinals usually conferred with the Matriarchs, those who manage each nation’s holy temples, abbeys, and pilgrimage sites, a task made easier by their covenant of Matrons. Once a year, the Matrons of each region brought forth the best of the best sisters ready to take the next step in their spiritual ascension. With the conflict in Ioun and the desire to keep Amaveriel a secret, they didn’t have a Matron to guide the nation. Thus, only one sister with the Mother Superior was allowed to leave from the Abbey of the Rising Dawn, a tradition that happened whenever a new superior took office. When Myrrh waved for her to sit, Sister Rhyllae slumped down on a pile of books instead of the seat next to her.

			“It is high time you become a mother, Sister Rhyllae. You’re the oldest sister on record, if I’m to be frank. Your dedication to not only the Abbey but to the whole community of Amaveriel is admirable. That goes without saying how fearless you have become in your ventures with the Jessenters. You’re more than capable of training and managing sisters on your own, and I dare say, with more efficiency than some others. Yet, you let your fellow priestesses obtain the rank and station above your own throughout your lifetime. My daughter, it is time I call upon you to rise up and greet the dawn. Trial or no trial, we need you more than ever.”

			A wave of emotion washed over Rhyllae, too strong for her to contain. Her fingers trembled as she brought them to her lips and a tear trickled down her cheek. Validation. To hear it in the first place was rewarding in itself. The sister never knew she craved to hear such words. Yet, her heart was wrought with terror. What would become of her future if she took on this course? What about Aramis and her? Nothing would be the same.

			Rhyllae willed herself to take a shuddering breath to soothe her nerves
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