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James was exhausted when he pulled himself from the water. A bad idea to push himself so hard under the Unfathomable Sea, but he'd found nothing worth taking, so he had kept looking. Until he finally paid attention to the alarm bell in the back of his mind telling him it was past time to go up.

That alarm was silent now. He didn't notice the three women until it was too late. Their shaved heads and long belt knives, along with their demeanor, made it easy to identify them as Acolytes of Thalassa, the women's diving guild. Which was to say, trouble.

“Well, well, what have we here?” They looked him over with contempt, taking in the poorly healed scars on his chest that attested to the infection that had almost killed him. His medical history wasn't the main problem. He was on their turf. Last time, he'd been caught by the men, and they'd broken his arm. The men's guild traveled in pairs, the women in triads, the theory being that a fight between three women and two men was fair and could go either way. In practice, the two groups respected each other's territory and saved their violence for freelancers such as himself.

He didn’t try to reach for the stubby, barbed spear strapped across his back. “Apologies, I was swept here by a current. I didn't—”

“I don’t even think he’s human.” The two smaller ones, around the same size as James, caught and held him. 

“World Heart, that's what he looks like to me.” The largest woman delivered a blow to his midsection that drove all the air from his lungs. They threw him into the water, where his weight belt drew him down, down, bubbles rising from his nose and mouth, until he settled on the silty bottom. Not far below the surface, here by the docks. Far enough. He was weak and half paralyzed by the blow, fumbling for his breather as darkness danced at the edges of his vision. Belly spasming, body screaming for oxygen.

He succeeded in finding it at the end of its tether and jammed it into place, inhaling as hard as he could, his trained diver’s diaphragm coming through for him despite the recent trauma. James imagined pulling water into his mouth and letting it wash over gills he didn't have. An unlikely dream. There was only one gilled human in Twain.

Life-giving gas entered his mouth as the oxygen-depleted water rushed out the wings of the device. As he recovered, he rolled to his back and gazed up at the sky. Almost relaxing to lie there, now that he wasn’t about to drown. The light slanted down, rendering bits of organic debris beautiful and strange. It was nearly silent. Peaceful. The breather dissolved his waste gasses back into the sea, valves switching direction as he exhaled. No more trail of bubbles to reveal him.

They didn’t really think I was possessed by the Adversary. If they did, they should’ve made sure to finish me off. It was just an excuse to do what they wanted to anyway.

Glancing from side to side, he scanned for the many dangers that lay beneath Elysion’s waters, then looked back at the surface. No sign of the guild members. He still didn’t dare surface there again. He'd gotten too comfortable using this little cranny tucked between two warehouses. I thought nobody ever came here! 

Another few minutes, then I'll head back to the mud flats and wade ashore. No help for it. Maybe I'll get lucky and happen on a school of fish along the way. 

Or something better. If he encountered any of the guild divers underwater, they would leave him in peace. It was part of the compact.

Resting, his mind wandered. Which was worse? His encounter with the Poseidon League had left him unable to work until his arm healed, reduced to gathering with the other trash pickers on the rich side of town to collect their discarded food so he wouldn't starve. But his life itself had been at no risk, and the break had healed cleanly.

The Thalassans had left him with no lasting injury. On the other hand, he could easily have died. They were evidently content either way. If he drowned, their problem was solved; if he survived, they could hope he'd learned his lesson.

It satisfied the law of equivalence, the principle that things must be roughly equal between men and women but could never be the same. The city founders would be so pleased, he thought sourly, as he gathered his strength to swim away.
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Kevin Smith was just about done working out the bugs in the login page for a local eatery when his bladder finally pulled him out of his pleasant creative haze. Rising to his feet, he shifted from side to side to relieve the pins and needles before he attempted to walk. This is what happens when Scott’s not around. He would have distracted me with some coffee or something before now.

That was when his home office vanished around him to be replaced by a dimly lit, windowless room that had the feel of a cave. People were looking at him. Not with the goggle-eyed amazement he would have expected, appearing in their midst from nowhere.

“She’s done it again,” one of them said. “I’ll go get her.”

“Blue jeans and a polo shirt,” a woman commented. “I’ll bet you’re from Earth, right? Twentieth century. Or maybe the twenty-first.” She was gorgeous. Kevin wasn’t into women, but that didn’t stop him from treating himself to an eyeful of her classic beauty. She had skin like alabaster.

“2010,” he told her. I’m asleep and dreaming. I must be. Better wake up and get back to work. I promised them the site would be ready to go live by this weekend.

A short woman with dark hair strode into the room, striking a faint chord of memory. Like someone he’d met in another dream. “Kevin! Always wonderful to see you, but I didn’t do this on purpose, I promise you.”

He pinched both his cheeks hard. It hurt. “Nice to meet you. I really, really need to wake up now.”

“You’re really, really here, Kev.” She took his hand. Her touch was cold. “I’m your cousin Renee. You don’t recognize me? Your mom, Luann, raised me. We were like brother and sister.”

Kevin slapped himself across the face. She captured his other hand as well. “Stop that. You’re here—the planet Elysion, city-state of Twain—and we’ll have to make the best of this.”

Lucid dreaming. Maybe he could get this to end by working within the dreamtime logic. “Okay, Renee. I don’t remember meeting you before, but you know my mom’s name, and you have the family look. So I’m willing to accept you as a cousin. I guess you brought me here, so can you send me back, now? I have a deadline.”

She began to laugh, not sounding entirely sane. Everyone else in the room joined her. Except Kevin. He looked from one face to another, recognizing none of them, seeing one common thread. Maybe it’s the lighting.

He lived in Minneapolis, where many of the early settlers had been Scandinavian immigrants, so he was used to seeing some pale faces. He had one himself. These people looked bloodless. Some had darker skin, but it was devoid of warmth. The lighting. I hope to hell that’s all it is.

“Oh, Kevin, I wish I could. Time is all out of joint! As are my talents, I’m afraid. You could end up anywhere. But don’t worry, we’ll get you home. I’ll just have to contract the job out. Unless, of course, we can persuade you to stay!” 
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The red-headed vampire walked into my shop while Ethos was high overhead and in its full phase. Ethos has no true light of its own, only a reflection of the fire of Pathos, but it still drove many vampires underground at its zenith. Not this one.

“Ah, the direwitch Lienne,” he said to me. “You’re not easy to find. My name is Gil, and I have a job for you, one where you stand to make a lot of money.”

“You flatter me. I’m only a simple herbwoman.” I waved my hand at the dimly lit interior of the shop with its bottles, canisters, and hanging bundles of dried plants. “I do have some skill as a healer. Tell me your symptoms.” His type didn’t suffer from many ailments, and few of my potions would have agreed with his altered metabolism. However, as the ordinary hedge witch I was claiming to be, I shouldn’t be able to tell at a glance what he was.

“Your blood smells delectable.” He extended his fangs halfway from their concealment in his upper jaw.

I opened one hand, allowing mistfire to rise from it in a column that nearly touched the ceiling, taking care not to damage my merchandise. It would burn on contact, glowing green-tinged smoke that was hungry for destruction. 

The fangs went back into hiding, but he stood there smirking at me, rather than fleeing as I’d expected. “Simple herbwomen can’t do that.”

“You look unusually flammable to me, Gil.” My incarna wanted to go to him. If I let it, he would die. The flesh of his kind was particularly vulnerable. Like dry wood. “Get out of my shop. I don’t like vampires, I don’t like men with red hair, and I don’t like you.” 

I tugged at my weaver-silk scarf, adjusting it upward as if it made me nervous to let him see my neck. I was hoping he hadn’t already noticed my latest set of track marks. Direwitches heal quickly, but vampire bites do not.

He was still wearing that smirk. “I’ve heard differently on at least one of those points.”

“Not the one specific to yourself. Because up until now, I was unaware of your existence.” My incarna surged again, not entirely under my control, corrosive mist leaking from the tips of my fingers. I was as angry at myself as I was at him, for letting him trick me into revealing my true nature. He already knew. So did the nearby farmers and craftspeople, but they respected my privacy.

“We’ll talk another time. You could use the money to get a nicer place.” With that, he left. High time. I breathed deeply to soothe my symbiote and began to organize my shelves, which were not in much disarray, but the activity calmed me further. 

Until I heard the door creak open again. I looked over my shoulder, thinking that I might have to file a complaint with the vampire lord Torwyn. I usually avoided him, for a variety of reasons, but Torwyn did keep his own kind under control in and around the city.

It wasn’t Gil coming back. James, one of my regulars. “Who was that gorgeous ginger?”

“Just a rude vampire.”

He looked disappointed. “I was going to ask if you knew his preferences, but never mind.”

“Something is coming to me.” I held the back of one hand to my forehead, rolling my eyes up and allowing the lids to droop until only the whites were visible. “He likes blood.”

That didn’t even earn a polite chuckle from James. “What did he want?”

“He offered to hire me, something very lucrative, so he said. Then he showed me some extra teeth and I threw him out.”

“If you reconsider, and it looks promising, see if I can get in on that.” He examined random items, none of which he intended to buy. James was no taller than I was, with considerably less heft, although he was muscular. Almost as dark as a Schraeder, where Pathos had kissed his exposed skin, and very young. Young and poor.

I'd met James when he came to me with septic wounds after getting an unqualified person to remove the breasts he'd developed at puberty, which had grown larger and larger over time until he could no longer live with them. Every time I saw him, I wanted to use magic to transform his body into the one he hungered for. I couldn't do it alone. My craft partner Agne wasn’t interested in the project. It would require multiple, lengthy sessions, and there was no money in it for her.

I reached behind a curtain and handed James the small bundle I’d prepared for him earlier. “I’m glad you arrived when you did. I was just about to lock up.” That obnoxious vampire had exhausted my tolerance for company.

He took the hint, paying me for the elk thorn with small coins he’d risked his life to earn beneath the surface of the Unfathomable Sea. The price was a fraction of what I asked from wealthy old men who used the product to revive their youthful ruttishness. Tucking the medicine into his belt pouch, he headed out the door with a cheerful wave. 

I followed, meaning to flip the sign to closed, only to see a courier of Herma descending from the sky. A roiling column of purple and white, dancing at the edge of the visible spectrum. Will there be no end to the aggravation?

“If you have something to say to me, manifest it as a written message. I don’t care to hear the sound of your voice.” I saw no reason to be polite to the thing. It was a product of technology we could no longer duplicate, an artifact of the lost homeworld. It wasn’t alive.

It obliged, and I read the brief note. Agne, as I’d expected, requesting my assistance. I sighed. Professionally, we made a fine team. I liked her well enough on a personal level, except when our values clashed. “Tell her I’ll be there in a couple of hours.”
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I climbed the narrow stairs to my chamber, round like the room below it but lower-ceilinged, still stewing over the vampire’s remark about a better building. This one was perfect for my needs. In good repair, if not fancy to look at. 

Moggett was in one of her usual hiding places, crouched on top of the broad stone wall, in a ventilation hole just under the roof. From there she could go in or out. Her dark-furred body, half the size of my head, made her difficult to see. When I called to her, she chittered in greeting. I went over to stand beneath her.

Climbing down, she settled herself atop my head and folded her twelve thin, multi-jointed legs. I had arranged my hair in a crown of braids a few days earlier, but she’d pulled much of it loose to make her nest. She began combing out leaves and twigs that had lodged there in the garden, throwing them to the floor. I would sweep those up later.

Seizing the pull rope, I rang the bell mounted on the outer wall of my tower, then a second time, letting my neighbors know I would be on the road in twenty minutes. I climbed on top of my sleeping cupboard and sat looking out the window at the Plains of Pathos, dimly lit now by the golden radiance of Ethos. I could hear the distant sound of other bells as they repeated my message. 

Soon my eyes lost focus. I delved deep, communing with my soulmate. No lover or friend, nor my family—younger sister, beloved niece, and elderly parents—could compete with that bond. Moggett was dear to me, but she wasn’t in it, either. 

My incarna, source of my magical abilities, was more active than it should have been. I emerged from the trance long enough to touch the marks Jerard had left on my neck. That should have quieted it for longer. Perhaps I needed an older vampire. I could pick a less morose one while I was at it. Not Gil, though. I swore then, not one drop of my blood would ever pass his lips. I felt a coldness within as my incarna observed this oath.

I rose and stretched. Outside the window, Ethos was about to vanish behind the mountain. With the bodies in opposition, it wouldn’t be long before Pathos rose. Time to head into the city. The trip, and whatever work Agne had for me, should burn off at least some of my excess vigor. Maybe even enough to allow me to sleep for a short time. 

I laid a hand on Moggett’s side to stabilize her as I bent down to get my boots, then took my cloak from its hook near the stairs. Plain wool, but lined with a fortune in weaver-silk, which had cost me nothing but some hours of labor, stitching together the silky lengths that Moggett deposited all over the chamber when the mood struck her.

The door of the shop faced the plains, with their curved rows of multicolored crops wending their way across the low hills. I walked around to the back, where a waist-high wall enclosed the garden, and coaxed Moggett to clamber onto a tree branch. “Eat as many beetles as you can find,” I told her. “And you may have a peach or two. But don’t be stalking Maura’s budgies.”

The weaver answered me with an ear-piercing shriek, a protest against my leaving without her rather than at the restriction, which she would ignore anyway. Agne’s patient would not care to have her in attendance. He was a Schraeder, and got what he wanted, up to a point.

“Shut that spider up!” My nearest neighbor was on the far side of the road leading to the docks. Maura kept a tea shop, with living quarters above, similar to my own setup. Too far away for me to have hit with a stone, and I have a strong arm. Perhaps the bell had awakened her. I made no response, and she slammed her door without waiting for one.

Before heading up the road, I leaned close to Moggett and said, “I’ve changed my mind. Have one of those birds, if you can catch it.” She chirred agreeably and stroked my face with one claw.

—
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My neighbors were waiting for me as I started down the road during that brief period of darkness, standing in a line that stretched halfway to the city gates. Carmia was their unofficial spokeswoman. A lantern hovering over her head moved forward to shed its light on her face. She stared into my eyes like a lover for a long moment, until I nodded.

The next ones in the queue were her grown son, his wife, and their three children. He held the youngest up so she could peer at me with wide-eyed curiosity. The Adversary normally took only adults and adolescents, but my neighbors wanted me to examine even the smallest babies, so I did. 

I couldn’t always pick up on subtle signs of World Heart’s influence. It was possession they were concerned with, and that I would have been able to see. I saw no sign of it as I worked my way down the line. Carmia followed behind me to make sure everyone within the range of the bells was present. Maura was exempt. Ill-tempered though she was, she carried an excellent selection, and I visited her shop on a regular basis.

When I left the farmlands behind and passed through the gates of the city, Logos was high overhead, a jagged shard of rock that cast down its faint radiance for only a short time as it sped across the sky. To my right was Woman Triumphant; to my left, Man Victorious. The statues were towering, indefinite shapes in the darkness. The city of Twain was built into a deep cleft in the mountainside, so that the light of Pathos and its attendants seldom shone directly on the streets and rooftops above me. City of Shadows. It was no mystery that Twain was so infested with drinkers of blood.

As I climbed, I regretted not summoning a float chair. They zipped by periodically, often carrying passengers younger and more fit than myself. I’d hoped the exertion would quiet my incarna. It wasn’t working. The symbiote was still very restless within its cage of meat and bone.

Zithoreens, tall stringed instruments not intended for a human hand, were affixed to the buildings on either side of the broad staircase. Designed to catch the wind and turn it to music like the distant Fireteeth on the western edge of the Unfathomable Sea, they were silent in the still air. Pre-dawn chants floated from windows and balconies, few of them in the common tongue. Voices from other traditions would rise when the light of Pathos fell over the city.

On the rooftops, shadowy forms stalked me, fading in and out of my line of sight depending on available concealment. Vampires playing at cat and mouse. Lord Torwyn swore their presence was benevolent, protecting honest citizens from violent criminals and agents of the Adversary. Did they prey on solitary travelers when these were in short supply? Less than their enemies claim; more than Torwyn would admit. If any came after me, it would be their last mistake. The chance to indulge my incarna would come as a relief.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

5

[image: ]


I was breathing hard when I reached the Obsidian Cathedral. Pathos was just beginning to illuminate the sky, shedding indirect light on the city and painting the fields below in brighter colors, nourishing the crops in a way that its two smaller imitators could not. I paused at a railing to admire the view, and to catch my breath. 

Below me were the roofs of buildings, arrayed like steps as Twain plunged into the deep divide. On the other side, the city climbed up again, with the graceful arcs of bridges connecting the main avenues. Turning my head allowed me a glimpse of the stone tower where I made my home and my livelihood, looking small enough to pinch between my fingers; beyond it began the marshy ground where derelict buildings were slowly sinking into the muck. The docks, on the far side of the marshlands, were lost in the haze.

The guards on either side of the massive doors did not speak, but I was known to them, so they pulled the black slabs aside to admit me. Bypassing the archway that led to the Hall of Objects, I climbed the stairs and found my way to the small chamber where Flipper Schraeder lay on a mat with my sister witch Agne in attendance.

“What are we working on today?” I was the dray horse, Agne my driver.

“Fortuitous day, Lienne.” She even sounded like a Schraeder. “His gut, to start with. Along with the usual maintenance on the gills and tail.”

“I’ve had some digestive troubles,” the patient said. I wondered what he’d been eating. He didn’t want to hear anything about that, particularly from me. He just wanted Agne to fix it so he could go back to living as he liked.

The two of them were a pair, both long and narrow, except for Flipper’s great barrel of a chest. She was tall, and he would’ve been, if he’d had legs. She was pale as the heat of Pathos. His skin matched the walls of his family’s cathedral. Their eyes were the same, a shade of amber so bright that generations ago, the family had been required to prove they’d used no animal genes to enhance the color.

I placed my hands on Agne’s shoulders, and she laid hers on Flipper’s belly. He was naked and responded to her touch. Her control over his body was already greater than his could ever be, even before she went deep. His cock relaxed quite suddenly. Agne was more than a healer to the Schraeders, and Flipper in particular. She knew I preferred to keep things professional.

I moved one hand to his abdomen for a look inside. The ulcerations on his stomach lining were ugly. Those would cause more than a mild discomfort. That was one reason I didn’t mind working with Flipper. He wasn’t a complainer.

Focusing my energy there, I left the rest to Agne. She and I had both gone under the mountain, asking for the power to heal. Agne had been granted her wish. She’d been issued a scalpel; I had received a broadsword. Useless for fine work. I could summon many times the raw power that Agne could command, and feed it to her, allowing her to work far more effectively than she could alone.

Finishing up her repairs on the stomach, she said, “Roll over, dear.”

He did. I allowed my incarna to spread through him. Invisible to the eye, but to that other sight shared by Agne and myself, Flipper glowed from within. “Agne, I think we have toes, here.” It made me feel good to be the one to spot the problem, like I was more than just a human power pack, although she would have noticed in a moment.

She was working her way down his spatulate tail. Now she focused on the area I was spotlighting, causing Flipper to squirm. “Does it hurt, Flip?”

“It’s been itching.”

“And you didn’t think to say something?” She swatted him on his muscular backside.

He smiled. “It wasn’t that bad until the two of you started poking and prodding.”

With my support, Agne spent some time encouraging his body to absorb the nascent phalanges. Flipper’s modifications weren’t true mutations. Our work with him already skirted the boundaries of the human purity injunctions, as interpreted and enforced by the Senate of Twain, of which his sister Bella was a member. Flipper was the younger brother that nobody took seriously, due in large part to the tail. Nobody except the diving guilds. It might be an exaggeration to say they worshiped him as a god, but not much of one.

“All right, into the tub with you.”

His favorite part. Flipper slid into the shallow pool, its upper lip level with the floor. His torso expanded dramatically as his gill slits, which had previously looked like nothing more than half-healed cuts, flared open. The tough outer flanges protected delicate, oxygen-hungry pink tendrils. He looked like his stuffing was in the process of escaping. His body wanted to absorb the gills and go back to being a land mammal, and it was Agne’s job to prevent that. 

When we finished, Flipper propelled himself into his specially modified chair with a practiced flex of his powerful lower body, settling himself with his hands before he rose to hover in front of us. Out of courtesy, he put his head level with Agne’s. Which left both of them looking down at me.

“I don’t want you to go,” he told her. He seldom addressed me directly when I was there, or even deigned to look at me, but I was well paid. I couldn’t survive on what I made from the herb shop.

I turned to leave without a word to either of them, not out of pique, although it did give me a small satisfaction to return the Schraeder’s discourtesy. Agne and I didn’t stand on ceremony. I was surprised when she fell into step beside me, after planting a brief and almost sisterly kiss on Flipper’s lips.

“A word, before you go.” She managed to combine the courtesy of a request with the force of a command. Truly, her time among the wealthy and powerful had left its mark.

Agne took my arm and led me past the guards, along the wide terrace outside the Cathedral, walking around to the side. Ornamental plantings relieved the darkness of the building’s walls. Pathos was still hidden behind the mountain, on the far side of the cleft. Not until it was high overhead would it directly illuminate the plaza.

Still holding my arm, she ducked into a pavilion that offered a stunning view of the wild terrain below. “I guess Gil didn’t make a good impression on you, Lienne.”

Not what I was expecting. I’d feared she meant to make yet another effort to convince me to accept a place in the Schraeder household. Agne couldn’t understand how anyone could resist the luxury and privilege they shared so freely with those they favored. 

“You sent him? He neglected to mention that.”

“Not exactly. I swear I didn’t tell him how to find you. He grew impatient because I told him I’d wait and talk to you the next time we—” She broke off. A half-dozen people walked in one end of the pavilion, while more entered from the other side, surrounding us. No, not people, although they had been at one time. Agents of World Heart. The Adversary.
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