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      Malach hefted the pickaxe, sweat plastering the linen shirt to his back.

      Which witch would it be today?

      Which witch?

      Time blurred in the pit, each day bleeding into the next, but if it was Luansday, that meant Darya.

      He pictured her cool pewter eyes and plump mouth. Shards of rock exploded as the pick bit into the canyon wall. A seam of jaxite glimmered in the sunlight. He attacked the surrounding sandstone, chiseling a furrow. Six more blows and a sizable chunk of the mineral broke off. Malach tossed it into a bucket. He tipped his last waterskin back, draining it, then resumed hacking. The dull black seam widened as he gouged deeper. Jaxite tended to shatter, but the bigger the pieces, the faster the bucket filled.

      Experience had taught him to seek out the nearly imperceptible flaws that would liberate the most jaxite in a single blow. He traced a calloused fingertip along the fine striations, then raised the pick, bringing it down at a precise point the size of his thumbnail.

      Crack!

      Malach leapt back as a head-sized chunk broke free. He hefted it in one practiced motion and thunked it into the bucket. Then he lugged the bucket to the winch site, grabbed an empty one, and returned to the seam. A shimmery, sweltering haze rose from the canyon floor as he picked up the last bucket and hiked out, passing dozens of other dusty men. He buckled into a harness and signaled to a foreman above. The straps creaked tight. He was winched to the surface of the pit, crab-walking along the slanted walls.

      A young witch with long russet hair waited for him at the top. She wore a complicated dress made from a single narrow length of silver-threaded cloth. It wrapped around hips and bosom and then all the way down one arm to the wrist, leaving the other arm and shoulder bare.

      He found the garment erotic—a single tug and it would all come apart—though not on her. Stacked rings adorned her fingers, each set with a different jewel. More shone in her hair and on a gold chain at her throat.

      “Hello, Darya,” he said with an easy smile, unstrapping his helmet and tossing it on a pile.

      The witch smiled back. “You look well, Malach.”

      All his minders spoke fluent Osterlish, with the quick, lilting accent of Dur-Athaara. They fell into step together, heading toward the barracks.

      “The foreman praised you,” Darya remarked. “He says you are tireless.”

      “I find hard work satisfying.”

      Her fey eyes met his. “Do you? I am glad.” Darya fanned herself with a straw hat. “I heard six men collapsed from heatstroke today. It’s been a brutal summer.”

      Lithomancy demanded a steady supply of raw ore, gemstones and crystals. The Mahadeva Sahevis, the witch-queen, had kept her promise of sweating the arrogance out of him, setting him to work at the pit mines that honeycombed the island.

      The men were well-fed and well-paid—even Malach. He’d started with four days on, three off, six-hour shifts. When it became clear that there was no way off the island, he’d asked them to double his hours. The foreman had raised an eyebrow, clearly expecting him to crumble, but Malach threw himself into the labor, punishing himself until he fell into his bunk like a dead man each day. Gradually, his body hardened to steel. Now he worked five dawn-to-dusk shifts in a row. It was mind-numbing, but at least he had something to vent his frustration on.

      When the witches caught him on the beach and brought him to Dur-Athaara, Malach had been confident he’d find a way to escape. But they’d burned every ship and severed contact with the outside world. Three times, he’d run away and stolen fishing dinghies. They all floated straight into the witch-queen’s grotto, no matter which way the currents ran. The Mahadeva seemed to find his escape attempts amusing. Like a child allowing an ant to scurry away before scooping it up with a leaf and returning it to the habitat.

      “There’s shade in the canyons,” he said. “Except at midday. But I’m used to it.”

      Darya nodded, looking pleased. “It is well you have found a useful occupation, aingeal dian.”

      His jaw tightened. Fallen angel, the witches called him. It only reminded him of everything he’d lost. Nikola Thorn was the reason he worked himself to the brink. The worry for her was a rat gnawing at his gut. It never stopped. If anything, it worsened with each passing day.

      “The Mahadeva is wise. Has she asked about me?”

      “She does not need to,” Darya replied. “The Crone sees all.”

      A lie. The witch-queen was powerful—but not a god. She’d admitted that she didn’t know where Nikola was or what had become of her. Only that she had borne his child and the two of them lived.

      That was months ago. Anything could have happened in the meantime.

      “Tell the Mahadeva that I wish to speak with her,” Malach said. “Please.”

      He said the same thing every day. And every day, the witches gave the same reply.

      “I will convey your request.” Darya laid a hand on his arm. He tried not to flinch at her touch. “But when she wants to see you, she will let you know. Be at ease, Malach.”

      He turned away before she could glimpse the loathing in his eyes and joined a line of men at the outdoor showers. Dur-Athaarans had no modesty about naked bodies. The showers were wide open to public view. He stripped down and let the lukewarm water beat against his skin. Within seconds, the spray sluiced away the dull coating of rock dust. Colors bloomed on the Marks across his chest and arms—bloody red, golden amber, deep greens and blues. All worthless.

      He lathered twice with a cake of soap, fingers probing the ridged muscles of his abdomen. A scar above his hip marked the spot where the priest had stabbed him. Malach didn’t care about that. It was what the witches had put inside him that made him want to strangle Darya with her own dress. He poked and prodded, but the kaldurite stone was lodged too deep to feel. It didn’t hurt, or interfere with anything but his ability to touch the ley.

      The only thing that mattered.

      Malach grabbed a towel from a stack next to the showers and dried off. He kept his back to the witch, but he felt her eyes on him. A tingling, itchy sensation that started at the nape of his neck and worked its way down his spine. Somehow, he always knew when a witch was near and watching. Was Darya attracted? Repulsed? Or did she feel nothing for him?

      He wore long sleeves and buttoned his shirt to the neck, but the other men knew he was a mage. They shunned him, which suited Malach just fine. Many were former slaves who’d been given sanctuary in Dur-Athaara. For all Malach knew, he might have sold some of them to the witches himself.

      He kept to himself, eating alone in the barracks and going into the city every second Luansday to see Tashtemir. A witch always accompanied him on these expeditions, usually Darya, but sometimes one of her sisters. They treated him with condescension—like a naughty boy capable of mischief but who could learn correct behavior with a little discipline. Since his last failed escape attempt several months ago, Malach had been unfailingly polite and obedient. Let them think he’d given up.

      Darya had no clue that she was about to learn a lesson herself.

      “I was thinking of paying a visit to the temple,” he said, drying his hair with the towel. He gave her a wry smile. “Would you care to join me?”

      “Ah, let me think about it.” The witch pretended to mull it over. It was a joke he’d started with her a while back. As if they would ever allow him to roam loose unattended. But the small intimacy was another thread he’d tied to her.

      “Why, yes, Malach, I would be happy to make a devotion to Valmitra.” Darya stuck the straw hat on her head and moved to the shade of a date palm. “I will wait for you here.”

      Malach tossed the wet towel in a bin. He went inside to his bunk, donned a fresh shirt, and knotted a Rahai around his waist. It was one of the few aspects of life here he’d come to appreciate. The simple skirt-like garment was loose and comfortable, much more so than his heavy cardinal’s robe. It had no pockets, but he had no belongings, so it made little difference.

      He joined the witch at her ancient automobile. It had been sitting in the sun and the leather seat burned his ass straight through the Rahai. Malach rolled the window down and stuck an elbow out as she pressed the starter button. The engine coughed and sputtered to life. They started down the winding road from the highlands at the center of Tenethe. Low, rugged mountains ringed the Pit, but the scenery grew lush as they drove south. Colorful flowers bloomed everywhere, filling the air with heavy perfume.

      “How old is this thing?” Malach studied the array of knobs on the dashboard. Few functioned for their original purpose anymore—definitely not the one that promised climate control.

      Darya laughed. “Not Second Dark Age, but close.”

      “How do you keep it running?”

      “We have a guild of mechanics that goes back hundreds of years.” Her lips quirked. “Why, do you wish to learn?”

      “How’s the pay?”

      “More than you’re making now. But I’m afraid the trade is hereditary. Passed from mother to daughter.”

      “No men?”

      “A few. Not many.”

      “Why?”

      She swept an errant lock of hair from her eyes, then took the hat off and tossed it into the back seat. “That’s just how it is, Malach.”

      He was still trying to get a handle on how the witches viewed men. The culture was matriarchal, yet he sensed no resentment at the camp. The witches who came for him were greeted respectfully and he’d never heard a word against them—not even after they were gone.

      “Do you think we’re too stupid to be mechanics?” he wondered.

      Darya frowned. “I do not think you’re stupid at all. Obviously, your physique is suited to heavy labor. But men also work in the markets, as you have seen. They are potters and weavers. And they care for the children, of course. It takes great stamina and patience to work in the creches.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You are skeptical, Malach, because you’ve been taught different ideas of what it means to be a man. That is all. The people who founded this land—men and women both—decided to build a society that would not repeat the mistakes of the past. Men are the more emotional sex. It makes little sense for them to hold positions of authority.” She glanced at him. “You cannot argue with the fact that while the Via Sancta tears itself apart, we are at peace.”

      The knot in his chest tightened. “Have you heard anything?”

      The car crested a rise and the azure sweep of the sea came into view. An offshore wind farm stood sentinel over the waves, white blades spinning slowly.

      “I don’t mean to mislead you. I have no news from outside.” The witch gave him a chin-up smile. “But you’re much better off here, I am certain of it. Try to be patient and trust in the Mahadeva’s guidance. When you are ready, she will let you return.”

      How many times had Malach heard the same refrain? Each time, it sounded more hollow.

      “Are you a mother, Darya?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then you can’t know what it’s like to be a parent yet never to have seen your own child.”

      “No,” she agreed. “I do not know.” A sharp glance. “But nor do I pity you. There are those among us who would see you under lock and key. Be grateful for the indulgence you have been given.”

      Malach bit back a sarcastic retort. “I am. But I cannot help pining for those I left behind.”

      He lurched forward, bracing a palm on the dashboard as the witch braked for a herd of spotted goats. Her crappy car lacked seatbelts, too.

      “I didn’t expect a nihilim to be so sentimental.” Darya tapped the horn. The curly-haired boy herding the goats shooed them to the grassy verge and the car crept past. “Isn’t self-interest your central belief?”

      Malach ignored the jab. “If you refer to the Via Libertas, its central tenet is freedom,” he said in a mild tone. “Personally, I have no belief in anything.”

      “You wear the Mark of the Broken Chain around your neck.”

      “It’s given to every mage from Bal Kirith.”

      “So you have no faith of any kind? I pity you.”

      Malach eyed her slender neck. If he could snap it before she found a way to retaliate . . . but every stone on her fingers held protective power. And killing Darya, however satisfying, would only gain him an extended stay in a cell.

      “You can pray for me at the temple,” he said.

      Her face darkened. “Do not blaspheme, aingeal. It was your kind who—” She cut off, hands tightening around the wheel.

      “Who did what? Why do you hate us so?”

      “I do not hate you,” she ground out. “You cannot help the sins of your forebears. But I will not pray for you!” She stared straight ahead. “Be silent now.”

      A tiny smile curled the corner of his mouth. “As you wish, Darya.”
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      The dirt road widened and the crowds thickened as they approached the capital of Dur-Athaara. It was a backwater compared to Novostopol, the only other city Malach knew, and lacked the frenzied hustle of that great metropolis. People moved at a leisurely pace, pausing to chat with food vendors or rest in the botanical gardens that wound through the landscape like green arteries.

      None of the stone buildings had square corners. Every street and wall curved in serpentine fashion, following the canals that allowed the sea to flow in and out according to the tides. The odor of spiced fish mingled with smoke from the pyres along the esplanade, where Athaarans brought the bodies of the dead to be burned.

      The practice had seemed grim the first time he saw it, but as they drove past the wide blossom-strewn steps leading down to the water, Malach sensed the peaceful solemnity of the people gathered there. He turned his head to watch as a corpse wound in bright saffron cloth was set alight and the bier gently pushed into the waves. Voices raised in song. Not a dirge but a joyful celebration of life.

      They drove across an arching bridge and the massive Temple of Valmitra came into view. It was circular, the walls carved with overlapping scales, each inlaid with precious metals and glittering jewels. A glass dome capped the structure, bathing the interior in light. Darya parked in the lot reserved for witches and they entered through a side door, pausing to take their shoes off.

      The temple looked more like a menagerie than a place of worship. Lizards clung to the vine-covered walls and skittered through the shadows. Serpents of varying sizes slithered freely across the cracked stone floor. Malach counted sixteen witches, along with twelve acolytes whose eyes had not yet turned gray. They all turned to stare at him. Darya smiled, though her gaze was cool.

      “You may go visit your friend, Malach,” she said. “Find me here when you are done.”

      She broke off to join a group at the main stone altar, which was fashioned in the image of a serpent with three necks but only two heads. Scented smoke drifted from a pair of fanged mouths. A garland of white flowers draped the severed stump of the third. Dead mice lay on the stone slab. Malach watched in queasy fascination as a cobra emerged from a narrow crevice, spread its jaws, and devoured one of the rodents whole.

      The temple was open to all. Besides the witches, devotees of Valmitra came and went, leaving offerings of fruit or bowls of milk. They formed a line, each bowing three times, foreheads lightly touching the floor, a whispered prayer on their lips. The men wore Rahais, the women dresses or loose trousers. A heap of straw sandals sat near the main doors.

      Malach made his way through the crowd, eyes locked on the ground. Some of the serpents were harmless. Others less so. The witches kept a supply of antivenin on hand, but he had no desire to test its effectiveness. Tissue-thin wisps of shedded skin rustled beneath his bare feet as he took a flight of winding stone stairs behind the altar down to a warren of rooms below the temple. Malach’s steps slowed as he reached the open door of the caretaker’s consulting room. He muttered an oath under his breath.

      Tashtemir Kelevan knelt next to a python that stretched from one end of the room to the other. Its skin was patterned in gold and black whorls that would blend perfectly with the dappled sunlight of a forest. Malach had run across constrictors that big in the Morho. They weren’t fast, but once they got hold of you, it was over.

      “Cardinal!” A smile of delight lit the vet’s long, mournful face.

      Malach returned the smile but kept well back. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “Fungal infection,” Tashtemir explained, moving a damp cloth in gentle strokes along the side of its massive head, where patches of white discolored the skin. “Poor darling. But with repeat treatments, she’ll be fine.” He laughed at Malach’s hesitation. “She won’t harm you.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she’s already eaten.” He patted a lump in the center of the snake. Malach didn’t ask what the python had dined on, but he mastered his fear enough to enter the chamber.

      Tash wrung out the cloth over a bowl and stood. The Rahai was a versatile garment that could be worn in different ways. Tash’s draped over one shoulder and fell just above his knees, covering part of a hairy chest.

      “The treatment is my own recipe. I found an excellent apothecary at the market, though he’s starting to run low on everything because of the embargo.” He sighed. “I’ll just have to make do somehow. How are you?”

      “Eager to be gone,” Malach said. He stepped back as the snake lifted its head and slowly slithered out the door. “Did you get the name?”

      “I might have.” Tash started replacing an array of glass bottles on their shelves. “But I still urge you to reconsider this plan.”

      “Just give it to me.”

      Tash turned. His wavy dark hair had grown long, but that wasn’t why he looked different. There was a softness to his face. A light in his eyes. It took Malach a moment to realize that the southerner was happy here.

      “If it was a matter of simply cutting it from your skin . . . but the stone is deep inside you. I have no idea if this doctor is skilled.” Tash glanced at the door, lowering his voice. “A lot of shady people are desperate for money right now, Cardinal. The black market dried up when the Mahadeva banned trade with the Curia. Everyone comes to pay respects to Valmitra and I’ve gotten to know a few of them, but that doesn’t mean they’re trustworthy.”

      “Then you do it.”

      Tash gave him a weary look. “As I’ve already told you a dozen times, I don’t have the instruments to attempt it. Nor would I even if I did. I can sew up a wound and cure a case of indigestion, but I’m not a surgeon.”

      “How much will it cost?”

      “A lot.”

      Malach stared at him in silence. Tashtemir finally shook his head. “Six major gems or the equivalent in lesser stones.”

      Malach did a swift calculation. The most prized gems were diamonds, rubies, sapphires and emeralds. He was paid in lesser stones and had saved all his wages, but the price was staggering.

      “I don’t quite have it. Can you lend me the rest?”

      Tash made a dour face, then nodded reluctantly. “There’s a commission for the middle-woman. I suppose I can cover that, too.”

      “What did you tell them about me?”

      “Nothing. These people don’t ask questions, Malach.” He took a folded piece of paper from the waist of his Rahai but didn’t hand it over. “If the place looks dirty, promise me you’ll call it off.”

      “I’m not a fool.”

      “That’s debatable.” He eyed the scar along Malach’s hip. “You just healed from the last impromptu surgery.”

      Malach gave him a desperate look. “It’s worth the risk. I have to find Nikola. And my child. I have to.”

      Tash’s face softened. “I know. Just wait here, I’ll get the stones.”

      Malach leaned against the wall while Tash went to his rooms in an adjacent building. The cloying smell of incense churned his stomach. Or maybe it was the prospect of being cut into again. Unlike his cousin Dantarion, Malach did not enjoy pain. But there was no other way. Once he had the ley back, he could compel one of the witches to help him escape. If the Mahadeva caught him, he’d use it against her. Never again would he allow them to get close enough to force one of those cursed kaldurite stones into his mouth.

      Tashtemir returned with a small pouch. Malach tucked it into his boot.

      “You look like a wild man, Cardinal,” Tash said. “Don’t they let you shave?”

      Malach scrubbed a hand through his beard. “I’m too tired to shave,” he admitted. “And there are no mirrors. I’d likely cut my own throat.”

      “Well, I would be quite alarmed if I encountered you in a dark alley.” He clucked his tongue. “And you used to be so fussy about your appearance.”

      “Me?” Malach laughed. “You were the dandy. Do you miss your silks and lace cuffs?”

      “Not really. The Rahai is sensible for this climate. Do you wear it in the pit?”

      “They give us trousers and shirts, but no one except me wears a shirt. Too hot.”

      “It is a ghastly penance the witch-queen has set you.”

      “No worse than yours,” Malach replied. “I would take the pit over a python any day.”

      Tash grinned. “Just be glad there are no crocodilians in the isles. They, too, are considered the children of Valmitra.”

      “How long do you plan to stay here?”

      “The Imperator’s term expires in one year. Then I shall decide—if the ban on travel is ever lifted.”

      Malach frowned. “Could they maintain it indefinitely?”

      “No one knows. But with the Void broken, the mages must be waging open war against the Curia. I expect the witches will keep their distance until the dust settles.” He looked at Malach seriously. “Who do you think will win this contest?”

      Malach shrugged. “If I’ve learned anything, it’s that winning is a subjective concept. They have greater numbers. We have greater control of the ley. A conflict like that can drag on for decades. One wonders what will be left at the end.”

      “Have you become a pacifist?” Tash asked with a laugh. “What happened to the ruthless, bloodthirsty beast I know and love?”

      “Oh, he’s still here.” Malach smiled. “Older, yet seemingly no wiser.”

      Tashtemir nodded. “Only two things are infinite, my friend. The ley and human stupidity.” A rueful grin. “And I am unsure about the first. Come, make yourself useful and refill these jars.”

      Malach spent the next hour helping Tash in the examining room. He was permitted to treat a cut on a tiny salamander. It was a pretty creature, not slimy but cool and dry. He let it sit on his wrist afterwards, marveling at the vivid orange hue and delicate spots.

      “She likes you,” Tash said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because she hasn’t run away.” He saw Malach’s expression and swallowed. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “It’s all right,” Malach said dryly. “Nikola was right to leave. And I’ve no idea if she wants to see me again. But I won’t know until I find her, will I?”

      Tash nodded. “I think she only did what she thought she had to. But I saw the way she looked at you. She tried to conceal her feelings, but my time at court taught me to read volumes in the smallest gesture. And hers were obvious.”

      That pleased him. Malach sat very still, communing with the newt, while Tashtemir mixed his elixirs and tidied the examining room.

      They’d met three years before when Tash was caught at the docks in Novostopol by three Masdari mercenaries hoping to claim the bounty on his head. Sensing an opportunity, Malach had fought them off, striking a bargain to bring Tash back to Bal Kirith, where even a veterinarian was better than no doctor at all. After some prodding, Malach learned that Tashtemir had bedded the Golden Imperator’s wife. Not being the forgiving sort, the Imperator had vowed to see him sorely punished for it. Tash was hiding out abroad until her seven-year term ended, at which point he hoped to return and secure a pardon from her successor. Tash always seemed sad when he spoke of his distant homeland. For the first time, Malach understood the bitter longing of an exile.

      “The surgeon is expecting you tonight.” Tashtemir laid a hand on his shoulder. “I suppose we may not see each other again so . . . good luck, Cardinal.”

      Malach had few friends in the world, but the southerner was one of them. He clasped Tash’s hand, then pulled him into an embrace.

      “I know what you’re risking for me. I won’t forget it.”

      He found Darya at the altar feeding crickets to a blue-tailed skink. The creature was comically fat, with tiny hind legs that could barely support its weight.

      “How was your visit, Malach?” she asked cheerfully.

      “Tashtemir is content here. It lifts my spirits to see him.”

      “You see? It is not as bad as you make out.” She seemed to have forgotten their spat. “We are lucky to have you both. My sisters tell me Tashtemir is the best caretaker they’ve ever had. His experience in the bestiary of the Imperator was invaluable. Now, is there anywhere else you wish to go? The bazaar?”

      “No.” He covered a yawn. “I’m exhausted.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      He shook his head. Darya made a sound of reproach. “You must take better care of yourself, Malach.”

      The witch bought him two chicken kabobs from a vendor in front of the temple. Malach ate them in the car as they drove back to the pit.

      “You have tomorrow off,” she said as they pulled up at the barracks. “Would you like to see some sights? The north end of the island has orange groves with walking paths. Or perhaps an afternoon at the beach?”

      “I prefer to sleep.”

      For four months, since his last escape attempt, Malach had not deviated from a rigid schedule; work like a maniac for five days straight, visit Tash, then stay in his bunk sleeping for two.

      A notch creased Darya’s forehead. “Are you depressed, Malach?”

      The concern in her voice made him want to laugh. “Why would I be depressed?”

      She gave him a flat look. “I know you’re unhappy. But the sooner you accept your situation the swifter the time will pass.”

      He smiled. “I thank you for the offer. Perhaps next time. But as you said, the heat takes a toll. Goodnight, Darya.”

      He walked to the barracks, skin crawling the entire way. As he reached the door, the engine started. He heard gravel crunch under the tires as she drove away.

      Malach found his bunk and lay down, lacing his hands behind his head. The fog of male bodies was potent, but he hardly noticed it anymore. On either side, men snored and sighed in their sleep. He watched the moon rise beyond the line of windows. When it was high and full, he lifted his mattress and took out a fat leather purse. He added Tash’s gems to it and stuffed the purse in his boot. Then he crept between the bunks and out the door.

      Torches burned in the pit, casting a reddish glow on the rocky ground. The mining never stopped. Night shifts were coveted since they were cooler, but Malach had never asked for one. If he was on shift, there would be no way out of the pit until it ended.

      And night was the time for running.

      The witches didn’t set a full-time guard on the barracks. They were confident he couldn’t get off the island, but whatever magic they’d worked left him the leeway to move around Tenethe—for a brief time at least. He steered clear of the pit’s rim where most of the activity took place and followed the road toward the city. Driving, the trip was about twenty minutes. On foot, it took him the better part of two hours. But Tash had drawn a crude map and Malach found the address with no trouble.

      It was in a quiet area fronting one of the canals. Dr. Fithen lived in a round two-story house with blue and white flowers blooming on the windowsills. Lamplight gleamed on the still, dark water. He studied the house for a moment. Well-kept and respectable with a small plaque on the door bearing the words Medical Clinic.

      His nerves hummed, but nothing about the place tripped the danger wire in his brain. Malach knocked. The door was answered by a small birdlike woman with a sharp nose and short graying hair. He gave Tash’s name and she nodded, admitting him into a reception area with three wooden chairs. A younger woman in spotless whites emerged from a hall. Neither had the eyes of a witch.

      “This is Surena,” Dr. Fithen said. “My assistant. Did you bring the fee?”

      “I’d like to ask some questions first.”

      “Of course.”

      “How long have you been practicing medicine?”

      She looked amused. “Thirty years. I started as a midwife but received my full training when I was twenty-six. I’ve performed dozens of surgeries.”

      “How many were successful?”

      “All but one. The patient had a seizure on the operating table. But that was due to a preexisting condition.” She looked him over. “You’re a healthy-looking man. Unless there’s a history I don’t know about?”

      Malach shook his head. “How long will I be out?”

      “A few hours. Then you’ll be moved to recovery upstairs. I’ll allow you to stay in the room for three days. After that, you must leave.”

      “How big of an incision are we talking about?”

      “With luck, quite small. I’ll have to cut through the abdominal wall, but no more than half an inch in diameter. Then I’ll use forceps to remove the stone and suture you up.”

      That seemed acceptable. “May I see the surgery?”

      “Naturally.” She nodded at her assistant. “I’ll go wash up.”

      Surena took him to a room down the hall. She flipped on a bright overhead light. It held a gurney and IV stand with a bag of clear fluid. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere. Malach took the purse from his boot and handed it over.

      “Wait here,” Surena said. She withdrew, presumably to count the gems. He sat down on the edge of the gurney. Steel instruments gleamed on a white cloth. The room smelled of antiseptic. Malach pressed a sweaty palm to his stomach.

      He had lied when he told Darya he believed in nothing. The twin comets he’d seen at the Mahadeva’s cavern were a sign from the ley. He still didn’t know what it meant, but he was not the same man who had first met Nikola. She had changed him—or simply introduced him to an essential part of himself that he’d never met before.

      Malach knew his shortcomings were not magically gone. He had too many for that. But he would protect her to the death. Be loyal to his last breath. She befuddled him and set him aflame in the same moment. She made him laugh.

      She terrified him.

      Love, he understood now, was greater than the sum of its parts. He could tally up all of these things and they still fell short of the depth of the whole. She didn’t feel the same way about him, but it didn’t matter. Finding her was worth any price.

      He looked up as Dr. Fithen entered the room, now wearing crisp whites. A cloth cap covered her graying hair.

      “Where exactly is the stone?” he asked as Surena took a needle from a tray and filled it with liquid.

      This made all the difference in how much damage he sustained.

      “I’ll find it through external palpation, don’t you worry,” Dr. Fithen said. “Undress, please.”

      He unbuttoned his shirt and took it off. Then he tugged the Rahai loose and handed that over, too. Fithen’s gaze swept across his Marks.

      “Lie back.” She winked at him. “You won’t feel a thing, I promise.”

      Malach levered himself onto the gurney, a chill sweeping his bare skin. Surena approached with the needle. Her bland expression unnerved him. Tash had told them nothing, yet neither woman seemed surprised at the Marks. His gut tightened. Something felt wrong.

      “Wait,” he said.

      In one quick motion, she jabbed his biceps and depressed the plunger. Malach slapped her hand away. The needle fell to the floor.

      “I told you to wait!” he snapped.

      The two women stepped back, regarding him warily. “Are you changing your mind, aingeal?” Dr. Fithen asked.

      “I . . . .” He raised a hand to his head. Her face blurred, then doubled. “What did you call me?”

      Fithen turned away, checking the instruments laid out on the tray. Malach tried to stand, but his legs didn’t work. Surena laid a hand on his chest and pushed him flat. Her face swam above him. “Just relax.”

      Straps cinched around his wrists and ankles. Surena stuffed a cloth into his mouth.

      “Shouldn’t we kill him now?” she asked.

      “No.” Dr. Fithen walked over. Her face was a blur, but her voice held a new coldness. “Let him suffer while I cut it out.”

      “I know he is aingeal, but⁠—”

      “If you prefer, you can keep the fee. I’ll sell the kaldurite. But you must help me throw him in the sea after. He’s too heavy to carry alone.”

      A sigh. “Yes, doctor.”

      Malach’s eyes slid shut. He dragged them open and managed to raise his head a centimeter from the table. The glint of a scalpel hovered above his abdomen. In an instant, he was back at a stone chamber in the Arx of Novostopol, Falke’s priests pinning his arms and legs as the blade bit into his wrist. A muffled scream filtered through the gag.

      “I told you we should cut his throat. Someone might hear.”

      He felt weak as a newborn, yet every muscle tensed as cold steel touched his navel. He forced his body to relax. Minimize the blood loss. If he survived the cutting long enough for them to extract the stone, he’d have the ley. It flowed all around him, right there. When he died, he’d make sure they went with him.

      Malach fixed his bleary gaze on the circle of light overhead, panting through his nose. Whatever drug they’d given him, it didn’t dull sensation. A sharp sting—not too bad. The gentle clink of the scalpel striking the steel tray. A pause as Dr. Fithen chose another instrument. Then pain greater than he’d ever known. It burrowed to his roots. Mist devoured the edges of the room, but he refused to pass out.

      Please please please please find it.

      The instrument finally withdrew.

      “It’s deeper than I thought,” Dr. Fithen said. “Lodged in the lower intestine. I’ll need to widen the incision. Get the probe ready.”

      Malach’s heartbeat thundered in his ears. So loud it almost sounded like running feet⁠—

      A force rocked the gurney on its wheels. The ceiling spun as he careened across the operating room. The IV stand crashed over. A woman screamed. Malach’s head flopped to one side. Dr. Fithen cowered in a corner. Two blurry figures stood over her.

      The pain drained away. He could hear it leaving, a steady drip-drip. The quiet embrace waited to enfold him. Very near now.

      Then Darya’s fingers curled in his hair, lifting his head. Her rings gouged into his scalp. Pewter eyes stared down at him.

      “Ah, aingeal,” she whispered, cheeks pale with rage. “I think you’ll get your audience with the Mahadeva now.”
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      Malach’s eyes opened to the sting of salt water. A heavy weight crushed his chest. He sucked in a panicked breath. The sea poured in. Fingers scrabbled over the flat stone pinning him. It was brutally heavy.

      Long shifts toiling in the pit—and sheer panic—finally shifted it aside. He sat with a gasp. Water rattled in his throat. A long minute elapsed before he managed to speak.

      “If you intend to murder me, go ahead,” he rasped. “But I thought you’d be more creative than drowning.” He glanced around. “In a pool less than a meter deep.”

      The Mahadeva Sahevis started to laugh—all three of them. The Crone had the rusty screech of a gull. The Mother chuckled quietly. But the Maid flailed in helpless mirth, her giggles echoing through the grotto.

      “He thinks we’re trying to drown him.” She eyed Malach fondly. “Silly aingeal!”

      “Be silent,” the Crone snapped, her own cackles fading. “Valmitra has seen fit to heal you, feckless boy. A little gratitude is in order.”

      Malach pressed a hand to his stomach. The skin was smooth and unbroken. Even his other scar had vanished. Yet the agony was seared into his memory. He recalled only a fraction of the ordeal at Fithen’s house—but that was enough. The woman had gutted him.

      “It’s not possible,” he whispered, staring at them each in turn. “Even the ley cannot heal!”

      The Crone shook her head. “How little you nihilim understand.” White cauls covered her eyes, but her blind gaze pierced him nonetheless. “Count yourself fortunate that the Great Serpent took pity on you. It is a thing rarely done.”

      Not for a single moment had Malach believed in their god. The concept was ludicrous. A serpent that coiled around the core of the earth, breathing out ley? But he couldn’t deny that an apparent miracle had occurred. He rose from the pool and strode to the rock shelf. A clean Rahai sat there. He unfolded the garment and knotted it around his waist. His stomach growled loudly.

      “How long was I down there?” he asked.

      “A week,” the Mother replied.

      “A week?”

      She dragged a jade comb through her hair. “That butcher you went to inflicted mortal wounds. So we gave you to Valmitra. If you lived, you would surface. If not . . . . We did check on you periodically.”

      “What happened to Dr. Fithen?” He hoped it was something terrible.

      “Her medical license has been revoked. She will atone for her offense.”

      Malach nodded thoughtfully. “Tell her I want my money back.”

      The Maid leapt to her feet, scowling. “Do not jest! You have made us very angry!”

      “Have I?” He gave her a cold stare. “And what did you expect? I am not a dog to be leashed and brought to heel. You show me signs and portents. Declare that I am dangerous but not why or to whom. You refuse to tell me how long I must remain here or anything that is happening in my homeland. Where I have not one but two newborn children! So yes, I tried to remove the kaldurite. You left me no other choice!”

      The three women—he still thought of them as three, although they shared a single mind—regarded him with quicksilver eyes. They resembled each other, more so the Maid and the Mother. Bold nose, thin lips, and high, angular cheekbones. The Maid’s hair was a rich mahogany, threaded with silver in the Mother and fading to pure white in the Crone. They wore no clothing, only dozens of jeweled bracelets, anklets, rings and overlapping necklaces that gleamed in the dim light of the grotto.

      “If Valmitra saved your life,” the Mother said at last, “it is because we were right. You have importance in the scheme of things.”

      “Then let me meet my destiny, whatever it is!”

      The Crone shook a leather dicing cup and tossed the contents between her bony legs. They were not gems, merely rough pebbles that looked like every other rock in the grotto. The Maid and Mother crowded close. They whispered to each other for a minute.

      The Crone gave a satisfied grunt. “Valmitra has confirmed our choice.”

      The Maid grinned impishly. “He will not like it.”

      “It does not matter what he does and does not like,” the Crone said. “He will submit.”

      Her voice held total assurance. For the first time in his life, Malach felt utterly outmatched.

      “Submit to what?” he asked wearily.

      “The mines were a poor choice,” the Mother said. “They stoked your aggression and failed to stimulate your mind.”

      “I like the pit,” he said, jaw setting stubbornly. “If I must be here, that is my preference.”

      “And therein lies the problem,” the Crone said. “Your judgment is poor, aingeal. We would lock you up before sending you to the pit again. But we do not desire to punish you more than you already have been.”

      He leaned back on his palms, crossing his ankles. “What are you offering?”

      The Maid’s eyes glittered. “A challenge, aingeal. If you succeed, we will consider setting you loose.”

      There were too many conditions in that sentence to take it seriously, yet Malach felt a glimmer of hope.

      “Then I will rise to the occasion.” His lips quirked. “Shall I slay a monster for you? Seek out a magical sword?”

      “You will join a creche,” the Mother said. “Rear children.”

      Malach laughed. “No, really, what is it?”

      The Maid scampered over and stroked his hair, toying with the damp locks. “Why do you doubt?”

      He opened his mouth, then closed it again. She gave his beard a playful tug, then kissed his cheek and returned to her elders.

      “You would trust me around your children?” he asked in disbelief. “Me?”

      “Would you harm them, Malach?” the Mother asked.

      “No, but⁠—”

      “Then it is done.”

      “I haven’t agreed yet!” Unsettled by the swift turn of events, Malach cast about for another excuse. “With all respect, Mahadeva, I don’t speak the language. Menial labor is more suitable.”

      The Crone’s thin lips twitched. “A bheil thu a’ creidsinn gu bheil sinn gòrach?”

      He gazed at her, all innocence. “Your pardon, Mahadeva?”

      “I say again, do you believe us to be stupid?” She swept the stones up. “Very well. Glasaidh sinn suas thu.”

      “No!” He frowned. “Do not cage me again.”

      The Maid tossed a pebble at him. “Liar,” she growled.

      After four months immersed in the speech of Dur-Athaara, Malach had picked up a good deal. In that way, the witch was right. He’d been so bored at the pit, learning their tongue was the only real challenge. And he’d thought he might need it to escape.

      “Dè cho fada ‘sa dh’fheumas mi seo a dhèanamh?” he asked.

      “You will remain at the creche for as long as it takes.” The Mother’s bracelets jangled as she rose to her feet. “Maybe you’ll come to like it.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      She smiled. “The Great Serpent will tell us when you are ready.”

      “How? Do you speak with it?”

      “The pronoun is them. And Valmitra will send a sign.”

      “But if you cause any trouble,” the Crone continued, “you will be locked away. Consider this a last chance, aingeal dian.”

      Malach swept an arm across his waist and gave them a bow. “I will take it to heart, Mahadeva. If the Great Serpent has blessed me with their mercy, I shall do my utmost to merit it.”

      The Crone snorted. “Pretty words mean little. We’ll see what you are made of, Malach. If you are a boy who beats his head against granite and wonders why he keeps getting hurt, or a man who faces his responsibilities.”

      The irony of that was too much. He stalked from the cavern. The rhythmic splash of waves grew louder as the passage widened. A dinghy rested on the crescent of black sand. Paarjini, his old nemesis, waited at the oars. Malach gave her a brusque nod and pushed it out, wading to his knees. When the craft floated free, he climbed into the stern. Her arms were slender but strong. She pulled hard on the oars and the boat cut through the swells, turning to take a parallel route along the shore.

      “Aren’t ye goin’ to jump out?” she asked after they’d been rowing for several minutes. Paarjini’s accent was very thick, her speech clipped but soft on the vowels. “Make a swim for it? The continent’s only a few hundred leagues west. O’ course, ’tis against the current. But who knows? Maybe ye’ll make it.”

      The witch’s bruises had faded, but Malach doubted she’d forgotten the feel of his chains around her throat. “Are you so eager to see me imprisoned again?”

      “Not at all.” She tugged on the oars. “In fact, we have wagers on how long you’ll last in your new task. My sisters say a week. But I put ten rubies on a year.” White teeth flashed. “I’ll be a rich woman if I win.”

      A year? He eyed her sourly. “How did Darya find me?”

      “An informant saw ye enter the house. We’ve been watchin’ Dr. Fithen. She’s unscrupulous. There are very few people who’d cut kaldurite from a man’s belly, but Fithen is one. You’re lucky the sisters arrived in time.”

      “Twenty minutes sooner would have been even nicer.”

      Sunlight scattered on the sapphire net binding her hair as Paarjini shook her head with a look of disgust. “They dinna stand outside listenin’ to ye scream if that’s what you’re implyin’.”

      “I never said they did.”

      “But ye wondered.”

      He forced himself to hold her gaze. “Yes.”

      She stopped rowing. “I know I treated ye roughly when I took ye on the beach, Malach,” she said. “Ye fought like a devil. But I saw ye when they brought ye out o’ Fithen’s abbatoir. I would never allow such a thing t’ be done to anyone, not even ye.”

      When he didn’t answer, she took the oars again. “If you’re wonderin’ about your friend, he’s too skilled t’ be removed from his position at the temple. But ye will not be seein’ him again.”

      Malach had expected this, though he felt relief that Tash wasn’t being punished for his own mistakes.

      A creche. Did the Mahadeva think that caring for other people’s offspring would be sufficient to soothe his anguish? If so, she was a fool. But after Sydonie and Tristhus, the hellion orphans of Bal Kirith, Malach felt sure he would have no trouble managing normal children.

      “Why did you wager so many gems on me, Paarjini?”

      Her gaze flicked across his Marks, lingering on the two-headed snake at his hip. Her brow notched. Then she met his eyes with a musical laugh.

      “Because ye don’t break easily, aingeal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Paarjini rowed along the shore for a while, then steered the dinghy into a cove. The sea was clear as green glass and schools of bright fish darted through the boat’s shadow. When the oars scraped bottom, she turned to Malach.

      “Hop out and pull us in, aingeal,” she said.

      Malach clambered out, feet hitting soft white sand. He grabbed the rope at the bow and hauled the dinghy up past the high tide line.

      “We drive from here,” Paarjini said, leading him up a narrow path through the dunes to a dirt road. A car was parked on the verge, this one in even worse shape than Darya’s. Half the body was rusted, the other half patched with clumsily welded sheets of metal. Stuffing poked from seams in the seats. It didn’t even have a windshield. Paarjini rummaged in the glove box and handed him a pair of sunglasses.

      “They’ll keep the bugs from yer eyes,” she said.

      Malach put the glasses on. Someone had shoved the passenger seat all the way forward. He tried to slide the seat back, but the lever seemed to be locked in place. He sighed and stuffed himself into the car, knees wedged against the dashboard.

      Paarjini drove for about two hours along sun-baked dirt roads. Malach had no idea where they were, except that it was somewhere up in the hilly highlands of the interior. He dozed off, waking to find that they’d stopped at a tiny settlement.

      “We’ll grab a bite to eat first,” Paarjini said. “You’ll need your strength to meet the wee ones.”

      “How young are we talking about?” Malach asked, stretching his legs with a silent groan.

      “At this creche? Four to eleven, I believe.”

      “What are we expected to do with them?”

      “Ach, do I look like I work there? Save your questions for after lunch.”

      “I need a shirt, Paarjini,” he said. “People will stare.”

      “Well, I dinna have one.” She grinned. “Ye’ll just have to give ‘em a show.”

      Malach shook his head. “What about the creche?”

      “They already know all about ye.”

      “And they don’t care? I find that hard to believe.”

      “If the Mahadeva trusts ye, Malach, that’s good enough for the rest of us.” A laugh. “I think ye’ll find it’s the least of your problems.”

      The village had a small market and cafe that served food at outdoor tables. He chose the farthest one, ignoring the other patrons’ curious looks, while Paarjini placed their order at a window. The fare was brutally spicy, but Malach’s palate had hardened along with the rest of him. He devoured two plates of pepper chicken and rice, followed by a cooling yoghurt drink called maatha. Other than hunger, he felt no ill effects from his week-long submersion in the pool. The Mahadeva could have been lying about that. But why would she? He hardly required another demonstration of the witches’ power.

      As they ate, Paarjini kept stealing glances at the two-headed snake on his hip.

      “Tha’ looks like Valmitra,” she said at last. “Did ye choose it, aingeal?”

      He shook his head, scraping up the last bit of sauce with a piece of flatbread. “The ley chooses the Mark. But it’s drawn from my mind.”

      “Tha’s interesting. I know little about your kind.”

      “What do you know?”

      Paarjini’s gaze became guarded. “Tha’ your tribe and mine dinna get along.”

      “Tribe?” He stared at her in puzzlement.

      “T’was a very long time ago, aingeal.” She rose. “Perhaps you’ll learn more at the creche. But I’ve no time for a history lesson.”

      She returned her dirty plate to the window of the cafe and strode back to the car. Malach followed suit, feeling drowsy after the heavy meal. Insects buzzed in the undergrowth and a cool breeze kept the gnats at bay. In Bal Kirith, it was the sort of afternoon for lying in the tall grass and watching the clouds drift overhead. He had a sudden memory of Nikola riding her horse around the field, silver tooth winking as she passed him. A surge of longing hit him like a mailed fist. He slid into the car, slamming the door so hard the lever to roll the window up broke off, landing in his lap. Malach picked it up, looked at it in mute rage, then tossed it into the backseat. Paarjini arched a brow.

      “Did I offend ye, aingeal?”

      He stared straight ahead. “Just drive.”

      She shrugged and started the car. They went a short distance and turned up a narrow, rutted drive that ended at a dirt yard with a swing set and seesaw. Chickens scattered as Paarjini parked next to a covered pavilion, where two men and ten children in red shirts sat at picnic tables. It was such a bizarre sight, Malach froze with one hand on the door handle. In the Via Sancta, crimson held dire connotations. It was strictly banned for its connection to the mages and abyssal ley.

      “Ye comin’?” Paarjini said impatiently.

      He nodded and stepped out of the car. One of the men jogged over. He was tall with light brown skin and sun-streaked hair coiled into a messy topknot. He wore a dark blue Rahai and sleeveless tunic. There was nothing soft about him except for his eyes, which crinkled in a welcoming smile.

      “You must be Malach,” he said, touching his chest in the Athaaran manner of greeting.

      Malach returned the greeting, slipping easily into the local tongue.

      “I am Finlo.” He didn’t even glance at Malach’s Marks. “The children are eager to meet you, so we can make quick introductions and then I’ll show you around.” He turned to Paarjini, head dipping just enough to convey respect. “Sister. Have you had lunch? You’re welcome to join us.”

      “We just ate, brother. But I thank you for the offer.”

      They eyed each other a few seconds longer than seemed appropriate. Paarjini grinned and looked away. “I’m afraid I must be goin’,” she said, switching back to Osterlish. “But I’ll be back to see how ye fare.” The witch turned, pitching her voice for Malach’s ears only. “Don’t fail me, aingeal.”

      Finlo watched her walk to the car with a lazy grin, his gaze openly appreciative. Every day brought new lessons about the balance between the sexes here. Malach had expected men to be treated as little more than beasts of burden, but it wasn’t the case. They were only barred from using lithomancy. The art fascinated him. If he only had the ley, he might learn to wield it himself⁠—

      “Shall we?” Finlo asked, breaking his train of thought.

      Malach smiled. “Of course.”

      He trailed Finlo to the pavilion. The other minder was a stout, bearded man who introduced himself as Yvar. The children studied Malach with frank interest. At Finlo’s prompting, they each gave their names, none of which Malach remembered.

      “Ready for a tour?” Finlo asked.

      “Sure.” Malach waved at the kids and they strolled toward the house. It had an air of cheerful decrepitude that reminded him of Bal Kirith. The foundation was stone, the walls curving timbers of age-dark wood half hidden by ivy. Yellow birds darted from hidden nests in the eaves. Like most of the buildings in Dur-Athaara, it was round and had two stories with large windows that could be sealed with shutters if a storm blew through.

      “So you all live here together?” Malach asked.

      “One big family,” Finlo agreed, stepping inside.

      It was tidier than Malach expected given the number of children. The ground floor held the kitchen, two schoolrooms with blackboards, and a living area with battered, comfortable-looking furniture and boxes of toys. Childish drawings were pinned to the walls, along with maps of the islands and posters identifying different stones and minerals. His gaze slid down the list, pausing at the rainbow-hued stone halfway through the alphabet. K is for . . . Kaldurite!

      Malach wrenched his eyes away.

      “Laundry’s in a building out back,” Finlo explained. “Three washers and dryers. Thank the goddess we’re on the solar grid. In the old days, they had to do it all by hand. I can’t even imagine.”

      Malach grasped the concept of a washing machine, though he’d never actually seen one. “You’ll have to show me how to use them,” he said.

      “Of course.” Finlo gave him a wry smile. “Don’t worry, you’ll get plenty of practice.”

      A flight of stairs led up to the bedrooms. Four belonged to the children, who slept three to a room. The walls were painted in bright murals of fish and other sea creatures. At the end of the circular hall, Finlo showed him a larger room with one double bed. The mattress had been stripped and clean sheets sat on a wooden chair. A vase with fresh flowers sat on the dresser. After the barracks, it looked like a palace.

      “The children picked those for you,” Finlo said, nodding at the vase. “I understand you don’t have many belongings. There’s a few Rahais in the dresser, and some shirts. They ought to fit.”

      “I’d like to shave,” Malach said, rubbing his beard.

      “Fresh from the mines, eh?” Finlo grinned. “You can borrow my razor. Then we’ll buy you one of your own in town.” He nodded at the bedroom across the hall. “That’s mine. Just knock if you need anything.”

      “Where does Yvor sleep?”

      “Oh, he’ll be leaving now that you’re here.”

      “So it’s just the two of us?”

      Finlo nodded. “Some creches are larger, with one minder to ten kids.” He smiled. “That can get a little rowdy. But you’ll only have five under your care.”

      “Great.” Malach nodded confidently, as if he had any clue what he was doing.

      “You’ll get a feel for it as you go,” Finlo said. “There’s a pretty strict routine. Breakfast, then lessons until midday. Afternoon is free time. Gardening, games in the yard, that sort of thing. The little ones still take naps. Then story time, supper, baths and bed.”

      “Sounds simple enough.”

      “Good. You can watch them while I clean up from lunch.”

      Malach felt a mild jolt of alarm. “What, now?”

      “Do you mind? You can take the dishes, if you prefer.”

      Malach did, but he wouldn’t admit it. “No, I should get to know them. Which are the troublemakers?”

      Finlo laughed. “A good question. Cristory and Roseen like to tease Ealish. Lonan gets upset easily, but he’s also easily distracted. Inry eats anything he can get his hands on. Dirt’s okay, but if he eats a worm, Ealish freaks out, so try to stop him. Now, Bretan⁠—”

      Malach paid little attention to the litany, well-meaning though it was, since he had no idea which of them was which. They headed back downstairs and went out to the pavilion. The children had already run to the playground.

      “Any advice for me?” Malach asked Yvor, as Finlo started stacking the dirty plates.

      “First time at a creche?”

      He nodded.

      “If you need help, don’t be ashamed to ask for it.”

      Malach nodded sagely. “Got it.”

      He touched his chest. “Goddess bless you.”

      Yvor made the rounds, giving each of the children a quick hug. Then he went into the house. Malach saw him chatting with Finlo through the kitchen window. Yvor came out with a backpack, waved, and set off down the drive.

      Malach was about to relax at one of the tables when shrieks erupted near the swings. He walked over, thinking one of the children had fallen down. The others stopped playing to watch. A chubby dark-haired boy was standing over one of the girls. As Malach approached, he balled his hands into fists, snatching at something invisible.

      “Mine!” he shouted.

      The girl, a tiny thing with blond hair in two messy pigtails, sobbed hysterically.

      “He’s stealing my air!” she screamed.

      Malach stood for a moment in mute wonder.

      “Mine!” the boy yelled again, grabbing at nothing. “It’s mine!”

      “Hey,” Malach said. “Quit that.”

      His words had no effect. The girl was bright red, face scrunched in rage.

      “What’s your name?” he asked the boy.

      The kid snatched at Malach’s air. “Inry!”

      “Okay, Inry.” He put some snap into his voice. “I’m ordering you to stop.”

      “No!” More frantic snatching.

      Malach reached for him and the boy darted away. Inry sat down and peeled something grayish-black from the asphalt, then popped it into his mouth and started chewing. It looked like old gum.

      “Can’t breathe!” the girl shrieked.

      She threw herself to the ground, screaming and kicking. The other children looked at her, then at Malach. He saw Finlo watching through the kitchen window while he washed dishes.

      The only discipline Malach had known growing up was of the extreme corporal variety. He felt fairly certain that would be frowned upon here.

      He considered the rules of engagement. Two strategies came to mind. One, knock the enemy off balance. Do something unexpected that leaves them stunned and confused. Second, the inner front strategy. Infiltrate their ranks, pretend to be one of them, and stage a brutal coup d’etat.

      He regarded the screaming child. “No, no,” he said calmly. “You’re not doing it right. You have to really throw your arms and legs into it. Here, I’ll show you.”

      He lay down on the ground and let out a bloodcurdling scream. If felt great. He could see why they liked it. Malach shouted himself hoarse, jerking around in paroxysms of wrathful abandon. After a couple of minutes, he realized that the children had gone quiet. He lay there panting, then brushed himself off and sat up.

      “That’s how it’s done,” he said.

      The girl had stopped crying. She stared at him in wonder.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Cristory,” she whispered.

      “Well, carry on,” he said, getting to his feet.

      She swallowed. “I’m okay now.”

      He smiled. “Good! Want me to push you on the swings?”

      She nodded cautiously. He plopped her onto the swing and gave it a shove. After a moment, the rest of them shrugged and went back to what they’d been doing before. The next hour passed with no major incidents. Malach was proud of himself for noticing when Inry started digging up worms and managed to prevent the boy from ingesting any. But then he made the mistake of giving one of them a horseback ride, which meant he had to do it for all of them.

      He didn’t realize Ealish had peed her pants until the others started to point and laugh. The girl was blank-faced, unable to meet his eye.

      “It’s not funny!” Malach told them sternly. “Come on, we’re going inside.”

      It took some nagging, but he managed to herd them into the playroom. “Just wait here,” he whispered to Ealish, ducking into the spotless kitchen.

      Finlo stood at the butcher block counter, chopping vegetables. “I’ll take the older ones for lessons in a minute,” he said. “Let me just finish prepping dinner.”

      “One of the kids had an accident,” Malach said quietly.

      Finlo didn’t seem surprised. “Ealish, right? She’s scared of the toilet. The noise of the flushing, I think. So she holds it and holds it, until . . . whoosh. Yvor was trying to work with her, but you don’t want to traumatize the kid, either.”

      “Isn’t she old for that?” Malach wondered.

      “Yeah, but we can’t keep her in diapers. She has to learn sometime. Can you take her to change?”

      “Sure.” Malach went back to the playroom. In the two minutes he’d been gone, a hurricane had swept through. Every toybox was upended and the contents strewn across the rug. The volume of noise was ear-splitting.

      “Come on,” he said, taking Ealish’s hand. “Let’s go upstairs.”

      She led him to one of the rooms and was about to sit on the bed. Malach tugged her hand. “Not until you change your clothes.” He started for the door.

      “Can’t!” she wailed.

      He turned back. “What do you mean, can’t? How old are you?”

      “Three and a half.”

      “So?”

      She stared at him. “Yvor helps me.”

      “Don’t you want to learn how to do it yourself?”

      Her face started to crumple. “Okay, okay,” he muttered. “Don’t cry.”

      Malach undressed the child and rooted through her dresser, grabbing a clean pair of shorts.

      “Don’t want that one!” she said firmly.

      He stared at the garment in his hand. “Why not?”

      “I want that one.” She pointed to a pair that looked exactly the same.

      “Fine,” he growled. Malach stooped down and held out the shorts. She clumsily stepped into them. Her shirt looked more or less okay so he didn’t bother with it. He took her hand to go back downstairs. She frowned at him.

      “Can’t leave those.” She pointed to the floor.

      “Eh?”

      “They’re wet.”

      He glanced at the soaked shorts.

      “Put it in there.” She pointed to a hamper.

      “Why me?” he asked.

      Ealish gave him a look of disdain. Malach tossed the wet shorts in the hamper.

      “I need a bath,” she declared.

      “But you just changed.”

      “It itches!”

      “Bath time is later.”

      Ealish squirmed. “Itchy!” she whined.

      “Fine. Where’s the tub?”

      She dragged him to a bathroom with a large clawfoot bathtub. “I can do it!” Chubby hands twisted the faucet. She pulled her clothes off—no trouble with that, he noticed—and threw them on the floor. He was about to leave when he noticed steam rising from the tub. Malach took her arm as she was about to jump in. “Wait.”

      Ealish watched with interest as he stuck a finger in the water. It was burning hot. He turned it to cold, let the temperature adjust, then switched it back to warm. He remembered to find her a towel and left it on the toilet seat.

      “Be back in a while,” he said. “Have fun.”

      Ealish clambered into the tub. He heard her singing as he went back downstairs. The rest of the children were gathered in the playroom. Finlo sat on the floor reading a story to the older ones, who listened quietly. Malach caught Lonan and Inry fighting over a doll and settled the dispute by taking it away, but by then Roseen had pinched her finger in the hinged lid of one of the chests and was wailing loudly. The others watched wide-eyed as Malach examined it. He pressed the finger to the dagger Mark on his forearm and declared it healed, which worked, but then Cristory—who had been picking her nose not thirty seconds before—poked the Lady of Masks on his chest and shouted, “Healed!” The others swarmed him, giggling and shouting until Finlo stopped reading and glanced over.

      Malach hissed at them to pipe down. “Let’s build a tower,” he said, crawling to the pile of blocks. The girls joined him, carefully stacking the blocks, but the boys resumed their fight over the doll. Malach snatched it away again, earning dark looks. Inry’s lip began to tremble.

      “Where’s Ealish?”

      Malach looked up, the
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