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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to those who we’ve lost to the 
pandemic, war, and internal strife.

			May we shine a light on their names.
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			Foreword

			From K.M. Rice

			When I first encountered this novel in its early stages, I felt as if I had slipped into a world with tremendous breadth that felt familiar and strange at the same time. Fitzwater has constructed such a complex yet charming web of a society that, as fantastical as it seems, I feel I have been to before. Perhaps in a dream. Or perhaps Fitzwater has crafted a tale that seemingly does the near impossible in this day and age: The Doppelgänger Queen has carved itself its rightful place as its own realized vision for a mature audience while harkening back to the comfortingly familiar folklore and themes many of us first encountered in childhood. This blend takes the reader on a journey that is part mystery, part tragedy, and part action/adventure, woven together by the gravitas of the human heart. I am thankful that this manuscript once came across my desk, for I find myself recalling scenes and passages, even years later, as they were brought to life with such vivid, cinematic detail that the story has a life of its own. Every author hopes that their work will leave such an impression and linger in some way, and Fitzwater’s tale of love, deception, corruption, and redemption does just that. What you hold in your hands is an entry into an engrossing tale, and I hope that, like me, you will turn the page. And the next. And the next.

		

	
		
			Act I

			“There’s no weight in gold worth 
more than a pure soul.”

			~Mother Superior Justiania,

			783 After Ascension

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			M’THEALQUILÔK

			East of the wind-whipped dunes of the Iounese desert, lost in the jungles of Angloria, far in the ruinous depths of M’thealquilôk, under suffocating silt and haunted halls—a light. Quivering. Timid. Clinging to life against the oppressive dark. Illuminating four grim faces steeling to meet their fate.

			“Call it, Ruth,” Aramis, the one holding the light, whispered. His silver eyes burned fiercely in the flickering shadows.

			“The tome is the key,” whispered their company leader, gilded in splint mail, her tongue thick with a northern accent. “It is the source of Tellezard’s power. If we can get it out of his hands, we can defeat him.”

			“And you expect me to do a wee bit of lightnin’?” The third, Joel, furrowed his brows, distorting the swirling woad on his face.

			“No, we need your wind. We’ll distract the villain while Aramis will go up top for the grab. Once we have it in our sights, we give the signal.”

			“Hail the Dawn?” queried the last, Rhyllae, priestess of the Morning Lord and sister to all friendly folk, her curls contained in a golden shawl.

			Ruth nodded. “When you hear that, Aramis, you jump. Joel, you catch him and fly him at the necromancer. Tellezard won’t know what hit him. Once the tome is plucked, we make our escape.”

			The silence was as stifling as the hall they were in.

			“Ye sure you don’t want me to do an itty, bitty lightnin’?” asked Joel.

			“Not with these bombs, you don’t,” Aramis said, the handmade cigarette dangling from his lip. Gingerly, he touched the flame to the paper as he spoke. “Rudderbangers are for underwater. Once out of the water, any spark can set them off.”

			“Bah, Rhyllae can put you back together, right?”

			The sister hardly stirred, save to give Aramis a look. Her brows pinched together.

			Aramis sighed, smoke hissing from his lips. “I’ll be fine. This isn’t my first.”

			“Which one?” Joel jested.

			Aramis rubbed his neck as he turned his gaze to the arched ceiling above, the ancient fresco still as stunning as the day it was made. “Seventeen for the bombs, three for the jump.”

			“Three?”

			Ruth hissed for them all to be silent as she put her hand on Gleamwood’s scabbard. It was a side hall, after all. There were no doors to run to. No alcoves or pillars to hide them. Joel had first wondered if this was the makings of the Ancients, humans who had once dominated the entire globe, due to its arched precision. But Aramis, ever the historian, explained it was once called the Hall of Peace. Elves and dwarves signed the treaty to “inherit the Earth” as one, which still stood to that very day, thus they commemorated the event with this hall. The Ancients would’ve used a different material, such as metal or cinder blocks, and had gravitated to rigid rectangles. The natural stone ceiling was curved, so the fresco encompassed all who passed through as equals. If only they could see it in better times.

			“All clear,” Rhyllae said after a few heartbeats. They could always depend on her elven heritage.

			“Right. No fire. No sparks. Hail the Dawn, jump, catch.” Ruth pointed at Rhyllae, Aramis, and Joel respectfully. “Grab the tome or die trying.”

			All nodded save for one.

			The smoldering end of the cigarette blazed up to Aramis’s lips before he spat out the words, “Fuck that.”

			“Aramis,” Rhyllae scolded.

			“I didn’t free myself from Bazzuuport so I could die in this hellhole.” He flicked the spent roll. “There’s an old chute the builders used during the building’s construction. Once I get it open, tome or not, we get out of here.”

			“But the ghouls!”

			“Hell, Aramis, he can raze this entire city.” Joel jutted his palms out, barely keeping his voice down. “The world would be doomed if we left it in Tellezard’s hands.”

			Aramis covered the flame so it wouldn’t go out. “We have the Jessenters. Ruth, I know it’s not the Djinnasi, but they can help fight this.”

			Ruth cupped her chin and bowed her head in thought. Aramis held his breath. He knew the rebel fighters were spread thin throughout the entire Iounese desert, fighting to end the tyranny of their overlords. Surely they could convince their colonel, Korzha, to lend some of the troops to them. If not, then the treasure should persuade him.

			“My sisters and mothers will.” Rhyllae put her fist out in the middle. “For Bagheera.”

			“Aye, for Tamira and a pint back home.” Joel slapped his hand on top of hers.

			Aramis’s grizzled expression softened into a smile for the first time since they had started this venture. His gloved hand covered the two. “For Amaveriel and the free people.” 

			“For the good of the realm.” Ruth grasped with both hands. “Come what may, we will end him.”

			They made their pact. They snuffed the flame, but not the fire within.

			[image: ]

			The grand hall. A humble title for what it contained. 15,000 feet of gigantic statues lined abreast. Their regal heads soared to the vaulted stone ceiling as they stood attention in the all-consuming darkness. A testament to the engineering prowess of the elves.

			Lo, high above on one such head, a light. Dangling upside down from a slender cord, Aramis inched down like a silkworm from the vaulted ceiling. No guide wires. No safety nets. Bare rope and bare skin was all he needed. A feat that would be too intimidating to most humans or elves. But Aramis was no human, though he might look like it, he was a jhasin. A being constructed by the Djinnasi lords by magic and sin, as the saying goes. Dexterous and durable, they can withstand immense punishment and still perform incredible feats of acrobatics. All for the Djinnasi lords’ sickening nighttime pleasures. To add to this pleasure, every jhasin lights up in the dark, he included. Though, his is of an older making, and only his eyes light up in a silver pall.

			Aramis allowed his illuminating eyes to guide him to a safe purchase. He slipped on his special mask, concealing the silver light his eyes bore while allowing him the vision to see. There he waited among the monarchs, enveloped in the vast veil of slumber known as oblivion.

			Whatever foul terrors lurking in the shadows witnessing him, Aramis secured all the rudderbangers in the air shafts enclosed above. He strung their fuses together into a singular cord. One strike and all would come crashing down.

			What a shame, Aramis thought as he peered into the velvet dark. His inner historian would be amiss to have this place buried again, never to be discovered until the next unfortunate soul stumbled by.

			Before him, across the void, was a carved statue of an elven face. Through all his memories of precious vellums, he never knew who was staring back at him there, in queenly judgment, majestic lips closed with elven secrets, keeper of history, never born to the light of day.

			Would he have such a face when the time comes? A silent mask lost in the shifting sands of time? Or would he disappear as the Ancients did three thousand years ago, their skyward towers of glass fallen by avarice and vice? If these were to be his last words to a slumbering god, then it should be with illumination. He produced the flickering flame with a matchstick and cupped it close to him. His breath shuddered as the flame danced. As he bent down for his silent prayer, Aramis froze. From the corner of his eye, the light caught a shape on the wall.

			It took his entire will to push the scream back down his throat.

			It was a ghoul. A creature of the dead awakened by Tellezard’s cruel magic. Like the rest of the mindless hordes known as inmorti, but with an insatiable hunger that drives them into reckless abandon. Clinging to the bare stone like a cicada ready to molt its flesh. The ghoul’s head craned backward in an inhumane manner.

			And it was not alone.

			Aramis dared to raise the tiny flame closer and found the entire wall lined with millions of the dreadful creatures. All of them were crouching in wait with their eye upon him, rasping in anticipation. Had he ever drawn near the wall earlier, he would’ve lost his courage.

			A cry pierced the walls surrounding him. In a flash, he enveloped the matchstick in his gloved hand.

			Rhyllae?

			Then he heard a dark cackle emit from far below.

			Tellezard.

			His assumption was confirmed as the hoarse voice mocked, “It seems that your Morning Lord is not as strong as your faith, priestess. Perhaps there is another worthier of your devotion?”

			“There… There is no light greater than the Morning Lord,” Rhyllae cried out.

			Aramis readied himself by the fuse. This was all part of their plan, after all. Have themselves captured by these goons. Keep the necromancer gloating. Once the tome was in sight… 

			“Not even your Silver Fox?” Tellezard posed the question.

			The Silver Fox. A moniker the free people had given to Aramis long ago when he was the shepherd of the desert, a hero worthy of their praise. It wasn’t the question itself that gave him pause, though. It was her silence. How can he—a delinquent through and through—be brighter than their god?

			Why can’t she answer the question?

			As if she heard his thought, Rhyllae’s voice cracked, “He’s … dead. You killed him.”

			Aramis grimaced. Even he could tell the deception fell flat before Tellezard’s cackle echoed to the ceiling.

			“No, you elven mutt. But soon, the Fox will be.”

			It was decided in his mind. Signal or no; it ends here.

			Aramis’s fingers fumbled in the rough-hewn leather and found only one matchstick left. Crouching at the fuse line, he sparked the match. The flame licked the frayed end, struggling to catch from the suffocating throne room.

			Then he sucked in his breath as he looked up before him.

			A pair of eyes hovered before him. Dull. Clouded. Dead. Trailing his hand movement with hateful ticks. A foul voice disturbed the air, speaking in a tongue he couldn’t understand. As the flame dimmed, the evil eyes grew brighter.

			And closer.

			Aramis reached for his twin daggers. But it was too late. The ghoul slammed into his chest, knocking Aramis flat on his back. Spittle flew from its inhumane maw as it raked his black linen shirt with its bony claws.

			Grabbing the ghoul’s throat, Aramis gave himself enough distance to reach for his dagger. With a flick of his wrist, he slid it into its armpit. A death sentence for any living man. Yet that was not his aim, for this was no living being. With the twist of his knife, he popped the arm out of the joint. Then he locked the leg, grabbed the arm, and rolled the ghoul to his right in one fluid motion. Now vertical, Aramis stabbed his dagger into the base of the skull, wiggling the knife until those dingy eyes stopped twitching. Its face melted back to its original death mask: a frozen scream of terror.

			A shudder roiled over his spine. Easing himself from the still corpse, he glanced at the fuse line. Still there, though the blackened ends were free of any flame.

			A clatter of steel rang out from below as Rhyllae’s song “Hail the Dawn” echoed down the hall.

			Aramis crawled on his hands and knees to the frayed line. He banged the two grit pads together. With every spark, his heart leaped. Sweat trickled down his brows before the cloth wicked it away. Bones popped from the wall as the ghouls shuddered from their stasis. They, too, hail.

			“Light, damn you. Light,” he said through gritted teeth.

			At last, the tender flame licked the end, then sped off toward the dark void above. A smile and a half-hearted laugh were all the celebration Aramis could give. Springing to his feet, he dashed to the edge and freed his sweaty brow of the mask. A globe of silver light enveloped his head and shoulders as it streamed from his eyes.

			“It’s lit,” came Joel’s voice.

			Then Aramis saw it. One by one, balls of flame appeared, encircling his compatriot, as well as the pack of ghouls. They broke off and circled around as hyenas would with a lone lion. Gleamwood, Ruth’s trusted sword, met them in a flash. To and fro she moved as if dancing, parrying and ending their vicious hunger. Joel, in the meantime, crouched low to the ground, whirling his arms in circular motions.

			A violet arc of lightning streamed from the right. Aramis could see the foul necromancer’s contorted face in that chilling moment. Fortunately, the lightning crashed and showered over an invisible shield. Steadfast at the break was Rhyllae, the song still on her lips.

			Then came a warble of a different sort. Hissing. Snarling. Groaning. Rising from below like a snake. In Aramis’s silver pall, the abominations slunk down from the wall. Ridges of their scapulas rose and fell with each step as they stalked toward the floor.

			He couldn’t afford to wait for Joel’s good time.

			With that thought, Aramis squeezed his eyes shut and launched himself. Flipping backward into a somersault before twisting himself into a spear, he clasped his palms tightly below his head, piercing the self-made wind rushing over his form. It took everything he had to not lose himself to fear as he braced for the worst.

			“By Lune’s pointy tits, I lost him!” cried Joel.

			“Aramis! Open your eyes, Aramis!” cried out Rhyllae, the last word a shriek of desperation.

			At last, his eyes flew open, straining against the stinging wind—a silver meteor falling to earth. Only the ghouls were able to keep flight. One decided to leap off of their fellow toward Aramis. Thankfully, he squeezed himself into a ball, and the ghouls grazed past him.

			Then he felt an incredible pull toward the earth below. The protocol would have him wait for the light of day to meet another officer. His incantation whispered in the very wind that caressed and carried Aramis into the magical vortex.

			Everything sped past Aramis as he flew over their heads. Lady Ruth’s hair looked like a flame on a thatch. Glints of light from her armor shone like stars. Rhyllae’s saffron hijab whipped off her head, sailing with Aramis until it hit Joel’s tattooed head.

			In a blink, Tellezard was in his sights. His leprotic maw gaped as Aramis zoomed toward him. Aramis moved to bring his daggers to bear, but the wind carried him too quickly. His shoulder slammed into the necromancer’s chest. Try as he may, Aramis couldn’t stab the slippery devil as they rolled on the floor.

			They came apart, and Aramis rolled down the throne hall, carrying with him the prized possession: Tellezard’s tome. He had separated the flesh-bound book from its master.

			“Aramis.” Rhyllae came over, tugging on his arm to help him stand. “Hurry before they swarm.”

			A deafening boom shook them to their bones, forcing them to cling together as chunks of limestone fell from above. The bombs were meant for the vents, not the structural frame of this impressive room.

			That … shouldn’t be happening…

			“We have to get them out of here!” Aramis shouted so he could hear himself over the groaning of stone. He knew he could have whispered with Rhyllae’s sensitive hearing.

			As the ancient world collapsed around them, they raced back down the hall with the book in tow. Beams of light pierced through the dark corridor. Sand and silt mingled with the falling archaic stones. As they drew near, they saw Lady Ruth standing tall. Tellezard was pinned to the floor with Gleamwood through his chest. Joel covered her back with razor-sharp winds, slicing through any ghouls that came near.

			The necromancer spotted the oncoming duo. He reached out with his gnarled, diseased finger, and the floor cracked before him, splitting toward them with incredible speed. Aramis thought his eyes were playing tricks; it seemed shadows flew from the unmade seam.

			Rhyllae stepped in front of Aramis, forcing him to halt in his tracks. She mouthed another prayer against her two fingers before she stretched her arms wide. The crack bifurcated and encompassed them, creating a rough-hewn circle.

			The island of stone shifted as the next blast sounded, causing them to fall to their knees. The vile tome slipped from his arms, opening to a series of arcane text written in blood. Its pages glowed with an eerie light.

			“Keep the book away from him. He’s trying to teleport out of here!” Joel cried out.

			“Then let us go and be done with it!” Aramis shouted.

			Then his heart sank.

			A ghoul launched at the Mynx’s backside. Bringing him down hard to the ground. His arms jerked up and down as more joined the feast.

			“Joel!” Rhyllae cried, scrambling to stand.

			Another bang sounded over their heads. Without a second thought, Aramis grabbed her by the waist and held her back. Boulders crashed before them, blocking their path.

			“Ruth,” Aramis cried to out their captain. “Get out of there!”

			“No!” came her thick northern accent. “They call upon me. My mothers. My sisters. They bid me to take my place. I shall go to Valhalla, free.”

			A distinct snap within the earth sounded. The structure groaned in protest, vibrating through their bones as the floor rolled in waves. It was too late to leave.

			In a futile effort, Aramis swept Rhyllae underneath him to shield her from the destruction he had wrought. Stones bounced off of his spine as they embraced. Her words of last rites shuddered in his ear as he rocked her in his arms.

			I’m sorry, Vanessa. I won’t be coming home this time.

			Then he saw it through the sandy haze. The glowing tome slid across the floor. Without forethought, Aramis slapped his hand against the chartreuse page. All he could remember next was the smell of sandalwood in Rhyllae’s hair as mists engulfed them whole.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			CHANGING OF THE GUARD

			The low-hanging mists from the sea parted around Tavian Korzha’s riding boots and the hem of his duster. His long legs allowed him to speed through the slumbering alleyways of Amaveriel without notice in the long hour of the night. There would be no sleep for him. Not with what he had read from Mariam’s letter. He had come to the city as quick as his ship could against the wind.

			A quick jog down a bend of stairs, and at last, he made it to his destination—a simple hovel of a door, sunken in the earth. At the other end of the alley, the market street was aglow from lanterns.

			Two men jumped to their feet, one with a mop of copper hair and a pocked face. The other was a nervous, twitchy fellow with dark, curly hair. Both wore red sashes on their waists. Korzha knew them to be Jessenters under Captain Basil, Falçion, and Mudhi.

			“Passwo—” Falçion started to say as he brought his halberd to bear.

			“Tiki-bikini,” Korzha’s crisp northern voice cut through the air.

			Without breaking his stride, he entered the base. The elders granted the rebels an ancient lava flow, a natural wonder lurking under the very streets where merchants hawked their wares. Twisting and turning in convoluted networks, it gave any intruder a dizzying orientation. If only they had such steel-trap security at the Karatow Mountains.

			“Colonel, sir,” Mudhi piped up, bringing a torch to bear. “We weren’t expecting you to be back so soon.”

			“Clearly, you weren’t expecting anything at all. Where are the men and women?”

			“Asleep, if they’re not at the Iron Lady.”

			“The Iron Lady, at a time like this?” Korzha whirled on the back of his heels.

			Mudhi flinched from his steely blue gaze, which the locals considered unnatural. Then again, not all were kind to foreigners like him.

			“It’s three turns of the hour before dawn,” Mudhi managed to squeak out of his throat.

			“With no night watch?”

			“Well, there’s Falçion and me, um, sir.”

			Korzha gave the man a good, long, measured look. He heard how well the people spoke of him. Mudhi Nazir was part of a company that helped secure the Gallileah’s eastern aqueducts, a lifeline for this coastal desert town. But most knew he lacked the bones in his spine when they were assailed by dwarven raiders immediately afterward. Some would argue—Captain Basil included—that it was wise to run to the city watch for backup. But Mudhi never journeyed back to join them. Even a yellow dog would have the gall to bite back with the strength of a pack. Throughout his military career, Korzha could discern a coward in their ranks. And there was one standing right before him.

			“Where’s Captain Basil? I need to speak with him,” Korzha asked as he took off his long scarf, his blood too hot for such protection.

			“Office,” came a squeak. Then Mudhi cleared his throat. “In his office, sir.”

			Shoving his scarf in Mudhi’s arms, Korzha took the torch and walked down a flight of stairs, quickly striding over the bottom three. All the while, Mudhi scrambled to keep up with the lanky foreigner, scarf trailing on the floor.

			At first, Aramis thought he would splatter on the timeworn floor, but then he heard Joel’s voice. Their ranks were a manner of favoritism, not based on merit, after all. To accost a fellow officer would be the same as accosting the general himself. But this was not the time for such pleasantries. His worst fears, that what the Sunset mother had said was true, were fast becoming a reality. The Jessenters in the Karatow Mountains, a small chain in the Gallileahs, were gone. It could only mean they were compromised. Part of him regretted discussing trade negotiations with the president of the Pirate Federation.

			At last, they came to a wooden door fitted in a circular arch with a singular plaque bolted to the side. 

			Capt. El’Mureed Basil

			“I apologize, but he did tell me he didn’t want to be disturbed,” Mudhi said.

			“That will be all, Nazir.”

			Korzha then, with his left hand, twisted the knob and pushed the door open. As it swung open, he froze in horror.

			There, strung high up toward the ceiling, was Basil himself. His entire cavity as exposed as a gutted boar. His face was purple, his entrails wrapped around his neck, hung by an unlit floating oil lamp, rotating freely behind his blood-soaked desk and papers.

			“As you can see, he’s all tied up.” Mudhi chuckled darkly.

			It was all a façade!

			Korzha reached for his sword, Silver Star, at his right hip. But the fiend stopped him before he could unsheathe it.

			With incredible strength, Mudhi wrenched Korzha’s right arm high up as he body-slammed the colonel against the door. The force of the impact knocked the scabbard off its hooks, and the torch was snuffed out completely. Try as he may, Korzha couldn’t shake Mudhi off.

			“Why, Colonel, I didn’t know you danced,” Mudhi articulated next to his ear, spit dribbling down his neck. “Let’s cut a rug, shall we?”

			Mudhi shifted his body weight as if to move them into the room, which was all Korzha needed. He pushed against the threshold with his long legs, causing them both to fall.

			Korzha rolled free. His back slammed against the wooden desk behind him. He found the Silver Star in the dark and pulled it out of its scabbard. The metal rang a continuous pure note, one of the few surviving singing blades.

			Clearly disadvantaged, Korzha scrambled onto the desk for higher ground. Snaking up the slimy intestinal cord, he managed to find the floating vessel. Then, with one quick stroke, freed Basil from his tether as he held on to the lamp.

			“Oh, Korzhy. Have you ever danced with the devil under Lune’s pale light?” The voice appeared to morph and change with every word. “I have. It was a pleasure and a delight to revel in Hellfire’s fright.”

			“Revel in this!”

			Into the void, Korzha threw the lamp before him. A startled yelp came forth, then a clatter of metal against stone.

			“Is that the best you can do?” He could hear the sneering with every syllable.

			Korzha smirked and spoke in his native tongue, “Ilumina.”

			The blue flame from the lamp’s spout spread from the puddle, then onto the villain. In short order, all became a roaring fire. In the fiery glow, he saw Mudhi madly flailing his arms to put out the flames, to no avail.

			Before he could bring his sword to bear, the coward ran, a plume of fire trailing in his wake, lighting the halls before vanishing from his sight. Taking a reprieve, the Töskan sheathed his weapon.

			Remarkably, Falçion, with another Jessenter, came bounding in a short time later. Their mouths hung open as they took in the room, the flames dying.

			“It was Nazir. Find him and bring him to me.”

			“Why would he… We’ll find him.” Falçion saluted and commanded, “Wake everyone up. Get the watch if you can. Shake the whole city down. I’ll secure the perimeter. Go!”

			Watching them run, sounding the alarm with every step of the way, Korzha wondered, Why, indeed.

			The assassin was not expecting him to enter the room. Perhaps there was a reason to kill a low-ranking officer like Basil. Korzha scoured the papers on the desk, then the ones scattered on the floor. All were dispatch notices and supply requests, with no inkling of valuable information worth killing over. As the flames simmered down, he found nothing of significance—most of them stained by Basil’s blood or burned by the blaze.

			Kneeling, he pinched the bridge of his nose at a loss. The fire was now a single flame. Its flickering light made the shadows dance from the ceiling to the walls and to Basil himself. His fist was clenched tightly in his rigid pose—only the one.

			This odd detail stirred the officer from his thoughts. Coming to his side, Korzha eased Basil’s fingers apart and was rewarded with a torn note.

			“Your service was commendable, Captain.”

			As he read the slip of parchment, his stomach sank. It came from the dwarves, spirit guardians of stone, who combed the battlefield. Over and over again, his eyes took in the baffling news. It wasn’t the devastation wreaked upon the land or the estimated dead—it was the names of the deceased, no one was spared.

			Falçion returned. “We’ve locked it down, Colonel Korzha.”

			Slow and steady, Korzha stood and crossed the room. Handing him the note as he passed.

			“It’s General, now.”

			The smoldering light caved to the oppressive dark and withered away.
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			The sunlight filtered through the tall canopy leaves, dancing in his silver eyes. The dull ring in his ears faded into a gentle cacophony of Anglorian warblers and cackling lemurs.

			I survived?

			Aramis Feres closed his eyes as he felt the pleasing contrast between the cool earth on his back and the timid warmth on his face. With care, he breathed as much as his aching lungs would allow him, clawing the moist jungle soil with his free hand.

			I survived.

			He laughed to himself. Then the sharp pain sobered him into silence.

			Squinting through the grit, Aramis found the flesh-bound tome close at hand, the leather bloated at the handsewn stitches running haphazardly over its cover. Even as he reached out to caress its ridged spine with his fingertip, it remained as docile as a lazy crocodile, even in the bright of day.

			Perhaps … there must be some use here. Somewhere between these pages. If this is the price to pay for all we lost…

			A whisper on the wind, carrying the cloying smell of jasmine, tantalized the bare skin on his outstretched arm. Goose pimples rose, causing the number 479241 imprinted on his skin to pucker. A lasting legacy of his former life when he was a slave and of a different gender. No matter what magic he commissioned, not even the transformative powers of the Zemzem Fountain, the stain couldn’t be removed, always there to haunt him until the end of his days.

			The cloying wind rushed again, and the canopies rustled. Aramis shuddered at the sudden chill and rocked his head to and fro. The view of jade and saffron blurred before the veil of sleep smothered it shut. In the dark velvet fold, his ears rang from the whispering wind, playing sweet words into his mind, conjuring the sweet embrace of his wife, Vanessa, raven-haired and pale as the moon, by his side in their pillowed bed. The vision whispered the words she always asked through her crooked smile:

			“Did you miss me, Aramis?

			“Aramis…

			“Aramis…”

			“Aramis, it’s time to go,” a new voice called out. Warm, gentle, and strained with impatience.

			“I’ll go when I say so,” was his gruff response. Aramis could still taste the grit in the back of his throat from that death trap. The thought of it alone gave him a coughing fit. The jabbing pain from his left lower rib didn’t help. He coughed and wheezed for clean air until he felt a chill at his side. Like being in a cold spring river, the pain washed away within minutes.

			Taking a good look around, he found Rhyllae looking down upon him. Her kinky hair clung to her glistening, olive-brown skin. His head was on her lap with her fingers on his temples. He must have dozed, for the sunlight had shifted in a new angle, and all were basked in the warm hue.

			Sitting upright, he muttered, “Thanks.”

			Rhyllae nodded and stood, wiping the dirt from her white robe. Though it was still smeared with earth and blood after she was done. A vivid contrast to the delicate embroidery of the Morning Lord’s rising star trailing down the tunic’s skirt.

			“Did… Did Ruth…?” Aramis asked.

			For several breaths, Rhyllae didn’t answer. Even when she reached down to pick him up from the jungle floor, her brown eyes couldn’t meet his. With care, she placed a smooth stone in his hand. It was etched with the image of a raven, Lady Ruth’s prized treasure.

			Aramis knew the answer before she spoke.

			“You’re the company leader now.” Her voice cracked as tears streaked down her round face.

			Aramis wrapped the sister in a tight embrace, hiding his stricken face in her curls, ignoring the mocking cajoles of the cackling lemurs above.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A MEASURE OF WORTH

			Civilization at long last.

			It was a two week trek before Aramis knocked down the last bush of the Anglorian jungle, revealing the city of freedom, Amaveriel, nestled in its coastal dale.

			The whitewashed buildings, etched from the cliffside, glowed orange from the setting sun. It cast purple shadows in its twisted, narrow alleyways. The protective ridge of the city extended beyond its walls to the sandy inlets of the shallow bay, providing refuge to man and bird alike. Farther south, the Shining Sea glimmered as specks of triangle sails danced for the last catch. Behind the city, to the west, the cliffs rolled into the sweltering Ioun desert, the haze of the day still lingering on its white sands.

			Despite all this beauty, his eyes lingered upon the backside of Amaveriel’s western gate. He remembered his first arrival at those gates almost twenty years prior—the day he stopped being the shepherd of the desert. 

			It had been a dangerous trek, spanning through the entire length of the vast Ioun with three thousand in tow. Some of them he had managed to hand over to the ever-migrating tribes, others succumbed to heat or old age. All the while, he beckoned the rest to move ever toward the dawn and the rising moon until they reached the legendary free city. Stories and rumors of Sulmaith’s Chosen founding of the hidden city spurred him to carry them here.

			Low did his spirit drop when they told him he could never leave. The elders of amaveriel vowed to keep this place a secret in order for the people to remain free. Nestled at the foot end of the Gallileah mountains, where it meets the sea, diving jungle from the desert, one would think of the city as formidable to any assault. Yet, it could only remain safe if the Djinnasi lords never knew its location. They were, after all, the embodiments of the natural elements. Mountains and oceans were toys for their use.

			And so he had remained, leaving the gates as a hired specialist for the Jessenters.

			“At what cost?” Aramis murmured aloud to himself. Ruth’s etched stone, heavy in his hands.

			The snapping of foliage drew him out of his thoughts. Rhyllae emerged from the brush, the tome stuffed in a bag hung on her back, coming to his side on the high bluff. Weary, sweaty, and grimy as he, yet fitting to her character. Ever the vigilant one to get her hands dirty to help the downtrodden wretches, himself included.

			Rhyllae sighed in relief at the sight. “Home.”

			“To whom?”

			“Must you?”

			“What?”

			“Every time? It’s home to every free people.”

			“Free for some.” Aramis punted a small stone by the toe of his dusty boot, watching it tumble end over end, dislodging others to join the merry chase.

			“You broke the law. Twenty-six times, mind you.”

			“All for coin. Come on, let’s collect the blood money.”

			Aramis slid down the slope, spreading his feet apart to keep himself upright. Landing on the large rock jutting out, Aramis turned back to find Rhyllae lingering behind. Her perfect face twisted in a scowl.

			“You can’t eat or drink gold, Aramis,” Rhyllae said. “You can’t breathe in gold dust. You can’t survive with it out in Ioun. When are you going to learn?”

			It puzzled him. It wasn’t the first time they exchanged such words. Yet, Rhyllae’s words bit worse than any flea this time.

			“Not all of us live in the mercy of the Morning Lord, Rhyllae,” Aramis said. “I should know, having lived on the streets before Rhum came along. Fighting for the ‘Greater Good’ doesn’t fill an empty belly. It didn’t save our friends back there.”

			“You can’t purchase our friends back.”

			“No, but it can sure bury them.” Aramis pointed back at the city. “Their blood is on their hands, Rhyllae, as much as it is on mine. They better pay for it.”

			Much to his surprise, Rhyllae decided to join him after all. Her weight carried her faster than he, and she crashed into him, causing them to fall upon the rocky stone. Red-faced from such a blunder, she separated herself from him.

			“Their blood is on my hands, too,” she said as she looked back at the Anglorian jungle.

			Aramis sighed and held out his hand. After clasping on, he lifted her upright. Hand in hand, they walked through the western gate. As they were led through the gates, Aramis could not help but notice the dejected faces of the watchmen. Overhead, flags depicting a phoenix against a starburst flew at half-mast.

			“Did they think we were dead?” Aramis asked the sister, but she didn’t return his gaze. Her honey-brown eyes were cast down, lost in gloomy thought, much like the people on the street. Slouched shoulders. Vacant stares. Shuffling past them in a numb stupor. One woman openly wept in front of her door. The rebel flag of the red phoenix clutching red sabers against white served as her handkerchief. It was then Aramis connected the two together.

			Something terrible had happened to the Jessenters while they were away. At first, Aramis thought they might have lost one of their higher officers. But as the two traveled farther into the city, Aramis found that every house hung a red ribbon by every door. And every person had a similar red ribbon tied on their biceps. Then he froze at the intersection.

			“Rhyllae, I don’t think we’re the only ones who lost people,” Aramis said.

			Stirring from her thoughts, the morning priestess gasped and gripped his hand tighter.

			The city was weeping blood.

			Everywhere, they saw red ribbons tied to posts, doors, and even wagons, flapping in the unsettled wind. They stood still, lost for words. Hands clasped together for fear of flying apart in a spinning world.

			“I need to go home,” Aramis murmured.

			“You need to see Korzha,” Rhyllae murmured simultaneously.

			“Wait, what?” Aramis blinked and turned to look at her.

			“You’re the company leader now. You have to see him.”

			“I have … other matters. Why not you?”

			“I have duties.”

			“We just came back. Tell your mothers they can wait.”

			“They’re … for our friends.”

			Aramis sighed and ruffled his salt-and-pepper hair. The market, where the rebel base lay hidden underneath, was in the opposite direction from where he called home.

			“Besides,” Rhyllae continued, “I don’t think they would appreciate talking to a—”

			“Heretic? Blasphemer? Infidel?”

			“Someone out of date.”

			The Silver Fox laughed in surprise. Aramis heard it all, from believers to atheists, concerning his archaic religious belief. Historically, the Sleeper was worshipped far and wide, acquiring numerous names from all cultures. Now, no one, but Aramis, gives the Sleeper prayers anymore. Most claimed They were defunct and had no powers to grant, while others said They didn’t exist. But this was a first … and was kind.

			“Just because the Sleeper gave the entire kingdom over to Their Sun doesn’t mean I should hop over with the rest of the congregation.”

			“Aramis, that happened fifteen hundred years ago.” The priestess tilted her head at him.

			He shrugged. “Yeah. Well, I need more time.”

			“Then it’s settled.” Rhyllae gave him the knapsack. “You go to the colonel, and I go to the abbey.”

			Aramis opened his mouth, then shut it tight. She had him.

			“Fine. I’ll go to see the Töskan.”

			[image: ]

			Korzha’s office was dim enough for Aramis’s eyes to glow, even with the floating oil lamp. Rarely did the colonel stay longer than a week at a time, thus the space was spartan at best. There was a bare desk deprived of secrets, and Aramis should know; he checked often enough. Behind the desk, the clay seeped through the boards nailed against it. The bricks meant to rebuild the wall were held off for immediate expenses. Situated in the corners were two hip-high vases, stuffed to the brim with loose sheets of parchment and tubes of maps and charts. One of these was spread over the desk at that exact moment. Poring over the chart was the man himself, the one who had sent Ruth’s expedition to their doom.

			Octavian Augustus Korzha.

			He was not the sort one expects to be a military man or even a rebel fighter. Korzha was as tall as the legs of a crane and just as thin. His sandy blond hair was slicked across from a severe side part, with shocks of gray at his temples perfectly framing his razor-sharp cheekbones. Despite wearing the red regimental sash around his waist and desert coat, he still clothed himself in a Töskan doublet and riding boots. His ice-cold eyes regarded Aramis the moment he stepped into the room, never wavering as he eased from the table to clasp his hands behind his back.

			“Of all the people to survive the expedition, I am the least surprised it was you,” Korzha said to him.

			“I take it you heard.” Aramis twirled one of the wooden chairs so he could lean on the top railing.

			“Your appearance is merely confirmation. You wouldn’t dare slink in here unless Ruth and the others are dead.”

			“Save for Sister Ghalédale.”

			“That should appease the Mother Superior,” Korzha grumbled. He flung the quill on the desk, next to the red X at the Karatow Dunes. Its white-and-brown feathers covered the rest of the letters.

			“How many?” Aramis’s silver eyes fixated on the mark.

			“More than 30,000 of our best, including General Tackett. We are all that is left of the resistance.”

			The number gave Aramis pause. The rebel army was reduced to a fraction of its size. “Which son-of-bitch do we follow now?”

			Korzha glowered at him. “I’ll have you know my mother was a respectable lady of the court.”

			Aramis leaned far forward on the chair. “You?”

			“Yes.” The now-general sat behind the desk, his long fingers joined to form a hollow triangle. “I hope you did not come back empty-handed from your frolic in the Anglorian jungle. Chessentari’s wares do not come cheap.”

			In response, Aramis slung the makeshift knapsack from his shoulder onto the desk. Sand and dust from the ruins puffed into the stagnant air.

			Glancing up at him, General Korzha produced the tome. Running his hand down the haphazardly sewn leather, the general spoke with his nose in a twitch. “This is bound in elven hide.”

			“We encountered a necromancer named Tellezard. This was used against us.”

			“Hmm. Then it could prove to be of use for our own gain.”

			“Then it’s worth its weight?”

			The general eyed him. “We shall see.” He straightened himself up, keeping his left hand behind his back as he stood. “You have cleared the entire dungeon?”

			“Yes.”

			“Every beast?” He paused for another affirmative nod. “And every trap?”

			“I took care of all of those hazards myself.”

			“Good.” General Korzha scribbled on a paper slip and handed it to him. “Here, take this to Dido for the payment of your services.”

			Aramis glanced at the sliver of parchment and crumpled it up. “This is not the agreed amount.”

			“You are absolutely correct. It is not. It is the payment you and the priestess have earned thus far. You will receive the full amount when the wealth of M’thealquilôk is hauled back with no casualties.”

			“Casualties were made,” Aramis spoke tersely. “Two of my compatriots lay smoldering in those accursed ruins while the rest were dismembered. You expect me to bring them back and set their funeral pyres with a meager stipend?”

			“No. I expect the wealth of the ruins to account for those expenses.”

			“So, they lay without rest.”

			Korzha cocked an eyebrow at him. “Rest for the dead, from what I understood from those fanatics, is for eternity. They can stand to wait a little while longer.” Then he wrote on another slip and sauntered up to Aramis. “Of course, the original payment was meant for six members. This should be plenty for the two of you to do whatever you desire.” He waved the parchment at Aramis’s face. “Before you set out once more.”

			After all the horrors, it was all Aramis could bear.

			“You can go clear out the ruins yourself. I’m done.” Aramis snatched the note from his hands and turned on his heels to leave.

			“Pardon?”

			“I quit!” Aramis kicked the chair out of his way, not caring that it crashed against the wall.

			“So be it,” Korzha called out after him. “We’re not a charity house for the destitute!”

			“Could’ve fooled me.” Aramis leaned back on the threshold frame. “Only the lowest scum of the Earth would think freeing slaves an expense.”

			Seeing the Töskan steaming brought his heart a small measure of joy. “Take your payment and never return.”

			“Gladly.”

			In haste, Aramis sped through the maze-like hallways, passing officers and informants in the tight corridor with ease, not caring about the stares that followed. The treasury office was simply a hall dead-ending into a large metallic door, sealed shut with four levers and two wheels. Guarding the corridor was a little wooden booth covered in colorful doilies of dyed cotton. Pushing his way to the front, Aramis slammed the sorry excuse for a slip down on the stand.

			Before the startled accountant could utter a word, he barked, “Fill it out so I can leave this hellhole.”

			He should’ve felt sorry for the little lady as she fumbled with the vault wheels without question. It wasn’t her fault—hell, it wasn’t anyone’s fault. But this mockery of a military establishment wasn’t helping his mood either. When the two bags full of gold and silver were tied off, he took them without uttering a word of gratitude.

			“I’m sorry for your loss,” a meek voice spoke.

			Aramis glanced back and noticed the accountant had opened the booth door … and was a satyr. The lady looked minuscule in an oversized tunic with a rough, red robe dragging behind her. Her brown furry legs and glossy hooves cocked inward as she stepped around, her palms clasped to her chest. Huge, black-rimmed spectacles parked halfway down her broad nose. Her large horns swept far back and curled into a Q at her cheeks, like a ram. But it was her eyes that he could not turn away from; red as a rose and just as sweet.

			Ashamed, Aramis shied away from her pity and slipped away.

			[image: ]

			The street vendors had closed shop by the time Aramis emerged from the alleyway entrance. The overcast now orange from the setting sun, creating a dusky, yellow tinge to everything around him. Shifting the pack on his shoulders, Aramis started making his way home when he saw Sister Rhyllae heading his way. She covered her face with a new golden shawl, protecting her from the sand blowing through the marketplace—her pace quickened when she finally spotted him in the crowd, waving an envelope in the air.

			“You’re back soon,” Aramis said. “Does the church need the money that badly?”

			“What?” When her brown eyes spotted her earnings in his hand, she waved it aside. “Oh, I don’t care about that. I found out my sisters were fulfilling our wills.”

			“They don’t wait around, do they?” Aramis snorted as he pocketed her share.

			Sister Rhyllae shook her head. “They were supposed to wait until colonel—” 

			“General,” Aramis corrected. “Tavian Korzha is now a general.”

			“Well, at last, some good news.” Rhyllae smiled until he looked at her like she sprouted two heads. “Someone had to run the operation.”

			“I would rather have the entire force run by pirates than a man like him.”

			“Aramis, he’s the only one with formal military training.”

			“He’s a Töskan, Rhyllae. They love to decorate their pine trees with their victims’ entrails. I wouldn’t be surprised to find a spunky recruit with a spruce up his ass for Shab-e Yalda.”

			The sister of the Morn sighed and shook her head. “Well, as I was saying, my sisters were ordered to wait on General Korzha to fulfill the will and testaments. Why the Mother Superior would allow such a thing to happen, I don’t know. I had to stop them from delivering this—Hey!”

			Upon recognizing that the envelope she was waving around had his name on it, Aramis snatched it away from her. “Did you read my will? That information is—”

			“Addressed to the survivors of the party. It’s from Tamira…” Her face was crestfallen. “Well, was.”

			Aramis looked at the envelope’s face to see it was addressed to each member of Ruth’s company. They must have been the only family their dwarven friend had. He gently opened up the letter and read aloud:

			To my fellow gut busters,

			If I should return to the stone, my only wish is to have all ya lucky bastards drink long and hard for your health. I mean everyone, and that includes you, Sister Ghalédale. I shall be watching from the stone.

			Tamira Blackstone.

			Aramis kept his head hung low as he folded the letter by its seams. A wish made by the dead is not something to dismiss. No matter how long one yearns for home or the comfort of a lover’s arms. What few words of protest were hanging by the edge of his lips fell when he returned Rhyllae’s gaze.

			“The Iron Lady?”

			Dabbing her eyes with her yellow headscarf, Rhyllae could only nod. With his arm around her shoulders, Aramis guided the sniffling priestess down the road, led by the torchers lighting the candled lanterns dotting the main road.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			THE IRON LADY

			The Iron Lady. The only place where everyone could drink their fill and crash upstairs. A popular establishment for the rebels and any sailor that missed the hookah pubs near the docks. The building’s entire length was the bar, with racks of stolen spices, wines, mead, ciders, whiskeys, and liquors lined up behind it. A massive barrel of the finest stout was safeguarded at the far end, between the bar and the racks. On the same wall, a fireplace big enough for three burly men to stand abreast blazed. Three black cannon-size cauldrons steamed over the flames while “shut-eye” skillets were blazing red-hot among the embers.

			None paid the two any mind when they arrived, which was fine by Aramis. The chair he was looking for was the one by the lone clavichord. It was painted in cream with blue geometric designs and gathering dust for weeks with nary a finger touching its keys until then.

			“Bagheera begged me to make this for her,” the Silver Fox told Sister Rhyllae as he ran his calloused fingers along the curved side. “Just like how the sylvan elves used to have it. Did you know it took me two months to figure out how to shape this wood alone? And now…” He couldn’t find the words, stuck behind the lump in his throat.

			Rhyllae placed her hand on his shoulder and laid her head on his arm. “Her music will carry on in our hearts.”

			“But not on this. At least, not after tonight.”

			Scooting the bench back, Aramis eased himself in front of the keys. He could never play like their late moon elf, making the black keys bleed, but he was trained long ago during his youth. It was one of the plethora of instruments his former master demanded he play until boredom again took hold. The brass tapped on the gut strings as Aramis stroked the notes from its belly, mingling with the murmurs of the dinner crowd.

			Then some blubbering old fool cried out, “Firebird,” and cheers erupted.

			“Are you serious? Halfway through the song and they’re crying out ‘Firebird.’” When Bagheera told him she always heard this request, Aramis didn’t believe it. Perhaps this was why she wrote what he must do next in her will.

			He reached up and yanked down one of the floating lamps. “You want ‘Firebird?’ Then you shall have it.”

			The fire trailed the oil as it poured into the painted organ. Strings popped, and the soundboard cracked as it roared into life. Then Aramis ushered Rhyllae far from it, up the stairs. Though she gave him a concerned look, she didn’t interfere. For it was indeed what was in Bagheera’s will.

			At first, only one cried out, “Fire!”

			Then they were joined by others waking up from their stupor. Those nearby tried to put it out with their drinks and cloaks, but others cried out to throw it outside instead. Before the flames could lick the walls, two men wrestled the inflamed clavichord from its resting place. Patrons rushed out of the way as they started swinging the instrument in front of the window.

			“Not when it’s shut, you fools,” Bashir, the owner, cried out, ripping out what little hair he had.

			Medea, his daughter, crouched by the sill, unlatched the glass panes in the nick of time. Allowing the clavichord to sail through unhindered. Broken wood and popped strings sounded as it crumpled outside. Then they heard a cackle that grew into a full belly laugh. Everyone swiveled their heads to Aramis sitting on a step, wiping a tear from his eye as he quieted his laughter.

			“Of course, it would be you to incite mischief and mayhem.” Clara, the barkeep’s wife, threw her towel on the floor. “Silver Fox, indeed.”

			A great clamor broke out as soon as the name left her lips. Many were happy that members of Ruth’s company came home. Others were mystified—what happened to the rest? A miserable few returned to their drinks. Grumbling about what new terror the Silver Fox would inflict on the under-market trade.

			“Well, it’s about time you graced us with your presence,” a red-haired youth spoke above the crowd, his pocked face smiling as he waved his mug high over the people. “Too long have you dared to mingle with us lowly common folk.”

			Aramis peered through the crowd and spotted the redheaded youth. “If
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