
		
			Surreality

			I feel like I’m in my own dimension

Sometimes here and sometimes there

A surface passing through this world

But constant in the space we share

			I covet what it’s like to see

From all the angles, in and out

To venerate the forms we take

To mold within a soul devout

			I feel like I’m lost in this dimension

Reaching for my field to fill

Inside I move to visions far

But to you I grow closer still

			I lust for what it’s like to span

A restless heart throughout the stars

Expanded we are worlds apart

But closer in this plane of ours

			It’s lonely in this dream dimension

Weaving curves to bring you in

Unraveled by my indiscretion

Drawn by thoughts of one akin

			I feel like I’m trapped in these dimensions

Walking lines I cannot see

Perverted by my good intentions

Bound by my dimensions three

			—E.D. Ebert, 1999
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			The Miscreant Manner of Men
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			“There is a point in the course of places and events where a spark of truth bursts into flame, consuming the mist of injustice. It is left, then, to each to decide whether it is better to fuel this flame with our own passion, or to extinguish it under the burden of our fetters. Those first to step toward the light do so knowing they are more vulnerable alone, but holding a hope that more might follow.”

			Francie bowed her head. “So spoke John Dickenson, founder of our League of Friendship.”

			“And so was spoken,” murmured the Aldermen and Generals alike, pausing before raising their heads. General Stone bowed toward her. “Gods bless and protect the Grande Dame,” he intoned, the others repeating the phrase. Relaxing their formal stance, the men took their seats around the table.

			With that, the war council began, signaling the moment for Francie to leave. She did not.

			The formality of the council setting reflected the unease of the participants. Only a few months ago, these Generals worked as officers of the law, and the Aldermen ruled alone. Then, at the break of First Day, everything changed. That night, a group of Seastate boys calling itself OLS attacked the capital city of Gardenia.

			Francie and her husband Greg were overseeing the celebrations when an explosion intended to kill them had instead caused them to witness the gruesome death of their driver, Julian. The next day, without time to properly plan or even to grieve, Greg stood before his people and vowed revenge.

			If there had been a way out, it was soon lost. While the Aldermen continued to deliberate, OLS attacked the University, an ancient institution of learning treasured by the elites of Gardenia. Now, operating under hastily-penned regulations, the U.G. war council gathered not just to attack, but to wipe all threat from the face of Teirrah.

			The light scent of spring flowers wafted through the windows, a disconcerting contrast to the retribution plotted within. These were mostly good men, but they were tired and strained, and there had been enough death already. An image of Julian’s bloodied face wavered in her memory, as it did with every thought of fresh attacks.

			Memories flashed by of the snippets she had overheard thus far: permanent military law in Seastate, plots to annihilate their main city, Porto Nobile, and even the capture and public torture of OLS members. Good men had suggested these extreme measures in whispers, but General Stone, the Commander of this new army, fueled them, validated them.

			Knowing she could not afford to draw his attention, Francie looked away.

			For weeks, she had put up with this man. With his patronizing and lewd comments. With the way he degraded her husband and rallied for violence and further oppression—all in the name of the people. It was good that he could not see her expression. She tried to calm it, and tried to push the images of Julian from her mind.

			Francie took a silent breath as General Stone took his seat at the end of the table closest to the door, nearest to her. Greg, as President, sat at the far end of the table, staring down at his notes. The two men’s subordinates flanked them, lining the sides of the table: the eight Aldermen to the President’s right, and the eight ranking Generals on the Commander’s right. Silence settled on the room, broken only by the muted sound of throats clearing.

			General Stone’s shoulders were set, and his eyes fixed upon Greg. Francie held back her repulsion at the man who spoke so calmly of war. With shiny emblems on their shoulders, these former law-enforcement officers acted as though they were hardened warriors. This was why she needed to stay, why she had to push harder. So far, her plan had worked.

			The men had railed in protest when Francie offered to provide the readings in place of the Steward. She had expected objections, knowing even the suggestion that she’d been taught to read would provoke alarm among the traditionalist statesmen.

			“You cannot afford any men on pleasantries,” she had insisted, “and I require no man to read the text for me, as I have heard the passages my whole life. I know them from memory.” With reluctance, the Aldermen had agreed to Francie’s brief participation, and the Steward had joined the Army as a scribe, penning orders day and night to be sent to the outposts.

			Each meeting, Francie increased her role in subtle ways, hoping they’d grow accustomed to her presence. Greg was not himself lately; the weight of his position wore on him. And Stone—Francie didn’t trust him at all. His lack of manners aside, he took to his new position with far too much enthusiasm, his words laced with vengeance rather than reason. Stone’s solutions embraced bloodshed alone, and she could only hope those plans were not already in place.

			No, Francie would not trust the fate of Teirrah to this man. Things were precarious enough before the attacks, with the surge in natural disasters and tragic events that people referred to as The Change. Now with people going to war over their differences, they needed leadership and deliberation, not bloodlust. She calmed her thoughts and watched Greg, paging through his notes.

			With each passing day, Stone’s presence grew as Greg’s faded. Greg’s layered gray suit with a handkerchief of forest green was handsome, but looked drab across the table from Stone’s dark uniform and shining buckles. Greg’s eyes grew distant, his thinning hair pushed to one side over his pale and drawn face.

			The men did not appear to notice as Francie slipped from the Commander’s side to sit in a corner armchair, folding her gloved hands over the skirts of her silver-trimmed dress. For a moment, she thought she’d gotten away with it.

			Then General Stone turned his head. “Your Grace,” he nodded. Francie nodded back.

			The men shifted in their seats, the aged chairs creaking beneath them.

			“Your Grace, we are ready to review the reports.”

			Francie flashed her most endearing smile. By Stone’s reaction, it didn’t work. She did not look at Greg. She knew his eyes would be wide with concern and his face imploring her to leave. And so she did not look.

			General Stone broke the uncomfortable silence. “Your Grace, time for you to depart.”

			Francie smiled again, with a tilt that suggested the General misunderstood. “Oh, Sir, I’m brewing a dandelion tea that will be ready any moment.”

			General Stone rose to his feet, face flushed. “Enough! This is absurd. Women are not permitted in councils of war.” He paused, sneering. “I’m sure we’d all enjoy putting some sugar in your tea, but we have a battle to plan.”

			Francie sensed Greg rising from his chair. She forced her gaze to remain locked with Stone’s, but she stayed seated. She needed to draw sympathy, to expose Stone as a bully so the others would relent. “Surely whether I ensure the water glasses are tended is not a concern to someone of your stature.”

			“Francie,” Greg rasped from across the room.

			No! He can’t be involved. Francie scrambled to interrupt, but Stone beat her to it.

			“King, your time to deal with her has passed. I’ll ensure the lady is escorted properly away.”

			“President King,” Francie snapped back. “Your attention to formality seems selective. My husband is the President of Teirrah.”

			Stone snorted, tossing half a glance in Greg’s direction. “I’m well aware, Lady.” He stepped toward Francie’s chair, towering over her. “I don’t have time for this. Remove yourself or I’ll do it for you.” A murmur ran through the room.

			Francie rose to leave, knowing she should retreat and try another day. Stone sneered. Brave enough to order an old lady from her armchair. Brave enough to drive Teirrah to blind retaliation.

			“And . . . we will no longer require your readings. Or any other services. This is war, not teatime.”

			I know it is war, fool. She could hear Julian’s pained final breath, smell the pool of blood beneath him. This man had seen nothing. Nothing. She and Greg ran Teirrah. Not this beast. He thought he could toss her out? “Coward,” Francie mouthed as she rose to leave, her temper flaring. “Arrogant coward.” A chorus of gasps filled the room—apparently, she’d said that last bit aloud.

			“What did you say?” Stone bellowed. Francie froze in the doorway.

			“I order you to answer me. What did you say?”

			“Just let her leave,” Greg growled, slamming his gavel onto the table. “Francie, go. Please.”

			General Stone clenched his fists, staring at Francie, the silhouette of her styled hair and ruffled skirts framed like a portrait in the elaborate doorway. She turned back and surveyed the room. Some of the men balled their fists and glared, while others stared down at the table, their fingers twitching. Her eyes stopped short of Greg’s tense figure.

			Lord Harman, a senior Alderman, cleared his throat. “As you said, General Stone, we have more important issues to which we must attend. I suggest we allow the Grande Dame to go without further discussion. We can deal with any . . . confusion later.”

			General Stone tugged at the base of his coat. “Yes, the Grande Dame is confused about a great many things. Now, woman, out.” He made a clicking noise against his teeth.

			Francie knew she should leave, but her rage boiled at the situation. Leaving Greg, her Greg, alone with this zealot as he usurped his power bit by bit, while they treated her—the only one displaying any sense anymore—like a child. She turned around, hips swaying and self-control slipping away.

			“And if I were a man, I could have attended?”

			General Stone laughed. “You pull a cock out of that skirt, and I’ll let you have my seat. Now, perhaps Lord Harman is right, and I’ve been too harsh. Scoot on out of here. Maybe your attendant will polish off that dusty teapot for you. Since it seems nobody else will.” Stone winked.

			Voices erupted around the table. “Remove her,” Stone barked, his voice sharp with authority. She lunged toward Stone, but the guards took gentle hold of Francie’s arms and led her into the corridor. The door shut.

			Her face burned, and she shoved away the guards, feeling disoriented. She pushed past them and down the hallway, as they stammered after her. “Lady. Your Grace, a moment.” Whatever pleas they offered were lost as Francie swept into her chamber and slammed the door behind her, smacking each of the bolts closed, the ring of colliding metal echoing through the large dressing room.

			Turning toward the mirror, she saw her face. No longer attractive, it twisted with fury, accentuating the deep lines of age that the paint could no longer hide. She saw decades of self-imposed oppression smeared across her fake, pearly skin. She wiped her trembling lips, and the dark red shade dragged across her face, like blood. All at once she understood. People adore you, Julian had said. They will need you. Who cares what they think?

			Julian. Dead. Something broke.

			“They may kill me for this.” She laughed, a maniacal edge to it. “I have lived a lie,” she said to the room. “I will not die one.”

			Francis tore off his wig with one hand and unfurled the scarf from his neck with the other. He doused the scarf in solution and wiped the color from his eyes, his cheeks, and his lips. He ripped off the skirt, and flung his jewelry clattering to the floor. His shirt came next, along with the shapely faux breasts beneath it. Naked, he pulled a comb from the dressing table and wet it, combing his hair into a demure, masculine part.

			There he stood, nude and unadorned. He looked into the mirror and saw his own face, tinted with the warmth of Seastate. It was not Francie’s face, and not the people’s face. This was his face, the same one he saw every night and every morning. The lines were still there, joined by dark circles under his eyes.

			“You look wicked,” a voice laughed. Francis spun around. Lass, his attendant, was sitting in a chair reading a book with a smug expression on her face.

			“Well,” Francis murmured. “Sorry, I’m naked.”

			“I can see that. You goin’ back?” Lass asked, grinning.

			Francis gestured in confusion. What was he planning to do? He wandered into the closet, reaching for the first article of male clothing he could find: a plain black suit, as if for a funeral. He put it on in a daze.

			Lass laughed. “What’d they say to piss you off so bad?”

			“It’s Stone. Our Commander. He wants more death, Lass. It may come to that anyway, but it’s all the man thinks about. He’s a monster.” Francis’ hands shook as he buttoned the dark jacket. He knew he should stop and think, but he was tired of thinking. Tired of relenting. “I see Julian, Lass. I see him every time they joke of death. It’s not funny. It’s real.”

			Lass’ smile disappeared. They had been a couple, Julian and Lass. Francis had not even known until it was too late. Until Julian was dead. What else have I missed, hiding away in that godscursed costume?

			“You remind them who is the Grande Dame of Teirrah, Your Grace. You remind them.”

			Francis felt a reckless fire burning through his veins. He smacked open the bolts, ignoring Lass’ calls as he stomped back out into the corridor. “I think I will,” he shouted back. “And do me a favor: don’t call me that again.”

			And with that, Francis King left to rejoin the war council deliberations.
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			In the long history of rooms, many have been quiet. The unoccupied bedroom of a departed relative visited only by wandering crickets in the peace of the moonlight. The gentle creaking of a well-worn cradle as a weary mother rocked it in the tiniest hours of night. The study halls of University at sunsrise, interrupted only by the rustling of the drapes against the walls and the careful turning of pages. Yet, here, in the room of the U.G. war council, preceded only by the gasp of President Gregory King, was true silence finally achieved.

			It was the longest moment of Francis’ life. Too late. Too late to leave now.

			“What the trick is this?” Stone roared. “Who are you?”

			Francis’ lips turned. “You know who I am. Here, I’ve got something to show you.” As Stone rose from his seat, Francis kicked the General in his ribcage, upending him over the armrest. Stone tumbled to the floor, and Francis moved to stand over him, untying his pants and allowing Stone a full view. He reveled in General Stone’s incredulous stare.

			Returning his trousers to proper position, Francis sat in the General’s seat, staring at Greg across the table, the horror of what he had done finally dawning. He threw up his hands in hopeless desperation. “So, I heard we were planning a war?”
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			When Francis came to, Lass was sponging his forehead with a dampened cloth, her long blonde curls bouncing with each movement. “Shh,” she cautioned. “You’re with me now. Just us; you don’t need to fear.”

			Francis groaned, the light painful in his blurry vision. “Stone?”

			“Mmhmm,” Lass responded. “Clocked you halfway to Seastate. You’re lucky to be here.” Francis twitched on the bed, and Lass frowned. “Now, hold still. I’m trying to help.”

			Francis groaned, and a heavy feeling set in. How had he let things go so far? If he had just single-handedly ruined Greg’s life, he’d never— “Greg,” he whispered. “I was so selfish. I didn’t think—”

			“Hush!” Lass scolded. “It’s not as bad as you think. President King’s alright; just a few bruises to him. Stone had him against the wall and was set to pound him into the mortar, but some of the others wedged between them. The council was confused and mostly real ticked, but not so much they were going to let their president take a beating in his own estate. Let’s not forget, some of them have known you both a long time.

			“You know as well as I do how kind you’ve been to them over the years. Remember when you stayed with Lady Harman when she was ill? And when little Bess was missing, and you led the search? And then with her at the pond the whole time? Those sort of things are hard to forget.”

			She wrung the cloth over a bucket. “They got Greg and Stone out, and then they met about it.” She waved a finger at Francis. “It didn’t go the way you’d expect. As you know, there is a lot of unrest on the streets. People are angry. Not just with the Seastate, but with the U.G. too.”

			“Angry?” Francis asked, Lass’ explanations a welcome distraction from his own panic.

			“Angry for everything. Mad because the U.G. didn’t protect them from the attacks, or mad because they’re griping about the way things are run, or mad just because they feel hurt and don’t know which way to turn it. Everyone’s uptight these days; folks either believe The Change is ready to kill ‘em or OLS will. And they’re angry about all of it.”

			“So what’s that mean for us?” Francis asked like a child, his rebellion draining into the floorboards, leaving an empty void inside. Was that what I did? Ruined everything on account of my own anger?

			“Council doesn’t want any more turmoil right now. Scared of the way things are out there. They need a strong President and a sympathetic Grande Dame. Not confusion. Not someone new. A reason for the people to rally, you know. And not a reason for them to run to the Farmstate Council instead.”

			Francis tried to process all of this. They still want me as Grande Dame? “I don’t know if I can do it, Lass. I don’t think I can be her anymore.”

			Lass nodded. “I know. Not sure how you’ll feel about this, but they’ve released a statement. You’re ill. All the stress of the attacks, people will figure.” She flicked her chin toward the door. “Bolts are on the other side now. You aren’t allowed to leave. I had to beg to stay here myself. Guards have come to trust me; they took my word as good.”

			Francis and Lass simultaneously glanced toward the wood paneling, concealing the secret passage to the outer grounds. They nodded in silent agreement.

			“Not yet,” Francis murmured. “Not with Greg here.” He closed his eyes. “Will I be able to see him?” Francis felt faint at what he’d done to the man he loved.

			“Let’s give it time,” Lass said. “The guards here are fond of you. I even caught one of them claiming he knew all along. Which is a load of goatcrap, of course. None of them had a clue.”

			She placed her hand on Francis’ arm. “They’re saying it because of how much they like you. Inside.” She tapped her chest. “Will people out there understand?” Lass nodded toward the windows. “Maybe not. But the people here, they are your friends. Some of us are curse proud of you.”

			Francis didn’t want to tell her how he actually felt. Decades of living as a woman hadn’t made him one. He had always dreamed of a day he would reclaim his identity, and he and Greg would go live together in the foothills. But now, one bout of temper and he’d exposed them both. Rather than brave, he felt empty and alone. Terrified. I have betrayed Greg. Will he ever forgive me?
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			Francis turned the handheld mirror in his hands. He found the giant bump on his head darkly amusing; it was the ugliest he’d ever looked and he rather enjoyed it. “I’m not much of a man, am I?” he laughed.

			“You’re as much of one as you ever were,” Lass retorted, her eyes buried in a book.

			“Well, I could certainly argue that—” Francis stopped, hearing the door opening behind him. Greg slid inside the room, and the door shut.

			Visibly uncomfortable but unable to leave, Lass rose from her chair and gazed out of the window.

			Greg appeared more tired than upset. Francis watched him pull a chair toward the bed. Greg grabbed the mirror away and tossed it aside. The glass shattered with a small clinking sound.

			“That was expensive,” Francis scolded, looking for something to break the silence. “Probably Mary Dickenson’s herself.”

			“As if you’d care. And it wasn’t. It was a gift from the i’Sanas, at last year’s Unity Gala. You called it a waste of good silver.”

			Francis felt queasy, but not from his injuries. It felt wrong to be chatting like old times, when likely everything had died between them. Francis couldn’t bear the thought.

			“Why did you do it?” Greg now looked at him askance.

			“I’m . . . not sure. It was not a new thought, but I hadn’t planned it. Something . . . happened.”

			“I know what happened. He challenged your cock.”

			“Pardon?”

			“You heard me. No man can take a challenge to his pride and joy. Captain of the Team. The Commandant in Chief. Big Man on the Block. And there the General was, daring you to produce one. Suggesting it didn’t exist. So you whipped it out. Any man can understand that.”

			Francis sat in shock, not sure if he was being mocked. His eyes met Greg’s, which were dancing with mischief. Together, they burst out laughing. “You’re a horrible old man,” Francis choked out through his laughter.

			“It’s true,” Greg laughed. “As now, are you.” The silence returned.

			“How do you feel?” Francis said with hesitation.

			“I’m not sure. Mad at you, I think. Part of me is also scared. And another part of me is relieved.”

			“Relieved? How?”

			“Strangely, yes. We gave up too much of ourselves to be here, France.” Greg’s eyes softened. “Gods, I’m glad you’re alive.” They sat, eyes locked, without further words. Neither moved.

			“You’re allowed to hug, you know,” a young voice interrupted from the window. Francis jumped, having forgotten Lass was still there. “You’ve been together, what, like twice as long as I’ve been alive? I think it would be fine to hug now. Besides, it would ease some of my guilt.” She half-looked at Greg. “I sort of stirred him up.”

			Greg chuckled. “I assure you, my wife . . . sorry, France, here, is quite responsible for . . . his own actions.”

			“Well, good,” Lass sighed. “But maybe you don’t need to kiss just yet. I am a bit of a delicate flower.”

			“The kid has a point,” Greg laughed, “except on the kissing. Though I suppose I can keep that wholesome.” He leaned in and pulled Francis into a tight embrace. As he leaned back, he gave him a peck on the cheek.

			A knock sounded at the door, followed by a muffled voice. “President King, your presence is required. The visitors are here.”

			Greg touched Francis’ arm and stood to leave. “Honestly, I’m not sure how I feel yet, France, but I’m glad you’re alright.”

			Francis stared at the door after it had shut, the bolts sliding back into place. “Oh, Gregory, I’m not sure that I am.”
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			Jacopa sat on the ship’s deck as firstsun rose from the horizon. This distant view of Porto Nobile was her favorite in all the Sea. There had always been a divide among Seastate folk: those who loved the city and those who avoided it. Jacopa loved it.

			She had been born in the highlands—the rocky land comprising the majority of the large island, with high cliffs, low clouds, and sudden storms. She remembered with clarity the day her parents decided to move into the city proper. Bouncing in the back of a rickety cart, they’d wound down the rocky paths, occasionally stopping to clear obstructions for what seemed like an eternity to a young child.

			Taking a sharp turn, she saw the undulating skyline of the city for the first time, built in waves just like the Sea around it. The low harbor area was surrounded by the uneven apartments and shops of the inner city. Beyond that rose the blocky buildings of the financial and trade districts. To one side, the market flowed with colorful canopies. Behind, the hills were dotted with residential neighborhoods and the large manors of the wealthy.

			Porto Nobile was choppy, noisy, and smelly. But it was alive. She’d been thirteen when she first met Niko. He’d been loading crates at the docks and stopped to give her a smile. She knew she loved him from that very first moment. Years later they were wed, and Jacopa made her permanent home in Niko’s ship, a beautiful vessel that had belonged to his father. Jacopa had never again lived on land, even raising her sons aboard the small ship.

			All these years later, as the skyline of Porto Nobile came into view, she experienced the same rush that she had as a young girl, when she’d seen its jagged edge rise before her that first time. Others preferred the isolation of the open ocean, or the clusters of tiny islands dotting the peaceful Sea. Some enjoyed trading goods to Cavestate, content with the long journey and awed by the distant views of magnificent mountain peaks. To Jacopa, Porto Nobile was enough.

			She heard Niko approaching but did not turn around. “Good morning, my friend,” he said in his sing-song voice, the sort of unique accent often acquired by those raised at Sea.

			“Good morning,” she replied.

			“I’d like to hold here a while. There are an unusual number of ships on their way to harbor; I’m not going to try and fight them for a docking spot, or risk getting stuck on the back port.” Niko sounded concerned. She held out her hand. With a reluctance she didn’t understand, he handed her the viewglass.

			A single glance through the glass revealed a wide array of large ships dotting the area just outside the harbor, with several more on their way in. “That’s not right at all,” Jacopa exclaimed. Niko caught the viewglass from her startled hands.

			“We’ll stay here for a span,” Niko said, running a rough finger down her cheek before turning to walk down the stairs into the cabin.

			Jacopa stared at the skyline, now with concern. It had been a strange and violent year. She had almost grown used to the erratic weather patterns, but then late last autumn the dockboys had started a revolutionary group: Organization for the Liberation of Seastate, or OLS, they called it. Sure, the U.G. had grown oppressive, though no more under President King than before him. But the U.G. did good for people as well, at least from what Jacopa had seen.

			But the dockboys weren’t looking for a debate; they were looking for a fight. This OLS, fueled by a violent melee at the docks, had pressured the Seastate Council to step aside and then drove the local U.G. officers out of town. Some officers retreated to the islands and others back to the mainland, but none patrolled the streets of the city.

			OLS had betrayed the people’s trust, wantonly attacking both the capital city of Gardenia and the landlocked University of Teirrah. After the second attack, she and Niko had rushed back around the coast to the waters of the Sea. Knowing their olive skin and soft Seastate hair would raise suspicion, they feared imprisonment on their looks alone if they remained in Gardenia.

			Just before leaving, they had taken onto their ship a lone woman with the dark skin of Cavestate. Brazen, the rusty-haired woman had bounded toward her ship with a pair of inspectors in tow, as if unaware that Seafolk were being detained, searched, and even interrogated.

			The woman had thrown out a flimsy story asking for passage on the ship, never suggesting she would pay. Jacopa should not have let her on. But, she realized, it was like the moment she first saw Niko: she knew in a glance the woman was special. She was drawn to protect her.

			Collapsing after her arrival, the woman tossed and turned on her bed for days, muttering in a language Jacopa could not understand. She rejected the reconstituted goat broth Jacopa tried to feed her, accepting only water. Worried for her health, Jacopa succeeded in spoon-feeding her some mashed rice they’d picked up at a trading post on the Marshstate coast.

			The woman, known to her as Cara, went through periods of sleep and relative lucidity, but never regained full consciousness. Jacopa tended her like a baby, assisting her to the nature and laying her onto the lower of the bunks where her sons used to sleep. Then one day—Jacopa still shuddered thinking about it—the woman had fled without warning, running across the water as if it were solid land. She almost doubted the memory, but it was indelibly marked in her mind.

			She had not told Niko, implying instead that the woman had drowned. He had plenty enough on his mind, and he would surely interpret her incredible tale as evidence the woman was a witch. Jacopa was not sure he would have been wrong. Either way, the woman was gone now.

			Jacopa worried now for her family’s livelihood. Safety suggested they confine themselves within the boundaries of Seastate until the conflict was sorted out. Yet Niko made a living transporting rare goods for well-to-do clients from Gardenia all the way to the northern islands. Many of these clients were reluctant to send their goods on large ships, where theft was common, or with a sailor of unknown trustworthiness. Niko had a reputation, as his father before him, for honesty and faultless sailing. They had some savings, but she was not eager to spend them, not while they were healthy and able-bodied.

			She turned back toward the harbor, wishing she still had the viewglass. Jacopa could not tell whether the ships were staying in place or moving to dock. Sliding her view to the island itself, she blinked in shock. Dark pillars of black smoke were now rising from the low side of the large island, from the area where the city itself stood.

			“Niko!” she cried. “Niko!”

			He came running up the stairs. Seeing smoke on the horizon, he rushed downstairs again, returning with the viewglass in hand. He leaned over the side, peering through the device.

			“Gods,” he murmured. “Several ships have moved into the harbor, and I can see fires spreading. To see the flames from this distance—”

			“We must go in, Niko.” Jacopa moved close to him, her hands clasping the railing. He looked at her as if she were crazy. “After they leave, then! There will be injured; we must help them.” Her sons should be safe; their swift messenger ships were nearly always hard at work to the north.

			Then Jacopa thought of her brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews, many of whom lived in the city. “We must help them, Niko. I’ll not rest here as they die.”

		


		
			02

			The Purple Dragon
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			“Jelt, you’re back! Are we leaving soon?” Ssarh heaved in relief from the back of the dark cave as Jelt bowed in through the gateway. Jelt almost felt bad about it.

			Ssarh had been relentless about wanting to tell Zee their secret: that his Imperial Challenge was actually a bold piece of performance art, and that he meant no harm to her or her rule.

			Except, that wasn’t true. Jelt meant Zee all the harm in the world. She had, after all, left him for dead inside his mother’s womb the night she covertly killed Jelt’s family to become Emperor of Arev. If not for the twisted ethics of one of General Dronna’s henchgons, who left the premature whelp at a youth center before killing himself, Jelt would not be alive today.

			For that, Zee would pay.

			Ssarh had continued to push the issue, going on about it for weeks. Just yesterday, right when Jelt had been about to lose his cool with the idiotic artist, Ssarh whined in an especially drawn out, grating voice, “I want to meet Zee!”

			He had thought about tailwhipping the black gon into submission, despite the unfortunate truth that Jelt wouldn’t stand a chance against his large, muscular companion. Except Ssarh had given Jelt an idea. A brilliant idea.

			Jelt had placated the gon by assuring him they would soon attend an event, and that Zee would be there. “I’m so glad,” Ssarh had rambled, “I’m so glad she’ll know it was all for art. That there is no challenge, after all. I’m just an artist trying to be the greatest that ever lived—and bring gons some joy in the process! I think she’ll appreciate that. I might even keep the name: Brother Blaze.” He swiped his talons through the air. “It’s a great name for a performer, and it’ll remind gons of my breakout work, my staged challenge to the Emperor!” Ssarh, his arms extended, broke into a big, stupid grin.

			Now, Jelt shook his wings—though it was harder to do in the tiny cave where they now hid—and set the large pack onto the floor. He’d make sure the bag was sealed, then go out for a quick drink of water.

			“What’s that?” Ssarh asked. Jelt didn’t answer; he didn’t care. Ssarh would whine a bit longer, then shut his big mouth. “Jelt, what is it?” he repeated. “What did you get?”

			When he didn’t answer again, Ssarh reached forward and yanked something from the pack. Jelt groaned as a long green scarf fluttered in the dim light. Ssarh squinted, realization dawning. “Jelt!” he cried. “You knew that wasn’t what I meant!”

			Jelt cackled. “For the most famous gon on Arev, you aren’t very grateful.”
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			Now. The final sign is in place. Come now.

			Frospa sat up on her sleeping stone, feeling groggy as she stretched her wings to the side. The visions had been so clear: her old friend reaching out, urging them to join her. Though she’d known this day would come, she wasn’t ready to accept it. She glanced around the room. Londew, her mate, was already up and reaching into the closet, packing items into a large bag.

			“Peaks,” Frospa grumbled. “So it was real.”

			“Sure was,” Londew agreed. “She was so strong in my mind, nothing like a dream. Rather than worry about it, I am just getting myself ready.”

			“Mmmph.” Frospa stretched her wings behind her and rose onto her haunches. “I don’t know how she does that, but it’s unnerving. Can’t we just make the dragoness a mansk? Or hire her a messenger? It’d be great exercise for some drake, and better than working at the fly-through.”

			Londew chuckled in response. “You’re stalling. This is real, Fros. She sounds worried; I suggest we don’t dawdle.” Londew looked through the window toward the home of their slopemates: a younger couple named Jwala and Atesh. Since Atesh’s departure, Jwala lived there alone, waiting. Unknown to Jwala, who on top of everything else was gestating with twins, Atesh’s departure had been anticipated by Frospa and her mate. It was another one of the signs.

			Frospa knew it was time to tell Jwala the truth, and she had never been more scared in her life. Doubts enveloped her. It wasn’t my choice not to tell her, but how can I explain that? Aren’t my words always my own choice? And now, what if she won’t go with us? Will she ever trust me again? These were not new fears, but now the moment to face them was here. These and other fears that she was even less ready to face. She marveled at Londew’s calm.

			“I’ll go tell her,” Frospa mumbled. They shared a long look.

			Frospa took a moment to wipe down her nose and neck, folding the polisher back onto the table with a pat. She reached for a small bottle and dabbed some violet behind her ears. It was spring, after all, and springtime called for a bit of extra scent. Fine, maybe now I’m stalling.

			She noted that Londew made no motion to follow her as she walked out into the early light of firstsun. Flapping her wings briefly to flick over the creek, she was not surprised to see Jwala awake and at work.

			Jwala was singing as she tended her wildflower garden, alive with new blooms and fresh new stalks. Her icy blue scales glittered like fire in the light, a stark contrast to Frospa’s own periwinkle scales, calm and plain.

			After eighteen months of gestating, Jwala was getting a slight curve to her mid-section. It seemed a little soon for that, but Frospa had never seen someone gestate with twins before. She warmed at the thought, and then chilled again as Jwala turned to face her. “High low, Fros.”

			Frospa sat back into the clover, unsure what to say—unable to make small talk yet unsure how to tell her best friend that most of what she’d told her was a lie. And without much of an explanation. Nothing that doesn’t sound ludicrous, anyway.

			Jwala turned and tilted her head at the older dragoness. “That face. What is that face for?”

			Now or never. “I want you to know that my affection for you is genuine, and that you have my word that I will never lie to you again.”

			Jwala stopped and her mouth took an unsettling turn. “Go on.”

			“I have never been a teacher, at least not by trade. For decades I was a scientist, working for the White Lab under Emperor Maho. My cover story was that I taught young gons with mental deficiencies. That deterred gons from asking questions—you know how gons are about those type of conditions. As both professions operate in the shadows, it fit.”

			Jwala sat back on her haunches with an inscrutable face. Frospa would have preferred something to go on: shock, anger, something. Instead Jwala waited. Frospa continued.

			“Londew is not the bumbling old gon he appears to be. Well, he is, but he’s also the most astute gon I’ve had the privilege to meet. He was a close advisor to Emperor Maho. He knew her well and was devastated by her death, partially because he blames himself.

			“This probably won’t surprise you, but we are confident that Zee poisoned Maho in some manner during the months of the challenge, in order to give Maho the convulsions that shook gons’ confidence in her leadership, causing them to turn to Zee. Lon did not see it at the time; he assumed Maho was having some private difficulty and would ask for his opinion if warranted. He has berated himself each day since her death. It torments him. He should have seen, should have suspected, or so he believes.”

			Jwala continued to listen without reaction. Frospa’s heart ached thinking of her mate’s guilt over Maho’s death. It had not been his fault. None of this was his fault. She hoped Jwala would see that, and her tone grew more urgent.

			“It’s unfair of course. It would be hard to find an advisor sharper or more loyal than Londew. And clues that are obvious once the conclusion is drawn are no longer really clues. That’s every scientist’s dream: to discover a conclusion that makes your own research appear undeniable, obvious. It is a strange thing.”

			Frospa’s words now flowed out in a stream of tension and guilt that she had held for years. For decades. She stopped looking at Jwala as she spoke, unwilling to stop what had now begun. Frospa could no longer hold this secret, known perhaps only to a clawful of gons. A secret that few would want to hear. A secret now spoken aloud.

			“Emperor Maho was murdered. She did not die in her sleep, nor did her family suddenly move to the northern slopes. Londew and I have searched Arev, and there are no traces of Maho’s kin. They were murdered that night. Her daughter was gestating, as everyone knew. Yet none were spared.”

			Even after all these years, Frospa could not prevent a visible shudder.

			“Dronna,” Jwala murmured, her eyes set. Frospa snapped back to watch Jwala’s expression. Whatever her reaction to Frospa’s news, she did not appear afraid. Frospa yearned to know what Jwala was thinking, but there was more to say first.

			“Yes, Dronna. We believe she did the killing,” Frospa continued. “Now, we do. Lon had been investigating Zee and her crew as the challenge proceeded. He learned much about Zee and her past, but he knew nothing of the big bully who would become Zee’s top General that first dreadful day atop the Ruby Throne. Until then, Dronna was no one.

			“Zee issued an order to all who had worked under Maho to return to the Imperial Slopes within three days. She explained this was necessary to provide stability to Arev. No threat was implied, yet most returned to their posts immediately, fearful of the new Emperor. Those who did not return were hunted and, we believe, killed.”

			“But you were not killed,” Jwala said, her gaze cold. Frospa felt sick.

			“We weren’t registered. None of us in the White Lab were. Maho knew there were some secrets too precious for common security. And so those working in the Lab were given false mansks, that appeared to open the gates but did nothing but buzz.”

			Mansks, lifeblood devices that provided identity and tracking for Imperial workers, had been invented by the White Lab. Most gons viewed them as a sort of magic, but Frospa understood them better than perhaps anyone alive. She could not help an echo of pride at the hint of curiosity that crept onto Jwala’s face. “How did you get in without mansks?” Jwala asked.

			Frospa squinted. “There are some secrets I feel sworn to keep.” Jwala raised her snout. “I promised I would never lie to you again. I did not promise I would tell you everything. I know that you understand the difference, Sergeant.”

			Jwala stretched higher. “Why did you call me that?”

			Because this is exhausting and I am feeling reckless? No, it’s more. It’s the only way I can hope she’ll understand. “You and I, we were both sworn to duty. A duty that drove us and consumed us. Then you should also understand why I did not return to the Empire.”

			Frospa forced herself to meet Jwala’s eyes, which now burned with emotion too complicated for Frospa to read.

			“And Londew? He had no mansk?” Jwala asked.

			“Correct,” Frospa nodded. “Unlike Zee, toting Dronna around like a spiked strapbag, Maho kept her advisors close. And secret.”

			“Then what was Londew’s cover?”

			Frospa grunted. “A storyteller. A jester, if you will, of the stories of old. No one avoids a gon quite like when they have a story to share. So, it worked.

			Anyway, we did not return. And until our recent encounter, Dronna never knew we existed.” Frospa winced, but that piece could wait. “Though I am sure she does now.” Frospa’s mind was spinning, but she pushed herself to continue.

			“Others in the area were aware we worked at the Imperial Slopes, so we left with only what could be strapped to our backs, abandoning our slope after faking our own deaths for the benefit of anyone who came looking for us. Dismayed by the treachery against Maho and sickened that she would never meet her grandwhelp, we searched for answers.

			“We came across notices for a society—one practicing peaceful conduct and oneness. This unusual message drew us. Even Maho would never participate in such a thing. But Maho was dead.

			“There we met a group of dragons who were not concerned with other gon’s opinions of them, but only concerned with uncovering the secrets of Arev. They were convinced we would all be killed by the Avalanche, unless a sequence of events took place.”

			Jwala sounded suspicious. “What sequence of events?”

			“To discuss that further, we must leave here and travel to a mountain to the southeast.”

			Jwala paced. Frospa could see the tension in her steps.

			“The White Lab . . . it’s real?” Jwala could not conceal a slight scent of excitement at the idea. “Other Airgons claimed it existed, but I thought it was just their fancy.”

			Frospa nodded, uncomfortable discussing it even now.

			“Your names? Are they Frospa and Londew?”

			Frospa hissed, the question unexpected. “Yes, they are. Some things are too sacred to abandon. Remember that, Jwala.” Frospa stared at her friend. “Will you be able to trust us again?”

			Jwala returned a cold gaze. “I need to know you will not lie to me. Or to Atesh.”

			“I promise I will not,” Frospa whispered.

			“What do you fear the most?” Jwala’s tone was harsh.

			Frospa stuttered at the raw question. “Well, I don’t know that—”

			“What do you fear the most?” Jwala demanded. “Dronna? The Avalanche? That I won’t believe you?”

			A bird chirped in the background as a gust of wind passed them. Frospa caught a whiff of her violet perfume. She bowed her head. “That Londew will die without me as we travel this dangerous path together. I am brave enough to offer my own life, but I do not know if I can offer that of my mate. Londew is more than my friend. He is more than my mate. He is my stability, my certainty. He is part of me.”

			Jwala looked away.

			“I trust you,” Jwala answered, though the words came out as a growl. “I do not know how not to trust you.” She stared across the swaying flowers for a long while. Frospa waited.

			Jwala turned to face her again. “Why today? What has happened?”

			“I don’t know, exactly. We need to go. To the mountain I mentioned.”

			“What?” Jwala sputtered, her claws pawing against the dirt, her face flooding with the emotions she had concealed. “Are you toying with me? How many times have we argued about this? We had to stay here? Only here! Remember, we stand together?”

			“We still do, friend, but things have changed. You said you trusted me. Trust me one more time. We need to leave. Pack what you need and also what is precious to you. Maybe there you’ll get answers. Maybe we all will.” Frospa’s words began to run into each other, her own thoughts too muddled to convey anything of meaning.

			“Let me think,” Jwala roared, the air heating around them.

			Frospa hesitated, her eyes locked with Jwala’s. Unable to say more, Frospa nodded at her friend and rose to fly back to her home and straight into Londew’s waiting wings.
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			Sometimes the clues become obvious once the conclusion is drawn.

			Jwala boiled with rage and confusion. Leaving with her friends went against all of her training. Of course they were her friends, but they had lied to her. You don’t trust someone who admits to lying to you simply because you care for them. But then, why? Why do I trust her?

			Partially, her anger came from her own lack of surprise—her own denial. Over the past several months, she had suspected there was something she didn’t know about her friends, perhaps even something serious. Frospa’s bold defiance of Dronna had been unexpected as had her insistence they could not leave. She had chosen to ignore these clear warning signs, unable to let her suspicions interfere with her friendship. She saved your life. Why would she take it now?

			Jwala paced in circles, her tail dragging through the flowers. Even now, she was defending them. Trust was so important to a relationship, yet her friends had betrayed it with such ease. Is my loyalty misplaced?

			With a heavy heart, she stomped back to her home, wishing she were not so alone inside it. Frospa’s loving words about Londew had pained Jwala, and Frospa must have known that they would. Jwala had not just allowed her own mate to leave—she had encouraged him to do so, on nothing but a shared hunch and a frustration with the way of things.

			Atesh had been convinced that there was some sort of . . . gateway, maybe even to another place. Part of her had hoped that Atesh would find the gateway to be nothing and return safely, satisfied that he had tried. But he had not returned. Winter had thawed and spring had bloomed, and still Atesh had not returned.

			Did I send him to his death?

			The thought was unbearable. She loved Atesh as Frospa loved Londew. And there was another bond, one different than Frospa’s. Atesh was a part of the whelps within her. They had created them together. Would she now look her whelps in the eyes and tell them she had left her job and then sent their father away to die? At the time, these decisions had seemed inevitable, but now she felt like a traitor to her own family. To her own whelps.

			Ambling around her home, she was struck by how many good days they had spent here. The cabinets in the kitchen that held their second-claw dishes were worn, with loose hinges that creaked from years of turning. The bench in their living room where she had read stories while Atesh snored beside her was scratched and nicked. An old newsbook was folded under one of the legs to keep it from wobbling. Atesh’s scaler, which of course he had forgotten to take, hung from a peg near the runslope. Everything in their home was imperfect. But everything was theirs. Until she sent him away.

			Atesh, I’m sorry.

			She could not bear it. Despite Frospa’s revelations, she could only think of him.

			Atesh, you must be alive. Atesh, where are you?

			Go.

			At first, Jwala doubted the voice. A tiny word: go. She could not have heard it. She could not have felt it. Then she remembered: Atesh had heard a voice. Maybe it could speak to her as well. She concentrated with all her being. Is Atesh alive?

			There was no response.

			“Tell me now! Is Atesh alive?” she hissed.

			The room stayed silent.

			Jwala’s anger grew. Fine, she would follow her friends. Fine, she would leave her home. “You’d better answer me!” she shouted to the room. It echoed inside, and she hoped Frospa could not hear her shouting.

			Her claws pounding across the stone floor, she stormed past a hundred things she could not carry away. She could not pack furniture or dishes. She could not pack her yard. She could not pack her home. Ignoring the scraping sound of the drawers as she jerked them open, she took what she needed for wraps and for hygiene.

			Pausing at her nightstand, she clipped on the sapphire wristlet Atesh had bought her for their tenth anniversary, so long ago. She packed a stuffed elephant her mother had given her as a whelp, and, after a moment of pause, her Airgon’s training manual.

			When she had finished clamping the bags to her flying straps, she stomped out into the yard. If Frospa had heard her shouting, she did not indicate it. Londew was standing next to her, looking terrified. Jwala softened. The sight of Londew’s worried face made the situation seem less sinister. He looked scared, gloomy, and meek all at once. She wondered what else he had been through. One more chance, friends. One. But never again.

			“Londew,” she said, tilting her snout at the thin gray dragon. “Maybe this is too much for all of us. Let’s enjoy the flight and sort the rest out later.” Londew nodded, and his eyes relaxed a bit.

			Frospa had jumped back across the creek, laying out a series of contraptions across the shore that included a paddle extending into the water. “I don’t know how much time we’ll need, but this should run a very long while.” She glanced at Londew. Seeing his expression, she turned to Jwala. “I don’t have the materials to run the real net. This will just create the illusion of one. Dronna could buzz right through it with only a tingle or two. But I’m banking that when she returns, she’ll be too afraid to try.”

			Jwala laughed. “Like . . . like a dog fence.”

			“Yes, like that. Except I wouldn’t do this to a dog.” Frospa’s face clouded.

			Jwala hesitated. She had forgotten about the dog. “What are you going to do with Perry? And I’m sorry; I didn’t consider it.”

			“We are taking him with us,” Londew interrupted, his jaw set. Frospa looked helplessly at Jwala, who felt her anxiety abate a touch. She cared for her friends so dearly. She hoped, again, that it wasn’t misplaced.

			“I’ve built a special pack. Frospa assisted me with it, after I convinced her it would be fine. He’ll ride on my back.” Londew paced in a circle. “I’d be happy to let him go free but he’s an old dog and needs his joint chews. And he’d miss us.”

			Jwala began to reply, but then saw Frospa carrying a set of lamps and a roll of fabric into Jwala’s home. “Aren’t we leaving, Frospa?”

			“We are,” Frospa called from inside the front room. “But first a contraption I came up with a while ago.”

			Peering through the window, Jwala noticed a dial ticking on the side of the lamp. She thought for a moment. “It turns them on and off doesn’t it? So Dronna will think we’re inside?”

			Frospa beamed, her worry disappearing for a moment. “Yes! That’s it! Good job!” After covering the front windows with the dark fabric from inside, Frospa stepped back out through the front gate. Looking across the slope, Jwala realized the other home, Frospa and Londew’s, had thick boards over the windows. As if we were all hiding inside my home.

			She stood staring at her wildflower garden, burgeoning with new life. She felt tired and unsure. For some reason, leaving her wildflowers was the hardest part of all.

			That was when it hit her. “You don’t know when we’ll be back.” She paused. “Or . . . if.”
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			Despite Jwala’s discomfort with the idea of transporting a dog in a carrysack, she had to admit that Perry looked content, the carrier tucking him snugly against Londew’s back yet allowing him freedom to adjust his limbs. Frospa just kept shaking her head. “You with those dogs, Londew!”

			“Worry about yourself, Fros. Now, let’s go before anything else unexpected occurs.”

			With that, the three dragons—and one dog—flew into the blooming light of secondsun.

			Jwala couldn’t help but think of Atesh, flying toward his mysterious gateway. He must have been so scared to leave, she lamented. And he was alone.

			She tried to distract herself by falling into the surveillance patterns she had learned as an Airgon. She scanned for movement or for changes in shapes, occasionally switching to her nighteyes to scan for unusual activity. As they passed the outer boundaries of Centerslopes, she started to believe that they had escaped, unpursued. She tried to relax a bit.

			They flew a long time in silence. Far ahead, a tall peak eased into view. She marveled at the sight; her Airgon duties had sometimes taken her patrolling to the east, but this magnificent mountain was unknown to her. She did not remember it from the Imperial maps.

			It didn’t make sense. Such a beautiful peak towering in the distance with a snowy top even now into spring, yet she’d never seen it or heard of it.

			They circled down toward a grove of aspens. It was not a standard landing area, but Jwala was trained to land in all environments. She wound between the tall trees until her claws touched the ground. Her friends glided down beside her. Both looked nervous, and neither spoke.

			Londew released Perry from his sack, and the dog sniffed around the nearby trees.

			Frospa pointed, and they walked together in that direction.

			They wove between the trees and then turned toward a solid face of rock. Or it seemed solid until they were only a few steps away, and Jwala noticed what looked like a thin shadow. They squeezed in through the small entrance, and all grew dark. Jwala switched to her nighteyes.

			Jwala wound her way uncomfortably through the corridor’s complete darkness. Even with nighteyes, most gons would keep a small lamp inside such a dark place, or even a few lampstones, just to provide the reassuring glow of the night sky.

			Frospa and Londew remained silent ahead of her. They continued walking, with Londew’s overgrown talons clinking against the stone floor, in the uneven rhythm of his limp.

			They turned a corner and she heard the others’ clawsteps stop.

			“She’s here,” a voice rasped from in front of them.

			“Yes, she is. She is also the most trusting, loyal gon I have ever met. We are hoping you will give her more answers. I can carry these secrets no longer. Nor will I.”

			“Direct as always, Frospa. Yes, in time. But first, let me talk to her.”

			“A light, please,” Londew implored. “You know how I am about the dark.”

			“Ah, so sorry. I forget.” There was a shuffling to the side, and then a light snapped on. Jwala closed her eyes with haste, switching off her nighteyes.

			Through the opening curtain of her eyelids, she saw a curious sight. A large purple dragon sat facing her. The dragon, who had a masculine look but without the common jewelry of a dragonan, wore no embellishment other than a simple wrap. The dragon’s eyes were dark sockets, devoid of eyes. As the dragon rose, Jwala saw that it had a single wing, the other reduced to a stub. Yet, Jwala marveled, the dragon was stunning in its poise.

			She tried not to stare, and was embarrassed at her juvenile thought that a sightless dragon could not be offended by it. Jwala shifted on the rocky floor. Frospa and Londew stayed silent, as if unsure who would speak first.

			“High low,” Jwala began. “My name is Jwala.” She wanted to say more. She wanted to say that she had been lied to for years, had sent her mate into an impossible magic portal, and was brought here with no explanation. She wanted to say that she’d had enough and she was going home. But her training overtook her. “Gentle winds, Cir. Frospa and Londew have been my slopemates for many years, while I worked for the Imperial Forces. I left last fall, due to an incident involving the Commanding General.”

			The purple dragon rose, its motions pained. “Jwala, you are kind and patient. I know you must wonder why you are here. I promise I will explain. Please, be also patient with me. As you can see I have encountered a few bumps along life’s airway. My name is Win. That you were driven here by Dronna is an irony I will need to ponder.”

			Sounding short of breath, Win relaxed back onto the ground. For a long moment, Jwala listened to the trickling of water that ran throughout the cave.

			“It is important that you don’t blame Frospa and Londew for their deception. Blame me. It was I who insisted they could not intervene, not until the pieces fell into place. I could not be sure if your knowledge of their past could change events. Had you known, perhaps you would have confronted Dronna directly. Perhaps then you would have died, and the world along with you.” Win paused for breath.

			Death of the world? Their past? Jwala felt her patience dwindle to a thread. “Their past, Cir? Their work with Emperor Maho?”

			Even without eyes, a tightening in Win’s cheeks flashed with concern. “Ah. There is more of the story to tell, then.” Instead of elaborating, the dragon’s speech devolved into a nonsensical medley of phrases. Jwala noticed that Londew was resting his arm on Frospa’s shoulder. She wanted to scream. At all of this.

			Frospa turned a pleading expression toward Jwala. “It is so difficult for Win, not just with the pain of her body, but also the state of her mind. It is hard for her to remember the world as you see it. She’s always like this when we first see her. She spends most of her time now outside. Over time, she will remember how to interact here, with us.”

			Jwala was surprised to hear Frospa refer to Win as a dragoness, but even more she wondered if the dragoness was normally outside, why they had come to look for her here, in this rough, dark cave.

			Frospa seemed to read her thoughts. “Not outside the cave, but outside—well, I’m just not great at explaining it. Outside reality?”

			“Oh, it is reality,” Win said, snapping back into normal speech. “But outside of my body, yes. I see through space, and watch. I’ve learned enough of the carvings to recognize the signs. This is why I called you. The fire dragon has ignited, and the flame is ready to burn.” With that cryptic statement, Win appeared to fall asleep.

			“Come on,” Londew sighed. “Let’s go.” He gave Jwala a look of apology. “It will be like this for a bit, until she adjusts again.”

			Once back in the comfort of the trees with the fading touch of secondsun upon them, Frospa threw her wings into the air. “I know how this must seem! I’ll tell you what I can. We pledged to protect you because Win believes you are a key to stopping the Avalanche and preventing the death of dragonkind.

			“But if we’d told you that, it would mess with space and time or something. So we just had to protect you until certain events occurred. Now, I guess Win thinks it’s safe for you to be here. Or maybe she just thinks we’re out of time.”

			Jwala shook her head, feelings of frustration overwhelming her. “Frospa, if I had not known you all these years and if you had not saved my life, I would never put up with any of this. I hope you know that!”

			Frospa looked abashed, but Londew, to Jwala’s surprise, bellowed with laughter. “And dearest Jwala, that is why you could not know!”

		


		
			03

			In Defense
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			I cannot decide whether to scold the creatures or whelm with pride for them. The worried one traveled between the worlds. This was not safe! The triverse cannot survive the instability that he caused—not for long. Yet . . . there is more. As much as the matter is deteriorating, the bond has resurged. It is only a tiny growth, but it is there. Somewhere, where these two are now together, the bond converges in strength.
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			Cor no longer blamed the ha for her nausea.

			Facing her own reality had been difficult before, but not compared to facing this new one. Many times, Atesh had glared at her in frustration as she ignored him and turned to the side. He thought she lacked manners or maybe focus, but she could not yet tell him that it was all she could do to hold her insides together as these new sensations gripped her at random times.

			“Cor! What’s wrong?” he had asked earlier this morning. Cor didn’t answer at first, hoping the world would pause for just a brief while until her unease passed.

			But the world never pauses.

			“Nothing, Atesh. There’s just so much to think about.” This was true enough. When the feelings took hold, she thought about nothing except surviving to the next moment.

			The frequent nausea built on the constant exhaustion—a level of tiredness beyond her own expectation. Her head bobbed if she took a moment to consider it. She was so tired. Luckily dragons didn’t know how often humans slept, so perhaps he assumed her naps were normal.

			She would have to tell him soon, she knew. He was a biologist, after all; surely he’d recognize the signs. But for now, the dragon had not caught on, and she needed the time to consider it more herself. It didn’t seem that it could be true. But it was.

			A new life was growing inside of Cor.

			She knew how it worked, of course. But, as a child, she had not been exposed much to birth. Calci had a single son, and if she’d had other pregnancies she had not discussed them. Cor remembered that a friend from the village had cried on Calci’s shoulder for hours once, weeping that despite all the years with her husband, they had not conceived. The process had seemed . . . difficult.

			It had not occurred to her that a person could become pregnant after only one encounter, and she knew that many pregnancies did not survive the early months. But here she was—pregnant, queasy, and oh, so very tired.

			Since meeting, she and Atesh had stayed on the abandoned island, hoping its desolate appearance would keep others away. They shared their stories, discussing what they knew of the ha plant, its magic, and the differences between Teirrah, this world, and Arev, the twin world from which Atesh had travelled.

			From the frequent shaking of the land, sky, and water since Atesh’s arrival, they both knew the urgency of the situation had intensified. Atesh had decided to stay on the island a while, until they understood things better and could form a plan.

			After establishing a basic shelter and concealing it from any passing ships, they’d decided to fly to Porto Nobile to acquire supplies with what coins Cor had. She’d been grateful to discover that despite having spent an unknown amount of time semi-unconscious on a refugee ship fleeing Oak Grove, and then on a private Seastate ship fleeing Gardenia, she still had the coins at all.

			Eager for the distraction, she embraced the plan to visit the city. She couldn’t yet repair the rents and stains in her tattered clothing, but she braided her hair with extra care into a series of rusty braids, rather than the single braid she normally wore.

			For the trip to the main island, Atesh had tied new straps onto his normal attire, designed to hold Cor securely as they flew. She had been so touched by the gesture that she hadn’t mentioned to him her fear of heights.

			She figured the direction that the large island should be, and they were soon flying. It turned out to be easy to find: a massive island that dwarfed the others in comparison.

			Atesh landed on an outlying sand bar just outside of the city, so as not to be seen. He waited there, not entirely concealed by a bank of tall grass, but not too concerned since ships seemed to avoid that shallow section of water. Cor waded the rest of the way ashore, calmed by the warm seawater pushing against her calves. She did not attempt to walk on the water again; she wanted to conserve what little energy she had.

			As she strolled through the city, she realized that nothing in her books had prepared her for what Porto Nobile was like in person. The books had described its neighborhoods, history, and function. They had provided an accurate description of its size and bustle. But they had not said that each area had a distinctive smell: some stunk like dead fish and others welled with the smell of spring flowers. They had not described the need to duck out of the way as a wheeled scooter raced through the narrow streets. Nor had they described what it was like to be accosted by a drunken clown, begging for your coin in exchange for an offensive song.

			Porto Nobile was real. In many ways it was disgusting. But in more ways, it was incredible. Cor fell instantly in love.

			She pulled the shopping list from her pocket and then laughed. Atesh had been so specific as to prescribe the exact weight of flour they would need, and the precise lengths of fabric. “No fewer than 155 large metal pegs,” it listed. Cor giggled. She’d shop by the bag, and he’d have to make do.

			She walked gingerly at first, not knowing how the people of the city would take to a woman shopping by herself. They seemed to ignore her. In fact, they seemed to ignore everything. People were walking with concern, looking down at the street rather than conversing. It didn’t seem right, though, she admitted, nothing seemed right these days.

			Cor’s heart leapt at her first sight of the market. Gleeful, she wound through the colorful streets, counting her coins to be sure they would last. She picked out some pretty, soft fabrics and a roll of vibrant green yarn.

			It took a great deal of discipline to pass by several stands displaying beautiful lamps, glassware, and other items that were not necessary for their survival. She lost her resolve at a cart full of colorful spices. Eyeing Atesh’s list, she decided even a dragon would appreciate a well-crafted chaat masala.

			She expected vendors to note her dark hands as she held out her coins, but they paid no attention. As she walked, she realized that while Cavestate people were not common here, they were not rare either. She passed more than a few of her kin, who threw not even one look her way.

			One family caught her eye. The texture of the children’s hair reminded Cor of her own, but it was darker, contrasting their lighter skin, more olive in tone, like the people of Seastate. She watched them with interest, though she tried not to stare. She patted her orange hair self-consciously, happy
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