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        “There are terrible beasts that lurk inside us all. Dragons, if you will, that consume and corrupt from within: greed, lust, rage, pride and fear. The Terran soul is home to monsters far worse than those of any story.”

        UTORA MAESUS

      

        

      

      Ssssh.

      Ssssh.

      Ssssh.

      His uneven steps whispered through the dry grass like a mother shushing her child. The long summer had turned the grass into brittle blades that snapped and crumbled at the slightest touch. Hot wind rippled the hillside and stirred the grass into dry yellow waves. A few droning bees and bright butterflies fluttered through the heat in search of the last late-season blossoms.

      The man who could not remember his name crushed them all under steel-shod boots. Long, wild black hair tickled at his sweaty, windburnt neck.

      Ssssh.

      Ssssh.

      Clank.

      He stopped. The new sound dragged his gaze down in weary wonderment. The yellowing grass gave way suddenly, sliced as though by the blade of a knife to reveal the bones beneath – worn and dusty stones each cut and fitted together. They were cracked and chipped with wear.

      He crouched down and trailed his hand over the hard, alien thing winding through the grass. Was it real? Whose idea was this? A scarred metal cap on his forefinger scraped unpleasantly against broken stones.

      What…?

      Men could lift and cut rocks, he remembered. With their hands. And lay them together to make trails that led between important things. These rock-rivers had… names. The certainty of it weighed solidly in the palm of his mind. They had names, titles that didn’t change from one moment to the next, depending upon the song and who was winning.

      Real names.

      Terran names.

      Roads! I remember now. Terrans have to take the long way between places. They travel on roads that stretch like a great spider’s web across their land.

      But where did this road lead?

      The blazing summer sun pried at his sore red skin with tiny, burning fingers. With an effort, he lifted his eyes again and they stung in the bright daylight. A pale, angular smear shone on the horizon. It glittered like desire. A city, sprawling over two sloping hills and covering them like jeweled turtles’ shells. To the east, the Mazren River flowed in a slow pewter arc around the city.

      A city.

      Dormaen.

      Home.

      My home.

      The nameless man braced himself against the sharp pain that he knew was coming, the searing and screaming attack that was the Shatter’s always-answer to thoughts of home. He armored his me­mories in bristling blades of howling rage. They would not take the last shreds of him!

      But the sharp, tearing despair never came. All remained still. He felt pain, but it was only a distant, disconnected sort. It seemed no more real than the sun that burned the back of his neck or the sticky blood oozing from gashes in his numb, wooden flesh.

      He lowered his streaming eyes again and staggered along the cracked road toward Dormaen.

      Clank.

      Clank.

      Home.

      Clank.

      Time marched on far more evenly than the wounded man. His chin – dark with a week of stubble – sagged down to his chest, following the sun as it sank toward the horizon. His body was trembling, weak. Even fear would not rouse it. Want and longing did nothing to banish the uncomfortable gnawing sensation deep in­side his skin.

      What was wrong with him? He craved something. His body begged for it in an alien voice, grumbling loudly. There was something familiar about it all. He had known this feeling once, long ago, and known it very well.

      Before, in ice and stone, while fire howled down on us.

      His knees went suddenly soft as indecision. Finally unable to bear his weight, they buckled and he collapsed onto the road with a clatter of steel. His eyes were sticky and swollen. They fell to angry, glowering slits, and then closed completely.

      Am I finally dying?

      Not content with his vision, the darkness surged up from the depths and swallowed his thoughts.
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      The tree-tower called the Uprising tossed and creaked in an imaginary wind. It rose majestically – smooth, rough and multiform – from the arched back of a great hill that rose from glassy nothing. Great leaves, bleak-browned by age and disuse, fell and swirled like smoke rising the wrong way.

      But the air of the Uprising remained still, taut with anticipation. Watching.

      Waiting.

      The Shatter. The Shatter. They shatter.

      A serpent made of cloudy rain and stars coiled in the branches of the leaning old tree-tower, listening. The malachite nightingale perched beside it coughed sickly, shuddering loose a green fragment of stone from under his wing. It fell and bounced off another branch. It twisted into an oversized blue snowflake, then scrawled inky to the distant ground. The serpent glittered comfortingly at the nightingale.

      Where’s he going, Flickerdim? asked the malachite bird.

      A city. He’ll be there in a few days, thought the snake-shape.

      Which city?

      Home, Flickerdim decided in a flash of starlight. He’s finally going home, Stumble. To his birthplace. It’s the center of his world, even after all these years. After all he’s done. All we’ve done to him. He’s going back to the place where he left his life.

      What’s he looking for there? His life? It’s old now, griped the little curiosity, Stumble, with the sulky certainty of the young.

      Home never gets old, Flickerdim said.

      Empty wind rattled the great forest tower again. The sky high above twisted in on itself and silent thunder boomed all through the Uprising. Under the hill, the sky remained placid, colorless. For now, the Shatter waited. They had time. Stumble flexed his stripy green wings restlessly.

      Wait, wait! What’s he doing now? he asked suddenly. He fell down!

      He’s sleeping, said Flickerdim. His kind does it with some frequency. It is a strange thing, a little death every night, and then rebirth when the sun rises.

      When will he be done? We need him. Make him hurry!

      We cannot rush him, Stumble. We must give him time.

      But there isn’t time! Not for us.

      All the more reason we must give him what little we have left.
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        “The veil between Terra and Alterra is more like skin than stone. If you hold your hand up to a bright lamp, you can quite clearly see the shape of the bones and even the blood that runs beneath. We know what lies beyond our world, Huron. We know that they can see our blood, too, even better than we can.”

        LIAM IO

      

        

      

      Ortho’s lungs were on fire. His eyes filled with tears. The smoke choked him and raised sour acid at the back of his throat. He coughed and spat, but burning smoke clung to his breath like a horribly inverted winter chill. Ortho wiped his nose and mouth on his sleeve, almost dropping the pipe.

      Beside him, Jaesun chuckled and leaned back against the wall. The older VEIL knight was convinced that he could not handle the tobacco, but Ortho was determined to prove him wrong. Ortho braced himself and sucked down another mouthful of stinging, bitter smoke. How did anyone enjoy this stuff? He coughed and Jaesun laughed again.

      “Ah, shut it,” Ortho rasped. At least the pipe gave his voice a properly rough, growling quality.

      “Little boys need little toys,” Jaesun said with the world-weary air of a lecturn with his most troublesome students. “Give it here.”

      “I’m not done yet!”

      “You’ll be done breathing, boy, if you drool all over my pipe anymore.”

      Ortho licked his burning lips. He didn’t dignify Jaesun with a response, but handed back the shiny hywood pipe. Jaesun smirked and wiped the stem on the black sleeve of his saela, then held it up as if to toast the younger knight’s failure. Jaesun put it in his mouth, puffed a few times and then blew a long stream of gray smoke into the clear blue sky. Ortho rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the city.

      Mazrem Square was busy today. It was always busy, even on worship days. Most everyone in Dormaen passed through the plaza at some point during their week. Visitors came from all over the fifty provinces to pay their respects to the memory of the Carcaen Empire’s greatest hero. Outside the imperial palace and the wealthy Everstone district, Mazrem Square was the most important place in all of Dormaen. And here in the capital city of Carce and center of the largest empire in history, that was saying something.

      Mazrem Square was not an actual square, but a circular agora where the four main roads of the city crossed one another. On the north face was the popular Vaestra Amphitheater, surrounded by green grass and golden-leaved aspen trees. A plaza stretched out beyond them, paved all in marble and dotted with sculptures and carved benches under the tall hedges.

      Visitors rested, shared gossip and news in the fragrant company of jasmine and lilies. Across the wide white road that encircled the plaza, Mazrem Square kept good company: the best of Dormaen’s universities, high-rent and high-priced stores, laweries and even a few small, outrageously expensive homes.

      Ortho surveyed the crowd that filled Mazrem Square. Like him, most were native to the old kingdom of Carce – tall and dusky-skinned, with dark eyes and straight black hair. But there were hundreds, perhaps thousands, from the rest of Carce’s fifty provinces: pale Lynceans, thick-limbed men from Erastrasus and slender, veiled women from Caspin, Nianese in their gray wool cloaks despite the heat, midnight-skinned Jumaari, even Suvestri decorated in flashing gold jewelry.

      In the center of it all rose Ortho’s charge: a statue of the hero himself: Captain Rikard Mazrem. The monument was carved ten times life size in pristine alabaster and girded in titanic armor. Standing guard over his statue was one of VEIL’s least exciting duties, but Ortho never turned down the chance, even if it meant working with Jaesun for the day.

      Captain Mazrem’s face always captivated Ortho. The dark jasper eyes were wise and kind the way no living man’s could ever be. The statue’s expression was properly grave, heavy with the worries of an infant empire and his dying army. But there always seemed to be a small, secretive smile playing about his stone lips, as if Captain Mazrem knew that his sacrifice would someday be im­mortalized in the very heart of the nation he died for. A fluted marble pedestal bore a simple, elegant bronze plaque:

      
        
        in reverent memory of lord-captain rikard caelis mazrem

        may all of carce prove worthy of his sacrifice

      

      

      A short fence surrounded Mazrem’s statue, almost completely obscured by piles of offerings left over from festivals the week before in celebration of the thirtieth anniversary of Lord-Captain Mazrem’s astonishing victory and tragic death in Njorn Pass. There were flowers, wilting and drying in the late summer heat. Even now, the delicate blossoms clung to their color and gentle scents. There were effigies and incense, colorful stones and candles, ribbons and even several sealed jars containing secret, personal gifts to Captain Mazrem. Prayers written on scraps of paper stuck out from between the offerings like pale imploring hands, reaching up toward Rikard Mazrem.

      After a few puffs, Jaesun offered his pipe to Ortho with another mocking warning. Ortho scowled and wiped the stem on his shirt until it was reasonably clean. The carved hywood was hard, slippery and seemed intent on escaping his mouth. The smooth golden cap on his finger made just holding the pipe tricky. How did Jaesun make smoking look so easy?

      A girl separated herself from the crowd. At first, Ortho paid little attention to her and concentrated on the not inconsiderable task of smoking Jaesun’s pipe. But she was moving toward them, Ortho realized, not the statue or its collection of offerings. The girl was younger than Ortho, maybe in her late teenage years, though it was difficult to say for certain. Her skin was pulled drum-taut over her bones with no fat and little muscle to soften the sharp lines. Her angled eyes were the same shape as any Carcaen, but that white skin and tangled hair the color of fire… The girl had to be Fiori.

      What did she want? Money, probably. Or food.

      There were rumors of some kind of mold or blight in the grain fields of Erastrasus. The poor were almost as panicked as the wheat sellers and their investors. Maybe the girl was coming over to beg. She must have been very bold – or very desperate – to approach VEIL knights.

      “There’s a Fiori coming this way,” Ortho said.

      He elbowed Jaesun in the ribs and repeated the warning.

      “Hae,” the girl hissed when she was close enough. She tugged on Ortho’s sleeve. Her shoulders were hunched into a tight, frightened bow. “Hae, sirs.”

      “What do you want?” Ortho asked.

      He slurred a little around the pipe still in his mouth. A gob of saliva gathered on the stalk and dribbled down onto his chest. Ortho flushed and tried to scrub it away, but Jaesun had already noticed.

      “Looks like she’s got you drooling. I’ll just leave you two pigeons alone,” he said, then laughed and paced around the far side of Cap­tain Mazrem’s statue.

      Ortho blushed harder and quickly tucked Jaesun’s pipe into his belt. He wiped at the blotch on his saela again, but succeeded only in smearing the wetness around.

      “Gods, girl, this had better be important,” he said. “What do you want, Fiori?”

      “Not all Fiori! My father’s a fine Carceman, sir, just like you. Can’t help the rest of my blood, can I?”

      “No… I suppose not.”

      The defeat of the barbarian tribes was thirty years past, by the blood of Captain Mazrem himself. Now Fiore was just another province of the Carcaen Empire. The Fiori people paid the same taxes as anyone else. For a half-starved, dirty little foreigner, the girl was almost pretty. Pretty enough, at least. Ortho found himself smiling at her.

      “What’s your name, girl?” he asked.

      “Senna, sir.”

      Ortho nodded and wiped his sleeve across his face. The day was hot, so he only wore the black saela of the Star Court, without the traditional steel-banded leather VEIL armor over it. Of all the people in Carce, only the knights of VEIL wore pants and buttoned-up saelae. Everyone else, men and women alike, wore wrapped tabbae pinned at one or both shoulders and belted around the waist. Senna’s tabba was so dirty and patched that its original color was only a memory.

      After a furtive glance around the crowded plaza, Senna reached under a fold of the threadbare cloth and looked up at Ortho.

      “I got something nice for a knight like you, sir,” she said. “Something special.”

      “What is it?”

      Ortho leaned in. He had a good guess what it was that Senna wanted. It was not the first time his uniform had won Ortho a girl’s attention, but was one of few enough occasions that he didn’t want to pass it up. Perhaps Jaesun would let him go off with the girl for a few minutes…

      But Senna surprised him. From her dirty tabba, she withdrew something folded in a piece of canvas, something that sat heavily in her hand. When she unwrapped the cloth and held out the con­tents for his inspection, Ortho gaped.

      It was a medal, a flat bronze disk etched in careful detail with the Carcaen lion-and-laurel crest. There was a date printed at the bottom: 1248, the same year marked at the base of Rikard Mazrem’s statue. The year of his legendary sacrifice.

      “What the bloody hell is this?” Ortho hissed under his breath. “Where did you get it?”

      “From… from a trader just out of Fiore. Said he came through Njorn Pass and found it when he pulled off to sleep for a night.”

      “Njorn Pass? Are you sure?”

      “Hae. That’s what he said. You know what it is, sir?”

      “Yes,” said Ortho. “Do you?”

      Senna squirmed under Ortho’s scrutiny and looked away, turning her eyes up to Rikard Mazrem’s benevolent face instead. Ortho followed her gaze.

      “This medal is the Emperor’s Favor,” he told the Fiori girl. “It’s only given to the greatest heroes of Carce.”

      Senna looked at Ortho again, her eyes wide. “The Emperor’s Favor? But who would throw away something like that?”

      “No one. But maybe someone dropped it.”

      “Sir?”

      “Well, it’s marked the year of the conquest, but the army didn’t enter Fiore by Njorn Pass,” Ortho said with growing excitement. “The battle of Njorn Pass was at the end of the war, when Captain Mazrem began retreating back to Carce. By then, the generals of the Star and Moon Courts had all been killed by the Fiori. Don’t you see? Everyone of consequence was already dead by the time the army got there!”

      With an effort, Ortho snapped his mouth shut. Senna shook her head in slow stupidity. She didn’t understand. Not yet.

      The knight fumbled under his saela for his wallet and pulled out a few gold-rimmed coins, each stamped with a smaller version of the same lion and laurel tree on the medal. Senna’s eyes widened at the sight of the money, probably more than she had ever seen in her short, dirty little life. Ortho took the medal from her boneless fingers and replaced it with the coins.

      “You shouldn’t have this, girl. Take these instead and walk on,” he told her.

      “Four laurels for a piece of bronze? But that’s too much, even for the Emperor’s Favor! Why, sir?”

      Ortho could no longer keep the grin from his face.

      “This must have belonged to Captain Mazrem himself,” he said. “Rikard Mazrem was the only man important enough to carry an award like this into Njorn Pass. There were only a few thousand VEIL left and none of the common soldiers would have been given a medal like this. It must have been his.”

      “Rikard Mazrem?”

      Senna lunged for the bronze disk, but Ortho curled his thick fingers around it and backhanded the Fiori girl. She sprawled on the ground, clutching one hand to her jaw. A few heads turned and a murmur rippled through Mazrem Square.

      “This is robbery!” she cried. Senna looked as though she might leap at Ortho again. “I could buy an entire district for what that medal’s worth!”

      The crowd filling Mazrem Square looked on, frozen in fear. What if the girl stood up and hit the knight?

      Gods, what if he bled?

      Even in her fury, Senna would never risk it. Her face turned purple with rage and tears trembled in her coppery lashes, but she didn’t dare fight back. Ortho dropped a few smaller willow- and oak-stamped coins to the ground.

      “This medal isn’t for the likes of you, Fiori,” he said. “It should be in the VEIL archouse, not in some dirty urchin’s pocket. Go on, get out of here.”

      Ortho gave Senna a parting kick in the ribs and the girl scrambled away, fingers pressed to her bruising jaw. Jaesun was hurrying back toward Ortho with a curious tilt to his head and a smirk on his lips. If the Fiori brat wanted a good beating, Jaesun had no intention of missing out on the fun.

      Ortho grinned at the older VEIL knight. Jaesun would never laugh at him again for how he smoked, not once he had shown off his new-won prize. Ortho would surely be promoted over him within a month for returning such a prize to VEIL… Let Jaesun put that in his pipe and smoke it.

      Senna fled into Dormaen, already forgotten.
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        “In the early days of the kingdom – predating the empire – Carce was a nation of scholars. Before creating VEIL, Carce first created science. It was Carcaen science that reached forth and discovered the strange truth of our worlds.”

        OUR RED HISTORY, BY AVILLA SALLUSI

      

        

      

      The younger VEIL knight excitedly showed off his new purchase to his superior, the one with the tobacco-stained teeth and breath that stank like an entire field of the stuff. Ortho held out the medal, full of pride. The gold cap on his first finger gleamed even brighter than the polished bronze.

      Thainna Vahn scooped up the coins Ortho had thrown at her and tucked them away into a fold of her tabba. No one was paying any attention to the girl who had called herself Senna now. Though briefly alarming, nothing strange had happened. A VEIL knight abusing some dirty street urchin? The knights of Verita et Illumina Lansinos were among the most powerful men in the city, in the whole empire. They had conquered the entire world, after all, and unified it under Emperor Tychon.

      Who would dare interfere with men like that?

      Still, it wasn’t a good idea to linger. If the older knight was any smarter than Ortho, he might realize that the medal was a forgery. Thainna would get much more than a slap and a kick for that.

      She hurried away from Mazrem Square. When she was safely out of sight behind one of the black and white striped columns of a nearby lawery, Thainna stopped to rub her aching jaw. That was going to bruise, if it hadn’t already.

      A lecturn and his students were gathered in the shade of the deep colonnade. The teacher’s long tabba was edged in deep em­erald green and pinned at the shoulders with silver clasps shaped like laurel leaves. The crowd of children in plain white tabbae clustered around him like a flock of ducklings. Some used writing sticks to take notes on wax-covered boards, but most of them just giggled and chased each other, fighting miniature battles with the sharpened reeds. With a great deal of clapping and whistling, the lecturn finally managed to shush the children.

      “Quiet! Quietly now!” the teacher said. He was not an old man, but he tugged at a long, graying beard as he spoke. “Now, who can tell me why last week was so special?”

      “Because there were no classes!” answered a young Carcaen boy. Several of his classmates agreed enthusiastically.

      Their teacher sighed and clapped until the children fell silent once more. “Hae, but do you know why there were no classes?”

      “The Mazrem Festival?” This came quietly from a shy Nianese girl.

      “Very good, Ellin. Yesterday was the thirtieth anniversary of the battle of Njorn Pass, where Captain Rikard Mazrem traded his life to the Alterra in return for those of his men.”

      The children cheered and waved their sticks at that.

      “Now, at that time, there was no empire,” the lecturn went on. “Only a scattering of kingdoms, all warring over borders, land, water and anything else. His Imperial Majesty, Emperor Tychon – King Tychon, in those days – had just taken the throne. He wanted to end the constant fighting, to unify the kingdoms into a single great empire. He sent his knights, the Verita et Illumina Lansinos, to do precisely that.”

      “The knights have magic blood,” said a boy. He swished his reed through the air. It whistled sharply. “That’s why they have lids on their fingers, so they can bleed without cutting themselves up all the time.”

      “VEIL knights do have gold cannulas on their right forefinger, put there by special surgical fosters, so they can bleed as required in their pacts. But it’s not their blood that’s magical. The gods made all things in pairs, in twins. Day and night, life and death, the sun and the moon. And that includes our own world, Terra. We have a twin world.”

      “Alterra!” chimed the children in unison.

      “Hae, that’s right. But there’s a barrier between our worlds, a sort of veil. Only blood shows through. It glows in Alterra like flame and attracts the attention of the strange creatures that live there. The knights of the Verita et Illumina Lansinos make powerful pacts with the Alterra and write out their terms in blood.”

      A Mor woman, older than Thainna by several years but still young and quite pretty, stopped beside a striped column to listen to the lesson. She interrupted the lecturn with a question, something about the politics after the war. He answered her in a rush, quickly before his students lost interest and decided to reenact the battle of Njorn Pass with their sharp writing sticks. Children were never careful enough about blood…

      Thainna loved stories of the heroic Rikard Mazrem, but the politics bored her. What did it matter to someone like her? Money was much more important. Let the Lyceum consuls argue about the rest. When the Mor woman thanked the lecturn and turned back toward the busy street, Thainna followed. She held out her hands and put on her saddest expression.

      “Spare an acorn?” Thainna asked in a voice she hoped was pitiful. “My brother’s sick and–”

      The other woman shrugged apologetically and shook her head.

      “Sorry.”

      “Is something wrong?” The lecturn scowled at Thainna.

      “No, everything’s fine,” the woman answered. She gave Thainna a small smile and then turned away.

      The old Carcaen teacher was still glaring at Thainna, so she ducked her head and hurried off down the street. He was hardly a large man – about as imposing as a plucked chicken – but Thainna didn’t want to make trouble. Rikard Mazrem’s statue and its attendant knights were just across the street. If the lecturn raised a fuss, they might come to investigate. Thainna’s face still stung from their last encounter.

      The road circling Mazrem Square bustled with activity. Goats and horses drew small two-wheeled chariots that carried important people to important places. The most heavily gilded chariots were lashed to kajjas, huge birds from the deep jungles of Jumaar, with long legs, beady eyes and brilliant feathers that shone like exotic gems. Human bearers carried sedan chairs suspended on poles across their muscled shoulders while their passengers re­mained gently shaded by parasols under the late summer sun.

      The long walk back home to the Rows was going to take most of the afternoon. Thainna set a brisk pace up along North Tychon Road. Ortho’s slap was a small price to pay for the profit she had just made. She would stop by the shop, Thainna decided, and de­posit the money. If she were lucky, maybe Pata wouldn’t be there yet. The last thing Thainna felt like doing with her bruised jaw was argue with her father. Again.

      The chariots and sedans became fewer as Thainna made her way through Dormaen, though the road became no less crowded. Wagons rolled by, heading toward the city center with their heavy loads of wood, flax and wool. Donkeys brayed sullenly at their drovers and chafed under the barrels and boxes lashed to their backs. Pedestrians walked and ran alongside – and sometimes right in front of – the drovers and wagoneers.

      Many were foreigners visiting or living in the empire’s capital city. Some still wore the clothes of their homelands, but most had exchanged them for the traditional Carcaen tabbae. There was no official rule of dress in Dormaen, only practical considerations. The Kaelos Valley that made up most of Carce was a vast, grassy strath bordered on the east by the Mazren River and the ocean on the west. The Carcaen summers were long and hot, making the heavy clothes of places like Nian and Lyncea extremely uncomfortable. All but the proudest provincials were quick to adopt the local dress.

      Thainna’s feet hurt. Not for the first time, she wished for one of the chariots or wagons or just the sandals worn by the other pedestrians who shared Tychon Road. The interlocking stones of the road used to be as perfect as snake scales, but after decades of heavy traffic and little care, the roads of Dormaen were cracked and rough… and so were Thainna’s feet.

      Earlier that morning, she had wrapped her feet in rags, but the seven-mile walk to Mazrem Square was too much for the tattered old cloth. There was little left now but shredded tangles around her ankles and threads stuck between her blistered toes.

      The sun began its slow westward tumble before Thainna passed into the temple district. Enormous temples to the elder Carcaen gods lined the Tychon Road, looming in judgment over the crowds below. It wasn’t Oraday yet, but most of the shrine doors stood open. The sounds of prayers and smell of incense drifted out into the streets.

      The temples were as lavish as any Everstone manor, adorned in traditional tall columns and intricately carved friezes. The largest and grandest temples were a pair painted in the same blue as the midday sky – the house of Surma, goddess of life – and the red and black temple of her twin brother, Saerus, the god of death.

      Beggars crowded the steps to Surma’s azure temple, their hands outstretched. There were more of them today than the last time Thainna had passed. With the wheat shortage in Erastrasus, there was less food and more fear to go around.

      But the beggars left Thainna alone. A skinny Fiori girl clearly had nothing to give. They were wrong, of course, but Thainna didn’t tell them so. Ortho’s gold-edged laurel coins were heavy in her tabba.

      When she passed the silver-scrolled temple of the sea goddess, Thainna turned down River Road. Her toes swelled like tiny red sausages. It should have been revolting, but every glance downward only made Thainna unsettlingly hungry. She hurried on.

      Smaller avenues split off like the branches of a tree, leading further into the temple district. Some led to the shrines of the lesser gods – Suzukarri, Eru and a hundred others, deities imported from the outlying provinces like exotic fruit. But as Thainna passed a narrow and nameless cross-street, she kept her head down and hurried past. If she was lucky, she would never have to go that way.

      From River Road, Thainna followed ever smaller and narrower streets, winding further through Dormaen. The buildings out here were smaller and narrower, too, until they were little more than blocky refuse piles, broken mockeries of real houses. Out here in the Rows, the people were just as worn as their homes. Thainna returned a limp wave from Senna, whose name she had borrowed for the day. Senna resumed sweeping at her pitted gray stoop with a ragged broom that wasn’t much more than a handful of twigs tied to the end of a longer stick. Dust puffed into the air and then fell right back down where it had started.

      In a better part of Dormaen, Senna would still be young enough to wear a bright, summer-thin tabba and make eyes at the men. But life in the Rows left lines across her skin and gray in her black hair. A racking cough made Senna shudder and she spat a gob of dark, seedy-looking phlegm into the gutter.

      How long until I’m just like Senna? Thainna wondered. Until I’m too sick and too tired to even leave the Rows anymore?

      Not long, she suspected. Thainna’s feet throbbed with every step like a painful second heartbeat. Her jaw ached and was starting to feel stiff.

      Which means I have to work even harder now, while I can. Besides, I don’t have years until the Auction. Worrying about anything after that is a waste of time.

      This district wasn’t that old – older than Thainna, certainly, but she wasn’t even twenty yet, so that wasn’t saying much. Everything in Dormaen was older than her. The Rows were the poorest part of the city, run down by hard use and infrequent repairs. No one knew where the name came from anymore – certainly not from any kind of orderly city planning. The rutted, shadowed streets twisted and wound together like a nest of filthy snakes.

      No, the people who made their homes in the Rows were the real snakes. They were poor, hungry and dirty. Difficult, scrabbling lives made them suspicious, close-mouthed and poisonously dangerous. Most of them would do anything for a meal, for a warm place to sleep. For a pair of shoes.

      And among the vipers, live the dragons…

      The House of Five Dragons. Anyone who didn’t work for the House lived in fear of it. Or so it had been in her father’s day.

      Now even those of us who do work for the House are afraid.

      Things were getting worse throughout the Rows, even for agents of the House of Five Dragons. A living in the Rows wasn’t much, but even that was getting hard to scrape together, like trying to carve meat from a carcass long since stripped to bones.

      Thainna turned down another narrowing road and again onto a twisting dirt road. A hunch-shouldered man herded some thin, bleating goats through the dust, cursing the beasts wearily and smacking at their bony hindquarters with a long switch. Thainna watched her step around the mangy animals and crossed the street.

      One of the few intact buildings of the Rows was a small shop with no sign over the door. Thainna shouldered open the door. A cracked bronze bell clunked tonelessly against the wood.

      Just like any other shop in the Rows, this one was lined with empty, dusty shelves. A handful of unraveling reed baskets held hard loaves of rye bread and balls of cheese covered in cracking wax. A middle-aged Carcaen man sat on a stool in the corner. Thin limbs stuck out from under his threadbare tabba like the twigs of Senna’s broom. He dozed in the slanting amber light of the shop’s single window. Thainna sighed in exasperation.

      “Pata!” she snapped.

      Aelos Vahn startled suddenly awake and jolted upright on his stool, raising his arms as though to ward off a blow. It wasn’t an en­tirely unreasonable fear. Thainna scowled at her father and put her hands on her hips like she imagined a woman might to properly scold a foolish old man.

      “Wake up, Pata! What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be with Thain today!”

      Aelos grunted and rubbed at his eyes. Like everyone who lived in the Rows, he looked much older than the thirty-nine years of life he had endured. His dusky Carcaen skin was leathery enough to make boots out of and deeply lined. Aelos’ hair had been dark in his youth, a deep brown-black like mahogany, but now it was thin at the top and gone quite gray. Aelos’ eyes had the red­dened, drooping look of a man who drank more than he should, but less than he wanted to.

      He coughed and then squinted at Thainna as though hoping his daughter was just a fading dream.

      “You’re back,” Aelos said with a grunt. He lowered his hands and slouched against the wall again. “They sent Hadrian an ash­mark this morning, so I’m stuck here for the rest of the day.”

      “There are plenty of coin counters! Any one of them could cover for Hadrian. What about Thain?”

      “Thain?” Aelos thought about that for a moment, then shook his head. “I’ll see him tomorrow.”

      “That’s what you said yesterday!” Thainna cried. Fury made her skin feel too tight and seemed to push at the back of her eyes until she was sure they were actually bulging from their sockets.

      Aelos shrugged. “Thain’s not going anywhere. He’ll be in that bed all day tomorrow, won’t he?”

      “You can’t say things like that, Pata! Thain is sick and he needs his father!”

      How could Aelos be so heartless? Thainna’s twin had been so sick for so long, and the occasional visits from his father and sister were the only things he ever had to look forward to. Now Aelos didn’t even want to do that! Not that this sullen resistance was any­thing new…

      “Thain’s been sick since the day he was born,” Aelos said in a flat voice. “If he died tomorrow, I’d have nothing new to tell him.”

      Thainna opened her mouth to scream again, but could think of nothing to say. Instead, she kicked the stool where Aelos sat, intent on knocking the spiteful drunkard over. But without shoes, she succeeded only in cracking her blistered toes against the leg of the stool. Thainna howled in pain and jumped away.

      “Bloody hell!” she screeched.

      After what felt like an eternity of agony, Thainna’s foot could bear her weight again. She finished hopping in clumsy circles and inspected the damage. Her nail was torn and oozing drops of blood. Thainna rubbed at the wound and flicked the tiny red beads at her father.

      Aelos leapt back, pale-faced and shaking. Thainna’s blood spattered on the plank floor and quickly soaked away into the cracked wood.

      “Thainna!”

      It was Aelos’ turn to be angry, though his cry was sharp-edged with fear. Thainna stuck out her tongue. Let him be angry with her. He deserved it, didn’t he?

      Father and daughter glared balefully at one another for a long moment.

      “I… brought some more money,” Thainna said at last.

      “You could have bought some food with it,” Aelos grumbled.

      But he withdrew a thick book from behind a stack of baskets. Aelos laid it open on a shelf with a resounding thump and searched for something to write with.

      “Idiot girl. Fine. How much do you have today?” he asked.

      “Four laurels, seventeen willows and twenty-seven oaks.”

      Her father raised an eyebrow. He found a splintering reed and dipped it into an inkwell. Thainna took the coins from the folds of her tabba and dropped them at Aelos’ elbow. He dutifully counted and recorded the money, then scooped it up into a leather pouch that was worn shiny by use. He cinched the bag tightly shut and tucked it into the bottom of another half-empty basket.

      “How much do I have now?” asked Thainna. “All together.”

      Aelos sighed. He had been about to put the register away, but opened it again. He traced a long column of numbers and muttered to himself as he added them up.

      Years ago, when Thainna first started making her regular de­posits, Aelos would ask his daughter if she wanted to do the math herself, but she never did. Thainna didn’t share Aelos’ head for sums. Thain did, of course, but that never seemed to make their father proud. If anything, it only annoyed the old man even more.

      “Six hundred and twenty-two laurels, forty-eight willows,” Aelos announced at last.

      “How much do the others have?”

      “More than that,” Aelos answered shortly. “A lot more.”

      He thumped the book closed and beetled his brow at Thainna. “This is pointless. You’ve been saving every acorn for years now and you don’t have a fraction of what anyone else will be bidding this winter. You won’t win the Auction, child.”

      She would win. ‘Pointless’ was arguing with her father.

      “Just make sure it gets into the vault, hae?”

      Thainna’s father ignored her. He wasn’t stupid enough to keep any of the money for himself. Not that Aelos Vahn was somehow above thievery, but the money he accepted and recorded belonged to the House of Five Dragons and few were foolish enough to steal from them.

      “Tragos wants reports from all the Talons,” Aelos said. “How did your job go last week?”

      Thainna bristled, but icy fear swiftly cooled her anger. Tragos was an Eye for the House of Five Dragons, one of the ten who an­swered directly to the Crest, who watched over the Flames and lowliest Talons.

      “I left that vase exactly where I was supposed to,” Thainna said, probably a little too quickly. “It’s not my fault if Caelin hasn’t picked it up yet!”

      “They’re asking after all of the Talons, not only you. It’s just routine.”

      “I… I know,” Thainna said.

      She did, but that didn’t make the fear any less. The Crest of the House was a mysterious and dangerous man. Thainna didn’t want any bad news reaching his ears that had her name connected to it.

      “I’m sure Caelin did his job, Thainna. And if he didn’t, that’s not on your head.”

      Was Aelos trying to comfort his daughter? He must have been worried, too. It was almost enough to make Thainna forgive him, but then she thought of Thain, all alone in the fostral and waiting for his father to come visit. Her teeth ground together.

      The last tatters of daylight barely lit the empty store. Thainna turned to leave, then glanced back at her father. Aelos had dropped himself back onto his stool under the window. She frowned.

      “Aren’t you coming home?” Thainna asked.

      Aelos leaned against the wall and shut his eyes again.

      “Why would I?” he asked. “It’s warmer here and it’s not as if there’s dinner at home. I’ll stay.”

      “But…” Thainna could think of no real objections. He was right. “Fine. You’ll go see Thain tomorrow, hae?”

      Her father grunted wordlessly and didn’t open his eyes. He did not invite Thainna to remain, either. She waited in the doorway, chewing her swollen lip, but Aelos was already asleep once more. With a sigh, Thainna stepped back out into the streets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 4: Under the Sky]
        

      

      
        
        
        “There has never been an enemy like the barbarians of Fiore. Emperor Tychon’s emissaries returned with little more than ghost stories, when they returned at all. When the emperor sent VEIL into the mountains to conquer the Fiori, they had no idea what awaited them in the snow and ice.”

        ACCOUNTS OF NJORN PASS, BY ALEXANDER FERRO

      

        

      

      Voices. He heard voices in the darkness.

      “Is he dead?”

      “Don’t think so. Just sleeping.”

      Sleep. Hae, I remember sleep. Death took his twin, Life, as his bride. Their children were Sleep and Dream.

      I was sleeping. Did I dream?

      “He’s injured,” said one of the voices. A foot prodded roughly at his shoulder.

      “Passed out, then.”

      “But look at the armor! That’s the VEIL crest. Star Court.”

      “Look at the blood, you jackass!” said the second voice. “Come on, let’s get out of here!”

      “Wait. If he’s a knight, he’s got to have money.”

      “Are you out of your mind? He’ll kill you! Or feed you to the soul-eaters!”

      “Just give me one minute.”

      Rough hands worked their way under his shoulders and rolled him onto his back. His eyes flew open. A man with a sun-creased brow stared down at him. Not at his face, but at the empty scabbard on his belt.

      “This armor is thrashed pretty bad and he doesn’t even have a sword! It must have been one hell of a fight… Juniper, hand me your knife.”

      A gauntleted fist smashed up into the man’s face, cutting off the words. His would-be thief fell, spitting curses and broken teeth. With a ragged howl of fury, the nameless knight lurched to his feet and grabbed the second man’s throat and squeezed as hard as he could. Bones popped and then the man was no longer a man – just an empty sack of flesh.

      He dropped the body and whirled on Juniper. The man had pulled a knife from his belt, but now clutched it in nerveless fingers and groveled in the worn road.

      “No! Stop! Didn’t mean anything by it, I swear! Please, please don’t kill me!”

      Juniper’s voice went shrill and sorrow-sharp as the man in the old VEIL armor slammed his heavy boot down on his head. Once, twice and then a third time. There was a terrible crunch and bright blood pooled on the cracked paving stones. It glimmered with otherworldly light, a burning ember ruby radiance, but no­thing more. Juniper had no pact with the Alterra.

      The man in the broken black armor wiped the blood from his skin with a handful of grass.

      So he wasn’t dead just yet. But how much time had passed since he… fell asleep? He couldn’t remember how to tell.

      He spurred his limp muscles into movement once more. It was time to move on, time to go home.

      Dormaen.

      Home.

      A raven landed on the sprawled corpses littering the road and squawked happily at the unexpected feast.
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      He killed those men, didn’t he? Stumble asked.

      In his astonishment, the curiosity opened his beak too wide and his stone head cracked with a small, sharp retort. Green dust sifted down through the great boughs of the Uprising.

      All he did was touch them! He didn’t even hate them.

      Hae. Terrans die strangely, easily, when their body breaks. But ours is a strong one, even for a Terran, Flickerdim said. He will fight. War is his craft, in his world and ours.
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      Dormaen. Jewel of the empire. The heart of Carce.

      Home.

      So beautiful.

      The sun was falling out of the sky again. Lights kindled across the distant city, glowing like low golden stars. He was weeping again, blurring his vision with sea-salty water that stung his raw skin, but he didn’t need to see the city to know it.

      Home.

      But curiosity pried his eyes open again and his hands dropped to his sides again. They closed into fists like the curling legs of a dead spider.

      The city was so much bigger than he remembered! Even in the dying daylight, he could make out the silver-edged green of gated hunting parks to the east… Where were all of the farms that had sur­rounded Dormaen like the fertile bridal veil of Surma herself? The mill-houses on the shores of the Mazren River? Where was the white-walled fortress and training grounds of the Verita et Illumina Lansinos?

      Where were they? Were they hiding from… from the stars?

      Everything had changed, but he knew it all the same – the sharp tang of the distant sea in the air, the scents of smoke and cooking food, the muted roar of humanity audible even from this distance. This was still Dormaen. He was almost home.

      Dormaen.

      Home.
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      He is a warrior.

      The idea was dark with misery and bright with blood. Stumble guessed there was no worse curse or higher calling in the worlds. Of course, a battle or bitter might not share the sentiment…

      He made sacrifices to win his war, said Flickerdim. He’ll make even more to win ours. That was our pact.

      Would you make the same deal? Stumble asked.

      Never.
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        “The men of Carce have never loved war, but how they adore order! The lands beyond our borders were wild and dangerous. When diplomacy failed to order them, Carcemen turned to blood and the sword. And so it is out of our desire for that perfect peace that Carce has produced the greatest soldiers in history.”

        OUR RED HISTORY, BY AVILLA SALLUSI

      

        

      

      The circular stone room was dark. It was always dark. There were rich, shining things secreted away in the endless shadows, but those were only for the Eyes. And for their master, of course: the Crest of the House of Five Dragons.

      The only light came from a single lamp that dangled on a long chain at an unnatural angle to the floor. Nothing in the room seemed real. In the wavering circle of yellowed light loomed the Jade Throne – a huge, polished gem in the otherwise empty room. The antique throne was wide enough to seat two men side-by-side and carved with the lion and laurel of Carce. Heaps of overstuffed velvet cushions filled the massive throne like the bloated bodies of dead things.

      The Jade Throne was a stark and heavy thing, the stone fossil of decades past. From before Tychon’s empire, from the days when Carce had been a simple scholar-state, not home to the greatest warriors the world had ever known. Not long after the founding of the Carcaen Empire, a new throne – one made of jewel-encrusted gold, brought as tribute from the first provinces – had replaced the hereditary seat of the Carcaen kings and stood even now in the center of the Lyceum.

      It was said that the Jade Throne had been destroyed decades before, ground to dust. But its massive presence, brooding here in the darkness, testified to that untruth. Exactly how the House of Five Dragons had come to possess the throne, Caelin had no idea.

      He staggered along the slanted floor and prostrated himself before the Jade Throne. It was empty, of course. The Crest was the leader of the House and had far better things to do than hand down orders to an unimportant Talon.

      Instead, one of his Eyes stood just beside the throne. She was a tall, regal woman of obviously noble Carcaen birth. Her smooth golden skin had the papery look of well-preserved age. The lamplight glittered on delicate crystal beads that sprinkled her black tabba like stars. She held her hands delicately crossed at her waist. They were as smooth and perfect as porcelain – the hands of a wo­man who had never done an honest day’s work.

      But then again, the work of the House of Five Dragons isn’t precisely honest.

      Caelin did not even know this Eye’s name. In over twenty years of service to the House of Five Dragons, he had never received a bloodmark before. What did the House’s elite want of him now? Caelin’s orders always came from the Talons or Flames above him. Simple things: small thefts, pick-ups and lockbreaks.

      He bowed his head in respect. Servitude. The Eyes served the Crest of the House directly. Her words were his words.

      “Rise, Talon.” Her voice was as delicate as her skin.

      Caelin stood, making his knees pop and his spine creaked in protest. A grunt of discomfort escaped his lips and one of the Eye’s brows arched into a delicately sculpted ebony bow.

      “Let’s hope that you can carry out the Crest’s orders,” she said.

      “Still fit enough to serve, lady,” Caelin answered quickly.

      “We will see. You have a reputation among the other Talons, Caelin. They like you. They say you’re charming and funny.”

      Did they? Caelin knew how to tell a joke, but charming? Maybe the bloodmark, summons to receive the Crest’s orders, was better luck than Caelin first supposed.

      He smiled at the Eye. Charming.

      “I do try my best,” Caelin said. “Most of us live out in the Rows. Life is stark tough out there.”

      “Hae.” The Eye waved a hand dismissively. She obviously had far more important concerns than the suffering of the lower ranks. “The Crest is sending you to Gaius Mazrem.”

      Caelin’s smile faded and he gaped. “Gaius Mazrem…? Captain Mazrem’s son?”

      That was a mistake. The Eye frowned.

      “Gaius Mazrem is the youngest consul of the Lyceum and every­one expects him to succeed Emperor Tychon,” she said. “He’s an important man.”

      “Hae, my lady! How am I supposed to see him at all?”

      “Arliss will take care of it. She has recommended you to the Mazrem’s steward, Bastil.”

      “Arliss? Isn’t she a cook? I don’t know a biscuit from my backside! I can’t work in a kitchen!”

      “You don’t need to feed Gaius Mazrem, Talon. You will serve him in a manner befitting your status. When you have his trust, give him some of this as a gift honoring his father.”

      She held out a thick envelope in her delicately spider-like hand. Caelin opened it and inspected the powdered scarlet contents. The scent inside was spicy and made his head spin even more than the crooked, slanting room.

      “Ophellion?” he asked. “But this is far too much for a shrine offering.”

      “Gaius Mazrem has a taste for fine things. He will be curious enough to try it.”

      Caelin frowned, confused. “I’m sorry, I still don’t understand, my lady. Forgive my saying, but this seems like a great lot of work to give Master Mazrem some drams. Can’t we just have Arliss sell them to him? Seems you could make a tidy profit that way.”

      “You’re even less clever than you appear, Talon,” the Eye in­formed him icily. “Encourage Gaius to try the ophellion. You’re not to charge him an acorn for it. It is a gift. Come to us when he wants more. You will be provided with as much as he needs. Ensure his addiction.”

      Caelin gulped. His mouth was suddenly so dry.

      Splitting Gaius Mazrem on ophellion? It didn’t feel right. Not at all. Young Lord Mazrem was the only son of a great man. Of the greatest man.

      “What… what about his mother?” Caelin asked. “I don’t see that she’ll sit aside while her son gets split.”

      “Lady Mazrem is a formidable and ambitious woman,” the Eye agreed. Her respect was grudging but genuine. “She knows as well as we do that her son is the route to power. She’s protective of him.”

      “Then… what should I do?”

      “We understand the delicacy of your task,” the regal House Eye went on, as though Caelin had not spoken. She inspected her per­fectly clean nails. “You will be busy. The Crest doesn’t want you distracted by… family concerns.”

      Caelin forgot all about Gaius Mazrem.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Your wife is quite ill, I understand. The Crest has generously brought her to the tower. The Crest, in his kindness, will ensure her safety until you complete your task.”

      A Fiore winter was warmer than the smile she leveled at Caelin. He fell to his knees. He clawed imploringly at the hem of the Eye’s expensive tabba. She stepped back out of reach. Caelin pressed his forehead to the floor. Tears ran down his cheeks and rolled away down the slanted floor.

      “Please, my lady! No, you can’t! Milla doesn’t even know that I belong to the House! Please,” Caelin begged. “She’s my wife. She’s all I’ve got!”

      “Do as you’ve been told, Talon, and she has nothing to fear. The Crest is an honorable man. Finish the job and then you and your wife can crawl back to the Rows to rot with the rest of the trash.”

      Caelin scrambled to his feet and staggered from the room.
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        “No greater ally has been known to men as our shadow-twins, the Alterra. No greater friend and no greater mystery. We have put forth our best and boldest to take advantage of the bond between our two worlds and our two peoples. These are the Verita et Illumina Lansinos, the Knights of Truth and Light. VEIL, as they are commonly known. But as the sacrifice of Rikard Mazrem de­monstrated, we may never know a more frightening enemy than the Alterra. Any knight who makes a pact with these strange spirits does so at the risk of his very life and soul.”

        OUR RED HISTORY, BY AVILLA SALLUSI

      

        

      

      Thainna sat beside her brother’s bed for a long time. She brushed the sweat-damp red hair back from his pale face and wanted to cry, but the noise would only wake Thain. He needed his rest. Thain was so thin, like a skeleton covered in a sheet of wax. Weren’t they taking care of him at all?

      They were priests of Surma, the fosters uniformed in flowing blue. They bustled through the fostral with arms full of bandages and poultice pots and the shining steel implements of their trade. But none of the fosters’ duties seemed to bring them anywhere near Thain’s bed. Perhaps out of respect for the sick boy, or – more likely, Thainna thought – a desire to avoid his perpetually angry twin. She had a bad reputation among the priests.

      The fostral was full of curtained beds that took up the entire eastern wing of Surma’s vast temple. Thain’s cell was one of the smallest, with a single plain white wall and no windows. How long had he been trapped here in this tiny, stuffy cubicle? It was no better than a tomb. No, it was worse – Thain was still alive to realize the horror of his confinement.

      Not that Thain looked very alive. The boy’s nails were yellowed like those of a much older man. Years ago, his hair was the same bright red as Thainna’s, but years of sickness had leeched the color and left it as stiff as the bristles of a cheap brush, broken and irregular. Thainna wished she had thought to bring a knife or scissors to even it out.

      She combed trembling fingers through Thain’s hair and her fingers came back coated in fine white dust. Plaster from the white walls? The urge to cry returned, tidal in its stinging weight, but her eyes already felt like peeled grapes. Tears would only make it worse. Why didn’t the priests take better care of Thain?

      Nothing had been right for five years. Thain had always been sickly, since their mother died giving birth to her twin son and daughter. How many sleepless nights had Thainna spent sitting in the dark, listening to her brother struggle for breath? How many nightmares about one of the fosters coming to tell her that Thain was dead, that he had left her alone…?

      Blue tabba stained black by night, the clothes of a foster turning into the uniform of Saerus’ death-priests. The ash-god always came, reaching with claws like scythes, reaping and cutting…

      Someone had set Thain up on a pole, like a splinter-man strung up in a wheat field to scare the birds away. Saerus flowed across the ground toward him like blood from a wound. All Thainna could see of the god was a boiling cloud of smoky darkness and the lighting-strike flashes of great metal talons. Thainna screamed and reached for her twin, but something held her back, as easily as a child holding a squirming worm just before he spears it on a barbed hook…

      A light touch on her arm made Thainna jerk upright. Her eyes were sticky and blurry. Thainna blinked and rubbed at them until she could see again. Thain was sitting up in his bed.

      “You’re awake!” said Thainna.

      A smile spread across her brother’s thin, pale lips.

      “You’re not,” he said.

      “I was sleeping?” Thainna asked, ashamed. After shouting at Aelos for his inattention, she’d gone and fallen asleep when she was supposed to be visiting her brother.

      “A little, but it didn’t seem very restful. What’s wrong?”

      Thainna just shrugged. She didn’t want to share her nightmares with Thain. His life was hard enough. Instead, Thainna enfolded him in a gentle hug. Even the careful embrace made her brother wince and cough. Thainna released Thain and let him sag back into his blankets. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His veins were stark blue lines under the papery white skin.

      “Did Pata come to see you?” Thainna asked and immediately regretted it.

      A shadow crossed Thain’s thin face.

      “No. Was he supposed to?”

      “Um…”

      Thainna fell silent again. What else could she say? Nothing new, nothing true. Don’t worry, Pata loves you. He’s just… busy. She had said it so many times that the words were becoming mushy non­sense inside her own head.

      Love. Busy. Lousy.

      Perhaps she should have told Thain about her nightmare in­stead. At least he could just dismiss it as nothing important.

      Thain toyed with a corner of his rough blanket. “Did you sell the medal?”

      Thainna seized on the new topic. “Hae! And got four laurels for it! But it was pretty close. I actually sold it to a VEIL knight.”

      Her brother’s eyes widened, suitably impressed at her daring.

      “A knight? You minx!” Thain exclaimed and then coughed.

      “He hit me at the end, but then he dropped some more money,” Thainna said when Thain could breathe again. “Lucky that he was so thick. Illius put the wrong date on the medal.”

      “It was fake, though, not a replica. There isn’t really a right date.”

      “Hae, maybe,” Thainna agreed, but she was still annoyed. “But there was a wrong one! Illius put 1248.”

      “Hae, Captain Mazrem was trapped in Njorn Pass most of that winter,” Thain said. He frowned, but Thainna sensed that the twist in his lips was for Illius, not her. “There wasn’t anyone around to give out medals. Certainly not the Emperor’s Favor. Illius should have used an earlier date, before Rikard Mazrem left Carce.”

      Thainna rarely had to explain things to her brother, and never more than once. He was the clever one between them, with a quick, deft mind that belied his frail body. Thainna was so proud of her twin. But why couldn’t Thain’s body be as strong as his mind?

      “What about the other job, the one with the vase?” he asked in a wheezing voice.

      “Nothing worth talking about,” said Thainna. She rubbed her brother’s bony back. “Maybe you should go back to sleep. Are you hungry? I can get you some food.”

      “No, I’ll eat later. It doesn’t matter, anyway. I’ll just throw up. Please tell me about the job, Thainna. I never get to leave the fostral anymore.”

      “There’s not much to tell,” Thainna admitted. “I got an ashmark with orders to sneak into the Everstones and take a vase. Some expensive antique, I guess. Someone had knocked into it during one of the Mazrem Festival parties and so it was on its way out for repairs. I took it from a servant while he was fixing his sandals and left it in a drop-spot for Caelin.”

      “Did the man chase you?” asked Thain. He grinned with excitement at his twin’s adventure. There was even a faint flush in his pale cheeks. Thainna wished her story were really that thrilling.

      “Hae, but not very far. He was a great big man,” said Thainna. “Like a walrus with legs! He was panting and sweating in no time at all. I guess all the good food in the Everstones weighed him down.”

      Thain laughed a little at her description and took one of Thainna’s hands. He gave it a weak squeeze.

      “You do good work,” he told her. “Someone will notice it someday. You won’t be a Talon forever.”

      Now it was Thainna’s turn to blush. Her cheeks stung, scrubbed raw by tears and now prickled with the rising blush.

      “Neither will you, Thain.”

      “I haven’t been a real Talon in years, not since I’ve been stuck in the fostral. I wasn’t even much of one before. I was so young. Fourteen years old when I came here…” He gestured at the curtained cell with an impatient flick of his stick-thin fingers.

      “When I win the Auction, everything will be so much better,” Thainna promised.

      Thain smiled at her. She lingered for a while in hopes of filling her brother’s monotonous time, but before long, Thain was asleep again. She kissed his cheek and left.

      Thainna passed a priest dressed in dark blue on her way out of the fostral wing. She caught the man by the arm and was greeted by a familiarly contemptuous sneer. The priest was a tall man, probably about the same age as Thainna’s father, but had weathered the years far better than Aelos Vahn. His monastically close-cut hair was still dark and lustrous.

      “Hae?” he asked. “What do you want?”

      “My brother’s resting in that cell over there. Number seventeen,” Thainna said, pointing back the direction she had come. “He’s not… I mean, he doesn’t look very good. He’s too thin. Can you take him something to eat?”

      “I don’t work the dram halls,” said the priest.

      He brushed past Thainna, but she grabbed the corner of his tabba. Frowning, he jerked the cloth free of her grasp.

      “So? Can’t you help?” Thainna fought to remain calm, but her voice was rising, just like it always did.

      “Ask one of the fosters. That’s their job.”

      With that, the priest strode off down the hall.

      “They never do anything, either!” Thainna shouted after him.

      She stood fuming in the hallway. A young acolyte stood before a tall statue of beautiful, buxom Surma with an ewer of scented oil upturned in her hands, filling and quickly overflowing a marble bowl carved into the shape a seashell. She stared in shock until Thainna turned away and stormed out of the temple.

      Thainna didn’t slow until she had run down the blue-and-white steps of the temple and back out into the
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