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A flash of lightning sent shadows looming, blocky figures in dark raincoats, as they hefted my steamer trunk from the hold and onto the deck of the airship. Rain pummelled them, driven sideways by the wind. Crew scrambled to tie ropes after several corroded brass moorings tore free of the old dock. The deck swayed beneath me, so I widened my stance. I shifted into a fighting pose and pulled the serrated sword from its bone sheath. My Ashur was the weapon of choice for Solhan ladies, but I was no lady. 

“Where do you think you’re taking that?” I asked, my ominous tone punctuated with thunder.

The thugs in raincoats froze, surprised to see me. Someone had drugged my meal and barred my cabin door from the outside. Fortunately, I had invisible Bogle companions following me everywhere, always the first to eat my meals, not because they were official food testers but because they were eternally hungry. They also removed the metal bar from the outside, so I escaped without needing to cut through the cabin wall, which I would have done. I would do anything to protect that trunk.

“No pithy comeback or plausible excuse?” I said, disappointed. “You two really are thick. Who do you work for?”

The deckhands saw my drawn blade and froze too. This old dock was not Highcrowne, likely a pirate mooring off the usual air routes. Either they were trying to find refuge in the storm, or they were in on it too. I didn’t think they were pirates, else they would all be armed and coming at me with swords, but something was off about them. That’s what I got for eschewing the premier airship liners with their security protection, courtesy of Rose Industries. I’d been trying to lay low, but it looked like I would need to be laying low a few bad guys instead.

“We don’t want any trouble,” one of the crew said, raising his hands. 

“Untie us and get us back underway and there won’t be any,” I said. I didn’t know how to fly this thing, and so I couldn’t kill them, as tempting as it was. The two holding my trunk, however.... “I told you both to set that down. Gently.”

They obeyed. Never trust anyone who complies so quickly. Not in this line of work. I ignored the crew, their hands full of ropes, their bedraggled clothing too threadbare to hide any weapons, and I went for the raincoats. 

One whipped out a flintlock pistol. Fool. It was too wet to fire. The other was slightly smarter, revealing a bullwhip. He was fast too. He struck, wrapping it around the tip of my sword before I got to him.

The one weakness of a serrated blade was how easily it could be caught, but that usually worked both ways. It was fantastic for disarming an opponent, and if it was sharp enough—as mine was—it sliced right through anything, including leather. His whip lost a third of its length, and a heartbeat later I had the tip of my sword pointed at his eye. The one with the useless pistol donned brass knuckles and came for me, but I wasn’t only a good swordswoman, I was a necromancer. Big mistake.

Necrotizing flesh was not one of my favorite tricks. I’d seen it used against friends of mine by people I hated, and so for a long time I had avoided learning the spells, but when I finally relented, I had to admit they worked like a charm. He dropped the brass knuckles as they cut into his putrefying fingers. He screamed a primal scream as bone shone through, which sent the crew running to obey my command to get underway again. That scream also gave the one with the whip pause. He’d drawn a dagger, but he dropped it, open mouthed, as his compatriot’s forearm turned skeletal.

I waved my hand, and the spell stopped there. I couldn’t restore what was lost, but he’d survive. He wouldn’t believe it, what with the pain he was in, rolling and thrashing on the deck, but he had messed with me. He deserved it. 

I snapped my fingers in front of bullwhip guy. “Listen up. I asked you a question. Who do you work for?”

“I dunno. They told us to get the trunk. We were to take it to Faellion.”

“Did an elf pay you?”

“Who else has gold like that?”

I was curious how much gold and where they’d stashed it, but it wouldn’t be on them. My elven pursuers were getting slightly cleverer, using human thugs as cutouts, but not smart enough. Typical elvish arrogance, thinking I wouldn’t escape their trap or manage to interrogate their lackeys. I didn’t need to interrogate further because I knew who was behind all of this. 

Surely, she knew I was coming for her? I’d fought off all who dared cross my path, and I knew the only way to stop them for good was to cut off the head of the snake. That’s why she wanted the trunk: Leverage so I wouldn’t kill her—and her ultimate prize. Queen Hilja was getting neither.

“Go back to your employer,” I told whip boy. “Take your skinless friend with you. Tell them I want to negotiate.”

The airship was back in the storm, swaying and bucking in the winds.

“How?” he asked. “We can’t get off now.”

“Oh, yes you can.” I felt for a runestone in my belt pouch and rubbed my thumb against it. Wind twisted around them both and carried them away, throwing them onto the dock we’d nearly landed on. Their contact had to be nearby, waiting. Maybe they would get the word to Queen Hilja before I got to her first. I didn’t care either way. There would be a reckoning.

Of course, dealing with Hilja was only one reason I was returning home after all these years. The least important reason.

“You.” I pointed to two of the scrambling crew, and they looked like I had marked them for Death. They would know it if I had. “Take this trunk to my cabin. Carefully.”

They obeyed, terrified as they nearly slipped in the thrashing storm. When it and I were back inside, enjoying blessed warmth and relative dryness, I laid my head against the lid and said, “Soon, my love. It’s almost over.”

How wrong I was.

––––––––
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IT WAS STILL NIGHT when my airship arrived in Highcrowne. The coach I’d hired from Distant Imports was waiting for me, black and ominous with a few dim lanterns aglow. Lightning and sleet laced with snow added to the melodrama.

The air dock had experienced a significant upgrade since I’d been away. It not only stretched across the cliffs above the river but had a six-story tower as well, where the huge airliners berthed. My skittish crew and equally apologetic captain—who had been paid off by my attackers without asking the right questions and practically bowed when he realized who I was—made sure we were moored as far from the authorities as it was possible to be without drawing undo attention. This section of the cargo docks was famous for making their guests languish for weeks, awaiting inspections because they were too poor to pay off the assessors and speed up the process. Only cargo not prone to spoilage dared be berthed here. I did not intend to stay meekly with the wool and lumber, however. 

“Eva Thorne?” the carriage driver asked when I walked up to him. 

“Yes.”

“That is your real name?”

“Who else would dare wield it?”

He was human, dark skinned and well dressed. He tipped his hat and proceeded to professionally supervise the transfer of my trunk, making sure it was concealed in a lower compartment. He removed the black cloth draped over a glass coffin in the upper compartment of the funerary wagon, and the crew from the ship scurried away. They weren’t transporting any other cargo, so they made haste to depart. No one wanted to be near a human corpse for long, fearful it would get up again.

These risen were not so bad as the Risen of my day when the Dead God made them powerful and lethal. These were lost souls, trapped in their bodies with Death away. Not on holiday. On a mission I had given Him. Although none knew that but me.

I climbed in back and sat beside the coffin. 

“Foolishly fearless,” the driver noted. “Don’t worry, it’s bound for a pyre when we’re done.”

“I wasn’t worried.” I placed my hand against the glass and felt the ghost trapped inside the flesh within. It was an older man, accomplished in the making of musical instruments. He had enjoyed a full life and died peacefully. Too bad he would never know true peace.

Fire was the closest priests could come to releasing their souls. It stopped the bodies from walking around at least, but it was no real solution. Those of us with necromantic power knew the streets were full of ghosts these days, and there was no release for them. Not yet. I was working on it.

Bribes were made at the gates to the city, and the wagon proceeded at a steady pace, the clatter of horse’s hooves out of sync with the patter of rain on cobblestones. There were few streetlamps in the Outskirts, and so we travelled in near total darkness, until we reached my old neighborhood in the richest section of the human quarter.

I expected to find a small mansion perched atop a bookshop and instead found what I could only call a bazaar. I’ve seen the likes in the liberated South, noisy places full of craftsmen churning out bronze pitchers and plates, incense burning to hide the scent of old meat and vegetables, carpet salesmen loudly hawking their wares, while a snake charmer sits cross-legged near the entrance with a cobra poking its head from a round basket. There was no snake charmer here, as cold-blooded creatures didn’t fare well in the North, but the building had expanded like the docks, bulging out with a makeshift structure three stories tall. 

Porters with huge, bushy black beards silently removed the trunk and carried it into this new morass of mercantile frenzy. I fended off salesmen and held my belt pouch against pickpockets as I followed them through the narrow corridors between shops. At last, we reached the old wooden door with its glass window. 

‘Eva Thorne, Detective’ was still written there, white lettering faded and scratched, but in bright gold above it was ‘Distant Imports Ltd.’

We stepped into an office, and I indicated the porters should wait a moment. I looked around, noting the lack of books in Viktor’s old bookshop. Now it was all ledgers and desks of clerks scribbling notes, shuffling manifests and invoices, or weighing coins on brass scales. At the back, behind the largest desk and reading some document so deeply I thought her furrowed brow would fracture, was Kali.

I can move silently when I want. I stood before her a full minute, studying her perfect black skin. Was that a laugh line? The smallest wrinkle to mark the years that had passed. Finally, I cleared my throat, and she looked up, startled. Her squint of concentration turned into one of annoyance. “Who let you back here?”

There was a clerk at the front desk newly returned from his break who never saw me pass. He cringed at Kali’s dread gaze. 

“You don’t recognize me?” My face was shadowed by my hood, but my voice was unmistakable. I’d been told it was husky, sensual, dangerous. 

Her eyes went wide with fear, the quill in her hand trembling ever so slightly.

I smiled, although she could not see it. I had planned to lay low when I returned but had changed my mind the moment I told these smugglers my true name. Kali must have known I was on my way—else, like her carriage driver, she believed it a pseudonym. Maybe every dark and shady character chose the mysterious ’Eva Thorne’ as their nom deplume these days to instill a bit of fear?

Let Hilja tremble at my coming too.

When the silence stretched like starless night, I said, “I know what you’re thinking. What kind of friend vanishes into the wilderness just when the dust of war begins to settle? What kind of friend stays vanished for six, long years. My kind? I hope?”

She sighed and set down the quill, although the tremor hadn’t left her hand. “I’ve never been one for pen pals or weekly meet ups at the pub. Too busy for that nonsense. Six years, you say? Can’t believe it. You won’t recognize the old place. Come on up.”

Her Lallalokan accent was gone, her elvish perfect, but the language was interspersed with dwarfish and various human words too. I had heard others speaking this new cant. So much had changed. 

I gestured for the porters to follow us, and they looked enquiringly at Kali, who nodded hastily, clearly ready to throttle them for daring to question my authority here.

I wanted to ask about Nanny. Most would wonder if she was dead, being as she had raised at least three generations of Thornes from babes to grown, but a Solhan crone like her might never die. My own mother had been an undead lich. 

I started to jokingly ask Kali is she had tried, and failed, to kill her yet, when I heard the familiar screech of Nanny’s voice: “I smell death coming. That better not be Ilsa on our stair!”

Ilsa. My sister was dead. A vampire anyway. My fault? Hard to say. I’d worn long grooves of regret in my memory, too many to count. I had left Ilsa entombed, not willing to kill her. Had she come back home to Highcrowne? To hunt? Or did Nanny live in denial, like she used to after Viktor’s death? Holding on to the memory of her beloved ward was one thing, but Ilsa? I supposed Solhans loved their enemies more dearly.

“You,” is all Old Nanny said when I reached the parlor. The internal staircase was new, a direct route up from the office. 

We had hugged the last time she saw me. Probably the only time in my life. I’d been heading off to face the Dead God. Of course, she would have heard how I addressed the Crown Assembly after I won. She would know I had left again without saying goodbye to her or to Little Viktor. Still, she seemed surprised to see me alive now. Only the doomed warranted her hugs, apparently.

“How is Little Viktor?” I asked.

“A teenager.” As if that said it all.

“Can I come in?”

“Now she’s asking, polite. Not like when she shoved her way in before, without a by your leave and bringing this one along with her. The one who never leaves. Who keeps building and hammering and growing the business like some merchant queen.” She indicated Kali. Indignant. Nanny always spoke about those she disliked in the third person, even when they were standing right in front of her. Good to see some things hadn’t changed.

“This has always been your house more than mine, Nanny.” I assured her. “You deserve this and more, a small payment for all the Thornes you’ve raised, but Uncle’s house is gone, ashes, and I need a place to stay.”

Nanny’s sour expression turned even more sour. “You don’t sound like her. Not the scrawny, rebellious girl who hated her uncle and me, all of it. Not the good Solhan she became, remorseless, either.”

“I was never remorseless. I just hid it well. I am Eva. Believe it.”

I lowered my hood, revealing Solhan hair black as the void, skin as pale as new snow, and eyes white as death. 

My eyes had seen Death, heard His name on my lips, felt His love. All that and more was contained in the depths of my soul, a glimpse visible in my gaze, but even that glimpse was too much for Nanny. I won the staring contest. A new first. She made a sign of protection against the Devourer, and for once I mimicked her. There was one thing I still feared. Two. 

The bushy-bearded porters were shaking so much, I told them to set the trunk down and go. I didn’t like strangers in my home, anyway.

“Why’d you send the porters away?” Nanny asked. “I’m not lugging this trunk. Kali’s arms are too skinny to be much use.”

“I can manage.” Kali took one end while I hefted the other.

“Careful.” I told her as we went up the next flight of stairs to my old room. 

As it was, we bumped and banged more than I liked. Not that there weren’t plenty of protection spells woven into the steamer trunk, but this was my only possession of value. Gems and gold and power be damned. This was all that mattered to me.

I think a little of that desperation betrayed me, slipped past my steely gaze, because Kali’s curiosity finally raised its fanged head. “Now that I’ve done all this for you, my friend, you will show me what’s inside?”

“Tomorrow. For now, I have spell work to do.”

Kali could do the sign against the Devourer as well. She was practiced at it, living with Nanny, and justifiably wary whenever magic was mentioned.

“I look forward to breakfast then,” she said.

“Nanny’s not cooking, is she?”

“Only for herself. I have my own cook.”

“Jorg?”

“I wish. He’s a famed chef these days.”

I knew, but it was fun remembering when I bought him his first pastry parcel and taught him to boil human food at Karolyne’s Café, when he lived in our basement. A lifetime ago.

“Breakfast then. Goodbye.”

Kali was slow to leave, and Nanny hovered in the doorway. I had to give her a little push so I could close the door and lock it. I bolted it in three places. Most rooms in the house had levels of mundane and magical protection. 

My room hadn’t changed since I’d lived there: still small and bare. I’d never settled into this house, never made it my own, so it was unsurprising to find no trace of me left. I had never wanted wealth, never wanted anything that I got, except for the one thing most valuable to me in the whole world. That which I would die—or kill—or lie to protect. 

I waited, listening until Kali had gone back to work, and then I drew the bolts and stepped out again.

Nanny was waiting, eyes narrowed at me. Even a necromancer as great as her had nothing like the God-given soul sense I once possessed, but I knew there was enough power in her to read me a little. She smiled then, raising me a notch in her estimation. Maybe I was a good Solhan after all?

She followed, brimming with curiosity, as I walked the corridors, assessing.

Nothing had changed in Nanny’s room either, hers only a little less bare, except for a few trinkets from Solheim and her prayer altar, but Viktor’s room was transformed. After his death, Nanny was set to enshrine everything as it had been. Now, the space was filled with his son’s, Little Viktor’s, old toys from when he was seven, when I last laid eyes on him, but there were far more things I didn’t recognize. It was a mess. Clothes everywhere. The books on the shelf made me smile, thinking of his father, my brother. They shared the same taste in histories and politics. 

The half-written letters crumpled and tossed into his trash were more worrisome. Democracy. Not him too? Some politics should never be penned, never revealed to potential rivals. Little Viktor, Vikky, was still a boy in so many ways, although at thirteen he was near a man by Highcrowne law. And he was a Thorne. That and his connections to ‘Uncle’ Duane meant his adolescent fury and rhetoric were dangerous things to leave uncensored. 

I burned the crumpled pages for him, as well as a letter that had made its way into an envelope with a wax seal, leaving the charred fragments of parchment on a silver platter atop his desk. Best he saw how close a stranger had come to reading it.

I felt like a stranger. I also felt more like Uncle Ulric than I liked: The wise one come to lecture about behavior, politics, caution, especially for Solhans like us.

“Harsh,” Nanny said. “He spent days working on that.”

“Not harsh enough.”

I was glad Vikky wasn’t home, else I might have unleashed those rebukes and ruined our reunion. Better to approach him calmly, later, in a place of my choosing. I recalled how Duane had curried his favor with ice cream and presents, trips to the Central city. I could do that and more. I would become the beloved aunt. I had to be for his sake. To save him from his own foolishness.

But that wasn’t why I’d come. There were far more important things. 

I set about placing wards around the house, from the attic all the way to the basement, protections far more powerful than Nanny’s. She scowled, but then stepped aside, admiring a master at work. I scratched out her worn runes and etched new ones into wooden doorframes, stone lintels, and even the rafters and floorboards. Each I activated with a drop of my blood. Now no one, not even Kali, could enter without my leave. Nanny too was forced onto the stoop until I granted her admission.

“Knew you’d toss me out one day, girlie.” Nanny was smiling wider than when Erick came to visit and pretended he liked her cooking. This was clear evidence I was the great Solhan necromancer she always wanted me to be.

I was more than that. I backed up the Solhan runes with other layers of protection, spells learned in the South, in Darrub ... even Lyss.

Nanny did not know what those paintings of ash and sand were before they fused into the hearth, sinking deeper than the house, into the very bedrock. No one had been to Lyss in millennia. And no one could erase my mark.

This had always been my home to claim, the younger version of me too weak to take what was hers, but now it was mine irrevocably. My protestations of simply needing a place to stay were lies. Oftentimes lies were simpler. No need to shout and argue as Old Eva would have done. New Eva was silent, implacable—and far more dangerous.

I locked Nanny out of my room again, which she didn’t like. She thought I’d brought her into my confidence, but I trusted no one anymore. 

After I’d covered mirrors to prevent scrying and the spyhole, which I knew full well was hidden in the wallpaper, and once the steamer trunk and I were finally unobserved by all things natural and unnatural ... I opened the lid.

A dark-haired child, skin like mine but with a golden cast and delicate elf ears, lay coiled, blissfully sleeping in magical slumber, like something from a fairy tale. I had not needed a fairy for this, being Death’s bride came with some perks, including the power to induce an unnatural sleep. 

She looked perfect, innocent, safe. She was none of those things. I ignored the darkness visible to my magical sight, the shadow creeping into her fragile soul and slowly hollowing her out, the same darkness digging into me. Instead, I let the warmth of my love fill my gaze. 

I had spent the past six years trying to keep her and me alive, and then learning all I could to understand what the First Soul had done to us both—how to make use of the power and blunt the evil. 

The First Soul was a relic of the primordial gods, their first, failed attempt at crafting a soul. They had created something immortal, yes, but also eternally hungry, full of despair and hatred and a thirst for power. It consumed light, love, hope ... and although it had been six years since I last held it, its claws had not left me or the child I’d carried in my womb then. It had dug in and would not let us go, reaching for us across the Void to which it had been banished.

We travelled the world like this, my child sleeping as we moved, never staying in one place for long, assuming false names and identities. Highcrowne was the first place I used my real name, at least the part not secret. 

Now, once I released my daughter from her slumber, could I let her run around the house and meet Nanny and her cousin, Viktor? Could she play in the streets as he had done at this age? Could she finally find a home? 

I would discover all that tomorrow. At that moment, I needed desperately to hold her, and so I touched her shoulder to wake her.

“Dawn,” I said. “It’s mama.”
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Despite all the sleeping she’d done, Dawn drifted off in my arms on the narrow bed. I breathed in her scent, like jasmine, but my mind overlaid a whiff of cinnamon, remembering her father as I followed her into peaceful slumber.

Morning light woke me first. Angelic, she opened pale eyes, more sky blue than white, my favorite color, and smacked soft pink lips. Sunbeams slanted across her dress, which was plain brown overlaying a white petticoat. Her glossy black sandals glinted. 

Then she sat bolt upright, raven hair sticking up. She screamed.

There was pounding, footsteps on the stairs, then fists on the door. “What’s going on in there?” Nanny and Kali asked as one. They must have been nearby, hovering, waiting for me to rise.

“Where am I?” Dawn asked, her throat hoarse from the scream.

I was used to it. This was how she always woke during our travels. In other lands, I’d been sure to include privacy charms that dampened sound, but here, in our new home, I wanted to be able to hear her, wherever she was. But that meant everyone else heard us too.

“Is that a child?” Nanny asked.

“Child?” That was Vikky’s voice. What was he doing here? He usually spent Sixth Day with Duane. I had his schedule memorized. Nanny must have summoned him, and I was glad I’d granted him and Kali access already, else he would have been full of the wrong questions.

“We need to freshen up,” I told Dawn, pouring water into the washbasin and splashing my own face. “Today, you meet your family. Remember?”

“Oh, yes.” She sounded even less enthused than me.

“Just a minute!” I told Nanny to quiet the banging. 

I picked out fresh clothes for both of us, choosing comfortable riding pants and boots for the expected hike through the city today, and something elegant for Dawn—pale blue to match her eyes, with gold threads to impress elves. She would need it. If the negotiations went well.

“Alright,” I said, pulling open the door. My words hadn’t stopped the banging, and Nanny nearly rapt me on the nose before she stayed her hand in time. 

“What the...” she began before spotting Dawn. She gasped. “Oh, precious.”

“This is my daughter,” I said. Dawn did a good impression of a dutiful child by standing straight and smiling before giving Nanny a curtsy.

Kali and Vikky were stunned. 

“How...?” Kali asked.

“The usual way.” There was nothing usual about her, but now was not the time to share the details. The less everyone knew, the better. “Her name is Dawn, and I’m sure she’s famished. What’s for breakfast?”

“I have stew...” Nanny began.

“And pastry,” Kali finished. “Come along.” She took Dawn’s hand and led her down the stair, Nanny chasing after. Vikky stood dumfounded, and then he turned to me.

“Aunt Eva?”

“It’s me.” I hugged him before he could stop me, teenager or no. “I’m so sorry. I’ve been away too long.”

Vikky hugged me back, a good, solid hug, and I felt even more terrible for leaving him. I tried to reassure myself, remembering he’d had Nanny, and Kali, not to mention Duane and Morgan. Even Ulric. All the ingredients that had made me who I was—all except my brother Viktor and Ilsa. One good, one evil. They negated each other really. I couldn’t wait to see who Little Viktor had become. My eyes in the city could not know every detail.

“So,” I said, pushing him back so I could look at him. We both wiped tears away. “I hear you are a Master of Mathematics and quite the intellect as well.”

“You burnt my letters to the Crowns.”

“Most were already in the trash. You knew they weren’t quite right. I just made sure no one else saw the earlier versions. I’m sure you’ll discover the perfect words one day.”

“You don’t disapprove?”

“How could I? You have so much of your father in you, Viktor. And he was the most true and good person I ever knew. I adored him. I know you are just like him, and I believe in you, just as I believed in him.”

Vikky stood straighter, proud. Just as I hoped he would be at those words.

“Are you surprised to discover you have a cousin?” I asked.

“Yes. I thought everyone in this family was so old. There was no one young. Just me.”

“Will you be a big brother to her? Look out for her? Dawn needs someone to look up to, someone like you.”

Now his breast was puffed out like an exotic bird, he was so chuffed. “Of course.”

“Good. She needs a protector. I’ve made many enemies. Not everyone is happy I sent the Dead God away.”

“What? They’re crazy. I still remember the walking corpse in the square in spring, how it took dozens of guardsmen to stop it, the caverns where they kept us during the war, the battle with all the werewolves ... It was because of you, Aunt Eva, that everyone here is alive.”

“You remember all that?”

“Yes, and when Uncle Rose told me what you did—”

“—Duane told you?”

“He doesn’t like to be called Duane. Anyway, he told me all the stories. How you travelled across the wall together to face all the Dead God’s hordes. How you went to Solheim .... I never tire of the tales. I’m proud of you.”

Now it was hard for me not to be chuffed. I thought ... had hoped, really, that everyone had forgotten. I was here to start a new life. A low profile one, if I could. Would that be impossible?

“Well,” I said, “Duane does tend to exaggerate. It was nothing really.” 

“Uncle Rose never lies.”

He’d told me the same. Would a liar admit they were one? The important thing was to keep Vikky on my side. “I know. A good story meant for children isn’t lying, it’s leaving out the hard parts. The sad parts. That’s all I meant.”

He saw the sadness in me. That was a truth I couldn’t hide from anyone, and so he nodded. “I understand. A lot of people died. Uncle Rose glosses over those parts, I know. I know lots more than people realize.”

I remembered his penchant for prophecy. Had it grown or diminished? Sometimes a magical talent in childhood was subsumed to the ego of adolescence. Another thing my spies did not know. “Tell me, do you still dream about the future? Did you know I was coming?”

“No. I mean yes, I dream. But everything is all jumbled, you know? Something about Dawn was so familiar, though. That blue dress ... I didn’t know she was my cousin.” He struggled, trying to remember something nearly forgotten. “I dreamt about her last night. She was ...  surrounded by elves.”

“And alive?”

“What? Of course. She was smiling and charming and they loved her.”

I ruffled his hair. “Just what I needed to know. Thank you. Now, let’s grab a bite to eat, and I want you to tell me all about your studies ... and your friends. You can’t’ hang out with the likes of Uncle Rose and us oldies all the time. What do you do for fun?”

I let Vikky talk my ear off, as I sat at the table, listening to all his stories. There were lots of ‘Uncle Rose’ this and ‘Uncle Rose that’. I remembered how he used to call him Uncle ‘Ane because I always called him Duane. There would be no getting around Duane, I knew. Still, I could put off our reunion as long as I could.

Nanny and Kali doted over Dawn like a doll they both wanted to care for. She had that effect on people—when she wanted to. 

Finally, I said, “I must go. Can you look after her, Nanny?”

“I’m not letting this child out of my sight. How you could have produced ... I’ll ignore the fact she clearly has some elf in her, as she’s Solhan enough at first glance. And so clever....”

Nanny pinched her cheeks, and the glare Dawn shot me made me riposte with a warning glare of my own. Behave.

“She needs to stay inside,” I insisted. “She cannot leave until I return.” 

“You can’t keep her locked in a house all day,” Kali argued. “Children need to get fresh air, play...”

“No. Her existence must remain a secret for now. Understood? That goes for you too, Vikky. Her life depends on it. Can you keep her secret?”

Vikky nodded, serious. “Yes. I swear.”

Kali looked more dubious, but Nanny said, “Oh, I can lock up anything if required. I like mausoleums myself and could go weeks without sunshine if need be. If she’s as Solhan as she looks, Dawn is the same.”

“Surely, we don’t need to keep her secret forever?” Kali said.

“No. But I need to make some arrangements. If things don’t work out ... we won’t be able to stay.”

Nanny and Vikky looked stricken by my words.

“I do hope we can work things out,” I continued. “But if we don’t, Kali, can you get her away as easily as you helped her arrive?”

“In a trunk?”

“Yes.”

“I suppose so.”

“Good. I knew I could trust you.” I took her hand, feeling her squirm and wondering if I could trust her at all, but that was what the wards were for. 

Besides, Dawn had her own defenses. She never let me hold her when she was awake, so I shared a look with her, our unspoken communication. She would be good. For now. After all, there was more family for her to meet, and the darkness growing inside her wanted to be free. It knew this was the only way forward for it. It also knew I would fight it for control of Dawn’s soul—but not today.

“Arrangement with whom?” Nanny asked.

I ignored the question. “I’ve got to go.” 

I left them all to their breakfast, having barely touched by own plate—the fluffy elvish pastry looked good but not the congealed lumps of fatty entrails from Nanny’s stew sitting alongside it—and set off for the Central City.

Coming home is strange, people say, not that I had a real home, but Highcrowne was the closest I’d ever known. It’s supposed to feel smaller when you go back, but this crazy city had somehow grown larger. 

The thousands of human refugees who once huddled in the Outskirts in canvas tents and mud shanties barely holding out the ice and snow had turned those walls to stone, those roofs to slate. While smoke billowed from a few chimneys, others had adopted warlock-fueled stoves of ever burning crystal, requiring a small magical recharge fee now and again of course, but so much safer. Even in a city of endless winter, fires can rage. 

Areas I knew as a child, running through muddy streets with my brother, Viktor, while chasing after Duane were now paved with ash, the blackened skeletons of burned-out warehouses torn down and replaced with tenements teeming with life. Clotheslines stretched from window to window, sheets and wool socks fluttering among snowflakes, a few hardy plants clinging to life in the window boxes, warmed by the hearths within. 

I looked like a country yokel in my tattered hood, gawking at the strange sights and smells, my feet no longer knowing the worn paths, stumbling and—crown of ignominy—even needing to stop to read the street signs. There was a dozen of them hammered onto a tall pole, pointing in different directions. 

What was ‘Ton town’? ‘Begger’s Block’ seemed an odd thing to advertise, as they could usually be found on every street corner. Were there so many now they needed their own neighborhood? ‘Market’ district leapt out at me, and I almost headed there, but I was no elf and had no escort this time, not even Duane’s thugs. No Conrad of the City Watch. There would never be another Conrad.

I choked down the lump in my throat and finally saw the faded sign for where I wanted to go.

“More immigrants,” an immaculate elf with pale hair and disdainful gaze said, as I walked past him through the gate between quarters amidst a throng of humans from the southeastern region of Darrub. “Thought we killed you lot already.” 

Humans were hard to kill as cockroaches, multiplying like rats, and hungrier than locusts looking to pick Highcrowne and the Three Kingdoms clean at any opportunity. I knew all the racist stereotypes, heard them all growing up, often mistaken for one of them—but I wasn’t human. I was Solhan and far, far worse.

“Killing is Death’s job,” I turned and whispered into the obnoxious elf’s ear. “And mine.” 

With the slightest tug on his soul, I pulled it free of his body, and he collapsed in the street. I saw his ghost still standing, looking at me open mouthed with shock, while soldiers from the gate rushed over, shoving migrants aside. The elf was a Citizen, and they’d trample any old lady or child to make sure he was safe.

“Don’t worry,” I told his ghost. “I’m turning over a new leaf, all that drivel, so it’s your lucky day.” With a turn of my fingers, I allowed his soul, still tethered, to sink back into his carcass. He gasped and sat up, while I continued on my way.

Bigoted elves and sycophantic dwarfish guards aside, Highcrowne felt different.

It was the greatest city in the world, a center for trade and the capitol of the Three Kingdoms. The historic union of Avian, dwarf and elf kingdoms was nearly destroyed in the Dead God’s war, with dwarves joining His ranks, elves willing to sacrifice the human refugees huddling at the feet of Avian magical power for protection, anything to sate the Dead God’s wrath. 

I had done what I could to patch things back together, but the real work had gone on in my absence. Highcrowne still existed because of people like Queen Calka, King Harley, Queen Hilja, and General Moore. 

The eloquent general from the South counteracted the human supremacists led by Darrub mercenaries and terrorists in the guise of the Upside Down party. Moore had unified humanity, at least its newly minted Highcrowne Citizens, and was elected the first Human Crown. So, the Three Kingdoms was really Four, although humans held no lands here. At least they were no longer slaves. 

There were also heaps of goblins running around, even more than before. Not just muck rakers
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