
  [image: Cover Image]


  [image: An Heir to Thorns and Steel by M.C.A. Hogarth]


   

 

For Richard, who gave Sedetnet his dice.


  [image: Map of Troth]


  [image: Map of Serala]


  
    [image: Chapter 1]


    “You’re late,” Radburn whispered.


    I choked back frustration and shame as I slid into the seat next to his. “I know. Did I miss anything?”


    “Just Bandy going on about his adventures at Steadfast,” Radburn murmured, shaking a red lock out of his eye. As usual, he was in a state of mild disarray, with ink bottle unwisely perched on several sheets of creased paper, his vest buttoned unevenly and of course, the untidy hair; he existed in a perpetual state of such disorder, prompting much speculation and teasing on how he managed ever to find anything or arrive anywhere on time. “Such as they were.”


    I settled low in the seat, stretching my legs gingerly in front of me. My knees still weren’t cooperating but at least they’d gotten me here. “What’s the pool at now?”


    “Twenty broke crowns that he’s making it whole from dew and woolmice,” Radburn said. “Guy’s on the investigation.”


    I glanced across the auditorium until I found Guy Du Roi sprawled on his seat, one lank arm draped over the back, the very picture of indolence. The severe queue he’d knotted his bronze mane accented the sharp lines of his dark olivine face... and left his bored expression patently revealed. He loved learning, Guy, but he seemed determined not to let anyone know it. “No surprise there. Why did Chester give up?”


    “I’ll let him tell you after class,” Radburn murmured. “You are coming to chocolate...?”


    “Yes,” I said: more a rebuke to my dictatorial body than a reply. I’d already had my vomiting for the day. I was determined to do no more. I untied my folio and peeled the soft leather cover back from the sheets.


    “Here,” Radburn murmured, nudging his ink bottle my way and off, I noted with relief, the precarious perch he’d set it on originally. I nodded to him and trimmed the edge on my quill with a cursory glance at his notes—he had none. Bandy hadn’t even gotten past his self-congratulatory reminiscing and into discussion of the actual topic of the seminar, the ten-year period following the Revolutionary War that scholars were beginning to call the Red Prince Years, after the recurrent figure out of legend. It was recent enough history that Bandy might actually have seen the devastation in the former imperial capital had he been there. None of us believed he had been. The lecture was interminable, but once he stumbled past the requisite self-aggrandizement and into the topic the class settled. Pungent ink flowed; quills scratched on vellum. I set aside my glasses to write. Radburn and I shared the bottle and a calm descended to replace the frisson of anxiety that had carried me breathlessly to class.


    Only two things seemed to claim any power at all over my vicious and mysterious malady. One did not bear consideration. The other I found here, in the peace of the studio, in the vibrancy of discourse, in the halls of intellect where the frailties of a human body mattered not at all.


    Thank God for the university.


    “Well, that’s over,” Radburn said, stretching. “I can’t imagine how he can make post-revolutionary history so dreadful. And I say that as someone who likes anything related to military history. Granted, I like it better before the peace talks commence, but even so.”


    I replaced my glasses and cleaned the edge on my quill. Two hours of Bandy’s quiet drone had unraveled the snarls in my muscles, and since he never used one word where twenty would do one could take notes at a leisurely pace. “History is never boring, no matter its delivery.”


    “Easily said for you,” Radburn said with a huff. “You’re in love with dust and memories.”


    I laughed. “Better to be in love with something than to dally here, there, everywhere and never settle.”


    “I beg to differ!” Radburn said, grinning at me.


    “You can differ all you want,” I said, checking the last of my notes for dryness before shutting the folio. “But begging is all you’ll be doing when we reach the end stretch and you’re casting about for any dissertation topic at all.”


    “Morgan!”


    I stood immediately, turned. At the door peeked a heart-shaped face, one curl swinging in front of tea-brown eyes. Ivy Miller wiggled her slim fingers at me. “Coming to chocolate?” she said as other students drifted past her into the hall.


    “Of course,” I said, and to her it was a promise.


    She grinned and vanished into the hall.


    Radburn laughed behind me. “Pole-axed, chap. You always look so pole-axed.”


    I snorted. “And you so experienced.”


    “Well, compared to you,” Radburn said with another laugh. He packed his notes with little regard for neatness, catching some of the pages on the cords. “Let’s go. Hey, Guy! Chocolate?”


    “I’ll be there.”


    We departed. I kept Radburn’s pace, and though I’d rested it still cost me. I refused to let anyone see my weakness, though. I was one of them here. I wouldn’t surrender that comfort for anything, particularly given how little sympathy society allotted to those with physical... impediments. At the lope he called a walk we were swiftly quit of the white-washed halls and on the path hugging the brown brick facade outside. Spring had arrived in force only a week ago, blowing back winter as if it had never been, and the yellow sunlight was like a warm lance. I felt it in every joint like a prayer of redemption. Cold and humidity exacerbated my condition nearly to turning me invalid.


    Leigh University perched on manicured grounds at the edge of the affluent section of Evertrue. Its three buildings barely cast a shadow on the land it had appropriated for its gardens and fields; Mother relayed to me the frequent complaints of the city’s councilors, who wondered whether the university staff planned to grow its own food against the possibility of siege. I thought it beautiful, when I did not despair of how far it meant I had to walk to leave it. Fortunately Radburn, bless his lazy bones, never went far before hailing a carriage.


    “You’re going to run to fat before you’re thirty,” I said, to cover my relief at being able to sit.


    “I’ll worry about it then,” he said, grinning. “To the chocolate parlor, good driver!”


    A warm afternoon with a sweet wind, blowing off the clean fields of Leigh’s campus; the jingle of a harness and the chuff and clop of a horse; rows of thin and well-kept houses with herb gardens to lend a hint of spice to the air; the low murmur of conversations caught on the wind as we passed those out strolling... on days like this I could almost forget how much I hated risking myself in public where anyone could witness one of my episodes. I could feel almost normal.


    The chocolate parlor was the only business establishment in this part of Evertrue, nestled in the basement of a house in the shadow of Leigh where it could draw students, scholars and the would-be cognoscenti of the city. I slipped from the carriage, using Radburn’s distraction while paying the driver to do so with more care than a person my age would have. As the distant bells of the Cathedral tolled the hour, we descended the stairs at street level to the little wooden door and pressed on into the cozy half-light of the parlor. Some few glimmers of sunlight slid in through narrow, horizontal windows at ground level, and they added a sultry bronze cast to the dark wooden bar and the scattered tables and chairs.


    Chester and Ivy had already arrived; we joined them at our table in the corner. My plan had been to prod Chester later, based on Radburn’s comment, but seeing him I said without planning, “Good God, what trampled you in the street?”


    Slumped over his cup, Chester said, “Minda.”


    “Ah,” I said and sat across from him. A waitress brought me a cup of my own and I swirled the thick liquid in it as the steam brought me the drink’s rich, bittersweet aroma. “What this time?”


    “There’s this fad for girls our age,” Chester said as Ivy watched him sympathetically. He was the picture of aristocratic misery in his embroidered vest and coat, sheathed sword a slash of an angle against the chair leg; a scion of the former nobility of northern Troth, which tended toward lighter, more golden skin than the southerners that had produced Guy’s line. “You know, society girls, to take... well, noble titles, for amusement.”


    “And you had a fight with her about it,” I said.


    “Not just her,” he said, glum. “Her parents as well.”


    “Rather big row,” Radburn said, sipping from his own cup.


    “He was there,” Chester said. He sighed. “I can’t believe I have to marry her. She’s... she’s just vapid. Completely useless in the head. I’m sure our children will be absolute models of physical beauty, and she’ll certainly dress them like exquisite society dolls, but I don’t like her.”


    “It’s barbaric, having to marry someone your parents chose for you,” Ivy said. “What good was fighting our way out of the monarchy if you still end up with all the trappings of a privileged society?”


    “My parents would murder me if I even hinted I wanted to back out,” Chester said, glum. “Murder me. The Randales own half the shipping infrastructure between here and Virtue. They’ve been caviling at the thought of an allegiance with the St. Clarys for three generations. Now that they’re finally considering it, I have a better chance of a visitation from St. Winifred than I do of avoiding this union.”


    “You can always put a bag over her head,” Guy said from behind us.


    “It’s not her face that’s the problem,” Chester said.


    Guy shrugged as he pulled a chair to the table. “A gag, then.”


    “Just treat it like one of Bandy’s lectures,” Radburn said. “Listen with one ear. Pick out only the important things.”


    “I don’t know why you fight with her at all,” I said. “Every time she says something outré you attempt to educate her and that just ends in misery. Let her friends call her Duchess Minda in their receiving rooms if it pleases her. It won’t make her a real duchess.”


    “It’s the principle of the thing, Locke,” Chester said. He was the only one of us who retained the aristocratic habit of using surnames this way; I didn’t think he perceived the irony. “She doesn’t understand. She thinks the monarchy was a great romance.”


    “It was... for her ilk,” Ivy said. “Just not for anyone else.”


    “Not so sure about that, if it involved being forced to marry the likes of Minda to satisfy the parents,” Radburn said.


    “It’s not just her,” Chester continued, running a hand through the gloss of his ale-brown hair. “It’s that our entire set finds it romantic to play at being nobles. It’s almost as if they’re constitutionally incapable of empathizing with anyone who isn’t alive and laughing with them over tea. The figures of history, even near history, might as well be characters in a play. Ruinous taxes? Tra-la-la, what an intriguing plot contrivance. Serfs confined forever to farms they don’t own? Oh my, what a pity. They don’t understand. And if they don’t understand... what’s to stop them from trying to set it back up?”


    “The First Minister and all the government?” Guy said dryly.


    “You know it’s not that simple,” Chester said.


    “That is unnerving,” Radburn said. “We all know who drives change in society.”


    “Dissatisfied youth,” Chester said. “Like us.”


    I shook my head. “They’re not dissatisfied,” I said. “They’re bored. Bored people drink chocolate in parlors and commission works of art and have debauched orgies. They don’t commit revolution.”


    “I hope you’re right,” Chester said.


    “Where do I find the debauched orgies?” Radburn asked. “Did I miss this? I’m bored!”


    “Apparently we’re not bored enough,” Guy said. “I vote for more boredom in our lives.”


    “I need more boredom than we have,” Ivy said. “Or I’ll never get my dissertation written.”


    “Please,” Radburn said, rolling his eyes heavenward. “You? You’re probably half-done by now. You and Morgan will have it over with a year before it’s due and the rest of us will—”


    “—be paying for your obsession with the opposite sex and parlors more rarified than chocolate ones,” Ivy said dryly.


    Chester rubbed his eyes. “Speaking of catastrophes in the making, I think I need to change topics.”


    I stared at him. “Why? We have a profitable exchange going.”


    “I know,” he says. “But I just don’t have the time to continue.”


    “The time? Or is Minda giving you trouble about it?” Guy asked.


    I expected that to land as no more than a witty barb, something Chester would deflect with a casual retort. But instead, he said, “Actually, my family isn’t sanguine about it.”


    “They didn’t know?” Radburn asked, eyes wide.


    “Well, why would they bother? Have any of your parents asked about your dissertation topics?” Chester said. He looked up at me ruefully. “You’re not too angry with me, Locke?”


    “No,” I said. “It’s an unpleasant surprise, but it won’t prevent me from finishing my work. Having you provide odd bits from your translation efforts helped me find new rabbits to follow into strange holes, but I can research folklore and demon tales without it.”


    “Good,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Father found it... inappropriate... for me to be working on the scraps of barbarian languages. As if they’ll somehow rub off on me and I’ll go mad babbling about magic and sordid sexual rites.”


    “But you love the work,” Ivy said.


    Chester shrugged uncomfortably. “I’ll find something else to love. There are enough languages to study without choosing the most enigmatic.”


    Except that we all knew that the most enigmatic was the most alluring. We longed to plumb the deep mysteries and uncover territory never mapped by human thought. It had brought us together, the five of us... we recognized the thirst in one another. Many dilettantes attended the university for the prestige or for lack of any other pressing ambition, or in search of some passion that had yet to kindle in their lives. But each here at our table, from Chester with his highborn ways to Ivy with her determination to succeed as one of the few women at Leigh, loved the learning.


    “So... that leaves you and Ivy as the farthest along,” Radburn said, attempting as always to repair the conversational wound. “Anything new on that front?” When I opened my mouth, Radburn interrupted. “Not you, Morgan. I’ve had enough of musty history from Bandy.”


    “Ah, but it’s where musty history intersects with radical folklore!” I exclaimed, pushing my spectacles up my nose. “Weren’t you just complaining that you were missing all the debauchery?”


    “There’s debauching to be done in folk stories?”


    “Endless debauching,” I said, grinning. “If you have horse ears, or are willing to roll in the clover with someone who does.”


    “Horse ears!” Guy said. “I thought it was goat tails.”


    “No, no,” I said. “Long, pointed ears, ovate, like a horse. There are no tails in the literature.”


    “I don’t know what possessed you,” Chester said with a laugh. “It’s a crazy topic.”


    “Ah, but it’s interesting,” I said. “To see what people believe and contrast it against what truly happened. If history is the fabric, then folklore is embroidery.”


    “Enough with that,” Radburn said. “Tell me more about how I can get a horse-eared lass of my very own.”


    “Don’t you have enough normal-eared lasses without adding mythical ones to your harem?” Ivy asked.


    “Truly a question that could only have been asked by a woman,” Radburn said sagely. “Everyone knows you can never ever have too many lasses.”


    “Speak for yourself,” Chester said. “One lass is already too many for me.”


    “Obviously we have to find a horse-eared girl for you,” Guy said. “Maybe if Minda catches you with her, you’ll be free of her.”


    “But you will probably be spirited away into some magic realm, there to serve some queen who weeps blood and thorns until all your friends have grown old while you remain eternally young,” Ivy said. “That’s usually how such things work.”


    “Serving a queen during my eternal youth sounds good to me,” Radburn said with a laugh. “Depending on how you define servitude....”


    “No doubt as one of a harem of mortal men,” Ivy said smugly. “Faerie queens are rapacious that way.”


    “Sign me on, then,” Guy said, slapping Radburn’s back. “I’ll do my manly duty to help a friend.”


    Ivy sighed with obvious exasperation, though she was fighting a smile. “You are irrepressible, the both of you.”


    “You’re just not trying hard enough,” Radburn said with a wink.


    I grinned. My friends, quick-witted and brilliant, easy with words and thoughts and humor. Sharp-edged in the light, from Guy’s bronze tail to Radburn’s messy red thatch, the sun crawling across their vests...


    ...crawling and sparking...


    Oh God, not here, please, not here. I’d already had my episode today. Not here, not in front of my friends.


    “So is that how it works, Morgan? Eternal servitude, manly harems, tears of blood and thorns? I could do with everything but the blood and thorns. How about wine and roses? Wine and roses I could handle—”


    I saw their silhouettes, traced with halos of light. I could hear their voices, muffled by layers of folded noise, a noise they couldn’t hear. They were receding even as I reached for them, desperate not to fall. For years the rule had held: at my worst I might vomit daily and have seizures several times a week, but once I was done for the day, I was done. I never had more than one incident a day. Never. I had ordered my life by this principle, the only thing that made it safe for me to risk going out.


    My chocolate cup broke. Hot drops defined my skin: a thigh under the table, my hip at the chair, my exposed wrist burnt, my fingers curled into talons.


    From very far away I saw the shape of her face, heard her voice like a memory: “Morgan?”


    And then the convulsions took me and I fell.
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    My shoulder preceded me into consciousness, jabbing a lance of pain through my chest with the regularity of a metronome. Following the furrows it cut along my ribs I found my waist—cold, very cold—and then my hip, uncomfortably ground against the floor. It took somewhat longer to reason that my clothes were damp, and to guess that the puddle beneath my waist was cold chocolate. I had to guess because I couldn’t see: that thin metal gleam nearby had to be my upended glasses.


    For a moment, I heard a voice in my head, desperate and distant: Help me, help me. My voice, almost, but made rich by age, like a wine, crying forward in desolation and despair. I hovered between the future and the moment, between my mute helplessness and the tainted magic of that cry.


    Through this strange state of disassociation I traveled, until the shape of my mind could hold thoughts, something other than that lonely voice. I had had a seizure in the chocolate parlor, in front of witnesses.


    I closed my eyes. Ah, God. Cruel and terrible and unjust God.


    “—rgan, Morgan... Morgan?”


    “I can hear you,” I said, my voice rough. The full weight of understanding bid fair to suffocate me. Ivy’s face, Ivy’s concerned eyes. This close I could count the freckles scattered across the bridge of her nose and see the motes of green in her light brown irises, even without my spectacles.


    “Has it passed?” she asked. “Can you lift your head?”


    “Not yet,” I said. Shouting, that was what made her difficult to hear. “Who—”


    “Guy and Chester talking to the proprietor,” she said. “Surely it was something in the chocolate.”


    “God,” I said around my thick tongue and narrow throat. “It wasn’t poisoned.”


    “What else could it be?” she asked. “I’m sure it wasn’t intentional. Some accident, perhaps…”


    They thought I’d drunk something foul. I wanted to disabuse them of the notion, not out of any desire to unburden my soul of my secret, but simply because it was incorrect. But I was too weak to protest and so I didn’t. My second episode in a day, on a spring afternoon when both nausea and seizures should be decreasing in frequency. I could only hope it was some terrible fluke.


    “We sent for a doctor,” Ivy began.


    Worse and worse. There weren’t so many doctors in Evertrue that I hadn’t met them all. “I don’t need a doctor,” I said. “I just need to find a bed and lie on it.”


    “But…”


    “No,” I said, and forced my arm to move until I could roll forward onto it and lever myself unsteadily upright. “I’ll be fine. Truly.”


    “God!” Radburn said, swooping on me. “What are you doing trying to get up? We thought you were going to die!”


    “I am patently not dead, or even dying,” I said. “It was just an episode.”


    “An episode?” Radburn’s eyes widened. “We thought that chocolate was going to bring your stomach up through your mouth.”


    I made a face at him. “If you’re going to indulge in hyperbole at least put some effort into it. That was appalling.”


    “He can’t be that bad off,” Guy said behind me. “He’s needling you.”


    “The proprietor said it wasn’t his fault of course,” Chester said, grabbing me under an arm. Radburn got the other. I hated needing their help. “He said he poured all our servings from the same batch, but what else could he say?”


    “Scared of the consequences,” Guy opined lazily.


    “Who’d be afraid of a handful of students?” Radburn asked, which was a far more reasonable observation. We liked our chocolate and books far more than we liked swords and cannon, though Radburn had an abiding interest in the latter invention and what he firmly believed to be their forthcoming revolution of military strategy. With the exception of Chester, who was never parted from his family weapon, none of us were even schooled in the sword; dueling had passed out of fashion with the aristocracy the Revolutionary War had displaced.


    “Here,” Ivy said. Chester and Radburn halted as she carefully set my glasses on my nose and smoothed the wires behind my ears. My hair hissed beneath her slim fingers. I could see her again. I wished I couldn’t. I wished the sight of me writhing on the floor had never darkened her eyes. “Are you sure about not waiting for the doctor?” she asked, brows crimping in worry.


    “I just need rest,” I said, and added for the benefit of the men, “I feel like I’ve been out all night.”


    “And without the drinking,” Radburn said, shaking his head.


    “Or the debauching,” Guy agreed. “Cruel world!”


    I laughed around the weakness in my limbs, around the trembling in my body’s core. I let them help me out to the street and into a carriage. Waved off their concerns.


    “Tomorrow,” I said. “At Languages.”


    “Poetry in the morning,” Radburn said. “Who the hell feels poetic before lunch?”


    “Later, Locke,” Chester said, closing the carriage door and sending me off. They were treating me like I’d over-indulged, not like an invalid. I wanted to weep for relief.


    [image: ***]


    I insisted on living on my own. My parents argued that I needed surveillance, not out of any concern that I might dishonor them but because they feared I might wake up paralyzed one day and no one would find me until after I’d died. I didn’t dare tell them that if this nameless malady were to kill me I would have preferred to meet my end away from staring eyes; my mother would have been appalled and my father, a man who'd never been seriously ill, would have imagined this an admission that I was feeling close to death. It would have made them fight harder to keep me in their house.


    As it was, the only way I could convince them to leave me in my modest student flat was by conceding to weekly visitations from Cliffton, a family retainer. By the time the carriage dropped me off he’d been and gone, leaving tea on the stove and a fire on the hearth. There wasn’t a servant in the family who didn’t know how much my joints ached, even in summer.


    I collapsed into the chair in front of the fire and wrapped the blanket around my shoulders. Two episodes in a day. My protestations to Ivy notwithstanding, I would have to call on a doctor. Not today… I felt weak, translucent, as if the sun would pass through me, blood and bone. But tomorrow after class… tomorrow I would see Stirley, and perhaps a miracle would well forth from the fabric of the world. Perhaps he would finally know what was wrong with me.


    My chin nodded until it rested against my chest. I dozed before the fire, absorbing the heat. In that not-quite-sleeping my mind raveled together imaginings from history and folklore: the Red Prince streaked in gore atop the pile of corpses he’d starved into that ultimate submission, facing a gaunt King, dripping blood from innumerable wounds, the injustices of royalty against the land written into his flesh. Between them a sword thrust into the sticky scarlet earth wept thorns that crawled into the ground and clasped it in a tearing embrace until it opened and demons dragged themselves from the desperate clutches of their prisons. One of them turned to me and spread thin lips over a nest of needle-shaped teeth. A long, narrow tongue spilled from its mouth and it hissed, The Prince lives!


    I jerked awake with every limb, every joint grasped in the jaws of pain, in the embrace of thorns, a pain so excruciating my eyes watered and my throat choked on a sob of disbelief. I lurched from the chair and fell onto my hands and knees in front of the fire’s embers, my fingers in spasm. A fragment of a thought: What did I think to accomplish? I could go nowhere to escape. But my body insisted, blind in its belief. There had to be a way to leave it behind. I had to move. To pace. To shed the pain like water.


    Except that I couldn’t, and there was nowhere to go, and every flex of a muscle, every shift of weight across my taut skin, every blink of my tear-clotted eyes summoned it, so that my body played an insane tug-of-war, shifting the agony from a palm to a knee to a segment of spine, from the back of my head to my closed throat, tighter and tighter until I couldn’t move and I collapsed in a jerking spiral coil on the rug.


    This, then, was it. It had to be. There could be no other end to this much pain except complete negation. I wept through the fire consuming me and waited for the sacrament of an ending.


    And waited.


    And waited and it didn’t come and it wasn’t going to come and I was going to live like this forever and I had never made plans for what I would do if I never stopped hurting—


    Again, the demon, hunched, spreading scaled and tattered wings like great black sails, like leprous storm clouds smothering a clean horizon. Its head was bowed over my groin—that searing, digging sensation was its thousands of narrow teeth chewing on my hip, exposing a curve of pearlescent bone. My gorge rose.


    The Prince lives, a voice hissed behind me.


    “No.” Was that me? Another demon had poured out of the red dark and fastened its mouth on my ribs. I writhed, desperate, despairing, and yet it was not the pain I protested when I screamed, “NO!”


    The Prince lives, the voice repeated, with hideous amusement.


    “No-the-Prince-is-dead,” I sobbed, unable to breathe, choking on my own bile. Hot rivulets of blood ran down my side and narrow tongues scraped them off my glistening skin. History mingled with the present; story with reality. If they would speak only the language of folklore, I would do anything to make them leave. “Executed. Gone. No more.”


    If you were right, the voice whispered, moist breath on the curve of my ear, if you were right, then we could not be here. But we break free. And we will consume you.


    I moaned.


    We know you. And you are ours. The point of a slick tongue traced the inner curve of my ear and I couldn’t squirm away. Ours. A parody of a lover, learning my skin until it hovered near the canal and then jammed inside, plugging it closed. A spear of pain erupted behind my eyes, so bright that my body and I denied it even as my back arched off the ground. White brilliance blotted everything away.


    Now, I thought. Now I will lose consciousness and when I wake it will be over...


    ...but I didn’t. Something sucked the agony out of every limb in my body, replacing it with nothing. I felt hollow, strewn across the rug like a broken doll. And yet my relief was so vast my weeping renewed, though my eyes ached and my throat had gone hot and tight.


    A fluke. It had to be a fluke. This weakness that constrained me from rising was the product of a fevered imagination, just like my delusion of being eaten alive by demons. A product of too much reading by candlelight. And that prickly empty sensation, the one that felt like the promise of lightning to come, the one that made me feel that if I so much as twitched the pain would swamp me, clogging every extremity to dreadful surfeit... that too was a conjuring, a bad dream.


    But I was not in the habit of deceiving myself. I stared at the sullen embers on the hearth, my cheek painfully pressed against the rug, and knew that something had changed. My disease had grown fangs, teeth... and voices. The first two were horror enough, but the latter....


    I had always feared for my health. But the prospect of going insane was unbearable. As the embers clicked and settled on their way to ash, I struggled to control my breathing, to will strength into limbs gone as limp and weak as wet paper. Could I? I could. I rolled onto my aching knees and trembling wrists. From there I staggered to my feet, grasping wildly for the wall. I caught it before I fell, but my fingers did not have the strength to maintain a grip and I slid almost to my knees before I recovered.


    I stood, but hunched. My clothes clung to my body, sodden with rank sweat. But somehow I reached for a coat and forced myself out to the street to hail a carriage. I couldn’t wait until tomorrow. I had to see a doctor.
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    “Young Mister Locke!” the doctor’s wife exclaimed, peering up at me from behind the door. “At this hour to come calling!”


    “Forgive me, ma’am,” I said. “My need is urgent. May I speak with your husband?”


    “Yes, yes. I’ll fetch him directly. Wait you here.”


    I leaned against the door frame, my misery finding completion in the rain that had started halfway to the doctor’s residence. My breath still felt labored, as if my chest could not completely expand. A moment of hysteria moved me to wonder if one of the demons had cracked several of my ribs.


    The sound of shuffling feet preceded the full opening of the door. Of the four doctors in Evertrue, I chose to return to this one: James Edmund Stirley, who neither lied to me nor treated me like an exceptionally interesting laboratory specimen. He was human in his bafflement and as good as any scholar for attention to detail and I trusted him. He had never cured me, but no one had. I no longer expected that miracle of any human being.


    “Morgan,” Stirley said. “You look a sorry state. Come in before you catch a chill.”


    “Thank you,” I said. I managed three steps into the foyer before Stirley had to catch one of my arms in a dark brown hand.


    “Good God!” Stirley said. “You’re shaking already. This is nasty weather for you to be traveling in.”


    “I know,” I said. “It wasn’t my intention, I promise you.”


    He guided me into the room off the foyer that served him as a reception area, with sturdily upholstered chairs in wine and bronze brocade, walls paneled in dark wood and wallpaper repeating the rich color schemes: mahogany, merlot, bronze and midnight blue. The fire on the hearth beat back the wet air and smelled wonderful, aromatic with resin and sap. Heat had never felt so good, so soothing.


    God, I was afraid. All my senses felt battered to a raw sensitivity.


    “So what brings you here?” Stirley asked, pouring me a snifter of brandy.


    I stared moodily at it. Chocolate I enjoyed. Alcohol, with its impairment of my thinking, I found less tolerable. I was always the secret sober around those who drank. “I had two incidents today: vomiting and a seizure.”


    “Two?” Stirley’s hand paused in pouring his own drink.


    “And then I had... an episode,” I said.


    “An episode,” he repeated. “Like a seizure?”


    “Like a seizure,” I said, the words seeming to slow. “But instead of losing consciousness and control of my limbs, I felt pain.”


    “Pain where?” he asked, sitting across from me.


    “Everywhere,” I said. “Not a lick of skin was spared. No joint. No bone. No muscle.” I took a long breath. Even recounting the memory of it raised the specter of my desperation.


    “You’ve felt pain before,” Stirley said.


    “Not like this,” I said. “Never like this. Everything before was an ache, a nagging thing. Fatigue. This was... nothing like that.” I hated dramatics, but I felt compelled to finish, “I thought I was dying. It surprised me when I didn’t.”


    “A change,” Stirley said with a sigh. “Two episodes and pain? Your disease may be evolving into something more virulent.”


    “There’s something else,” I said. I had to get it out before I could choke it down, conceal it beyond even my ability to face it. “I... had a delusion.”


    “A hallucination?”


    “No,” I said. “At least, they didn’t appear in the room with me. I went there, to their field.” It occurred to me that I could not recollect ever seeing the place I’d ended up. I supposed I’d dreamed it from nothing.


    “‘They,’“ Stirley repeated.


    “I dreamed demons were eating me,” I said. “I was patently awake, though the pain made me wish otherwise. Doctor, I’m afraid I’m going mad.”


    “If you were in as much pain as you say, I can’t imagine not having a delusion,” Stirley said. “I wouldn’t fear for your sanity quite yet, Morgan.”


    “I am worried,” I said. “No one even knows what afflicts me, much less how it will progress... but I can’t go having multiple seizures and panicked pain-induced visions of winged horrors while at school.”


    “And you’re asking me now what we should do,” he said.


    “You are the doctor.”


    He shook his head. “You won’t like it.”


    “I believe you,” I said. “I still want to know what you suggest.”


    “I think it’s time you re-thought the poppy.”


    It was a measure of how deeply the episode had perturbed me that I didn’t immediately protest. “I don’t want to drug myself.”


    “I know,” he said. “But it will dull your senses. It will weaken the seizures, perhaps even keep them at bay. And it will certainly make short work of the pain. You might not even notice it if you take enough.”


    “If I take enough, not only will I continuously dream cannibalistic demons, I will end up dead.”


    “And if you don’t?” Stirley said.


    I set my glass aside untouched and put my head in my hands.


    “We can control the dosage,” Stirley said. “You don’t have to take the amount that addicts do to hallucinate. It’s not as if we’re consigning you to a life in a whorehouse. For what we know, your body is so wracked it’ll soak it before you can reach the threshold of pleasure.”


    “But you don’t know,” I said, hard put to keep the misery in my heart where it remained imperceptible. “You don’t even know what’s wrong with me.”


    “No,” Stirley said. “But we can treat symptoms, as we have since you arrived on my doorstep.”


    “I want to be well, Stirley,” I said. My voice was hoarse but that was the limit of my histrionics. I thought of Ivy. “I want to live to be old.”


    “No man knows the hour,” Stirley said. “If I fall outside tomorrow, I may die on the street and you will outlive me by a dozen years.” He shrugged. “Had you consulted me months ago, I would never have predicted you to live so long; I’ve never known a man to vomit daily without dying.” He shook his head. “No, Morgan. We have no evidence that your condition is killing you. It’s just improbable that it hasn’t.”


    Improbable. I closed my eyes.


    “Let me give you the poppy and dosing instructions,” he said. “Keep it. If you have another sequence like this one, then you can take it. Perhaps this is an isolated event and you’re worrying without cause.”


    “Right,” I said.


    He nodded and set his glass aside. “I’ll be back in a moment, then.”


    I waited in that dim room by the crackling fire. The dry fruit-and-wood scent of the brandy mingled pleasantly with the resin heat of the fire. I had never noticed the smells quite so strongly before. Come to it, I could smell the cold and organic remnant of mud on my boots. The whisper-faint remains of my sweat, nearly obliterated by the dowsing in the evening rain. Some side effect of my multiple seizures? I found it both intriguing and unnerving.


    Stirley returned with a small vial and a folded sheet of paper, both of which he tucked into a pouch. He handed it to me. “There. That should do for several doses.” When I grasped it, he didn’t let go until I met his eyes. “And Morgan, I expect you to take it if things go from bad to worse. You understand? This disease may not make you insane, but enough pain... that does drive men to madness.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.


    He nodded and helped me up. I still couldn’t quite believe my feet and even for me my clumsiness was acute. I often wondered if I would have been graceful had I been born without the burden of this ailment; if I would have moved with Radburn’s easiness, Guy’s lazy power, or Chester’s fencer’s quickness. As it was, I had long since developed an economy of motion, abrupt and cautious. There was nothing of pleasure in it, no animal health in it.


    It made me think again of Ivy.


    Stirley packed me into a carriage and sent me on my way. I hunched in the back with my cold and nerveless fingers clamped on the bag, damp hair clinging to my back. The driver left me on my stairs much poorer for the trip, and I made my laborious way up them to my flat. Inside I rebuilt the fire, ignoring the bag on my table. I continued to ignore it while tugging off my wet clothes, pretended I had forgotten its presence while wiping myself off with a damp rag and didn’t even look at it after putting on clothes to sleep in and a dressing gown.


    But then I surrendered and allowed myself to stare at the bag, so innocuous. As if I needed a new vice with all the weaknesses I already struggled to control. I imagined myself as a poppy addict, my already pale skin gone nigh translucent, black hair dull and uncombed, a tangled mess falling over staring eyes to shadow knife-slash ribs. The eyes would be the worst; the gray of my eyes lost between their black rims and the ink-spill dilation that poppy inspired.


    I pushed my glasses up my nose and drew the robe close. The pain had not been unbearable after all. I could imagine suffering it if I could avoid drugs.


    And yet I left the bag there, in plain view.
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    Much as I wanted to make the morning lecture on poesy, I found myself too distressed to venture from my flat—what was to say that I would not find myself afflicted with a new, unexpected episode? For the entire morning, then, I waited for any signs of weakness, any warning that I was due for my one episode of the day... but aside from a frisson of sensitivity that lingered from my previous seizure, my body remained unmoved.


    Consequently, I arrived at Leigh in time for the afternoon class on battles of historical significance, relieved that the pattern of years past had reasserted itself.


    My friends acted none the wiser, of course. As far as they were concerned, I’d had a single unfortunate reaction to chocolate blended with spoiled cream. I did not enlighten them; my distaste for falsehood, even falsehood by omission, was easily overborne by a far more powerful need for privacy and a hatred of pity.


    Late that afternoon I went my way through the hallways on the third floor of the library, seeking my master professor. I needed few excuses for these visits, for he was always glad to host me: our rambling discussions had inspired my choice of dissertation topic, and he was so broadly read that it was a rare day I did not learn something by listening. That I could also rest for a time was not a small factor in my decision; the trip up the stairs was arduous, but my welcome certain.


    His door was open when I arrived, but when I glanced inside I didn’t find him. I had to search—the clutter in his office had long since conquered the furniture. Books were stacked in untidy columns where they weren’t perched in unlikely corners; sheaves of parchments nested on every flat surface including all three chairs, and folios in various states of disrepair were scattered hither and yon. The casual observer might have guessed this chaos, but somehow it was all cataloged in Professor Eyre’s mind; he knew where everything was, and to clean the mess would have rendered him mute with helplessness.


    Of course, I was no casual observer, which is how I knew the folio spread on top of the precarious desk pile was new. I navigated the short distance from door to desk and craned my head to see if I could catch some of the text.


    There was no text: only pictures. Not just sketches, but full miniature paintings in something that flaked with age around its edges of gold and silver leaf. They were nothing less than illuminations, but without the stylization typical of that art; they were very concerned with proportion and naturalism, even if they failed in that aim. The people dancing in the illustrations were too lithe, their limbs a touch too long, their necks more akin to a swan’s than a person’s.


    Eyre would have my eyes for it, but I turned the pages anyway, looking at each succeeding depiction of these gracile dancers lounging beneath trees improbable in girth, being dressed by servants, holding balls in enormous rooms clustered with beautiful people. I paused over those depictions, for among the crowds were people short, thick-bodied and coarse: an error in the other direction, too ungainly to be normal rather than too lissome. It was a deft and subtle stylization, then; I was impressed.


    Professor John Eyre walked in on me studying a picture of two of these angels in each other’s embrace, lurid enough to serve in a man’s black folio. He leaned against the doorframe, one hand in his pocket and a quirked smile on his mouth: a middle-aged man in his prime with dark tawny skin and hair gone white at the temples and sideburns, and hazel eyes that sparkled behind his spectacles.


    “Ah, so what do you think of those, my student?”


    “They’re excellently done,” I said. “Something new in the library?”


    “Sent from Vigil,” he said. “They just unearthed it in one of the sealed rooms in their library.”


    Vigil’s Athenaeum was legend. Perched on the northern border of the country, the city faced the barren winter wilderness from which, folklore maintained, demons and dark wizards crawled to feast on the blood of the living and weave abominations from their magic. History had little to say on the subject of demons and dark wizards, yet entire sections of Vigil were built on inexplicable ruins too recent for paper to have disintegrated, and the city had basements and vaults not only locked against intrusion, but cemented shut.


    “From Vigil,” I said, suppressing a flutter of excitement. “Were there more?”


    “They sent only this folio, but you’ve been looking at the paintings only,” he said. “There’s a text...” He flipped forward in the text, and something about his grin warned me. “Here.”


    His ink-stained fingers twirled the page around to face me.


    ‘On Elves and Their Ancient Magics.’ Script bold as you please. The first sentence ran: “Once elves were our allies before they betrayed our trust and we drove them from our borders. Let them find their own country, the King said.”


    “Well!” I exclaimed with a laugh. “This is a new variation on an old story.” I turned a few more of the pages to face me. “Yet another variation on fairies, it seems.”


    “I think you should take it with you, give it a good reading,” Eyre said.


    “Sir?” I asked, surprised. “You want me to take this out of the library?”


    “You’re not going to drop it in mud, are you, my student?”


    “No!” I exclaimed.


    “Set it on fire?”


    “Of course not,” I said.


    “Lose it? Sell it? Crumple it up and throw it at your classmates?”


    I gave up and laughed. “No, no and no. But accidents happen.”


    Eyre closed the folio, revealing a second one beneath it made of stiff oiled leather, one that sealed along its edges with lips that folded in toward the center. “This should keep it safe enough from light and rain. You’ll want to read it... it will give you very interesting grounds for research.”


    I received it gingerly. The oil smelled rich and musky, slick beneath my fingertips. “I imagine so. Something completely new! Have you read anything about these creatures before?”


    “Yes,” Eyre said. “In histories.”


    I looked up at him, stunned.


    “We have reason to believe they were real,” Eyre said. “They are just no longer discussed.”


    Had there been a place to sit, I would have sunk onto it. “Then the folklore about faerie kings and demons...?”


    “Did you think we dreamed it completely?” Eyre said. He removed his spectacles and wiped them absently with a sleeve.


    “Well, yes,” I said. “Doesn’t everyone?”


    “Most everyone, I suppose,” Eyre said. “But no, there is strong evidence that men are not the only race to have walked the earth.”


    “Why are you telling me this now?” I asked, irritation clipping the words. “You’ve known for months this was my area of interest. Is there some sort of academic conspiracy to hide the evidence of other races from humble students of history?”


    “Of a sort,” Eyre said, sitting.


    I gaped at him.


    “It’s not intentional,” Eyre said. “Not on our part, anyway. What manuscripts exist describing them are so few I can only imagine that they were destroyed, for what reason we can only speculate. There is the occasional mention of a betrayal but never of its nature, despite that it must have been vile indeed to inspire such vituperation. What you hold in your arms there is unusual in the extreme. It is otherwise so difficult to engage in any research at all in this arena that few people try. Those of us who chose to grew... rather protective of their memories. Ridiculous, really, given how few people care. Something with so little relevance to our contemporary lives, and the elves well and truly gone if they existed as we suspect. What is there to care about, then?”


    “This is... “ I shook my head. “Staggering.”


    “You’ll take good care of the book, there?” Eyre said, turning his attention to some of the papers on his desk.


    “Of course,” I said, holding it against my chest.


    “Then I shall see you when you’re done with it. I expect we’ll have much to discuss.”


    “Thank you, sir,” I said and let myself out. In the hall I looked down at the folio. If Eyre was correct, what I held in my hands would show evidence of a real link between history and the genesis of the folk stories I studied. It was beyond price.


    I hurried as much as my limbs permitted. My table, lamp and notes awaited me.
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    The journey home seemed impossibly long, and I begrudged every moment of it. I had my coat off before the door slammed shut behind me, and such was my distraction that I didn’t even exchange the uncomfortable layers of my street clothing in favor of a dressing gown. I lit the oil lamp on my table, grabbed my notes and sat with my find to read.


    I refilled the lamp twice while reading, my quill forgotten on my notes. And I read... and read….


    My God, these people. I could hardly believe they’d existed; they would have been a wonder walking on earth. And the first time the text mentioned magic, I leaned back in my chair and squeezed the bridge of my nose. How much of this particular folio was history and how much of it fancy? Magic belonged to folklore, and if one believed, to the canon of the Church, which had been founded on the premise that St. Winifred had been divinely empowered to fight the powers of evil. But such things were no longer the province of civilized conversation. We had moved into a more enlightened age, and magic was an artifact of earlier, more barbaric times. One saw belief in magic only in the credulous.


    It was not difficult, however, to posit the existence of other races. Indeed, the absence of them posed far more interesting questions. I flipped through the pages, seeking any information on what had happened to the elves, but beyond that first sentence about being driven from the kingdom the author offered no hint as to what had become of them or where they’d come from. The King in that opening paragraph was later referred to as “King R----”, which described a good nine kings I could recall without consulting my references.


    I looked again at one of the paintings. An unlikely man with hair trailing past society’s fashions down to the hip; my own, considered an extravagance at just beneath my shoulder-blades, wasn’t as long as the shortest mane depicted on the men of the race. And his was painted in silver leaf, a radiance that gathered the light from my lamp and set it sliding like a halo around his brow.


    No, not solely the light’s play. I focused on his yellow eyes, my fingers drifting over the page. I could feel the tooth of the paper through the paint, as if my skin had become as sensitive as another pair of eyes. I read the caption beneath the image with them alone, merely by brushing my fingertips across it: “The King of Elves could call upon the magic of any of his subjects, were they willing.”


    His honey irises lost their crisp edges. My hand slid off the desk as I fell from the chair. Crumpled on the ground, I reflected that when I woke from this seizure I would be cramped from having landed so gracelessly. I waited for it to commence.


    But instead I lay there as in a torpor, my body deaf to my commands. I tried reaching for the chair’s leg; my fingers responded not at all, not even with a flutter. I could not stretch myself out of my awkward slump, could not tilt my head to relieve the crimp in my neck, could not even flick my eyes in another direction. My body had become a prison.


    The seizures had always been frightening. Yesterday’s pain had been unbelievable. The insanity unthinkable. But this... would I lie here, mind active but body catatonic until someone thought to find me? Would I be able to move again? I imagined a life constantly arranged by servants like an overgrown doll and could not even open my mouth to moan.


    It was just a spell. It would pass. I forced myself to believe.


    When I became aware of the patterns in the floor, I could not say. But presently I felt them snaking beneath my hip and thigh. Each narrow line in the wood pressed on my flesh, as separate as thin knives. The longer I focused on the grain the more of it I sensed, like a maze beneath my side, up through my shoulder... God, my cheek. The pattern was so sharp I wondered if I would rise with a knot scarred into my jaw and temple. And yet, where I expected hardness, I found the floor giving beneath me, just the faintest suggestion.


    From there the world engulfed me, drowned me. The thin satin threads of my own hair strewn over my neck. The pungency of the open ink bottle and the barely palpable scent of the ink from the parchments. Their dust-and-age smell. The shift of the air currents running above me like the precursors of breezes. How had I failed to notice the intensity of the world? I could barely see for the weight of it. I longed to close my eyes—


    —and managed. The sensations faded, leaving behind a peculiar musky scent and the feeling that I’d been wrapped in fur. I sank into it and hoped for oblivion, and for once someone listened.
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    The seizure came after I woke. I weathered it well enough and rolled onto my knees, spreading my palms on the floor. Now it seemed hard, the grain barely noticeable. I frowned. What was happening to me?


    And then the pain came again.


    Somehow, in the space of a day, my mind had shed all memory of how bad it had been. Even as it flooded my limbs and blinded me, I found myself disbelieving it. Flesh simply could not feel so much agony without dying. It couldn’t be possible. And yet it was. Oh God, it was. I pitched forward, head first, and fell into a trembling ball. I had the wild idea of knocking myself senseless, but that would have required standing and my legs would not cooperate. Nothing answered me, except with incandescence. I wept and my tears fell like lacerations across burning skin. This time there were no demons. No hissing dialogue to focus on; no battle-torn field, gruesome with storm and gore. No distraction at all. As sweat slicked my blouse to my skin and matted my hair against my neck, I desperately wished for someone, anyone to take shape out of the shadows to make sense of it... but nothing came, and no one came, and I suffered alone.


    The release was abrupt, so abrupt my body flopped against the floor. No more heightened sensations, no more spastic movements, no more pain. And still I wept. My isolated episode had repeated itself.


    How often? Every day? More than once? Would the seizures increase or would these new ones replace them? And how, how could I live with them every day?


    Would I ever live a normal life?


    Could I even return to the life I had before?


    I did not rise to change. To eat. To sleep. Not even to read. There on the floor, disconsolate, I lay without the will to rise. And there I slept.
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    The following morning I paid for my indulgence in self-pity with a body so stiff I might as well have had a new seizure. The fire had died in the hearth, leaving the flat cold and unwelcoming. I used the chair to pull myself upright and found the manuscript awaiting me on the table.


    Elves. I had been reading about elves, a possible footnote to history. It should have excited me anew, but all I felt was exhaustion. I forced myself to peel off my rumpled clothes and heat water for a bath, and even that effort left me shaking, my hands barely able to close. I fell more than stepped into the tub, steam breaking around my ungainly body.


    Beneath the water I could barely see my own lines: muscle, bone, the crease of skin at hip and knee. It wasn’t an ugly shape. Soft perhaps, for I couldn’t indulge in the sports that kept my peers fit, but thin because I could barely keep food in my body. In repose, sculpted, painted, people might even have called it beautiful. But my clumsiness and pain, my fear of the lurking seizures and the spastic tension they left behind, all of it had stolen my trust. My body was not a vessel; it was an instrument of torment, teasing me with its fine shape while ruining me for any enjoyment of it.


    My head lolled back against the lip of the tub. The energy it cost me to force myself to scrub my deceitful flesh nearly spent me for the rest of the day, but I wanted dearly to attend Eyre’s class and after that there would be another chocolate with Ivy and the others. This time I would be normal; surely this time nothing would happen. I poured water over my head and soaped my hair, rinsed it and dragged myself out of the tub.


    I didn’t make it to my wardrobe.


    The pain came first this time, tripping me on the rug. The impact of my shoulder against the floor drove me nearly mad from agony but I didn’t faint. I couldn’t see for the brilliance of it, the eternal fulminating present. When it discarded me I found myself drooling blood from a bite on the inside of my cheek, three fingernails broken past the quick and their blood streaking the floor in narrow lines, like sigils in some language I was desperate never to apprehend.


    How many hours had it been since the last episode? Surely I’d used up the entire day’s allotment of misfortune. I had based my entire adult life around the ability to predict my seizures and order my life around them. That this knowledge might be deserting me...


    I found myself chafing one knee awkwardly against the carpet because the fibers seemed to be petting me. The sour tang of blood stung my nose and throat, blotting out every other scent... but that didn’t stop the rest of the world from caressing my skin. The softness of the air, made warm and humid by the steam long since escaped from my tepid bath, made me shudder.


    I had to move. I had to pretend to normalcy. Except the breeze I created by standing was too intimate and I found myself flushed and breathless. I reached for the bed knob to steady myself and found myself distracted by brass’s smooth finish, so slick, cold. And such a color.


    Moving. I was doing something. Dressing. This would pass, but in the mean I needed to dress. I reached for my wardrobe doors, forcing myself to ignore the texture on the knobs, and confronted my folded clothing.


    The first thing I touched pried a moan from my lips. Soft. Too soft. My fingers walked. Wool scratching like thousands of tiny iron wires. Linen... such smooth, regular lines. They felt comforting at first, so predictable, but the longer I ran my hand over them the more they dug into me. I expected to find slices in my palm and was disoriented when my skin remained pristine.


    “All right, then,” I whispered. “You may wear off at any time now.”


    The sensation didn’t oblige, leaving me with the unpalatable duty of selecting something that would be neither embarrassingly soft nor cruelly abrasive. Crazed by the choice I thought of attending school nude; that would cause an entertaining ruckus. But no, surely by the time I arrived I would have worn this sensitivity to rags and emerged normal. I set my jaw, unfolded the first items that came to hand and jerked them on, burning myself with the friction. My skin throbbed from neck to ankle, raw from the rough treatment...


    ...but better that than the too-tender distraction of softened cotton.


    I ate, slowly, too aware of the stiffness of yesterday’s bread and able, God save me, to smell the rancid promise of butter that had seemed perfectly fine the evening past. I hoped food would settle this episode, but no luck. I gathered up my folio and supplies with fingers far too aware of the imperfections in the leather and walked to the door—


    —out the door—


    —into a cacophony of glory and noise so intense my shoulder struck the doorframe before I realized I was listing.


    So many smells. So many sounds. And the suffocating caress of the wind, insinuating itself beneath the length of my damp hair and trying to lick the back of my neck.


    School. Eyre. Eyre’s lecture... a chance to talk to him about elves. I had read about them, hadn’t I? Yes. The silver-haired king with the golden eyes. I had to get to campus. Surely I would lose this on the way there.


    Except I didn’t. The horse hitched to the carriage I hailed... God, the fragrance of hide and sweat and life rising off him was enough to intoxicate me. The church bells seemed to vibrate every rib in my body. The creak of the seat beneath me, the jostle of the wheels over the road, even the cobblestones brought tears to my eyes. By the time the driver delivered me to the dizzyingly perfumed fields in front of the main lecture hall, I felt abused... and the air’s constant offer to nestle me into its ever-changing embrace didn’t help at all. I couldn’t force my legs to move; couldn’t escape. The world owned me, blood and skin, and shivering I waited in misery and rapture for it to release me.


    “Morgan?”


    How had I not noticed the delicacy of her voice? So alive. I smelled her approaching, the bouquet of her skin and hair like lilies over something indefinably feminine. She crushed the air between us until I could feel her breathing not an arm’s length away.


    “Ivy,” I managed. “Sorry. I was just... “ Just drowning in the smell of you. “Just lost in thought.”


    She laughed. “You’re going to miss Eyre’s lecture.”


    “God forfend,” I said. “He’ll have my hide.”


    “Come on, then. Or are you feeling wicked?”


    I opened my eyes then; had I ridden all the way here with them closed? But I’d seen all the landmarks we’d passed. “Wicked how?”


    “We could not attend,” she said, grinning. She took my arm, her supple skin dragging against the folds of my sleeve. “Find some nice sunlit square in the gardens and talk of nothing in particular.”


    Alone. She wanted to be alone with me. “That is... exceptionally tempting.”


    “Eyre would be incensed,” she said. “We would have to be suitably penitent when we returned.”


    “Yes,” I said, and how I didn’t gasp to breathe I would never know. The perfume of her nape, so vibrant, her laughter, the pulse of blood beneath the skin that veiled her face with such a luminous brilliance...


    I have never felt such ambivalence at the sight of Radburn’s amiable countenance.


    “Morgan! Ivy! What, you want to be forced to sit in the front? Hurry!”


    Ivy sighed with the wet sweetness of her breath. I dragged it in even as it faded, as the smell of her receded from my nostrils and the weight of her linked arm in mine became human again, something that could be encompassed. “Caught before we could even escape,” she said. “We shall have to plan another time.”


    “I’d like that,” I said and found a shaky grin of my own. “Shall we?”


    “Let us,” she said, and let me lead her in.


    Radburn’s warning was somewhat premature, but we ended up in seats closer to the front than we usually preferred. I knew Radburn chose the seats furthest from the lectern so any inattentiveness might pass unnoticed; Ivy, I suspected, shared my need to go unseen. She for that women were few at the university, and I, of course, so that I might escape if weakness gripped me. But we put aside daring thoughts of flight and set ourselves to note-taking. Eyre’s lecture touched on a topic I hadn’t spent much time investigating, that of the priest as outsider in folklore, and as usual I found myself so engrossed the time fled. Such a fascinating concept! We who had had so many kings, and none of them suited to the role of observer when they could meddle in the affairs of those they commanded? We had fought a war to rid ourselves of their interference. How different history would have been had our kings been true outsiders!


    I was not so engrossed in the lecture, however, that I did not remain aware of Ivy sharing my desk and my ink glass.


    Afterwards, Eyre strolled toward us, tapped my side of the desk with stiff fingers. “Find your reading interesting?”


    Now that he was standing in front of me, I could not for my life recall any of the words from the manuscript. I knew I’d read them but my misadventures afterwards had wiped them all from memory. I said, “So interesting I found it hard to retain.”


    He laughed. “Read it a few times through. Maybe on the fourth pass it’ll stick.”


    “I hope,” I said. And then, “Should I also be looking for priests?”


    “I don’t know,” he said, his face closing until the expression became enigma. “Should you?”


    Frowning, I watched him wander out of the hall.


    “Chocolate,” Ivy said, touching the back of my hand.


    I started. “Now?”


    “No!” she said, laughing. “This evening, after supper. We’re convening for special cause.”


    “And what cause is this?” I asked. Afternoon chocolate was our routine; evenings were best served by study, familial duty, and in Chester and Ivy’s case, religious devotions.


    “We’re going to choose Radburn’s dissertation,” she said with a laugh, and then her smile faded. “And try to help Chester find a new topic. We thought tonight would be good as we have rest day tomorrow. Bring some books.”


    “Right,” I said.


    “And it’s at Chester’s,” she finished.


    “I’ll be there,” I said. I would miss the opportunity to peruse my folio of elves, but Ivy was right: this was an unusual circumstance.


    She left me then; she and Guy and Radburn had separate lectures, Chester a guided study and I had a free period to do with as I pleased. My custom, as long as I felt healthy enough, was to volunteer my services to the library, re-shelving discarded books. I evaluated my state and found it peculiar: I didn’t feel sick, but I still felt frangible. Nor was I sure whether the morning’s episode would fulfill my requirement for the day. I sighed and pushed myself to my feet. My own skin struck me as bizarre, as a stranger’s.


    I presented myself to Professor Kendwyne in the library, who smiled absently and pointed to the latest stack of forgotten material. With a deep breath I sat at the desk to sort them. This room had been originally intended as a vigil chapel and was not particularly suited to its new use; the ceiling was so high and the windows near them so narrow that most of the lighting was provided, perforce, by lamps. To maximize the space, the bookshelves had been built in stories, with ladders leading to slim ledges. It was not a place for the faint-hearted, with the wooden ledges given to creaking and flexing beneath the foot and the ladders precarious. The corridors between shelves were a claustrophobe’s nightmare, so close that two people standing on the opposite ledges could easily clasp arms over the distance.


    But it smelled like parchment and the pungent richness of ink, like the acid clinging to foil and the musky warmth of old leather. It smelled like age and wisdom, and the thick shadows at the ground level allowed one to hide if one so pleased; or to climb the ladders to the thin high light of the distant windows, if one desired such obvious symbolism. And the silence had a muffled embracing quality I had never found duplicated elsewhere.


    So I sorted books and began re-shelving and found some measure of peace in it. As usual, Kendwyne made an appearance halfway through my labors, a truncated smile smoothing some of the taciturnity from his face. He hated disorder. In all the time I’d been in school we’d exchanged perhaps thirty words, and all those in instruction on sorting and shelving when I’d first volunteered... but his pleasure was easy enough to see.


    The last few books belonged to the topmost shelves near the center of the library. I climbed the ladder and made my way along the precipice to the first. The edge of the book rasped against the wooden shelf just as a spasm passed through my wrist. I glanced at my hand, as dumb as an animal. God save me, but even as old as I was I still felt a mute denial before every seizure.


    There were no banisters on these ledges. As my body twisted out of my control and my feet jerked me off the boards I wondered how long after this episode that would remain true.
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    I woke with Kendwyne and Eyre hovering over me, along with a man whose face didn’t recognize, saturnine and sallow with thickly lashed dark eyes, like a doe’s. All three of them seemed out of focus, smudges of skin and sepia shadow.


    “Morgan!” Eyre said. “God above! We thought you’d gone and broken your neck.”


    Had I? I couldn’t move still.


    “Menden says you’re fine,” Eyre continued, twitching a shoulder toward the unfamiliar face. “He’s Anatomy, he should know.”


    “Say something, boy,” Menden added.


    My tongue felt sluggish. “Did I break... my spectacles?”


    Eyre let out a breath—relief? Irritation? Kendwyne huffed a dry and brittle laugh.


    “No, no, they’re fine,” Menden said. “Fell some ways from you on the carpet.”


    “Oh,” I said, relieved. In a nod to my unfortunate penchant for fainting or falling head-first into convulsions, my parents had ordered them crafted specifically for durability, with hexagonal lenses to make it easier for the frames to grip them. I had only managed to break them once before, and the expense had been considerable. My parents would have been displeased had I had to replace them again.


    “Can you rise yet?” Menden asked.


    “No,” I said. I couldn’t yet feel my extremities; until I could, there would be no moving. I’d learned that the hard way years past.


    “Get a doctor,” Eyre said.


    “No,” I said in tandem with Menden. More slowly, I finished, “It will pass. Thank you, Professor Menden.”


    He nodded and removed his face from the cluster over me; a few moments later, my glasses were set on my ribs near my folded hands. They had arranged me like a king on a carved bier. I almost laughed.


    “So, this is why you vanish whenever you decide to leave my lectures unannounced,” Eyre said.


    “I did tell you that I was given to feeling poorly,” I said. My tongue always recovered before the rest of me.


    “Given to feeling poorly isn’t the same as given to life-threatening seizures.”


    “They’re not life-threatening,” I said. “I’ve had them all my life.”


    “They are when they cause you to fall off library ledges,” Kendwyne said.


    We both glanced at him.


    “How often does this happen?” Eyre said, ignoring Kendwyne as an interloper. I could almost sense the proprietary concern: how dare disease and hardship afflict one of his students? How dare that student conceal it from him?


    “It isn’t important,” I said.


    “Not important!”


    “Sir,” I said. “Truly. I consider it an inconvenience, nothing more.”


    Both of them stared at me. Was I not lying convincingly, or did they simply not believe it possible?


    It was, of course, a lie. These seizures defined my existence.


    “My student—”


    “I would be quite grateful if you didn’t mention it to anyone,” I continued. “Pity is tiresome.”


    “Of course not,” Eyre said. “But—”


    “Let it be,” Kendwyne said abruptly. To me, “Can you get up?”


    I fluttered my toes and found I could feel them. My hands were steady enough to perch my glasses back on my nose. The moment their faces snapped into focus I felt some measure of control, of relief. “Yes. With aid.”


    They slid their hands beneath my arms and hoisted me up, and by then my legs were wobbly but serviceable. The library books I’d been about to shelf were scattered in an arc around me; with a sigh, I bent to gather them.


    “Leave it,” Kendwyne said.


    I glanced at him and found his expression inscrutable.


    “Eyre, hail him a carriage, eh? He could use one.”


    Eyre eyed him, then nodded once and left with ill grace.


    “Give him time to see you normal,” Kendwyne said, helping me to the door. “He’ll not coddle you then.”


    “Thank you,” I said, meaning it.


    The old man shook his head. “Suffer with aid or suffer in silence. No man can force another onto the course they think best. Even if it is best. Next week, Mister Locke. Be punctual.”


    “Of course,” I said, startled.


    Eyre had the carriage waiting by the time I limped across the library threshold into a day gone streaked with thin gray clouds. I didn’t let him help me into it, nor did I meet his eyes as the driver slapped the reins over the mare’s rump and set her clopping down the drive. I watched the skies and thought of spring rains, and hoped I would get home before the urge to vomit rose.


    And I did. Just barely. But bent over the pot I felt the first stitches of fire up my spine, searing the muscles lining it. I thrust the pot away just as the agony flared and this time, oh God, this time I screamed.
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    When it released me I was sobbing on the floor, past endurance, past dignity. I could no longer count on any pattern to save me. There would be pain, or sensitivity, seizures or vomiting, and I would never know when and I would never know how often or how long. They could reach me in lectures, in class, in the company of friends, alone where no one could save me if I hurt myself. They were beyond the ken of doctors. It didn’t matter that they didn’t kill, probably would never kill me; they would destroy my life all the same.


    I dragged myself upright, every muscle trembling, and reached for the bottle I’d left on the table. Uncorked it with shaking hands, measuring out a dose that looked reasonable with the spoon packed with it.


    And I drank the bitterness of the poppy, and it was nothing to the bitterness that drove me to it. I slumped against my chair and wept in silence, my forehead pressed to my raised knee. The drug burned all the way down into my chest.
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    By the time I called a carriage to deliver me to Chester’s, the world had grown sleepy and strange and faded. I stood in the patter of the evening rain and knew that it would drench me, but I couldn’t believe in it; the droplets that darkened coat and streaked hair did so to someone else, whose body I observed with a diffuse curiosity. The man beneath me, I thought, should eat more and indulge in more athletic activity, the better to refine his body and remove from it the sunken weariness more appropriate to a debauched libertine than to a gentleman and a scholar. That this body belonged to me was but a footnote in the more interesting treatise involving how clumsily he boarded his carriage and how sadly inadequate his posture was for someone his age.


    Upon arrival at the St. Clary residence, I struggled toward immediacy and failed. My hands mechanically divested myself of my coat, handing it to the butler. I allowed a servant to lead me through winding halls and up curving stairs to the suite Chester used on the third story of his sprawling family manse. Only he, Guy and Radburn were there when I was shown in.


    “Locke! Have a seat... Locke?”


    I focused on them. “I beg your pardon,” I said. “I’m feeling a little peculiar.”


    “A little,” Guy said, squinting at me. “You’re sodden, Morgan. Did you stand out in the rain all afternoon?”


    “I don’t remember,” I said, and didn’t.


    They exchanged glances. I found this humorous, though I couldn’t say why. As if coming to a mutual decision, they rose as one and approached me.


    “His eyes have gone black,” Chester muttered.


    “You think—?” Radburn paused, then shook his head. “No, surely not.”


    “Surely so,” Guy said. “Obvious as the nose on his face.”


    “God!” Chester said, scowling at me. “Locke, what are you thinking? Do you want to ruin yourself untimely?”


    “Nothing to worry about,” I said. “The doctor gave it to me.”


    “I’m sure he did,” Chester said. “A ‘doctor’, was it? What alley did you find him in?”


    “Or whorehouse?” Radburn said. “Damn, why didn’t you bring me?”


    Their demeanor finally gave me enough grip on myself to find my way through the numb haze. “I did mean that,” I said. “Stirley gave it to me.”


    “James Stirley?” Chester asked, surprised.


    “Sit,” Radburn said abruptly with a briskness of manner that caused us all to stare at him and obey. “What the hell is passing with you, Morgan? Did Stirley give you poppy for that poison spell in the chocolate house?”


    “No,” I said, “He gave me poppy for seizures.”


    “Seizures!” they said in unison.


    An admission that would have mortified me two days ago now seemed inevitable, impossible to conceal. “Seizures,” I agreed. “Since I was born, I’ve had them.” There were cups on the table. I reached for one and misjudged the distance, fingers closing on empty air. I grasped until I found the walls of the cup and brought it close enough to smell, but didn’t drink... wondering if I would miss my mouth as well. What a waste of good chocolate.


    “We can’t let him be seen like this,” Chester said.


    “He’s already been seen like this,” Radburn pointed out.


    “I mean by Ivy,” Chester said, irritated. He stood. “Get him to his flat. I’ll tell her we’ve canceled, that there’s been some kind of emergency. Then I’ll join you.”


    “Lot of trouble just to keep this quiet,” Guy observed. “And for a woman, to boot.”


    “It’s not just about her,” Chester said. “We don’t need it bruited about school that one of us is... well. He might get a suspension. And God! He should be in bed before something happens to him. If we don’t take care of him, who will?”


    “God’s truth,” Radburn said. “We look out for one another. We have enough problems. Or have you forgotten Chester dragging your sorry hindside home a few times from places disreputable, Guy?”


    “Fine,” Guy said. “Let’s go.”


    I realized they were discussing me when Guy shoved a shoulder into one of my armpits and looped the arm over his shoulder; Radburn took the other side.


    “I’m not that poorly off,” I said, though my legs seemed curiously indisposed toward movement.


    “You’re a right mess,” Radburn said. “Come on, Guy.”


    They turned me toward the door and stopped abruptly.


    “Chester! This isn’t your night to be busy!”


    “Oh God,” Radburn whispered.


    Dwarfed by the door, Minda stared at us with great pique. She was a slip of a thing, willowy with champagne-colored skin to go with the golden hair, petite and refined and all those other things women of good breeding were supposed to be... it was just that she had terminally stupid eyes. Vicious and stupid. I wondered, drifting, how I’d never noticed how utterly offensive she was.


    “You are in our way, Miss,” I said.


    “Shut it, Morgan,” Guy hissed.


    “I see that,” Minda said, and leaned forward to peer at my face. “What’s wrong with your eyes?”


    “I wish I knew,” I said. “Seeing the truth so plainly is rather a nuisance.”


    “They were just leaving,” Chester said firmly. “I had forgotten an urgent errand I have yet to run.”


    “You can’t go,” Minda said. “I just got here!”


    “I’m afraid I must,” Chester said. “Please, understand.”


    “She doesn’t actually want to spend time with you,” I said. “She just wants to make sure you don’t spend time with anyone else.”


    Everyone gaped at me. Feeling pleased with myself, I continued, “I note you have left your chaperone behind, Miss. How outré.”


    “What are you implying?” Minda asked, advancing on me.


    “Locke!” Chester exclaimed.


    “I implied nothing,” I said. “Merely proffered an observation.”


    “Chester! Do something about him!”


    “I am,” Chester said. “Fellows, if you’ll remove him? I’ll be along.”


    “But I just—”


    “Spare him your histrionics,” I said. “They don’t move him. They only inspire his disgust.”


    The silence that followed struck me as strange, as if I had said something surprising.


    Minda stepped closer to me, glaring. And then she canted her head. “There is something wrong with you. Are you... “


    “He’s had a seizure, Miss,” Guy said. “If you’ll forgive us, he needs a doctor.”


    “Oh,” she said, her eyes narrowing. “I would have thought—but I suppose not.” She pushed past us into the room. Guy and Radburn hauled me into the corridor and started down the stairs.


    “God and Saint Winifred and all the angels!” Radburn hissed. “What the hell, Morgan! What the hell!”


    “What?” I asked, dizzy. “It was all the truth.”


    “You can’t just go telling the truth to everyone! Especially not Minda! Or do you want to make Chester’s life miserable?”


    “Chester’s life is already miserable,” I observed.


    Guy sighed. “He’s going to be one of them, I see.”


    “One of what?” Radburn asked, exasperated. My feet stumbled on the stairs and almost took them with me; on the recovery, Guy answered.


    “The poppy oracles. You go on poppy, you either make no sense at all... or too much sense.”


    “And how do you know that?”


    Guy’s pause struck me as unusual, even as addled as I was. “Later,” he said.


    “Fine,” Radburn muttered. And then, “Thank God you’re not a pugilist, Morgan. I don’t think I could carry someone Guy’s size.”


    They shoved me into yet another carriage and wedged me between them to keep me upright; I thought I could easily tire of staring at the rumps of horses, but I lost a great deal of the ride and couldn’t recall where I’d put it when the two of them wrestled me up the stairs and helped me unlock my flat.


    “Bed?”


    “Couch is closer.”


    “Couch, then.”


    Being dropped awkwardly onto the cushions knocked all the air from my chest.


    “Sorry, Morgan,” Radburn said, tugging me into what he supposed was a more comfortable position. I couldn’t tell, since the edges of my body had become a matter of opinion and I wasn’t feeling up to strong opinions. “Want something to drink?”


    “Don’t give him anything,” Guy said. “He’ll just up it later. Where’s the stash, Morgan?”


    “The what?” I asked, blinking past tears. The light in my flat was too bright... or maybe it was the colors? They made my eyes water. Radburn had crouched, blocking my view—ah, he was re-building the fire.


    “The stash. Where—ah, here it is.”


    “It’s in the open?” Radburn asked.


    “Plain as rain,” Guy said. “Huh. It is in one of the doctor’s satchels.”


    “Said so,” I said, closing my eyes. I heard the cork squeaking.


    “Good God, Morgan, how much of this did you take?”


    “As much as he said. Spoon. Came with a spoon.”


    “You’re supposed to dilute it in water. Two parts water, one part syrup. And that’s sweet poppy. This is haze poppy.”


    “When did you become such an expert?” Radburn asked, irritated.


    “My uncle was an alchemist.”


    “I thought your uncle was a politician,” Radburn said.


    “Different uncle.”


    “I thought your other uncle was a dissolute ne’er-do-well,” Radburn said. “Who took all your aunt’s money and spent it and vanished.”


    “That’s the one,” Guy said, and eyed me. “He had a poppy addiction.”


    “I’m not an addict,” I said. “I’m sick.”


    “You don’t know the meaning of sick until you’ve done this stuff enough,” Guy said.


    A curl of flame rose in my mind’s eye, blowing back the fog. I rediscovered anger. “No, Guy. You don’t know the meaning of sick and you never have.”


    “Oh I don’t, do I? Think I didn’t spend enough days on my knees, cleaning up after my uncle’s accidents?” Guy’s shadow fell over the couch, darkening my side. “Think I didn’t hold him through his convulsions? Drag him back when he went poppy-mad and desperate? Think I didn’t watch him almost die in his sleep? His breathing would just... ease... to a halt. And then start up, oh so much later. I know sick. Damned if I don’t know sick.”


    “You think that’s sick?” I asked and laughed. “Oh, no. You don’t know anything. You in your sleek animal body, boxing, playing at archery, riding your horses. All of you, damn you to hell. So... bloody... healthy. You’ve seen sick. You’ve patted sick on the back. But you don’t know sick. I know sick. Come live in my body.”


    “You wouldn’t be so damned sick if you weren’t taking this!” Guy said, snarling.


    “This is the first time I’ve taken it!” I yelled.


    Finally, silence. The crackling of the fire, maybe, but otherwise silence.


    “How’d you get so weak, then?” Radburn asked, eyes wide. “You’re wasted, Morgan.”


    “I told you,” I said, and by my anger knew that the drug was letting go of my body. “I have seizures. And pain. If I eat, I don’t keep it. I vomit once a day, most days.” I grimaced. “Or I did. Now it varies. Once, twice... who knows.”


    “Are you dying?” Radburn asked, horrified.


    “I don’t know,” I said.


    The knock on the door saved us from that particular quiet. Chester shrugged off his coat as he entered and then stopped, surveying our expressions and frowning.


    “What did I miss?”


    “How long have you been holding out on us?” Radburn suddenly said, fierce. He leaned over me, gripping the edge of the couch so hard the wood creaked. “How long?”


    “I’ve been like this all my life,” I said. “It’s been getting worse slowly. Except now. Now it’s getting worse faster.” I let my head loll back against the arm of the couch. “Can I have more of that?”


    “No!” Guy said. “God, Morgan! This will kill you quickly and without dignity!”


    “Trust me,” I said, eyes closed. “There is not the slightest possibility I will die with dignity. Not the slightest.”


    Another prickly quiet. I didn’t have the energy to pierce it.


    “Well,” Chester said. “How are we going to fix this?”


    “Fix... what?” Radburn asked, his bafflement obvious in his voice. “Him becoming a drug addict? Him dying? Him holding out on us like a goddamned weasel?”


    “He doesn’t have to tell us everything about himself,” Guy said. “Pain is a private thing.”


    “Fix things so he can get to school and back without... incident,” Chester said. “And preferably without being there while drugged.”


    “Is that even possible? How... how bad is this bad pain, anyway?” Radburn asked. “Can you talk? Sit up and pretend to listen?”


    He was my friend and he couldn’t, just didn’t understand, as his patently tentative questions made clear. So I restrained my initial impulse, which was unkind in the extreme. “When it comes, I fall down and either lose consciousness, convulse, or have hallucinations. Or some combination of the three.”


    “How do you feel about taking your retreat early?” Chester said, sitting at the table.


    I struggled to sit up, but my hands had no strength and my elbows refused to lock. In the end I had to twist my head awkwardly to see him, and even so I could only catch half his body. “To write my dissertation? But there’s a year yet before it’s due.”


    “If these episodes are worse now than they used to be,” Chester said, “perhaps this represents a... spike in the periodicity of the disease cycle.”


    “Or it could be worse from here,” Guy said.


    “Guy!” Radburn said.


    “Please,” Guy said. “He’s thinking it, we’re thinking it. Not saying it won’t make it vanish. If we’re planning for contingencies, we have to hit them all. And one of them is that it never gets better.”


    “He’s right,” I said. “Continue, though, Chester.”


    “If you are going to grow worse, there’s not much we can do,” Chester said. “But if this is merely a storm to be weathered, then you can sequester yourself here and no one would be the wiser. And you could get work done between bouts. Once you’re better, you can rejoin the academic circle and no one will have any cause for gossip.”


    “Will you be well alone, though?” Radburn shook back the red lock that fell over his eye. “What if something happens?”


    “I’ve lived all my life with that possibility,” I pointed out.


    “No, he’s got the right of it,” Guy said. “Someone visiting you regularly might make the difference between you living and you drowning to death in your own vomit.”


    “I assure you, I’ve mastered the trick of only vomiting while lying on my side,” I said dryly.


    “This isn’t a joking matter,” Chester said. “I think we should concoct a reason to drop by.”


    “And not one that Ivy can take advantage of,” Radburn said. “If we want to keep her out of this.”


    “The two of you are still absent a dissertation topic,” Guy said. “Why not collaborate on a single work?”


    “I am not giving up my paper,” I said with a growl.


    “It’s a broad enough subject that it could be added to without interference,” Chester said. “And it would be a good cover.”


    “I don’t need nursemaids,” I said.


    “We beg to differ,” Guy said, voice droll.


    “What is this, by the way?” Chester said; I heard the flutter of parchment, and then more hushed, “My God, Locke. Where did this come from?”


    “The Athenaeum at Vigil,” I said. Any topic was better than my sickness, even if it meant sharing the secret pleasure of a rare folio. “Eyre passed it on for study yesterday. I haven’t been able to concentrate on it.”


    “My God,” Chester said again. Again, the sound of pages turning, and then he gasped. “My God!”


    “It’s a folio, Chester, not a religious experience,” Guy said dryly.


    But I was already struggling up, trying to gain my feet and failing. I managed to hook my arms over the edge of the couch and pull myself to peer over its back. Chester’s head, crisply lined in candlelight, was bent over the folio and what I could see of his eyes... well, Guy was wrong. Whatever he’d discovered could more than compete with the visitation of angels, even for Chester, who was one of the devout. “What is it?”


    “The writing,” Chester said. “Here. In the backdrop. It’s the logographs I was studying!”


    “It is?” I asked, stupefied. How had I missed something so distinctive?


    Chester brought me the page, holding it reverently by its edges. “Look!” he said. “Look, behind the figures. On the columns!”


    I squinted at it, ignoring Radburn as he came to hover over my shoulder. It was obvious then how I could have overlooked the writing: it was barely lifted from the ground color with a hue just a few touches paler than the columns. The dazzling renditions of the figures in the foreground easily overshadowed it.


    But now that I was looking... every column was covered in the logographs. And behind them, a wall as well.


    “This is... this is... “ Chester came to a halt.


    “Well, now you have a reason to sequester yourself here with Morgan,” Radburn said.


    “But I had to abandon my topic!” Chester said.


    “Pick a cover. Something you can write with one hand tied behind you,” Guy said. “Something that you can do with Morgan, so you have an excuse to work on the writing.” When Chester stared at him, Guy said, “Who will know? It won’t be published in the school library with the other dissertations.”


    “My parents—”


    “Who will tell them?”


    He looked at us. And then at me. I could see him warring with himself. Finally, he said in a strangled voice, “What good to do the work if it cannot be shared?”


    “A false name?” Radburn suggested.


    “Published anonymously?” I offered.


    “Or not at all,” Guy said. “If you’re chasing it for the sake of knowledge, what more reason do you need?”


    “Are there any more pictures with the writing in them?” Radburn asked.


    Chester returned to the table and resumed leafing through the folio. With each page, he became more agitated. “Here. And here. And here again! Can it be?” he asked. “Could the writing belong to these people?”


    “To elves?” Radburn asked. “Well, why not? It would certainly explain why no one uses it anymore.”


    “Looks like the hunt is on,” Guy said. “You just have to come up with some reason to hide in here with Morgan.”


    “But what? What could be more interesting than this?”


    “It’s not supposed to be more interesting,” Guy said. “It’s supposed to be less, so you have more time to concentrate on deciphering the writing.”


    “Kings,” I said suddenly. They all glanced at me. I shifted my aching arm on the back of the couch, trying to sit upright. “Kings in folklore, and princes, and royalty... and how those stories relate to the fallen nobility and the Revolution.”


    Chester gaped at me.


    “What, do you want to get him killed?” Radburn asked with a hesitant laugh. “After that fight he had with Minda and her parents about “Duchess Minda”?”


    “No,” Guy said. “He’s got it, I think. What better topic for Chester? It’s a good, patriotic post-Revolutionary topic, something his family won’t take poorly to, or at least not publicly... who could possibly admit otherwise? And most will assume it will have been on his mind because of the fad among the young and useless. It’s logical. As long as you could fake a dissertation on it...?”


    “I can help,” I said. “I’m already brushing across the folkloric aspects. Between the two of us we can write it.”


    “Then it’s settled,” Guy said. “Unless you have an objection, Chester?”


    “How could I possibly say no?” Chester said, looking at the page on the desk.
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    They left—thank God, they left—in time for me to bow over my chamber pot and empty my stomach into it. Very little; had I forgotten to eat all day? The poppy stung on the way back up. When I was done I sat with my back to the wall and stared up at nothing in particular.


    They were good to me to be making such an effort on my behalf, better than I expected. Perhaps better than I deserved. But I was sour-mouthed and headache-ridden and feeling cruelly used by reality and the poppy’s aching aftermath, and in this mood could only view their efforts as useless. I wasn’t normal, I would never be normal, and the chances that I’d be crippled completely by this... this whatever it was... well, I wouldn’t bet against those odds anymore.


    I crawled to my desk. Tomorrow I would have to brave my capricious body to deliver my Notification of Intent to Retreat to Eyre. Perhaps if I read about his elves I could distract him from asking me why I was choosing to retreat now with the paper’s due date so far in the future. Perhaps this time, reading, I would remember the words instead of losing them to hallucination and hyper-sensitivity. I tasked myself to concentration and bent over the folio.


    The historian of this particular account did me the favor of being so obviously biased I did not have to search for its evidence to weigh against his scholarship. He disliked elves. Viciously. The manuscript was littered with his stinging observations: “This race, often hailed as so patently favored by nature and God... and yet, where they went demons followed. Perhaps it was not nature and God that endowed them with their supernal beauty.” Deviations from the history were frequent: “...magic, they claimed, which was born of the world, and yet for some reason this magic was never conveniently available to those outside the race. The elves perhaps had cause to reserve these powers to themselves, in contravention to all the laws of God and justice.”


    The more of this vitriol I read, the more perplexed I became. I flipped to the paintings and studied them. The artist had rendered these same wicked creatures with such beauty, such tender attention to detail. I couldn’t imagine him sharing the historian’s views. It made me wonder if the two had been commissioned simultaneously, or if they had been intended as a single folio at all.


    If ever I’d needed a demonstration of how differently history could be interpreted based on the bias of the observer, this folio was it. For the first time in days, I laughed.


    “So,” I said to the lilac-eyed woman recumbent by a willow, “Which is it? Were you terrible sorcerers, demon-summoners and kingdom-destroyers, doomed to your dark fall after your betrayal of humanity? Or are you idyllic, heaven-sculpted nature-tenders, innocent prey of black forces drawn by your purity of purpose?”


    She didn’t answer, and since silence from inanimate objects was no longer a given I was relieved. But posing the question was answer enough. It was a rare, rare event that survived the crush of ages without the taint of horror, catastrophe or treachery. If someone had written a history about the elves, no doubt they’d earned it.
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    I fell asleep praying for an easier day, and it had become a measure of my life that dealing only with nausea, clumsiness and a surge of the brassy hypersensitivity had become an answer to that prayer. For a long time I sat on my chair, warring with myself over whether to make the trip to Leigh—what if I fell again? In front of Eyre, who was already affronted that I had hid my affliction from him! And my illness had become so capricious... that I might no longer be capable of scheduling my life around it was mortifying, and made me want to lock my door and not emerge again. But between me and the privacy of my retreat was one interview, and surely I could manage that. Accordingly, and with fresh resolve, I dressed and arranged passage to school and spent the ride there huddled in the back, hiding from the too-intimate caress of the warm spring breeze and bruising beneath the weight of my clothing and the air.


    On arrival, I found my limbs reluctant to answer me, and so I stood there, swaying and feeling ridiculous. Forcing my legs to move was an act of will equivalent to running a tournament. It raised a riptide of anger so strong I had drowned in it by the time I’d wobbled my way to the stairwell leading to the library’s offices, and it was only on the wave of that anger that I was able to drag myself, step by agonizing step, to the second floor and from there to Eyre’s office. My first knock was so weak it didn’t penetrate his single-minded focus. I restrained the wild urge to bang my head against the door-frame instead.


    “Master Professor.”


    He looked up, then vaulted from behind his chair. “God, Morgan! What carriage ran you over?”


    My smile was decidedly wan. “Why thank you, sir. A pleasant morning to you as well.”


    “This is no joke,” Eyre said, advancing on me. “You look half-dead.”


    “A little too much fun with my cohorts last night,” I said. Before he could accuse me of lying, I continued. “I’ve come to give my formal notice of intent to retreat.”


    “Your what?” Eyre said, halting. I’d succeeded in knocking whatever thought he’d had completely off his tongue. “Already?”


    “It’s not a bad time for it,” I said. “The lectures this season are irrelevant to my studies, save yours... and I’ve already heard much of your syllabus from you personally. I want to put the work into it now, while the ideas are fresh.”


    “But what if there are more folios from Vigil?” he asked.


    My heart skipped. “Will there be?”


    “I’m not sure,” he said. “But I’d be shocked if not. And... I was hoping to introduce you to more of the true histories.”


    “The true histories,” I repeated. “Which you know.”


    “Of which I know rumors, theories,” he said. “I would welcome the opportunity to debate their probable truth with you. A fresh perspective is always valuable.”


    “There are several theories?” I asked, distracted. “How many? The folio was rather dichotomous in viewpoint. I admit it puzzled me.”


    “You are not the only one it’s puzzled,” he said. “The entire history is so clouded that our entourage at Vigil has been there decades in the hopes of unraveling it.”


    “Unraveling... an entire secret history of Troth.” I laughed. “Soon you’ll be telling me there are demons and dragons in the world.”


    Eyre shrugged. “There were.”


    I lost a breath to that, a breath and all thought: my mind grew blank as new paper. Recovering, I said, “This revelation could easily turn my dissertation into a library of dissertations. I have to confine my focus somehow.”


    Eyre studied me. “And there’s no other reason you’ve chosen this particular time to vanish.”


    The morning had made me churlish... churlish and too proud to listen to veiled suggestions that I was too weak for what others did as a matter of course. “If I had another reason,” I said, “I would surely not bruit it to others in casual discussion. I would hope my betters would not either.”


    Eyre’s eyes narrowed, but I refused to look away. When he turned I read frustration in how much energy bled into the motion. Papers darted from his jerky excavation of his desk until he found a single sheet and handed it to me. “Sign, then.”


    —And be damned, I heard. I leaned past the precarious stacks of books and papers to set it on the nearest flat surface and used his pen to put my name to the letter of intent. I did not look away when I handed it to him, the ink still glistening.


    “I expect this to be the best damned dissertation that’s ever crossed my desk,” Eyre said.


    “If it’s not,” I said, “you have permission to throw me out on my coat-tails.”


    Eyre eyed me and sighed. “See me in a month with a partial draft.”


    “Yes,” I said and turned to go.


    “Morgan,” he said.


    I paused.


    “You’re one of the best students I’ve had.”


    I cocked a brow at him. “Don’t go writing my epitaph. I’ll only be gone a few months.”


    He snorted and I left and wonder of ages I was actually smiling.


    [image: ***]


    On my return home I went to work on my patchwork notes. I’d been assembling pieces of this work for most of a year; the bulk of the scholarship had already been done, leaving me with the task of bridging my observations more gracefully and seeing if I could mine a few more conclusions from the material. The folio’s revelations would make it into the dissertation, but the main body of the work would remain unchanged. It had to be so; otherwise I’d have to begin again from nothing and build an entirely new thesis, and who would publish something so outlandish when even Eyre had admitted few people knew of elves?


    Sitting back in my chair, pen forgotten in hand, I wondered if perhaps I had no choice. The existence of an actual other race—how could I drop such a reference into the document as if it were widely known?


    Come to that, how had they managed to keep such a secret? Or perhaps it wasn’t a secret. Was not folklore a form of racial memory? What if the only safe harbor from the biases and controversies of historians was legend?


    And yet... demons and dragons. Surely not. I remembered the look on Eyre’s face, so grave. There had been no hint of merriment in his voice.


    “Surely not,” I murmured aloud, setting my head in my arms. The table felt uncommonly hard. “Surely not.”


    A whisper of the skin-sensitivity tickled my sides, my arms, raising gooseflesh in its wake... but died before it could bloom into its poisonous promise. Grateful, I sat up, resettled my glasses on my nose and returned to work.


    It was early evening when a knock on the door brought Chester in from the spring rain, leaving the mud off his boots on the outside mat. He hung his coat on the coat-rack; even the sword came off and was hung alongside, revealing a matching knife on the other side of the belt. In the hours since I’d come home I’d devoted the occasional tired thought to having to entertain him, but his demeanor disabused me of any such fear. He came with folio and pen case under his arm and settled across from me at the table. A few minutes later he’d arranged his materials to his satisfaction, taken one of the pages from the Vigil folio, and gone to it with only a nod in greeting.


    It still galled me that my friends felt I needed supervision—and that they were probably correct—when I wanted nothing more than to be hale. But if I was to have that supervision, I had trusted Chester to be the most sensitive to my pride. This evidence that I’d been correct was a relief, and I returned to my own notes more conciliated to the necessity. We worked in companionable silence until I had to light a second lamp and rebuild the fire; the air had grown damp and familiar.


    The embers looked like eyes. I found myself staring at them, mesmerized. I could doubt the existence of dragons but if they were to have eyes I imagined them burning just so... like luminous coals.


    If you can doubt us, the embers asked, how then the shiver that grips your gut?


    “Because obviously there are no dragons, or we would have seen them by now,” I said.


    The embers developed pupils, long slivers of ash-black. They blinked and focused on me with a malice made grotesquely arresting by the lack of a face to give them context. Perhaps if you had not killed us all, there would be more of us to see.


    “Well, then,” I said, “I am perfectly correct in disbelieving, yes? You’re all gone.”


    Chunks of fire-scorched wood flexed, became feet that reached from the hearth and gripped the floor with sooty claws. I watched these scythes score the wood next to my foot and realized I was hallucinating again, because I could smell the char and something alien and musky beneath it... feel the breath that gusted from a mouth revealed by the edges of teeth sharp as obsidian shards. And I was lying. I now believed in dragons. Wholeheartedly. I backed from the hearth and hit the low table facing it, spilling myself onto the ground as a sinuous shape unwound from the detritus in the fireplace and arched over me.


    Killers! the ashen thing hissed, its snout lunging for me. I threw my hands in front of my face in time to be stung by its forge-hot breath. You may have slain us all but I swear to you we will have our revenge!


    “If we did kill you, it was so long ago that you can’t possibly blame me for it,” I said, surprising myself with asperity despite the fear that petrified me.


    From very far away I heard Chester’s quizzical voice, but I couldn’t distinguish the words. Nor did it feel very important with this serpent coiled over me, regarding me with its molten metal eyes.


    You are young, it said. But not so young as that. We all know how long you live. Only we once had lives to rival yours. The bones of my brothers and sisters adorn your people’s halls, are used as playthings to make your magical travesties. You think we do not know? But so long as a single artifact of our living remains, we will curse you... will find a way to maim you to your own deaths, your oh so difficult deaths. We will find every last one of you... and eradicate you.


    “Bones?” I said as the thing bent closer. I couldn’t break my gaze away and beneath its armored weight I felt very fragile, very soft... and very breathless. Was it crushing me? God! “I don’t know of a single person with a dragon bone on their mantle!”


    You have no idea, it whispered, how much we hate your kind. You pitied yourselves in your exile. You thought if magic should be barred to you, then someone else must furnish it. So you killed us all so you could drink of the rivers of fire in our blood, and even then it was not enough. The demons cursed you with their claws but you could have kept them sheathed. And you didn’t. For that there is no forgiveness. None.


    Speechless, I stared into the creature’s eyes.


    “Locke!” A warm hand clasped my shoulder, shook. “Locke?” But the dragon didn’t let go either. I knew that Chester was hovering over me, but I couldn’t feel him, and I knew that should terrify me far more than this ephemera created by my own mind. But it didn’t. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t think.


    And then the dragon looked over my shoulder and narrowed those burning eyes. And you brought a human? As if his paltry magic will enable you to save yourself. I will kill him first.


    “No!” I cried, discovering a new level of panic. “Don’t!”


    It set a clawed hand on my arm and leaned on it, adding more and more of its weight. I would bruise. No, more than that. The joint began to protest. You dare? it hissed. You think yourself my equal with your power knotted up in your body so?


    “Leave him alone!” I said.


    How will you stop me?


    “Morgan! God, wake up!”


    “I am awake!” I said. “Get away, damn it all! Before he eats you!”


    You cannot stop me, the dragon said.


    “Watch me,” I said and grabbed for its neck with my free hand. That fanged gape twitched toward me, intercepting my hold. I discovered that dozens of wounds cut by obsidian teeth didn’t hurt until those teeth ground into bone and that the insides of the mouths of dragons are more inimical than alchemical spills. Then I screamed.


    “Morgan!”


    “Get out!” I yelled. “God Almighty, GET OUT!”


    Somewhere far away I heard the door bounce against its hinges. That was before the dragon bent close to me, lapping sensually at my broken hand with its acid-laved tongue.


    Now, it said, I will begin the long, slow process of killing one of your kind.


    My head dropped back against the floor and I closed my eyes. The agony had become my world, so blinding I couldn’t even object.


    And then, suddenly, I felt a rain of ashes on my body, soft and papery, tickling. And in its wake, the caresses of tiny fingers.


    “Is he sick?” A high, sweet soprano.


    “Of course he’s sick.” An alto this time, exasperated. Both female. “Look at him. He stinks of it.”


    “I can’t smell anything past the... the... oooh.”


    A pause, then a gruff, “I know. Me too.”


    “How are we going to get him back? Can he hear us?”


    “I think he’s swooning.”


    I was not swooning, I thought. I was hallucinating. And these naive angels whom pain had deprived me the ability to apprehend could kindly stop petting me. It made an absurd contrast to the throbbing misery of my mangled hand and crushed elbow.


    “Well at least we’ve found him.”


    “Yes,” the growly one said. “Except look at him! What will she say when we bring back this?”


    “She’ll understand.”


    “She’ll beat us, is what she’ll understand. Are you sure he’s it?”


    “Yes! He smells right. It’s the right blood.” A delicate tongue-tip now, flitting at my bleeding knuckles. I shuddered. “Yes, it’s right.”


    “Then we’ll have to tell him when—”


    Tell me what? And when? I wondered, but they were gone as if they’d never been there, which of course they hadn’t. Except I had believed in them just as firmly as I’d believed in the dragon. I blinked, trying to clear my eyes... and found Chester crouched in front of me with James Stirley in worried attendance.


    “Can you see us?” Chester asked.


    “Of course I can see you,” I said, removing my glasses so I could rub my eyes. “Damn it all.” And then my heart stumbled. “Why... how... am I bleeding?”


    “It’s just a cut,” Chester said. “You must have given it to yourself when you fell. You scared the living spirit out of me, Locke.”


    I stared at the little slice across the back of one finger. He was right, surely, but... an afterimage of the pain of a dragon’s maw shimmered through my mind, popping my elbow and hand into bright relief.


    “What did you see?” the doctor asked, taking my pulse and staring at my pupils.


    “A dragon,” I said. “And after that... voices. I couldn’t see them, though.”


    “And the pattern?” he asked. “Are the episodes recurring more frequently or less?”


    I didn’t want to answer that question, but, “More often.”


    “Have you taken the poppy?”


    “He did once,” Chester said. “It didn’t take him long to get past it, though.”


    I shrugged. “It felt good while it lasted.”


    “But not since,” he said.


    I shook my head. “I can’t even remember...” I sighed. “What day it is. The hours seem fluid. Surreal. How long has it been since that night, Chester?”


    He stared at me. “It was yestereve, Locke.”


    “Only?” I asked. My bones insisted it had been days past. Should I be frightened? And yet all I felt was such a weariness. “Well, then.”


    “You must take the doses regularly,” Stirley said. “If you don’t, we have no way of evaluating their efficacy. I know they’ll moderate pain, but what I don’t know is if they have any power to control the reoccurrences of these episodes.”


    “I don’t—” I stopped and touched my fingers to the bridge of my nose. Even now I could still smell something alien in the air: lilac and animal musk and ash. The long breath I drew in escaped me trembling. “I am not pleased at the prospect but I’ll make the effort.”


    “Good,” Stirley said, rising. He returned with the satchel and the spoon. I noticed that he had adulterated the syrup as Guy had insisted was normal and wondered if it would have any effect at all diluted when a straight shot had worn off so quickly. But I took it as directed.


    Stirley shrugged his coat back on and tucked his scarf beneath the lapels. “You’ll see me in a week?”


    “I suppose,” I said.


    Opening the door, he said, “You might consider informing your parents.”


    Never. “I’ll do that.”


    After he left, Chester remained next to me, watching me.


    “I’m not going to break,” I said.


    “I imagine not,” Chester said. His voice was too somber. I wanted to look away from him. “Did you think to protect me from something?”


    “The illusion was quite convincing.”


    “You sent me away because you thought to spare me the sight of your shame,” he said.


    God, to put it so baldly. “No,” I said. “In honesty, I sent you away because I thought the dragon would maul you.”


    “A dragon bite, eh?” Chester said, grinning. “Bit worse than a dog bite, I suppose.”


    I flexed my hand, feeling the cut split across my knuckle. “Quite a bit.”


    He nodded and returned to the table and to my amazement resumed work. Truly a gem, Chester. I gained my feet and staggered after. If the poppy was working on me, I could barely feel its effects... certainly the smells lingered until the perfume of ink and parchment replaced them. But aside from a certain deliberation of thought, I did not notice the drug at work.


    That should have scared me and didn’t. Many things had ceased to scare me that should have. But then it was hard to compare to a dragon threatening torture and demons eating one alive.


    The sweet-voiced angels with their little tongues had my permission to come again, though.
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    An hour after midnight’s chime Chester was gone and I was in front of my chamber pot, losing another argument with my body. Since I didn’t remember eating I could only conclude that it had resorted to scavenging unnecessary organs for material. My attempt at sardonic self-deprecation died abruptly when I noticed the blood, bright as a banner, amid the bile. I wasn’t supposed to be vomiting blood.


    And then the nightmare began. First the seizures. And then the hypersensitivity. And the pain, starting with my dragon-chewed parts and flaring from there to encompass the rest of me. And when that episode released me, the circuit began again. In between episodes I dragged myself clear of walls and furniture, the better to save my flailing limbs from injury, or made feeble attempts to dump the chamber pot, or wished desperately and impotently for tea, alcohol, or for the damned poppy to work.


    As my body and mind warred through the night, exhaustion blurred my thoughts into indistinct emotional gradients. Rage. Fear. Depression. At last a weary resignation without beginning or end. I was here. I would always be here, in this place without control, without hope.


    Morning’s wan sunlight washed my sweat-stained face and pricked blood-sullen colors from beneath my closed eyelids. I stared dully across the floor at the hearth, feeling the twisted fabric of the rug beneath my ribs. I had no energy to rise. My entire body felt like a giant bruise mediated here and there by the sharp grasp of pulled muscles. The taste in my mouth was better left undescribed, though blood was the least of its flavors. I was parched—God, how I longed for water!—and weaker than a newborn foal.


    Naturally, Cliffton chose that moment to arrive.


    “Young Master Locke,” he said, standing very properly upright alongside my door. “Do you require assistance?”


    I stared at him. Surely some dry witticism was required at this point. ‘Why no, dear fellow, it is my custom to take my leisure sprawled akimbo on the floor.’ Or perhaps, ‘Good gracious, man, whatever gave you such an idea?’


    What I really needed, alas, was assistance. But I couldn’t bring myself to ask for it. I wanted autonomy so badly that relinquishing even the pretense of it was impossible. I wanted to be the Morgan Locke who needed no help, and could not except by the complicity of others. So I said, “Why yes, Cliffton. It would be a great help to me if you could prepare some tea.”


    “Of course,” he said... and left me there.


    It was the one thing that saved me from hating him. My father’s work as ambassador to Candor and Haven-on-High had guaranteed us prestige, and my parents had many servants. Most of them had known me since childhood and were incapable of concealing their pity or restraining themselves from helping me. Alone among them Cliffton left me alone if I so requested. If I looked like hell’s dogs had been chewing on me, still he would take me for my word if I told him all I needed was for him to fetch me tea and biscuits.


    Knowing he was here gave me the strength to force myself to my hands and knees. I did not suspect him of indiscretion; I had no evidence that anything he observed during his weekly visits returned to my parents. But I had no doubt if he found me in dire enough circumstance he would report it. He bowed to my need for privacy, but my parents paid his salary.


    “While the tea is brewing, shall I see to the laundry?” he asked. “Or perhaps, the cleaning.”


    I winced. I’d made as good an effort as possible to wash up after myself but I hadn’t had much time between seizures to do it properly. But if I gave him no direction, he would stand in the kitchen for the hour my parents required of him, motionless and inscrutable and utterly conspicuous. “As you have time,” I said. “The laundry first.”


    “Of course,” he said and walked with stately stride into my bedroom. How he managed such poise with such a stout body I had no idea. But with him out of sight I could finish the agonizing process of drawing myself to my feet, using the kitchen table as a crutch. By the time he reappeared to tend to the whistling tea kettle I was upright and able to accept the cup with somewhat steady hands. My skin felt tender and new.


    “Scones, young master?” he asked.


    The thought of food nauseated, but I had to eat. “That would be pleasant, thank you.”


    So he served me scones with clotted cream, which I ignored, and lemon marmalade, of which I made sparing use. Bite by aching bite I chewed my way through breakfast while he cleaned, washed and tidied. Such an embarrassment, to be so thoroughly accommodated. I knew it was expected of us to have servants, but the need for them felt like an admission of weakness. I wanted nothing more than to be self-sufficient, to have the strength to clean my own flat with Cliffton’s casual ease.


    I finished my meal as he unpacked the last of the foodstuffs he’d brought. “Does the young master require aught else?”


    “No, thank you, Cliffton.”


    He nodded and bowed, and without another word saw himself out. I stared glumly at the closed door. So efficient. Would that I were so.


    When the flush ran up my arms I groaned and pushed my plate away. “Enough!” I said. “Enough with the feeling-so-much and the hearing of voices and the pain and the jerking like a broken puppet. Enough, already.”


    Beneath my skin, the tingling shimmered. I felt illuminated, as if someone had traced me in outline with gold leaf. For a moment—oh, so brief a moment—I almost felt... as if... it belonged there. As if it presaged a peace, an encompassing of the world entire and my place in it—


    —and then a clatter issued forth from the closet, followed by a yelp. Startled, I swung my buzzing head toward my bedroom. Did I imagine it? But no, with the clarity of my hypersensitive ears I heard scrabbling and then a hasty silence. Another hallucination, perhaps, but a curious one. Demons, angels, dragons... all very formidable, very impressive and fantastic. I couldn’t imagine why I’d hallucinate a burglar hiding in my bedroom closet. Not just any burglar, but an incredibly inept one. Despite knowing it had to be false, I staggered to my feet and made my way to the bedroom.


    The quiet emanating from the closet had a distinctly nervous quality. I set my tingling fingers on the knob, caressing the smooth arc of the brass handle. When it began to chafe, I turned it and opened the door.


    Two pairs of eyes stared up at me, lilac and ember-orange, attached to incredibly unlikely creatures. One covered its muzzle in alarm and the other glared at it in apparent irritation.


    “Now look what you’ve done,” the larger one hissed in an angel’s alto.


    “Sorry!” the smaller one said in her higher voice, ears flattening to her skull. “I didn’t mean to!”


    I stared at them both. Those were the voices from my recent hallucination, but these creatures were not angels. Not unless the artists who’d rendered them in the Cathedral’s stained glass had failed magnificently in their charge.


    “Well, you’ve found us,” said the first. “We were planning to wait until you were better, but... guess there isn’t much reason now to hide.” She poured herself out of the closet as if she hadn’t a bone in her body. The smaller one followed her more hesitantly. While the first paced my bedroom, this smaller one knelt and looked up at me. She was shaped like a person... a child-sized one, not even four feet tall. But she was covered in soft white fur dappled with golden spots, and her long tail had white and caramel stripes to match the ones on her pointed muzzle and the tips of her conical ears. She wore a pale leather collar with a metal tag, brushed at its rim by a short bob of white hair. Her companion, by contrast, was a foot taller, plain gray with a white and black tail, black ears and a shimmering fall of white hair that reached her thighs. Her collar was black and the insides of her ears had been tattooed with silver stars and crescent moons.


    They were utterly improbable. But they smelled... ah, like musk and lilac, and their voices....


    “Look at his expression,” the gray one said. “He doesn’t even know what we are. I know you tasted him, but are you sure?”


    “He’s the one,” the smaller animal said.


    I found my voice with difficulty. “Talking foxes. I had no idea I had such an imagination.”


    “We’re not foxes,” the smaller one said. “We’re genets. And we’re real, just like you, Master.”


    “And we can talk because we were created that way by elven magics,” the gray one said.


    The smaller one shivered. I could watch the sun ripple across every strand of fur on her side, so acute had my eyesight grown. My head ached with the strain of holding so much vision. Even her soft voice was too much. “I wish you wouldn’t say that, Kelu.”


    “Elf-made, elf-made, elf-made!” the larger one chanted.


    “Enough!” I said. “The elves are dead and gone lo these many years, my dear figments. They don’t exist, and neither do you.”


    “We do so exist,” the gray one said. “And so do the elves who sent us to find you, curse their names.”


    “Kelu!”


    “Oh Almond,” the larger one said, rolling her eyes heavenward. “They’re not here to hear us.”


    “What about him?”


    “Yes, look at him,” the gray one said. “He doesn’t even know who he is, much less what we are to him.”


    “You are small sparks in my head,” I said, reaching backward until I could clutch at the closet door. “Or large ones. Caused by my not being capable of containing the seizures or mind-storms or whatever it is that’s killing me. I assure you, I know precisely what you are.”


    “We aren’t hallucinations,” the white-and-gold genet said, ears drooping.


    I laughed. “Prove it.”


    “Gladly,” the larger one said, and lunged for me. Her teeth fastened on my wrist and ground into my flesh. Bright spears of pain shot up my arm and I fell. Her tongue lapping against the resulting wounds felt too hot, too delicate. I squirmed, bathed in a sudden sweat.


    “KELU!” the smaller one cried, appalled.


    “He asked.”


    I smelled animal musk and champagne and honey. I was drowning in sensation.


    “Move,” the little one said, and I felt the tongue leave my wrist. A warm body pressed along my ribs, the petite chain of a spine flush to my side. She drew my arm up around her body until I could rest my hand over her heart. If she had breasts, they were too small to be felt through the thick ruff of fur on her chest. So soft... I found myself caressing it absently, feeling the slow throb of her heart through her skin. I turned to fold myself around her, and she purred, a low vibration against my stomach and chest.


    The sensitivity faded. The aches in my joints grew faint. The noise in my head receded. I sighed against the bob of her white hair.


    “Well,” said the larger one, subdued, “he really is an elf.”


    My eyes opened. It seemed a pity to speak, but I couldn’t let such a comment pass. “Pardon?”


    “We came to find you to bring you home,” the larger one said. “Your brother’s dead, so it’s time for you to marry his fiancée.”


    I laughed and cuddled the smaller one closer. She wriggled until she had slotted herself into all my hollow spaces, and the sense of well-being increased. I felt drowsy and warm, as if she was a puddle of sunlight. A huggable one. “If you want to convince me that you’re not illusory, you’re going to contrive a better story than that.”


    “It’s not a story,” said the pale one. She twisted her head up to look at me with those lilac-petal eyes. “It’s true. The Lady Amoret sent us to find you. She was to marry the King, but he has vanished. You are the only other elf of royal blood.”


    “Royal blood,” I said, laughing and rubbing my jaw against her shining hair. “Let me guess: I have an entire island to myself, and rafts of servants... a harem of beautiful women, perhaps. And a crown... I must be a king, yes? Some long-lost prince.”


    “You can live wherever you please, Master,” the smaller one said. “And every elf is your servant.”


    “No harem,” the gray one said. “Poor you.”


    “But you are the king’s brother, and you have the royal blood, which makes you either a prince or the king, since the king is dead.”


    My idle caress of her chest fluff stopped. I managed a weak laugh. “Of course. Naturally. Me, a prince.”


    “An unexpected one,” the gray one said. “Your mother had to work very hard to have you, given the way things are with elves.”


    “My mother,” I said firmly, “lives in a house not far from here, with my very married father when he is in town. Admittedly this is not often, but I assure you I would have noticed a brother. And both of them are assuredly human.”


    “You are an elf,” the smaller one said.


    “If elves look anything like they do in their portraits,” I said, unable to help a touch of bitterness, “not only am I not an elf, but you are both blind. The people in those paintings are as like to men as willows are to oaks. And I assure you, there is no word in the entire text about elves who are cripples.”


    “Nevertheless, Master,” the small one said. She pressed back into me, driving all thoughts of anger and disappointment from my mind, replacing them with... sweet things. The smell of almonds and lilacs and a sense of peace and release.


    “Well, if he’s the one, we should make arrangements,” the gray one said. She leaned backward, arching toward her tail with a grace that looked improbable. “We need to get him back before the sea goes rough with the summer storms.” She jerked at something on her tail. “Rrgh. Tangled. Stupid place to put it. Wish we could have taken bags.”


    “Why couldn’t you have?” I asked, amused, though the situation made perfect sense to me: why would I hallucinate animals in clothing?


    “Because slaves aren’t allowed to have things,” the gray one said, baring her teeth.


    The little one in my arms flattened her ears, tickling my chin as they swept back.


    “If you’re not allowed to have things,” I asked, “what are you fiddling with?”


    “Something that belongs to you,” she said and pulled that something free. She thrust it at me. “Here, take it.”


    I pulled it off her palm by the long steel chain: so elegantly crafted to be made of so prosaic a metal, but it was obviously not silver. At the end of this chain hung a pendant of sorts, a lozenge of steel stamped with three circles, each inscribed with peculiar marks, from which depended a crimson tassel. “Strange jewelry,” I said, chafing my thumb and forefinger over the thin metal. It felt alarmingly real, but then, so did the genets. Smooth and cool.


    “It’s your name,” the smaller one said.


    “Morgan,” I said. “Morgan Locke of Evertrue. Did I introduce myself? Come to that, did you?”


    “Is that what they call you here?” the smaller one asked, looking up at me.


    I laughed. “What else? The name I was born with, little mote of gold. Do I have some other elf name that you will now divulge? With much fanfare? A resplendent name, no doubt, longer than my arm.”


    The gray one says, “Maybe you weren’t paying attention when we said you were a bastard born to a mother who fled out here to the middle of human lands? No one knows your name. No one even knew you existed until ten years back when this pendant showed up in the sorcerer’s hands.”


    “If no one knows my name,” I said, grinning, “then how—” holding up the pendant, “—was this written?”


    She shrugged. “What do I know about writing?” she asked, baring her fangs at me. “They don’t teach slaves to read.”


    “We’re not slaves,” the smaller one said sadly.


    “Yes we are,” the larger one said. “I wish you’d stop being so... so... so accepting.” She lifted her chin and said, “I’m Kelu. My name means ‘slave’ in the Gift, which is at least honest. Her name is Almond Fourteen, because she’s the fourteenth genet bred out of the line of the Almond dam, and all the numbered Almonds before her are dead. So you can just call her Almond, because no one is going to confuse her with her sisters, who’ll have been born after we left.”


    “I see,” I said, blinking at her. I wondered what seed all these sordid stories had sprung from, what cruel subtext I’d read into my historical studies had prompted me to imagine animal slaves. But then, how was it any worse than the demons eating me alive? I shrugged. “So they don’t teach you to read. Who taught you to speak?”


    “We all know languages, or else what good is it?” Kelu said, ears flattening. “If we can’t understand the commands given to us by our masters,” spit out with such venom that Almond flinched in my arms, “then we’re not very useful, are we?”


    “Ah,” I said, “but you aren’t speaking... ah... Elven. You’re speaking Lit.”


    She shrugged. “So do the humans who took us from the Archipelago.”


    More and more curious. “So there are humans where you live? Humans who know elves?”


    “They serve the elves,” Almond said softly. “As we do.”


    How could prodigies of my over-taxed mind give me raised hairs on the back of my neck? My stomach tightened in unease. I looked at Kelu, waiting to see if she would have some acerbic comment, but she merely looked grim.


    “I see,” I said. “So it’s better to be an elf than to be human, eh?”


    “Of course,” Almond said.


    That sense of unease grew more distinct. I opened my mouth to pursue it when the front door shook beneath Chester’s knock.


    “Back into the closet,” Kelu said, grabbing Almond’s tail and tugging.


    “But—”


    “Her command, and for once it makes sense,” Kelu said. “Humans shouldn’t see us. Come on!”


    Almond leaned up and licked the base of my jaw with a warm tongue. “Sorry, Master, sorry—” and then she let herself be pulled back among my clothes.


    Kelu leaned toward me, hand on the knob, and said, “Don’t give us away. We don’t want to become curiosities in some human’s menagerie. At least the elves let us drink.”


    “Of course,” I said, though I wondered what cruelty she’d undergone to imagine we would allow her to die of thirst. Alas for Chester driving away these oh-so-fascinating visions.


    Kelu huffed and closed the door behind them.


    Again the knock. I pulled myself to my feet and headed back to the front room...


    ...I could walk. Oh, there was still pain, but I no longer felt constrained by my own muscle tension. I was so astonished that I stood before the door without answering it, wrapped in my own reverie.


    That third rap had a touch of desperation. I shook myself and opened the door before Chester could knock it down. He was standing with his hand raised, wearing a startled look.


    “I thought something had happened,” he said.


    “Just slow getting to the door,” I said, smiling, and stepped out of the way so he could enter. “I didn’t realize how late into the day it had gotten.”


    “Almost supper,” Chester agreed, pulling off his coat. “Have you eaten?”


    “Not since breakfast,” I said. “But I’m not hungry.”


    Chester eyed me. “How can you eat so little?”


    “Habit?” I said. I had never really wondered. Better not to overeat than to do so and end up wracked and losing the meal a few hours later. “I don’t know. Would you like tea?”


    “Always,” he said, seating himself at the table. I went to the cupboard to take down the tin and found my fingers knotted up in the steel cord. A very persistent hallucination, that one. I glanced at it once more and moved to set it on the counter.


    “What have you got there?” Chester asked.


    “Tea?” I said, holding the tin.


    “No, no,” he said. “The necklace. I didn’t know you were taken with jewelry.”


    I set the tin down. The bottom took a long time to reach the counter. “You mean this?” I asked, letting it drop from my hand to the length of its chain. It swung, pendulum-heavy, glimmering.


    “Yes,” he says. “Looks curious... is that a design on it?”


    He could see it. By God, he could see it. I couldn’t believe. I walked toward him and offered it to him and he took it; I was so busy staring at his fingers touching its surface that I didn’t notice him sitting up until he exclaimed, “Morgan! Where did you get this? This is amazing!”


    “What?” I asked. “What do you mean?”


    “This pendant,” he said. “It’s a pedigree! A pedigree in the ancient glyphs!”


    “You can read it?” I asked, staring at him.


    “It’s not a thing to be read,” he said. “Not the way you mean. It’s not language. It’s... a system of marking a person’s place. Far easier than deciphering the language, I tell you. All the old stelai are signed with them. Here, look.” He lay the pendant down. “Three circles. This first tells you the birth order and the sex of the person... in this case, he’s a second son. The second circle tells you the two families that combined to produce the person... whether they did so in wedlock and the current status of the person—if he’s dead or alive. These marks above the two bloodline signs... they tell you the status of that bloodline when the person was born: was it prominent? Rich? Or falling down the ladder?”


    I was trying very hard not to shake. My voice, I hoped, was nonchalant as I said, “And this particular person?”


    “Mmm,” he said. “One family very well off, probably... I think this sign is nobility. This other is also, but without any markers for how well off they are... strange, that. Perhaps the jeweler didn’t know? The union that produced this second son wasn’t... ah... legitimate. The person’s still alive.” He tapped one of the signs. “This one—the father’s bloodline it is, you can tell by the sign next to it—I’ve seen before. Very important family. Here, wait.” He set the pendant aside and reached for the folio, flipping through it at speed but somehow still with care for its fragile pages. “Ah! Look!”


    I looked over his shoulder to find myself confronted with the image of the honey-eyed king.


    “See,” he said. “He wears it on his scarf.”


    “Blood of kings,” I murmured.


    “So the evidence suggests,” Chester said, enthused. “This final circle tells you the family of the person now and his status in it. Important, as sometimes people seem to mysteriously show up in third or fourth families... men and women both. Perhaps you can marry or be adopted into whatever bloodline is most advantageous? It’s hard to tell. But in this case, we have the royal bloodline again and... no sign above it. Curious. There should at least be something there. What a mystery this person is!”


    My fingers had gone numb. He could really see it. Not only that, but he told a story similar to theirs. I turned and went to the closet, leaving a bewildered Chester behind me.


    “Locke? Where’d you get this?”


    I opened the door. They stared up at me.


    “Close the door!” Kelu hissed.


    “You’re real,” I said. “I’m not imagining you.”


    “What in the name of angels are you talking about?” Chester asked, his voice closer. “You’re not having another fit, are you?”


    Kelu reached for the door. I held it out of reach.


    “What have you got th—God!” Chester stopped beside me. “You didn’t tell me you’d gotten pets.”


    “We’re not pets!” Kelu hissed.


    “Yes, we are,” Almond said.


    “We’re slaves,” Kelu said to her, and then to me, “And you are an idiot.”


    “Kelu!”


    “They talk,” Chester said, eyes wide.


    “They are the source of your pedigree pendant,” I said.


    “Come on,” Kelu said, pulling at Almond. “We have to leave.”


    “And go where?” Almond asked, ears drooping. “We found him, Kelu! We have to bring him home!”


    “If we stay here,” Kelu said as Chester and I watched, transfixed by fascination, “they’re going to let it go that we’re here, and then the humans will trap us and we’ll never be able to go back.”


    “If you’re slaves,” I said. “Why would you want to return to your masters?”


    “Because we love them!” Almond exclaimed and threw herself at me. I stepped back once, not because of her slight weight, but because her enthusiasm gave her an unexpected momentum.


    “Because if we don’t, we’ll never taste them again and then I’ll go mad,” Kelu said. “They broke me and now I need them.” She bared her needle fangs at me. “You taste right, but there’s something wrong with you. I prefer my blood healthy.”


    “You drink blood?” Chester asked, horrified.


    “We drink elven blood,” Kelu said with a predatory grin. “So you’re safe from us, human.”


    I looked down at Almond. “You drink elven blood as well?”


    “Only when I’ve been very good,” she says. “As a reward. Or when I’m injured, so that the blood ladders can help me heal.” She wiggled a little, long tail swaying. “But oh, Master, it’s so good. We all want it all the time, especially if it’s special.”


    “All right,” Chester said. “Enough! Locke! An explanation, please?”


    “I thought these two were hallucinations,” I said. “But I see now that they’re not, unless my condition is catching.” I grinned at him with little humor. “So you know almost as much as I do. They appear to be... elven pets? Sent here to drag me back to—”


    “—claim his birthright,” Almond said. “He is a prince.”


    “This prince?” Chester asked, holding up the pendant.


    Almond nodded.


    Chester glanced at me and grinned. “You, a bastard prince of the elves? What’s next, Ivy as fairy queen?”


    “With a harem of men to do her bidding,” I said.


    “We’d all sign up,” Chester said and laughed. “Here, you, creatures... what are you?”


    “Genets,” Almond said. “We’re genets. I’m Almond and that’s Kelu.”


    “Amazing,” Chester said. “Just amazing. They look like... furry children. How old are you two?”


    “I’m two,” Almond said. “And Kelu is nine.”


    “Positively senescent,” Chester said.


    “It’s not a joke,” Kelu said. “I’m the oldest genet, and that’s only because they messed up and made the first generation too long-lived. New genets like Almond will only live to be six or seven.”


    “Six or seven... elf years?” Chester guessed.


    The look Kelu gave him was positively scathing. “We mark the same moon and sun you do. When I say seven years, I mean seven years.”


    “You mean... seven years as I am only twenty-six,” Chester said. “So just about a sixth of my lifespan, and one of you would be dead.”


    “Yes,” Kelu said.


    “That makes no sense,” he muttered. “Why would anyone create a companion that you have to replace every six years?”


    “You are idiots,” Kelu said. “We’re not companions. We’re slaves. We’re supposed to be replaced. To make more money for the blood-flag that breeds us, and so that when our masters grow tired of us they don’t have to kill us themselves, they can just wait for us to die and buy a shiny new genet in a different color.”


    I looked down at Almond’s head. She was trembling, still clutching my waist. I set my hand on her hair. “You’re really going to expire in four years?” I asked her.


    “Yes, Master,” she said. “While my body is strong and I am able to please you, I will live to serve you. The elves made it so I would never be a burden to you in my old age.”


    Chester glanced at her, then met my eyes. “Are we talking about the same elves?” he asked me, hushed.


    “I don’t know,” I said. “I honestly don’t know.”
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    They were tired, the genets, particularly after days of stalking me. Not long after our conversation, Kelu curled herself into a ball in front of the fire and fell asleep and Almond insisted on doing the same at my feet. Chester poured our tea, handed me my cup and said, “What... the... hell.”


    “Don’t ask me,” I said. “I didn’t know they were coming. I didn’t even know they existed.”


    “What are you going to do with them?” he asked.


    “I haven’t the first idea,” I said. I arched a brow at him. “Do you have any suggestions?”


    “None,” he said. “Not even a hint of one.” He shook his head. “My God, Morgan.”


    “I know,” I said. He was disturbed, Chester, to be calling me by my first name. “I don’t suppose you came across any mention of miniature animal slaves in any of your reading.”


    “Nothing. Not a thing. The closest I’ve seen has been the occasional image of a drake here and there.”


    I laughed. “God! Don’t tell me I should expect dragons next.”


    “I should hope not,” Chester said. “Where would we put them?” He drummed tan fingers on the table. “Locke—how do you feel?”


    “At a loss, as I’m not exactly the pet-keeping sort,” I said.


    “No.” He shook his head. “I mean, how do you feel? You look... you look right.”


    I glanced at him. With Almond warming my toes and the cup warming my hands, I felt caught between two perfect poles... and my body between them was languid and strong and tranquil. Not a pain in it, not an aching joint, not a twinge.


    I set my cup aside, unnerved. It was the feeling I’d had while holding Almond, but persisting somehow. Persisting and faded out of the forefront... as, I supposed, everyone’s health did.


    When they were healthy.


    “Do you see a difference?” I asked him.


    He nodded. “You look alive.” A lopsided grin. “No offense.”


    He could see it. I could feel it. I looked down at the coil of caramel and white at my feet, at the way the fur separated and bristled as her ribs lifted with every torpid breath. “Now that makes absolutely no sense,” I said. “Perhaps I am having a good day.”


    “Have you ever had a day this good?” Chester asked.


    “No,” I admitted. “Not that I can recall.”


    “So... best day you’ve ever had, arrival of elven constructs,” Chester said, putting out first one hand, than the other, palm up. “Hmm. Could it be... a correlation?”


    “Which does not imply causation. One incident might be coincidence.”


    “And if it’s not?” Chester asked.


    I laughed. “Then I suppose I’ll keep them.”


    He said, “So, no intention of going back with them, eh?”


    “Back with them... where, to elf-land? Where someone has mixed up my identity with some bastard prince’s?” I shook my head. “Be reasonable, Chester. It’s a fantasy. And even if it’s not, monarchies are not particularly known for their honest self-portrayals. It’s probably some horrendously despotic country, and to travel there is to ask for deportment, enslavement, or something worse. You heard the genets. Humans aren’t well-regarded there.”


    “But... elves!” Chester said. “Think of the research!”


    I laughed. “Keep dreaming, friend.”


    He sighed and opened his ink bottle, drew out a fresh page of notes. “Can’t blame a man for wishing. Mind if I copy out your pendant there?”


    “Not at all.”


    The pendant changed hands. Chester turned it in his fingers. “Would be an amazing thing if you actually were this second son.”


    “I can’t argue that,” I said, and with Almond sleeping on my toes returned to my own studies.
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    The genets did not wake when I saw Chester away, still marveling at the ease with which I was able to escort him out. On returning, I paused, leaning on the door to the sitting room, and regarded them; even having spent the entire day with them, I could not quite believe them. The fur, the delicate little limbs, the extravagant tails, the ridiculous and ominous collars. I went to sleep, not entirely sure they would be there in the morning.


    But they most certainly were. And in fact, they were both in my bed. Their bodies, so much hotter than human ones, had trapped me between them, tails draped over my legs and hips, tiny hands resting on my chest. That perfume, musk and lilacs... and the heat, and the softness... I let my head drop back onto the pillow and sighed.


    The tip of a little tongue scraped against one of my ribs, and so deep was my relaxation that I didn’t flinch. Almond cuddled more tightly against my side, slipping one furred leg around mine. It was like being enrobed in summer sunlight.


    I drifted off again. I thought I could sleep forever thus, outside of pain, warm to the core.


    It was in this state of complacency that I became aware of being licked again along the inside of my arm. It began as a tickle, but the longer the sensation persisted the clearer it became: the rasp of the center of that tiny tongue, the slight prick and drag of the sharp lower teeth, the moist heat of the mouth, the cool damp leather of the nose. Whiskers brushing against my skin. The flush of warmth and cold as she panted on the slick spots she left behind.


    Disturbingly sensual. I thought to move away—


    Hands seized my arm and held it down and teeth shoved into the meat near my elbow, piercing, bright streaks of pain, the revulsion of skin being violated and then: wet streamers running down my arm, fever-hot. Blood always seemed hotter than polite, than possible.


    I was bleeding.


    I was being drunk.


    I bolted from the sheets, jerking my arm away, tumbling onto the floor in a tangle of cotton and fur and surprised yelps. Almond had fallen beneath me... it was Kelu who was crouched on top of the bed, tail twice its width, claws flexing on the edge of the mattress and lower jaw dripping scarlet. That she never blinked was magnified by my lack of glasses; all I saw were those blots of molten orange.


    “Almond!” I said, staring up at Kelu.


    She squiggled out from beneath me, panting. “Master!”


    I clutched the wound on my arm, fingers skidding across blood-slick skin. “What’s wrong with her!”


    “Master, she needs blood to stay calm,” Almond said. “Please, Master, let her drink. You’re the only elf here….”


    “You must be mad!” I exclaimed, pushing away from the bed as Kelu poured off it and prowled toward me, a blur of gray and black. “She bit me, Almond!”


    “It will pass, please, Master,” Almond said, slipping behind me and wrapping her arms around my waist. “Please, please. She will go insane, Master, she needs you. Feed her, she’s broken without you.”


    “Almond!”


    “Please,” Almond said, petting my untouched arm and licking the back of my shoulder. “I’ll distract you, Master, it won’t hurt—”


    Kelu was almost on me then. This close I could see her pupils were fixed no matter where she turned her gaze, and the blindness of that stare disturbed me even more than her predatory slink.


    “I’m not an elf, Almond!” I whispered, and then it was too late. Kelu’s mouth was on me, licking the veil of heat and life off my skin, and with Almond pressing against my back I felt caged. I watched, mesmerized, as she lapped my skin clean and then tensed as she approached the ragged holes near my elbow.


    “Sssh,” Almond whispered, nuzzling the nape of my neck beneath my hair, then behind my ear. I shuddered. “Sssh, Master.”


    Kelu began whimpering. I felt her drawing the blood from my arm and trembled. Tender kisses, soft words, and the gnawing dizzy suction, violent and revolting... between the two of them I could no longer think or act, only hang in shock, waiting to faint or die.


    Waiting...


    Wait—


    —ing—


    When I woke next I was contorted on the ground, limbs still trammeled by blankets and covered in purring genets. They were petting me, smooth palms against skin, little tongues on my collarbone, near my neck. I thought to struggle, to sit up, but when I tilted my head the room kept moving long after I stopped.


    I felt like weeping and knew not why.


    “Thank you, Master,” Almond was whispering. “So kind, you are so kind, thank you, so good, so kind...”


    My wounded arm throbbed almost to the shoulder, my fingers stiff and unwilling. That the rest of my body was fluid-hot and painless made the contrast all the more heinous. I lifted my head and found the greatest weight on me was Kelu, draped on my chest and abdomen like a gray blanket. The white fur on her chin had a pink stain, but other than that and her expression of great contentment one would never have known she had transformed into a furry vampire.


    “Kelu,” I said.


    Kelu cuddled closer.


    “Kelu,” I said, louder.


    She shifted her head on my chest so she could look at me, eyes slit in bliss, almost glowing.


    “Fetch me my glasses, please,” I said.


    Without complaint she slid off me and up to the bedstand, bringing my spectacles back with her. I set them on my nose and stared at the ceiling a moment, struggling for composure. Half-naked, bloody and covered in happy animals. I could not overcome the surrealism.


    “So,” I said. “Having exsanguinated me, you are sane now, is that right?”


    “Yes,” Kelu said, and though she didn’t call me ‘master’ as Almond did her voice was less grudging than usual. “Thank you.”


    “Tell me, how often do you need this feeding?” I asked. Surely I was not this calm.


    “It depends on the potency of the blood,” Kelu said. “You... “ She licked her teeth. “I am sorry. Do you... I don’t want to upset you.”


    Showing signs of caring about my feelings? Something was very wrong with her. “Continue, please.”


    Kelu flipped her ears sideways and looked away. I couldn’t tell if this was contemplation, puzzlement, or sheepishness. “The magic in you is very strong, but it’s... twisted.”


    Magic was ridiculous enough. Twisted magic... “For God’s sake,” I said, letting my head fall back. The ceiling was reassuringly normal. “Twisted.”


    “Yes,” Kelu said, subdued. “Like it’s gone rotten or sick. There’s a lot of it, but it... you have to take a lot to get what you need out of it.”


    Ridiculous. “When will you need it again?”


    A pause. I could almost sense them looking at one another. Then, Kelu: “Maybe two days?”


    “Two days!” I exclaimed. “How did you get here if you need elf blood every two days?”


    “I said it depends,” Kelu said, ears flattening now.


    “Before she left she had a draught from a very potent sorcerer,” Almond said. “It lasted her a very long time.”


    “It’s always lasted the entire time we’ve been away,” Kelu added, ears still sagging. “I don’t know why it hasn’t this time. Unless it’s the smell of you.”


    “You are to have me believe that I am so tantalizing that my mere presence is enough to stimulate your hunger.”


    Kelu at least had the grace not to answer, and even Almond looked stricken.


    “So, then. Granting that I have re-awakened your appetite. If you don’t have this taste of me periodically—”


    “—every few days.” Kelu was looking down.


    “—every few days,” I said, “what exactly will happen to you?”


    “Master...” Almond began, but Kelu shook her head at the smaller genet.


    “Without it,” Kelu said, “I’ll become rabid, lose my intelligence, and finally die in convulsions.” At my stunned silence, she said, “I saw it happen in one of the experiments, the ones they made while they were trying to fix what failed in me.”


    I had thought her to be exaggerating her need for blood to justify the enjoyment she’d evidently had in taking it from me. But their countenances were both too dire, and the report too extreme, for me to disbelieve. As outlandish as it sounded, I couldn’t imagine such shame and bitterness had they not truly feared the lack.


    “And this doesn’t happen to you,” I said to Almond, puzzling at the problem.


    “No,” she said. “Our makers wanted to create us, Master, and did the best they could. Kelu was their first design, but when they were unable to make her work, they consulted a sorcerer of great power. The enchantment he designed allowed the creation of all the genets, and that enchantment had no flaws. We are not as smart as Kelu, but we are less aggressive and require no magical maintenance.”


    “They subsist,” Kelu muttered.


    “And you?” I asked.


    “I suffer,” Kelu said. “I was created to suffer, because the elves think suffering is beautiful in everyone but themselves.”


    Another one of those chills ran down my body. Not solely foreboding, either, but the flesh’s reminder that it had been compromised and would not mind remedy. I sat up, and again the room whirled around me, smearing.


    “Master!” Almond exclaimed, steadying me. “You need care!”


    What I needed was a doctor, but how would I explain this to Stirley? Oh, yes, I was out in the woods when I was attacked by a beast, who ripped through my coat and blouse and chewed the body of muscle just above my elbow while sucking half the blood from my arm. Oh, I know I am no outdoorsman and not at all given to hunting, it was a whim, I just happened to have startling bad luck.


    Yes, Stirley would believe that. “Yes, Almond. I need care.”


    And as I expected, she said, “Lie down, Master. We will take care of you.”


    I told her where to find water and soap and linen and let her go. Perhaps having servants had its advantages.


    It was while lying thus, with Almond gone and my mind barely tethered, that Kelu said, “You know what this means.”


    “Pray do tell.”


    “No matter what you look like,” she said, “you’re an elf on the inside. If you can feed me, you have the blood ladder magic, the birthright of all elves.”


    “For all I know you also attack and suck blood out of humans,” I said, still staring at the ceiling.


    “But I don’t,” Kelu said. “Look at me.”


    I did. With my glasses on I could see the signs of repletion in her, the lassitude, the dilated pupils. I couldn’t imagine drinking blood without gagging, much less deriving such bliss from it. And as much as I tried to bar the thought, it came anyway: that perhaps it was not the blood, but what traveled on it, that she craved. Blood ladders, she called it, as if one could climb them to heaven. Perhaps there was magic in me. Twisted magic, she said. To match my twisted body.


    Surely not.


    “Ask your parents,” Kelu said. “Go today. Ask them if you’re adopted.”


    “Preposterous,” I whispered.


    She said nothing... but the idea took root and festered.


    [image: ***]


    I walked to my parents’ house... by myself, without aid, without pausing to rest, without calling a carriage. I walked. The butler took my coat and I proceeded to the sitting room and there I settled on one of the chairs and accepted tea and waved off a plate of scones and then waved it back when I realized I was hungry. Me, hungry.


    When I set the plate aside I found my eyes wandering to the portrait hung above the mantle. I remembered how long we’d posed for it, or how long it had seemed to me then as a child of nine: interminable confronted by the stink of linseed, the stiffness of my dress clothing and the hard discomfort of the chair. But it had produced a lovely painting, the three of us, Father so stern and proud, Mother serene and pleased. The painter had even managed to make my wan complexion a thing of purposed contrast with the sleek darkness of my hair, more artistic than I imagined it had been in person.


    But for the first time I truly looked at my parents. My mother with her golden curls and light brown eyes, with pink on her cheeks... my father with his brown thatch, bronze skin, and earth-brown eyes, and a stocky and powerful body, short where I was tall. They had been rendered in smoky ochers, sienna browns, and bright cadmium yellows, touched with pink and caramel. Against that overwhelming warmth, I was a small blot of alabaster and lamp black, my gray eyes with their black rims seeming too large and solemn, exposed without my spectacles.


    I looked nothing like them.


    My mother entered then. She had not changed much since the portrait; a few more lines in her face, perhaps, a little more silver in her hair, her edges softer. But she retained a grace born of modesty, and the simple powder blue day-gown she’d chosen flattered her. I rose to greet her, gathered her smooth, dry hands in mine and leaned down to kiss both of her cheeks.


    “What a pleasant surprise,” she said. “I thought you would be in school, love.”


    “I’m in retreat, working on my dissertation. I thought I’d stop by as I am likely to be too busy to for the next few weeks,” I said, letting her draw me back down to a seat, this time on the couch. “Have you had any word from Father?”


    “The usual weekly letter,” she said with a smile. “He finds this time of year trying, as always. Spring makes him long to be home with us.”


    I thought of my youth as she poured me a new cup of tea. “Spring was always when it seemed interminable, the waiting for him to come home on leave.”


    She laughed, soft. “It still is. For me, anyway, now that I find myself with too much leisure.” She studied me a moment. “You look well, love.”


    The bandaged arm was hidden beneath my blouse, though I was surprised she hadn’t noticed it anyway. “Thank you,” I said. “I feel well today.”


    “Then... has there been... any news?” she asked.


    “No,” I said. “Stirley is just as confused as always. But I do have good days.” I nodded toward the portrait. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it.”


    She twisted to look at it and smiled, and all the joyful memories of our family were in that gaze. “Long enough. I’m glad I had that done, though. It’s good now that you’ve left the house. A comfort.”


    How does one ask one’s parents if you are really their son? I stared at the portrait, the warmth of the tea caressing my fingers through the thin porcelain wall of the cup. The eyes of my child-self met mine, so grave, already too well-acquainted with the durance of suffering. “Mother,” I asked. “Was I adopted?”


    Her cup paused on its journey back to the table; she set it down carefully before lifting her gaze to mine. In a motion as old as my memory, she touched my hair, brushed it back from my face. “Does it matter?”


    I closed my eyes. That was answer enough.


    “Morgan,” she said. When I remained silent, she framed my chin in her fingers and gently angled my face downward to meet her gaze. “How did you come to the question?”


    I should have anticipated that she would ask, but somehow I hadn’t. I didn’t know what to say. My eyes lifted to the portrait again, and she followed them and sighed a little, releasing my face.


    “Ah,” she said. “Sometimes it is the small clues.” She folded her hands in her lap. “Your father and I had... problems. But we dearly wanted a family. We brought you home from Saints’ Graces as a baby and we have never regretted it. We love you, Morgan. We could not love you more if you had come from our own flesh.”


    “I see,” I said.


    She gathered my hand in hers and squeezed it. “It’s immaterial, love. Let’s say nothing more about it.”


    I smiled at her, let her draw me into conversation, the aimless pleasantries that belong to the visitor’s hour. It would have been a pleasure any other day; perhaps it was a pleasure on this one also, save that I did not remember feeling anything, anything at all. When it ended, I found myself outside the house with no memory of how I’d gotten there. Shading my eyes and squinting up at the sky gave me no hint as to how much time had passed, for I seemed incapable of making sense of the position of the sun. My eyes watered, tiny lash-sized droplets flicked on the inside surface of my glasses. I took them off and cleaned them on the edge of my vest, mechanical, without attention. In similar fashion I hailed a carriage.


    “Where would you, sir?” the driver asked.


    No answer. I had no answer. Where would I go? Where did I belong?


    “Sir?”


    “Ah... the university, please,” I said blindly.


    The carriage lurched into motion. I stared at the buildings as they scrolled past and did not see them. I did not count the money I paid the driver; I did not feel the sun giving way to the clouds as I walked onto the campus, my gait stiffer than it had been in the morning.


    How well I knew this place. So well I could find the loveliest park in it without paying attention to myself, my feet or my surroundings. My head rested against the trunk of a tree; my eyes on the clouds knotting together in the sky, their gray edges cut from one another with incandescent golden rims. My breathing felt tight and strange, and I could not seem to calm it.


    I didn’t question their love for me. I couldn’t. But I’d always believed...


    A tremor ran through my body. Best not to finish the thought. Best to drift in comfortable numbness. Best to stop thinking—


    “Morgan?”


    I jerked my face up and then staggered to my feet out of courtesy, out of habit, my knees protesting. I steadied myself on the oak. “Ivy... I didn’t expect to see you here.”


    “I could say the same of you,” she said, smiling at me, head dipped a little so that her light brown curls fell before her face. She had two books balanced against her hip and her free hand was occupied with a spray of wildflowers. “I heard you’d gone on retreat... what are you doing here?”


    “Clearing my thoughts,” I said, stunned by her. She’d always had that effect on me. That delicate, warm coloring, the peach softness of her skin, the charm of the freckles scattered over her nose. Her spirit shimmered beneath her surface, like the sun behind the clouds gathering over us.


    “May I?” she asked, pointing at the ground beside me.


    “Of course,” I said, and hastily pulled my coat off and spread it for her. She laughed and sat on it, smiling up at me.


    Ah God, God. She was so lovely. I sat gingerly beside her, forgetting the ache in my joints.


    “We’ve missed you at the chocolates,” she said. “It’s not the same with just Guy and Radburn. I am fond of them, but... you and Chester belong with us.”


    “It won’t take us long, the retreat,” I said. “The work is going well.”


    “It was sudden,” she said. “The decision. It seemed... well, precipitous. Was there any reason?”


    So hard to lie to her, and so easy. “Eyre gave me an unbelievable find from Vigil’s athenaeum. A trove. I wanted more time to study it.”


    “And Chester?” she asked. “Radburn said he’d found a new topic. Something about the evil of kings.”


    I laughed. “We thought it would be appropriate given the patriotic bent of his parents.”


    “I can’t imagine he’s enjoying it,” she said, shaking her head and twirling the flowers in her fingers. “He was so happy with the language work.”


    “I’m sure he’ll return to it,” I said, smiling. “You can’t keep someone from what they love, not for long.”


    She glanced at me with an impish grin. “Philosophy or poesy?”


    I laughed. “Observation.”


    “A pretty sentiment all the same,” she said, smiling. She lifted her eyes. “Do you think it will rain?”


    “Maybe,” I said, just before a distant rumble replied. We both laughed.


    “And here I was hoping to spend my free period picking flowers,” she said. She looked at the ones in her hand. “Morgan... have you ever wondered... what next?”


    “What do mean?”


    “After we’re done with all this,” she said. “What will you do?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. I didn’t. My sickness had narrowed the focus of my life to day-to-day survival, and the surcease of learning, the escape of knowledge and books. Some part of me hadn’t been certain I’d live to finish the work. But because she deserved an answer, I said, “I suppose I’d follow my father’s footsteps. Or try, anyway. I don’t know that I’m suited to the career. I fear I want the patience necessary to serve as an ambassador anywhere.”


    She laughed as she stroked the petals of the flowers, making them tremble, as I trembled to watch. “I think you’d make a very respectable ambassador. You have the gift of making others see reason.”


    I grinned. “Given that my father tells me that what’s needful in the career is rather an ability to listen to the pomposity of fools…”


    She flashed me a grin. “Perhaps you wouldn’t do very well in that, then.”


    I tried to imagine it, found the idea risible, smiled… not without some pain. I wanted very much for my father to be proud of me. “Local politics, perhaps. Or even the university. It might be pleasing, to teach.”


    “Reasonable,” she said. “Even respectable.” She sighed. “Better than anything open to me.”


    “Some would argue that to be a wife and mother is to have more time for contemplation,” I said, not looking at her but oh so aware of her warmth at my side.


    “Those someones have never raised children, then,” she said with a huff. She pursed her lips, then rolled the lower one beneath her teeth. I hadn’t thought she could be any more endearing until then. “It’s not that I don’t love children, or want family. It’s just that... I feel... well, there must be something more than this. Do you ever have that feeling?”


    “All the time,” I said. Her own world of health and life was that something beyond my reach. I couldn’t imagine what she imagined beyond hers, but gray melancholy brushed me at the thought that there was apparently never any respite from desire, even when one was so blessed.


    “I’ll be sad when it’s over,” she said.


    “I’ll still call on you,” I said.


    She smiled at me, and there was something regretful in her eyes, and fond. “I hope so.”


    Greatly daring, I reached for her hand. Her fingers laced in mine and squeezed.


    She leaned toward me just as the first ripples of nausea washed down from my head to soak my body in sweat.


    Not here. God, not in this moment.


    Thunder.


    The first scintillant wave of pain.


    Her voice, muffled by the sudden noise in my head. Was that my name? Was I still holding her hand? Were those my fingers jerking in hers, uncontrolled? Were those her screams or the sound of the rain?


    The pain overtook the nausea and threw me to the earth. I tasted bitter soil and bile and grass. It mixed with the convulsions and the nausea and the pain, and the hallucinations wiped the sky from my eyes and everything condensed into a knot of suffering and ending, a grand killing culmination...


    ...and I survived. I survived and sat up to find myself slicked in cold mud in a groove made by my flailing limbs, alone in the rain beneath an oppressive gray sky. A spray of wildflowers had wilted, just out of reach, forgotten on the ground. They were out-of-focus, smears of steel-gray and purple. I righted my glasses, but the lenses were streaked, distorting everything.


    Ivy. God, God, Ivy.


    I stumbled to my feet and fell again, the mud sucking at my clammy hands and aching knees. There were limits to the flesh and I seemed to have found them. My second attempt to rise, like the first, dumped me onto my elbows and knees. The pendant detached from my wet skin and dropped past my collar, falling with a squelch onto the mud. It glinted there, sullen and accusatory, the rain spilling into the gullies between the raised symbols and shimmering there.


    Thunder again, heavy over my curved back. I twisted my head painfully to one side and curled my lip at the sky. Bad enough for my world to separate at the seams... was the mud really necessary? How pedestrian. How trite. Before I could stop myself, I yelled at the clouds, “CAN’T YOU DO ANY BETTER?”


    And then my voice broke and I gagged on my first sob. Another, just as bitter. They burned coming up, like vomit, wrenched me so hard my ribs ached. Everything had gone cold except my throat and eyes. Cold clothes. Cold skin. Cold wet slime beneath my clenched fingers. Cold world.


    I had to escape.


    How long it took me to totter to my feet and into a carriage home I couldn’t say, not with my body knotted and my memory raddled with holes. How many times I fell I couldn’t count. The mud was bad enough. Collapsing up the stairs to my flat... white shock up my knees, sparks from my wrists. Trying to catch myself. Failing. Smacking my head at least once against the edge of a step and losing my vision, conscious only of the relentlessness of the rain.


    I clawed the door open and fell inside.


    A ray of sunlight spilled warmth over my body. Gentle hands, small and delicately clawed, peeled my clothing from my skin. Worried whispers, a furred cheek rubbing against mine, comforting. The lumps of ice in my joints began to melt. The nausea subsided. My vision cleared. I was in Almond’s arms on the floor by the fire, Kelu sitting at my head and untangling my hair.


    My first attempt at speech came out as a croak. Almond looked up at me, and I managed intelligible words on the second. “H-how long?”


    “Three hours,” Kelu said behind me. “Since you staggered in. What possessed you to go out in the rain?”


    “It wasn’t raining when I left,” I said huskily.


    “You were gone so long.” Almond rubbed her nose against my chest. “Master, we were worried. You’re not well.”


    Not well. What a... what a marvelous understatement. I could barely encompass the magnitude of it. Not well. “How long is this voyage to your home?” I asked.


    They both looked at me then. At each other and then back at me. Kelu said, “It’s a month or so. We’d have to get to the port, though, that’s another week.”


    I drew in a long breath, pressed my arm to my brow. My entire body felt raw, abused. I thought of wildflowers wilting in the mud. “I should pack.”


    “M-master?” Almond whispered, ears slowly rising. “You’ll come home?”


    “We’ll leave tomorrow,” I said. “I’d say we should leave tonight, but...”


    “Tomorrow is fine, Master,” Almond said, lapping at my collarbone. They hadn’t dressed me, I realized, only thrown a blanket over my hips and legs.


    “I’ll start packing for you,” Kelu said, rising.


    “I should—” I began and then trailed off. As if I had the energy to follow her. Had I only a few days past been priding myself on my lack of self-deception?


    “Sssh, Master,” Almond said, licking my neck. “Rest. We will take care of everything.”


    Will you, Almond? I wanted to say. Will you give me my life back? My health? A future with a wife and children and family and friends who didn’t pity me?


    But I didn’t say those things. I let her tongue tranquilize me, let the heat of the fire and the heat the genets seemed to spread beneath my skin lull me, and I slept there before the fire, clasped in furry arms.
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    “—ster, Master... shall I open the door?”


    I heard the knock then and sat up on my elbows, groggy. How long had I been out this time?


    “Master,” Almond said, round eyes on mine. “Shall I? It’s the fourth time someone’s come by since you’ve been asleep.”


    “God!” I said. “Who—” And then I realized. “It’s probably Chester.” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. The grip of my ambivalence was so intense I knew it was concealing tumult, and I didn’t want to be drawn out. Rude to leave him at the door, though. I sat up, wrapping the blanket around my waist, and strode to the door, and I took it for granted that I could move without pain. Even after the afternoon I’d had, I still expected it after being cared for by the genets.


    I opened the door for Chester, surprising him yet again mid-knock. His eyes raked me from bare toes to bare chest, lingering only a moment on the blanket and the pendant. Then he said, “I came at a good time, I hope.”


    I sighed and stepped back. “Come in.”


    He entered cautiously, as if expecting to find the entire occupancy of a zenana in various states of dishabille strewn around my sitting room. He saw only Almond, holding her knees by the fire.


    “A trifle irregular,” he said at last.


    “I’m leaving.”


    He stopped to stare at me, then set his folio on my table and gripped the back of the chair. “Locke?”


    “I’m going with them,” I said. “To wherever it is that their elves live.”


    “Bit sudden,” Chester said. “Shall I make tea?”


    I hesitated. “Tea would be pleasant.”


    He nodded and went to the kitchen. While there, he said, “So, what precipitated this, if I may?”


    I didn’t want him to ask because I didn’t want to examine my own reasons too closely. But he had and it seemed useless to lie. My life was coming apart. What use trying to hold it together anymore? “They were right about my being adopted.”


    He put the teapot to boil and leaned back against the counter. “I’m sure your parents told you that mattered not a whit.”


    “Yes,” I said. “That’s not it.”


    “What is it, then?”


    “No one in my family’s died of a wasting disease,” I said.


    He tilted his head. Then his brows lifted. “Ah.”


    Just like that, he understood. My relief sickened me: I would not have to explain. All my life I’d assumed that because no one in my family had been afflicted by a disease like mine, that it would resolve... that there was some chance of a normal life. Now...


    I said, “Mind if I dress?”


    “Actually I mind more if you stay like that.” Chester grinned.


    I laughed and went to my bedroom. Kelu had fallen asleep beside two filled packs—had that constituted her idea of luggage? I couldn’t imagine traveling without a trunk. I’d have to check them later. I shook my head and pulled on trousers and a shirt and went back out to find a cup of tea on the table.


    “So when are you leaving?” Chester asked.


    “Tomorrow.”


    “That soon?” Chester asked, startled. “Have you told anyone else?”


    I measured a few spoons of honey into the tea, watching the fluid drip. “No.”


    “Your parents will worry.”


    “They know I’m likely to be busy for the next few weeks while on retreat.”


    “After that, though...”


    “I’ll leave them a note.”


    “Damned cowardly of you.”


    I couldn’t bear the thought of speaking with them again so soon. “I suppose so.”


    Chester sighed. “Have you made any plans, then?”


    “I need to get to Far Horizon,” I said. “There’ll be a ship there, I’m presuming.”


    “Presuming!” Chester exclaimed.


    I glanced over at Almond. “Won’t there?”


    She said, “We have access to a vessel, yes, Master. Engaged by our mistress on behalf of her mission to find you.”


    “You should take someone with you,” Chester said.


    “You volunteering?” I said with a snort.


    “I would, yes.”


    I glanced at him, surprised. He was sipping from his cup; at my gaze, he looked up, met my eyes, and in them I saw something that shamed me. I had assumed my friends would love only a healthy man. That they would stand by me in my extremis hurt too much, came too close to shattering what was left of my carefully constructed world. If they could still love me like this, how could I leave? How could I not be brave enough to face my end with them?


    How grateful I was that Almond interrupted us. “Forgive me,” Almond whispered. Her ears dipped. “That would not be wise, Master. He’s human.”


    I began to say, ‘As am I’ but couldn’t find the words in me. I was obviously human, and yet my blood had soothed Kelu and the presence of the genets affected me. What did that make me? Perhaps some half-breed. Elven parent, human parent. Was that even possible? It was not the story on the pendant they’d given me, of course, but....


    “And that means what?” Chester said. “If he’s this prince of yours, won’t he have some say over my treatment?”


    She flushed and looked away.


    I slipped my crooked finger beneath her chin and lifted her face. “What are you not telling me?” I asked her, my voice gentle.


    She took a shivery breath and said, “It has not gone well for the humans of late, Master. They were once valued servants. Now they are chattel... some whisper that in Valisna they are hunted for sport.”


    “Say that again?” Chester said, horrified.


    “Things are not well in the Archipelago, Master,” Almond whispered. I found myself brushing my thumb to and fro on the underside of her jaw. “Some say it is because our masters are without a king, and were never meant to be ruled by a council of elders.” She swallowed, a movement I felt against my fingers. “You are needed, Master.”


    “I thought your king was dead,” I said.


    “Yes,” she said. “And you are his brother.”


    “God,” Chester said.


    “You didn’t realize?” said a sleepy alto from the passage to my bedroom. “I thought we said it clearly. We were sent to fetch you to marry your brother’s intended. She wants your baby. And probably to set you up as king. Amoret likes power.”


    Chester said, “Locke, think a moment about all this, please. Do you seriously want to go to some foreign nation where they hunt humans for sport, marry some girl you’ve never seen, and become a despot?”


    “Now, now,” I said. “I might be a wise and benevolent ruler.”


    “Be reasonable,” Chester said. “Even if you were a wise and benevolent ruler, tell me what history teaches us about kings.”


    “They’re lucky bastards?”


    “They’re eventually deposed,” Chester said dryly. “And their heads come off.”


    I shook my head. “I can’t believe in it, Chester. To be honest with you, I think they’re mistaken.” Almond gasped but I continued, “But let me explain this to you. My parents are not truly my flesh and blood. I suspect I have driven Ivy away. And I’m dying.” I sipped from my cup. “As I’m going to expire, I may as well do it someplace where I won’t be an embarrassment to the people who’ve known me all my life.”


    He wasn’t looking at me now. “Is that what this is about? Or are you hoping they’ll be able to cure you?”


    “And if they can, I’ll come back,” I said. “But it bears repeating. I can’t live like this, not much longer.” Mud in my mouth, mingling with bile. “Even if it doesn’t kill me, what will my life hold? Trapped in my own house, unable to go anywhere without knowing whether I’ll have one seizure or many, spells of vomiting or hallucinations. Unable to marry—what woman would have me? My world would dwindle to the inside of this flat, futureless and devoid of meaning. Tell me, Chester, what am I supposed to do with that?”


    Chester finished his tea and poured himself a fresh cup, stirring the milk and honey into it. Then, “I can get you transport to Far Horizon.”


    “I beg your pardon?” I said, startled.


    “You forget,” he said. “My family manages the majority of overland trade and transport. The reason I’m marrying Minda, remember? To put a lock on the sea lanes as well?” He set his spoon down and framed the cup in both hands. “We have regular runs down to Far Horizon. I can get you a seat on one in the morning.”


    “I...” I stopped. “You don’t have to do that.”


    “No,” Chester said. “But I’m your friend. You’ll recollect that we look out for one another.” He grinned. “If you decide to stay and become the benevolent king of the nation, though, pass a decree about the human-hunting so that I can come examine the ruins for languages, eh?”


    I laughed. “You know I’ll never be a king,” I said. “Monarchies are too exploitable, kings too subject to corruption, or why would we have bothered with the Revolution? But I’ll see if I can’t find someone to fix me up and then I’ll come back.”


    Chester nodded. “In the mean, we’ve work to do.”


    I glanced at the folio and chuckled. “I suppose we do.”
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    I woke the following morning into an expansive sense of well-being, warm and shimmering and touched with the promise of white sunlight. Almond was draped on my chest, Kelu with her spine against my side.


    There was no question: these creatures kept my disease at bay. What a prescription.


    My sigh woke Almond, who raised her eyes to mine with a drowsy look and a quizzical tilt of her ears.


    “Nothing,” I said, smiling at her though my heart felt wounded. My life had fallen to pieces around me but I didn’t want to give it up for the uncertainty of some fantasy in the company of servile and unlikely magical constructs.


    “Don’t believe him,” Kelu said, voice sleep-slurred. “He’s upset.”


    “I know,” Almond said, looking up at me. “Master?”


    I shook my head. “It’s just so unusual to feel good.”


    “And feeling good depresses you,” Kelu said. I couldn’t tell if she was mocking me or not.


    “Kelu,” Almond hissed.


    Kelu shook her head and twisted so she could look up at me. “We’re going to have to leave you for the trip to the ship. You know that, yes?”


    I hadn’t thought of it, actually. The concept of spending a week traveling without them to ease my body petrified me.


    “Master?” Almond asked.


    I wasn’t even sure if the trip was possible without their help. I might not be alive when I got to the ship... or worse, I’d survive but be so crippled they’d have to carry me on board.


    It did not escape me that in my anxiety my body was attempting to knot in every muscled corner, but that the presence of the genets was preventing it.


    “Will you be safe?” I asked instead.


    Kelu said, “We made it here. We’ll make it back. Or not. Doesn’t much matter to me.”


    “Kelu!” Almond exclaimed again.


    “How did you get into Evertrue?” I asked.


    “People see what they want to see,” Kelu said. “If we crawl around on all fours in the shadows, they see stray animals. If we dress in clothes and keep our heads down, they see children.” She shrugged. “No one believes us to see us. I’m shocked you accepted us so quickly.”


    “It is because he is one of them.” Almond closed her eyes and rested her furry cheek on my chest. “He knew, seeing us, that we were his work.”


    “No,” I said, the word leaving me before I even knew it was in my mouth. “No, I would never do to you what the elves have done to you.”


    “You would not have made us?” Almond asked, looking up at me.


    And then I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t look into those lilac-petal eyes, so earnest and so innocent, and say, “I would make it so you would never have been.”


    Kelu snorted. “Just like an elf.”


    “I beg your pardon,” I said, a little harsher than I intended—the implied insult stung. “It’s a somewhat complicated matter.”


    “Right,” Kelu said. “To create a race of slaves or not. Hmm. Let me debate that one.”


    Almond’s ears flattened in distress. I looked at her again and sighed, wrapped an arm around her and pulled her closer. She squeaked and then conformed to me, flattening against my body, pressing herself flush to my skin. The rush of warmth and pleasure suffused my cheeks and I gasped despite myself.


    Watching, Kelu said in a voice so twisted it hurt to hear, “Using us is its own reward, isn’t it.”


    “Don’t listen to her,” Almond whispered to me. “I live to please you, Master. It makes me so happy.”


    God, I didn’t want to let go. I didn’t want to make that trip without them. And because the idea terrified me, I rolled awkwardly to a seat and pushed myself from the bed to get dressed.


    “Master?” Almond asked, hesitant.


    “The sooner we’re on our way,” I said, jaw hard, “the sooner we’ll arrive.”
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    Chester was as good as his word. Not only was there a seat waiting for me on the carriage to Far Horizon, but he was there to see me off.


    “Five-day trip,” he said, tossing my bags into the floor well and pulling the wooden flat over it. “A bit long, but we’re not the Church to clear the way before us with heralds. The driver stops at night and there are hostels, but they’re not going to be anything posh.”


    “I wouldn’t imagine so,” I said. “I couldn’t afford them anyway.”


    “Save your money,” Chester said. “I’ve arranged it for you. Once you get to Far Horizon the first stop they make is at our warehouses on the pier; you’ll be able to find your ship from there.” He glanced at the horses and the porters loading the trunks. “The roads are fairly good, so it shouldn’t be an arduous trip for all its length. This is the family coach, so don’t hesitate to act like you have the privilege. As long as you don’t get in the way of the business.”


    Stunned, I said, “No, of course not.”


    “Those creatures... not with you, right?”


    “No,” I said. “They’ll make their own way there.”


    “And probably faster on foot than you will in this caravan,” Chester said with a nod. “Good, I didn’t know how I’d fob off a couple of talking animals. I thought of sticking them in a trunk, but....”


    “That would have been an inconvenience.”


    “Ah, yes. “ Chester stepped away from the carriage door and cocked a brow at me. “You have your... medicine?”


    The poppy was in my inner coat pocket, warming against my breast. I hated to bring it, but I knew I would never make it to Far Horizon without it to calm my body. “Enough to get me as far as the ship.”


    “Right. Good.” Chester nodded. “That’s all, then.” He looked at me. “Locke... Morgan. Good luck.”


    I offered him my hand; he took it and tugged me into a rough embrace. So strange to feel the living heat of his body, the lift of his chest as he breathed, the width of his hand on my back. I was saying goodbye to everything I knew, and for a moment I was tempted to cling to him and let the carriage start off without me. And yet, strangely, I felt as if I had always been holding him, and always would be, and for a breath the world seemed on the verge of making sense.


    Then he let go and I gripped the handle above the door, hauling myself up the step. What made me pause there I didn’t know, but I turned and looked over my shoulder and said, “I’ll be back.”


    “On a royal holiday,” Chester said with a grin, and then paused. “Ah, Locke?”


    I glanced at him quizzically.


    “No sword?” Chester asked.


    “Even if I had one,” I said, “I’m not planning on dueling.”


    Chester shook his head. He unfastened the belt beneath his coat and doffed it, handing it all to me—the belt, the sword, the knife. I stared at it, wide-eyed, and he said, “Take it.”


    “Chester—”


    “Take it, damn it,” he said. “If they decide you’re not who those creatures say you are, you should at least put up a fight before they drag you into chains.”


    I held his eyes, stunned, then wrapped numb fingers around the sword. It was a significant gift; I never saw Chester without it. The prestige of knowing how to use the weapons of the honor field remained, even with dueling outlawed and the nobility an obsolete establishment.


    Chester grinned, hand beneath mine on the scabbard. “Bring it back, will you, Locke? God go with you.” And then he let go and shut the door on me.


    I looked at the dark interior of the cabin, feeling at a loss. What was I doing here? This was insanity.


    And then the carriage lurched into motion and it was too late to change my mind. Not and retain any dignity anyway. Enveloped in the remains of the genet-induced comfort, I stared out the window as Chester’s warehouses receded from view. One of my hands crawled to my throat to tangle in the cold chain there; the other rested on the confusion of leather, brass and steel on my lap. The heavy buckles bit into my legs.


    I rested my head against the wall of the carriage and closed my eyes. It was well-sprung but there was still a rocking to it, one that whispered lullabies. Better that than to contemplate for long what I did, what I held, what it all meant.


    When I woke it was to a clinging humidity and a gray cast to the cabin interior, to the heavy hum of rain. My body had stiffened, the snarl of angry aches already in my hips and shoulders. More of that to come, I knew. With closed eyes I reached up to press my palm against the vial, to trap it between my coat and my breast. Poison. It didn’t take long to make a poppy addict. I could wait.


    There was nothing to see outside the carriage’s glass window. As distraction I set myself to sorting the tangle in my lap. Chester’s belt was meant for broader hips than mine; my fingers lingered on the supple leather and the buckle holes, tracing them, chafing against them. As the first rash of gooseflesh traveled my arms I bowed my head to the inevitable, and when the sensitivity bloomed I was at least unsurprised. The velvet touch of the rain, hot and enclosed. The beads of it clinging, almost imperceptibly heavy, in my hair. The musk perfume of the oil I could feel, slick and thin, against the edge of the crossguard. I pulled the sword free of a few inches of its sheath and lost myself in the maze of gray and silver reflections on that rectangle of steel. I could not help but reach for my own face, the blur of a gray eye—


    —bright God Almighty, the fire of flesh parting—


    My thumb flew to my lips and I suckled on the cut, so narrow I could barely feel it against my tongue. The sour iron of my blood, so thin, so hot....


    I shuddered, and for the briefest of flashes I could understand Kelu... and knew with passionate intensity that I never, ever wanted to be seriously hurt with my skin throbbing just at the wetness in the air, just at the touch of the living air. It hurt so much, but I felt it so intensely... was this pain or rapture? My eyes closed against the confusion of scent and sight and pain. It would get worse. It would get worse and I would turn to the vial.


    But not yet. I turned bleary eyes back to the silver-and-gray smear beyond the window and sank into bleak contemplation.
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    By the time the carriage had come to rest for the evening, I had to accept help to step down to the muddy courtyard of the hostel. I stood in the dark, gathering myself and trying to straighten my screaming body in the shifting black rain, the buildings surrounding us reduced to hulking sullen silhouettes, slick and drooping. Gray mud, lead-colored puddles, the gleam of the harnesses turned muddy silver... the only warm things the steam off the backs of the horses and the blush hidden beneath the stringy wet falls of my hair. They had to help me to the door because I couldn’t get there on my own.


    I had thought on the long ride that the poppy would be worse than the pain. It was. But I wasn’t sure about the poppy versus humiliation. The pitying look the driver shot me before shutting the door on me was almost more than I could bear.


    That was before I turned and looked at the inside of the hostel.


    “There’s room in the corner still,” the master of the house drawled.


    I stared aghast at the bodies carpeting the floor. “No private rooms?”


    “Saints, no, sir,” the master said. “Afraid not. Rain’s driven in all the carters who’d normally sleep with their beasts and the cargo.”


    I would have to sleep on the floor. On the floor. I thought about turning around and marching straight back out to the carriage, but there was no room in it for me to stretch the length of my body.


    “I see,” I said... and allowed myself to be pointed to one of the last remaining spots in the room. It was near the door; I could not have chosen a spot farther from the fire if I’d tried. Grinding my teeth I stepped carefully to the bare boards and stared down at them. My joints growled warnings. I ignored them and heavily went to my knees, then down to my side. With my back to the wall and the blanket I’d packed tightly curled around my shivering body, I closed my eyes and prayed, prayed that come the dawn I would be able to walk.


    When my eyes flew open the following morning, I knew that no one had been listening.


    “Master Locke?”


    “Stop touching me,” I snarled, because the fire under my skin stripped all mortal courtesies from me.


    The driver yanked his hand back. “Apologies, Master. We need to leave if we are to make our schedule.”


    I closed my eyes, shaking, almost fevered with how much I hurt. “Yes, yes, I’ll be along in a moment.”


    The mud-spattered boots crouched next to my head didn’t move. I heard the door open on the wind-scoured morning, close, open again... wondered when the driver would go so I could drink the damned poppy and be done with this whole charade of strength and normalcy.


    “Does the master require help?” the driver asked.


    Damn it all. “I’ll be along,” I said through my teeth.


    I could almost hear the shrug. The leather creaked as the driver rose; I could hear individual folds straightening. Everything too bright, too intimate, and my body—God... how could I still be alive?


    As soon as the door closed I turned to face the wall and groped inside my pocket for the vial. My fingers skidded on the glass, so smooth, so vicious. I worked the cork free—ah, the scent, so bitter! And took a quarter of the contents in a gulp, fighting back the taste, trying not to gag on the misery of my future.


    By the time I’d forced myself to sit up the world had begun to fall away from my touch.


    By the time the hostel-master brought me a cold roll and dried apple I could smile at him, almost like a civilized creature.


    By the time the driver reappeared at the door I could walk myself to the carriage and step into it, not feeling the tapping of Chester’s sword against my knee and hip.


    By the time we found the road again I could look outside at the gray and blustery day without understanding or even caring, and it was good, so very good. And I knew, feeling that euphoria, that casual apathy, that I should be very, very afraid, and I couldn’t manage that either. Wrapped in my blanket with my head resting against the wall of the carriage, I drifted through the gray of the day, observing the crisp edges of a world shone to high polish by the rain that fell, now and again, like an afterthought from a careless sky. And I smiled without pleasure or humor, for that I had no attachment to it, none at all. I had come adrift...


    That night I walked myself to the hostel’s door, wrapped in the blanket as in a royal mantle, and if my gait reflected my disease it no longer reigned unmolested; the usurper poppy battled for me and won. I smiled down at the master of the hostel with my pupil-drowned eyes and this time they had a room and I repaired to it with all the slow dignity of a prince.


    I think there was food, but I don’t remember eating. I only remember the bitterness of the second dose, acrid and welcome, and the flood of bliss that followed close on its wake. I curled up on the rough bed and was lulled to my drug-softened sleep, and the blanket it drew around my senses was no less muffling and warm than the one around my shoulders.


    ...until I felt the licking. Insistent, raspy, hot, tickling me despite my dulled sense of touch there just below the angle of my jaw.


    “Master,” Almond whispered. “Master, Kelu needs you.”


    And that was all the warning I had before the piercing, the sharp bone grating on bone at my wrist. I cried out, but the sound was weak and lost in the musk-and-lilac smell of Almond’s fur. I could not resist them. The pain of it somehow melted into the smooth river of the drug, all heat and darkness and submission. They were an inevitability as suffering was an inevitability, and I traveled not toward any hope of redemption but toward death.


    And then the demons came. As Kelu suckled at the edge of my wrist and Almond cradled my head, black hands scaled as hot and smooth as a dragon’s ran over my groin, beneath my belt and up onto my chest, spreading over my heart.


    The Red Prince returns, one of them whispered in my ear. I remembered their fixation with ears and knew I should flinch away, but the poppy prisoned my limbs and my will... ah, my will was not so strong. It had foundered in fur and scales and heat and sorrow. And when he arrives, we will add him to our... collection. He too shall serve us.


    “The Prince is dead,” I murmured, eyes tightly closed.


    A caress over my heart, tracing a circle there. The Prince lives, and he is here beneath us now. We long to consume you, O Prince. And you draw nigh, just to give us the chance.


    “Master?” Almond whispered. “Are you well? Master...?”


    In my drowsiness fear was too distant. The petting of demons, the touch of elven slaves, it was all the same to me. “If I am the Red Prince,” I said. “You have not yet destroyed the King.”


    “The King,” Almond and the demon breathed as one, a harmony of devotion and avarice that sent a leisurely ripple up my spine.


    “The King,” I said, and in my delusion I conflated him with the folk tales of the bleeding king, the heart of the land who paid over and over for the cruelty of his nobles, his court and his kingdom with the scars that parted his skin like seams, exposing the rotten core of the monarchy. Always dying, never slain. Always paying, never in full. Hostage to the outrage of the oppressed; ransom for the injustices of history. “You will never have him.”


    You will lead us to him, the demon whispered, kissing the line of my cheekbone. And then we will take you both.


    “Never,” I said, fevered and dreaming, turning my face away and closing my eyes. “Never.”


    “Master,” Almond whispered, licking my nose, wetting the line of my eyebrow. “Master, come back, come back.”


    “... he’s d-d-drugged,” Kelu said. “And now s-so am I...”


    “Master,” Almond whispered again.


    It is only a matter of time, the demon promised. We live forever, and so do you. We will have all the time of the world, until the end of days. And we will win.


    “I am dying already,” I said, serene beneath the weight of those arms, the words, the bodies. “I will be gone before you can do me any harm.”


    “Master!”


    You cannot die, Red Prince, the demon said, laughing. Try it and see.


    I turned back toward it, perplexed, but it had fled, collapsed into the shadows of my blankets, into the tenebrous creases of the genets piled on stomach and legs.


    “W-wake up!” Kelu said, prodding my belly with a claw-tip. “What... what did you d-do to me?”


    I focused on her with difficulty. Her eyes had gone black, their orange flare only barely visible to me as a smudge. “Glasses,” I muttered, and groped for them. Almond put them in my hand and I perched them on my nose, squinting at Kelu.


    Ah, she was limp. Limp and dazed. I wondered if my stare gave me away as obviously as hers did... but then, how slight these little elven constructs were, barely flesh and bone, child-thin and virgin to such degeneracy. Surely I did not look so... wasted. “It’s opium,” I said at last, recalling she had asked a question.


    “Opium!” Kelu exclaimed. “What? Why!”


    “Because,” I said, contemplative, “I couldn’t move without it.”


    “He is an elf,” Almond said, petting Kelu’s shoulder.


    “What does that mean?” I asked. “Is drug-addled dissolution a characteristic of elves? Am I destined for decadence, sloth, and sensual dissipation?” Somehow, the idea amused me, recalled our discussion at chocolate about fairy lords and their harems.


    “You must do what pleases you best, Master,” Almond said.


    “Ah, no,” I said. “That is hardly an answer.” I looked down at Kelu, who was spread over my crotch like a shameless furry loincloth. “You answer me. You will tell me the ugly parts.”


    “All elves are hateful,” Kelu said, ears lopsided. “That’s all you need to know. And it’s m-much less important than me figuring how I’m going to get b-back through that win... mmm, window. Before we get caught...”


    “I will help,” Almond said, sliding her arms beneath Kelu’s.


    “Oh, stay,” I murmured, because the warmth of them was delight and to add them to the poppy-fugue... oh, irresistible.


    “Can’t,” Kelu muttered. “Just came to get my s-sanity for another few days.”


    “You feel good,” I said.


    “Pervert,” Kelu said.


    Almond whispered, aghast, “Kelu!”


    “I didn’t mean it that way,” I said, still amused, still drifting.


    “Doesn’t matter,” Kelu said. “Eventually you will.”


    “You don’t even have a breast to grope,” I said.


    “No, but the elves gave us en-enough holes to spend yourself in,” Kelu said, teeth bared.


    Almond shuddered. “Kelu...!”


    “You’re so tiny,” I said without thinking. “You’d break.”


    Kelu’s ears flattened, but what I heard in her voice was despair. “That’s the aim.”


    Almond tugged her bodily off of me then. She gave me a quick lick, as if she could distract me from the cold horror of the words, and whispered, “We are following you, Master. Soon we will reach the port. Sleep well, sleep well.”


    I wanted them to stay but... I couldn’t. I couldn’t ask. Not now. So I let them crawl back through the window and into the dark and I turned back toward the wall in my blanket and I began to shiver.


    And I did not stop.
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    The following morning I turned the vial in my fingertips, and my thoughts had sobered. That I needed the syrup to reach the ship was beyond question, but I had not liked the slur in Kelu’s speech, the glazed stare, the lassitude that had pervaded her limbs. I did not want to become the wasted addict of Guy’s nightmare.


    I feared there was no middle ground.


    I tried to be careful with the dose, and that earned me a perilous state; I didn’t lose my connection to the world, but neither did the ache in my limbs abate. I could move but not well. It was an acceptable compromise.


    What I did not expect was how quickly it faded.


    By midday, when the caravan stopped to water the horses and refresh the drivers, my body was wracked again, so much that I couldn’t straighten. Pain could be as much a cage as any drug. I wept against the carriage frame, hissing through my teeth in an effort to remain silent. God and angels knew what the driver thought... Chester’s mad friend, given to vapors and tantrums and queer posture, stooped like an old man. Syphilis, maybe. Some other disease of the aristocratic. As if I had designs on being more than what I was, a struggling student, a would-be folklorist. A professor one day, perhaps, if I could be so lucky as to live that long. Anything... anything but this. This wasted wretch of a man lingering before death’s door but without the courage to pass through it.


    We live forever, the demon’s memory whispered, and so will you.


    Anything but this. I felt for the vial. I did not measure it.
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    That day blurred into night and then the morning that followed, and the afternoon and evening... all a smear of cloudy skies and the splash of hooves in puddles and the roll-and-bump of the wheels beneath me. Bitter, bitter poppy and I, and a sword in my lap and a pendant in my hand, all my senses blunted and attenuated into a numb pall... we made the trip all together, a circus of mismatched freaks.


    That fourth evening I found myself assigned to the floor again, and so great was my drug-addled haze that it mattered not a whit to me, and I set myself on the bare floorboards as if on a king’s bed. With, I thought dreamily, the same amount of privacy, remembering the historical accounts of King Odward the Humble’s bedchamber through which the peasants could process, there to witness the king’s diligent attempts to create an heir, and offer their many and varied suggestions for ensuring a healthy boy. King Odward had been unable to keep a wife; several had divorced him despite that marrying him made them queens. I had to imagine having spectators crowded around their beds every night had something to do with it.


    I set my head on my joined hands and stared at the distant hearth, waiting for its flames to knit together into the shape of a dragon or a demon or a king, but I could not concentrate long enough to hold any forms together. I drifted, losing the passing moments, so that when the master of the house stopped before me I did not know how much time had passed.


    “There’s a girl outside to see you, sir.”


    “A girl?” I asked. What girl? My mother? Ivy? “What’s that you say?”


    “A child,” the man said. “Perhaps eleven or twelve.”


    “I don’t know any children that age,” I said.


    “You are Morgan Locke, yes?”


    “Yes,” I said.


    “She asked for you by name.”


    Perplexed but unable to worry, I followed him outside and toward the edge of the building. There was a little cloaked figure standing there by the corner, head lowered with the hood drawn so deep I couldn’t see her face. She wore an innocent gown of white eyelet lace, the visible folds shining against the soaked gray dark of the rain-spattered alley, and matching white stockings with tiny blue pinstripes. Her shoes seemed a little big for her feet.


    I approached her, curious, stopped a polite distance away. “You asked for me?”


    The hood nodded, and then the girl turned and walked into the alley. I wondered if this was some new hallucination, but no... looking over my shoulder I could see the puzzled look on the face of the master of the house. With a shrug I followed her.


    No sooner had we gained the dubious safety of the wet shadow of the building than she pinned me against the wall, pressing me into the brick. “I thought you’d never come out,” Kelu hissed.


    Even poppy-drowned I could be shocked. “What are you doing here?”


    “I need you,” she said, grabbing my wrist and beginning to unbutton the cuff. “And you were on the floor surrounded by people, I couldn’t get in there. I had to get you to come out.”


    “But how... where did you find this dress? And how did you... your face is not a child’s!”


    “I stole the outfit,” she said. “No one locks their windows around here. As for the house-master...” She snorted, shoving my sleeve up past my elbow. “Didn’t I tell you before? People see what they want to see. Proper children never look up at strange men, yes? I kept my head bowed like a modest little girl and asked for you.”


    “Kelu,” I began, but she was sinking her teeth into my arm, grinding me back against the wall in her desperation. My head dropped forward against hers; the trails of blood flying over my skin were the hottest thing in me, the only real part of me, escaping, fleeing, leaving me adrift....


    “GET YOUR HANDS OFF HER!”


    Kelu ripped her teeth from me, taking two shallow channels of flesh with them, and fled deeper into the alley. Her hood fell off, hair gleaming behind her as she fled, white lace, pale tresses. I was left with my back to the wall, staring after her until a hand turned my face forcibly back and I found myself staring into the eyes of a much taller man.


    “Take off your glasses.”


    “P-pardon?” I asked.


    He did it for me then, an intimacy I could barely protest, and handed them to one of the men standing behind him.


    And then he cocked his arm and smashed his fist into my cheek.


    I fell in the mud and skidded and then they were all on me. I didn’t even know why until one of them said something about molesting children.


    Molesting children!


    “Not a child,” I managed then, words slurred.


    “That’s what they all say,” one of the silhouettes said, and gave me a fist in my stomach for my trouble.


    I let them hurt me; I couldn’t stop them. And I was so far into the opium’s embrace that it was a dream, a phantasmagoria of shadowed faces, wrestling body parts, of unexpected agony, of nausea and confusion and the iron tang of blood mixed with mud.


    They came to a halt at last. My glasses were set with incongruous care on my nose. Several of the men were drifting away... I watched them because the movement attracted my wandering eye. It was only when their leader jogged my bruised jaw that I looked up at him and wondered how I had not recognized him before. But then, perhaps he had not been the one who’d taken my glasses off. I had lost the track.


    “Because you were given into my care as a friend of the family by Mister St. Clary,” the head driver said, “I will do you this one favor... even though you are nothing but a drug-addicted, dissolute, baby-raping worm.” He smiled and shoved me back against the ground. “I’ll give you an hour. If I find you anywhere near here after that...”


    I looked up at him. “A joke.”


    “A mercy,” he said. “And I won’t tell you twice.”


    “My things—”


    “I’ll let you keep your life and everything you’ve got on you. Consider it a bargain.”


    I stumbled to my feet and wobbled there. The ground didn’t make sense. I couldn’t find the edges of my body. But somehow, I managed a mocking bow.


    “Don’t push me,” the driver growled.


    I smiled a lopsided smile and limped into the dark after Kelu.
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    I didn’t find them; they found me, collapsed outside town beneath a knot of trees, unable to order my limbs or my thoughts and my bruised body turning a patchwork black as dark as my hair.


    “Master!” Almond exclaimed.


    That abruptly I was exhausted, tired of them, tired of their voices, their angelic smell and warmth, their demands on me. “Just go away.”


    “Don’t tell her that,” Kelu said. “She’ll do it, weeping all the while.”


    “You abandoned me,” I said after a moment’s contemplation.


    “I had to,” she said. “If I’d stayed, we’d both be locked up somewhere, me as a curiosity and you because you know something about it.” Her voice lowered. “I didn’t want this to happen to you.”


    “Don’t lie to me,” I said, not knowing where the words came from. “You hate the elves. You were glad to see me beaten to within a breath of my life.”


    “You’re right,” she said. “But somehow it’s less satisfying when you don’t look like one of them. If you could just thin out and get prettier, then... yes, I would have watched and enjoyed every fist in your face.”


    “Your candor is much appreciated.” I closed my eyes. “And now, you will have to drag me someplace safer, because I’m not sure whether they intend to make good on their implied pursuit.”


    “Are you always this coherent when you look this bad?” Kelu asked.


    “I am when I’m drugged core-to-skin with opium,” I said. “Now help me up.”


    They did so, as best they could; fortunately for them my disease had wasted me. They would have had too difficult a time propping up a healthy man of my size. Together the three of us hobbled deeper into the countryside, where I discovered that the tired gray of a world scrolling past your carriage window is a very different thing when you must trudge through it supported awkwardly by two much shorter creatures. The mud sucks at your boots. Your pants become sodden and clammy and heavy. The colors smear together so that it’s hard to note landmarks; one rain-dulled shrub looks very much like another. And the air stinks of mold.


    “Here, Master,” Almond said, long after I’d given up trying to decide where we were or how far we’d come. “Sit, please.”


    I did not so much sit as fall, and where I fell I remained. This was becoming habitual, my inability to come to a halt with any grace. I thought briefly of hiring a baggage handler to arrange me wherever I happened to stop moving, but that thought lasted about as long as it took for my limbs to hit the unforgiving earth.


    And then the opium deserted me.


    “Master!” Almond cried, but she was very far away, as far away as my own pathetic whimpers. I was alone with the mud and the splintered glass in every joint, the fire in every organ.


    Delicious, one of the demons whispered then. He suffers.


    Another laughed and caressed my cheek. This is the alternative to dying, Prince.


    “I know,” I said, hoarse. “I’ve always known.”


    He doesn’t understand, one of them said, tracing the crease where my thigh met my hip. Should we enlighten him?


    This is the alternative to dying, Red Prince, Blood Prince, the voice near my ear whispered, stroking my face. In my delirium I could not see him. This is immortality. When you should have died, instead you feel pain. This delicious, consuming pain.


    Your body’s rebellion, the one at my hip hissed.


    Against nature, said the third. You are unnatural. And so we are here. Because you brought us here.


    Show him, the one at my face said. Show him what he has allowed into the world. I felt the inexorability of his attention like the approach of the sun, burning, too hot, too close. Show him the feast!


    They dug their teeth and talons into my body and began to tear me limb from limb, and I felt the tissue in my legs and arms rip, unravel, come apart and I screamed, I screamed until my throat bubbled blood and I choked on it—


    “Master, Master, Master, Master!”


    Their touch chased fire up my skin and I jerked away, screaming. But they didn’t let go and as they stroked me the demons fought them for my body: caresses sweet as sunlight and bitter teeth rending my flesh. Their voices competing with the voices of demons. Their fur, plush as velvet, against the scaled and fiery skin.


    And slowly, so slowly I lost sanity and time, they won. They won and I found myself in a trench in the muddy earth, their bodies pressed flush to mine; Kelu at my back, Almond at my chest. Their tiny tongues lapped at the exposed skin above the collar of my blouse, pinprick teeth so near my throat and the nape of my neck.


    Almond was weeping, stroking my chest with her little hand. “Master,” she whispered. “Oh, Master, come back, come home.”


    My first attempt at speech failed; the muscles of my jaw refused to release. My teeth ached from clenching them so hard. I worked my mouth until the muscles loosened and then croaked, “‘m hu... here.”


    “Master!” Almond said, squeezing me and sniffling.


    “Here,” I said again, and alas it was true. This last bout had not killed me; had not killed me and had not set me free from the grinding pain. I’d no doubt sweated the poppy out of my body, and the soothing aura of the genets was only enough to keep me from becoming too crippled to move. “For all what good it does me.”


    “I’m so sorry, Master,” Almond said.


    I smiled without humor. “And you, Kelu? Are you also sorry?”


    A surprising silence then, not the vicious response I’d been expecting. But then I hadn’t expected to find her helping Almond gentle my body either.


    “Maybe the king is dead,” Kelu said at last.


    Almond stiffened. I found it more perplexing than horrifying. “What does that have to do with anything?”


    “The king has the wounds of the world,” Kelu said, her voice reluctant. “I’ve never seen anyone as miserable as you are. Maybe that’s why. The king is dead and now you’re the one who has to carry them.”


    I laughed breathily. My ribs wouldn’t expand for anything greater, though in my heart I was laughing fit to cry. “You believe those old stories.”


    “They’re true,” she said.


    “Even if they were,” I said, “even all the pain I’m in wouldn’t pay for the evils of the world. I’d be dead. There’s not a body that could support that much suffering.”


    “Elves don’t die,” Kelu said with a shrug I could feel against the skin of my shoulders.


    I would have scoffed except... “They live that long, do they?”


    “They don’t die,” she said again. “Unless you chop them into bits and burn the pieces.”


    “I know you hate them,” I said. “But that doesn’t make them into the monsters of your imagination.”


    Almond touched my throat then and whispered, “Master, she is right.”


    Surprised, I rolled my eye down toward her. “You jest.”


    “No,” she said. “The elves do not die. They are truly immortal... if you hurt them, they... knit together again.”


    Unnatural, the demons hissed in my mind. I shuddered. “That can’t be possible.”


    “I had to see it, Master, to believe it,” Almond said, ears drooping. “It’s... hard to imagine otherwise.”


    “So if I am an elf,” I said dryly, “then I should be up and walking after that incident in town.”


    Their silence was suddenly tense. I looked down at Almond. “What?”


    She hunched her shoulders and ducked her head. With one trembling hand, she peeled the lapel of my coat back and with it my torn blouse.


    The first thing my eyes caught was that the interior pocket with its precious drug was soaked, that when Almond shifted it aside the scritch-scratch of broken glass sounded. My poppy gone...


    Then I saw my skin.


    Despite my aching muscles I scraped the rest of my shirt apart, the blood-caked buttons reluctant to release the holes. I stared down at my unblemished skin in utter disbelief.


    “Not possible,” I whispered, touching my ribs. “I felt it. I felt the skin break. I felt the bruises.”


    “It was just like with the true elves,” Kelu said, her voice low against my nape. “Except worse. They hurt too, when their bodies come back together.”


    With all the time humanity spent running from death, I would have thought discovering that I could not be killed (if they were right, my mind whispered, refusing to believe completely) would have filled me with joy. Instead I thought of an eternity of suffering, emotional and physical anguish, of being crippled and unable to escape my body, and I wanted to scream. Wanted to scream—


    —had to—


    —traitor body, cruel and corrupt and never-ending—


    “Master!” Almond cried. Kelu’s hands at my wrists, Almond’s arms around my waist, but they were small, small, and I was terrible in my despair. I cast them away, the stink of blood clogged my nostrils. I had no nails to part my own skin fast enough, but I had the broken shards from the vial.


    “NO!” Almond screamed.


    Kelu groaned but didn’t reach me in time.
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    I woke.


    That was what surprised me most. That I woke. The cold, the wet patter of the rain, those things I expected. But to see again, to feel the drops on my skin, the sodden drape of my coat against my back... no. I’d finally found the strength to kill myself and somehow I found myself awake again, even knowing that I’d done it. I’d felt the glass parting my skin. I’d felt the sick gush of blood, too hot, too vital.


    I’d done it. I had. Hadn’t I?


    There was an arm over my waist and a pressure at my back. When I shifted, a damp nose brushed at my shoulder, hesitant.


    “M-master?”


    I said, “Almond.” Unnecessarily, “I’m alive.”


    She started crying.


    I closed my eyes, suppressing the sigh. Then I forced myself upright and turned to her, gathering her little body into my lap and folding over her, keeping the rain off her. “Where’s Kelu?”


    “She’s h-hunting,” Almond said, sniffling. “We n-needed food....”


    “Sssh,” I said, resting my head on the top of hers, between the wet ears. Of course there was rain. Of course it was cold. “Sssh.”


    “Are we so displeasing?” Almond asked, her voice quavering. “That you would rather die than be served by us?”


    What a question. I sighed and tightened my arms around her. “It has nothing to do with you, Almond. Nothing at all.”


    “Then... what?” she asked. “Please, Master, let us help you!”


    I shook my head and opened my mouth to tell her there was nothing she could do when I saw Kelu’s face. ‘Don’t tell her to leave. She will, weeping all the while.’ I said, “I’m not sure what you can do. Yet. But... you’re warm and something about having you near makes me hurt less. That helps.”


    “Is it enough?” she whispered. She looked up at me then, and it was hard, so hard to meet her eyes. They were so innocent, too innocent to be rimmed with tears. “You... you tried to die, Master. And we have been near you all this time.”


    “I’ve had a hard few weeks,” I murmured, then pinched the bridge of my nose. A hard life to now would probably be closer to the truth. “And I am in a great deal of pain, Almond. Constant pain.”


    “This rain,” she whispered. “It can’t be helping.” She reached for me and tried to fold me into her little arms, as if she could keep my much larger body from exposure. “Let me... let me keep you dry, Master.”


    “It’s a little late for that,” I said. When she began to shake, I touched her chin and lifted her face. “A joke, Almond. A joke.”


    She sniffled, her eyes crimping. “I just want you to be h-h-happy.”


    “I know,” I said and kissed her on her brow, on the furry space between her eyes. “Thank you.”


    As she clung to me I let myself rest against her and thought that they were all I had left, these two creatures. Unfathomably they were devoted to me, after their own fashion. And for all Kelu’s spitfire ferocity and Almond’s quiet grace, neither of them could survive without me, not indefinitely.


    I could fall apart, but if I did they would suffer.


    “Well, this is pretty,” Kelu said, her body a gray silhouette in the rain. “I missed the cuddling.”


    “He’s still here,” Almond said. “Come join me.”


    The taller genet tossed a brace of conies on the ground. “So he can throw me off again? I’d rather not. We don’t heal the way elves do, remember?”


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t in my right mind.”


    “I noticed,” she said. “Though for someone not in his right mind you surely did a good job of laying yourself open.”


    “I lived.”


    “You wouldn’t have if you’d been human.” She dropped to the mud beside her catch and beginning to dig into the meat with her claws. “The wrists and elbows... effective but expected. But the legs, that was creative. Good thing you didn’t get too far with that or there would have been no blood left for me to drink.”


    “I confess I don’t recall.”


    “It was gruesome,” Kelu said, popping a chunk of meat into her mouth and chewing. “There was so much blood everywhere we had to drag you to a new camp. No doubt every predator in the area is sucking on the mud over there.” She cocked a brow at me. “Are you done feeling sorry for yourself?”


    I was past offense. “For now,” I said and grinned without humor. “I don’t suppose there’s any cooking that.”


    She glanced up at the rain-fretted sky and then at me. “Not unless you can conjure us shelter.”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “Can I?”


    “No,” she said. “Or you’d have done it by now.” She offered me a piece of raw flesh. “Dinner?”


    I shook my head. “No, thank you.”


    She shrugged. “Fine. Almond?”


    Almond squeezed me once more and slid out of my lap to join Kelu at the repast, such as it was. I watched them eat; it stripped their civilized facades from them. They only had rending teeth and ate like dogs, heads tilted and eyes half-closed as they shredded the meat. I wondered as I sat there, hugging my knees, why I felt so sane.


    Then I thought to ask, “How long has it been?”


    “Since...?” Kelu asked, licking her nose.


    “Since I collapsed,” I said.


    They looked at one another. “Almost two days, Master,” said Almond.


    “And I spent those two days...”


    “Thrashing,” Kelu said. “Or unconscious.”


    My mind had gone, then. Mercifully. If healing from being beaten had almost destroyed me, then coming back from nearly killing myself...


    If I had been out two days, why wasn’t I hungrier? Thirsty? Achy? Instead I felt... numb.


    “We’re going to have to walk to the port,” I said.


    “Yes,” Kelu said, licking her clawtips. “At least we don’t have to follow your caravan train’s route. They were stopping more places than I would have. If we go straight from here, cross-country, it won’t take us as long.”


    “You must be joking.” I was fine now, but the pain would come back.


    “If we have to drag you, we’ll do it again,” she said. “You won’t be very pretty at the end of it, but we’ll manage.”


    Almond glanced at her, ears akimbo. I shared her misgivings.


    “You sleepy?” Kelu asked.


    I shook my head.


    “Good,” she said. “Because there’s another matter we have to discuss.”


    “What’s that?” I asked.


    She sat across from me, cross-legged, her hands on her knees. The rain had plastered her hair to her shoulders and her fur to her skin, revealing the frailty of her body. They had muscle, the genets, and Kelu more than Almond, but nothing could change the slender bone structure, almost childlike. To have such a delicate body with such an unlikely coating of fur and then such fierce and intelligent eyes... the incongruity of it was arresting. I did not know that I liked these elves, but I felt wonder anew at what they had created.


    “You can’t go on speaking Lit,” she said. “Human languages are the languages of slaves and servants. You need to start learning Angel’s Gift.”


    While languages were not my forte, particularly when compared to the facility of someone like Chester, I did find them fascinating... perhaps unavoidably, with an ambassador for a father. “I suppose that’s a good idea. Being able to speak with my hosts would be useful. I don’t know how much you expect me to learn in the time we have, though.”


    “As much as you possibly can, and then some,” Kelu said. “If you want to survive.”


    I tilted my head. “Hyperbole’s unnecessary, you know. You don’t have to make it sound dire in order to induce me to learn.”


    Kelu flicked her ears back. “You think I’m lying? If you walk off that dock without being able to introduce yourself properly to Lady Amoret, she’ll toss you in the kitchens.”


    “I’d hardly be of any use to her there,” I said, amused. “I can make toast and tea, but there you find the limits of my cooking abilities.”


    “As food,” Kelu said. “Elves feed off of human energy.”


    I wasn’t willing to press her on how much of her descriptions were truth and how much of them shaped by her abuse at the hands of her masters. That they were abusive was all I needed to know. “Very well,” I said. “This Angel’s Gift. You’ll teach me?”


    She nodded. “And Almond. And we’ll start now. And as much as possible, we won’t speak in your language at all.”


    “Let’s start with the word for pain, then,” I said.


    Kelu studied me a moment, her eyes narrowed and thoughtful. Then she smiled grimly, with teeth. “Good choice.”
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    I slept that night between the two of them, wet pelts, wet clothes, the rain dripping on us. My dreams were a confusion of clamminess, velvet, teeth, and aches, and I woke so stiff I couldn’t move, not even to nudge the genets aside so I could attempt to rise. I struggled, but my clothing felt leaden, like weights I didn’t have the strength to lift. I could barely breathe past the layers on my chest.


    As I lay there with my panic, trying to slow my breathing, I became aware of a... feeling. I mistook it for hunger, until I realized I was not hungry. Then thirst, but the thought of drinking did not assuage it. My body whined, the very flesh beneath my skin seeming to yearn outward for something just beyond reach. I wanted to writhe in my own skin, wanted to fight the joint pain and the nausea and the exhaustion to try to slither out of myself.


    Beside me, Almond yawned, little pink tongue curling between her petite fangs. She licked my shoulder and murmured in the elven tongue, “Good morning, Master.” And then, switching to Lit, “...are you well?”


    “I need to get up,” I said. “Help me up.”


    Startled, she rose and gripped my arm. I leaned on her and staggered to my feet. It didn’t help me feel better, so I paced. Every step sent a scream through my body. I ignored it. There were things worse than pain, and this qualified. This restlessness. This sense that I was missing something.


    Almond watched me, hugging her arms and ears flagging. The sullen sky lit her poorly, made the gold dapples on her body seem dingy, like a used-up rag. It was an improvement on the rain, but only barely.


    “Are you hungry?” she tried, hesitant.


    Was I? “No,” I said. “Yes.” I clenched my teeth. “Nauseated.”


    “It’s good to see you on your feet,” she said. “Are you sure you feel well?”


    “No,” I said. I sighed. “I feel wrong.”


    A sleepy Kelu opened her eye and brushed the hair from her face. To Almond, she said, “We have to get him to the port.”


    Almond nodded. “Can you walk, Master?”


    “What does it look like I’m doing?” I asked testily.


    “That way, then,” Kelu said, pointing. “We’ll catch up.”


    I thinned my eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”


    Kelu shrugged and stretched, clambered to her feet. “You won’t like it.”


    “I’m shocked,” I said. “Tell me anyway.”


    Kelu looked at Almond, then back at me and said, “You need the opium.”


    “Excuse me?” I said.


    She began walking, Almond scampering in her wake. “You’ve been overdoing it,” she said. “And now you need it.”


    “A few days doesn’t make you a drug addict!” I exclaimed, limping after them.


    “Not all drugs, no,” Kelu said. “And not all people. But you weren’t taking a small amount of something very strong. You stank of it, and there was so much in your blood you put me at risk.”


    I gaped at her back, at the mud-draggled tail. “That’s not possible.”


    “We should be able to find you some in the city,” Kelu said. “The shipmaster’s good with that, he can ask around. He might have some laudanum, even. That will keep you until we find something stronger.”


    Almond dropped back to take my arm. I didn’t even notice leaning on her as I stumbled after Kelu. “You can’t be talking about feeding this,” I said. “If it’s even true that I’ve developed a... a dependency.”


    “There’s no ‘if’,” Kelu said, her bare feet squelching on the muddy ground. “Drugs are a habit in the Archipelago. We’ve both seen people go through this cycle.”


    I looked down at Almond, wide-eyed, but the smaller genet refused to meet my gaze.


    “This must be a joke,” I muttered.


    Almond patted my arm. “You did it for understandable reasons, Master,” she said. “You are in terrible pain. That is better than for entertainment.”


    “What does it matter?” I said. “Ennui or necessity, it means I’m weak.”


    “The word for weak is luushl,” Kelu said.


    “This is not the time for a language lesson!”


    “It’s a long walk,” Kelu said. “And I’m not going to talk to you unless you talk in the Angel’s Gift.”


    “You didn’t give me that much vocabulary or grammar!” I exclaimed.


    “Make do,” Kelu said.


    Frustrated, I used the one word I knew and tangled it in Lit. “/Why/ is it called Angel’s Gift?”


    She repeated the sentence for me. I managed to parrot it back to her satisfaction. She nodded and said, “Because they say that an angel taught the elves to speak it. They say it’s the language of heaven.”


    “But—”


    “Speak in the Gift,” she said.


    “You aren’t!”


    “Teacher’s privilege,” she said.


    “/There is.../” I trailed off, struggling with my extremely limited vocabulary. “/The elves.../ believe in heaven?”


    “Of course,” Almond said, serene. “Where else do angels come from?”


    “Angels,” I said.


    “If there are demons,” Almond said, “there have to be angels.”


    “And there are demons,” I said, bemused.


    “The words for all these concepts,” Kelu said, “listen closely. I’m not going to tell you twice.”


    Dutifully I repeated them for her. “/There are/ human stories of /angels and demons/,” I said. “I didn’t think there were /elven/ ones.”


    “Your accent is atrocious,” Kelu said, and translated what I’d said for me.


    “/Angels,/” I said. “/Why angels?/”


    “What do you mean, why?” Kelu asked.


    There would be no putting this concept through my limited set of words in their language. “No culture develops a set of supernatural creatures without a reason. They exist to explain something, to serve as a metaphor, to give rise to ritual and tradition. Why do the elves have angels?”


    “Because they’re real,” Almond said.


    I laughed.


    But neither of them laughed with me. Almond’s head drooped and she trudged alongside me without speaking; even Kelu fell silent. I looked from the crown of Almond’s head to the back of Kelu’s and said, “Surely you can’t tell me they exist. Have you seen an angel? A demon?”


    “At least you’re as arrogant as an elf,” Kelu said. “It’s a pity you’re arrogant about the wrong things.”


    “But myths—”


    “They’re not myths,” Almond said. “They’re real. Just like we’re real, and elves are real and humans and dragons and sea-snakes.”


    “Stories,” I began, and Kelu corrected me. I plunged on. “/Stories./ I accept /elves,/ but /angels/?”


    “They exist,” Kelu said.


    “But why?” I asked.


    “Because demons do,” Almond murmured.


    “Enough,” Kelu said. “He doesn’t understand. We’ll just go back to the language lesson.”


    I began to protest, then shrugged. They wouldn’t admit to having never seen an angel or a demon, but badgering them about it seemed cruel. Humanity had its own beliefs, of course, but we were moving away from the superstitions of the Church; even among my friends only Ivy and Chester believed.


    No, all cultures have myths for a reason, and the elves were apparently no exception. I found it charming that they believed that angels had given them their language, but not altogether surprised. It had the hallmarks of their particular arrogance.


    Still, I wondered... if the elves truly couldn’t die, as the genets purported, then what did the elves need with a heaven?
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    The language lesson continued unabated as we stumbled northward across the ragged terrain, beneath the cloud-choked sky. The restlessness propelled me onward despite the pain, and Kelu’s spite and rebukes were so infuriating that I continued on well past my normal endurance.


    But in the end I fell, as I knew I must, as they surely knew I must. I put my foot down and my knee didn’t hold and I lurched, and failed the recovery. The moment my shoulder smacked against the earth I knew I would not rise again. Stars swallowed my vision and I scrabbled for Almond’s hands.


    “Help,” I whispered, beyond pride.


    “We’re here, Master,” she murmured, and it was the last I heard.


    I drowned in my delirium, consumed by the fire-edged glass. If it could bend or flex, it hurt. It hurt past enduring. Even crying burned until the rims of my eyes grew swollen.


    “... there, now, up with you, fellow—”


    Something at my lips, cool and bitter.


    “—all the way, there you are—”


    I drank and drank, and the drinking calmed me... so that later, much later, when I found myself slung over a man’s brawny shoulder I felt far less alarm than was perhaps wonted. I formed the question but it must not have come out properly.


    “What’s that, then?”


    “‘o are... you?”


    The man laughed. “Just go back to sleep, little scholar, there’s a good man.”


    He seemed sensible. I collapsed back into black unconsciousness.


    The second time I woke I thought I was still asleep from the darkness I perceived... but no, there was a plum purple gradient in the west upon which the stars rode like distant shards of crystal. Evening, then. Closer to nightfall. It was the rise and fall of those stars that alerted me first that I was still on this patient man’s shoulder.


    “God and saints,” I said. “How can you possibly still be carrying me?”


    “Oh ho, the sleeper has a tongue,” the man said with a laugh as Almond scampered forward to clutch my dangling hand.


    “Master!”


    “Truly,” I said, embarrassed, “you don’t have to carry me any further.”


    “I am begging to differ,” the man said companionably. “I can feel the slackness in your limbs. Your mind woke before the rest of you, but the laudanum’s gripped you right fierce. You just rest you gentle here while me and mine get you back to the ship.”


    “There’s more of you?”


    A man laughed behind me. “You didn’t think the first mate’d be carrying you all by himself all that way, did you? Even wasted as you are, you’re a bit of an awkward bundle there, scholar.”


    I couldn’t twist to look behind me, not slung over the first mate’s shoulder like a sack of fruit. “Kelu...?”


    “Here,” the genet said from the other side of the man.


    “When you collapsed, she went to get help,” Almond said. “She can travel faster than you can, Master.”


    “Anyone can travel faster than he can,” Kelu said, voice acerbic. I couldn’t see her in the dark but I could imagine her expression.


    “Don’t embarrass the lad,” the first mate said, his voice rumbling beneath my stomach. “He’s done sick.”


    I cleared my throat. “Ah... thank you, by the by.”


    “It’s no trouble,” the man said. “We’re paid well to run these charters to the islands, and there’s a bonus in it if we bring back the lady’s long lost prince. You don’t look much like a prince to me, but the little fluff says you’re it, and their noses don’t lie.”


    “I see,” I said. “How far are we, do you suppose?”


    “Oh, a day or so,” the first mate said. “Thought about renting some horses, but never been aught good with the beasts. Glad you’re such a feather of a thing, scholar, else I’d be dragging you instead of carrying.”


    “I’m glad too,” I said fervently.


    He laughed. Behind him his other man said, “Well, he talks like an elf.”


    “Naw,” the first mate said. “He talks like an educated human. Fancy university, I’m betting. Yes?”


    “Ah... yes,” I said, startled.


    “If he’d been a real elf, he’d be speaking that poet garble of theirs,” the first mate continued. “And he’d be a sight more imperious than he’s been.” He grinned and hefted me more comfortably onto his shoulder. “What about it, scholar? Always this humble?”


    “I hardly think of myself as humble.”


    “You hardly think of yourself at all, y’mean,” the first mate said, laughing. “Ah, that’s not a good thing, not at all, not if you’re going to survive the elfs. They’ll grind you up and have you for supper if you act meek.”


    “I’m not meek,” I said. “I’m just in pain. Pain teaches you to be quiet.”


    “Suppose it does at that.”


    Behind me the second man said, “Hey, Almond, this really your prince or is this some lamb you’re bringing west for sacrifice?”


    “He’s the one,” Almond said.


    “He could use some roughening,” the second man said, and I stiffened.


    The first mate patted my side. “There now. We’re not that kind. Besides, the elfs will want you in one piece, eh? And one color.”


    “Bet he’s never skipped a meal in his life,” the second man muttered.


    “Shut up, Cab,” the first mate said, his voice suddenly quelling. To me, “You just relax, scholar. We’ll be stopping for the night in an hour or so.”


    “I... “ I trailed off. Then I simply said, “Thank you.”


    “Not a word.”


    I shrugged and let him walk. At our side, Almond kept my hand and trotted, silent and determined.
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    We did stop for the night, and Kelu’s helpmeet offered jerky and water. The latter I drank as if desert-born... the former I attempted, but my jaws simply refused the abuse. I waited until the others had fallen asleep and then struggled with it in as much dignity and silence as possible, abetted by the dark.


    “Wet it and work it with your hands before you chew it,” the first mate said, quiet.


    I glanced at him.


    “It’s tough old stuff,” he said with a grin I could hear in the dark. “You learn how to get by or you don’t eat.”


    I followed his suggestion in silence until the meat began to fray, then popped a twist of it in my mouth and sucked. The salt bit my tongue like sparks on skin. After I managed a swallow, I said, “Thank you.”


    “Just doing the job I was hired for.”


    I narrowed my eyes, trying to make out his face. “You know what I mean.”


    “Well, maybe I do.”


    I chewed my way through half my dinner before I found the courage to ask. “What gave me away?”


    There was a shrug in his voice. “Men who don’t eat waste away in a certain way. Addicts a different way. You’re wasted like a sick man. Swollen joints. Stiff.”


    Something I could do nothing to disguise without swathes of clothes. I sighed.


    “Nothing to be ashamed of, scholar. But take your dose, eh?”


    “I’d rather not,” I said, and almost meant it.


    “The good fluffies will bite me if you don’t.”


    I snorted... but when the man passed me a leather jack I drank the bitterness of it to the dregs and passed it back, lips curled back from my teeth. “You’ve met the elves?”


    “Aye that,” he said. “One of the few on board who have. Interesting lot.”


    “Are they what Almond says they are?” I asked. “Or what Kelu says?”


    The man chuffed a laugh. “And what do they say? They’re angels and demons?”


    Strange words to have chosen. I said, “Something like that.”


    “All I know is that they’re rich and they pay even though it’s more than obvious they think we’re the lowest dirt beneath their feet.”


    “What a recommendation,” I said dryly.


    “I’ll just hope they believe you’re this prince of theirs,” he said. “If you’re not, you come back to the ship and we’ll get you home.”


    “I would have liked to stay and study their language and culture,” I said, “since I suspect Almond’s belief in me is... fanciful.”


    “You won’t be studying any culture or language, scholar,” the first mate said, shaking his head. “You know what’s safe, do your business and go home. The Archipelago’s no place for normal folks. Everyone there is insane.”


    “That’s a little strong, don’t you think?” I asked, fighting the haze of the drug as it encroached.


    “You’ll find out when you get there.”


    “You know more than you’re telling,” I said, thinking it the height of insight in my drug-softened state.


    He laughed. “Not so. But I may suspect more than I’m willing to gossip.”


    “And you’ll tell me on the trip to the islands,” I said. “Won’t you? I’d hate to be unprepared.”


    “I’ll do my best to help you,” he said, and even through the poppy fog I could hear the sudden gravity in the words. “Now you’ll help me best by sleeping, eh? Maybe I won’t have to carry you as far tomorrow, then.”


    “Right,” I said, finding that I’d become prone without remembering how I’d gotten there. “Do you believe in Heaven, sir?”


    “Why?” the first mate asked, laughing. “You planning to make a trip there too?”


    I struggled for an answer, but no answer seemed as important as sleeping... so, I slept.
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    The following morning the mate and his man and the two genets shepherded me across the plains, taking turns propping me up or carrying me. I am ashamed of how much they had to drug me to make movement possible; even leaning on the genets and soaking in their delicious warmth didn’t offset the deleterious effects of the wet, clammy air, the days without proper sleep or food. Through the laudanum haze I could sense the angry reluctance of my limbs, the kind that warned that pushing too much further would result in permanent damage. I would have been afraid had it been possible.


    We never regained the road, so my first view of Far Horizon came unexpectedly as we crested a particularly muddy hill. Supported between the first mate and Almond, I stared at the town through the mist on my glasses, at an impression of industry and vibrancy, of brown brick and wood-smoke and carriages and motion.


    And yet... and yet... for all the bustle and distraction of the town, my eyes rose past it to fix on the ocean. And there they remained.


    “Ahhhh,” the first mate said with a laugh. “You feel it.”


    “The elves feel it too,” his man said behind him.


    “Well, he’s either one of theirs or one of ours,” the first mate said. “And he looks like one of ours, so that’s what I’ll bank on. Come on, then, scholar. Let’s introduce you to the sea.”


    “The sea,” Kelu added, “is nashfe.”


    “Nashfe,” I murmured, and thought of coming home.


    “This way,” the first mate said, and we set off across the field. For once I stumbled not because of my body-weakness, but because my eyes refused to stay on the uneven ground we crossed. They kept rising, as if buoyed, to the horizon and the gray water there, the endless sky with its complex palette of clouds. I had never felt the size of the sky until that moment, when it dwarfed the human settlement perched on the edge of the sea with the variety, the height and the depth of its clouds, filling it like a bottomless glass.


    But then a building blocked my view and I found my boots clicking on cobblestones, and we were walking along the edge of the shore where Far Horizon’s poorest fishers hove to their rude docks, barely planks nailed to a single post.


    “Stinks,” Kelu said, wrinkling her nose.


    “You always say that, furry,” the mate’s companion said with a guffaw.


    “It’s always true.”


    I looked down at the genets and found them with nearly identical expressions of revulsion. The smell on the wind was pungent, yes, but... fascinating. Complex. Thick with rot and life, but wiped clean by the breeze’s briny sting, so damp it left my hair wet enough to cling to my jaw and throat.


    “Good, eh?” the first mate said, laughing.


    “Yes,” I said, as if punched. The word just spilled out. “Unbelievable.”


    “He’ll get sea-sick, watch,” the second man said.


    “I’ll wager on that.”


    “Bottle of rum?”


    “Cask of it.”


    I listened but without urgency. All my attention was on the air, the cool wetness of it. Soft like a blanket. Restless like hunger. Playful: one moment brushing my hair from my face, the next catching it in my mouth and nostrils. Like the scent it had so much character I hardly knew what to think of it. I had taken the air in Evertrue for granted, but it had allowed me that by being bland and self-effacing. There was nothing demure about the air off the ocean.


    The uneven cobbles became even ones, and then a raised wooden boardwalk, and soon our footfalls made hollow thumps as we walked past piers of increasing size and complexity, mooring vessels that could be called ships. They too fascinated me, with their purposeful lines and lacework rigging. The largest ones stole my breath entirely. Who had designed such amazingly complex things? How had they been built? They bobbed on the waves like the lightest of toys but they creaked and groaned with terrifying solidity. They had mass and weight and presence. They belonged to an entirely different world than the one I knew, and every line that defined them hinted at needs and laws I knew nothing about.


    “Here we are, scholar,” the first mate said, and I looked up and out and felt my heart flutter.


    “Beautiful,” I said.


    “Eh, well, maybe he’s not all bad,” the second man said. They both laughed, these lined and weathered keepers-of-secrets, and I envied them.


    It seemed incredible to me that such a vast vessel could float. As we drew closer it rose higher and higher over my head until it became as tall as a building with multiple stories studded with thick glass windows and the more ominous shadows of cannon ports. I stared up until the back of my neck ached and my eyes watered and realized only then that they had allowed me to stand there and gawk until I had had my fill.


    “The company’s smallest galleon,” the first mate said, “but God will forgive me for believing she’s the best. That’s the Steadfast Dreamer.”


    “Of course,” I said, because what else could she be called but something high-minded and fair?


    “We’ll be leaving soon?” Kelu asked.


    “Now that we’ve got your man, yes,” the first mate said. “We’re already done re-supplying and taking on cargo for the rest of the run. Just need to get you folk settled and we’ll cast off.”


    “Good,” Kelu said. “I don’t want to keep her waiting.”


    “Aye no, that we don’t,” the first mate said. “Go on up, then. I’ll take care of the rest.”


    I looked uncertainly at the plank.


    “Don’t worry,” Almond said. “I’ll hold your hand.”


    I didn’t have the heart to tell her that if I tripped, she would hardly be enough to keep me from falling into the water. But truth be told, I was far more interested in reaching the top than in worrying that I wouldn’t. More than anything I wanted to stand on the deck of the Steadfast Dreamer. I did not for a moment believe that I was the heir to some estate in a foreign land, nor its long-lost prince or even that I was some other race entirely... but that this trip had ruined me forever for Evertrue I believed with all my heart. The idea of living so far inland, so far from the water, was heart-breaking. How devastating to be torn between family, friends and love... and the sea. I started up the plank, Almond’s hand in mine, and thought only of my longing to leave the coast behind.


    And of course, I stumbled, tripped, and fell.


    The sea was cold and complicated with currents, and my body refused to fight it. I floated on my back, stunned by how hard I’d struck the surface, and stared up in shock at Almond’s worried face. That I could still see it clearly was a relief; my glasses had stayed with me. I didn’t want to imagine them consigned to the floor of the harbor.


    “Taking it like a man,” observed the man who’d accompanied us. Then he waved down a few sailors to help me back on board. My arrival onto the ship’s deck was unceremonious, uncomfortable, and embarrassing; worse, when I could focus it was on the sight of the squared-off points of two scuffed boots. I looked up and found myself at the feet of what could only be the ship’s captain.


    “So the sea had a taste of you,” he said.


    “And spit me back out again,” I said with a tired grin. “Is she always so fickle?”


    “Like the girl you desperately want and can’t have,” the man said and offered me a hand up. “I’m Captain Gant of Merit.”


    “Morgan Locke of Evertrue,” I said, taking it. For once it didn’t matter how much I hurt, or that I was soggy and exhausted. I was on a ship.


    “You’re the one we’re taking to the eastern trade,” the captain said. “You don’t look as I was expecting.”


    “I imagine not,” I said.


    He studied me, then nodded. “Join me for a drink, eh?”


    “Happy to.”


    “Come along, fluff,” he added to Almond.


    We followed him to a cozy cabin with distracting nautical maps for wall hangings. I stared at them while the captain poured two glasses at his sideboard and did not turn until I heard his footsteps behind me. The liquor was whisky, and smelled pungently of smoke and cedar.


    “Most of the crew don’t know that we trade with elves, save the scant handful I need to help me in their business offices,” the captain said without preamble. “I’d appreciate you not spreading that.”


    Taken aback, I said, “Of course.”


    “Sit,” he said, pointing at one of the chairs before his desk. I did as he bade; Almond kneeled at my feet, something that would have disquieted me had I not been so intrigued by Gant.


    “We’ll do as we always do for them,” he continued. “Drop you off at the easternmost island of their archipelago where they keep their outland-facing port, town by the name of Mene. You won’t be seeing any elves there either, only servants. What few elves live there don’t leave their houses of commerce. They are not so much secretive as that they can’t be troubled to meet with us directly, us being humans and not much better than cattle to them.”


    “How have you explained them?” I asked, nodding at Almond.


    He shrugged. “Exotics. There are enough things walking this earth to make a man accept a great deal... and a sailor anything. We see a lot, skirting the fringes of the world.”


    “I imagine,” I said, envious. I sipped the whisky, wondering only after it had singed my throat if combining it with my poppy habit was a good idea.


    “So then,” Gant said. “Maybe you can explain why the fluffs went looking for an elf and brought back you.”


    “I wish I could,” I said. “But they seem convinced that I am what they seek.”


    “And you believe them.”


    I looked at him. “Why do I have the feeling you are about to suggest I do otherwise?”


    “Because safety is important,” Gant said. He looked at Almond. “Have you given him a blood-flag name?”


    Almond said, “Sir, he is a blood-flag. He is the brother of the king.”


    “He looks human,” Gant said.


    “He isn’t,” she replied, serene. Somehow she could make her contradictions sound like obedience, as if she was not correcting her betters, only stating facts so transcendently true that they were beyond anyone’s refutation.


    “What’s a blood-flag?” I asked.


    “The elves,” Gant said. “They have things like families, like noble houses. They call them blood-flags. All the important elves are a blood-flag and all the lessers owe affiliation to one... or had better, if they want to thrive. Everything an important elf owns is assigned to that flag. I am technically an asset of the blood-flag Sadar, because my ship and I and our missions are protected by the master of that blood-flag, what you might call the patriarch of it, Kemses e Sadar. He’s one of the wealthiest of elves: he has an entire city of his own, the port of Erevar on their mainland. If the fluffs want you to be safe, they’d give you a blood-flag name to claim as protection... so that the first elf that sees you wandering without one of them won’t steal you for his kennels.”


    Aghast, I said, “They really would just take me away?”


    He shrugged. “You’re human, Master Locke. You have no status in their society.” He looked at Almond. “If you want to convey him safely to whomever wanted him, you’ll give him a name.”


    Her ears flattened. “He is his own, sir. But even if he were to take such a name for protection, there is no one to write out the name and brand him.”


    “Brand me!” I exclaimed, horrified.


    “Eh,” Gant said. “I suppose we could paint it on.”


    She considered. “If we must.”


    “I think it necessary.”


    “Brand me?” I interrupted. “Do you mean to say that the elves mark their property like...” I trailed to a halt, remembering his original words.


    “Like cattle,” Gant finished. “Didn’t I say?”


    “Do you have one of these?” I asked.


    He lifted his arm, unlaced his cuff and pulled it down. His wrist had been tattooed with an encircling band of round glyphs like the ones on my pendant.


    “You let them do that to you?” I asked, incredulous.


    “Small price to pay to keep their wars from spilling onto my ship and crew,” he said. “A little time, a little ink, and I can do business in one of the most lucrative and secretive ports on the sea under the protection of a powerful elf. It was a good trade.”


    I looked down at Almond. “And who will protect me?”


    “As I said to Captain Gant,” Almond said, “you are your own blood-flag, Master.”


    “And if no one believes me, as I am currently masquerading as human?” I said dryly.


    She licked her nose, ears drooping. “Then you will have to go under Lady Amoret’s name.”


    “Fine,” I said. “As long as I have a name to give.”


    “Write it on your wrist before you disembark,” Gant said. “Just to be safe.”


    I glanced at Almond, who pointed at the tag hanging from her collar. “This is her mark.”


    “All right,” I said. I found I had finished the whisky without realizing I’d been drinking and set the glass aside.


    “You’ll have a cabin to yourself and the fluffs,” he said. “You’re our only paying passenger this round out. Your luggage will be put there.”


    “Ah, yes,” I said. “Would that I had luggage to put there.”


    He glanced at Almond, who said, “We ran into grave misfortune on our journey, sir. Not only did we lose the master’s trunk, but his medicine as well.”


    “Medicine,” he said, looking at me now.


    “Kelu has arranged for the purchase of more,” Almond said. “You will be repaid by the Lady on arrival.”


    “I trust so,” Gant said. “As medicine is not cheap.” He stood and offered his hand. “Welcome aboard, then, Master Locke.”


    “Thank you, Captain,” I said. And then because I could not resist, “I have never been aboard a ship before... and to be on such a beautiful one... I am looking forward to the trip.”


    He smiled, and perhaps there was approval there; hard to tell on such a face. I could tell he was accustomed to keeping his own counsel.


    We found ourselves outside the cabin on the deck, and there I drew in a long draught of the heavy, salt-brightened air. I couldn’t help a grin. “Ah, Almond. So invigorating!”


    She beamed at me. I ruffled her hair and together we went to investigate the room we’d been assigned.
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    Thus began the most pleasant month in my recent memory; in perhaps my entire memory, for I was hard-pressed to recall any finer. What nausea afflicted me was only my habitual illness, not any sea-inspired ailment, and so daily I walked the length of the ship, staring at the waters, at the sky, at the horizon where they met in endless variations. The weather grew softer and warmer the longer we were at sea, and between that, the genets, and the laudanum I found relief from some of the worst of my pains. At times I would sit in quiet contemplation of the waves, entranced by the patterns formed by current, scent and sound... and when the hypersensitivity rose and succeeded in piercing the poppy fog, I wept silent tears for the beauty of the sea.


    My language lessons continued unabated in our chambers with the genets; in addition, I discovered the captain had a broad mastery of Angel’s Gift and begged his aid, finding in him a delightful depth and complexity of vocabulary. Over our dinners in his cabin I began to understand and marvel at the subtlety of the tongue, and what strange things it chose to differentiate: for instance, the elves had not one single word for light, but multiples, the light of the sun, of the stars, of the moon... light cast by a torch, light changed by the seasons, light caused by reflection, even light that came from within.


    “Such a fascination with it,” I mentioned to Gant, who said only, “Yes,” and commented on the matter no more.


    Outside these private sessions I found that many of the sailors spoke the elven tongue with varying levels of fluency, a fact that surprised me until the captain shrugged and said it was the only language spoken at the eastern port; to them it was just another foreign tongue. When conversation proved inadequate to the subtleties Kelu wanted me to learn, I resorted to translating some of the folk and historical tales I’d been studying at Leigh and these stories brought me audiences. I became the Steadfast Dreamer’s folklorist, the cripple who loved the sea, and they made allowances for me I never noticed or understood until much, much later.


    Of all the stories in my arsenal, the most requested were those of the Red Prince and the King. My repertoire of elven words did not suffice to explain the ancient roots of these characters and how they’d been twisted to suit the recent war for independence, but I did my small best. My scholarly interpretations of the connection between these ancient tales and recent history proved of far less interest to my listeners anyway. They wanted the gore, the epic battles, and the perverse subtexts of the originals.


    “Was the Red Prince the King’s son? Or a stranger?” Kelu finally asked, exasperated.


    “Or his brother?” one of the sailors said, picking his teeth. “I heard brother.”


    “Cousins,” someone else said. “Them’s cousins.”


    “No one knows,” I said.


    “That’s an important detail to leave out,” Kelu said.


    “It wasn’t left out,” I said, laughing. I could laugh—the sea made everything better, made it bearable. “It changed. In the beginning they weren’t even related. They were from different families. Then as the stories were retold, people changed them to suit their tastes.”


    “But which is the truth?” Kelu asked, tail bristling.


    “I don’t know,” I said. “There might not have even been a Red Prince and his King.”


    “Aw, no,” said my third listener. “There’s a Red Prince and King, sure as storms.”


    “How do you know?” Kelu asked him.


    “Because there had to be,” he said.


    I grinned and pushed my spectacles up my nose. When Kelu looked at me, ears flattened against her hair, I said, “Stories have to be told.”


    “So the Red Prince is bad—” Almond said.


    “Sometimes,” I interrupted.


    “And his King is good?”


    “Sometimes,” I said.


    “Well,” Almond asked, “which story do you prefer, Master?”


    What an impossible question. I loved the Red Prince and King stories in all their permutations... I had to, for I’d studied them at length. And their most recent incarnations as masks for the evil of the monarchists... well, I’d been weaned on those versions, and it was hard to escape their power.


    Then I remembered one scrap of a tale that I’d seen written only once, in the margin of a manuscript so old I’d had to turn it with metal tongs to keep the oils on my fingers from destroying it.


    “Hist,” I said, grinning. “I’ll tell you a secret story about the Red Prince and his King.”


    I swore they leaned toward me as if I had something delicate to divulge. And perhaps I did. “Once in time,” I began as tradition dictated, “there was a bleak glade, a bare copse of a place lit only by wan moonlight, seared by war and harrowed into silence by the guardianship of wights and crueler things. The shadows there were so dark and wet they clung to anyone traveling through them. It was a place of sorrow and peril. And it was there that the King found the Red Prince in a moment of repose.


    “The King lifted his gory sword, but found himself too exhausted to swing it. So instead he bit the earth with its tip and leaned on its hilt and gazed upon the face of his foe.


    “As if sensing his regard, the Red Prince woke. He did not reach for his weapon. He did not rise. He met the eyes of the King and said nothing, nothing at all.


    “At last, the bloodied King knelt beside the Prince and asked, ‘Will you not cease to prosecute your war against me?’“


    I paused, gathering in the eyes of my enrapt listeners. I lowered my voice and said, “And the Prince said, ‘I will not.’ And then... he wept.”


    I leaned back.


    “Then what happened?” one of the sailors asked.


    “The words ended there,” I said.


    “Ah, that’s a short tale,” the second said.


    “He cried?” Kelu said. “What good is that?”


    I laughed. “All right, all right. More stories about the violence.”


    That won me cheers and I went back to it. I gathered a few more sailors, lost a few, and eventually the dark came and I was left to recoup my strength and listen to the waves slap the hull. Almond remained at my side, head leaning against my thigh. I found myself idly stroking the edge of one of her ears. She was so easy to caress; I thought I should be appalled, but she seemed to enjoy it. Surely it did her no harm... and the softness of her fur soothed me.


    “Why that story, Master?” she asked.


    Even hours later, I knew what she meant. “Because it was the only time I’d ever seen that there was some... hint... that both the Red Prince and the King knew they were characters in a story they were not writing. That they were there to be used for some purpose they could not understand, and it grieved them. That... if they could only win free of the constraints of fate, they would have chosen otherwise.”


    She nodded beneath my hand. And offered shyly, “I was not surprised at your choice, Master.”


    I smiled down at her. “Why is that?”


    “Because,” she said, “you are so gentle at heart. And of all the stories full of violence, you chose the one of peace.”


    My fingers faltered. “How predictable of me.”


    “You do not think it a virtue, to love peace?” she asked me.


    “Sometimes war is needed,” I said, thinking of the Revolution... wondering if I would have been brave enough to take part in it, if I had been alive then and healthy enough to lift a sword or man a cannon.


    “Where we are from,” she said, her voice sad, “there is nothing but war.”


    “War between people who cannot die must be terrible,” I said.


    “You will see soon enough.” She sighed. “I do not think our masters would see the beauty of your story.”


    It was the closest I’d ever heard from her to an indictment of the elves. I was so shocked I stopped petting her.


    “Was that the end?” Almond asked, looking up at me.


    Perhaps it was that state of shock that brought the words from me, the ones I’d been hiding, keeping for myself. “No. There was a drawing beneath it. Of the Red Prince and the King in one another’s arms, kissing.”


    She nodded. “Love drives away demons,” she said only, and put her cheek back against my thigh.


    Startled, I returned to stroking her hair. “Is that it?” I asked. “You accept that so easily?”


    “Love?” she said. “What is there to deny, Master? Love is always good.”


    It was hard to argue such a platitude, even with practicalities. Two men loving the same woman usually ended in disaster, after all, and that was only the first of the many ways that love could destroy. “It’s not a story of the Red Prince and his Queen,” I said.


    “Does that matter?” she asked.


    “Ah...” I trailed off. “Almond. It is... perverse, what they were doing in that drawing.”


    She glanced up at me. “Were they doing it wrong?”


    That startled a laugh from my mouth. “By nature, well, yes, yes indeed.”


    Almond squinted. “This is a human habit, Master?”


    “A human habit for men to love women, and women to love men?” I asked, bemused. “I took that to be a natural habit. A man does not get heirs on another man.”


    “Among the elves,” Almond said, “children are so rarely gotten at all that no one cares who lies with whom. The few women who can conceive are cherished and have great status and influence.”


    I said, “How... few... is ‘few’?”


    Almond considered, leaning against me. “I have only known one, the Lady Amoret.”


    “One... woman?” I asked, stunned. “Only one who could bear children?”


    “There have been others,” Almond said. “Not many. Ten? Eleven? They are very famous.”


    “But... but why?” I asked, horrified. “How can a race maintain itself without children—ah. They don’t die. I forget.” For a moment I could grasp it, the utter strangeness of these people, and it cut like broken glass. Wars without death. Lying with one another without children. To be barren, but never to die. I felt it like thirst, a lack of... of variation. Of newness. The same people persisting forever. Complete stasis. “My God.”


    And then: “My God. I might be one of them.”


    “You are the prince,” Almond said, slipping her arms around my knee and cuddling against my leg. “You are not just one of them, Master. You are one of the greatest among them.”


    “I don’t want to li—” I stopped. Could I honestly say that I didn’t want to live forever? But the thought was exhausting merely to contemplate. I had no desire to die, but what would I do with eternity? “My God,” I said at last, drifting to a halt, all my thoughts in disarray.


    “I wonder if they will tell stories about you as the Red Prince?” Almond asked, tracing my knee cap.


    I stared down at her, my horror complete.
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    On the morning of the sixth week, Gant stood with me at the prow and nodded toward the horizon. By now the lilt of the elven tongue was familiar; I understood far more than I could easily speak thanks to the captain’s lessons, but weeks spent with no other language had increased my comfort with both listening and speaking. “There’s your stop, Locke.”


    I squinted past the sea spray on my glasses, saw only a smudge of gray and brown against steel blue and storm-dense sky. A warm, wet wind stroked the hair from my face. “The furthest island?”


    “Of the Archipelago, yes,” Gant said. “The natives call their kingdom Serala, and the mainland Aravalís. That rock in specific is Dolí.”


    I gripped the rail with fingers that remembered their aches. So many uncertainties. Out of courtesy I would have to meet with Kelu and Almond’s mistress, let her see that I was not what she sought. And then...? How would I find someone to help me? If even I could be helped? I was not only edging toward being completely disabled; unless I missed my guess, I was also a poppy addict. I had to find a way out of this spiral before it sucked me into the dark. I had to believe that I could return to Evertrue, to the university, to my classes, my family, my friends... Ivy. Even the thought of the sea could not repel me from my need to see them again as a man free of illness. I had to believe in a cure. Surely if I was healthy, I would have no more problems.


    “How long?” I asked.


    “Tomorrow morning you’ll be on the dock,” Gant said. “Go get your fluffs to paint on your blood-flag mark. It’ll need to set.”


    “Right.”


    So that evening by the yellow light of a lamp I sat on my narrow bunk across from Kelu, my wrist palm-up on her knee. Almond kneeled beside us, chin lifted and chest out-thrust so as to display the medallion hanging from her collar.


    “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” Kelu said while tracing the shape onto my skin with the pen sent by the captain. “You’re not Amoret’s to claim.”


    “The captain felt strongly about it,” I said, constructing the sentence carefully. With enough time I could say quite complex things in the language now, but with the genets I concentrated on speed, which forced me to simplify my thoughts considerably.


    “Well, he’s human,” Kelu said. “You only look human.”


    “My shirt will... cover? Cover it,” I said.


    “Until we dress you properly, anyway,” Kelu said.


    “Pardon?”


    She squinted at me. “Did you not understand that, or are you being shocked?”


    “I understood you,” I said and switched to Lit. “I just didn’t quite believe what I heard.”


    “Speak the right language,” Kelu said, bending over my wrist.


    “How am I wearing too much?” I asked in the Angel’s Gift, irritated. “I am wearing just enough.”


    “Serala is very hot, Master,” Almond said. “You will be uncomfortable if you wear all those layers.”


    “Am I supposed to walk around naked?” I asked.


    “Not naked,” Kelu said. “A pair of very light pants. Maybe a stole.”


    “A what?”


    “A stole,” she repeated, then looked at Almond, who shook her head. “I don’t know how to say that. A decorative strip of fabric over your shoulders.”


    “They go bare-chested?” I exclaimed in Lit. At Kelu’s narrow-eyed glare, I switched languages and said, “That’s naked!”


    “We’re naked,” Kelu said. “You’ll be wearing pants.”


    “Yes!” I said, struggling with the words. What I wanted to say was ‘I most certainly will!’


    Kelu shook her head, still bent over my wrist and concentrating on painting on the glyph. I felt the drag of the nib against the tender skin there like a talon. “Well, if you faint we’re not dragging you after us.”


    “I will not faint,” I said. “I like the heat.”


    “We’ll see,” she said, and turned my hand so she could continue marking me. I watched the ink glisten on my skin and then lose its luster as my skin absorbed the pigment, sullen and bitter and black.
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    When I woke the following morning I found the ship already at dock.


    “Home!” Almond said, almost glowing as she helped me with my ablutions. “At last.”


    “Huzzah,” Kelu said without enthusiasm and left the cabin. I followed her into a sharp-edged day; the sky was a patchwork of brooding blue clouds, and the holes in their coverage were lined with sunlight hard as steel and brittle as glass. The hot, salt-brightened wind did not caress me as it had at Far Horizon... it groped. I blinked and ducked my head against it.


    “Ugly weather coming,” Gant said.


    “I see,” I said, taking his offered hand. “Thank you for the passage, sir.”


    “Be safe down there,” he said. “And come straight back if you have to.”


    “I’m sure that won’t be necessary,” I said, the words slow but coming without pause. “But thank you for the warning.”


    He nodded and we parted ways. This time I didn’t fall into the water; with Almond behind me and Kelu before I descended to the pier and halted there to take in this elven port—


    —And found it full of humans. In fact, it looked very much like Far Horizon. The buildings, the dock with its line of piers, all of them similar. What trees I could spot were different; I recognized them as palms only from illustrations in stories.


    “Looking for something?” Kelu asked.


    I found it then. “The humans—” in the Angel’s Gift, the word for “people” was self-referential, and thus always indicated elves, “—they look... tired.”


    “They’re servants,” Kelu said with a shrug and led me toward the town.


    I followed her, unsettled. The humans around me were dressed as promised in very little, men in pants of some rough fabric, so voluminously cut they resembled skirts, and the women in shifts of the same material, sleeveless and ending halfway down the calf. The sun had darkened their skin to an appealing smooth brown, and they looked well-fed and strong... and yet something about them disturbed me. Their gait. The slump of their shoulders. Their restless eyes, never focused on one place for long.


    “Servants in Evertrue don’t look like this,” I said in Lit.


    For once Kelu didn’t tell me to speak the right language. “Servants in Evertrue aren’t food. Square your shoulders and walk like a person, or someone will come claim you.”


    My spine straightened.


    “Better,” Kelu said, and stalked on.


    We left the port and entered the town proper, walking beneath the rustling fans of the palms. Their fronds almost clattered when they moved, so different from the gentle susurrus of leaves in Evertrue.


    “Come on,” Kelu said. “Let’s move, or we’ll get the rain.”


    So we moved, and my body did not object. Perhaps it was their nearness; perhaps my distraction with the strangeness of the climate, of the hot salt scent of it, the sharpness of the warning in the wind. Or perhaps the poppy. They swept me up in their urgency and my impression forever after of the town of Mene is of a blur of buildings, shadowed by the storms.


    But I will never forget my first sight of an elf.


    I don’t know what I’d expected. The paintings had conveyed a sense of length and grace, an elegant repose, but listening to the genets and their warring accounts had convinced me that the elves were like humans: good and bad, with the habit of portraying themselves in the best possible light. I had assumed then that the paintings were fictions... and they were. But they did not err on the side of idealizations. Kelu opened the door on an airy office, into a receiving room I lost for the light of the creature that rose from behind the desk. That he wore almost nothing registered only because it bared more of his skin, and his skin... his skin was luminous. Literally: it scintillated at the edges, as if the sun had crawled through the window just to lap at his edges. There were subtleties of hue in his skin that defied description: aching peaches so profound I could almost taste them, honeyed golds so sweet I could almost see them glisten. And that was before my eyes tangled in his hair. Brown was too flat a word. It shimmered as the strands shifted across one another, as if someone had ground jasper and tiger’s eye and scattered the dust across the crown of his head.


    He looked real. More real than the world around him, and we were all dead, flat things, muted. It choked the words in my throat, stole their meaning and left me naked. At last I understood the elven fascination with light and color. Unbidden my mind whispered the word: fasrial, glow, a light cast from within.


    “So, you’ve returned,” the elf said, and his voice caressed the back of my neck. “Did you bring us your quarry?”


    “Yes, sir,” Kelu said, head bowed. “May we arrange to return to the lady?”


    The elf nodded, mesmerizing me as his hair creased against his shoulders. “I’ll send a runner to the Door to tell them you’re coming. How many are you bringing?”


    “Three,” Kelu said, “sir.”


    His laughter made my teeth ache, as if it stroked the inside of my skin so lightly it tickled. “Waiting outside, is he? So what’s this you’ve brought with you? Present for your mistress?”


    I dragged my eyes up to his and in them saw all the depth and complexity of a pond’s murk when the shiver-shimmer of afternoon sunlight glances across its surface. Something in the back of my head begin to howl. As I stared, transfixed, he approached me, and the closer he came the more my body shook. The poppy melted beneath the pressure of his regard, leaving my skin naked and raw, and he, oh, he was a fire burning me—


    I moaned and the world tilted, and he grabbed me, and the touch of those hands! Fire and light and heat!


    “Master!”


    I’m dying, I wanted to whisper. I’m dying. And yet my traitor mind whispered back: This. This is what your body was meant to embrace. This is what your senses were honed to perceive. This is where you have always belonged.


    How sad, how sad that you can no longer stand it.


    “Master...!”


    Her voice was very far away. I struck the floor, mildly surprised at the pain, and drowned.
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    I woke to Almond licking my cheek and the line of my jaw. I ached... oh, how I ached. Every inch of my skin, every hair, every pore. I hurt so much I wept as I regained consciousness, and the genet lapped the tears as they fell, purring in what I could only assume was some misguided attempt at palliation.


    “Not feeling any better, I’m guessing,” Kelu said, subdued. She was tucked against my solar plexus, her body wrapped against my lower abdomen, my hips, my legs. I could not see her: we lay on something soft that gave me no relief, in a darkness that barely soothed my over-sensitive eyes, in a pool of quiet that only magnified the sighing of air that passed through their long noses.


    “God,” I whispered through the roaring in my head, my voice cracked. “God, give me the drug. I can’t stand it.”


    “No more of it,” Almond said, hugging me tightly from behind. “You can’t, you’ve had too much already getting through the Door.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “We brought you home,” Kelu said. “You collapsed in the factor’s office... we thought you were going to hurt yourself.” She paused; I felt her throat move as she swallowed. “We drugged you and took you across the Door to the Lady’s manor on Aravalís. That’s where you are now.”


    I remembered then, the bonfire brightness of the elf’s very existence. “Oh God, God... tell me they’re not all like that.”


    I felt their hesitation. Then Kelu said, “No. Most of them are... more than that.”


    I closed my eyes and gave up to despair.


    The door opened on two of them then and their presence so overwhelmed me that the sense of my body, of the genets against me receded. I clung to consciousness in terror because the alternative petrified me, but I couldn’t make it back into my own mind. My thoughts scattered as if blown by an insistent wind.


    “What exactly is this you’ve brought me?” a woman said. Her angry voice held so many layers of sound it felt like cotton wadding, but made of glass and barbed wire. Had I thought the first elf I’d seen a monument? Beside her the memory of him dissolved. “I asked for a prince and you bring me a human... and a broken one at that.”


    “Fine-featured for a human,” said another voice. “Very nice.”


    “Don’t!” the woman said. “Don’t touch him. He’s mine.” Her voice turned toward me. “So?”


    “Mistress,” Almond whispered, her voice trembling, “this is the prince. His blood is right.”


    “Don’t be ridiculous, pet,” she said. “This is a human.”


    “The ladders in his blood—”


    “Seems to indicate that I’m right, yes?” the woman said. The knives in her voice sharpened. “I thought you would know better, Almond. And you, Kelu! You’ve been on this journey how many times now?” She sighed, like a sirocco. “You will have to be punished.”


    They both shook against me, and that brought me close enough to consciousness to open my eyes, to find that I had an arm around Kelu’s shoulder.


    “So he wakes.”


    I lifted my gaze and found her even in the lightless room. She gave off the faintest luminescence, just enough to prick her from the skin of the dark like a bead of blood. Her presence was a crushing weight in the room, as if she took up more space than her body occupied. I couldn’t see her face, but I could feel her.


    But behind her... behind her there was someone so deep and so vast she was defined by the void left in that great wake. Instincts older than my intellect drenched my skin in cold sweat.


    “Can you speak, fragile thing?”


    “Yes,” I said in the Angel’s Gift.


    “Ah, an educated creature,” she said. “My pets seem to have mistaken you for someone else. Did you abet them?”


    I lost some of the words, but caught the meaning anyhow. “I have never claimed to be anyone but who I am.”


    “Mistress,” she said.


    “Pardon?”


    “You call me mistress,” she said. “I am the Lady Amoret and you’re wearing my blood-flag mark. You belong to me.” She sounded irritated. “If I even want to keep someone so weak.”


    “You can give him to me,” said the great void behind her.


    “No,” she said. “You can’t have him.”


    “You don’t want him.” Caress of blood and smoke. I shuddered.


    There was a grin in her voice. “Well, I didn’t until I knew you wanted him. Now I’ll keep him, so you can’t have him.”


    “As you will then.” Boredom. No, not boredom... an absence of caring. Of any feeling at all. “I’ll leave you to your play.”


    She sniffed, and the larger presence withdrew, sucking most of the darkness from the room. In that absence I could catch glimpses of my hostess’s face: sharply pointed, severe, milk-and-rose petal perfect. Drops of golden light rolled down the edges of her hair as she shifted, drew closer.


    “What I don’t understand is what got into your head,” she said. “I know you’re not stupid, Almond. A little simple perhaps, but not hopeless. But this? This is... “ She sighed. “Such a disappointment.”


    Almond squirmed against my back. I could taste her despair like tears. “Mistress, please, please, he really is the one! I know it, I know it.”


    Before I could object thin fingers curled around my chin and moved my face. So cold, her fingers, like being bitten by ice. I jerked against her grasp, but she hardened her hand against me.


    I hated her eyes. Such an incredible blue, so dark, so complex, so unspeakably beautiful... and so rotten. Edged with cruelty and indifference and empty, empty as a broken vase.


    “This,” she said, “is a human, Almond. Human. Look at him. He doesn’t shine. He has no magic.” She tapped my glasses with a fingertip, and I flinched back as if she’d assaulted me. “He’s so weak he can’t even see right.”


    “He fed me,” Kelu said, ears flattened against her head.


    “You bit him?” she asked.


    “I drank,” Kelu said. “He kept me alive.”


    She shrugged. “We know very well what kept you sane on your journey, pet. That taste would have lasted you much longer than the weeks you were away.” She chafed her thumb along my jawbone and I twitched. Her dissonant voice, the edges in her eyes, the cold she exuded... my entire body tried to shrink from her. It didn’t matter how unearthly her beauty. I wanted nothing to do with her. “You might have had your drink of this mortal, but it was all for the pleasure of biting him.”


    The word “mortal” struck me like a blow. I felt it suddenly, the truth of their immortality. I couldn’t imagine her dying, or that elf at the dock. Nothing that shone so could possibly dwindle enough to die.


    But I—I was not so durable.


    “Weak,” she said. “Barely even useful for sustenance.” She sighed. “Ah well. I’ll have him sent to the kennel. The two of you are with me. I’ll deliver you personally to your trainers for correction.”


    “Mistress,” Almond whispered, shaking against my back, “One of us should stay. He’s not well.”


    The elf stared at her. “Did you just speak out of turn, pet? I expect that from Kelu, but you?”


    “He’s sick,” Almond whispers. “And we soothe him.”


    “He’s no more concern of yours,” the elf said. “And his sickness or wellness is of no moment. He’ll live out his usefulness one way or the other... whether he suffers or not doesn’t matter.”


    “Mistress—”


    “Don’t make me strike you,” the elf said.


    They seeped from my side like reluctant shadows, taking their anesthetizing warmth with them. I shuddered in the dark as the demon-pain crawled up my limbs. I could hear their laughter in my ears, and it tangled with the elf’s words as she said, “Much better. And as for you, sickly thing... be good and follow the instructions your keeper will give you, ah? It will make your life much easier.”


    And then the door shut on them, leaving me with the demons.


    “This is it,” I whispered to them. “Just kill me now and have done with it.”


    But they only laughed, laughed and said, Oh no. This is a fate even worse than we could possibly devise. We will leave you to it... for now.


    I did not have time to object, for no sooner had I managed to lift my head and struggle upright then the door opened to admit two more elves. These were dim embers compared to Amoret and her companion, but without the genets their brilliance cut me. I shied as they reached for me, but they did not seem to notice. They were talking but not, I realized, to me: continuing a conversation they’d been having when they walked in, not even considering me a person worth acknowledging. I hated their hands on me. I hated that I could feel every separate finger through my coat, my blouse, all the way to my skin. I hated their casual dismissal. And I hated how they manhandled me down the hall. I tried fighting them, but pain left me weak and breathless and in that moment I hated myself also, for not having the strength to win my freedom, or at least bruise them trying.


    My confused senses reported both opulence and a peculiar architecture, something that allowed cross-breezes to torture my hyper-sensitive skin. I heard the rustle of palms in the dark, smelled the velvety perfume of unfamiliar flowers. It was so hard to feel anything past the intensity of the elves and the searing complaints of my body, but the balmy evening, wet from storms, fell over my shoulders, and I thought that they’d taken me outside. Then I lost the sense of the evening, lost the breezes, felt a cramped weight all around me. Wherever they took me now, the halls were too close.


    “Here,” the first of the two said as rough hands stripped my coat from me. I could not protest—the drag of fingers and the way they passed my body from one to the other left me numb. “Put him up, will you?”


    “Do I look like I have that much energy?”


    “Well I certainly don’t. Tie him.”


    A sigh blew across the back of my hair and the second elf drew my arms over my head, folding my fingers onto a hook. I wondered that they took for granted that not only would I consent to being stretched on my toes but that my body would support it when every limb screamed for me to collapse.


    ...and then my fingers locked on the hook.


    I jerked away and nothing happened. I tried to spread my fingers, but they remained fixed. They were no longer my hands, but someone else’s, holding me in place. I stared up at them, choking on bile. My body had betrayed me before, but it had never felt alien to me until this moment.


    “I want to feed first,” the second elf said.


    “This isn’t feeding,” the first said. “We need to test him for her, see if he’s worth keeping.”


    “We can test him while we eat,” the second said. “Let me go first.”


    “Just don’t drain him,” the first said finally.


    The second laughed and cast a cold shadow against my back as he approached me from behind. His hands settled on the undersides of my stretched and aching arms, thumbs caressing the trembling muscle. His palms glided down to my chest and even through the vest I sensed the burn of his presence. I flinched, but there was no escaping the stroking. I had never been touched so intimately and with so little regard for my own desires. Up to my elbows, down again over my chest, my ribs. Up. Down. I ground my teeth and fought the nausea. It would end. It had to. And yet he continued, on and on, until the urge to vomit almost overwhelmed me.


    “Stop playing with it and eat,” the first said, bored.


    The second laughed... and on the next pass his hands ripped me open and spilled something vital and he gathered it and gathered it and it was like being flayed of a skin I didn’t even know I had and I screamed, oh how I screamed—


    “How is it?”


    “Not much, but it refills quickly. Mmm. Very quickly.”


    “Blood from a stone.”


    Laughter, like the harsh cries of carrion birds. And still the violation went on, stripping me until I wept.


    I was not surprised when the demons came.


    How do you like our gift, O Prince? Do the elves not use it well? Is this not better than being eaten alive? one of them asked, licking my ear. I could not twitch away, so consumed was I by the madness of what they did to me, for now they were both at my body, stroking, cutting, hurting.


    “Make it stop,” I whispered. “Oh God. Kill them. Kill me. Something. Anything.”


    We obey the commands of the Prince, the demon said with a mocking grin... and then he dragged his claws up my spine and I convulsed. And then again. The pain woke and found invaders in its demesne and it roared defiance, devouring me to forbid me from them. Mine, it hissed in the voices of demons. MINE, MINE FOREVER.


    Yes, I thought—screamed—no, yes ANYTHING STOP—


    “Did we overdo it?”


    “Not sure. What a mess. You clean up.”


    “You were the one who pushed it too far.”


    “He still producing?”


    “Yes, still.”


    “Stupid. Get a human in here to clean it up.”


    “Fine, fine.” A pause. “He alive?”


    “Breathing...” A hand brushed my face, traced my cheekbone. “Mmm, still full even after all that. You have to take it slowly, but it never seems to end.”


    I discovered then that I had never hated anyone in my life... because in that moment, I hated the elves, hated them and wanted nothing more than to feel them die beneath my hands.


    “She’ll be pleased. We can replace the one we just used up.”


    I tried to rise so I could get my hands around their throats, but I couldn’t find my arms. I couldn’t find my body even, until one of them nudged my ribs with the tip of a sandal. “Let’s go tell her, then.”


    “Right.”


    And there they left me, like an unfinished meal they’d lost interest in, spilled on the floor in all my helplessness and hatred. I thought of Kelu’s curled lip and flattened ears and understood at last. A collar around the throat or a mark stained on the skin, it didn’t matter. These creatures treated us all the same. I struggled to rise and found I couldn’t; they had... done something to me, something indescribable. Just making the attempt brought tears to my eyes and I wept them past my gritted teeth and clenched jaw. I hated crying. I hated crying for pain even more. And I hated my body for not only betraying me, but for apparently having some new and special way of being violated that I’d never even imagined.


    Before I could gather myself, the door opened again for a human, another man. He did not meet my eyes, nor move with any confidence or energy. He looked much as I’d felt... or as I would if the elves did what they’d done to me over and over, past cowed and well into exanimate. He shifted me to one side and applied himself to mopping the floor; had I vomited? I didn’t remember. I hadn’t eaten in so long it hadn’t mattered much. I watched in dismay as the man finished cleaning... and approached me. He looped my arm over his shoulder and heaved me up without so much as a by-your-leave and dragged me out the door.


    “I should very much like to escape,” I told him conversationally. He did not reply.


    “Or to kill my captors,” I offered.


    Nothing.


    “Do you even speak?” I asked. I switched to Lit, though by now my native language felt ungainly. “Or do you prefer a civilized tongue?”


    That made him flick his eyes toward mine, but there was nothing in them. No approval, no curiosity, no censure. Nothing.


    He brought me to a room off a narrow, poorly lit hallway; no, calling it a room dignified it too much. It was a closet, just large enough for the thin bunk. The man dropped me there, ungently.


    “You can’t possibly be leaving me here,” I said.


    He shut the door on me. Closing it revealed two bowls. One was empty; one had water.


    “No,” I murmured, stunned.


    The door remained shut. The bowls did not vanish. The room remained tiny and crude, with its too-thin bunk and scratchy sheets.


    “No,” I said. I was not trapped. I was not a prisoner. I was not doomed to become a drudge who bowed his head to the will of his masters, the masters who abused and stole his essence whenever they pleased.


    I was not going to become a human Kelu.


    I was NOT!


    I threw myself against the door and struck it with my fists and my entire world was a NO screamed through my aching body and raw throat and bleeding soul. But I had the fortitude only for that one sad attempt. I was nothing but pain, a ruin of limbs and broken grace crumpled at the threshold of a lifetime of slavery. The demons crawled over my skin and licked at my invisible wounds and their mocking laughter blocked my hearing. I closed my eyes and managed to curl into an awkward ball, hiding my face against my knees.


    I breathed. Breathed through suffering and agony, through the sense of helplessness. Breathed through terror. And when I came out the other side, I found the door opening, the sliver of light falling across my cheek sharp as a cut.


    “Morgan,” Kelu hissed.


    I squinted past the tear-stiffened skin around my eyes.


    “Are you awake?” she asked in Lit.


    “Yesss,” I managed, hoarse.


    “Can you walk?” she whispered.


    “I don’t know,” I said. The effort of talking woke stabbing pains in my throat.


    “I’m getting you out of here,” she whispered.


    I looked at her. “Why?”


    “Because,” she hissed, “I hate them, and doing anything that hurts them pleases me.”


    I knew the source of her vitriol now, felt it seething in me. But something nagged me about her motivations anyway. Why me? Why didn’t she choose some other way to hurt them? “I’m sure there’s an easier way.”


    She shrugged. “You’re the one that occurred to me. Besides, we dragged you into this, we should get you out.”


    “I’m having trouble imagining you professing to altruism on the behalf of an elf in human’s skin.”


    Kelu sighed. “I don’t have time to argue with you. The truth is that Almond thinks you’re the prince, and she believes it so much she never once recanted even while they were punishing her. So... yes. I am breaking you out of your cell and smuggling you out of here. Maybe you are the prince. Maybe if I free you, you’ll turn the whole Archipelago upside-down. But even if you don’t, it’ll upset Amoret and that makes me happy. So are you coming or not?”


    “What about Almond?” I asked.


    “She’s elsewhere,” Kelu said.


    The image of Almond bearing some hideous torture because of me was more than I could stand. “We have to take her with us.”


    Kelu scowled at me. “I was going to go back for her once I get you out of the way.”


    “And if she’s taken while you’re busy with me?” I forced my recalcitrant body to its knees.


    “No, no,” she said, irritated. “Stop that! You’ll make things worse! If you want her to come now, I’ll go get her alone. They’ll notice you limping after me. And you’ll slow me down. Which is why I wanted to get rid of you first!”


    “It’s both of us or neither,” I said. “I’m not leaving without her.”


    She sighed and shut the door on me.


    I closed my eyes and rested my forehead against the cold stone floor. I had to rise. I had to escape this place. And I had to get Almond away from them. And yes, even broken Kelu. Perhaps I could take them home with me, keep them safe from the depredations of elves forever. Gant was waiting somewhere; Gant was under the protection of a different elf, one who didn’t apparently use every human as food. Surely escape could be accomplished.


    I tried to stand and fell. Sprawled on the ground, I remembered that part of my plan had been to find someone to heal me. I couldn’t imagine any elf ever consenting to do something beneficent, but I also found myself forced to admit that I was becoming an invalid faster than I’d planned, faster than I’d dreamed in my cruelest nightmares.


    God, I couldn’t afford to be this weak. Not here.


    By the time Kelu returned I had used the wall to drag myself upright and was leaning heavily against it. Seeing her made me glad... but seeing Almond...


    “What did they do to you?” I hissed.


    She bowed her head, embarrassed. “It is nothing, Master.”


    “What did they do to you!”


    “Later,” Kelu said, dragging my attention away from the macabre embrace of the bandages wrapping the smaller genet’s torso. “We have to go now.”


    “Very well,” I said, and took my first step. My heel landed, the shock traveled up to my ankle and my leg tried to continue through the stirrup of bone and muscle. Kelu snatched for my arm. She snarled. “Almond! Get his other side.”


    The smaller genet set her shoulder under my armpit and the two of them together managed to bolster me. But I was weeping again, with frustration and the sheer brilliance of the pain, so blinding.


    “What happened to you, Master?” Almond asked, her voice twisted with worry. “You smell so wrong.”


    “I don’t know,” I said, panting and trying to help them but it was hard, so hard to coordinate my limbs. “They touched me, they ripped me open, and now it’s bad, it’s very bad.”


    “You smell like agony,” Almond said softly. “Like screaming.”


    “Screaming... why, yes, I do seem to recall screaming,” I said. Mordant humor was all I had left.


    “Sssh,” Kelu said. “Just concentrate. We have to get you to the stables.”


    I wondered what poor souls they kept in stables, if they kept humans in kennels. I feared to ask, and it needed too much of my effort to remain conscious. Whatever they’d done, whatever they’d taken from me, it made my body worse. I felt as if I was grinding my bones to powder and my muscles were tearing apart. My sweat dampened their arms where they propped me up. The hall we traversed stretched on toward infinity... like a nightmare, as difficult to apprehend.


    “Not far now, Master,” Almond whispered, and perhaps she licked my cheek.


    A cool breeze... we were outside? It smelled like storms. Blindly I sought the sea. I could feel it pounding against my skin as if I had become the strand.


    “This way,” Kelu said, tugging me, and I realized I’d been straining toward it.


    I strangled my protest and let her guide me until we passed a threshold and I found the light warm and dim. I squinted into the real and found a long row of stalls, lit by lanterns and dense with sepia shadows. The musty warmth of the place felt good, felt right. Dry and full of living things.


    “There are... horses here?” I asked.


    “What did you expect?” Kelu said.


    I managed a twisted smile. “Some sentient race forced into eternal servitude on hands and knees.”


    She flashed her teeth at me. “You’re learning.”


    Almond flattened her ears.


    I remembered an important point then. “I can’t ride horses.”


    “Then it’s good we’re not stealing a horse,” Kelu said, disappearing into the maw of the shadows, the black ones at the end of the corridor. I waited, leaning heavily on Almond.


    Eyes first out of that dark. Giant eyes, bright as embers. Visceral memory: alchemical fires burning, talons, the hiss of a phantom, ancient anger. I backed away, stumbling.


    “No, no, Master,” Almond said, grabbing my arm. “It’s just a drake, it won’t harm you.”


    The shadows drained off the rest of the animal as it stepped toward me, a creature as tall as a draft horse but sleek and hard as a greyhound and scaled like a serpent. It extended its narrow, pointed head toward me, those cabochon eyes focused on mine.


    “Give it your hand,” Almond whispered.


    I extended my aching arm, palm up. It lowered its head, nostrils flared; its breath when it blew on my skin was hot, hot and dry, like the draft off a fire. I didn’t realize until a long tress tumbled over its head to tickle my wrist that it had a black mane to complement its two swept-back horns.


    “At least it likes you,” Kelu said, throwing a saddle over its back. She had to stand on her toes to reach over it.


    “A... a drake?” I said, looking at Almond. “Like a dragon?”


    “It’s not a dragon,” she said. “This is a rare riding beast, Master. Fit only for kings and princes.”


    “Should we be stealing something so rarified?” I asked. “Won’t they notice?”


    “We don’t have a choice,” Kelu said, tugging the girth taut. “We have to make the best time possible. This is the fastest thing in the stable, and it’s also the only thing that’s not going to balk at the smell of me or Almond.”


    “Still—” I began, and then... it stretched its long neck out and pressed its smooth cheek against mine.


    A sense of well-being flooded me, so intense I froze. It chafed its face against my cheek, against my neck, took a step forward until it could press its chest against mine. Shocked, I put both my arms around its muscled neck, my fingers tangling in that soft, long mane as it snuffed at my back.


    Both genets were staring at me. I wanted to protest that I hadn’t planned any of this, but... God, it was such a warm animal, and it felt good, good to touch it. So I gave up and buried my face in its hair.


    “It knows him,” Kelu said, sounding shaken.


    “Of course,” Almond said. “He’s the prince.”


    Kelu said, “Ah... rrr. Yes. Come on, Morgan, get on.”


    She wanted me to pull myself onto an animal this tall when I could barely walk. I laughed, weakly, bitterly.


    “Try, Master,” Almond said, petting my shoulder. “We’ll help.”


    “Just hurry,” Kelu growled.


    I drew in a deep breath of the drake’s scent: musty and musky and spiced, the sweat of snakes and predators touched with sparks. I steadied myself on the creature’s body, moving to its side, and there confronted the saddle. I reached for the pommel and managed to lock my fingers around it and then closed my eyes and heaved myself upward.


    And I almost made it.


    I fell, the genets lunged for me, and the drake... swerved under me. I found the saddle beneath my chest and blinked at the tooling on its leather edge. Very elegant. How had I gotten here?


    Without warning, Kelu shoved her shoulder into my backside, pushing me up into the saddle. Almond steadied me and the taller genet pulled my leg over the back of the drake, which had folded itself beneath me, tucked neatly on the ground like a cat.


    “At least it’s cooperating,” Kelu said. “There.”


    “Do we need a bridle?” Almond asked, hesitant.


    “Yes,” Kelu said. “I’ll get that. You get up behind him. We have to hurry. Someone might want to take a midnight ride.”


    I held onto the saddle. So many things going on around me and I felt like the master of none of it. It was humiliating. But... the drake beneath me was warm and very alive. I almost wished the saddle away, so I could feel its smooth skin against my legs.


    “All right,” Kelu said, throwing the reins over the creature’s long neck and pulling herself into the saddle in front of me. “Let’s go!”


    The moment I’d been dreading... the moment we actually moved. At home in Evertrue I’d often longed to take part in the equestrian sports my peers did, but every time I’d ridden a horse had involved an agony of jarred muscles and white pain shot straight up the column of my spine. I closed my eyes and braced myself with a reminder that there would be no liberty without pain, that I could live through it, must.


    Muscles glided beneath my legs, growing hot enough to feel through the thin leather of the saddle. Startled, I opened my eyes to find the drake standing, and as I gaped it took its first few steps.


    “Does it even have bones?” I asked.


    “Yes,” Kelu said, and though I couldn’t see her face I could almost hear her rolling her eyes. “Hold on to me, will you? I don’t need you falling off.”


    I slipped my arms around her thin waist; behind me, Almond did the same. The drake glided forward, like shadows spilling across the ground. I was so lost in the wonder of it that I didn’t notice that we’d stopped at the door to the courtyard until Almond gasped behind me.


    A bewildered human servant stood at the door. A night watchman? A stablehand? I waited for the inevitable cry of discovery, but the man didn’t move, didn’t speak, did nothing. I wondered if he had been so hollowed out by the elves’ appetites that he had no intelligence left until I realized he was staring at the drake’s face, like a thing mesmerized.


    No... like prey.


    The drake prowled toward him, one liquid step at a time, and the human did nothing but gaze unblinking and begin at last to shake. When we were so close the drake could nudge him, he slid to his knees in a swoon and the drake brushed past.


    “My God,” I whispered.


    Kelu leaned forward and patted the drake on its chest. “Nicely done... but that won’t last long. When he recovers his wits he’ll tell someone we’re gone. So... hang on.”


    I renewed my grasp on her as she slapped the reins against the drake’s neck. It accelerated from a walk into a full run so smoothly I didn’t feel the transition, and then we were pouring into the most incredible leaps, as if the ground could not keep us. And it moved almost without sound, great clawed feet scraping against the earth before leaving it. I bent close against Kelu’s shoulder and laughed, laughed because I had never felt anything like it, like the heat that radiated from its body as its skin glided smooth and loose over its wet muscles; never felt anything like the ease and grace with which it moved and brought us with it. Never felt anything like the speed at which we traveled, whipping my face with my hair and I didn’t mind the sting, not at all, nor the cold.


    We fled out the courtyard and through gardens that registered only as a confusion of topiaries and spicy perfumes. My impression of Amoret’s estate was one of extraordinary wealth, open spaces and the knife-edged silhouettes of palms.


    “This place,” I said into Kelu’s ear. “It must have gates.”


    “It does.”


    “With guards.”


    “Just don’t fall off,” she said, ducking low against the drake’s neck.


    I shrugged and bent toward her, the creature’s mane slapping my shoulder.


    Soon we were flowing past the largest part of the estate, so large that we seemed to run forever before it receded. And then the gates hove into view, and Kelu sent the drake veering off the path. I lifted my eyes just enough to know there was no earthly way a horse could have leapt those gates and then the drake was airborne.


    We touched down on the other side as lightly as the wind brushing grass. The high sky above us, the hot skin of the drake against the insides of my legs, and the twin genets before and behind me... my world had no beginning, nor end, and I had never felt such elation. I hid my face in Kelu’s hair and wept for glory. I thought there could be no improving this feeling...


    ...and then I heard the splash of water and a cold spray wet my calves, and we were loping along a moon-silvered beach, black waves frothed with silky gray. The ocean’s susurrus calmed the storm in my head, gentled the ache in my over-sensitive skin, filled me until I could hear nothing else.


    “Master?” Almond whispered from a far, far distance. “Are you well?”


    I drew in a long breath and said, “Yes.” For the first time, it was the truth.


    “It’s going to be a long ride,” Kelu said. “All night and into the day. Tell me if you need to stop.”


    “What about the drake?” I asked. “Doesn’t he need rest?”


    “The drake’ll run forever, as far as I know,” Kelu said. “It doesn’t seem to tire the way horses do.”


    I felt the fluid glide of the muscles beneath us and the slow, rhythmic rise and fall of its barrel as it breathed, and I could almost believe her. But something in me insisted, “We’ll have to stop at some point for him as well.”


    She shrugged. “Just as long as we’re far, far away from Amoret by that time.”


    “At this pace, I can’t imagine that taking long,” I said as the great claws bit into the sand and sent it flying in lacy fans. “It was so easy,” I added in wonder. “Escaping.”


    “We’re not safe yet,” Kelu said.


    I nodded and leaned into the drake’s next stride, and we paced the ocean. The sand gave way to pebbles and then rocky slopes that the drake bounded up with the agility of a pouncing cat. Even when the rocks beneath its feet trembled and slid it never slipped, only dug those claws deep past the scree and launched us up again. If this was a mount for royalty, then it was only because it was itself a king among mounts.


    We surmounted a cliff and ran its length, the drake’s mane streaming in the starlight as far below the distant ocean boomed and rolled. On my other side the grassy field stretched on into the purple dark. The warm wind coursing over us tasted like the sea, and like exotic flowers I had no names for, like the sweat of the drake and the lilac-and-musk fur of the genets. It was so beautiful it pierced my heart.


    “Let’s stop,” Almond said. “He needs to stretch.”


    Did I? Kelu was pulling the drake to a halt. We’d been moving so long that the cessation of the wind was a shock. I got my leg around the back of the saddle and slid onto my feet in the grass; though I wobbled, I did not fall. The drake twisted around to nuzzle me and I hugged its long head, setting my brow against its smooth cheek.


    It made a sound I couldn’t describe. Not a purr... but a low rumble in its chest.


    Almond wrapped her small arms around me from behind. “Thank you, Master,” she said.


    I looked over my shoulder at her. “What for?”


    “For sending for me,” she said.


    “I can’t believe she came,” Kelu added, standing apart from us with her arms folded over her chest. “Talk about disobedience. Running away from your masters?”


    “The royal blood-flag is my master,” Almond said. “And yours too, Kelu.”


    Kelu snorted.


    “So,” I said, stroking the drake’s forelock and then releasing its head, “where exactly are we? And where are we going?”


    “We’re on the island of Aravalís, the largest one in Serala,” Kelu said. “And we’re heading away from Amoret’s estate.”


    “That’s your plan?” I asked. “Just ‘away’?”


    “Yes,” she said, ears flattening.


    “Kelu,” I said, “the island is full of elves. Elves who probably want to kill me or do whatever it was they were doing to me that was going to kill me... and re-capture the two of you. And who knows how much the drake is worth. And your plan is... to avoid the search parties forever?”


    Kelu looked away from me.


    I sighed and rubbed my forehead. Such a beautiful night to be so lost and in so much peril.


    “Master,” Almond whispered, “You’re standing.”


    I looked down at her hands clasped at my waist, then at the horizon. Then at my feet. I was indeed standing. Not pain-free—never that—but I could stand on my own. “Small miracles,” I muttered.


    Nearby the drake had splayed its forelegs and stretched its back with all the sinuous elegance of a cat. The saddle shifted forward as it exhaled. Kelu sighed and went to tighten the belly-band while I watched and mused.


    “The mark on Captain Gant,” I said. “He was traveling under some elf’s blood-flag. He seemed to think highly of him.”


    “Kemses e Sadar, Master,” Almond said. “The Sadar blood-flag is powerful, though not popular.”


    “I would have thought the elves would worship power,” I said. “Why is he not popular?”


    “There are rumors,” Kelu said from the drake’s side.


    “What kind of rumors?”


    Kelu’s tail swished once in agitation. “That he consorts with humans.”


    “Sounds like my kind of elf,” I said.


    “Carnally,” Kelu said, eyeing me.


    I snorted. “Well, I’m not the right shape for that. Is he on this island?”


    “Yes,” Kelu said. “At the opposite end, at the mouth of the river Susulís in the southwest. He owns Erevar.”


    “Well, let’s go,” I said, carefully approaching the drake.


    “That’s... a very long way,” Kelu said.


    “And you have a better plan?” I asked as the drake knelt in front of me.


    Kelu’s ears flicked outward.


    “Then to Erevar we go,” I said, clambering into the saddle. Almond hopped up behind me, and Kelu came last, reluctant. This time the drake waited for my knees to press against its barrel before it began walking.


    “You should still give me the reins,” Kelu said. “You have no idea where you’re going.”


    “True,” I said, and passed them to her. She rubbed her thumbs against the leather, then turned the drake’s head and we resumed our flight.
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    Dawn from the back of a drake, fleeing for my life across a tufted plain bordering the sea, was indescribable, except that again I wept, wept as the long pink shadows swelled from our bodies, fluttering across the passing grasses like a gossamer flag. I was tired of crying, and tired of the Archipelago with its way of breaking me open. I had learned hatred; now I knew beauty. That I had learned them both within a day of one another seemed obscene. How could the world hold such extremes? How could my heart?


    The drake ran on, tireless and faithful, and we clung to its back. I waited for the sounds of pursuit, shoulders hunched against the blows I imagined would come soon enough.


    We stopped at a stream cut into the rocky soil so the drake could drink. Almond passed me a canteen as I leaned against the saddle.


    “Can you hear them?” Kelu asked the smaller genet.


    Almond’s ears flicked outward, inward. “Something,” she said.


    Kelu nodded. “We have to keep going.”


    The drake turned its head to me, nuzzled my jaw. That its chin dripped water didn’t seem important. I cupped its face and brushed my thumbs against its cheek, below the round red eyes.


    “Master,” Almond said, voice soft, “can you ride?”


    “Yes,” I said, unable to drag my gaze from its. “Are they really following us?”


    “I think so,” Almond said.


    I closed my eyes and rested my brow against the drake’s. It rumbled.


    “We can’t run forever,” I said, voice tired.


    “No, but we’re going to try,” Kelu said.


    That was when the ride became torment. The first night and into the morning had been a wonder, but as the hours passed and Kelu spurred the creature on I longed to stretch, to rest, to stop moving. My legs ached save where they touched the drake’s sides. My spine trembled with weariness. I realized I had not slept, or what sleep I’d had I’d caught between strides, jerking awake when my head nodded forward. I worried about falling off, about losing my glasses, about eating, about being caught. I worried that my wrists were beginning to lock around Kelu’s waist, that my knees wouldn’t bend when I finally dismounted for the day, that the pain would be more sadistic than the elves when it caught up with me again. I had had no poppy, but while both drake and genets could bolster my sense of well-being I could sense their effect on me attenuating; soon I would be again at the nonexistent mercy of my sickness.


    I longed for an ending, and there was only more of the same.


    “They’re coming,” Almond hissed into my back. I looked over my shoulder and glimpsed a purple shadow growing against the plain’s grass-felted edge.


    “I thought this was the fastest mount in the stable,” I said.


    “Yes, well, they don’t care if they run their horses to foundering and trade them for fresh ones,” Kelu growled. “Everything’s disposable to an elf.” Lower then. “This is probably fine sport for them. I bet there are banners. And hunting cats.”


    Hunted like a fox... what an obscenity. I crouched lower into the drake’s stride and prayed to lose them.


    With the implacability of the tide rising, our hunters closed the distance, until even I could hear the bells on their harnesses and the heavy drumming of their host’s hooves. They had sent dozens of elves to chase me down.


    I gathered the drake’s mane in my aching fingers. “Come on,” I whispered. “Just a little more.”


    The thick muscles knotted beneath us and the drake surged forward, racing away from our pursuers. Its skin had gone fever-hot, and its sinews no longer glided wet beneath it... I could feel the effort as a friction in its body. But oh, how it gave that effort! I leaned into every stride, pressing Kelu against the pommel of the saddle. I did not want to be captured. I didn’t want to be parted from it or the genets. I didn’t want to go back to that cell. And as if sharing my desperation, the drake sprinted out of reach.


    “We might make it,” Kelu whispered, shocked.


    “Run, great heart,” I said, “Run!”


    The drake coughed an answer, rolled the bit into its mouth and plunged on, and somehow, somehow we opened the distance... until the host fell away, taking their bells and their drums with them.


    “God,” I whispered, looking past my shoulder. Clinging to me, Almond followed my gaze and said, “I think we out-ran them!”


    And then Kelu cursed and the drake pulled up so short I tumbled half out of the saddle, my leg tangled in one of the stirrups and my arms scrabbling at the pommel and the reins. The drake wove, almost fell onto me—God! But pitched forward at the last, spilling the genets from its back.


    Before us a second elven raiding party was waiting, shining brighter than the ascendant afternoon sun. Their blue shadows stretched over us and I felt eclipsed by their power and brilliance. I hated them. Not just for being so much more beautiful, so much more real than I was, not just for catching me so effortlessly, but for how they’d caught me... sprawled on the ground, half trussed in my own mount’s tack, as graceless and awkward as a new foal.


    The lead hunter set his spear across his saddle. “You can fight us, if you wish,” he said in a mellifluous voice.


    “And this would accomplish what?” I asked, breathing heavily.


    “Very little,” the hunter said. He looked past me at the horizon. “Save, perhaps, to delay us until Amoret’s party arrives, and result in a tiresome—.”


    “A what?” I asked, unfamiliar with the word that had ended his comment.


    “A jurisdictional squabble,” Kelu said in Lit. Her mien was some combination of sulk and anger.


    “Ah,” I said. To the elf, “Apologies. Your tongue is still new to me.”


    “I imagine it is.”


    I realized then that he was talking to me, instead of past me. “Who would win?” I asked.


    “We would,” he said. “But it might require my master’s presence, and that would discommode him.”


    “And your master is?” I asked.


    “Sedetnet,” he said.


    Almond squeaked next to me. Kelu said nothing. “Just Sedetnet?” I asked. “No blood-flag?”


    “My master needs no blood-flag,” he said. “Will you come, then? Or will we have to drag you?”


    Amoret was a known quantity, and not a good one; this new person—at very least his servants acknowledged that I was a sentient being. Surely that boded well. I said, “I will go with you. But... I am not sure the drake can carry us.”


    “You can ride with me.” The hunter’s horse carried him forward, parting him from the company of his comrades. I squinted up at his face and could barely see it for the glimmer of light beneath his skin. This elf was all sunlight, hair that shone like gold leaf, complexion touched with cinnamon and honey. His eyes were the green of peridots, pale, clear and light.


    He held out one of those shining hands, and I stared at it. This then, was my fate. With a sigh, I slipped my fingers in his and let him haul me upright, stumbling on the stirrup still wrapped around one of my ankles. Once I freed myself I turned to the still recumbent drake.


    “Come now,” I said softly. “No more running.”


    It lifted its weary head.


    “I won’t let them mistreat you,” I said, knowing it for a ridiculous promise and making it anyway. “Come on. On your feet, great heart.”


    Like an old man it heaved itself from the ground, then stretched its neck to rest its face in my hands. I pulled it closer, hugging it. When I opened my eyes I found the hunter watching me.


    “He deserves the best you have,” I said.


    He nodded. “It will have it.”


    One of the other elves caught the drake’s reins and tied them to the back of his saddle. The genets were mounted behind two others, leaving me to the hunter-leader, who pulled me up in front of him. Like the drake, his body was warm, and everywhere we touched I felt ripples of pleasure and heat.


    “Lean back,” the hunter said.


    “I would rather not.”


    “It’s a long ride.”


    When I didn’t move, the hunter shrugged and racked his spear in the saddle, gathered the reins and turned the horse toward the south. I rode with a sun at my back and the sun in my eyes, and I couldn’t tell which one burned brighter.
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    I began that ride downtrodden in spirit and sore in body; by the time we stopped that first evening I was pain-raddled and desperate. When the hunter let me off his steed I tried to pace and crumpled. The two genets rushed to me while the elves watched, distant and stoic.


    “There’s no more of the drug,” Kelu said, grasping my arm.


    “I know,” I said, panting. My limbs kept trying to twitch out of their grasp, which is when I thought to say, “You should let go as I am about to have a seizure.”


    Kelu released me at once; Almond a little too late, and I flung her away before the convulsions took me. Against grass dyed copper and blood-red by the sunset, I writhed and gasped and lost my sense of time and not long after of place, until all I knew was a distant pain and somewhere, somewhere, the rush of the sea.


    When my spirit settled again in my body I found the hunter crouched near me, a blur of iridescence and gold. His hand drew near enough for me to see my glasses on his palm, and the revulsion I fought at the sight of them in a stranger’s hand was almost overwhelming. But I refused to let them know how much it bothered me, that they had witnessed my episode. With a trembling arm I reached for my spectacles and set them again on my nose.


    His spear rested across his lap; he was balanced with one hand on a knee and the other lightly braced against the ground.


    “Almond,” I managed past my dry throat. “Did I...?”


    “She has been healed,” the hunter said. “Are you done?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “I never know anymore. I never understand.”


    He nodded and withdrew. I supposed he asked only to know how much room to set aside for me, or to decide whether I needed a special watch. They covered me with a blanket, but I didn’t grow warm beneath it. I tried to sleep but no position was comfortable. The need for the drug itched beneath my skin. I had returned to the hell I’d been trying so hard to escape, and the flame-bright presence of the elves taxed my oversensitive skin past endurance. I lived because I did not know how to die... and in the morning, I let their beautiful, too-hot hands drag me from my hollow and load me back into the saddle.


    How long we traveled thus, I cannot say. I was accustomed to spending my misery in a bed, hiding in my flat. To be forced into constant motion made the pain impossible, so vast I could only slump in the arms of my captors and let them carry me where they would. The days and nights bled into one another, sweat-and-darkness, hallucinations and fever.


    And then the voice came from behind my body, caressing my back.


    “We are here.”


    I grappled for a sense of truth and sight and when I thought I had it, knew I had gone insane. “Yon tower is missing its base.”


    To my surprise, the hunter said, “Yes.”


    I re-evaluated. “Then that really is the top of a tower floating in mid-air.”


    “Yes,” he said.


    I adjusted my spectacles and then looked again, but the sight persisted, stubbornly absurd. Its lowest bricks spiraled upward in a stair-step pattern, growing a coat of white plaster until they culminated in a gray and silver balcony. Stained glass windows threw off the light of the sun in shimmering reds and cobalt blues, rising in elegant points toward a conical roof. The edifice seemed to swirl out of nothingness and hang there, unmoving, several stories above us. The shadow it cast on the grass seemed particularly incongruous as there were no buildings surrounding it, none at all. Just this one bit of a tower floating in the middle of a shaded lilac grassland.


    “How do we enter?” I asked.


    The hunter kneed his mount forward. As we approached, I saw a circular path on the ground, formed of some substance I couldn’t identify.


    “Here,” he said, pointing at where it was broadest. “Sit here.”


    I slid—fell—off the horse and managed to huddle on the flat surface. It felt like stone... like warm stone. But so thin! Perplexed, I brushed my hand across it as the hunter reined his horse away. I turned to ask him what material had been used to fashion it when it broke free of the ground and coiled into the air, sinuous as a snake. I grabbed for its edges, afflicted by vertigo and nausea simultaneously, but before it could take me entirely the path stopped, connecting with a snap to the edge of the balcony. I stared at the join, wide-eyed. I could find no seam. On either side of the not-stone I could see the distant grassy ground and the toy-sized hunter on his horse.


    Pride warred with terror. Terror won. I crawled to the balcony, then used its rail to clamber to my feet. As I watched, the path collapsed, trapping me, and a wave of weakness engulfed me. God, not here, not now! Not another seizure. I slid to my knees and gripped the bars as if they were the door to a cage and set my forehead against one, cool, hard, textured like wrought iron. My throat was so dry I almost couldn’t swallow, but I tried. The nausea and the actinic sparks in my limbs warred with one another and I waited to see which it would be, vomiting or convulsions. I wondered if the tower’s owner would be distressed if I left a mess on the elegant stone balcony. Probably.


    My body had not yet decided how to fail me when I felt the presence, the one from Amoret’s manor. The void so great it devoured everything around it, a clinging, aching, stretching darkness that caressed my burning skin and set me to shaking.


    “Will you jump?”


    His honeyed voice was so intimate and yet so detached that I twitched away, feeling as if I’d been stroked merely to have my reaction assessed. My shoulders twisted and I clenched my jaw. I would not, would not fall in front of that voice. Being on my knees was mortification enough. But the longer I remained there, the more my limbs tightened. As I slumped to the balcony floor, too wracked even to fear the edge, the presence approached, bringing its bleak radiation with it, until when at last the seizure took me all I saw was black, oil-and-ink-and-dried-blood black.


    I found the hem of a silk robe near my face when I fought my way back into my body... aubergine with strange sigils in flame-red and orange. The fabric rippled in a measured rhythm, like a metronome; I realized after a time that it was so thin it was responding to the breathing of its owner. And so I looked up at the void and saw that it had the face of an elf, a narrow, pointed face with cool and predatory eyes, long-lashed and an absurdly delicate lilac. Strands of glossy violet hair interrupted his brow and cheeks, cutting his face into puzzle pieces I could only barely fit together in my fugue. He was very tall, I thought... or I was very low. I couldn’t decide which.


    “So,” he said. “Interesting.”


    I’m certain I was, kinked into a tortured ball at his feet. I thought of the stories of fairy queens and the offerings left at their flowered altars to appease them and wondered what sick story would involve a crippled invalid of a folklorist as a gift. Probably one in which the faerie queen drew mortal offense and a bloody rampage ensued.


    “Can you stand?”


    “I’m not even sure I can talk,” I said, hoarse.


    “Sarcasm,” he said. “This must happen to you often.”


    I stared at the nearest flame sigil. “A habit of mine. Only at the most inopportune moments. To add excitement to my life.”


    The elf crouched then, so close he had to spread his legs to keep from clipping me with a knee. His cool fingers gathered my chin and lifted my face. I was enveloped in that power, so sickeningly intense—perhaps I could be forgiven for not realizing until his lips were almost on mine what he intended.


    “No,” I said, ducking my head as far as his fingers allowed. “My mouth is full of bile.”


    His elegant brows lifted. I was just as surprised. It was not the reason I thought would come to mind first. “Is that also a habit of yours?”


    “Only when I am about to vomit,” I said, beginning to shake. He was everywhere, all around me, the density of an aura like lead. The world cramped around him.


    “And you are about to do this now.”


    “I’m considering it,” I replied.


    He pulled my glasses from my face. “It would be a pity to lose these over the edge of the balcony.”


    “How civilized,” I said. “Thank you.” And then I wrenched away from him and lost my dignity and my meager breakfast. The elf did not move, but watched me until I collapsed against the bars, my heart fluttering from the violence of the episode.


    “Fascinating,” he said. And then, “Are you done?”


    “I think so,” I said, my voice gone raspy.


    “Can you stand?” he asked, his curiosity mild.


    I wanted to say ‘yes’, but I opted for the truth. “Not at all.”


    “Mmm,” he said. For the first time, some emotion crept into his voice. Regret? “Alas, my dice are inside. Pick a number.”


    “A what?” I asked, perplexed.


    “A number,” he said. “Between... oh, one and five.”


    I stared up at him, licked my dry lips and finally said, “Three.”


    “Ah,” he said. “I suppose I’ll have to carry you, then.” Before I could object he slid his arms beneath me and lifted me up against his chest. I almost fainted from the sudden proximity of that power. As it was I had nothing in me to flinch, to protest, even to hang on. As he carried me into the tower, the fingers pressed against my back slowly brushed against me, another of those casual intimacies that made my skin want to shrivel away from the air.


    I’m not sure what I expected from the lair of an elf who lived in a floating tower. Perhaps anything would have been a disappointment. Certainly the stained glass windows that served the study as its doors lent it a sublime quality, but... it was still a study. Two chairs before a low table, a desk, shelves with books, and only some anomalies: a full-length mirror in one corner, a few pillows here and there. But aside from being a rather tall and elegantly shaped space, colored by its lighting, it was still... just a study.


    He did not set me in one of the chairs, but instead on one of the fashionable ottomans. I could not possibly stay upright, and wanted to say so... and then my hands sealed on the velvet edge and I found myself hunched but seated. I could not pry my fingers loose and I glanced at my right hand to find thorned vines orbiting my wrists, gossamer as smoke and as pregnant with menace as a distant thunderhead.


    “Well, this is rather rude,” I said finally.


    “Would you rather I drape you across my bed?” he asked. I couldn’t shake the feeling that his curiosity was honest, that he didn’t care one way or the other what I decided.


    “No,” I said, “but a chair with a back would have been sufficient. This flagrant display of power is rather vulgar.”


    “But then I couldn’t see you entirely,” he said. “Which will become important.”


    “Forgive me if I show no excitement,” I said. He set my glasses back on my nose and took his time about it, and after the first instinctive distaste I found myself fascinated by the care with which he smoothed back the hair and made sure the legs were properly wound behind my ears. I had never liked anyone to handle my spectacles, much less to put them on me, and I certainly hadn’t expected him to be the exception, and yet... “Will you kiss me now? I assure you, I taste even worse than I did before.”


    His smile was faint. “You have no idea.” He left his hands on my face and caressed my cheekbones with his thumbs. “Such a work you are.”


    I could not escape the sense that he was not looking at me. “Pardon?”


    He withdrew and slid onto the edge of the desk, balancing himself there with the other foot. How did the room hold him? The cold coming off his body suffused the study, engulfed me.


    “Amoret,” he said, mostly to himself, “is a fool. Tell me, O prince. How long have you had these... body issues?”


    “Body ‘issues,’” I said and laughed bitterly. “Such a genteel phrasing. Very well, then, I can pretend. For as long as I can remember.”


    “Naturally,” he murmured. He reached over his desk and poured himself a glass of something red as garnets.


    “You called me the prince,” I said.


    “Of course,” he said. “You are no more human than I am.”


    Of course, he said, as if it were patently obvious. “And you know this just from looking at me.”


    “And touching you,” he said. “You are truly a work.” He came off the desk like a great cat prowling and lifted my chin, set the glass at my lips. “Clear your palate, O prince, O beauty.”


    The last thing I wanted was wine from his hand, much less fed to me like an animal. But my throat was so dry and oh... it was good wine. Dry with so many touches of fruit and just a hint of something high and spiced, like cinnamon. So I drank and suffered him to stroke my throat as I swallowed and when he withdrew the cup I even looked up at him.


    “Tell me, Morgan Locke,” he said. “What would you give to have all your pain taken away?”


    I lost my breath, my next heartbeat. He smiled and brushed my cheek with a thumb, still holding my face in his hands. “You heard correctly.”


    I managed a grim smile then. “Forgive me if I doubt anything could possibly take away my pain.”


    “Ah,” he said. “You require a demonstration. Very well.” His hands dropped to my vest and began unbuttoning it.


    “This demonstration requires me to be naked?” I asked.


    “No,” he said. “But it will heighten the impact considerably, and that would amuse me.”


    “I see.” I watched his fingers travel down my chest. “You have a facility. Do you undress people often?”


    “You do everything often when you have enough time,” he said. I wondered how he was going to strip the vest from me when my hands were clamped to the ottoman and then he passed it through my arms. I shuddered, tried to pull away as he gathered my blouse at my waist and plucked it free of me, leaving me nude save for my pants and boots and...


    “Ah,” he said, thin fingers scooping the pendant up. “You’re wearing it.”


    “My captors seemed to have overlooked it,” I said. I had forgotten it myself.


    He glanced at me with his heavy-lidded eyes. “No doubt.”


    “So,” I said. “Now you will show me the illusion of a life without pain, is that it?”


    “Ah,” he said, and laughed to himself. “No. No, I will show you the pain of a life without illusions.” He hooked his foot through the base of the mirror and pulled it over. “Enough talk. It’s time you saw yourself.” And then he slipped around behind me, set his hands on my face and pulled, like he had gripped my skin and was yanking it off my body, and everything in me resisted. I would have screamed had I had a voice, but it overwhelmed me, the nausea, the sickness of it, the fingers cutting, clawing, sucking. It was like the room with the elves but worse, a thousand times worse, a violation a thousand times more intimate. I thought I would die—


    —and then it sloughed off and the pain vanished. Completely. I glanced up in wild shock and froze.


    Behind me the elf smiled, draping his arms around my shoulders and leaning down to rest his cheek against my hair and meet my eyes in the mirror. My eyes. My sea-by-storm-and-starlight eyes. The milk and moonlit cream of my skin. My hair draped to my lap like the velvet nap of the finest gown, droplets of water-jeweled light clinging to its edges. My body grown slim and gracile and glass-edged, refracted from the prism of life.


    “My God,” I whispered, a tear darting down one cheek, and it shone.


    “The prince lives,” the elf murmured, and he sounded smug.


    I swallowed. “That can’t... this can’t... this is falsehood.”


    “Your human seeming is the falsehood,” the elf said. “A glamour maintained by the magic in your blood, enchanted to forever feed on itself.”


    “What?” I whispered.


    “You have been wearing a mask,” he said. “A twisting of your own self by your blood to, I suppose, keep you hidden in plain view. But you have grown too large for the mask, and it takes more and more of you to hold it in place, and now it leeches from your body for fuel. The enchantment was put in place before you came into your power. It is destroying you.”


    I stared at myself in disbelief.


    “Would you like to move?” the sorcerer asked mildly. He caressed the thorned gossamer chains, unmaking them. “Lift your hands.”


    I did. No pain. Just the opposite... a gliding warmth, an ease that made me feel as if I was born to movement, as if I was the breath of the world and stillness belonged only to that slight hesitation between breaths, to the peace of death. I swallowed and looked at my palms, turned my hands. They were mine, yes, but far more refined. More finished.


    “Observe,” the elf said. “Your skin can also give you pleasure.” And he set his lips to the slope of my shoulder and breathed on my skin, warmed it, rolled his lower lip against it. I shivered, and when his teeth rasped against the pendant’s chain and plucked at it I swayed toward him, overcome.


    He smiled. “Stand. Move. Try your flesh.”


    I said, hoarse, “I’m afraid to,” and even my voice had changed, had gained layers, like the currents beneath the surface of the sea.


    “Because?” he asked.


    “I don’t want to grow accustomed to it,” I said, another tear streaking my cheek. And then to my horror I began to weep, and even crying felt good, felt fine, as if my eyes had grown soft and wet on their own.


    “But you can keep it,” he said, caressing my hair.


    “If I do something for you,” I said, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “Is that right?”


    He considered, then reached past me to the desk. There he gathered a crystal die between his fingertips, rolling it as if to caress its surface. He dropped it and glanced at the number. “I suppose so.”


    “You suppose?” I asked, my voice rising. “Do you make all your decisions by rolling dice?”


    “Yes,” he said. “I do now, anyway. It adds a random element to my life that is otherwise utterly lacking. So now... ah, I suppose I will have to force you to perform a quest for me.”


    I could barely believe him. “Just like that, you have decided on something so important.”


    “It’s important to you,” he said, leaning back behind me and resuming his stroking of my hair. “Nothing is important to me anymore. Which makes giving you a task a burden.” He sighed. “But we must, we must. Let’s see. I don’t want the bother of keeping you here, so I must send you away. To learn or fetch something. Ah, no. There is something that could be of use to me. I had forgotten.”


    “What’s that?” I asked, trying to be suspicious and feeling only a piercing joy so close to sorrow I could not keep my breath, my composure.


    “Your brother,” he said. “I would like you to bring me your brother.”


    I glanced at his face in the mirror, found nothing in it: no avarice, no greed, no hunger. Only the same smooth mask. “My brother. The king.”


    “Yes.”


    “You can keep a tower afloat and strip me clean of an enchantment no one else has even been able to see,” I said, “And you expect me to believe you can’t find another elf and drag him into your lair?”


    “Oh, I could,” he said. “I know where he is. But if I did so, it would precipitate another war.”


    “Another war,” I repeated.


    “I would win,” he said, playing with my hair. “But it would be boring. I’ve done wars before. They hold nothing for me now. And all the pieces in motion now...it is a burden, keeping them all in mind. Adding more variables would be exhausting.” He said, “Besides, I would have to coerce the king to leave with me, and that would be tiresome.”


    “And he would just come with me.”


    “You are his brother,” the elf said. “I am given to understand he holds such things in high esteem.”


    “You probably want to torture him,” I said.


    He considered, slowly winding my hair between his fingers. “No,” he said. “At least, I don’t think so. I’ve seen every possible reaction to torture. There’s nothing interesting about it anymore.”


    I stared at him. “You mean to tell me you don’t torture people because it doesn’t provide you with enough entertainment?”


    “If you torture enough people, you soon discover that one person’s scream is very like the next’s,” he said. “They begin to blend.”


    My new skin pebbled into gooseflesh and—God help me!—even that felt good.


    “Bring me your brother,” he said. “I will undo this thing from you permanently.”


    “Will you promise not to hurt him?” I asked.


    He laughed then, that caress of a voice. “Oh, my dear, dear prince.” He lowered his mouth to my neck and breathed on it, licked my skin. “Haven’t you learned that there is no telling what will hurt someone? I could make such a promise, but what a futile promise it would be. Here I have given you your heart’s desire and you are weeping.”


    I shuddered.


    “Do you want me to stop?” he whispered against my skin, sweeping my hair from the back of my neck.


    Yes, I thought, and also no, and his arms slid around me from behind.


    “Come,” he said. “We’ll dance and you will see what a wonderful gift it is to wear no masks.”


    I wanted no such thing, but he turned me in his arms and it was so easy, so easy to move, to twist, to gather that purple mane in my limber fingers. I felt hot as sunlight, as summer, and the other was so cool, so accepting. It bled together, the cold and the fever, the ease, the pleasure, the shimmer of skin and light, and I didn’t know if I kissed a woman or a man or an elf or a demon, or even if it mattered... only that my body oh God my body worked and it yearned.


    I knew it was wrong. But I wanted it anyway.
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    I woke to the white noise of pain. Years of the same grinding routine should have dulled me to it, but not, oh, not after the glory of having a working body. It was fresh as a new wound, and I bled anguish. Returning to that life was intolerable. I wanted to die.


    “Hush, Master, hush,” Almond whispered, licking my cheeks. “All will be well, all is well.”


    “Nothing is well,” I said, my voice husky. It had lost all its beauty and reminded me of nothing more than verdigris, something corroded and rotten. “Nothing.”


    “You are alive!” Almond exclaimed, wiggling her way into my embrace, pressing her thin body against my chest and belly. “We were so afraid. But you are alive, and so everything must be well.”


    I swallowed. It cost me so much just to breathe. “Where... are we?”


    “Near the tower,” Kelu said behind me. I felt her then, pressed against my spine. She sounded subdued. “I’m sorry.”


    “Why?” I asked.


    “Because you had to see him,” she said. “Everyone knows he’s no good.”


    No good. Hot skin, wet mouth, firelight and friction and the burn of a rug against my knees, my back. Was that a dream? I tried to call it up, but I could not seal the image in mind. A woman beneath me. A man behind me. Violet mane. Crimson. Black as nightfall. Eyes turquoise, then lilac, then shocking ruby-red. I couldn’t remember the night. I couldn’t remember who I’d spent it with.


    “Why do they say that?” I asked finally.


    Silence then. Neither genet said anything, until at last Almond whispered, “He has been alive a very long time, Master. The elves who have lived so long, they become....”


    “Demented,” Kelu said.


    Bored, I thought. He was bored. I heard the clatter of dice on the nightstand, the muffled tumble of them on the carpet. Making love on the roll of a die. “How long...?”


    “A day,” she said, “and into the night, and now it is morning.”


    A long time not to remember clearly. Even my memory of the muscles beneath my skin gliding so smoothly, the sense that the entire world existed to buoy up my body, was fading. Soon it would be lost to me, shredded and consumed by the constant pain. Was he right? Was I enchanted? And would the magic cannibalize my body until I could no longer move, breathe, live?


    Was even my flesh a lie?


    The pendant pressed hard against my ribs, trapped between my skin and the ground.


    “What now?” Kelu asked, hesitant.


    “I need to go find the king,” I said.


    “The king!” Almond exclaimed and began purring. “Oh, Master! I am so glad!”


    “The king is alive?” Kelu asked, one ear sagging.


    “One presumes.” I couldn’t imagine the sorcerer lying to me about it. Deception would have taken too much energy. “He’s imprisoned.” A memory of a whisper in my ear, moist and urgent. “Someplace... Suleris? Does that make sense to you?”


    Both of them stiffened against me.


    “What?” I asked.


    “You want to go to Suleris?” Kelu asked. “Are you mad?”


    “No,” I said. “I just want to free the king.”


    “We’ll never get him free from them,” Kelu said.


    I tried to think past the screaming ache in my limbs, so I could rise, try to get us moving. “Stop being mysterious and just tell me what new catastrophe we’re courting.”


    “The blood-flag Suleris is responsible for our creation,” Almond said, meek, her ears dipped. “As a blood-flag they are the most powerful magic-wreakers in Serala. Their stronghold is on Kesína, the island just west of us. It is not a kind journey, Master, and their estate is well-guarded.”


    “We will have to find a way into it once we arrive, then,” I said. “Let’s concentrate on getting there first.” I managed to sit upright with their help. “Are we... we’re alone.”


    Kelu nodded. “The elves left. No place for them to stay here, after all. They were probably hired just to take you from Amoret.”


    Had they been? But why? I glanced over the hill at the silhouette of the floating tower: there would be no use asking, I knew.


    The drake hove into view then, licking a bloody mouth as it ambled up the crest of the nearby hillock. I stared at it, astonished.


    “They left you your mount,” Almond said. “It went hunting at dawn.”


    “I thought it was a rare and valuable animal!”


    “It’s Amoret’s animal,” Kelu pointed out. “Sedetnet doesn’t care who keeps it.”


    So he had a name, the sorcerer. I remembered then that they’d told it to me before delivering me into his arms. Sedetnet, blood-flag unknown or immaterial. Power that could float a tower did not need family.


    The drake came to a halt beside me and nudged my face. I slid my hands up its muzzle to cup its cheeks, doing my best to avoid the slime it was dripping. It blew its fire-draft breath on me, meat-scented, and I sighed. “I’m glad you came back,” I said to it.


    “It is yours,” Almond said. “Of course it came back.”


    “Is it really an ‘it’?” I asked.


    The two genets looked at one another.


    “Please,” I said. “The endless significant looks have long since grown tedious. What new and obvious thing am I missing now?”


    “The drakes... aren’t natural either, Master,” Almond said. “There were very few of them, and they couldn’t reproduce. This is the only one left.”


    “Did the elves contrive that?” I asked, using the stirrup to pull myself to my feet. I wobbled and found the drake’s side beneath my chest, so I leaned there, already exhausted. Did I propose to cross two islands this way? Without being caught? Presumably Sedetnet would make no arrangements to ward me from the avaricious grasp of other elves looking for human food. How was I supposed to evade capture?


    “I don’t know,” Kelu said.


    Almond shook her head.


    “So the drakes are just an elven mystery,” I said, accepting the drake’s help in climbing onto its back.


    “Yes,” Kelu said. “But I’m sure whatever the answer is, it’s core-rotten.”


    Almond untied the canteen from the saddle and stretched on the tips of her toes to hand it to me. I drank and wiped my mouth, squinting at the gently corrugated fields. “So, which way are we heading?”


    “That way, Master,” Almond said, pointing.


    “Well, let’s go,” I said. “I’m not getting any healthier.”


    “You’re not getting any closer to dead either,” Kelu said, pulling herself up in front of me.


    That struck me. “They can’t kill me if I’m an elf.”


    “Not without trying really hard,” Kelu said. “It is possible.”


    Almond climbed up behind me and slipped her arms around my waist. “They could imprison you, Master.”


    “As they have the king,” I murmured. “Why, I wonder?”


    “Histories say the king has great magic,” Almond said as the drake turned to the west and began to walk. “Persisting even past Dissipation. Perhaps they desire his magic.”


    “Dissipation,” I said.


    “Yes, Master,” Almond said. “When elves are youths, their bodies are strong and bright and they have magic to spare. But as they age, their magics must be devoted to their immortality, and there is less and less for them to use for other things.”


    “Which is why they keep humans,” Kelu said. “To feed on them. To suck out all the magic so they can use it against one another.”


    “What they were doing to me in that room,” I murmured.


    “Yes,” Kelu said.


    I remembered the words, then. Slow but endless, they called me. Was it because I was an elf that I was endless? And was I slow because my own blood was devoted to both immortality and my enchantment? “So this Dissipation is the point at which elves lose their ability to use their magic for anything but their immortality.”


    “Yes,” Kelu said. “Most can wreak some minor workings, but they are on the scale of lighting a candle from afar.”


    “The king never Dissipates,” Almond murmurs. “That is what the histories say.”


    “I can’t imagine it,” I murmured.


    “Certainly you can,” Kelu said. “Sorcerers don’t either.”


    My skin pebbled to gooseflesh. “So you think he might be imprisoned so that Suleris can feed their magical needs.”


    “It is possible,” Kelu said. “Probable even. Otherwise I can’t imagine how they’d keep him captive. If he truly is as powerful as the legends say, then he should be able to leave no matter how they tried to hold him unless they were draining him somehow.”


    I didn’t know the king... certainly I had no reason to love him. And I had more than enough evidence to show that the elves were amoral and cruel, worthy of nothing but contempt. My own people’s history showed that kings in particular were corrupt and wicked, so trying to imagine the intersection of both king and elf beggared my mind. But I could not, could not envision being caged for an eternity while people continually raped my essence the way they had in that room without feeling some twinge of empathy, no matter how unwilling.


    “Time is wasting,” I said, urging the drake into a lope.
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    With the exception of that first day, we woke at sunset and rode until just after dawn. The drake brought down game for itself and the genets stripped the carcasses and charred them for me over the fires they built with their clever fingers. I had to let them care for me; even if I’d had any knowledge of the wildcraft, which I didn’t, my body was incapable of function after a night in the saddle. Without the poppy and with the effect of the genets gradually diminishing, I was reduced to curling on the grass and struggling to win back my strength, my composure... my will to persevere. The idyll in the sorcerer’s tower receded from mind, taking with it much of my passion for our task. It became an intellectual construct, my quest for the king of elves.


    To hold fast to something other than my own pain, I asked the genets to tell me stories, a request that Kelu refused with bitter hauteur. But Almond proved willing, as she so often was; as the drake loped across the grasses, tireless and swift, Almond recounted tales of angels and demons, of kings and princes, of children, of sorrow... of the betrayal of humankind.


    “Say that last again?” I asked in the blue night as the drake carried us ever westward.


    “The humans chased the elves off the mainland,” Almond said.


    “That’s not a story,” I said. “That’s true.”


    “I’m not surprised,” Kelu said.


    “Why do the humans say so?” Almond asked.


    I thought back to the folio. “The text never gave a distinct reason. And for us it was long, long ago. What do your stories say?”


    “That the humans were jealous,” Kelu said. “Of course. That they hated the elves for their beauty and power and coveted what they couldn’t have, and in a jealous rage they drove the elves away while killing as many of them as possible in as pitiable but titillating ways they could imagine.”


    My brows lifted. “So between one and the other the truth is buried, and likely to remain so.”


    Kelu shrugged. “You can just ask one of them.”


    Taken aback, I said, “I could just...”


    “Ask, yes,” Kelu said. “The sorcerer’s been around that long, rumor has it. I’m sure the king has too.”


    The concept of immortality remained an abstraction to me until these reminders gave them body and form. But then I thought to ask, “Wouldn’t all of the elves remember that time, if truly they can never die?”


    Kelu said, “Some of them are older than others. And though it takes a lot of work to kill an elf, it can be done, and a lot of them were destroyed. I don’t know exactly how it all works.”


    I nodded. Then, more quietly, “You haven’t told any stories.”


    Kelu snorted. “Like I care about elves and what they think of themselves.”


    “Surely,” I said, “the genets tell stories also.”


    Kelu glanced over her shoulder at me. “Stories are for people who don’t know how they were made. You can only enjoy mythology if your god isn’t standing above you with a foot on the back of your neck and a whip in his hand.”


    To that I said nothing. What could be said?


    On another night, a violet night sharp with the scent of sage and wind, I asked, “Why are we not followed?”


    “I don’t know,” Kelu said. “It may be that Amoret assumed that Sedetnet kept you. No one crosses him.”


    We had seen no towns, no roads, nothing but the short grasses, the thin rills, the occasional clump of palms and other trees. “Surely the drake....”


    “Everything is disposable to the elves,” Kelu said.


    Almond clung to me; though I couldn’t see her I could sense her distress in the way she rubbed her nose against my back.


    “Don’t worry,” Kelu said. “We’ll have trouble enough once we get to the coast. Somehow we’re going to have to get across the channel to Kesína and into Suleris without becoming slaves, food or merchandise.”


    “I have given that some thought,” I said.


    “Ah?”


    “The elves keep human servants, yes?” I asked. “How are they hired?”


    “Hired?” Kelu asked, puzzled. “I don’t know. New ones just appear sometimes.”


    “Are they gifts from other elves?” I asked.


    “Sometimes,” Kelu said. “Not often, though. Elves tend to be selfish, especially about food.”


    “Perhaps they reproduce?” Almond offered, hesitant.


    The idea of humans having children in captivity who grew up to become the property of their elven masters, a chain unbroken for eternity, revolted me. “The few I saw didn’t seem to have the vitality to spark new lives,” I said. “Aren’t there wild humans? Human communities?”


    “Farms, you mean,” Kelu said. “There are some elven lands that are worked by humans.”


    “Perhaps I can be sent from a farm to serve the Suleris household,” I said.


    Kelu snorted. “Why would the farm release a perfectly good worker like that?”


    Wry, I said, “And I am so capable of physical labor, with my able body.” Almond winced against my back. “I thought,” I continued, “that my story could be that they sent me along because I had become too infirm to do any other labor.”


    “That might work,” Kelu said. “On the other hand, they might decide you’d make good food.”


    I shuddered.


    “You have to consider that possibility.”


    I did and I hated it. Not just hate... I couldn’t conceive of it. But... “Can you think of any other way to infiltrate the blood-flag house?”


    “In a way that would allow you to roam the halls freely?” Kelu said. She shook her head. “No... your idea isn’t a great one, but it might be the only one.”


    “Your confidence is greatly appreciated,” I said dryly.


    Kelu snorted. “I think this whole idea is an insanity.”


    “But it could turn the Archipelago on its end,” I said, smiling.


    “Maybe,” she said. “If you live so long.”


    “They can’t kill me, or so you say.”


    “When they’re done with you you’ll wish they’d tried,” Kelu said.


    I shook my head.
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    When we reached the coast it was all I could do to slide off the drake and cling to its neck. The sky was just spilling the roseate light of dawn onto the white sands at our feet, and the scent of brine and sage hung in the mist, draping over me, weighing my blouse and my hair down against my shoulders and back. And oh, the sound of the sea, the soft hushing murmur, the hiss as the waves crawled up the sand...!


    The sun rising at our back finally touched the distant crags of another island.


    “A little long to swim,” I said, exhausted.


    “The drake could make it.” Kelu hopped off its back and padded toward the strand. She swished her tail, agitated. “We’re going to have to find a boat. Or someone to take us across.”


    “And I can’t imagine anyone willingly taking us across the channel without deciding to keep me,” I said, watching the rose tint creep across the waters. The warmth of the light began to caress my shoulders, to shimmer on the scaled side of the drake. I turned to strip the saddle off its back; so long as I kept each motion deliberate and paced myself, I could sometimes help the genets with its care. I felt obliged to, for that it was a staunch companion. Such service kept me from dwelling on the more frequent stretches when I was a burden to them all.


    “You could begin your charade early,” Almond said, hesitant.


    I glanced at her over the drake’s back.


    “Mark yourself with Suleris’s sign,” Almond whispered.


    My gaze fell on my wrist; Amoret’s sigil had long since rubbed off.


    “With Suleris’s mark, no one would touch you, Master,” Almond said.


    “She’s right,” Kelu said. “There are many blood-flags, but few with Suleris’s clout. We might even be able to get the drake through. Not with one of Amoret’s saddles, though.”


    “So,” I said. “We disguise ourselves as possessions of Suleris’s—”


    “You do,” Kelu said. “We can’t change the tags on our collars. We’ll just have to make up something else for us. Maybe we’re going with you because we’re broken or Amoret wants to exchange us.”


    “And head... where to find this ship?” I asked.


    “To Erevar,” Almond murmured.


    “Erevar,” I repeated. I squinted at her. “Isn’t that where the one good elf is? Sadar. Kemses.”


    “Ah! Yes, Master,” Almond said.


    My eyes lost their focus, caught in the waves. “Perhaps he can help, then.”


    “It is possible,” Almond said.


    “I wouldn’t count on it,” Kelu said. “Just because he consorts with humans doesn’t make him a human-lover. The elves will say anything about each other if it means they can contrive a new excuse to kill one another.”


    “Try to kill one another,” I said absently.


    “Destroy,” Kelu said. “The word is destroy. Rend limb from limb and cast the bits into fires. I wouldn’t get to hoping much.”


    “Do you have a better suggestion?” I asked. Relieved of its saddle the drake had not moved clear of me, so I leaned on it, all too willing to have it support my spent body.


    “No,” Kelu said with a sigh. She looked at Almond. “Have you ever been there?”


    Almond shook her head.


    “Then I guess we’ll just head south until we meet the river,” Kelu said. “And hope that e Sadar is good to humans in a way that Morgan will appreciate.”


    The world had become a beautiful gradient of lilac shadows and creamy sand, blending together, losing focus. Almond’s arms slipped around me. She whispered, “You should lie down, Master. We can continue in a few hours.” Her words dissolved into the colors and I nodded, let her and the drake guide me to the silk and warmth of the strand. And there I wondered if Kemses e Sadar would love or destroy me... wondered before I dreamed my perilous dreams if the world itself would have me first.
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    The drake came to a halt on the outskirts of Erevar several days later. I had suffered more than usual on the last leg of our trip, and the genets were keeping me up when we entered the city.


    But oh, Erevar. I could have wept. The drake had not taken two steps onto the first of its stone roads when several humans walked past—strode past, shoulders back, eyes bright and focused, talking in congenial tones. From the back of the beast I watched their heads as they joined the flow of traffic leading into the city. Everywhere I looked I found humans: engaging in discourse, walking with purpose, conducting their affairs unfettered. Dressed poorly or well, passing in and out of houses and businesses, resting beneath the shades of the palms and sharing ripely aromatic fruits that wafted their exotic perfumes to me on the fresh breeze that skated the river. There were elves also; though rarer they were far easier to spot, numinous and beautiful, leaving after-images.


    I noted only one anomaly, and we had penetrated deep into the city by the time its consistency caused the observation to coalesce: all the humans were marked on the forehead. The colors varied, some in bold, stark inks and some in gilt or white, but all of them, from the eldest to the newest babe, had a blood-flag mark on his or her brow.


    Was it all a lie, then, their seeming contentment, their health? Perhaps they were better-kept slaves. Pets, like the genets. By the gray weariness that settled on me I knew I had expected more... had hoped that perhaps here was a place not only of justice for the oppressed, but also of secret truths, a place I could sift through the extremes of the stories of saints and tyrants and see what remained.


    I closed my eyes, surrendering to disillusionment. I had seen all I needed to see of Erevar. Leaning heavily on Kelu, I said, “Where do we go?”


    Kelu glanced up and down the cross-street. “Toward the manor, I’m guessing.” She slapped the drake’s neck with the reins and it flowed back into the streets, slinking around the slower pedestrians, wagons, and horses. Almond tightened her arms around my waist, and cradled between them I let myself be carried toward the master of the city. I had not even the energy to wonder if he would be kind or cruel. If my adventure ended here I would not fight it. We rode through the mingled smells of the city, of palms and mangos and sweat and the sea, of sun-baked clay and the distant musk of human and horse sweat. I thought then that the conversations around me seemed subdued, as if the pulse of the city had been depressed.


    “My master is here to petition the blood-flag Sadar,” Kelu said, rousing me from my stupor. I opened my eyes and found a soldier at the head of the drake, a glittering elf in fancifully sculpted armor, all flared metal and enamel arabesques. The silver cloisonné sigil on his breast trapped my gaze in its whorls of blue and green.


    The soldier stepped closer, squinting up at me. “Petition days are at week’s end.”


    “Please sir,” Almond whispered. “He is in dire need, and we have heard of the generosity of the blood-flag Sadar.”


    The guard sighed. “Pass on,” he said. “But I fear you will find little aid here today... or perhaps ever again.”


    “Sir?” Kelu asked, ears flipping forward with a sudden tension.


    “The blood-flag defends the city,” the guard said, the cadence of the words evoking ritual and foreboding.


    Almond’s arms tightened. Kelu bristled and asked, “Do you know the terms?”


    “No,” the guard said. “The lord’s aide will know. Go to the manor proper and present yourself at the door. They will tell you whether there is a master left to petition.”


    “Thank you,” Kelu said and urged the drake on. As we loped down the long path through the ornamental gardens, I asked, “The blood-flag defends the city?”


    “A more genteel way of taking people’s property and wealth from them,” she said. “Instead of killing everyone and destroying all the buildings, they duel.”


    “Dueling,” I said. It seemed a sensible alternative to rapine and pillage. Not civilized, certainly... we’d outlawed it for a reason. But my standards for civilized behavior in elves were far lower, and for people who couldn’t be killed dueling was surely just an exercise.


    “Horrible, horrible,” Almond whispered against my back, so soft I almost lost the words to the wind. “Oh.”


    “At least one good thing about this,” Kelu said. “That guard talked to me.”


    “Like a person,” I said.


    “Yes. So maybe e Sadar is what they say he is when they smear his reputation.”


    The drake carried us to the front of the manor. The road curved around its facade, the better to offload passengers from carriages, and the entrance was on the second floor, accessed by exterior stairs that coiled up to a broad balcony. Our arrival, unannounced and without entourage, inspired confusion; the servants hesitated before approaching us, and only one trudged on to greet us. Beneath the silver-inked sigil on his brow his face was drawn, and his green, blue and silver livery hung awkwardly off shoulders hunched with fatigue. “You have come to see the lord of Erevar?”


    “Yes,” I said, having recovered some sense of curiosity.


    “Is it too late?” Kelu asked.


    “I don’t know,” the man said. “He is still in the arena. You are welcome to wait here, but we don’t know how long it will be.”


    “How long has it gone on?” Kelu asked.


    “Since dawn,” the man said. “It is a line duel, with fire.”


    Kelu’s jaw dropped.


    “I don’t understand,” I said. “What is a line duel and what’s fire to do with it?”


    The man looked up at me, considering. Then he said, “It means that the entire family of the challenging blood-flag has called our master.”


    “A line,” Kelu said, her voice husky. She cleared it, then said, “When one of the challengers is cut down, then someone else from his family replaces him... but the defender can’t rest or be replaced. The one still standing at the end keeps the city.”


    “That’s... “ No words supplied themselves to describe the senselessness. “Since dawn?”


    “Since dawn,” the man said. “We are fortunate that our lord is good with arms and is well-loved by his chosen.”


    “And the fire?” I asked.


    “Means that the victor may destroy the losers,” the man said. “The parts are tossed in the fire to burn so they may not regenerate.”


    My gorge rose.


    “Which way is the arena?” Kelu asked.


    Almond squeaked.


    “Follow the road past the fountain to the east, behind the manor,” the man said. “It is the only round building on the estate.”


    “Thank you,” Kelu said.


    “Pray for our master,” the man said. “If he falls, this dream of Erevar will die. Even your kind have gentler lives here, genet.”


    “I don’t believe in God,” Kelu said, “but I’ll hope for the best.”


    As the drake turned his head to the east, Almond whispered, “Are you sure we should go? We could wait in the manor....”


    “We need to know if he’s alive or dead,” Kelu said. “If he’s dead or about to die, we need to get out of here as fast as we can. Someone who hates e Sadar enough to request a line duel with fire is not going to be any friend to us.”


    Almond whimpered.


    “We don’t have to stay,” Kelu said, exasperated. “One look should be all it takes.”


    Numb with horror, I hoped she was right.


    The only round building off the trail past the fountain was a thing of incongruous elegance, unexpectedly large. It was not so much round as faceted with dozens of slightly angled stained glass panels in blue, green, garnet and frost, and surrounding it were low ivory-trunked trees with slim curling limbs heavy with narrow leaves. The pattern of pale green shadows and fragments of colored light on the ground dizzied my eye, so that when the drake came to a halt outside Kelu had to tug on my pant leg to attract my attention.


    “Come on,” she hissed. “Let’s get this done.”


    I slid off the back of the drake, almost crumpling. Almond grabbed the yoke of my shirt on the way down, steadying me, and even the drake turned its head to peer at me. They had to prop me up as we walked toward the tall, thin doors, inlaid with colored glass in a filigree frame. The two guards waiting there looked at us—what a sight we must have presented!—and simply opened them. We entered the arena of the blood-flag Erevar, and left forever at the threshold my innocence in the ways of elven warfare.


    The scent struck me first, a gagging miasma, burnt flesh, blood, sweat and a sweet and pungent incense. They twined together in the fat smoke trails that billowed from four great bonfires set at the cardinal directions, each ringed with a hedge of long, wrapped poles. Glittering spectators wavered in and out of view as the smoke tore around them. On opposite sides of the arena stood two groups: at the far end a knot of glowering elves, armed and oiled, and on the near end a bare handful of humans and elves, tense and miserable.


    And in the center of this tableau two elves... one dark-haired panting youth, streaked in trails both clear and atramentous; they cut his face and arm into nonsensical patterns as he leaned forward, and so I might be forgiven for not realizing that the shadow clustered beneath his brow was an empty eye socket, weeping blood and humors. He clung to the sword in one hand as if he couldn’t unseal his fingers.


    The other, his back to me, was crouched low. What I took for a cloak was hair, gleaming silver hair that brushed the dirt floor.


    As the genets stopped, bracing me between them, the silver-haired man lunged toward the youth, who stumbled back. With a flash of steel and glass the man sliced a knife across the dark elf’s eyes—passing entirely through his nose as if through wax—and the other in the opposite direction, through his throat, exposing his windpipe. As the youth collapsed, gagging, the silver-haired man swooped down and put a boot to his shoulder. I heard the crack of his shoulder dislocating before I realized the silver-haired elf was sawing at the arm.


    And that even as he did so, the tremendous wound over his opponent’s throat was sluggishly sealing.


    I swayed, and Kelu held me in place.


    “Do you need to vomit, Master?” Almond whispered.


    Vomiting... that required believing my eyes. The man on the ground was flopping now, fingers digging trenches into the earth.


    He was reaching for his sword.


    Mesmerized, I watched as the taller elf stomped on his hand and then ground into them with his boot-heel, hard enough to snap the bones. Through his teeth he hissed, “Yield.”


    The youth wheezed, unable to speak, but struggled weakly for his fallen weapon. The man over him dragged his head back by the hair and slit his throat again, holding it open this time so that the blood pumped in great gushes from the severed arteries, soaking the mottled earth. The youth’s emptied eye sockets seeped thickly over his cheeks, caking his mouth with blood and gore.


    “Yield,” the elf said, voice ragged. “Yield now and I’ll let you live.”


    The youth’s bloody mouth twitched... and then his hand snapped out and yanked the other’s ankle out from under him. The taller elf rolled as he fell and faster than I could track lunged back to his attacker, scooping him off the ground and sprinting for the fire. The youth scratched at his face, clawed at his throat, but his opponent threw him into the fire, snatched one of the wrapped poles and impaled him. And there as the youth flailed the silver-haired elf held him pinned, leaning into the pole, until at last the convulsions stopped.


    Kemses e Sadar straightened, gore-stained hair falling in front of his hard face, and tossed the pole to the ground. “Next,” he rasped.


    He was fierce and hard and bright, even wounded, even bloodied and bent. He was the most magnificent elf I had ever seen.


    I collapsed between the two genets and emptied my stomach. The clash of blades resumed and I wondered wildly how anyone could bear to witness this violence against nature with equanimity.


    A cool hand touched my shoulder then.


    “Friend?” a woman asked in a husky contralto.


    I looked up and into the kohled dark eyes of another human, tears stiffening the smooth olive skin of her cheeks. Black curls fell past a strong nose, full lips, breaking up her face... but not enough that I could fail to see the creases drawn around her mouth by fear and exhaustion. Nor did she shine; like the humans of Amoret’s manor she seemed to have been sapped of some vital quality.


    “P-pardon?” I asked.


    “Are you a friend,” she asked. “A friend of our keeper-lover, Kemses e Sadar.”


    “Yes,” I said.


    “We came for help,” Almond whispered from my side.


    “If we see the end of this, you will have it,” she said. “He turns no one away.”


    I looked past her shoulder, glimpsed the steel glimmer of a sword’s quillions pressed flush to another elf’s belly.


    “Don’t,” she said, turning my face. “Don’t look.” And then she embraced me and shuddered. Numb, I put my arms around her and closed my eyes tightly as something squelched and blood hissed, splashing the earth. When I opened them again, a man was standing alongside us, so strongly stamped with the woman’s features that they could only be kin. He was watching the duel with a grim face, dark curls obscuring his eyes but leaving his clenched jaw visible.


    Again the nauseating stench. This time with screams. And then Kemses’s rough voice. “Break.”


    “This will be your second to last,” another voice said.


    I lifted my head. Kemses’s back was to us, leaving us with a full frontal view of a seething male half his size, hair tied back in a tight coil, shoulders hunched and body almost vibrating.


    “I know,” Kemses said at last.


    “Only one more break after this one,” the other repeated. “And there are still eight of us left.”


    “I know,” he said again.


    The elf’s shrug had the violence of anger as he turned away. His clump of family consisted not just of elves, but also humans... humans collared and yoked together like cattle. The group parted to accept him and together they turned on the humans. The ghost of those predatory hands glided over my skin and I shivered.


    Kemses came to us then, so tall he towered over us where the woman held me braced between the genets on the ground: all shadow and silver gilt and blood-soaked skin weeping trails of sweat and grime.


    “My lord, my love,” the human man said, holding out his arms.


    And then that stern and savage mien... dissolved. Kemses stepped into the human’s embrace and bent his head down to rest on the glossy curls, leaning ever-so-slightly. My breath caught at the sight of them.


    “Take from me, please,” the human said.


    Kemses shook his head, eyes closed.


    “Please,” the man said. “If you fall...”


    “We couldn’t bear it,” the woman holding me whispered. “Please, beloved. Use us to your purpose.”


    “Take it,” the man said, sliding his arms up the elf’s lean torso. “Or God damn it, I’ll force it on you.”


    Kemses laughed a hollow laugh and kissed the man’s brow. “Far be it from me to gainsay you, Galen.” And then he wrapped his arms around the human and pressed him close and I waited for the disgust, for the revulsion, for the rape that I could sense happening on the other side of the arena even now...


    ...and it never came. The man rested his brow against the taller elf’s and their breathing slowed and synchronized until it came in tandem. A sense of tranquility swept them, so compelling I could only stare in shock and a nameless longing. As I watched, Kemses’s edges glimmered as if lit by an unseen sun, and then the colors in his skin and hair flared, incandescent. The human wobbled and fell against him, and Kemses caught him in gentle arms, lowered him to the ground beside me.


    For a moment, we locked gazes and Kemses’s brow crimped in puzzlement. Then he looked to the woman and said, “Take care of him.”


    “Yes, my lord,” she murmured, and then he returned to the arena to face his next opponent, hair rippling like a banner.


    The woman took her kin in her arms, and I lurched to my feet to force myself to watch the violence, to learn its vicious lessons... to begin to understand exactly what it meant to be immortal. I had attended some of Chester’s practice bouts, but they had nothing on the brutality and cruelty of elven duels.... and within the first exchanges, I saw magic.


    I understood then how far gone Kemses had been when he called the halt... for the fight with magic defied belief. His stole became a whip, fouling the weapons of his attackers; the hair I took for ornament turned back blows and sliced thousands of cuts when flung past enemy skin. Magic sped the passage of his blades and corrupted the flesh in its wake, hardened his body against blows and repaired him from ridiculous wounds. Nor were objects the only recipient of this force, for he did not move so much as ripple, fluid as a stream; fell and leapt with a speed and grace no human could have matched. And magic kept him from dying, over and over and over again.


    The second man opened Kemses’s gut; he pulled his entrails back into the hole, pressed a hand over them and fought that way until the skin closed. His broken arm he used to club his opponent until the bones snapped back together. When the third elf shattered his thigh I thought then he would be dragged to the fire but he wound his fingers in his opponent’s blouse and jerked him so close he could wrap the good leg around his hips: there the two of them struggled, tangled too close for either to reach the nearest bonfire.


    By the fourth opponent, his magic seemed relegated to the healing of insult.


    By the sixth opponent, the light in Kemses’s skin had been doused. He fought on pure will alone.


    By the seventh, his wounds were healing so slowly they draped long tongues of blood and gore down his back and sides, down the front of his belly. In that final contest, he showed himself to be a presence... economical, relentless, burned to purity by the effort he expended merely to stay alive. Somehow he threw that seventh to the fire, leaving him to confront the final elf in the challenger’s train, a powerful male who flowed onto the arena’s ground with all the grace of someone rested and thirsty for revenge.


    “Tornen e Ekadet,” Kemses said, leaning heavily on one of the fire poles.


    The other snorted. “This is over, e Sadar. You know it. I left the strongest for last.”


    “You don’t care at all that all of your sons and nephews are dead,” Kemses said, voice ragged.


    “Of course not. They were troublesome. Why else request a line duel?” The male shrugged, lifted his spear. “If one of them had killed you, well. We would have Erevar. If you killed them all, well again. You have relieved me of their ambitious quarrels. This emphasis on family is old-fashioned, e Sadar. Where there is no death, there is no need for legacy.”


    “Break,” Kemses said.


    Tornen sighed. “If you must. You know you are merely prolonging the inevitable. Look at you, Kemses. And you have only the pitiful two humans left to feed from, and they’re well and truly depleted.”


    “Still,” Kemses said.


    The elf sighed and waved a hand. “Go to your pathetic pets. I’ve waited twenty years to do this. I can wait a little more.”


    Kemses turned and limped toward his pet humans. Galen struggled to stand, but could not manage; the woman rose to her knees and reached for him.


    “No,” he said roughly. “Not that. Just... hold me.”


    “My lord,” she said. “Oh, please. You will die if we do not.”


    “And you will die if I do,” he said.


    “Death... comes to... all of us,” Galen said. “Let... ours have... meaning.”


    Kemses suffered the woman’s arms around his hips, but did not come nearer.


    “Please,” she said. “If you die, beloved... then the only safe place for the non-elven falls with you. Our deaths are as nothing against that tragedy.”


    “I know,” Kemses said hoarsely. His head slowly fell until it rested against theirs, against their black curls. “I know. And still... I can’t. I can’t.”


    “My lord,” the man said, struggling.


    “No.”


    The word, I discovered, had come from my mouth. As the three of them craned their heads toward me, I said, “Take from me.”


    “You?” Kemses asked. “You don’t know what you offer.”


    “Oh, trust me,” I said with a laugh. “I know. So come and get it before my will falters.”


    “I don’t feed on the unwilling,” Kemses said.


    “Damn it,” I said. “I’m too tired to argue with you. Stop being a martyr and come drink like every other elf.”


    “Go!” the woman urged.


    He glanced at her and the man, then heaved himself to his feet. I could feel the effort it took for him to move; my resolve hardened as he approached. I didn’t know when I’d become willing to let him do what those others had done to me at Amoret’s kennel. Perhaps it had been the woman’s despair at his injury, the man’s trust in his arms. Perhaps it was as simple as wanting to right the injustice of a man losing a duel to the death because his enemy’s entire family was allowed to fight him at once. I only knew as he drew nigh that what I did was right. This was mine to do. Had somehow always been mine to do.


    Kemses e Sadar faced me. His silver hair had gone gray and lusterless with blood and sweat. His skin held no magic glimmer. What stood before me now was an ink wash of an elf, colorless and wan. “If you are certain,” he said at last.


    “Yes,” I answered. “You... might find me difficult to feed from. And I’ll be sick afterwards. But it should work.”


    Kemses said, “Then I accept, gladly, gratefully. Only tell me your name. I would know all the men and women who grant me their strength.”


    “I am Morgan Locke of Evertrue,” I said. I pulled the pendant free of my blouse. “And I am the Red Prince of Serala.” Before he could object, I took his wrist and drew him into my arms and willed him to feel the magic bound in my blood.


    Kemses choked on a groan and gathered me against his body, the weight of his head resting on mine, and there was a rushing in my ears. The snap and roar of the bonfires receded. The sepia-and-blood-tinted arena fell away. He stank of pain-sweat and exertion, of blood and spilled viscera and ranker things. What little clothing he wore barely shifted against my hands, adhered to his skin. The lank tresses of hair that fell forward to shield us did so in matted ropes. He surrounded me, became everything. My heart slowed... his raced... our breathing mingled, synchronized. And then I felt the peace of the communion...


    ...just before he took of my offering.


    The demons screamed in my head and the thorns in my blood dug into me and I paid for that first sip in agony. Instantly he stopped, and my fingers shook against his back, dug into him.


    “TAKE IT!”


    “You’re dying!”


    “I can’t die!” I cried, writhing. “Finish it!”


    “Morgan—”


    “Damn you, e Sadar,” I snarled. “I rank you! Finish it!”


    Startled, he dropped his ghostly hands back into my spirit and combed the magic free, fought my blood for it, drank as a white explosion swept my sight to blindness and deafened me and my entire body howled. I slumped in his arms, felt him trembling. Hands caught me, lowered me to the ground as I began to convulse. I would miss the fight, but I knew he would win... because his passage bruised my senses, set them on glorious fire. His presence sang, and the world around him parted in joyful humility and no elf, no matter how fresh or how puissant, would match him now. I would not witness his triumph, but my hand would be in it all the same. I smiled before I passed out.
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    I woke to diffuse sunlight, a warm breeze and the scent of pennyroyal. My body ached in every particular and my skin felt raw and bruised, but my thoughts ran clear and unfettered and I was glad of that one mercy. Gingerly, I sat up on an elbow and formed a blurry impression of a small but airy room, of wind and clean sheets and an open door leading outside where palm-shaped shadows shimmered in the corner of my vision.


    There was a night-table. Groping it revealed my glasses, and I had just set them on my nose when the interior door opened.


    “Ah, you are awake.”


    I squinted at my visitor. “Galen... yes?”


    He nodded. His complexion had improved since I’d seen him last, having recaptured some of that nascent glow I had begun to associate with the magic of living things. “Are you well?” he asked. “Shall I find you food?”


    The mere thought of food curdled my stomach. I was not so well as that, then. “Water, please,” I said. “Nothing else.”


    “As you wish,” he said. “My lord would like to see you, if you feel well enough for it.”


    “I’m in condition for that,” I said. I would have had to have been sicker by far to turn down an audience with the first elf I’d observed who hadn’t presented like an amoral monster.


    Galen nodded and stepped back toward the door. There he paused. “Thank you,” he said. “For my lord’s life.”


    I tried to think of a response either pithy or appropriate and could only answer, “You’re welcome.”


    He closed the door behind him.


    I lay back down and closed my eyes, conserving my strength. Little doubt of it: I was exhausted, and I had no genets to assuage my aches and no poppy to cushion my mind. It would not be long before the pain and the nausea redoubled and I would have to find surcease in sleep or beg drugs from my host. What a humiliation. I sighed and turned my face from the door, trying to concentrate on the fresh softness of the breeze.


    When the door opened next I expected Galen and the water, or perhaps a servant. I should not have been surprised to find Kemses there instead with a ceramic pitcher. He had a wholly different demeanor outside the arena; in this kind room, he seemed of one piece with the white sunlight, the light green shadows. Even the silver of his hair seemed to disguise hints of something green beneath, like the canescence of a plant’s most tender leaves.


    He came to my bedside and drew up a stool, and there he poured me a bowl of water which I allowed him to help me drink. And then I fell back against the pillows and breathed against my own weakness.


    “My lord,” Kemses said.


    I smiled without opening my eyes. “And just like that you believe my story. On the strength of a piece of steel shaped like a pedigree and my word.”


    “That alone, perhaps not,” Kemses said. “But you do not have a human’s magic.”


    That made me look at him, brow arched. “If that were true, then Amoret’s human-keepers would surely have noticed it while they were feeding on me.”


    He winced but did not look away. “It is not necessarily so, my lord prince.”


    I lifted a finger to stop him. “I want to hear this,” I said. “But not before you stop with the “my lord” and “my prince.” I’m just Morgan. Morgan Locke.”


    “You are definitively more than that,” Kemses said with the first trace of humor I’d heard from him. Sardonic.


    “Maybe so,” I said. “But until I stop looking like this I’m just another human slave and you people are... well.” I stopped, discomfited, then found a crooked smile of my own. “Like gods, really. Capricious, vain and monstrous ones.”


    That flinch was much harder. Kemses looked away. “Very well, Morgan Locke,” he said. “Tell me something. If you grab at a thing, do you not have a better chance of breaking it?”


    “Yes,” I said, curious.


    “And you do not sense the details of its surface quite so well as you would if you were to carefully lift it, run your fingers over its surface, cradle it.”


    “No, of course not,” I said. “You’re saying that elves who rape their slaves aren’t going to sense any of the fine details of their magic.”


    “Yes,” he said.


    “I wouldn’t think ‘I’m an elf, not a human’ would be a fine detail,” I said. “Though I am of course no magical theoretician.”


    Kemses laughed. “Perhaps not. But there is a layer of you that floats above that truth, easy to steal, easy to be sated on. And then there is a layer beneath the brambles, and there that truth resides. You are one of us. More than that, I think you are a great power, held in check or reduced, but... yes. I could imagine you a prince.”


    “So is it by power alone that you choose your royalty?” I asked.


    “It is by necessity,” Kemses said. “Those with the potential to be monarchs are born with the royal gifts, because the duties of the royalty require great power. Or they did, when we had kings instead of this thrice-damned council which accomplishes nothing but make excuses for new wars.”


    I thought I could not imagine a system more ripe for abuse than a human monarchy until Kemses advanced this elven version to me. The notion of putting into power the most powerful person one could find, with no checks or balances... the thought was so appalling I was almost awestruck. The notion that I would have to rescue the elven king and set him loose on this already corrupt and depraved society horrified me.


    And yet, I would have no cure from my condition otherwise. Unless...


    “I don’t suppose, given that you could sense this in me, that you could undo this... ah... seeming I’m wearing?”


    “Alas no,” Kemses said. “Whatever it is that poisons your blood and paints that facade on you, it is greater, far greater than my small ability to unravel. You would have to find an elven king for that. Or a sorcerer on par with Sedetnet.”


    And then I narrowed my eyes at him. “If his power is equivalent to a king’s, why isn’t he king?”


    “It is the wrong kind of power,” Kemses said. “He lacks the royal blood-gifts. Drink?”


    I accepted the bowl, could actually hold it without his aid though my fingers trembled. “Explain,” I said. “Please.”


    “The king’s duty is to move magic to where it is most needed,” Kemses said. “You must understand, in the beginning we considered ourselves wardens of the world. The magic we all generated was not ours to wield for personal gain. We released it gladly to the king, so that he could send it to where there was danger and need, to augment the power of the elves there in their struggles. That is a very specific talent, that ability to redistribute the magical energy of an entire people, and it comes only from the blood, rising in the blood. That is how a king is known. It does not matter how much power an elf wields. If he cannot tap into the power of all elves and balance it to need, he is no king.”


    “How am I a prince, then, if I don’t have it?”


    “You would not have the king-gifts,” Kemses said, “But the prince-gifts. They are similar, but not the same.”


    “I cannot imagine I have these either.”


    “I don’t know that you do not,” Kemses said. “I only know that you have enough potential in you to be capable of it. Whether the talent exists in you...” He shrugged. “We cannot know until you are freed from this binding that trammels you.”


    I sighed. Of course it would not be so easy. “Where are my genets?”


    “Sleeping with the others,” he said. “I can have them brought?”


    “No,” I said. “Let them rest. They’ve been through a great deal, suffering my weaknesses.” I glanced at him. “I came for help.”


    “I imagine you need it,” Kemses said. “And even if I had not owed you my life for the gift you made me in the arena, you would still have it for being very possibly my prince. Ask.”


    “I need passage to Kesína,” I said. “Safe passage.”


    “Easily granted,” Kemses said. “And provisions also if you have need.” He canted his head. “Is there something specific you seek? It may be safer for me to send someone for it directly.”


    I sighed. “Somehow I doubt that.” I smiled wryly. “I’m off to find your king.”


    Kemses froze. “The king lives?” he asked carefully.


    “Sedetnet seems to think so.”


    The elf swayed back on the stool, remaining there, as if feeling some slight repulsion from my presence. His countenance had taken on a closed air.


    The king lives, the demons whispered in my ear and I closed my eyes, pushing them away. “I take it,” I said, “that this isn’t welcome news.”


    “Quite the contrary,” Kemses said. His fingers flexed on the stool’s edge, one after the other, as if he played an arpeggio. “But I have long since ceased to hope. We’ve heard rumors before and they have always been false. The purported king was a fake, or it was just a way to rally more people to a blood-flag to start a new conflict. The council is always looking for reasons to start new conflicts.”


    “I don’t entirely understand that,” I said. “Why? War is wasteful.”


    “Exactly,” he said. “The more people are destroyed, the more land, the more resources there are for the rest of us.”


    “I thought you were impossible to slay,” I said. “Certainly a battlefield doesn’t seem to offer the kind of nightmarish extremes necessary to really destroy one of you.”


    “It can happen,” Kemses said. “And if it didn’t, then it at least keeps the blood-flags focused on rending one another and not toppling the council.”


    “And this council does what, exactly?” I asked.


    “They elected themselves to replace the king when we came to exile here,” Kemses said. “Saying that since a king did not protect us from the catastrophe of humanity’s betrayal, that we should turn to other methods. And since no king rose to oppose them, they have remained. In theory they govern us, but in reality they tax us in money, land and humans, all of which they keep or squander.”


    “It seems it is time to elect a new council,” I said.


    He laughed then, shaking his head so that the sun slid up and down the fall of his hair, mazing my eyes. “Ah. Sometimes you seem very cynical, Master Locke... and other times, very naive indeed.”


    I was reaching for the water, a retort on my lips, when the first tingle ran the length of my fingertips. Careful, I chafed them together and my teeth ached at their sensitivity. With a sigh, I set my glasses on the night-table and laced my fingers together over my chest, but that did not still their tremble. I closed my eyes and resigned myself to being humbled before my host.


    “Is there—something is wrong.”


    “I don’t suppose you have any opium,” I said, wry.


    “I could contrive it,” Kemses said. “I did not take you for an addict.”


    “Yes, well,” I said as my leg twitched, “you don’t know me very well.” And then the convulsions came and once again I paid for Kemses’s victory. His hands wrapped around my arms, burning my skin; his shouts deafened my ears. Soon enough I lost it all to a synesthesia of color and sound and drowned in the kaleidoscope, my world turned to stained glass and shattered.


    The first impression that made sense, sense by itself, was the dark... and soon after, the dense scent of the poppy, heavy in the air like a scarf dragging across my face. The skin over my cheekbone felt too taut, stretched and raw and parched. The heat along my sides... the perfume of lilacs and musk.


    “Almond?” I asked, hoarse.


    “Master,” she said, cuddling closer, her little hand slipping up to rest on my sternum.


    “Fine mess,” Kelu muttered on my other side. Her arm rested across my belly, fingers splayed on Almond’s waist. “In an elven manor, all of us drugged drowsy and you the hero of the whole insanity.”


    “That’s a bad thing?” I asked, drifting amid the warm ochre light and sepia shadows, cobwebbed with amber opium veils.


    “This is nice, Master,” Almond said, her tiny tongue flicking at my skin. I was too heavy to care. Drinking the poppy was an intense experience, but this... this breathing... my chest had grown warm and my breaths so slow, and it didn’t seem to matter. The air caressed me as I drew it in, its every particle limned by the weight of the drug. I thought of seeds carried on delicate feathered hairs, clustering in my lungs until they filled me with soft, brushing warmth.


    “Feeling better?”


    The bed creased for the human woman, Kemses’s servant. I looked up at her and sensed her only as a haze of shapes, a female smell, a smudge of dark, dark curls against smooth olive skin shading to brown, and a white shift deepening to cream in its shadowed folds. I couldn’t discern her face without my glasses and felt too lethargic to reach for them.


    She had asked me a question. “Pardon?”


    A laugh, low and mellow. “I see the poppy is working. We found you only the best, the royal golden poppy.”


    “Ah,” I said. “Thank you.”


    She took my hand in her small plump ones, cushioning my palm. “My name is Basilia. You have met my brother, Galen.”


    “Yes,” I said, drowsy. Her smooth skin distracted me.


    “Our master tells us you saved him,” she murmured, bringing my hand to her mouth. Her lower lip dragged against my knuckles as she spoke. “That your magic was of such potency he felt almost a god.”


    Even nigh insensate on poppy I had to chuckle. “Hyperbole, surely.”


    “No,” she murmured. Was she...? Yes. She was kissing my hand, hot breath across the webbing between my fingers, the flick of a tongue much, much different from Almond’s. “I have been with him all my life, have seen him after he has drunk of the gift. Never have I seen him burn the way he burned after embracing you.”


    “Ah, well,” I said, flushing. “It was a needful... needful thing.”


    “I love my master very much.” She was nibbling the edge of my finger.


    “I had noticed,” I said, remembering the look in her eyes when she’d met his.


    “And I am grateful, so grateful that you offered,” she whispered. “You did not have to.”


    “I couldn’t let him die,” I said. Had Kelu moved? No, Almond. Almond had curled up at my feet. It was Basilia now who filled that space. She was not much taller than the genet, but so, so much more generously curved. Succulent almost, soft, pettable—


    No, she was petting me. Or was I? My mind stretched like taffy.


    “I would like to thank you,” she whispered, kissing my neck. “So brave, so handsome.”


    I was certainly neither of those things. She did not seem interested in my protests. And her arms were sliding up over my chest, tangling the chain from my name, sinking fingers into my hair as her thigh slipped up and over mine.


    “Ah—,” I said, eyes closing. I caught her wrist somehow, despite not being able to focus well. “Please. Basilia? No, I pray you.”


    She looked up at me and her face was so close I could see the thick lashes clearly, the arch of her heavy brows, the drowsiness of her dark, dark eyes. “Have I offended?” she asked, and even the words caressed me, moist against my jaw.


    “No,” I said. “I’m... flattered. Flattered.” So hard to find words through the fog in my mind, but I could still see Ivy’s face, even separated from her by an ocean. Tea-brown eyes. Soft honey-dark curls. “But... there’s another.”


    She smiled. “I don’t mind. I know it would be only once. A gift for your courage, for your goodness.”


    “I don’t want to... it would...” I trailed off.


    She lifted a finger to my lips, traced the lower. “You save yourself for her.”


    I nodded mutely. Or at least, that had been the plan before Sedetnet. Did an elven sorcerer count against my purity? I hadn’t quite been in my right mind for that encounter. I wasn’t even sure if he’d been male or female or both... God!


    “That is so sweet,” she said, smiling. “Now I am sad three times over not to have been accepted.”


    “Three times?” I asked, trying to ignore her fingers on my face.


    “Once because you are such a gentleman,” she murmured. “Twice because you are so gaunt and thin and sad, and it would be a joy to give you some happiness. And thrice because I would have liked to bear your children.”


    That pierced the poppy fog better than anything yet. “Good God!”


    “You would not be expected to care for the baby, of course,” she said. “But to waste your power... ah. I know my lord would approve. He was due to choose a man for me soon as it was... surely you would have met his standard.”


    I reeled, and not just from the laughable thought that I was no human to be bedding her for procreative purposes. “Kemses... would choose your mate for you?”


    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I have a mate already, closer to me than any husband. But my lord will choose someone to get me with child, a child who will be of help to him when I am dead.” Dreamily but with regret, “For I will die one day, and my brother with me, and then it will be our children who serve him, and our children’s children. Such is the way of Serala. Such is the way of elves and men.”


    I shuddered. “Forgive me if I find it repugnant.”


    She lifted herself from my side, leaned forward to kiss my brow with her pendulous breasts grazing my chest. “You are not yet resigned to it, but you will be one day. The peace will come to you. We live swiftly... the genets swifter yet. And pacing us with the grace of ancient trees, the elves watch over us all.”


    She left me there in the poppy-shrouded dark. Almond crawled back into the hollow she’d left at my side, though the dimple was much deeper than when the genet had originally created it.


    “God,” I whispered.


    “Lovely world, isn’t it,” Kelu said. “Where I have to sit here and watch humans fornicate in bed with me as if I wasn’t even there.”


    “We didn’t fornicate,” I said.


    “You would have, if you hadn’t been such a prude,” Kelu replied.


    “You could have left.”


    “And gone where?” Kelu asked. “My place is by your side, Master.”


    “It’s good to be near love,” Almond whispered, nuzzling me. “Don’t listen to her only, Master. To be allowed to remain during that is a great honor.”


    “A great honor,” Kelu said, ears flicking back. “While they sweat and pant and grapple for better positions and creak and make their ugly noises? Please.”


    I blushed. “I am not planning on fornicating in your presence any time soon, never fear.”


    “Don’t listen,” Almond whispered, hugging me. “The act is beautiful.”


    “The act is meaningless,” Kelu said. “It can be hideously ugly, believe me.”


    How did I enter into these discussions? I sighed and lifted my eyes to the smoke wafting through the air. “We have to go.”


    “Master?” Almond asked.


    I was sick of the elves, of humans, of the Archipelago, of the genets with their unsettling thoughts. Had I had any possibility at all of cultivating a normal life on my return to the mainland I would have asked Kemses for passage back to Far Horizon that very instant. But between me and that livable life was a sorcerer addled with caprice, a meaningless quest, and a magical king. I did not want to waste time.


    “Tomorrow,” I said, closing my eyes. “Tomorrow we leave for Kesína.”


    “Good,” Kelu said. “I’ll tell e Sadar first thing.”
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    The following morning the household’s human servants brought a modest breakfast before showing me to a bathing chamber out of a fantasy, a pool sunk into the middle of clean ivory pavers in an open chamber surrounded in windowed doors, all slightly ajar to allow a breeze to disturb the steam that rose from the hot water. It was magical in more ways than one, for the water never grew cloudy or cool... and oh, what a wonder to soak. I almost thought twice about leaving, so great was the allure of that pool. But presently I allowed myself to be summoned from that chamber and there I balked.


    “Your old clothes are completely unsuitable for the weather,” Kelu said. “Besides, they mark you as a foreigner. You need to look like a native.”


    I stared at the generously cut pants and stole... or more accurately, at the flimsy material from which they’d been fashioned. “I refuse.”


    “Try it, Master?” Almond said softly.


    “You might as well,” Kelu said. “In case you failed to notice, your old clothes aren’t here.”


    With great reluctance I changed into the pants. They fell past my insteps, covering my feet, but hung low on my hips as if in compensation for that modesty. What kind of a society found feet objectionable but would leave a man bare almost to his unmentionables? I tried shaking my hair in front of my chest but even as long as it’d gotten it didn’t do more than cover my ribs. I wondered if Kemses had grown his mane just for such cause.


    “I absolutely can’t,” I said. “It’s obscene.”


    Kelu flipped her ears back, unimpressed. “It’s practical.”


    “It may be practical for elves and humans,” I said with asperity, “but you will recall that I have a habit of falling down and convulsing, and when I’m not engaged in that pleasant pastime my skin is so sensitive that the air across its bare surface would probably send me into a fugue. So how is this a good idea again?”


    “Be reasonable,” Kelu said.


    I started to explain exactly what I thought of her “reasonable” suggestion when Kemses said from the door, “Let him be. There are alternatives.” He shucked the coat from his shoulders offered it. “This is acceptable. Considered by some to be an eccentricity, but not enough to be of note.”


    I took the coat, a sleeveless thing of lined silk and elegant frog closures. But the embroidery alone... “Surely this is too rich to pass for a servant’s garb.”


    “From a distance it may help you pass for an elf.”


    I stared at him, at his mandorla of light and life and magic. I could see him crimping the world around him... I couldn’t imagine missing it from any distance. “Forgive me, but surely you jest.”


    “An elf who hasn’t fed for a long time can become dull and colorless,” he said. “If you dress as one of us, ride a drake accompanied by genets and are armed, you may pass unmolested on your errand.”


    I drew the coat on and fastened the closures from collarbone to waist. From there it flared to the hem at my knee, leaving the voluminous pants exposed. Almond removed the stole and looped it several times around my waist, knotting it like a sash.


    “Your genet tells me you wanted to leave today,” Kemses said.


    I sat on the edge of the bed, conserving strength. “I am grateful for your hospitality, but the sooner I free the king the sooner I can go home.”


    “And home is the mainland,” Kemses said.


    I nodded.


    “Are elves welcome there, then?”


    I laughed. “God in the firmament. Almost no one knows elves exist there. And magic is certainly a myth.”


    “Then how will they accept you?” Kemses asked. “You will be revealed as one of us.”


    The absurdity of the situation struck me then. I prided myself on having something of an incisive mind and yet it had not yet occurred to me that being cured of my ailment would transform me into another race entirely, one with no place in the society I’d left behind.


    “Master Locke?” Kemses asked.


    “Ah,” I said, struggling for equilibrium and finding not even a scrap of earth to stand on. “Do I have an elven name, then?”


    “Not that I know of,” he said. “Are you well? You look... pale.”


    I waved a hand. “A passing spell. As to the rest... a conundrum I’ll concern myself with when it arrives.”


    Kemses nodded. “You can leave whenever you’re ready. The papers I’ve prepared will take you on any of my outgoing ships.”


    “I’m grateful,” I said. “There are some matters, though... such as... well.” I sighed. “The poppy is helpful.”


    “Basilia told me. I have set a supply in your packs, though I would not make it known you have so much of it.”


    “Noted,” I said. “Do you have genets, sir?”


    He glanced at Almond and Kelu. “I do not, no. I find the industry repugnant and have no wish to support it.”


    “You are not alone,” I said with a sigh. “Nevertheless, I appear to have two and they need... feeding. And reward. I would appreciate a healer’s attendance.”


    “I could take care of them,” Kemses said.


    I looked up at him, drawn from my reverie. He was leaning against the door jamb, arms folded over his chest and head slightly bowed. I had never seen him without one of the coats, come to that... he was far broader in the shoulder than I’d thought and very narrow in the torso. My eyes caught on his navel and I wondered what woman had borne him... and how long ago. How many human lifetimes had this man seen?


    “Pardon?”


    “You speak of the blood-letting, I presume,” Kemses said. “I have seen how difficult it is for you to give of your magic. It is my talent to make much of what little I have... I can feed them for you.”


    I could sense Kelu’s attention, hear Almond’s little gasp. I looked at them. “You’re hungry, aren’t you?” I asked Kelu. “It’s been some time.”


    Kelu licked her nose. “You remembered.”


    “Of course,” I said, frowning, and added wryly, “It’s hard to forget when your reminders are so pointed.”


    “I could use it, yes,” she said, and though she affected nonchalance I could see her ears trembling.


    “You also,” I said to Almond. “Didn’t you say once that it was good to you too?”


    “I don’t need it, Master,” Almond whispered.


    “No, but you have earned it many times over,” I said, touching her chin with a fingertip.


    And looking at their eager faces, I sighed. As good as it would be to allow Kemses to take on that duty, they were mine to care-take. I had already missed one opportunity, with the wounds Almond had suffered at Amoret's hands, and that smarted yet. “I appreciate your offer, sir. Having the healer at ready would be sufficient.”


    Kemses nodded. “When you are done, then, send for me and I’ll see you off. If you’re sure about leaving today...?”


    “I must,” I say.


    He inclined his head, then closed the door after him, leaving me with the genets.


    “It really would have been better for you if you’d let him,” Kelu said. “He’s not going to be hurt by it the way you are.”


    “Maybe so,” I said. I removed the coat and folded it carefully, setting it on the night-stand before spreading my arms to expose their undersides. “But the two of you have guided and cared for me. There is a debt there I cannot delegate to others.”


    They slid to me, furry arms gliding over my skin. And then there was blood and sorrow and so, so much pain.
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    The healer put me back on my feet with black poppy elixir and a few bandages, and accompanied by the two genets I wove my way to the stables where Kemses awaited me.


    “I still think you would be served well by a few more days here,” he said. “Rest. Recuperate. Talk with me... certainly there are things I know that might be of use to you.”


    How good it would be to tarry, to rest, to allow myself the luxury of languishing amid the poppy haze until my body felt less like a desperate prison… and yet, I knew if I ceased moving now, I would not find the wherewithal to press on, and I very much wanted to be quit of all of this. I shook my head. “Best begun, sooner done. But I thank you.”


    A stablehand led the drake from a stall. Its coat gleamed black with health; someone had trimmed and washed its mane and polished and filed its talons. A new saddle more appropriate to travel had been strapped to its back, complete with bulging panniers. A courier’s bag was slung around the pommel.


    And there was a staff tied to the other side.


    “Kemses?”


    “You need a weapon,” he said.


    “I have no familiarity with weapons,” I said. “I hardly know the right end of a sword.”


    “Thus a staff, which can be used for other things,” he said. He went to the drake’s side and pulled it free and—flash of metal, blood and fire—I recoiled.


    “Ah,” he said, grave. “You recognize it.”


    “That is one of the staves from the arena.”


    “Yes,” he said, offering it to me.


    “You want me to touch it?” I asked, revolted.


    “I will dispense with this pretense,” Kemses said. “If you are indeed my prince, and I suspect you are, then you must be armed. It is the duty of the heir to protect the king and merely carrying this particular staff will serve as a deterrent. It is not a casual weapon.”


    Bright as a flame behind my eyes I saw him pinning one of his opponents into the bonfire with one of these heinous instruments. “A symbolic weight. A promise that I will destroy anyone completely who crosses me.”


    “You understand,” Kemses said.


    “For God’s sake,” I said. “I don’t know how to use it! How ominous can it possibly be if I don’t have the first idea how to wield it?”


    “You will have to learn,” Kemses said. “And for that, you need a weapon to practice with. So you will take this one.” Again he offered it.


    I looked at it: some kind of black metal, with deeply incised channels in arabesque patterns, eye-mazing. It had an afterthought of a grip, black suede wrapped at its center and tied with carmine cords with elaborate braided tassels. Its two ends had been sharpened into cruel, fine points, unornamented.


    “Take it,” Kemses said.


    I bowed my head, slipped my hands beneath it and let him roll it onto my palms and it was so very heavy, heavy as all the people it had destroyed, would destroy, heavy as the wood of the raging fires that burned in all the arenas in Serala. It was an evil thing, that to kill required such torment. It was unnatural. I heard the screams.


    Kemses let out a breath and nodded, stepping back. “Now you are prepared.”


    The drake lay down so I could mount and the genets pulled themselves into the saddle before and behind me. As the drake rose, Kemses said, “Do you know whither your errand takes you?”


    “To Suleris.”


    “Suleris.” He stepped out of my way, his curtain of hair shimmering like sunlight over a running stream. “You go into the heart of iniquity.”


    “Apparently so,” I said.


    “How appropriate. The pearl of a people ensconced in the festering dark of its most sadistic blood-flag.” He looked up at me; only sitting astride the drake did he have to do that, and not by much. “I can’t protect you there. Not all my papers and sigils will.”


    “I’m not expecting it,” I said, weary. “In truth, Kemses, I want only to keep moving. To stop... well. I may never move again.”


    “Somehow I doubt it,” he said. “Permit me to accompany you to the harbor.”


    “Of course,” I said, and waited for him to have a horse brought to him but... he didn’t. He waited for me to press the drake forward, one hand resting on the saddle. “Sir?”


    “No,” he said. “If you are the prince, then I will walk. And you should not be calling me sir, but liegeman.”


    A rush of heat flooded me, setting my body a-quake. “You mean that.”


    He glanced up at me. “Of course.”


    I stared at him, transfixed with conflicting emotions. The thought that someone so powerful would put himself at my knee was exhilarating, to the point of setting all my hair on end. And the thought that I could react that way to the mere idea... I shuddered. I wanted no part of the corruption of a feudal system. I had done nothing—nothing—to earn such devotion. What if I came to expect it, merely by existing? Down that path I saw ruin.


    “Master?” Almond whispered.


    “You should ride,” I said, and as I said it my spine relaxed. I had conquered the impulse. Everything would be fine.


    “No.”


    Had he... yes, he had. I glanced sharply at him. “I just said—”


    “It’s not appropriate,” he said.


    “I haven’t done a thing... a single thing! To make you treat me this way.”


    “You’re going to retrieve our king,” he said. “You have discovered that he lives and you go to free him.”


    “I discovered he lived by chance,” I said. “At the whim of an insane sorcerer!”


    “And you are the one on the drake, insisting that you cannot wait a single day to save him.”


    “Because I want the reward promised me for his return!”


    “Are you certain?” Kemses asked.


    I gaped at him.


    “Blood calls to blood,” Kemses murmured. “Among us there is no greater truth. You will see soon enough. Shall we go, my liege?”


    I couldn’t move. It was Kelu who rolled her eyes and jabbed me in the stomach with her elbow. “Come on, ‘Master’. The day’s not getting any younger.”


    And then I laughed. I wasn’t sure I could ever become arrogant with Kelu in my vanguard. “Well enough. If you insist.”


    “I do,” Kemses said. “And you might consider developing a touch more graciousness in accepting the offerings of your liegemen, my prince. We do take offense if we are rebuffed.”


    I checked... yes, there was humor there in his eye. I sighed and shook my head, nudged the drake into an easy stroll and left the stable.


    That long walk off the estate and down the main thoroughfare to Erevar’s great harbors... I struggled with it. It is forever emblazoned in my mind, the sun on my head, the liquid warmth of the drake beneath me... and at my side, head bowed and serene, a great power, a knot of the world’s magic given gracile form and set at my knee, pacing me, patient and noble. Around us the crowds stepped back, made way; we were such a small train that it was only the most subtle of perturbations in the traffic, but the deference they awarded us was unmistakable. What did they think, those humans and elves, seeing their master walking at the side of a mounted human?


    By turns I suffered humility and embarrassment, discomfort and wonder, but by the time we had gained the city’s center it had begun to slough from me, leaving me with a mate to Kemses’s tranquility. And in that peace, sun-gilded and timeless, we finished the journey to the harbor. There I set a hand on Kemses’s shoulder and he helped me dismount, and for once I felt no shame at needing aid with this wreck of a body I’d been bequeathed.


    “Godspeed, my liege,” Kemses said as the ship-hands led the drake up the plank.


    “Do the elves believe in God, then?” I asked.


    “We used to,” Kemses said. “Perhaps we will again.”


    I turned with trepidation to the plank, thinking of my unsteady feet.


    “You see, this is why you have a staff,” Kemses said from behind me.


    “You are an impertinent vassal,” I said.


    He laughed and so did I, and the genets helped me up the ship and... it was good. For once, it was good.
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    The channel crossing was short, but not so short as to prevent the full flowering of my remorse. Blood or no blood I was no prince, and to accept at all (much less with any ease!) the humbling of another man for no reason other than heredity... no. No, it was not meet. I had hardly guessed myself capable of this particular sickness.


    Almond observed my brooding with the expected distress; Kelu only followed me with her narrowed orange eyes, and I wondered what she thought. For once she kept her counsel, leaving me to huddle in my bunk and question my sanity alone. Princes and kings and magic and heroics. Ridiculous. I was not living in one of my own folk tales.


    By the time Kemses’s ship had brought us to Kesína, I had recast the entire incident in dark shades and used it to foretell my own corruption. This insidious society was trying to wiggle into my spirit, change me. I would have to be on guard. I thought I should recite the Articles of Freedom every morning on waking as a reminder of the principles I held dear, only to realize that I couldn’t remember them and perhaps never had been facile with the particulars of our new republic’s constitution. History had never been my strong suit: more Chester’s bailiwick, and Guy’s. I’d been the one drenched in the embroideries that had seemed so much more grand, tales of errant royalty petitioning fairies, betraying them, of witches setting tasks to desperate mothers, to battles with dragons. Standing at the ship’s bow, turning my name in my hands, I managed a self-deprecating laugh. Perhaps Kemses was right. Perhaps it was in the blood, all of it, from the magic to the decadence and cruelty.


    Well. If I was destined for despotism, I would still fight it on the way down.


    As per previous arrangement with the captain, we were lowered in a dinghy some distance from the port and rowed to shore. Kelu led the drake through the shallows and I splashed after her, leaning heavily on Almond’s thin shoulder. The sailor wished us no fortune, no luck, spoke not at all; no hostility in him, but no sympathy either. What a reflection on my time in Serala that I’d come to think of this as an expression of great tolerance.


    “So,” I said, once we were alone on the strand. “Suleris.”


    “We know the way,” Kelu said. “No genet ever forgets the way.”


    I glanced at her, but she was already pulling herself into the saddle.
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    Kesína was the Archipelago’s granary; as we rode, the drake’s taloned feet dug into soft, fertile soil, and we skirted the edges of vast plantations of rice and wheat. They were farmed in surprisingly beautiful terraces, low ziggurats of green stalks, silver grains and bright blue waters. The rich scent of growing things perfumed the breezes that blew back the drake’s mane as we passed. Mountains hove into view in the deep distance, slopes of purple and gray shadow; they encircled the island like a bowl’s walls, the genets told me. I found it incongruous and beautiful, and it disturbed me to find such a perilous place so pastoral.


    I spent the days of our travel as wretched as ever, and surely without the aid of the poppy, the genets and the hunting prowess of the faithful drake I would never have survived the trip with sanity intact. And as we drew closer to our destination I was ever cognizant of Kemses’s protection, for his prophecies came true: seen from afar dressed in rich coat, armed and in the company of genets while riding one of the rarest beasts on the islands, I was taken for a particularly parched elf and left to my own devices with one... notable... exception. We were pacing a field looking for a likely place to camp for the evening, ignoring the human workers as recommended in order to present the proper façade of elven arrogance; elves were not the only people who avoided us, as humans also gave us a broad berth. The day had been particularly difficult and when we stopped beneath a tree I found I couldn’t dismount. It was in my mind to ask for help when someone behind me said, “You’re not wanted here.”


    Kelu twirled around. Almond squeaked and hugged my waist and I... I was so cramped I couldn’t even turn my head to look for the source of the voice.


    “We’ll sleep where we please,” Kelu hissed. “Go back to work.”


    “We’re done with working for the day,” the voice said. “And we don’t want your kind sleeping near us.”


    Several humans coalesced out of the dusk’s maze of shadows with moonlight gliding off their nude chests and the long poles in their hands.


    “I don’t want any trouble,” I said.


    “You won’t be,” the human said. “Not so drained as you sound. Believe us, we know what you should sound like, bastard. You should never have come here so weak.”


    “Master!” Almond said, clinging to me.


    The humans saw an elf when they looked at me; the elves saw a human. I wondered at how easily my task would go if only they’d agree to trade impressions.


    “We’ll move on,” I said. “Let’s go, Kelu.”


    “You’re not going anywhere.”


    “I thought you said you didn’t want me sleeping near you?” I asked, arch. “Very well. We’ll leave and you’ll have your wish. Or were you lying? Let me guess. You wanted me to leave when you thought I could hurt you. But now that you believe you can take me on, you’d prefer to savage me in revenge for whatever hardships you and your fellows have suffered?”


    Startled silence.


    I said, “No better than your masters then, are you?”


    “We have to start somewhere,” the leader said. “One elf at a time.”


    “You’ll get nowhere that way,” I said, irritated. “You want to win a revolution? Give them no warning. Amass your strength, pick your time, and make the blow count. Or if you must choose a single incident, don’t settle for some out of the way encounter no one will ever hear or see. Make it symbolic, and for God’s sake do it someplace more populous, where the message can get out.”


    A brief silence. Then one of the others said, “Who the hell are you?”


    “A friend,” I said. “Now get out of my way or tear me to pieces, but make up your mind. I’m tired and I want to sleep.”


    The leader circled around in front of me and stared up into my face. “Are you—”


    “Don’t,” I interrupted. “Just get back to what you were doing. Sleeping, farming, drinking, planning the overthrow of your oppressors, I don’t care. Forget you saw me.”


    “Hey!” one of them said. “No! We want our blood price!”


    “Then hurry up and exact it,” I said. “But don’t fool yourself into thinking it’s justified.” When they didn’t move, I said, “Go ahead. Experiment. Figure out what it takes to torture an elf.” With a trembling, aching arm I pulled the staff free of the saddle rack. “You can even use my staff. It’s gutted plenty of elves before. You’ll have to build a bonfire, though. Shall I help you with the wood?”


    Now they were backing away and I could read the unease on their faces.


    “Don’t go now!” I said. “You want grim reality? Just to kill an elf you have to torture him! But if you’re inventive enough I’m sure you can devise a heinous series of punishments. And since you will have to make a special effort to ensure my death, you can be assured that you will be able to draw the agony out for as long as your angry hearts decree! How many times should you break my fingers to pay for your years of slavery? They’ll knit back together until you decide! Or if you prefer you can burn me... that will take longer and hurt more to heal. Slice my throat for every one of your relatives you’ve seen raped! I’ll live through the thousands!”


    Now they were truly aghast. I finished, “Come and get me, then. I’ll let you. But it may take generations of you to make me pay for all the elven crimes. Pass on that bleak rot in your spirit to your children... make them the instruments of your revenge. I’ll pay your blood price if it eases your spirit. But somehow I doubt it will.”


    The leader said abruptly, “Let’s go,” and we were alone.


    Both genets were staring at me, wide-eyed. I kneed the drake back into his ground-eating lope, and as I rode I ignored the tears that spilled, endless as rain, from my gray eyes.
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    “Suleris,” I said.


    Behind me Almond was silent. Said Kelu, “Yes.”


    Amoret and Kemses had both had impressive manors, though the palace in Evertrue, converted into the city’s governmental seat after the fall of the monarchy, rivaled them for size and beauty. But both their estates had been limited by their locations, cramped in cities or shoved flush to rivers and coasts.


    Suleris had no such limitations. It spilled across the countryside, its impossible arches and towers vaulting into the cloudless sky, a stone and tile sprawl in azure, cobalt, silver and rust red. It consumed the same amount of space as the city of Erevar, if I was any judge, and even from a distance I could see its sculptured gardens.


    “No gates,” I said.


    “Suleris owns Kesína,” Kelu said. “Every elf on this island answers to their blood-flag. Why do they need gates? There’s nowhere to run.”


    “Even among elves there must be internecine conflict,” I said. “Surely there are those who seek the protection of Suleris who resent them, wish to steal their power, make their secret plans.”


    “You don’t understand,” Kelu said, shaking. “I don’t think you’ll ever understand. You don’t cross someone like Suleris. You don’t cross them and live.”


    “Let’s hope you’re wrong,” I said. “Because I’m about to.” With a grunt I heaved myself from the drake’s back. I wobbled, grabbed for the stirrup to steady myself, wished my sickness, enchantment, whatever it was, to the nearest hell. “You and Almond, take the drake and hide.”


    “What?” Kelu asked. “You’re going in there alone?”


    “How am I supposed to explain you?” I asked. “A human fleeing a farm in search of softer work I can carry off. But a human followed by a couple of genets and riding in on a drake? Don’t be ridiculous.” I pulled the loops free of their closures and drew the coat from my body in slow, aching movements. “You’re going to have to make yourself scarce in the countryside. Once I have the king free I’ll come find you.”


    “How?” Kelu asked, staring at me with splayed ears. “Will you do a divination? Ask the wind? Loose your pack of hunting cats?”


    I sighed and pulled down a small pack: food, water, the last few vials of the poppy. Squinting, I glanced at the countryside, then pointed at a distant tree. “There. We’ll congregate at the nearest tree of that kind.”


    “That’s vague,” Kelu said. “Didn’t you notice the size of that estate?”


    “We’ll manage. And the fact remains: you can’t come with me.”


    “If we’re caught—”


    “If you’re caught I’ll do my best to free you too,” I said. I smiled wanly. “I’m already working on a king. Surely adding a couple of genets is a minor crime by comparison.”


    Almond slipped off the back of the drake and caught my waist in a hug, pressing her cheek against my bare midriff. “We will do as you say, Master,” she murmured. “Only be safe, please.”


    “That goal is one of my foremost, if not the foremost, I assure you,” I said gently, cupping the back of her head. “I don’t know how long this will take. Maybe a day. A week. Several.” In stories the infiltration of enemy households often took years. I had no desire to spend so long here; if truly I was immortal, a year or two was meaningless, but I was far too aware of the time passing on the mainland where my family and friends awaited me. Even without knowing whether I could effect a cure, I wanted to be home, if only to escape the menace and corruption of Serala.


    “I think this is a stupid idea,” Kelu said, hopping off the drake. “But I hope it works.” She gathered the beast’s reins and said, “We’ll leave signs. Not obvious ones, though. You’ll have to work at it.”


    “I look forward to the mental exercise,” I said with a smile. Before she could duck away I kissed the top of her head, and then Almond’s. “Go to your task and I to mine. I will return with king in tow, God willing.”


    “We will see you then, Master,” Almond said. She bumped Kelu gently with her nose. “Come, sister.”


    “Wait,” Kelu said. She turned to me and caught her clawed fingertips in the steel chain. “What about this?”


    “Don’t worry for it,” I said.


    She met my eyes but said nothing, and for the first time I wondered if she was capable of trusting me... of trusting anyone. What had the elves done to her that they had not done to Almond? I watched them walk away, wondering if they would remain free, or if truly all of Kesína was riddled with Suleris’s spies. I hoped not... I had my own observations to make before I could approach this vast manor, and it would spoil my plans to be discovered too early.
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    Two days later, I was so sore and in so much pain moving brought tears to my eyes... but with a sense of cold pragmatism I smeared them over my cheeks with grime and set off on my errand. The pendant I tied at the base of my neck, where the weight of my hair would conceal it. The hours spent laboriously crawling around the edges of the manor had given me all the information I needed to find the servant’s quarters and stagger into the chicken yard (kept carefully insulated from the manor proper by trees, gardens, fountains and sculptural walls), there to collapse just before the arrival of the soft-hearted maid who consistently demonstrated her generosity to all the wayward animals she encountered.


    As I expected, the sight of a strange human sprawled in her yard incited her mercy and I soon found her hovering over me, hands fluttering near my face.


    “Oh, you poor dear, you poor dear,” the maid said. “Are you awake? Can you talk?


    “So thirsty,” I said, and truthfully at that. She brought me well-water and helped me sip from the ladle. “Thank you.”


    “What are you doing here?” she asked. “Where are you from?”


    “Farm,” I breathed. “Not strong enough... going to dispose of me...”


    “Oh!” she exclaimed, horrified, but uneasy also. I expected little else. “You... you’re an escaped farmhand?”


    “They won’t miss me,” I said. “Probably think I’m dead.”


    She swallowed and checked my brow, my throat, my hands. “You don’t have any blood-flag marks.”


    “Didn’t bother,” I said. “They didn’t think I’d last so long.”


    She tucked some of my hair behind my ear and studied my face. “I don’t think you should be here,” she said. “But... “ She sighed. “I’ll go get the steward.”


    I nodded, hoping the steward wouldn’t kill me on sight. After she left I dragged myself to the nearest tree and set my back against its smooth gray trunk. I wiped my face until I looked dirty rather than melancholy; I would not impress an authority by seeming too easily moved to tears. And there, surrounded by the chickens, I closed my eyes and settled to conserve my strength and fight the ever-present pain.


    My shadow had begun to drag across the ground when at last the maid returned, followed by a human man gray as the tree I leaned against and as willowy. He looked down at me, his dark eyes unreadable, and said nothing. I respected the silence and waited.


    Presently: “If you came seeking succor, you’ve come to the wrong place.”


    “I’m not looking for succor,” I said. “I’m looking for honest work.”


    “Honest work, is that it,” he said. “So you fled the farms. Is that work not honest enough for you?”


    “More than honest enough,” I said, “If I could do it. But I was born too frail for labor. My strengths are in my mind. I can read, write, keep accounts. I can plan for the needs of a dozen guests. I can coordinate schedules, oversee workers—”


    “Gather dirty laundry and bring food to elves too lazy to come to the banquet hall for dinner?” he interrupted dryly.


    “That also,” I said. “So long as I am not in the sun hacking at the soil with a hoe.”


    “You have a high opinion of your abilities.”


    “I am an asset,” I said. “I want only to be used. Given the right place I can bring comfort and ease to our masters.”


    His eyes narrowed. “You would have me believe you like them?”


    “No,” I said. “But a contented master is a kind one. Better to keep them pleased than to elicit their discipline.”


    He inhaled sharply. “You speak plainly.”


    “Are you not human also?” I asked.


    He squinted at me, almost scowling; I had the impression that taciturn expression was not a conscious one, but habit. “Get up,” he said.


    I clambered to my feet, trying for grace and managing what I hoped was some facsimile of it. The steward studied me at length.


    “You are a little underfed,” he said. “But well-formed. Have you been manhandled by them yet?”


    I thought of Sedetnet. “One does not say no to an elf.”


    The maid gasped, but the man nodded. “I thought so. You don’t seem very distressed about it.”


    I shrugged. “What use crying over it?”


    “You have an uncommonly good attitude,” the steward said. “It makes me wonder what you’re hiding.”


    “What I’m hiding,” I said, “is that I am infirm and of poor condition, and while the notion of being an elven decoration for the short span of my life is humiliating it’s also the best life I can expect. I can be bitter about it or I can do my best to make myself such a pleasant decoration that I will be kept fed, washed and sheltered in relative comfort for the remainder of my useful years.”


    He studied my face a while longer, then said, “No. You may be resigned to that fate, but that doesn’t mean I must abet them in your humiliation. If you’re willing to gather laundry and help in the kitchen, I will put you to that. It will keep you from their sight... for the most part.”


    I bowed my head. I hadn’t expected it, but his rough kindness moved me. “Thank you. My name is Morgan.”


    “And I am Davor,” he said. “Welcome to House Suleris.”
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    My assimilation into Suleris was that simple. Davor marked me with the blood-flag, a design stamped at the base of my throat just below the meeting of my collarbones; with that and a set of simple livery I was sent into the house to collect dirty dishes and soiled laundry from opulent rooms empty of their guests. Whatever powers and assets Suleris managed had made them rich beyond the kings of history... their wealth rivaled that of folk tale emperors who ate off gold-plated dishes and drank vintages of wine so rare they had to be crushed by the feet of virgins. And such decadence! Even I, living on a student’s budget, could recognize the signs of high living in the disarray left behind in banquet halls and recherché salons and solars. There were even guests who left opium burning in their rooms, and perhaps I lingered there longer than I should have. My own supply I hoarded for the worst of my days, knowing that I would have to accomplish my mission before I ran out or I would be in dire circumstance indeed. I was slow at my tasks, and often found myself slumped against walls, having suffered a seizure, but knowing how near I was to a possible cure kept me from surrendering to despair.


    But the part I thought would give me difficulties—being accepted into the household—was nothing to the task that I’d felt sure would be easy... finding my wayward king. I hadn’t anticipated there being a tour guide to lead me to his cell, or even a map with a block of rooms labeled “Here There Be Dungeons,” but I’d felt that having such an august prisoner would surely elicit gossip among the servants. The first week passed, and though I’d been in and out of dozens of rooms and listened attentively to even the most innocuous of conversations, I came no closer to discovering his whereabouts. Curled up on my cot in the servant’s quarters beneath the worn but thick blanket I’d been issued, I wondered if he was still here. Perhaps Sedetnet had erred.


    “Morgan,” the sommelier said. “Would you bring this to the study? It’ll be wanted shortly.”


    Wine flowed in never-ending streams throughout the house, as ubiquitous as the blood in a man’s veins. I was forever delivering bottles of it hither and yon, which bothered me not at all; it was a gentle service, and the sommelier a genial man if eternally distracted by the nuances of his trade.


    “I’ve never been to the study,” I said.


    “It’s above the entrance on the top floor,” he said. “Use the northeast stair. It looks like a study, you’ll have no trouble recognizing it.”


    Stairs... one of my favorite things. I smiled and took the bottle. “Consider it done.”


    “Thank you, Morgan.”


    So I set off through the network of passages that served the main household; I’d found the service corridors far finer than I’d expected. Narrow, perhaps, but well-designed, with doors flush to the walls of the main halls with their elegant molding and astonishing murals. The stairs exacted their toll as expected, and once I reached the top I allowed myself the luxury of a short respite, leaning against the wall and catching my breath. Then I slipped through the door and into the house, finding myself in a circular foyer lined with windows, motes of dust glimmering in the shafts of golden light that fell onto the thick rugs beneath my feet. It was not a room... merely an interstitial area between broad halls and chambers, but it had benches padded in velvet and a petite table suitable for tea and pastries. Suleris was so rich even such places were beautifully appointed. There was no detail left undone.


    The study was adjacent to the resting area and as the sommelier promised there was no mistaking it. The heavy wooden doors had been left open, revealing a room lined with bookcases. The floors, walls and furniture were all the same rich red wood, and as I entered I smelled paper and polish and the lingering bouquet of the last wine that had been opened here. I set the fresh bottle on the tray on the sideboard and hesitated. It had been so long since I’d been anywhere near so many books. I drifted toward the mantel, studying their spines with mute longing; once I reached the fireplace—what did they use it for, in this temperate clime?—my eyes rose slowly toward what I took to be ornament.


    It was no ornament. It was a single yellowed vertebra, larger in circumference than my waist and mounted on an illustration of a dragon. I stopped, struck numb at the sight of it, and reached to brush my fingers across its porous surface. The angry hiss of the hallucination from my flat echoed in my mind. The skulls of my brothers and sisters adorn your people’s halls.


    I backed away from it, turning, and found myself facing a map.


    Though I knew I should make my exit, I couldn’t resist the map. I had never seen the Archipelago. It was much larger than I’d anticipated, twenty-six islands of varying sizes, and they were each tinted either red, green, blue or gold. And it was while staring at this wealth of information that I discovered a severe deficiency in the linguistic education Kelu had spearheaded.


    I couldn’t read.


    The little circular marks, cradled in their alien diacritics, were indecipherable. They looked more like art than words. I had never realized how great a light literacy had shed on my world. To be deprived of it... I felt as if someone had blinded me. Dismayed I traced the ciphers on the vellum. They could be names, numbers, distances, notes... they could be anything. And I... I was helpless in the face of their opacity. Would that Chester were here to give me some basis for understanding...!


    A faint heat bathed my back, and just as I began to puzzle at it a body slammed me against the wall, crushing my cheek against the map. My nascent struggles were quelled by an invisible force and then the hands clawed beneath my skin, digging up the magic there and yanking it past the scream in every particle of my being. My vision bled black, threatening to drown me as the pain flared from fingertip to fingertip, from crown to the tip of my heel. And the revoltingly intimate caress continued, slowed even, as if my attacker was savoring every lick of it.


    When he released me I slid down the wall, half-crumpled near elegant feet glowing with the force stolen from me, shod in dainty sandals more appropriate to a woman. But then, he had very pretty feet, the bastard.


    “Not a feast.” Such a smug voice. “But fair for an afternoon diversion. Get up.”


    Just like that, as if it were some easy task. “I cannot.”


    “‘I cannot, Master,’“ he corrected. When I didn’t repeat it, he slipped his foot from his sandal and used his toes to lift my chin. “Come, come, new boy. For you are new, aren’t you, or you would know me. Address the blood-flag’s head correctly.”


    I was not here to draw attention to myself. I closed my eyes and said, slowly, “I cannot, Master.”


    “Better,” he said. “I suppose I over-drained you. But you were there and one gets... absorbed... in one’s pleasures.”


    I had no idea how to respond to that without spitting on his toes, so perhaps it was for the best that he let my head drop back to the ground. “Strange of you to linger, though. Was it that you’d never seen a map before?”


    Was he serious? But from the curiosity and condescension mingled in his voice, he was. I wondered anew at the elven penchant for arrogance.


    “I have seen a map, yes,” I said.


    “Then why do you stare so?”


    He assumed I’d seen a map of the Archipelago, a reasonable assumption... as far as he knew I’d been born here, and the elves concerned themselves not at all with the rest of the world. What other map would I have seen, save Serala’s? As I struggled to frame an answer that would not reveal me, he crouched and lifted my face, and at last I was forced to look at him. As with every elf he shone; my fleeting impression before I averted my eyes was of blond and white and cream, of feline eyes a summer-sky blue and generous lips a sensuous coral pink.


    “Come now. You can’t be inarticulate. Some elf was taken enough with you to actually have these made for you.” His finger flicked against the frame of my spectacles. “Speak.”


    “I wondered at the coloring,” I said.


    “Master,” he reminded me.


    “Master,” I said, maintaining a bland expression. They were just sounds, devoid of meaning. I could say them and not be demeaned.


    “Ah, you are ignorant of politics,” he said. “What a pathetic master you had before me, to have coddled your weaknesses and yet left you uneducated about your betters. Well, let us rectify that, eh? Stand up.”


    I managed to drag myself to my feet as he watched.


    “Tch,” he said, shaking his head. “So clumsy. I see why you were discarded.” The cold that gripped me at his words made it to the surface for he continued, “Oh, never fear, frail mortal blossom. I’m far more magnanimous than the average petty lordling. I am true nobility. They are merely pretenders. Now... pay attention.”


    I forced myself to turn and focus on the map when what I wanted to do was escape him at speed. But truly, the map was interesting.


    “Here in yellow you have the islands controlled by the blood-flag Nudain. As you can see, Nudain is falling out of power, though they are nowhere near so poorly off as blood-flag Aresset with its lonely two island holdings. Vanel is also failing, here in blue. Suleris is red...” He caressed the entire middle of the map. “Leaving only Ekadet in the north.”


    I squinted. Suleris and Nudain held the largest islands and all the surrounding chains, with the other blood-flags relegated to lesser isles and scraps of land here and there, lonely splotches of color amid the gold and red. “This is the capital?” I asked, pointing at the largest island.


    “Yes.”


    “And Suleris doesn’t hold the capital of Serala,” I said.


    He narrowed his cat-like eyes at me, mouth pinched. Then he smiled a smile I liked not at all. “For now,” he said.


    “Nudain, Aresset, Vanel, Suleris and Ekadet,” I repeated. “What of Sadar?”


    He snorted. “A minor power. He owns a single city. The only reason Ekadet hasn’t consumed him is that he’s not worth consuming.”


    The words tipped off a memory: Tornen. Tornen e Ekadet... the man Kemses had been fighting in the line duel. I suppressed a grim smile. Port cities were never worthless, even in a country that appeared to be mostly coastline... apparently Erevar was not so minor a prize as was supposed. “And Sedetnet?”


    He laughed. “You know the sorcerer! Was he your last master, then? Somehow I can see him indulging your weak body and then casting it off for some newer whim. You are lucky he didn’t decided to turn you inside out to examine the color of your bones... or give you a fur coat and sell you to us as breeding stock for the genets. But no. He has no care for politics. Fortunately for him, as if he did we would all unite against him. Are you enlightened now?”


    Not even a quarter as enlightened as I wished to be, but I couldn’t imagine revealing that I had no idea how to read. I opted instead for safety and said, “Yes, Master.”


    “And you see the power of Suleris.”


    In bright crimson, yes. Only Ekadet held close to as much land. “Yes, Master.”


    “Good,” he said. “Time for you to return to the kitchens. But before you go—” He pressed me back against the wall, sealing my wrists to it before he leaned in and brushed his hands down my ribcage. And as I struggled to tear free of my invisible bonds, he petted the magic out of me and drank of it and I would have screamed if he had allowed it.


    “Very nice,” he said. “Better than wine.” He waved a hand, releasing me. “Off you go.”


    White, tearing pain warred with atavistic revulsion and the latter won, propelling me from the study on trembling legs. It wasn’t until I’d reached the relative safety of the stairwell that I began to shake in earnest. My stomach had knotted, my muscles followed suit. I was on the fourth step, looking at the long, long fall down, when my knees gave way. I hoped with a grim resignation that whatever insult my tumble would inevitably bestow would heal before someone found me or surely they would wonder how I’d survived. And then my head struck the railing and I knew nothing more.
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    The sound of dripping water coaxed me to consciousness next as someone draped a cool, wet rag over my eyes. I felt remarkably calm for how raw my spirit felt against my skin, as if I’d been alienated from my physical shell... though I could just, just pierce the numbness enough to sense the pinprick sparks in my joints that were the aftermath of the worst convulsions.


    “You ran into Thameis, I wager,” said Davor from near my feet.


    I cleared my throat experimentally and tried my voice: hoarse but serviceable, so long as I didn’t wax garrulous. “Study’s owner?”


    “And the entire manor and the island and indeed most of the surrounding islands, yes,” he said. “I would have thought you’d have been intelligent enough not to let yourself be caught in a room with an elf.”


    If I hadn’t heard the rue on the words I would almost have thought it a reprimand. “Not my intention.”


    “No,” he said with a sigh. “I imagine it wasn’t. Stay out of his way in the future. He’s a ruiner.”


    “Brilliant plan,” I said, unable to help the wryness. “Would never have thought... of it.” And then I erupted into a coughing spell that startled the woman on the stool beside me and prompted Davor to catch my ankles.


    “Ah! None of that,” he said. “The doctor’s been by, he says you’re not to strain yourself for the rest of the night.”


    “Same night?” I wondered, though by then my voice was a rasp of a thing.


    “New night,” he said. “We found you yestereve in the stairwell, you’ve been unconscious since. It’s approaching sundown.”


    I sighed. “Naturally.”


    His voice held curiosity then. “You don’t seem surprised.”


    “No,” I said.


    “Then you have been used often enough to know your reaction to it.”


    “Convulsions,” I said. “Nausea. Pain. Fainting.”


    “Horrible,” the woman on the stool murmured. She wrung another cloth out and wiped my face with it, slow and careful strokes.


    “I didn’t know you were bait for them,” Davor said.


    “Not something one admits,” I said while marveling. Bait? Were there truly humans so enticing they drew elves whatever they willed? Did the moral decay here ever reach an end?


    “How do you feel about working with animals? Or madmen?”


    “Sending me to the circus?” I asked with a crooked grin.


    “No,” he said. “Just thinking of duties I can put you to that will keep you out of their easy reach, or overshadow you so much they won’t notice you at all. If you are bait they’ll feed on you until you don’t rise again.”


    I would have stared at him had I been able to. “Possible?”


    “I’ve seen it,” he said. “Worse, I’ve had to figure out what to do with the remains.” He paused. He was looking at the floor then, voice muffled. “Sometimes the bodies don’t die for months.”


    “Animals, madmen,” I said. “Sounds positively delightful.”


    He said, “I’ll see what I can do.”
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    The next morning I found myself on a cart, accompanying foodstuffs across the manor’s broad fields in the company of a phlegmatic old man. He lent me his broad straw hat without comment and said nothing about my being huddled in a blanket on a bright and breezy day.


    “Talk to Sondrea when you arrive,” Davor had said as I climbed up beside the driver. “She’ll put you to whatever work seems appropriate.”


    “Is it so far?” I asked.


    “The pens and showroom are kept carefully apart from the life here,” he said. “I likely won’t see you until the holidays.”


    I had nodded, bewildered, but I didn’t begin to understand until the driver had set off down the trail and we plodded on... and on... through winding gardens, past a decorative gate and into the fields surrounding the manor house. We were still on the estate but no longer anywhere near where I’d been working before, and the pastoral loveliness of the landscape surprised me. I had grown weary of ornamental gardens, manicured and trammeled and controlled. To see wildflowers again pleased my spirit.


    “How far is it?” I asked.


    “Couple of hours,” the old man said.


    “Hours?” I asked, astonished.


    “Them shining prefer not to hear the cries.”


    I pulled the blanket closer and wondered if I would find my new assignment more difficult than serving as elf food.


    The cart rocked me to a sun-warmed somnolence. My tolerance had grown enough that I could doze through pains that would have dismayed me in Evertrue, and so I did.


    “Up with you,” the man said, gruff. “Almost there.”


    I blinked the sleep from my eyes and found us on the approach to a set of buildings set in a hemispherical arc. Beautiful buildings, elegant facades with ornamental flowering trees, and yet there was something oppressive and thick about the air that grew more and more powerful the closer we came. We were driving up the back of the curve toward what I barely believed to be pens... but they were. Tall cages stacked on top of one another, each one occupied by a genet. And as promised by the old man, they were making sounds... little sad sighs, the occasional whimper.


    “What do they do when it rains?” I asked.


    “Toss a sheet on them, sometimes.”


    “Snow?”


    He snorted. “Don’t snow here.”


    “Right,” I said. “But... just to leave them exposed that way?”


    He shrugged, leaving me to stare as we wound past the cages. They were clustered in groups, with all the genets in those groups similar in color and size. Genets black and sleek as summer nights; genets with shimmering silver tipping; variegated genets in black and red and white and gray... my breath caught as we passed a group of soft white genets with golden spots. They looked like copies of Almond.


    One of them was crying into her knees.


    The driver dropped me off beside one of the less imposing buildings near the cages. By that time the miasma of wrongness surrounding the place had become so dense I could barely think. “Sondrea’s here,” he said. “Luck.”


    “Thank you,” I said, dragging the blanket off my shoulders and folding it over an arm. I turned to the door and couldn’t move. It took me a moment to realize what had paralyzed me.


    I was shaking with anger.


    Did they not hear the muffled noises? Oh, they must. Did they not care? Had they become inured to the sound of slavery? I faced the pens and ground my teeth. I knew I shouldn’t, but I went to the nearest cage and looked at the door... locked, of course. But the lock had no keyhole.


    The genet in the cage glanced at me with lambent green eyes. She licked her mouth and worked her jaws, as if trying to remember how to speak, and said, “Don’t bother. You need magic to work them.”


    “Everyone has magic.”


    “Not like that.” She sounded bored. “You must be new.”


    “Yes,” I said. “Does my horror give me away?”


    “No,” she said. “You’re talking to us. I’d have remembered someone who talked to us.”


    “No one... talks to you?” I asked.


    “No,” she said. “They just feed us, occasionally take one of us out to parade at the showcase hall, then put us back.”


    The genet above this one poked her nose through the wire frame. “He’s talking to us?” she asked in a voice so close in timbre to the first that they could have been duplicates.


    “Seems that way,” the first one said.


    “Won’t last long,” a third opined.


    “Probably not,” the second said and turned her back, resettling herself against the cage’s corner.


    The magnitude of the evil of it staggered me. I hooked my fingers in the cage’s wire and leaned in toward the first genet. “Is there anything I can do?”


    She grinned like a dog, gape-jawed and silent and toothy. “You are new.”


    “Yes,” I said. “It’s an honest question.”


    She said, “You’ll learn the way of things soon enough.” And then she too turned her back on me, leaving me to their silence.


    I chafed the smooth face of the lock with my thumb, but I could feel nothing, no magic I could hook any tendril onto. Not that I knew the first thing about using the magic that was giving me such trouble... but surely such things were intuitive. Like thinking or at worst, learning to walk.


    I passed on from that cluster of cages to the next. These genets were a soft pale gray with cloudy patches, ever so slight variations in color, milky white or rain gray. Their locks were also magical. So were the locks on the yellow ones. I paused when I reached the Almond look-alikes; by this time, all the genets had roused and were watching, and having twelve pairs of nearly identical lilac eyes turned on me was unnerving.


    “You look like someone I know,” I said.


    One of them canted her head.


    “A genet,” I said. “Almond?”


    “Oh,” one of them said. “We’re all Almond.”


    I swallowed around a suddenly dry throat. “Her sisters, I assume.”


    “Repeats,” one of them said. “We are repeats. Get of the Fount after the template of Almond-1.”


    “We are biddable and gentle,” said a second. “The sweetest-tempered of all the genets.”


    “Happy to serve,” a third piped.


    “Did our repeat make you happy?” the first asked.


    “I—yes, of course,” I said.


    They purred in unison, and I backed away, almost into a human woman. We stepped apart; she was stout, middle-aged, with caramel-colored skin and silver-threaded dark hair braided back from her face in a utilitarian tail. Her scowl was so accustomed to her face it had dug grooves into it for comfort.


    “Why do all the new people have to agitate the genets?” she asked, irritated. “Follow me, please. And stop staring at them.”


    “I’m not staring.”


    “No, you’re trying to figure out how to release them,” she said. “Just like every other person who’s come by. Please, spare us both the trouble and resign yourself to the situation. No one is getting them out of their cages but an elf. Now, who are you?”


    “Morgan,” I said. “Davor sent me, said you’d find something to do with me.”


    She eyed me. “You’re not another one of those trouble-makers, are you?”


    I said, “That would depend on what kind of trouble you mean, I suppose.”


    “I mean rebellious,” she said. “People who throw themselves at their masters and try to strangle them.”


    “Did someone actually try that?” I asked. “God help them!”


    “God didn’t, in most cases. The cases Davor saves he sends to me,” she said, exasperated. “So, why did he send me you?”


    “Elves like to render me useless for normal work,” I said dryly.


    She squinted at me. “You’re bait?”


    I was already tired of the word. “I believe that was the term, yes.”


    “Oh.” She sighed. Her scowl relaxed, revealing a countenance worn by her worries. “Not much better, but at least not your fault. All right, then. What were you doing there?”


    “Laundry and errands.”


    “Bah,” she said. “I can’t put you on that or the customers will think the blood-flag is providing you as a complimentary delicacy.” She rubbed her forehead.


    “I’m good with animals and madmen,” I offered with half a grin.


    She snorted. “I don’t want you stirring up the merchandise.”


    The hot flush that passed over me halted me in my tracks, but I forced myself to resume following her. “I won’t release them.”


    “No, but I don’t need you talking to them,” she said. “For all I know you’ll be putting cruel thoughts in their heads.”


    “Like what?” I asked. “Freedom? Dignity?”


    She snorted. “As I said, cruel thoughts. What good will you do them, making them discontent? Then they’ll try to escape and fail, or turn on their masters and be destroyed. You won’t bring them any happiness, telling them such things. You’ll only guarantee their short lives will be miserable... or cut off by an elf too lazy to discipline them when killing them off and buying a new one is so much easier.”


    “Do they really?” I asked.


    “Yes,” she said. “Really. So no, I don’t want you near them if you can’t keep your mouth clipped.” She sighed. “Were you serious about madmen?”


    “I... suppose,” I said, fighting my nausea.


    “All right, then,” she said. “I’ll give you over to the care of the Fount. If you can’t handle it, tell me immediately. It’s too important to fumble.”


    “What exactly does this duty entail?” I asked.


    “Bringing him food. Taking away the food he probably hasn’t eaten.” She sighed. “If you can get him to eat, that would be wonderful. If you could make him more biddable that would be even better. Thorn in our sides, the Fount. If they could find some other way to make their genets, I’m sure they’d have done away with him by now.”


    “All these genets have only one sire, then?” I asked.


    She nodded.


    “No wonder he’s insane,” I said. “I can’t imagine serving stud for so many.”


    She snorted. “He doesn’t do any physical work. They do it all with magic, elfish things. Don’t try to understand it.”


    I wanted to see this poor genet. What kind of cage did they keep him in, I wondered? “When do I begin?”


    “We’ll get you a space in the dormitory,” she said. “Then you can bring him his lunch.”
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    I reported to the kitchens to receive the genet stud’s lunch and found there a man in a smock orchestrating an intricate dance, servants, sauce pans and serving dishes in constant motion. As I watched, enthralled, a meal fit for an emperor assembled itself on a tray: a delicate quail in some thick glaze of oranges and wine and spices, garnished with edible flowers, on a bed of rice cooked almost to the consistency of pudding with cream and some kind of stock. The vegetables were artistically shredded and arranged in a tower held together with an egg and butter glue. A salad so fresh the leaves still snapped when broken, bread from flour milled so fine the crust looked like silk... wine with a fragrance so intense I felt giddy just smelling it.


    The chef eyed me. “You’re the Fount’s new runner?”


    “Yes.”


    “Take the basket,” he said. “You’re not supposed to leave unless he’s eaten all of it, but you’ll probably be back long before then. Wait as long as you feel, so long as you’re back before dinner to bring him the next tray.”


    “This?” I asked, astonished. “This is for him?”


    “Yes,” the chef said, the picture of artistic suffering. “God knows he doesn’t deserve or appreciate it. Get on with you, it should be served fresh.”


    I took up the basket and left, bemused. Sondrea had given me directions to the Fount’s chamber but I hadn’t expected to be carrying a picnic of this quality to a genet. Were they really surprised that he didn’t want such rich fare? And so much of it! By the time the chef had finished with the basket I would have expected a party of at least four. I wondered how many servants had waited in irritated impatience for a single creature to finish off even half this repast.


    The hall to the Fount was an arrow shot straight into the center of the main building. I started down it, ignoring my sense of unease, but by halfway down its length I could no longer brush off the weight of the air. That sense of disaster that had assailed me on the ride into the compound... its source was close. Appropriately, the corridor reflected it; it eschewed the windows and broad, open architecture so favored by the elves, growing more and more narrow and more and more austere until by the time I reached its end the claustrophobia stole my breath and I had to force myself into the center room.


    I was expecting a cage similar to those outside, perhaps larger. To find myself in a luxurious suite with gold-leafed columns and carpets rich enough to sink into was such a surprise that I halted.


    Women were giggling. I lifted my face slowly and saw... writhing. A bed nearly the size of a room and on it sleek elven bodies undulating, laughing low and rich. There were so many of those bodies, male, female, supernal in their elven shining, their grace, that I almost couldn’t find the man under them... could not, in fact, see his face. Only his wrists, being held down against the bed by an indulgent, self-satisfied male. It looked on the surface like the kind of debauchery I’d come to expect from elves.


    And then I looked at the hands. At the strain of the tendons, trembling, lifted from the dull skin by a frantic effort. At the fingertips with their ragged nails and bloodied tips and shredded skin. At the amount of pressure the elf holding his hands down was exerting to keep them in place.


    I began to back away as more and more of the scene clarified in my eyes. A spill of lank, lifeless hair across the satin sheets. A weak wave beneath the bodies that bespoke a futile attempt to push them away. The muffled sounds of flesh and sweat chafing.


    Oh, no, no. I didn’t have to stay for this. I took another step back—


    —and then the man trapped beneath them turned his face toward the door.


    I dropped the basket and fled until I could put my back against the wall on the other side, and there I slid to the ground and clutched my knees, shaking violently. I had never seen such desperation, such naked anguish on a face.


    And not just any face. My face. My face, older and more severe, my arched brows, my knife of a nose, my sharp chin with its blunted point.


    I had found my kin, my brother, the king of elves.


    [image: ***]


    I don’t know how long it took for the voluptuaries to grow bored and leave. I only remember hearing their voices approaching and hastily raking my hair over my face, slumping my shoulders and trying to self-efface to the point of vanishing. And it worked, or the elves were accustomed to ignoring human servants, for they passed me with all evidence of self-absorption. They were laughing, their magic so heady it draped in the air as they passed, sparkling; they almost danced. Whatever pleasure they’d had in the chamber, it had revitalized them. I could guess just what it had involved.


    When I could no longer hear their voices I drew in a long breath, steeling myself, and slipped back into the room. The wine had been spilled across the bed and floor, though the food was untouched. Pillows were thrown in every direction; the disarray seemed almost spiteful, as if they’d tried to leave as chaotic an environment behind as they could. Somehow I didn’t think they’d done it to make trouble for the servants who had to clean up after them, either.


    On the bed the king of elves had his back turned to the door and had curled into as small a ball as possible. I licked my teeth and crept closer. I had not even reached the bed when he flinched, and I froze.


    I had never seen such a sick man, human or elf. Not even Kemses, staggering off the arena’s field, had looked so ghastly. His skin reminded me of the wings of a dead butterfly, thin as tissue, desiccated and frail. His hair was some color I couldn’t discern, so brittle it rested on the sheets in angles, as if it couldn’t soften enough to conform to the wrinkles in the satin. The chain of his spine creased his back in discernible knobs running all the way to the nape of his neck. They had not, I saw, even washed him of their emissions. They’d left him, sullied and drained and nearly broken, with every contempt.


    Knowing what they’d done to him, knowing what he’d suffered, knowing that his skin crawled with the memory of their hands, knowing all that and more still I wanted to touch him. Needed to. Blood calls to blood, Kemses had said. You’ll know soon enough.


    If I asked... he might decline. And was that not his right? Surely to do him that courtesy, of asking permission and respecting his desires, surely that was the least I could do for him. But looking on him I knew he would die if he continued thus. I didn’t know how long they’d kept him, but they were killing him, or coming so close as to drive him to insanity. So I obeyed instinct. I gave in, and felt a rush of relief so intense I almost gasped. I gave in and sat beside him and gathered that frail body in my arms. He did not resist. Perhaps he expected some new assault... but I did nothing else. Merely held him, one hand cupping the side of his face against my throat, the other gingerly resting on his back. Breathed in the dust-dry tomb scent of his skin. Felt the too-slow beat of his heart, as if it were stumbling to a final rest. I held him until my body began to shake, to complain, to ache. Until thought eased from my mind and left me blank. Until I could acknowledge the tears that ran the length of my cheeks, sliding down my chin to dampen his dry hair.


    One of his hands uncurled, just enough to catch on my shirt-sleeve. And then, at the last, I felt sleep slacken him in my arms.


    When I could no longer hold him I transferred him to the bed, and not all my own pain and body weakness could keep me from doing it gently; I did not count the cost. I stumbled through the chamber, tidying it as best I could, then brought the untouched food with me back to the kitchen.


    “Didn’t eat again, did he,” the chef said. “All my work put to waste.”


    I said nothing, only handed the basket over.


    “It’s well past dinner,” the chef said. “Where were you?”


    “Waiting,” I said. And added, “He had guests.”


    “Ah,” the chef said with a sigh. “I wish they wouldn’t interrupt his mealtimes. “Get him to eat, Sheval,” they say, and then they consume him with their orgies and their drugs and wonder why he never gains weight.”


    “I’ll try to get him to eat,” I said. “When should I be back?”


    He sighed again. “Let us try lunch tomorrow, but an hour later.”


    I nodded and excused myself to return to my bunk. Once I reached it I slid beneath the blankets and stared at the wall. I had grown up on tales of despotic kings and inbred royalty, cruel and capricious governments where people with absolute power crushed their peasantry and extorted money from their merchant class. I had suckled that distrust with the milk from my mother’s breast. How then did I find myself weeping slow tears for a king? And not just any king, but the king of a race of slavers and thugs?


    I wanted to free him from Suleris, but not to deliver him to Sedetnet. He was my key to a life without pain, but I was having trouble imagining him deserving the kind of callous self-interested purpose I had intended him for.


    It was precipitous, all of this. Perhaps he was just as bad as all the rest. Surely he could be no other way, not in a culture this depraved. Kemses was an exception, the genets had reported him so.


    And I, I was chasing my thoughts in circles, shaking with confusion and unhappiness.


    As I fell asleep, the last thought in my mind was that I hadn’t wiped him clean.
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    My nightmare life at blood-flag Suleris commenced then, a pastiche of nauseating sensory impressions. The aroma of artisan cuisine married to the stale stench of old sex and dried blood; crumpled satin sheets, stained and wet, and the rough blankets I huddled under at night; the whines and sighs of the genets, soughing like a mournful breeze, and the throaty laughs and cruel mockery of the elves who visited their torments daily on the body and heart of their own king. And I passed through these horrors as a witness, unable to right any of the wrongs I lived with, and perhaps that corrosion was responsible for my outburst when Sondrea found me next.


    “They’re killing him,” I said. “You might as well stop cooking for him and hasten the process.”


    “You can’t kill an elf.”


    “I’ve seen elves die,” I said. “With enough determination you can destroy one. And certainly if you don’t feel up to murder, you can always drive them mad. Is that what they want? A madman?”


    “It would make it easier on them, I suspect,” she said. “They could do whatever magic it is they do without having to deal with him at all.”


    I covered my eyes with a hand.


    “That’s neither here nor there,” she said. “What matters is that we’ve had orders to stop cleaning up the chamber. You’re the one who’s been doing that, yes?”


    I looked up at her over the tops of my fingers. “Yes.”


    “Stop.”


    “They can’t honestly expect him to live in the kind of filth that will accumulate if we don’t tidy that chamber!”


    “I don’t know what they expect,” she said, tired. “All I know is that when the elves give us an order, we obey. So don’t clean up the room.”


    Aghast, I said, “Isn’t there anything we can do to make him more comfortable?”


    She cocked a brow. “He’s an elf and you want to make him more comfortable?”


    “No one deserves what he’s going through,” I said.


    She shook her head. “Just leave it, Morgan.”


    So I left it. I left it for three days, until I couldn’t bear it anymore. On the fourth night I collected some cleaning supplies in a bucket and slipped out of the dormitory. I filled it at the fountain and then crept across the compound and let myself into the main building. No elf lived here, save the Fount; as far as I’d been able to tell, this building’s sole use was as buffer for that gilded cage, to insulate it from air and life and any hope of escape. Without windows or sconces the hall was so dark I had to feel my way down it with fingertips trailing against the wall. The door was unlocked to all but its captive, some elven magic similar to the locks on the genet cages and equally opaque to me. I turned the knob and almost tripped over the king. He had collapsed beside the door, his skeletal frame cruelly illumined by the light of the single candle nearly drowned on the bed-stand.


    The temptation to drag him up and out of the room, away from the compound, was so strong I almost did it... but we wouldn’t get far. I needed more of a plan than ‘grab him bodily and hope to escape.’ I needed supplies. A route. To arrange for something for him to ride; the drake could carry us all, I wagered, but not as fast as we could go if he had his own mount. I’d seen horses on the compound, pack animals and riding beasts both. Surely one of them could be stolen. And as for the king...


    I sighed and gathered him up as best I could, half-dragging him back toward the bed. If he was going to make it, I would have to find some way to rouse him from his catatonia. Bad enough that my supply of the poppy was dwindling too quickly. All my plans would triple in complexity if I had to work around his unconsciousness.


    He had bloodied his fingers on the door; nor was that the only place he bled, though the rents on his flanks and arms had crusted over. That they hadn’t healed was stark enough proof of how depleted his captors kept him. With a grunt I pushed him back up onto the bed before my own limbs dumped me onto the floor. For several minutes I could only lie there, struggling to catch my wind. Then by the light of the candle I dragged myself to my feet and began cleaning the chamber. The elves had made a ruin of it; they hadn’t even removed the four-day-old food. If the room hadn’t already stunk of fouler things the ordure of rot would have been unbearable. I pushed my sleeves up past my elbows, nose wrinkled, and applied myself to the work. It reminded me of home, where I’d forced myself to do my own housework to prove that I could.


    These months spent in the Archipelago had not been kind to me and by the time I’d completed my chores my breath came hard and erratic. I lit a stick of incense and refreshed the candle by tipping the pooled wax out from around the wick, and then I slumped against the side of the bed, trembling with exhaustion. I waited for the actinic sparks that traveled my limbs to culminate in a seizure... but they didn’t. They never seemed to, lately, and I was too exhausted to do more than be grateful; how far I’d come from the inquisitive scholar and his ceaseless pursuit of knowledge!


    Somehow I regained my feet and that was well, for I had one final chore. I wrung a rag in the remaining clear water, ignoring the white ache in my wrists, and gently, so gently, touched it across the king’s shoulder. When he didn’t flinch I set myself to bathing him in earnest. It began as a practical act: four days of that treatment had left him filthy. But as I worked it became obsessive. I had to wipe his attackers off his body. I had to pass over every pore, to scrape their contempt off of him. When I had done I flung the rag away, disgusted by it, and gathered him into my lap. So brittle. They had left him almost nothing. I pressed my face against his hair and wished I knew how to will the magic into him.


    His hand closed on my arm and I started, for I had thought him unconscious. He did not lift his face, but his fingers flexed, each a discrete motion, as if he was remembering how to use them. They were short to match his narrow palms; for a man he had small hands, a fact disguised by how fleshless they were. I didn’t realize I was biting my lower lip until his fingers stopped moving and he sighed, barely disturbing the thin shirt near my throat. I waited to see if he would speak or move further... but he had exhausted his strength. Mine was not far from its own end. I tucked the blanket around him, hiding his nakedness, and secreted my cleaning supplies beneath the bed. Then I let myself out and returned to my room, there to await the inevitability of the morning’s discipline.
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    Sondrea was on me before the sun. “What exactly were you hoping to accomplish? It was you, wasn’t it?”


    I sat up on one elbow, ignoring the pain gnawing the joint. The Fount’s room had seemed smaller when I’d been cleaning it than it felt now in the memory of my muscles. “They use him for magic,” I said. “For fuel.”


    “I suppose,” she said. “I don’t pretend to understand such things.”


    “If they let me take care of him, he’ll be more useful to them for their magical purposes.”


    She eyed me askance.


    “Please, Sondrea,” I said. “Put it to them as an investment. Do they want to torture him? Or do they want to use him for what they took him for?”


    “Neither you nor I know exactly what they want to use him for,” she said. “Perhaps they’ve had enough of genet-making. Perhaps it amuses them to kill him slowly.”


    “If you won’t put it before them, let me.”


    “And let them stare a little overlong at your face?” When I touched my fingers to my jaw she said, “Oh, don’t think I hadn’t noticed. If elves could lie fruitfully with humans I would wonder if you were a by-blow. As it is, I think if they noticed just how similar you are they’d drag you into the games with him. They’re perverse that way. And I would lose yet another worker!”


    “You seem to have enough,” I said.


    “Not enough willing to have anything to do with the Fount.” She sighed. “I don’t like the disorder they sow there. It’s unhealthful. I have nightmares about disease breeding in the corners of that suite. I’ll talk with them, but don’t do anything more until I come back. In fact, take the day. Rest. Go for a walk. Get away from here for a while.” I began to protest but she shook her head. “No. I mean it. Leave me to the work. I’ll get an answer by supper.”


    I did not want to leave him to their depredations for another day... but there was something I wanted to do and she had given me pretext for it. I acquiesced.
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    So it was that sometime later I stopped before the cage with the sleek black genets and waited for one of them to turn a pointed face toward me and rotate an ear in my direction.


    “If an elf wanted to attract a genet,” I said. “What would he do?”


    The two nearest genets glanced at one another. Then the first said, “Is that what you are wanting to do then?”


    “I am human, if you hadn’t noticed,” I said, ignoring the frisson of alarm that comment solicited.


    “You’re no more human than we are,” the genet said. “But if you want to pretend, that’s your affair.”


    “Genet attracting,” I reminded her.


    She shrugged, a hitch of one narrow shoulder. “Cut yourself. Spread your blood and seed to the wind. If we can smell it through your skin, putting it in the air will draw everyone to you.”


    Of course. What else? “Thank you,” I said, setting my fingers on the wire. “What’s your name?”


    “I’m Black Pearl Seven,” she said.


    “Black Pearl Seven,” I repeated. “Then these others...”


    “I’m Nine,” the one beside her said from her cage.


    “All of you are sisters, then,” I said.


    “Born of the Fount and the Black Pearl dam,” Seven said.


    “And the dam?” I asked.


    “Here,” said a voice from the topmost cage. It was a gray day, diffuse and cloudy and moist; even so I had to shade my eyes to squint up at her. She looked identical to her progeny.


    “May I... is it indelicate if I ask... how it went with the sire?” I asked.


    She tilted her ears forward. “Master? The elves came and put the blood and magic in me, and I bore my litter from that union.”


    “Did you even see the Fount?” I asked.


    “No,” she said. “Only the trainers.”


    Blood... and magic. Were all these creatures constructs born of the king’s magic? I suppressed a shudder.


    “It is the way of things,” the dam said as if sensing my unease.


    “Are there no male genets at all?” I asked.


    They consulted one another in silence, passing one another significant looks, question and answer. Then Nine shook her head. “No. We have never seen one.”


    “Perhaps females are more biddable,” the dam said.


    “Or more easily trained?”


    “More pleasant to look at,” a fourth Black Pearl opined. “I heard a trainer say once that males would have ungainly silhouettes with their genitalia exposed.”


    “You are a peculiar one,” Seven said. “We have seen you walking to and from the Fount’s hall. You talked with the Peppercorns and the Almonds.”


    “I did,” I said. “Sondrea asked me to refrain for fear of agitating you further.”


    “I think it would be pleasant to talk to someone,” Nine said.


    “So do I,” Seven said. “Maybe you could come by more often?”


    “If I can,” I said. How could I not? “But I have been commanded to recreation for the day, off the compound. I must excuse myself for the nonce.”


    “He won’t come back,” a fifth unexpectedly said.


    “He will,” Seven said, looking at me. “Won’t you?”


    “I promise,” I said.
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    Beneath the cloud-softened sky I toiled up the nearest slope, leaving the manor behind. As the distance grew, the effects of the magical pollution of the compound faded; even the stiffness in my gait subsided just enough to make walking less of a punishment. I found a tree of the type I had pointed out to Kelu and Almond and lowered myself to the ground beside it, resting my back on its trunk and drawing in a long, slow breath. What a relief to be free of the place! And how gentle the air seemed, to caress me with such soft, damp breezes. I could almost sense the sea’s faraway presence in it.


    Ah, but I had not come for pleasure. I ran my fingers along the edge of my arm. As a servant I had been issued nothing more dangerous than my livery, several pairs of sandals and my own linens. It was the edge of the pendant, kept hidden all these weeks beneath the thickest mass of my hair near the back of my neck, that I used to open the side of my arm near my hand.


    With the blood oozing thin rivulets into my palm, I composed myself to wait.


    When I woke it was to the rough, dry tongue of the drake scraping at the side of my neck. I turned enough to loop my arms around its head and laughed as it huffed its scorched-breeze breath across my shoulder. Peering over its back were my genets.


    “Look at you,” Kelu said, licking her nose. “All dressed up in the garb of the enemy.”


    “That was the idea,” I said. “How scruffy the two of you look!”


    Mournful, Almond said, “No brushes.”


    “You have burrs in your coat,” I said and couldn’t help laughing a little. “Come now, come down here and drink.”


    “Really?” Almond asked, brightening.


    “No use wasting it,” I said. Kelu was already sliding off the back of the drake and soon I had them both in my arms and it hurt, God how it hurt but to hear their soft supplicating sounds, to sense their ecstasies... they had such short lives to be so joyless.


    After the dizziness had passed and they had become quiescent in my lap, I said, “How have you been then, in the wild?”


    “Not as bad as I thought,” Kelu said. How warm they were, how soft, like blankets that breathed. They swaddled me in their furry contentment. “The drake hunts for us, or we find fish, and it often spots roving elves far in advance of either of us.” She reached out and patted the drake’s nose. “It’s been a great help.”


    “And your feeding?” I asked.


    “Yes, well,” Kelu said, nibbling a clawtip, “I have had a little fun elf-hunting for that.”


    “It is very dangerous, Master,” Almond said, ears flipping down. “I worry.”


    “I haven’t gotten caught,” Kelu said. “They’re careless. They think nothing can hurt them so they often wander alone at night.”


    “They have magic,” I said. “You should be cautious.”


    “I am,” she said blithely. Almond looked unconvinced, but what could I say?


    “What of you, Master?” Almond asked.


    “Ah,” I said. “I have found the king. It’s time to begin planning for his abduction.”


    “Where is he, then?” Kelu asked.


    “You might know,” I said. “He’s the Fount.”


    They gaped at me. Almond spoke first. “Our s-sire is the king?”


    “Insofar as his magic and his blood are stolen to make you possible,” I said, “then yes. You are the get of royal bloodshed.” I sighed. “Which brings me to my one overwhelming problem in orchestrating our flight. He’s near dead from how they drain him. I don’t suppose either of you know how I might feed him, the way I fed Kemses? I have tried but I can’t push it out of my own skin. It seems the taker has to initiate.”


    “You are daft sometimes, aren’t you.”


    “Kelu!” Almond whispered, ears sagging.


    “No,” I said. “Please, continue.”


    “You give it to him the same way you give it to us,” Kelu said. She tapped my now healed wrist. “Smear it on him. Drip it on him. Bite your tongue and kiss him. Whatever works. But it’s in your blood, and sharing it works for elves just as much as it does with genets. It’s just messier than most elves prefer.”


    “Ahhhh,” I said, drawing in a long breath. “Of course. Thank you.” I hugged them gently. “We’ll need supplies... I want to try to steal a horse. Unless the two of you can find one?”


    “We can get you a horse if we know when you’re coming,” Kelu said.


    “And a schedule is the one thing I don’t have yet.” I stared at the distant horizon. “And I don’t want to make these meetings too frequent; the more often we meet, the more likely it is we’ll be discovered.”


    “Maybe one more time before you escape, Master,” Almond said, stroking my collarbone near Suleris’s mark. “Tell us what you need us to do and we will prepare, then when we next meet you tell us the night you will escape and we will meet that last time.”


    “Yes,” I said. “It will have to be so.”


    “Then tell us what we can do?” Almond asked.


    I smiled. “In a little. Just... rest with me a while, please?”


    Even Kelu was glad to do that. Holding them I realized that I had missed them.
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    I returned before the rain and after supper, ambling into the kitchen to see if Sheval had left anything out for the tardy.


    What I found was chaos.


    “What passes?” I asked the nearest of his assistants.


    “The master of the blood-flag is here!” the man said, visibly trembling.


    “Thameis?” I asked, startled. “I thought he never came here?”


    “He has now,” the man said, “Rumor has it—”


    “Morgan!” Sheval said. “Sondrea was looking for you. Best find her promptly in her office.”


    “Thank you,” I said, and headed off at best speed. When I shadowed her door she looked up, her habitual scowl faded to something more fretful.


    “Well,” she said, “he’s come himself to evaluate the Fount, and it’s all your doing.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t expect him to take a personal interest.”


    “Neither did I or I would never have asked him about it,” she groused. “Last thing we need is the blood-flag’s sovereign poking around in all our corners. And you—I want you to stay in your bunk until he leaves. If you’re bait the last thing I need is you nigh while Lord Thameis is on the premise. He has absolutely no self-control.”


    I hesitated, so assailed by foreboding I could barely construct a sentence, much less commit to the actions I knew I would have to take. “Where is he now?”


    “With the Fount, I imagine,” she said. “We were ordered to prepare a late dinner for him so I imagine he’ll be with him for a while.”


    That was all the catalyst I needed. “Very well,” I said. “I’ll be sure to take every opportunity to minimize the chances of accidental contact.”


    She eyed me with suspicion. “That’s a very fancy way of saying you’re going to avoid him.”


    “Sorry,” I said. “Believe me when I say I want to stay out of his way. My last encounter with him was unpleasant in the extreme.”


    Her scowl deepened. “He knows of you personally?”


    “Insofar as any elf knows a human personally,” I said. “I doubt he’d remember my face anywhere near as well as I remember his.”


    She sighed. “Fine. I don’t need to tell you to be careful. Go.”


    “Aye, ma’am,” I said, and excused myself.


    And then I ran, as best my body allowed, to the building, letting myself into the narrow hall and feeling my way down it in the dark as stealthily and as swiftly as possible. The door was open; a wan glow emanated from the room, and I heard Thameis’s voice.


    “...are looking a little worse for the wear, I suppose. When the servants notice, it is a bit egregious, isn’t it?”


    I heard the rustle of silk and the creak of sandal leather. “No words for your gracious host?”


    No answer. Thameis laughed.


    “I think I’ll tell them to let you be for a while. It wouldn’t do for you to die. I know the lessons of history. But I think you could use just a touch... more... attention, just to remind you that matters could always be worse.”


    I flattened myself against the wall and did my best to ignore the sound of silk and skin and pleasure. As it went on and on I found myself biting my knuckles, remembering the feel of Thameis’s hands on my own body and the revulsion that had driven me almost to vomiting. I wondered if I’d been as silent beneath him as the king was now and couldn’t remember anything from the encounter except the wall of noise in my ears that had barred the world from entering. I built it again against the sounds from in the room, so high and so thick that Thameis’s exit surprised me. He left a wake of magic so powerful it splashed against my back. I flinched from it, hoping he wouldn’t notice, but he was long, long gone, so satiated on the stolen energies of his victim that he hadn’t even noticed me in the dark.


    I slipped into the room and waited for my eyes to acclimate; even then I had trouble locating the king.


    There is... a field... that surrounds a living thing, that makes it obvious that it is not inanimate. That field does not solely consist of evidence such as breathing and movement, nor of shape and form, but also of some intangible quality that defies description.


    The king looked like part of the room. He had been so drained I could not find him without searching, and even when my eyes caught on an angle that I finally identified as his shoulder blade, I almost couldn’t believe it belonged to a person. He had become sculpture: lifeless and inert. As I settled onto one knee over him, I found no evidence of life. No color in his skin, no twitch of his eyelids... nothing. Perhaps elves could not be slain by what Thameis and his followers had done to him, but I had no doubt they could fail... that the flame of their souls could gutter and die, consigning them to centuries of silence and dreamless sleep like the fairy-touched mortals in folklore. I knew now what had inspired those stories. I ran my hand along his arm and felt despair. He was no longer even warm to the touch.


    I cast around the room until I found a discarded wine glass. The bottle that had been delivered with it was still half-full, so I poured a third of a cup, dizzied by the fragrance. One hard slash against the side of my wrist with the pendant’s corner and I bled myself into the wine. I had little hope that I could get him to drink; pulling him into my lap was like manipulating a giant doll, slack and sprawled. I examined the problem at length and finally dipped my finger into the mixture. Lightly, very lightly, I touched it to his mouth and painted his dry lips. And again, this time breaking the seal between them and brushing my nail against his teeth.


    “Drink,” I whispered. “Live. Please, help me.”


    Again and again I dabbed his mouth with it, dripping it onto his tongue. My eyes grew dry and my back stiff and my legs went numb beneath him but I continued until my finger scraped the bottom of the glass and I realized the whole of it had gone into him and his mouth... his mouth was open.


    I stared at my arm, at the angry ragged cut there, and thought about the immortality of elves. Then I bared my teeth and rent myself from palm to elbow, up the long smooth plane of my arm. As the blood flooded the cup and spilled its edges I pressed the lip of it to his mouth. Red streams still hot from their source flowed over his throat and chest.


    “Drink,” I whispered as the spots swarmed before my eyes. I swayed. “Drink.”


    The world flexed and throbbed and then rushed away from my sight. My fingers lost their strength; the glass tumbled to the ground, rolled across the rich carpet. I folded over him and made my offering, and the blood streaked my glasses as my cheek came to rest against his face.
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    I woke cradled in the arms of an autumn sunset, an immanent radiance that warmed my body in every crease and hidden fold. Stunned, I lifted my eyes and found a harvest god bent over me, steadying my face with slim, small fingers and smiling, golden eyes half-shadowed by heavy auburn lashes. His gaze was solicitous and tender and I found myself transfixed.


    “It was not necessary,” he said in a bass layered with love and humor, “to give me quite so much. But I thank you for it all the same.”


    “You’re awake,” I said, my voice rough.


    “So it would seem,” he said. His eyes lingered on my face far longer than would have been polite in anyone else but I could hardly condemn him for a sin I myself was committing. I could not look away from him. There had been no animating force in him in all the days I’d tended his body; nothing, nothing had hinted at this benevolence. At this... this staggering tranquility of spirit. “So you are kin,” he said, voice growing low with longing and wonder.


    “How...?”


    He lifted his free hand; by the glow off his skin I glimpsed the blood-stained edge of the pendant.


    “Ah,” I said. And then wry, “Still legible despite the gore.”


    “Not the name,” he said gently. He shifted his hand so the pendant slipped into his palm, chafed a thumb against its edge until it streaked red. As I watched the blood seeped into his skin. “There are truer pedigrees.”


    I glanced at him, wide-eyed.


    “I would know you even if you came to me nameless and near death,” he said, fingertips lighting on my cheek. “You are my brother.”


    “And you are my king,” I whispered.


    He smiled and gathered me against his chest, and I was too weak to object... had I even wanted to, which I was not altogether certain I was. But every fiber in me sparked cold and white and raw when I tried to move, and from that I knew I had had convulsions. “You have given too much,” he said against my hair... and then he flooded me with the warmth of harvest sunlight, rushing through my limbs and washing them to supple life. I gasped and twitched, but he poured it over me until he judged I had had enough and only then did he stop.


    “There,” he said and kissed the crown of my head. “Better?”


    “I... I can move,” I whispered, shocked. I flexed my fingers against his chest.


    His smile was in his voice, but there was regret also. “I am afraid I cannot undo what was done to you. But I can give you enough to lighten the burden.”


    “It is more than I expected,” I said, ignoring the pang of conscience—this was the man I expected to trade to the sorcerer for my freedom? “And I thank you.”


    He nodded, just the slightest inclination of his head, and withdrew so that he could look at me again. “Tell me your name,” he said with a smile.


    “Morgan,” I said. “Morgan Locke of Ev—well. Raised in Evertrue. I suppose I am not of any human enclave after all.”


    “Morgan Locke,” he said. “Evertrue on the mainland? You are far, far from home.”


    “Ah, yes. I followed some genets here,” I said with half a smile. “You? I don’t know your name either.”


    “Amhric,” he said.


    “No blood-flag?” I asked.


    He shook his head. His voice grew grave. “The king has no blood-flag... no, nor the prince either. We renounce those ties when the royal gifts rise in us, lest we be tempted to give too much influence to a single family.”


    “You’re really awake,” I said, still mazed and now more than a little drunk on the liquid warmth of my own body.


    “Yes,” he said. “Which presents us with a small conundrum.”


    I struggled to think past the fog in my head. “Because they will wonder why you’re so healthy when they have done nothing but abuse you.”


    “Yes,” he said. “It will rouse suspicion.”


    “That would vastly complicate my plans to abduct you.”


    “Is that why you’re here?”


    “Why else?” I asked.


    He hesitated, and while he collected his thoughts I drew myself apart and managed to sit across from him. My body allowed it; more than that, I felt a poise I’d rarely had in all my life. It was such a surprise that I spent perhaps more time than was usual for any normal man, simply settling there... feeling the fold of a knee, the cushion of the rug against my ankle, the pressure of the floor up through a spine gone pliant and forgiving. When I lifted my face I found him studying me with a compassion so naked my skin heated.


    “It is hard for you, always,” he said.


    “It’s not worth discussing,” I replied, not because I feared revealing weakness, but because I couldn’t bear for him to know. “You were saying?”


    “It is no burden,” he said. “You needn’t hide it from me.”


    “Did you drink my thoughts with my blood?” I asked, dismayed.


    “No,” he said, and laughed. He reached out and pushed my blood-drenched hair from alongside my face. “It is plain to read.”


    “I thought I was a little better at obfuscation,” I said. “I shall have to work at it if I am, indeed, a prince. It wouldn’t do to be so obvious to our enemies, would it?”


    “No,” he said. “But I will never be your enemy.”


    And I believed him. My fine education and well-honed skepticism fell before his demeanor like straw before a strong wind. I found it preposterous that I could trust him so immediately, so completely. Cross, I said, “Do you affect everyone this way?”


    He said, “Well, you find me here due to the machinations of my betrothed, so...”


    “You have a fiancée?” I asked, astonished. “And she put you here?”


    “Ah,” he said. “Yes. It was not uncommon for the children of powerful blood-flags to be betrothed in the cradle... but when the king-gifts rose in me, I told my affianced what I was. That not only could I not wed her, but that I had chosen the path of the King-Reclusive, and so I would rarely be involved, if ever, in the court and social functions she enjoyed. She seemed sympathetic, but I should have distrusted her. She loved power too much.” He looked up at me. “She came to an accord with Suleris and when next she entertained me her house was full of my enemies, and here I am.”


    “And what did she receive in return for this perfidy?” I asked, horrified.


    “She declined to inform me,” he said. “Which is peculiar of her... looking back now I see that she had a tendency to linger on the fate of her rivals. Perhaps she could not bear to do so with me out of some distant remorse. It may be that she harbored some gentle feeling for me at the last—who can know? I only hope she will forgive herself one day for the ills she has visited on others.”


    “Forgive herself!” I exclaimed. “Is that all? She gave you over to the constant abuse of your enemies—and you don’t have to tell me what it feels like, what they do to you, I know how vile it is!—and your only hope is that she will eventually forgive herself for a remorse she probably isn’t even feeling?”


    “I was never very good with justice,” he said with a hint of rue. “That is why I chose the King-Reclusive path. To withdraw from society and see to the magical needs of the race in solitude is a role I am far more suited to.”


    “Who runs the government if the king is playing hermit?” I asked.


    “The prince. Of course.” He smiled at me, brows lifted. “That would be you, O my brother.”


    Chester, I thought, would be delighted. I sighed and slipped my spectacles off my nose, reaching for the edge of my thin shift to clean them and discovering the fabric just as bloody as my hair. “What a mess.”


    “Yes,” he said, and rose. He was not a tall man for a human, and for one of the elves his height was positively underwhelming... but oh, how he shone, with the constancy of a gas lamp dancing, a visible mandorla in copper and crimson that bled into the air in graceful wisps. He held out his hands to me, and in numb acceptance I took them and let him help me to my feet.


    “I want you to stay,” he said. “We have so much to discuss... and too, there is a thing long missing in my life that you were due to fulfill, long overdue. But there is too much danger here yet. You must go back to wherever you have been hiding.”


    “Wait,” I said. Here at last was the caveat I’d been anticipating, the onerous or immoral duty he’d extract as price for being his heir. “What thing is this that I owe you?”


    “There are nuances I would have more leisure to explain,” he said.


    “A précis,” I insisted.


    He smiled, looking up at me, and grasped my upper arm in his small hand. “This,” he said, squeezing. “To touch. To see you. And through you to remain aware of and connected to the world.”


    “That’s... all?” I asked.


    “That is everything,” he said. “What is spirit without matter? Thought without act? Generosity without context? Love... without people?”


    As I stared down at him, wide-eyed, he lifted himself on his toes and kissed my blood-streaked brow. “Go, brother mine. Before we are discovered.”


    “I—ah. Yes,” I said and went to the door.


    “Morgan—”


    I turned.


    “Do not be alarmed if you find me next much as you found me before,” he said. “What you have given me will not be lost... I will lend it to the earth to hold for when we need it next.”


    “The esoterics of magical philosophy are somewhat beyond my small understanding and my smaller vocabulary,” I said. “I will trust you to handle it.”


    He laughed softly. “Ah... I look forward to learning you better, my brother.”


    “I shall do everything in my power to give you the opportunity,” I said, and ducked back into the corridor. I made it to the end without thinking; from there I went to the well. As I poured bucket after bucket of water over my head, I fought the flutter of my heart, and still I continued until my teeth chattered and my skin wrinkled and my fingers went numb and sore from the hard wooden handle. Leaning against the well frame, I thought that I was punishing myself, but it was too late. I had had the indecency to fall in love with a king.
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    The following morning I woke from the gossamer of dreams and into a body that remained compliant. I reached outward, twisting my wrist and watching the play of light over the ropy muscles in my forearm. Stretching for the pleasure of stretching was a foreign concept, and just feeling it... I closed my eyes. I wanted to be healthy, oh how I wanted to be whole! But I didn’t think I could pay for it with Amhric’s life. I was not so naïve as to think he would fare well in the care of someone of Sedetnet’s obvious depravity. In folklore, it was the villain who gave good and gentle men to evil sorcerers, not the hero.


    Except kings could not be good and gentle men. I was not living in the realm of folklore, but in the realm of history, and history had ample evidence of that nasty truth.


    I covered my eyes. I couldn’t, just couldn’t imagine bringing that man to the tower. But I couldn’t imagine living my life in the kind of pain that had become my world.


    With a sigh, I hefted myself from my warm bed and decided on breakfast. For once I was hungry; I thought I should at least enjoy my appetite while it lasted. I dressed and took myself cautiously to the kitchen, keeping a watch for any signs of Thameis or his entourage and finding the compound silent. Perhaps it was to be expected—the sun was still new in the east and I had never observed any elf to rise with the common laborers. Sheval and his assistants, however, would have been at work for at least an hour and I looked forward to sampling whatever partially-baked delicacy their artistry had conceived.


    “You’re early,” Sheval said when I entered. The energy in the kitchen was greatly depressed, from the sounds: the knives did not chop briskly, there was no laughter, no banter.


    “I thought I’d steal some breakfast,” I said. “I hope you did not suffer overmuch due to our unexpected visitor?”


    “A drunk and a debutante.” Sheval waved his arms. “What good is it to educate the palate of one’s diners if they dull their senses with too much wine?”


    “Good wine, at least,” I said with a grin.


    “Ah!” he said. “Useless! Just useless. At least he ate what we sent. But so much wine!” He sniffed. “I imagine he’s sprawled unconscious in his suite.”


    “No doubt,” I said, looking over the counter at the dough proofing in giant bowls near the oven. Sheval had trailed off and ceased to meet my eyes. “I have never noted our masters to have much by way of self-control. So is there anything edible yet...?”


    “I came for breakfast,” Thameis said behind me into the silence I hadn’t noticed. “And here I find just what I need.” His hand lit on my shoulder and then smashed me against the counter, bending me until my face hit the wood and my glasses skewed off my nose.


    “Delicious,” he said, and ripped from me all the well-being and the power that Amhric had so gently bestowed. He sucked it out of every finger, out of my wrists and arms, out of my feet, up through my legs and hips... and nothing filled the hollows so that I felt my body collapse in on the empty spaces, crushing my breath out of my chest, my thoughts out of my head, and there was nothing but agony, white agony, stronger even than humiliation. And still he took, carving great gaping holes, and through those holes the demons came, laughing and nibbling the interstitial spaces with their needle teeth.... perching on the counter and sneering.


    The Prince lives, one of them said.


    The Prince suffers, said another.


    The Prince is impotent, said the last, laughing. And while he writhes beneath the bodies of his masters we will be free to wreak our evil.


    “What?” I whispered, trying to clasp the broken bits of stories through the fog of pain in my head. “What did you say?”


    We will come again, the demon said, leaning down to lick my temple. To kill and maim and eat the dead and raise them to follow us. And you will let it happen.


    Flashes... bone warriors and scythes and immortal prices paid. I shuddered beneath Thameis’s assault. No... surely some things were truly tales.


    We will come again, the demon promised, purring into my ear.


    “The hell you will,” I said, and spit at him.


    Thameis jerked me back into the world, grabbing a knot of my hair at the back of my head. “Did you say something?”


    I stared up at him past the tilted edge of my spectacles, trying to make sense of the blur of color and malevolence.


    “Because I don’t tolerate insolence in my food,” he said and shook me. “Understood?”


    I planned defiance, but before I could work up another mouthful he scowled and said, “What’s cut me?” As I tried to jerk away he raked my hair to one side, exposing the nape of my neck... and the necklace tangled there. “Jewelry? Did you steal it off the dresser of your bette—”


    I closed my eyes.


    Thameis flipped me around and arched me against the counter, framing my face with a hard hand and scrutinizing me. “Surely not,” he said. “And yet...” He looked up and said, “You. Send messengers to Temeret and Iris. Tell them to meet me here as soon as possible... and to bring their mages.” He yanked the pendant free, tearing some of my hair with it, and then wrapped the chain around my wrists, binding them flush to each other with magic. The pendant hung between them like a lock, or some kind of cruelly ironic ornament. Unbidden from the annals of history sprang the accounts of princes arrested by their own kings for conspiracy, chained by the populace for rough justice, found dead, dragged off by rivals or kin. I wondered if any of them had been so weak as to almost collapse in the wake of their captors as I did when Thameis led me away. The humans did nothing, of course... what could they do? Though as I stumbled after the elf I glimpsed the fleeting regret on Sheval’s face. But soon enough I was beyond their aid.


    “Let’s see, let’s see,” Thameis said, scanning the grounds. “There, that should do.” He tugged me along behind him; when I faltered, some invisible force propelled my feet. That same force trammeled me when he came to a halt before the Black Pearls and opened the topmost cage with a sharp gesture. “This should do for now,” he said, and pulled me up by my tunic. I was never more aware of the surrealism of magic than in that moment when a man lifted me twelve feet in the air and shoved me in a wire cage. It was so unbelievable I could not remember the details of how it had been accomplished moments after he’d done it.


    And then he shut the door on me, flicked the lock closed and left me there, exposed to wind and weather, still bound and trembling from his assault. Too, the cage was meant for slim, furred creatures almost two heads shorter than I was. I had to contort myself to fit and still it chafed.


    “We did not expect you to come to us this way,” one of the genets said from beneath me.


    The wind ruffled my hair and cooled my face, but I knew it wouldn’t be long before what felt pleasant became uncomfortably chill. “I didn’t quite expect to join you thus, no.”


    “Are you to be our new Fount, then?” one of the ones beside me asked. They were so close I could smell their musk, feel their body heat.


    “I hope not,” I said. “No offense meant.”


    “Then why are you here?”


    “I assume to keep me from escaping,” I said. “Though being locked in a room would have been sufficient. This is rather excessive.” The first tremor traveled my arms to my shoulders, cramping my neck. “May I trouble one of you for a favor?”


    “What’s that?” the one next to me said.


    I managed, clumsily, to remove my spectacles and offer them to her through one of the holes in the mesh. “Hold these for me.”


    “For how long?” she asked.


    “Until I stop thrashing,” I said, resigned. There was no room in the cage; when I came to, I would be hurt, even with the pendant chaining my hands together. But at least I would be able to see. Another aching shiver traversed my spine to nestle against the base of my skull. I clenched my teeth against the next. And the next. Small mercy: the convulsions had barely begun in earnest before my mind sank into the dark. I felt only the first few scrapes and blows.


    I returned to consciousness enclosed in musk and warmth, with nearly the entirety of my world circumscribed in fur. Every genet in every cage adjoining mine had pressed herself against the wall closest to me; even the ones beneath me were on their feet, pushing themselves against their ceilings. I had expected to be battered, and I was... but there was no blood. I felt the weight of their contentment and shuddered.


    “Here,” the one on the near side said, passing me back my glasses.


    “Thank you.” I cleared my throat. “How long...?”


    They passed a series of looks amongst one another. “Hour?” one of them said at last... Seven, I thought.


    Only an hour and already I felt distorted and sick. How long did Thameis intend to keep me here? “Do you know the name of your master?” I asked.


    “We are the property of the blood-flag Suleris,” the one next to me said. The Dam.


    “Then you know Thameis,” I said.


    “We have heard the name of the blood-flag’s head,” Seven said. “Yes.”


    “Do you know of a Temeret or an Iris?” I asked.


    “Kin,” Nine said. “As we are kin.”


    “His brother and sister,” I said.


    “Yes.”


    Worse and worse. I couldn’t imagine such an interview going well. I had to free myself and Amhric before they decided to consign me to a prison as cruel and effective as my brother’s. If I could only open the lock, I could sneak back into his room and the two of us could flee; even unprepared we stood a better chance of escape if we left before Thameis and his kin could descend on us with their mages and their experiments and their curiosities. Amhric was a small man, and stripped nigh unto fleshlessness by his time here; the drake could surely carry us all. The only thing I had to do was open the door of my cage. I turned my eyes to the lock.


    “It’s no use,” Nine said.


    “It’s been tried,” the Dam said.


    “There has to be a way.” I grasped it awkwardly through the mesh and turned it, looking for any interruption in the smooth metal and finding none. The wind cooled my fingers, making them clumsy. God, how I hated the cold.


    “Only the elves can open it,” Seven said.


    “I’m an elf,” I growled. It was hard to keep the thing in my hands with my wrists chained together; my arms had lost most of their mobility. “Why doesn’t it open for me?”


    “Perhaps you are not the right blood,” one of the others said. “All magics are built from blood ladders.”


    If she was right... but I couldn’t afford to believe she was. I remembered the calm that both Kemses and Amhric had emanated just before their own uses of magic and tried to regulate my breathing... to close my eyes and concentrate on the world outside my aching skin and raw senses. The wind snaked into every seam of my clothes, pebbling my flesh and then stinging my face with my hair. The warmth of the genets around me pulsed like a furry heart, shifting, musk and cinnamon-scented. But beyond the wind, beyond the presence of the creatures sharing my suffering, I felt... something. Something that slid along the shifting currents of the wind, riding them, heavier than the air and lighter than sunlight, something that smelled wild and rich, as mysterious and vast as the ocean. Almost I could reach for it, touch my fingers to it... caress it out of the air. Almost I could see a knot of it nesting in the lock. I willed it to unravel, and it... it became aware of me, as if it had the ability to focus attention.


    Unravel, I told it, my fingers trembling.


    Its attention grew more distinct.


    Undo, I commanded, praying. Open. Unknot.


    Nothing happened. The ethereal winds that clothed the world around me continued to blow, but the lock remained obdurate. Perhaps it needed more than command; perhaps it required a key. But if merely wishing it open wasn’t enough, what was?


    The lock fell out of my numb hands and I pressed my knees to my chest, frowning. The breeze skated over my body and as expected the weather had gone from pleasant and mild to clammy and chill. I had reached an impasse, without clear notion of which direction to turn in for fresh answers; in the past, I had dealt with such blocks by setting my mind to completely different endeavors, but I was hard-pressed to think of one I could accomplish while trapped in a cage in the dark.


    One of the genets petted my knee from beneath, tickling.


    “I don’t suppose you know how to make a magical key,” I said.


    Seven said, “I’m afraid not, Master.”


    I sighed. Though it made me uncomfortable, correcting their use of the title would only upset them... but they had reminded me of something I could do while imprisoned here. “While this wasn’t exactly how I’d planned to keep my promise about coming to talk to you, I am here. Shall I tell you stories?”


    “Stories?” the dam asked.


    “It was my area of study before I came here,” I said.


    “We like stories,” Nine said, and the others murmured agreement.


    “Then let me think of a good one,” I said. Something to entertain the hopeless, something that wouldn’t be too cruel to tell slaves... and then I laughed. “Ah... I think this one will strike you as interesting. The Witch and the Maiden-Queen.” I felt their concentration like an embrace and began the recitation, the story as I’d first learned it before I’d uncovered its four or five variations. The original folktale dated from just before Eddard, the first king, a man without siblings or cousins and whose queen remained mysteriously barren for many, many years before producing a single son in her twilight years. They’d called Victor the miracle child; his mother had died in childbed but rumor reported she’d gone to her rest with a smile on her face. Not long after, this particular folktale had become popular again... in which the maiden-queen, widowed before the consummation of her marriage to the elderly monarch, had gone to the witch at her mountain hermitage to request a child, begotten without dishonor and without the aid of a man. The witch set her a task—in later versions, the number of tasks varied—which she completed after much hardship and misadventure. This proved her worthy of the baby, which the witch enchanted into her womb, and she returned to her kingdom to deliver an heir to her people and ensure the peaceful succession.


    When I’d finished, Seven said, “That is a pretty story.”


    “But why did she have to prove herself to the witch?” the dam asked. “Isn’t it enough that she wanted to be a mother?”


    I chuckled. “Ah, but wanting something isn’t good enough, particularly in folklore. There must be a test. A sacrifice. The hero has to be willing to give in order to receive.”


    “Tell us another,” a fourth genet said.


    I smiled and indulged them, choosing the songbird tale for the similarity of its theme; in it a charboy whose life had been greatly enriched by the daily visit of a beautiful songbird went on a quest to the realm of the fairy king, there to negotiate for its life after a passing nobleman slew it in a fit of pique.


    “He really gave up his voice for a bird’s?” one of the genets asked, eyes wide.


    “So the stories say,” I replied, and chose another. The girl who bargained with a talking fish to feed her family through a terrible famine; the king who died on an altar to win the attention of a god and save his people from war; the lord who cut off his fingers and toes and planted them in the earth of his people’s farms to ensure the harvest.


    My voice had grown hoarse when at last I trailed to a halt.


    “Those were good stories,” one of the genets said. “True stories.”


    “I cannot attest to their truth,” I said. “Only to their importance.”


    “They must be true,” Nine said. “To have so much blood in them. Everyone knows that everything important must be paid in blood.”


    “On that I’m sure the elves would concur,” I said with a hoarse laugh. And then I froze. Of course. What an idiot I was. I tested my fingers and found them almost too stiff to bend, but I reached out anyway. If my suspicious were correct, I didn’t have to hold the lock anyway; merely touching it would suffice. I abraded my fingertips on the wire until they grew wet and tender and then stroked the lock with my chained hands.


    Open, I whispered.


    The lock tingled beneath my fingers.


    Open, I said again, and then drew in a shaking breath. Open now!


    The lock jumped against my palms and then something lunged for me, wrapping around my wrists. I couldn’t see it, but I could feel it digging past my skin and catching on the web beneath it. Startled, I jerked backward, banging my hands against the wire and falling awkwardly against the other side, but whatever it was came with me. It felt like Thameis’s assault only sharper and without sentience.


    “Master?” the Dam asked, pressing against our shared cage wall.


    “The lock is trying to eat me,” I said, struggling to maintain a sense of humor as involuntary tears streaked my cheeks.


    “You gave it blood,” the dam said. “It must want more.”


    “I don’t fancy emptying my veins on the behalf of an inanimate object,” I said, gritting my teeth as the jaws of the thing crawled up my arms. “God! But it has teeth like broken glass!”


    “Maybe it wants your arms the way the fairy king wanted the boy’s voice,” a second genet offered.


    “Magic,” Seven said. “It is magic it wants, not the arm. Smell it. He smells like champagne.”


    Crazed, I wondered just how genets in cages had come to know the smell of champagne, and then her words snapped into focus. “Magic. Magic must be the key.” I ignored their curious looks and grabbed the lock with my stiff and trembling hands. “Here, then,” I said. “Take it!” And forced the stream of life I could just barely sense beneath my skin into the questing jaws.


    The lock twitched in my fingertips and fell open. Before I could cry my triumph, the pain swept me from palm to head and though I fought it with all my power it was no contest. The barbs embedded in me from birth choked me down, stole my voice and, as the door swung open in the still dark, my consciousness.
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    My first awareness was of a small tongue licking my fingers and a furry muzzle pressed against my cheek, tickling my ear with its whiskers. I hissed and lifted my head. One of the Black Pearls adjusted my glasses on my nose, withdrew the chain of my necklace from around my chafed wrists, and hung it around my neck.


    I focused on her with difficulty. “Nine?”


    “You dripped onto our cages,” she said. Seven stopped lapping at my hand and straightened beside her, and the two of them regarded me with their lambent turquoise eyes.


    “Ah, God,” I said. “Help me, please.”


    They braced my shoulders and between the three of us I wiggled out of my cage and half-fell, half-landed on the ground on my knees. My wrists gave before they could take my full weight, and the two caught me.


    “Sorry,” I managed.


    They said nothing, only helped me rise and steadied me as I swayed. My lapse had been horribly long, for night had fallen, and at the sight my heart sped in terror. Had it been enough time for Thameis to have summoned his kin? They had not come for me, but I couldn’t imagine it being long now. I squinted at the sky, but nothing in my life had prepared me to be a navigator or a fieldsman: the stars were another language I had never learned to read, and staring at their stubborn enigma I couldn’t guess how long it would be before the sun rose. I was only conscious of a hunted, desperate feeling. And yet... I looked back at the cages of the rest of the Black Pearls, at the cages scattered all around the complex.


    “You can’t free us all,” Nine said. “It is generous of you to think of it.”


    “Am I so obvious then?”


    She shrugged, a lithe movement of her narrow black shoulders.


    “Where now, Master?” Seven asked.


    I began to tell them that they should run, escape, be free... and realized the futility of it. They were as ill-equipped to jaunt into the wilderness as I was. Kelu might have managed it and perhaps even enjoyed her brief existence as a rogue on the fringes of elven society, but these two reminded me more of Almond: not precisely docile, but not ready to be catapulted into the uncertainties of complete independence. In time perhaps... but until then, I would have to care for them. “Help me to that building,” I said, nodding toward the central one. “We need to fetch the Fount and leave before we are discovered.”


    “The Fount,” Seven said, eyes wide.


    “The very same,” I said and started that way.


    This was when I discovered that my sense of the magic of the world had not become quiescent during my faint. Hobbling along on the genets’ shoulders, I shuddered at its caress, and how it grew thick with brambles and thorns the closer we drew to Amhric’s prison. Great gorged veins of it sprouted from beneath the building, breaking the pattern of the earth beneath us; so strong was this foul wrongness that I grew dizzy as we approached. How I made it down that hall I will never recall, only that as we reached the door I thought of the king and collected myself for the effort to come.


    The genets stopped on the threshold, leaving me to stagger to the bed on my own... to grasp that gaunt and colorless shoulder and whisper, “Amhric. Wake up.”


    His lashes fluttered. As I watched, the warmth flooded him, igniting the fire beneath his skin and licking him in gold and copper and auburn. I shivered with inexplicable emotion, some nameless longing, and perhaps he sensed it and that was why he engulfed me in a swift embrace, bringing me into his aura of gossamer autumn.


    “We have to go,” I said. “I’ve been discovered. It’s only luck that I made it here at all.”


    “All right,” he said. “O my brother... wait a moment.”


    “There’s not a moment to waste,” I began, but he touched a finger to my mouth. I fell silent.


    “From the earth through me to you,” he murmured. “For that you have great need.” He touched two fingers to my brow; his forehead came to rest there, beside them. And as I drew breath to ask the tide of light and life rushed into me and chased the worst of the weakness away. With it came a sense of the world as a great and beautiful pattern, a harmony expressed in waves and pools of cold and warmth, forever moving in an elegant pas de deux indescribable in its liquescence. I choked back a sound, certain it was too intimate to be uttered in company.


    He lifted his head and asked, hushed, “Better?”


    “Yes,” I said, hoarse. “Thank you.” Clearing my throat I said, “Now, hasten, please.”


    He nodded and slipped off the bed, turning toward the door... and there he halted as if struck. As he and the genets met one another’s eyes I knew this moment was passing with the swiftness of my racing heart and yet it seemed as if we were all paralyzed.


    At length I said, “The genets made with your magic. These are Nine and Seven of the Black Pearl line.”


    “I knew what they did,” Amhric said. “Oh, but they never let me see...!” He opened his arms, and swift as shadows moved by wind, the two were in them, licking his face and wiggling their tails and purring.


    “Enough,” I said. “Back down the corridor.”


    They parted from him as if my word was law and fled into the dark. I watched them go, then glanced at the king. “I would have thought that it would discomfit you.”


    “What Suleris did and does is vile,” he said. “But I could no more blame the genets for their makers’ acts than I could blame rain for falling.” Then he stepped toward the corridor.


    And I, obeying some instinct older than stories, held out a hand. “I go first.”


    He paused, then inclined his head, and so we went: the genets before us, the king behind me, and all the compound still asleep... but not, I thought, for long. Nevertheless I could not suppress another glance over my shoulder at the cages.


    “Could you...?”


    He shook his head. “No. The uses of my magic are proscribed heavily by the king-gifts. But I can channel what is left of our shared energy and you may undo the enchantments, if you wish—”


    “I can’t,” I said. “It would incapacitate me.”


    “Then we will come back,” Amhric said. “And make this right.”


    I nodded and led him out of the compound and into the field. When he stumbled I lunged for him, and my own movement set us both to tottering. I grimaced as we swayed. “Fine pair we are. I don’t suppose magic could make us run faster.”


    “It could,” he said. “If I were well enough to wreak something so vast. But they have left me very little by way of resources.”


    “I don’t understand how magic can do that and not open the locks...”


    “I will explain it, when we have more leisure. You need to know.”


    “I imagine I do,” I said and sighed as we trudged up the hill toward the tree where I’d last met the genets. “In the mean... hold a heartbeat.”


    He stopped, and I took my pendant in my hand. Blood had caked the chain and the tassel was a ruin, but the steel pedigree remained unchanged. Without allowing myself any time to brace against it, I tore into my wrist again and resumed walking.


    “At least tell me if it is customary for the elves to solve everything with blood,” I said, wearied.


    “Once upon a time we carried glass knives specifically for the purpose you just put your name to, for glass is sacred and has meaning particular to us,” Amhric said. “Those were brighter days, when our blood meant more to the world.”


    “How long ago was that?”


    His smile was nostalgia and regret both. “Long enough for us to still die a natural death.” He glanced at my wrist. “To what purpose was that particular offering?”


    “I am summoning our ride,” I said. “But we should hurry. They will find us.”


    He nodded and fell silent, and together we made what time we could across the grass, the Black Pearls ranging before us like uneasy scouts. As we traveled he remained much the same but I deteriorated; my limbs consumed the bright flush of energy he’d gifted me and left me brittle and clumsy. We had not been fleeing long before it was his hands steadying mine as we crossed a dark stream, his shoulder braced beneath my arm as we forged uphill, his steady gaze that slowed my erratic breathing and reminded me to remain calm.


    “How long before they come for us, I wonder?” I asked.


    “Suleris owns Kesína,” Amhric said. “It may be we won’t see them at all in the countryside; they’ll have someone waiting for us at the port.”


    “Then I suppose we won’t be going to the port,” I said, determined.


    “Someone comes!” Seven exclaimed.


    “Something...” Nine amended.


    The dark disgorged the drake’s sleek body and ember eyes.


    “Ah, thank God,” I said, stumbling forward to grab its reins. It pressed its head against me and huffed across my chest, then lifted its chin and stared, narrow-eyed, at king and genets. On its back, Kelu said, “You could have given us a little warning.”


    “I didn’t have the chance,” I said. “Thameis found me out.”


    “Oh!” Almond said. “You brought cousins!”


    “What were you thinking?” Kelu asked, irritated. “The drake can’t carry two elves and four genets!”


    “Then some of us will have to walk,” I said. To Amhric, “Get on.”


    “Oh don’t be stupid,” Kelu said, sliding off the back of the drake as the king put his foot in the stirrup and hauled himself into the saddle. “The two of you get on the drake, the rest of us will jog alongside. Don’t pretend that you could possibly keep up. You can’t even stand straight.”


    Every word fell like a blow, but she was correct. I looked up at Amhric, who offered me his hand.


    “Come,” he said, voice gentle. “They are healthy and uninjured, we are neither. It is no shame.”


    With a sigh, I clasped his wrist and let him pull me up behind him. “Fine. But we need to get him a horse and then we can all ride.”


    “Which way?” Kelu asked.


    “The direction opposite the port,” I said. “And as fast as possible.” I called to mind the map from Thameis’s study. “If we have to build a raft and pole it to the next island, we’ll do it... it would be safer than heading where they expect us to go.”


    “North then,” Amhric said, turning the drake’s head.


    “North,” I agreed.
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    We rode unmolested for the balance of the night and all of the morning, halting only to allow the genets an opportunity to rest. I had expected more conversation between them, or even some vying for dominance as with animal packs, but either they were more human in that regard or they communicated the necessary information intangibly, because they arranged themselves in formation around the drake and never spoke an unnecessary word. For the initial hours I concentrated on our destination; when we halted I dismounted and paced a halting circle to return some circulation to my recalcitrant limbs. But by the afternoon I had no discipline left to work past the growing pain; it was all I could do to cling to the back of the drake and endure, and so to that endeavor I devoted all my remaining powers.


    “We should stop,” Amhric said after the distant purple mountains eclipsed the setting sun. “Eat, rest.”


    Kelu glanced off the path. “There’s a farm near here we can borrow a horse from later.”


    Amhric nodded and guided the drake to a fold in the earth overhung with trees and surrounded in brush. As the genets scattered, he dismounted and held up a hand. I didn’t bother to object, though when his aid proved inadequate to the task of keeping me from collapsing into the trench I did flush. The drake stretched its neck down so it could nuzzle me as I fought tears of frustration, and so trapped in that mire of self-loathing and helplessness was I that I barely felt the king arranging me so I was sitting with my back to the wall of the trench. A few moments later he draped me with the drake’s damp but warm saddle blanket. I curled up under it, shaking, and wished with desperate abandon for anything to make this weakness end. How naïve I’d seemed in Evertrue, turning up my nose at Stirley’s drugs! The memory of the bleakness that had driven me to try to separate myself from this life returned, seductive. There was not enough poppy in the world to return me to normal... and what cause had I to think that a sorcerer of Sedetnet’s obvious amorality would ever keep his word? If I could even bring myself to buy my life from him with Amhric’s.


    I hid my face in my shoulder and strangled my bitter tears, choking on them until my throat grew raw and the world around me darkened and my body tightened its thorned embrace around me. My thoughts broke apart, bled into black places, left me blind and screaming in that smothered silence.


    Small and gentle hands lit then on my shoulders, turned me, gathered me against a warm side. Around me the softness of fur and musk settled and curled, pushing back some of the pain.


    “I c-can’t do this anymore,” I whispered. “I can’t.”


    “Take a breath,” he whispered.


    “I can’t, it’s not worth it,” I said. “There’s nothing left. There’s no way out.”


    “Just breathe,” he said, his voice a low vibration beneath my face where I huddled against him. “Just for a little while longer.”


    I didn’t know if I could, but I had no energy to protest, could only lie against him and leak my hopelessness and tremble. I saw only the abyss in my own mind, heard nothing but his voice and the howl of negation in my heart, felt nothing but the nauseating pain of the magic killing me from the bone out. My attention focused on these things with the single-minded intensity of a predator: there was nothing else. No world. No life. No reason.


    And then that focus drifted. It caught on the chirp of a frog and grew diffuse, rising enough to hear the melody of a thousand frogs, singing in the vespertine dark. I could smell the distant perfume of grape vines; the air had grown soft with moisture. The pressure at my back and against my hips and thighs, soft and hot and tickling... that was comprised of the pelts of breathing genets, coiled into little balls of fluff and musk. And against my side—


    —the sense of the world, of the pattern—


    “It’s you,” I murmured, my voice ragged.


    “I thought you should look out a little,” he said. When I tried to rise, he tightened his grip on my shoulder. “No. Not yet. The communion needs touch, the more touch the better.”


    “Communion?” I knew I should feel alarm, but I couldn’t. I had been firmly seated in the world, on this soil beneath these trees cradled in the cup of these genets and this elf. I could not move: I had become part of everything, and everything flowed through me unobstructed. There was no violence in it. No pain. Only a vast tranquility.


    “There are an assortment of magical gifts,” Amhric said. His hand relaxed when I ceased to pull against it. “Only two will be strong enough to bring forth a king and prince, but all of them are necessary in a generation for the king and his helpmeets to serve as stewards to the land and its people. Thus the communion.”


    “This thing you’re sharing with me, then,” I said, hesitant.


    “Is actually yours,” he replied. “But you have no access to it, or to any of your gifts. So in a very peculiar form of communion, I am giving back to you what you cannot touch yourself, but what I can sense.”


    “This is... this is beyond my admittedly under-developed understanding of magic.”


    “I have a great deal to explain to you, if you were raised on the mainland without knowledge of your heritage,” he said. “But it can wait. Breathe. Rest. You are too near the end of your strength. I don’t want to lose you.”


    I glanced up at the wedge of his jaw and cheek and the single eye I could see from where I rested. “Why?”


    “Why?” he asked, bemused.


    “Why do you care?” I asked. “You barely know me. I barely know you.” I made a noise. “I can’t explain any of it. I have no lost love for kings. Quite the contrary.”


    “And brothers?” he asked with a trace of humor.


    “I didn’t even know I had one until very recently!”


    He laughed. “And you were raised among humans. You don’t understand, then, how rare and precious it is to have kin.”


    I said, “Ah... the lack of fertility.”


    “Yes.”


    “So you care because—”


    He smiled at me. “Does it matter?”


    I fell silent, wondering. Did it? “I like my world to make sense.”


    “And it doesn’t make sense that two brothers, united after growing to adulthood in isolation, should know and love one another on sight?” he asked with gentle humor.


    “Only in folklore,” I said.


    “So truth is different in stories than it is in reality.”


    I began to speak and fell silent.


    “It is only another pattern,” he said.


    “And that—” I halted as the hum in my head changed tenor, vibrated, grew angry. Someone had stepped into my sphere of feeling, distant but ranging closer, impinging on my sense of the world. “Someone’s followed us.”


    Amhric set a hand on my shoulder and the blossom of that sense of the world wilted, leaving me with only my body’s poor faculties to gather the evidence of reality. “Quietly,” he murmured. “We are so dim to magic’s eyes that he may pass us entirely.”


    I nodded and hunkered into the shadows of the ditch. Around us the lamp-like eyes of the genets had opened, but they remained still.


    Without the magic I did not know how far our pursuer was, nor how long we should wait. I thought with longing of the staff hooked to the drake’s saddle; in the future, if there was a future, I would sleep with it at my side. Not that I knew what to do with a staff—flash of Kemses in motion, stained silver hair sweeping in a wave around his hips as he impaled one of his opponents by the ruddy light of the bonfire—but it was better than having no weapon to hand at all. If I survived... if there was a future, I would ask Kemses to teach me.


    “The frogs,” Seven whispered. They had fallen silent.


    Three cats burst from the underbrush and leaped for us. I shoved Amhric out of their way and ducked, and in my mind I executed a perfect roll that put me at the feet of the drake where I could jump to my feet and unhook the staff in a single, graceful motion.


    Instead, my knees dumped me to an unceremonious halt. I counted myself fortunate that the cats had apparently been bred to hunt but not to kill; one of them, in fact, leaned down and scraped my cheek with its rough tongue. I thought to push its face away, but my arm refused to lift.


    In the wake of these spotted hunters came our elven scout, flowing past the leaves so that they did not even sigh at his passage. He wore his arrogance like divine raiment, square chin held high so that he gazed down the plumb line of his nose at everything around him. I had become accustomed to the glimmer-glory of the elves, but not inured to it; my eyes caught on his hair, an unlikely shade of twilight blue that rippled like a wind-stroked lake.


    “Ah, our escapee,” he said in a tenor that would have been mellifluous had it not been poisoned by disdain. “The port is in the opposite direction.”


    “We would never have guessed,” I said.


    The metal head of the arrow nocked on his bow threw off a wet gleam as he pointed it at me, which was when I realized he was armed. “Well, then. And a fled servant to boot. Were you the one who freed him? Did you think he’d treat you any better for it? Fool.”


    The genets and Amhric did not move. We outnumbered our opponent and his hunting animals, but that presumed any of us were in a condition to fight, or even knew how. Somehow I couldn’t imagine the genets taking on an elf. Which left the king, who had become very very still... and me, against someone armed with a ranged weapon.


    And then I remembered that I could not die.


    Just one leap, I promised my aching, screaming body... and I vaulted.


    The arrow sliced open my shoulder as I bowled into the elf’s knees, knocking him down. He flung the bow away and the light ran the length of a curved edge just before he plunged it into my side. A knife? A sword? Wildly I felt as if he’d pinned me to the earth with it. My miscalculation almost dragged a laugh from me—I couldn’t die but God, oh God, I could hurt!


    “What did you hope to accomplish?” the elf asked as he rolled to his feet, almost conversationally. He put a foot on the hilt of whatever he’d stabbed me with and drove it through my side until it struck the ground. “Were you really so eager to die?”


    I forced my eyes up to look at him, licking my lips. They had become bloody.


    “One less human,” the elf said. “No loss there.” He turned away.


    —and his head ripped from his neck in a spray of blood and viscera. The suddenness of it was such a shock that I disbelieved it until his body crumpled, smacking the ground with a wet, dull sound. One giant foot spread on the elf’s back, pressing until blood welled up from its talons, and over that body the drake extended its bloody face and nuzzled my cheek, painting it with gore.


    I wanted to speak, but when I parted my lips a bubble of blood broke and skidded down my skin to the earth.


    “Morgan!” Amhric exclaimed. I did not see so much as sense the warmth of him over me, for my vision had grown spotted and strange. “Fetch water.” Thick fabric ripped near me in long, regular strips, the sounds confident and quick. I heard a distant female voice, garbled and sweet, and in response: “No... ah. The drake is... taking care of that for us.” Another melody line, wistful. The king said softly, “If you must.”


    Then his hands lit on the locus of the fire and cruelty in my side and I thought to brace myself for what he did but his touch, oh God! Was like the goodness of an autumn sun, of the first breath in morning after a refreshing sleep, like a lullaby. I wept as he tended me, and it was not for pain.


    “Brother mine,” he said after an eternity of his ministrations that lasted only for a single squeeze of my heart. “Are you with me again?”


    I licked my lips and found I could speak, though everything ached. “That was not... one of the smarter things I’ve done.”


    “On the contrary, Prince of Elves,” he said, “you did very well indeed.”


    “What... happened to... him? We have to... burn him, something!”


    “Sssh,” Amhric said, touching my shoulder to keep me from a vain attempt to rise. “That particular scout won’t trouble us again.”


    “Don’t... see a fire....”


    “The drake ate him,” Kelu said from near my feet.


    My eyes widened.


    “A loyal beast,” Amhric said, his voice gentle. “When the scout demonstrated that he was unquestionably your enemy, it defended you.”


    My gorge rose. With difficulty I reined in my nausea and said, “I’m glad we managed to dispatch him.” I looked with exhaustion toward the king but my eyes had not cleared enough to see him. “You don’t fight, do you.”


    “No.”


    “I haven’t learned either,” I said. “My body has never been healthy enough for any manner of exertion.”


    “I imagine not,” Amhric said, swabbing the blood from my back.


    Something in his manner... “But you, it’s not about never having learned, is it.”


    “No,” he said. “I can’t.”


    “Can’t is a strong word,” I said. “Are you using it precisely?”


    “The king-gifts make it impossible for me to destroy anyone,” he said. “The ability to balance the magics of a nation would be tyrannical if I could also kill with it.”


    “But without magic...?”


    “I can’t,” he said. “Not with my hands and not with my magic.”


    “And that’s why you ended up in the hands of Suleris,” I said. “You let them take you.”


    “Yes,” he said.


    Appalled, I exclaimed, “Then you are defenseless! Anyone’s to destroy! I can’t imagine that the removal of your capacity for even the barest of self-defense is in the best interests of your nation... or else any citizen with the smallest of complaints could incapacitate the government by attacking you! It makes no sense!”


    “The king,” he said quietly, “was not meant to rule alone.”


    “A queen?” I asked. And then it struck me. “Me. You were missing me. I’m your sword.”


    He met my eyes, grave. “Yes.”


    “God!” I said with a bitter, disbelieving laugh. “Me? I am your defense? With this wreck of a body? I can barely lift a staff!”


    “You seemed to do very well indeed just now,” Amhric said, voice still quiet.


    “Only because my cannibalistic mount decided it was in need of a meal!”


    “Do you think a warrior always fights hand-to-hand with every enemy?” Amhric asked. “Sometimes you must command others to fight for you.”


    “This was not a war,” I said. “This was a single scout armed with a bow and a dirk that I am now sure was the length of a polearm.”


    “And your loyalty commanded an army of one,” Amhric said. “Who saved us from another turn in Suleris’s breeding compound.”


    “God and all His saints,” I said again. “This is insane. It makes no sense, no sense at all. What kind of government would charge the heir to power with the safety of the current ruler? It is an invitation to regicide!”


    “Tell me,” Amhric said. “In a dichotomy of responsibility where one individual sits apart, doing nothing but assessing and recalibrating the flow of magic across the world... and the other sits on a throne in a palace, surrounded in light and laughter and people, making critical decisions and dictating laws that shape society... where do you believe the true power lies?”


    “I... I don’t know,” I said. “I have so little knowledge of magic and what a society is like that relies on it.”


    “But the latter life sounds more appealing, yes?”


    “To most,” I said. And then quietly, “But not to you.”


    “No,” he said. “And that is why the king-gifts rose in me.”


    “So that I have the prince-gifts, does this make me a lover of power, parties and the trappings of a monarchy?” I asked, arch.


    “No,” he said. “Only that you are suited to the defense of what you believe rightful.”


    I closed my eyes and struggled for breath; where the elf had impaled me I felt only a numb restriction that made it difficult to expand my ribs, but that restriction was nothing, nothing compared to the desperation I felt at the thought of having sole responsibility for the safety of the man sitting at my side, holding rags stained with my blood in his small and gentle hands. I thought of Chester’s sword, taken from me with such contempt by that roadside inn. I had not been worthy of it; I could not have used it to defend myself from my attackers then. And yet the fate of a kingdom depended on my ability to become a warrior.


    Didn’t it?


    I turned my face just enough to look up at him. “Is it solely because of my absence that you have not been crowned?”


    He shook his head, copper hair gathering the star-gleam in every strand like beads. “It has been long and long again since our people have been led by a king. Not since we were exiled from human lands and human arms. And the king of elves cannot rule without consent of his people, to make the pact work. We have become besotted with the dream of unfettered power and forgotten that we never had it—have forgotten our responsibilities. There is a council that will support no king, and a people divided over whether to allow a monarchy to return after the disaster of the last. There was a reason Amoret was able to sell me to my enemies... because I inherited them with the blood-gifts.”


    “Did you say—” I heaved myself onto an elbow, reaching for his arm to steady myself. Some vague memory of my first meeting with the genets surfaced. She was supposed to marry the King, but he vanished…. “Did you say Amoret? Amoret was your betrothed?”


    “Was, yes,” he said, bemused.


    “Amoret with the yellow hair and blue eyes?” I asked.


    “Yes...?”


    “God!” I said. “Why—her—you were engaged to her?”


    He watched the emotions traveling my face and from them divined I knew not what. “It seemed like a good idea to our parents.”


    I could hardly imagine two people more poorly suited to one another, but that mattered less to me than, “But the genets said that she believed you to have vanished, and this was why was she searching for me.”


    He hesitated. “She said this?”


    “The genets reported it so. She had been sending them out for...” I glanced at Kelu. “How long now?”


    “Ten years,” Kelu said.


    “Ten years she’s been hunting the human mainland for me,” I said. “After betraying you! Why? Because having been rejected by one elf with royal gifts, she felt the need to procure herself another? Is it that she wanted power?”


    “It’s possible,” he said. “I didn’t know you lived, and even had you lived you might not have had the gifts. They do not always follow bloodlines.”


    “Then why...?”


    “Master,” Almond whispered at my elbow.


    I looked down at her, found her quivering with terror to have interrupted us. I did not have the strength to touch her face, so I put all my gentleness into my voice. “Yes, Almond?”


    “The lady wanted a baby.”


    “She... what?” I asked.


    “She wanted a baby,” Almond whispered. “And the royal gifts are powerful.”


    I looked then at my brother, who said, “She’s right. With our gifts come virility.”


    Everything in me grew still. “In this world where children are impossibly rare and a woman can become famous and powerful merely for having one, you refused her?”


    “Yes,” he said slowly. And then, eyes closed. “I took a vow.”


    “Of what?” I exclaimed. “Celibacy?”


    “It is part of the path of the king-reclusive,” he said. “It heightens our ability to handle the energies of the world.”


    “What in the name of hell is so important about handling the energies of the world that you would make an everlasting enemy of a woman—admittedly a hag of a woman, but a powerful one nonetheless—your mortal foe?”


    “Because if the energies of the world are out of balance and cruelty and sorrow and grief have sway,” Amhric said, honey-yellow eyes meeting mine, “then the demons come.”


    Their howls rose suddenly, piercing, and I fell forward onto my chest, half-twisted. You will open the way for us, they whispered, jeering. Needle-teeth scraping in sensuous abandon against my side beneath the bandage, raising fire and screams beneath my skin. The first tremors of a seizure ran the length of my side, rippling over my body like a wave against the strand. Red Prince! The Prince lives! And he will betray his people!


    “No!” Amhric said. His small hands had grasped my shoulders. “Morgan! Look at me!”


    I was beyond sight, could barely feel his fingers. The shaking had grown violent. The shadow of their wings fell over me, leather and bone, shrouding me in night.


    “No,” his voice said from a great distance. A sliver of light swelled there and burst free, bright as dawn, chasing back the bleak shadows, the pain, and the convulsions. I found myself sitting across from him, his hands holding me steady and his eyes on mine, implacable.


    “No,” he said again, more gently.


    I looked at my hands, my lap, back up at him. I was still human, but... “You drove it away.”


    “You bar the way to war,” he said. “I bar the way to suffering.”


    “Sedetnet sent me to fetch you,” I said suddenly, compelled. “To free you. In return for the unraveling of the enchantment.”


    He sat back.


    “But it’s not worth it,” I said. “I can’t do it.”


    His gaze was somber.


    “I...” A shiver ran my length, but it was not sickness. “I don’t know if there’ll be any other way. To fix this thing that was done to me. And he says it’s killing me. But... I can’t do it. I can’t.”


    “He may not hurt me,” Amhric said, voice gentle.


    I thought of the dice rolling across the carpet, felt the hand pressing me down, thought of pleasure too close to shame and ecstasies too close to tears. “I don’t want to take that chance,” I said. I looked up at him. “You said yourself. He’s mad.”


    “Yes,” Amhric said. He pulled one of the packs over, which was how I realized he’d been holding me up all this time. I wanted to protest when he guided my head it, but he shook his head and touched a finger to my mouth. “No. You are exhausted, and so am I. We rest for the night’s remainder.”


    “What are we going to do with the cats?” I asked, wearily.


    “We’ll decide when we wake.”


    His hand lit on my forehead. The warmth of his palm was the last thing I felt before falling asleep.
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    In the morning we set off again. Kelu vanished a few hours later and returned leading a blood bay gelding of rough conformation; after that, we mounted two of the genets on the drake and two on the horse behind Amhric and we made better time. I could not help but think it a bizarre party, nonetheless... an elf king and his menagerie of animals, like something out of a particularly strange story. But beautiful, I thought in surprise when we paused at a crossroads: autumn king seated on red mount bracketed by black genets and followed by golden cats streaked in black, and his pale prince in monochrome, dark-haired, black mount, with silver and gray genets in attendance. Someone, I thought, should sketch a cartoon for the inevitable fresco. Except cleaner and in less bedraggled clothes. History, I thought, always dressed its participants better than they no doubt lived.


    “Morgan?”


    I glanced up. “Sorry... distracted.”


    “Which way?” Amhric asked.


    So calm he was. A king, but strangely easy relinquishing control to me. Was it the elven system that created such monarchs, who could entrust their heirs with so much temporal power? Or was it Amhric in particular a special case? My heart softened, looking at him. Did it matter when he lived and trusted me? “For the coast... if we can find a cut through the mountains.”


    “And then?” Kelu asked, glancing over her shoulder at me.


    “And then,” I said, “God help us, because I’m not sure who will.”


    Hugging my waist, Almond said softly, “There is Lord e Sadar, Master.”


    “Our one helpmeet.” I sighed, kneeing the drake onward. “Would that he were here.”


    Behind me, Amhric said, quiet, “I can call him.”


    I reined in the drake, startled. “Like in fae tales? You can summon him?”


    “I can call,” Amhric said. “And he would know where I was, and that I needed him.”


    I stared at him, then removed my glasses and carefully wiped them on the grimy hem of my pants. By the time I had them back on my nose I had controlled my urge to hysteria. Instead, I said, “Of course. But why didn’t you use it before, to aid in your rescue?”


    “I did,” he said.


    We stared at one another across the distance between our beasts. Faint as the memory of distant bells, I remembered... something. A voice I had taken to be my own but older, a hallucination of beauty and desperation and need. That was you, I wanted to breathe, to ask. And I heard you. And so many other things besides, tangled with my choked breath in my throat. What finally squeezed out was a self-conscious, “I came as fast as I was able.”


    “I know,” he said in that so gentle voice, and kneed the horse forward.


    To his back, I said, “Why me? Why only me? If you could call any of us... why not an army to free you, to defend you?”


    “Without the prince, the king can only call... not compel.” I noticed strain in the set of his shoulders. “And the elves that would answer the call of a king today are too few to free me, much less defend me.”


    Not in all my studies could I recall a situation where the king had been virtuous and the people depraved. But history always had the same answer for unwanted royalty, no matter why he was unwanted. In the end there was only a sword and a revolution.


    God, I thought, my hands going cold on the drake’s reins. God save me. I am going to put a king on the throne of an unwilling people.
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    We acquired another pursuer sometime that afternoon, but he did not tail us for long before turning back and dashing up the road.


    “Gone to tell the others where we ride,” I said. “We switch direction, and we don’t stop until the horse does.”


    Amhric nodded, grim, and followed me.


    Our flight across Kesína, tearing through its perfumed fields and forging through its few tangled copses... I barely remembered it afterwards, save as a thickness of terror and mounting pain, a bloody sunset, an oppressive darkness, a long, gasping strain. Pushing, always pushing, hoping to reach the coast before our trail betrayed us to our enemies, on a desperate quest to find the source of the wind, the tang in the air.


    My body gave way before the horse’s, and the genets kept me upright. When the king made as if to halt us, I rasped, “No.”


    We rode on...


    ...and on...


    Over rills choked with grass, skirting plantations and vineyards, up paths scraped from the sides of mountains, still scattered with pebbles.


    On until I could barely see or smell or feel.


    On until the beasts found the cliffs and we lost ourselves in the crumpled folds of old and tired mountains and their shelves.


    When the king arrested our motion I felt it as a shock through my entire body. He had reached over and pulled back the reins of the drake.


    “Enough,” he said. His saddle creaked as he dismounted and the two genets helped steady me as he drew me from my own, down, down to fall against him, so weak and so raddled with pain I could barely move. My face pressed against his shoulder, his arms around me... and oh, oh, the smell of salt and the moving wind! I opened eyes crusted with layers of dried tears and croaked, “You got us here.”


    “No,” Amhric said gently, “You did. We followed you.”


    “Are they still behind us?” I asked.


    “Yes.”


    “Then we go on,” I began, struggling to right myself.


    “No,” he said. “It’s too much for you.”


    “I can’t die,” I said. “I’m an elf.”


    “You can die,” he said. “If your enchantment consumes more than you produce to fuel your immortality.”


    “You make immortality sound artificial,” I said with a huff of a laugh.


    “It is.”


    I drew back enough to meet his eyes over the rim of my dirty spectacles.


    “Later for that story,” he said. “We have to find a hiding place.”


    “No,” I said. “We swim.”


    “You can’t be serious,” Kelu said from the back of the drake.


    “There’s a small island,” I said. “We can hide there.”


    “How do you know!” Kelu exclaimed, painted ears flattening.


    How did I know? I wasn’t sure. But I could see the map from Thameis’s study, every line and crease, and somehow I knew how it should look imposed on the land we traveled now.


    “We are exhausted,” Amhric said.


    “It has to be done,” I said, reaching blindly back until my hand grasped at the saddle’s stirrup.


    “Master!” Almond whispered.


    We all looked up then and saw the silhouettes at the cliff’s edge. Even from this distance I recognized the one in the center, and my fingers tightened on the leather until it squeaked.


    “If we swim now they’ll know where we’ve gone and follow,” Kelu said.


    “The thought occurred, yes,” I replied, eyes still fixed on the three on the cliff. “Amhric, can you call for Kemses?”


    “He won’t get here in time,” Amhric said, voice low.


    “I know.”


    His hand settled on my shoulder, squeezed, and then he backed away toward the sea. I forced my recalcitrant arm to reach for the staff, and my too-sensitive fingers walked the laces, unknotting them. Almond helped pass it over the saddle and I dug its pointed tip into the sand, then leaned on it.


    There was no way to win this confrontation, but it was mine to bar the way, and so I was waiting. Waiting for them to come down. Waiting to find out how it would end for me at last. Waiting to see what shape the end would take. I wondered how it would feel to become the Fount of a new generation of innocent slaves. How long it would take me to die, torn between their draining of my magic and my magic’s draining of my body.


    The wind sifted my hair across my face, breaking my field of vision into panels of gray stone, luminous sand, purple sky. I felt it as a caress, damp and heavy with the scent of salt and living things. And on it... oh, something rode, brushing past me, warm and reaching, so intense an invitation that even though I knew it was not meant for me I had to turn.


    Amhric was kneeling in the sea, head bowed. Between his cupped hands glowed a copper star that touched the waves with needle-thin rays, brightening them to a sun-lit green even as all around him spread violet waves touched with starlight’s silver glimmer. Such a look of serenity he wore that almost, almost it made me miss the slowly forming crown of light above his head. The lazy wind that teased the ends of his hair and lifted the water up his hips had nothing to do with the water and everything to do with him.


    “The King lives,” Seven whispered.


    I turned from him and not all the agony I had learned too well in all my years could keep me from standing between him and the evil descending the cliff.


    “What do we do, Master?” Almond said, ears flat in distress.


    “You will do nothing,” I said. “In fact... you and the others, draw away. Down the beach... away from all this.” I looked at Nine and Seven. “You also. Take the drake, the horse, and the cats.”


    “But Master,” Almond began.


    “No,” I said. “Go.” I smiled at her wearily. “Please. It will make things easier.”


    “You’re just going to get yourself killed,” Kelu said, ears slicked to the back of her head.


    “I thought that was the fate you wanted for all elves?” I asked. “Or are you admitting to some finer feeling for me?”


    She snorted. “You’re only part elf.”


    I smiled without humor. “I’ll see if I can’t manage to stay part-alive, then.”


    She huffed and said to the other three, “Come on.”


    I resumed my vigil as our antagonists clambered down the steep cliff. As they drew closer I could pick out their features, all similar... these, then, must be the brother and sister Thameis spoke of before he trapped me in the Black Pearl cage. My aching fingers curled tighter on the suede wrap around the staff. When I’d accepted it from Kemses I had thought only of how unnatural the deaths of elves were, how much torture and ugliness this weapon had seen in the bonfires of the arenas across the Archipelago... but now, waiting for Thameis, I knew its rightful use. If the execution of elves required torment, then I would see it to its bloody, bitter, shrieking end.


    “Shall I go also?” said the low voice at my shoulder.


    “No,” I said as the three reached the ground and started across the sand toward us. “But stay behind me.”


    “If it will make it easier,” he said.


    “Yes.” I inhaled, a long slow breath through my nose. “Tell me there’s some power we can use against these three. Some magical solution. A proper thing out of the folktale we’re living.”


    “All that I have is yours,” Amhric said. “But it is for you to craft into whatever shape you choose.”


    “God be with us, then,” I said.


    “Morgan,” he added. “The call. It didn’t go far.”


    Before I could ask they were in earshot: three stars come to earth in the dark, scattering their light on the white sand, muted golds and ivories, their skin nacreous as pearls. Thameis’s sister had a bronzer cast to the waves of her hair; his brother, slightly taller, had a mane so light it evoked the bleached bone of the dragon spine in the Suleris study. All of them wore arrogance so casually their garments were afterthoughts, barely noticeable.


    They carried no visible weapons, but they hardly needed them with the power I sensed rising off them and snapping into the dark like the flames of an invisible fire.


    “You gave us a merry chase, servant,” Thameis said. “Or should I call you bastard prince?”


    “Only if it means you’ll bend your knee to me as you ought,” I said, and found that I meant it... if power I was to have with this title, then I would use it to break the backs of my enemies and tear them asunder to scatter, forever dead. How far I’d come to arrive here, and in such a short time! But I would give nothing, nothing to tyranny… not even mercy. In that, at least, I was a son of Troth.


    “This is what our legends have come to,” the taller brother said, shaking his head. “This is the king of elves and his heir. Worthless.”


    “If we are so worthless,” I said, “why do you pursue us?”


    “We don’t need a king’s mischief in the world,” Thameis said.


    “A king’s mischief,” I said. “To prevent the rise of demons?” The wind tugged at my battered clothes—I was dressed still in the livery of Suleris, still marked with their sign on my throat. “What exactly is it that you fear?”


    “I fear nothing,” Thameis said. “I only covet power, like any man of ambition.” He grinned lazily. “I also resent the needless expenditure of effort, little prince, so I would appreciate it greatly if you didn’t resist your capture.”


    “And if I refused to accommodate you?” I asked, resting my cheek against the staff.


    “Then we’ll bring you along all the same,” Thameis said. “It may just be in pieces that we don’t allow to reassemble until we reach the compound.”


    They did not lunge for me. They did not attack. While their tension was palpable, it did not seem linked to any preparation for action. It puzzled me—they outnumbered us and yet it almost seemed as if they were awaiting our consent before capturing us. Almost as if they needed our consent.


    As if they knew something I didn’t.


    “Of course,” the woman said, “there is an alternative.”


    I quirked a brow at her.


    “The king has no interest in temporal power, of course,” she said, and with a wave of a hand dismissed Amhric altogether. “He needed a keeper and we kindly kept him safe from the casual abuse of other parties.” Almost, almost I struck her then, the near-paralysis of my body notwithstanding. “But now that you are here, if you are indeed the prince, you may speak for him. Claim the rightful position you are due. And, of course, we can help you.”


    “Is that so,” I said.


    Ignoring my flat tone, she said, “You may know that Serala is a land divided. With our help, you could unite the Archipelago once more. Impose order on its populace.”


    “A service for which you would expect reward.”


    She smiled, a mocking smile that seemed to say that she shared a secret with me. “Of course. That’s how it works, yes?”


    “And why should I choose you?” I asked. “Why not, say, blood-flag Nudain?”


    “Because we have more to offer,” she said. “More land. More elves. More magical stores.”


    “Magical stores?” I asked.


    “The genets,” the taller brother said.


    My gaze flicked to his face, found him attentive, almost eager. “The genets,” I repeated.


    “Of course,” he said. “They hold power, more power than humans... and it’s easier to draw it from them. They’re cheaper to feed, live only as long as their magic lasts. A few drops of blood of sufficient power and you can produce several litters. They’re very economical.” He drew himself upright. “Only Suleris had the foresight to buy the spellcraft that makes them possible. The sorcerer would have thrown it away had we not offered.”


    “The sorcerer,” I said past the sudden grip of nausea.


    “Sedetnet,” he said. “Of course.”


    “Of course,” I said, grateful, so grateful for the support of the staff. Without it I would have swayed at the magnitude of the atrocity that blossomed in my mind at this explanation. Legions of slaves, bred to feed the magical thirsts of a race of madmen and thugs. They had secured the king in their jail to fuel their insane scheme—


    —to fuel their—


    My God.


    “I think I’ll take my chances elsewhere,” I said.


    “Excuse me?” Thameis said. “Did I hear you correctly?”


    “I believe you did,” I said, forcing myself to straighten and not bothering to hide what it cost me. “I have no desire to ally with you. In fact, I find you despicable.”


    “You know we can’t allow you to go free,” Thameis said, almost conversationally.


    “Yes,” I said, understanding at last. “I do.”


    He lunged for me then, not with his hands, but with his grasping aura, with the magical claws I recalled with the intimacy of a wound. I had no time to pray that I had understood the puzzle, no time to plan, no time even to duck.


    “Amhric!” I cried, and a warmth like an embrace enfolded me; from its stable base I reached for Thameis—reached—


    —and drew him into that embrace, opening the road between him and the king. Take him, I said to our monarch, who balanced the energies of the world, and give what is his to the earth.


    “No!” Thameis cried and tried to jerk back, but I was the Prince, and while the King could only request, the Prince compelled. Thameis writhed against my will, but at last I had found an arena where my physical body was no impediment, and in this arena all my suffering, all my constant struggles not to surrender to pain, to hopelessness, to weakness and suicide, all of it had been my conditioning... my preparation to fight on this field, my training, my helpmeet. Thameis could not begin to imagine the strength of will it had taken simply to rise to face each day... and here, where at last it counted, he could not compete. He rejected me, but I commanded his obedience, and inevitably, inexorably, he relented.


    His brother lunged forth with his own magical assault; I gave him to Amhric also, ignoring the weakness of his inaudible protest. I felt a giant among them, as if I had developed muscles on a body of which I’d had no awareness and against which neither of them could prevail. They tried—oh! How they tried! Whipping themselves against me, bucking, desperate to withdraw, hoping to loosen my grip with their strikes. And in this maelstrom of magic and compulsion, I felt myself strangely anchored, at peace; I was the rock at its center and the waves crashed against me, but they had no power over me.


    So deep was this conviction that I didn’t believe Thameis’s sister had struck me until the earth knocked my glasses from my nose and jarred me from shoulder to hip. She rolled on top of me and ground my face into the sand. “Breathe dirt, bastard,” she hissed as I flailed under her, all the weakness of my body given abrupt relevance by the supple strength of hers.


    “Nicely done,” Thameis said. “Damn him, he almost had us.”


    “Idiots!” The woman knotted her hand in my hair as I gasped for breath and sand coated my tongue. “Answering magical insult with magic. You should know better.” When I managed to drag in a wheezing breath she lifted my head and smashed it back into the sand. “You, shut up, you hideous cripple.”


    I fought despair and pain and weakness, but the first stole my will and the remaining two made short work of me. I did not want to believe in this ending, but its indignity destroyed me. I could feel her thighs on either side of my ribs: how little she regarded me to straddle me so! And the weight against the back of my neck created a growing strain as I fought against the wheeze of my starved lungs. How close we had come to victory, and yet how could I have believed myself capable of it? Hideous cripple, her voice whispered in my ear, becoming the siren duet of demons. hideous, hideous cripple, useless prince, useless, hideous cripple


    And then I heard the choked gasp behind me and the sound of knees striking sand, heard the thick sound of a fist against flesh and the resulting huff of breath leaving a body.


    They had their hands on Amhric... as they had had their hands on him before. I could see it against the black field behind my eyes, their smug and possessive stroking, their leering faces. Their neat answer to the problem of a king who could upset the balance of power: to suck it from him and put it to use creating magical stores they could use against him. They had neutralized me, and now they had him at their mercy again, to rape and starve, to mock and belittle and destroy.


    “Much better,” Thameis said, voice a purr.


    I stabbed for the energy that I knew was rightfully mine. I stabbed for it and bled it free from the air, from the world around me, from my very veins. I ripped it loose and made it mine and I flung the woman from my back... and at last, as in all my dreams, I moved without counting the cost, with the grace of an ending, scooping the staff from the sand and putting it through Thameis’s belly with all my rage, my rejection as lubrication. The point of the staff drove into the sand beside Amhric’s ankle, spattering it with blood and viscera.


    Thameis gaped at me, grabbing the staff with both hands. I brought my face close enough to his to see it with my myopic eyes and hissed, “You will never touch him—or anyone else—again.” And then I poured all the magic I’d ripped from the world down the staff and into him, like molten metal, and he howled and was extinguished, eaten from within.


    His brother stared at me, jaw hanging open. To him, I said, “You’re next.”


    “Temeret!” the woman said, scrabbling backwards. “On the sea!”


    The other male looked up, hissed, and with one mad glance for me and Thameis, fled. His sister followed in his wake. I did not wonder what had driven them off; I had the energy only to shake the corpse off my staff and then collapse beside my brother.


    My brother.


    “Prince of elves,” the low voice said, heavy with regret and gentle with reassurance. An arm slid around my midriff as I began to fold. “Help comes.”


    “Amhric,” I whispered. “I feel sick.”


    “I’m here,” he said, and held me while I vomited... and cradled me as I wept.

  


  
    [image: Chapter 25]


    The footsteps on the sand felt as close as kisses, too intimate in my ears. I cringed away from them, face hidden against Amhric’s shoulder, unaware of how long it had been... feeling only that I was cold and damp and the inside of my mouth tasted of bile and my throat burnt raw. I had nothing left in me, not to kill, not even to turn, could not even straighten my crooked back.


    Perhaps it was well, then, that the voice that spoke did not address me.


    “My lord, my liege, my king,” Kemses breathed. “You live and are complete.”


    “E Sadar,” Amhric said, and in the name was a welcome.


    Kemses dropped to his knees before us and said to my turned back, “Morgan Locke.”


    “Don’t,” I croaked past the wreck of my throat. “Don’t congratulate me. I feel the vilest creature on the earth, and like butchered meat besides.”


    “I see the staff stood you in good stead.”


    I choked on a laugh. “One might say.”


    Even without my glasses, even with my face buried in Amhric’s shoulder, I could sense the glance they exchanged, could imagine the somber quality of my brother’s tawny eyes, the confusion and worry in Kemses’s.


    “Don’t,” I said. “Don’t coddle me.” I pushed myself free and lifted my head, and the blur of their faces turned toward me. “This is what we are in for, isn’t it. This is only the beginning of the violence between us and your throne.”


    “Your throne,” Amhric said. “If you wish it. I seek no such thing.”


    I shuddered. “No. I want only the truth. No parentheticals, no rhetorical devices to turn my gaze from what’s before us. They don’t want you to be king because your very existence implies the end of their autonomy. They want to keep their feudal provinces, their petty kingdoms. And they cannot carve them out and hold them without the magic you will draw from them… and with me at your side, they cannot stop you.”


    “Yes.”


    I drew in a long breath. “And this... this is necessity.”


    “Yes.”


    Kemses passed me my spectacles. They were somewhat worse for the wear, but I set them on my nose and looked then at my brother, my king. “Explain. Explain now. Please. Make sense of the blood on my hands.”


    They exchanged another glance. Amhric bowed his head and his shoulders lifted in a sigh I could not hear.


    “It is thus,” said he. “Long, long ago, centuries past, we lived in harmony with humans, and we had but one mission: to drive back demons. Other things we have enjoyed and existed, but where there is magic—” He looked at me, resting his hands on his knees. “There is duty to use it to protect others. These demons seek footholds where there is uncertainty and chaos, and they live to create hollow spaces and dead places, to unmake, to sup on the living and the bright and the beautiful and to leave nothing but waste, wreck and ruin in their wake. So great are their depredations that when too many of them are drawn down, there is almost no banishing them, and their strength is terrifying, for they draw up unnatural armies to do their bidding. Then there is no turning them back, save with the magics, and for this the king needs as much of it as can be gifted, from every soul that has it. For this task do the royal gifts rise, and so perilous is the spell-weaving that the prince came about to protect the king in the wreaking, because otherwise he would fall.


    “Time passed and we grew more practiced at our work, and soon it became rare to see a demon. The task of the king shifted from weapon of last recourse to prevention, and to this end we did our best to tend our gardens and live peaceably among humans, because where there is joy and peace and duty, demons are rare.”


    I cleared my throat. “And now the part of the story where everything goes wrong.”


    Amhric nodded. “Our kin, humanity, had never been comfortable with us, for that we wielded a force against which they had no defense. So long as we stood between them and the dark, they left us in an uneasy peace... but as demons were relegated to the stuff of rumor, they began to associate us with what we fought. ‘Where there are elves, there are demons,’ they said. ‘Perhaps if there were no elves, there would be no demons.’ And into that breach rushed our enemies, seeing that they could turn us against each other.


    “To the humans, they promised to leech our magic from us. ‘You fear them,’ they whispered. ‘We know how to drain them of their power. We know how to make them safe.’“


    “And then the humans betrayed us,” Kemses said. “Who had ever been their guardians. They brought us the poisoned cup and gave it to our king, knowing that what affects the magic of the king affects us all, for we are tied together.”


    “The cup—” I said, and then I halted, trembling. You make immortality sound artificial—it is. “—was an enchantment. To make you immortal.”


    “To bind up the magic in our blood, to tie it to the task of keeping us alive,” Amhric said. “Depriving us forever of our ability to give our lives for the cause to which we were dedicated. Some of us remain powers after Dissipation... after aging begins and the enchantment draws from us to undo all the damage wrought by years and abuse. But most of us it leaves barely enough to light a candle or summon a breeze.”


    “And then,” Kemses said, “And then, when we were at our weakest and most confused, the demons came and brought the dead to serve as their scythes. We lost the entirety of the north to them. And as humanity screamed for us to save them, we died horribly, slowly, ripped asunder, devoured, set aflame... helpless and bewildered, screaming.”


    Something in his eyes... I looked at him. “You saw it.”


    He turned his face from mine.


    Amhric said softly, “There we would have died, and all humanity with us… save that in our darkest hour, we were saved by an angel, an angel as from legend, as those who gave us speech and our mission. With that divine aid, the demons were banished and their revenant armies put down, and for our reward...”


    “For your reward you were exiled,” I said. “By humanity.”


    “Yes,” he said. “And we came here, where you now see what becomes of a people deprived of purpose and the meaning of death.”


    “And the humans here,” I said, remembering my conversation with Kelu and Almond on the drake as we headed for Erevar. “Somehow you learned how to extract the magic from other living beings and use it to augment what the enchantment has stolen.”


    “This ability came to us with the enchantment that bound us,” Kemses said. “I am convinced as a way to further our downfall. What good can come of such a power?”


    So cold, I had become so cold, so suddenly. “The demons. This is too much. This will open the way for them.”


    “If it has not already,” Amhric said, slowly. “Yes. The depravity and anger and resentment… these are the things upon which demons thrive, the ladder by which they travel to reach the world. Given enough power, they can bring back the dead and threaten us again.”


    “How can they let it continue?” I cried, angry. Angry at the elves, for their recklessness. At me for the blood on my hands. At this situation which had made it inevitable. “The elves know what they court! You live forever! Did you just forget?”


    “Those of us who’ve been alive since the exile are very rare,” Kemses said. “Our people have been victims of internecine conflicts provoked by the council and by warring families in order to win larger estates on these islands. And those of us who were born afterwards, there are not so many of them either. The past for them is the past: all that matters is eking out a life now... one good enough to live forever.”


    I looked at Amhric. “Are you one of those youths?”


    He shook his head slowly. “I was a child when we were exiled, but I remember the angel. I remember the war. And I remember the human king who sent us away.”


    “And you have been king all this time?” I asked.


    The two of them looked at one another. Amhric said, “No. But... I think the gifts rose in people without the power to express them past Dissipation. I don’t know how many have died since Marne and Sihret, but these gifts came to me only a decade ago.”


    “And you fell into your enemy’s hands,” I said. “To Suleris. Because I was missing.”


    They looked at me.


    “How long?” I asked. The visions that had assaulted me coursed shivers down my spine: Red Prince, Red Prince, we will come again. “How long do we have? How long before they come again?”


    “I don’t know,” Amhric said. “But...” He closed his eyes and I felt something in him gathering the air and the starlight and the darkness. “There is a piercing beauty and fragility to everything around us. It may already be too late.”


    Kemses was watching him. “I didn’t know, my lord. I thought we were done with demons.”


    Amhric said, “We will never be done with demons. It is the way of the world. Where there is light, there will be the shadow.”


    “Then you must be king,” I said.


    “Yes,” Amhric said heavily. “But by nature I cannot rule without the consent of my people.”


    “But I can compel them,” I said.


    “Yes,” he said. “But not without power.” He reached for me, touched my chest, and set his palm flat there, over my racing heart. “You are twisted into a knot of blood and thorns, Morgan. Until we free you, what little power you can muster will be insufficient to our need.”


    “Well, I’m not going to pay Sedetnet his blood price to free me,” I said. “Surely there’s some other way to undo this.”


    Kemses shook his head. “Such enchantments are rare among us now. What few are still in use exist only because of books from before the exile that describe their creation... but the grimoires that detail something as complex as this....” He made as if to touch my knee but didn’t. “Those are lost with the manuscripts at the athenaeum.”


    “The... what?” I whispered.


    “The athenaeum,” Kemses repeated. “When we still lived with humans, we maintained a great library—”


    “—at Vigil!” I whispered. “My God! The sealed athenaeum at Vigil!” I looked up at them, wild-eyed. “But that city was ruined!”


    “By the demons’ armies, yes,” Kemses said, staring at me intently. “Did you say... sealed? There are sealed chambers?”


    “Yes!” I said. “They have only just now begun to open the catacombs!”


    “There, then is our hope,” Amhric said, soft. “Not just for you... but for all of us.” I glanced at him and he met my eyes. “If we can unbind a blood-working of the magnitude that claims you,” he said, pressing lightly against my breastbone, “why not then the one that trammels our power?”


    “To become mortal,” Kemses said, voice gone taut with longing, falling to a whisper. “God! To die at last!”


    “Then we will sail for home,” I said. “And seek our salvation in the ruins.”


    “We?” Amhric asked.


    “You would have me leave you here?” I asked. “Among your enemies, and you without defense?” I clasped the narrow wrist over my heart. “You must be mad.”


    “You must both go,” Kemses said. “There is no question. And I can charter your voyage. But I must stay, or I will not be the master of Erevar when I return. Someone must hold the line so you have a foothold in the madness when you return.”


    I closed my eyes. “Then we go home.”


    “Yes,” Amhric said.


    “Come,” Kemses said, rising. “The ship awaits.”


    “The genets...!”


    He laughed. “Waiting for you. They didn’t wander far.”


    I sighed. “I suppose they’re mine to care-take now.”


    “Property of the royal blood-flag,” Kemses said with a hint of humor in his voice. “All four of them.”


    “Four!” I exclaimed. And then covered my eyes. “Ah, not the Black Pearls also.”


    “They seem concerned for your welfare,” Kemses said.


    “I’m sure they’d be much happier in your possession, allowed to loiter in luxury in a quiet and stable household. Much happier than they would be tramping in our wake through the cold wreckage of broken and dangerous cities on a madcap quest!”


    He shook his head. “Oh, no... no, I think not. You’ll see.” He grinned. “We’ll be waiting for you by the ship’s boat.”


    I glanced out to sea, saw the black silhouette of Kemses’s sleek vessel bobbing on the waters. “Kemses, how did you come to be so close, anyway?”


    “I have been making these voyages since you left for Kesína. I thought...” He paused, then smiled a wry smile. “I felt uncomfortable knowing you were here alone.”


    I gave free rein to the sincerity of my feeling, and while it did not shine in my voice as it would have had it been an elf’s, still it was something. “Thank you.”


    He shook his head. “It’s nothing.”


    I grinned, then, remembering his reprimand in the stable at Erevar. “You might consider developing a touch more graciousness in accepting the gratitude of your liegelord, vassal mine. We do take offense if we are rebuffed.”


    He started and then laughed and bowed, his silvered hair falling over a shoulder to sweep the sand. “My apologies, my lord. I will work on my polish.”


    “Apology accepted,” I said. And smiled. “E Sadar.”


    “Master Locke,” he said with a laugh in his eyes, and left me with the king.


    I studied him, searching for any sign that they’d hurt him and finding nothing... only his imperturbable calm. He sat cross-legged, small hands folded in his lap, and the rents in his clothes and the scratches and travel stains dulling his skin were meaningless. I had not thought that the stars would be kind to skin as honey-warm as his, to hair so autumnal, but the silver only seemed to emphasize the gold and copper limning his edges... as if it were teasing at the lips of a light that would be visible if he shifted out of its way.


    “They didn’t hurt you,” I said.


    He met my gaze. “Not as much as they have hurt you.”


    I wanted to deny it, but I could not. Not to the man who’d held me while I retched my horror over having killed a man onto the sand. I had hated Thameis, I had wanted him dead, I had even in my worst fevers wanted to be the one who killed him... but there was no clean way to kill an elf. I suppressed a shiver. “It will pass.”


    “The sickness will pass,” he said. “But for all the deaths you will mete out on my behalf in the future... I apologize.”


    Slowly, slowly I shook my head. “No.” I drew in a breath. “No.” Lifting my head then and meeting his eyes, unblinking, “If it were to be the executioner for a king who sought power over others solely for the sake of power, you would find me gone the moment I could board a ship and leave. But we are here by...” I trailed off and laughed, because it was preposterous and it was true. “By accident of birth, and because there is a need that only we can fulfill. A duty. I would not do this for you alone. But for us all... then yes. If the elves were meant as our bulwarks against evil, then to save them from themselves is imperative.”


    “Were I more... “


    “No,” I said, stopping him before he could follow that trail and find the guilt at its end. “You can’t be. Any more than I could do what you do. You said it yourself: we are not meant to be parted.”


    “No,” he said quietly. “But I know... I know that it is a great faith, to believe it on the strength of a story from a man you don’t know.”


    “Don’t I?” I asked, smiling.


    He hesitated.


    I said, “There are enough enemies to fight without fighting my kin. You are my brother.” And saying it, I realized I believed it. I laughed. “God above, what a strange world it is.” And then, even harder, imagining the expression on Eyre’s face when I presented him with a real elf: “Oh, but wait until my master professor meets you!”


    “A shock?” Amhric asked, perplexed but smiling.


    “An understatement,” I said, and let him help me to my feet. He bent to retrieve my staff from the sand; it was clean, as if the magic I’d poured through it had burnt the gore from its incised channels. Only the stained tassels and darkened suede hinted at its baptism in blood. With a somber grace, he turned to me, and though he did not kneel there was something of humility in the way he bowed his shining head and held it out. He asked me to renew my pledge... no, to make it in full understanding of what I was, what we were and what we were about to do. So many deaths between ourselves and success, and all of them would be mine to mete out or command. I hardly felt capable.


    But what could I do? I was named, bound in the circles of duty as surely as the blood-gifts that flowed in my body. Morgan Locke, historian and folklorist, student, scholar, son of Evertrue... prince of elves, defender of kings, wielder of magic. I set my hand on the staff between his and curled my fingers around it; with a long breath I met his gaze and lifted the staff from his hands. He closed his eyes and I knew then how much this wore on him. To command death is a wound to the spirit, but to be its cause... I could not fathom it, nor did I wish to. The blood had been wise to prick the prince-gifts from me after all.


    The offer of his arm I found far easier to accept, and I hobbled toward the ship’s boat with his aid. And there, God help me, I was mobbed by genets.


    “Master! You’re safe! We were so worried!”


    Black and white arms around me, little noses tickling with their damp leather, the twitch of ears—I looked over their heads at Kemses, who was grinning. I sighed and looped my arms around all their shoulders as Kelu watched from a prickly distance. “Well, I’m here now.”


    “All yours,” Kemses observed as we boarded the boat.


    “I suppose at that,” I said and sighed, watching the two Black Pearls curl up with Almond. “I’m going to have to give those two proper names.”


    “You’ll think of something,” Kemses said.


    “You are finding this far too amusing, vassal mine.”


    “I do believe you’ve already accused me of impertinence,” Kemses said. “Far be it from me to contradict.”


    At my expression, Kelu said, “You earned it.”


    “I should know better than to expect sympathy from you.”


    “Yes,” she said. And then, after a pause, “All the same, I’m glad you’re not dead.”


    “Why Kelu,” I said. “I do believe you’ve grown fond of me.”


    “Don’t wager on it,” she said.
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    We sailed directly for the port town of Mene, the city where Captain Gant had delivered me to this misadventure... for as Kemses said, standing near the prow with the wind in his face, our enemies would expect us to return to our stronghold and retrench. Erevar was not safe. “We’ll put you on the first ship to the mainland,” Kemses had said, “and only then will I breathe clear. Would that we could send you through a Door! But the magic to make such a thing is barred to all but a sorcerer in these days, and we dare not ask.”


    “And you?” I’d asked. “You speak as if you will stay. Will you be safe?”


    He shook his head. “I can take care of myself. I always have. But to guard a king and a prince against a nation alone...” He glanced at me with a quirk of a smile. “That is not in me.”


    The days blurred, swift and redolent with the scent of brine and wood, and I remembered little of them save my urgency and the growing ease I felt in the presence of my brother, even when I suffered... for I did suffer. Sometimes he kept the convulsions at bay, but when he could not I sensed him just beyond my reach, watching, guarding, and even in the deepest throes of my pain he soothed me, and I took comfort in the knowledge that pain had not transformed me into someone who could sacrifice such a man to save himself. And always, when I woke, I found him there, and I thought I could bear all the vicissitudes of fate and body with him to gentle them away.


    As the genets listened in silent curiosity and the elves bent over the table where I sketched maps of the mainland, I told them all about home, about the university, my friends. About my family and the portrait hanging above our mantle. I wondered how I’d been brought to the mainland and the doorstep of a human family, and how I’d been discovered by Amoret from so far away, and this was a riddle for which neither elf had an answer. But in that short voyage, I gave them more of my life than I would ever have thought to give any casual acquaintance, and by that I knew I had decided that there was something worth saving in Serala. That I could be the Archipelago’s Red Prince, who found surcease in the arms of a King with whom he knew himself to be trapped in a story larger than himself.


    But that brought me to a separate matter, one I did not understand at all.


    “The legends of the Red Prince,” I said. “And the constant war between him and the King. Were those derived from the elves?”


    “It may be,” Amhric said, petting Almond where she curled in his lap. Her short white hair was splashed like milk across his knee, gathering light from the proximity of his fingertips. “They did not understand well that relationship. It is as you said... to have the heir be the king’s shield is not a thing that would occur to humanity.”


    I thought of the myriad variations of the tales about them, blood and betrayal and sorrow and in that one shining vignette, the remorse, the love. “That would seem obvious. But... always there is a conflict between them. And the King is always bleeding.”


    “The King does bleed,” Amhric said. “We call it the landheart. Where demons injure the land, there the king bleeds.”


    I said, “Ah, so I should only worry then if you develop inexplicable rents in your flesh.”


    “If I develop such rents,” Amhric said, “It is well past the time when you should be worrying.”


    I lifted my eyes to his and acknowledged the gravity of that matter, then returned to the puzzle. “Still, one would think there would be cause for the legends. Stories do not appear without reason. They serve a need.”


    “Perhaps they served the need of humanity to justify the guilt they felt over the betrayal of their benefactors,” Amhric said.


    I started from my reverie. “Was that censure?”


    His smile grew sad. “Did it sound that way?”


    “I’m not sure,” I said. “In anyone else... but you say so little against others.”


    “Perhaps it is you who saw censure where none was meant,” he said. His voice gentled. “I observe that you are not entirely sure to whom you owe your allegiance, brother mine. At times you are elven... and at others, human. That is a situation that cannot remain long unresolved... and we about to go to your home, where the conflict will be drawn in stark relief.”


    “Sooth,” I said, touching the side of a hand to my aching brow. “I came here hating elves for all they are and thinking humans blameless. But to find that we were complicit in history’s evils?” I shook my head. “Nothing is as it seemed.”


    “It rarely is,” he said. His golden hand rested gently on Almond’s head, and the genet looked at me with drowsy, lilac eyes.
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    So briskly competent was my liegeman Kemses e Sadar that we had no sooner stepped foot onto the pier at Mene that he had us across the dock and boarding another vessel in the company of a small contingent of elven guards, detached from his own business offices in the city. Beneath a clouded afternoon sky, our shadows long and violet against the plank the genets were walking to reach the ship, I turned to him.


    “I’ll have extra supplies loaded,” he said, the bustle of the harbor surrounding us. “Clothes. Food. Money, though your passage is as good as paid... you’ll need it to make the journey inland. Trust in Last, who heads your guard. He’s a good man, I’ve known him many decades now. Smart with a sword and his men will follow him beneath the shadow of a demon’s wings.”


    “God forfend,” I said and then laughed, dizzied. Behind me a dockhand led the drake up the gangplank. “You have put together an entire expedition from scraps of gold and a few words!”


    He grinned at me. “Did I not say it was my talent, Morgan Locke? I make much of little.”


    “That you do,” I said, “And we are in your debt.” I clasped his hands. “That staff you gave me. Promise me you’ll teach me to use it when I return.”


    He laughed. “I promise to help you undo the bad habits you are about to learn while traipsing in the wilderness, for I’ve no doubt you’ll have need of that staff long before I can teach you to wield it properly.”


    “Still,” I said.


    He lifted a silver brow. “Why, my liege. I believe you are trying to extract from me an assurance that I’ll still be here when the two of you return.”


    “And if I am?” I asked.


    “Then I would tell you that no one can know the turn of fate,” he said, and at the sight of my frown, “And I would also tell you that it is very hard to kill an elf, and even harder to kill Kemses e Sadar.”


    I smiled and threw my arms around him in a rough embrace. Against my gaunt frame his vitality, the smooth, bright living life of him warmed me like a hearth after too long a winter. I thought suddenly of Chester, who had seen me off on this fool’s quest, and was grateful both for Kemses and for the opportunity to return and make apology for my abrupt departure, and for everything that had happened since.


    “Come home safely, prince of elves,” Kemses said. “And keep your charge.”


    “I shall,” I said. “Give my regards to Galen and Basilia.”


    And then I mounted the plank with the help of the Black Pearls and joined my brother there beneath the cloud-softened sky, in the embrace of the calling sea. I heard the whisper of the mainland in the susurrus of the waves and I was consumed by a longing to be gone. How interminable, the time between our boarding and when they threw off the ropes! I held the rail and stared out toward the horizon as the timbers beneath my feet creaked and the wind kissed my lips and my brow and it was... oh, it was a benediction to at last be gone. To be free of Serala and the elves.


    “You love it, then,” Amhric said. He was a warmth, a knot of gold and copper against the gray and blue and storm-salt white of the world around him.


    “Yes,” I said simply.


    He came to stand beside me and we watched.... for how long, I know not. Only that I came to lean on him, after a time, for that my body was weak and as resigned as I’d grown to my pains they still ruled me.


    “Will they pursue us?” I asked at last.


    “They would have to learn that we’d left,” Amhric said. “God willing, they will go to Erevar first... and by the time Kemses allows them to know that he is not our shelter, we will be too far gone for them to find us... if indeed, they could conceive of us fleeing. Recall that these are people who love power; they would think us gone to ground on some island, not sped over the ocean for the nation of our enemies.”


    “Then... we have time,” I said.


    “To recuperate, to plan. Yes.”


    “To learn a little of one another,” I said. My voice grew husky. “I have never had a brother.” And then, thinking of it, “God above. My mother will be... surprised.”


    He laughed his quiet laugh. “A good surprise?”


    “She wanted children so badly,” I said. “I have to believe it will be. Only...”


    He glanced at me.


    “Only we aren’t precisely human,” I said. “I forget that part.”


    “You will still be the son she has loved since she cradled you in her arms,” Amhric said. “Don’t doubt it.”


    I smiled a little, but held onto the thread of concern. “You are the king of elves and I the prince. Should we... shall we remain hidden? Or do you think it’s past time we healed the rift between the peoples?”


    He sounded surprised. “You would have us arrive on a diplomatic mission?”


    “We could,” I said. “We are the government.”


    “A government without power with a nation in rebellion at our backs,” he said.


    “We could ask for help.”


    His brows lifted. “Would they grant it? Or would it please them to have their ancient enemy at war with themselves? We would be delivering ourselves to their mercy. You know them better than I, but....”


    I wanted to assure him that his fears were groundless, but... I sighed. “I’m not sure.”


    “Let it be,” Amhric said, voice gentle. “There will be time enough to make those decisions when we have the tenor of the city.” A hesitation, then: “Your skin is cold.”


    I nodded. “I should probably retire. Except—”


    “Except that you love the sea,” Amhric said.


    I did not reply. When he left my side I thought nothing of it. But then he brought me thick blankets, a pillow. That he arranged me carefully so that, even stiff and pained as I was I could remain as we sped before the swelling night, into the sun-stained waves...


    I did not yet know how much I loved him. But there, wrapped in wool and with the wind in my face, I began to understand.
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    Our captain was a taciturn man, not given to conversation and even less easily impressed. His expressionless face seemed to regard both catastrophe and good fortune with equal disinterest. I found it a curiosity, that the sea so often bred men of such stoicism and unyielding character, for when I looked into the waves I wanted nothing more than to flow with them, to become as limber and adaptable as they were. But I accepted that our captain had no such impulse, and in fact was so gruff as to make Gant look garrulous.


    When I found him standing at the prow a week later, squinting into the clot of clouds gathering on the horizon, I felt a frisson of unease... for his attention betrayed a concern that in any other man would have been a gasp or a shudder.


    “A storm?” I asked.


    “Shouldn’t be.”


    I followed his gaze. “Shouldn’t be?”


    “Not normal.”


    For several heartbeats I felt nothing, heard nothing but the winding tension in every blood-bearing vessel in my body. Nothing at all. And then I flung myself back toward the cabin where we slept, ignoring the awkwardness of my body in the sudden blinding need to be armed. I almost crashed into the king and Almond.


    “Morgan?” he asked.


    I grabbed his shoulders and shoved him back toward the cabin. “Go! Go now!” And then to the captain of my meager, too meager guard, “Last! To me!”


    There’s no place to hide, something whispered in me. Turn around.


    “No!” I cried to the voice, despairing... but I turned slowly, oh slowly, gripped by dread.


    On the water walked a single figure, dragging behind it the tangle of clouds and anger in the sky. It seemed to coruscate as it approached; with every footfall, it changed shape and form. Now a golden-locked man, now a willow-green woman, now a creature without sex or name, defying the mind’s ability to cage it with sight or understanding, on and on through a kaleidoscope of shapes and forms and light-stained colors. The eye touched on the figure and slid off in denial: it flowed across the sea with the inchoate malleability of a storm. No single person should be so chaotic, as if their soul had no shape, no core. The gorge rose trying to hold it in the mind.


    It walked until the bow of the ship obscured it... and then, with the lightness of a dancer it leapt atop the bowsprit and balanced there, settling on a single shape: bleak dark hair falling past epicene hips, sensual and cloaked with menace. His skin developed ice’s pallor, and his eyes... his eyes were a flat and utter black from rim to rim, without iris, pupil or white. The lashes over them glittered like a feathered extension of the uncanny ivory of his eyelids.


    Nude but clothed in power and madness, Sedetnet said, “You have something you promised to me, Morgan Locke.”


    I put myself between him and Amhric, shaking. “No.”


    He lifted an arched black brow. “No?”


    “I don’t want what you offer,” I said. “And so I will not pay your price.”


    “Oh, come now,” Sedetnet said. “It’s unbecoming to lie. You wanted what you asked me for very badly and still do. Do you think to have it for nothing, then?”


    “I don’t want it at the price you ask.”


    “You agreed to it,” the sorcerer said. The storm wind tugged at the groaning ropes, caressed him with his hair; he remained unmoved, exquisitely balanced at the edge of the wooden spar.


    “That was before I understood—”


    “Ah.” He held up a hand. “I am not to blame for your naïveté. We made a bargain, you and I... a king for your salvation. And here I find you escaping with no... no intention at all... of fulfilling your end of it.”


    “I’m not done with him,” I said, extemporizing with a racing mind. “Elves live such long lives, Sedetnet. You may have him when I’m done with him, and then I’ll accept the payment. That’s fair, yes?”


    “You’re lying again,” Sedetnet said with a sigh. “What have I done to you to deserve such duplicity? Or is it merely that you are inconstant?”


    I put my hand back to touch Amhric, to hold him behind me, for the reassurance that he remained unharmed. I could sense just beyond us the trembling readiness of my few elven guards, but I knew that if they dared move the sorcerer would destroy them—or not—or worse, depending on what whim moved him. “Sedetnet, there is no shame in a mutual decision to break an agreement.”


    “No,” he agreed. “But this is not... at all... mutual.” He lifted a hand and I felt Amhric shudder. “I think I’ll take my prize and be gone.”


    I threw myself at him then, not with the weakness of my body, but with the desperate strength of my magic. He was an elf and one of our subjects; I was the prince, who could compel. I reached for him to drain him of what was his and grant it to my king—


    —and was batted aside with such casual authority that I found myself sprawled on the deck without remembering how I’d fallen.


    “And you resort to violence,” Sedetnet said, shaking his head. “So crude.” He walked down the bowsprit and hopped onto the ship, almost as if dancing, and there he went to Amhric, passing the silent human captain and ignoring the seething guards. He gathered the king’s small hand in his and brushed his sensuous lips over those golden knuckles.


    “My liege,” he said, and the subtle mockery in the word goaded me to leap for him, only to be yanked back against the deck. I fell twisted and bared my teeth, straining against the thorned vines that rose in lazy eddies around my wrists. This again! Had all I learned been for naught?


    Sedetnet glanced at me over his shoulder, coquettish. “Do not presume to best me, little prince,” he said. “I have been wielding magics far more potent than yours for longer than your pretty human kingdom has slept without nightmares of elves.” He turned back to Amhric. “And now we go.”


    I closed my eyes, preparing for one last effort.


    Said the king in his low, gentle bass: “No.”


    Sedetnet sighed. “Must you make this difficult? You know how it must end.”


    “Perhaps,” Amhric said. “But I will not have it said that the king was parted from his brother without a fight.”


    Sedetnet laughed. “The King-Reclusive wants to defend himself!” He glanced at me with a poisonous smile. “How poor a job you are doing, O Prince, to have reduced your king to this. He has to fight his own battles.”


    Our elven guards moved then, before I could command them to stillness—with a flick of a finger,Sedetnet froze them in place. “Tsk,” he said, shaking his dark head. “This is a matter between royalty.”


    “Sedetnet,” I hissed, “Leave it be. Leave us alone!”


    He tilted his head. “Should I?”


    “Yes!”


    “I could roll dice,” he said, thoughtful.


    Anything would be better than the certainty that he would drag my brother away and leave me helpless to follow. “That you could,” I said. “I would obey the dictates of the dice no matter the outcome.”


    “Of course you would,” he said. “You have no choice. Ah—” He lifted his hand at the ship’s captain, who’d taken a step toward him. “Don’t even consider it, mortal. Your death lies at the end of that thought. Humans mean even less to me than my own kind... if such a thing could be conceived.”


    The captain glanced at me and I shook my head.


    “Nor you,” Sedetnet added to Almond, who had fallen to a miserable heap at their feet. “I would hate to destroy you by accident. Destruction is best done willfully, enjoying all its many consequences.”


    “Roll your dice,” I said. “Please.”


    He grinned with teeth and without joy... without any visible emotion at all, as if his heart was as powerless to coalesce a single feeling as his physical shell was to hold a distinct shape. “And you would beg me for that, I sense.”


    “Yes,” I said, instantly. How many humiliations had I borne for lesser cause? How often had my own body brought me to my knees for no master other than my belief in the senselessness of fate? But here was a cause I could abase myself for... if only it saved us. If we could escape, if we could reach the mainland and find my cure by any other means, I knew, knew I could stand against Sedetnet. But not like this. Never like this. “Would it amuse you? How low shall I place myself? I could kiss your feet.”


    “I seem to recall you doing that before,” Sedetnet said.


    “A slightly different circumstance.”


    Surprising me, Sedetnet said, “I liked it better than this one.”


    “We could have that again,” I said. “Make a new bargain. Another night for the freedom of the king.”


    He laughed. “Do you hold your prowess in such esteem, then, that a single night with your body would pay a lifetime’s ransom?”


    “Fine,” I said with a grim smile. “Two nights.”


    He laughed.


    “Roll your dice, Sedetnet,” I said. “Or let me buy his freedom some other way. I don’t want your gift.”


    “No,” he said. “Many things may be said of me and most of them calumny, but this thing will never be said: that I break my promises.” He took Amhric’s wrist. “You entered into this with me in good faith, Morgan Locke, and now you try to break with me, like the lowest of creatures. I will remember that about you, in the future.”


    “Sedetnet, don’t!”


    “Save your breath,” Sedetnet said. “Be glad that I’ve arranged for your future at such small cost. I have not always been so kind.” He bent before me and smiled into my eyes, and there was nothing, nothing in the void of his gaze, nothing behind them to entreat, no sympathy, no compassion. He ran his hand lightly from my throat to my groin in a caress too intimate for public view. “You know,” he said, “that without the king a new prince has little power.”


    I glared up at him, fighting the invisible chains that bound me to the deck.


    “No, I suppose you wouldn’t know that, would you,” he said. “You know very little of the prince’s powers... not how to lift the shield that guards the King-Engaged, nor to wield the Sword that defends the King-Reclusive.”


    “I will find a way to undo you with them nonetheless,” I said.


    “Perhaps,” he said. “If you sail on to history’s crypt and unearth the knowledge there.” At my start, he said, “Oh, yes, I have an inkling of your errand.” He continued stroking me, regarding me with those uncanny, empty eyes. They did not even gather the light in wet reflection, but remained inscrutable. “Vigil, yes? To learn the secret of immortality.”


    “How—”


    “Did I know?” Sedetnet laughed and awarded Amhric a coy glance over his narrow shoulder. “There is a king in the world again, and a prince. And where there are kings and princes there are demons. And where there are demons... there are great magics. But there is no evidence left of great magics... no knowledge left of how to fight with them.” He slid his hand beneath my coat and spread cold fingers over my skin, spreading his leaden aura. “And there you will perhaps learn how to use these princely powers you are now about to inherit.”


    My breath caught. “You want us to go to the mainland.”


    His brows lifted; he seemed surprised. “Why... I believe I do,” he said. “Or perhaps I am warning you: if you come against me before you have some control over your magic, intending to liberate your beloved king, I will overmaster you both and it will end for you. I have little patience for impotent royals.”


    “Why would you warn me away unless you feared that I could win?” I asked.


    Sedetnet sighed and turned his head toward the sky, as if sharing some exhausted understanding with the storms wedded to his bleak aura. “Please,” he said, with such boredom that I felt the weight of his centuries in every word, “destroying the easily destroyed is so dull. Such a tiresome waste of energy. I would much prefer a fight I might actually lose.”


    He made a fist over my stomach then and jerked it up through my clothes and I screamed with the suddenness of it, the pain. In his hand he clutched a writhing gossamer of smoky thorns and all-too-real blood, drizzling onto my coat, soaking it. “I keep my promises,” he said, and ripped it free of me. As I writhed, consumed and burning, I heard him whisper, “Don’t bother to fight the chains. They’ll hold you to this ship until you reach the human lands. We all have our part to play, beautiful Prince. So go to Vigil, Morgan Locke; go and learn. Come back to me a worthy adversary.”


    And then I remembered nothing more.
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    I woke, and all the aches of my body had flown into my hollowed heart to nest in the emptiness where my sense of Amhric had been growing... to live there, for they could no longer live in my limbs. I had shed my human mask for the truth of moonlit cream and glittering black, for the grace and warmth and too-real beauty of elven shape, for the dancer’s sense of the air around me and the pulse of the world against my skin, close as a lover and piercing in its poignancy.


    I woke and I wept, cradled by the genets and surrounded by my demoralized elven retinue, because with those new senses I could feel the cage the sorcerer had erected around the ship, the bright-fire of the bars, and I knew that he was right. I could not break them... not yet.


    “Master,” Almond whispered, pressing her cheek against my side, “Oh master.”


    Bent over me on one knee, the captain of the elven guard said low, “My lord... what shall we do?”


    “We sail on,” I whispered. To wield the Sword that defends the King-Reclusive. “We learn. And then we make an ending.”
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For the first twenty-six years of my life I had been a cripple, forever battling nausea, weakness, seizures, and constant pain, a war that consumed my every waking moment and all the moments it contrived to steal from my sleep. For twenty-six years, I had been a prisoner in my own body, facing a life of increasing disability, losing friends, a chance at love, and the meager pleasures of school and learning. For twenty-six years I had suffered and believed it to be my lot for the remainder of my miserable life.

In one day, a sorcerer had undone it all and given me a supple, beautiful, working body, and all I could think, over and over, was that it had not been worth the cost.

I heard the approaching footsteps despite the lightness of their tread, and then Kelu said, “It’s been a week. Are you done moping yet?”

The wind off the sea combed my hair back from my face, the one I still wasn’t accustomed to touching. It was not so much that the differences were vast, though even cosmetically the alterations were significant—it was that nothing hurt when I touched it anymore. That alone was enough to make me feel as if I had been anchored in a stranger’s flesh. “Kelu...”

“Your elves are restless,” Kelu said. I did not have to turn to imagine her with her slim furred arms crossed over her flat chest and her ears pinned back against her skull. I’d seen her angry often enough. “The other genets are draped in mourning all over your cabin... even the drake is depressed. You could afford to be dramatic when you were dying alone in your student flat. You don’t have that luxury anymore, Prince.”

“And what would you have me do?” I asked, unable to quantify the feelings her litany of sins had pricked forth in me.

“You’re the smart one,” she said. “You’ve read all these history books. Do whatever it is leaders do when their soldiers are drooping.”

“Water them?” I asked. “Like wilting flowers, perhaps.”

I could almost hear her scowl. “Are you mocking me?”

“No,” I said, and managed a laugh. “No. Myself, maybe.” I twisted around to look at her, turning my back on the sea. “But I’m not ready for any of this. I want to go back. I want to win him back.”

Kelu’s arms were indeed folded over her chest. Her expression was even stormier than I’d imagined, lips pulled back along her thin muzzle to expose her teeth. The genets were not built to intimidate: at barely four feet, they looked more like furred children with the faces of absurdly endearing foxes. But what nature—or in this case, magic—had not granted her, Kelu managed with her sneer and bared fangs. “Don’t even think it,” she said. “You’re not getting him back. He’s gone, Morgan.”

“There must be a way—”

“Going to your wreck of a human library and finding out how to be a real prince of elves, maybe,” Kelu said. “But turning this ship around and going after him? What are you going to do? Knock on the sorcerer’s door and ask him nicely?”

“The dice might favor me,” I said wryly.

“Or he might kill the king just to see what you’d do,” Kelu said. “You can’t even get the ship to turn around, he magicked it so hard. It’s ridiculous, it’s stupid. We have to move forward, not back.”

“My brother,” I whispered.

“Has lived long enough without your help, and through worse tortures,” Kelu said. “All you can do for him now is go do what you apparently do best.”

“Stumble into messes?” I asked.

She sighed, exasperated. “No. Read books, take notes and make sense of it.”

“The fate of the world rests on my ability to do scholarly research,” I said. “Fancy that.”

“Lucky for us you’re good at it,” Kelu said. “If the fate of the world had rested on your ability to use a sword, we’d be in trouble.”

Twenty-six years of bodily weakness had not acquainted me very well with what few martial arts remained relevant to a university student. It was why Kemses e Sadar, the only elven noble who had pledged himself to my brother the king, had assigned a contingent of elven guards to accompany us on our errand back home: six men and their commander, called Last.

I had not thought to ask him why the name, even. That bothered me. Kelu was right: the voyage home was all of six weeks, and I’d lost one to guilt and despair. I had five left to find my bearings in this new body... to learn my guards’ names and faces... to plan the expedition to Vigil’s athenaeum.

I had a notion on how to begin.
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Return with Morgan to Evertrue in Book 2!
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