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This story mostly stands alone, but if you haven’t read Book 1, you might want to check out this short recap to orient yourself: https://www.nickwisseman.com/synopsis-of-the-red-wraith

Original peoples (Europan names for these tribes are in parentheses):

	Chata (Choctaw)

	Dine (Apachi)

	Dzune (Puebo)

	Hellani (Illineye)

	Hodensee (Irqouis)

	Huanca (Quecha)

	Kiksha (Chicksaw)

	Lepane (Delware)

	Lnu (MikMak)

	Metica (Aztek)

	Matowak (Montauk)

	Pekout (Peqwat)

	Roanack (Croatan/Sectan)

	Tsalgi (Cherkee)

	Wampanog (Philip’s Indians)


Afrii peoples:

	Alladan

	Foim

	Hausan

	Kongan

	Mandinkan

	Oyon

	Whydan


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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Da looked away as the Imperial Guards mutilated his nearly completed dragon.

He’d had time to finish the body, enhancing its elephantine base by grafting on the necks of a hundred snakes, the bellies of a thousand frogs, and the scales of countless carp. The four legs were done too, ending in tiger paws tipped with hawk talons. And the head was perfect, built from amalgamations of camel heads, deer antlers, cow ears, and rabbit eyes—all the core elements of legend.

But the turtle shell, another massive composite, was wrong. And this was why the guards were tattooing a mark of shame on the poor creature’s forehead.

“I asked for a warrior dragon,” the Emperor had hissed two hours earlier. “A Yazi. And this peasant, this gardener, gives me a Bixi. A passive turtle nothing.”

“Yet no one else in the world has one,” Hóu Udom, a leading noble and Da’s sponsor, had suggested, hiding his fear well. “And his shell is strong. He can bear any burden. I’m sure your Exaltedness also noticed how the individual scales are fused into a hundred and seventeen larger pieces? Eighty-one for the beast’s yang aspect and thirty-six for its yin.”

The Emperor had gripped his hands together tight enough to crackle his divine knuckles. “But will he fight? Will he kill my enemies?”

“Not yet,” Hóu Udom had admitted while Da winced. “If you grace us with another week—”

“Another week? I don’t have another day!”

Hóu Udom had lost his head on the spot. And after sending for the rest of the Imperial Household, the Emperor had sentenced Da and his creation to slower fates in the Garden of Benevolent Tranquility, Da’s other charge.

But moving and binding a dragon, even a placid one, was no easy task. And once they’d reached the gardens, Guiren, the lone guard assigned to Da, had been too focused on the proceedings to avoid Da’s elbow to the back of his skull and a dose of puppet spores.

Da couldn’t bring himself to flee, though. Not while there was still a chance the other guards would be called away to help man the walls. So he’d ducked behind a peony bush he’d tended just that morning, grateful he hadn’t trimmed the plant’s red petals any further.

Yet he couldn’t watch. He’d meant to, but when the guards had forced the dragon’s neck down and lashed it to a column—securing his head so he couldn’t retract it into his shell—and a tattoo artist had approached with ink pots and needles, Da had turned away.

And listened.

From the sounds of it, his dragon bore the needling well. Da only heard a few snuffling whimpers during the ten minutes it took to complete the First Punishment.

But after a guard announced the Second Punishment—cutting off the nose—a meaty thud signaled that one of the guards had smashed the dragon on the head to render him senseless, and a wet tearing indicated a sharp blade had sliced off the poor beast’s snout.

Da squeezed his eyes shut as his dragon screamed in pain. But even bleeding and threatened with the Third Punishment—amputation of the feet—his greatest experiment still lacked the ferocity to tap into the strength he’d given it. Da heard the dragon’s talons scrabbling against the pebbles of the garden’s courtyard, but there were no sounds of ropes bursting, of Imperial Guards being tossed aside or rent in two. Just the noises of a slow, panicking animal and four more cuts of a blade.

During the Fourth Punishment—castration—Da briefly opened his eyes and immediately regretted it. There was so much blood. So many stained pebbles, so many dripping plants.

And so little left of his dragon.

But the Fifth Punishment—death by quartering—drew Da’s gaze back, and he forced himself to watch the hacking of his dragon’s tail, waist, and torso.

“Some guardian,” one of the guards spat after it was over, still panting from his exertions. “Didn’t even fight back.”

“Find Shen Da,” another ordered, equally winded.

“Who?”

“The gardener. Guiren was supposed to bring him here, and the Emperor decreed that the charlatan should share in his worthless monster’s fate.”

“They say Li Zicheng is at the gates.”

“And we have our orders. Find Shen Da.”

Da heard a rustling next to him. Guiren was finally stirring, the puppet spores’ purple foam trickling from his lips. The oaf had roused too late to do anything about the dragon; Da hadn’t meant to hit the big man so hard. But he could yet create a distraction.

And there was still time for vengeance.

“The other guards are traitors,” Da hissed into Guiren’s ear, disguising the lie with genuine hate. “In league with Li Zicheng. They poisoned the dragon so it couldn’t defeat him, then killed it. The Emperor wants you to execute them.” He rotated Guiren’s head toward the bloody crew preparing to disperse from the courtyard.

“Traitors,” the big man echoed, a purple bubble floating from his mouth. “Execute.” He stared at his brethren a moment longer, then leapt to his feet, drew his sword, and charged through the peony bush, red petals fluttering after him.

Da stayed long enough to watch the first exchange, during which Guiren killed one guard and blinded another. But there were too many others, and before the big man lost his momentum, Da crept away.

And when he cleared the garden, he ran.

Normally, sprinting through the streets of the Forbidden City with tears running down his face would have drawn attention. But today, commotion was common—everyone Da encountered was hurrying in one direction or another, yelling about “Rebels inside the city!” or how “The Emperor killed his family and hung himself on Meishan Hill!” Mothers shepherded their children into hiding holes; men shoved each other aside in their haste to get to the gates. No one gave Da’s flight a second glance.

Once he’d passed the Hall of Spring and Happiness, he cut over to the western walls, rushed to his quarters ... and stopped outside the door, his fingers trembling above the handle.

What would he say to Jie?

His sister hadn’t known about the dragon he’d defied the Emperor to create for her, the companion he was going to let her name. But she’d needed it—a Bixi strong enough to carry her on his immense shell. Now he was gone. Another unspoken, broken promise.

But shame and grief would have to wait. The air reeked of fire, and somewhere nearby heavy feet stomped in the unified cadence of a march. Be a stone, Da. Be hard and strong enough to bear the weight without showing the strain. He took a deep breath and opened the door. “Jie, the Emperor’s lost his mind, and Li Zicheng’s rebels are—”

She staggered against him and groped for his hand, the ribs of the latest bamboo body brace he’d fashioned for her pressing into his side. Even when healthy, Jie had never been large—shorter than him by two inches, and leaner by half. But when her fingers found his, she pulled him forward with a force that amazed him.

Then he saw her eyes.

They were swirling with colors and shapes and ... images. Scenes. People climbing something. A hill? But not the Meishan Hill. Something ... angular.

Now he understood. “You’re mirroring,” he said.

Jie yanked him further into their modest room, past her stacks of novels and baskets of handsewn baby clothes, steering him toward a small urn he’d seeded before leaving that morning. Once they were in front of it, Jie jammed his hand into the soil.

“Jie, what—”

“Watch,” she whispered as his fingers exploded with pain, aching with the quickening, shifting hurt he felt whenever he channeled his jing to join objects or accelerate their growth.

But this was worse than usual—maybe ever—and he gasped with shock. “Black eggs, Jie, get a hold of yourself! We don’t have time for this. The city is falling!”

He tried to pull his hand from the urn, but Jie held it there, pinning him as she had when they were children, before her body betrayed her. And still she directed his energy into the soil, somehow feeding his excruciating, nurturing jing into the dirt until ... a seedling emerged.

Then another. And two more. And a fifth. And the rest: one for every seed he’d planted.

But they didn’t stay seedlings for long. Within seconds, they developed into fully flowered chrysanthemums with writhing stems and dancing leaves that twisted and bent around his wrist and her forearm before collapsing and dividing into smaller and smaller parts: first petals and shoots, then strips and veins, then tiny segments of single colors.

Pigments—natural paints that swirled and reformed into a larger version of the scene Da had glimpsed in Jie’s eyes.

Animated by the chrysanthemums’ essence and orchestrated by whoever’s power Jie was mirroring, the urn’s surface coalesced into an image clear as any silk painting, dynamic as any zaju play: four people climbing an earthen pyramid—not a hill—upon which waited a man and a woman. The climbers crested the pyramid, fought each other, and shot the man who’d already been on the summit. Then they froze.

Except for the wounded man, who meditated for a time before exorcizing two spirits from his bleeding body.

“Yaoguai,” Jie murmured.

The spirits assaulted each other with titanic powers until the wounded man bested them with spells of his own. Then he seemed to steal their strength as well as that of the climbers, using it to impart something to the avatars of thousands of new people, their likenesses shining in the little sky like a constellation of human stars. That something was dangerous, though. Many of its recipients fell and didn’t rise. But many more regained their feet and stood straighter. Taller.

Stronger.

“He’s a healer,” Da breathed.

Jie nodded, her eyes still reflecting the scene in the urn. “Him or one of the others.”

“Which one are you mirroring?”

“The seer.” She pointed with her free hand to the tiny woman who’d waited with the wounded man on the pyramid. “Maybe the man too, to tap your jing.”

“Two people at once?”

“It feels like it.”

Da was growing dizzy with the pain of sustaining the vision, but he ignored the impulse to pull his hand out of the urn, focusing instead on memorizing every detail of the miniature figures now slumping across the pyramid’s flat summit. “Is this happening now?”

“No ... Not for a year or so.”

He didn’t ask how she knew. He only asked, “Where?”

Jie shuddered, slumping herself. Shouts and screams intruded through the open door, accompanied by the argument of blades and the drum of hooves.

Da leaned against his sister to steady her. “Where, Jie?”

“Far away ... Across the ocean.”

“Can you find them?”

“I think so.” She pulled her hand away from his, bringing an end to the animation.

He pulled his hand out too and flexed his fingers, clumps of colored dirt falling from them as the pain ebbed. Looking around the room, he noted how few of his experiments—the pots of hybrid plants and cages of rats grafted to rabbits and mice to birds; all the precursors to his lost dragon—were worth saving, worth anything at all.

Not compared to what he’d just seen.

“Get your things,” he said to Jie as the scent of smoke slipped into the room. Darting around their modest furniture, he opened each cage and shooed out its inhabitants. Then he pocketed his flute. “But go easy on the books. The city burns, and we need to travel light to make it to that pyramid in time.”
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Part I: Metica City
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Chapter One
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Aftermath

A year later, Amadi woke atop the earthen pyramid to the sight of a vodun climbing out of its pit.

The vodun—the larger of the spirits Naysin, the great shaman known as the Red Wraith, had exorcized from himself earlier that morning—still looked like an angry god. Muscles beyond an artist’s wildest exaggeration. Skin that alternated between obsidian streaks and amber swirls. Eyes so deep they compelled attention while promising none in return.

But the vodun was also covered in dirt. Ordinary, everyday dirt. Did gods get dirty? And why had he climbed out of the pit instead of flying? Had his power been diminished by that morning’s events?

Amadi’s certainly had.

Naysin had sapped it by snapping his fingers, shattering Amadi’s leg to view his spirit armor in action. Amadi didn’t mind. Naysin had been gutshot, after all, close to bleeding out. Yet the way he’d borrowed the spirit armor’s protection seemed to have lessened it. True, bone no longer jutted through the skin of Amadi’s shin, but he doubted it would bear weight. Which meant he had two bad legs now. His right ankle ached as it always did, an injury that predated his spirit armor and refused to be healed by its thick, invisible energy.

As it should. He didn’t deserve otherwise. But if he had to fight the vodun again, it would have been nice to know he could withstand a blow or two from those enormous arms.

When the vodun turned his head, Amadi raised his to see who else had survived the Red Wraith’s final surge of magic. Isaura, apparently. The young Espan beauty lay on a pile of rubble maybe thirty feet from Amadi, a lock of braided auburn hair rising and falling across her chest as she breathed. That was good. But he couldn’t see anyone else. And in the middle of the summit, someone had erected a cairn.

Who did it cover?

The vodun seemed as interested to know as Amadi—upon seeing the pile of stones, the spirit stalked towards them. Amadi used the opportunity to slither to Isaura. It wasn’t easy. His left leg spasmed every time it brushed against the ground, and the pyramid’s summit was no longer soft or flat. Little grass remained, most of it burned away by whips of flame, sheared off by whirling blades, or uprooted by cyclonic winds. The summit was its own mountainscape now, blasted by Naysin and his warring spirits into jagged peaks and bruising valleys.

Crawling over that—even for just thirty feet—was no small task. But Amadi never paused, dragging his long body inch by inch, foot by foot, until he reached Isaura.

“We need to hide,” he whispered in Anglo as her eyes fluttered open. “The big vodun is still here.”

“The what?”

“The spirit man,” Amadi clarified quickly. “The one who looks like a statue.”

“Pollas en vinagre,” Isaura murmured, regaining her alertness with a warrior’s speed. “I thought those diablos were gone.”

“There’s a crater behind us. If we move quickly—”

“The one ahead is better. It’s like a burrow. He won’t find us there.”

She was crawling before he could argue. So he wriggled after her, keeping an eye on the vodun to make sure he still contemplated the cairn.

Once inside Isaura’s “burrow,” Amadi conceded that it provided more cover than the one he’d had in mind. But his would have brought them within another scramble or two of the summit’s edge. Here, nearer the center, they had no choice but to stay put and trust to luck.

“What does ‘pollas en vinagre’ mean?” he breathed into Isaura’s ear after a few minutes of silence, inside the crater and out.

“Pickled cocks.”

“Oh ... Have you seen anyone else?”

“Only two of them,” she replied, just as softly. “I woke for a few moments, after ... what we did. I saw Naysin burying Quecxl.”

Amadi flinched. Quecxl, the Metican who could heal others­—not just himself—had been the truest of heroes. And a friend. “So that’s who’s under the cairn.”

Isaura nodded. “Naysin was piling the stones by hand. Maybe he didn’t have any power left. I passed out again before he finished. I don’t know where he is now.”

But they knew where Quecxl was, because Quecxl was dead. Selfless, singing Quecxl. Silenced and still. “What about Quecxl’s spirit animal? The gull—Xihuitl? Did you see him?”

“No. I’m sorry.”

Amadi felt a crater opening in himself now, a dark maw of emptiness stretching wide and spewing grief. “And what did we do?” he asked after several minutes of struggling to weigh Quecxl’s death against what it had accomplished. “Why did he—Naysin—call us here? How many did we kill?”

Isaura bowed her head. “Hundreds. Perhaps more.” She looked up, her eyes fierce. “But we saved thousands. Naysin made them immune, made them invulnerable to disease. The Apachi, the Delware, the Cherkee—all the original people who survived. Including my boy.”

Amadi remembered the constellation of avatars Naysin and Tay, his milky-eyed companion, had projected into the sky: a continent’s worth of original men, women, and children. And in the center of that spectral cloudscape had been the image of a toddler, a boy of eight or nine months Isaura had called “Shoteka” and put aside her obvious hatred of the Red Wraith to help save.

“So,” Amadi said after a moment, “why did you shoot Naysin?”

Isaura’s eyes narrowed. “That was earlier. And it was different. He deserved it.”

Amadi swallowed his next question. Clearly there would be no more answers on that subject.

Especially not after the vodun roared louder than a pride of lions and the sound of shattering rock made their little burrow reverberate like the inside of a drum.

* * *
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THE VODUN—OR DEMON, or god, or whatever it was—didn’t find them, though. Maybe it hadn’t been looking. When Amadi poked his head out of the crater an hour later, all he could see was more debris. More holes, more trampled grass, more signs of mindless destruction steaming in the afternoon sun. Had the vodun been searching for them, or just raging over its loss to the Red Wraith?

Regardless, the summit was empty now. “I think it’s safe,” Amadi told Isaura.

“Good,” she said. “I need to see Shoteka.”

“Of course.” Amadi pushed himself to a kneeling position, then risked standing. His fractured leg burned with protest, but it held. Maybe his spirit armor wasn’t so diminished after all. “But say something for Quecxl first?”

Isaura nodded and helped him walk to Quecxl’s cairn, which was surprisingly intact. The vodun must have directed his tantrum elsewhere.

“Brother,” Amadi said eventually, speaking in his native Gbe. These weren’t words he wanted to fumble and trip over. “Brother,” he repeated. “For that’s what you are. My skin may be black, and yours red, and our mothers from different lands. But you saved the Afrii I freed, for longer than I could. And for that, you will always be my brother.” Amadi squeezed one of the cairn’s stones as if it were Quecxl’s sturdy shoulder. “Sleep well.”

Isaura was more concise. She pulled a blue flower from her elaborately braided hair, placed it on the cairn, and said, “Gracias.”

After they wiped the tears from their eyes, Amadi turned to leave and stumbled. Badly. His left leg might be better, but it still wasn’t up to walking unaided.

“Those bones by the guns,” he said through tight teeth. “Is there a long one?”

Isaura eyed his leg, then strode past a pile of blunderbusses to the jumble of skeletal parts Amadi had indicated, pieces the vodun had briefly unearthed from within the pyramid and animated during the early portion of their conflict. She rummaged through them for a moment, eventually coming up with what looked like two femurs fused at the tips by a stray bit of magic. On her way back, Isaura stopped by the blunderbusses, chose the longest, and jammed the double-femur into its flared muzzle so that the gun’s decorative dragon mouth seemed to swallow it.

“Will that do?” she asked once she’d returned to Amadi and presented the makeshift crutch.

He almost didn’t take it. The blunderbuss belonged to Chase, the fourth shaman Naysin had summoned to the pyramid—and the only one Amadi hated. How many Afrii had that blunderbuss burned? How many original people? But his initial idea, using a single bone to splint his leg, wouldn’t let him move as fast. And at least this method put the vile weapon to good use. “Thank you.”

“Of course.” Isaura took a step toward the side of the earthen pyramid she’d first climbed. “Amadi,” she said, looking over her shoulder at him. “Where will you go?”

He shrugged, trying not to betray the thought that had occurred to him. Were any of the blunderbusses loaded? With his spirit armor diminished, perhaps a direct hit to his heart or head would finally—

“Come meet Shoteka.”

Amadi blinked.

“It’s not far. Less than a day, even with you limping. And I bet he’ll like your tattoos.” Isaura turned the rest of the way around and gestured at the designs inked on Amadi’s arms, neck, and chest, the animals and symbols depicting key events in his life. “Come on.”

He glanced at Chase’s blunderbusses. They were probably empty anyway. That jackal didn’t need normal shot. He used flames, not bullets. And there would be time to find an ordinary gun later. “All right. I’ll meet your son.”

“Good. Oh, but first ...” Isaura surprised Amadi by reaching up to brush the side of his mouth. “What are these bubbles?”

“What bubbles?”

She showed him her finger, tinged with purple where she’d touched him. “It almost looks like rouge. Prettied yourself for the Red Wraith, did you?”

Amadi grimaced, although he appreciated the attempt to lighten the mood. “I don’t know where that came from.”

It was her turn to shrug. “It’s a strange day.” She wiped her finger on her dress. “Come on. Let’s go introduce Shoteka to his Uncle Amadi.”

He grunted and hefted his bone-gun crutch. “Show the way.”

* * *
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THE CLIMB DOWN WAS no easier than the ascent had been the day before. Harder in parts; the pyramid’s sides were as ruined as its peak. Amadi fell twice, but it would have been worse without the crutch and Isaura’s shoulder to lean on.

“Your Anglo has gotten better,” she said as they navigated a particularly deep gash by crossing to the pyramid’s north side.

Amadi grunted. “Has it? I haven’t spoken it much since I saw you last.”

“No?” She mulled this over for a few steps. “The Red Wraith is clever with languages. Perhaps being connected to him left a mark.”

“Perhaps.”

“Or maybe—pollas en vinagre.”

“What?”

She pointed to a boulder that was only a boulder if you didn’t look closely. Because when you did, the stone revealed itself to be a god-man sitting with his gargantuan legs drawn to his chest and his head resting on his knees.

The vodun.

He lifted his massive head at the same time Amadi stepped in front of Isaura and nearly fell in the process—damn his broken leg.

Isaura sidestepped him and leveled her palms at the vodun. But what could her water do against a creature that had nearly sundered the world? “The fight is over,” she said anyway, her voice impressively even. “We’re leaving this place. I suggest you do the same.”

The vodun regarded her while Amadi braced himself to intercept a sudden charge, a bolt of energy, or whatever other unblockable attack the spirit was about to unleash. But Amadi wasn’t prepared for a tear to fall from the vodun’s left eye. Or for him to chuckle sadly, stand up, and walk away.

“What was that?” Amadi asked once the vodun had gone far enough to the east to suggest he wouldn’t turn back.

“I don’t know.” Isaura dropped her hands and shivered. “But when Naysin froze us to ... peer through our memories ... I saw a bit of the diablos’ stories. I think they were brothers. Maybe he misses the other one.”

“After the way they battled?”

“I know, but ... they were still family.”

“Not the type I’d want.” Amadi looked closer at where the vodun had stepped off the pyramid. “Did you come in a cart?” he asked hopefully, rubbing his aching leg. The conflict on the summit had showered the surrounding area with dirt, and through the soft coating ran the tracks of wheel ruts and hooves.

“No,” Isaura said. “It’s not mine.”

“Strange day,” he replied after a moment. “Which way?”

She pointed to the west—the same direction the hoofprints and wheel ruts seemed to have gone.

* * *
[image: image]


ISAURA HAD LEFT SHOTEKA and her horse Manuel with an original woman named Fochik. When they arrived at her village, the moon was bright enough to see piles of earth in front of several structures.

“So many,” Isaura whispered.

Amadi leaned on his bone-cane—his leg had recovered enough to let him remove the double-femurs from the gun and use the fused femurs as a walking stick instead of a crutch. “Graves?”

“The Kiksha bury their dead in their houses. Nine feet deep, facing west ...” She shivered. “We did this.”

“Naysin did this. And he made those who lived stronger.”

A wail broke out from one of the nearest buildings, the sound carrying easily through the roof’s vents. Isaura took a deep breath, then gestured for Amadi to follow her.

They made their way through several small compounds, past a central fort, and over a ball court. Eventually, Isaura came to a house she seemed to recognize and sighed. “Thank God.”

There was no earth outside the door.

“Fochik?” she called softly, knocking on the side of the open doorway.

Someone stirred inside, and a moment later an older original woman emerged holding a scrap of paper. Even in the moonlight, Amadi could see how mercilessly grief and exhaustion had lined her face.

Isaura asked a question in what he assumed to be the Kiksha tongue, and Fochik shook her head. A rapid exchange followed, during which Isaura became increasingly agitated.

Then the older woman turned to the east, gesturing at something. The motion brought her further into the moonlight, and Amadi recognized a third emotion on the older woman’s face: shame.

He followed her jabbing finger to a point maybe twenty feet away and noticed what he hadn’t seen since leaving the loose earth around the pyramid: wheel and hoof tracks. Just for a few feet in a muddy patch, before the ground dried out again to either side.

Amadi turned back as Isaura snatched the paper from Fochik.

“What happened?” he asked. “Was it the vodun?”

Isaura shook her head and stared at the paper. “Shoteka’s not here,” she said at last, her voice raw. “Someone took him and left this in his place.”

She thrust the paper at Amadi. Slowly, he held it up to the moonlight. On it weren’t words in any language he could read, but flowing characters he’d glimpsed once on a scroll in a former master’s library.

The script of the Orient.
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Chapter Two
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Kidnapped

Chase reopened his eyes, saw the same damn cloth, and squeezed them shut.

Not a dream, then. And Lord, how his ribs hurt.

The blindfold was too tight, and the rope lashing his wrists to his ankles sank even deeper into his skin, but it was his ribs that pained him most. One of them must be fractured. Maybe two. Had he broken anything else falling down the pyramid? It didn’t seem like it. But he’d be a rainbow of bruises for several days, no doubt about it.

“If you’re inclined to grant a favor,” he murmured to the heavens, “I’d be obliged if you could direct that healer—Quecxl, wasn’t it?—across my path again. It seems I need more patching.”

Then he chuckled darkly, a motion his aching ribs did not approve of. Was he really hoping to see an original again? “The Firebrand” they called him, scourge of colored savages everywhere. Yet here he was pining for one. And of course he was. Because while he’d turned forty-one a few weeks ago, he was still a complete and utter fraud. Still a feckless, reckless ...

“Enough,” he whispered, to himself this time, not the heavens. “Castigate yourself later. Free yourself now.”

He was lying on something hard, probably wood. And he seemed to be out of the sun; the air felt warm, but not intensely so. He was also moving. Was he in a cart? But if that were the case, the ride was smoother than any vehicle he’d ever been in, nary a jolt or bump—

Except that one, which had caused all his injuries to flare with agony. Bloody hell, was it really possible for ribs to crackle?

Biting his tongue to avoid crying out, Chase groped around what definitely felt like the back of a cart now. Perhaps the easterner who’d knocked him down the pyramid had scavenged some of his dragon-headed blunderbusses. If that were the case, then Chase would be flaming his way out of this predicament in a matter of moments.

But not with a potato. Because that’s all he’d found in his blind, constricted search: a few loose tubers—discernible by the eyes they’d sprouted—sacks of what was probably additional produce, various other provisions, and bedding. The easterner must not have realized how valuable Chase’s guns were.

To him at least.

“I’m not sure that’s playing fair,” Chase muttered skywards. “Seeing as you let the easterner and his friend knock me about and tie me up.”

Then again ... he hadn’t always needed his guns. There had been a time when he’d been capable without them. Maybe this was the Lord’s way of saying it was time to be independent again. Self-reliant. A man beholden only to himself, not some metal tubes with wyrm heads etched into their ends. You might even call them graven images. Or false idols.

Either way, it was time to burn his ropes off.

Stretching out his fingers, Chase called for the hot looseness that had suffused him so often. He imagined his burn scars warming as they always did, especially the long strip running down his left side and the crimson handprint marring his forehead and scalp. Then he pictured a ball of fire whooshing into being a few inches above his palms ...

And knew, even blindfolded, that without the focus his dragons provided, he’d only managed a spark.

“How generous.” At least it was something. And with a bit of effort, he could make the spark move, floating it down to the knot securing his hands. A few seconds later, he smelled the wonderful scent of burning fiber.

He also heard the cheery, trilling note of a wind instrument.

Freezing, Chase listened to several more notes until he was confident they weren’t being played ironically—no one was providing a mocking tune for his escape attempt while waiting for the right moment to squash it. He hoped.

Pulling hard to either side, he kept as much tension on the rope as he could while the spark did its work. He also convinced the tiny flame to stay small, suppressing its urge to grow into something larger. And more painful.

Finally, after an interminable period of concentrating, straining, and waiting, the knot gave, and Chase’s hands came free.

He yanked off his blindfold and saw that he was indeed in a cart. A covered one, with a small opening that looked out on the backs of two people seated behind a pair of oxen. Both had black hair and strange garb, and one of them was playing a small flute.

Easterners.

Here. In the heart of the New World, for God knew what reason. Chase had seen few of their race so far west before. Had the Red Wraith summoned this pair? And why had the one with the mean right cross been leaning over Amadi when Chase woke on the pyramid, hovering so close the easterner could have kissed the Afrii’s mouth?

But the whys and hows of this madness were mysteries for tomorrow. Today, the task was to finish untying himself and escape out the back. So Chase worked at the rope around his ankles. Hopefully the easterners hadn’t smelled anything when he’d burned the first knot. Well, he wouldn’t be burning anything else. Without his dragons, he—

But he did have a dragon.

Chase let go of the knot for a moment to reach into his pocket. The figurine—whose haunting shape he couldn’t afford to think about right now—was still there. He’d found it lying next to him when he’d roused on the pyramid. Without being told, he’d known the Red Wraith had made it by melting down one of the dragons. The result was ... what? A reward? A warning? Both?

Certainly not a weapon. Just another mystery for later. Let it be.

The knot was skillfully tied, but Chase refused to let it defy him. In short order, his feet were free. Slowly, he pivoted to face the cart’s back door, unlatched it, and ...

Cursed silently as the cart hit another bump and several loose potatoes tumbled out, thudding to the ground in a mini-avalanche audible even above the oxen’s plodding hooves and the pipe’s jaunty melody.

Abandoning stealth, Chase leapt out the back of the cart, intending to hit the ground running. But his right foot landed on a potato, and he went sprawling before he could take the first stride.

“Enough with the blasted spuds!” he snarled at the sky as he clutched his ribs and scrambled to right himself.

But something slammed into his shoulder. Something hard and sharp.

Spinning with the impact, Chase turned back toward the cart and, in the space of a breath, saw several things he’d missed before. The first was that the cart didn’t look like any cart he’d ever seen. He’d expected an eastern style, but this seemed organic. As if the wheels, axles, and body weren’t separate pieces fitted together, but one complete piece whittled from a massive log.

The second thing was that one of the easterners sitting at the front of the cart was a woman. The man next to her—the bastard who’d punched Chase off the pyramid after nearly kissing Amadi—was the one driving, and he’d set aside his flute to bring the oxen about. But the woman, encased in some sort of many-ribbed wooden armor, was ... beautiful.

The third thing was that there were three easterners, not two: the pair at the front of the cart and a third on a horse. The rider had a bow, and he was notching another arrow to fire into Chase.

The archer shouted something, no doubt ordering him to stay still. Complying meant Chase had a chance to study the man’s face and realize that this was the second part of the eastern tag-team, the fellow who’d knocked him out after he’d finished rolling down the pyramid.

He’d settle that debt first.

Flexing his fingers, he called for the warm looseness again, the fire he needed to ash this easterner and then do the same to his partner. “That’ll take more than a spark,” Chase murmured as the bowman dismounted and advanced on foot. “I’ll need a bonfire’s worth, if you please.”

Nothing.

Risking the second arrow, Chase plunged his left hand into his pocket and withdrew the little figurine, aiming it at the approaching easterner like the gun it used to be. “Focus,” he hissed. “The dragons were never even bloody loaded!”

Still nothing.

Until the easterner closed on Chase, paused for a moment to study the figurine, scoffed, and kicked it out of his grasp.

The next kick took him in the jaw, and the one after knocked him on his back, setting his shoulder howling as the embedded arrow shaft snapped beneath him.

“Am I not your vessel?” Chase begged of the sky. “Am I no longer your tool?”

Rough hands grasped him on either side of his neck, jerking his head up so that he came face to face with the first easterner, the one who’d knocked him off the pyramid. The man’s face was lean to the point of being gaunt, as if something consumed him from within. And his eyes blazed.

Chase apologized by smashing a potato into the easterner’s ear.

“Sorry I couldn’t cook it first,” Chase said, readying himself for the counterblow, the one that would end it. “But we like spuds in the morning around here, and I thought you might too.”

The response wasn’t what he expected.

Instead of hitting back or stepping aside so the bowman could finish what he’d started, the first easterner pinched Chase’s cheeks until his lips parted, leaned in, and breathed purple-tinged air into his mouth.

And from the cart, next to the beautiful woman, came the cry of a small child.
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Chapter Three
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Pursuit

Isaura waved away the rain, directing its nearby droplets to either side. “Enough,” she spat, her eyes leaking tears as they always did when she resorted to witchery.

“Enough what?” Amadi asked from behind her. They were riding double on Manuel, the great horse bearing the extra weight without complaint.

“Enough rain. It’s covering their tracks.”

“Can you stop it?”

Isaura knew she couldn’t, but tried anyway, releasing the reins so she could raise her hands, palms up, as if she were lifting the storm. After a moment, the rain in the immediate area reversed course, sending a thousand drops back toward the sky, where they crashed into drops moving the other direction and exploded into mist.

But it wasn’t enough. Rain still fell twenty feet beyond them, slowly erasing the wheel ruts and hoofprints from the earth.

Dizzy with the aftereffects of manipulating so much water, Isaura leaned against Manuel’s dripping neck. He raised his head slightly, supporting her as he always did. “Faster,” she whispered to him, squeezing her heels into his sides. “We need to go faster.”

Her horse responded without hesitation, quickening his trot to a near-canter. Never mind that he’d been carrying them for hours now, ever since Fochik explained that Shoteka had vanished sometime during the night—the old Kiksha woman had grown concerned when he didn’t cry out around midnight, as Isaura had warned her to expect. But when Fochik took a break from digging graves to check on him, she’d found his basket empty except for that terrible note in a language she couldn’t read.

When Amadi had asked about the cart tracks, she’d explained that three strangers had passed through earlier that night: two men and a woman (none of whom had looked like the diablo from the pyramid). One had been on a horse, the others in the cart.

“What did they look like?” Amadi had asked.

“The rider looked like an old warrior,” Fochik had answered. “He carried a bow and a blade. The man in the cart was younger—maybe twenty winters—but skinny, and the woman even thinner, although she wore wooden armor. They weren’t pale ones, but they weren’t original people either.”

“Were their eyes narrow?” Isaura had said. She’d felt so cold she should have been shivering, but her hand wasn’t shaking when she rested it on the handle of the pistol at her waist.

“Yes.” The old woman’s voice had quivered with shame. “Do you think they took Shoteka?”

“They’re Han,” Isaura had answered. “From Chin, a land to the East. Amadi says it’s their script.” She’d tapped the flowing characters on the note. “They’ll die for taking my boy.”

Without wasting more words, Isaura had fetched Manuel from the village’s horse pen and kicked him into a gallop. She’d slowed just enough for Amadi to swing up behind her and then thundered to the cart tracks.

“They go south,” he’d said quietly.

So had Manuel.

He’d run for all he was worth until Amadi threatened to seize the reins if Isaura didn’t ease up. She’d slowed to a canter initially, but after they’d searched the only drivable path for an hour, she’d allowed Manuel to trot.

Then the rain had begun. The storm was moving north, which seemed like a blessing at first. Within short order, the ground ahead softened enough to reveal hoofprints other than Manuel’s in the early morning light, as well as parallel lines of wheel ruts. But a few minutes later the rain began falling harder, and the tracks started to fade.

They were still visible when Isaura and Amadi reached a crossroads, but only barely—and not at all down any of the three diverging paths.

“They can’t just disappear,” she breathed.

Amadi was already dismounting. “I’ll take the left path, you take the right. Look ahead for a mile. Then come back. If one of us see tracks on our path, we follow it together. If not, we go down the center.”

Isaura nodded. Numb didn’t come close to describing how cold she felt now.

Amadi put his hand on her foot. “If you see tracks, you come back,” he repeated. “You come get me.”

She shook loose of his grasp and galloped down the righthand path.

The rain pelted them with its endless tiny fists as Manuel leaned into his run, lowering his head to punch through the sheets of water trying to block their way, to keep them from Shoteka and his kidnappers. But Isaura would catch them. Whether she had to run one mile, or two, or a thousand to find their trail again, she’d catch them.

And then she’d make the Han pay.

But after another hour of racing in the rain, she’d found nothing. And it was all she could do to stay in the saddle.

Manuel was blown too. She’d used him too hard. His heart was immense, but he was a draft horse, ill-suited for long runs at high speeds.

Slipping to the ground, she walked him slowly, forcing him to cool down before he dipped his head to graze. She noted absently that her face was dry. When had they cleared the storm? Ten minutes ago? Fifteen?

Did it matter?

Finally, convinced that Manuel wouldn’t colic if he ate and drank, Isaura let him loose and sank to the ground.

Now she was shivering. Now her hands shook with a tremble that started in her fingertips and worked its way up and down her body in a silent spasm that didn’t stop. Not until she screamed. Not until her face was no longer dry, tears shaking loose from her eyes like bricks from a collapsing castle.

Not until Amadi found her hours later.

Despite his two bad legs and the ten or so years he had on her, he approached at a trot, bringing his dauntless presence close enough to steady her.

“I checked the other paths,” he said quietly once she’d stopped shaking. “Left and center.” He didn’t say anything more.

He didn’t need to. She knew without asking that the only tracks he’d found were hers.

* * *
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“FORT KRENSHAW,” ISAURA said later, once the rain had subsided and Manuel had recovered. “It’s close, and there’s a master tracker there.”

Amadi nodded. He refused to ride double, though. He said he could run fine now, and his leg seemed better—the one the Wraith had broken. The other still had a slight limp, despite his healing prowess. He’d had the limp when she first met him. Had he always had it?

Regardless, the tall, bald Afrii kept pace with Manuel’s trot, Chase’s blunderbuss in one hand and the double-femur in the other. Never stopping, despite the day’s heat. Never asking for a break. Just forging ahead.

Which was what she had to do. Forge ahead, keep going, and don’t lose hope.

Never lose hope.

“Naysin could probably read the note,” Amadi said after they’d covered several miles. “He speaks many tongues. Maybe he reads them too.”

Isaura considered this while a distant portion of her mind marveled that Amadi wasn’t even breathing hard. “Maybe ... And the Wraith owes me that much. But we’d need to find him first, and I’ve no idea where he’s gone. Do you?”

“No,” Amadi admitted.

“Traders pass through Fort Krenshaw now and then. I heard a Han merchant stopped in a few months back. We might find another there.”

“Why does he owe you?” Amadi asked once they’d cleared a steep hill. “Naysin. What did he do?”

Images from a forsaken forest filled her vision: bodies ripped asunder, wounded men screaming, crimson leaves ... “The Wraith killed Rowtag—Shoteka’s father.”

Amadi’s stride faltered, his first stumble since they’d turned towards Fort Krenshaw. “I’m sorry,” he said when she didn’t offer anything more.

Her fingers tightened on Manuel’s reins. Even now, with crisis coursing through her veins, she could suppress the memories of Rowtag’s death; she’d been building that wall for a year and a half. But she had no experience shutting out Shoteka.

And his face was everywhere she looked.

She saw him in a field of tall grass, giggling in delight as the wind made the green stalks shimmer. She saw him crawling up the next hill, putting on a burst of intrepid speed as he scrambled over a rock. She saw him leaning against a log, steadying himself with both hands so he could totter along its length. And she saw his reflection screaming in a puddle, howling as he had when he’d emerged from her womb, when she’d given birth to him alone.

But that wasn’t entirely true. The Wraith had ensured Rowtag couldn’t be present, so Isaura hadn’t let anyone else be. But her witchery—her quenching, as she still called it when she preferred a less-damning term—had been with her. And it had saved her son.

Mostly by letting her see what was happening when she tried to push. One of the midwives she’d consulted in advance had suggested a mirror, but at the outset, Isaura hadn’t liked the idea of witnessing any more of the process than she had to. In the throes of labor, though, it had made sense. She’d known so little about what was happening to her. The more she could observe, the better.

So she’d caused the moisture in the air to coalesce into a small waterfall just beyond her legs. The effort had nearly undone her, but the reflection had been exactly what she’d needed. Her baby’s head had started crowning, and the visual had provided the focus she’d needed to sync her pushes with the contractions.

From there, it had taken only a few minutes. Her child had come out healthy and whole, and as he’d sucked at her breast, she’d kept quenching long enough to divert the waterfall and use it to clean them. Then she’d let the water go, unconcerned about the red lake it had formed beneath her bed. All she’d cared about for hours after was nursing Shoteka, a name
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