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CHAPTER ONE
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The first Nicodemus Path were constructed in the Age of the Haigrure Estar, the pillar outside Kash Edil marking the inauguration of the project. This is not to say that the originals remain extant; to date, only Xo Predash has never lost its pillar. Ironically, humans are the most common cause of their destruction. Whether this owes more to some obscure superstition or their troubled relationship with our people is not clear.

The Pillars: A Study,

Lysander of Kash Edil,

from the Archive of the Pillar-Maker

Danae watched raindrops dash themselves upon the coffin as they lowered her brother’s body into the dirt, and thought about justice. She glanced at the man standing across the puddle-cum-grave, whom she had avoided looking at throughout the funeral. He noticed her gaze and smiled. 

Brother Erastus had almost finished the blessing, invoking the four corners of the holy land that held them blessed within her arms. Over the priest’s right shoulder, she could make out an imperial guard in his armor of silver and green standing beside the entrance to the Nicodemus Path, which lay just beyond the local human cemetery. Danae had noticed him watching the ceremony earlier. His proximity cast a satirical light on the priest’s invocation. 

At first, no one seemed inclined to speak of the deceased. Thanks to the malevolent presence of the man whose pouchy toad’s eyes observed them all, the mourners feared to recollect her brother, particularly fondly. Then Cleatus himself stepped forward, cleared his throat, and began with a eulogy. Matros had been a good boy, he said, full of promise. Led astray, alas, tempted into trouble by the machinations of their cruel overlords.

She turned her attention to the rain, watching it strike the yellowed leaves beneath her feet. Listening to its patter rather than the words of those who spoke after, sure to be feeble repetitions of Cleatus’s speech: he was a good boy, a good boy who went woefully astray. There was no point listening and she wouldn’t be allowed to speak. She could feel the tension in her friend Selene, standing at her shoulder. Ready to wrestle her away if she gave any sign of opening her mouth. 

She had no intention of trying: she already knew there was no point. Everyone standing here knew he’d been murdered. They knew who did it, too. Had they had the courage to act on it, they would have done so before allowing the man to speak at his funeral. 

Besides, Danae had a plan.  

***
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THE COLUMN OF THE NICODEMUS Path flared briefly white, and when it returned to its ordinary summer-sky blue, an elf had stepped through it. He had hair of purest white, cut short as no other elf’s was, but although he wasn’t a young man, he wasn’t an old man, either. His eyes were the precise hue of cobalt glass, and they frowned down upon the town of Thesra. He snugged his heavy cloak of silver satin close about his shoulders, drawing its hood up against the rain. 

The guard on the gate took one look at him before bending in a deep bow. “Zikila.” 

The Zikila, whose name was Isador, cast a glance at him, face softening. “Good evening to you, young man.”

“And to you, Zikila. I’ll tell none of your presence.”

One hand emerged from the cloak, flapping dismissively. “It’s no secret. You may even claim I was taller, if you like.” He was, in fact, short for an elf, and seemed to be slight inasmuch as he could be seen at all within the folds of his cloak. 

The guard tucked his beautifully-ornamented halberd into the crook of one elbow and dug into a pocket. Hesitant, he extended the white linen square of a handkerchief to the small man beside him. Isador took it without comment and dabbed at the cut on his left cheek. As he passed the handkerchief back, he said conversationally, “If you do anything with that other than show it off to everyone you know, I’ll be forced to kill you.”

“O-of course, Zikila,” the younger elf stuttered. “I would never... vatrax...”

He had said it in jest, but perhaps it was no wonder the guard had failed to grasp this. It would only make things worse if he attempted to explain that his calling encouraged a rather dark bent to one’s sense of humor, so he said solemnly, “I’m glad to hear that.”

“I don’t even know...”

“How to perform evil masheka with other people’s blood,” Isador finished for him. “And why would you? It’s simply in the forefront of my mind, being here.”

“Yes. Of course.”

He could practically feel the guard’s yearning to ask whether he might deal with their Toklah Niwir on the event of this visit. Perhaps he would. Perhaps he should have a year ago. He had made an error in judgment and people were dead because of it, which he knew, even if he couldn’t figure out why. It was driving him mad, as mad as the fact that he’d made a mistake in the first place. 

“I had thought to pass a word with your Vyas Abadan, is he resident?”

“Certainly, Zikila, yes!”

“Pleasant evening to you.”

With the young elf’s oaths of blessing and service ringing in his ears, Isador made his way down the brief hill descending into the mire of the human community. He couldn’t decide whether the place was actually more dreadful every time he came here. Perhaps it only appeared to slide a further degree into irreparable degradation with each cycle of the moon because he hated it. 

Halfway to Thesra’s gates, he stepped off the main artery of the road into one of the mud-trammeled human lanes and leaned back against a building while he considered whether he would go straight to Thesra or poke about in the human community. It made more sense to pursue his investigations here, but the odds he would know a clue when it slapped him in the face were vanishingly slim. Human society was impenetrable to him, humans themselves far more foreign than they ought to be when you considered a human and an elf stood up side-by-side, looking virtually identical.  

While he was lost in thought, a human approached him on the darkened street. The man walked right up to him, which he found pretty astounding; his own people kept their eyes turned away unless invited to look, and even then, they did so warily. His nose wrinkled at the human’s stink, composed of sweat and onions and the dizzying fumes of alcohol. 

“Hey, beauty, you looking for company?” 

Isador blinked, confused by the question. 

“Come on, honey, it’s cold, let me warm you up.”

To his further astonishment, the human then tried to embrace him. He tossed his cloak wide to free his arms, fisted his would-be hugger in the gut, again in the face. He kicked the fool’s feet out from under him, and the human hit the muddy lane with an almighty splat, spraying dirty water everywhere. Isador crouched upon his chest, one knee pressed against his sternum. Leaving his sword where it was, he drew his daggers and crossed them upon the man’s throat. “Why did you just try to hug me, human?” 

“Shit!” the human exclaimed. “Thought you was a lady!”

“So?”

“Ah... I’m not gonna field that one.”

“Why did you think I was a woman?”

The man beneath him panted raggedly, seeming too alarmed to speak.

He persisted, “I’m truly very curious.”

“Your cloak’s pretty girly.” 

“Girly?”

“Like, feminine.”

“That made you want to hug me?”

“Didn’t think you’d kick my ass!” 

His own people took the sight of a quilted silver cloak as an invitation to wet themselves, whether a man or woman wore it. It was curious their peoples could live practically on top of one another yet know so little about each other. “Had I been a human woman, it would have been completely acceptable for you to embrace me in the dark without introducing yourself.” 

“Well no,” the human retorted angrily. 

“Have you been naughty, human?”

The man beneath his knee let go a gasp, and he sounded aggrieved. “Thought you was a prostitute, didn’t I?”

“A what?”

“A prostitute.”

“Huh?” he repeated. 

“Seriously?” the human retorted. “Venner, fuck, a woman you pay to let fuck her. Do you not know what ‘fuck’ means neither?”

“From context, I would guess this is a synonym for ‘intercourse.’” 

“Yeah, that’s what I was getting at, and if you don’t want people thinking you’re a lady of the night, don’t put on a lady’s cloak and lean up against walls in dark alleys in the dark of night in a human town, okay?”

“I’ll remember that.” 

“Look, are you going to kill me?” the fellow asked rather impatiently. “’Cause if not, I’d sure like to get up out of this fucking mud.”

“Fucking mud,” Isador repeated, confounded. Then the man’s request registered. “Oh, of course not.” He stood, returning his knives to their sheaths, then took the human’s hand for good measure and pulled him to his feet. 

While he brushed futilely at the mud on his backside, the man asked, “You don’t got curses?”

“Evil masheka? Certainly.”

“No, no, dirty words. It’s like, there’s the way you say something to your mom. Proper, right, ‘cause you don’t want to disappoint her. Then there’s the way you say it with real feeling. You slam your finger in the door, you want to yell ‘ouch’? S’way better to yell ‘shit!’ ‘cause that expresses, you know, how upset you are.”

“The delinquent nature of this select vocabulary renders it more emotionally vivid.”

“Something like that.”

“What an interesting idea,” he commented. 

“If you don’t mind my saying so, might be you shouldn’t be wandering around here by yourself at night, friend. I say it, you know, in a spirit of like genuine helpfulness.”

Isador chuckled. “I can take care of myself, human. Do you know what a Zikila is?”

His companion scratched at his head. “Might be I’ve heard the word. Can’t remember where.”

“It’s my calling to kill bad people.”

The human seemed impressed. “When they break the law, you chop their head off?”

“I understand humans have a concept of legal death, but it isn’t something my people accept. They don’t typically stand still to be killed.”

“So you got to chase them down and fight them.”

“Well, yes. And we don’t really have laws in the first place.”

“Then how do you know when they’re being bad?”

“I look at them and think ‘that’s a bad thing this elf is doing’?” He turned the statement into a question because he wasn’t sure why this wasn’t already obvious.

“Yeah, but who decides what ‘bad’ means?”

“Me.”

“And if you make a mistake?”

“I suppose I would feel very bad about it.”

“Shit, buddy.” The human’s voice was rather shaky. “I am really sorry I tried to put my arms around you.”

This made Isador smile, and he patted the human on the shoulder. “I think we’ll attribute that to cultural differences and let it go, yes? Good evening to you, human.” 

He had gone several paces back in the direction whence he came when he stopped and turned back. “You pay money to have sex with strangers?” 

The human had remained motionless where Isador left him. “Yeah.” 

Shaking his head, Isador resumed walking, heading straight for Thesra now. Clearly there was no point attempting to talk to the humans. Even if he found someone who knew something relevant and was willing to give him a straight answer, he wasn’t going to be able to understand it. 

***
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THE MORNING AFTER THE funeral, Danae rose early. Her father was sleeping off a drunk, but her mother was out in the kitchen washing a load of dishes that were already clean, gone away behind her eyes. She was glad both of them were in a bad way; had they taken note of her, they might have forbidden her to go out. 

Outside, she discovered it was still raining. Not as hard as yesterday, but the wind had picked up, dashing a cold mist into her face. She bent her head as she stepped off the stoop, making her way through a town fashioned from the repurposed stone of finer buildings. The majority of it was grey and plain, but some homes were particolored and some displayed random fragments of ornamentation. If you looked for it, you could find places where the stone had been inscribed, the words hacked away so only ghostly scratches remained. 

When they were children, she and Matros used to have treasure hunts, scouting after every piece of carving and broken text, pretending to find clues therein to great mysteries hidden in ages past. Then she grew up and realized the message from ages past was only hidden inasmuch as it had been writ too large for her to see. All one need do to divine the secret was take a few steps back and look again.  

She didn’t have far to go, only about a mile. Rather than make directly for her destination, she walked east a few blocks between the thatched stone houses. Soon she found what she sought: a paved road. The vein connecting Thesra to the Nicodemus Path on the far side of the human settlement. She had no idea why the elves hadn’t put the thing within the walls of their own town, but it did mean there was one place she could walk free of the mud. 

Once there, she turned north and made her way toward Thesra. The town was concealed by low-hanging clouds, but it had stood sentinel atop its hill overlooking her own for as long as she had lived and for more than two hundred years before that. The buildings were graceful, slender, pale grey stone with steeply-tiled celadon roofs. It was her understanding that Thesra was an outpost, on the order of a necessary exile for its residents. A border-fort on a front of occupation that reached everywhere and had no boundaries. 

The town was fortified, a keep at its center, a bastion wall around the base of its modest hill. The white-stone wall was as tall as several men standing on each other’s shoulders, the gate so broad three chariots could be driven through abreast, the doors made of oak and reinforced with bands of dark metal. It was strange to look upon that wall and imagine a world in which it had felt necessary. She made no attempt to enter but approached a small building skulking like a beggar beside the gate. 

She presented herself to the clerk and asked to speak to the Warden, then sat down to wait, basket at her feet. After a while, the damp cold began to bother her, and she pulled her hands within her cloak. She waited for at least an hour, watching other, more favored petitioners pass through the door in the rear of the waiting room. Gusting winds lashed rain against the window and hissed across the pond-sized puddles that had formed on the street outside. Drafts leaked around every crack and join in the walls. With each gust, she shivered and tried to nestle deeper into her cloak. Finally, the clerk indicated that she should come. 

The room beyond the door was no larger than the pitiful anteroom, although here, a fire blazed in a hearth on the inner wall. Someone had made a better effort to fill the chinks in the masonry, and the noise of the wind died almost to nothing. A large rug was spread across the center of the floor, and Danae was careful not to tread on it. 

There were two people seated behind desks within. Only one of them acknowledged her, while the other remained bent over his paperwork. Danae looked at him, taking in the long, tapered ears thrusting through his hair, the faint, silvery glow that seemed to hang about him like chaff dust catching the sun after a winnowing. Then she turned her attention fully on the other human.

“Warden Spiro, sir,” she began, keeping her gaze locked on his shoulder. If she looked directly into his eyes, how could he fail to recognize the hatred in hers? “I seek a permit to sell my wares in the Thesra market.”

“You think that wise?” the Warden asked skeptically. 

“Why not?” she replied as innocently as she could manage, striving to sound puzzled by the question. “Thesra is said to be a very safe place.” He wasn’t about to dispute the claim before the room’s other occupant, and it was doubtless true. 

Spiro glared at her before gesturing brusquely to the basket hanging at her elbow. “You think you can make enough of a profit to cover the fees for the gate pass and the market pass? Let me see what you have.”

Danae pulled the waxed leather cover off her basket and began removing its contents, which she lined up on the edge of his desk. 

“Oh, marvelous! May I?” She almost leapt from her skin at the voice behind her. She hadn’t heard the elf rise from his seat, but there he was. When she nodded, he picked up the basket at the far end of the row with his long-fingered, gracile hands. Even in the poor light of the rain-shrouded room, the feathers sewn around the basket’s mouth shimmered with iridescence. 

“It’s for decoration only or some particular use?” His lisping accent made her language new, somehow glamorous. He pulled his eyes from the basket to stare down a long, straight nose at her. 

“To whatever use its admirer might put it, my lord.” She made a shadow of a curtsy. “They’re not fit for liquids or anything, um, like spices or food—” 

“Materials of an organic nature?” Not waiting to find out whether that was indeed what she meant, he set the small basket back on the desk. Casting a glance at Spiro, he said, “These will sell very well,” before turning back to his own work as if the matter were settled. 

And because of his intervention, it was. Danae wanted to laugh. The Warden would have wanted to withhold the pass because Cleatus didn’t like people leaving the human settlement where they were under his eye, but he could hardly say so. She couldn’t remember ever being grateful to an elf for anything, but Spiro had no choice but to write out the pass for her while she returned her works to the safety of the larger basket. 

She received a small but very official-looking rectangle of paper complete with the Council Seal pressed in blue wax at the bottom. Then he had to explain the rules for entering the town, when she could enter and for how many days the pass lasted, when she must leave. She paid for it and received a written receipt. Her face felt wooden from the effort of holding it serene.

At long last, the ordeal was ended, but she had passed through only half the bureaucracy. Spiro sent her to the other desk, where the elf would grant her a market pass. The desks faced each other across the room, and she could feel the Warden’s dead grey eyes boring into her back even when she no longer had to face them. The elf also had words to offer along with his pass, this time a small disk of engraved copper hanging from a silken ribbon of imperial green. She listened carefully, particularly to his strictures about water: humans weren’t permitted to touch the purewater fountains, but there remained ordinary wells sufficiently plebian her kind might drink from them. 

When she made to pass him the fee for a week’s space in the market, he made a small gesture with those graceful hands, waving it away. Danae felt anger blaze, such that she grew warm for the first time since she quit the house that morning. She wasn’t going to make a scene, but she wasn’t about to be patronized by some imperial flunky, either. Looking directly into his eyes, she leaned forward and set the coin very deliberately before him. It made a satisfying click.

With a brief curtsy and a hastily-murmured word of thanks, she fled. She was cursing herself as she went. Had she offended him, he might have revoked the market pass. She would have had no excuse to set foot in Thesra then, and Spiro would have been all too happy to take back her gate pass, too. 

On the way home, she held the basket protectively within the folds of her cloak. She had to let the wind take her hood and accept a wet head; every time she pulled it forward, the next gust blew it back off. 

At least she could hurry while on the road between the gate and the Nicodemus Path. Once she turned into the winding muddy paths slinking between the buildings of the human town, she had to slow to a crawl, making certain of each step. 

There had been a city here once. She didn’t know much about it, only that it had spread about the hill on which Thesra now stood, and a king had had a castle there that looked down on a place with no elves. That was before the war, though. Before they raised their hands to their neighbors and learned what it truly meant that humans had not been made with magic in them.

Thesra had been an isolated place and still was for the humans who lived here. It hadn’t been at the center of the fighting, not like those settlements that lay near the great elven cities, Kash Edil, Haikuron, and the jewel of the empire, Ivere. The elves had come for them eventually, though. They had killed the king and torn down his castle and made the hill on which it stood a town for their own so they could watch the humans who lived here. 

She stopped at the back door, which lay closer to the Thesra gate, in order to knock the mud off her shoes. She did it with a bitter twist to her lips, thinking that, once, there were paved streets here, fine buildings, even gardens growing something other than food. It hadn’t been their new overlords who tore the city down: they did that themselves. They couldn’t abide their loss and especially not its implications, so they ran riot, destroying their own culture, casting down their temples to their gods, burning their very history to ash. 

Remaking their towns of mud and broken masonry. Rendering themselves, not only subjects, but genuinely subjugated. Denied victory, embracing defeat. Brought to accept that magic couldn’t be stolen, unwilling to possess civilization at all.

Making what it meant to be human: not an elf.
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CHAPTER TWO 
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People often assign too much significance to the fact that the goddess lets us go our own way. She may allow our every folly, and she may do so in silence, but this is not to say that she has no opinions of her own. Look to the pattern of the fate of our two peoples and you may often see her subtle hand. 

The Faces of Asal,

Cleon of Narais

On the day she would enter Thesra, Danae was up to greet the dawn; she had scarcely slept for anticipation. Today, her brother would have justice. Today, she would finally see the guilty punished. Let them know for once what it felt like to be helpless. 

She made her way downstairs to find her mother standing motionless in one corner of the kitchen like another piece of furniture. Her father hadn’t stirred yet. Too anxious to begin, she didn’t pause to seek out breakfast, going straight to the back door where her basket waited. 

“I’m going up to Thesra for the day,” she said as she pulled her cloak on.

“Watch after your brother, honey,” her mother replied.

“I mean to.”

A frown settled onto the woman’s face, and she stirred, head turning. Before she could ask, Danae stepped outside and closed the door. Her parents had been angry at her when he was arrested, as if anything she said had ever swayed him. Since his death, they had ignored her entirely. Now was not the time to have them begin paying attention again. 

She was too excited to take in anything as she made her way through her own community, but once she entered the gates of Thesra, she couldn’t remain aloof. She paused a step into the elven town to tuck away her gate pass, feeling wrong-footed. She had had it in hand, ready to present, but no one asked. There were elves standing watch at the wide-open gates, but they had contented themselves with a disinterested glance apiece before going back to staring at the horizon.

The town beyond didn’t come as a complete surprise to her; if she had never entered before, she had come any number of times to stare at it through the gates that remained open during the hours of daylight. Every street was paved, every house sitting amidst a little patch of garden. There were trees everywhere, gilded or rusted by autumn. Elves walked the streets slowly, faces serene, unhurried and unworried.

This much, she had known. She had never actually been inside, though, and now she discovered her peeks hadn’t prepared her. Elves lived in a different world than humans, not metaphorically but physically. Only their cities intruded into the human world, or occupied the same place, or something; if anyone she knew understood how it worked, they had never explained it to her. Now she was in a wholly different place farther away than the few steps she’d taken could compass. And she could tell. 

The air smelled strange, cleaner and crisper. There was a foreign hue to the muted sun’s light that gave it a dreamlike quality. The wind tickling her ears seemed almost to whisper and sing. This wasn’t just a different world, it was a better one. 

She turned around and stopped dead. Framed by the gates she had only just walked through was a scene so surreal it was frightening. Beyond the town where she had passed her entire life, she didn’t see the fields and pastures that ought to be there, but a woodland so vast and ancient she could feel its savagery from here. 

By now, she had stood there long enough that one of the gate-guards had taken notice of her again. When Danae saw the elf watching her curiously, she turned away. She was here for a reason and it wasn’t sightseeing. 

The elf she bought the market pass from had told her how to get there, and she found the place without much difficulty. It lay in a small square where a silver-haired elf sat cross-legged on a blanket with a heap of cut flowers spread around him, indifferent to the rain. He watched her for a minute before pointing her toward another elf sitting beneath an umbrella in his garden at the edge of the square, sipping a cup of tea and reading.

He turned out to be in charge of the market, although you would never have known. He ducked in the door of his house and returned with a blanket for her to set her wares on, asking with evident interest what she intended to vend. Once she told him, and produced a basket as proof, he retreated inside again. He returned with a small awning to set over her baskets to keep the rain off them. When she asked how much she must pay for it, he looked at her strangely and didn’t respond. 

Over the course of the morning, the market filled up. There was only a score of vendors, but Thesra wasn’t a big town. She had never seen so many elves in one place at one time and was struck by how dissimilar they were. They were all tall and they all had pointy ears, but these were the only constants. Their skin was dark as walnut or pale as pine, long hair silky or curly or coarse, flowing free or knit in braids. 

Different though they were, they were lovely to an individual. Very clean, their clothing finer than anything a human might own, but she saw less jewelry than expected. None of them wore armor or carried weapons, which was confusing to her; her people had lost a war to them and lost the right to possess those things as a result, and she had always conceived of the victors as martial. 

There weren’t many more shoppers than vendors, and those there were seemed mostly content to linger, inspecting the goods and chatting with the merchants. One had the sense they had come from curiosity rather than a need to buy. No one stopped to talk to her, but she could feel the stares. She was the only human.  

Around noon, Danae stiffened her spine and stood. She grabbed her canteen, so that it would look as if she went to fill it, and walked out of the market, leaving her baskets spread out on the blanket. She had no trouble finding what she sought: the citadel at the town’s center could be seen from anywhere in the area. She had to stop at the gate, because two guards stood there and she had no idea how to proceed. They both glanced at her but didn’t seem to intend to speak.

“Excuse me.” She approached them. “I have a petition to present to the magistrate.”

“Petitions should be written out and delivered to your council,” the one on the left said in a voice tinged by irritation, probably at having to explain so simple a thing to a savage like her. His eyes remained fixed over her head.

“Wait, Thoneley,” the one on the right said more kindly, laying a hand on his fellow’s arm. “Maybe she can’t read.”

“Of course I can read! I’ve come to the magistrate because my complaint is against the Council.”

They were both looking at her now, as though lightning rather than mere words had flown out of her mouth. Condescending and Scornful, she thought, the two faces of the empire. Finally, Condescending shook his head and beckoned her to follow. Danae could barely take in the building when they entered; her mind was consumed by urgency, and she rehearsed the speech she had been crafting for the last week. 

He left her in an anteroom, telling her he would deliver the message that she waited to present a petition in person. She sat on one of the padded benches arranged around the room but rose again immediately, too anxious to sit still. 

Eventually another guard emerged from the door Condescending had disappeared behind. He gave her a small bow, which left her nonplussed. Clutching the water bottle to her chest, Danae allowed herself to be led away. Beyond the door, a corridor stretched ahead to a set of tall, grandly-carved wooden doors behind which lay something of apparent importance. Their footfalls were muffled in the dark red runner, the guard matching his longer stride to hers. She could feel his curiosity despite his silence.

As they reached the doors, he stepped forward to grab one of them and it swung open in his face. The person who came bursting through almost ran into Danae. Tall, as all elves were tall, and lean, with black hair and pale skin, the pristine planes of his face were marred by lines of tension and unhappiness. When he realized who—or rather what—he had almost collided with, a look of comical astonishment replaced the aggrieved grimace. He halted his headlong flight, turning to watch her go. She could feel his eyes on her until the guard closed the door behind them, leaving him on the outside. They were all so shocked, Danae might have been a mouse petitioning to eat from the table.

The magistrate sat at the head of the room in an imposing chair that seemed to engulf his shrunken form. Elves reputedly aged much more slowly than humans, and so far as she had ever seen, they did so gracefully, but it was as if all that mortal humbling had been saved up for this elf alone. His white hair was thin, spotted scalp visible beneath it, and his face bore as many seams as a hand just done with the washing. 

His eyes remained bright and steady upon her, though, and the almost-not-there sheen of brightness that hung around his kind glowed upon him like a mantle of moonlight.

Only when she reached him did Danae realize the guard hadn’t accompanied her forward from the door. She had no idea what she should be doing. Nervous, she made a curtsy, knees wobbling. “My lord.”  

“So, a human come to talk to me.” His voice was as frail as his physical form. “My name is Naighren, if you aren’t aware. They didn’t tell me yours, or I would greet you more politely.” 

She couldn’t tell whether he knew or cared that no one had bothered to ask. She wasn’t here to talk about manners and simply supplied her name. He gestured for her to continue, his skeletal hand trembling when he lifted it out of the mass of fabric swathing him. 

Before the eyes of the magistrate, she laid out Matros’s sorry tale: how he fell in love with a girl who had also caught Cleatus’s eye, although the man already had three wives in contravention of both custom and law. How the priest refused to sanctify the union, urging him to make a ‘wiser’ choice. How the Council announced that permits would be required to hunt, fish, or farm on common land, the land that belonged to all of them. Matros was refused a license even though he had the money. He spoke out against the new rules and the ever-higher, ever-multiplying taxes. 

Then their father’s soil-plot was confiscated to serve unnamed ‘needs of the people.’ Matros was arrested for poaching after their family began to go hungry. He demanded trial before the gods, as was his right, but staggered like a drunk when the time came, unable to stand up straight after his jailors fed him his last meal. 

When the flood of her words finally ran dry, Danae stared in mute appeal at the magistrate. She didn’t need to explain her suspicions. Cleatus hadn’t been subtle. The truth was self-evident. 

“This is a sad story,” the magistrate said, face full of sorrow. “But why do you tell it to me? Your Council is corrupted, your people should be informed.”

“Did you not listen to my story?” She was too outraged to remember herself. “My people are too frightened. Those who say what the law is make the law to serve themselves.”

“Law isn’t a god. What is to prevent you from defying it? These people are thieves and murderers, the source of their power lies in your willingness to obey.”

She took a step forward and clasped her hands together. “We have nowhere to turn but you. You put these men in power, you can take that power away.”

The magistrate was shaking his head. “We put no one in power, child. We only ever asked who ought to be in power and accepted the answers we were given. Come now, think what you are asking. Do you really want for us to come into your people’s villages and impose our conceptions of justice on you?”

“No! I only ask, beg, that you do this one thing—” 

He cut her off, although his face remained sad. “There is no such thing as just one thing. If this year we replace your chief because you ask it of us, what’s to prevent us next year replacing your chief because we don’t approve of him? You would have me strike a great hole in your self-governance, such as it is.”

“But—No—I’m not asking—Any help you might give, I would do anything, offer anything...”

“You offer too much already.”

“My people live in fear,” Danae pleaded.

“They need not.” As if the mere saying of the words changed anything. 

“We aren’t permitted weapons, how are we supposed to protect ourselves?”

“They aren’t permitted weapons, either,” he reminded her. 

“A household is full of half a hundred objects that can be used as weapons anyway. Farming tools, kitchen knives, rolling pins, and fire-irons.”

“Shall I repeat your own words back to you?” 

“Where might we find courage if you won’t help?”

He didn’t answer, and Danae realized he was no longer looking at her: he stared intently at something over her head, seeming surprised. She looked up but saw nothing. 

“You were born for great things, a noteworthy communion oversaw your birth.” He raised one hand and drew his trembling fingers through the air where his gaze still rested as if feeling the texture of something. “You will walk a long path stranger than you can now imagine, and with each turning, you will find yourself returned to,” he smiled faintly, sharing a secret with himself, “this fateful encounter.” 

Her anger and fear had been expended in her appeal, leaving her scraped hollow inside. His words made no sense, falling around her like spent autumn leaves. “Fateful encounter?” 

He smiled that secret smile again. “I cannot tell you, it would ruin all the fun.” He looked into her face and the humor fell away. He was contrite now, somber. “Come here.” 

Danae took one step forward, then stopped. When he gestured her closer, she glanced over her shoulder at the guard still standing by the door, but he watched impassively. Mounting this stair felt like a terrible risk; she had never been so close to something so tangibly powerful and feared to draw nearer. Once she was standing right in front of him, the magistrate reached out one desiccated hand, and she placed her own into his parchment dry, soft grasp. He folded her hand into a fist. 

When he released her, Danae opened her fingers and looked at her palm. It was empty. Like his words. Like the hope that brought her here.

“You already have all the tools you need,” he told her calmly. “I’ve given you somewhat extra: a moment of contact, tactile proof we aren’t so different from you. You may find some use for it.” As if these words had drained the last of his strength, he wilted back into the enveloping folds of his gown. His eyes slid closed. 

The guard was at her elbow, drawing her gently yet insistently away. He refused to speak until they stood on the other side of the doors, where he said simply, “Best of fortune to you, human.” He disappeared back into the audience chamber a moment later. 

Numb from spent emotion and disappointment, Danae wandered back the way she had come. Idiot! she cursed herself. Why couldn’t you find the right words? If she could just have made him understand what her people suffered, he would have acted. His was a kindly soul, she had seen it. If she’d explained it properly, he would have helped. 

Back in the market, her decorative baskets sat where she had left them. An older elf, surrounded by beautiful leather belts, occupied the blanket next to hers. When she saw Danae had returned, she said, “Long lunch, young human. Many people came while you were absent to admire your baskets and asked if you would return.”

“Thank you for speaking to them, mistress. I was feeling ill.” 

The elf accepted her thanks graciously and turned back to her own business, but not before Danae caught the perplexed expression on her face: her fellow craftswoman didn’t know what to make of her excuse. In her reality, illness wasn’t a thing that just showed up with no warning and was endured. 

It had never much bothered Danae’s brother that the gods had given every hoarded blessing to elves and not to them, she remembered. They’re more beautiful than we are, she had once said to him. What is beauty? he replied. They live so much longer than we do, she protested. Still, they die, he countered. We live in fear, she reminded him. And he answered: Because we are afraid.

A bitter memory. His philosophy had been a lovely and serene one, but it had failed him. As had Danae. 

She wanted to leave, but the market wouldn’t close for hours yet and the lie she used to gain access to the elven town was: I want to make money there. Cleatus knew she wasn’t reconciled to her brother’s death. If he found out what she’d done today, he wouldn’t bother making a flimsy gesture toward legality the way he had with Matros: she would just disappear. 

Danae couldn’t later recall the remaining hours of daylight. She sold almost every basket, from the large, flat-bottomed one with geometric patterns on its sides to the one covered in crimson feathers and jet beads, small enough to fit in her mouth. She couldn’t tell whether the elves who purchased them were impressed by her artistry or just enjoyed the novelty of buying a human artwork, and didn’t care. When they were gone, she rose to her feet, knees creaking. She folded the blanket carefully and returned it to the market master, who had vanished into his home but left the door ajar. Once she’d thanked him and said something in response to his well-wishes, she stepped out into the rain. 

It fell softly now, gentled, caressing her cheeks. The wind had died to a mere whisper. She walked through the elven town, oblivious to its beauty, contemplating the fact that there would be no help. If it had been possible to convince the magistrate, she had squandered the opportunity. She must find some way, without the assistance of their overlords, to dislodge the cancer that flourished in their midst. 

Her brother had defied them and he had died. No one had lifted a hand to contest his fate, and she knew the same would be true of her if she stepped into his role as rabble-rouser; the only difference was that she was less charismatic and had fewer friends. No one wanted to draw the attention of the Council for fear they would be the next to die because they would be the next to die. These weren’t mean little bullies who would back down if you stood up to them; the bravely defiant perished all the faster. 

She approached the town gates, which had already been closed for the evening. A guard stood in the lee of the guardhouse; supernatural powers notwithstanding, he looked pretty miserable. He leaned back briefly to say something in Elvish to the person or persons within, where a cheery glow had appeared. He nodded to her politely as he unbarred the sally port but said nothing. He might not speak the Shared Language, and elves didn’t give a damn about lone human women traveling in and out of their towns; her own people had placed the restrictions on their presence here. They were the ones who charged for the right. Elves had only one rule in that regard: humans couldn’t live amongst them. After that, they stopped caring. 

Dark had fallen when she stepped into the human world beyond the gates. It was instantly disappointing, like falling down a step you hadn’t known was there. As if a heavy shroud of wool had been draped across her, and the wind sang only the single note now, the stars were just white, and the air smelled of mildew like it ought to, rather than green things and adventure. 

She heard the guard behind her speaking to someone as the door closed. Then she heard the door open again, soon enough it was almost as if someone had followed her out. She glanced over her shoulder warily, but when her eyes lit on the willowy figure that had exited the town behind her, she sighed. Just an elf. No threat. 

She stuck to the paved road as long as she could, but when the glistening blue column of the Nicodemus Path came into view, maybe half a mile from town, she turned into the streets leading to her home. She kept her eyes fixed warily on her feet, taking measured, careful steps, because the footing could be bad when it was raining, which was usually. The streets were lit only intermittently where opened shutters cast swatches of indoor light across the packed-soil paths and puddles.

She had only just made it past the first house when she saw motion from her periphery. A man stepped out of the alley and clamped his hand onto her wrist, not troubling to explain himself. She acted without thinking, twisting her right arm the way Matros taught her to shake loose an unwanted grip. She succeeded in breaking her wrist free but slipped on the treacherous surface of the street and almost fell. The moment she got her feet under her, she stepped back hastily from the alley-mouth and her back hit something solid. Not a building but another body.

At this point, she opened her mouth to scream. A hand clamped across her face before she could get the sound out, but it wasn’t like anyone would have come to her rescue anyway, it had been a witless thing to try to do. A sweaty, foul-tasting finger was in her mouth, and her teeth sank into it instinctively. When it started to bleed, she gagged on the foul, metallic taste of warm blood and let go. 

The owner of the finger was cursing furiously, but Danae didn’t stick around to listen. She dodged around a two-armed grab from bleeding-hand’s compatriot and both of them almost fell. She took off running, but it was a mincing sort of jog she affected, trying to plant each foot flat-footed; she must look like a frantic duck pursued by a fox. Or rather, another duck with teeth: behind her, she heard the wet splat of a large man falling. One of them must have tried to lean down and run properly and paid for it. The other one was still back there, she could hear his plodding, sodden footfalls keeping pace. 

She skidded around a corner, and as she waved her arms wildly trying to keep her feet, the empty basket banged against her belly. She had forgotten she was carrying it and ditched it immediately. She wasn’t sure where she was going; if these men had elected to attack her for the fun of it, home meant safety, but these were Cleatus’s lackeys. It might be there was no getting away: you couldn’t when your enemies had given themselves the right to come inside. 

It ended up not mattering. The next time she made to duck around a corner, the man pursuing her managed to catch hold of one flailing wrist. When he jerked back on the limb, it spun her about, and while she was still trying to keep her feet, he hit her very hard in the face with his other hand. 

It knocked her onto her butt, but she barely noticed. She was dazed, fighting now, not to get away, but to recall that she needed to. The other fellow had caught up to them, and together they yanked Danae to her feet. The man she’d bitten must have strong feelings about that, because he hit her in the head again, once and twice. Seeing stars and struggling to remember why she was afraid, she tottered drunkenly down the street between them, no longer wrestling, leaning into their support because she was weak in the knees and dizzy. 

Her head hadn’t cleared by the time they pulled her inside a building and tossed her on the floor. She heard the thump of a door, the rasp of bolts being drawn. Somewhere deep in her head and far away, she could hear her own voice screaming, They’ve left you alone, get up, get up, get away! 

She had no idea how long she lay in a heap on the bald wooden floor before the voice finally penetrated. She rolled onto her stomach and forced her hands and knees beneath her, and immediately fell back on her face when her right elbow buckled. Get up, get up, get up, get up, the voice was screaming. Get up!

Danae made it back onto her hands and knees before she became aware of voices other than the one in her head. Close and quite clear. She stopped to listen, wary.

“But with the Toklah Niwir...” one voice protested, an oily tenor that stirred her bile. 

“What is he but a boogeyman of my people, who are very, very afraid of the few things they have to fear?” another voice, deeper, mellifluous, cultured, cut in impatiently.

“Still,” the first voice prevaricated, “we are beyond the walls here. Exposed.”

“Exposed to what?” the other voice retorted. “Some dull pervert nurturing visions of vindication in a tree house in the woods? Once, you were warriors, you would not have allowed him to threaten you.”

“Once.” 

“Is that not the point?”

“Naighren—”

“Need not concern you. Concentrate on the pillar, hammers will serve. A few moments of effort and a few more of patience, the freedom you desire will be yours.” It took Danae a minute to place that familiar lisping: an elf. An elf talking to... She shook her head, trying to order her scattered wits. Cleatus. The other voice belonged to Cleatus. 

The elf left soon thereafter, and Danae heard only human voices murmuring. Then not murmuring: “You inbred whoresons, in the hall closet?” A mumble, cut off by another roar. “No, it wasn’t worth it, not if she—Bring her!”

The door opened, bright lamplight flooding the small chamber where Danae crouched. A shadow jerked her upright, then she was being tugged forward. Down a few steps of corridor and they took an immediate right into a room that would share a wall with the closet where she’d waited. 

It was as ill-constructed as those in her own home, made of old repurposed masonry poorly cut and held together with huge blobs of crumbly mortar. What wasn’t like home were the expensive carpets layered on the floor, the many candles blazing in jeweled candlesticks and crystal candelabra. The dozen men watching her hostilely. 

One of those holding her arms suggested, “She might not have—” 

The man behind a large desk at the head of the room cut him off. “She was awake. She has ears. Do your ears frequently stop functioning when you’re conscious, Balor?” 

The man sputtered, at a loss. 

Cleatus beckoned Danae closer, and she made a few wobbling steps forward by herself. Then they simply stared at one another. It was some minutes before he spoke. “I might have been willing to let your anger go. Understandable that you should be upset to see a promising boy like that killed. His duty to his people poisoned by the elves who oppress us.”

“Will you really stick with that stupid line? To my face, in this place, at this time? It doesn’t even make sense.”

He shrugged, still mostly lost in thought. “You have become a beautiful young woman, it might be we could come to a compromise...?”

“I’ll pray Vas’dalla and Hansald make teeth grow in my womb, and if they don’t oblige, I’ll settle for the ones in my mouth.” She nodded to the man glowering at her left shoulder, one hand wrapped in a towel. “Ask him.” 

This caused a bit of grumbling from the men around the walls, but Cleatus only smiled a slight, sardonic smile. “You judge me a fate worse than death? I guess it’s time to find out if you’re right.”

It was just possible she might have relented standing at the verge, but she wasn’t given a chance. Someone caught her arms and pulled them behind her. A coarse bag was yanked over her head, cutting off her sight and cramping her air. She struggled, but someone hit her in the head again and she was knocked right back into that dark, dizzy pit she had only just climbed out of.

She was distantly conscious of movement and knew she was being carried. The air around her changed, becoming wet and cold. She bounced and bounced and then groaned as one entire side of her body was bruised. The bag was jerked off her head and she gazed up into the low grey ceiling above her, drizzling water into her eyes. She turned her face to the side to escape it and looked upon a pool of scuzzy water dancing in joy as the rain rejoined it. Two men stood over her, discussing something. One of them held a knife, a useful domestic implement that could serve as a weapon in a pinch. 

They had been arguing with each other, and now came to an agreement. The one with the knife squatted down and grabbed one of her arms at the wrist, hauling her upright. He put the tip of the knife in the neck of her dress while the other man knelt before her. Then nothing happened. Both of them had turned away from her to face something else, someone shouting. Both stood abruptly and the one holding onto her wrist let go.

Danae fell back into the mud, and before her head bounced, she just had time to hear one of them shout. 

***
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ONCE HE WAS ALONE AGAIN, Isador stepped out of the patch of deeper shadow where he had been watching. He moved out of the lee of the building, tugging his hood further forward to protect his face from the wind-driven rain. The damp of this place drove the cold right into his bones, and the winter season wasn’t even upon them. 

He had thought himself alone, but as he came to stand over the two bodies slumped in the mud in puddles of blood and water, he caught a stir of movement from the corner of his eye. Leaving the bodies, he walked past them toward the dilapidated shed he had thought abandoned. It seemed strange to him that the mill should be closed, clearly not in use. The lock on the shed’s door had been forced, the door itself broken in the process so it wouldn’t close. The smell emerging from within suggested the den of a wild animal.

When he pushed it open, however, he found himself looking upon an elderly human. The man threw his hands up defensively. “Blind Nef didn’t see nothing!”

Isador could not think what to say to this.

The human lowered his hands slightly in order to study him. “Blind Nef, that’s what they call me, and I didn’t see nothing ‘less you want I did.”

“We are looking directly into one another’s eyes.” 

“I’m not blind.” If anything, the human seemed annoyed. “They call me blind ‘cause I never saw nothing.”

Isador frowned at him, then turned around to frown at the bodies. “This wasn’t the first time something like that happened. This patch of land, comfortably well-away from any area my people frequent, is used for the deed.”

“Yeah.”

“Hm,” he added.

Slyly, Blind Nef told him, “If you want I saw something, gold does wonders for my eyesight.”

This turned him around. “How?”

The human gave him a look he couldn’t decipher. “Remember how my nickname’s like a, a joke and not a statement of what’s real?”

“I grasp that you aren’t suggesting coin will actually improve your vision. I’m not clear what you believe it will do instead.”

“Convince me to tell you what I saw,” Blind Nef told him bluntly. 

“Ah.” He took out his purse and handed it over. 

The human’s eyes bulged, and he opened the drawstrings to finger the coins wonderingly. “Don’t know if I ever seen enough in all my life,” he muttered. However unequal he might have judged the transaction, he immediately secreted the purse about his person. “Was an elf did it.”

Isador waved this away. “I was watching. That isn’t what I’m buying: I want to know about this place. Something isn’t right here, I would like to understand it.”

Inasmuch as his face was visible between the low margin of a knit cap and a significant beard, Nef appeared to go pale. “Now see here...”

“Yes, yes, you never see anything. I have paid you, though.”

The human pulled his purse out and attempted to return it. “No amount of money’s worth dying over.”

It took what felt like an unreasonable amount of time for the truth to register: “You fear that, if you speak, you will be next. Well, Blind Nef, it might interest you that killing isn’t allowed. We don’t ordinarily bother with laws, but humans insisted we make some for you, and that is one of them: no killing.”

The human digested this for a moment before pointing out, “Don’t see as it’s made much difference.”

“That appears to be the case, doesn’t it? Only you can help me understand.”

“You being curious ain’t worth me dying.”

“If you fear for your life, why don’t you leave?”

“What, walk hundreds of miles on my own two feet and not a coin to my name?”

“I just handed you a bag of money.”

“Might feed me for the journey,” Blind Nef allowed, “but it won’t help me start up again and I got nothing to sell, they already took my house.”

He rolled his eyes. “I will take you through the Nicodemus Path to whatever location most appeals to you. Instant fresh start.”

“Humans can’t use them gateway thingies,” Blind Nef said suspiciously. 

He didn’t want to bog them down in unnecessary details, so he pointed at his left cheek. “See this? It means that I say what is and isn’t allowed.”

“Huh.”

“So do you think you might be willing to tell me a few things?”

Finally, Blind Nef relented. Gathering his cloak about him, Isador sat down beside him in the doorway of his shack, out of the rain. Together they watched the rain fall steadily on the two bodies while Blind Nef tried to explain the human concept of ‘government’ and Isador tried to understand. 

There were doubtless details he was missing, but the hazy pattern that emerged was alarming. Humans wanted badly for there to be rules about everything, so when they found themselves ruling over humans, they gave them rules. Humans were also extremely keen on the concepts of ownership and commerce and were always insisting on paying for things when they really need not. He couldn’t grasp why they wanted rules when they didn’t want to obey them. Why was money so important to them when it didn’t appear to make them happy? 

And why was any of this being blamed on his people?

Blind Nef assured him that no one believed this, but he saw how shocked the man was to discover he had never encountered the idea of taxes or even heard the word. Nef had known the majority of the taxes levied upon his people were coming from their own authorities; he hadn’t known all of them were. It was true that elves gave back little to the people they ruled, but they took absolutely nothing from them save the right to kill one another, which they were apparently doing anyway. 

Angry humans with kitchen cutlery rather than angry humans with military training and proper weapons, how much of an improvement was that? Isador feared that knowing better could shift with the blink of an eye to not caring anymore. His eyes went back to the bodies. 

“Hm?” 

“I said, what d’you want to know for?”

“I find this place upsetting. I wondered why.”

“You like a, a guard or something, investigating things?”

“Sort of.” How had it progressed to this point? An easy question to answer, now he came to ask it: the humans whose job it was to account to his people for this community were smiling and telling them everything was fine. People were happy enough, everyone was obeying the law, they weren’t enacting laws that directly contradicted the ones that actually governed them, and gods, no, no one was arming themselves, perish the thought. 

“Gonna do something about it?”

“Huh? Oh, I don’t know. Ordinarily my, ah, purview is exclusively elven. I dictate and enforce precepts humans don’t adhere to, there’s no point investigating whether you are. One last question before we go: have you seen any elves actually within your town in the last, oh, three months?”

“Just the two. That boy,” he nodded to the dead bodies, “I ain’t never seen before. Other was a kid, he popped up more’n once.”

“Can you provide me
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