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For my sister, whose resilience can  

inspire hope in anyone. 

  



 
 

 

  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prologue 

Darkness was fleeing faster than the girl. Ahead, purple 
infused the black horizon, exposing her silhouette. The 
barley stocks whipped cruelly at her thighs as she ran beside 
her sisters. A herd of nearby goats bleated softly at their 
passing but luckily didn’t rouse the herdsman. He and others 
would wake soon enough, though. How much farther to the 
desert?  

Ama, the girl’s eldest sister, stopped them and they 
huddled together, catching their breath in heaving gasps. 
They had alternated between running and walking for what 
seemed like hours. The city was only a faint glow behind 
them now, mimicking the emerging dawn ahead.  

We are going east, Ama signed, the words her fingers 
formed barely visible. We must turn south now. We are 
almost there.  

Ama splashed down into one of the irrigation channels 



 
 

that radiated from the city like spokes on a wheel. The girl 
and her other sister, Aimomo, followed obediently. Ama had 
always been the most clear-headed of them. Somehow, she 
knew what she was doing even though it was too dark to see 
the map they’d been given. 

Once clear of the ditch, they ran again, this time through 
a cloud of fragrant fluff that swirled up and stuck to their wet 
legs—cumin in flower. I’m hungry, Aimomo signed. The 
girl nodded; the smell conjured pangs in her stomach, too. 
But there would be no food until they were safe, whatever 
safe meant. They ran on. 

Their feet crossed the threshold from fertile fields into 
desolate landscape just as the raging newborn sun was 
mellowing. They could no longer run but had to slog through 
the sand, their feet making divots in the loose grains rather 
than prints. Ripples, the language of wind in the desert, 
distorted their shadows into monstrous shapes that bit at their 
heels.  

In the distance, rocky outcrops dotted the sandy plain. 
They rose from the earth in strange warped shapes, some as 
small as huts, others larger than the qasr the girl and her 
sisters had come from. She looked back toward the city. Dust 
made a column in the distance. She tapped Ama’s shoulder.  

The medu’een are coming, her sister signed, then 
pointed to the nearest outcrop. They waded toward it. 

Walking was slow, every sinking step a labor. The girls 
were exhausted but the sound of pounding hooves had 
reached them now. They pushed on with fearful vigor. As 
they neared the outcrop, the ground grew increasingly firm. 
They were able to run again. The pursuing horses swished 
through the loose sand behind them.  

The girl had always been the fastest of the three. She 
had always been the most careless as well and so, as fear 
drove her far ahead of her sisters, Betta’s warning slipped 
from her mind: “When you reach the sand, you must, at all 
costs, stay close to your sisters.”  



 
 

The girl had reached the first pebbles of the outcrop 
when she heard their cries. She turned. Her sisters had been 
thrown backward to the ground, as if they’d run into 
something. The medu’een on their horses were close now but 
hadn’t yet reached her sisters. Something else had stopped 
them. Ama and Aimomo rose and pushed against something, 
a force of some kind that was preventing them from moving 
forward. They struggled and called out to her but couldn’t 
get through.  

Stay close to your sisters. She cursed her foolishness 
and began to run back, but it was too late. The horsemen 
were upon them. She screamed a warning.  

The girls turned to face their assailants, then Ama turned 
back to her and signed, Go south! Go to the city in the south! 
Go now! Go! until the crack of a heavy stick silenced her.  

“No!” the girl screamed. Aimomo was struck next, the 
strong and sturdy middle child taking the blow and fighting 
back before being struck again. The girl stood, frozen in 
horror, as Ama and Aimomo were pummeled again and 
again, the shimmering heat making it all seem like a terrible 
dream.  

Three of the medu’een dismounted. Carrying strange, 
bronze-colored shields that curved up over their heads, they 
walked slowly toward the girl. Once past the unseen barrier 
that had stopped her sisters, the soldiers dropped their shields 
and ran for her.  

The girl turned and headed back toward the outcropping. 
One medu’een quickly flanked around, blocking her from its 
safety. She changed direction and went straight out into 
endless sand. She ran as hard as she could, then waded 
through the softer sand, then stumbled and finally, panting, 
turned to face her pursuers. They had fanned out behind her 
and were now advancing step by step. The desert was so 
quiet she could hear the susurration of their feet in the sand. 
All she could do was weep and collapse to her knees. The 



 
 

dark, shapeless forms that were her sisters lay unmoving in 
the distance, the other medu’een hovering over them but 
watching her. 

The girl closed her eyes and sighed. It was all over.  
Then, the ground quaked beneath her. Lasting a mere 

moment, it had been strong enough to rattle her teeth.  
“The shift!” one of the medu’een cried out in panic.  
She opened her eyes just in time to see the speaker 

vanish, sand shivering as it swallowed him. The other two 
stared wide-eyed at each other, unmoving. Time stopped but 
for their pounding hearts. Suddenly, another was gone. He 
hadn’t even had time to cry out. The last one turned and ran 
back toward the barrier. He was strong and athletic and made 
magnificent progress but, after a few bounds, he too was 
sucked into the shivering sand. Gone. Silence. 

A violent wind suddenly hit the girl. She waited with 
shallow breaths for the desert to take her, her body rigid in 
anticipation, but nothing shifted beneath her. The wind 
howled and grit peppered her face. Her eyes stung and she 
closed them. Sand found its way into her ears and nose, her 
hair, the corners of her mouth. She waited, wanting the sand 
to stop berating her, wanting the desert to just get it over 
with, but the wind continued, relentless. Why had it only 
tasted her? Were her sins so heinous she didn’t even merit 
death? When she opened her eyes again, she saw the other 
medu’een galloping back to the city, pulling the riderless 
horses behind them, leaving the bodies of her sisters lying in 
the hot sun.  

Her panic slowly ebbed and she turned her attention to 
the mocking wind. How dare it ridicule and torment her! 
Fear became anger and she cursed the desert, goading it to 
take her. She screamed and damned it as she marched back 
to her sisters. It doubled its scorn by blowing sand over their 
bodies, slowly burying them. She dug furiously, tears 
streaking lines through the dust on her cheeks, but to no 
avail. The desert was too strong. The desert was the 



 
 

manifestation of everything that had led her here. It was the 
hopelessness she had tried to escape. It was a battle she had 
lost. And she had dragged her sisters here with her to their 
deaths. She dug at the sand around Ama and Aimomo and 
wept, desperate for their forgiveness, desperate to have them 
back with her alive and full of the love and protection they 
had always given her. 

The sand storm eventually forced her to seek shelter in 
the rocks. She found a crevice away from the wind and, once 
evening’s cold settled in, made a fire from the dried goat 
dung in her pack. No one came for her. No one disturbed her 
exhaustion. No one came to soothe her of her grief. 

By morning, the wind and her sisters were gone, the 
map buried along with them.  

A flock of birds darted and swooped through the 
outcroppings, catching insects that had emerged with the 
dawn. The sun glinted off their feathers and they shone like 
jewels in the air. They trilled and twittered, filling their 
bellies, and when sated, flew out into the desert toward the 
sun. 

The girl followed. 
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Nila ran hard through the pouring rain. Splashes from 
pursuing feet echoed behind her, the gap between her and 
them closing. Puddles jumped to life as she sped through 
them, scattering reflected lamplight. A dark alley loomed 
ahead on her left. Alleys were good. There was always 
something to climb in an alley. She dared not slow down to 
turn the corner. She’d have to jump it, have to run straight at 
the wall and push off with her foot to change direction. She 
would lose less speed that way.  

She calculated her angle and sped toward the wall. 
Something squelched underfoot just as she planted her foot 
to jump. Her knee slid hard into the bricks. The rest of her 
body hit, ricocheted off and landed in something unpleasant. 
At least she’d changed direction. Struggling on the wet, 
decaying refuse, she scrambled back to her feet and ran on.  

The Wa-di were much closer now. What the king were 
they doing there, anyway? “Don’t worry,” Balek had said, 
“the guards have become lazy and overconfident, now that 
Amas-Istri has made the Thirteen.” Well, Balek had been 
wrong. Not only were the guards alert and competent, Istri 
had brought in Wa-di mercenaries! Nila was lucky to have 
made it this far. 

She searched for a way up to the roofs. She didn’t 
usually go up top on a night like this—too slippery—but she 
would have to risk it. There were no awnings or shop signs, 
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though; no ledges or balconies within reach, not even a 
drainpipe that looked solid enough to hold her weight. She 
was nearing the end of the alley. She would have to try the 
next street. 

A dark shape suddenly slid into the mouth of the alley, 
blocking her escape. An instant later, a solid white wall 
formed between them. She hit it, bounced off and fell back, 
landing hard on her backside. Then the wall was gone and 
the dark figure was moving toward her. “Ungh,” she 
managed to say as she peeled herself off the street, feeling 
wobbly and mildly outraged at the brutality of walls. 

The cloaked figure stopped an arm’s length away from 
her. Nila couldn’t see his face under his cowl, but he had a 
strange smell to him, like the smell of a cold winter day in 
the mountains. She couldn’t understand how he had stopped 
her. Was that magic? Impossible. In any case, he did not 
mean her well. She started backing away.  

Footsteps splashed up behind her: the Wa-di. Any hope 
of retreat was gone. Damn the king. She was in a tight spot. 
She wiped blood from her nose and studied the situation. 
The alley offered nothing to her but, past it, on the street 
behind the cloaked figure, stood a marble statue, one of 
seemingly hundreds planted all over the city. Magus or 
merchant, she couldn’t tell, but someone had done something 
great and someone else had erected a statue there to celebrate 
it. All Nila had to do was get past this ill-intentioned stranger 
to use it to get to the roofs. Her hand grazed the cudgel in her 
thigh pocket as she looked behind at the three Wa-di. No, her 
cudgel would cause more trouble than it was worth with 
them.  

One of the Wa-di spoke, his accent strange and abrupt, 
his words as efficient as his body. “Mazul, that you?” The 
dark figure grunted a response, his voice deep. “Lucky for us 
you here, huh?” Sarcasm? That was unexpected. “You,” he 
said to Nila, “you very fast, very clever, much respect, but 
now you give back the relic.”  
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The three Wa-di took a choreographed step toward Nila. 
She looked ahead and behind. The figure called Mazul held a 
gloved hand toward her, palm up. He wanted her to hand the 
relic over to him. The Wa-di seemed to be okay with that. 
So, they were working together.  

Nila stared at Mazul’s outstretched hand and knew what 
to do. “Alright, you got me. But how do I know you won’t 
beat the snot out of me if I hand it over?” She stepped closer 
to Mazul. “Can you offer me that guarantee?” The Wa-di 
who had spoken closed in on her from behind. He clearly 
didn’t trust her. Perfect.  

She feigned a grab for her cudgel and, as she had hoped, 
Mazul’s hand snapped down like a viper and grabbed her 
arm. As he grabbed her, she used her other hand to clasp the 
amulet hanging from her neck. Blue lightning erupted from it 
and raced through her into Mazul, catching and holding him 
in its electric embrace. She yanked the amulet from her neck 
in the next instant and stretched behind her to the Wa-di just 
as he began to move backward. A twin bolt arced from her 
into his body. She thrust her arms downward and a sharp 
crack blasted the two men back. They landed on the 
cobblestones, unconscious. The other two Wa-di cried out 
but dared not approach. Nila leapt over Mazul, ran to the 
statue, climbed it and propelled herself onto the window 
ledge from its shoulders. From there she jumped and caught 
the gutter. It was slippery and she almost lost her grip, but 
she managed to lift herself up. She scrambled up the roof, 
pausing at the ridgeline to look back. Her blood thundered 
through her body. She felt the throbbing of it in her head, the 
tingle in her fingertips and toes. This was more than just 
exertion. She had almost been caught. Her mouth curled up 
into a grin. 

Amas-Istri’s remaining Wa-di were astir now, clucking 
loudly in their language, alternately checking on their 
comrade and trying to keep Nila in view. It was only then, 
looking down on them, that she began to feel the pain in her 
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knee and the throbbing bruises forming. She limped away 
before they decided she was more important. One near miss 
was enough. Hobbling carefully along the tiles, she pulled 
herself to another rooftop. Behind her came a low, 
thunderous bellow. One royally pissed off mystery man had 
just come around. 
  



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2 

 
Nila crawled through a fourth-storey window, knee 
throbbing painfully, soaked and exhausted. She froze in 
surprise halfway through, looking like her thief counterpart 
in a Panzu play. Music and laughter greeted her. A man was 
swaying and twirling his arms while her friend Keris sat on a 
chair with his back to her, playing his cittern and laughing.  

As the dancing man spun past, he saw her. “Oh, hello!” 
he said brightly, even though his eyes looked glazed and 
dreamy.  

Keris jumped up at the man’s words, the music ceasing. 
“Nila! I didn’t expect you until morning.” The man 
continued dancing despite the lack of music. 

“I had to get off the streets fast and it’s too dangerous to 
be on the roofs tonight. I’m sorry, I didn’t know you 
were…entertaining.”  

The man glided over and gently pulled Nila from the 
window. He flopped his arms over her shoulders, mindless 
of her wet clothes, and made her sway with him. She ducked 
out from his embrace. 

“Don’t worry about it.” Keris smiled as he put down his 
instrument. “This is my friend Hekturo.” He took Nila’s 
place and danced with the grinning man. “Were you 
successful?” 

“Of course.” 
“Wonderful. Go get yourself warm and dry. I’ll be there 
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soon.” He began to hum and spin his friend around in a 
circle. The man laughed, his face shining.  

Nila turned and left for the study. They’re having fun. 
Good. Why shouldn’t they? she thought with somewhat 
forced charity as she undid the straps of the bag on her back.  

She dropped the bag on a side table beside an armchair 
placed squarely in front of the fireplace. She pulled her 
pendant from her pocket and set it down as well before going 
to her room.  

Keris, the only child of a rich jah merchant family, 
occupied the entire fourth floor of his family’s Sixth Tier 
beni—Feryl’s version of a walled mansion. He gave Nila a 
room to use whenever she needed it. It was part of the deal 
they had made and it suited her well, especially on nights 
like this, when returning home was just too dangerous. The 
only caveat was that she was not, under any circumstance, to 
enter through the front door—his parents would vehemently 
disapprove of her presence in the beni—which meant far 
more awkward moments crawling through his window than 
she liked, and far too many bitten tongues at what she found 
within.  

Nila peeled off her wet clothes and donned dry ones. In 
the bottom of her drawer she found thick woolen socks she’d 
bought at the Souk, and pulled those on as well. She returned 
to the study and plunked down in the soft armchair, to run a 
towel over her hair. A fire crackled brightly in the hearth, 
warming the room. Cool, wet weather had been stubbornly 
holding on in Feryl. It would break soon, though, and the 
city would be thrust into its dry season of beautiful sunshine, 
markets bursting with harvests, and Carnevale. 

She stretched over to grab the pendant from the table. 
The firelight shone dully through its milky green crystal. Its 
charge wouldn’t return fully until morning, so for the time 
being, it was just a thing of beauty, just a treasured object. 
She carefully retied it around her neck, then pulled the chair 
closer to the fire to examine her knee. It was bruised and 
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tender, but nothing more. She felt her nose. It wasn’t broken 
either, but she could guess there would be purple half-moons 
under her eyes by morning.  

She thought about the chase, how close she had been to 
getting caught. Relics were risky business. Were they really 
worth getting caught for, though? Balek paid good coin for 
them, but coins wouldn’t be worth much if she were dead, or 
worse. She calculated her savings in her head, wondering 
how much she would need to start over, but she was just 
toying with herself. She knew she wouldn’t quit. Coin 
wasn’t the only thing motivating her.  

Nila opened her bag and took out a pouch. She unbound 
its leather cord and retrieved the prize inside: a dull metal 
cylinder she could just encircle with her forefinger and 
thumb. It was about the length of her hand and strangely 
light. Spiral grooves ran around the top and bottom. The 
engravings etched on it were worn down in places and layers 
of dirt seemed to be caked in its reliefs, but she could still 
make out the shapes of human heads in profile, one larger, 
one smaller. Dashes ran from the eyes of the larger head, 
through the smaller one, and around the cylinder to the first. 
Runes of some kind filled in the negative spaces, most 
heavily worn. It was the first relic she’d seen in this shape 
and she found it quite comfortable in her hand, as if it were 
meant to be held.  

She wondered what power used to lie within its puzzle. 
She ran her fingers carefully over the engravings. Some 
relics were booby-trapped with poisoned pins, and poison 
could kill her. But a relic’s magic never could, even if it still 
held power. It could give her a tingle or goosebumps, like 
when she passed through wards, but nothing more.  

Nila was a Null. Magic didn’t affect her, which was why 
her amulet could knock both the cloaked figure and the Wa-
di unconscious but leave her unscathed. It was what made 
her a great thief. She could bypass wards on doors, windows, 
vaults, jewelry boxes—wards were the only real magic to 
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have survived both the Destruction and the Purge—and get 
into all those things meant to stay out of reach.  

Something niggled at her. That man in the cloak, Mazul, 
had done something in that alley that sure seemed like 
magic. She shouldn’t have been affected, but she was. If it 
wasn’t magic, what was it?  

Music floated in from the other room, accompanied by a 
burst of laughter. She did her best to ignore it. 

Being a Null was rare even in ancient times, according 
to Keris. Nila wasn’t even aware she was one until she had 
met him. He had explained that very few people even knew 
about Nulls, that most knowledge about them had been 
destroyed in the Purge. After the War for Hittoria and the 
near obliteration of magic itself, everything pertaining to 
magic was outlawed and much was destroyed. Even the 
mention of magic had been forbidden until the current doega 
rose to power a little over fifty years earlier. He and his 
Council of Thirteen ruled that, since magic was so weak, and 
the knowledge no longer existed to build on what remained, 
it posed no danger. The university’s magical studies 
department was reopened and Feryl’s youths were allowed to 
study it once more. Classes were, of course, not anything 
like they used to be, though some who attended were 
talented and could perform simple spells. 

Keris was one of these students. Though an only child, 
he disobeyed his parents and took the entrance exam. Magic 
was something third- or fourth-born children pursued. Magus 
was a hollow title, something to occupy extra offspring while 
older siblings took over the family business. Their only real 
duties would be adding pizzazz to parties or entertaining 
children and foreign dignitaries in equal measure. So, to say 
his parents weren’t pleased would be a gross understatement. 
Keris the clown was how they saw it.  

The university didn’t see it that way though, and neither 
did Keris. To them, magic was serious business. During his 
exam, Keris displayed such a high level of magical talent 
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that the university felt it almost necessary to train him, like 
they would be irresponsible not to. They approached his 
parents with a compromise: pursue magic training in tandem 
with his studies to take over the family business. His parents 
hadn’t been pleased but capitulated out of fear of losing their 
son completely. 

Keris took both studies very seriously, but magic 
became both his greatest joy and his greatest frustration. Its 
power had become like ashes from a once great fire. Spells 
were weak and mostly ineffectual. And so much knowledge 
had been destroyed, he said, that it was as if magic were just 
being discovered, that magi had to start all over again to 
relearn what the ancients had considered just the basics. 
Nothing made him more frustrated, though, than the one 
thing no one was allowed to study, the one thing that was 
still forbidden: relics. Legend of their former powers still 
incited rulers around the world to destroy any they came 
across, though it was known that the current doega had taken 
to stuffing them in his vault rather than dropping them in the 
charnel pits. 

“Wow! That’s a beauty,” Keris said from behind Nila, 
startling her from her thoughts. He smelled of excitement, 
spirits and something sweetly acrid, like infused tabac. She 
held up the relic to catch the light from the fire. He ran a 
long, elegant finger over the etchings. 

“Any idea what it is?” she asked. 
“Maybe. These etchings suggest one person could see 

through the eyes of another, but that is just a guess. It would 
probably require something from the person whose eyes you 
want to use. I’m not sure, though. I’ve just read about them 
and seen some drawings that look similar. Looks old.”  

“Do you think my fee from Balek is fair?” 
“Could be. Who knows how rare one like this is? It’s 

really hard to say. I’m guessing by the scrapes on your face 
it wasn’t as simple to get as he said?” Nila shook her head. 
Keris added, “Maybe that means it’s worth more. I say 
squeeze him if you can.” 
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“Amas-Istri had Wa-di.” 
“You’re kidding! Here, in the city?” Keris narrowed his 

eyes. “What’s Amas-Istri need Wa-di for? Isn’t a councilor 
of the Thirteen supposed to have an official guard?” Nila 
shrugged. Politics weren’t her thing. “May I?”  

She held the relic out to him. He took it gingerly—“You 
never know,” he always said—and carried it to his desk in 
the corner beside the fireplace. He pulled a book from a shelf 
and opened it to a blank sheet marked by a thick ribbon, then 
dipped a quill into ink and began sketching the relic.  

“Balek was pretty insistent I had to get this tonight. He’s 
never given me an exact timeframe before. He was—I don’t 
know—agitated, maybe? Something’s got him riled up.” 

“Like what, a power move? Maybe a grab for the 
doega’s seat? Wouldn’t surprise me. Every time the doega so 
much as coughs, the Thirteen scramble for power. I just 
wonder, when the doega goes, if it’ll be natural. You can’t 
trust any of them.” He turned the relic, sketching the other 
side.  

“Keris, you ever hear of anyone by the name of Mazul?”  
He looked up from his drawing, his eyes unfocused. 

“No,” he said, returning to his work. “Why?” 
“Oh, just some guy who seems to be working for Amas-

Istri. Not Wa-di, but not from here, either. Smells weird.”  
Keris, concentrating on his drawing, didn’t answer.  
Despite the fire, Nila began to tremble. She curled 

deeper into the armchair. The night’s adventure was over, 
but now the fear was kicking in. She always got the shakes 
after a job. The close call tonight made them much worse. 
Her teeth chattered.  

Keris rose and came to her side. He put one hand on her 
back between her shoulder blades and the other on her 
forehead. She closed her eyes. It had taken a long time 
before she’d allowed him to do this and even longer for her 
to push thoughts of snapping his wrists from her mind, but 
she had slowly come to trust him, even though trust wasn’t 
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part of her world anymore. She relaxed under his touch and 
her shaking subsided. 

When she opened her eyes again, Keris seemed far 
away. He looked worried. 

“Everything okay with you?” she asked.  
He looked at her and smiled. “Yeah. You staying the 

night?”  
“If that’s okay with you.” Her eyes shifted quickly to the 

drawing room. “I want to head over to Balek’s at first light. 
Is your friend staying too?” Her cheeks flushed without her 
permission.  

“Hekturo? You don’t need to be jealous of him, Ni,” 
Keris said, his mouth rising on one side before he walked 
back to his desk.  

Damn the king! “I’m not jealous!” 
“No?” he countered without looking back.  
Nila and her traitorous cheeks vaulted from the chair 

and stomped to her room, slamming the door behind her. 
  



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3 

 
Feryl, the city of towers, glowed in early morning hues of 
pink and orange as Nila hoisted herself up to Keris’s roof. 
She marveled at the sight. Spires, domes, and parapets 
punctuated the skyline as buildings climbed up and tumbled 
down the bowl-shaped slope in a series of tiers. The sun was 
just beginning to warm their color-stained stucco, lending its 
golden light to a city already rich beyond measure. She had 
called Feryl home for almost eight years and was still caught 
breathless by its beauty.  

She stood high in the city, on the Sixth Tier. Way above 
her, the Coralis and Megantic mountains rose like stoic 
sentries, their snowy caps awash in the colors of dawn. At 
their knees, the Doega’s Palace sat like a crown on the city. 
Built by magi long ago, it was seemingly carved out of the 
mountainside itself. The soft pink on its white marble surface 
was slowly melting to yellow as the sun rose. Complex 
shadows sharpened around delicate ornamentation, softening 
the effect of such a monolithic structure. Nila’s eyes flitted 
around, finding her favorite filigrees and gargoyles.  

She wondered how the doega was doing. Would he 
recover from his illness? Despite her indifference to 
politics—not owning property, she couldn’t vote anyway—
she was rooting for the old fellow. Whenever she had seen 
him in public, he had seemed sincere in his love for Feryl’s 
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citizens and his administration of the city, so she had come 
to understand, had been—give or take a few sticky points—
more compassionate and fair than previous ones. 

To the left of the palace, the white marble wall stretched 
to the edge of the slope, creating a freshwater reservoir. To 
the right, the wall yawned over a large round gate that 
blocked the only viable access to the mineral-rich and arable 
highlands of Hittoria. The tunnel, dug through the saddle 
between the Megantic and Coralis, was another marvel of the 
Ancients. It opened below the palace into a large square on 
the Tier of Governance. There, people filtered through 
customs, and buildings around its perimeter served as 
holding areas and stables for the draft animals, which 
weren’t allowed in the city.  

Nila stretched and inhaled the morning air, cool and 
fresh after the rain. She took a bite of the cheese Keris had 
left out for her. It had been a morning just like this when she 
had first come through to that holding area. She remembered 
the glimpses of sunrise through tears in the fleshtrader’s 
wagon cover as they waited to be examined and processed. 
She had been one of twelve registered boys and girls 
destined for the pleasure houses in the lower parts of the city. 
They weren’t slaves per se—slavery was forbidden in 
Feryl—but rather indentured servants. The difference was, 
Ferylites told themselves, their parents had willingly sold the 
children into servitude. That they did so through sheer 
desperation was of no consequence.  

Selling herself to the fleshtrader had been Nila’s only 
way into Feryl. Feryl accepted few immigrants—space was 
limited in the densely packed city—and all newcomers had 
to meet certain value criteria just to be given a limited pass 
into the city. Servants, however, were considered goods and 
became the responsibility of the house they went to. They 
could eventually work their way out of servitude and, if 
sponsored, apply for citizenship. Those in the wagon with 
her, however, would have a different outcome. They were 
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never intended to stay past their coveted innocence. 
She traced the route the wagon took. The morning light 

was more somber on the mottled stone of the House of 
Governance and its sister building, the Well. These two 
structures, impressive in their own right, each framed a side 
of the square with wings reaching toward each other to form 
the front, and a gate between their facades through which 
people entered the city proper. An ornate bridge over the 
gate, called the Pas Angose, linked the two buildings. Feryl 
couldn’t be seen until you crossed under that bridge, but then 
the city stretched out below you like a dream so beautiful, 
your heart broke. This was the top of the Avenue of the 
Goddess.  

From there, Nila traced the switchbacks and straight 
stretches all the way down the tiers until the avenue 
disappeared into fog. The sun had not yet reached the lower 
regions, and the Annex and Fogtown were still bathed in 
mist, making the upper city seem untethered and floating 
among the clouds.  

Fogtown, the aptly named island, was a smudged 
shadow out in the brume-covered bay. During the day, it 
served as Feryl’s mercantile hub. A wide central canal, the 
Larga, ran from the harbor on the lee side of the island to the 
ferry docks facing the mainland. No goods came into or went 
out of the port of Feryl without first passing through customs 
on the harbor side of the Larga. Numerous smaller canals 
branched off from it, allowing cargo barges to transport 
goods directly from ship to warehouse and vice versa. Unlike 
the straight and utilitarian Larga, the lesser canals snaked 
haphazardly throughout the island, built at the whim of 
whichever merchant needed one. It made Fogtown a wild 
and charming maze of alleys, bridges, and waterways 
buzzing with busyness during the day.  

Evening found Fogtown covered in a thick blanket of 
mist. Taverns, gambling houses, brothels, and fighting pits 
beckoned with colored lanterns sailors and Ferylites alike. 



JILL CHARD 

23 
 

Anything and everything could happen to you there, but as 
Ferylites were fond of saying when it suited them, sins, like 
the mist, vanished with the rising sun.  

Fogtown wasn’t the only district with a dual personality. 
The Annex had its fair share of nightly debauchery as well. 
But, being closer to the homes of the rich and powerful, its 
venues tended to be cleaner, more tasteful, and much more 
expensive. Judging by the frequency of the night ferries to 
Fogtown, though, it was clear that not everyone wanted 
class. 

The Annex was where the fleshtrader’s cart had made its 
first stop. Nila had looked through the tears in the cover to 
see an ornate facade with a bright fresco of rearing horses at 
its top. The greasy, odious trader opened the back flap and 
pointed to a younger girl with long tangled hair and a hollow 
face. The girl’s wide, sad eyes locked onto Nila’s while the 
man undid her bindings and dragged her out of the cart. The 
girl hadn’t made a sound but her eyes stared, unblinking, 
pleading with Nila, soul to soul, to help her.  

It had been Nila’s intention to wait until it was her turn 
to leave the wagon but, as the cart bumped away, she was 
haunted by the girl’s face. She slipped her knife from her 
sleeve and cut her bonds. By the time the cart had come to a 
stop again, she had freed the others as well. Opening the 
back flap, the fleshtrader came face to face with his captives. 
They swarmed over him and beat him, and the hired footmen 
pulling the cart scattered. When he was dead, they divvied 
up his money and rolled his body to the end of a dingy alley. 
As the others faded into the shadows, Nila went in search of 
the wide-eyed, hollow-faced girl. 

The sun had finally slid down to the Annex and the 
wisps of rising fog reminded her that she had a task to 
complete. She stretched her arms to loosen up a bit and 
tested her sore knee. It felt good enough. She ran across the 
roof and launched herself into the air. For a brief moment, 
she closed her eyes and imagined herself a bird gliding on 
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the wind. Then she was falling, picking up speed. A slanted 
roof rose up to meet her. She landed with her feet forward, 
her body leaning back, and slid on the tiles, hurling herself 
forward just before she reached the edge. Catching a pole in 
the alley below meant to brace the old and sagging buildings 
apart, she swung around it and let go as she reached the 
apex. Arcing up and forward, she reached out for the next 
bar. One more after that and she had reached the corner 
where the alley met the street. She shimmied sideways on 
the bar and dropped onto a balcony where she hurdled the 
railing, grabbed the rain spout, and slid the rest of the way to 
the cobblestones.  

“Morning!” came a muffled greeting from inside the 
apartment beyond the balcony. Nila dusted her hands off and 
returned the greeting, smiling at the familiarity that had 
grown between them. 
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Balek was eating an extravagant breakfast in his verdant, 
light-filled courtyard. His expansive belly pressed into the 
table, he was piling fruit and sausages onto a plate already 
painted yellow with the remnants of egg yolks. “Sit down. 
Have some breakfast.” 

Nila grabbed a plate, heaped food onto it, and sat down 
across from him. No one had to ask her twice.  

Balek never discussed business on an empty stomach so 
they sat and ate until they were full, which came much faster 
for her than him. Sated, she sat back and watched him eat. 
She found his gluttony fascinating. She had never seen 
anyone who loved food as much as Balek. He pierced a piece 
of melon with his fork, put it in his mouth, closed his eyes, 
and sucked on the fruit, emitting an appreciative “Mmmmm, 
mmmmm.” He chewed slowly and swallowed, a look of pure 
ecstasy on his face, as if it were the best piece of melon he 
had ever tasted. Everything he put into his mouth was like 
that, savored languidly. Nila had tried to mimic his elegant 
manners the first few times she had eaten with him but had 
given up. She had spent too many years hungry to care much 
about manners. Nila ate like a pig.  

She would never admit it, but she enjoyed coming to 
Balek’s. Unlike most benis, his rooms were built around the 
outside walls with windows looking inward to a courtyard. A 
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colonnade surrounding it supported a gallery, and a terrace 
with spectacular views had been built on the flat roof above. 
The courtyard was a wonderful place to be. Being in the 
center rather than at the front or back made it a quiet, private 
oasis. 

Specks of sunlight and shadow danced across Nila’s 
face as a breeze stirred the lush garden in the courtyard; she 
caught the scent of jasmine. Colorful flowers tumbled from 
pots and giant green leaves dipped and bowed. A fat baby 
spat water from the top of a tall marble fountain, the bright 
bubbling and splashing soothing after the din of a now 
awakened city bustling with morning activity. She had just 
closed her eyes and sunk deeper into the chair cushions when 
she remembered her intention to renegotiate. She sat up 
straight and fixed Balek with a hard stare. 

“Relax, Nila. You will be paid more. I was misinformed. 
It was my mistake and not yours.” This was the thing about 
doing jobs for Balek, he was always so reasonable. She had 
come ready for a fight but he had already won by taking 
away her reason to. That didn’t stop her from trying, though. 

“Your misinformation nearly got me killed!” 
Balek scolded, “Yours is a dangerous occupation. You 

know that. You are well aware of the risks involved.”  
Of course he was right. And if she was being honest 

with herself, she had been careless and more than a little 
arrogant. She knew better, but his words still rankled. 

“Now, Nila dear,” he said, pushing back his plate and 
dabbing his mouth with his napkin, “tell me what happened.”  

She swallowed her pride and recounted the events from 
the previous night. When she described the confrontation in 
the alley, Balek leaned forward. 

“Mazul, you say?” he mused. ‘Hmm. What do you 
think?” 

“I think he’s dangerous,” she replied. “He did something 
to me that I can’t get my head around. It seemed like magic 
but it wasn’t.” 
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“Why not?” Balek asked. 
“It just wasn’t.” 
“What makes you so—” He stopped, realizing the 

pursuit was useless. “Well, you made it here safely and I’m 
glad of that. If there’s nothing more, I’m afraid I really must 
be getting on with my day. Jaquil.” He waved to his 
secretary, who was standing nearby, awaiting orders. “Pay 
Nila whatever she thinks is fair.”  

They rose and Balek came around the table. “I may need 
you again soon. Check back with me in a few days.” He 
placed his hands on her shoulders and touched each cheek to 
hers. Nila squirmed and shrank back, as she always did. 
Balek understood, which was why he avoided the full 
embrace and planted lips that were customary in Feryl’s 
business transactions. “Until next time, my dear,” he called 
over his shoulder as he waddled through the colonnade 
toward his ground floor office. 

Balek’s personal guards, Molokai and Koalo, 
materialized from the shadows and followed him. Nila 
wilted beneath their hard, unblinking stares as they passed 
her. Tall and strong, with midnight skin, they were sister and 
brother, from somewhere in the south called the Isles of 
Gallamone. They never spoke, just watched, staff in hand, 
ready to beat her to a pulp. They were beautiful and 
terrifying, and they trusted her about as much as she trusted 
anyone else.  

Molokai and Koalo were relatively new additions to 
Balek’s staff. He’d had to do some restructuring after his 
former secretary, in collusion with his former guards, 
stripped him of almost every coin he possessed. He had been 
nearly bankrupt by the time he found out. Luckily, he had 
found a good portion of his fortune still in the hands of the 
former secretary and co conspirators. “Former,” Balek had 
assured her, was a euphemism.  

“This way, please.” Jaquil, who was as skinny as his 
master was fat, motioned Nila toward the dispensary with a 
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long-fingered hand. Inside, he tapped on a table where a case 
sat open. She eyed him. He was another recent addition to 
Balek’s business and she didn’t much like him. He reminded 
her of an old instructor she had known as a child.  

She removed the relic and carefully lowered it into the 
case. She closed the lid.  

Jaquil paid her, then motioned her back out to the 
courtyard. “It’s midmorning. Will you be using the roof or 
the door today?”  

She answered him by pulling out a plain brown tunic 
and headscarf. She donned the clothes and he accompanied 
her to the postern door.  

“I observed you this morning climbing down a rope 
with a curious hook attached to the stone ledge above. Was 
this your creation?” Jaquil asked, opening the small wooden 
door.  

Nila nodded. She’d had a blacksmith in the Annex work 
it up for her.  

“A very clever tool.” He smiled. “Goodbye for now.”  
She narrowed her eyes at him, then walked through the 

doorway and down the alley to the street.  
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Nila’s next stop was all the way down in the Annex. She 
would have preferred the roofs to the crowded streets, but at 
this time of day, the Cities could spot her easily and she had 
no desire to get thrown in the Well or handed over to the 
Cullers.  

She was just being extra careful. Tier jumping via the 
roofs wasn’t a highly regulated affair even if it was illegal. 
There was a whole network of boards, ladders, and even 
makeshift bridges up there. They were mostly used by kids, 
though some adults crossed them as well. The city garrisons, 
or Cities as folks called them, would do sweeps once in a 
while to destroy the crossings, but they’d be back in place 
after a day or so.  

The Cities didn’t bother much because there wasn’t a 
whole lot of trouble kids could get into in the upper tiers. 
The rich were well-protected. Besides the Cities roaming the 
streets, each member of the Thirteen had an official guard 
force and Feryl’s big houses all hired their own private 
guards. Cities and the guards of the Thirteen were the only 
ones allowed to carry sharp weapons in the streets of Feryl, 
and sharps were allowed among private guards so long as 
they stayed within the confines of the beni. The higher the 
tier, the more cities and guards, the bigger the risk so most of 
the tier jumpers were just pranksters and scallywags. There 
weren’t many like Nila. 
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There were other dangers in tier jumping besides the 
cities and guards. Ropes frayed, boards rotted, and rain and 
fog could make the footing treacherous. The other thing a 
jumper needed to watch out for were chi-chis. These small, 
agile animals swung and climbed far better than people. 
They looked adorable, with little brown faces and black 
button eyes set too close together, and fluffy fur ranging 
from bright yellow to orange to fiery red. But they were most 
definitely not sweet and cuddly. They smelled terrible, 
destroyed everything, bit and scratched if they were close, 
and threw feces if they weren’t.  

A large number of them had come down from the 
mountains to live on the rooftops of Feryl, where food scraps 
were a lot easier to get than whatever they ate in the wild. 
They roosted all over the city in small family groups and 
were, for the most part, bothersome but easy to scare away 
down in the streets. Occasionally, however, they converged 
into large packs to terrorize the city, screeching madly, 
breaking things, stealing, and attacking citizens, sometimes 
injuring them badly. It was called a frenzy and you either 
grabbed a large stick or you hid behind barred doors until it 
was over. The frenzies didn’t happen often, at least; perhaps 
only once or twice a year.  

Outside of frenzies and occasional battles over food 
scraps in the Fringe, chi-chis were only dangerous to tier 
jumpers. They considered the roofs their territory. If you 
were a jumper, you did your best to avoid them and had to be 
pretty quick to fend them off if they attacked. Nila’s cudgel 
was almost exclusively meant for them, though she often 
found playing dead or docile worked just as well. There were 
some jumpers, however, who were up there just to catch chi-
chis. Their meat fetched a decent price in the Fringe.  

Nila squeezed through a throng of people, dodged 
around a wagon heaped with wool, and joined a stream of 
traffic heading down the Avenue of the Goddess. She had 
decided on this route for the sake of speed. While it was 
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more congested, once you were on it, you could walk 
straight down to the Annex, avoiding all the lesser tier gates 
and the serpentine labyrinth of alleys and steps that you had 
to follow to go down through each neighborhood.  

When the avenue came to the edge of the Fifth Tier, she 
took the stairs with the other walkers while the carts turned 
onto the switchback. For the second time that day, Nila was 
favored with a beautiful view of Feryl, this time under the 
high, hot sun. She descended all the way down the avenue to 
where it emptied out into the Annex in two graceful arcs 
sweeping around an enormous statue of the Goddess herself 
spewing water.  

Nila stood at the apex and let the sun warm her face. 
The Souk, the huge market garden of Feryl, bustled below 
her as if it were itself a living entity, like a honeycomb 
covered in bees. Across the Souk, on the shore, ferries were 
loaded and unloaded while others made waves on the sun-
sparkled surface of the channel, on their way to and from 
Fogtown. The university’s front wall and gate stood stalwart 
on the eastern side of the Souk, immobile and silent in the 
middle of the chaos. Its tower, on the far side near the 
library, rose high above the tumult, its window looking 
wistfully out to sea. Not yet, Nila sighed, and headed west. A 
few blocks later, she crossed into the West End.  

She picked a route that would take her past The Stallion 
and Mare, an upscale gambling and entertainment house. She 
loved the facade with its fluted columns and carved frieze 
and the colorful pediment showing cavorting horses. 
Luscious red drapes hung on either side of the entrance and, 
at night, oil lamps threw moving shadows onto the walls. 
This was, of course, where she had eventually found the girl 
from the fleshtrader’s cart, the one with the wide eyes and 
hollow face, but to her surprise, the girl had been treated 
with kindness. She had already been freed and work had 
been found for her in a beni on the Sixth. The women who 
ran The Stallion and Mare, the Yum sisters, were in the habit 
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of rescuing children from fleshtraders; since they ran an 
upscale gambling house, they had connections to find them 
employment. They had shown Nila kindness as well, even 
though she had burst in, knife in hand, savage and slashing at 
anyone who came close to her. Her cheeks still burned at the 
memory.  

A few blocks later, Nila crossed a canal. A long, thin 
boat drifted by, a man on the back paddling and humming 
while in front of him, two fancy-looking ladies held hands 
and fawned over the architecture. Unlike Fogtown’s 
utilitarian waterways, the canals in the West End were purely 
for pleasure. Rich Ferylites and visitors came to this 
neighborhood to eat, to shop, and to play. Other, higher-tier 
businesses were established in the West End as well. 
Merchant’s company offices were scattered between 
jewelers, goldsmiths, and silk tailors. It was home to number 
crunchers, depositories, and moneylenders. She had come to 
meet one of the latter. 
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Nila made her way to a large square with intersecting canals 
running through the middle. Jah houses and food stalls 
dotted the perimeter and served clients on vine-covered 
terraces. There were few customers and far too many servers 
at that time of day so when she chose a table at Gaffrah’s Jah 
Bar, a waiter immediately bobbed over and took her order. 
He returned with it quickly and bustled over to a woman a 
few tables over who was twirling her hair around her fingers, 
trying to decide what to order. Nila turned away from them 
to watch boaters glide by, their cargo laughing and waving to 
friends. She sipped her hot jah. A small, jewel-colored bird 
landed on the chair opposite her. 

“Good morning, Nila, how is your love life?” The bird 
fluttered away.  

Nila had smelled his spicy sweetness moments before he 
dropped into the seat across from her. Locksiay draped one 
leg over the other and let his sandal dangle languidly from 
his clean toes. His well-tailored white shift hung perfectly 
from his broad shoulders, and a gold chain around his neck 
complemented his creamy jah-colored skin, its pendant 
bulging beneath his shift. Bejeweled hands flipped silken 
black hair over his shoulder to cascade down his back.  

“Depends. Have the boys fallen for me yet?” she 
replied. She glanced behind her at Locksiay’s bodyguards. 
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Hunk and Junk, as she called them, were awkwardly sipping 
their drinks, the tiny cups looking ridiculous in their sausage 
fingers. They glared at her, pinkies in the air. Nila laughed. 
She had to find something funny about them. Otherwise they 
were just too damned scary.  

Locksiay guffawed. “This could be your lucky day, my 
dear. Love is in the air. I myself am getting married, did you 
hear?” he said, his voice overly loud to reach others on the 
terrace. The woman a few tables over ignored him, turning 
away to watch the boats. The server clapped politely and 
bobbed his head while a hurrah rose from another stand. He 
waved his hand magnanimously. “Yes, I’m getting married, 
and to a lady this time, wouldn’t you know. Say you’ll come 
to the wedding.”  

Nila gave him a level look.  
“Ah, right, not your kind of thing. Well, you really 

should meet her sometime. You two have a lot in common.” 
Locksiay’s smile slowly faded as she made no reply. “On to 
business then, I suppose?”  

She pushed a pouch containing most of the coins she 
had received from Balek toward him. She didn’t trust that 
her forged citizenship documents would withstand the close 
scrutiny of a depository so she funneled her earnings back 
into Locksiay’s lending business instead. While he counted, 
she watched an oarsman dock his boat near the end of the 
canal with silky precision. The fancy ladies she had passed 
earlier wobbled onto solid ground.  

She said, “I may have another deposit very soon.”  
“Wonderful. You are amassing quite a substantial 

mountain, my dear.” 
“That’s the idea.” She half smiled.  
“Well, I will wish you a good day. If we don’t see each 

other before then, wish me luck on my wedding day.” He 
used his louder voice again but the other table was empty, 
the woman gone, and the server was busy with other 
customers. Slightly deflated, Locksiay stood, respectfully 
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held his arms out, and air-kissed Nila’s cheeks. He swirled 
his hand to his guards and left, crossing a bridge over a canal 
and passing out of the square. Hunk and Junk scrambled to 
catch up, accidentally squeezing themselves together on the 
narrow bridge. 

Nila finished her jah thinking about her early days in 
Feryl. She had opted to stay on the streets instead of taking 
anything the Yum sisters had found for her. The streets 
meant freedom even if they also meant danger, but she had 
developed skills in her previous life—skills that had nothing 
to do with being a null—that had given her a proclivity for 
thieving and so she was able to survive. 

Locksiay had come into her life when she had been 
working a con on the Fourth Tier. She would buy food from 
the Souk, then walk around as if she were a delivery girl. If 
she noticed a window open or a door left ajar, she’d enter. If 
she got caught inside, she had the excuse of not wanting to 
leave the food outside to get stolen. What? You didn’t order 
food? This isn’t the Pellingro residence? Oh, I’m so terribly 
sorry. I’m new here. I must have gotten lost. She had pulled 
off the con enough times in the Fifth and Sixth that she was 
fearful of being recognized. The Fourth was still ripe, 
though.  

Nila had been walking with her delivery one afternoon 
when she noticed a flamboyantly dressed man enter a 
building. He had been careless in closing the door and it had 
popped back open. She cautiously followed and heard the 
man close the door to an adjacent room. She had put down 
her bag and was searching a cupboard for anything worth 
selling when laughter caught her attention.  

“Oh, Madam de Cattori, your thighs are so creamy!” 
“Shhh! Don’t use my real name, Toma. I can’t have 

Locksiay holding any more secrets over my head.” 
“Oh really, you’re too paranoid!” 
“You don’t know him! He already has me caught in a 

noose. If he were to ever get more leverage on me—” 



THE RELIC THIEF 
 

36 
 

“From now on I shall only call you Harlot, then! Now, 
be quiet and let me bite you again.” More laughter.  

Nila snuck back out, closing the door carefully behind 
her, and went searching for a man called Locksiay. 

Locksiay lent money to the sometimes not so rich upper 
merchants. Using muscle to collect debts on the wayward 
wealthy did not work in Feryl—too many household brutes 
to beat you to a pulp. Locksiay collected secrets instead, 
either those that could socially shame a debtor or those that 
landed them in legal troubles, and every debtor had a secret 
or two. After all, they wouldn’t be seeking out a 
moneylender if they hadn’t. 

Locksiay had been shocked when Nila popped up in his 
residence. Impressed, he had stopped Hunk and Junk from 
feeding on her flesh and agreed to hear her out.  

He had laughed when she told him what she’d 
overheard. “Old news, I’m afraid, but there is something 
impressive about you, girl. You could definitely be useful.” 
So, for a while, Nila had collected secrets for him. 

Finished with her cup, she paid the waiter and 
meandered to the center of town. It was just after noon and 
the Souk was still going strong. Food vendors called out 
their selections across the heads of hungry market-goers. She 
was tempted to pick up a pie from Mollyanna, but the crowd 
was too thick there and she didn’t feel like being squeezed 
any more than she’d been already.  

She elbowed her way to another part of the market. She 
passed a fruit stand and a pile of ripe plums caught her eye. 
They were bluish-purple, plump, and beaded with moisture. 
She began salivating. She picked one up and smelled it. 

“Either you buy a basket or you king off. No onesies.”  
She stared at the vendor. The brightness from the night 

before was gone from his voice. “Hekturo?”  
Hekturo narrowed his eyes. “Do I know you?” he said 

harshly. 
“Last night, at Keris’s.” 
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“Keris? Keris who? What you on about? You gonna buy 
them plums or not?” 

Confused, Nila nodded. She opened her sack, dropped 
the plums into it, and handed the basket back to Hekturo.  

“You really don’t remember me? You don’t remember 
the dancing, or Keris?” He had seemed pretty intoxicated. 

Hekturo tore the basket from her hands. “Stop talking 
like a crazy or I’ll have to call a City over, you hear? Now, 
two irons and a bronze.”  

She reached for her purse. Damn the king. It was gone, 
lifted. That was rich, allowing a thief to steal from a thief. 
When had it happened? She cursed her inattention. 

“Ah, what’s this, then? Crazy and a thief? Oi!” Hekturo 
called to a City standing watch not far away. 

“Hold on, my purse—it was—” 
“Yeah, right. Oi!” 
“I’ll pay for them,” a woman called from the other side 

of the stall. It was the same one who’d been sitting a few 
tables over from Nila and Locksiay. She had wrapped a 
brown scarf around her hair, accentuating her face. Nila got a 
really good look at it and was stunned. The woman was so 
familiar, and when she reached for her purse, her movements 
were elegant, like a dancer’s. Nila’s chest ached. The woman 
reminded her so much of her mother; even the voice seemed 
the same. She was suddenly back in her mother’s arms, the 
memory so vivid she couldn’t stop tears from welling up. 
She vigorously wiped them away. 

The woman finished paying and turned to her. She 
seemed eager and happy, like she’d just run into an old 
friend. 

“Do I know you?” Nila asked, her heart still in her 
throat. 

“Ha, she thinks she knows everyone,” Hekturo 
interjected unhelpfully. 

The woman shook her head. “Locksiay is such a silly 
man. He’s lucky he’s so adorable.” She laughed. “He wanted 
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me to meet you. I don’t know why he didn’t just introduce 
us. Perhaps because you were there on business?” She 
shrugged. 

This was Locksiay’s fiancée. Nila swallowed hard 
before asking, “Are you from Lahoral?” 

“Where?” 
“Lahoral.” She almost couldn’t ask it. “Are you 

leehali?” 
“No,” the woman said, smiling. “Well, enjoy the plums. 

Perhaps we’ll run into each other again soon.” She winked 
and drifted back into the crowd before Nila could say 
another word.  

Nila watched her go, flooded with disappointment. Just 
as the woman was disappearing, she took a last look 
backward. Nila realized she hadn’t thanked her, but she 
wasn’t about to yell across the crowded Souk. Without 
thinking, triggered by the memories of her mother, she used 
the sign language she’d learned as a child in Lahoral: she 
touched her lips and arced her fingers toward the woman.  

The woman smiled and drew a circle around her heart 
with her palm, You’re welcome.  

Feeling the world shift around her, Nila thrust herself 
into the crowd, but the woman was already gone. Frantic, 
she swam between shoppers and vendors, looking for a 
brown scarf. None of them belonged to the woman.  

She was about to enter the large open plaza in the 
middle of the Souk when a figure stepped into her path, 
blocking her way. Despite the heat of midday, the man wore 
a dark green cloak with the cowl up. A Child of the Goddess. 
She tried to step around him but he moved again to block 
her. What the king? She turned to go back the way she had 
come but another stood behind her. Others stood on either 
side. They exuded menace. What was going on? As far as 
she knew, the Children of the Goddess were strange, but not 
at all aggressive. They kept to themselves and she really only 
saw them if she happened to be walking near the channel 



JILL CHARD 

39 
 

during their daily cleansing ritual. 
Nila reached for her cudgel, but she had no need for it. 

The man turned to let her pass. She eyed him as she walked 
by, ready to strike if he tried to grab her, but he was looking 
elsewhere, out over the crowd, making no eye contact 
whatsoever. She hurried by and crossed the plaza toward the 
ferries. None of them followed her. 

She sat by the channel’s edge, waiting for her adrenaline 
to subside. Nila was used to dangerous situations but this had 
seemed to target her, instead of something she was doing. 
Her whole ethos was to be just another face in the crowd. 
People’s gaze should slide off her as if she was not even 
there, as if she were a ghost. Anonymity was essential for 
thievery, but she relied on it for other reasons as well. What 
could the Children of the Goddess want with her?  

Maybe it had nothing to do with her after all, she 
thought as people milled about the waterside, ignoring her. 
Maybe they were just stopping her from catching up to the 
woman from Lahoral? How infuriating. She’d finally found 
someone from home only to lose her again. None of it made 
any sense. 

They were supposed to be here, the others from Lahoral. 
She had thought finding them would be easy once she had 
made it to the city in the south, but she had searched for 
years and found no one. She had given up long ago. 

Nila picked herself up and walked back to the West End. 
Locksiay would have answers for her. Those answers were 
not to be had, though. She searched all afternoon for him but 
couldn’t pin him down. Once again she had to give up, but 
she consoled herself that at least she had a chance of finding 
the woman again soon.  

She headed home.  
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Nila sat on the roof of the university’s tower, the breeze 
tousling her hair and carrying with it the scent of coastal 
flowers. The sun was just setting when she’d reached the 
university, so she had come straight up to watch. The colors 
had slowly leaked from the sky and now a somber purple 
had settled on the city. She had witnessed the birth of the day 
and she had now watched its death. She sat in quiet 
reflection, waiting for the oblivion of fog to roll in.  

Feryl’s lamps came slowly to life below her as the 
lamplighters progressed through the city. She ate her plums 
and tossed the pits over the parapet, seeing how far she could 
follow them with her eyes through the darkness.  

Many towers climbed up the slope behind her, rising far 
higher than where she sat, competing with each other for the 
finest views. None had been built that could rival the 
university’s library tower, though. It remained the tallest, 
most magnificent in the city. The longest fall, thought Nila as 
she released the last pit over the parapet. She imagined 
tossing herself off the roof: the thrilling drop, the wind on 
her face, her stomach turned inside out. She’d felt those 
sensations before, just never the last bit, the coup de grace. 
The landing from the tower would be her final. It wasn’t 
something she could roll out of or shift into a slide. Then 
what? she mused, not for the first time. It was always dark 
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and silent when she thought about jumping. Death’s 
mystique didn’t enthrall her when the warm sun was on her 
face. No, this reverie was reserved for inky darkness. 

Plums consumed, she descended the steps into the 
tower, pulling the hatch closed behind her. She crossed the 
small, high-ceilinged room below to open the large window. 
The day had suddenly turned hot and she was glad of the 
strong breeze from the sea. A tapestry rolled in waves on the 
wall in the sudden wind and oddly shaped, dusty glass 
apparati set too close together tinkled brightly on nearby 
shelves. A pile of crinkly yellowed papers fluttered wildly on 
a desk, trying to escape the antique doorknob holding them 
down. Cobwebs were luckier. They tore from their anchors 
and danced gaily across the room. 

She removed her cudgel from the long pocket running 
down the side of her pants and placed it on the desk, then 
added to it various other tools she kept squirreled away on 
her body: lockpicks, a tiny chisel and hammer, a container of 
fire powder. She took off her boots, stretched her toes out 
and, finally, removed her clothing before donning a long, 
billowy nightshirt. 

The tower wasn’t a particularly comfortable place to 
live, but she called it home because it offered her the serenity 
she longed for. She was the only one able to enter, not 
because she could climb, but because of the strong wards 
still guarding the tower ages after the Destruction. Not even 
animals could pass the ward. There were no chi-chis, no rats. 
Not even birds came near. Only spiders, and she had no idea 
how they got away with it. 

The tower was a well-known enigma of the university. 
No one could even go through the passage from the library 
to its stairs. Nila usually entered through a small window just 
above the tier wall and when she did, her hair stood on end 
and she felt a sudden and terrible urge to urinate, the wards 
were that strong. 

She lived in the topmost room. It was as far removed 
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from the humanity of the city as she could get. Besides, it 
had an impressive view and an ornately decorated ceiling. 
Those things alone made the long climb up the winding 
stairs worth it, but, conveniently, it was also somewhat 
furnished, which made it more attractive as a living space 
than the rooms below. Those contained only broken tables 
and lots of detritus from the laboratories that used to operate 
in them. 

It was Keris who had suggested the tower as a refuge for 
her. In exchange he had asked her to bring him anything 
interesting she found inside. She hadn’t found much, but she 
had been able to bring him a few books and a beautiful green 
amulet that she’d found in one of the desk drawers, which he 
had given back to her as thanks for the books. 

It was still early evening and her mind was spinning too 
much to sleep. She lit a lamp, becoming the ghost Ferylites 
believed had taken up residence in the tower. Some nights 
she felt they were right, that she was ethereal, without 
substance, just the shell of someone who used to exist.  

She descended to the library. It was closed after dark for 
fear of fire. Students and lanterns didn’t always mix well, 
she supposed. She wandered through, shining her light on 
the stacks and the odd collections here and there in glass jars 
or boxes. It cleared her mind. She wasn’t worried about 
getting caught. A guard might see her light and investigate 
but she could always hear one coming—they stomped 
heavily and rattled chains so as not to surprise the possibly 
malevolent spirit. She would extinguish her lamp, which was 
enough to satisfy the fearful guards when they peeked in 
from the door. None of them had ever dared to enter. 

She left the stacks and returned to the long hallway that 
stretched along the length of the library. At one end, the 
entrance doors were fastened shut. At the other was the 
corridor to the tower. She raised her lamp to the series of 
paintings stretching the length of the hallway. Though Keris 
had been slowly teaching her, the irony was not lost that, 
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despite living in a building dedicated to books, the only thing 
she could read were these paintings. But what paintings they 
were! Rich and dark, some so complex that she saw new 
things each time she viewed them. She hadn’t known that 
blobs of paint could tell stories. Where she came from, paint 
was only for ornamentation. Anything else was considered 
blasphemous. 

She began at the entrance doors, shining her light on a 
large painting. This was the first and the simplest one, almost 
childlike. The story it told was of a mountain exploding, 
creating the bowl-shaped slope of Feryl and the island of 
Fogtown. Gray clouds plumed above. Keris had said the 
plume’s shape was the ancient symbol for a woman. He said 
it symbolized the birth of the Goddess. 

The following painting showed a simple village nestled 
at the base of the mountains. Small huts dotted the shore. 
Figures had gathered in the water in various poses of 
supplication. They were all clad in dark green. A female 
figure was rising from the water. Her green skin matched the 
figures’ clothes and her moss-like hair was so long it spread 
all around her on the water. She was ample and round, her 
thick arms raised to the sky, a loving smile on her face. 

The next painting was a seascape. Two fleets of fishing 
boats bobbed on either side of the canvas. On the left side, 
the boats had soft, curving lines and decorations. The 
fishermen in these boats wore dark green. On the right, the 
boats were decorated with monsters and other threatening 
symbols, and those in these boats wore reds, browns, and 
blacks. Above, fish arced across the sky from the right boat 
to the left. Under them, in the water, the Goddess smiled as 
more fish gathered around her in adoration. 

The style had changed dramatically by the next painting. 
It was more detailed and there was light and shadow rather 
than flat colors. Feryl had stone buildings by this time, both 
in Fogtown and starting to climb the bowl, but the tier walls 
had not yet been constructed. The Goddess hovered above 
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the city. Lightning streaked from her eyes across the sky to 
an armada of ships heading for the city, destroying all in 
explosions and fire. Bodies from the ships sank under the 
water, where all sorts of horrible sea creatures tortured and 
devoured them. The details of the carnage were horrifying. 
The Goddess had become something terrible, swollen with 
anger and power.  

Nila wondered which version the Children of the 
Goddess prayed would return. She had always regarded them 
as peaceful and unobtrusive, reminiscent of the Goddess in 
the earlier paintings. Her encounter in the market had left her 
less sure. 

The last painting that contained the Goddess was again 
serene. She was retreating into the sea, blowing dust over the 
land. The only unsettling part was that she was missing her 
eyes. Those had been plucked out and mounted on the cliffs 
to either side of her city.  

A few of the following paintings showed the rise of 
magic: the building of the university, the palace, and the 
Well and, eventually, the tunnel. Then came the series 
dedicated to the rise of Emperor Kenarok. In one, he was a 
dedicated student at the university; in another, a benevolent 
Doega of Feryl. Following this was a grandiose painting of 
Kenarok floating, not unlike the Goddess, above Feryl. He 
held a newly made staff in his hand. His other hand held the 
hand of a woman, her gauzy blue and white silks caught in 
the wind like swirling snow. This was Kenarok’s empress, a 
Hittorian princess. 

Nila held her lamp up to the second to last painting, the 
largest in the hall. It depicted the Battle for Hittoria. Emperor 
Kenarok stood on a rise over a vast, lush valley, a dark army 
at his back. There were warriors clad in armor and magi 
carrying enchanted weapons. Some were carried by beasts 
while more beasts pulled at chains holding them back. The 
beasts were black with red eyes, some in aberrant shapes of 
wolves or bears, others horses, and still others less defined 
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and more terrifying. Kenarok’s arms were raised, holding his 
staff aloft. Thunderheads roiled above and a thick bolt of 
lightning was striking its top. Behind him, his empress 
struggled in the grip of two soldiers. Though she was 
surrounded by dark animals, their red eyes fixed on her and 
jaws slavering, she didn’t seem terrified. She seemed instead 
to be pleading with Kenarok and the guards were holding her 
back, as if she knew what was coming and she was trying to 
stop it.  

Far below in the valley, the army of the Hittorian king 
stood in challenge, a glow surrounding it that seemed almost 
to hum. The figures were small with distance but it was 
obviously a much larger army than Kenarok’s. It had been 
divided into five groups, each wearing different colored 
uniforms. Four groups each formed a quadrant of a square 
while the fifth group formed a circle in the middle. Most 
exciting of all were the giants scattered here and there. Nila 
sometimes touched them, counting their number. Where 
were the giants now? Had they all been destroyed on that 
field? Were there other mythical creatures hidden in the 
ranks as well? Nulls were somewhere out there too, Keris 
had said. She scanned the dots of paint that stood for faces, 
always trying to spot something familiar.  

“You’re all kinged,” Nila whispered to the army. Dead, 
like the king of Hittoria.  

The final painting was absurd, in her opinion. It was just 
a collection of lines and blobs. It was chaotic and unsettling. 
Keris had explained that that had been the point, that the 
artist had wanted to create the feeling of being in the deadly 
wasteland north of Hittoria called the Shifting Desert. She 
sucked at her teeth and shook her head. It was clear the artist 
had never been to the Shifting Desert. It wasn’t chaotic. It 
was all quiet anticipation, all bated breath, until suddenly, 
within a heartbeat, the desert consumed you. Nor was the 
wind that followed. It was malign and intentional. 

Nila’s eyes were blurring, blending the blobs and lines 
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together. She was exhausted. She returned to her room, lay 
down, and stared into the darkness of the ceiling. She fell 
asleep, memories of crossing the Shifting Desert swirling 
around her like its sand. 
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Nila was upside down. “What do I do now?”  

“Curl back but don’t fall until you feel my shoulders 
against the small of your back. Then relax and let me do the 
rest.”  

Naleeha, Nila’s mother, cartwheeled just as her 
daughter’s legs began to curl. Nila fell back at the touch of 
her mother, rotating on Naleeha’s shoulder and sliding down 
her back and legs as she came out of her cartwheel. 

“Ow!” she said as her head bumped the floor. She was a 
long way from mastering the slide trick. 

“Uh-huh,” her mother said, “that’s what happens when 
you don’t turn over early enough, Mee’halana.” Her words 
may have been blunt but she gently rubbed the back of her 
daughter’s head. 

A boy stood at the doorway to the practice hall. “Wow! 
Naleeha, can you teach me to do that?” 

Nila’s mother laughed. “I don’t think your father would 
appreciate that, Master. Only the leehali are allowed to 
dance.”  

He sighed, disappointed. “Well, can Nila come play, at 
least?” he said, brightening. Nothing kept Dali frowning for 
long. 

“Aren’t you supposed to be in lessons right now?” 
“No,” he replied a little too quickly. Naleeha smiled.  
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“If Nila can do this perfectly, she may go play.” 
Nila groaned, rubbing her head. She’d hit it more than 

once already that morning. She took a few deep breaths and 
got into position. She flipped up into a handstand, curling her 
legs back. This time, just as she finished the slide, she turned 
and slid across the floor on her belly. She grinned. 

“Very well done, my girl,” Naleeha said, hugging her 
tightly as she got to her feet. Nila drank in the sweet jasmine 
scent of her mother and kissed her cheek. “We’ll work on 
being graceful later, yes?” 

“Yes, Mama. Can I go now?”  
Naleeha nodded and tsked as Nila did cheeky backwalks 

all the way to the door.  
The two children ran off, laughing and shouting. 
  

* * * 
 
“Hurry, Nila! This way.” Dali pulled her along behind 

him. They were running down an alley, their sandals kicking 
up dust. They ducked into a doorway and pressed themselves 
flat. Dali covered his mouth to hold in a squeal. His hair 
hadn’t been cut in a long time and sweaty dark curls hung 
over his excited eyes. 

Footsteps ran past the alley. They waited a bit longer 
before Dali crept out and looked both ways. He grabbed 
Nila’s hand and they ran in the opposite direction. 

“Ha! Old Fala won’t catch us now,” Dali laughed. 
“Come, let’s go find a spot.”  

He led her to a plaza that surrounded a large conical 
building. The Challuk Dun was Lahoral’s oldest structure, 
located in the exact center of the city. It was Blessing Day 
and the plaza was packed with men waiting for the Tal 
Medue’en.  

Nila was dressed as a boy. It had been Dali’s idea.  
“Here, Aimomo picked these out for you,” he had said, 

“but she wouldn’t get them for me unless I told her what we 
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were up to.” 
“What did she say when you told her?” Of course Nila’s 

middle sister would want to know. 
“She did this.” Dali had put his palm on his face then 

turned and swung it down to smack his other hand. Aimomo 
had called him an idiot. Nila giggled.  

Dressing her as a boy was the only way Dali could take 
Nila with him to the Men’s Quarter. Despite Aimomo’s 
comment, they had thought it was a great idea, at least until 
Old Fala, Dali’s governor, found them and started swinging 
his cane. Dali, always willful, had stuck out his tongue and 
ducked away, pulling her along. That act itself would earn 
her some kind of caning later but, until then, she was going 
to enjoy her freedom. 

The heat of midday made the crowd in the plaza sweaty 
and quarrelsome. Nila was overwhelmed. She’d never seen 
so much shouting and pushing. Even at its busiest, the 
Women’s Quarter didn’t feel like this.  

“Don’t worry,” Dali said, “just follow me.”  
Dali needled his way past jostling hips and elbows, 

calling out. Eventually, some of the men noticed and helped 
them through.  

“They always let the boys go up front,” Dali told her. 
Once they were up there, Nila could finally see the 

Challak Dun. She wasn’t impressed. “It’s just a big cone 
with a little door. This is what the Challak prayer is all 
about?” 

“Shhhh!” Dali interrupted. “Do you want to get us into 
big trouble? It’s not the dun, it’s what’s inside. The dun is 
the entrance to the Challak, the sacred well. Now be quiet. 
Here he comes.”  

The cacophony of yelling switched suddenly to one 
deep, resonating note. The men had all raised their arms and 
were humming softly as a stooped man with a long white 
beard ducked out from the door in the cone. The Tal 
Medue’en, graceful in his white robes, held a bucket in one 
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hand. In the other was a metal rod with an ornate ball on the 
end.  

The crowd hushed as he spoke. “I was thirsty; You gave 
me water. I was hungry; You gave me crops. I was in danger; 
You protected me. When I was lost, You showed me The 
Way. Thanks be to Tal Uber Unta.” 

As the crowd repeated these last words, the Tal 
Medue’en dipped the rod into the bucket and used it to spray 
water over the crowd. He repeated this until he had 
completed the circle around the Challuk Dun. When he set 
the bucket down, those gathered uttered “Thanks be to Tal 
Uber Unta” one more time and the ceremony was over. The 
crowd began to disperse. 

Nila touched her face where the water droplets had hit 
her. She hadn’t expected to feel anything from the ritual but 
she had. It made her feel like there was something bigger 
around her that she couldn’t see and this something was full 
of love, as if it cared for her. Was this the Tal Uber Unta? He 
was said to be the father of all, but this didn’t feel like any 
man she knew. The Tal Uber Unta felt much more like a 
mother. 

“Dali,” she asked as they drifted away from the dun, 
“why aren’t girls allowed here?” 

“’Cause it’s the Men’s Quarter? I don’t know.” Dali 
shrugged. “Hey, I brought my chalk. Can you do another 
drawing for me?”  

Nila nodded and he pulled her toward the bazaar. They 
found a smooth wall behind a stall where market-goers 
couldn’t see them and Dali stood watch while she drew. He 
chewed a sweet cane he had stolen on his way between 
stalls. The two had become quite good at slipping things into 
their sleeves and under their tunics. She stuck her tongue out 
while she drew. She couldn’t draw the nose quite right if she 
didn’t. She erased a bit with her pinky, added two small dots, 
then stepped back to admire her work. Turning, Dali laughed 
so hard he choked on his cane. 
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“Hey!”  
The shout rose from far down the makeshift alley behind 

the stalls. Two qasr guards had found them. The children 
ran, the guards in pursuit. 

Suddenly one stopped. “Mahir, come back!” he yelled to 
the one still running. “You have to see this. It’s Old Fala 
and…and you have to see what he’s doing with the goat!” 
He roared with laughter. The other guard returned and was 
soon laughing as well.  

Knowing the guards would not delay the chase for long, 
Nila and Dali zigzagged through the streets until they found 
an alley to duck into. 

“Your drawing saved our butts. It was so good!” Dali 
said as they caught their breath.  

“Thanks,” Nila said, panting. “Hey, listen! I hear 
music!” They shared a wide-eyed glance. There were very 
strict rules about where and when music could be played.  

A nearby door had been cracked open to let in air. The 
children crept up to peek through. 

“Leehali dancers! Wow! I’ve never seen Naleeha dance 
like this,” Dali whispered excitedly.  

Nila narrowed her eyes, watching the women rolling 
their hips. “I don’t think these are leehali. Leehali don’t take 
off their clothes and I’m pretty sure they’re not allowed to do 
that! Ew!” 

“Is that what you look like under your clothes?” 
“No!” She cuffed him on the back of the head. “I’m a 

kid, you doofus.” 
“But when you grow up, you’ll look like that?”  
She shrugged. She had never thought about it before. 

When she and Dali played together, they were just 
themselves, just kids. She only thought about being a girl 
when adults reminded her she had to follow different rules. 
This was the first time she had dressed up like a boy, though, 
and she found she did feel different, like a weight had been 
lifted.  
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Her ear suddenly burst into pain as old, pointy fingers 
with sharp nails pinched it. Dali cried out as Old Fala got 
him too.  

“You two are coming with me!” 
With the help of the two guards, who still sniggered 

when he wasn’t looking, Old Fala dragged the children back 
to the qasr.  

Dali had insisted that the adventure had been all his idea 
and begged Fala not to cane Nila. Fala decided to cane Dali 
as well which, at least for her, was more fair than usual. 
With smarting bottoms, they were sent to their separate 
wings and banned from playing together for two weeks.  

Those were the longest two weeks of Nila’s life, but 
within minutes of being allowed to play again, the two 
children planned their next escapade. This time, though, they 
were going to be more careful. This time, they were going to 
hide on the roofs. 
  



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9 

 
Jaquil was waiting when Nila landed on Balek’s roof. She 
eyed him suspiciously. He was a little too aware of her 
comings and goings for her liking. He greeted her politely, 
then gestured behind himself at a girl, maybe twelve years 
old, almost invisible in the harsh shadows of the noonday 
sun. “This is my daughter, Tinaka, my youngest. She climbs 
on the roofs like you, though I am not happy about it. I 
thought maybe you could give her some advice, some 
pointers that could help her stay safe.”  

Jaquil’s daughter stepped out of the shadow. Her eyes 
flitted from her sandals to Nila. 

“You want to stay safe?” Nila told the girl. “You can’t. 
And, if you take stupid risks, you’ll lose everything.” Her 
hard look moved to Jaquil, then back to Tinaka. The girl 
looked terrified. She acquiesced. “Watch that cross-boards 
are placed securely on both sides. Use your hands too 
whenever you can. Just make sure to test everything before 
you put your weight on it, and be aware of wet surfaces; 
don’t go up when it’s raining.” Tinaka nodded. “And take a 
stick for the chi-chis.” The girl blinked as she nodded. 

Nila descended the stairs to the courtyard. A breeze 
stirred the vines and flowers, counterpoint to Molokai and 
Koalo, whose only movement was their eyes as they 
followed her. She found Balek on the far side of the 
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courtyard, pruning his flowers. She waited for him to finish. 
His movements were slow, precise, and elegant. First he 
would grab his long, draping sleeve and pull it to the side, 
out of the way. Then he would pinch off the flower, turn, and 
drop it into his basket. It was almost a ritual: grab the sleeve, 
pull to the side, pinch the flower, drop in the basket. Repeat. 

Nila bent and picked a flower out of the basket. It was 
only just beginning to wilt. She held it to her nose and 
inhaled. 

“If you wait until the flower is dead, the plant’s life 
force is wasted,” Balek said. He continued his task. “You 
pluck the flower before it becomes a burden to the plant. 
This way, she can divert her strength to new and promising 
growth. Never lose your vibrancy, my dear, never become a 
burden. The world is a much harsher gardener than myself.” 
He smiled, assuaging his brash advice. She was there at his 
request so she wasn’t a burden yet, apparently. 

“As I predicted, I have another task to be completed. It’s 
a big job for the crew but a small one for you. As there is 
more danger this time, I will pay you double your usual fee.” 
Balek picked up his basket and turned to her. His baby face 
was soft but his eyes were sharp.  

“How much danger are we talking about here?” Nila 
asked. 

“I am sending a group of mercenaries and half my guard 
to Fogtown tomorrow night to obtain a relic from the Istri 
warehouse. That Wa-di force Istri brought in means I must 
use brawn as well as stealth this time.” 

“Another from Istri? That’s foolish!” 
“Don’t question my decisions!”  
The force of Balek’s anger startled her. “I didn’t mean 

to question you. I apologize. It’s just that you’ve always said 
never to steal from someone twice. Isn’t that one of your 
most important rules?” 

“It is, but this is something that must be done. I 
wouldn’t break my own rules if it wasn’t.” 
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Nila nodded. “So, these mercenaries know how to deal 
with Wa-di?” 

“They’d better, for what I’m paying them. Molokai and 
Koalo will be there as well.”  

Really? Nila was surprised they’d leave Balek’s side. 
“So, they’re the muscle while I get the relic? Doesn’t sound 
so low risk to me.”  

“No. I’m bringing Marta in for that.” Marta was the 
most experienced and skilled thief in Feryl and, like Nila, 
she worked almost exclusively for Balek. “I want you to be 
my eyes and ears up on the roofs. You will scout ahead, let 
the others know what awaits them. There is less danger for 
you up there, but I want to warn you, there will be trouble. 
Amas-Istri is obviously expecting something. Will you do 
this for me?” 

“I have to go to Fogtown?” Nila asked, gritting her 
teeth.  

Balek gave a hearty guffaw. “Oh, Nila. I tell you there 
will be trouble and you? You are worried about the ferry 
ride.” He laughed again. 

“I can’t swim.” She chewed on a loose piece of skin 
around a fingernail.  

“I’ll tell Marta not to throw you overboard, okay?” 
“Double pay and no contact?” Balek nodded. “I’m in.” 
Balek’s tone became serious again. “One more thing: no 

one can know about this. You must swear to tell no one, not 
even a dog. Things have been slipping out of mouths lately.” 
Balek smiled at her sudden expression. “I don’t mean you, 
but I need to be very cautious with this one. Do you swear 
it?”  

Balek had always just trusted her. Shame flushed her 
cheeks. Showing the relics to Keris was harmless but still, it 
wasn’t exactly aboveboard. “I swear not to say anything to 
anyone about this,” she said earnestly. 

“Good, good. Jaquil will give you the details before you 
leave.” Balek clapped twice. “Conveniently, you’re in time 
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for brunch. My chef has prepared roast capon, and the 
steppeberries have just come in. There’s a tarte for afters!” 

They ate in the courtyard under the dappled sun once 
more. Jewel-colored birds flitted in and out, splashing in the 
water from the fountain. Sated, Nila picked at her teeth while 
she watched them. She had become accustomed to seeing 
them in the vibrance of Feryl. They had been a rare sight in 
the desert.  

Balek belched and scooped up his last spoonful of tarte.  
“Balek, what’s so important about this relic that you’re 

willing to break your own rules?” 
Instead of answering, his spoon still dangling from his 

fingers, he asked, “Nila, what kind of power do you think a 
relic holds?” 

“None, except the power to get you into all kinds of 
trouble with the law. They’re just antiques. They lost all their 
power in the Destruction.” 

“Just a tangible piece of history, then,” Balek suggested.  
She shrugged. “I’ve never actually understood why 

they”—she waved her hand in the general direction of the 
upper tiers—“play such a dangerous game. Why take the risk 
of getting caught with them when they’re useless? Why are 
they even still illegal?”  

Balek put his last bite of tarte into his mouth and 
chewed on her questions. “Mmmm. Mmmm.” He swallowed 
eventually, dabbed his mouth with his napkin, and rested his 
hands on his swollen belly. “I wouldn’t call them useless. 
They are just used differently than their original purpose.  

“For whatever reason, relics are still forbidden. That’s 
where their power lies. We all want things we can’t have, but 
Ferylites already have so much. We’re drawn to the 
forbidden, and the harder or riskier to get, the more 
tantalizing. Think of the fighting pits in Fogtown. What else 
draws a spoiled young Ferylite to hack at another if not for 
the chance to play with illegal weapons? They all want to 
bring secret scars back for their lovers to fawn over. 
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“It’s precisely because relics are illegal that they have 
become so desired. Part of it is the intrigue: the spying, the 
planning, the thieving. Once someone has a relic, there’s the 
challenge of showing it off enough to look clever but not 
enough to get caught. 

“Another part of the game is the consequences. Like I 
said before, the bigger the risk, the better. As you know, 
relics incur more than just fines. Any one of them can pay a 
fine.” Balek repeated Nila’s wave at the tiers. “There’s no 
excitement in that. But punishment? Ah, that’s another thing. 
Remember that box-shaped relic you stole for me two 
months ago? Well, the man who commissioned the theft 
showed it to the wrong person at a party. The relic was 
confiscated, he was fined ten thousand golds in lieu of a stint 
in the Well, and he was whipped at the public dais, a 
punishment you can’t buy your way out of.  

“Ferylites loved his humiliation, loved the gossip he 
stirred up, and loved feeling superior that he got caught and 
they didn’t. But it wasn’t titillating enough for him. Would 
you believe the man elected to pay half the fine in exchange 
for his whipping to be done naked!” Nila’s eyebrows almost 
made it to her hairline. “Yes. That’s how bored the rich are. 
Simply put, relics excite them.”  

Nila could understand the intoxication of risk. There 
were other things she could do to earn coin in Feryl, but 
what she did for Balek and Locksiay was exciting and 
dangerous, and at times the only thing that reminded her she 
was alive. Even heights were addictive. There were other 
places to watch sunsets than atop the highest tower in Feryl, 
but those sunsets didn’t quicken her pulse quite as much.  

Balek’s seriousness returned. “In the last few years, 
things have been changing. There is increasing talk of magic 
returning. It may be so, or it may just be a rumor to stir 
people up. Regardless, some truly believe magic is returning 
and that, when it returns, relics may not be so useless after 
all. So, while some fools are still collecting them for 
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posturing and amusement, others have begun collecting them 
for power.  

“Very few things worry me, Nila. I grew up in the slums 
of the Fringe, after all. But, this change has me worried. 
Sometimes a rumor is all that is needed to start a revolution. 
You asked me why I’m breaking my own rule.” Balek patted 
her hand absently as he bit his lip and stared off into his 
garden. “This is your answer. I am very grateful you will be 
joining us.” He turned back to her. “You are one of my very 
best.”  

Balek was somber and troubled, a stark change from his 
jovial pomposity. Suddenly, Nila was not so sure she wanted 
to go. 
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“I can’t, Keris, not this time.” Nila collapsed into Keris’s 
armchair. She was still stuffed from her feast at Balek’s.  

“Well that’s weird,” he replied. “He’s never asked you 
to promise before, has he?” 

“No, he’s just trusted me.” She flushed. 
“Well, now I really want to know. Come on, Nila, spill 

it.” 
“I can’t.”  
“Oh, come on. You know you can trust me.” He got a 

wild look in his eye as his teeth flashed in a grin. 
“Back off, Keris. Don’t you dare.”  
He lunged at her, fingers digging in just under her ribs. 

She screamed and jumped out of the chair. 
“Stop it!” She moved so the chair was between them. 
Keris’s eyes sparkled with devilishness. “Tell me, or 

I’m going to get you.”  
He lunged around the chair and Nila moved the opposite 

way, out of reach, but his move had been a feint. He darted 
back and caught her, tickling her again. She flailed. He 
wrapped his arms around her torso and picked her up, 
laughing.  

Animal panic surged in her. She screamed and thrashed, 
thrusting her head back to catch him square in the nose. He 
dropped her and she jabbed her elbow backward into his gut. 
She turned to face him, her eyes wild and her fists bunched, 



THE RELIC THIEF 
 

60 
 

but he had collapsed. He was gasping and blood was running 
from his nose.  

Nila’s rage evaporated. “Are you okay?” 
“I was only playing around,” Keris said once he could 

breathe normally. 
She sat on the floor, facing him. “I can’t help it. I can’t 

stand—”  
“I know, I know, I’m sorry. I forgot.”  
Keris reached a hand toward her but she didn’t notice. 

Her eyes were far away. He sighed. “You have to let 
someone in sometime, Nila.” 

“Do I?” she spat, suddenly grabbing her things. Before 
he could stop her, she was at the window.  

She turned back to face him. Tears blurred her vision. 
She wanted to say something, anything that might soften her 
reaction. “Keris, I—” 

A loud crash from somewhere downstairs interrupted 
her. Keris looked alarmed.  

“I, I have to go check on that,” he said and ran out.  
She watched him leave before climbing through the 

window, regret weighing heavily on her shoulders. 
She made her way down the tiers, trying to rid herself of 

the yucky mess inside her. How she felt was far too complex 
to untangle. And what did Keris know about these things, 
anyway? Why would she ever have to let someone in? 

When she got to the Annex, she wandered around the 
Souk, absorbing the mayhem around her. It was mid-
afternoon and the market was, as always, buzzing. The 
aroma of bread and frying meats wafted through the air, 
mixing with the odor of sweat and the rich scents of spices. 
Servants from the upper tiers bartered loudly with hawkers 
and vendors. A man laden with necklaces hassled her and, 
when she wouldn’t buy one, offered to take her pendant for 
“a very good price, very good.” She waved him off and got 
in line for a kebab. 

The spicy meat helped soothe at least some of Nila’s 
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emptiness. She continued wandering as she chewed. A Panzu 
play had just begun on the dais in the plaza. An actor stood 
center stage, dressed as the rich merchant. A table was in 
front of him and a large wardrobe was to his side. He was 
busy fussing over an ornate object on the table. He picked it 
up, gibbering and coddling it like a baby, holding it out to 
admire it, then clutching it to his chest again. 

The merchant then began to rub the relic. This was a 
typical motif. Characters would try to release the fabled 
magic inside by doing a variety of silly things: reciting 
incantations, making sacrifices, drinking blood. In this story, 
the merchant thought he could release his relic’s magic by 
rubbing it. He started slowly, then rubbed harder and faster, 
up and down. When he turned his back to the audience and 
started groaning, the bawdy implication was clear. The 
crowd roared.  

They laughed even louder when, moments later, the 
merchant’s wife entered, catching her husband in the act. He 
screamed and looked embarrassed. She yanked the relic from 
his hands and went to the wardrobe. When she opened the 
doors, the audience could see a masked thief hiding inside—
obviously a woman, from her scant costume—who received 
the relic and thanked the wife. Nila was more than a little 
uncomfortable that the thief was a woman. She wasn’t the 
only female thief in Feryl, not by a long shot, but she was the 
only one to specialize in relics, and this one bore some 
similar features. 

As always happens during Panzu plays, the audience 
tried to help. “Thief, thief!” they shouted.  

The wife, oblivious to their shouts, absentmindedly 
closed the doors again and marched off in a huff. The 
audience continued to shout at her and she continued to 
ignore them until at the very last moment, she realized what 
she’d seen and ran back to fling the doors open, revealing the 
half-naked thief in a shocked tableau. The audience cheered. 
Nila couldn’t resist laughing along with them. The thief’s 
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awkward position reminded her so much of the first time she 
met Keris. 

She had been working a new con in the Sixth when she 
saw his open window, four floors up. Though it was high, 
she spotted an easy route to climb. She couldn’t resist.  

She made it into the parlor and was rifling through 
Keris’s wardrobe when he came in. She was so busy in the 
wardrobe that she hadn’t heard him, so he crept over and 
stood watching her. He cleared his throat to let her know he 
was there and she froze just like the thief in the Panzu play, 
though fully clothed. The tableau lasted a few heartbeats 
before a slight move from her caused Keris to slam the doors 
closed and lean against them. 

Both remained silent until, from the depths of the 
wardrobe, Nila said, “I would like to come out now.” 

“Who are you? How did you get in there?” 
“I—I opened the doors and climbed in,” came her 

muffled reply. 
“Impossible! The doors are sealed with a strong ward. 

You can’t open them unless you have the ward key and 
that’s still hanging around my neck.” 

“Oh,” she replied. “Well, I don’t know about wards and 
I don’t have a key. I just opened it.”  

“Is that really true? You’re not lying?”  
Keris made the mistake of opening the door a crack. 

Nila thrust her shoulder at it and knocked him away but, as 
he landed on his back, he used his feet to kick the doors shut, 
trapping her back inside.  

He was once again leaning on the doors. “Look, I don’t 
want to hurt you. I’m not going to call the guards. I just want 
to talk with you and then you can go. Okay?” he said. 

“Why?” 
“What do you mean, why?” 
“Why wouldn’t you call the guards? Why would you 

just let me go?” 
“Because there must be something special about you 
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and I want to find out what it is.” He sounded too excited for 
Nila’s comfort.  

“You should know that I have a nasty disease so if 
you—” 

“What? No! I’m not going to...I would never. Honestly, 
I promise I just want to talk.” 

“Oh yeah?” She looked through the keyhole.  
“Yes. You can carve my eyeballs out if I’m lying.” 
“Okay. I might do that anyway, just so you know.” 
“Just don’t bolt, okay?” 
“Okay.”  
Keris opened the door and Nila stepped cautiously out, 

like a nervous cat ready to unleash hell.  
“Why do you want to talk to me?” 
“Because, like I said, I think there’s something special 

about you. I think you might be a Null.” He was almost 
glowing with excitement. 

“A what?” She slowly paced around the room, 
appraising everything not nailed down. 

“A Null. It means that you aren’t affected by magic. 
Here, can I try a few things to see?” 

That day was a bittersweet memory for her. She had met 
Keris and found friendship where she had least expected it. 
He was full of life and curiosity, infecting her with those as 
well. He was generous and helped her in many ways; he had 
shown her the tower, had given her the amulet, had pointed 
her toward Balek and relics. Most of all, he was gentle and 
patient; he knew her story. 

That was the bitter part. Nila had learned about her 
ability that day in Keris’s parlor, and had finally understood 
what had happened to her sisters, why she had been told to 
stay close. They were dead because of her. Sand covered 
mounds appeared in her vision. She felt grit in her tears, the 
biting wind.  

The crowd around her erupted in laughter again, 
snapping her back to the present. Cities had come at the 
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behest of the merchant’s wife, who’d discovered the thief 
was actually her husband’s secret lover. They had pulled 
down the naughty merchant’s pants and bent him over the 
knee of what was supposed to be the aged doega.  

The crowd was chanting, “Spank him, spank him.”  
Nila had lost interest, though. The kebab had soured in 

her stomach.  
She had just turned away when a hush fell over the 

crowd. Turning back, she saw that a character in a dark 
green cloak had emerged on stage, a Child of the Goddess.  

“I am here to deliver the punishment.” The deep female 
voice rang out over the crowd.  

The audience was perplexed. Usually it was the doega 
or one of the Thirteen who meted out the spanking with an 
oversized paddle. Indeed, the other players on stage looked 
to each other with questioning eyes. The confused doega 
lifted the paddle, offering it up.  

“You shall reap what you have sown!” the woman 
yelled. Suddenly a dagger was in her hand and she thrust it 
down into the merchant’s back. The actor screamed and his 
blood spurted on the shocked face of the one playing the 
doega. The woman left the dagger in her victim and jumped 
into the crowd at the side of the dais. 

The plaza erupted in screaming. The actors scattered. 
Nila was jostled and pushed. She looked around at the 
terrified crowd. They were panicking. But, here and there, 
she saw islands of calm. Groups of Children, clad in the 
same dark green, stood in clusters. At some imperceptible 
signal, they began to disperse like a firecracker, spreading 
out in all directions. Clever. The Cities wouldn’t know 
which Child to go after and citizens would recoil from them, 
letting them move quickly away from their pursuers. In fact, 
the crowd was parting right in front of her, revealing a 
cluster of Children who were staring directly at her. 

Nila dove into the press of people behind her. She got as 
low as she dared and wove toward the market stalls. There 
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she was able to crawl amongst the rows, hiding behind 
stands and changing direction to throw her pursuers off. She 
headed for the university, checking periodically to see if she 
had been followed. No one seemed to be coming after her. 
Were they setting a trap for her instead? She made a break 
for a street a few blocks away and ran, pausing in the shelter 
of doorways to make sure no one was coming. She got up to 
the roof as soon as she could and made her way back to the 
tower.  

As she passed within the power of its wards, she finally 
let herself take in what had happened. It was the most 
violence she had seen in all her years in Feryl. This was 
obviously a message, but for whom? Was it for a particular 
merchant? Was it for the doega and the Thirteen? Was it 
something about the play? Why had they come after her?  

Nila was suddenly struck by a realization and began to 
chide herself. She was being paranoid. Her back had been to 
the dais. They hadn’t been coming after her, they had been 
going toward the stage. Maybe to finish the job? Maybe 
something else? She couldn’t know because she’d panicked 
like everyone else and had scuttled away like a bug. 

The bigger question was, what had gotten into the 
Children of the Goddess? A quiet, diffident cult had 
suddenly turned murderous. She chewed her lip as Balek’s 
words came back to her. It had to be about relics, though 
how the Children fit into that scenario, she couldn’t say. 
Then her memory cast back to a strange man in a cloak 
demanding a relic from her. Dark green wouldn’t look much 
different from black on a rainy night in the streets of Feryl.  

Balek was worried. Nila was beginning to think she 
should be as well. 
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Nila leaned against a workbench in a leather smith’s shop 
near the ferry docks. Lamplight filtered in through the 
windows, enough for her and the others to avoid walking 
into the various work benches and half-finished pieces 
hanging from the rafters. The smell of tanned leather was 
pungently rich, overriding the nervous sweat from the 
shadowy figures in the room. She picked up a belt from the 
workbench and ran her fingers along its intricate etching. 
Too bad it was made for a belly much rounder than hers.  

A door creaked and everyone stiffened. Jaquil stepped 
into the dim light cast from the back room. What the king? 
Why is he here? 

A tall, beefy man said, “Ah, here at last.” 
Jaquil responded, “At last? I am neither early nor late. I 

am exactly on time.” His stern, commanding tone surprised 
Nila. 

“Can you tell me why you wanted my fighters sent to 
Fogtown without me?” The beefy man asked as he stuffed a 
pipe with what smelled like ganlang herb.  

The man’s name was Sanzin and, like his speech, his 
movements were slow and elegant, but Nila knew he was as 
fast as a viper and just as deadly when he needed to be. He 
was the captain of a small, elite band of hired muscle called 
The Company of Zine. They were pricey, but they were 
probably the only ones who could take on the Wa-di. He lit 



JILL CHARD 

67 
 

his pipe, puffing on one end while plumes of sweet, spicy 
smoke billowed from the other.  

“Innit obvious why?” Marta said, taking the pipe he 
offered her. “We’re all known. Even Mookie here’s getting 
herself a reputation.” She grinned and blew a stream of 
smoke over Nila.  

Marta stood almost as tall as Sanzin. She was a brilliant 
strategist and, though she had reached middle age, she had 
lost none of her stealth and agility. When Nila first came to 
Balek, it had been Marta who had trained her. She was blunt 
and could be cutting but her teasing also revealed a sense of 
humor and a fondness for her understudy. The two had 
eventually developed camaraderie if not an actual friendship. 

“Exactly,” Jaquil agreed. “Amas-Istri has been on high 
alert ever since the relic arrived by ship several days ago. 
Spies have been watching ferry docks constantly. Most of 
you have either worked for or raised the ire of Istri, so it was 
prudent to keep you here until the last moment. The rest of 
The Company and Balek’s guard were sent over bit by bit, 
disguised as dock and warehouse workers. They will be at 
the rendezvous point in slightly less than one hour from now. 

“You will go by private ferry. You’ll be spotted on the 
other side, certainly, but Istri’s forces won’t know the real 
size of the force coming. If you move quickly, and if 
everything goes to plan, you may be able to catch them off 
guard.” 

Nila kept her eye on Jaquil as he paced around giving 
instructions. Where was the obsequious secretary? This man 
spoke with confidence and authority, as if he was 
comfortable in his role that evening. It was clear that 
crunching numbers wasn’t his only experience. Perhaps this 
was what he’d been hired for. She didn’t like that Balek had 
concealed this from her. Was there more she didn’t know? 
Was showing Keris the relics going to land her in a heap of 
trouble? 

Jaquil introduced Molokai and Koalo. Sanzin offered 
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the pipe to them; they declined with ever-so-slight shakes of 
their heads.  

Jaquil said, “They will lead Balek’s guards and will 
handle anyone outside the warehouse compound. Marta will 
be in charge of the relic, so she is the most important person 
to this operation. She must be protected at all costs. The 
Company will enter with her and face the Wa-di.”  

“What does she do?” Sanzin asked as he held the pipe 
out to Nila. She waved it away. Ganlang herb increased 
speed and agility and dulled a person’s fear response, but she 
found it muted other senses as well, ones she relied on to 
make safe judgments while running on the roofs. She needed 
to be aware of how much noise she was making, needed to 
feel the hairs on her skin rise if something wasn’t right. 

“Nila will be our scout. She and Molokai will cross 
ahead of the rest of you. She will assess the situation and 
look for any traps or anything that seems off. Istri is nothing 
if not cunning, as I’m sure you all know. Now, if there are no 
more questions, they need to get going so you all can make 
the rendezvous point”—he narrowed his eyes at Sanzin—
“exactly on time.” 

Everyone acknowledged with grunts and nods.  
Nila pulled a fine, richly-decorated silk cloak from a 

sack Jaquil handed over to her. She donned it then pulled an 
intricate mask over her face. Molokai did the same and they 
became a merchant with her guard slipping away to Fogtown 
for a night of fun.  

Jaquil led them through the back door into the alley 
behind the shop. Fog had settled in the Annex. Sounds were 
small and hushed like secrets in the thick darkness. The glow 
from a streetlamp beyond the alley beckoned Nila like a 
moth.  

Jaquil said, “I have a gift for you, Nila.”  
She snapped around to face him. A what?  
He opened his satchel and pulled out a pair of gloves, 

handing them to her. They were made of leather with 
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buckles and straps to make them tight. She lifted one of the 
fingers. Running along the underside was a piece of jagged 
metal. 

“They are to help you grip the walls. Warehouses in 
Fogtown are mostly made of sandrock, left here when 
trading ships used it as ballast. These spikes will dig into the 
softer rock. Hopefully they will come in handy tonight. My 
children tried them out a bit already.” Jaquil smiled, once 
again the soft-spoken secretary.  

Nila stared at him open-mouthed.  
He chuckled and patted her shoulder. “Tinaka, my 

youngest, says to make sure they are tight.”  
“Ah, I…” She was at a loss for words.  
Jaquil clucked his tongue. “Go now, and good luck to 

you both. Balek awaits your successful return.”  
He disappeared back into the shop. Molokai nudged 

Nila gently in the direction of the docks.  
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“Mookie?” Molokai asked in a deep, rich voice. It was the 
first time Nila had heard her speak. She moved awkwardly 
beside Nila, clearly uncomfortable in the mask and cloak. 

“What?” Nila’s brows furrowed. “Oh, Marta’s nickname 
for me. Balek used to have a pet chi-chi named Mookie. It 
died just before I came to work for him.” 

“But you are not a pet.” 
“No…” Nila hung onto the word, unsure what she 

meant, but Molokai didn’t offer an explanation. She changed 
the subject. “How did you end up working for Balek?” 

“I do not work for Balek. I am in training. Balek has 
agreed to host me.” 

“Training? I don’t understand.” 
“I am from the Isles of Gallamone. We are a warrior 

society,” Molokai said. “Peace does not last forever. 
Someday, someone will come to take what we have, so we 
always have to be prepared for war. But you cannot fight 
your enemy if you don’t know them. So, young warriors who 
distinguish themselves in testing are sent out all over the 
known world to live in other societies, to get to know them 
and to speak their language. When the warriors come back, 
they share what they know with everyone else. This is how 
we know our enemy, no matter who they are.” 

“Huh,” Nila said, mesmerized by Molokai’s accent as it 
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turned regular words into melodies. “I’m pretty sure no one 
like you has been to Lahoral.” 

“There are some places where we are not welcome and 
other places we cannot get to. That does not mean we don’t 
learn about them.”  

Maybe that's why Molokai and Koalo watched her so 
intently? Nila asked, “Do you always go in pairs?” 

“Yes, although we are usually from different families. 
With two, the understanding is more complete. My brother 
and I, however, are jumelae, twins, and together we are one 
and more than two.” 

“How long will you and Koalo be with Balek?” 
“We agreed to four years.” 
“This is typical?” 
“Yes.” 
“Do you like it here?” 
“Yes.” 
“Does Koalo?” 
“No.” 
“Why not?” 
Molokai shrugged her shoulders. She seemed to have 

lost her chattiness, which was just as well, since they had 
arrived at the ferry docks. They merged with the small group 
at the public ferries. No one who was headed for the 
entertainment district of Fogtown rented a private ferry. That 
required a name on the registration and papers to prove it, 
and no one, especially from the upper tiers, wanted to be too 
obvious about their bawdy delights. That was the premise for 
the elaborate costumes, but, as with the relics, the upper 
classes weren’t always good at remaining anonymous, 
sometimes going so far as embroidering emblems or other 
telltale regalia onto their costumes. Scandal at least got your 
name back into circulation.  

Dock workers grunted and puffed, loading crates onto 
the barge. They were eager to be done with the last shipment 
of the evening. Cargo always took precedence over people 
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during working hours, so Nila and Molokai stood to the side, 
waiting with the others. There weren’t many waiting, but 
looking at the number of crates, Nila guessed that some 
would have to wait for the next ferry. They stood in silence. 
There was no jostling for position or agreements about who 
would get on. No one dared recognition, at least not before 
they got to do something wicked.  

When the workers had finished, the sinewy punter held 
up four fingers, meaning four pairs. There were twelve 
masked figures waiting. Nila and Molokai edged to the front 
but the others also moved forward, squeezing together, 
digging elbows into ribs, jostling shoulders into spaces. Nila 
would have found the silent wrestling laughable if she 
weren’t so concerned about missing the ferry. Three pairs 
had already made it aboard.  

“Molokai!” she hissed and lashed out with her feet. She 
hit her mark and the figure in front of her crumpled with a 
squeak. At the same time, Molokai shoved another and, like 
bottles on a shelf, that one toppled over, knocking two more 
down. Nila whacked the last one with her cudgel, narrowly 
missing a fist, and jumped on the barge with Molokai. The 
whistle blew and the punter pushed off without batting an 
eyelash. The pile of fallen figures struggled inaudibly, the 
silence broken only by another ferry whistle from the next 
dock over. Nila wanted to laugh but her stomach was already 
churning from the motion of the barge. The punter began to 
hum in time with the movements of his pole, a somber death 
march of a tune that didn’t help.  

Their ferry moved across the dark water. Fog enveloped 
them, cutting them off from the Annex. She could see 
nothing but the barge lamps and the shadows of the cargo 
and passengers. Molokai’s impressive figure stood on a crate 
at the front, looking like a harbinger of some kind of doom. 
An eternal emptiness lay all around her, making her feel as if 
she were on a journey from nowhere to nowhere. Was this 
what death was like? Peaceful enough, and lonely. Wasn’t 
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that what she wanted? 
Movement in the corner of her eye disturbed Nila’s 

thoughts. She turned toward it but all she could see was thick 
fog and darkness. Something tickled her vision again. This 
time she saw a darkness within the darkness. It grew and 
transformed into the shape of another ferry. Oddly, it had no 
lamps lit to tell others it was there. It was veering closer. She 
watched nervously, wondering how or why it had gotten so 
off track. It must see our lamps, she thought. Why is it still 
coming?  

She was about to yell when she saw something that 
made the hair on her arms rise. The ferry bore only a single 
large crate with a sack on top. The sack had moved, she was 
sure of it. Her nose caught the whisper of a strange scent—a 
moldy dankness mingled with brine and fish. She squinted, 
trying to see through the gloom. The sack moved again and, 
with a cold shock, she realized it wasn’t a sack, but a cloaked 
figure. It had turned toward them. She could see nothing but 
the apparition’s shape, but she somehow knew it was staring 
directly at her. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t look away.  

A shrill double whistle broke the spell, then another. Her 
ferryman began cursing but the other barge was already 
correcting its course. Soon the fog swallowed it once again.  

Nila, riddled with apprehension, knew it was too late to 
turn back. 
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The punter expertly jabbed the pole into the channel bed and 
the ferry drifted sideways, landing perfectly against the dock 
with a soft scrape. Nila and Molokai filed off the barge with 
the others and headed down the west side of the Larga. 
Everywhere, the brightly colored nightlife dazzled and 
beckoned through the fog. Music burst from taverns and 
gambling houses. Scantily clad bodies leaned from 
doorways. The air was laden with the aromas of all sorts of 
food, and hawkers shouted the virtues of their wares, each 
voice trying to rise above the cacophony.  

As it was most nights, the Larga was packed. Ferylites 
of all sorts filled the streets running along either side. 
Quadrupling the numbers were merchant sailors and trades 
people from beyond the harbor, as well as those from 
Hittoria. Fogtown was the only place in Feryl where visitors 
were allowed to stay—unless you were connected enough to 
get tier passes—which made the variety of people indulging 
themselves along the Larga as entertaining as the venues 
themselves. 

Nila and Molokai mingled with the crowd, maintaining 
their roles as merchant and guard. Many of the people they 
passed were not masked; their reputations didn’t concern 
them. It was mostly just those from the upper tiers who tried 
to remain anonymous, which made them obvious and 
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vulnerable to another kind of aspirant who could always be 
found in places like the Larga. Molokai was there to 
discourage such unwanted attention. No rich Ferylite went 
anywhere in Fogtown without a guard.  

They moved away from the Larga, passed through a 
number of foggy squares, then found a quiet, narrow alley. A 
cat screamed at them, thinking they were after the fish guts it 
was eating. Nila shooed it away and hid her cloak and mask 
behind some crates in case she needed them for the return 
journey. She tightened her sack around her body, eager to get 
up where the air would smell better and she could travel as 
the gull flies. She hated wasting time zigzagging through 
narrow streets and over canals.  

She put on her new gloves, wondering if they would 
work. Fogtown’s utilitarian buildings didn’t have as many 
bracing poles or ornamental details to grab onto as those on 
the mainland, which made them harder to scale. The 
buildings’ stone was softer, though, just as Jaquil had said. 
The gift was still mystifying. He had had the gloves made for 
her. Why?  

She raised her eyes to the walls around her. There was a 
perfectly good drainpipe to climb at the end of the alley, 
but… The gloves felt good on her hands.  

“Do you want a boost?” Molokai asked. She only knew 
Nila came to Balek’s by the roof. She’d never seen how she 
got there.  

Nila grinned and ran down the alley, terrifying the cat 
who had slunk back to the guts. She jumped and pushed off 
the right wall with her foot, then the left, and again to the 
right, reaching out her fingers to a ledge high above the 
ground. She caught it and the spikes dug in. She was 
impressed. She worked her hands onto the ledge and pulled 
herself up. Once she was standing, she was able to throw 
herself across the alley to a higher ledge. From there, she 
made it to the edge of the roof. She lifted herself over the 
top, sat down, and caught her breath.  
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A cluster of messenger pigeons co-cooed at her from a 
cote nearby while the breeze helped cool her off. She looked 
back down at Molokai. 

“Mookie,” the almost invisible warrior called up to her, 
teeth shining in the darkness, “is a good name for you. Good 
luck.” 

“See you at the rendezvous point.”  
Molokai turned and trotted out of the alley. 
Nila made her way quickly across the roofs to the 

perimeter Jaquil had defined around Amas-Istri’s warehouse 
compound. It was all warehouses and workshops in this part 
of Fogtown. She decided to start at an ironworks that had a 
large yard surrounded by fencing. It was empty. Next, she 
pried open a shuttered window of a ceramics warehouse. It 
was also empty.  

The shutters opened easily at the next place. She heard 
voices and carefully crawled through to a loft, then made her 
way to the edge and glanced over.  

“This waiting is killing me.” A man was pacing back 
and forth. He tore a strip of jerky between his teeth. 

“Look, this is what the boss asked us to do.” The other 
man sucked on ganlang and blew the smoke above his head. 
“Just be patient. Somethin’s bound to happen soon enough.”  

He was leaning against some crates while he smoked. A 
few others, captains maybe, were standing or leaning as well, 
but the bulk of the force was seated calmly on the ground in 
military formation, waiting. Nila counted. She took a deep 
breath and exhaled slowly. There were a lot of them down 
there, maybe too many, certainly more than enough to give 
Balek’s guards a very hard time.  

Nila slipped quietly back out.  
The other buildings in the area were clear and it was 

time to have a look at Istri’s compound. She chose the tallest 
neighboring building, one that could look down into the 
yard. She crawled to the edge of the roof and slowly lifted 
her head behind a merlon.  
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Amas-Istri’s compound was a large rectangle closed in 
by a high wall. Considering its value, Nila supposed all silk 
merchants had similar compounds, at least the ones from 
Jahari. The warehouse took up half of the enclosure, with an 
open yard in front that contained a small collection of crates. 
The gate of the compound was opposite the warehouse and 
opened to a small plaza, which was then backed by a wide 
canal. Istri’s barge fleet was tied up there, low and bobbing 
in the water, large oil cloths draped over their cargo. The 
canal skirted across the back of the plaza and turned to pass 
behind the compound. A cargo door on the far wall opened 
directly onto it.  

Wa-di milled about in the yard, some sitting, others 
attending to weapons and gear. Istri’s membership in the 
Thirteen meant that any security she hired was allowed to 
carry sharps in the city. The Wa-di below were bristling. One 
sharpened her gata; a Wa-di sword that was two-handed but 
sleek and light enough to be used in one. From the tension in 
their body language, it was clear the Wa-di were ready for 
trouble at any time. Nila counted only eight. She knew the 
rest were inside and wondered what she could do to get a 
count on them.  

As luck would have it, a tuneful whistling floated up 
from a long, narrow skiff passing behind the barges. A 
young man happily sculled through the fog while a naked 
couple lay entangled in the back. Lurig’s Love Boat was 
written on the side, evidently the latest gimmick of a nearby 
social house. Why use a bed when you can...? The couple 
was quaintly unaware that their grunting and puffing was 
being overheard by deadly mercenaries.  

The oarsman broke into song in time with his splashing 
paddles.  

Your kisses chase the fog away,  
Let’s kiss until the break of day,  
Down below, the door of the warehouse burst open. A 

hard-faced Wa-di stormed out to the yard with a harsh 
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enquiry. Nila recognized him as the one she had stunned in 
the alley, the sarcastic one. His buddies in the yard gestured 
toward the canal and grunted words back. She could see 
more Wa-di through the warehouse doorway. Ten, twelve 
more?  

I’ve fallen for your charms,  
So wrap me in your arms,  
“Ah!—” The oarsman’s scream was cut off as bodies 

splashed into the water.  
Nila’s sarcastic friend had stormed through the gate 

toward the boaters. Upon seeing this strange and threatening 
sight coming toward him, the oarsman had jumped 
overboard. The lovers, confused and startled, stood up too 
quickly and upset themselves into the canal as well. Other 
Wa-di came out yelling and gesticulating. Istri’s barges 
knocked precariously against each other. More Wa-di, 
streaming out of the warehouse to see what was happening, 
gave Nila a chance to count. This and the proceeding antics 
of the boaters crawling half-drowned up onto the plaza—two 
thirds of them buck naked—righting their boat, and 
scrambling back in caused quite a ruckus.  

When the pleasure cruisers had finally disappeared, 
clearly not pleasured, the gate was again closed tight and 
Nila’s friend went back inside the warehouse with the others.  

It had been great entertainment from up on the roof but 
something about it niggled at her mind. Something was off, 
but she couldn’t figure out what. 

Just then, a young man ran up to the compound gates 
and knocked: the spy from the docks coming to tell the Wa-
di about Sanzin and the others. Time for her to get to the 
rendezvous point.  
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Balek’s guard and The Company were waiting when Nila 
got to the rendezvous. Everyone was armed to the teeth. She 
raised her eyebrows at the sharp and pointy weapons. 

“We have a big meal to prepare.” Sanzin shrugged, 
referring to the joke that only chefs were allowed to bring 
knives into the city. “So, what did you see?”  

Nila relayed her information.  
“Are you sure about those numbers? That’s a lot more 

than predicted,” Marta said. 
“In the first warehouse? Yeah, that’s what I saw. There 

may be a few more Wa-di, but I’m close there too. 
Something isn’t right, though.” 

“How do you know this?” Molokai asked. 
“I don’t know—yet. I just feel it. This whole night 

hasn’t felt right.” It sounded stupid and Nila knew it. 
“Well, I’m not sure any of us are getting paid to talk 

about our feelings,” Sanzin said curtly. “They will have sent 
a runner to the soldiers waiting in the warehouse. Molokai,” 
—he turned to the Gallamone warrior—“go quickly and 
barricade them inside before they organize themselves 
enough to leave. Whistle once to signal you’ve done it, then 
join us at the compound. Okay, let’s move out.”  

Molokai nodded and turned with her group.  
Marta’s eyes stayed on Nila. She was the only one of 
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them who had worked with her before. “Molokai,” Marta 
called. The tall warrior turned. “Nila has good instincts. Be 
careful.”  

Molokai nodded again and continued to the warehouse.  
Using hand signals, Sanzin began to move The 

Company out.  
“Marta.” Nila grabbed her wrist. “The compound gate 

will be easy but the warehouse has a Bocato lock. Do you 
know it?” 

“Yeah, the kind that has three locks: top, middle, and 
bottom of the door,” Marta said. “I unlock one and it triggers 
one of the other two to lock.” 

Nila nodded. “And when you unlock the next, another 
gets locked again.” 

“If you can’t unlock all three at once, you’re kinged. 
Shit, I hope some of Sanzin’s guys know how to pick locks.” 

“No need.” Nila pulled a wad of wool from her sack. 
“The locked one has a higher, flatter-sounding ping than the 
others when you knock on it. Fill the other two with this,” 
she dug a small vial from the wool. “Count to ten. It hardens 
quickly and blocks the mechanisms so they can’t move when 
you unlock the first. Unless you get it wrong. Then they’ll be 
hardened in the locked position. Don’t get it wrong.” 

“Yeah, obviously. Where’d you get this stuff?”  
Nila shrugged. No one needed to know that she had a 

magus-in-training for a friend.  
“The bonus is that it’s only there for maybe five 

minutes, then it kind of evaporates away. So far, Bocato still 
thinks they have an unpickable lock. Good luck. I’d better 
get back up top.” She began climbing a drainpipe. 

“Hey, Mookie.” Nila turned back. Marta winked and 
gave her a nervous smile. “Thanks.” 
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Nila returned to the roof overlooking the compound while 
Marta and The Company waited behind the building. The 
plaza was quiet, the fog still. Only the barges jostled and 
knocked together in the canal. A few Wa-di stood facing the 
gate. They were poised like cobras ready to strike, their bows 
up and arrows nocked. The rest of the Wa-di were inside the 
warehouse. A few stood at windows high up near the eaves, 
bows in hand. She kept to the shadows of the roof so they 
wouldn’t see her. 

She heard a single whistle in the distance; Molokai and 
the others had managed to trap Istri’s soldiers. The Company 
streamed silently out of the alley and filled the plaza, making 
a barrier around the lock on the gate with their shields. Marta 
ran in and began working on it. The Wa-di released their 
bows. Thuk! Thuk! Thuk! The arrows sank into wood or 
skipped over the wall, too high to hit anyone. The Wa-di 
stopped wasting arrows. Everyone simply stood frozen, 
waiting for the gate to open. Even the canal was calm except 
for the cargo-laden barges...which were rocking...in the still 
water! 

Too late, Nila understood. How could she have been so 
dense? No one leaves cargo outside of warehouses where it 
could be stolen.  

“Behind you!” she screamed but was drowned out by 



THE RELIC THIEF 
 

82 
 

the sudden clamor of armed soldiers lifting away the oil 
cloths and rising out of the barges. Marta had just unlocked 
the gate. The doors swung inward and the Wa-di began 
shooting arrows again as they backed up to the warehouse. 
The Company formed a turtle shell, taking hits from both 
sides, with Marta tucked in the middle.  

The Company earned their reputation. As much as 
Amas-Istri’s guards tried to break their formation, they held, 
mincing anyone who stepped too close. The Wa-di, however, 
were finding targets in exposed calves and feet. Fighters 
were going down.  

Nila heard yelling as Molokai`s forces burst into the 
plaza. Istri`s soldiers were forced to turn and engage them.  

Sanzin yelled to The Company, who turned as one to 
challenge the Wa-di. The Wa-di fled into the warehouse. 
Sanzin had a mercenary secure the gate behind them to 
prevent Istri’s soldiers from attacking their rear if they 
overcame Molokai’s forces.  

When they got to the warehouse, Marta began working 
on the Bocato lock but the din from the battle outside the 
gate was making it difficult to hear which lock was closed. 
Sanzin’s fighters repositioned their shields above her; the 
Wa-di were sending a barrage of heavy and pointy things 
from the windows. She pressed her ear to another lock and 
knocked. She jumped back quickly and put a hand to her 
face. An arrow had pierced the door from the inside. She 
wiped blood from the hole in her cheek and went back to 
work. Luckily, she had found the right lock. She carefully 
disabled the other two, trying to avoid more shafts as they 
pierced the wood. She finally picked the third lock and 
jumped away from the door.  

Nila was dismayed to see there were far more Wa-di 
than she had guessed. Clearly, they had known Balek would 
send a scout. The ruse with the barges alone told her that.  

Undaunted by their adversary’s numbers, The Company 
entered as one, chanting a loud battle cry. The Wa-di, 
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unintimidated, yelled their own and engaged. 
Nila looked back to the plaza where Molokai and the 

others fought against Istri’s soldiers. It wasn’t clear who was 
winning. The tumult raged inside the warehouse too. She felt 
terrible just watching. Should she try to help? She had her 
cudgel but she was no fighter. She would be slaughtered in 
that mess. 

Suddenly, the hairs rose on her neck. She turned. It was 
her sarcastic friend. He must have been waiting for her when 
she came scouting and had followed when she left to meet 
the others. It made sense if he thought she was the one going 
after the relic, like last time—stop her and there would be no 
point in fighting. Smart move, except she wasn’t the one 
getting the relic. 

The Wa-di made a grab for her. She rolled away.  
“You like eel, slippery and full of lightning. But I don’t 

get fooled twice,” he said and lunged again.  
He was like the wind. She hadn’t even gotten to her feet 

before he was behind her. One arm wrapped around her 
forehead and pulled her back while he yanked her amulet by 
its strings from her throat. He tossed it over the edge of the 
roof, then his free arm circled her throat, cutting off her air.  

Nila dropped her weight, crunched forward, and twisted. 
The man’s feet rose off the ground and he rolled sideways 
off her but he pulled her down and backward with him. She 
landed with her elbow in his belly, rolled off and stood.  

Despite being winded, he sprang back to a crouched 
position. She swung her fist at him. The man stepped aside, 
grabbed her wrist, and yanked her forward. He stepped in the 
opposite direction and yanked again so that her body turned. 
She was moving backward. He swept a foot behind hers and 
she fell to the ground.  

The man didn’t hesitate. He lunged again. She twisted 
away but he pinned her face-first to the roof. Small bits of 
rock bit into her cheek as the man’s shoulder pressed against 
her head. She could taste dust. He had pulled one of her arms 
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painfully behind her back; her other was pinned awkwardly 
underneath her. There was no way she could reach her 
cudgel. The hilt of his gata dug into her backbone, the pain 
almost as agonizing as that in her arm. She wriggled, trying 
to use her knees to turn herself over, but each time, the Wa-
di was able to sweep her legs sideways so she couldn’t get 
traction. The pain was sickening. 

Aaaaaaaaarck! An ear-splitting scream rent the air, 
something bestial that curdled Nila’s blood. Startled, the Wa-
di released her arm. Another scream: simultaneous high and 
low pitches, loud, terrible. 

“Foon loa, akunza-sho.” The Wa-di cursed and jumped 
off Nila. 

“What is it?” she whispered. 
“Akunza-sho, Night Terror.” The Wa-di’s eyes were 

wide, frightened. 
“That’s impossible. They’re not—” 
“Shh!” he silenced her, and slowly crept to the edge of 

the roof. She followed.  
Below, the fighters in the plaza stood over the fallen, 

waiting, heads turning to see where the cry had come from.  
Another scream, close now. Nila covered her ears, felt 

her guts turn to water.  
An impossibly black shape emerged from an alley on 

the other side of the canal. It radiated a revolting stench, 
rotten and dank. The fighters panicked, yelling and slipping 
on the bloody cobbles as they tried to run away. Moving in a 
blur, the monster leapt over the canal into their midst. Bodies 
flew, both living and dead. Fighters screamed in terror. The 
beast tore savagely into several with a sweep of its claws, 
then pounced on the nearest one and ripped his stomach out. 
The man screamed and screamed. The plaza suddenly 
smelled like wet iron, feces, and rotting corpses. Nila 
struggled not to vomit. The Wa-di just watched, transfixed. 

When the Night Terror finished the soldiers who 
weren’t quick enough to escape, it went directly for the 
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compound gate instead of hunting down the runners. It’s like 
it’s following orders instead of instinct, thought Nila. It 
thrust its body against the heavy timbers of the gate. The 
wood groaned but held. The beast changed tactics and 
scrabbled over instead, using its razor-like claws. 

Inside the compound, The Company and Wa-di had long 
ceased fighting and had barred themselves together inside 
the warehouse. The monster bashed into the door but it held. 
It raked its claws into the wood, pulling massive splinters 
off. 

“It’ll get through,” Nila whispered. 
“You think so?” Not the best time for sarcasm.  
The beast dug and sliced at the wooden door. Openings 

appeared in the thick timbers. Those trapped inside thrust 
spears through them. One thrown from above pierced the 
monster’s shoulder. It screamed, rattling any courage Nila 
had left. Angered, the Night Terror bashed at the door again 
with its massive bulk. The door splintered. Again. The door 
cracked. The beast pushed, the door groaned loudly, then 
imploded inward.  

Screams, snarls, and sounds of ripping flesh, came from 
the warehouse. Some tried to escape through an upper 
window. The jump was too high. The first mercenary broke 
his legs on impact. He howled in pain but was able to pull 
himself out of the way. The next lowered herself from the 
windowsill, thinking the fall would be shorter and less 
dangerous. Grimacing, Nila watched as the mercenary’s feet 
caught a mortar joint. She landed on her back, her spine 
snapping audibly. The next fell without his head. 

There was nothing Nila could do but watch and listen. 
She shivered uncontrollably, though the breeze that swirled 
the smell of carnage around her was warm.  

The Wa-di suddenly grabbed her arm and pulled her 
down. He put a finger to his lips. The Night Terror emerged 
from the warehouse. It sniffed the air in short, sharp bursts as 
it moved around the compound yard. It found the mercenary 
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with the broken legs. Nila covered her ears to block out his 
horrible screaming. The monster slurped up the man’s 
intestines. When it was done, it continued its search. Sniff, 
sniff.  

The beast left the compound and emerged into the plaza. 
It padded into the alley between the compound and the 
building she was on. Sniff, sniff. It cried out again, making 
her want to scream too. The Wa-di held her tightly. Then the 
beast was off, running through the alleys, tracking anyone 
still alive. 

The Wa-di released her. She jumped to her feet and 
opened her pack. “I’m going down there. You coming?” 

“Stupid, it will be back. Today is not the day for Chim-
Mi to die. But you? You go ahead.”  

She pulled out her rope with the metal hook from her 
bag. She fixed it to the edge of the roof and shimmied down. 
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As Nila landed in the narrow alley, a small object on the 
ground caught her eye. She couldn’t believe it hadn’t 
shattered. She retied her amulet around her neck and walked 
on to the plaza, careful not to slip in blood and offal.  

Carnage lay everywhere. The stench from opened 
bellies was potent. It was hard for her to tell which parts 
went with which body. Some fighters were still alive, 
moaning, crying for their mothers, asking for water. She felt 
their hopelessness.  

She saw no sign of Molokai or Koalo but that wasn’t 
surprising, in all that mess. She looked back to the roof but 
the Wa-di was gone. There was only so much she could do; 
the Night Terror would return. She picked the lock on the 
gate, crossed the compound, and went into the warehouse.  

How do you stop a Night Terror? she asked herself as 
she looked at what remained of Sanzin near the warehouse 
door. He’d been arguably the best fighter in Feryl and The 
Company was unstoppable—unless, of course, they faced 
the Wa-di, but here were both. They had mounted a defense 
together, the best of the best fighters, and still couldn’t stop 
the beast.  

The Night Terror’s focus had been the warehouse. If it 
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was only intent on slaughter, why climb the gate and break 
through the door when there was easier prey running in the 
streets? Heck, the Larga was full of fleshy bodies for hungry 
Night Terrors. Why go to the trouble here? Clearly, the 
monster had been following commands. Who is its master? 

Nila needed to find Marta. She looked around the 
warehouse. It had sandrock walls and a large thatched roof 
that had caved in at the back. Posts were torn and jagged, 
beams split like sticks. Crates upon crates of goods were 
knocked over or destroyed, their contents spilling out. 
Marble statues were upset and broken, vases smashed and 
scattered. Strewn over all of it were reams upon reams of 
vibrant silk, making the warehouse look like a party that had 
gone very wrong. 

Mercenaries had tried to find hiding spots amidst Amas-
Istri’s crates and wares. The Night Terror had found them 
all. No one cried out for their mothers here. 

A gallery ran around the top half of the building, leading 
to closed rooms in the back under the collapsed roof. Nila 
presumed this was where she could find Marta. She had 
probably gone after the relic while everyone else was trying 
to keep the Night Terror out.  

A slashed staircase lay on her right. Although it was 
mostly in splinters, she was able to climb the stringer 
attached to the wall with the help of Jaquil’s gloves. When 
she hopped onto the gallery, it shifted precariously under 
her. Test everything before putting your weight on it. Her 
own words came back to her. She picked her way carefully 
to the back of the warehouse. 

She entered the offices through a busted door. Most of 
the roof was caved in, exposing the area to the foggy night. 
The room had been divided in half, with a door leading to 
the other office. She yanked its splintered remains off its 
hinges and entered.  

Debris and dust lay everywhere. Almost comically, an 
intact vase in the far corner of the room sat on a plinth. 
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Everything else was crushed. Something moved in a pile of 
collapsed roofing beside her: a boot. Marta. Nila pulled 
chunks of masonry and wood away from her but she couldn’t 
move the heavy timber that lay across her body.  

Marta was pale and mottled. Scrapes and gashes on her 
face seeped, dust clotting the blood. Her eyes found Nila’s. 
She was too weak to talk. Tears mingled with blood on the 
way down her cheeks. 

Nila removed her gloves and gently touched Marta’s 
forehead. She whispered, “It’s me, Mookie. I’m going to get 
you out of here.”  

She wasn’t sure if Marta had heard her. Her eyes had 
shut and her breath came shallow and rapid, but she opened 
her eyelids again. She slowly lowered her eyes. She did it 
again. She repeated the movement until Nila pulled debris 
from the area she had indicated.  

The relic lay underneath, unharmed. It was a piece of 
stone delicately carved in the shape of an elongated 
spearhead. Nila grasped it tightly, letting the sharp edges bite 
into her skin as she looked around for something to help get 
the timber off Marta. 

Marta struggled to speak, wheezing, “Take it to Balek. 
Please...take it.” Blood bubbled from her mouth and 
speckled her lips.  

A scream erupted in the distance. The Night Terror was 
coming back. Marta’s mouth opened. Blood choked out her 
words but Nila understood. Go! 

Nila shoved the relic into her sack and tightened it onto 
her back. She wasn’t going to just leave Marta here. She 
found a long piece of wood to wedge underneath the timber. 
But as she pried it into a gap, she saw it was no longer 
necessary. Marta was dead.  

Another scream, closer now. 
She didn’t have the luxury of going back the way she 

had come, and she didn’t want to repeat what the 
mercenaries had done by going through the window. She 
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didn’t have a whole lot of other choices, though. She was 
just about to make the dangerously long jump to a pile of 
unstable-looking crates when a metal claw dug into the beam 
to the left of her. She looked down.  

The Wa-di, Chim-Mi, stood below, looking up at her. 
He waved his hands furiously. “Come on, come on, come 
on!”  

Nila pulled her sleeves down to cover her palms and slid 
down the rope.  

Chim-Mi grabbed her arm and pulled. “This way.” 
Too late. A huge black shape darkened the doorway. 

Sniff, sniff.  
Chim-Mi yanked Nila behind a stack of crates. The 

Night Terror entered slowly, its large, heavy paws slapping 
the stone floor. He led her around another pile. Sniff, sniff. 
The padding of feet continued into the warehouse. They 
moved again, carefully avoiding a puddle of congealed 
blood. Sniff, sniff. Hardly daring to breathe, they slid around 
yet another pile and came close to the door.  

The smell of the beast filled the warehouse. It was 
noxious, like death and animal and—Nila suddenly 
recalled—like a mildewy, dank cave. The ferry that had 
almost collided with hers—the Night Terror had been in that 
crate! And she would bet all the coins she had that she knew 
which dark-cloaked figure was on top of it: the man who’d 
stopped her in the alley, the one who’d used strange magic 
on her, the one called Mazul!  

Sniff, sniff. 
Chim-Mi edged closer to the door, Nila following. She 

stepped on somebody’s fingers. They weren’t attached to a 
hand.  

The Night Terror suddenly leapt over the crates, 
blocking the door. It didn’t lash out right away. Instead, it 
stared, poised and slobbering in anticipation.  

Chim-Mi thrust Nila in front of him as a shield.  
The beast was truly out of a nightmare. Smoky 
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blackness closed in around Nila, undulating, enveloping, 
hypnotizing. Two narrow red eyes held hers. She couldn’t 
look away. She was being sucked into its darkness. It opened 
its mouth. Yellowed fangs as long as her hand were covered 
in pieces of mercenary. Its fetid breath was hot and moist on 
her face. Nostrils flared. Sniff, sniff. She could feel its raging 
body heat. Why hadn’t it attacked yet? Was it torturing 
them? Was it playing with them like a cat with a mouse? Its 
mistake.  

Nila focused her mind and tensed her muscles. Chim-Mi 
seemed to understand. He let go. Her hand whipped up and 
grabbed her amulet while the other reached toward the Night 
Terror. Blue lightning raced through her into it. Her hand 
burned painfully where it touched the beast but whether from 
cold or heat, she couldn’t tell. It screamed its ear-splitting 
shriek but she refused to let go until the pendant was 
exhausted. Spears of light arced and snapped through the 
monster until, finally, it collapsed with a heavy thud. 

“Not for long!” Chim-Mi said and grabbed Nila’s wrist 
again.  

They ran into the plaza and Chim-Mi pulled her toward 
a barge. Nila pulled him toward the alley. The beast groaned. 
They ran for the barges. Chim-Mi untied one and they both 
jumped aboard. Just as they reached for poles, a wall of 
water rose up beside the boat. There wasn’t even time to 
register surprise before it knocked them overboard. 
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Nila found herself at the bottom of the canal, yet she wasn’t 
exactly in the water. A bubble of air surrounded her and the 
dark shape of the Wa-di beside her. Weak lamplight from 
above appeared murky green in the water until all went black 
as a shadow hovered over them: the Night Terror.  

“Foon loa, I hope it cannot swim,” Chim-Mi whispered.  
“Shh!”  
They huddled together, quiet and terrified. They could 

see its great head swaying back and forth, trying to locate 
their smell. It paused for a while above, as if it were staring 
directly into the water. They held their breath. Then, the 
shadow retreated. 

“What happened?” Chim-Mi asked once it had gone. 
“A wave.” Nila was still feeling panicked with all that 

water surrounding her. “What if whatever this is breaks?” 
“We swim.” 
“I, I—look!” She pointed. Ahead, in another bubble, a 

faint glow from a lantern bobbed up and down then side to 
side, beckoning them. 

Chim-Mi stepped toward the light and the bubble 
stretched out in front of him.  

“It must be whoever saved us. They want us to follow.” 
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Nila hesitated. “This is crazy.” 
“Yes, crazy, but what choice do we have? Akunza-sho is 

still up there. Come on.” He pulled her along.  
The lantern led them into other canals, turning this way 

and that, seemingly lost in an underwater maze. They picked 
their way over junk thrown into the water by thoughtless 
inhabitants: old crates, rope, broken pottery. They even 
stumbled over a cradle, thankfully empty. 

Inevitably, they turned into the Larga. All the lesser 
canals did. It was how the Port Authority kept track of the 
flow of goods. Nila couldn’t tell which direction they were 
going, toward the channel or the harbor. They could hear the 
faint thrum of music, and lights from streets and bridges 
danced above them.  

The lantern led them out of the Larga. They were going 
deeper. Inky darkness surrounded them, the lantern their 
only light now. Nila was hot and having a hard time 
breathing. Her heart thumped rapidly and she started panting.  

“Stay calm,” Chim-Mi said. “Panic is no good right 
now.” He was alert and composed but Nila could smell his 
nervousness. She forced herself to breathe slowly. 

As they trudged through the muck and gravel on the 
seabed, the darkness began to lift. A light was growing 
above them, revealing ripples on the surface; another dawn 
already. A dark, hulking shape bobbed on the surface ahead 
of them. The lantern stopped underneath it and moved up 
and down and side to side before continuing on. Nila and 
Chim-Mi followed until they reached the indicated spot. 
Something dangled in front of them.  

“A ladder!” Chim-Mi panted, looking up.  
“I guess we should climb it,” Nila said, reaching out. 

But as she grabbed the ladder, the bubble suddenly collapsed 
around them. She took in a mouthful of briny water.  

Chim-Mi began to swim upward. She tried to mimic his 
movements but floundered. Full of water and panic, she 
struggled, badly wanting air, feeling her chest about to burst. 
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Stars winked in her vision. She was going to have to take a 
breath, she couldn’t help it, couldn’t stop it.  

Chim-Mi wrapped his hand around her wrist and pulled 
her upward. She kicked feebly, trying to help. When she 
broke the surface, she heaved and retched out water, clinging 
to the ladder, half-drowned. 

“I…can’t…swim,” she panted. 
“I couldn’t tell.”  
She looked around her. Dawn’s pinkish orange was just 

beginning. The ship they were clinging to was anchored in 
the bay, away from the fog. The horror lay behind them, still 
wrapped in it, the nightmare seemingly contained, though 
she still felt caught in a dream. 

“Hello there!” a voice from above called to them. 
“Shimmy on up. Ye be all good up here, b’ys.”  
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“Welcome aboard the Dark Mistress.” A red-faced, round-
bellied man wrapped a blanket around Nila’s shoulders. 
“The name’s Oobik de Hagerup. I’m the captain of this here 
sloop.” 

Nila gaped at him. “Your hair. It’s orange!” 
Oobik passed a hand through his big curly mop and 

laughed. “Yup. That it is, lass.” 
“What kind of name is Oobik?” Chim-Mi asked, 

wrapping the blanket the big man had given him around his 
own shoulders. Nila scowled at him. “What?” 

“It’s a worthy name,” Oobik replied, unoffended. “Now, 
yer meant to get yer legs out for the day, then Jaz here will 
dinghy yeh back to shore come nightfall.”  

A shaggy man with calloused elbows bobbed his head at 
them. “I’m Jazmander Elerson, but youse can calls me Jaz.”  

Nila said, “Maybe, Jaz, you could dinghy us back now? 
I need to get to the mainland as soon as possible.”  

The captain scratched his beard. “Nope. Not now. 
Nightfall. Them’s orders.” 

“Whose orders?” Nila asked. 
“Fer me ta know and you ta find out. Now, I expect 

you’ll be gutfounded. Jaz, take up some of yer stew, would 
ya?”  
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Jaz left for the galley. 
“What if we just borrowed your dinghy?”  
A shadow passed over Oobik’s face and she shrank 

back. “Night—fall,” he said in a low voice. “Orders.” His 
merriness soon returned when Jaz strode back, hands full. 
“Ah b’y, he’s a quickie. Here’s Jaz with the stew.” 

Nila and Chim-Mi settled themselves, however 
reluctantly, on some barrels near midships. The stew was 
pretty flavorful, but different from the spiciness of Feryl’s 
food. They devoured it.  

“Whose ship is this?” Chim-mi asked when Jaz came to 
take their empty bowls. If he thought he’d found a bean-
spiller, he was wrong.  

Jaz looked confused. “This be the captain’s ship.” 
“Ya, ya,” Chim-Mi said, impatient, “but who hired this 

ship?”  
Jaz shrugged. “The person who pays us, pays us enough 

to keep our gobs tight.” He walked away with the bowls. 
“Don’t get drove, though. Naught but the royal for the 
guests.” He winked and laughed heartily at some joke he’d 
just made.  

Nila shook her head slowly in resignation. She was 
stuck on a ship with an orange-haired captain, in the 
company of a Wa-di warrior, led here by a lamp-wielding 
figure in a magic bubble. Not much she could do but wait 
out the day.  

Chim-Mi also seemed to be at peace with his fate as he 
sat on his barrel, swinging his legs and picking bits of fish 
from his teeth.  

The sun had now become warm on Nila’s face and its 
rays were beginning to lift the fog from lower Feryl.  

Oobik approached them. “Yeh must go below now until 
we’re clear o’ da harbor. We don’t want no pryin’ eyes to 
pay yeh mind, see.”  

Nila shook her head violently. “What do you mean, out 
of the harbor? You’re going out on the open sea?” Her voice 
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had become shrill. 
“Yes, me duck! Takin’ yeh fishing, lass.” Oobik 

laughed. “Don’t fret, though. You’ll be returned fer nightfall, 
like I says. But we need ta keep up da show, elsewise the 
port aut’orities might get wind we ain’t quite fishermen. 
They don’t want the likes o’ us about da harbor. It’s a win-
win though, since youse gotta be outa sight alls the same. 
Now, belowdecks with yeh, afore someone catches an eye on 
ya.” 

“Are you kinged? I can’t—” 
“Don’t be cussin’ on my ship!” Oobik’s voice boomed.  
No cussing? She was taken aback. What kind of ship 

had rules about cussing? 
“Don’t be a crybaby. We can’t go back now,” Chim-Mi 

said. “Akunza-sho could still be there. You want to become 
tiny pieces?”  

She ground her teeth together and followed him below. 
Oobik showed them around, then returned to the deck to 

captain the vessel out of the harbor. A short while later, the 
ship began to pitch and yaw and Nila knew they must be on 
the open sea. She felt green. Chim-Mi lay in a hammock, 
laughing at her as she clung to a post. The boat tossed over 
the waves and, though her body followed suit, her stomach 
went the other way. 

“You stupid. Get in your hammock.” Chim-Mi was 
rocking gently back and forth. 

“King you!” she replied grimly.  
“No cussing!” he scolded.  
She made her way like a drunk over to one of the 

hanging nets and attempted to get in.  
“You do it all wrong.” Chim-Mi tipped himself out of 

his hammock to demonstrate. “Gather edge, put over 
shoulder. Drape over back. Sit down. Stretch out. Baby 
work.”  

Nila copied the Wa-di. As soon as her feet were off the 
floor, the motion of the boat was reduced to a gentle rocking. 
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She sighed.  
“See, I told you.” 
“I’m not an idiot, you know. I just don’t go on boats.” 
“No, you idiot. You fooled by fake soldiers we set up in 

warehouse.” Chim-Mi laughed. “Grain sacks dressed in 
uniforms. You fell for it. Ha-ha-ha.” 

“King you,” she cursed again. 
“Hey, no cussing!” 
Nila grumbled as she swayed. Eventually she was too 

tired even for that. She stretched out diagonally, as 
instructed, feeling almost comfortable. At least she was dry. 
The britches and shirt Jaz had lent her, though large, were at 
least smaller than the ones Oobik had offered. She looked at 
her wet clothes strung up to dry. Beside them, the contents of 
her sack were strung out as much as possible. All but the 
relic. She made sure it stayed secret. 

The gentle swaying eventually lulled her. The Wa-di 
was already snoring softly in his hammock. Nila drifted into 
sleep. 
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Nila was running through the stone maze, laughing. Dali, 
always a bit slower, lagged behind.  

“Hurry up! She’s going to get you!” she called.  
The children turned right, then left, seemingly more lost 

than ever until Nila, still ahead, suddenly popped into the 
center square. She stopped abruptly and Dali ran into her. 
They tumbled to the ground in a heap. 

Nila brushed dust from her clothing. “Look!” She 
pointed to the fountain in the middle of the square.  

A flock of birds had gathered, their colorful feathers 
unexpected in such a monotone city of sandrock and dust. It 
was as if someone scattered gemstones all over the fountain. 
Some birds were drinking, others were splashing water over 
themselves. They chittered to each other like the women in 
the bathhouses.  

Paying no attention to the birds, Dali jumped up and ran 
toward the fountain. The birds scattered, complaining 
noisily. “I win!” he whooped when he touched the fountain. 
He returned back to Nila, grinning, reveling in victory. She 
gave him her best death stare but he mistook it for sour 
grapes and gloated some more.  

She ignored him and watched the birds fly off, free to go 
wherever they wished. She wondered what it was like for 
them to be up so high; to look down on the maze, on the 
qasr, or even the whole city. 
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Aimomo ran into the square, arms raised in victory. 
Seeing the other two already there, she threw her arms down 
in disgust. She was strong and sturdy from labor, but she had 
never been fast. Still, she never gave up. Recovering from 
her lost glory, she signed, Next time!  

Not a chance! Ama signed, strolling through the 
opening. Ama never ran anywhere but still somehow 
managed to make it through the maze almost as fast as the 
rest of them. Ama was clever—much more clever than any 
of them, even Dali. Nila would never tell him that, though. 

I think we should wrestle to see who the real winner is, 
signed Aimomo, proceeding to tickle the two youngest. Dali 
screamed and rolled on the ground, giggling and squirming. 
Aimomo knew exactly where to get him. Those two were 
built from the same mold, her mother said, and it was true, 
they were alike and very fond of each other. It was Aimomo 
who Dali ran to when he was upset, and she would hold him 
and hum a song until he stopped crying.  

“No, that’s okay, you can win!” Dali cried, tears in his 
eyes from laughing so hard.  

Aimomo released him and set him back on his feet. Ama 
tousled his curly hair.  

“Whew! I’m so hot now,” he said and ran to the 
fountain to splash water on his face. “Come on! Come in the 
water. It’s so refreshing.” He climbed into the fountain, 
getting his clothes wet.  

The day was very hot and Nila was covered in grime 
from her tumble with Dali. The water splashing in the 
fountain was alluring. It was also forbidden. She hesitated. 
Her mother may be the favorite of the Danta-il-Lahoral, but 
she knew his favor only went so far. Surely, though, on a day 
as hot as this one, she’d be forgiven, no? Shrugging, she ran 
to the fountain. 

Clap, clap, clap!  
Nila turned to look at Ama and Aimomo. They were 

upset.  
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It is not allowed! Ama signed.  
Nila turned back to the fountain.  
Clap, clap, clap! Clap, clap, clap!  
Her sisters were no fun. They never took any risks. She 

only wanted to splash a little water on her face. On a day like 
this, one lash would be worth it, wouldn’t it?  

Clap, clap, clap!  
She reached for the water. 
“Master Dali-nal-Danta!”  
Nila snatched her hands back as Old Fala emerged from 

the maze. He had found them. He always found them.  
“You must come at once! You are late for your lessons! 

Don’t make me speak to your father again.” 
“Awww!” Dali whined. “Don’t make me go, Fala. My 

lessons are so boring.” 
“How will you serve the Tal if you don’t know The Way 

or how to protect The Way?” Fala scolded.  
Dali climbed out of the fountain and trudged over to his 

teacher. “The Way, The Way, the stupid Way,” Dali 
mimicked. Fala’s hand shot out and twisted his ear. “Ayiee! 
You’re ripping my ear off, you old lunatic!” 

Old Fala twisted the ear harder and pulled Dali toward 
the maze. “Don’t you dare blaspheme, young one! You think 
your ear hurts? Well, I’ll tell you stories about what really 
happens to blasphemers while we walk to lessons.” Old Fala 
looked around the square. “You! Get back to your work, all 
of you, or I’ll have you beaten!”  

As Old Fala pulled Dali into the maze, the boy cracked a 
big grin as he looked back at the girls. Nila made a goofy 
face and stuck her tongue out at him.  

As soon as they were gone, Ama and Aimomo signed 
for Nila to go back to the servants’ wing with them, adding 
the guttural sounds of the tongueless language for emphasis.  

“No. I’m staying,” Nila said. “Old Fala’s gone now. 
There’s no one around and it’s so hot.”  

Ama shook her stubbled head in frustration, grabbed 
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Aimomo’s wrist, and dragged her away.  
Nila pouted and kicked pebbles around the square, then 

sat sullenly on a bench in a shaded corner. She understood 
why they left. She was leehali, the offspring of a leehali 
dancer and her lord. That came with privileges that Ama and 
Aimomo didn’t have. They may have the same leehali 
mother as Nila, but their fathers had been guests of the 
danta’s, not the danta himself. That meant they were born 
into servitude and had much harsher restrictions and 
punishments than leehalis. That is The Way, Old Fala would 
say.  

“Piss on The Way,” she muttered. It always seemed 
responsible for ruining her fun.  

She stayed for a while at the fountain but the birds 
didn’t return. She dipped her bare feet in and splashed water 
over her face to cool off. The forbidden water felt good but 
the moment of excitement had passed. She put her sandals 
back on and set off through the maze. 
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When Nila woke, Chim-Mi was gone. She untangled herself 
from the hammock and went up to the deck. A salty wind 
blasted her face and the sun dazzled her eyes. The ship was 
still rolling over waves, but after getting some sleep, she 
didn’t feel so sick. 

“Well, don’t you look like yer all mops and brooms!” 
Oobik called cheerfully from the ship’s wheel on a raised 
deck behind her.  

Nila waved back, assuming he’d given her a friendly 
greeting. She dipped her head at a few others who hallooed 
her but most of the sailors were too busy to notice she was 
on deck. Several of them stood in groups around thick poles, 
one or two holding on for dear life while the others waited 
on their toes.  

“What are you catching?” she yelled to Oobik.  
He laughed heartily, “Take a gander!” He pointed as one 

group wrestled a rubbery monster above the gunwale. The 
pole was bending like a bow and Nila was sure it would 
snap, but they hauled the giant fish quickly to the deck and 
jumped away. It flipped wildly. Its long, sleek body shone in 
the sun. It was huge, twice as long as she was tall, and had a 
long, saber-sharp nose that was a good part of its length.  

One of the sailors jumped toward the flailing fish. She 
was sure he’d be sliced in half. Thwack! The burly man 
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brought a club down on its head. Thwack! Thwack! The fish 
stopped moving.  

“That’ll do ’er, eh? Har-har-har.” The sailor flashed a 
gap-toothed smile at her horror-stricken face.  

Another sailor dropped down beside Nila from a rope 
ladder and ran off belowdecks. She looked up the mast, 
following the rope ladder up to a basketlike platform at the 
top. “May I?” she hollered, pointing to the crow’s nest. 

“Have at ‘er, me duck.”  
She scrambled up the rope. It wasn’t as easy as it 

looked. Usually the things she climbed didn’t move. Each 
time the ship rose with a wave, she was pulled backward. 
Then, as it crested and raced into the trough, she was twisted 
and thrown ahead. She had to grip with all her strength so 
she wasn’t ripped off the ladder. 

She finally heaved herself into the crow’s nest. The 
pitch and yaw of the boat was much worse at the top and she 
clung on for dear life, hoping there was no undigested stew 
still in her stomach from the night before.  

“Eyes on da horizon!” came cheerful advice from 
below.  

She opened her eyes and focused on the line where the 
sea met the sky. Eventually, she became used to the motion 
and a grin spread on her face. Her smile suddenly broke open 
and she laughed and whooped as the ship threw her around. 

When her laughter was spent, she looked out to the 
endless sea in awe. She knew there were islands out there 
somewhere, but none could be seen. The expanse was 
terrifying to behold; all that water to drown in, all those 
unknown, sharp-toothed, hungry creatures swimming in its 
depths just waiting to tear her apart. The only thing between 
her and them were a few planks of wood Oobik had called a 
sloop. The Dark Mistress was one of the fastest ships on the 
sea, he’d said.  

Nila examined the ship, counting its sails. She had made 
it to the narrow part at the front when she caught sight of 



JILL CHARD 

105 
 

Chim-Mi sitting on a crate, half hidden by one of the sails. 
He was just sitting, legs crossed, staring out at the waves. To 
either side of him, sailors were pulling in their lines and 
putting their poles away. They’d caught enough to keep up 
the ruse of being fishermen, she guessed. 

Minutes later, Oobik yelled to her, “Hold yer breakfast, 
ducky!” before barking the command, “Come about!”  

There was a flurry of activity below. The ship began to 
turn. As it did, it tipped over to one side. She finally 
understood the captain’s meaning and quickly twisted her 
arms and legs in the netting of the crow’s nest. Down, down, 
down the mast tipped toward the sea.  

Holy Green Goddess of Feryl! she prayed. She was 
looking straight into the deep blue water. Her breakfast was 
starting to protest being held onto.  

Finally the boat finished its turn and the mast righted 
again. The big sails below her flapped loosely until the boom 
was brought around and they filled with wind again, 
shooting the sloop forward.  

What a simple thing, catching the wind like that, she 
thought. It wasn’t new to her—wind was used for milling in 
Lahoral, and she’d watched ships before—but this was the 
first time she’d seen ships’ sails up close. It was fascinating.  

“Raise the jib!” Oobik called. The crew responded and a 
great triangular sail was unfurled along a pole sticking out of 
the front of the ship. She watched the cloth billow and flap 
until, with a quick snap, it caught the wind as well.  

Tired of the crow’s nest, Nila climbed back down to the 
deck. Jaz greeted her with a heel of bread and a chunk of 
cheese. Wonderful. Actual breakfast to throw up. Never 
mind that it was the afternoon. She thanked him and he 
smiled bashfully.  

When she was finished, Oobik waved her up to the 
helm. They were sailing back down the coastline, following 
the Megantic mountain range.  

Feryl sat at the southernmost tip of Albregia, a huge 
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horn of land that stretched down from the north into the 
Middle Sea. The Megantics ran the length of Albregia’s 
eastern coast while the Coralis mountains ran along the west. 
In between were the highlands of Hittoria, closed off from 
the north by the Shifting Desert and to the south by the gated 
tunnel to Feryl. Beyond the city, out into the Middle Sea 
were hundreds of islands, many inhabited, said to be the 
babies born from the union of the Coralis and Megantics. 
That was about as much geography as Nila knew, which was 
about as much as anyone else in Feryl. The only 
geographical fact Ferylites really cared about was that 
Islanders sought goods from Hittoria and Hittorians sought 
goods from the islands, and all of those goods went through 
Feryl.  

There were other passes to the highlands, found in a few 
of the villages dotting the rough coastlines. However these 
passes were dangerous and too difficult to make any real use 
of, so not much legitimate trade went through them. What 
did get through was the illegal stuff, like ganlang herb and 
murex. Nila had tried the purple drink once. It tasted about 
as good as you’d think liquor mixed with sea snail guts 
would taste but some had a real hankering for it. Hittorians 
drank murex by the bucketful if they could, which was why 
the stuff was illegal. Farmers can’t bring their crops in if 
they are face down in a pile of their own vomit. 

She was scanning the small, fingernail-shaped bays 
along the coastline when she heard someone shout, “Sails! 
Port bow seventy-five degrees!” All the sailors on deck 
turned their heads toward the open sea. She squinted in the 
direction they were looking. Far in the distance, she could 
just barely see the rigging of another ship. The sailors turned 
back to their captain, eagerness shining in their eyes. 

Oobik shook his head. “Not today, b’ys. Not in these 
waters...not yet.” He said the last bit so quietly, Nila barely 
caught it. The sailors went back to their work, some nodding 
with understanding, others grumbling in disappointment.  
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She watched Oobik steer his ship for a while, his eyes 
back on his task. There was something about him that was 
so… She cast about for the right word but couldn’t think of 
it. She felt that Oobik was exactly who he said he was. Most 
people she met had someone they wore on the outside, and 
all these other human layers inside. Not to say those other 
layers were good or bad, they were just complicated. Oobik 
surely had other layers too, but she knew his were all going 
to be made of the same kind of stuff.  

The captain raised his arm and pointed a meaty finger 
back to the coast. They were passing a high cliff with a 
waterfall cascading down in a narrow stream.  

“Here, use this peeper,” he said, handing her a long 
tubular object. 

She raised the telescope to her eye. A fair-sized village 
spread out around a lagoon at the bottom of the waterfall and 
climbed up the cliff in a series of patchwork platforms. 

“That be Malbay. Interesting settlement, she is.”  
Nila was taken aback. She’d had the impression that the 

villages along the coast were all small. Malbay looked like a 
good-sized town.  

“Mining town. There’s sompin’ in that there mountain 
they’s after. Black rocks. Ships outa dere gotst bellies full of 
’em. They don’t bother with Feryl, though; they’s bound 
somewheres else. Curious little place, from what we sees. 
Curious people too.”  

Nila squinted but they weren’t close enough for her to 
see anything specific. Vertical movement caught her eye, 
though. Some kind of large box was going straight up beside 
the falls.  

“What’s that going up the cliff?” she asked, pointing. 
“Some kinda lift thing for da mines,” Oobik said. “Can’t 

say I got my head screwed, but I tink that fallin’ water does 
the deed.”  

She nodded even though she hadn’t fully understood 
what he’d said. The more she looked, though, the more she 
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grasped the concept. Contraptions were moving all around 
the waterfall. Most of them looked like wheels turning as the 
water hit them. She guessed somehow the movement of the 
wheels did something to pull the lift up, a bit like how the 
wind moved the mill back home.  

Nila followed the town along the rail until she was at the 
back of the ship, watching it dwindle.  

Eventually she returned to Oobik’s side, nodding in 
agreement. Malbay sure was an interesting settlement.  

She gave the spyglass back to the captain and stood by 
his side, watching the crew work, but her attention was soon 
drawn to Chim-Mi. Still at the front of the ship, he had 
jumped off his crate to stand in a strange position. He began 
twirling and flailing his arms as he rocked on his legs. She 
and Oobik traded quizzical looks. Eventually her curiosity 
got the better of her and she hastened off to the Wa-di. 

“Is this the way Wa-di dance?” she asked, taking a seat 
on a barrel close by. Chim-Mi glared at her and continued 
his steps. She jumped down and began to copy him. His eyes 
narrowed. She held her hands out, one farther than the other, 
squatted with one leg forward. She leaned on her front leg 
and rolled her hands in opposite directions, as Chim-Mi had, 
or so she thought.  

The Wa-di straightened, hands at his sides, and gave her 
a deadly glower. “No,” he said. 

“What?” 
“No!” he repeated. She stopped. His voice was quiet. “I 

was guiding the spirits of the fallen Wa-di to the afterlife. 
You do not know how to do it. You could have made them 
lose their way.” 

“Oh!” Nila gasped, hands covering her mouth. “I didn’t 
mean to—”  

“Never mind. I was at the end, the part where I give 
them messages to pass on. I just wanted them to say good 
things about me if they meet my grandmother but it does not 
matter, she wouldn’t listen to them anyway. Enough sad 
thoughts. Follow me.”  
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He led her to some barrels where the sailors had gutted 
the fish. “Look what I found.” He pulled out two fish heads, 
their noses long and sharp. “Do you want to spar with me?” 
He tossed a head at her. It landed at her feet. She looked at it, 
looked back at him. He held his fish head at the ready, 
despite the fact that he had an actual sword at his waist. 
“What? It’s only fair I use one too.” 

“Okay.” She shrugged and picked hers up.  
It was hard to grip, and a slimy mess, but with two 

hands they were able to swing at each other. The Wa-di was 
an expert swordsman. He bashed her over and over with his 
stinking, rubbery fish head. Eventually he began shouting 
instructions to her, guiding her to thrust and parry better. The 
crew, those not working the sails, gathered to watch, 
laughing and cheering. There was a hushed “Ooooh” when 
Chim-Mi slipped on runoff from the fish barrel but when he 
flipped himself upright again, the crowd hurrahed loudly.  

Panting and laughing, Nila and Chim-Mi eventually 
dropped their swords back into the barrel and someone 
brought them a bucket to clean the fish guck off. Jazmander 
rang the supper bell just as they finished. 

When their bellies were full of fresh grilled fish, Oobik 
ushered them back down to the hold. The sun was almost 
setting but the ship would be in sight of Feryl long before the 
light was gone. Nila took the chance to knot herself back into 
the hammock and doze. 

Later, when the Dark Mistress was once again anchored 
in the bay of Feryl, Jaz shook her awake. “Time to go.”  

Chim-Mi was already up on deck. Nila, groggy with 
sleep, packed her items in her sack and squeezed into her 
now dry clothes. She left Jaz’s borrowed ones tucked in the 
hammock along with a colorful stone she had been carrying 
around in the front of her pack. It wasn’t worth anything, it 
was just pretty, but maybe Jaz would find it so too. 

She joined Oobik, Jaz, and Chim-Mi near the ladder that 
led to the dinghy. Chim-Mi laughed at her.  
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“What’s so funny?” she asked. Oobik and Jaz had begun 
to chuckle as well. 

“You walk funny!” Chim-Mi roared.  
Nila pursed her lips. “It’s the leather. It shrinks and 

stiffens when it dries. It’ll loosen up soon enough. Now shut 
up before I toss you overboard.”  

Chim-Mi snorted and Oobik coughed heartily into his 
beard. 

“Well, I fer one don’t mind the tightness, lass.” Jaz 
winked.  

Oobik gestured for her to get going.  
“Shouldn’t Jaz go first? I don’t know anything about 

boats.” 
“Jaz won’t be planted tonight, I’m afeared. Young 

Bergen dere”—Oobik cocked his thumb over the gunwale—
“is some stunned about them city lights. Wants to take a 
gander himself.”  

She leaned over and saw a tall, lanky youth grinning 
back up at her. 

Chim-Mi unbuckled his sword and handed it to Jaz. 
“Thank you for taking care of this,” he said. “I will come 
back for it once I find a safe place to keep it.” As a lone Wa-
di in the city, his sword would be confiscated—and he more 
than likely arrested—by the first official he came across. So, 
with more than a little trepidation, he was leaving it in the 
care of the Dark Mistress. It was a beautifully crafted 
weapon and obviously very special to the warrior. Nila could 
understand his hesitation.  

With a last aching look at his sword, Chim-Mi nudged 
her to get going and they descended to the dinghy. Bergen, 
whose legs took up most of the small boat, pulled away from 
the ship.  

“Good luck to youse two!” Oobik waved 
enthusiastically.  

The Dark Mistress, Nila thought as she waved back. 
What an odd name for such a jolly ship.  
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Bergen whistled softly and pulled on the oars. The melody 
was tuneful and sweet, and rolled up and down just like the 
ship on the waves. It extended the placid mood from the 
Dark Mistress until they skirted around Fogtown and the 
horrors of the night before came back. 

“Chim-Mi, do you know who sent the Night Terror last 
night?” Nila asked. Bergen’s whistling faded away. 

“No idea. Wa-di were only told to guard the relic.” 
“Did Amas-Istri warn you, though?” 
“No. We were not prepared for the akunza-sho.” 
“Do you remember that guy in the street the first time 

we met? The one in the cloak?” 
“Mazul? Yes, of course. I would have caught you if he 

hadn’t interfered.”  
Nila begged to differ but didn’t voice it. “Yes, Mazul. 

How is he linked to Istri?” 
“He was with Istri when we arrived from Shoken. Some 

kind of official. I was sure he worked for the councilor but 
now I am not so certain.” 

“He was there, in Fogtown” she said. “I saw him. Mazul 
was the one who brought the Night Terror to Fogtown, I’m 
sure of it.”  

She described the ferry crossing—the barge emerging 
from the fog, the crate, the hooded figure watching her.  
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Bergen listened, eyes wide, lips pressed together, as he 
rowed toward a pebble landing beach away from the Souk. 
Moments later, the dinghy scraped the shore and came to 
rest. Chim-Mi and Nila jumped out and Bergen pulled it onto 
the foggy shore with the other boats. He flipped some coins 
to a watcher kid who tied it off before going back to his post. 
Bergen returned to them, grinning with eagerness.  

“Where do yeh recommend?” he asked. 
“Depends,” Nila responded. “Since a monster right out 

of an ogre tale ravaged Fogtown last night, I’d be going to 
the first place I found on the mainland and sticking there ’til 
morning. But if that kind of thing doesn’t worry you, I’d 
catch a ferry to Fogtown and explore the Larga. My guess is, 
it’ll still be open.” 

“Right,” Bergen said, chewing his lip, pretending to 
weigh the risk. He nodded once and sprinted off toward the 
ferry docks.  

Nila turned to Chim-Mi. “So, what are you going to do 
now? Go back to Amas-Istri?”  

“No, I go get drunk. You are not invited,” he said and 
cracked a wide grin.  

She grinned back. “Good luck with that.” 
“Wa-di create their own luck.” He turned to leave. “But 

thanks anyway.” 
“Hey,” she said, “thanks for coming to get me in the 

warehouse.”  
“Next time I will teach you to dance,” he said and 

walked away.  
Nila smiled and struck out toward Balek’s.  
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Balek would know by now. News from Fogtown would have 
reached him; no relic, half his guard force dead, The 
Company dead. Nila didn’t even know what to say to him.  

She couldn’t get her head around it. Balek was always a 
careful planner. He didn’t take huge risks. He cared about 
the people working for him, and even if he didn’t, losing 
crew wasn’t financially smart. Even without the Night 
Terror, he knew going after this relic would be dangerous. 
He told her this himself. Why the risk? What was so special 
about this relic?  

She had too many questions, ones that made her feel 
very uneasy. For the first time since she had come to Feryl, 
she wanted to get the king out. Could she join the merry 
mariners on the Dark Mistress? That made her shake her 
head. She couldn’t believe this city was starting to make the 
sea look good. 

As she had said to Bergen, smart people stay off the 
streets when there is a monster prowling around, ripping 
everyone to shreds. The Annex was abandoned. It was eerily 
quiet and thick fog billowed behind her as she walked. She 
should’ve been delighted to have the city to herself. Instead, 
she felt an urgency to get somewhere safe.  

Muted bootsteps marching in unison crossed the street 
ahead of her. It was a regiment of Cities on patrol. She 
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shrank into a doorway. Poor bastards, she thought. As if 
they could protect anyone from a Night Terror. They 
certainly didn’t make her feel any safer. With tensions in the 
city this high, they were as likely to lance her through the gut 
as help her.  

Not long after, and without any mishaps, Nila landed 
softly on Balek’s roof. Molokai’s voice was coming from the 
courtyard. She had survived? She sounded distressed.  

The conversation was tense; Balek was clearly as upset 
as Molokai.  

Nila called down to them to let them know she’d arrived 
and the voices ceased immediately. She heard the sound of 
flapping sandals on the steps, then Jaquil burst onto the roof. 
He grasped her by the shoulders. 

“You’re here at last! Thank the fates! Molokai has 
recently returned too!”  

Nila was bewildered. “How did you know I survived?” 
“The Dark Mistress, of course. They sent word right 

away. Come, come, you must come below.” He ushered her 
down the stairs.  

She entered the courtyard to see Molokai prostrated in 
front of Balek. He was leaning forward with a hand on her 
shoulder.  

“Molokai, please continue. You said you and Koalo 
fled. How?”  

Molokai sat back on her haunches, her proud shoulders 
bowed. “We had never seen something so frightening,” she 
said. “After we were knocked over, Koalo and I rolled 
ourselves into the canal and swam away. We stayed in the 
water for a long time. The beast kept coming back, searching 
for anyone from the compound. My brother had been badly 
cut by the beast’s claw. By the time we got out of the canal, 
he was in bad shape and had a fever. I found a healer in 
Fogtown. That is where he is now. I am worried he will not 
survive. That is why I am late to return. Forgive me.”  

Balek’s face was pinched and drained of blood. 



JILL CHARD 

115 
 

Molokai had tears streaming down her cheeks. “Please, 
do not send us back to Gallamone before our time. We 
would be shamed. I am sorry we did not stay to fight. Let us 
correct our mistake.” 

“No.” Balek stood. “No. You must go back to 
Gallamone. I will ex—” 

“How dare you!” Nila interrupted. 
“Nila, let me—” Balek said brusquely.  
“Do you have any idea what it was like, what you’ve put 

all of us through?” she yelled. “I couldn’t even find all of 
Sanzin! Pieces of bodies were everywhere! You can’t fight a 
nightmare, Balek. There was nothing anyone could have 
done! You don’t know. You were here, safe. You weren’t 
with Molokai, or Sanzin, and you sure as king weren’t with 
Marta. She’s dead. Did you know? Dead because you 
wanted—what, some useless antique? Here!” she screamed, 
un-shouldering her pack. She dumped its contents onto the 
ground. “Here’s your kinged—”  

It wasn’t there. The relic wasn’t there. She shook her 
bag again but she already knew exactly where it was. “Chim-
Mi!” she hissed.  

With an angry kick, Nila sent the contents of her bag 
flying across the courtyard. She should have known it was 
gone right away but she had been too distracted by crow’s 
nests and billowing sails and hadn’t checked that the relic 
had remained a secret in her bag. 

She raged, kicking potted flowers into the fountain, 
ripping vines from their trellises, flipping any furniture she 
could find until Balek got ahold of her with both hands and 
shook her. His grip was firm and tight, painful even.  

“Stop it!” he commanded. “Stop and tell me what 
happened.”  

Nila broke under the pressure of Balek’s grip. Like 
spoiled meat in a sealed jar, all the horror from the night 
before burst out. She sagged in his arms and began to cry.  

Jaquil lifted the table and righted the chairs. Balek set 
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Nila down. She squirmed, trying to hide behind her arms, 
sobbing. She didn’t want to cry in front of them but she 
couldn’t help it. Everything had come back in an 
overwhelming rush. Worse, she realized it had all been for 
nothing. Chim-Mi would just take the relic right back to 
Amas-Istri. 

It took her a while before she could tell Balek what she 
had seen. She told him about the crate on the ferry, the 
fighters hiding in the barges, the Night Terror, and Marta. 
She told him about Chim-Mi; how he tried to catch her then 
helped her escape, that he had been taken to the Dark 
Mistress as well.  

Suddenly she remembered what Chim-Mi had said as 
they parted: “I go get drunk. You are not invited.” 

“Balek, I think I know where to find the Wa-di.” Nila 
stood, wiping tears and snot from her face. She couldn’t let it 
all be for nothing. 

“No, this has become too dangerous,” he said. 
“Not if I go now. I don’t think Amas-Istri has it yet.”  
Balek stopped her as she turned to leave. “Nila, I 

understand your anger but this relic is far more important 
than you know. I am torn apart by this, believe me, but I 
assure you, we have a just cause. Marta understood this. You 
will too when you return. We will explain all we can.” His 
eyes shifted to Jaquil.  

She twisted out of his grip. “I’ll get the relic back, 
Balek, but then we’re done.”  

She ran up the steps to the roof and leapt. 
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Nila was headed to the Pickling District in the Annex, an 
area full of the kind of taverns where ale-slingers were 
efficient rather than comely. If there was drinking to be 
done—and not even evisceration by a Night Terror could 
deter a die-hard drunk—those taverns would be open. The 
question was, which would Chim-Mi have chosen to 
obliterate himself in? She figured he’d look for the dirtiest, 
most hopeless dive he could find; somewhere cheap and dark 
with lots of corners and oversized tankards. 

She tried The Old Gallows first. The place was more 
like a sleeping stable than a taproom, with all the passed-out 
clients. The barmaid, the only one awake, shook her head at 
Chim-Mi’s description. She hit The Tipped Tankard and The 
Spanked Bottom as well, but no Chim-Mi.  

She was just about to go into The Drowned Gullet on 
Meat Street when her luck changed. She was reaching for the 
grimy door when it opened and the Wa-di was hurled out. He 
hit the opposite wall and crumpled to the ground.  

“Next time you show me that, I’ll cut it off, you son of a 
king!” 

Nila was sure he must have broken something, but four 
hours of nonstop drinking gave a guy rubber bones. He stood 
back up and gyrated rudely at the back of the barmaid as she 
slammed the door shut.  
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Four hours of drinking also made a person incoherent. 
“Niiiiiilaaaaa, honnnnnize tozeeyuuu.”  

He slumped forward and she caught him. The smell of 
vomit and spirits on his breath hit her like a club. He began 
to sit down. “No, no, no.” She pulled him back upright and 
patted around his waist, looking for the relic. He didn’t have 
it. 

“Oh, you wannazeeit too?” he asked, his hands moving 
toward his trousers.  

She let go and he dropped to the ground. She entered the 
tavern, returning a short while later and several coins poorer. 
Chim-Mi, according to the haggard barmaid, hadn’t had 
anything on him other than enough coin to get himself 
completely smashed. 

“Alright, you, you’re coming with me,” Nila said, 
hoisting the Wa-di up and draping one of his arms around 
her shoulders.  

She and Chim-Mi wove their way out of Meat Street. He 
leaned heavily on her, barely able to walk. She realized he 
was in no shape to go up the tiers with her so she had to 
think of something other than taking him to Balek’s. She 
turned toward the West End.  

It was as quiet as the rest of the city, but here and there, 
figures moved about in the fog. She dragged him into a 
square. The Stallion and Mare was directly across from them 
and seemed to be open. Holding him tightly, she moved 
them through the swirling mist. Muffled laughter burst from 
a place to her right. When she turned toward the noise, she 
noticed a dark figure looming in the street next to a 
bathhouse, watching them. She caught her breath.  

“Chim-Mi, do you see it?” She pointed but the figure 
had receded into the shadows, out of sight. The Wa-di 
murmured something incoherent and flopped his head back 
down on her shoulder. 

They crossed the square and shuffled down the alley that 
ran behind The Stallion and Mare. She dragged Chim-Mi 
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through the back door.  
The air was warm and smoky inside. An enchanting 

melody drifted in from the gaming room along with the clink 
of glasses and the hum of clients’ voices. A few off-duty 
dealers and entertainers sat together in the back room, 
talking quietly. They turned to stare at the newcomers.  

“Please, tell one of the matrons I’d like to speak with 
her.”  

One of them recognized her. He rose and disappeared 
through a beaded curtain, returning moments later with the 
matron. 

“Why, it’s Miss Nila. I see you’ve supplied your own 
luck this evening, although I daresay the drunk ones don’t 
always measure up to expectations,” she said in a deep, silky 
voice.  

Miss Yum Yum was a strikingly beautiful woman. She 
was also born a he and relished the way her voice stirred so 
much curiosity and intrigue in her customers. She and her 
twin sister, Miss Yum Mi—born a she—ran The Stallion and 
Mare together. 

“Miss Yum Yum, my friend needs to sleep this off in a 
safe place. Can I call in a favor?” 

“Miss Yum Yum has nice bum-bum,” Chim-Mi slurred 
and laughed at his own joke.  

Miss Yum Yum ignored him. “After you found me the 
guy that ruined our Shyla’s face? No favor, you can have the 
room anytime, hun. We’re quiet tonight anyway. Room 
twelve.”  

Miss Yum Yum made Nila wait until she came back 
with a bucket. “Just make sure he doesn’t miss, okay? Those 
sheets are Jahari silk.” 

Nila dragged Chim-Mi, still rhyming yum-yum and 
bum-bum, up the stairs. She unlocked door number twelve 
and dragged him inside. The room was opulent, to say the 
least. Miss Yum Yum wasn’t kidding about the Jahari silk. 
Purple reams of it draped and billowed in and around the 
bed.  
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She lay Chim-Mi down and he immediately began to 
retch so she shoved his head in the bucket. Another 
charming evening in the company of Chim-Mi. When he was 
done, she poured him some water from a carafe. He sat on 
the side of the bed and drank greedily, then rested his head in 
his hands. 

“Chim-Mi,” Nila said slowly, “Where is the relic?”  
He began to cry. He grabbed the bucket and threw up 

again, then went back to crying.  
“Please tell me what you’ve done with it.” 
“Wa-di are perfect warriors. We train for years to 

become Wa-di. Much discipline.” Chim-Mi sobbed. “One 
thing breaks us, one thing we cannot resist: a game of 
chance. 

“In Shoken, where I come from, you cannot use coins in 
a game of chance. Coins are illegal because we cannot resist 
the game. With coins, you can lose everything too quickly. 
So the emperor makes a rule that we must trade other things 
like food, work, or chores; things everybody sees so debts 
are not secret.  

“It’s so funny to see a big, tough warrior man singing a 
lullaby to a baby. We all laugh when we see funny debts. We 
get very creative with our wagers. Sometimes they can 
backfire, though. If a man is stupid, he will send his wife to 
cook dinner for someone else. But take it from me, this is a 
very bad idea. You do not cross a wife in my country.  

“You know, we even have judges who can help decide 
what is fair. This is how we control our problem. You 
understand, Nila? 

“But here in Feryl, only coins are wanted. Wa-di have 
lots of coins because rich people want us. We are perfect 
warriors. Chim-Mi has lots of coins from Istri for games of 
chance and no rules to hold him back. But coins disappear 
very fast. So, I borrow from moneylender. Then I have big 
debt to moneylender.” He began to sob again. 

“I traded relic for debt. I tell moneylender it is a big 
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deal. I tell him you will come for the relic, that you will pay 
him many coins. He laughs at me and I think I am kinged. I 
think those ogres of his will take me to the canal to drown 
me.” Chim-Mi’s eyes were wide. “Instead, he and his lady 
decide the relic is really valuable, really good trade. So he 
takes relic and gives me even more coins. And I am so proud 
because I stay away from game of chance tonight. I get very 
drunk instead.” He grinned, definitely proud of himself. His 
eyes closed and he began to lean over to one side.  

“Chim-Mi!” Nila was going to lose him soon. “The 
moneylender—his name is Locksiay, yes?”  

The man’s drunken frown was almost comical. “That’s 
him! Very pretty man. Nice clothes. Nice lady friend. She 
remimee ovyou. Not cause yur nize, causeya…” His words 
faded into the deep breathing of a sleeping drunk.  

Nila exhaled. She still had a chance. Chim-Mi told 
Locksiay she would come for the relic and she knew he 
would wait to hear from her before moving it. Still, she had 
to get it from him as soon as possible. She didn’t want to mix 
him up in this too. The faster she could get it back to Balek, 
the faster she could get away from this mess. She gritted her 
teeth. That meant another trip up the kinged tiers to get coins 
from Balek. She wasn’t about to use her own to buy back the 
relic. She had little trust left in Balek that he’d pay her back 
and couldn’t risk coming up short just when she needed to 
get out of Feryl. So, up the tiers she’d go. Holy Goddess of 
Feryl, she was exhausted.  

She looked at the sleeping Wa-di. He was slumped over 
on his side, feet still planted on the floor. She pulled his 
boots off, put his feet on the bed, and left him to sleep. 

She found Miss Yum Yum leaning against a pillar in the 
main room, listening to her sister play the shamisen. The 
notes were hauntingly beautiful and Nila found herself 
mesmerized. She wasn’t the only one. Miss Yum Mi was a 
notable musician and some people came to The Stallion and 
Mare just to see her perform. 
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“I’d be happy to check in on your fella,” Miss Yum 
Yum said, breaking Nila’s trance. “That is what you came to 
ask, isn’t it?” 

Nila nodded. 
“I have a favor to ask in return for tonight, and I’ll pay 

you extra.” 
Nila looked at her. 
Miss Yum Yum swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing. 

“Something happened a few nights ago. One of our dealers, 
Jano, came back a few hours after his shift finished covered 
in blood. When we asked him what had happened, he didn’t 
know. The last thing he remembered was a man sitting down 
at his table, a strange man dressed in a dark cloak, mask, 
gloves. Another dealer said he saw Jano leaving with this 
man a little while later.”  

Nila did not like where this was going. “A dark cloak? 
Was it green?” 

“That’s what we asked. At first we thought it sounded 
like one of those crazies who have been attacking people in 
the market, but Jano doesn’t think so. He said the man’s 
clothes were too fine and his manners were more upper tier. 
The word is these people in green, these Children, are all 
poor and destitute. Rabble. The Cullers would’ve had them 
by now if it weren’t for that damned ancient law that protects 
them. Probably how they recruit new ones, isn’t it? Put on a 
green cloak and you can beg without consequence, as long as 
you follow their crazy rituals.” Miss Yum Yum clucked her 
tongue. 

“So, anyway, Jano came in covered in blood and the 
next morning, we heard that a body was being pulled from 
one of the canals near here. I grabbed Jano and we arrived 
just as it was being carried away. We were expecting the 
man in the cloak but it wasn’t him, Nila. It was some fruit 
vendor—a man called Hekturo, one of the Cullers told us. 
His body had been stabbed several times. Jano thinks he was 
the one who did it. He said it was like he could feel it in his 
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hands. He is terrified. Could you look into it, find out, like 
how you found the man who cut Shyla?” 

Nila swallowed, thinking about the fruit vendor’s 
strange behavior towards her in the Souk. That had been just 
before her first encounter with the Children, something she’d 
brushed off as paranoia. She tried to sound reassuring. “I 
will, as soon as I can.” She got the sinking feeling that she 
wouldn’t need to look into it, though. She was pretty sure 
she was already stuck in the middle. 
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Nila reached the Fifth Tier just as the colors of sunrise were 
bleeding into the sky. Lately, it seemed to her the birth and 
death of the sun had become portents, some kind of warning 
of trouble ahead. What am I in for today, she wondered, a 
slip from the roofs?  

She was exhausted. She had already come dangerously 
close to falling a few times. She was on the west side of the 
city and much closer to Keris’s than to Balek’s. She decided 
not to risk the longer distance. The relic would be safe with 
Locksiay for a while, at least long enough for her to get a 
little rest, anyway. 

Keris wasn’t home when she crawled through the 
window. His studies often had him up early and out of the 
house. She left her sack in the middle of the floor so he’d 
know she was there and stumbled off to her room, where she 
collapsed on the bed. She was asleep as soon as her head hit 
the pillow. 

She woke around midday and wandered into Keris’s 
study, where a platter of food was waiting for her. She 
smiled at her friend’s foresight. He knew she would be 
hungry, if only because she always was. Her stomach 
growled painfully; the grilled fish on the Dark Mistress had 
been the last thing she’d eaten.  

Nila wolfed down cured meat, cheese, and bread, 
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finishing them off with the cold jah Keris had left for her. 
She felt much better after sleeping and filling her belly, and 
felt ready to get going. She wished Keris were there so she 
could thank him for the food, but, clearly, he was having a 
busy day. Since he wasn’t, she decided to do something else 
for him. 

She found a piece of parchment on his desk. She was 
still poor at writing but she could draw. She made a picture 
of herself with a fat belly and a pig’s nose, and carefully 
printed the word “thanks.” She blew on it to dry the ink.  

As she propped her drawing up on the desk, she noticed 
the book Keris used to record relics. She pulled it over and 
began flipping through pages. They were filled with sketches 
and notes, many more than what she had brought him. Keris 
must have other sources besides her for relics. She tried to 
read the notes but quickly gave up. She wasn’t patient 
enough for it just then.  

She stopped flipping when she noticed a drawing of a 
rod-shaped relic much like the first one she stole from Istri a 
few weeks previous. This rod had carvings of people in 
positions that made her blush. She sounded out the title: “Lo-
vers.” If the Yum sisters collected relics, she mused, surely 
this was one they would want. She noticed Keris had added a 
star to the bottom corner of the page. She continued to leaf 
through the book, looking for stars. Sure enough, the next 
one she found was also a rod. This one was engraved with all 
kinds of animals. “Beasts,” she read slowly. 

A door slammed somewhere in the house. An angry 
voice was cursing. Feet pounded up the steps. Nila closed the 
book and returned it to its place.  

Keris burst into the room so violently that she jumped 
up, knocking over the chair. He stopped in the open 
doorway. His eye was swollen and bruised. 

“What are you doing?” he demanded, eyes flashing. His 
tone was strange, sharp and powerful. 

Nila hurriedly righted the chair. She grabbed the 
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drawing and brought it over. “I was making you a note.” She 
handed it to Keris.  

He blinked a few times and his face softened as he 
looked at what she had made him. He smiled. “You’re 
welcome.” 

“What happened?” she asked, indicating his eye. 
He raised his fingers to it. “Domestic dispute,” he said 

bluntly. His father, then.  
She wondered if Keris had finally got his ultimatum—

fully join the family business or fend for himself. He always 
walked a fine line with his parents, bartering for more time at 
the university, promising that he would take his rightful 
place eventually. She guessed it hadn’t worked this time. 
Keris’s father had always hated sharing his son with magic. 
More and more, he’d been insisting his son travel with him 
to their jah plantations in Hittoria, purposely causing Keris to 
miss school. They argued a lot about it. She’d heard them a 
few times before through the fourth-floor keyhole, but this 
was the first one she knew of that led to violence. 

“Does it hurt much?” she asked. 
“Not as much as losing what I want.” The strange look 

had crept back into his eyes. His fists clenched and 
unclenched.  

“That’s it, then? Do you know what you’ll do?” 
“Oh, I chose magic a while ago.” He sighed heavily, 

then shook off his anger. “Enough about me. Everyone’s 
talking about what happened in Fogtown. I’m guessing that 
was the job that was so secret?” 

“Yeah. I’m lucky to be alive.” Nila’s stomach clenched 
at the memory.  

“Here.” Keris gestured to his armchair. “Sit down and 
tell me.” He pulled another chair closer.  

Nila described what had happened in as much detail as 
she could stomach. For whatever reason, she left out the part 
about the Dark Mistress. Maybe because it was such a 
strange and oddly pleasant memory, like a dream she wanted 
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to keep just for herself. 
“You’re telling me you jumped in the canal? You hate 

water.” 
“It was the Wa-di’s idea. He saved my life and got me 

back to the Annex.” 
“I wish you had come to me right away. I would have 

taken care of you.” 
“I know.” Nila smiled. 
“So, you have the relic? It’s here?” He asked, eyes 

alight with eagerness. 
She lied again. “Balek has it now.” This relic was far too 

dangerous for Keris to get involved. She could not let that 
happen. 

“You didn’t bring it to me first?” Keris stood, his voice 
rising. 

“I had no choice.” Nila stood as well. 
“You had no choice? Of course you had a choice,” he 

said, his voice rising as he stepped closer. “This is not the 
deal you and I made! You have to get the relic back for me!” 
Anger burned in his eyes. “I need it for my book! I have to 
see it.” He grabbed her shoulders and dug his nails in. “You 
have to bring it here!” He began to shake her. “Do you hear 
me? You must bring it to me!” His grip tightened painfully. 

“Stop!” she cried out, squirming against his nails. When 
he didn’t release her she swung a fist into his torso. She did 
it again, winding him. She snapped both arms up, knocking 
his hands from her shoulders, and pushed him hard. He 
stumbled and fell sideways over his chair.  

He groaned and rolled on the floor, then turned over to 
sit cross-legged and put his head in hands. His anger had 
fled. “Forgive me, please. I don’t know what came over me 
just now. I wasn’t myself.” He wiped his eyes, wincing at his 
bruises. “It’s just that my work is so important, you know? I 
feel like my goals are slipping away and I guess I just lost 
my mind. I don’t want to hurt you, Nila. I never want to hurt 
you.”  
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She knelt in front of him. “I would gladly bring you this 
relic if it wasn’t so dangerous. Things have gotten weird 
lately. These Children of the Goddess—the ones who have 
been attacking people—have been following me, Keris, and I 
think they’re connected to this Mazul guy. I try to lose them 
but I can’t always be sure. If I bring the relic here, if Mazul 
knew the relic was here, he would send that monster after 
you. I can’t risk losing the one person I—” She swallowed. 
“I can’t lose you.” 

Keris caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. He 
was gentle and his warmth had returned. He stared into her 
eyes, the depth of his irises mesmerizing. His lips were full, 
flushed with color. He kissed her.  

Nila’s mind reeled. Her gut reaction was to punch and 
bite and kick but she found herself stuck to him like a 
magnet. She closed her eyes and felt his lips soft against 
hers. It was sweet and felt nicer than anything she had 
experienced before. A tingling feeling ran from her lips 
downward past her belly. Its intensity surprised her.  

Keris slowly pulled back and smiled.  
Heat surged through her. All she could think about was 

doing it again. She pulled him over and kissed him. 
Suddenly she was frantic, acting on a need she had shoved 
far away and ignored until now. She pulled at his shirt. 

“Whoa, whoa,” he said, holding her back. “Slow down.”  
She stopped, hot embarrassment flushing through her.  
“No, I want this too, but are you sure you do?” 
“Yes.” Her heart raced. 
“Absolutely sure?” 
“Yes.” 
“Let’s remove this first, then.” He untied her amulet and 

set it on the table by the armchair. He brushed a lock of hair 
from her face and kissed her gently. He grasped her hand. 
She was shaking. He smiled and led her to his bed. She 
followed, exploding with desire, joy, and terror all at the 
same time. 
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Afterward, they lay together, Keris nestled into her 
back, his arm draped over her. Nila felt the warmth of his 
skin and the shape of his nakedness against hers. She had to 
let someone in sometime, he had said. Well, now she had. It 
felt strange and familiar at the same time, like she had found 
something she had forgotten she’d lost. She melted against 
him. 

“Keris?” 
“Uh-huh,” came his muffled response, his face buried in 

her hair. 
“Keris, I have a lot of coin. All the jobs I’ve done, I’ve 

been saving it all.” She paused, terrified to continue. “I-I 
want you to stay at the university. I want you to keep 
working on your book. Leave here and live with me.”  

“Are you buying my love?” He chuckled. 
“I mean it. I have more than enough to get us rooms in 

the Second Tier, maybe even the Third if you want. You 
took a chance on me. Now it’s my turn.”  

He inhaled deeply, slowly exhaled warm breath into her 
hair.  

“Here’s the thing, Nila.” He rolled onto his back, 
wincing from the bruised ribs he’d gotten to go with the eye. 
“I’m probably leaving Feryl soon.” His words were a sucker 
punch to her gut. “There are relics in other places that I 
really need for my book. There are just a few left in Feryl 
that I am interested in and I won’t even need your help to get 
to them, not even with the one I know is in the doega’s vault. 
Once I’ve studied them, I’m gone.”  

Silence hung heavy in the air. For the first time, Nila 
realized there was more than one way to lose somebody. 

“You could come with me, though!” He turned quickly 
onto his elbow, his face shining despite the grimace of pain. 
“We would be unstoppable together. Think about it. We 
would be explorers; relics by day, and by night…” His hands 
began to rove all over her body.  

She laughed nervously, feeling a bit of that ingrained 
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panic rise up again.  
Keris pressed his body on hers. She felt his arousal and 

her body responded in kind. He kissed her.  
“First I really need your help with the relic you took to 

Balek.” He kissed her again. “Can you get it for me? Just for 
a few hours? I’d be really careful.” 

Nila was taken aback. Images of cobblestones slick with 
offal came to her. “You weren’t there. If you were, you 
wouldn’t go anywhere near that relic.” 

“I can handle myself.” 
“No, you can’t. Not this time.”  
He was suddenly angry. He rolled off her and stood. 

“You think I’m some spoiled, soft little boy, don’t you? That 
I’ve spent my life in a beni with my nose in a book so I 
couldn’t possibly know what the real world is like. Is that 
why you want to take care of me, because I’m weak?” He 
grabbed his clothes from the floor. 

“No, that’s not—” 
“You have no idea.” His voice held no emotion as he 

said this. It was flat and hard, cold.  
Keris stormed from the room. Nila heard the door to his 

apartment slam shut and his footsteps descend the stairs.  
She buried her face in the pillow and screamed until her 

voice gave out. 
Eventually she got dressed, her limbs heavy. How could 

she have let this happen? She couldn’t bear losing him now 
that she’d said it out loud, now that she’d admitted it for the 
first time even to herself.  

She waded through sadness as thick as Feryl’s fog to 
Keris’s desk in the study. Opening his book, she flipped to a 
blank page. She had only looked at the relic the one time 
when she had picked it up from Marta’s side. She shut her 
eyes and tried to remember. It had been cold to the touch, 
like a rock, and shaped like a spearhead with four equal sides 
converging to its point. She had felt etchings but hadn’t been 
able to make them out in the darkness. It had a blunted point, 
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either intentional or from use, and projecting from the square 
end was a short, twisted column which could have been a 
handle. Overall, the relic reminded her of the spinning tops 
street swindlers took bets on. 

She sketched the relic, struggling to write the 
observations she couldn’t draw, hoping Keris would be able 
to understand her poor, phonetic spelling. She wiped the 
quill and left the book open to dry. 

It was time to get to Balek’s. He would be itchy for 
news and she needed his coin to pay Locksiay.  

Nila gathered her things and left. 
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The day had worn a thick shroud of gray but afternoon winds 
were starting to stir up the clouds. Suddenly the sun burst 
through a break, causing the shadows of the thugs hiding 
around a corner to spring to life. Nila’s feet had just hit the 
ground when she saw them but it was already too late. They 
grabbed her and thrust a sack over her head, then bound her 
wrists and ankles and threw her into a gig with its curtains 
drawn.  

A man sitting beside her pulled the hood off once they 
were underway. When Nila was first grabbed, she had 
thought it was the Children, but the man was wearing the 
livery of a Guard of the Thirteen. She looked more closely at 
the insignia on the guard’s breast. The guard followed her 
eyes. 

“That’s right, the Councilor for Crime and Punishment. 
You’re off to the Well, sweetheart.” He smiled. 

“And the curtains are so no one sees where I’m going? 
Why didn’t you just stick me in a box?” 

“The advantage of being the First Guard is that I no 
longer have to walk.” He chuckled. “Lucky you.” 

Nila desperately searched for a way to get out of the 
carriage. She could try headbutting the guard but headbutting 
didn’t always work, and it hurt like hell. Even if she was 
successful, the door was bolted shut and she was bound. 
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Keris! She thought but realized he was unlikely to have seen 
what happened. Besides, he was not the type to mount a 
rescue. He’s right, she thought, I do see him as weak.  

She had no idea how to escape but she was not going 
quietly. The First Guard was smiling to himself, dozing in 
the warmth of the gig as it was pulled up the tiers. Nila 
would have to try the headbutt. She zeroed in on the guard’s 
temple, leaned back and, with all her force, thrust forward. 
The guard was not as sleepy as he had seemed. He shifted 
quickly and Nila face-planted the carriage wall.  

“That’s enough of that, love,” the First Guard said. He 
shoved a dazed Nila back into her seat. Before she could 
regain her wits, a cloth was pressed to her face. The last 
thing she remembered was darkness flooding her vision, 
whether from the sack or the drugs, she couldn’t say. 
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Nila slipped out of the practice room while her mother was 
busy with the other leehali. She headed to the men’s wing of 
the qasr.  

Dali had begun weapons training and after he’d 
described it to her, she had become obsessed with finding a 
way to watch. It sounded so much more interesting than 
learning the boring leehali dances. She had to be careful, 
though. Girls were absolutely forbidden.  

Nila donned the boy clothes Dali had given her for their 
forays into the city and slipped quietly through the corridors 
to the training arena.  

The clacking of wood on wood echoed down the hall as 
she approached. She found a dark corner in the viewing 
gallery and snuck to the edge, raising her head just enough to 
look down between pilasters. From there, she had a good 
view of the arena and Dali’s fighting lesson.  

Dali and his master were moving in graceful patterns, 
striking wooden scimitars together. It was a different kind of 
dance than what the leehalis did but no less elegant. Nila 
wished she could learn it too. 

They moved around the square, slashing and blocking, 
changing weapons. The master had shown some overhead 
strikes with a spear, then set his weapon down. “You and I 
are going to be late for Observance, if we don’t stop now,” 
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he said. “Be on time tomorrow or your father will hear of it. 
Go now.”  

Dali and the master bowed to each other and replaced 
the spears in a rack at the edge of the courtyard. Dali trotted 
off and the master left in the opposite direction.  

Nila looked at the empty arena. The bells rang out the 
call to Observance. She should return to her dance lessons. 
But temptation teased her; she couldn’t ignore it. 

She descended the stairs and slowly stepped into the 
courtyard. She stared at the racks of wooden weapons. 
Choosing a scimitar, she balanced it in her hand as she had 
seen the master doing. She assumed a stance and began to 
thrust and parry. 

“What’s this?” The master’s low voice boomed across 
the arena. Nila dropped the weapon. The master marched 
over and grabbed her by the wrist. “You aren’t one of my 
students. Who are you?” 

“Please, I was only playing. Please don’t tell the danta,” 
Nila begged. 

“How dare you? This is not The Way!” The master 
cuffed her on the side of the head, knocking her cap off. Her 
hair came tumbling out.  

“Well, well, a leehali in training. You leehalis are 
getting too bold for your own good, I think. What made you 
think you could touch one of my weapons, let alone be here? 
Do you know what kind of punishment you would face if I 
tell the danta?” 

“Please! I—I came into the gallery and saw you 
practicing. I know I shouldn’t have but I saw you teaching 
the nal-danta. It looked—” She hesitated “—it looked 
beautiful.” 

“Beautiful? Yes, I suppose it is rather beautiful.” He 
nodded, his eyes scanning her from top to bottom. He 
reached out and took a strand of her hair between his fingers. 
“Well, I’ll make you a deal, little leehali. How about I show 
you this beautiful thing, and in exchange you will show me 
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this beautiful thing.” He raked his hand down her body.  
She stepped back. 
“Uh-uh-uh, little leehali. You may have an idea of what 

the danta would do to you if he finds out you were here, but 
have you thought about what he would do to your mother? 
She has lost control of you, after all, hasn’t she?”  

Nila felt sick. What would the danta do to her mother? 
She hadn’t considered that. It wasn’t her mother’s fault but 
she knew the master was right, her mother would be 
punished. 

The master took her hand and led her across the arena. 
She followed meekly. He guided her into a storage room and 
closed the door.  

“My turn first.” 
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“My turn first!” a gravelly voice said.  

Nila woke. A faint glow from a small window in a door 
leaked into the large, rough-hewn cell. Two shadowy figures 
huddled over her, arguing. 

“No, it’s my turn!” the second barked and pushed the 
first away. He dropped to his knees and dug his fingers into 
the waistband of her pants.  

Fear raced through her. She felt for her cudgel but it had 
been taken, along with her lockpicks and everything else she 
normally carried, all except her amulet. They probably tried 
but it would have snapped at them and burned their fingers.  

The man’s nails gouged her skin and he scrabbled at the 
band. She ripped the amulet from her neck and grabbed onto 
the man’s wrist wriggling into her pants. He erupted in blue 
lightning. The other one was standing close. She held her 
amulet out toward him and the lightning arced over him as 
well. She held on while their bodies thrashed.  

When she let go, the standing man keeled over. She had 
to roll the other off.  

Rage replaced her fear. She stood up and began to kick 
the men, first in the face then in the groin, over and over, 
both men equal victims to her fury. She turned to see if there 
were any other prisoners in the cell who needed to feel her 
wrath, any others that would dare try to touch her. The only 
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other was an old man curled far into a back corner, laughing.  
“Parts fit together! Parts fit together!” he cackled at her, 

but stopped when she took a step toward him. 
Breathing heavily, she turned back to the men she had 

beaten. One was dead. The amulet had probably stopped his 
heart. She had kicked him anyway. The other’s breathing 
was labored and gurgling. He wouldn’t be in any shape to 
bother her again soon, if ever. She wished him a slow and 
horrible death. She had no pity for men like that. 

She turned back to the old man in the corner. He was 
grinning at her, muttering, “Parts fit together, parts fit 
together.” 

“Not happening this time, you nutter, so shut up or 
you’ll end up like those two. Got it?” 

“Parts fit together, parts fit together!” His volume 
increased.  

Nila marched over, squatted in front of him, and 
grabbed his shirt front. It was so rotten she almost tore it off. 
The air was thick and fetid around him. His long, dirty hair 
hung limply over his foolishly grinning mouth. She counted 
too few teeth to ever eat meat again, not that he’d have the 
opportunity in here.  

His wild, roving eyes came to a stop on her amulet and 
he pulled away from her, scrambling backward, terrified. He 
clawed at the stone walls. “Please, no! I won’t tell, I won’t 
tell.” 

“I just want you to shut up. Can you do that?” she asked.  
The old man nodded vigorously. “I won’t tell.”  
Nila walked to the corner opposite the old man. 

Avoiding a puddle she hoped was water, she sat down. 
Dripping echoed all around her, each drop amplifying the 
pounding headache she already had. The stench of piss and 
excrement ripened the air. She retied her amulet around her 
neck, marveling at how it always managed to protect her. 
Chim-Mi was the only one who’d ever been able to 
forcefully remove it. How, she couldn’t say. Could it have 
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known he would save her life? Impossible. She tried to shake 
her head but it hurt so much she had to close her eyes and 
rest it on her knees. 

She was just falling asleep again when keys clanged in 
the lock and the door squealed open. A guard with a lantern 
entered the cell, followed closely by two burly comrades. 
They carried truncheons in their thick fists. The lantern cast 
macabre shadows on the uneven walls of the cell. The guard 
swung it over the two prisoners’ bodies—the second one 
having expired shortly after she’d closed her eyes—and 
grunted. He looked around and found Nila in the corner.  

“There she is, boys. You! Up against the wall. Arms and 
feet spread. Watch that thing on her neck, boys.”  

No need. Her amulet was spent.  
This was bad. There were only two ways out of the Well 

and she had a sinking feeling no one was keen to set 
someone like her free. 

“Oi, I said up against the wall!” The guard tried to stab a 
hole through her with his truncheon. She heard her rib crack 
before she felt it. She couldn’t breathe. Another guard held 
her arms behind her back. She cried out in pain. He pushed 
her roughly out of the cell.  

In the far corner, the cackling voice started up again 
behind her, “Parts fit together! Parts fit together! Ha-ha-ha!” 
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Pain forced Nila to take shallow breaths as she was pushed 
along a dimly lit corridor. Doors, some with barred windows, 
some without, flanked her on either side. She entered a large 
circular room with other corridors branching off from it like 
spokes on a wheel. How many hundreds of dank and 
hopeless cells were there?  

The guard walked her down another corridor and into a 
well-lit room. There was a table between two chairs facing 
each other. The table was bolted to the floor and manacles 
were bolted to the table. Another table against a far wall held 
an array of tools: scissors, saws, smooth blades, serrated 
blades, awls, pliers, metal balls mounted on shafts, wooden 
splints…  

Nila recalled a man in a tavern one night telling a joke 
about being tortured: “He takes these cutters, yeah, and 
holds ’em open around me pinkie. He’s about to cut her off 
when I says, ‘Oh, don’t take that one, sir. I need that one to 
clean out me ears.’ Then he goes for me thumb and I says, 
‘Oh, please have mercy. If you take that one, I can’t dig inta 
me nose.’ Frustrated, he gets bigger cutters and goes for all 
three middle fingers at once, yeah. He starts squeezin’ when 
I yells, ‘Oh, it’s yer head if you take them three.’ ‘Oh yeah?’ 
he says. ‘Why’s that then?’ ‘Cause those are yer wife’s 
favorites.’” The tavern had roared with laughter. 
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“Those aren’t even the worst,” said a soft feminine 
voice. A warm hand squeezed Nila’s shoulder. She looked 
away from the instrument table to a smiling face.  

The woman was stunning. She bore a dainty flush in her 
cheeks and her eyes were warm despite their striking blue-
green color. She wore a simple, exquisitely-embroidered 
silver kaftan and her golden hair was tied up in a complex 
knot. Her age was hard to determine; she appeared still 
youthful but poised, with a confidence attained only through 
experience. Nila was drawn to her, as if the woman was a 
safe harbor of beauty in an ugly sea of brutality. 

“The worst is there on the floor beside you, that bucket 
of water.”  

The woman nodded to the guards, who shoved Nila into 
the chair and manacled her hands to the table. Once finished, 
two left the room, closing the door with a definitive boom. 
The remaining guard leaned against the wall with his arms 
crossed and eyes closed, patiently waiting for his next 
instruction. 

The woman continued. “If I were to, say, smash your leg 
with that ball over there, your body would go into a kind of 
protective shock. It numbs pain so you can escape danger, 
even when that’s not possible. Unfortunately, this natural 
response renders pain less effective as torture. You’ll 
scream, certainly, but more from the horror of seeing your 
own body mangled. The real pain only comes after. 

“Drowning, on the other hand, isn’t painful. Your body 
has no recourse. In fact, its other response is to flood with 
energy to move faster or jump higher, but that causes you to 
drown more quickly. Odd, isn’t it? Shall I demonstrate?”  

The guard pushed himself from the wall and pulled a rag 
from his waistband. He spread it tightly over Nila’s face, 
forcing her head backward. The woman drew scoops of 
water from the bucket, pouring them slowly over the cloth.  

Nila yanked but couldn’t free her hands in the manacles. 
She could barely breathe through the rag as it was, but no air 
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came through once it was saturated, only water. She tried 
turning her head, but the guard’s grip was too firm. She 
needed to breathe. Stars burst in her vision. Her lungs were 
spasming. She inhaled, choking and puking on water, every 
muscle in her body twisting in panic. She thrashed.  

The guard removed the rag. 
She hacked and wheezed, trying to find air. It was a 

while before she could breathe again.  
“Where is my relic?” the woman asked.  
Nila looked at her in confusion, mouth open and chest 

heaving.  
“You know, the one you stole from my warehouse?” 
Nila coughed. “You’re Amas-Istri?”  
The woman smiled graciously, as if she were 

introducing herself at a tea luncheon. “You expected a man? 
Oh, that’s right, you’re from one of those places, where there 
are people, and then there are women and animals.” She sat 
down in the chair opposite Nila. “In this fair city, we are 
equal citizens, more or less. Women can be merchants, 
sailors, dock workers, members of the Thirteen”—her voice 
lost its good humor—“even thieves. Where is my relic?” 

“I don’t know,” Nila lied. 
“Don’t pretend to be brave for your thief lord, girl. I 

already know Balek doesn’t have it. You do, or you know 
who does.” 

“I don’t have it.” 
“I don’t think you realize how serious this is for you. I’ll 

have to be more clear.”  
She nodded to the guard. Again, Nila’s head was forced 

back by the rag.  
This session lasted much longer. Amas-Istri poured 

water inconsistently, sloshing it, then pausing. Nila was 
teased with hope during those pauses, believing the rag 
would be removed. Istri knew her craft, knew how to 
demonstrate what torture really was. 

She never imagined drowning could be so violent. Her 
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body heaved, rejecting the water and sucking at the 
nonexistent air simultaneously. Eventually Istri stopped, the 
rag was removed, and Nila once again sputtered toward 
recovery.  

“Where is my relic?”  
Nila wanted to tell her; anything to stop her from putting 

that rag back on. Locksiay could protect himself. He had his 
bodyguards. He had his tricks. He would be all right, 
wouldn’t he?  

“It was stolen from me,” Nila said instead. 
“Who stole it from you?”  
She shook her head, eyes bulging at the rag hanging 

from the guard’s hand. 
“I see you need more convincing.”  
Istri went to the instrument table and picked up a 

medium-sized pair of clippers, the edges shiny from a fresh 
sharpening.  

The relief Nila felt, seeing the clippers instead of the 
rag, was absurd. How could she want one over the other? 
Did she really believe she wouldn’t feel it?  

“These aren’t to bring you pain,” Istri said, reading her 
mind. “No worries there. They’re to take something precious 
away from you. I hear you’re a climber, some sort of half-
breed chi-chi. It’s what makes you so valuable to Balek, isn’t 
it? It’s hard to climb without your fingers and toes, though. 
In fact, it’s hard to do anything at all. After I cut them off, 
I’ll release you into the Annex with your bloody stumps. 
You’ll be a pariah. No one will help you. You’ll be useless 
and too maimed to hide from the Cullers. They’ll heap you 
into their cart and you’ll go straight to the charnel fires in the 
Fringe. If you’re lucky—and let’s be clear, you aren’t 
lucky—they’ll give you a good whack on the head so you’re 
dead when they dump you in the pit and set you on fire. 

“Or you could tell me who has my relic.”  
Nila looked at her hands in the manacles. Would Istri 

take a finger at a time or do it knuckle by knuckle? She 
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wished she were climbing now, going higher and higher, as 
high as she could go. She thought of her tower—the views 
and warm wind in her hair. If she lost her fingers, she would 
never see or feel that again, never climb again, never be free. 

Chim-Mi and Locksiay were dead if she told Istri, that 
much she knew. She couldn’t hang another burden like that 
around her neck. Besides, Chim-Mi had risked his own life 
to save her. And Locksiay? He shouldn’t even be part of this. 
Nila pressed her lips together. 

Istri grabbed Nila’s thumb and held it between the 
blades of the cutters. Knuckle by knuckle, then. Nila was 
panting with fear but she refused to look away. Istri began to 
squeeze. The blades cut into skin, blood limning the edges. 
She looked into Istri’s eyes. They were hard and focused on 
her task but she had stopped squeezing. Istri’s hand was 
shaking, mangling the wound. She let go and the cutters 
clattered onto the tabletop. She turned her head and vomited 
on the floor.  

Istri began to sob, hands covering her face. “I have no 
choice, not when it comes to my children! But I can’t, I can’t 
do this. I’m not strong enough. I thought I could but I can’t.”  

Nila narrowed her eyes. “You obviously can.”  
Istri slapped her across the face like a whip and 

screamed, “How dare you! I had a plan, but you took the 
relic and now he’s taken my children!”  

“I don’t understand,” Nila said, pulling back from her 
verbal blows more than the slap. 

“Of course you don’t! You’re just Balek’s little pet, 
doing whatever he wants, oblivious to the consequences.”  

Istri stood and began pacing around the room. “Balek 
doesn’t care who pays him as long as he gets his coin. You 
have no idea who was pulling your strings, have you? Balek 
tells you nothing and you’re okay with that. Well, believe 
me, you were working for a monster.  

“This vile man came to me not long ago. He knew about 
my relics, even the one from Jahari that’s been a family 
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secret for generations. When I refused to accept coin for 
them, he threatened to tell other councilors about my relics. 
What could I do? I have worked very hard to earn my place 
on the Thirteen and I wasn’t about to let a scandal take it 
away. 

“So I agreed while also knowing that I had to find a way 
to stop him. Submitting to blackmail would weaken me as a 
councilor. There was more to it, though. Something told me 
this man was dangerous, that he had some kind of dark 
purpose. 

“My plan was to take my relics to the doega, claiming 
they’d been found in a raid. They would be safe in the 
doega’s vault and that villain would have no more leverage 
over me. I thought I was being clever by bringing the Wa-di 
back to protect the relics until I gained an audience with the 
doega. Ha! How naive I was.  

“He had anticipated my deception and hired Balek. And 
what timing you had! I had only just summoned the Wa-di to 
escort the one relic to join the other at the warehouse. After 
you escaped with it, I knew it was only a matter of time 
before my compound was attacked. I thought my force was 
prepared, but who could have anticipated a Night Terror?” 

Nila shook her head vigorously. “That wasn’t us!”  
Istri spun to face Nila. Her voice was shrill. “Of course 

it wasn’t. It was him, that horrible man. He planned to king 
all of us and when he still didn’t get the relic, he took my 
children, my two girls! He said if I didn’t get the relic back 
from you, he would do terrible things to them.” She sat down 
and covered her face again. Anguish came out in great, 
racking sobs.  

Through the sobbing she said, “This is not me, this is 
not who I am. I am a simple merchant with a seat on the 
council, that is all. He has made a monster of me.” She 
wiped her eyes and took Nila’s hand delicately in hers. “And 
for what gains? I can’t save my girls because I can’t do what 
it takes to get you to talk.” 
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Nila was nauseous. 
“It’s Mazul,” she said. “Mazul is the man blackmailing 

you, isn’t he? He took your children.” 
Istri looked up sharply. 
“He was the one that released the Night Terror. I saw 

him. On another ferry. There was a crate on it. The beast was 
inside. I could smell it.” 

“My babies,” Istri whispered. Her face was riddled with 
horror, eyes red and swollen with tears. 

Nila felt cold inside as shame washed over her. She said, 
“You’re right about me. I steal for the thrill, never thinking 
about consequences, like it’s a game. I’ve never really cared 
who was behind a job. I just did it because I could. I have to 
fix this. I’ll bring you the relic.” 

“Shall I send my guards with—” 
“No. They would hinder me and I can’t let anyone else 

get hurt. I’ll go myself but I swear on the souls of my sisters 
that I will bring the relic back to you.”  

Istri nodded and ordered the guard to unlock her hands.  
Nila stood shakily, the movement drawing sharp pain 

from her ribs. Her wrists were raw and sore, her face stung, 
and her thumb throbbed. She was thirsty and hungry, and her 
head felt swollen with all kinds of emotion. 

“I regret this,” Amas-Istri said, wrapping Nila’s thumb 
in a bandage. Nila swallowed the lump in her throat. “Once 
you have the relic, come to my beni. I’ll make arrangements 
for an exchange.” 

Istri motioned to the guard, who opened the door and led 
the way out.  

Nila turned back to her one last time. “I will save them.” 
Istri nodded, clutching her hands to her chest, the very 

picture of desperate hope. 
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Nila was taken to the central room and handed off to a 
sentry, who led her up steps built around the circular wall. 
She struggled with the pain in her ribs. The sentry patiently 
slowed for her. At the top, he unlocked a thick door. Besides 
an official looking Stratum Baz, it bore scratches and 
gouges, even some burn marks.  

“A warning to those who try to escape; many have tried 
and all of ’em failed,” he told her in a thick, working-class 
accent.  

The Well had five “stratums” underground and five 
above, the sentry explained as they slowly climbed flight 
after flight of stairs. According to him, the stratums were 
similar to the tiers in Feryl in that the higher one went, the 
wealthier and more important the prisoner was. The severity 
of the crime rarely mattered. The cells also became larger, 
some even lavishly furnished, with windows, and the 
prisoners got better food.  

Halfway up, they crossed a circular exercise yard that 
seemed to be an open-air version of the central chambers in 
the five lower stratums. “For the above-ground prisoners,” 
the sentry said.  

Nila looked up into the disk that was the night sky high 
above and understood perfectly why the prison was called 
the Well. The yard was supposed to be a luxury, but she 
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wondered if being that much closer to freedom was a torture 
unto itself. The stars twinkled at her, inviting her into the 
endless night.  

The sentry urged her forward through another door and 
up another flight of stairs.  

When they finally reached the top stratum, he led Nila 
down a long corridor. Arched windows yawned on either 
side, offering a view of the hulking shadows of the Coralis 
and Megantic mountains on one side, while the fluttering 
lamps of Feryl cascaded down the tiers on the other. She was 
on the Pas Angose, the bridge over the Avenue of the 
Goddess that connected the Well to the House of 
Governance. It was a climb she had dreamed of making but 
had never risked. 

“You should see it at sunrise.” The sentry clasped his 
hands in front of his chest. “It’s a gift worth more than any 
gemstone.”  

Nila looked sideways at him. 
“I’m guessing you already know this here bridge is 

called the Pas Angose, but d’you know why?”  
She shook her head.  
“Pas angose or ‘fate of the tormented’ in old Feryleze. 

Broken-hearted lovers walk up here to sit under her. The lore 
is that if ya see a falling star, your next beau will be your one 
true love and you’ll never suffer the torment of a broken 
heart again.  

“But, that’s the people’s translation, not the correct one. 
The real meaning is ‘tortured walk.’ Prisoners were much 
worse off in the time of the Ancients. There was no luxury 
and no bribing or buying your way out. There was either life 
in the Well or death. So, when prisoners crossed this bridge 
and had their last look at the city of towers, the most 
beautiful city in the world, their hearts broke and every step 
became torture. I seen many lose their minds on this here 
bridge, so you can say she’s aptly named.” The sentry 
smiled, perhaps reminiscing fondly about all the starving 
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plum thieves he had marched to the Well.  
“You really like your job, huh?” Nila asked. 
“Oh yes, ma’am. My folks were clerks. Spent their 

entire lives shut in a dingy warehouse hunched over a desk. 
No, I’ll take a job with a view any day.” He smiled and 
patted her on the back before leading her on through to the 
House of Governance and down four flights of stairs.  

“I’m taking ya through the shortcut,” the sentry said 
once they had reached the bottom.  

He lifted a lantern from a hook and unlocked a nearby 
door. The door opened to a stone wall and an incredibly 
narrow passage running between it and the door. Nila was 
puzzled. The sentry smiled, stepped inside, face to the wall, 
and shuffled sideways to his left, his belly brushing along the 
stone. “Come on, then. Follow me.”  

She followed. The passage went only a short distance 
before she had to make a U-turn and shuffle down another.  

The sentry continued his tour narrative. “These are 
called ess-traps. There’s a bunch of ’em around here where 
there ain’t many of us. That way, anyone trying to get in or 
out has a king of a time. Gives us a chance to nab the 
bastards. Can you imagine trying to rescue someone only to 
find you and your whole crew had to slip through one by one 
like this? We had one guy once, come to rescue his wife. He 
was too fat and got himself stuck, like one of them cats who 
don’t know how big he’s gotten. Had to cut him out, we did. 
Now, come on in and have a look at this.” 

Nila shuffled through the last narrow passage into a 
small antechamber. The sentry was pulling open a door. On 
the other side was a space no deeper than the ess-trap 
passages, then another door which, presumably, led outside. 
He let go of the inside door and it slammed shut. He opened 
it again to show her the spikes that had been released, long 
and pointy enough to skewer anyone caught between the 
two. 

“Nasty sandwich, that, eh? The same happens with the 
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other door if you try coming from there. But—” he pushed a 
loose stone on the floor, which triggered a mechanism to 
keep the door open “—I know how to get through, don’t I? 
S’pose I shouldn’t be showin’ ya this, but I reckon you won’t 
be comin’ back.” 

“Why do you think that?” 
“’Cause ya don’t seem like an idiot to me. Not many 

people like you get a chance to leave. And, the second time 
in the Well is not something to look forward to. I think you 
can imagine, considering which room you came out of. 
There wouldn’t be enough of you to bother rescuing.”  

He used a key to unlock the outer door and swung it 
open. Cool air filled the antechamber. Nila could smell the 
sea and smoke from cookfires.  

“Now we’ve had a nice chat, but I must get back to my 
duties. Don’t be doing whatever you did and get in here 
again, you hear? Good luck then.”  

The sentry slammed the door shut, leaving her alone.  
Nila pressed her back against the door. She was under 

the Pas Angose, just outside the customs gate. She looked 
through the bars, across the dark square to the darker mouth 
of the tunnel, its gate sealed for the night as well.  

The breeze blew scented air across her face again. She 
was free—she had made it out of the Well. As this 
realization settled in, she began to shiver. She remembered 
the feeling of the rag over her face, the thought of stumps 
instead of fingers, and suddenly she had to vomit.  

Spitting and wiping her mouth, she thought about what 
to do. She wanted to run, to get the king out of the city, to 
run as far as she could, but Amas-Istri had been right about 
her. She had been oblivious to the consequences of her 
actions. She needed to make amends. She couldn’t let more 
children die because of her. 

Still shivering and nauseated, Nila stepped out from 
under the bridge. Movement tickled her vision. Beside her, 
almost invisible, was a dangling rope. She looked up. A 
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figure was clinging to it halfway up. 
“Chim-Mi?”  
The Wa-di looked down. “Oh, hello, Nila.” 
“What are you doing here?” 
“I was coming to rescue you, of course.” 
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Chim-Mi climbed down the rope and dropped to the ground 
beside Nila. He whistled through his teeth. “Chim-Mi is 
lucky tonight. I was just thinking how stupid to rescue you. 
Ouch.” He rubbed his forehead.  

“Hangover?”  
He nodded.  
“We’re quite the pair then,” she said.  
“What did they do to you in there?”  
“I don’t want to talk about it.” She took a step and 

winced. 
“Let me see.” He placed his hands gently on her 

shoulders and looked into her eyes.  
“It’s my ribs,” Nila said, pointing to the spot where the 

cudgel had hit her.  
“Show me.”  
She lifted her shirt. An angry circle marred her ribcage. 

Chim-Mi pushed against it while watching her face. He was 
gentle but the pain was sharp. She gritted her teeth to keep 
from yelling. He carefully ran his fingers over the welt and 
made her raise her arms in a variety of ways. He put his ear 
against her back.  

“What are you—” 
“Shhh! Deep breath.”  
Though it was painful, she did what he asked.  
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He put his ear a little further down. “Again.”  
She tried to focus on the smell of pungent cook fires and 

pollen in the air. It helped a little. 
Chim-Mi finished examining her. “Lungs okay; you are 

not going to die. Ribs may be broken but I don’t think so. 
Only bruised. Painful, but don’t be a baby. You suck it up, 
yeah?”  

Nila narrowed her eyes. “Yeah. Thanks. Listen, Chim-
Mi, I have to get that relic back from Locksiay as soon as 
possible. What time is it?” She had been taken by the city 
guards in late afternoon. The sky was dark but she had no 
idea how long it had been that way.  

Chim-Mi shrugged. “Maybe two hours after sunset.” 
She nodded and began to walk down the avenue. He 

held her back.  
“What?” She turned.  
He was looking skyward, his mouth open. He pointed.  
Diamonds were arcing across the dark sky—three, five, 

many at a time, streaking above Feryl in rapid succession. 
She’d seen star showers before but never this many and 
never so bright. The sky would run out of stars soon if this 
continued much longer.  

They stood silently watching the spectacle until the last 
one sputtered out. The constellations, she noted with some 
relief, seemed unchanged. 

“See? Chim-Mi is one lucky bastard,” he crowed. 
“Unless you meet an ogress tonight.” Nila smirked, 

thinking about what the sentry told her. 
“Huh?” 
“Never mind,” she said and continued walking. Moving 

hurt. It was going to be a long, painful journey to the Annex.  
Chim-Mi skipped to catch up and held her elbow as they 

descended the steps to the Sixth Tier. She smiled, grateful. 
“How did you know I was in the Well?” she asked, 

being cautious on the worn steps. 
“Luck, of course.” Chim-Mi shrugged. “You left me 
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drunk sleeping but a bad feeling woke me up. I opened my 
eyes and there was a man in a cloak standing in the corner. 
Mazul had come for the relic. I told him to go king himself. 
He had a stick, tried to attack me, but he forgot I am Wa-di. 
Even drunk, training never leaves me. I hit him many times 
before he could escape.  

“I chased after him—you know how hard that is when 
you are still drunk? He went all the way up to the Fifth Tier. 
Too many guards up there. One stopped me because he 
didn’t like my breath. I still had my papers from Istri so he 
let me go but by then I had lost Mazul. 

“I wandered around a bit, tried to find where he went 
but no luck. I gave up, too drunk still, so I found a place 
behind a building to sleep. Later I woke up when a roof tile 
hit me. I cursed the chi-chi but it was not a chi-chi. It was 
Nila!” Chim-Mi grinned.  

While they slowly made their way down the Avenue of 
the Goddess, Chim-Mi continued to regale Nila with the 
events leading to his, as he put it, heroic rescue attempt. He 
had tried following her but couldn’t zigzag through the 
streets fast enough. He’d caught up too late to stop the 
guards from arresting her, so he followed the gig to the 
House of Governance where he saw her carried, like a sack 
of grain, through the doors. He would have rescued her right 
then and there but a nearby food vendor was selling roasted 
meat which, somehow, had been a sign to delay. A full belly 
made him feel content and sleepy, which made him decide a 
rescue just then would be foolish, that he should try another 
time, or maybe not at all. 

“I took a nap instead. When I woke, a black cat was 
staring at me. It told me I had to go find you.” Chim-Mi was 
nodding solemnly, no trace of a jest on his face. “You came 
out just as I was about to go in, so you see! I listened to that 
black cat and it rewarded me with luck.”  

He puffed out his chest like a rooster, as if he had truly 
created his own luck, that there was no such thing as 
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coincidence. Nila could see how he easily got sucked into 
games of chance. 

“Thank you for coming to get me,” she said with only a 
small note of sarcasm. She might not have needed rescuing, 
but it had been nice that he had tried all the same.  

He nodded once and they continued on their way. 
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Nila and Chim-Mi turned toward the West End once they 
reached the Annex. The smoke she had first smelled higher 
up in the city was thick here, and clung low to the ground 
with the fog. It was acrid and stung her nose. She rubbed it 
while Chim-Mi passed his palms over his eyes. No cook 
fires caused that much smoke.  

They crossed the first canal and turned in opposite 
directions. 

“Where are you going?” she asked. 
“To the Lucky Seahorse,” he replied. Nila narrowed her 

eyes. “Not to gamble, stupid. That’s where I make the 
request.” 

“Right, I forgot. You have to use his runners.”  
Meeting Locksiay meant first requesting it with either 

the servers at Gaffrah’s Jah Bar during the day, or in the 
Lucky Seahorse at night. Both were owned by Locksiay. A 
kid was then sent out with the request. One runner was too 
easy to follow, however, so Locksiay had the first one pass 
the message to two others. They would then pass it to two 
more each. By this time, even the stealthiest group of thugs 
couldn’t disguise the fact they were hunting Locksiay. Hunk 
and Junk would be dispatched to convince them it was a bad 
idea.  

“Where are you going?” Chim-Mi asked. 
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“To his home.” 
“What?” He put his hands on his hips, “I was told that 

no one knows where he lives.” 
“I do.”  
Another of Locksiay’s safety measures was to disappear 

into a crowd. He was impossible to follow. One blink and he 
was gone. It was no use following his bodyguards either. 
They just ran you in a convoluted circuit until you ended up 
in a dead end alley, counting the hairs in their nostrils. 
Locksiay’s magic didn’t work on Nila, though. She couldn’t 
see the glamor he cast to look like someone else. She had 
followed him to his home when she’d had her information 
about Madam de Cattori’s thighs. Hunk and Junk almost 
rammed a spit through her, but Locksiay had been impressed 
enough to stop them from roasting her for dinner. They had 
been disappointed. She still caught them sizing her up as if 
she were a suckling pig from time to time.  

Chim-Mi shook his head. “Going to his home is a bad 
idea. What if those ogres catch us?” 

“They’re not ogres, they’re Quoc’qlan mountain men,” 
Nila said, stumbling over the word. She couldn’t even begin 
to pronounce their actual names. “But now that you mention 
it, I can see them being related to ogres. Wonder if they have 
a sister for you?” 

Chim-Mi ignored her. “I heard they can crush a man’s 
skull with their bare hands.” 

She nodded. “Yeah. Happened last year, but I wasn’t 
there to see it. Don’t worry, though, I’ll protect you.”  

He scoffed and she pulled him reluctantly after her.  
They wove through the streets, then crossed the terrace 

from Gaffrah’s to the other side. Nila coughed from the 
smoke, causing painful bursts in her ribs. The smoke was 
getting thicker, the closer they got to Locksiay’s. She 
coughed again. She had a bad feeling about that smoke.  

Sure enough, the plaza where Locksiay lived was on 
fire, or rather part of it had been. The entire north side was a 
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smoldering mess. The firelight that illuminated the scene 
came from piles set up on the plaza to dispose of half-burned 
furniture and timber that people were pulling out of the 
wreckage. Small pockets were still alight here and there. The 
smell of burnt belongings filled Nila’s nose along with that 
of roasted meat, telling her many hadn’t made it out. No 
wonder she had thought the smoke came from cook fires. 
Her mouth watered involuntarily and she grimaced in 
disgust. 

The fire had spread from the center, from Locksiay’s. 
Chim-Mi and Nila edged their way to the wreckage. The 
building was a hollowed-out mess. The entire three stories 
had collapsed into the cellar. There was no sign of his body, 
but that wasn’t surprising. That fire was meant to destroy 
whatever and whoever was in there. 

Nila had a pretty good idea who had started it, but how 
had he known where to find Locksiay? How did he even 
know Locksiay had the relic? Chim-Mi couldn’t have told 
him...unless Chim-Mi was lying about the fight in The 
Stallion and Mare. Did Mazul get to him after all? Were they 
working together? When she came out of the Well, Chim-Mi 
was there with a story about a rescue but was that even true? 
The cat had been a bit much. 

A cold shiver ran through her. Again, somehow, she had 
let her guard down, had trusted someone.  

She watched Chim-Mi. He was bent carefully over the 
hole, peering into the darkness. She felt an overwhelming 
urge to push him in but held back. She wasn’t sure yet. 

“They’re gone.” An old woman in a kerchief came up 
beside her. She had sad, goopy eyes that stared without 
seeing.  

“Who do you mean?” 
“The ones you are looking for, of course, Sandgirl.” The 

woman turned and walked away. She beckoned Nila to 
follow. 

“How do you know—” 
“I can smell the desert in your blood. You are the one I 
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was told to look for. Of that, I am sure.”  
Nila followed as the woman passed through an old door 

in a building opposite the fire. The old woman held a hand 
up to Chim-Mi, who had started to enter as well. He turned 
back to the burnt buildings and she closed the door. 

They were in a small room. It was furnished simply and 
smelled clean in spite of the smoke damage. A single lamp 
burned on a battered table. For whom it burned, Nila 
couldn’t say. The old woman shuffled over to a cupboard 
and pulled out a sack of coins. 

“They said you would need this.” She dropped the sack 
onto the table. “They said to tell you the rest was going to a 
good cause.” 

“They? Who’s they?” 
“Master Locksiay and his new wife, obviously.” The old 

lady turned her back, muttering about poor intellect.  
So, they had survived. With all the chaos around her, 

Nila had forgotten about the woman from the market, 
Locksiay’s fiancée and now wife, apparently. She was the 
only other person from Lahoral Nila had met and now she 
was gone before Nila could find out anything more about 
her.  

She inspected the bag’s contents. It held only a tiny 
fraction of what she had saved, nowhere near what she 
needed if she were going to leave Feryl. What possible good 
cause could Locksiay have to justify stealing almost all of 
her coin? She was going to kill him.  

“Where have they gone?” she asked. Maybe she could 
catch up. 

“He doesn’t tell me his business,” the woman snapped, 
“and it’s not my place to ask. I am only a messenger. This is 
my message: the relic is safe. Seek Balek; he will explain.” 

“That’s it?” 
“What more do you want, girl? You heard my words. 

You know what to do. Now go. I am tired.” The woman 
shrank into her chair, turning her face away. “I lost people to 
that fire.”  
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Chim-Mi was gone when Nila emerged from the woman’s 
home. She squinted into the darkness beyond the fires but 
couldn’t see him anywhere. She crossed the square to the 
ruins. Small, somber groups of people huddled here and 
there with sooty faces amidst the busyness of folks trying to 
salvage and clean up.  

She couldn’t help feeling defeated. What was she going 
to do? The relic was safe—great. What about her? What 
about these people? What about Amas-Istri’s children? What 
would happen to them now that the relic was truly gone? 
How could a stupid antique be the reason behind all this 
violence? This was madness.  

“And where is Chim-Mi?” she grumbled through her 
clenched jaw. 

“Who was that old woman?” He materialized behind 
her.  

Nila faced him. “No one. Where were you?” 
“Asking questions”—he furrowed his brow at her—“to 

find out if anyone saw anything.” 
“And?” 
“They see nothing tonight, but the day before and other 

days they see strangers—strangers in green cloaks.” 
“The Children,” Nila whispered.  
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Chim-Mi nodded. “What should we do now?” 
“We?” she snapped at him. “What is this we? What are 

you doing, following me around? You stole the relic from 
me before. Maybe you’re just after it again. Or maybe there 
is something else going on? Tell me why I should trust you.”  

Chim-Mi recoiled, eyes wide. “Yes, I took the relic, but 
you forget, it is not yours,” he said, wagging a finger at her.  

“My job was to protect the relic, remember? But, I used 
it to pay back debt. Very dishonorable.”  

He looked truly pained. He pressed his hands together 
and kissed his thumbs a few times. She cocked an eyebrow 
and waited.  

“I don’t know if you are honorable but signs tell me to 
follow you. So, I follow you.” He kicked at the ground, eyes 
trying to find somewhere to look. 

“What aren’t you telling me, Chim-Mi?” 
“Foon loa sho lan. It’s embarrassing,” he whined. When 

she refused to back down, he said, “When Amas-Istri’s ship 
came to Shoken to hire the Wa-di, it docked at Go-Pan port. 
The Ko Shu clan, my clan, were there and we were 
contracted right away. What we did not say, though, is that 
we also just arrived, that we are on the run and we needed to 
find a ship to get away.  

“Ko Shu clan is in trouble with the Emperor Ko-Lun-
Jan, very big trouble. It is a big misunderstanding but the 
emperor does not see it that way. He wants us to commit 
gata-koruna. Chim-Mi does not want to slice his throat with 
his own knife—no one in my clan does. So we run away. 
According to law, we are no longer Wa-di. But we do not tell 
this to Amas-Istri. We keep it secret. 

“But secrets catch up. So much is lost to me now. All 
my clan is gone. I cannot go back home. I cannot join a new 
clan. I have no one. I look for signs to tell me what to do. 
Every time I look, you are there. So, I follow you, see where 
you take me.” Chim-Mi smiled sheepishly and shrugged.  

Nila pursed her lips. She took a step closer to him. “If 
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your signs ever tell you to king me over again”—she got 
right into his face—“I will slit your throat...with your own 
knife.”  

She turned and left the square, her ribs throbbing. 
“Come on. We have to find a way to help those girls.” 

“Eh? What girls?” Chim-Mi said, scrambling to catch 
up. 
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Nila and Chim-Mi formulated a plan as they left the West 
End. They had to stop Amas-Istri’s children from being fed 
to some northern lunatic’s terrifying pet. The first thing to do 
was learn where Mazul was keeping them. Chim-Mi had 
followed him up to the Fifth Tier. They couldn’t know if that 
was where he had them, but it was a place to start asking 
questions.  

They crossed the Souk, heading for the Avenue. Cloying 
smoke from the fire still lingered. It was late and few people 
were out in the streets, so Nila and Chim-Mi were startled 
when a girl ran up to them and blocked their path. The girl 
flashed a timid smile at Nila, motioning for her to follow. 

“Tinaka?” Nila said. “What are you doing here? This 
isn’t a safe time to be out.” 

“It’s okay. My father knows. He’s nearby. He asked me 
to bring you to him.” She reached for Nila’s hand, insistent. 

Nila’s eyebrows creased. “How did he know where I 
was?”  

“A runner from Master Locksiay’s. Please, my father is 
waiting.”  

Nila was taken aback. Jaquil had been watching for her? 
Why? She looked at the girl shifting from foot to foot, 
impatient to get back to her father. Surely Jaquil wouldn’t 
send his daughter if either he had nefarious intentions, right? 
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He wouldn’t involve his own child in the dark violence 
surrounding the relic, would he? 

Tinaka tugged on Nila’s arm. Nila and Chim-Mi 
exchanged glances. His look said he was all in, come death 
or fortune. She tsked at him and followed the girl. 

Tinaka led them to the university. They passed under the 
arched gate, crept by the dozing porter, and entered the 
cloister that surrounded the quadrangle. The library’s tower 
stretched up into darkness on the far side. Tinaka turned left 
and took them to a small door near the corner. She held the 
door as they entered.  

Jaquil sat at a desk, a lamp casting dancing shadows of 
him around the small room. He raised his eyes. “Who is 
this?” he asked, his voice cold. 

“This is Chim-Mi,” Nila replied, “the Wa-di from 
Fogtown, the one who helped me get away from the Night 
Terror.” 

“I see. Why is he here?”  
Chim-Mi was doing a very good job of smiling and 

looking nonthreatening.  
“He has been helping me,” she responded.  
“Do you trust him?”  
She bit her lip and looked at Chim-Mi. “Yes.”  
Jaquil nodded. “Come with me, then.” He motioned to 

his daughter. She began to pull back a rug on the floor. 
“Hold on, Jaquil. You can’t expect us to just go with 

you to Balek.” 
“We are not going to Balek.” 
“Where are you taking us, then?” 
“You’ll see.” 
“Jaquil, we don’t have time for games! Amas-Istri needs 

our help. Now.”  
He looked incredulous. “Whyever for?” 
“We have to save her children.” 
“Her children? Amas-Istri has no children.” 
“Wrong. She has two little girls and Mazul has them. If 



JILL CHARD 

161 
 

he doesn’t get the relic, he will kill them. I took the relic 
from her so I’m the one who will get it back. I was told it 
was safe. If you or Balek know where it is, you need to tell 
me right away. If you don’t, get out of my way.”  

The light was low but Nila could still see Jaquil turn as 
red as the threads in the rug his daughter held. He slammed 
his hand on the desk, making everyone jump. “I assure you, 
Nila, that that horrible woman is the least likely person ever 
to have borne children! She would rather pluck their limbs 
off one by one. No, Nila, you have been manipulated.” He 
shook his head in disgust. “She has used your own heart 
against you, I’m afraid. Two sisters in mortal danger, in need 
of saving? Sound familiar? No, that woman is a nasty piece 
of work. There’s a reason she was elected the new Councilor 
of Crime and Punishment. She was their best torturer, after 
all.”  

Nila felt as if she’d been bitten by a snake. Her blood 
ran cold. Shivers crawled over her skin and heat throbbed 
from her neck and face. How could she have been so stupid? 
Of course Istri had been lying! Look how adept she was with 
her instruments. And her manipulation. She had seemed so 
upset, so full of regret. “This is not me, Nila,” she had said. 
“This is not who I am.” Those had been real tears! She had 
actually thrown up. Nila had fallen for it. This was a person 
who knew torture so intimately, so perfectly that she had 
Nila running like a donkey around a grindstone, doing 
exactly what she had wanted all along. 

“How do either of you know about my sisters?” Nila 
asked Jaquil, her voice flat.  

Silence fell between them.  
Jaquil’s eyes were steady on her. “Come,” he said. 

“Much will be explained.” He bent down and helped Tinaka 
pull back the rug. He smiled sheepishly at his daughter, an 
apology for speaking so harshly in front of her, perhaps. She 
smiled back, wagging her head. He placed a hand on the 
cobbles and spoke some words that Nila couldn’t catch. The 
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flame in the lamp on his desk flickered violently, drawing 
her attention. When she looked back to the floor, the lines of 
a hatch had appeared in the slate.  

“Foon loa!” Chim-Mi whispered. “How did he do that?”  
Jaquil pulled up the hatch to reveal a spiral stone 

staircase leading into darkness. “Tinaka,” he said to the girl, 
“stay here for the night. Your mother would kill me if I sent 
you home at this hour. The tachka in the top drawer will hold 
you over until breakfast.”  

Tinaka happily removed the fried pastry from the 
drawer and took a bite. Jaquil kissed her on the forehead and 
removed a smaller lantern from a wall sconce. He lit it from 
the one on his desk.  

“Now, please,” he said to the others, “follow me. It is 
time for the truth.” 
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Jaquil’s small lamp barely lit the dark stairwell, its dancing 
flames hypnotic on the walls, beckoning Nila down. Each 
step jarred her ribs. Tinaka closed the hatch above them, 
throwing them further into darkness.  

They reached the bottom and shuffled along a narrow 
passage. Jaquil’s body blocked most of the light so Nila 
traced the walls with her hands. They were jagged and wet. 
She put her fingers to her mouth. The water was tangy with 
iron. A massive weight loomed over her in the darkness, a 
mere quake away from caving in, turning her to a liquid that 
would join the water in its journey through tiny fissures. 

As they approached the end of the passage, a stench of 
decay and excrement wafted around them. They emerged 
into another tunnel. She couldn’t see the far wall or ceiling 
but echoes told her it was much larger. Reflections from 
Jaquil’s lamp sparkled off dark babbling water running down 
the middle.  

“Where are we?” she asked. 
“Under the Second Tier,” Jaquil replied.  
He led them a short way then gestured to the wall. Nila 

strained in the weak light to see what he was pointing at. 
Chim-Mi’s string of curses helped illuminate the scene 
before her. The wall was made of rounded white objects with 
dark pockets where eyes should have been. Hundreds upon 
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hundreds of skulls grinned at her, stacked like bricks in the 
tunnel wall.  

Jaquil waved his lamp into an opening. The small 
cavern was filled with heaps of bones. 

“These are the catacombs where the ancient dead of 
Feryl are buried. They are vast, under each tier, in fact. As 
you can imagine, many thousands have died over the 
centuries, their bodies laid in here to rest. But they became 
full about a century before the Hittorian war. Doega 
Cobahtu, who ruled then, was the one to decree bodies be 
burned in charnel fires. Even though these halls were created 
with the aid of magic, Cobahtu did not want to risk 
extending them for fear the city would collapse. A wise 
decision, considering some parts did during the Destruction. 

“These tunnels and ossuaries served more than one 
purpose, however. Magi used the system to travel around the 
city—for anonymity maybe, or efficiency—and, as you can 
see, sewers run down the middle. If we went that way, we 
would soon come to a central flume running directly under 
the Avenue. It travels all the way down to the channel. If 
your ears are sharp, you can hear the rushing and falling of 
the water. Beautiful, if it wasn’t full of human excrement. 
Fortunately for our noses, we are going this way.”  

Jaquil marched off, taking the light with him. 
“I didn’t know this was here. I’ve never even heard a 

whisper about catacombs,” Nila said, struggling to catch up. 
“That’s because very few people know about them now. 

The entrances are guarded by wards and the incantation to 
open them was outlawed during the Purge. People could no 
longer access the catacombs so over time they were 
forgotten—which was silly as some parts have collapsed 
completely and others are in dire need of repair.”  

“But you know about them because you’re a magus?” 
“No, I have no ability. The entrances are imbued with 

their own magic. They don’t rely on a magus to open them. 
One just needs to know the incantation. They were made that 
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way because those who placed bodies here would not have 
been magi. That work was far too lowly for their kind.” 
Jaquil stopped and held his lamp up to another opening. He 
lowered it again and continued onward. 

“So, how is it that you know the incantation?” Nila 
asked. 

“Because I am a member of the Vartia.” 
“What is this Vartia?” Chim-Mi asked, looking at Nila. 

She shrugged. 
“We are guardians of magic,” Jaquil said, “A secret 

body formed after the Destruction. Everything pertaining to 
magic was being purged at that time, lest the Destruction and 
the war that preceded it happen again. At least that was the 
story being sown. In reality, non-magic users, mostly 
merchants, saw an opportunity to come out from under the 
yoke of the magi who, to be fair, had grown power-hungry 
and tyrannical over the centuries.” 

They shuffled along the dark tunnel as Jaquil spoke, 
their feet splashing in shallow puddles. Drops of water fell 
on Nila. They ran down her face and the back of her neck, 
making her shiver. Chim-Mi moved furtively beside her, 
glancing behind from time to time.  

“While no one wanted to go back to the days of Kenarok 
and his predecessors,” Jaquil continued, “some felt that 
destroying all knowledge of magic was not right, that what 
little magic was left needed to be protected. These people, 
mostly scholars and magi, formed the Vartia and worked to 
save as much knowledge as they could at great peril to 
themselves. The purging was brutal. Feryl’s new rulers 
proved just as tyrannical as its old ones and magic frightened 
them terribly. Many Vartia were thrown into the Well; many 
more were killed, just for trying to preserve history. Such a 
shame. 

“Other nations purged as well, either willingly or 
through pressure from Feryl’s stranglehold on trade. The 
Vartia recruited in these nations as well. Through their 
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efforts and sacrifices, collections were rescued all over the 
known world. I say collections but I must admit, they do not 
amount to much any longer. Purging continues even to this 
day and much of what we saved has been found and 
destroyed over the years. What remains is a mere fraction of 
what once was.” 

“Magic is broken. It does not make sense to preserve 
pieces of something that is broken. When a gata is shattered, 
we do not then fight with its shards,” Chim-Mi said. 

“Ah, but those shards can be melted down. Gatas can be 
reforged,” Jaquil replied. “The Vartia’s mission is much 
more important than just historical collections. These are 
pieces of knowledge. We watch for signs of magic returning, 
that it is being reforged, if you will. When it returns, we will 
share our knowledge and guide magic back into a free and 
open art for all, as it was in the beginning.”  

“Isn’t that a little—” Nila began, but Jaquil quickly 
shushed her as he once again shone the light on a symbol 
carved into the wall beside an opening. The orange glow lit 
his hollow cheeks from below. His eyes were dark shadows, 
like the empty sockets of the skulls in the walls, and the 
illuminated wisps of hair around his face looked like 
untethered spiderwebs. She had difficulty imagining him 
belonging to some clandestine order ushering in a new age of 
magic. His vision would require collaboration amongst 
people. Was that something the Vartia imagined would 
happen naturally, or would they usher that in as well? 

“Yes, this is the right passage.” Jaquil was nodding at 
the symbol. “Please, follow me.” 

Nila glanced at Chim-Mi before the lamplight receded. 
His face said the same thing she was thinking but he gave 
her a crooked smile and shrugged. When Jaquil’s lamp was 
gone and they were plunged into pitch darkness, she 
understood. What choice did they have but to follow? She 
continued on. 

The closeness of the new passage forced them to go 
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slowly. The ceiling was low and she had to hunch, which 
hurt tremendously. There seemed to be endless contortions 
like they were ponderously traveling a labyrinth, and she 
couldn’t help imagining something horrible at its center.  

“Where are we going?” she hissed, feeling like she had 
to whisper. 

“To a safe place. There is someone I want you to meet.”  
“Who?” 
“You’ll see.”  
Before she could respond, Jaquil sped ahead. She 

struggled to keep pace. At least Chim-Mi was behind her. If 
any malevolent creature was following them, it would get 
him first. 

“Hurry up,” Chim-Mi whined, reading her thoughts, 
“Go faster!”  

Every so often, they’d pass an opening where other 
tunnels branched off. Jaquil counted them. At times, small 
cave-ins would slow their progress, which made Chim-Mi 
whimper into the darkness behind. Water dripped and ran 
over their heads and rough walls scraped their elbows. 

Eventually Jaquil stopped and examined the symbol 
beside one of the openings. Nodding, he followed this new 
direction, which led them to a staircase. He ascended and 
placed his hand on the ceiling. The flame danced so wildly 
that it almost went out. When it stopped, he pushed a trap 
door open.  

They ascended into a small, windowless room. 
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Empty kegs were piled around the room, allowing Jaquil, 
Nila, and Chim-Mi little space to stand. Raucous laughter—a 
bright, pleasant sound after the baleful quiet of the 
passages—filtered in through cracks around the door. This 
so-called safe place sounded more like the tavern she’d 
dragged Chim-Mi from. 

Jaquil closed the hatch behind them. The seam around it 
began to crumble. The crack filled in with stone dust, 
bouncing and shivering, then settled and the hatch was gone.  

“Follow me,” he said. 
“Hold on.” Chim-Mi stopped him. “I have one question 

first.”  
Nila wondered if it was exactly the question she had 

been about to ask. It was. 
“How can you tell someone is Vartia? Do you all wear 

something similar, like a hat or a—” 
“No.” Jaquil narrowed his eyes, anger brewing behind 

them. “No, we don’t wear green cloaks, if that’s what you’re 
asking.”  

Chim-Mi nodded.  
If Nila had had a hard time picturing Jaquil in the role of 

a clandestine hero, it was doubly hard to see him as a cold, 
hard killer. Still, the question had to be asked.  

Jaquil led them through a door into what seemed like the 
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common room of an inn. The laughter had come from the 
other side, where a few patrons milled about, most absorbed 
in watching a lanky young man doing a card trick. Nila 
recognized him. It was the kid who had rowed them to shore 
from the Dark Mistress. What in the king was he doing 
there?  

A couple patrons surreptitiously glanced their way but 
most pretended she and Chim-Mi weren’t there. Nila had to 
assume they were all members of Jaquil’s secret gang. 

Jaquil led them to a quiet corner table. He sat them side 
by side and fetched them something to drink. “Here,” he 
said, handing them glasses of something green and thick.  

Chim-Mi sniffed the glass and wrinkled his nose. “No 
way.” 

“Uh-uh,” Nila agreed.  
Jaquil’s eyes turned steely and his face became suddenly 

dark, almost menacing. “You must drink it if you want to 
leave this place alive.” His words were edged like a knife.  

Chim-Mi tensed. Nila looked around. A few of the 
others watched them openly now.  

“The people in this room are not here to have a good 
time. They are here to aid me in whichever way I need.” 
Jaquil softened his tone. “Please trust me. I swear on my 
children it will do you no harm.” 

Again, they had little choice. Nila recalled the smile 
Jaquil had exchanged with Tinaka back at the university. She 
had made the decision then to follow him because, in that 
moment, he was kind and loving. She sighed. In for a penny. 
She tipped the glass and sucked back its contents. It was 
surprisingly tasty—salty and sweet with a minty flavor.  

Chim-Mi watched her intently, then tipped his glass as 
well. 

“So, what was that?” she asked once Chim-Mi had 
drained his glass. 

“A truth elixir,” Jaquil replied. “I’m sorry to do this, I 
really am, but we need to be absolutely sure of you both 
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before we proceed.” 
“Ha!” Nila interjected. “I’m a Null so your magic potion 

won’t work on me.” She let out a surprised yip and her hands 
shot up to cover her mouth. Where had that come from? That 
was not something she ever shared with anyone. Keris was 
the only one who knew. 

“We know this already, Nila.” Jaquil smiled. “But, you 
see, the elixir is working. It’s herbal, not magical. Now, I’m 
so sorry, but there are questions to be answered.”  

He motioned to the other side of the room. The lanky 
kid approached their table. 

“Hallo!” Nila crowed. “Chim-Mi, you remember our 
friend from the Jolly Happy Lady!” 

“The Dark Mistress, ma’am. Bergen, if ya mind.”  
He helped Chim-Mi to his feet. “Comes along with me, 

b’y. I’d like a yarn with ya.”  
Chim-Mi nodded compliantly, happy to be led away.  
Nila waved him goodbye, grinning foolishly. 
Once they were alone, Jaquil said, “Tell me about your 

friend Keris.” 
“This stuff is amazing!” She slurped the dregs from the 

cup. “My ribs don’t hurt anymore.” 
“Nila, look at me. Nila!”  
She tried to concentrate. Her eyes bugged out and she 

adopted a lopsided frown.  
“Tell me about Keris.” 
“Oh, he’s lovely. He has the nicest skin and his hair 

smells like spices and incense.” Nila pressed her palms to 
her cheeks, her eyes shining. “I kissed him for the first time 
yesterday. I got so excited I started ripping off his—” 

“Nila!” Jaquil stopped her. “Let’s take this a different 
direction, yes? Tell me, do you know Keris has talent?” 

“Oh yes, the most in his class, he said.” 
“And what does he use his talent to do?” Jaquil leaned 

closer. 
“Nothing much, as far as I know. He reads and studies 
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things and writes a lot. He’s making a book. He gave me 
this.” Nila waved her pendant toward Jaquil, who quickly 
backed away. “It has magic in it. It stopped a Night Terror. It 
was going to eat me and Chim-Mi, too. It could have but it 
wanted to smell us first. Maybe we didn’t smell very nice. 
Or maybe it was full. Ha! That was it. The beast had already 
feasted.” This struck Nila as hilarious and she laughed and 
laughed. 

“Tell me about Keris’s book,” Jaquil asked when her 
laughter had finally subsided.  

She described the book as well as she could, pausing 
only a few times to ask him for words that rhymed with 
“intestines” and “flesh”. She was composing her first poem 
and she wanted it to be good. 

“So, you show him the relics before delivering them to 
Balek. Do you know what his book is for, Nila? What is he 
hoping to do with it?” Jaquil motioned to a woman standing 
behind the bar.  

Nila blinked a few times.  
“Keris’s book, what is it for,” Jaquil prompted.  
“Right. Well, he’s just trying to make a record, I guess. I 

think he’s like you and your Vartia club. He says relics are 
really special, that they used to be really powerful a long 
time ago. He’s really interested in the ancient times, like 
you, right? I think he wishes he had been born in a different 
time. Do you wish you were born in a different time?”  

Jaquil thought about her question, then said, “No. If I 
had been, I wouldn’t have met you.” He smiled, but she 
looked away.  

The bar mistress placed another cup on the table 
between them. It contained a steaming brown liquid. “Bit on 
the strong side, this time,” she said, watching Nila try to look 
at her own tongue. She shook her head and took away the 
empty cup.  

Jaquil was about to ask another question when Nila 
became suddenly sad. “Keris hates me now. He’s really 
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angry because I didn’t take one of the relics to him. He said 
it was really important for his book. We were supposed to 
leave Feryl together. He won’t want to go with me now.” 

“Leave Feryl? Where were you going? When?” Jaquil 
leaned in closer still.  

The steam from the cup wafted over to Nila. It smelled 
rich. 

“Wherever there are relics, I guess. I don’t know when, 
though. He said there are just a few left in Feryl he wants to 
see, then he’ll leave...” 

“Did he tell you which ones those are?” 
“Nope,” she said, and pointed to the cup. “Can I have 

that? It smells so good.” 
“Yes, Nila, I think it’s a good time for you to drink it.” 
“Thanks!” She smiled and raised the cup to her lips. It 

had cooled enough for her to take in large mouthfuls. The 
liquid warmed her throat and stomach. It soothed her hunger, 
like food. Soon she felt very content. She lay her head in the 
crook of her elbow on the table.  

A shadow loomed over her. Her head was too heavy to 
lift but she knew someone was standing behind her. Through 
half closed eyes, she saw Jaquil nod. 

He said, “She has said many things but knows very little. 
She is a friend.” There was relief in his voice.  

A friend. Nila liked the sound of that. Sleep began to 
pull her in. She was being lifted. Was she dreaming? An 
odor tickled the back of her mind. Where did she know that 
smell? She struggled vainly to wake up, to focus. She gave 
in to her dreams. 
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Everything was white. Nila’s eyes hurt from the glare so she 
narrowed them to slits. It was impossible to tell land from 
the sky. Sunlight broke into shards of rainbow everywhere. 
Snow—she turned in a circle—was everywhere, like desert 
sands, but white and shining. She should be cold but she felt 
nothing. 

Giggling came from behind her. She turned. A girl stood 
a little distance away, covered from head to toe in furs the 
color of her land. Only her face was visible, brown and all 
the darker for being surrounded by so much white. 

Come, the girl said as she walked away. Her lips hadn’t 
moved.  

Nila tried to follow but her feet were heavy. She looked 
down. She was sinking into the snow. Each step was deeper, 
more difficult. Soon she was up to her hips, wading. The girl 
was getting farther and farther away. Nila yelled for her to 
slow down and her words came out as puffs of frost. A few 
more steps and she sank below the surface. Panicking, she 
flailed about, trying to climb out.  

A hand clasped hers. The girl pulled her onto something 
rigid, onto what looked like a boat, but flat and with curled 
planks attached to its underside. It even had a mast and sail. 

Hold on, the girl said without speaking. She spread the 
sail and the wind filled it. With a jerk, the boat began to 
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move. It seemed to float over the snow, faster and faster.  
Again, Nila noticed she was not cold. She didn’t feel 

anything except the wild whipping of her hair in the wind.  
She looked at the girl, who was intent on sailing. She 

could feel power radiating from her, almost like warmth—
perhaps this was what kept the cold at bay. There was vast 
wisdom and intelligence in her eyes. 

“Who are you?” Nila asked. 
A friend. We will meet again, but now you must wake 

up.  
The snow ship suddenly flew off the edge of an ice shelf 

and plummeted into a deep crystalline crevasse.  
Nila woke as her body hit the cold floorboards. She 

peeled herself off the floor and sat on the edge of her bed, 
shaking the dream wisps from her mind. It had felt so real, so 
palpable. The only detail remaining was the clean, cold smell 
of the snow.  
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There was a rap on the door, then Jaquil called out to Nila. 
He must have heard her land on the floor.  

“Come in,” she replied.  
He entered, carrying a tray with food and a cup of jah. 

He put it on a table in the corner of the room, then sat beside 
her on the bed. “How are you this morning?” 

“I don’t know. I think ‘uneasy’ would be a good word 
right now.” 

“I don’t doubt that. I’m sorry for last night, but we had 
to be sure.” 

“You could have just asked me your questions. A 
person’s thoughts are for her to share or not. It’s not right, 
what you did.” 

“Normally I’d agree, but these are not normal times.” 
Jaquil sighed. His shoulders slumped and he seemed tired. 
“You and I don’t know each other very well yet. I believed I 
could trust you but I couldn’t be sure without the elixir.” 

“Yeah, well, you should drink some for me. It’s time for 
an explanation, don’t you think?” 

He nodded. “Yes, you are right. Eat your breakfast. I’ll 
wait for you outside. There is someone who wants to meet 
you.” He left her sitting on the bed.  

He was waiting on the top step when she left the room. 
He started down the stairs but she stopped him on the 
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landing.  
“Jaquil, what about Chim-Mi?” 
“Your friend is still sleeping in the next room. His race 

is especially susceptible to mokum. He had quite the tale to 
tell, apparently, about why he fled his homeland. Bergen was 
quite amused. Chim-Mi, on the other hand, is ashamed of it, 
so if you want him to tell you someday, I would proceed 
delicately. Now come. Our friend is waiting.” 

Jaquil led Nila back to the common room where she had 
been questioned the night before. Sitting at a table was a man 
with his head down, reading a book. His long black hair hid 
his face from her. It fell in long knotted plaits, some wound 
with what were once colorful ribbons, others with small 
circlets of metal with runes stamped into them.  

When he heard their approach, he looked up. Black, 
heavy-lidded, almond-shaped eyes shone in a brown face. 
Tattoos of strange symbols crawled down his face to his 
neck and disappeared under his shirt.  

He stood, disturbing the air around him. His scent 
reached her. He smelled like her dream, like snow and, she 
realized, the same smell that had tickled her memory the 
night before. She suddenly recalled another memory, this 
one in a rain-drenched alley with a cloaked figure reaching 
out for a relic. Her eyes widened and she stepped back. 
There, on the bench, lay the cloak. 

“Ah, I see you remember me,” Mazul said.  
He loomed dark and powerful. Fear coursed through 

her. She tore her amulet from her neck and plunged it toward 
him.  

“No!” Jaquil yelled and dove between them, catching 
the amulet in the chest. He erupted in blue lightning from the 
impact point of his heart. She pulled back as fast as she 
could but the damage had already been done. Jaquil 
collapsed to the floor. 

“Get back, everybody, get back,” Mazul yelled, driving 
back others who had run over to see what had happened.  
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He put his ear to Jaquil’s chest. “He’s not breathing.”  
Nila couldn’t move. She could only look down at Jaquil, 

horror-stricken. 
Mazul laid his palms on Jaquil’s chest and pushed in a 

slow, steady beat. 
“What are you doing?” Nila asked anxiously. 
“I’m trying to save him!” He continued pushing 

rhythmically. 
“It’s not working!” 
“Be quiet!” He pumped several more times but the look 

on his face said he knew she was right. He slumped in 
defeat.  

The grief on his face was like a knife in Nila’s own 
heart. He shook his head and lay his hands over the dead 
man’s chest, raising his eyes to the ceiling and murmuring 
something that sounded like a prayer.  

Nila thought of Tinaka, of her sweet, shy smile. Jaquil 
had talked about other children; his wife. She had killed him. 
She had—  

Suddenly, the dead man inhaled and coughed. His 
eyelids fluttered open and his pupils found her. 

“I’m sorry!” She grabbed his hand. 
“This is what I get for keeping secrets,” he croaked. “I 

should have warned you.” 
Mazul sat heavily back in his seat behind the table, 

stunned and relieved. Nila watched him. She could see now 
that he was middle-aged, with weather-beaten skin. Creases 
around his eyes spoke of laughter while other lines on his 
face told of worry and concern. He seemed strangely open 
and his eyes were kind, not at all what she was expecting. 
Still, there was something behind them that was serious and 
dark.  

“You followed me,” Nila said to him. “You attacked 
Chim-Mi. You set fire to a crowded neighborhood!” Her 
voice was rising. “You let that monster loose in Fogtown! 
Did you have the guts to stay and watch? Did you see what it 
did? Did you?” 
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Mazul sat on his bench, a cold, flat look in his eyes. He 
showed no sign of remorse or guilt. She wanted to spit him 
and put him over the fire. 

She was still kneeling beside Jaquil. He reached up and 
pressed his hand against her cheek. She looked down. His 
face was sad and full of pity. “Nila,” he said in a soft voice, 
“Mazul is not responsible for those atrocities.” 

She furrowed her brow and looked away. Her gaze 
landed on Mazul’s cloak. It was a dark green but not 
intentionally so. Black once, it was now so faded and worn, 
so caked with travel dust, that it only looked green to 
someone who was determined to find it that color. 

“I think you know who is responsible,” Jaquil 
continued. “Who values relics above all else?”  

Memories bounced wildly around her mind. She tried to 
stop them, tried to will them not to be true, but ice still 
spread from the pit of her stomach to her arms and legs. She 
began to shiver. It couldn’t be true, but she knew it was. 

Keris. 
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“Ah, little leehali dancer, I see your sister got my message to 
you.”  

Nila had smelled him before he had appeared beside 
her—the now familiar sour, heady smell of musk and sweat.  

The swordmaster gripped her shoulder painfully while 
he spoke into her ear. “Don’t ever ignore me again, or I will 
have to report you to the danta and you and your mother will 
have your tongues cut from your mouths in front of the 
Repentant’s Council. Remember that the next time you want 
to skip our lessons. Now, take that staff and hold it up like 
this”—he raised his to show her—“and defend yourself 
when I come at you.”  

Nila blocked and diverted his blow, then flushed when 
he congratulated her. Despite loathing him, his praise felt 
good. She hated that it did. She felt so ashamed but she was 
eager, even grateful, for his instruction. 

For the most part, the swordmaster had only asked her to 
undress in front of him. As she stood in his room, turning 
slowly in a circle, he would speak with resentment about 
how “pure” and “uncut” she was, that she would fetch the 
danta a handsome price someday, a price far beyond what he 
himself could afford. She had only suffered his ire and his 
bulging eyes during those times.  

The last time, however, the swordmaster had touched 
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her. She was the danta’s property and he had touched her! 
The feeling of his cold, clammy, trembling hands had 
curdled her stomach like spoiled mare’s milk. His manner 
had changed then and she somehow knew that he had 
crossed a different sort of line, one that he could no longer 
return from. There was a viscous hunger to his explorations 
after that, the sort that she could no longer return from either. 
She had gone back to her room that afternoon trembling and 
mute. She refused to tell her mother why she was so upset.  

The swordmaster’s staff whacked Nila in the shoulder 
and she cried out.  

“Be quiet!” he hissed, “Or we will be forced to go to my 
room early.”  

His weapon was heading toward her at full force again.  
Her chest tightened. She didn’t want to go to his room 

early. She didn’t want to go to his room ever again.  
She hadn’t recovered enough from the first hit to raise 

her pole in time. She was going to be struck. She panicked 
and moved through sheer instinct, her body flowing like a 
dance she’d practiced many times with her mother. In the 
final twist, she snapped her pole around and smacked the 
swordmaster smartly in the back of the head.  

“Ack!” he cried out and turned. The look in his eyes was 
more than just irritation. Surprise and outrage flared in them, 
the kind that superseded any fear of getting caught.  

He came for her. “You little bitch—oof!”  
She thrust the end of her pole into his gut—a move he 

had taught her—and he doubled over, struggling to breathe. 
Panic rising, she pictured him grabbing for her, catching an 
arm or leg. She drove her foot into his groin.  

“Erp!”  
As the swordmaster fell to the ground, vulnerable, 

something snapped in her. Rage boiled up, spilling over until 
it was all she could feel. She kicked him again. She kicked 
him everywhere: in the head, the stomach, chest, back, in the 
groin again. She picked up a wooden scimitar and beat him 
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over and over while he cowered in a ball on the ground. She 
hit him until she was exhausted. By that time, the 
swordmaster was an unmoving heap.  

Nila dropped her weapon and ran. She was rounding a 
corner not far from the arena when Dali stepped out in front 
of her. She almost lost the contents of her bowels.  

“You were with Master Yames,” he said. 
“What? No!”  
“I saw you running from the arena. Why?” Maybe he 

hadn’t seen what she had done.  
Nila took a breath and tried to calm her wild nerves; 

tried to assume indifference. “It’s none of your business, 
Dali. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.” 
She threw her head back haughtily, trying to impel him. 

“But, I’ve seen you there before,” he said, stopping her 
in her tracks. Ice crawled down her back. “Last time, you 
didn’t have your clothes on.”  

Terrified, she cast around for something to tell him. 
“Okay, okay, swear you won’t tell anybody and I’ll tell 
you.”  

Dali nodded.  
“You have to say it.” 
“Okay, I swear.” 
“Show me your hands when you say it.”  
Dali tisked at her and repeated the words with his hands 

out, fingers uncrossed. 
She swallowed the lump of nerves in her throat and tried 

to sound calm. “The swordmaster is making me clean the 
fighting arena. It’s very dirty and I’m not allowed to get 
anything on my leehali clothes so I have to take them off.” 

Dali’s eyes narrowed. “You always get them dirty when 
we play.”  

“Well, this is different.” 
“How?” 
“It just is.”  
Dali, bored with her arguing, moved on. “Why does the 

arena need cleaning?” 
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“Because, dummy, the danta is coming to watch your 
training and Master Yames wants everything to look its 
best.”  

Dali puffed up his chest. “Really? He’s coming? 
When?”  

“I don’t know. They don’t give me details.” Nila 
imagined the furious swordmaster getting painfully to his 
feet now. He would come looking for her soon. ”I really 
have to go now, Dali. Remember, this has to stay a surprise 
and you swore you wouldn’t say anything. You know what 
happens to people who break swears!”  

Fear filled Dali’s eyes. He may make fun of the old 
man, but Fala’s stories always struck a chord with him. He 
nodded vigorously, allowing Nila to race off. 

She ran as fast as she could back to the servants’ wing 
of the qasr. Ama was in the hall carrying a tray back to the 
kitchens. When she saw the look on Nila’s face, she set it 
down and scooped the girl up in an embrace. Nila wept into 
her shoulder. Aimomo heard them and came to add her own 
comfort.  

Nila was enveloped in safety. How often had her sisters 
done this? No matter how many times she was in trouble, 
they had always been willing to soothe her, even though her 
antics had more than once landed them with a beating as 
well.  

Come, Ama signed, we will take you to Mother.  
Nila shook her head. She didn’t think she could face her 

mother. Ama insisted and led her to where Naleeha and the 
other leehali were practicing. When her mother saw her 
tears, she excused herself and ran to her daughter. The other 
leehali rolled their eyes. It was not the first time Nila’s antics 
had disrupted practice. 

“Mee’halana,” Naleeha said, embracing her youngest. 
“What’s wrong?”  

Nila buried her face in her mother’s breasts, sobbing.  
“Have you been beaten again?”  
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She didn’t answer. Ama and Aimomo just shrugged in 
response to their mother’s look.  

“Oh, my spoiled, spirited filly. You’ll never learn, will 
you?” Naleeha admonished with a hint of mirth in her voice. 
She sat cross-legged on the floor and pulled Nila onto her 
lap. “It’s time I was a little more strict with you. You and 
Dali have been getting into a lot of trouble lately.”  

Nila’s sisters agreed emphatically.  
Nila didn’t respond. She couldn’t let go of her mother’s 

clothes. The swordmaster would go to the danta soon. What 
had she done? What had she done!  
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Someone drummed a tattoo on the door.  

“Go away,” Nila groaned, pulling the covers over her 
head. 

“Okay,” came the reply, but the door swung inward 
anyway.  

Chim-Mi entered carrying a tray of food that Nila would 
not touch. He set it down on the table and carried the old tray 
out to the hall. He returned to stand in the middle of the 
room. “Today I will show you ‘Bending Willow.’ It is 
different from ‘Snapping Sapling’ because, instead of 
striking hard and fast, you twist and divert your opponent’s 
energy away. Now watch.”  

A crack opened in the blanket wide enough for one eye.  
Chim-Mi squatted down. His body began to move 

slowly. He twisted, arms reaching out, turning and pulling 
back as he moved his feet in sweeping circles. He bent his 
torso and spun, arms following, spiraling up. It was slow and 
deliberate, like moving through thick air in a dream. When 
his routine was complete, he returned to his first position.  

“Now, I go fast.” 
The gap widened slightly, just enough for both eyes. 
Chim-Mi grunted a sharp word and began to move. He 

was a blur, like hummingbirds around flowers. His body 
followed the same movements as before but this time the air 
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offered no resistance; the dream was rushed, like living a 
whole day in the span of a minute.  

Breathing heavily, he finished by bowing to Nila, 
placing his hands together and kissing his thumbs.  

He came over and patted her shoulder. “I will be back. 
You eat something, okay?” 

When the door was closed, Nila pulled the blanket down 
and stared at the food. She almost wanted to eat but the 
thought of it soured her stomach. She rolled over, hugged her 
knees to her chest, and stared at the fine cracks in the plaster 
wall. 
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Dali found Nila sitting on her doorstep, picking at her 
breakfast. The swordmaster had not come for her yet. No one 
had. They hadn’t come for her mother yet either.  

Dali looked hungrily at her food. She tore him a piece 
from her kahla and he dipped it into the bowl of honey water 
to soften it.  

Stuffing it into his mouth, he said, “Come on. It’s the 
new moon! Wash day! Let’s go play tag in the clothes.”  

Nila would have to go play whether she wanted to or 
not. Refusing would just make Dali mad. Still, she didn’t 
rush. She continued to dip and chew until her bread was 
gone and a thick lump sat heavy in her tummy.  

She didn’t feel like playing tag; she didn’t feel like 
doing much of anything anymore. She had spent so many 
days wound tight, anticipating the swordmaster’s vengeance, 
that now she just felt dull, like a heavy cloud hovered over 
everywhere she went. She had hoped Dali would tire of 
waiting and go on alone.  

“Where’s Ama and Aimomo? Aren’t they coming?” 
Dali asked. 

“Where do you think? It’s wash day and they have extra 
after Epiphany.” 

“Right, Epiphany. It was so boring. Bleck! I hate long 
sermons about The Way. It’s never fun like when the leehalis 
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are there. Last time—remember I told you?—they did these 
crazy flips over Master Leeku. It was amazing. When are 
you going to be leehali so you get to come?”  

Nila shrugged. “Why was it boring? Isn’t Epiphany 
supposed to be your most important day?” 

“But it’s no fun,” he whined. “It’s all serious. There’s 
just chanting and old men with long beards talking about the 
Tal-Ober-Unta’s ascension up the mountain whereupon the 
great God showed him The Way and he descended again and 
taught it to the people.” Dali had changed his voice to sound 
like Old Fala. Nila laughed in spite of her sour mood.  

“Come on,” he said, lengthening the words while 
stretching his face and rolling his eyes. “Let’s go.”  

She put her bowl down and brushed crumbs from her 
clothes. Jumping up, she whacked Dali on the arm. “You’re 
it!” she yelled and ran toward the qasr’s front entrance. Dali 
chased her, protesting all the way. 

Nila waited at the gate for him to catch up. It wasn’t far 
to the Women’s Quarter but even one step outside the qasr 
without the correct observances would earn her a 
punishment. She wrapped her scarf around her head. Dali 
handed her a short length of rope then walked ahead, pulling 
her along. She kept her eyes on the dusty ground, as was 
expected.  

The closer they came to the quarter, the more congested 
the streets were. Though the well was deep and plentiful—
Thanks be to Tal-Ober-Unta—The Way taught that washing 
was to be done only on the day of the new moon. From 
sunrise to sunset, the women washed and set out Lahoral’s 
laundry to dry in a large square within the Women’s Quarter.  

Masses of dirty linens were streaming toward the 
quarter in carts, barrows, and baskets. It was as busy as the 
bazaar before a feast day.  

Dali jerked Nila out of the path of a cart and bumped 
into a Walker who had been pronouncing edicts of The Way 
to the group of women he was charged with leading to the 
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quarter. The Walker grabbed Dali with his free hand. 
“Young master, you should not be rushing.”  

The two women holding the rope behind him rolled their 
eyes behind their scarves and shifted impatiently from foot 
to foot—they’d gotten one of the slow ones today.  

“This is a meditative and instructive progress. We have 
to be thorough in reminding the womenfolk of their place as 
they do not absorb knowledge quickly or efficiently like we 
do. You will understand in—what?—another year or two?”  

Dali knew enough to bow. “I ascend to manhood in a 
year, Master,” he answered politely. 

“Ah, good. Soon you will be off to study the Tal-Medu 
and become wise in The Way. Well, I must proceed with my 
lessons now.” He shuffled off slowly, the women’s eyes 
burning curses into his back as they followed.  

Dali pulled Nila into a lane where women were carrying 
their laundry in baskets on their heads. They were able to 
move more quickly with them and could weave easily 
between the carts.  

“Just think, Nila, when I ascend next year, you’ll have to 
use Walkers to get around the city all the time,” Dali called 
over his shoulder. “Maybe I could become a Walker, then we 
could still go together.”  

There was no way Dali was going to become a Walker. 
He would ascend quickly through the commanding ranks and 
enter the Holy Governance, just like his father. She guessed 
the danta hadn’t had that discussion with him yet. 

Nila glimpsed the gate to the Women’s Quarter in the 
distance. They hadn’t far to go, but Dali was stopped by 
another blockage caused by a knot of women holding 
baskets. They had formed a protective circle around a small 
boy who was squatting on the ground, crying. Nila couldn’t 
tell if he’d been stepped on or was just overwhelmed.  

The women looked helpless. They couldn’t let go of the 
rope or put down the baskets and they couldn’t risk breaking 
the law by comforting the child with their voices. Dali had 
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paid no mind to their plight and tried to pull Nila on, anxious 
to get to the quarter where they could be free to run, but she 
held him back. He tried to tug her forward again but she held 
firm. She nudged herself into the circle and, with her free 
hand, grabbed the rope where the boy’s hand still held it. She 
nudged him. 

“Come on. Follow us,” she whispered. The boy stopped 
crying and looked at her. He saw his sisters’ pleading eyes 
urging him on. “Come, I’ll help you.”  

He stood up and wiped tears from his face. His sisters 
fanned out into a line again and Dali, annoyed at the delay, 
trudged on, yanking his caravan behind him. 

The group finally made it to the gate, where there was 
another glut of slow movement. It was the typical disorder: 
serpentine lines of women passing in and out, barely able to 
see around piles of laundry; Walkers, free of charges, 
struggling, their heads panning side to side, ever vigilant for 
infractions; children squeezing through gaps as they played. 
Nila kept the boy as close as possible until it was their turn 
to shuffle through the gate.  

As always when she passed under, she glanced up at the 
spiky portcullis above and shivered. She couldn’t help 
worrying that it was going to come down on her. She had 
asked her mother once if it had ever been dropped on 
anyone. Naleeha had told her it was only for show. It was 
supposed to remind the women that their quarter would be 
protected if the need should ever arise. “Protected” had been 
said with a strange inflection but her mother hadn’t 
elaborated.  

Men were not allowed in the Women’s Quarter; it was 
forbidden. Boys were, though, which was why Dali could 
come with her. In another year, he would never be allowed 
in again.  

Now free to speak and move, the women comforted the 
young boy. It was his first time, one of them signed. Thank 
you.  
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Nila drew a circle around her heart with her palm, 
You’re welcome, just as Dali grabbed her hand and pulled 
her along.  

“I don’t know why they didn’t just get a Walker,” he 
called over his shoulder. He didn’t understand. Women 
would never choose one so long as they had a male child to 
go with them, no matter the age. They already lived their so-
called sins every day. They didn’t need to be reminded of 
them by a Walker. 

Nila and Dali entered the washing square. The splashing 
and slapping of clothes mingled with the lilting sing-song of 
the tongueless language and laughter. Washing day, though 
hard work, was like a festival for women. It was a gathering; 
a time to share news, songs, and stories.  

In the center of the square stood two large rectangular 
pools, each with a tall column that housed a water pump. 
Around the outside edge were a series of slanted, grooved 
stone slabs that the women washed the clothes on. One pool 
held soapy water while the other was for rinsing. When the 
rinse water became too soapy, they would switch to washing 
in it. The other pool would be drained and refilled with fresh 
rinse water.  

Women labored at the slabs, their arms churning, 
working the sand and sweat from garments. They sang as 
they worked, and slapped and sloshed the clothes in rhythm 
with their song. Nila had done it a few times and, even 
though she was strong from her leehali training, she had 
been sore for days afterward.  

To dry the clothing, bamboo poles were stuck into bored 
holes in the cobbles and strung with lines throughout the big 
square, row upon row, all around the washing pools. The 
clothing was hung to sway and flutter in the breeze. The dull, 
rough cloth of servants’ clothes lifted and fell beside the 
ruddy colors of merchants’ and the brighter, vibrant colors of 
the holy men’s and leehali dancers’. The Way was not 
imposed upon the laundry so it was allowed to dance and 
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mingle and laugh all together.  
This was what attracted the children to the Women’s 

Quarter on washing day. For them, the drying clothes were a 
delightful labyrinth to chase each other through. Often, Nila 
and Dali would join small groups to play tag or hiding 
games. Other times, the entire square full of children would 
play together. The women were very tolerant of the games, 
unless clothing was dirtied or knocked down, which was 
how Nila knew exactly how hard washing clothes was. She 
was still upset that Dali hadn’t had to do it too. Being the 
danta’s son came with too many privileges. 

Nila stood on top of the pump column watching the suds 
bobbing on the surface of the wash pool.  

“What do you want to play today?” Dali asked from 
below.  

Nila shrugged. She liked the pattern the women’s heads 
made around the pool, all bobbing as if they too were 
floating on water. Their song rose and fell in a call and 
response. She absentmindedly hummed along. 

Dali picked up a discarded bamboo stick from a pile 
near the pump. It was jagged at the broken end. Nila was still 
staring at the water when he tickled her with it. She turned.  

“Come on, I’ll be the medu’een and you be the thief,” 
Dali said.  

It was their favorite game. Nila was never allowed to be 
a medu’een because she was a girl, but she was almost 
always faster than Dali and got a great thrill from make-
believe law-breaking. Lately she didn’t feel like playing 
favorite games, though. “I don’t know. I want to stay here 
for a while,” she mumbled. 

“Nila, please,” Dali pleaded, “I have to go back for 
lessons soon. Come on.”  

She gritted her teeth. If he didn’t get his way, he would 
become unpleasant. She didn’t feel like playing that game 
either. “Fine,” she said, “but I get a head start.”  

He agreed and she jumped from the pump and trotted 
away. 
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The breeze was fickle and came in gusts. Clothes hung 
limp then were whipped up fiercely, flapping wildly, until 
the wind left again and the clothes floated gracefully back 
down to hang still once more. Nila trotted past a cluster of 
bright reds and oranges.  

Whack! Dali had caught up to her already. 
“Ow! Don’t hit so hard.” 
“Don’t be such a bad thief!” he said. His tone ground on 

her nerves. She scowled and took off again.  
She ran faster this time. Dali puffed behind her. Another 

child suddenly ran across in front of her and she had to pull 
up. Whack!  

“Not so hard!” she hissed. Dali just laughed.  
She set her jaw and ran. Anger fueled her legs and she 

got far ahead of Dali but she still had to be wary. He could 
cut through rows if he wanted to without worrying about 
consequences.  

He began to taunt her. “Come here, you thief! I’m going 
to teach you never to steal again.” He was far behind but she 
knew it didn’t take much to catch up. “I’m going to get you! 
When I catch you, I’m going to teach you a lesson.”  

A burst of wind blew fabric into Nila’s path. She 
became entangled. She untwisted, mindful not to dirty the 
linens. She looked behind. No Dali. She sprang ahead again, 
ducking and weaving around the flapping clothes. 

She rounded a corner and found herself back where they 
had started the game. Ama was on the other side of the pools 
washing clothes. She raised a soapy hand and smiled. Nila 
waved back. 

“Got you!” Dali shouted and brought the bamboo stick 
down on her leg. 

“Ow!” she screamed and shoved him away.  
He tripped on a pole, taking a line down with him. Some 

of the women close by took notice and began to mutter.  
“You can’t do that!” Dali pouted. “I’m medu’een and I 

caught you. I won. Now, come over here. You’re my 
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prisoner.” 
“No, I’m not playing anymore!” Nila shouted back.  
Dali stood and put his hands on his hips, still in the 

game. “You don’t talk back to a medu’een, girl. I’ll cut your 
tongue out for that!” He lashed out with his stick again.  

Nila jumped inside his swing and shoved him backward 
again, where he got tangled up in the downed laundry and 
fell.  

He looked up at her, first in shock, then in anger. 
“You’ll be sorry for that!” he said through tight lips. 

By the time Dali stood back up and swung his stick 
again, Nila had found another piece of discarded bamboo. 
She raised it above her head and blocked him. He struck 
again. She blocked it.  

“You have to let me hit you. That’s the game! You’re 
the thief and I’m medu’een!”  

Nila felt her face catch fire. She was tired of hearing this 
same old line, tired of playing a game she was never allowed 
to win. She was sick of him. 

“I am Nila!” she roared. “I’m not a thief, and I will not 
let you hurt me. Never again!” She stepped back into a 
fighting position. “Just go ahead and try,” she challenged.  

The square, which had been buzzing with angry women 
about to twist the ears off the children, had suddenly become 
quiet.  

Dali saw the women watching and looked like he 
wanted to cry. Nila had humiliated him. He attacked.  

Not once during their fight did Nila hit Dali, but she did 
not allow him to hit her, either. She parried each thrust, 
deflecting his attacks over and over. The last tussle had him 
backing quickly away, until he tripped over his own feet and 
landed hard on his backside. Tears sprang to his eyes. He 
dropped his stick and ran from the square, leaving her 
breathless but smiling. 

Ama squeezed her way out of the stunned crowd and 
grabbed Nila. Ama’s touch brought her back to reality. She 
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looked at her sister, at the women watching her. She dropped 
her stick as her smile slid from her face. 

Why did you do that? Ama signed, then shook her. Why 
did you humiliate him? You’re going to be in real trouble 
this—  

Ama was interrupted by a sudden sound. The women 
surrounding them had begun to trill—a high-pitched 
growling sound made by vibrating the stubs of their tongues 
against the back of their palates. More joined in and it 
spread like a wave. Soon all the women in the square were 
trilling. They began to chant.  

“Ah-hay-how! Ah-hay-how!”  
Nila didn’t recognize the words but they struck her like 

Dali’s bamboo stick and she knew then that she had done 
something monumentally wrong.  

Ama looked around wildly. We must get out of here! 
She pulled Nila with her out of the square, out of the 
Women’s Quarter, hailing a Walker to chaperone them back 
to the danta’s qasr. 
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This time it was Jaquil who ignored Nila’s response to his 
knocking. He pulled a chair from the table and set it beside 
her bed. He sat down with a weary sigh. 

“I thought I might give Chim-Mi a break. He’s a good 
lad—very dedicated to you, you know—but his singing? I 
don’t mind the jumping and yelling and all that carrying on 
and such, but the singing is driving us all a bit mad.”  

Nila said nothing in response. The truth was, Chim-Mi’s 
caterwauling distracted her from her own thoughts. No one 
could think with that noise going on.  

She could feel Jaquil’s eyes on her back. She knew he 
wanted her to speak, to say something, but she couldn’t bear 
it. She just wanted to be left alone. She would have snuck off 
to her tower by now but she couldn’t seem to muster the 
energy. She had looked out the window once, but it had been 
raining and she hadn’t felt like getting wet. Instead, she had 
crawled back under the covers and let the pattering of the 
rain on the window lull her back to sleep. Unfortunately, 
sleep brought bad dreams. 

“I just want to be alone,” she whispered. 
“I know you think you do. Balek has told me you have 

spent many years alone in this city but it doesn’t suit you, 
Nila. In the short time I’ve known you, I have learned that 
you are stubborn, willful, sarcastic, explosive, and also 
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sensitive, talented, creative, and caring. I’ve learned all this 
because you wear yourself on the outside.  

“Your feelings are a mixed blessing. They are powerful, 
both the good ones and the bad. The trouble is, the bad ones 
can hurt so much they make you want to block all of them 
out, to block the world out so you don’t have to feel 
anything. This is what you have tried to do, and perhaps this 
has helped you to survive. But surviving is not thriving, Nila.  

“People like you are not meant to be alone in this world. 
You need the emotions others bring to you. They shape you, 
give you purpose. They are a gift of wisdom and 
compassion, of empathy. Yes, you get hurt, but you also 
form a vision of how things should be, what would be fair 
and just for everyone. That knowledge can help guide people 
to the right path. I know they walk it alone, deciding their 
own actions, but they do look for someone to guide them. 
They look for a beacon. You, Nila, can be that beacon. 

“You are suffering right now but I promise suffering 
will end and you will become who you are meant to be. I 
know this because I am someone with a purpose as well. I 
am a collector of beacons.”  

Jaquil rested his hand gently on Nila’s shoulder and she 
felt warmth radiating from it. He put the chair back in the 
corner and left the room without another word. 

After he had closed the door, she turned onto her back 
and stared at the ceiling. A collector of beacons? What the 
king did that mean? She didn’t want to be a beacon. She 
wanted to leave Feryl and start a new life where she didn’t 
care about anyone and they didn’t care about her. 
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“You say nothing unless the danta asks you a direct question, 
and when he does, keep your answers short. He does not 
appreciate leehali who talk too much,” Nila’s mother 
whispered as she rushed her through the qasr halls, slippers 
swishing on the smooth stone floor.  

“Do not look at the Dun-Medu’een. He is very 
unpleasant and will try to have you whipped raw. You’ll 
probably be whipped anyway, but he’ll want to make it 
much worse for you.”  

They approached the doors to the audience chamber.  
Nila pulled back in fear. “But the danta listens to you, 

doesn’t he?” 
“Let’s just say he is fond of me, and he sired you so he 

is fond of you too, but that doesn’t mean you won’t be 
punished.” 

“I’m sorry, Mama.” Nila began to tremble as more tears 
ran down her cheeks. 

Naleeha turned to her daughter. “Listen to me. I am 
scared for you but I am not sorry. I am proud of you, even if 
I wish you hadn’t done it. We have suffered under these men 
for too long, and the leehali much less than others. It has to 
stop, but the timing is not right, Nila. So you will go in there 
and you will do what is necessary. Things will change soon. 
That I promise you.” She kissed her on the forehead and 
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knocked on the tall gilt doors. 
They opened and Nila and her mother entered an 

opulent room made of smooth, creamy-white stone perfectly 
set to appear seamless. The room was twice as wide as it was 
deep, with domed recesses on either side. Pillars flanked 
these recesses, stretching up to support an arched ceiling 
within. The ribs were made of the same stone but between 
were paintings. Nila couldn’t make out any details but the 
colors were mesmerizing.  

The entire space was well-lit by colorful glass windows 
at regular intervals along the wall she faced. The jewel-like 
colors of the glass made the room feel cheery and uplifting, 
the opposite of what she was feeling at that moment.  

A rota of men sat at a long table, backs to the windows, 
staring at her. Nila looked at the ceiling to avoid offending 
them. It was flat and covered with a giant painting of bland, 
brown and green blobs edged by a flat blue. She was 
unimpressed. It was so bad that she wondered if the danta 
had let Dali paint the ceiling. It was such a contrast to the 
colorful domed recesses.  

“It’s a map,” the Danta-il-Lahoral said from the center 
of a long table. “A drawing of what the world looks like 
from the point of view of a high-flying bird. See right there 
in the center? That is Lahoral. Beautiful, isn’t it?”  

Nila remembered what her mother had told her and 
nodded, lowering her gaze to the floor in front of her.  

“Bring her closer, Naleeha.”  
The table the danta sat at was made of highly polished 

dark stone. It was held up by sturdy carved legs. To his right 
sat three men. Nila tried to keep her eyes averted from them. 
One of them must have been the Dun-Medu’een. To the 
danta’s left sat Dali, tiny in the heavy straight chair, but his 
satisfied smile more than made up for it. It said, Ha! I’m a 
medu’een and you’re a thief. I told you I’d get you!  

Nila sneered at him and was about to stick her tongue 
out when her mother cuffed her from behind. She fumed. 
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How dare he tell on her! What a rat. She would get him back 
for this. 

“Nila Leehali, Dali has told me that you both were 
playing in the Women’s Quarter when you struck him with a 
stick. Dali is a danta’s son. He should never be struck, 
especially by a girl, but you are here to tell your side of the 
story.”  

Nila swallowed and looked to her mother, who nodded 
encouragingly. She was supposed to say it was her fault. She 
was supposed to apologize and beg for leniency. She looked 
at Dali and his smug grin widened. 

“I did not hit him, sir.”  
Naleeha hissed beside her.  
Dali began to protest but the danta raised his hand. “Are 

you suggesting that my son lied to me?”  
Nila swallowed. She couldn’t let Dali win, no matter 

how much her mother wanted her to, not this time. 
“No, my Danta, just that he may be misremembering. I 

made sure not to hit him, sir. I know my place. But I made 
sure that he didn’t hit me either. Next time, I will let him. I 
am very sorry.” 

“What reason did you give him to hit you?” 
“No reason, my Danta. We were playing a game. He 

was being too rough and I asked him to stop. He wouldn’t 
and I didn’t want him to hit me again. I swear I didn’t hit 
him though, not once.” 

“This is a very different story than the one you told me, 
Dali.” The danta had turned to his son, who was purple with 
outrage, his mouth opening and closing. 

“She’s lying, Father! She hit me!” Dali protested. 
“I will be the judge of that.”  
The man on the danta’s left—the Dun-Medu’een—

coughed into his hand before saying, “May I remind you, sir, 
that the Tal-Medu teaches us that the female tongue was 
passed down from the asp and therefore twists truth and 
logic to suit its own purposes.” He sat stiffly in a richly-
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colored tunic. His black, beady eyes surveyed Nila down the 
bridge of a long nose. 

“You may, but I want to hear the leehali’s story 
regardless. Nila, I am curious. You say you did not hit Dali, 
and truly”—he narrowed his eyes at his son—“I have seen 
no mark that proves you did, but you also said that you did 
not let him hit you either. How? What did you mean by 
that?”  

Nila gulped. She hadn’t even told her mother 
everything. How much had Dali told? Was she in deeper 
trouble than she thought? “I didn’t want him to hit me, my 
Danta, so I defended myself.” 

“Defended yourself? As in sparring? How would a 
leehali know how to spar?” 

“I have been learning,” she said almost inaudibly.  
Her mother inhaled sharply.  
Nila pressed her lips together and stared at the floor, 

wishing it were sucking sand that could swallow her up.  
The others in the room stirred in their seats, rich cloth 

whispering against wooden chairs. 
“And from whom have you learned?” 
“From Master Yames, my Danta.” 
The danta sat back in his chair. “So, it is true. Master 

Yames has been teaching you.” He raised his arm to the 
guard at the door. “Bring in the swordmaster.”  

The doors opened to reveal Master Yames, chin held 
high and chest puffed out. He strutted like a rooster into the 
chamber until his lofty glance swept over Nila. The 
swordmaster’s step faltered and a frown of consternation 
crossed his features. He had wrongly assumed the danta’s 
reason for calling him to the audience chamber.  

“Master Yames, stand there.” The danta gestured to a 
spot beside Nila’s mother. “We have some questions for 
you.” 

“Ah, yes, my Danta.” Master Yames said, his tone 
unctuous. He bowed. 
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“Master Yames, it has come to my attention that you 
have been training the young leehali here in the arts of 
combat. Is this true?” 

“Uhm, well, yes, my Danta. A few techniques only.”  
The Dun-Medu’een rose from his chair. “This is 

blasphemy! This is not The Way! This is—”  
“Please, Dun Meerin, judgment will be passed once the 

words have all been spoken,” the danta said in a clear, firm 
voice that carried authority. The dun may be an important 
man, but he was speaking out of turn in the qasr of the 
Danta-il-Lahoral, second only to the Tal Medu’een. He sat 
back down, eyes smoldering.  

The danta resumed his questioning. “Master Yames, as 
Dun Meerin has pointed out, these teachings are forbidden to 
those creatures unable to become wise in The Way. Why did 
you break our laws?”  

Nila didn’t think her heart could beat harder without 
bursting from her chest. How much would Master Yames 
say? They were both in trouble already. What would happen 
if the swordmaster explained everything? 

“My Danta,” Yames said in a greasy voice, “the girl was 
passing through while I was practicing. She asked if she 
could play too. She is a child and to her it seemed just a 
game, nothing more. I regret indulging her. How was I to 
know she would take it so seriously? Please accept my 
humble apologies, my Danta. I have broken from The Way. 
Please, let it be merciful on my soul.” Master Yames knelt 
and kissed the ground. 

The danta replied, “Thank you for your confession. We 
will confer and pass judgment now.”  

The Danta-il-Lahoral, the Dun-Medu’een, and the two 
others retreated to one of the recesses. Nila could hear their 
low voices but couldn’t make out what they were saying.  

Naleeha squatted and held Nila’s arms, her eyes 
glistening with worry. “Why didn’t you tell me everything?” 
she whispered.  
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Nila didn’t know what to say. All she could think about 
was the swordmaster’s threat. Her tongue felt thick in her 
mouth. What would her mouth feel like without it? Dali had 
ratted her out! She was never going to play with him again; 
she’d never even speak to him again! Hot tears coursed 
down her cheeks. “Dali swore he wouldn’t tell, Mama. I’m 
scared. What are they going to do to us?” She glanced at 
Dali, still sitting at the table, staring at his hands. The 
swordmaster stood a few steps away, picking nervously at 
his nails. 

Naleeha shook her head. “I don’t know, but the danta 
has always been more reasonable than most, and he cares for 
you.” Naleeha’s grip tightened around her shoulders. She 
asked, her voice deadly calm, “Nila, is there more to this 
story?” 

Nila glanced at the swordmaster. He was looking up at 
the ceiling, now absorbed in the map, but his leg was 
twitching back and forth and he was still tearing pieces of 
skin from his fingers. He looked small and scared, but she 
had played with a baby rat once who had been scared. She 
still bore the scar on her little finger from it. She didn’t want 
her mother to corner this rat. She shook her head.  

Naleeha held her gaze for a few moments, then kissed 
her forehead. The men were coming back to the table and 
she rose to stand between Nila and the swordmaster. 

The men sat once again. Nila couldn’t read the danta’s 
expression, but the Dun-Medu’een was seething.  

The man on the far left rose. “As speaker of the Tal, I 
proclaim that The Way will be rectified and justice will be 
served. Master Yames, for your transgressions, you will 
receive two lashes.” Master Yames nodded, accepting his 
punishment with relief. 

“Nila Leehali.” Her knees bumped together. “For your 
transgressions, you will receive two lashes.”  

She looked up at her mother, who gave her a tightlipped 
smile and a nod. She glanced at Dali. He wore a satisfied 
smile. 
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“Dali-nal-Danta”—Dali’s head whipped around to the 
speaker—“for your transgressions, you will receive two 
lashes.” 

“What? What have I done?” He jumped up from his 
chair. 

“Sit down!” His father’s voice boomed through the 
room. Dali sat quickly back in his chair. “You are receiving 
two lashes for engaging in rough play with a leehali,” the 
danta said through gritted teeth. “And for having the gall to 
come running to me when she bests you!” 

“But—” 
“Silence!”  
Dali looked wildly around, trying to find a way out of it. 

His eyes landed on Nila, who shook her head pleadingly. No, 
Dali, no, please don’t. 

“Nila was naked!” Dali shouted. “She was naked, and I 
saw Master Yames touch her!”  

Naleeha cried out.  
The room was shocked into silence mere seconds before 

it exploded with noise. Everyone yelled at once. Nila 
couldn’t help looking around, meeting eyes she wasn’t 
supposed to meet. 

They were all on their feet, shouting and waving their 
arms. The two men at the end of the table were arguing. The 
dun and the danta were shouting at each other. Dali looked 
from one to the other, terrified. The swordmaster was 
prostrate, oscillating between kissing the floor and begging 
the danta for forgiveness. Only her mother was quiet, but it 
was a quiet like the absence of birdsong when a leopard 
enters the city; a quiet that signals danger. 

The danta yelled and pounded his fists on the table. The 
room slowly fell silent. His eyes were on Nila, all kindness 
erased. He was disgusted. He looked at the swordmaster. 

“The Dun-Medu’een was indeed correct when he spoke 
about the female tongue,” he said. “Master Yames, you have 
listened to their tongue and have fallen for their trap. In 
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doing so, you have wandered from The Way and disgraced 
this household. You will leave my service and return to 
study the Tal-Medu until you are wise in The Way again.”  

Naleeha breathed slowly and audibly through her nose. 
“Thank you, my Danta, thank you. I will study the Tal-

Medu very hard.” The swordmaster prostrated himself and 
kissed the ground once more. 

“Nila Leehali,” the danta continued. “You will no longer 
train to be leehali. Tomorrow you will go to the Medu, to the 
Repentant’s Council, and have your tongue removed, since it 
is such poison. They will take your pleasure parts as well, 
since they are tainted by the Deceptor. You will be sent to 
another household and may the Tal-Ober-Unta watch you.” 

“This is not her wickedness. She is just a child,” 
Naleeha said in a low, hard-edged voice that Nila didn’t 
recognize.  

“Be quiet, Naleeha!” 
“She is not the one whose pleasure parts should be cut!” 
“Naleeha! Enough or I will have them take you as well.”  
“Mama?” Nila felt her guts turn to water. She was 

shaking so hard she couldn’t stand still.  
Her mother was rigid, the poised leopard.  
“You will take nothing more,” she said, and the leopard 

struck.  
Her mother’s arm twisted. A dagger slipped from her 

sleeve to her hand, then swept gracefully in an arc away 
from Nila. 

“Ack!” the swordmaster gurgled, and raised a hand to 
his neck. He took a few awkward steps forward and 
collapsed, blood pulsing from his slit artery.  

Nila’s mother was a blur. She ran straight for the table, 
vaulted over it, and flipped to land behind the danta. A 
dagger was at his throat before Nila had time to blink. 
Everyone froze except Master Yames, who was squirming 
and gurgling. Soon even he stopped moving. 
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Naleeha’s voice was full of venom. “You cut my first 
two and now you want to cut my last. You cut and cut, and 
you beat, and you rape. All of you! Well, no more.” She 
pressed the dagger to the danta’s throat. A line of red seeped 
from its edge, the color like the rage in the danta’s eyes. 

“You had better kill me, woman, because if you don’t, I 
will make you watch your daughters being drawn and 
quartered.” 

“Do not worry, my Danta.” Naleeha leaned close to his 
ear. “I will kill you.  

“Go, my love,” she said to Nila. “Find your sisters and 
get to the Women’s Quarter!”  

Nila didn’t want to go. She wanted to crumple to the 
floor. She wanted her mother to pick her up and hold her. 
She wanted to bury her face in her mother’s breasts one 
more time. “Mama, come with me!”  

“I can’t just yet,” Naleeha said. “You must go without 
me. Be calm and close the door as you leave. Walk until you 
are around the corner, then run! When you get to the 
Women’s Quarter, ask for Betta.”  

Nila shook her head, snot mingling with her hot tears. 
Her arms were wrapped around herself. She gripped so hard 
that the fabric tore around her sleeves.  

The others at the table were fanning out to either side of 
Naleeha. They would press in slowly, try to grab the knife 
before it could slice through the danta’s throat. Naleeha 
would stall them, try to negotiate, try to give her daughters 
enough time to escape, but in the end, she would open the 
danta’s artery.  

Dali’s smug grin was gone. He was horror-struck, 
cowering in his chair, no longer playing the role of 
Medu’een; he was just a frightened child.  

“Go!” Naleeha’s voice was so loud, Nila jumped. The 
guards, stunned by a woman who was clearly possessed by 
the Deceptor and unwilling to compromise the soul of their 
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danta, let Nila leave. As she passed through the door, her 
mother’s voice reached her one last time.  

“Be brave, Mee’halana! You are stronger than you 
know!” 
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Nila closed the gilt doors and walked as her mother 
instructed. As soon as she had gone far enough, she ran. 
Where were her sisters? Ama brought her back to the qasr. 
Would Aimomo be back with the laundry yet? If so, she 
would either be in the kitchens folding it, or putting it away 
somewhere in the rooms. So many places! And where would 
she find Ama? Her sisters could be anywhere! 

The governance rooms of the qasr were close to the 
men’s wing. She decided to search their hallways first before 
heading to the women’s. She sped down the first corridor but 
no one was around. She turned a corner and—wham!—
knocked over someone with an armload of linens. 

“Ow!” Aimomo said out loud. She stood and surveyed 
the heap on the floor. Look what you’ve done! she signed. 
Now I have to refold everything!  

Nila could have cried in relief. “There’s no time. Come. 
We have to get to the Women’s Quarter.” 

I can’t leave this! I’ll get into a lot of trouble. 
“We’re already in trouble. Big trouble. You have to 

come!”  
Voices echoed from down the hall. Members of the 

danta’s staff were rushing toward the audience chamber.  
“Come! Now!”  
Aimomo allowed Nila to pull her away.  
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“Where is Ama?” Nila asked as they slipped down a 
stairwell. 

She went back with the cart to get the rest of the 
laundry. 

“I hope she’s still there.”  
She led Aimomo across the courtyard to the qasr gate. 

The sentry, unaware of what was taking place inside, hailed 
a Walker. One wandered over, taking his time to sort through 
the various lengths of rope hanging by the gate. The girls had 
no choice but to act patient. 

“Ah,” he said in a voice raspy with age, “this one seems 
to suit our purpose. Come then, I will tell you about the 
Great Cleansing, when the Tal-Ober-Unta scoured the city 
clean of soothsayers.”  

The Walker began a slow shuffle toward the Women’s 
Quarter. Nila thought she could hear shouting coming from 
the qasr but she couldn’t be sure. She felt sick. What would 
happen to her mother? Would she really kill the danta? She 
wanted to run back, to do something to help her, but this 
time she knew she had to obey her mother’s instructions. If 
only she’d listened better all those other times. This was all 
her fault. 

For the second time that day, the gate to the Women’s 
Quarter came into view. The sun had not yet gone down and 
women carrying and hauling laundry still clogged the area.  

Aimomo tapped Nila on the shoulder and pointed. Ama 
was headed back to the qasr with her load. The girls waved 
at her. The traffic was heavy and Ama had her head down, 
trying not to step on anyone’s heels. The Walker was still 
droning on, leading them slowly. Nila risked her voice in the 
crowd. 

“Ama!” she called.  
Ama looked up in shock, horrified that her name was 

used in public. The girls motioned for her to join them. She 
shook her head. 

“Young leehali,” the Walker admonished, “it is not 



JILL CHARD 

209 
 

proper to use your voice. You are a female. Have you not 
been listening to my lesson? Will you require a caning?” He 
had turned, his finger wagging in their faces.  

Nila heard shouting behind her.  
“They’re coming!” she said to Aimomo.  
The girls dropped the rope and pushed their way over to 

Ama, leaving the Walker with his mouth agape.  
“We need to get to the Women’s Quarter. Now!” Nila 

screamed.  
Ama nodded, understanding immediately. She 

unbuckled the cart from her waist and left it. Grabbing her 
sisters by the arm, she began to push through the crowd. 
Ama hollered “move” in the tongueless language. The crowd 
was so stunned to hear one of the tongueless yelling in 
public that they parted to let them pass.  

Nila glanced back. The qasr guards were not far behind 
them.  

“Hurry!” she screamed and the girls pushed faster. As 
they jostled the crowd, the crowd jostled back. At times they 
could move quickly. Other times, they were squeezed 
motionless. The guards were having the same trouble.  

Aimomo was the first to pass through the gate. Ama 
went in next, but was held back by Nila, who had become 
stuck in the crowd. Ama pulled but a hand had clamped 
down on Nila’s other wrist and was pulling her in the 
opposite direction. The guard was determined to have her 
once the crowd opened again.  

Nila twisted her wrist free. She had no time to examine 
the irony of who had taught her that trick because space 
opened again and the guard was free to come after her. She 
lunged under the gate just as he tackled her to the ground. 

He was heavy on her chest. She had trouble breathing. 
All around her, a murmuring crowd was gathering. Women 
formed a horseshoe around the parts of her and the guard 
that lay in the quarter. Walkers congregated at their feet, the 
only part of them not inside. 
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“Apologies for his blasphemy,” one of the Walkers said. 
He grabbed the guard by the ankle and began to pull him 
from the Women’s Quarter. He quoted, “‘Ye shall not pass 
into the quarter of women for then ye shall see all they are 
and be diverted from The Way.’ Have you forgotten the Tal-
Medu, young warrior?”  

The guard protested and tried to pull Nila along with 
him. Surrounding Walkers switched his arms and head with 
their canes. The guard let go and got to his feet, incensed and 
barking orders back to his cronies in the crowd.  

The women began to trill for the second time that day.  
Three more comrades joined the guard. They tried to 

push past the Walkers. Dropping their charges, other 
Walkers rushed to join the throng at the gate, crying out to 
protect the sanctity of the Women’s Quarter. Many linked 
arms to make a human gate across the entrance while others 
pulled the guards away, admonishing and striking them with 
their sticks.  

More women joined the trilling, pitches rising and 
falling like giant cicadas.  

The uproar was deafening.  
The three girls stood inside the gate, surrounded by 

women, terrified, until hands pulled them farther into the 
quarter and took them away from the fighting.  

In the distance, Nila heard someone yell, “Lower the 
portcullis!” 
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Nila, Ama, and Aimomo were taken to the bathhouse. No 
one had signed or spoken but they knew they were being led 
directly to Betta. They passed inside and were shuffled down 
corridors, eventually coming to a room furnished with 
couches along three of its walls. Fabric billowed from the 
ceiling and a large, colorful rug softened the stone floor.  

A group of women squatted around a square table in the 
center. One of them rose. She was an older woman but still 
strong-looking, with a straight back. Nila bowed and made 
the sign for Unka’Ma. The woman laughed. 

“I am not yet that old, child. I still have many days of 
work left in me. Besides, I was never leehali.”  

Nila blushed. “You are Betta?” 
“I am.” 
She was confused. She looked at the others in the room. 

“But, your name is speakable. You have your tongue.” 
“I was never any other kind of slave either, my dear.” 
“How can that be?”  
Ama shook Nila’s shoulder to catch her attention. She is 

a gem’el, she signed—an egg with two yolks. Nila furrowed 
her brow and looked back to Betta, who nodded. 

“There are a number of us in the Women’s Quarter. 
We’ve been raised here from birth.” 

Nila was confused. “How?” 
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“It’s quite simple, really. If the menfolk knew there 
were two babies, we just told them that one gem’el had died. 
More often, though, they hadn’t paid enough attention to 
know the woman had been carrying two in the first place. 
The men received their baby, either an heir, a servant, or a 
slave, and were happily ignorant of any other.” 

Why? Aimomo signed, obviously as in the dark as Nila. 
“Freedom,” Betta replied. “We are unknown beyond the 

quarter which means we can come and go as we please, as 
long as we keep up the pretense of observances. We have to 
be very careful, though. We can’t take all of the gem’el. 
There are sycophants among us as well, so we are selective 
about who is told of our existence.” 

We didn’t think either of you would tell, Ama signed in 
response to Aimomo’s hurt look. There are rules and you 
haven’t turned sixteen yet. Mother and I would have told you 
after your birthday.  

Aimomo looked at Ama for a long time before nodding. 
“I didn’t know our mother is a gem’el,” Nila said. 
“She isn’t,” Betta responded, “but she is one of us, as 

are many who are not free. Like your sister, you and 
Aimomo would have been given the chance as well, if you 
had passed the tests.” 

And what are you exactly? Aimomo asked. 
“We call ourselves the Restorers. The Way is an 

aberration, a corruption.”  
Nila and Aimomo gasped, forgetting there were no men 

around to punish them for blaspheming.  
“The Way must be abolished. We must return to the old 

customs and the Restorers are working toward that goal. But 
I won’t say more now. Something serious has clearly 
happened. Tell me, where is your mother?” 

Nila hated telling them. Her voice kept catching in her 
throat and she was awash in shame; if she hadn’t watched 
Dali’s lessons, if she hadn’t disobeyed the swordmaster, if 
she hadn’t fought with Dali… Her sisters’ sobs made it so 
much worse.  
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When she was finished, she expected them to march her 
back to the gate and hand her over to the qasr guards. 
Instead, Ama and Aimomo held her as they always did, 
which made her cry even harder.  

“It is our fault even when it is not,” Betta said in a low 
voice. 

“Will Mama come soon?” Nila asked. Her sisters looked 
empty, their eyes red and puffy.  

“No, mee’halana,” Betta said gently. “Your mother 
won’t be coming.”  

She embraced each of them, then gave them privacy to 
grieve. Food and tea were brought a short while after. They 
sipped the tea but couldn’t bring themselves to eat anything.  

Betta and the others returned eventually for what they 
called a re-life ceremony to honor Naleeha. The girls were 
seated together on a couch and Betta placed her hand on 
each of their foreheads and repeated, “She will be new.” 
Once she was done, all those in the room broke out in a 
haunting, beautiful song. 

Later, when the sun had disappeared and the darkness of 
twilight had settled in, the sound of trilling began again. The 
girls sat up. They had been trying to get some rest even 
though sleep itself was impossible.  

Betta returned to the room in mid-conversation: “—
faster than I expected. Are the packs ready?”  

The woman who was with her nodded.  
She turned to the girls. “The Dun Medu’een is at the 

gate demanding to be let in but he didn’t bring his turqat and 
we won’t allow him to pass into the Women’s Quarter 
without it. He has sent someone to fetch it but that won’t buy 
us much extra time. You have to leave the city now while 
you can.”  

Nila and her sisters looked at each other in panic.  
“Don’t worry, we have packed supplies for you and 

you’ll have this.” She held out a piece of parchment with a 
sketch on it that looked a lot like the danta’s ceiling. “It will 
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lead you to a city directly south of here where there are 
others like us. They will take you in.”  

The trilling near the gate increased. 
A woman rushed in carrying three fully-laden bags. 

“He’s inside. He’s begun his search!”  
Betta lifted the bags over the girls’ shoulders. “Hurry!”  
She moved one of the couches aside and dug her fingers 

into a space between the floor and wall. She pulled a large 
stone inward. It slid easily, revealing a hole leading through 
the outer wall of the city.  

“Go on!” she said.  
The girls crawled through the hole and stood for the first 

time in their lives outside Lahoral’s walls.  
Betta’s face appeared in the hole. “Head south! There is 

a strong moon tonight to guide you. You must get to the true 
desert by sunrise, then follow the map to the city.”  

The trilling was closer.  
Betta held Nila’s eyes and said, “When you reach the 

sand, you must, at all costs, stay close to your sisters. 
Remember that! I’m sorry it had to start this way. Ama, you 
are the eldest. You lead the way. Good luck, mee’halanas!”  

She slid the stone back into place and they were alone 
outside the city.  

Mee’halanas, Nila thought as she looked to the starry 
sky, little birds. Now they must fly. 
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Two bodies lay on the ground, wind blowing sand over 
them, burying them. They would soon be gone. Nila 
furiously tried to save them. She dug at the sand with her 
hands, scooping it away as fast as she could, but it was no 
use. More and more blew in, burying faster than she could 
push away.  

The sun glared down, making the sand brighter and 
brighter until it was white, until it was snow. The bodies 
were gone now, buried forever. 

She was blinded by the intense light. Even with her eyes 
squeezed shut, light still burned through her eyelids.  

A hand found hers and shoved something hard between 
her fingers.  

Put them over your eyes, the girl’s voice told her.  
She fiddled with the object, cracking her eyes open. She 

was holding two small cups carved from bone with slitted 
openings. They were held together with a short strap. Longer 
ones were attached to their outside edges.  

Nila used these to tie the cups around her head. She 
opened her eyes. She could see! She turned to take in the 
vast horizon. Snow was everywhere.  

Hang on! The girl was beside her again and they were 
on the snow boat. The wind caught the sail and Nila’s head 
whipped back.  
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Their speed increased to a gut-twisting rate. The girl 
whooped with joy, though the sound rang only in Nila’s 
head. They looked at each other, grinning. 

I’m not allowed to sail by myself, the girl said. I’ve been 
secretly doing it anyway, in my own way. I can’t help it. It’s 
so much fun! 

Why wasn’t she allowed to sail? Nila wondered. 
Faster and faster they raced, up and down undulations 

that were invisible in the landscape, feeling the drop in their 
stomachs followed by the downward push as they raced up 
another. Every so often they would pass a fissure, its blue 
depths both terrifying and beautiful. They would skirt along 
its edge but the girl’s skill with the boat kept them from 
danger. 

Nila was watching one such crevasse, hypnotized by its 
beauty, when something flickered past the corner of her eye 
and crashed into them. The boat stopped immediately, 
throwing her and the girl tumbling through the air and across 
the frozen ground. She was sure they should both be hurt, 
but she didn’t feel any pain.  

The girl, however, was stricken.  
“Where are you hurt?” Nila asked.  
Tears froze on the girl’s cheeks. She pointed. A dark 

lump lay in front of the boat, blowing snow burying it.  
They approached. A large, four-legged creature with 

enormous antlers lay on its side, breathing shallowly. Its legs 
had been shattered by the boat which lay in a broken heap 
behind it. The animal’s eyes darted wildly and it tried to rise, 
screeching in pain with the effort. 

The girl removed a knife from her belt and slit the 
animal’s throat in one movement. It died quickly, its blood 
steaming as it pooled garishly on the snow. She bowed her 
head.  

I must be punished, the girl said without speaking. 
“It was an accident. You didn’t mean to hit it.” 
I am forbidden to sail because I am not able to avoid 

these dangers.  
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“It just jumped in front of us. No one could have 
avoided that.” 

If I hadn’t been sailing, this would not have happened. 
Nila put her hand on the girl’s back. “You’ve done 

nothing wrong. It was an accident, a mistake. All creatures 
make mistakes, even this animal.”  

The girl turned to her, eyes no longer covered by the 
strange cups. They pierced her and she fell back under their 
intensity. 

 
* * * 

 
Nila started awake, gasping for breath. The ceiling with 

its cracks and spiderwebs loomed above her. The light was 
wan, gentle on her naked eyes. She unclenched her fingers, 
which held her blanket in a twisted knot. 

Those eyes. What had they been trying to say? 
She had done nothing wrong. She had said it and she 

had been right. Absolution was so easy to give and so 
impossible to accept. 

An intense anguish welled up like noxious gas from a 
black rot inside her. She stuffed a corner of her blanket in 
her mouth, biting into the cloth as if it were flesh. She 
screamed, everything pouring from her at once.  

She saw herself as a child, hiding in the gallery to watch 
Dali, unable to resist trying the swords in the practice arena. 
That was the moment her life began to tilt. If she had not 
watched him, not gone down to the arena, none of what 
followed would have happened. She had held that moment 
inside her all these years, hating herself for it, but really, 
what had she done? What had she been guilty of? The only 
thing condemning her was that she had been a curious child. 
That was all. It had not been her fault. It had never been her 
fault. 

And what of Dali? He told the danta about her and the 
swordmaster. She had hated him all these years for it but she 
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had never really thought of it as a mistake. He had been just 
a child as well. 

The screaming wasn’t enough. The malignancy that had 
been fermenting inside her for too long had been unleashed. 
She punched the bed in rapid succession. She rose to her 
knees and tore the blanket away. She slammed her bed frame 
against the wall and screamed again, unmuted. She jumped 
from the bed and tore her blanket, threw her mattress, found 
the tray of food and launched it across the room. She picked 
up the chair and smashed it to pieces. She hurled the desk 
from the wall. A tankard clanked across the floor. She picked 
it up and drew her arm back to whip it at the window— 

“Nila!” Chim-Mi was on her.  
She struggled to free herself but he had twisted her arms 

across her body and held them tight. The tankard dropped to 
the floor. She tried to smash his face with the back of her 
head but couldn’t. She tried to smash her own face into the 
wall but he pulled her back. He wrestled her to the floor and 
put his weight on her. He held tightly.  

“I am here, I am with you,” he repeated calmly.  
Nila struggled and thrashed, squealing like a stuck boar 

until she finally went limp, sobbing, Chim-Mi still on top of 
her. 

“I was only a child,” she whispered through her tears. 
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Nila woke from a dreamless sleep to see Chim-Mi sitting 
cross-legged in the middle of the floor with his eyes closed. 
She was famished. The fresh tray on the table had only a 
half-eaten tachka left on it. She swallowed it in two bites.  

Chim-Mi smiled, eyes still closed.  
“What are you doing?” she mumbled, crumbs falling to 

the floor. 
“I am trying to speak with my grandmother.”  
“Is it working?” 
“No. She is still too angry.” 
“Why is she angry?” 
“I do not want to say. Too embarrassing.”  
Nila remembered Jaquil’s advice not to push Chim-Mi 

for the story. “Okay,” she said and sat facing him, copying 
his position. She glanced around, licking pastry flecks from 
her lips. “Thanks for stopping me from completely 
destroying the room.”  

Chim-Mi nodded. “I am with you.” 
Tears suddenly welled in Nila’s eyes. “I know, but I’m 

scared to believe you. How can I trust anyone again?” 
He opened his eyes and shrugged. “Only you can 

answer that question. For me, trust is like winning games of 
chance. It may not happen often, but when it does, it makes 
the losses disappear—I am referring to emotion only. Debt is 



THE RELIC THIEF 
 

220 
 

a whole other pot of bad fish—And trust is like petting a cat. 
You know that you can scratch your friend one way but 
don’t you dare scratch him another. 

“I would suggest you listen to your instincts. Think 
back. Was this friend of yours perfect or did you ignore 
things that didn’t feel quite right?” 

Nila pressed her lips together. Damn, Chim-Mi, way to 
slap my face with the truth. 

She shifted, uncomfortable. “I can’t believe that 
everything about him is a lie. Am I such an idiot that 
someone that close to me could fake who they are for 
years?” Chim-Mi opened his mouth but she raised a finger. 
“You don’t get to answer that.”  

He closed his mouth. 
“Yes, you’re right. There were signs, but I can’t believe 

the Keris I know,” she swallowed hard, “the Keris I fell in 
love with, could be capable of the horrible things he has 
done. For him to have done them, he has to have changed, 
and I need to understand why.”  

“So do we,” Jaquil said from the doorway behind her. 
How long had he been listening? “You must be hungry, Nila. 
Come downstairs.” 
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“More?” Jaquil asked, incredulous. 

“Yash peash,” Nila mumbled around a mouthful of 
sausage. Chim-Mi watched her, open-mouthed, until Jaquil 
flicked him on the leg and he ran off for more food.  

“You know,” she said, swallowing, “just because my 
mouth is full doesn’t mean you can’t talk. You said you’d 
explain everything.”  

“Well, I don’t know everything, but I’ll explain as much 
as I can. To start, let’s talk about you.” 

“Me? I’m a Null.” She took another bite. “Magic 
doesn’t work on me.” 

“That isn’t quite true,” Jaquil said.  
She stopped chewing.  
He continued. “It’s not that you aren’t affected, you just 

have a different relationship with it. I’ll show you. Remove 
your pendant, please.” 

She handed it over to him.  
“Oh no, not like that!” he said, leaning back. He pushed 

an unlit oil lamp toward her. “Hold your pendant in one 
hand, focus on the wick, and touch it between your fingers. 
Just a quick pinch, mind you.”  

She furrowed her brow but did as he asked. Blue sparks 
snapped from her fingers, starting a flame.  

“Foon loa!” Chim-Mi gasped, dropping a full plate on 
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the table in front of Nila. 
“I didn’t know I could do magic!” 
“That wasn’t magic,” Jaquil said. “You released a bit of 

energy from your pendant into a flammable object. If you 
were to touch me while holding it, its energy would go into 
me. If you were to put it on the table, though, I could touch it 
without consequence. It needs you to release its energy. 
More specifically, it needs your intention to do so. 

“Now, just so there are no more surprises, I’d like you to 
drain it. You can go through the kitchen and out the back 
door. Hold it, press your free hand to the ground, and focus 
on putting the energy there. Come back when you’re done.” 

Nila got up from the table, taking a piece of bacon with 
her. She strode through the kitchen, startling a boy peeling 
carrots. 

The back door opened onto a courtyard framed by the 
walls of other buildings. Vegetables and herbs were growing 
in pots on the far side of the yard, where the sun hit the 
ground. An alley on the left connected the courtyard to the 
street with an iron panel-gate blocking access. The noise of 
traffic and pedestrians hummed from beyond it. Nila 
scrunched her nose. Fish and smoke. They must be close to 
the charnel fires and processing plants in the Fringe on the 
eastern side of the Annex. 

She bent down and put her hand to the ground as Jaquil 
had instructed. Nothing happened; no sparks, no blue 
lightning. Shrugging, she returned inside just in time to see 
Chim-Mi shove one of her sausages into his mouth.  

“Thank you for that,” Jaquil said. “But I’m afraid you 
won’t be able to zap Chim-Mi away from your food now.” 

Nila grasped her pendant and held her other hand out to 
the Wa-di as he swallowed his lump of chewed sausage. He 
reached up, hesitated a moment, then grabbed her. His body 
quaked violently, bits of sausage flying out of his mouth. He 
let go a few seconds later, laughing.  

“Ha-ha! Just a joke!” 
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Jaquil rolled his eyes and turned back to Nila. “Do you 
know where your pendant gets its power?” 

“No. I just know it takes a bit of time before it works 
again,” Nila said. 

“Time, yes, but if not for you, it would take weeks, 
maybe months before it had enough power to even hurt a 
baby.”  

Chim-Mi looked horrified. “There is no honor in hurting 
babies.” 

Jaquil waved him off. “Let me explain how magic 
works,” he continued. “Magic relies on currents of energy 
that exist all around us. When a magus transforms them to do 
work, we call this magic. The more currents a magus has, the 
more magic he or she can do. 

“As a Null, Nila, you are a master of currents, so to 
speak. You control their flow, both in and out, and most of 
the time you are unaware that you are doing so. 

“This is how your pendant gains its charge. On its own, 
it would slowly absorb currents until it was fully charged, 
but you channel currents into it and it charges more quickly, 
faster than any magus could do. And that is unconscious. If 
you focused your mind on it, who knows how quickly your 
pendant could regain its power?” 

“She can eat currents like she eats food, huh?” Chim-Mi 
chuckled. 

“I don’t understand,” Nila said. “How am I not doing 
magic when I use my pendant?” 

“It seems like you are, but you are just releasing its 
energy, which it obviously has a lot of. Your pendant most 
likely does a very specific magical task, though what that is, 
I couldn’t tell you.” 

Nila looked at the pendant in her hand, trying to imagine 
what it could do. Was it something good or could this 
beautiful and delicate gemstone have some dark and sinister 
purpose?  

Jaquil continued. “Once currents are spent, they disperse 
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but they don’t go far. They tend to remain close to where 
they were used. In the beginning, they were everywhere, 
evenly spread throughout the world. Magi eventually learned 
how to collect and transport them from one place to 
another.” 

“Using relics,” Nila said. 
“Very good,” Jaquil said, nodding. “Once those currents 

were released in a new place, they joined the ones already 
there. Cumuli were formed—clusters of currents, almost like 
motionless storm clouds. Feryl had the largest cumulus in the 
world before the Destruction and this was all because of the 
Legend of the Green Goddess. Do you know it?” 

Nila wagged her head. She’d heard bits and pieces but 
most of what she knew came from the paintings in the 
library.  

Chim-Mi shook his head. They had other legends in 
Shoken, she guessed. 

“Feryl—or Thugen, as it was called then—began as a 
simple fishing village. Its people worshiped the sea spirits 
and were rewarded with plentiful catches. But raiders were 
plentiful too, and Thugen was routinely sacked. This made 
the sea spirits angry so they summoned a beautiful maiden 
from the depths to protect Thugen. Her name was Feryl and 
she used her magical eyes to destroy the raiding ships. Under 
her protection, the village was safe and its people prospered.  

“When the waters around Thugen were finally free of 
raiding ships, Feryl returned to the sea. Before she slipped 
under its waves, she removed her eyes and stuck them into 
the cliffs. Then, like dust, she blew her magical power over 
the world, creating the magi and beckoning them to continue 
her work.  

“True or not, this legend fostered a symbiotic 
relationship between mercantile and magical pursuits. Most 
of the world back then believed magic was evil. Magi had to 
study in secret to avoid persecution but Feryl—which had 
been renamed to honor the Goddess—accepted magic openly 
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because it came from their goddess and the magi were her 
children. Magi flocked to the city from all corners of the 
world, bringing currents with them. The cumulus grew. 
Fishers, farmers, and laborers provided the magi with means 
to live. In return, the magi used Feryl’s eyes to keep her 
waters safe, which was only possible because the cumulus in 
Feryl had grown, and so it went.” 

“Eventually, most other nations accepted magic and 
other cumuli grew, but none to match Feryl. Magi continued 
to come and merchants settled here also, attracted by the 
open-mindedness and safety the city offered. The magi 
worked together, sharing what they discovered, increasing 
their knowledge and capabilities. They built the university. 
The Doega and Council of Thirteen were created—ruled by 
both magi and non-magi back then—and the palace, House 
of Governance, and the Well were built. They dug the tunnel 
that eased trade with Hittoria. The harbor was constructed 
and Fogtown became crowded with warehouses. Feryl 
became the richest, most powerful city in the world, all 
because of a legend.”  

“And because they were able to bring currents,” Nila 
said. 

“Yes, with relics,” Jaquil replied, narrowing his eyes at 
Chim-Mi, whose head was now cradled in the crook of his 
arm. Drool had slipped out from the corner of his mouth to 
pool on the table.  

“Relics were originally called amphorae. When currents 
stored in an amphora were used, they dispersed and joined 
the cumulus. Other magi then had access to them.” 

“Why wouldn’t the magi just put their currents back into 
their amphorae? Why share them?” Nila asked. 

“It was easier. Amphorae, unless you had a Null 
hanging about, were difficult to charge rapidly. Currents 
were more readily available from the cumulus and there was 
a collegial atmosphere among magi, so sharing currents was 
natural to them.  
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“That is, until they discovered a way to create amphorae 
that could not only hold currents but direct them to do 
specific tasks, like whatever your pendant was created to do. 
With these, other currents could be harnessed toward 
another, simultaneous spell. They called these relics 
aftophorae. The more aftophorae a magus had, the more 
powerful he or she became. This discovery changed the 
pursuit of magic. Magi became less collegial and more 
interested in gaining power over others, especially the non-
magi. Eventually, the most powerful of the magi took over 
the rule of Doega and the Council of Thirteen, as well as the 
power structures of other nations, and they used their power 
to subjugate. The magi were on top and everyone else 
suffered below them.”  

“Until Kenarok caused the Destruction, right? They say 
that he destroyed magic, that what’s left is like ashes from a 
fire.”  

“We don’t think that’s true,” Jaquil said. “Our theory is 
that Kenarok did something that ripped the cumuli apart. Not 
just the one in Feryl; all of them. Currents instantly 
dissipated everywhere: up into the sky, into plants and trees, 
and down deep into the rock. Magic wasn’t destroyed like 
fire creates ashes. It was more like magic was transformed 
back into raw materials. We believe we are correct in this 
but, like I said, that is just a theory. What I told you before, 
about how magic works, is true though. That came from the 
archives of the Vartia.” 

Nila stood and stretched, taking in what Jaquil had told 
her. She looked around at the Vartia’s headquarters. It really 
looked like an inn, but those who had come and gone all 
seemed to have been part of the organization. Jaquil hadn’t 
exactly spoken to any of them, but there had been familiarity 
revealed through their body language and eye contact. She 
cast her mind about, trying to remember which inns she 
knew in the Fringe. 

She wandered over to the wall and examined a portrait 
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of a brutish-looking fellow with medium-length hair and a 
square jaw. A heavy wooden baton lay across his lap like a 
treasured object; it was thick but elegantly turned in a lathe 
and shiny with polish. Captain Cenk she read on a plaque 
below. 

“So, why are you telling me all this?” Nila asked. “Why 
am I here?” 

“Because,” Jaquil said, “Feryl’s cumulus is growing 
again.”  

Nila stared at the portrait, turning his words over in her 
mind. Blood drained from her face and she turned back to 
him.  

“Me?”  
“We believe so, yes,” he replied. “We think you release 

a relic’s currents when you handle them. A great many have 
passed through your hands since you began working for 
Balek.” 

“Why do you think it was me? Others could have 
released them.” 

“I’m afraid not. The knowledge to do so has been lost. 
Very few people know anything about amphorae or 
aftophorae. Like I said, what I just shared with you comes 
from a few scrolls and books rescued by the Vartia. It is not 
public knowledge. Without the know-how—which even the 
Vartia doesn’t have—only a Null would be able to release 
the currents, and you are the only Null to have been 
discovered in hundreds of years.” 

“What makes you think currents have been released, that 
the cumulus is even growing?” 

“Segnant Peytra Mauralis, the head of our order, noticed 
changes in the simple spells he had his students perform at 
the university. Ordinarily, they produced few results, if 
anything, but in the past handful of years, he noticed spells 
becoming more and more successful, the results much more 
impressive. 

“He began a serious inquiry, polling students—both 
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current and former—talking to colleagues, even seeking out 
gutter mages. All confirmed that spells were getting stronger, 
to the point of being dangerous at times. The answer had to 
be a growing cumulus.  

“I wish he had been more careful with his enquiries, 
however. He made someone very unhappy. The university 
isn’t a place you send your favorite child, and certainly not 
one who’ll be important one day or have any power. 
“Magus” is supposed to be a ceremonial title, a chance to say 
you have one in the family. Most are not even talented and 
of those who are, they are expected to use it for amusement 
only. The evidence that magic was returning, that magi could 
regain what they had once lost, would not sit well with those 
who have power to lose if it did.”  

Nila thought of the library’s painting of magi throwing 
lightning bolts, shattering boulders, cracking the land. She 
could understand their reluctance. “So, what happened? 
Where is this Mauralis guy now?”  

“We think he is dead,” Jaquil said in a resigned voice. 
“He disappeared several months ago. He was quite old and 
some at the university say he was senile. They say he 
wandered off, maybe into the channel, maybe into the arms 
of the Cullers, who didn’t know who he was, but I don’t 
think so. He was unique but not senile and besides, I have 
information they don’t.” 

Nila cocked an eyebrow at Jaquil. 
“A little over a year ago, the segnant sent a letter 

recalling me to Feryl. The letter explained that he had 
exciting news about relics that couldn’t be shared in writing, 
only in person. Sadly, bad weather and other delays 
prevented me from arriving before he had disappeared. He 
left me nothing in writing. I’ve had to piece everything 
together myself.” 

“Why you? Why not someone already in Feryl?” 
“Because he needed someone he could trust; he needed 

his second-in-command. Most of our current members are 
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ones I have recruited, not him. This news would change 
everything. He would only share it with those he knew best.”  

Jaquil motioned for her to follow him to the bar. She 
took one of the stools while he disappeared into the kitchen. 
The common room was empty now except for her, Chim-Mi 
still asleep on his elbow, and the kitchen boy who had come 
out to sweep, doing his best to avoid looking at her. She tried 
smiling at him when he inadvertently met her eye. His 
cheeks flushed crimson and he fled to the kitchen.  

Jaquil emerged a few moments later, arms full of food. 
He began making sandwiches.  

“How did you find out about me?” Nila asked. 
“Locksiay.” Jaquil had paused, knife hovering above a 

block of yellow cheese. “You can see through his glamour. 
He’s known since he first met you, but he only told Mauralis 
when the segnant came to him during his inquiry. Locksiay 
is a fringe member of the Vartia, not very active and not 
much interested in any magic other than his own. Mauralis 
asked him to keep an eye on you for us, which he did, but 
again, he didn’t bother to tell me about you until my 
investigation brought me to his doorstep.” Jaquil slapped 
cheese into a sandwich, lips pressed together. 

Locksiay loved his jests even if he was the only one to 
find the humor in them. “You should meet her,” he had said 
about his fiancée, “you have so much in common.”  

“Is that when you began working for Balek?” Nila 
asked.  

“More or less.” Jaquil smiled. “I had already been in 
contact with Balek. Mauralis’s letter said his news had 
something to do with relics. Who better to help me with 
relics in Feryl than Balek?” 

“Is he part of your order?” 
“Oh fates, no!” Jaquil barked a laugh. “Balek is far too 

self-serving and a malefactor through and through. He’s also 
terrible at bookkeeping. I offered to put his finances back in 
order after his last secretary had robbed him blind and sailed 
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away for some unknown port—or at least tried to, anyway. 
In exchange, he allowed me to monitor the comings and 
goings of relics, especially the ones passing through your 
hands.” 

Nila could taste blood where she had bitten her lip. It 
was an unsettling conversation. She was the ghost in the 
tower. That was how she imagined herself as she moved 
around Feryl: unseen, anonymous, ethereal. It gave her a 
sense of control, the power to choose who was allowed to 
see her, to know her. But this had been an illusion. She had 
been a child playing make-believe, unaware the adults were 
surreptitiously watching her. 

She said, “Keris encouraged me to steal relics, to offer 
my skills to Balek. He has used me right from the beginning, 
hasn’t he?” 

Jaquil had finished the sandwiches and was packing 
them into a satchel. “I don’t know, Nila. You said upstairs 
that you thought he changed. Maybe you’re right, maybe he 
didn’t start out with malign intentions. Or perhaps he has 
two minds that rail against one another. Whichever the case, 
the Vartia cannot let him proceed unchallenged. His 
ambition, whatever it is, is clearly dangerous and very 
destructive.”  

He walked over to Chim-Mi and prodded him awake. 
“Come! It is a beautiful day. Let’s go for a walk.” 
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Jaquil, Chim-Mi, and Nila left through the back door. Nila 
had been correct, they were in the Fringe. The smell—a 
mixture of rotten fish, smoke, and uncomfortably delicious-
smelling roasted meat—hung thickly in the air around the 
Fringe, making it an undesirable neighborhood to anyone but 
the poorest. It was a crumbling, neglected corner where 
families were packed so tightly into a room they had to sleep 
in shifts. On the farthest edge, makeshift shelters crawled 
precariously up the slopes. These were often washed out 
during the rainy season, killing many, but were rebuilt the 
moment the dry season began. 

People of the Fringe eked out a living any way they 
could. The lucky ones worked low jobs in the warehouses or 
on the docks. Some mended fishing nets or did piecework. 
Others rescued food from the scrap piles in the Souk to sell 
in the Fringe’s own market, a place that hummed with all 
sorts of insects and smelled almost as bad as the fish. 
Garbage combers salvaged anything worth reselling and Nila 
had once come across a group of children carving bones 
stolen from the charnel pits into buttons. She had purchased 
a few and added them to the pebble collection in her bag. 

The worst job, one so loathsome only Fringers would do 
it, was culling. Everyone hated Cullers. Hand-picked by the 
council from the biggest and meanest in the Fringe, they 
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cleared bodies from the city. The dead were carted off to the 
charnel pits. No one minded that. It kept the city more or less 
disease-free. Cullers were hated because their other job was 
to hunt down anyone deemed useless: those missing limbs, 
the blind or deaf, the chronically ill, those with low intellect 
or who were crazy, anyone they didn’t like the look of, and 
illegals who didn’t have forged papers like Nila had. Also, 
anyone who attracted the wrath of a well-connected 
merchant could also find themselves in the cart. Cullers were 
zealous and undiscriminating in their work, and were 
probably a better crime deterrent than all the Cities patrolling 
the streets.  

“The Cullers Association of the Fringe,” Jaquil said, 
presenting the sign hanging on the facade of the inn. “Or, as 
we call it, the Caf.” Nila had to admire the genius in locating 
a secret order’s base of operations in a building everyone 
crossed the street to avoid. Happily, Jaquil assured them, the 
Association’s members had all taken up residence in the 
manor house the Vartia had traded them for.  

Jaquil led them down streets until they came to a busy 
thoroughfare which ran west to the Souk. Instead of merging 
with the flow going to the center of the Annex, Jaquil turned 
in the other direction and headed east. The road rose gently 
until it came to a steep slope. There, it curved sharply south 
to meet the fish yards and charnel pits along the channel. It 
was at this curve that Jaquil left the road to ascend a series of 
steps carved into the slope. It was a hard climb with very 
little to grab onto, should they slip. Fortunately they met few 
people, mostly just young lovers happily skipping down the 
precarious treads, blithe to their mortality.  

They reached the top, hot and gasping for breath. A 
scrawny tabby cat rubbed at their legs.  

“I’m getting too old for this,” Jaquil puffed as sweat ran 
from his temples into his graying beard.  

Nila and Chim-Mi waited for him to catch his breath. 
Below them, smoke churned from the yawning chimneys of 
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the four charnel pits along the shore. It was a busy day for 
the dead. A drab, rectangular building farther down broke 
the rhythm of the pits’ round silos with their garish frescoes. 
A skiff was just sidling up to a dock in front, there to pick up 
the “useless” who were housed inside. They were kept in the 
building for three days, the time the city gave relatives and 
patrons to prove their usefulness. After that, those who 
remained unclaimed were sorted into two groups. One to be 
sold off-shore—slavery wasn’t allowed in Feryl—and the 
other to go directly to the fires. The latter was supposed to be 
euthanized before being tossed in, but there were rumors to 
the contrary. As the most beautiful city in the world, Feryl 
sure had some ugly stains.  

Finally recovered, Jaquil led them along a path cut into 
the slope. Though they had climbed quite high above sea 
level, they were only about a third of the height of the tunnel 
gate and only a little below the library’s tower. Seeing it 
made Nila’s gut tighten. She was homesick—for the room 
and its solitude certainly, but perhaps also for her 
unenlightened self. 

The path curved around the city. From street level, 
Feryl’s unique shape was no that discernible, but from the 
path, Nila could appreciate how perfectly bowl-shaped it 
was, like a goblet the Goddess herself had sculpted using a 
giant rib. Most of the city was surrounded by steep, verdant 
slopes. As the hills curved around to the sea, however, the 
slopes crumbled away to jagged rocks, leaving a gap through 
which ships came in and out. Fogtown lay like a lump of 
forgotten clay in the middle, crosshatched with canals 
sparkling in the sun.  

The path eventually opened out to a spectacular vista of 
the sea. They could go no farther. A thick balustrade 
prevented a long fall to the sharp rocks and churning tide 
below. The arc continued from there, however, toward the 
gap in a series of craggy rocks. Large seabirds hovered 
above the lookout, their silhouettes like sinister warnings in 
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the air. A City sat on a bench off to one side, chin to chest, 
snoring, perhaps dreaming of a job that was a bit more 
action-filled.  

Nila leaned on the railing and inhaled the fresh, salty air. 
The others joined her.  

“A peaceful place for some,” Jaquil said. “For others, an 
alternative to the charnel fires.” He whistled and motioned 
over the balustrade to the rocks below. “Our sleeping friend 
there is supposed to stop the jumpers.” 

Nila snorted at the patch of drool spreading on the 
sentry’s round belly. He snuffled a few times then resumed a 
steady, sonorous drone. 

“And here we have one of Feryl’s Eyes,” Jaquil 
continued, leaning his back against the railing and looking 
up.  

A huge orb protruded from the cliff face above them. A 
circle was incised into the orb, resembling an iris. Someone 
had painted a crude drawing in place of a pupil, and someone 
else had tried, with little success, to scrub it off. 

“It’s entertaining to think of a goddess plucking her eyes 
out and shoving them into the mountainside,” Jaquil said, 
“but I am certain they were constructed by magi. The 
Children would call me a blasphemer, for certain.” 

“Keris and I came here once to look at it,” Nila said. 
“He was trying to figure out how it worked. I thought he was 
just curious. Now I wonder.” 

“Yes,” Jaquil agreed. “Perhaps we should be glad the 
knowledge to use the Eyes has been lost. Everyone desires 
power. The difficulty comes in having it. Even if you believe 
you have a good purpose, power can change that, and power 
like Feryl’s Eyes would be very dangerous indeed, for any 
purpose.” 

“That is the other one?” Chim-Mi pointed across Feryl 
to the twin arc of land reaching around. A similar lookout 
had been created partway up the slope. 

“It is,” Jaquil said. He opened his satchel and produced 
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the sandwiches he had made. “Come, let’s eat.”  
The cat made a beeline toward them. 
A warm wind blew on their faces as they ate. The tabby 

curled around their legs and, not to be outdone, the City 
woke and wandered over to exchange pleasantries, happy to 
accept half a sandwich.  

Nila picked at the other half, still full from breakfast. 
She stared up at the sky while she ate. The seabirds were 
mesmerizing. “How can they just float there? They hardly 
flap their wings at all.” 

“They ride the jiban,” Chim-Mi said through a mouthful 
of sandwich. “On days like this, air heats up very fast over 
land. Hot air rises and creates an emptiness below. Cool air 
from the sea rushes in to fill it, is heated and the cycle 
continues. The rising air pushes up on the birds’ wings. We 
call it jiban. In Shoken, we create our own jiban with candles 
in paper lanterns. They float up into the night sky. Very 
beautiful.” 

“That sounds lovely,” Jaquil said.  
Nila agreed as she continued watching the birds dive 

and swoop back up to hang in the air. They didn’t seem to 
have a reason for doing it as far as she could tell; they were 
just having fun.  

Chim-Mi squinted up at the birds, shielding his eyes 
with his hand. “Ikan Homoro, a friend of my grandfather, 
wanted to fly on the jiban. He made wings like a bird.”  

The tabby mewed and he held a piece of cheese out for 
it. The cat swallowed it without chewing. 

“Did they work?” Nila asked. “Did he fly?” 
“No, he jumped off a cliff and he died. Very messy. 

Hey, is that the ship we are looking for?” 
“We’re looking for a ship?” Nila asked. 
“No, Jaquil and I are looking for a ship. You are too 

distracted by birds.” 
“No I’m not.” 
“Yes, too distracted.” 
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“No I’m—” 
“Well, well!” Jaquil interrupted. He had extended a 

spyglass that he had brought in his satchel. “What have you 
been up to?”  

He handed the instrument to Nila and pointed down to a 
small vessel just coming through the gap.  

She trained the lens on the ship. People bustled about on 
its deck. One figure, however, was stationary at the front, 
holding the rail. “Keris.” A knife stabbed through her chest. 
She passed the glass to Chim-Mi. 

“Yes, Keris,” Jaquil said. “We had word that he had 
hired a clipper called the Dedes. We were afraid he was 
going after Locksiay. The dock workers who’d handled the 
Dedes couldn’t tell us anything—their memories were 
confused and they were missing time—but sailors coming 
into port just after she’d left assured us that she sailed west, 
not south as Locksiay had done.”  

Hekturo the fruit vendor had lost his memories from the 
night Nila had met him in Keris’s apartment. Jano, the dealer 
from The Stallion and Mare who most likely killed Hekturo, 
couldn’t remember how he’d gotten blood on his hands. 
Whatever Keris had done to them, he must have done the 
same to the dock workers. 

“Why go west?” Chim-Mi asked. 
“That is still a mystery,” Jaquil said, “but this morning 

young Bergen came back with an interesting story from the 
taverns. There were star showers a while back. Do you 
remember them?” 

Nila and Chim-Mi nodded, sharing a look between 
them. 

“That night, a ship carrying fleece to Mang was passing 
the Islets of the Dead, a place well-known for shipwrecks, 
apparently. Fire began to rain down, landing on the islets, 
hissing into the water and hitting the ship. Lucky for them, 
they were able to put the fires out quickly and continue on to 
Mang. 
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“Yesterday, on their return trip, they saw the Dedes 
anchored among the islets. Not a living soul was to be seen 
either on the clipper or on the rocks. The crew was spooked. 
They believe the fire rain heralded the rising of the 
shipwrecked souls from the dead who then summoned the 
Dedes to go forth to terrorize the seas for all eternity, or so 
the story went.  

“The sailor who talked to Bergen said nothing could get 
him back out on the sea again.” 

“I don’t blame him. Ghosts can be very vindictive,” 
Chim-Mi said, returning the spyglass. 

“Perhaps,” Jaquil said. “It certainly is quite the story. I 
wonder what the reaction on the docks will be to the Dedes 
coming back into port.”  

“How did you know Keris would be coming back now?” 
Nila asked.  

“The winds plus the estimated speed of the Dedes. From 
the west, early-morning winds are best for a return to Feryl 
but the winds change by noon, so I had to factor in tacking—
ah, it’s complicated. Still, I wasn’t sure if Keris would be 
back today, or tomorrow but I figured whatever he was 
doing there wouldn’t take that long.”  

“I saw plenty of crew on the Dedes just now. Where 
were they when it was anchored by the islets?” 

“Most likely right there all along. Keris has become able 
to cast a glamour. That he is able to cast it over an entire 
crew is testament to how large the cumulus has grown.”  

Jaquil stuffed his spyglass into his satchel and they 
began the journey back. The Dedes was now coasting into 
port. Jaquil and Chim-Mi chatted about small things like 
winds and sea currents. Nila watched Jaquil as he talked—
his facial expressions, his body language—and listened to 
the timbre of his voice. Like an idiot who keeps picking up a 
pot from the fire without mitts, she was beginning to trust 
him. She realized she enjoyed being around him. He felt 
wise and patient and caring, almost motherly.  
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Him, on the other hand, she thought as Chim-Mi snorted 
loudly then lobbed a wad of snot over the edge of the cliff, 
he’s going to take a while.  

She lingered to pick berries cascading from rock ledges. 
Only a few birds hovered over her now. Most had left to 
fight over fish scraps at the docks. She continued to watch 
them, thoughts churning in her mind, as she popped the 
berries into her mouth. She smiled. It was pleasant and, in 
spite of everything she had been through in the past while, 
and the certainty that more was to come, she felt happy. 

She caught up to Jaquil and Chim-Mi at the bottom of 
the stairs, her speed causing Jaquil to clutch his chest 
dramatically. 

“Jaquil,” she said once she caught her breath, “do you 
think the crew of the Dark Mistress could help me with 
something?” 

“Depends what, but I’m guessing they would. They’d be 
glad of the distraction, frankly. They’re used to a bit more 
excitement than fishing. What is it you want them to do?” 

“I’m not quite sure yet.” 
“Well, figure it out. I’m sure Bergen would pass 

whatever you want to do along.” 
“Thanks.” She smiled and followed as Jaquil led the 

way back. 
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The crowds had thinned when they returned to the city. 
Jaquil insisted on a convoluted path through alleys and back 
gardens. They slipped through the iron gate beside the 
Culler’s Association just as oranges and pinks began to 
highlight the sky.  

They went through to the common room and the matron 
produced three mugs of ale. Chim-Mi downed his at once, 
letting out a loud belch before sighing. Nila, thirsty as she 
was, at least tasted the fruity, bitter beer.  

“Mazul is here,” Jaquil said.  
She choked on her drink. He was still stuck in her mind 

as a shadowy, stalking figure, the one who released the Night 
Terror in Fogtown. With an effort, she shoved her fear away.  

Mazul sat at a corner table, hunched over a large, open 
book. The juxtaposition of his menacing bulk and the gentle, 
quiet action of reading was almost amusing. He looked up 
and beckoned her over. 

“Go speak with him,” Jaquil said, gently pushing her 
toward the corner. “I will join you soon but I need to set 
Chim-Mi on a task first.”  

Nila bit her lip and approached the table. 
“Please, sit.” Mazul half stood and gestured to the seat 

beside him. “Something you should see.”  
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She could still smell snow on him but it was fading and 
blending with the smells of Feryl. She sat on the edge of the 
seat, the wild animal in her ready to bolt. She watched him 
flip to a certain page in the book. Tattoos crept across the 
backs of his hands and swirled down his fingers. His nails 
were surprisingly clean. 

“What do you see?” he asked, sliding the book over. His 
voice was deep and rich, and he spoke with an unusual 
accent, stressing words in different ways.  

Shea looked at a drawing of a polished, jewel-like stone 
secured in a bezel setting. Its color-wash may have been 
accurate once, but it was now faded and yellowed. Writing 
crisscrossed the page. “My pendant.” 

“Yes. This,” Mazul patted the book, “is a compendium 
of all the amphorae and aftophorae created in Feryl from the 
rise of magic until the time of the Destruction. It is very old 
and possibly the only one of its kind left. No price could buy 
this.” 

“Is it yours?” Her look was skeptical. Riddles were 
starting to unravel. 

“No. It had been lost for hundreds of years. It was found 
recently and sent to me for safe keeping.” 

“Why you?” 
“Because the segnant trusted me.” 
“You knew him?” 
“I was his student, like Jaquil.” 
“You came all the way from the far north to attend the 

university?”  
Mazul looked at her sharply. “Why do you say ‘the far 

north’?” 
“Your smell. There are tree and grass smells in 

mountain snow but you smell only of the cold. It’s said there 
is a land far to the north where there is only ice and snow, no 
trees. I’ve had strange dreams about this place lately and 
your smell is the same as in my dreams.”  

Mazul stared at Nila for many heartbeats. He turned 
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back to the book, saying nothing. 
“I’m only just learning,” she said, “but I can’t read any 

of this.” 
“It’s in Feryleze, what people in Feryl spoke before 

trade unified many languages into one. Some old words are 
still used today, though. Look.” He pointed to the last word 
in the title at the top of the page. 

“A…mu…lit,” she read slowly. 
“See? Very close. It says The Goddess Amulet. That’s its 

name.” 
“Oh.” She flushed, touching her pendant. 
“Do not feel bad, I can only read a little Feryleze 

myself; just what I learned as a student. Feryleze used to be 
the language of the university, but even that faded away. It’s 
only taught by a few segnanti now. Jaquil is much more 
proficient than I am.” 

“Jaquil said my amulet was probably made for a specific 
purpose.” 

“Ah,” Mazul said, pointing. “I imagine its purpose is 
written here but, as you can see, the writing is far too faded 
to read.” 

She nodded. “May I look through the book?” 
Mazul slid it over.  
Nila gently turned the pages which, more or less, 

followed the same pattern: a sketch in the middle with notes 
surrounding it, just like the book Keris was creating. Was 
Keris trying to add to the one she was looking at, or make a 
replica? As she turned the pages, she could see different 
drawing skills and penmanship from the various people who 
had added to the book. The numerous hands evoked the 
passage of time, like when she looked at the paintings in the 
library. She felt small; not insignificant exactly, but more 
like a grain of sand on a beach or a wave on the ocean—a 
tiny part of something much larger. 

The book was certainly delicate. Some parts were more 
ragged than others while some still retained vibrant colors. 
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Pages had been lost or torn, including a whole section at the 
beginning. 

“Oh!” Nila exclaimed as she turned to another page. “I 
know this one. I stole this from the Rychunds on the Fourth 
Tier.” Flipping more pages, she stopped and tapped one 
showing a ring. “This one I took from a place on the Sixth.” 
So, Keris is trying to make a copy. Why?  

“Every relic you stole, you took to Keris, yes?” Mazul 
asked. 

“Except the last one.” 
“And he recorded every relic you took to him, just like 

in this book?” 
“Well, I can’t say the words were the same, but yes, it 

was like this.” Mazul ruminated, his dark eyes looking far 
away. “If this segnant sent you the book for safekeeping, 
why did you bring it back to Feryl?" 

“Segnant Mauralis included a note along with the 
compendium. It said he could no longer wait for Jaquil to 
arrive, that I was now the guardian of the book and that it 
was time to return from my exile.”  

“Exile?” 
He brushed off her question by saying, “Here’s Jaquil, 

I’ll let him explain.” 
Jaquil lowered himself into a chair across from them. 

“Ah, yes, quite a puzzle this has all been,” he said. “I must 
admit, when I found out about you, I thought you must have 
had something to do with Peytra’s disappearance. Locksiay 
didn’t think so, but it seemed too much of a coincidence. So, 
I had you followed, which was mostly unsuccessful, 
considering how you get about the city.  

“One day, though, you brought a relic to Balek that had 
an ink smudge on it and I thought, ‘Ah-ha!’ An ink smudge 
seems like a small thing, but it was odd. Relics are mostly 
just stored away, seldomly taken out and only then to be 
shown off. The smudge was from a finger and a thumb. A 
merchant wouldn’t dare have ink on her hands, especially if 
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she were showing off something precious. I looked at your 
hands: no ink stains. That told me you were working with 
someone. 

“Just what you were doing was a mystery to me until 
Mazul arrived with the compendium. What would make 
Peytra so worried that he would risk sending such a precious 
tome all the way to Mazul? Was it to make sure you couldn’t 
get hold of it? You were trying to record relics—that much 
was clear. We couldn’t guess why but we felt sure it had 
something to do with the growing cumulus. 

“We needed to find out who you were working with so 
we orchestrated a situation. Amas-Istri was pretty much a 
random victim. We chose her relic simply because I don’t 
much like her or her politics. Who could have guessed it 
would lead where it did?” 

Mazul picked up the thread. “I petitioned Istri for an 
audience, posing as the commissioner for law and order of 
Angora, a province in the northeast of Hittoria. I told her I 
was trying to infiltrate a rebellious plot but couldn’t get my 
prisoners to talk. I’d heard of her success here in Feryl with 
similar factions and was hoping she could advise me. Of 
course the preening woman agreed and Balek set up the heist 
for the same night. We had a few youthful Vartia and a 
whole host of Locksiay’s runners watching for your arrival. 
The plan was for them to trace you back to your partner. 

“The hidden adder in our plans were the Wa-di, of 
course. They arrived the same evening to take the relic back 
to Istri’s compound where the one from Jahari was being 
guarded. Luckily, you arrived before they did so, but then 
you had Wa-di on your tail and I had to intervene. The last 
thing we wanted was you killed or taken to the Well.” 

Nila cocked a sardonic eyebrow at them. She knew their 
concern had nothing to do with her wellbeing. 

“You certainly caused our runners to scramble that 
night,” Jaquil continued, “but you injured yourself, which 
slowed you down on the roofs. A few of our youths caught 
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up and were able to follow you back to Keris, who, it turned 
out, was a student at the university—most probably one of 
Segnant Mauralis’s. 

“You can see how things were adding up.” —Nila 
nodded. She was already there.—“The compendium was 
somehow discovered. Mauralis shares his discovery with 
Keris. Keris meets you, someone who can release currents 
from relics and grow the cumulus. Keris learns how to use 
relics once again and has a cumulus to draw on. He starts 
acquiring them.” 

“But,” Nila interrupted, “he never took any. I always 
handed them off to Balek.” 

“Keris did not take them directly from you but it is clear 
he already has some,” Jaquil said. “He let them pass through 
your hands but I will wager he knows exactly where they all 
ended up. He told you himself that he was almost done in 
Feryl, that he would be leaving soon, and I doubt he would 
leave without taking whichever relics he wants.” 

Nila chewed her lip. She didn’t enjoy being complicit. 
“Why the rush?”  

“He found out about me,” Mazul said. “That night in the 
alley, you learned my name. You told him about me, didn’t 
you?” 

She nodded.  
“And what happened when we tried to save Istri’s other 

relic?” Jaquil asked. 
“The Night Terror,” Nila said in a hushed voice. The 

sudden connection of the monster to her friend caused her 
stomach to clench painfully. 

“What he did in Fogtown showed us how far he was 
willing to go to get a relic. We also learned he was much 
more powerful and dangerous than we could ever have 
imagined.” 

“But how can you be sure it was Keris who released the 
Night Terror?” 

“I was following him.” Mazul said. “By the time I 
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realized what was in the crate it was too late. I couldn’t stop 
him.” 

“And you thought I was part of it?” 
“We did,” Mazul said quietly, “but we could see you 

were just a tool for him. He wouldn’t have risked you in the 
slaughter otherwise.” 

But had he? Nila wondered. She was remembering how 
the Night Terror had sniffed the air for her scent, how it had 
hesitated, hadn’t just torn her apart as it had everyone else. It 
didn’t make her feel less of a tool, but it did make her 
wonder what kind of tool she was. 

Needing something else to focus on, she pulled over the 
compendium. The thin, yellowed vellum and its faint musty 
smell somehow calmed her. She flipped through its pages 
again, looking for relics she recognized, ignoring the ache in 
her chest. She had found a few when, almost at the end of 
the book, she turned to a page showing a staff. “This would 
be a hard one to steal,” she said. “It’s huge.”  

The staff was tall and slim but looked heavy. It was 
pointed at the bottom, round at the top, and from the 
squiggles left by the scribe, she assumed the shaft was 
intricately carved. Very little color was left on the drawing 
except some gold on the shaft and pale green dots at the 
bottom. It was both elegant and formidable. 

“Kenarok’s Staff. It was the most powerful relic ever 
made, if you discount Feryl’s Eyes,” Jaquil said. 

“Was?” 
“It was that staff that caused the Destruction,” Jaquil 

replied. “He lost control of its power during the Battle for 
Hittoria. The staff and everything for leagues around it was 
vaporized. It annihilated Hittoria’s Army of the King, 
Kenarok himself, and his army of magi, and created the 
Shifting Desert. This is what the histories written after the 
Destruction tell us anyway, but we have to take those with a 
grain of salt. They were designed to scare people away from 
anything magic.” 
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Grain of salt indeed, Nila thought. If everything was 
vaporized for leagues around, how could anyone know what 
had actually happened? 

She examined the drawing more closely. “What are 
these?” She pointed to faint dotted circles around sections of 
the staff from top to bottom, thirteen in total. A letter in what 
she assumed was the Ferylese alphabet was assigned to each 
circle.  

“Turn the page,” Mazul said.  
The following page bore a letter that corresponded with 

the top circle on the previous. It also bore an enlarged 
version of the drawing inside that circle.  

“They are detailed drawings of the staff,” Mazul said. 
“It was very intricate so the recorder has blown it up in 
sections. See?” He flipped to the next page, which showed 
the part of the staff just below the top.  

It was intricate, indeed; a cast rod-shaped column. The 
etchings were of naked bodies cavorting in various positions. 
Nila inhaled sharply. 

“What? What is it?” Mazul asked.  
Jaquil leaned in to see what she was looking at. 
“I’ve seen this,” she said. 
“What do you mean, you’ve seen this?” Jaquil asked.  
She ignored him. She turned back to the page with the 

complete staff, turned to the detail, then turned back to the 
staff. She counted eleven pages forward and opened to the 
last detail. It was an elongated spearhead with four sides. She 
opened her mouth to speak— 

“There!” Chim-Mi dropped two halves of a broken rock 
down on the table. “This is what Keris went after. I snuck on 
his ship and looked around. I found this. Why he risks angry 
ghosts for star stones, I do not know.”  

The rock was black and mottled on the outside. Inside, 
where it had broken in two, blobs of green gemstone were 
set in silver. Nila reached up to the green stone of her 
pendant. Her heart was beating hard.  
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Chim-Mi saw her face. “What is wrong with you? You 
eat something bad?”  

The others turned to her. Letting go of the pendant, she 
tapped the page.  

“Oh, hey, I know that relic,” Chim-Mi said. “That is the 
one I gave to Locksiay to clear my debt.” 

Jaquil and Mazul erupted to their feet at once, 
demanding answers from Chim-Mi, then turning to Nila for 
explanations. Chim-Mi had his hands up as if their questions 
were slapping him. Her head hurt. 

“Be quiet!” she yelled. “Be quiet!”  
She motioned for them to gather around. “Look at this.” 

She had turned to the first part of the staff she had 
recognized. “Keris sketched this relic in his book. I 
remember it because of the carvings.” She blushed a little 
and continued. “Now, look at this.” She turned to one in the 
middle. “Don’t you recognize it? This is the one you tried to 
take from me, Mazul, the one I brought to Balek the next 
day. Keris said it was some kind of locator. This one with the 
animals must be how he controls the Night Terror. And this 
one,” she turned to the last page, “this is the one from 
Fogtown, the one Locksiay has right now. 

“The staff wasn’t destroyed during the Destruction, it 
just broke apart. It still exists in pieces. That’s what Keris is 
doing. He’s collecting the pieces of the staff. His plan was to 
get the ones here in the city first and then he’ll go after 
Locksiay. Locksiay has more than just the bottom. Look.” 
She turned to another detail. The rod’s carvings showed a 
cycle of different faces, men and women, with wavy lines 
between each. “This is what Locksiay uses to create his 
glamor, I’m sure of it.” 

“Not anymore,” Mazul said. 
“How do you know this?” Chim-Mi asked. 
“Because I helped him escape. We used it as part of a 

ruse. We knew it was powerful, just not what it truly was.” 
“That still does not explain why Keris went to the Islets 
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of the Dead,” Chim-Mi said, making a sign to ward off bad 
luck. 

Nila grabbed one of the halves of rock. “This”—she 
pointed to a green blob—“is the same gemstone my pendant 
is made from. It’s also the same gemstone this relic”—she 
pointed to the bottom of the staff—“is made from. I think 
star stones are important for making relics. Maybe Keris 
collected them thinking he could make new aftophorae, 
maybe even remake parts of the staff that are missing or 
destroyed. He won’t have to go after Locksiay, if I’m right.” 

“It’s a good theory,” Mazul said, “but magi didn’t just 
all of a sudden create aftophorae. That level of craftsmanship 
would take years to master. Even if Keris could get there, it 
would be much simpler just to use the aftophorae he already 
has to steal the remaining pieces of the staff.” 

“Hmm.” Jaquil nodded at the compendium. “I think you 
are at least right that he’s after Kenarok’s Staff. I bet it’s in 
parts and it fits together.” 

Nila whipped her head around to him. “What did you 
say?” 

Jaquil was taken aback by the sudden urgency in her 
voice. “Well,” he stammered, “I was just thinking that the 
staff might not be broken per se, rather that it was designed 
that way, that the parts fit together—Nila, what is it? What’s 
wrong?” 

“I know where Segnant Mauralis is.”  
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“Hold the lamp for me, please.” Jaquil unrolled the map and 
pressed it against the wall. Chim-Mi held one side for him as 
he traced their path with his finger on the map. Nila moved 
the lamp closer, peering at the details.  

“I think we are here,” he finally said. 
“I counted five tunnels, not six.” 
“I as well, Chim-Mi, but this tunnel,” Jaquil pointed to a 

branch on the map, “was that pile of rubble we passed. That 
would make six, no?”  

Chim-Mi nodded, looking back over his shoulder. “You 
sure there are no swamp drakes down here?”  

Jaquil ignored him. “In any case, we will know the right 
one because of its sharp turn. It’s the only one like it in this 
area.” He tapped the line with his finger.  

Nila traced the branch to their destination. “How do we 
know where we’re going to come out?” 

“We don’t,” Jaquil replied, “but my experience so far 
has been that hatches open to seldomly used rooms. Perhaps 
their wards discourage people from spending any time near 
them. We shall see.” He closed the map and returned it to his 
satchel then took the lamp back from her and continued 
onwards. 

Skeletal faces grinned at them from the dark, watching 
them pick their way over tumbled-down bones and rocks. 
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Water seeped between the stone walls to the ground, where 
molds flourished, making the walking slick. Now that Nila 
was healed, Chim-Mi had sandwiched himself between her 
and Jaquil. “So I can protect you both,” he assured them.  

Darkness yawned above, dripping water and splashing 
rodents echoing around them. A damp breeze fluttered past. 
With it came the odor of decay, feces, and something 
animal-like that could’ve been anything, maybe even the 
swamp drakes Chim-Mi was so worried about.  

“Here we are,” Jaquil announced as he ducked into a 
narrow passage. Chim-Mi disappeared after him and Nila 
followed. They exchanged expansive darkness for a 
squeezing, crushing one, the walls and ceiling scratching and 
biting them as they moved through the tunnel. 

They turned a sharp curve—Jaquil had been right—and 
soon found themselves at the bottom of a narrow stair. 

“I hope I am correct about what’s up there,” Jaquil 
whispered. He climbed up and placed his hand on the 
ceiling. As before, the flame danced. “Your turn, Chim-Mi.” 

Chim-Mi took his place at the top of the stairs. He rested 
his shoulder against the hatch and pushed. It rose easily. He 
lifted it just enough to glance around before opening the 
hatch fully and disappearing through it. He stuck his hand 
down and waved them up. 

They emerged into a small room. Dim light leaked 
between cracks in a poorly-fitted door, illuminating crates, 
sacks of porridge, water barrels, buckets, and a board set 
with cups, bowls, and spoons. Jaquil left his lamp on the 
steps so its light wouldn’t be seen from the other side of the 
door.  

Nila crept over and peered through a crack. She was 
looking into the central chamber of the bottom stratum of the 
Well. The mouths of hallways leading to cells dotted the 
circumference at regular intervals. In the center of the 
chamber, a guard was leaning back on a chair, cards in his 
hand. He was laughing. Four others surrounded him, their 
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faces contorted into a tableau of consternation. 
She breathed a sigh of relief. Jaquil must be right about 

those wards.  
Now they just had to wait for Mazul to do his part. 

Hopefully he had managed his way through the ess-traps 
without trouble. Her chatty tour guide and his excellent 
description of how they worked had been very serendipitous. 
Chim-Mi had pontificated for a long while about that.  

Nila was smiling. She was in her element. Her heart 
pounded. Her body was ready to move and her mind was 
focused. Every other thought or feeling disappeared. She was 
there, in that room and nowhere else, and she had a job to do. 
This job was a bit different than her usual forays, though. 
She had never stolen a person before. 

While they waited, she tried to assess where they were 
in comparison to where she had been kept. She thought she 
knew and whispered her guess to the others. She checked the 
oil level in the lamp on the step. A line Mazul had marked on 
the glass told her they didn’t have long to wait. 

A door suddenly banged open and descending footsteps 
echoed through the chamber. The guards all rose to their feet 
to stand at attention. 

“Councilor Istri!” The footsteps came to a stop at the 
bottom. Chim-Mi glided up to the crack, a cudgel in hand, 
ready. Nila held up two fingers to show the number of 
newcomers. 

“You!” Istri’s voice rang out, “Get me that seaman for 
interrogation.”  

“That the drunk one or the one from the Dedes, 
ma’am?” 

“Why would I care about a drunk, you idiot? Now 
hurry, I don’t have much time.”  

Amas-Istri and her bodyguard moved down one of the 
hallways. Nila watched, her eye pressed to the crack.  

The guard lifted a ring of keys from the table and 
shambled down another hallway. The keys tinkled together 
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while he griped to himself, then a rusty door swung open 
with a screech. A few moments later, booming hollers of 
protest erupted throughout the chamber. Other guards rushed 
to help the first and, after more bellowing and scuffling, they 
brought the burly prisoner through the chamber and down 
the hall where Istri went. The soft cadence of a woman’s 
voice and the clanking of manacles made Nila’s stomach flip 
over. The interrogation room door closed and the guards 
returned to the table. The first guard leaned back on his chair 
once again. 

“Another round for us while she does another round on 
’im, boys?” he said. 

“Poor big bastard,” said another. “Think she’ll do the 
water thing again?” 

“She likes that one, don’t she?” said another. 
“Ack! S’pose you’re right,” the first guard said, rising to 

his feet again. “I better get the bucket ready. Deal me in 
while I do, would ya? And no cheating.”  

As one, Nila, Chim-Mi, and Jaquil looked at the empty 
buckets beside the water barrel. Damn the king! The guard 
was heading straight toward them.  

Chim-Mi squatted beside the door, ready. Nila joined 
Jaquil behind the water barrels. They heard the guard’s hand 
touch the latch and saw it lift. The door began to creak open. 

Kaboom! The walls rumbled and shook. Pebbles and 
dust tumbled from overhead. 

“King me! What was that?” The guard had released the 
latch. A door banged open down a hall. 

“What’s going on?” Amas-Istri yelled. 
“Don’t know, Councilor.”  
Another boom shook the walls. A bell began to ring in a 

patterned staccato—an alarm. 
“Top stratum. Someone’s breaking in!” Istri cried. 

When the guards didn’t respond, she yelled, “Don’t just 
stand there! They need help!”  

The guards rushed to obey, clambering up the steps.  
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When they were gone, Nila, Chim-Mi, and Jaquil crept 
from the storage room. Amas-Istri had returned to her 
interrogation but had left the door open. They could hear her 
pacing back and forth, talking to her bodyguard. 

Chim-Mi motioned for Nila to get the keys while he 
went to take care of Istri. She nodded and he was gone like a 
flash. In the time it took her to pick up the keys and follow, 
he had knocked Istri’s bodyguard unconscious and had her 
pinned in front of him with his forearm pulling back against 
her throat.  

Istri’s eyes widened in recognition as Nila stepped 
through the door. 

“What do you want me to do with her?” Chim-Mi asked.  
Istri’s face darkened.  
Nila hesitated. She wanted to both run away screaming 

and tear the horrible woman apart at the same time. She 
shook her head. “I don’t know.” 

“Leave her with me,” the seaman’s voice croaked from 
where he sat at the table. His eyes were dark behind his 
swollen and mottled face. Blood trickled down his chin. On 
the table in front of him sat two small white stones beside 
pliers. Teeth.  

She unlocked the man’s manacles. “You could come 
with us!” she said to him.  

The man shook his head. He stood and walked over to 
the instrument table where he picked up a pair of scissors.  

“Leave her with me,” he repeated slowly, pink spit 
dripping from his mouth.  

Nila looked at Amas-Istri. Her arrogance was gone. She 
was wide-eyed with fear. Chim-Mi still held her tightly so 
she could barely shake her head. She was begging for mercy, 
childlike and innocent, but Nila knew she would gut Chim-
Mi if she had anything sharp in her hand. She wouldn’t 
hesitate a moment. 

“Come,” Nila said to Chim-Mi and backed out of the 
room. He handed Istri over to the seaman and closed the 
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door, shutting out the sounds of manacles clanking.  
“Hurry up! We don’t have much time!” Jaquil called 

from the central chamber.  
Nila whisked them down the hallway where her cell had 

been then unlocked the door at the very end.  
“Bring that torch,” Jaquil said, pointing to the wall 

before ducking inside.  
It was as dark and rank as Nila remembered. Two new 

prisoners were chained to the wall to replace the ones who 
had attacked her. She went to where the crazy man had been. 
A figure huddled in the darkness with his back turned. She 
tapped on his shoulder.  

“Segnant?” she asked softly. The figure turned toward 
her but was not the man she remembered. Deflated, she went 
back to Jaquil. “It’s not him. I think we’re too late.” 

“Nonsense,” Jaquil said, resolute. “We’ll just have to 
check the other hallways. Maybe this is the wrong one.”  

Nila clenched her jaw. Breaking into the Well was 
ambitious enough and so far their luck had held, but they 
could only push it so far. 

“Over here!” Chim-Mi called from a part of the room 
where the ceiling sloped down to meet the floor. A lump was 
crammed into the crevice. He rolled it over. “This him?”  

Jaquil took the torch and shone it on the emaciated face. 
“It is, although he is barely recognizable. Let’s get him out 
of here,” he said.  

Chim-Mi scooped up what was left of the segnant and 
carried him out of the cell.  

Catching on to what was happening, the other prisoners 
began to call out, to beg for release as well. Nila held the 
keys. She hesitated. How many of them deserved to be 
there?  

“Hurry up!” Chim-Mi hissed from the end of the hall. 
His tone was full of panic. She tossed the keys to the nearest 
prisoner and ran.  

She understood Chim-Mi’s urgency as she came to the 
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central chamber. Hinges were squealing in the door at the 
top of the stairs. She put on a burst of speed and vaulted over 
the table, legs swinging sideways. Chim-Mi waited with the 
door open. She came through at full speed, hit the back wall 
with her feet, and pushed upward, directing her momentum 
into a backward flip. She landed in a squat to dampen the 
sound.  

Chim-Mi had whipped the door closed behind her, 
stopping just before it clattered against its frame. He finished 
closing it with a whisper. 

“Councilor Istri! Councilor!” a guard’s voice rang 
through the chamber as boots clomped down the stairs.  

They were not yet free. Chim-Mi scrambled back down 
through the hatch, carrying the segnant like a sack of 
potatoes. Nila followed him, then Jaquil, who resealed the 
hatch.  

Finally, they were safe. 
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“Foon loa, that was too close. Secret missions are too much 
for Chim-Mi.” 

“That was, indeed, very intense.” Jaquil wiped sweat 
from his brow. “Now, let me have a look at him.”  

Chim-Mi lowered the segnant to the ground and Jaquil 
held the lamp up to examine his old friend. “He is still alive, 
but barely. I can’t imagine he is long for this world, but let’s 
get him back to the Caf and make him comfortable.” 

They retraced their way back through the narrow tunnel. 
As Nila emerged back into the catacombs, goosebumps rose 
on her arms and neck. She pricked her ears and peered in 
both directions. “Something’s not right down here,” she said. 
“I don’t know what it is, but I can feel it.” 

“Let’s not doddle then,” Jaquil replied, increasing his 
pace.  

Chim-Mi followed easily; the segnant was hardly a 
burden for the strong Wa-di. Nila came last again, glancing 
back every few steps. She saw nothing but she couldn’t 
shake the feeling that something was there. Every drip and 
splash echoing through the tunnel made her turn her head. 
The scuffling of their shoes seemed too loud and she was 
about to insist they be more quiet when rats in the darkness 
all around them began scampering away, screeching 
warnings. They had a more definite picture of what she had 
been sensing. 
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A flutter of wind blew strands of hair into her face. She 
inhaled its scent: rot, feces, and that animal smell, stronger 
this time, headier, musty. 

“We have to hide!” she whispered sharply.  
“What?” Chim-Mi replied. They were passing the 

rubble of the collapsed tunnel.  
“There!” She grabbed him and shoved him toward a gap 

only high enough to crawl through. “Get in there!” She 
pulled the bewildered Jaquil to the hole as well.  

The implicit trust that had grown between them caused 
Chim-Mi to act quickly; the segnant’s legs were already 
disappearing into the hole by the time she shoved Jaquil into 
it and snuffed out his lamp. The smell was fully present now, 
no longer needing the breeze to foreshadow its coming. She 
scrambled into the hole. 

To her chagrin, she found herself in a low, shallow 
space. Once inside, she had very little room away from the 
entrance and had to lie on her side, pressing her back against 
Jaquil.  

“What is it?” Chim-Mi asked.  
“Shh!” Nila hissed. She could hear padding feet now. 

The smell was undeniable; it pervaded their hole.  
Chim-Mi gasped.  
The Night Terror growled. 
Nila stared through the opening into the darkness of the 

catacomb, terrified to breathe, waiting for the monster. At 
first the red glow from its eyes seemed to dance 
unaccompanied, floating like insects, until a shape formed 
around it, an almost imperceptible black on black, 
illuminated by a weak light from behind. The monster wasn’t 
alone.  

Its huge bulk passed the hole, moving ponderously. 
Heavy paws struck the ground in a regular rhythm, claws 
scritching like forks on an unglazed plate. It was panting. 
When it licked its slavering jaws, its teeth clacked together.  

Memories of eviscerated bodies; the smell of opened 
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bowels. Nila recalled its face merely a hand’s width from 
hers in the warehouse. In the darkness of the tunnel it 
seemed even larger, its presence more fearsome. 

The beast continued without pause. The lamp soon came 
into sight along with the shadowy person holding it. Just as 
he had been on the barge to Fogtown, Keris was dressed in a 
cloak with the cowl up. He walked slowly behind his 
monster. Nila expected the cowl to turn toward her at any 
second but he continued forward, intent on his purpose. He 
and the lamp passed out of sight. 

She sighed in relief. She was opening her mouth to relay 
what she had seen to the others when a loud snuffling near 
the hole stopped the words dead. Red eyes surrounded by a 
dark mass blocked the fading illumination from Keris’s 
lamp. There are two of them! 

Sniff, sniff.  
This was the one from Fogtown.  
The beast exhaled sharply, its fetid breath filling the 

hole. It inhaled. A growl rumbled from its depths and it 
began pushing at the hole with its muzzle. Gobs of drool fell 
on Nila. She wedged herself back against Jaquil as tightly as 
she could.  

The Terror pushed its nose into the hole again, knocking 
debris loose. A skeletal arm trapped in the rubble above 
swung down, caressing Nila’s face.  

The hole had widened. The beast sniffed again and 
snapped. One of its fangs grazed her thigh. She bit back a 
scream. She slid her hand up to her pendant. She would hit 
the Night Terror with it when it lunged again. It would only 
be a matter of moments before the other one was on them, 
though, and her pendant couldn’t handle them both. She, 
Chim-Mi, and Jaquil were dead. There was nothing she 
could do. 

With glowing eyes fixed on her, the Night Terror moved 
to strike but a sharp, high whistle tore the air, stopping the 
beast short, as if it had hit a wall. It strained to reach her, 
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shaking with the effort, but its head slowly turned toward its 
receding master as if it were wearing a chain around its 
muzzle. Its teeth clattered together, biting. Its muscles 
rippled and fought—she could feel the vibrations from 
them—but it was compelled to follow Keris. Whining, it 
gave up and slunk away after him.  

Nila and the others lay silent in the debris until they 
were sure Keris and the Night Terrors were gone. They 
climbed out of the rubble and bones and dusted themselves 
off. Jaquil had Nila relight their lamp. She managed to 
staunch the blood from the gash on her leg but it stung badly. 
Jaquil worried about infection.  

The segnant was still alive but his pulse was slow and 
weak. Jaquil wanted to get him to the Caf as soon as possible 
so they proceeded as quickly as they could, relying on Nila’s 
senses to warn them of danger.  

The weak lamplight was enough to illuminate large paw 
prints the beasts had left here and there where the sludge was 
thick on the ground. They followed the same path along the 
catacombs and down beside the massive sluice channel 
under the Avenue of the Goddess. Under the Sixth Tier wall, 
the paw prints turned to go over the bridge spanning the 
channel.  

Jaquil continued on down, voicing relief to be going a 
different direction than Keris and his beasts.  

Nila stopped. “I’m going after him.” 
“What? No, that is far too dangerous.” 
“I have to find out what he’s up to.” 
“And what if he is sending those beasts after someone? 

Do you really want to be part of that again?” Jaquil’s voice 
rose. 

“I have to do something. Maybe I can warn them. I’ll be 
careful.” 

“Chim-Mi, can you talk some sense into her?”  
The Wa-di shrugged the one shoulder not burdened by 

the segnant. “She has decided. Me? I’m not stupid; I go with 
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you.”  
Jaquil blew out his cheeks in exasperation. “You will 

need light and you will need to know how to open the 
portal.” 

While Jaquil taught her how to get out of the passage, 
Chim-Mi made her a torch. He had set the segnant down and 
removed his shirt. Ropes of muscles rippled as he tore it into 
strips. He wrapped the strips around his cudgel, poured some 
lamp oil on the cloth, lit it, and handed it to her. “I am not 
happy about this,” he said to her. “Be careful.” He slung the 
segnant over his shoulder once more and headed down to the 
next level of catacombs. Jaquil squeezed her shoulder and 
followed.  
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Nila watched the blob of lamplight that was Jaquil and 
Chim-Mi get smaller. When she could no longer see it, she 
crossed the bridge over the sluice channel and followed 
Keris’s path. He had had a good head start but the beasts’ 
pungent odor lingered. She ran, watching for prints in the 
muck, mindful that her nose would tell her if she was getting 
too close. 

She had been running for a while when she suddenly 
realized the prints had disappeared. She doubled back, 
swinging her torch around. She soon found them again and 
where they had turned to face the wall.  

She found the mark that indicated a portal and set the 
torch down. Its flame was dying. The oil Chim-Mi had 
poured on it would soon run out.  

With her pendant in one hand, she pressed both against 
the cool surface of the wall and spoke the words Jaquil had 
taught her. What if his idea to open the portal doesn’t work? 
Pangs of dread ate at her guts.  

If Nila simply touched the portal, she would probably 
release its currents, nullifying its power. But, Jaquil had said, 
if she were to use her pendant on the door as well, she might 
be able to create a continuous loop of currents that would 
give the door enough energy to open.  

She forced herself to breathe as she pressed her hands 
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onto the cold stone of the wall. Her torch flickered and went 
out. Complete darkness surrounded her. Nothing was 
happening. 

Panic began to well up. She was trapped in the tunnels 
with the gurgling sewers, skittering rodents, and stench. 
Jaquil had promised to come looking for her if she didn’t 
make it back to the Caf, but how long would she be stuck in 
there until he did? How would he even find her? 

She was on the verge of screaming when she began to 
feel more than just the shaking of her hands. The rock was 
vibrating. Stone ground against stone. Slowly a crack opened 
and Nila saw the absolute darkness of the tunnel replaced by 
the ambient starlight of a dark night sky.  

She stepped out into the dead end of an alley. She turned 
back to the door and watched it grind and shudder closed 
again. It struck her only then how small the portal was. 
There was no way Night Terrors could have squeezed their 
bulk through. Was it a double door and Nila had only opened 
one side? Even then, it wouldn’t be nearly big enough. And 
yet, this was where the prints had stopped. She was puzzled 
but had no time to dwell on it.  

She ran, scanning for a way to get up to the roofs. She 
found an awning over a door. From there, she sprang to a 
bracing pole and onto a roof. She ran up to its apex and 
scanned the neighborhood with her eyes and ears. 

It was a few hours before daybreak so most people were 
still, thankfully, in their beds. She heard a bang from 
somewhere in the distance behind her. Other noises came 
from other directions, but nothing that would indicate two 
monsters roaming the streets.  

“Aaa—” A scream was cut short by slammed shutters. 
Nila ran toward the sound, leaping over gaps and racing up 
and down gables. More screams and slamming doors. The 
closer she got, the more familiar the roofscapes. Her 
apprehension grew. 

Crash! The splintering sounds of a large wooden door 
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imploding inward rent the air. Terror-filled screaming began.  
“Balek!” Nila cried. She sped toward his beni. The 

screams were over by the time she got there. 
She landed on his roof as silently as she could and crept 

to the edge of the gallery. Water babbled cheerfully from the 
fat baby’s mouth, its water pink. The rest of the courtyard 
was destroyed. Pots were scattered and broken, vines torn, 
furnishings smashed. Blood smeared the tiles and splashed 
up the walls. Bodies lay here and there—some guards, some 
servants.  

Balek was on the far side of the courtyard, partially 
obscured by the fountain. He sat with his back against a 
column. His belly was heaving and blood spattered his finely 
tailored kaftan. 

Nila quietly descended the steps to the courtyard, 
stopping suddenly halfway down where the stairs made a 
turn. The door to Balek’s quarters lay smashed at the bottom. 
Sitting on those splinters was the backside of a huge black 
beast. She carefully backed away.  

Sniff, sniff. It had caught her scent.  
Bumps and crashes came from Balek’s rooms. Keris 

barked a command from within. The response was a growl 
and a splintering crash that shook the walls. Nila used the 
noise to cover her retreat up the stairs.  

Back on the rooftop gallery, she crawled along its 
outside edge toward Balek. What was she doing? There was 
no way she could rescue him with that beast guarding him. 
She should just leave while she still could.  

Arck! The Terror shrieked just as it had in Fogtown and 
she covered her ears.  

Cursing and muttering, Keris came outside.  
She flattened herself to the floor and slithered to the 

edge to peek between the balustrades.  
He stood beside his monster, festooned in a selection of 

Balek’s jewelry as he tucked items into pockets in his cloak.  
Two glowing red eyes floated in the room he had just 
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come out of. To her horror, they came through the small 
chamber doorway, blackness leaking through with them like 
smoke into the courtyard, like no flesh and bone could, like 
it had no substance at all. It drifted and gathered on the other 
side of Keris, resuming its solid, hulking shape, once more 
the Night Terror she was familiar with. 

The other beast whined.  
“What’s the matter with you?” Keris asked.  
It turned away from him and sniffed the air.  
“After I’m finished here,” he said.  
Nila knew she should leave, and was tensing her 

muscles to retreat, but she couldn’t. She stayed glued to her 
spot, listening. 

“You lied to me, Balek.” Keris was walking toward the 
injured man. He rested a foot on the edge of the fountain, 
scooped up some water, and splashed it on his face.  

Balek tilted his head up to look at Keris but didn’t move 
otherwise.  

“You told me that Locksiay had the lodestone. How 
convenient, I thought; two relics for the price of one. So of 
course I paid him a visit. It wasn’t there. Why did you lie to 
me, Balek?”  

Balek shook his head vigorously, eyes wild. “No, 
please, I didn’t lie. He took it with him.” 

“To the underworld? I doubt it. He certainly didn’t take 
his other one. I tore it from around his neck after I stabbed 
him in his sleep.” Keris smiled. “The idiot didn’t even know 
his glamor came from a piece of Kenarok’s Staff. No, 
Locksiay didn’t have the lodestone, but you must know 
where it is. You will tell me.” Keris removed his foot from 
the fountain and stepped toward Balek.  

Balek feebly raised his hands. “P-promise me you won’t 
kill me.” His voice quavered. 

Keris laughed. “Oh Balek, I can always trust someone 
like you to put themselves above others. I respect your self-
preservation. I promise I will not kill you.” 
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“It was a decoy. They bought the body from the 
Cullers—a woman, actually, with hair like Locksiay’s—you 
knew of him but you’d never met Locksiay personally, so 
with his other relic around the body’s neck, it was unlikely 
you’d suspect the ruse.” 

Keris was suddenly filled with rage but checked himself. 
“Where is Locksiay now?”  

“He has taken a ship and gone south.” 
“And?” 
“I don’t know where he’s going. Please believe me. Not 

even Mazul knows. Locksiay said it was safer that way.”  
Keris spat curses and strode back to his monsters. The 

fountain tinkled and splashed merrily. He uttered a quiet 
command. One of the Night Terrors, the one who had her 
smell in its memory, growled and padded slowly toward 
Balek. 

“Wait, wait,” he cried, “you promised not to kill me!” 
“You’re right, I did, but I didn’t promise my Terrors 

wouldn’t.” Keris continued to the beni’s gate, the other 
Night Terror following.  

Balek whined and pleaded but the beast continued to 
advance slowly, stalking him carefully like he was a cat that 
could suddenly bolt. It would kill him soon enough and then 
be free to come after Nila.  

She was torn. She should go but she couldn’t leave 
Balek. He had been kind to her when almost no one else had 
been. She owed him for that. Besides, as Chim-Mi had said, 
no one deserved to die like that.  

She tried to think of something. She touched her 
pendant. It was full. It couldn’t take down both beasts but it 
might give her a chance to pull Balek to safety before the 
second one got to them.  

The Night Terror was closer to him now. She needed to 
get to the courtyard quickly. The trellis would be too slow 
and the distance to the ground was too far to jump. She 
would have to use the fountain.  
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Don’t think about it, just jump. 
She launched herself over the railing toward the cherub. 

The monster shrieked and sprang up at her. She pushed off 
from the fountain, aiming for the ground. She caught a dark 
blur out of the corner of her eye as it moved in front of 
Balek. A tremendous scream of pain rang out and a crash 
thundered in the courtyard.  

Nila had to concentrate on landing. The floor was 
covered in blood. She took advantage of the slippery surface 
and landed in a squat, slid, and spun to face the Terror, her 
amulet raised.  

The monster lay motionless on the broken fountain. 
Crystalline, pinkish spears protruded from its chest and neck. 
One had pierced its jaw up into its brain. The water in the 
fountain was gone.  

Mazul appeared beside her. He grabbed her wrist. She 
felt flushed with heat, as if she’d been doused in hot water, 
but far from being painful, it was intense, pleasurable, like 
nothing she’d ever felt before.  

He held his other hand up facing the second Night 
Terror. It was frozen in mid-stride, a heavy paw with its 
sharp claws poised in the air.  

Keris stared at the tableau. “What is this? What are you 
doing?” he said. 

“I am controlling its blood,” Mazul answered. “I’ve 
stopped its body. Its heart will be next.” 

“No!” Keris thundered, pulling out a wicked-looking 
dagger. 

“Nila, your pendant.” 
“She has no power against me,” Keris spat, and took a 

step forward. 
“Stop!” Mazul’s voice made him hesitate. “You see now 

what power I wield. Do not tempt me to use it. Call your 
beast and I will release it, but if you take one more step 
toward Nila or myself, I will end its life and do the same to 
you.”  
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Keris looked at his dead Night Terror, its blood 
mingling with the melting ice spears. He turned back to 
Mazul with loathing. Then, he looked to Nila and pain and 
betrayal crossed his features. Guilt clamped down on her 
heart.  

He raised his cowl and left through the broken gate. 
Moments later, a shrill whistle came from the street beyond 
the compound. Mazul released his hold on the Night Terror 
and the beast lumbered away, compelled to follow its master.  

Mazul staggered forward and collapsed. 
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Nila ran to Balek’s gate. One thick wooden door had been 
splintered into fragments while the other hung askew, 
dangling from one hinge. She looked down the street. 
Frightened faces peeked out here and there from windows 
and cracked-open doors, but Keris wasn’t anywhere to be 
seen. Distant screams told her he was headed back in the 
direction of the portal.  

She returned to Mazul. He was sitting now, elbows on 
his knees, breathing heavily. 

“Are you all right?” she asked. 
“I will be,” he panted. “Check on Balek.”  
Balek was still sitting against the column. “Nila, dear,” 

he said weakly. “I’m afraid I’ve soiled myself. How 
embarrassing.” 

“Where are you hurt, Balek?” She traced a trail of blood 
to a cut on his head. 

“Oh, that hurts a little, but otherwise I’m alright. I just 
can’t seem to be able to get up.” He began crying. He looked 
like a disused marionette sitting against the column with his 
legs and arms splayed out. “I told him which direction 
Locksiay went. I shouldn’t have but I didn’t want to die.” 

“Nobody wants to die like that, Balek,” Mazul said as he 
slowly rose from the ground. “Locksiay did not tell us 
precisely where he was going because any one of us could 
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have been in your situation.” He squatted in front of the limp 
man. “I’m just very sorry we didn’t get you to safety, my 
friend.” 

“I refused to go, didn’t I?” Balek smiled weakly and 
patted Mazul on the knee. A shadow crossed his brow. “You 
warned me he would come for me like this. These people, 
these beautiful, loyal people are all dead because of my 
stubborn pride.” 

Nila looked around at the broken, bloodied bodies lying 
around the courtyard. She counted seven, mostly from 
Balek’s guard, but two seemed to be servants. One person 
was notably missing. “Where’s Molokai?” she asked. 

“I sent her home, remember? Thank the Goddess she 
was not here. How cruel I would have been to send both 
their life bracelets home.” So, Koalo hadn’t survived his 
injuries. Nila bowed her head. 

“Their family would have understood more than most,” 
Mazul said. “Now, try moving your foot.”  

He examined Balek while Nila checked if anyone else in 
the courtyard was still alive. She came back shaking her 
head.  

Mazul took her aside and said, “I think Balek’s back 
was broken when he hit the column. He will likely never 
walk again. Still, we should call for a healer and get him 
somewhere comfortable. Hey!” he shouted to the crowd 
gathering at the door to the beni. “Can some of you help us 
move him? And we need a healer!”  

The crowd hesitated, suspicious of the strange-looking 
man with tattoos on his face. 

“Please, we need help!” Nila called.  
Someone squeezed through the crowd from the back. 

Nila recognized her, a woman named Mina from Balek’s 
kitchen staff. She pulled her son Kar along behind her. They 
must have escaped through the postern door. She called back 
into the crowd and a few more people came. Soon Balek was 
being lifted by many hands. Mina led them to his chambers 
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and they laid him on his bed.  
Nila was the first to return to the courtyard. Broken 

debris lay throughout and the gate couldn’t be closed. The 
crowd had grown and people were jostling and squeezing 
around each other to get a look at the dead monster lying 
across the broken fountain. 

“Is anyone here a carpenter?” Nila called into the crowd, 
hoping to fix the gate quickly. 

The crowd gasped in response. Their eyes had become 
saucers and some were pointing.  

Nila turned to follow their stares. “King me!”  
“By the Eyes of Feryl!” Mazul cursed as he emerged 

from the chamber doorway. 
The Night Terror’s body was disintegrating into black 

particles and floating away like smoke. It was only moments 
before the huge beast crumbled into ash and disappeared. 
Everyone watched, transfixed. When it was over, as if it had 
been the grand finale to a Panzu play, the crowd dispersed, 
talking animatedly about what they had seen.  

Some in the crowd stayed behind to help with the gate. 
Mina, her son Kar, and several other servants who had 
escaped stayed as well. Mother and son buzzed around 
Balek’s bed, staunching his head wound, tucking pillows 
under him, and making him drink water. Nila sat on the 
bed’s edge, watching the play of pain across his cherubic 
face. 

When the healer was led in, Mina immediately shooed 
everyone away. Nila went in search of Mazul and found him 
on the roof terrace, looking far out into the city. It was only 
then that she noticed he was covered in soot. Rescuing the 
segnant seemed so long ago already. 

“We found him. Mauralis. Jaquil and Chim-Mi took him 
to the Caf.”  

Mazul nodded. The soot pattern on his face made him 
look exhausted.  

“Um, Mazul—”  
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“I am an Elemental.” 
“A what?” 
“You were going to ask me how I killed the Night 

Terror. I am an Elemental. I can manipulate water.” 
Nila rolled his words around in her head. “That night in 

Fogtown. Chim-Mi and I in the canal. That was you?” It had 
been so surreal that it lived in that part of her mind where 
only wisps of dreams remained. She hadn’t even thought to 
ask anyone about it. “And that’s how you stopped me in the 
alley the first time we met.” 

Mazul nodded. “I froze the rain into a wall of ice.” He 
gestured toward the fountain. “This time, I threw the water at 
the Terror and froze it in midair so it became spikes of ice. It 
was just luck that they even pierced its hide, let alone hit 
vital areas.” 

“And you have power over blood as well?” Nila asked. 
“I didn’t know I had until recently.” Mazul sighed and 

leaned on the balustrade. “I’d never thought to try before but 
when Jaquil’s heart stopped, I just…willed it to happen. 
Today was similar but it took every ounce of my will to hold 
the Terror back.” 

“But you could have killed it, right?”  
Mazul shook his head, “I doubt it. I had only a vague 

idea what I was doing.”  
Nila shivered. She had survived three encounters with a 

Night Terror now. What were the chances of that? 
“Keris was bluffing too,” she said. “He has always been 

wary of my pendant when it was around my neck. If I had 
used it on him, he would’ve gone down.”  

Mazul guffawed. “That’s what I was betting on.” 
“Besides,” she continued, “I’m beginning to think Keris 

doesn’t want me hurt. I think he gave his Terrors my scent 
and commanded them not to harm me, though he sure as 
king doesn’t mind if they frighten the boots off me. I think 
he wants me captured.” 

“That suggests he still needs you for something.” She 
nodded. 
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“Mazul, when you grabbed my wrist, I felt…” She 
didn’t know how to explain it, exactly. “I felt...something.” 
She flushed at the memory. 

“I did as well. I think I somehow channeled your 
amulet’s power into me. Maybe that’s what stopped the 
beast, not me. Honestly, I wasn’t thinking. It was just an 
instinct.” He turned to her, frowning. “I’m sorry to use you 
like that.” 

“You can use me anytime.” She choked on her words 
and felt her face burn. “I mean, if you need my help. Well, 
you know, like if we’re in trouble again.”  

Mazul smiled. One of the servants had come up the 
stairs and was beckoning them. Still smiling, he said, 
“Come, the healer wants us.” 
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Mazul was being ridiculous about the kaftan Mina had found 
for him among Balek’s things. It was red with gold thread, 
and Nila thought it actually went very nicely with his skin 
and tattoos, but he kept shifting his “breasts” and 
complaining. 

“Oh, just accept that you look regal.” Balek chuckled 
weakly. “A fitting role, don’t you think?” Mazul shot him a 
piercing look. He ignored the look and continued, “If Nila 
can deign to be your servant, surely you can accept your part 
as a haughty rich lady of the Sixth. You are a beauty, after 
all.”  

Mazul grunted in response, his mouth a tight, straight 
line, as Mina finished tying the scarf around his head. She 
began applying a paste to cover his tattoos. Nila regarded her 
own bare legs sticking out of Kar’s pants and squirmed at the 
tight inseam pinching her bits. Mazul was being far too 
picky in her opinion. 

Balek lay back on his pillows, tired. Nila smiled 
sympathetically at him. “You seem in good spirits,” she said, 
patting his hand. 

“This is nothing. I have far too many kaftans as it is, and 
I will buy Kar much nicer shirts and trousers.” Kar wagged 
his head from side to side, pleased he would be getting some 
new clothes. 
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“I was referring to what happened today. I know you’re 
mourning the dead, but you don’t seem particularly upset 
about your injuries.” 

“Oh, I see,” Balek said, his voice losing its cheer. “Yes, 
I am grieving for those who perished. We will begin their 
life ceremonies once you have left. Not to excuse my 
grievous error, but I did warn my people of the danger. Some 
agreed to stay with me, despite it. Still...I am to blame. 

“As for my legs, Nila, all I can say is that I am old and 
rich. I never thought I would be either of those. I try to 
appreciate it every day. Most people who are born into 
circumstances similar to mine get nothing but poverty, 
hardship, and an early burning. I thought I was going to die 
today, Nila, and I am still alive. A gift, wouldn’t you say? 
Besides, my dear, I am not like you. I do not run and climb, 
and my clients already come to me. Not much will have to 
change. Now, kiss me gently and be on your way. And tell 
Jaquil not to worry.”  

She embraced Balek and kissed him on both cheeks. 
Mazul took his hand and they exchanged quiet words before 
they bowed their heads solemnly and bid each other 
goodbye. After this, Nila and Mazul left. 

They wound their way through the streets and merged 
straight into a traffic glut on the Avenue. Two upper tier 
merchants in their gigs had crossed paths. The footmen who 
pulled them had released their charges and were squaring 
off.  

The footmen’s costumes were elaborate. Long, colorful 
feathers bobbed in semicircles and sprays above banded 
heads. Bells on embroidered costumes added high notes to 
the rhythm coming from rattles around wrists and ankles. 
They moved in elaborate unison, performing handstands and 
backflips, punctuating their movements with whoops and 
cries. The crowd pressed in around them, jostling each other 
for a better view, but leaving enough room to avoid flying 
hands and feet. The goal of the display was to outperform the 
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rival house, the winner determined by the applause of the 
crowd. Three wins guaranteed the house a table at the Final 
Feast, hosted by the doega.  

Nila had forgotten that Carnevale, the two-week-long 
festival, was starting. These house battles were among the 
first of many elaborate, lavish events. The decorated gigs 
and the costumes certainly added joyful color to the busy 
Avenue, but they did nothing to ease congestion. She and 
Mazul had to squeeze through the crowd. She put Mazul out 
front to plow through the traffic with his dazzling broad 
shoulders. Eventually, they got past the display and the 
congestion eased enough for them to walk side by side again. 

“How did you know about the attack on Balek?” Nila 
asked, weaving around a woman carrying a loaded basket on 
her head, cursing like a sailor about the stoppage. 

“I didn’t. When Keris learned Locksiay was gone, I 
knew he’d come back to punish Balek. I pleaded with the 
stubborn man to go into hiding already and I was on my way 
to try again. I do not agree with Balek. Whether his people 
wanted to stay or not, he should not have given them a 
choice. He should not have put others in such danger.” 
Mazul cursed under his breath then said, “And you? How did 
you know?”  

Nila told Mazul about the rescue and her encounter with 
Keris in the catacombs. When she finished, they walked a 
while in silence, but she soon had another question for him. 
“So, how exactly do you become an Elemental?” 

“You don’t. You are or you are not,” he said. She 
looked at him, puzzled. “It has to do with your blood. There 
are four different types, at least according to ancient texts the 
Vartia still possess in its archives. Most people have dark 
blood. They cannot use magic in any way. The next most 
common is Mesmeric. Mesmerics use currents to power their 
art. The Emperor Kenarok, for example, was the most 
powerful Mesmeric of all time. My blood is called Humoric 
and is quite rare now. People like me can manipulate 
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elemental energy: earth, wind, fire, and water.” 
“How are they different?” 
“It is difficult to say after so much knowledge has been 

lost, but I see currents as the energy balance within things 
whereas elementals are the things themselves. I don’t know 
if that makes sense or not.” He scrunched his beautifully 
powdered nose. Nila nodded, almost understanding. 

He continued, “As with Mesmeric talent, Elemental 
talent varies. I am much more adept at using water but I do 
have a bit of talent with fire, as you may have noticed during 
our attack on the Well.” Explosions that shook the solid rock 
walls? Yeah, she had noticed. 

“You said Humorics are rare now. Why?” 
“Kenarok,” Mazul said flatly. “Elementals cannot 

become individually great. They cannot become more 
powerful, like the magi with their amphorae. Their power 
comes from numbers. As Elementals bond together, their 
ability increases exponentially. Kenarok wanted to be all 
powerful and one can say he was, as an individual, but he 
knew Elementals could easily challenge him if enough came 
together. So he systematically hunted them down. The 
Elementals fought back, of course, and joined the Army of 
the King that opposed Kenarok in Hittoria. Most of them 
were on that battlefield at the time of the Destruction.” 

“They were all kinged too, huh?” Nila said as they 
finally passed into the Annex.  

Mazul turned them into an alley heading west instead of 
east, guiding them in a convoluted path designed to lose a 
tail if they had one.  

“How come this is the first time I’m hearing about 
Elementals?” Nila asked. 

“Same reason we know so little about currents. The 
Vartia have only a few texts describing the various bloods. 
That is the only thing left about us; not even a scribbled note 
to give any direction in how to use the elements. I suspect 
Kenarok began destroying those texts long before the Purge 
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got ahold of them. The clerics just finished the job after the 
Destruction. I have had to learn mostly by trial and error 
with no one to teach me and few peers to share knowledge 
with. As I said, I didn’t even know I could control blood.”  

Mazul guided Nila over a canal, across a square, and 
down an alley. They came out to the docks in the West End 
and stopped to peer at the busyness of Fogtown. Staring out 
to the channel, Mazul said, “There is a type of blood that is 
even more rare than Humoric.” 

“Mine.” Nila said.  
Mazul nodded and began walking toward the center of 

the Annex. “Your blood is called Transmutic. Kenarok tried 
to recruit Transmutics into his army. He needed them to 
redirect energy into aftophorae so these weapons could be 
used continuously. The Nulls, rare even then, sided with the 
king, however, and were destroyed side-by-side with the 
Elementals.” 

“I’m the only Null anyone has heard of in hundreds of 
years, so I’m told. How did I end up with this kind of 
blood?” 

Their conversation paused while they wove through the 
crowds in the Souk. Mazul picked it up again once they were 
through. “Blood seems to run in families, but not every 
member presents the same type, necessarily. Your mother 
can be Mesmeric and your father Dark. You present your 
father’s blood but you somehow pass your mother’s on. The 
next generation to be Mesmeric might only be your 
grandchild or your grandchild’s grandchild. It’s like red 
hair.” 

“I never saw anyone with red hair before Oobik. There 
are more of them?”  

Mazul chuckled. “Yes, but most live an isolated life 
very far away from here. They do not travel much. Oobik is 
an exception. There are small clusters where almost 
everyone in the village has red hair. I have a theory that there 
are clusters of Elementals out there somewhere, though I 
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have yet to find one.”  
They had climbed up a steep avenue before turning 

down a narrow street.  
Nila asked, “Do you think there are clusters of Nulls 

too?”  
“They have always been rare so I doubt it.” Mazul saw 

the disappointment on her face and added, “But who knows? 
We can always hope. Ah, here we are.”  

They turned a corner and Nila recognized the facade of 
the Caf. She nodded approval at Mazul’s navigation. He held 
the gate open for her and they left the street. 
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Nila sat beside the bed and stared at the sick old man they 
had rescued. Jaquil had tucked thick blankets around the 
segnant until only his face was visible. It was pale gray, 
almost green, and there were scabbed-over sores on his 
forehead, cheeks and chin. His cracked lips were parted, 
emitting a soft, tremulous wheezing. He seemed dead 
already, his breathing a trapped ghost struggling to escape. 

She looked longingly around her old room. She had 
been forced to give it up and move in with Chim-Mi, which 
hadn’t been easy. Every night, he sat up, punching the air 
and yelling, fighting some dream-battle. He’d drop back 
dead asleep onto his pillow, never hearing her curses. 
Modesty was also a problem. Clothes, apparently, were an 
option in a bedroom.  

“So what?” he had said when she complained. “I have a 
body, you have a body. No big deal. Don’t look if you don’t 
want to see.”  

Nila could just live in her tower, but Jaquil strongly 
discouraged it after the Children of the Goddess openly tried 
to kidnap her. It happened the day after the segnant had been 
rescued. She had gone back to the library for the night. The 
Children were waiting for her the next morning.  

When they grabbed her, she reacted like a cornered cat. 
With a savagery born of recent horrors and the memories 
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they had stirred in her, she scratched and kicked ferociously 
until they let go, then beat them with the new cudgel Chim-
Mi had given her until all but one got away.  

She discovered three things before she let the last one 
go. One was that she hadn’t been delusional, the Children 
had been watching her for many weeks. Two, until she had 
shown up at the library, they had lost track of her—the Caf 
was still safe. And finally, they were following orders from 
someone they called the Restorer.  

Nila knew it had to be Keris. Who else would know to 
find her at the university? He clearly wanted his tool back. 
She just wasn’t sure why. Perhaps he had some aftophorae 
that needed recharging? She guessed it wasn’t so they could 
lie wrapped in each other’s arms again. 

The incident put an end to her tower solace. Jaquil was 
rattled. He instructed everyone to be extra cautious, to use 
the tunnels as much as possible, not to leave above ground 
unless absolutely necessary and not, under any 
circumstances, come back with a tail. She still snuck back to 
her tower now and again with Chim-Mi’s help—probably 
because he needed alone time too—but, if she were being 
honest, the tower had lost its appeal. It just felt cold and 
empty. 

In contrast, the Caf was a zoo. Too many people were 
trapped together under one roof. Jaquil had everyone doing 
chores to keep occupied—the matron had never had such 
clean ceilings—which was why Nila was sitting on the chair 
watching Segnant Mauralis. It was a chore that did nothing 
to stave off boredom. She would have drifted off, but the 
sound of his breathing was too unhinging. She really needed 
Chim-Mi to stop telling her ghost stories. 

Mauralis had woken only once since he had been 
rescued. Delirious, he had raved until Jaquil arrived, then 
became suddenly lucid. He dug his fingers into Jaquil’s arms 
and babbled about the staff. He left dark bruises where he 
had grabbed him. 
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Mauralis teetered between life and death until Bergen 
brought back some of Jazminder’s stew from the Dark 
Mistress. The segnant had been able to keep it down—a 
good sign, apparently—though the labored breathing Nila 
was listening to didn’t sound like much of an improvement.  

She wished him health but, contrary to the others, she 
didn’t think what he could tell them would help that much. 
They already knew Keris was collecting pieces of the staff 
and could guess which parts he already had. Mazul took the 
compendium to Balek, who was able to tell them where the 
remaining pieces in the city likely were. All they had to do 
was grab them before Keris did. The segnant couldn’t help 
with that. 

They argued about the old man but they mostly fought 
about Keris—his intentions, his abilities, his character. More 
often than not, Nila found herself defending him. He had 
done terrible things, yes, but she remembered a different 
Keris, one who talked about fairness and the plight of 
farmers in Hittoria. He’d witnessed firsthand the effect 
Feryl’s monopoly had on Hittorians while traveling to jah 
plantations with his parents. There was compassion and 
empathy in him. She was shot down every time she talked 
about this side of him. They would remind her of Fogtown, 
of Balek’s and of her own betrayal. Certainly, the argument 
leaned in their favor. Sometimes she wondered if she were 
defending Keris simply for the fight. They were all tense and 
cooped up and getting on each other’s nerves. 

Bad news didn’t help their moods either. Amas-Istri had 
survived the Well and was reframing the incident as an 
assassination attempt by one of her fellow council members, 
the one everyone was sure would be the next doega. Though 
he denied it, Istri’s accusations had upset his assured 
ascension and there were now calls for Istri herself to be 
nominated. As doega, she would have ultimate control over 
Feryl. The thought was revolting. 

Mazul knocked on the door and entered, rousing Nila 
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from her catatonic state. “It’s time,” he said. “Chim-Mi is 
downstairs waiting for you. You need to be careful,” he 
added like a worried father.  

She resisted rolling her eyes and closed the door behind 
her. Of course she would be careful. Jeesh. 
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Downstairs, Nila checked Chim-Mi’s pack to make sure he 
had everything. He did not resist rolling his eyes. She 
cinched his pack to his body, making it far too tight. She 
checked her own pack, donned it, and Chim-Mi returned the 
painful favor.  

They left, keeping to the shadows, and climbed a rain 
spout to a rooftop. Nila vaulted over a wide gap to another 
roof, rolling out her momentum. She waited for Chim-Mi. 
He hadn’t done much crossing yet but he dove over the gap 
gracefully. She sometimes forgot he was Wa-di until she saw 
him move, and it was as if a bird, a deer, and a bull could all 
be one animal. 

She was glad to be up top. There was no way she was 
going back into the catacombs if she could help it. On the 
roofs there was fresh air, stars and, as Chim-Mi had added, 
no swamp drakes. She didn’t have the heart to tell him about 
rabid chi-chis and frenzies. 

They jumped several more roofs in a convoluted pattern 
then reached the crossing Nila had found behind a loose 
board at the back of one of the rooftop sheds. Before she had 
a chance to open the door, however, it swung outward and a 
figure in a dark cloak blocked the entrance, cudgel in hand.  

She had to applaud their patience. The Children of the 
Goddess were obviously able to follow her up to a point. 
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Then they just waited for her to return, no matter how long it 
took. 

Two other large cloaked figures moved out from behind 
a cistern tank and stood behind them. The one blocking the 
door removed his cowl. She recognized him as the one she’d 
pummeled for information after they tried to grab her. She 
had split his upper lip and it was healing badly, pulling his 
mouth up into a sneer. He spoke.  

“This time—arck!”  
Chim-Mi had stepped around Nila and jabbed his 

fingers into the man’s throat. “No time for this,” he said, 
shoving the man to the ground. He ran through the shed and 
crossed to the tier wall. Nila followed, the two others on her 
heels. When she reached the wall, she knocked the makeshift 
bridge away. One Child began to fall but was caught by his 
comrade. Nila and Chim-Mi didn’t stick around to see if he 
made it back onto the roof. 

They followed a route that led them up to the Fourth 
Tier without ever having to touch the ground. This was good 
because Carnevale was in full swing and the city was more 
than crowded. Revelers had sailed in from the islands and 
traveled down from Hittoria. Getting around the city at 
ground level would be maddening until the festivities were 
finished. 

Once they reached the Fifth, their way became more 
complicated. Cities and private guards were more numerous, 
making the areas around big houses and benis more risky. 
Nila chose a combination of roofs and streets that got them 
through the tier without any problems and they crossed 
easily to the Sixth. The streets were fairly quiet this high up 
and Nila and Chim-Mi made it to the Saphora beni in good 
time. 

She had been to the Saphora’s once a few years back to 
steal a priceless jeweled bracelet for a client of Balek’s. She 
was hoping to enter the same way as before, but once they 
had scaled the perimeter wall, she saw that changes had been 
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made to the back of the house. The gable she had used 
previously had been blocked off.  

They dropped back to the street and went to another 
side. The alley running past the beni’s wall was empty. They 
picked a spot out of the lamplight and scaled the wall again. 
This time they found a balcony close enough to jump to but 
it was visible from the front of the house and more exposed 
to security details. They waited for guards to pass by, 
watching for patterns, but they saw no movement out front 
for several minutes.  

“No guards?” Chim-Mi whispered.  
Nila shrugged and jumped. He followed. 
“Too quiet,” he whispered after landing. He was clearly 

uneasy.  
She shushed him and cracked the balcony door open. 

The room was dark and there were no sounds of life. She 
entered.  

When Chim-Mi followed, he yipped, breaking the 
perfect silence of the room. She cringed but nothing stirred.  

“It zapped me!” Chim-Mi said. “Ow!” The door had a 
ward on it. He would not have gotten through if he hadn’t 
been so close to her. 

They continued through the room to a mezzanine. The 
house was in total darkness except for lamplight filtering in 
through a large window at the front entrance. Recalling her 
last visit, she led Chim-Mi toward the room that contained 
the vault. The door was ajar.  

She entered and tripped over something that was 
probably a footstool out of place. She froze, listening for a 
reaction to the noise she had made.  

Clunk! Something hit the ground. There was movement 
across the back of the room then someone went through a 
door. She tried to follow but tripped over another piece of 
furniture.  

There was a scuffle in the next room, an “Ouf!” and 
then a sudden light.  
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Someone began whining, “Please, take it, take it. I 
didn’t know anyone was still here.”  

She finally made it to the door at the back of the room.  
Chim-Mi was sitting astride a man holding what looked 

like a large goblet in one hand and a dark lantern in the 
other. He had opened the lantern to shine into the man’s 
face. “Who are you?” he asked. 

“It’s me, Caradrick. Your neighbor? Two houses 
down?” 

“Where are the Saphoras?” Nila asked. 
“You’re not family then?” 
“No,” Chim-Mi said. 
“Then give me that back. I had it first.” The man ripped 

the goblet from Chim-Mi’s grip. “And get off me!” 
“What are you doing here?” Nila asked. 
“Same as you. Looting.” 
“What happened to the family?” 
“They’re all dead; didn’t you see them in the other 

room? Strangest thing, they seemed to have killed each 
other. Must’ve had some kind of terrible row. I sent my 
servant over to extend an invitation to a pre-Feryletti dinner. 
He ran back to me in a frightful state, so I came over to make 
enquiries and found them all dead.” 

“So, naturally, you decided to pilfer the house rather 
than call the Cities,” Nila said, crossing her arms. 

“Now, let’s be reasonable about all this. The family is 
dead. They have no more use for these things. I propose we 
split the house. I’ll take the upstairs. You can have 
downstairs.” 

“Or,” Chim-Mi said menacingly, still sitting atop the 
man, “I chop off your hands right here, right now. Your 
choice to stay or to go.”  

“No, no, you won’t need to do that. This is good enough 
for me,” the man said, waving the goblet. Chim-Mi let him 
wriggle free and he backed all the way to the door leading to 
the mezzanine, bowing and clutching the goblet to his chest. 
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“Thank you and may the Goddess bless you very much.” 
Once he was gone Nila said, “We’re too late.” There 

was no point even looking in the vault. 
“Wow, you are so good at the obvious.” 
“I’m also good at slicing off tongues. Your choice to 

talk or to shut up.”  
Chim-Mi scoffed at her imitation of him.  
They left the room and headed straight for the entrance. 

There was no need to sneak out anymore. 
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The Cutza’s residence was on the other side of the Sixth 
Tier; another piece of the staff squirreled away by another 
family collecting relics to raise their social status.  

It was much harder to sneak into the Cutza’s as it was 
surrounded on three sides by similar benis. The front wall, 
however, faced a quiet square, the residents around it off to 
Carnevale parties elsewhere, no doubt.  

Nila checked there were no patrols coming, then 
scrambled up a tree whose branches reached over the wall. 
Chim-Mi tried to place himself in the best part of the square 
to see anyone coming their way.  

Once up in the tree, Nila witnessed the strangest sight 
she’d ever seen in her life. 

“Psst! Chim-Mi, you have to see this!”  
Chim-Mi was reluctant to leave his post. “What is it?” 

he whispered. 
“Just get up here.”  
He climbed the tree.  
Down in the courtyard, liveried guards were sprawled, 

some dead, some still mindlessly stabbing each other with 
their daggers. The large double doors of the residence were 
wide open. Inside, women and men, servants and patrons 
were similarly whacking away at each other with platters, 
candleholders, forks—anything handy. One pair tumbled 
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from an upstairs window without a sound. No one was 
crying out in agony, no one was yelling for it to stop; they 
were just silently slaughtering each other. The only sounds 
were thuds and squelches. Nila leaned over her branch and 
threw up.  

“Look!” Chim-Mi pointed.  
On a balcony above the carnage, two small figures 

huddled out of sight of the door. The older one held her hand 
over the little boy’s mouth to keep him from crying out. He 
clutched a stuffed toy. 

Movement through the main doors of the beni drew 
Nila’s attention back to the ground floor. “Move!” she 
whispered harshly. “He’s coming!”  

She jumped from the tree. Chim-Mi followed.  
“There!” She pointed to a larger than life statue of 

someone once important and they dove behind its plinth.  
She raised her head just enough to peek between the 

statue’s boots.  
Footsteps echoed through the square, the screech of a 

gate and a figure slowly came into view. He was completely 
hidden by his cloak and Nila’s first thought was that it 
wasn’t Keris, couldn’t be Keris, but he stopped suddenly to 
look at something in his hand. In that small gesture—the tilt 
of his head, the angle of his shoulders, the position of his 
hand—she knew it was him. He withdrew a box from an 
inside pocket, slipped the object into it, returned the box to 
the pocket, and walked on. 

“We should follow him,” Chim-Mi said. 
“No,” she replied. “We have to tell the Cities. Children 

are still alive in there, maybe others. And, if I’m being 
honest, I don’t want to see that magic up close.” 

“I thought it would not work on you.” 
“Not on me.” She choked on a sudden lump in her 

throat. 
“I would never!” Chim-Mi protested. 
“You wouldn’t have the choice.” 
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They waited until they felt they were safe then alerted 
the nearest guard post before making the long journey back 
to the Caf. 

“I don’t know how he can come back from this, Chim-
Mi,” Nila said as she trudged along beside him. “I mean, the 
Night Terror was horrifying, but this feels worse. The Terror 
was just following its nature, as terrible as that is. It’s just an 
animal. It’s like dropping a dog into a rat pit. Tonight was all 
Keris. He was strolling through all that violence like it was 
normal. Did you see the look on his face? He couldn’t care 
less about those people. How can someone come back from 
that?” 

“Maybe you were wrong,” Chim-Mi said. “Maybe Keris 
was always this way but he was good at hiding it. Some 
people are just born wrong, Nila.” He put a hand on her 
shoulder and gave it a squeeze as they continued their 
descent.  

Quiet tears rolled over her cheeks and pattered the 
ground, marking her trail. 
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“Lower! Lower!” Chim-Mi ordered. Nila’s thighs were 
screaming. “Turn your back foot out more.” She shifted her 
foot. Unsatisfied, he marched over and pushed her down. 
“That will not happen if you do as I say. Here! You try to 
knock me down. You can’t.”  

She rose from the floor and accepted his challenge.  
Chim-Mi was a wall. She tried throwing her arms 

around his neck but couldn’t pull him down. She shoved 
with all her might from behind and he moved. She was smug 
until she realized he had only shifted his weight to use her 
own momentum against her. He barely touched her yet the 
floor rose up to slam into her back.  

“Ugh,” she groaned. 
Chim-Mi had decided to train Nila. “You fight like a 

baby,” he had said, “all arms and legs. No discipline. What if 
you lose your pendant? What will you do then?”  

“I have my new cudgel,” she protested, patting her 
thigh.  

Chim-Mi had replied to this by taking it away from her 
before she could even pull it out.  

“Every weapon you have can be used against you,” he 
said. “This is why you learn to fight naked first.” She made a 
face. He rolled his eyes. “Fighting naked means nothing in 
your hands, stupid. It is all about natural weaknesses, 
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shifting weight, pressure points, and especially about not 
getting hit. Anyone can fight anyone else with the right 
skills. You will see. I will turn you into a warrior instead of a 
baby.”  

Each day since then, Chim-Mi cleared tables away in 
the common room and ran her through exercises.  

She peeled herself off the floor and faced him, trying 
this time to position her feet as he wanted. She hurt 
everywhere.  

Bergen sauntered in carrying a sack under his arm. 
“Come on, Ducky, teach ’im ’is letters!” he called over. He 
plunked the sack on a table and sat in a chair, his long legs 
splayed out. 

“Mouth shut this time, lanky bastard,” Nila said, wiping 
sweat from her brow.  

Bergen chuckled. “You’re right crooked today, aren’t 
ya?”  

“What is that?” Chim-Mi asked, pointing to the sack. 
“Ah, right, this here’s a catch for Miss Nila. Jaz sends 

his compliments.” 
“Is it food?” Chim-Mi asked. 
“No,” Nila replied. 
“Then it is not important. Right now you knock me 

down. Go!” 
She attacked over and over with no success, Bergen 

adding colorful commentary along the way. Chim-Mi wasn’t 
spared from his tongue either.  

“Ya know, Chim-Mi, when ya fix on something, yer gop 
looks just like an arsehole!”  

Chim-Mi’s “arsehole” puckered tighter.  
Mazul had come downstairs and was quietly watching 

from the side. His presence grated on Nila. He was always 
watching, asking how she was feeling, if she’d slept well, or 
if she had had any dreams. He had become patronizing. She 
had never had a father and she certainly didn’t care to have 
one now.  
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“What do you want?” she snapped at him. 
“Segnant Mauralis has awoken,” Mazul said flatly. He 

turned on his heel and headed back upstairs.  
Feeling sheepish, she grabbed the bundle from the table 

and followed. She turned back when Chim-Mi didn’t move. 
“You’re not coming?” 

“No, you tell me later. Bergen and I have something else 
to do.”  

Those two were doing “something else” a lot lately. 
They had become fast friends. She shrugged, trying for 
indifference, and continued up the stairs. 

Mauralis was propped up on pillows. Jaquil sat beside 
him, holding his emaciated hand and speaking to him in a 
low voice. Mazul stood at the end of his bed, looking 
broody.  

Mauralis’s skin looked better and his eyes were bright, 
but they darted around the room as if following a predator. 
When they landed on Nila, he recoiled. He pulled his blanket 
up to his chin and cried out, “No, no more, no more.” 

Jaquil hushed him. “Shh, Peytra, look at me. You are 
safe now.”  

Mauralis’s wild eyes shifted to Mazul.  
“This is Aata,” Jaquil continued. “He has changed much 

since he was your student, yes? Do you remember sending 
him the book?”  

Mauralis’s eyes softened. “He will always be my 
student,” he said in a voice as cracked as his lips. He tried to 
smile but caught sight of Nila as if she had only just 
appeared in the doorway. He started back, clutching his 
blankets again. “Her! Her!” he cried. 

“This is Nila. She is our friend,” Jaquil said in a 
soothing voice. 

“No!” Mauralis pointed a gnarled finger at her pendant. 
“She is with him!” 

“No, not anymore.”  
Jaquil’s words stung. She hadn’t knowingly been part of 

Keris’s plans.  
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He added, “I assure you, my friend, she is one of us 
now.”  

She tucked the pendant into her shirt.  
Mauralis wasn’t convinced. He shook his head violently, 

crawling up Jaquil’s neck to hide.  
Mazul came over and said in a low voice, “Perhaps it 

would be better if you were not visible. Maybe you could sit 
outside—” 

“Fine,” she spat and marched out to the landing. She 
plunked down on the top stair and listened. A few voices 
tinkled up from the common room but when Jaquil spoke 
again, she could hear him clearly. 

“Peytra, I want to ask you some questions. If it is too 
difficult for you, we can wait until you feel better.” The 
segnant must have nodded because Jaquil continued. 
“Peytra, why were you imprisoned?” 

“It was that woman,” Mauralis’s voice crackled almost 
too low for Nila to hear. “Beautiful. Terrible. Silver and 
gold, and cold like metal too.” 

“Amas-Istri?” 
“Yes. Hungry for power, that one. But she did it for 

him.” 
“You mean Keris.” 
“They were lovers.”  
Nila was suddenly dunked in ice water. No. It couldn’t 

be true. Keris couldn’t want someone like Istri, could he? 
But of course he could. They were both demented and cruel; 
two puzzle pieces from the same board, perfectly joined 
together. Her stomach curdled. 

Mauralis continued. “Keris had come into possession of 
some ancient books on magic. He needed me to translate, but 
once I learned what he was up to, I refused. I stole one of 
them, the Book of Relics, and sent it to you, Aata. He was so 
angry. He had Amas-Istri store me in that dungeon until I 
broke.” He began to weep. “I was alone in complete 
darkness, my cell too small to lie down, rats biting me, my 
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own excrement running down my legs. The only time I left 
the cell was to translate something for him. Then I would get 
a reward of some kind, like a walk in the courtyard or real 
food to eat, or just some kindness from her. You have no 
idea how grateful a gentle caress can make you.  

“But then Keris and Istri must have had a falling out, 
because he stopped asking me to translate for him. Instead, 
Istri began questioning me. It was clear she had been kept in 
the dark. She was angry. I thought she might help stop him 
so I told her everything. She laughed at me. Her face was so 
beautiful when she laughed, like early morning sunshine.” 
Mauralis released a sigh. “I both loved and loathed her.  

“She chained me in the larger cell after that and I never 
saw either of them again.” 

Mazul asked, “Segnant, you said you stole the Book of 
Relics from Keris. No one has seen this book for hundreds of 
years. How did Keris come to have it?”  

Nila didn’t have to listen to Mauralis’s response. She 
knew how he had come to possess it. She had brought it to 
him and he had given her the pendant back in thanks. Like a 
woolen string wound in amongst a bird’s nest, she was 
deeply entwined in the story of Keris. She continued 
encountering decisions she had made that wove the story 
forward to the horrors she had witnessed.  

She ran downstairs, not wanting to hear anything else. 
Mazul and Jaquil appeared in the common room shortly 

after. Mauralis was asleep again. The effort of talking had 
exhausted him. They found Nila with her head down on a 
table.  

Jaquil sat down with her.  
“It was me. I found books in the tower and gave them to 

Keris,” she said. 
“You didn’t know, Nila, just as you didn’t know about 

releasing currents.” 
“If I wasn’t a Null, those books would still be safe in the 

tower.” She sniffled her running nose. 
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“For now. Someone would eventually find them, 
though. This would have happened anyway. Perhaps another 
Null would have come along or an earthquake would have 
brought down the tower and broken the ward. A powerful 
mage could have passed through with a relic that acts as a 
key. Who knows? But it would have happened.  

“Fate works without our consent, Nila. You really have 
no other choice than to accept what she gives you and bear it 
as best you can. She chose this time for a reason and she 
chose you for a reason. She chose me too. I embraced my 
fate a long time ago because I’ve seen that paths move 
forward whether we want them to or not. May as well try to 
head them in the right direction, no?”  

Nila wiped her nose on her sleeve and considered what 
Jaquil had said. She didn’t understand why he thought she 
was important, that she was a beacon, as he had said to her 
before, but his words somewhat quelled the heavy weight of 
responsibility that sat on her chest. Looking backward means 
you can’t see ahead. If she was going to be compelled 
forward anyway, she may as well, as Jaquil said, steer things 
in the right direction. 
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Nila felt an aching desire. The glow from a fire lit the room. 
Keris’s arms were around her as he nestled into her back, his 
skin on hers, his excitement matching hers. He kissed her 
neck and her shoulders, and a thrill coursed through her 
causing goosebumps to rise on her skin.  

The firelight flickered more brightly. More kisses and 
little nibbles. His fingers caressed her arm.  

The light grew brighter until it was glaring white. She 
squeezed her eyes shut. The nibbles were harder now. The 
stroking hand on her arm was no longer Keris’s. It was 
smaller and dark-skinned with tattoos. The girl. She bit the 
back of Nila’s neck. It hurt.  

The hand became darker. Midnight black fur sprouted 
from skin while claws emerged from fingertips. The claws 
dug into her flesh. Fangs sank into her neck and ripped away 
the skin, exposing her spine. She was going to be devoured. 
She screamed and thrashed, trapped in the beast’s embrace.  

Nila opened her eyes. Chim-Mi was holding her from 
behind, telling her it was just a nightmare.  

“Get off me!” she yelled and pushed him.  
He fell to the floor. Groaning, he rolled up and sat 

beside her bed. “You were having a nightmare. You were 
yelling and crying out so I came to help you.” 

“I didn’t mean to lash out like that. I-I just can’t stand 
being touched.”  
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Chim-Mi nodded. “I think you are scared, but at the 
same time, it is something you probably need. It is hard to 
find someone to trust, though. I understand that. I guess I 
was thinking that, since you are like a sister now, I could be 
someone you trust.” He bit his lip and looked away. 

“Chim-Mi?” She could see he was struggling with 
something. “What’s wrong?”  

“When I was very young, my grandmother, who I did 
not know, took me from my family to become Wa-di. My 
training was very far away and I only went home once 
before war split Shoken in half and I could not go back. I 
missed my family terribly; my mother, my father, my sisters. 
My grandmother was not—how to say—warm with 
affection.  

“Now even she is gone, as well as all my Wa-di brothers 
and sisters of the Ko Shu Clan. I am completely alone.” 

Nila considered the shadowy form sitting on the floor in 
the dark room. He had lost everyone, just as she had. She 
shifted over on her mattress and beckoned for him to lie 
beside her.  

“You are sure?” he asked, climbing on.  
She nodded and rolled her back to him. He, once again, 

lay on his side behind her, his arm draped over her, 
squeezing gently. She forced herself to relax, to accept his 
friendship. He was warm. It was frightening and comforting 
at the same time. She’d let only one other person come close 
to her since Lahoral. 

“Chim-Mi?” she said. “You said you followed me 
because signs told you to. What if your signs tell you to 
betray me?”  

“Then you slit my throat with my own gata, remember?” 
he chuckled and tightened his squeeze. “I don’t really 
believe in signs, Nila. I believe in people. I believe in you. 
You have become my new family.” His voice cracked a 
little.  

Family. The word was strange to her, a distant memory 
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both beautiful and sad. She lay there, absorbing the notion, 
letting it lull her, like the warmth from Chim-Mi’s body so 
close to hers. 

“Chim-Mi?” she murmured on the edge of sleep. 
“Uh-huh?” came his muffled response. 
“You aren’t naked, are you?” 
“Maybe.” 
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“No! No! No!” the segnant was screaming upstairs.  

Jaquil ran to the staircase, passing the kitchen servant 
coming down.  

“I just tried to give him water,” the frazzled boy said as 
he scrambled off. 

Nila turned back to the map lying open on the table 
while she and the others waited for Jaquil to return. Mazul 
was there along with Chim-Mi and three members of the 
Vartia. Bergen sat a little apart, playing with a deck of cards 
and awaiting orders for the Dark Mistress. 

The segnant frequently slipped in and out of lucidity. He 
would remain coherent for only short periods of time before 
falling back exhausted or becoming frantic, believing he was 
still in the hands of his torturers. They had learned much 
during those moments of clarity, at least.  

Keris had been Mauralis’s student at the university, as 
Jaquil had suspected. Mauralis described him as talented, 
with strong Mesmeric blood. He said he was quiet and 
sensitive, easily crushed, especially by his parents. He was 
also morose and didn’t make friends easily.  

Thinking to boost the boy’s self-esteem, Mauralis had 
shared something with Keris, information the university 
liked to keep track of. His parents wouldn’t have told him, as 
proper merchant families didn’t brag about these sorts of 
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things, but Keris’s family had not always been jah traders. 
He was, in fact, a direct descendant of Emperor Kenarok. 

The news had had the effect Mauralis hoped for. Keris 
was thrilled and invigorated by the news. He gained 
confidence and applied himself to his studies. He received 
accolades and respect from both peers and teachers.  

“Unfortunately,” Mauralis had said while Nila listened 
from the top step, “what I failed to mention at the time, and 
had no heart to say afterward, was that there are over a dozen 
other young men and women in the city who also have direct 
lineage to Kenarok. Some are even Mesmeric as well and 
studying at the university. Other than having a strong talent 
and a sense of entitlement, Keris isn’t particularly special at 
all.” 

Eventually, pride and dedication turned into arrogance 
and determination. Keris pushed boundaries both with 
people and with magic, sometimes recklessly. It was he who 
had alerted Mauralis to the growing cumulus when one of his 
spells went awry, injuring fellow students. He accepted no 
blame and showed no remorse for his actions. The university 
had sanctioned him. He distanced himself after that and 
Mauralis saw little of him until the day he came with the 
Book of Relics. 

“I had hoped that, by boosting his self-esteem, I was 
fostering a promising young student. Instead,” Mauralis had 
said, sadly, “I created a monster.” 

“Interesting,” Nila heard Jaquil respond, “how those 
within his circle seem to shoulder the burden of his actions 
while he does not. Perhaps that’s where his real talent lies.” 

Mauralis’s screaming eventually subsided and, after 
some quiet, Jaquil appeared again at the table. “Now, where 
were we?” he said, leaning over the map. 

“Describing that stick,” Bergen piped up from outside 
the circle. 

“Right.” Jaquil pulled over the Book of Relics. Mauralis 
had helped him translate the more difficult passages of 



THE RELIC THIEF 
 

302 
 

Feryleze on its pages. “Kenarok’s staff of power is made up 
of thirteen individual amphorae. The finial is called Vonzo 
and its job is to attract currents from the air. The bottom is 
called Samnar, or lodestone, and it gathers currents from the 
ground. From what we can read, these two are like super 
amphorae, powering the aftophorae between them. 

“Next from the top we have Amorca, or lover in 
common tongue, although Mauralis thinks beguiler is a more 
accurate translation.” 

“That’s the one he used on the Curtzas and Saphoras?” 
one of the Vartia asked, a woman. She was small, with 
mousy brown hair and tiny, nervous hands. 

“Among others, yes,” Nila replied, thinking of the poor 
apple-seller Hekturo and his would-be killer Jano. 

Jaquil continued. “Then we have Animas, or beasts, 
followed by two weapons, Villam and Tuz. We don’t know 
much more about them because those pages and the 
following, which is Kel, or key, were so worn the text was 
mostly unreadable. The seventh is Metamorf, made famous 
by our friend Locksiay. Then there is Scut, translated as 
shield, Gasi, or reveal, Vinda—this translation was tough but 
we think it means life or life-giver—then Lumin, or light, 
and finally we have Bizto, or bond. Some of them we 
understand. Others we can only guess at.” 

“We have learned another very important piece of 
information from the segnant,” Mazul said, looking up from 
the compendium. “The staff was, indeed, designed as 
separate pieces and made to fit together. Jaquil and I believe 
the staff was separated after the Destruction and the pieces 
spread far apart from each other as a safeguard.” 

“So, how did they end up back here?” the Vartia woman 
asked. 

“The same way they all do. Chances are, after hundreds 
of years, the keepers of the pieces didn’t even know what 
they had.” 

“Amas-Istri did, though, didn’t she? Wasn’t she 
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collecting them for Keris?” 
“I doubt it.” Mazul shook his head. “One of them came 

from her ancestral home in Jahari. The other she probably 
bought for the same reasons everyone else does. We suspect 
Keris seduced her precisely because she had relics, not 
because they were working together. 

“Relics of all kinds have returned to Feryl in many ways 
over many years. Not all are here, though, including pieces 
of the staff.” 

“Locksiay has the lodestone,” Chim-Mi said. “Any idea 
where he is sailing to?” 

“Not yet,” Jaquil replied. “The lodestone is not the only 
one missing, though. Balek has been a great help to us on 
that front. He knows most of the relics in Feryl thanks to his 
years of trafficking. He told us the Jintu family had Bizto but 
lost it two years ago when their beni burned to the ground. 
We believe this was Keris’s first acquisition. 

“Then there is Villam, Tuz, and Kel. Nila and Chim-Mi 
told you about those.” 

Villam had been taken first. The runner—one of 
Locksiay’s—had been watching the Hannin beni. Nila and 
Chim-Mi had already left for the Sephora’s before the runner 
was able to relay the horrors she had seen. 

Nila shuddered, remembering a face crushed in by the 
repeated strikes of a blunt object; broken ribs protruding 
from a chest while their owner continued hacking away at an 
already dead body; two terrified children huddling on a 
balcony. 

“Gasi,” Jaquil continued, “was taken from Balek’s. 
Keris also has Amorca and Animas. That makes eight of the 
thirteen. There is only one more in Feryl. Once he gets that, 
he will go in search of the others.” 

“Ah, ’scuse me,” interrupted Bergen, splitting his deck 
one-handed. “How ya know that for certain?” 

Mazul cleared his throat. “We don’t. We can only trust 
our guesses. Chim-Mi has an excellent theory about Vinda 
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and we are almost certain we know where Scut is. Lumin is 
on Gallamone. Balek sent Molokai back to warn her people.” 

Nila raised her eyes to the ceiling, shaking her head. 
They could have told her that instead of letting her feel like 
Balek was being an asshole. What else weren’t they telling 
her? 

“Well,” Bergen continued, “what if this here Keris fella 
is pleased wif what he’s got? ’Haps he don’t want the entire 
staff, eh?” 

“Ah!” Jaquil said with an almost gleeful smile. “We’ve 
come to another one of our guesses. We’ve noticed that 
Keris has never used both Amorca and Animas at the same 
time. Mazul and I have a theory that Kenarok created his 
staff so that it is powerful only when it is whole. It’s a safety 
mechanism. Remember, Kenarok lived in a time of master 
magi, many strong enough to challenge him. Just imagine 
you are him crafting a weapon like nothing the world has 
ever seen. You make the aftophorae one at a time, each one 
with formidable powers of its own. You don’t want them 
falling into enemy hands to be used against you so you make 
them cancel each other out until you are ready to assemble 
the whole staff. We suspect Kenarok always kept one on his 
person so that, even if an enemy stole one or more, the 
aftophorae could never work against their creator. 

“So, Bergen, this is why Keris wouldn’t be satisfied 
with an incomplete staff. He has risked too much to use just 
one piece at a time. He is after more power than that.” 

“What makes him so saucy?” 
Jaquil’s eyebrows rose in question. Everyone’s did. 
Bergen rolled his eyes. “Why does he want so much 

power?” 
Jaquil looked at Nila, who shrugged. No one knew, and 

this was one question no one felt like guessing. They just felt 
an overwhelming dread and a drive to stop him. 

The Vartia woman was the first to break the silence. 
“So, why are we gathered around a map of the palace?” she 
asked.  
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“Because,” Nila said, tapping a finger on an inner 
chamber, “this is where we will find Vonzo.” The three 
Vartia looked from her tapping finger to her face. “And we 
need you to help us find a way to get to it before Keris 
does.” 

“How could you possibly know it’s there?” the woman 
asked. 

“Keris told me,” she said quietly, remembering his skin 
pressing against her, the sheen of sweat and the salty, rich 
smell of their blended essence. She sighed inwardly. “And, it 
makes sense. If you’re safeguarding an important relic, you 
want it in the safest place in Feryl. There is no more secure 
vault than the doega’s. The seal to open the ward is fused 
into his body, from what I understand, and won’t work if he 
is dead.  

“We need your help because you three”—she swept a 
finger across the three Vartia staring at her from across the 
table—“come from upper tier families. We’re hoping you 
can get us into the palace. We need to at least warn the 
doega, if not convince him to find a safer place for the finial, 
wherever that could be.” 

All three began replying at once. They were far more 
eager than she had expected them to be, and far less helpful. 
None were in any kind of position to gain audience or 
influence in the palace or the House of Governance. Still, 
they had ideas and were trying to lay them out over top of 
each other. Jaquil, Mazul, and Chim-Mi entered the ring, 
adding their own ideas. Bergen had joined in as well, peering 
down at the map as if he could find its secret passages. 

Nila was too tired to sort out their voices. They all 
blended together in a terrible racket. She slipped away from 
the table, massaging her temples. She sat in a chair and 
closed her eyes. The noise slipped away as she focused on 
the dark nothing behind her eyelids. 

Everyone wants something, and everyone has something 
to lose. The girl’s voice hummed in the dark 
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Nila’s eyes flew open. The girl was speaking to her 
outside of dreams now. How could someone from a dream, 
someone she had imagined, just start talking to her waking 
self? Was she going crazy, like the old man upstairs? 

The girl’s words echoed back to her. Everyone wants 
something, and everyone has something to lose. Sure, of 
course. Nila wanted to get the king out of Feryl but now, 
ironically, she had these fools to think about. Jaquil wanted 
something, Mazul wanted something, Keris wanted 
something… 

“That’s it!” Nila shouted. She vaulted out of the chair, 
knocking it over.  

Everyone around the table immediately fell silent and 
stared at her.  

She sauntered back to the table, grinning. “Everyone 
wants something, and everyone has something to lose. And I 
know someone who has everything to lose.”  
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Amas-Istri’s servant sat in his underclothes, facing the 
corner of a supply closet. Nila grimaced at the lines 
crisscrossing the boy’s back as she tucked her hair into his 
turban. Some marks were newer and still angry-looking 
while others were scarred over and white; already so many 
and he had yet to reach full manhood. 

“Those all from your mistress?” The boy didn’t answer. 
She doubted he held his tongue out of loyalty. “Okay, turn 
around.”  

She lifted the lid on the tray of food the boy had been 
taking to his mistress then plucked out a chunk of something 
green. Removing a vial from her pocket, she pulled the cork 
and added a few drops, giving the morsel to the boy.  

He held his lips tightly shut. 
She pulled out the knife she had slipped from the 

kitchen. “Eat it.”  
He chewed and swallowed, coughing. She sprinkled the 

rest of the food with drops from the vial. 
“This”—she removed another vial from her pocket—“is 

the antidote to the poison you’ve just swallowed, which you 
will get when I return. You could leave this cupboard and 
tell the guards I am here, but if you do, the vial will slip from 
my pocket and be crushed under foot before the guards can 
even lay hands on me. Without it, you will die. It’s your 
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choice. Now, tell me exactly how you deliver her food.”  
Nila left the half-naked boy and continued through the 

servant hallways. They were empty. She scoffed at Istri’s 
arrogance. She’d beefed up her guard force at key perimeter 
points but it was clear by the absence of people on upper 
levels that she had assumed Nila wouldn’t be back. 

Two doorways later, Nila turned left. At the end of the 
short hall was a small door which opened onto a large, ornate 
chamber. 

Amas-Istri sat at the end of a long dining table, her back 
to Nila. Her golden hair was now a fine stubble and slashes 
from a clumsy shave were visible underneath. Silver brocade 
covered her shoulders and she sat on the blood-red 
upholstery of an intricately carved chair. Her manicured 
fingers thrummed the highly polished tabletop. “You’re 
late,” she said flatly.  

Nila hurriedly set the tray down in front of Istri who, 
thankfully, was intent on her food and not the servant who 
brought it. She backed away towards the door. 

“Wait,” Istri called out before she could slip back into 
the safety of the corridor. “You will stay. If my food is cold, 
you will be whipped.”  

Istri lifted the lid and inhaled the aroma coming from 
the plate of meat and vegetables. She picked up a fork and 
took a few tentative bites. The fork was awkward in her 
hand. Nila noticed what must be her dominant one wrapped 
in a bandage, lying useless on her lap.  

“Mmm. It’s not as hot as it should be. You dallied on 
your way again, didn’t you?” The beautiful quarter-profile 
Nila could see broke into a smile. How often did servants’ 
backs become dessert for Amas-Istri? The councilor tucked 
into her meal.  

Nila was having second thoughts. She wasn’t so sure 
she’d had a good idea after all. Istri was brutal and cruel. 
Deception and manipulation came easily to her. Had she any 
compassion, any empathy to tap into? Was Nila unleashing 
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another monster into Feryl? 
Istri finished her meal, wiped her mouth on a napkin, 

then reached back to unhook a silver-brocaded cat-o’-nine-
tails from her sash. It matched her gown. Damn the king.  

“Now, it seems you need another lesson in punctuality,” 
she said as if she were discussing the next day’s menu.  

“And you need one in observation,” Nila replied and 
made a wide arc around the table, out of reach of the whip. 
She removed the turban and shook out her hair.  

Amas-Istri’s surprise turned to rage when she 
recognized her. She was about to yell for her guards when 
Nila held up her hand.  

“Uh-uh-uh, not before you know what you’ve 
swallowed.”  

The slow-motion break of horror on Istri’s face as she 
looked from Nila to her empty plate was more satisfying 
than one of Mollyanna’s meat pies from the Souk. It was 
Nila’s turn to smile. 

“What have you done!” Istri hissed. 
“Poison, what else? A mild burning in your throat, a 

slightly bitter aftertaste; you feel it now, don’t you?” Nila 
said, pulling out a chair and sitting down at the opposite end 
of the table. “It will kill you, eventually. For the first hour, 
you’ll feel nothing, then a stomach ache starts followed by 
the shakes. Nerve pain comes after that, like getting a hole 
dug out of your tooth, but all over your body, all at the same 
time. It’s excruciating. It takes around six hours to die, 
unless you choke on your own vomit first, but I’ll roll you on 
your side so that doesn’t happen.”  

“I’ve never heard of a poison like that,” Istri spit, eyes 
narrowed. 

“Have you ever been to Lahoral? No, of course you 
haven’t. We have a spitting viper there. Very deadly. 
Bramnas, our snake-keepers, milk their fangs to harvest the 
poison. It’s mainly used for medicine but snake venom is 
also used to make its own antidote, which I happen to have 
as well.” 
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“Where is it! Give it to me now or I’ll, I’ll—” 
“Or you’ll do nothing. I’ve hidden it. I will tell you 

where it is once you’ve heard me and my companions out.” 
“Companions? What companions?” 
Nila plunked her boots on the table. “The ones waiting 

outside the front gate, of course. Perhaps now would be a 
good time to tell someone to let them in. I mean, what choice 
do you have?” 

“I could torture you.” 
Nila gave Istri a pitying look. “I think we both know 

that I can hold out long enough for the poison to do 
irreversible damage. Up to you.” 

Istri locked cold eyes on Nila and rang the servants’ 
bell. 

While time passed, Nila followed the scars on Amas-
Istri. A red slash sliced straight down her forehead, over an 
eye and down to her chin. A few more red lines raced over 
her skin and a chunk of ear was missing. There were cuts 
peeking from her dress as well. 

“The man you left me with almost killed me,” Istri said, 
her voice icy.  

“Didn’t quite finish the job, though, did he?” she replied 
in kind. 

Istri closed her eyes. “I will never bear children after 
what he did to me.” 

Nila huffed air from her nostrils. “Small miracles.” 
The double doors swung open. Mazul and Chim-Mi 

walked in. 
“Well, well,” Istri’s voice dripped venom as she turned 

to Mazul. “If it isn’t the snake in the grass.” 
“I prefer fox to snake. Foxes are tricksters. To be fair, I 

did try to stop her.” Mazul grinned at Nila. 
Istri turned to Chim-Mi, “And I suppose you’re his 

weasel?” 
“No, no, I prefer snake in the grass. Snakes are lucky.” 
“So you two were working together all along. I suppose 
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you sent a message ahead to Shoken for this weasel Wa-di. I 
thought it was too convenient that he was waiting on the 
pier.” 

“No, you are mistaken. I only met Chim-Mi that night, 
in your company,” Mazul replied.  

“This little rat,” she spat, venomously, “she works for 
Keris. You should know that. She’ll betray you the first time 
he asks her to. Believe me, once you’ve tasted him, he’s hard 
to give up.” 

“You seem to have given him up,” Chim-Mi said. 
“Ah, but I was never in love with him. Her, on the other 

hand—” 
“Enough!” Nila slapped the table. “Let’s get this over 

with.” 
Istri’s eyes widened. “What more are you going to do to 

me?”  
Nila sighed heavily. “We’re going to offer you a deal, 

sweetheart.”  
Her plan was brilliantly simple. The doega was dying. 

Whoever replaced him would become doega for life and it 
was clear Amas-Istri desperately wanted to be that person. 
Nila was in a unique position to offer her the rule of doega 
on a silver platter. 

Caradrick, her friend from the Saphora mansion, was an 
upper tier socialite and, as such, was in a unique position to 
spread rumors. Istri had brought Night Terrors to Feryl, so 
his story would go, to be part of a new ménagerie, but their 
cages were inadequate and now they were roaming free, 
ravaging the city. He would bolster these rumors by paying 
servants to spread them in every household he visited during 
Carnevale. The rumors would destroy Istri. She would not 
become Doega. She’d be thrown in the Well instead.  

Unless, of course, she helped. If she did, Caradrick’s 
same rumors would circulate about her rivals, all but 
guaranteeing her bid for Doega.  

As for Caradrick, if he performed his task well, he 
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would be free to keep the goblet, as well as all the other loot 
he might have taken from the Saphora mansion, and avoid 
public scandal and a stint in the Well for himself. Blackmail 
upon blackmail. Nila was quite pleased with herself. 

“How am I supposed to help you? What is it you want 
me to do?” Amas-Istri asked. 

“We want you to make it difficult for Keris to find the 
Vonzo,” Mazul replied. 

“What’s a Vonzo?”  
“It’s the top piece, the finial of a staff Keris is trying to 

assemble,” Mazul said. “Though you may not have realized 
it, you had Samnar, the bottom piece, in Jahari.” 

“Oh, I knew. He told me. He demanded I give it to him; 
said it was part of his legacy, not mine. I refused and he 
vowed to go to Jahari to take it anyway. Why do you think I 
sent the Wa-di to bring it back?” 

“The relic I stole from here was a piece of the staff as 
well,” Nila said. 

Istri closed her eyes, struggling to keep her temper. “I 
had two other pieces. One I gave to him as a gift when we 
were…” 

“Humping?” Chim-Mi said helpfully. Mazul looked 
sideways at him. 

“Keris has all the pieces that were mine now,” Istri said. 
“What do I care if he takes someone else’s?” 

“Because you want to stop Keris from becoming more 
powerful than the Doega of Feryl,” Nila responded, locking 
eyes with her. 

Istri eventually nodded. Keris could threaten her rule, 
maybe even take it from her, unless they put him back in his 
place. She listened as Nila, Chim-Mi, and Mazul explained 
their plan.  

The finial was in the doega’s vault—Keris had said as 
much—and Nila was convinced he would make his move 
during the upcoming parades of Carnevale. Most of the 
palace guards were off reinforcing the Cities then, helping to 
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control the crowds as revelers danced and drank, and threw 
sweets and coins at each other. Keris, she figured, would use 
this lull in watchfulness to enter the palace and open the 
vault. 

“He can’t open the vault without the doega,” Istri 
interrupted. “It’s ancient magic. The key is fused into his 
hand during the Rising Ceremony.” 

“This is where you come in,” Nila said. “We want you 
to dress the doega as a servant and hide him in a different 
servant’s chamber each day. Use minimal help—only those 
you trust. Then get them out of the palace so they can’t be 
questioned. It will take Keris a lot longer to find the doega 
this way.” 

“Wait. I thought we were stopping him, not just 
delaying him.” 

She shook her head. “Nope. We just want you to buy us 
some time.” 

“Time to do what?”  
Nila just smiled. There were details Istri didn’t need to 

know.  
* * * 
On their way back to the Annex, Mazul said, “Taking 

that was a nice touch.” 
Nila looked at the brocade cat-o’-nine-tails tucked under 

her arm. “I have a feeling we’re giving the city a monster.” 
“Hmmm,” Mazul said. “Time will tell.” 
Chim-Mi asked, “Why did you make her drink the 

antidote? I thought you didn’t actually poison her food?” 
“Yeah, but she didn’t know that, did she? No matter 

how good she feels, she is always going to wonder if some 
of the poison is still lurking in her veins. Plus she will 
always be suspicious of her food from now on. We don’t 
want her to feel too secure as doega, do we?” 

Chim-Mi laughed. “Foon loa, Nila. You are evil. But, 
now you have the poison and no more antidote. That is too 
risky. You should get rid of it.” 
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“You mean like this?” she asked as she tipped the 
contents of the poison vial into her mouth.  

Too late, Chim-Mi slapped it out of her hand.  
She laughed. “Relax, it’s just water with a bit of chili oil 

and bitters. No poison, no antidote. They just had to taste 
authentic.”  

The Wa-di gaped at Nila.  
She coughed from the chili.  
Mazul chuckled. 
The three conspirators ambled on in a silence 

interrupted now and again by “Foon loa!” 
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Nila punched through the air at an invisible target. Throat, 
groin, knee, temple, kidneys, she narrated. She slashed 
through the air and twisted to fend off the imaginary enemies 
behind her. Her fist stopped just shy of the kitchen boy’s 
jaw. He had come into the yard, a bucket of scraps in hand. 
She lowered her hand but he retreated anyway, slowly 
sidestepping back through the kitchen door, his eyes never 
leaving her.  

Nila sighed. If only all her enemies were kitchen boys.  
Chim-Mi’s lessons hadn’t been going so well. She had 

trouble sticking to the basic movements. She was always 
adding twirls and flourishes which would drive her less-than-
patient teacher mad. She couldn’t help it, though. She would 
be practicing, the movements stodgy and halting, and her 
Leehali training would suddenly kick in and the next thing 
she knew, she was dancing.  

“Very pretty,” Chim-Mi would say sarcastically. “Now, 
can we try for deadly?”  

The truth was, the dancing made her feel good. She 
supposed she had reached some sort of milestone where it 
didn’t hurt so much anymore to think of her mother and the 
life she used to have. It was still painful, but there was 
comfort there as well. She’d rather be sad about those who 
loved her than angry about those who didn’t. 
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She slid into the stance she had learned as a child. One 
arm hung to the ground as she tipped over, while the other 
rose gracefully to the sky. She turned her face to the sun. She 
held the pose for a few breaths, allowing her mind to settle. 
When she was ready, she began. Her movements raced one 
after the other, her body and arms flowing, graceful.  

The whip dance had been a favorite. She regretted not 
having the billowing costume. It completed the image of a 
banner whipping in the wind. She wondered how the kitchen 
boy would react now. It may not be Chim-Mi’s naked 
fighting, but it sure would sting anyone caught in the middle. 
Indeed, her whipping hands often snapped in the same areas 
Chim-Mi had instructed her to hit.  

Her limbs moved mindlessly, long-forgotten memories 
flooding back directly to them. She made a final jump, spun, 
and landed, arms gently resting in a mirror of her first 
position. 

As she straightened, the kitchen door banged open and 
Mazul stalked out. He crossed over to the water barrel, 
removed his shirt, and dunked his head. He came back up 
sputtering, then stuck it back in. When he came up for air 
again, he pulled back so violently that his hair arced up and 
over, spraying water at Nila. She wiped her face, relieved he 
hadn’t frozen it.  

Mazul stood in the yard, dripping. “Curse this heat!” he 
said grumpily.  

Ah, that’s why he has been so cranky lately, Nila 
thought. It hadn’t been her and Chim-Mi’s “antics” after all.  

Mazul wiped the water from his own face, turned over 
an empty crate, and sat down in the shade. It was only then 
he noticed her. “Practicing again?”  

She nodded. She felt awkward around him with his shirt 
off. It was so taboo where she came from, but it was hard not 
to stare. He was fascinating to look at.  

“Sit awhile?” he asked.  
She got a box of her own and sat beside him. She 
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couldn’t stop her eyes from tracing his tattoos. They ran all 
over his body in intricate shapes and lines. 

“You don’t smell like the north anymore.” 
“Humf,” he grunted. He twisted his hair and squeezed 

water out. She looked at the marks on the side of his face.  
“Do all your people have tattoos like you?” 
“Most.” 
“Do they all have the same marks on their faces?” 
“No. Others have different marks that mean different 

things.” 
“What do your marks mean?” 
“Well, like I told Amas-Istri, I am a fox. In our stories, a 

fox is a trickster but that is not all. A fox can represent two 
sides. Where I am from, a fox changes his color. He is stone 
in summer and snow in winter. That is what Mazul means in 
my language, a fox with two colors, or two people.” 

“What does that mean?” Nila asked. 
“It’s complicated,” was his only reply. 
She persisted. “Are you the only one of your people who 

has these exact marks?” The same marks on his face 
repeated over his heart and on his hands. She was trying hard 
to make connections. 

“No,” Mazul replied eventually, rubbing the marks on 
his hands. 

“Really? Who else has them?” She rocked forward to 
the edge of her crate. 

“I don’t want to talk about her,” he snapped. 
“Her? Your wife? Or, your daughter? It’s your daughter, 

isn’t it?”  
He suddenly grabbed her by the shoulders and squeezed 

hard, fingers digging into her flesh. “I said I don’t want to 
talk about her!” he yelled, his face only a hand’s width from 
hers.  

Nila was stunned. She’d never seen Mazul lose his 
temper. He seemed suddenly so full of rage. No, she realized, 
this wasn’t rage, it was anguish. He was in pain. She studied 
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his face as he squeezed her. That she was letting him was 
remarkable in itself. In the past, she’d be kicking and 
fighting back.  

The moment soon passed and Mazul sat back on his box 
with his head in his hands. Nila remained quiet and waited 
for him to speak. 

“I shouldn’t have done that,” he said from between his 
fingers. 

“Why did my questions upset you so much?”  
He swallowed. “I don’t like to talk about my daughter. 

It’s too painful.”  
She nodded. It was time to tell him. “I’ve met her.” 
“Don’t say such things,” he spat. 
“It’s the truth.” 
“Nila—” He bit his lip. Anger edged his voice but he 

controlled it this time. ”She’s never left home and will never 
leave home. She’s not like others. My daughter can’t see, she 
can’t hear, and she can’t speak. She can’t do very much at 
all. She is helpless.”  

His chin began to quiver as the corners of his mouth 
turned up into a wistful smile. “She does smile wonderfully, 
though, when I hold her hand or rub her back. She smiles a 
lot, actually. And she knows people by touch. We try to trick 
her by making faces or dodging away from her hands but she 
always knows.”  

Mazul’s wistfulness faded. “They wanted to send her 
out into the snows. A shaman told us she brought danger to 
the family. I refused. I forbade it, in fact, and I threatened to 
punish anyone who even spoke of it. But, the shaman isn’t 
wrong, though it has nothing to do with evil spirits. She is a 
burden on our resources in a land that does not tolerate 
burdens.” 

“Mazul, look at me, listen to what I’m saying.” She 
pulled at his hands. “I have met her. She’s come to me 
several times in my dreams. She spoke to me, showed me 
things. She’s helped me.”  
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His brow furrowed deeply, full of suspicion. “Describe 
her, then.”  

Nila described everything from the dreams. When she 
told him about hitting the animal, he cried out.  

“Ha! A story I told her from when I was a boy. She 
couldn’t hear me, I knew, but I’d put her hand on my chest 
so she could feel the vibrations of my voice!”  

He laughed, jumping up. “Can it be?” he asked the sky 
as he stared up in wonder. His face crumpled then, followed 
by his body and he began to sob. He sat on the ground, 
curled up like a child and remained like that for a while. 
Eventually he raised red, tear-limned eyes to meet Nila’s. 

She waited patiently, watching the beautiful play of 
discovery and elation on his face. Every time he tried to 
speak his voice caught in his throat. 

“My daughter,” he was finally able to say, “is a 
dreamwalker.”  
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Nila wandered around the Souk, stuck in a sea of odorous 
bodies. People were eating, visiting stalls, and watching 
acrobats and fire-breathers. Pockets of Carnevale revelers 
danced around musicians, their grasping arms trying to pull 
everyone in to join them. Spirits were high and the market 
was packed with a fascinating array of faces from every 
nation that moved goods through Feryl. Everywhere she 
looked was a riot of color. The parade-goers that afternoon 
had smeared and dusted each other with a rainbow of 
powders honoring the silk trade. Now, as day was turning to 
night, the sky paid tribute as well with its own chromatic 
display. 

Nila observed the chaos in a daze. She was sticking 
close to the area in front of the goddess fountain, waiting for 
the runner who was watching Keris’s house. Her mind, 
though, was on Azulya. 

Mazul’s daughter had received her name during her 
marking ceremony. It meant baby fox, not because she was 
his daughter, Mazul had said. It meant she was like a 
newborn; one who is blind and helpless, who needs constant 
care. Azulya would never become anything more. Now, her 
father knew differently. 

“We haven’t had a dreamwalker in many generations,” 
he said. “Dreamwalkers see others’ dreams and read their 
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hearts. They help people with problems, or with making big 
decisions. No story ever spoke about a dreamwalker being 
able to communicate within the dream, though. Never has 
one been able to present her own image to the dreamer, or 
speak across the dreamscape. And never has a 
dreamwalker’s abilities reached beyond her village. This is 
unheard of.”  

Mazul didn’t know why his daughter chose to visit 
Nila’s dreams. He could only guess that he’d been so stuck 
on what she couldn’t do, he wasn’t open enough to her 
abilities. Azulya had had to find a different route to reach 
him.  

Nila had left Mazul in the yard to revel in his discovery 
and went to tell Chim-Mi, but he was gone with Bergen. 
Again. 

She wove through a press of people dressed in mock 
servants’ costumes. They “ho-ho”ed at her, trying to get her 
to dance, but she managed to slip past. One held aloft a small 
but elaborately decorated wooden boat perched on a pole, 
which reminded her that the Feryletti was to begin soon. It 
would be one of the last chances Keris would have for a 
near-empty palace.  

The Feryletti was the wildest and most dangerous event 
Nila had ever witnessed and the city streets would need 
every City that could be mustered for the final night of the 
two-week-long celebration. From dusk until dawn, 
Carnevale-goers recreated the Goddess’s destruction of the 
marauding armada, the one illustrated in the painting in the 
library with ships afire and bodies sinking to an unending 
torture below. 

Dressed in masquerade, participants in the Feryletti held 
flammable wooden ships on long poles. A Goddess—the 
winner of an athletic competition—held a flaming torch. 
When the first gong rang out, the crowd dispersed 
throughout Feryl. At the second gong several minutes later, 
the Goddess was released, torch in hand, to chase 
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participants, lighting their ships on fire. Once a ship was 
engulfed, its owner became a Goddess as well and chased 
down others. The Feryletti lasted until dawn, at which time 
anyone with a ship still whole and untouched by flame was 
declared a winner. The final feast began soon after, marking 
the end of Carnevale.  

Nila looked out over the crowd to other wooden ships 
lifted high. She needed her guess about Keris’s plan to be 
right. She was tired of the tension and the waiting, tired of 
being cooped up with everyone at the Cullers Association or 
squished in crowds of sweaty bodies. 

More than anything, she was tired of having to watch for 
the Children. They had tried for her again but Chim-Mi had 
been quietly following for exactly that reason. He hadn’t 
only punched a throat this time. She had appreciated his 
efficiency—no pain, no beatings—even if she found the end 
result abhorrent. Afterward, the Children seemed to ease off, 
though she still had to remain vigilant.  

She snaked her way to Mollyanna’s and picked up a few 
favorites, then wove, pushed, and barreled through the 
crowd, finally squeezing between two coquettishly-masked 
men to come out at the fountain. She looked around for the 
runner but he or she still hadn’t come. 

She was mindlessly staring at the voluptuous goddess, 
chewing on grilled pastry, when Jaquil called to her from 
nearby. She shook her head. Jaquil shooed away some 
buxom women, who had tried to ensnare him in their close 
embrace, and made it into the space around the fountain. 

“It has to be tonight,” he said, shifting foot to foot 
impatiently. 

“There’s no better time,” Nila agreed. “There is also the 
possibility that we are totally wrong about this.”  

“No. This makes sense.”  
She handed him an extra pie. He took it and chewed 

distractedly. She watched his jaw move up and down. 
Several weeks worth of beard softened it. His whiskers were 
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more salt than pepper, more so than his curly hair, which 
stuck out loose and shaggy from his cap. He smiled when he 
caught her watching him and wrinkles sprang to life around 
his eyes. Eyes full of great concern for others, Nila thought. 
The eyes of a real father. 

“Why are you doing this, Jaquil? You have a family.” 
He swallowed. “This is not my first brush with danger. I 

was already with the Vartia when I met my wife. We entered 
into marriage with our eyes open, as we did when we 
decided to have children. My wife said to me at the time that 
it is better to know love than to live a life without it. You tell 
me, Nila. Is it better to know you had a mother who loved 
you than never to have known her love?” 

“That’s not a fair question, Jaquil. It’s not the child who 
gets to decide.” 

He nodded, taking another bite. But he suddenly 
swallowed it half-chewed. “Look! There!” He pointed.  

A yellow cap—the identifying feature they’d asked a 
runner to wear—bobbed up and down in the crowd jamming 
the ramps. The girl wove to the fountain and looked around 
anxiously. They approached her.  

“What news do you have?” 
“You have to say it,” the girl said. “I can’t tell you until 

you say it.” 
“Right.” Jaquil was flustered. “It’s, ah—”  
“Eat monkey dung and kiss your mother,” Nila said 

flatly. Why had they let the kids make up the secret words?  
The runner gave them a lopsided grin and took Jaquil’s 

half-eaten pie. “We saw him leave his house,” the girl said. 
“He went straight to the place you said he would. I came as 
soon as he was through.” 

“How long ago was this?” Jaquil asked. 
“Not long.” The girl smiled proudly. “I’m a good crowd 

dodger.” 
“Well done, my young friend.” Jaquil gave her a sack of 

mixed bronze and silver coins. Nila couldn’t help wondering 
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if the coins had come from her own savings. “Share, right?”  
The girl nodded. 
“Hey,” she said before she ran off, “Dannela—the kid 

we got up on the roofs—she says be careful. Children up 
there in places. Think they’s running things now. She says 
they’s right mean.” 

“Tell Dannela we appreciate the warning!” Nila called 
as the girl disappeared. 

“Keris may be just leaving the tunnels now,” Jaquil said. 
“I’ll go back to get Mazul—What is it, Nila? What’s 
wrong?”  

Images had burst in her vision. Reeling, she shook her 
head. “She already told him. He’s on his way.”  

Azulya had not only made a connection with her father 
at last, she was now actively helping to coordinate the plan 
through them both. Nila broke out in goosebumps. 

“Astounding!” Jaquil said. “This is incredible! Alright 
then, I’ll head straight up and meet Mazul there. You get 
Chim-Mi and Bergen. You’re much faster than I am.” 

“What do you mean, get Chim-Mi and Bergen? If 
they’re not with Mazul, where the king are they?” 

“They’re at The Stallion and Mare.” Jaquil raised his 
hands at her expression. “Now, now, these days have been 
hard on everyone. Go easy on them. They’re good lads. Now 
hurry. We cannot waste time.” 
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Wooden ships bobbed everywhere on the sea of people. Nila 
squeezed through the ever-thickening crowd, shoving people 
out of her way, causing their ships to dive as if hit by a giant 
swell.  

She was angry. She scoffed at herself for thinking that 
Chim-Mi might have learned something from his previous 
several gambling mistakes. What kind of debt had he racked 
up at The Stallion and Mare and what kind of deals was he 
making to get out of them? Worse still, he was dragging 
Bergen down with him. They had better not be drunk as 
well. 

She crossed into the West End, almost knocking a 
couple off a narrow bridge. She’d been stuck in that hole 
with all of them; the broody Northman, the old man who lost 
his mind every time he saw her, a naked roommate who 
called her stupid, a lanky pirate who laughed when he did, 
and a would-be sage ripped straight from a Panzu story arc. 
The icing on the cake was that their enemy was her lover, 
who seduced her for his own gain. She cursed. Why hadn’t 
she left the city when she’d had the chance? 

She strode across the square toward The Stallion and 
Mare. The first gong rang out in the distance just as she burst 
through the doors of the gaming house. Heads turned. She 
found Bergen first but he wasn’t gambling. He was on the 
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wrong side of the table. 
She marched over. “What the king is this?” 
“I love them,” Bergen said like a child caught eating 

honey out of the jar. “These cards, they’re at home in my 
hands. I’m quitting the sea, Nila. This is the life I want.”  

She had no time for life-altering revelations. “Bergen, 
it’s happening. We have to go. Where’s Chim-Mi?” she said, 
scanning the tables, not finding him.  

A stringed instrument was playing. Bergen sheepishly 
hooked his thumb toward the stage. Two people were seated 
there, glowing in the lamplight. Miss Yum Mi was plucking 
with one hand and sliding a metal rod over the strings with 
the other. The effect was haunting, ghostly. The singing 
joined in. 

Nila’s jaw hit the floor. If Miss Yum Mi’s playing was 
ghostly, Chim-Mi was the voice of the dead. A sweet, 
lamenting song filled the room and a deep, dark sadness 
blossomed in her chest. The room fell silent as others fell 
under its spell. She wasn’t sure she’d heard anything quite so 
beautiful. 

Chim-Mi’s eyes found her. He nodded but continued his 
song until the verse was finished. He signaled Miss Yum Mi, 
who took up the next verse while he slipped slowly into the 
shadows, off the stage, and over to her and Bergen. 

“Hi, Nila,” he said, scuffing his toe on the floor like a 
timid child. When she continued to stare, he smiled shyly. 
“Did you like my song?” 

“I—I didn’t know you could sing like that.” A flood of 
hurt washed over her but she had no time to dwell. “Come 
on. We have to go.”   
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Nila began running as soon as they came out to the square. 
Chim-Mi followed and Bergen ran toward the channel and 
the skiff that would take him back to the Dark Mistress.  

She climbed a drainpipe then set off across the roofs at a 
blistering pace, heedless of the danger. Chim-Mi struggled to 
keep up.  

“Slow down!” he said after nearly missing a jump. She 
was far ahead and he’d had to yell. She just stood with her 
back to him, waiting. “Are you angry with me?” he asked 
when he’d caught up. 

“No,” she snapped. 
“You look angry.”  
They crossed over the tier wall. 
“I’m not angry, I’m hurt.” She maintained her balance 

across a bracing pole, then ran up to the ridge of another 
roof. 

“Why are you hurt?” Chim-Mi asked, trying to keep 
close behind her. 

“Because we’re supposed to be friends and you didn’t 
tell me!” 

“You didn’t tell me about the dreamwalker!” 
“That’s because I didn’t know for sure until I spoke to 

Mazul! Besides, he’s her father. He deserved to know first.”  
They jumped easily over a series of flat-roofed 
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buildings. They weren’t bothering to watch for the Cities—
they didn’t need to. The Feryletti was well underway. 
Flaming torches were winding up the tiers, crisscrossing the 
streets below them. 

“You are right. I should have told you. I was just 
worried you would make fun of me.” 

Her mouth gaped. “Me? You make fun of me all the 
time!” 

“This is different.”  
“How?” 
He shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
Nila tsked but acquiesced. Chim-Mi had never made fun 

of anything really important to her.  
She led him down to street level to cross the Avenue of 

the Goddess. Flaming torches chased ships up and down the 
Avenue and through the streets. They passed a shop on fire, 
its windows shattered and flames licking at the second 
storey. An incendium brigade worked desperately to put it 
out but there weren’t enough of them to make a difference. A 
few blocks later, a woman was being doused by friends after 
her costume had caught fire. She was screaming, blistered 
legs peeking through burnt fabric.  

There was yelling and whooping of all kinds from all 
directions. Smoke hung in every tier. 

“This is madness!” Chim-Mi yelled as Nila led him back 
onto the roofs.  

They paused to catch their breath. She touched his arm. 
“Your song,” she said, “was painful.”  

Chim-Mi looked horrified.  
“I mean, I felt it, the sadness, the loss, all of it.” 
They made the crossing onto the Sixth. Keris’s place 

wasn’t far now. They walked to the edge of a flat roof. The 
next jump was the most difficult. If they missed, there was a 
bracing pole they could catch to save themselves but the 
climb back up was tricky and the drop was worse. They 
paused to catch their breath. 
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“Chim-Mi,” she said before she jumped, “you have a 
beautiful voice.”  

His smile was brief. “My grandmother made me a 
warrior.” 

“You can do both.” 
“I cannot. A warrior must focus.”  
“Maybe after we’re done in Shoken?” 
“It is useless to look ahead.” He backed up. “On three?” 

He counted down and they ran together to the edge. It was a 
jump she’d made many times before but it was Chim-Mi’s 
first. He flew across the gap beautifully. You can do anything 
you want, my friend, she thought. Somehow, she needed to 
find a way to have a chat with that grandmother of his. 

Keris’s beni came into view as soon as they reached the 
ridgeline. They turned toward the meeting place. 
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“Jaquil!” Nila called in a tight whisper. 

“Oh good, you’re here.” Jaquil was standing in a 
doorway around the corner from Keris’s. Mazul huddled 
awkwardly beside him, too tall for the lintel.  

A man dressed as a fool suddenly ran past holding his 
yet untouched ship. He was followed moments later by a 
young woman running surprisingly fast for someone whose 
voluminous dress bunched between her legs. She stumbled 
on a cobble, dropping her flaming boat, but quickly 
recovered and ran on after her quarry, taunting him. The 
large group strolling leisurely toward her, boats all aflame, 
split like a flock of birds to get out of her way, resuming 
formation again once she was through.  

When the street was quiet again, Nila went over the plan 
one last time and wished them all luck before slipping back 
from the edge of the roof and heading to Keris’s with Chim-
Mi. They climbed to the window she had used so many times 
before. Keris had shuttered and locked it, but not to create an 
obstacle. He knew her better than that. It was a message. 
This worried her. She wasn’t welcome any longer but he 
didn’t care if she came in either.  

She pulled a post and small hammer from her pockets to 
knock the pinions from the hinges. They came up easily and 
Chim-Mi pulled the shutters away, hoisting them up onto the 
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roof. Nothing but the window remained to block her. She 
slid her palette knife between the panes, lifted the latch and 
hinged the windows open.  

Keris’s parlor was dark. Chim-Mi pulled lanterns from 
his pack—at least he’d gone to The Stallion and Mare 
prepared—and Nila pinched their wicks alight by using her 
pendant. The room was suddenly bathed in soft light. 
Everything was just as it had been the last time she had been 
there. She picked up Keris’s cittern and plucked a string, 
turning just in time to see Chim-Mi reach out for the 
wardrobe.  

“Don’t touch that!” He jerked his arm back. “Some of 
Keris’s things have wards on them. Just go let Jaquil and 
Mazul in. If you find anything you can’t open, call for me.”  

He nodded and disappeared.  
Those three would scour the place for the pieces of the 

staff. They had little chance of stopping Keris from getting 
to the finial in the doega’s vault. It was much easier just to 
steal all his other pieces while he was busy doing that. It was 
an apt bit of revenge for her if they pulled it off. 

Nila’s other goal was to find the ancient books she had 
brought from the tower. She rummaged in the wardrobe just 
like that first time in Keris’s parlor. It contained nothing of 
interest. Of course it wouldn’t. With a Null around, one that 
is particularly good at finding treasured objects, Keris would 
have been more creative with his hiding places. She looked 
through a few other pieces of furniture then moved into the 
foyer.  

The fireplace was cold. She poked around Keris’s desk. 
His copy of the Book of Relics was gone and the others on 
the shelf above were not important as far as she could tell, 
nothing old enough to be from the tower. She looked around 
the room, testing for hidden niches and loose floorboards. 
Where would he hide them? 

She moved into Keris’s bedroom, wondering if the 
others were having any luck. A dresser stood on one side of 
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the room with some drawers askew. She rifled through it. 
She got excited for a moment when she found a book stuffed 
under some shirts but, like the others, it wasn’t old.  

She opened it anyway, recognizing Keris’s handwriting, 
and used her thumb to buzz through the pages until she 
caught sight of her name in the middle of one. She slowly 
parsed the words.  

I need Nila by my side. She is so important to me.  
Her pulse quickened, flushing her cheeks. She hated that 

his words gave her pleasure; to know that he still cared for 
her. She read on. 

I don’t understand her power yet but when I do, she will 
make me unstoppable. 

Rage replaced her pleasure. She ripped the page from 
the book. She found her name on another. 

The Children tell me the Wa-di is with Nila. He can’t 
have her. She is mine. 

She tore that page out. 
The Humoric used Nila’s power today. I finally 

understand how it works. I will have her back. We will be 
together again. 

She didn’t need to read any more. She began to rip 
Keris’s journal into shreds but then had a better idea. Setting 
it on the floor, she held her amulet and touched its dry paper 
between thumb and index. The journal burst into flames. She 
plunked down on his bed to watch it burn. A hard ridge 
pressed against her butt cheek. She stood again and lifted the 
mattress. An ancient book lay tucked underneath, its title in 
Feryleze. She grinned and stuffed it into her pack. 

She went through the rest of the top floor as quickly as 
she could before descending to the floor below. It was the 
first time she’d been to any other part of Keris’s beni. 

She landed on a mezzanine that surrounded a grand 
foyer. Her lamplight bounced off a large crystal candelabra 
hanging from the ceiling, holding what looked like a hundred 
unlit candles. The foyer was dark but Jaquil and Mazul had 
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left the door open and lamplight glinted off furniture carved 
into exotic and ornate shapes. She leaned on the banister; her 
fingers came away with a thick film of dust. Various 
things—a knocked over stand, detritus on the stairs—
suggested no one had been living in the house, let alone 
cleaning it. What had happened to Keris’s parents? The kids 
watching the house had never seen them or anyone else but 
Keris coming and going.  

“Chim-Mi?” she hissed. He came out to the mezzanine. 
“Where are the others?” 

“Jaquil is on the ground floor and Mazul is just below 
us. If you are finished, there is the cellar but you can wait for 
me if you are too scared.” 

Nila rolled her eyes. “Just meet me down there when 
you’re done.” 

“Yes, yes!” He waved her away and disappeared back 
into a room.  

She reached the second floor. Mazul came out shaking 
his head and they descended the main stairs together.  

As they crossed the foyer, Jaquil called from somewhere 
near the back of the ground floor, “Mazul, come here 
please.” 

“Go on,” Mazul said, gesturing to the cellar door, “I’ll 
see what he wants then join you.” 

Nila opened the door. The steps down were pitch black. 
She increased the brightness of her lantern and descended. It 
was never fun going into a dark cellar but at least she was 
sure Keris had his Night Terror with him. The worst she 
would have to face were cobwebs, spiders, and malevolent 
bottles of steppeberry plonk. Then again, assumptions 
always had a way of making one look like an ass, or in her 
case this time, a pile of eviscerated flesh. 

The Night Terror lay in the back, a shadow within a 
shadow. She could barely see its shape but the two glowing 
red eyes were unmistakable. Damn the king! The runner had 
only said she’d seen Keris leave. Nila hadn’t thought to ask 
about the Terror. 
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She considered fleeing but knew she wouldn’t even 
make it halfway up the stairs. The best she could do was to 
warn the others. She was about to shout when the red 
glowing eyes winked out a few times and—the behavior was 
unmistakable—the beast lowered its head to rest on its paws. 
That was unexpected. 

With foolish curiosity, she approached. It raised its head 
and her stomach lurched but it lowered it once more, 
disinterested. She held up her lamp. The Night Terror was 
inside some sort of paneled glass box with a thick metal 
frame. Green gemstones studded the metal. The glass panels 
were cut here and there with small holes, too small for 
Terrors to drift through, she supposed. Another box stood 
empty beside it. They looked ancient; the metal showed 
signs of corrosion and the glass was cloudy. The gemstones, 
though, had been recently polished. The passage to the cellar 
was far too narrow for the cages to have passed through. 
They had to have been made on site. She remembered that 
Keris was Kenarok’s descendant. Was she standing in 
Kenarok’s home? 

The beast whimpered. It certainly didn’t seem like the 
same horrible monster she had encountered, the one who tore 
apart and ate friends and strangers alike. It tucked its muzzle 
into its paws and whined.  

Let it go. Azulya spoke inside her head.  
Are you insane?  
It is just an animal. The staff and magus corrupts it. 

Release it and it will return to the mountains. It does not like 
the world of men.  

Nila looked at the beast in its cage, its menace gone. Are 
you absolutely sure?  

I am.  
Shaking, she approached the cage. The beast raised its 

head and whined again.  
Trust me, Azulya said. 
Nila raised her hand to the latch and the Night Terror 
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jumped to its feet. She almost upchucked Mollyanna’s pie 
but still, she turned the latch. She flung open the door and 
jumped back to a corner, terrified, already regretting what 
she had just done.  

The beast stepped slowly out of its cage. Sniff, sniff.  
Damn the king, damn the king! She squeezed her eyes 

shut as it padded over. It smelled horrible and its heat pulsed 
against her. Sniff, sniff. A wet nose on her forehead.  

Heat suddenly burst over her in a wave. Nila opened her 
eyes in spite of herself. The Terror had dissolved into a cloud 
of sooty black dust. It zipped like a swarm of flies around the 
room, then went up the stairs and out of the cellar.  

She grabbed her lamp and raced after it. It swarmed up 
through the foyer and around the chandelier before settling 
on the floor where it oscillated between its solid and gaseous 
form. It was panting. It cried out once—an ear-piercing, 
blood-curdling shriek—then it turned back to smoke and 
whipped straight out the open front door. 

“You shouldn’t have done that,” said a cold, familiar 
voice from behind her. 
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Keris stood in a dark doorway. Though he still wore his 
cloak, he’d removed the cowl. His shadowy profile was 
painfully familiar. 

“Where are the others?” Nila asked. They should have 
been drawn out by the Night Terror’s cry. 

Keris’s voice was flat. “Come, let me show you what 
you made me do.” He turned and disappeared into the dark 
room behind him.  

She followed, heart in her throat. As she passed under 
the mezzanine, she glanced up. Chim-Mi was peeking over 
the edge. She shook her head at him. Get out of here! she 
mouthed. 

Keris was already passing through a door on the other 
side when she entered the room. A dim, flickering light 
danced around his silhouette. She skirted around a large 
dining table, foreboding thickening the air as she followed 
him.  

He stood in a small space, a butler’s pantry, holding a 
candle, his apathetic expression illuminated from below. 
Cupboards lined the walls. Doors stood open and drawers 
had been rummaged through like a thief after silverware.  

“Where’s Jaquil?” 
“Ah, so that’s Jaquil, the new head of the Vartia. I didn’t 

realize I had such an illustrious guest. He’s through there, 
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with your other friend.” Keris gestured to the far end of the 
pantry. He pronounced “friend” as if it tasted bitter.  

Nila pushed past him into the dark room. She rammed 
her knee into something hard. Glass clinked. 

“I did not expect to come home to a gang of thieves,” 
Keris said as he followed, bringing the candle with him. 
“Though I should hardly be surprised. It’s a compulsion with 
you, isn’t it?”  

He began to light sconce lamps along the opposite wall. 
The edge of flickering light slowly revealed more and more 
of a large kitchen. Basins and drying racks stretched behind 
Nila underneath a row of darkened windows. A large 
cookstove sat on her left. Four tall prep tables—one of which 
she had slammed her knee into—stood in the middle of the 
room. They were covered with bulbous glass apparati instead 
of bowls and rolling pins. Stones, the ones Keris brought 
back from the Islets of the Dead, lay among the apparati, 
some chiseled and shaped, others lying in fragments and 
dust.  

“Welcome to my laboratory,” he said and lit the final 
sconce, revealing Mazul slumped on the floor at the far end.  

Nila ran to him. Blood seeped through her clothing as 
she knelt. A boning knife lay on the floor beside him. She 
pushed it away and it skittered underneath a basin. She 
searched for wounds and found narrow slices through his 
clothing. They led to shallow cuts and stab wounds. Some 
were deep but there were none to his stomach or guts and no 
arteries had been severed; the pool of blood was too small. 
His breathing was quick but not wheezing. He didn’t seem 
injured enough to be unconscious.  

“I had to smash his head against the wall,” Keris said. 
“He was too accurate with the other one.”  

Nila looked around, frantic, and found legs splayed 
across the threshold of a small dry goods pantry. Jaquil lay 
on his back, his fingers still clasping the paring knife he’d 
used on Mazul. She pulled him up and cradled him in her 
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arms. Mazul had stabbed him once with the boning blade 
horizontal. It had slid between his ribs into his heart. The 
blood that had spread like a flower on his chest was already 
starting to cool. His face looked empty, as if he’d walked 
away, leaving a shell of himself behind. He was gone. She 
buried her face into his shoulder. 

“Thank you for bringing me back to life,” she whispered 
into his cooling flesh, tears hot in her eyes. “You will be 
new.”  

She released Jaquil gently to the floor. As she rolled his 
body down, she felt a rectangular box protruding from the 
back of his waistband. She pretended to fuss over his body 
while she slipped the box into her own. Jaquil had given her 
one last gift. With a final kiss to his forehead, she left him. 

She returned to Mazul and sat against the wall with his 
head on her lap, running her fingers over the tattoos on his 
face. 

Keris had long grown bored with her grief and had 
occupied himself at one of the tables. He removed two boxes 
from his cloak that looked exactly like the one she had taken 
from Jaquil. He set them down beside others on the table. 
With a metallic clink, he dropped one of the pieces of the 
staff among the boxes. It was too far away for her to see its 
engravings, but she already knew which one it was: Amorca.  

Blood had become sticky on her fingers. “Why have you 
done this?” 

Keris looked up from the table, anger flashing. “No one 
is going to deny me what is rightfully mine. What did you 
expect would happen when I found you in my home?” 

“You weren’t supposed to be here. It was supposed to 
take you a lot longer to find the doega.”  

Keris laughed at her. “Find the doega? Did you try to 
play a trick on me? I didn’t need the doega, you fool.” He 
opened one of the boxes on the table. It was lined with some 
kind of dense, fibrous cloth. He lifted a piece of the staff 
from inside. “See these runes?” he said, pointing to 
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engravings on the rod. “They’re keys; a simple metaphor. 
This aftophora neutralizes wards. I didn’t need the doega at 
all. I just walked right into the vault. I—”  

“Wait,” Nila interrupted, “there are pieces of the staff in 
those boxes? I don’t understand. How were you able to 
control Jaquil and Mazul? Don’t the pieces cancel each other 
out?” 

“Impressive,” Keris said, crossing his arms, “you and 
your little gang have learned much. I found a way around 
that problem. It wasn’t that hard. These boxes are filled with 
glass that has been spun into tiny threads. I made it right 
over there.” He pointed to instruments near the cookstove. 
“It’s light and easy to manipulate. Brilliant, really. Enough 
threads and the aftophorae are blocked from interfering with 
one another, which allows me to take as many pieces with 
me as I want.” 

“That’s what the star stones are for?” 
Keris scoffed, “Hardly. It seems I was too hasty 

returning that necklace to you. You’re wearing the Goddess 
pendant. It was the first created of its kind. Its last owner was 
Kenarok’s empress so I thought it was fitting to give it to 
you. Now I see you don’t deserve it. Take it off and throw it 
over there"—he indicated the corner where she’d slid the 
boning knife—“or I finish the job on your friend there.” 

Nila’s hand rose protectively up to her neck. She was 
tempted to defy him, tempted to turn its power on him, but 
she figured he was more than prepared to deal with any 
attack from her. She did as he asked. He followed it 
covetously with his eyes as it skidded across the floor and 
under the basin.  

“I read about the Goddess pendant and others like it in 
one of the books you brought me,” he continued. “It’s called 
an auga. It’s like a super-charged amphora. They were 
created in the later days of magic. Spells had grown complex 
and needed huge bundles of currents. Magi were having to 
lug around giant, slow-charging amphorae to execute spells 
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outside a cumulus until someone discovered that those green 
stones suck up currents like a sponge, and many times faster 
than traditional amphorae too. A small one, shaped and 
prepared in the correct way, can hold as much power as 
twenty or more large amphorae. There must have been 
hundreds of them around before the Purge but they were 
probably among the first to be destroyed. There may be more 
out there yet but they would have to have been very closely 
guarded secrets to have escaped destruction. 

“This one”—he pulled out a ring attached to a chain 
around his neck—“belonged to my mother.” The green stone 
set in its claw was smaller but shaped exactly like Nila’s 
pendant. 

“It is nowhere near powerful enough for me to carry out 
my plans. The star showers, however—bless the Goddess—
provided an opportunity to make my own since, you know, 
you gave me the book that describes how to do it.” 

Nila wondered if that was the one she’d stuffed into her 
sack. Chances were, he wouldn’t keep something like that 
under his mattress. So, what was it she had? What other 
books had she brought him and what dangerous secrets had 
they revealed?  

She looked beyond Keris into the dimly lit kitchen. Star 
stones lay strewn on the table in various stages of 
manufacture. “I understand,” she said. “You need Feryl’s 
currents when you go after the rest of the staff. That’s why 
you’re making auga.” 

He smiled. 
“But they don’t have other properties, right? They can’t 

prevent those two pieces of the staff, let’s say, from 
canceling each other out, right?” She gestured at Amorca on 
the table and Kel still in his hand. 

“No, they are just powerful amphorae.” 
“So you can’t use one when the other is out of its box?” 
“Correct.” Keris narrowed his eyes. “The pieces still 

nullify each other...for now.” He picked up the open box to 
return Kel.  
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“Now!” Nila yelled, startling him.  
The Wa-di’s arms wrapped swiftly around Keris from 

behind. Keris grunted as his arms were crushed against his 
body. The box he was holding clattered to the table but he 
was able to keep hold of Kel.  

He threw himself backward, ramming Chim-Mi into the 
edge of the next table over, and the Wa-di let go. He lurched 
forward and hurriedly dropped Kel into its box but Chim-Mi 
was on him again before he could close it. 

Nila shimmied out from under Mazul’s head and lunged 
for the table. Keris broke free and punched her temple just as 
her hand touched the box. She crumpled to the floor and he 
slammed the lid closed. As he reached over to grab Amorca, 
Chim-Mi pounced on him, twisted his arm, and threw him 
backward over a table.  

Keris tumbled and knocked over another. Glass 
containers crashed to the floor. He rose shakily, having to 
steady himself on the cookstove behind him. Triumphant, 
Chim-Mi moved to subdue him but Keris had been feigning 
injury. He swung a heavy pot from behind his back down on 
Chim-Mi’s head, knocking the Wa-di unconscious. 

By this time, Nila had gained her feet. She was woozy 
but forced herself to stumble toward the table in front of her. 
Too late. Keris scooped Amorca out from beneath her hand 
and pushed her away so she couldn’t grab anything else.  

Mazul groaned. He was starting to come around. 
Keris began chanting. “Aslak nurim gai y gai mirun 

kalsa.”  
The words were strange—commands he must have 

found in the Book of Relics before it was taken from him. 
She had never heard anyone invoking magic and the power 
in his voice chilled her.  

Chim-Mi rose slowly from the floor, his face slack, 
empty like Jaquil’s. Blood flowed freely over his face from a 
cut to his head. He held a large shard of glass and, to Nila’s 
horror, began walking slowly and deliberately toward her, 
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oblivious of the glass slicing into his hand. 
“No, Chim-Mi, stop! Stop!” Step by step, he shuffled 

forward, lifeless eyes searching her out. “Chim-Mi! Don’t—
”  

Mazul’s hands suddenly gripped her throat, tightening. 
Strong tattooed fingers crushed her windpipe. She swung her 
elbows back, connecting with his body. She reached behind 
her head and scrabbled at his face but he would not let go. 
Images of guards mindlessly hacking at each other came 
unbidden.  

Chim-Mi was closer now, the glass in his hand jagged, 
deadly. Her eyes flicked from him to Keris, who watched 
apathetically. He was going to let them kill her. Why would 
he do that? He needed her. She had been sure he needed her.  

No! she told herself. That would not be her last thought.  
She grabbed Mazul’s wrists, twisting to pry him off. 

Intense warmth and pleasure surged in her, like when he had 
stopped the Night Terror. It buzzed inside, pulsing all her 
nerve endings. She could feel it coming from elsewhere too, 
from the star stones sitting on the tables. Energy; a powerful 
thrum just waiting for her. 

If only I could…  
Her fingers dug into Mazul’s wrists. He was continuing 

to mindlessly press on her throat. The room was growing 
darker; her legs felt weak. No! she said again and, with a 
final effort of will, she tensed every muscle to the point of 
bursting and screamed. Mazul’s fingers let no sound escape 
but his body heard her call. 

Glass began to vibrate and clink together. Alarmed, 
Keris looked around. Liquid bubbled inside the unbroken 
containers.  

Chim-Mi was too close now. He drew back his arm, 
ready to thrust the shard into Nila’s stomach.  

Liquid boiled violently. 
“How—” Keris was silenced when steam burst from the 

vessels and shot toward him. He ducked but not fast enough. 



JILL CHARD 

343 
 

Steam seared his face. He screamed and dropped Amorca.  
Mazul and Chim-Mi tumbled out of their trances. Mazul 

groaned and fell to the floor while Chim-Mi leaned on his 
elbows over a table. 

Keris, his face red and starting to blister already, bent 
down. When he came up, he held Amorca in his hand once 
more. He glared at Nila under damaged eyelids and began 
the incantation. 

“Enough!” she commanded. Though her voice was 
hoarse from Mazul’s grip, it was unmalleable, full of 
conviction. It was a voice Keris didn’t recognize. He 
stopped, suddenly unsure.  

“You want them?” Her eyes flicked toward the boxes. 
“Take them and get out.” 

He looked from her to the boxes on the table. A debate 
raged on his face: should he run or should he stay and finish 
this? Was Nila as dangerous as she seemed?  

I am. 
He grabbed a sack and shoved the boxes inside, then 

slung the sack over his shoulder and walked quickly to the 
doorway. 

“Be content with the finial and the other pieces you 
already have, Keris. You don’t need more.” 

He turned back and spat, “The finial? I don’t have the 
finial. It wasn’t there.” 

“I don’t understand, you said there was no safer place—
” She stopped abruptly.  

Keris instantly landed on the same conclusion. “Of 
course,” he said. 

Nila saw her room in the tower: the breeze flowing 
through the open window, rustling yellowed papers held 
down by what she had thought was an old silver doorknob.  

She and Keris locked eyes briefly, then he grinned and 
was gone. 
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Mazul sat with his back against the wall. His hands covered 
his face. Chim-Mi was still leaning on the table, spitting. A 
puddle of vomit was on the floor beside him.  

“Chim-Mi, are you all right?” Nila asked in a hoarse 
whisper. 

“I will be. Where is Jaquil?”  
She pointed, unable to speak.  
“Oh.” 
“I killed him,” Mazul said in a quiet voice. “I can still 

feel it in my hands. I—I almost killed you.”  
Chim-Mi stared at the hand that had held the glass 

shard. Blood ran down his fingers and pattered on the floor. 
He still felt it too, even though neither of them had a 
memory of what they’d done. The world was a far uglier 
place for those two now, Nila thought. 

She strode to the basin in the corner and fished around 
underneath for her pendant, shuddering as her hand grazed 
the boning knife. She lifted her pendant to her neck and 
grimaced as she retied it. Mazul’s fingers had left deep 
bruises. 

“I have to go,” she said. “I don’t have much time. 
Mazul, can you walk?”  

He stood up and nodded, though it was clear his wounds 
troubled him.  
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She pulled the box out from her waistband. “Here. 
Jaquil had it. It’ll be safer with you than with me.” 

“Where are you going?” Chim-Mi asked. 
“To get the finial. I can’t explain now. Just help Mazul 

get to the ship. I’ll meet you there, if I can. Don’t wait too 
long, though. Keris will know about the Dark Mistress by 
now from the Children and will come after you once he 
discovers he is missing a box.” 

She turned to go but Chim-Mi pulled her into an 
embrace. She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed as 
tightly as she could.  

“Be careful, Nila.”  
She nodded and ran out of the room, mounting the stairs 

to the fourth floor. She paused on the windowsill to plan a 
route. She had to move as quickly as possible. That meant no 
descending to ground level. She burned her path into her 
mind and jumped. 

She was moving over roofs faster than she ever had 
before. She took no time to analyze a jump or to take care 
balancing across precipices. She came out of her landings 
running only to leap across another gap. She was precision 
incarnate, her instincts and experience working like a 
timepiece. The Feryletti still raged below, transforming her 
into a mythical creature leaping over the flames of the 
underworld.  

Another corner of her brain traced out a different route, 
this one through the city streets. Keris would pick back 
streets and pass through the smaller wicket gates to avoid as 
much of the Feryletti congestion as possible. Or he would 
use the catacombs. She wondered how well he knew his way 
through them.  

Either way, Nila was moving as a bird would fly, 
straight toward the university. There was no doubt she’d get 
there well ahead of him. She needed the time, though. There 
was more than just the finial at stake. 

She cleared the Second Tier, landing on a narrow, flat 
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roof that ran between two taller buildings. The Feryletti was 
riotous in the neighborhood below and the noise from 
revelers and the smoke from burning boats distracted her 
from those subtle signals of danger she was usually so good 
at sensing.  

A cloaked figure jumped down from one of the taller 
buildings. He pulled his cowl back. Even in the dim light, 
she could see the puckered scar pulling at his lip. Other 
Children fanned out to either side of her and a few 
approached from behind. 

“I’ve been looking forward to meeting you again,” 
Pucker-lip said. “The Restorer wants you back but he don’t 
care what shape you’re in when you get there.” 

The others had removed their cowls as well. They were 
grinning and their eyes were feverish with bloodlust. 
Whooping and hollering echoed all around from the streets 
below, seeming like an audience at the fighting pits egging 
on the fighters. 

“Look, I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m not 
your enemy.” She croaked the words out. 

“You are working to thwart the prophecy. That makes 
you our enemy.” 

“What prophecy?” 
“The prophecy of the Restorer,” the man said. “He has 

come to prepare the world for the Goddess’s return.” 
The prophecy of the Restorer? She’d never heard of it. 

“Listen, Keris doesn’t need me anymore. He told me himself 
when I saw him just now.” She smiled innocently, grasping 
her pendant. Dismayed, she could feel that it was spent, 
somehow drained when she’d channeled Mazul’s power.  

“Good news. Now we won’t have to worry about 
keeping you alive, will we?” 

Nila sighed. She was well and truly kinged.  
They closed in. There were too many of them to track 

all of their movements. Besides, her senses were confused by 
the noises bouncing off the buildings. The party in the streets 
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below was getting wilder. People were screaming like 
animals and reflections from their fires danced on the walls 
around her. All she could do was put up a good fight and 
hope for luck.  

She pulled out her cudgel and tossed it over the edge of 
the building, knowing it would just be turned against her if 
she tried to use it. She crouched in the stance Chim-Mi had 
taught her. She knew she couldn’t fend them all off, but she 
was sure as king going to try.  

Never use defense when offense will suit you better. 
Chim-Mi had drilled this into her.  

She sent Pucker-lip’s testicles up to his throat with her 
foot. One down. Someone grabbed her from behind and she 
thrust her head back into his face. The noisy crowd in the 
streets cheered her on but a fist to her jaw and a kick to the 
back of her leg brought her down onto one knee. She tried to 
stand but she was shoved back down. The screaming was 
building in intensity. Nila suddenly realized she’d heard that 
screaming before. She curled herself into a ball.  

The enraged pack of chi-chis fell upon them. It was a 
frenzy. The Feryletti must have driven them mad but neither 
she nor the Children had recognized their cries in the raucous 
noise from the streets. 

Nila knew enough to stay down, to be an island of calm 
in the chaos of the melee. She was bumped and jostled but 
the chi-chis didn’t harm her. They were too busy scratching 
and biting those who fought back. She slowly shimmied 
herself away from the fighting. When she got close enough 
to the edge of the building, she sprang to another roof and 
ran on, leaving the Children to the chi-chis. 
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Nila jumped to the First Tier just west of the university. She 
ran along the wall overlooking the quadrangle and had just 
reached the tower when she heard yelling from below. 
Looking back, she saw the gate implode. Keris stalked 
through the dust and smoke into the yard. He looked up and 
around but she had scooted into the shadow of the tower.  

She scurried in through a window, feeling her hair rise 
up as she passed the ward, and climbed the stairs. Just as she 
reached the top, she heard Keris blast through the library 
doors. University sentries yelled for him to stop until another 
blast silenced them. Which part of the staff did that? she 
wondered. Silence followed. Keris had to be switching 
pieces, getting Kel out of its box. He would be through the 
ward before long. She had no time to lose.  

She entered her room. There it was, just sitting on the 
desk: an innocuous tarnished silver knob; a paperweight. She 
thought of the painting of Kenarok holding the staff aloft, 
lightning striking the finial. There must be endless currents 
in lightning. So much power for only one person to wield.  

She dropped the finial into her pack. Next she stuffed in 
the yellowed papers. She didn’t bother looking at them. 
There was no question they had to go with her.  

The stairs creaked. She needed to leave, maybe find a 
way to hide in the rooms below until he passed her on his 
way up. 
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She slung her pack over her shoulder and took a step 
toward the door, but it was too late. Keris blocked the way. 
His beautiful face was now hideous with blisters, one pupil 
white, like a cooked egg. His lust for the finial was palpable 
despite his pain. He advanced into the room. 

Nila backed up, looking around for some kind of 
weapon to use, regretting chucking her cudgel after all. She 
backed toward the shelves that held glassware similar to 
those in Keris’s kitchen. She began throwing pieces at him. 
He dodged a few, then pulled a blanket off the divan she 
used as a bed. A bag that had been sitting on it landed at 
Keris’s feet. He kicked it backward and it came to rest on the 
doorframe. It was the package Bergen had brought her from 
the Dark Mistress, something the crew had made for her. Son 
of a king, she whispered to herself. She’d had no time to play 
with it, to even look inside the bag; she had brought it back 
to the tower during one of her unsanctioned sojourns with 
Chim-Mi. Paths move forward whether we want them to or 
not, she thought, remembering Jaquil’s words. Time to steer 
them in a very different direction indeed. She pitched another 
container. 

Keris used the blanket to fend off her attack, advancing 
a step with each vessel she threw. She had to get away from 
him. He was going to use the blanket to trap her. It was a 
trick she used herself on Dali whenever he pitched rotten 
eggs at her.  

Never use defense when offense will suit you better. Nila 
lunged toward Keris and yanked on the blanket. He hadn’t 
expected her move and it tore easily from his grasp. She 
dropped it and shoved him away while he was still surprised. 
As she passed him, he grabbed her pack and tore it from her 
shoulder. She spun and caught its strap just in time. They 
both pulled in a fierce tug-of-war. With more weight and 
natural strength behind him, Keris pulled her off her feet. 
She fell toward him and lashed out, slapping him hard across 
the face, bursting his blisters. He screamed in agony and let 



JILL CHARD 

349 
 

go.  
She scooped the pack up and ran, grabbing the bag from 

the Dark Mistress as well. She hesitated on the stairs. Was 
this a good plan? Probably not. However, if she went down, 
Keris would likely have Children waiting to grab her. 
Swallowing all her natural inclinations, she decided to put 
her faith in the sailors of the Dark Mistress. She ran up the 
stairs to the roof. 

She closed the hatch and sat on it while she set aside the 
pack with the finial. She opened the bag from the Dark 
Mistress and pulled everything out. The tightly woven cloth 
was surprisingly soft and light in her hands. Silk. Doubt 
flooded her mind. This wasn’t what she’d asked them to 
make. Why had they not followed her instructions? She had 
no time to examine it, to see what else they had changed.  

Her body lurched. Keris had begun pushing on the 
hatch, knocking hard against it with his shoulder.  

She slipped the straps over her legs and tightened them, 
then fastened the harness to her body. She wasn’t even sure 
she got any of it right, but there wasn’t time to check 
because Keris had stopped pushing on the hatch. She was 
sure he was getting that other piece of the staff out, the one 
that had blasted the university gate open.  

She slung the pack with the finial to the front of her 
body, then scooped the rest of the sack’s contents into a ball 
and ran to the edge of the roof.  

The city below was alight with an orange glow. Fires 
burned all around her, heat from their flames blowing hot 
wind into her face. The Feryletti had gotten out of control. 
Despite this, people still ran through the streets carrying fiery 
torches, setting more buildings on fire. Whistles blew and 
screams rang throughout. Various streams of people—Cities, 
incendium, and citizens—all brought water from the ferry 
docks. The only thing missing was—nope, there they were—
streaks of rampaging yellow and orange chi-chis. It was 
absolute madness but it was exactly what Nila needed at that 
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moment. 
The hatch exploded skyward with a deafening crash. 

The dented wrought iron door flew high into the air, arced 
over the edge of the tower, and fell down into the 
unsuspecting crowd far below.  

Keris emerged slowly, dreadfully, ascending to the roof. 
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Nila stepped onto the parapet that surrounded the tower. She 
knew she must jump but she was suddenly afraid. Fantasy 
had become reality. This was crazy! She had no idea if what 
she’d strapped onto herself would work, but what choice did 
she have? If she didn’t jump, Keris would get the finial and 
more. If she fell to her death, at least the crowd below would 
pilfer her pack before he or the Children could get to it.  

A gust of hot wind made her teeter on the edge. She 
readied herself to jump. 

“Stop!” Keris yelled. His voice was different; full of 
emotion rather than flat and cold. “Please don’t! I won’t take 
another step. I just want to talk.” 

She turned. He had remained near the hatch, and 
lowered himself to sit cross-legged on the roof. 

“What is there to talk about, Keris? I won’t be used by 
you.” Her voice was raw, reminding her of what he had done 
to Mazul. 

“That’s not what I want. How could I? I love you, Nila, 
since the moment I met you.” She wanted to come off the 
edge if only to kick him in the face. “It’s true. I know that 
sounds absurd after all I’ve done, but you have to believe 
me. My head just gets screwed up sometimes.” 

“Screwed up?” 
“I don’t know how else to describe it. I feel like I lose 
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my mind, like I become someone else. I get angry and I can’t 
control myself. I feel horrible afterward. You know me, you 
know I’m not really like this.” 

Keris had only become angry with her when she refused 
to bring him the relic from Fogtown. He had been many 
things before that but never angry, never unreasonable and 
never violent toward her. Then again, she had been a willing 
pawn up until then. Was something affecting him or had she 
just been so enamored that she was unaware of his true 
personality? There were signs that she had ignored, certainly, 
but she wasn’t sure they pointed directly to the monster he 
had become.  

“Kenarok’s staff isn’t worth it, Keris. If you truly feel 
terrible, you won’t pursue it.”  

“The staff is worth it.” 
“You locked your segnant in a dungeon and left him to 

rot! You used Night Terrors and Amorca to slaughter 
people! You murdered your own parents, Keris! None of it 
can be justified!” 

He sat silently, a shadow within a shadow.  
“I didn’t kill my parents,” he finally said. “They’re in 

Hittoria. I used Amorca and made them sign everything over 
to me, then took them to some small, backward village just 
on the edge of the Shifting Desert and left them scrounging 
and begging for food.” 

“Why would you do that?” 
“It’s what they deserved. I want you to understand, this 

is what it’s all about, Nila.” 
She shook her head in disgust. “This is all about getting 

back at your parents? For what, feeding, clothing, housing 
you, wanting you to prosper? How awful of them.” 

“That’s just it. I prospered, they prospered, Feryl 
prospers, but it’s on the backs of everyone else. You know 
what it’s like beyond the gate. Those who rent and work the 
land barely get by. It’s the landowners and merchants who 
take most of the profits. And who are they? Ferylites. Feryl 
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controls all trade to and from Hittoria and most of what 
comes and goes from the islands as well. They set whatever 
prices they want and if you can’t sell or buy at that price, too 
bad, even if it means you and your family starve.  

“Look at this city, Nila. Look at the gratuitous 
destruction going on right now for one night of celebration. 
The rich won’t suffer the consequences. It’ll cost them, sure, 
and they’ll be inconvenienced for a while but they’ll just 
rebuild and look forward to next year’s Carnevale. It’s others 
who will feel the effects. 

“Think about it. Rebuilding Feryl will take stone and 
timber, and lots of it, by the looks of it down there. At the 
same time, there’s a small livestock farmer beyond the 
gate—let’s call her Lansa—who also needs stone and timber 
to repair fencing and a stable that’s about to collapse. 
Because of the destruction tonight, the demand for stone and 
timber soars. Who will get the materials? The ones who can 
pay more—Ferylites. What happens to Lansa? Her stable 
collapses, killing livestock. More escape through the hole in 
the fence. Lansa no longer has the income she needs to pay 
rent for her farm or to feed her family. Her children get sick, 
she gets sick. They die along with others who share a similar 
story. This is what happens after one night of so-called 
celebration for the kinged rich. It’s not right.” 

Nila looked at the burning city. “You did this, didn’t 
you? You told the Children to set the fires.” 

“They believe I am the Restorer, that I herald the return 
of the Goddess.” 

“That’s kingshit. You’re manipulating them.” 
“Am I? They believe magi are the Goddess’s true 

children, the rightful heirs of this world. Who better to 
inherit than a powerful magus rising from the ashes of 
magic? I know it sounds dramatic but they’re useful in my 
effort to strike down this system of avarice and excess. This 
is what the people need, they just don’t know it yet. 
Tonight’s aftermath will expose the depths of greed in 
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Feryl’s elites and push Hittorians and Islanders to act.” 
“And then you, the Restorer, will rise from chaos and 

death to make the world perfect.” 
“I am only following Kenarok’s path. I am his heir, you 

know.” 
“Yeah, well, I’ve heard there are a bunch of you.” 
“That doesn’t matter.” Keris stood. Nila kept a shrewd 

eye on him. “I was the one you found just as the empress 
found Kenarok. She was a Null as well. Did you know that? 
You see, our destinies are inextricably linked. I will make 
the world better but I need you by my side. We are meant to 
be together. Surely you see that?” 

How she’d secretly wanted him to say that to her weeks 
ago. Her heart would have fluttered. She would have been 
frightened but he would have held her, and her need to be 
near him would have been stronger than her desire to flee. 
Weeks ago, she would have agreed that they were meant to 
be together.  

Nila looked down at the pockets of fire all over the 
Annex. Keris wasn’t wrong. The elaborate boats on poles, 
hundreds of them, set ablaze, destroyed. Intricate, expensive 
costumes dirtied, damaged and torn beyond repair in a matter 
of hours. All the parties, the lavish feasts, the favors; it was 
gluttony on a massive scale and this was only one day of 
many. 

She knew the poverty Keris spoke about during her 
exodus from Lahoral. Even for a thief, life in Feryl was 
cream rather than whey. No, Keris wasn’t wrong but his plan 
for change was violent and ugly. Could she temper him, 
though, guide him to a better one? 

Keris had begun pacing and mumbling to himself, 
growing more agitated. Something in his posture and the 
way he moved was looming and aggressive. Fire glowed in 
his ruined eye. In the other, madness. 

“With you by my side, I would be unstoppable. At 
Balek’s, what that man, Mazul, could do to my Night Terror 
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when he channeled your energy was incredible! Can you 
imagine what I could do? With you, I could change the 
world.” 

Nila laughed in spite of him. He was still trying to 
charm her, unaware that being a tool of Keris the Restorer 
wasn’t everyone’s greatest desire.  

“No, Keris, I can’t think of it,” she replied, “because it’s 
not going to happen. ‘Everyone desires power. The difficulty 
comes in having it. Even if you believe you have a good 
purpose, power can change your purpose.’ Can you guess 
who said that?”  

He’d stopped pacing and faced her, body rigid, fists 
clenched.  

She swallowed, the memory as raw as her throat. 
“Jaquil. He was my friend and you murdered him tonight.” 

“He was a weak man.” 
“I guess how you and I measure strength is different. I 

have never met anyone with more clarity, wisdom, and 
kindness. He was right, Keris. Look what your lust for power 
has already made you do. I will not—”  

“You will!” He took a few angry steps toward her. “Or I 
will go after everyone you’ve ever cared about. I will finish 
Balek. I will destroy that gambling house and rip that lady-
boy and his sister apart.” He took another step toward her. “I 
will hunt down Mazul and I will feed the Wa-di into the 
charnel pits!” 

“So be it,” she said, and jumped. 
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Jumping from that parapet had been a dark and morbid 
fantasy of Nila’s for a long time. To jump meant escaping a 
destiny that was hollow and full of sorrow. She saw her 
future differently now, thanks to Jaquil and the others. 
Destiny wasn’t some odious yoke around her neck. It was a 
ride on the back of a wild beast. She couldn’t control it but 
she could slap its hide and hope it took the path she wanted. 
The irony was not lost on her that she’d nudged the kinged 
beast right over the edge of the parapet anyway. She would 
have laughed if she hadn’t been so terrified. 

When she imagined it, she had always pictured herself 
spread-eagle, falling with enough time to notice the rushing 
wind through her hair, to feel her stomach turn over, to 
scream long and hard. The drop into darkness lasted for as 
long as she wanted.  

Reality was much different. Choking smoke closed her 
throat and she had no time to scream or to feel her stomach 
turning over. The ground was rushing toward her. She was 
about to be a splatter on the cobbles.  

The material she had held in her arms while standing on 
the tower had already been chucked behind. It billowed 
while its cords rustled and snapped but she was still falling. 
This was it, the last jump she’d ever make. Her idea had 
been a dud. Her destiny would end at the bottom of the tower 
after all.  
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There was a thwup and she jerked back violently, legs 
swinging. She screamed as much as her damaged throat 
could then—out of fear, certainly, but also astonishment. She 
was floating! The heated updraft from the fires had filled the 
sailcloth and was lifting her.  

She looked above her and saw other changes that had 
been made on the Dark Mistress. The sail was much wider 
and thinner than she’d designed. It resembled one of those 
disgusting sea cucumbers that Ferylites loved to eat. Cords 
had also been rearranged. What mattered most, though, was 
that it was keeping her miraculously afloat, for now. 

She didn’t look back at Keris. Was he on the roof 
shaking his fist and spewing curses or was he running down 
the stairs, determined to chase after her? She didn’t even 
care. Great Green Goddess of Feryl, she was flying! 
Everyone else could suck it! 

A degree of prudence returned as she rapidly 
approached the eastern cliffs. She was descending over the 
cooler air and would either crash into the rocks or come 
down somewhere in the Fringe. Twisting her body back 
toward the fires did little good. Frantically, she pulled on the 
cords attached to the sail. She turned in the wrong direction 
but at least she knew then what to do. Pulling one side 
brought her full circle and she directed her sail to float over 
the largest fires. She rose again, wheeling in circles over the 
heat.  

She wished she could float forever, but the Dark 
Mistress would only wait so long. She looked past the black 
swath of the channel to Fogtown, where the fog was thick 
and settled, not disturbed by fire as it was in the Annex. She 
noted cynically the quiet, normal aspect of the island. 
Carnevale was a celebration of the tiers, a testament to 
wealth and prosperity, just as Keris had said. The fact that 
Fogtown, where sailors and laborers spent their time, was 
excluded from the festivities underpinned the message about 
who was important. 
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When Nila felt the fires had taken her high enough, she 
aimed the sail for the island. Once out over the channel, the 
darkness was a welcome calm. She scanned ahead. The fog 
lay low that evening, exposing most rooftops on the island. 
Landing was still going to be tricky. Landing in the channel 
or overshooting Fogtown and dropping into the harbor would 
be much, much worse, though.  

With relief, she soon watched the docks and the first 
buildings pass underneath. The Larga glowed colorfully off 
to the left, beckoning, but she was headed for quieter 
quarters where the bigger warehouses were. The roofs there 
were dark, dimly outlined by street lanterns. Sheds, cisterns, 
and cargo hoists, typical on Fogtown roofs, were 
indistinguishable in the darkness. She would have to just 
choose one with a lot of landing space, and hope not to hit 
any structures. 

Buildings were rapidly passing underneath. Too high 
and almost over the harbor already, Nila wheeled, floating 
back across Fogtown to get lower. Turning once more, she 
aimed for a large roof about halfway across the island. 
Playing with the cords had familiarized her with steering and 
she felt confident that she would be able to land there. 

As she crossed back over the first buildings, something 
off to the side caught her eye. A dark figure was running 
across the roofs, chasing her. No! He couldn’t have crossed 
the channel so quickly!  

She had no more time to question what she saw, though. 
She was low and coming in fast. She reached the roof and 
yanked hard on the back cords, causing the sail to tilt back 
just like the birds had done when they went after scraps that 
day at the Eye with Jaquil and Chim-Mi.  

The sail stopped and hung in the air and Nila’s feet 
touched down. Sighing, she let go of the cords but, to her 
chagrin, she’d released them too soon and the sail moved 
forward again, pulling her along. She had to run to avoid 
doing a faceplant. In hindsight, the faceplant would have 
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been the better option because the sail was pulling her across 
and off the roof. When she reached the edge she pushed off 
only to discover the next building was across one of the 
wider canals. 

The sail was already over the warehouse on the other 
side but Nila was plummeting toward the water. Her weight 
began dragging the sail backward until, with a snap, it caught 
on something. The lines became taut and she swung face-
first into the wall. She heard rather than felt the crack.  

She hung there, dangling above the canal, painfully 
reminded that slamming into stone walls was unpleasant. At 
least she’d once again escaped breaking her nose. Her arm, 
on the other hand, was not so lucky. 

She had no idea what to do next. She didn’t have a knife 
to cut her harness, but even if she did, she couldn’t swim. 
She couldn’t pull herself up one-handed. She drooped, as 
deflated as her sail. After all that had happened, she was just 
plain stuck with no idea how to get out of it. The Dark 
Mistress would sail away without her.  

“Nila!” The shadowy figure chasing her had caught up 
and was leaning over the edge of the building she’d jumped 
from. “Hold on, I will come get you!” She saw a barely 
perceptible shake of the head then heard him say, “Foon loa, 
you are crazy!”  

Foon loa yourself, Nila sighed, eternally grateful to 
black cats and superstitious friends. 
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Nila yawned and opened her eyes. She was in a hammock on 
the Dark Mistress and, by the swing of it, the ship was 
definitely on the open sea. She examined her arm. Someone 
had set it then wrapped cloth around two splints. It rested in 
a sling tied around her neck. 

She remembered none of it. She must have given her 
head a good jolt when she’d hit the wall. Her headache spoke 
truth to that. Somehow, Chim-Mi had got her down and onto 
the Dark Mistress before it sailed away. 

She extricated herself carefully from the hammock and 
hung on until she got her sea legs. She took a few tentative 
steps, trying to relax and align herself with the rhythm of the 
boat. Once she was more or less sure she wouldn’t end up 
ass-over-kettle, she headed for the stairs.  

“I am staying here,” Chim-Mi called sleepily from 
somewhere in the darkness. 

“Fine,” she replied. “Just don’t steal anything from me 
this time.” 

“King you.” 
“Hey! No cussing!”  
The sun was bright on the deck of the Dark Mistress. 

Nila squinted at an unexpected sight. A frail old man sat in a 
captain’s chair with pillows tucked in around him so he 
couldn’t slide about. The chair itself was tied to the deck. 
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The old man was swaying with the waves, a beatific smile on 
his face. She was surprised to see him. She figured Segnant 
Mauralis would have crossed over by now, but here he was, 
looking to be in good health and happy, if not completely 
sane.  

Oobik “ho-ho”ed her and handed the wheel over to 
another sailor. “By the leviathan’s jaws, now ya got two 
necklaces and one’s a heck of a lot prettier than the other.” 
His bushy orange brows had pinched together as he ogled 
her bruised throat. “Mazul’s in the cabin. Ye must be just 
about gutfounded. Jaz’ll fire ya up a scoff. If ye feel likes it, 
we’d like ta hear what ya caught last night.”  

She nodded. It was better to get it out now than to sit 
and stew in it. She took in a few deep breaths, feeling the 
warm sunshine on her face and savoring the fresh, salty air 
before following Oobik into his cabin. 

Mazul rose painfully from an upholstered bench and 
hobbled over. She was glad to see him but he looked terrible. 
Cloth was wound around his bare torso and his arms in 
several places, blood staining the cloth. His face looked the 
worst, though. He was almost green. 

“It’s just my head,” he lied. There was more behind his 
eyes than just a headache. “Has Azulya reached out to you 
since yesterday? I haven’t heard from her at all.” 

Nila shook her head. “Maybe she doesn’t feel the need, 
now that we’re safe.”  

He nodded but the creases in his brow said he wasn’t 
convinced. He shuffled back to the bench and sat down with 
a groan. 

Nila glanced around Oobik’s cabin. The bench Mazul 
sat on ran the length of the stern under a row of windows, 
bookended by canons. A table with large, shallow drawers 
for maps and such was anchored to the floor in front of it and 
surrounded by chairs. On one side of the cabin was a thin 
mattress on a platform hoisted up to the ceiling, under which 
sat a port cannon, a small parlor table, a stuffed chair and 
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footstool. She’d passed a starboard cannon on her way in, 
surrounded by cubbies and drawers. A variety of things hung 
from hooks on the bow side: hams, sausages, garlic, and an 
accoutrement of sailing chandlery. It was an efficient, well 
thought out space punctuated by little touches of hominess 
and prettied up with swaths of colorful silk draped over the 
cannons. She had to admire the attempt, but like putting a 
chi-chi in a dress, they were still cannons.  

“It’s not known to have canons in the officer’s cabin on 
a sloop,” Oobik said when she’d pointed them out, “but it 
plumps up ’er rears and brings up the bow. Makes ‘er turn 
quicker than an angry wife, and bites just as fierce. And just 
like a wife, she eyes better with a good big backside covered 
in pretty swath.” He grinned broadly. “Get off yer legs now, 
lass, and I’ll find Jaz to scoop ya some.” 

Nila sat beside Mazul, who really wasn’t himself. She 
took his hand and squeezed. He looked at her with haunted 
eyes but said nothing. What was there to say? She knew he 
was thinking about what he had done the night before. 
Though it wasn’t his fault, she had no doubt he was playing 
it over in his mind, wondering if he could’ve stopped it from 
happening. 

“Chim-Mi and I took his body to his family,” he finally 
said.  

“That’s good,” she replied, not knowing what else to 
say.  

The box she had found on Jaquil’s body was sitting on 
the table. She opened the lid and looked at the relic. The 
runes etched in the rod’s surface reminded her of how far 
they had all come. Here she was, sitting beside a friend who, 
when she first held that piece of the staff, had seemed like an 
enemy. And on that very same night, she’d taken it to an 
enemy who had seemed like a friend. 

Jaz came in with a bowl of fish stew. He dropped a 
spoon into it and said, “Have at ’er, Ducky.” She thanked 
him and tucked in while he settled into one of the chairs 
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around the table. 
Soon the first mate wandered in. Jaz stood in 

acknowledgement of her, and then both sat. 
“Not sure if ya mind me, Nila, but we met the last time, 

briefly.” 
“Narla?” she said after swallowing a mouthful of stew. 

The first mate nodded, tickled that she’d remembered.  
The door opened again and a young man came in with 

the segnant on his arm. Uh-oh, Nila thought and tucked her 
amulet into her shirt. She was sure the old man would start 
raving but he just smiled and blinked rapidly. Narls brought 
the stuffed chair over and Mauralis was set down.  

The young man turned his attention to Mazul and tsked. 
He unrolled a bloody bandage, speaking over him to Nila. 
“How’s the arm?” 

“Hurts, but not badly. Head’s worse.” 
He nodded. “Name’s Basswind. Wind for short ’cause 

it’s too much for the boys to have a Jaz and a Bass, if ya can 
imagine.” He grinned. He pulled the bloodied cloth away to 
reveal an angry gash that had been sewn together with 
thread. “They makes me the ship’s healer due to my skills 
with a thread and needle. Mostly my work is with the sails, 
though.”  

He grabbed a bottle from a drawer under the bench, 
poured some of the contents on a clean cloth, and pressed it 
to Mazul’s wound. Mazul hissed through his teeth. Wind 
rewrapped the wound with a fresh bandage and when he was 
finished, sat in a chair beside the segnant. 

Oobik returned. “I’ve tried to yank that Wa-di outa his 
net. It’s like pulling an octopus from its hole,” he said. 

“Too bad we won’t have his running commentary on my 
stupidity,” Nila scoffed. 

“How could I miss a chance to do that?” Chim-Mi said 
as he stumbled groggily into the cabin and found a place on 
the bench. 

He surprised them all by being well-behaved, however, 



THE RELIC THIEF 
 

364 
 

and she was able to tell the group what had happened the 
previous night. When she reached the part where she jumped 
off the tower with the sail, Wind got very excited.  

“Did ya like the changes?” he asked. 
“You made those changes?” 
“Yeah, Bergen brought me yer plans ’cause, as I said 

afore, I sews well. I made a scaled down version of ’er first 
with sailcloth and strung ’er to a fish ta test ’er. No good. 
Then I changes the shape and tries again. This time’s better 
but I needs the cloth more like a young lass’s skirt than an 
old one, if ya catch my meaning. Bergen says he knows just 
where I could lay hooks inta rolls and rolls o’ fine silk, so a 
few of us sneaks into some holding that was blowed down in 
some row. We gets the silk and I tries again. The mite one 
works so then I makes the big one. And then, take a wild 
poke at what we done then.” Wind’s nickname should have 
been hurricane, he spoke so quickly. ”We gives her a go! 
Not much, mind, but just enough to see that she does. I just 
dies, I tell ya, the ting works! Gobsmacking, it were.” 

“Yes! It was!” Nila said, eyes like saucers. “But I’d like 
to make some changes to the—”  

“Oh great,” Chim-Mi interrupted. “Two peas in one 
pod.”  

She opened her mouth to respond but Mazul cleared his 
throat. “Nila, I’d like to go back to something, if you don’t 
mind. You said Keris can only use one aftophora from the 
staff at a time for now. What did you mean?”  

“He definitely stressed those words. I think he’s trying 
to find a way to use the pieces without having to put them in 
boxes.” 

“If he succeeds, he won’t need the whole staff,” Chim-
Mi said. “Maybe he will not risk pursuing the others.”  

Nila shook her head, “In his mind, the staff is his 
inheritance, his destiny. With it, he thinks he can remake the 
world. He already has the Children behind him, maybe 
others, and his message will appeal to many more.” 
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“Agreed,” came a scraggly voice from the depths of the 
stuffed chair. “He is determined. Look at how far he’s come 
with only part of the staff. Keris is fueled by idealism with 
intolerance for anyone who opposes him. He has complete 
confidence in what he is doing. In his mind, this justifies all 
kinds of wrong.”  

Nila said, “He’ll be coming after me, too, because I’m a 
Null. For some reason, he needs me.”  

“Not anymore,” Mazul said. 
“What do you mean?” 
“We didn’t know how to tell you. It was never the right 

time.” Mazul looked sheepish. “Keris has found another Null 
and, now that you’re gone, he’ll go after two birds with one 
stone.” 

She stared at Mazul, her brows furrowed so tightly, she 
could hold a feather between them. 

He continued, “Her name is Zulantha. She is Locksiay’s 
new wife. She is from Lahoral, like you. We wouldn’t let her 
tell you,” Mazul said, attempting to assuage the pain ripping 
through Nila. “Your loyalties were unclear back then, though 
I have to add, Locksiay never doubted you.” He gave her a 
brief smile.  

“Keris discovered her when she foiled an earlier attack 
on Locksiay. That’s why he was willing to let us kill you last 
night.” He turned away from her.  

Chim-Mi was unusually silent, picking at the skin on his 
fingers. 

Oobik interrupted. “Here’s a fella wants a stick o’ power 
so bad, ’e does the most awfullest things ta get it, just so as 
he can give the lowers a better way to be?” He scratched his 
rusty beard. “What happens when he come face to face with 
’em and finds out they don’t much care for ’is way?”  

Mauralis chuckled. “Good point. What he wants is 
sheep but, in my experience, even sheep have their own 
minds. Keris may find them taxing on his altruism.”  

“I still say we should destroy every piece of the staff we 
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get ahold of,” Nila said, leaning forward on her good elbow 
and holding her throbbing head in her hand. No one but 
Chim-Mi ever agreed with her on this whenever she brought 
it up at their meetings. An explanation was always given but 
she wasn’t yet convinced by it. Still, she had promised not to 
harm them, at least not for now. 

“We must stick to the plan,” Mazul said. 
“So, why are you sailing with us? I thought you were 

going home to Azula. Shouldn’t you be going in the opposite 
direction?” 

“Hardly. My home is not where you thought it was.” 
Mazul grinned.  

She narrowed her eyes. “It’s not in the far north?”  
“The opposite. It is in the far south.” Mazul’s grin 

widened to show his teeth. He had enjoyed his little running 
joke on her. 

“Well, I’ll be kinged,” she said, grinning back.  
Everyone in the room but Chim-Mi gasped audibly.  
She glanced around at their shocked faces. “What?” 
Mazul began to laugh then. His shoulders shook and he 

chuckled loudly. It was a hearty, wonderful sound that filled 
the chamber and infected everyone. 

She looked from person to person, still confused. 
Oobik leaned over and whispered in a very serious tone, 

“Because, Nila, Mazul is the king.” 
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The setting sun ignited a storm far in the north behind the 
stern of the Dark Mistress. Clouds lay low and heavy on the 
sea, spuming high with voluptuous, billowing mounds. The 
sky was alight with brilliant colors, its reflection undulating 
on the sea. Nila was happy to finally understand what 
sunsets and their morning sisters had been trying to tell her. 
Streaks of fiery red, angry and beautiful; swaths of oranges, 
yellows, and pinks, joyous and melting into each other like 
summer ices—they were a choir singing all the notes of her 
life. She finally heard their song. 

Soft purple bloomed amidst them. It was the sotto voce, 
the only voice Nila had thought she wanted to hear. It was 
solitude and anonymity but it was not free from emotion, as 
she had told herself. It was calm, peaceful, and reflective but 
also lonely, forlorn, and craving love. Purple, the quietest 
color in the sky, could only truly be appreciated as one of 
many. 

The hues were shifting and fading as darkness continued 
to spread, the memory of them held close to her heart: sitting 
on a roof, eating stolen sweets with Dali; the arms of her 
mother; laughing with her sisters; Keris’s betrayal; Jaquil’s 
murder. She knew the sky would sing with color again, just 
as it had done since the birth of the world, but as the purple 
of twilight settled on her shoulders, she appreciated the quiet 
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of it once more.  
She pulled the yellowed papers from her pack, the ones 

she’d held down with the finial. She had suggested that the 
staff be destroyed, since it was so dangerous. Jaquil had been 
horrified. He had said that magic was about something 
bigger than ourselves. It was history and discovery, 
something that could make us better people if we were 
careful with it. Magic, in his view, should be celebrated but 
also protected and highly regulated. Who would have the 
authority to govern magic, though? Would those who could 
wield it allow those who couldn’t to participate in its laws? 

Keris, on the other hand, believed that he, alone, should 
control magic. He imagined himself as benevolent, 
compassionate, and magnanimous but his actions had 
already shown that he had more than one face. Who would 
check his hypocrisy or that of other powerful magi?  

Nila leafed through the pages. Tearing them out before 
handing the book over to Keris had been at least one good 
thing she had done. Of course they were in Feryleze, but she 
hadn’t needed to translate them to understand that the 
diagrams, arrows, and notes were instructions for the Eyes of 
Feryl.  

At the moment, the Eyes were polished orbs of rock, 
inert monuments of a violent past, a goddess blinded. One by 
one, she tore the pages into tiny pieces and threw them into 
the darkening water, making sure those Eyes would never 
see again. It was a small treachery, but one she could live 
with. 

She inhaled the fresh sea air and enjoyed a few more 
moments staring into the purple twilight. Stars began to 
speckle the sky above the storm. She turned on her heel and 
headed to the main deck where Jaz was dishing out stew and 
Oobik was regaling everyone with a story of piracy on the 
high seas. 

 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Epilogue 

 
Azulya woke from a deep sleep to feel tapping on her face. 
She yawned and rose even though she was still sleepy. It 
hardly felt like morning yet. She was helped into clothes and 
a spoon with warm stew was held to her mouth. She was still 
too groggy to be hungry but she ate anyway. The lean season 
was stretching out much longer than usual this year. Food 
came less often, so she either ate now or got very hungry 
waiting for the next meal. 

When the spoonfuls stopped coming, she was stuffed 
into heavy clothing. They were taking her outside? Already? 
Usually the small ones had to be fed and clothed first. Little 
hands had not yet come to stroke her face in greeting. Were 
they not coming?  

Once she was ready, she was walked out of the lodge by 
Amuk. She knew it was Amuk because she had touched his 
face before putting on her mittens. He had tried to play her 
baba’s game of ducking and turning so she couldn’t tell who 
was teasing her but she couldn’t be tricked. She caught him, 
just as she always caught Baba.  

Outside, the cold hit her like a slap from Nannit, 
Amuk’s wife. Nannit’s slaps came more frequently these 
days. She didn’t intend to be cruel, she was just more 
anxious. The signs were obvious: her fingers and body were 
stiff, she had stopped smiling, and her smell had changed. 
Something was bothering her. Azulya had looked into 
Nannit’s dreams and saw empty bowls and dying children, 
and a crushing weight. Always, always the shaman was there 



 
 

 
 

with his portents of doom. It was the one her baba had 
chased from the village with his spear, the one who had 
shown his face to her. She was sad Nannit dreamt such 
horrible things. 

Amuk set her down in something soft. She removed a 
mitten and felt fur underneath her. Furs weren’t used on 
snow cutters. She was on the sled. She smelled the dogs 
coming closer and felt tugs as they were harnessed up. Her 
hand stung with the cold so she put her mitten back on and 
stuffed it under her arm to warm up. 

Where was she going? Why weren’t the little ones 
coming too? She tried to look into Amuk’s mind but all she 
could sense was anguish. She made sounds to him; she was 
upset now and needed his reassurance. Instead, she felt his 
weight on the back of the sled and they jerked to a start. 

She turned her face in all directions, trying to feel the 
sun low on the horizon. She couldn’t find it. The air was so 
cold. Aha! It was still dark; no little hands to greet her 
because they were still sleeping.  

She didn’t understand and wanted to go back home but 
Amuk ignored her cries. She threw herself off the sled. Her 
body rolled and tumbled, whipping her hood off. Her leg 
hurt and her ears instantly froze. She had to go home. She 
got up and began to run back but Amuk caught her and 
carried her, kicking and screaming, to the sled. He tied her 
arms and legs to it with thick straps. He pulled her hood up 
again. As he did, warm droplets hit her face. One fell on her 
lips and she tasted salt. Her ears burned as warmth returned. 

They were moving again. The sled jerked and bounced 
over undulations. She fell asleep, only waking when the sled 
had stopped once more. The sun was on her face now but she 
was disoriented.  

Amuk would leave her there. She understood that now. 
She had seen his dreams as well: the shaman’s face, over and 
over, warning of evil spirits and pointing his finger at her. 
She saw Amuk leaving the village, turned away by those 



 

 
 

who once said he was family. And she saw her baba’s spear 
in his face and the certainty of death if he disobeyed him. 

Amuk wrapped his arms around her. He was shaking 
and she could feel the vibrations from his voice through their 
furs. He was crying. He did not want to leave her but he had 
to so the others could go back home to the village; so they 
could survive.  

She wanted so desperately to reach him, to tell him she 
was not full of evil spirits, but his mind was still closed to 
her, just like the others. Why couldn’t she reach them? How 
could she reach a stranger’s mind so far away and not theirs? 
It wasn’t fair. 

Amuk released her and she felt his warmth move away. 
She followed it, reaching out to catch him. He pushed her 
away. She reached out again but he wasn’t there.  

Vibrations in the hard packed snow; the thrum of paws. 
She could try to follow but what was the point? Amuk’s 
intentions were clear. Even if she made it all the way back to 
their aqla, he would just bring her out again. 

She sat on the cold hard surface. Her baba had taught 
her how to make a snow shelter but she had no knife to cut 
the snow, and she had no food. She laughed at the idea of 
wandering the tundra, whacking aimlessly in hopes that a 
seal would walk in front of her club. She stopped laughing. 
She had no club. 

Baba! she called, but he could not hear her. She tried 
reaching the one called Nila, but she couldn’t hear her either. 
Something was blocking her connection to them. What could 
they do, anyway? They were so far away. She began to cry, 
tears freezing her lashes closed.  

She was going to die. Deciding it would be better to get 
it over with quickly, she took off her mittens and began to 
unbutton her coat. She was fumbling with the second button, 
fingers stinging, when a darkness descended on her, like 
night suddenly rushing in. A wave of heat engulfed her. How 
had she not felt its approach? Heavy and oppressing, it 



 
 

 
 

surrounded her, an undulating cloud. A growl rumbled, its 
tremors beating against her body.  

Sight had always failed her but now two glowing red 
eyes appeared within that darkness. This was not the same 
creature from the cage, the one she’d had Nila release, yet 
somehow it knew her. 

Yes, she said in answer to its question. 
Azulya rose and put a hand to the beast. She felt it lower 

itself, turn its muzzle toward her. She stretched out her foot 
and it lifted her. Grasping at its fur, she climbed onto its 
back. 

The world suddenly became white. This was not the 
dream she created for others, though. This was real: ice and 
snow. She was seeing through the beast’s eyes! 

She clenched her fingers around tufts of its fur. It began 
to run. 
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