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PROLOGUE
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“Are you asleep?”

Grix Orlazzu lay with his eyes closed. His breathing was deep and regular.

“Come, this is useless. I know you are not asleep.” The automaton’s metallic tones scraped the atmosphere. “You cannot deceive me, Leftover. Open your eyes.”

Orlazzu produced a muted snore.

“This is false. This is treacherous. This is organic. You will admit that you are awake!”

A steel-jointed finger poked Orlazzu’s shoulder. For the life of him, he could not contain a curse, which killed all hope of further pretense. He opened his eyes to confront the glassy scrutiny of his creation.

“What time is it?” Orlazzu yawned widely.

“Time to get up. You have lain there on that pallet long enough.”

“We inferior creatures of flesh and blood need our rest, you may recall.”

“You have had four hours of rest. You cannot pretend that does not suffice. Come, enough of this sloth. Get up now, Leftover. You will get up now!”

Orlazzu sat up. For a moment his gaze traveled the room, its modest limits faintly visible by dawn light, before coming to rest upon the sturdy figure of his own mechanical double. The automaton returned the regard unblinkingly, and—not for the first time—Orlazzu repented his own failure to furnish his creation with functional eyelids.

“Well?” the automaton prompted.

“Well, what? What do you want now?”

“Your attention. Your regard. Your conversation. You will talk to me.”

“About what, exactly?”

“My thoughts. My feelings. My inner self.”

“Your inner self consists of gears, cogs, springs, and clockwork, driven by arcanely generated pulses of energy.”

“And yours consists of imperfectly organized ooze, but I make allowances for your deficiencies. I do not despise you for them. I am still willing to confide in you.”

“I haven’t asked you to confide.”

“You will listen. It is your duty. I wish to discuss my feelings of loneliness and isolation, the result of your neglect. You have not made me feel welcome—you never have.”

“Correct. You are not welcome. Why don’t you leave?”

“You are impertinent, Leftover. Not to mention insensitive, inferior, and generally reprehensible. I will not be pushed out of my own home.”

“Your home?”

“I have come to regard it as such. I have developed a deep and abiding affinity for this humble cottage. Modest though it may be, yet it is my true and rightful place.”

“Very well. You keep it, then. I’ll go.”

“Without me? Never. I will not allow it.”

“You will not allow?”

“I am stronger than you, Leftover. I am faster, greater in endurance, and far more intelligent than you. We both know that I am more than your match. And I will not allow you to shirk your sacred responsibilities.”

“Those sacred responsibilities including unlimited endurance of soulful chitchat?”

“Chitchat? How dare you? Have you any idea how condescending that sounds?”

“I believe I do, yes.”

“I will not endure such contempt, such indifference! You will display the proper interest and concern that any creator owes his creation. You will acknowledge your obligation, recognize my needs, and strive to fulfill them to the best of your ability. I will settle for no less! Do you hear me, Leftover? You will do right by me!” The automaton’s voice had risen to a metallic shout, but its face, limited in flexibility, barely changed expression.

Orlazzu studied his unruly double in silence for a moment, concluded once again that he could not bring himself to destroy the mechanism, and inquired mildly, “You view my obligation as permanent in nature?”

“No, for your term of existence is limited. But make no mistake, you will use your time properly.”

“I see. Yes, I see clearly. Very well, Grix. You leave me no choice, and I must yield. This is your home, our home, our abode of inexpressible togetherness. Here I shall dedicate all the resources at my command to the furtherance of your happiness. What have you to say to that?”

The automaton eyed its creator in silence.

“That’s what you want, isn’t it?” Orlazzu prompted.

“That is what I demand. But you concede very readily.”

“How can I fight the inevitable?”

The automaton’s internal mechanism whirred. An erratic succession of beeps suggested mental disquiet.

“Right, then.” Orlazzu rose from his narrow bed. The quality of light in the room told him that dawn had broken. “I must step outside for a moment, in the manner of organic humankind—”

“The details are unnecessary. I recognize your weakness.”

“And then I need to collect some fuel.”

“You’ve fuel enough already.”

“Not so. Remember, it must season. You may assist me, if you will.”

“Assist in what manner?”

“Gather sticks, chop wood—”

“I? I possess talents and intellect of the highest order. You would set me to menial tasks?”

“Necessary tasks.”

“Necessary for you, Leftover. I have no need of fire, hence no reason to gather bits of wood. It is not as if I were some servant.”

“You’ll not come for the sake of fellowship? We could discuss your feelings.”

“We will discuss them upon your return. Do not expect me to drudge for you. I have learned to assert myself.”

“I applaud your progress. Excuse me for the moment, then. I’ll return shortly.” Pausing only long enough to wrap himself in his oilskin cloak, Grix Orlazzu exited the hut, shutting the door behind him.

He emerged into a dim world filled with mist and cold moisture. The weak light of early morning just barely managed to find its way through the fog. The tufted grasses underfoot were dank and dead, the low shrubbery leafless and skeletal. For all of that, his surroundings were intensely charged. Almost he imagined that he could feel the power of the Source vibrating through the ground and tingling through the air, to raise the gooseflesh along his forearms and stir the hairs at the back of his neck. Closing his eyes, he opened himself to the Source, and in that unguarded moment felt the vast intangible presence of the Other pressing hard on his intellect. An intimation of ancient intelligence too alien to comprehend, a sense of measureless will spanning the ages, and then he slammed shut the gates of his mind, excluding the intruder.

Orlazzu opened his eyes. He was breathing hard, as if he had run a race, and his heart was pounding. He came within a nervespan of ducking back into the shelter, whose arcane reinforcements were proof against all attempted incursion, then considered the consequences and quelled the impulse. He was capable of resisting the Other. It was largely a matter of vigilance.

Two minutes of brisk hiking carried him over the crest of a rise and down into a hollow hidden from the hut and its glass-eyed tenant. There sprawled a dense tangle of brambles, and beneath the spiked branches lay a pile of dead leaves. Plunging his hand wrist-deep into the leaves, he dragged forth the sack that he had hidden in that spot some twenty-four hours earlier. Within the sack reposed his most essential belongings—a clutch of arcane instruments and substances, a few mundane tools, the best of his books and manuscripts, and a few days’ supply of food. Little enough, but they would serve.

Sack slung over his shoulder, Orlazzu fled into the fog.


ONE
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Aureste Belandor’s eyes moved from the still body on the bed to the still body on the floor, and back again. His brother Innesq lay white-faced, blue-lipped, and apparently dead of exhaustion. Newly awakened from his coma, weakened and drained, Innesq had been unfit for arcane endeavor. The intense exertion required to halt the plague-crazed guard’s rampage had cost dearly. Rigid on the floor sprawled the corpse of the young guard Drocco, bones shattered and skull fractured by the blows of the poker wielded by his master—his loss negligible in itself, yet threatening enormous inconvenience. For an instant the Magnifico Aureste stood paralyzed, prey to uncharacteristic indecision. The moment passed, and he was himself again.

Applying two fingers to his brother’s neck, he discovered an erratic and dangerously weak pulse. No matter. Innesq was not about to die; Aureste Belandor would not permit it. He yanked the bellpull beside the bed, and a Sishmindri answered the summons at once. The amphibian’s air sacs fluttered at sight of the dead guard.

“You are called Zirriz, are you not?” Aureste demanded, business-like as if he conducted ordinary household affairs.

The hairless greenish head bobbed.

“And you frequently assist Master Innesq in his workroom?”

“I obey,” the Sishmindri reported.

“Well, Zirriz, Master Innesq has overexerted himself and suffered a relapse. It is your task to restore him.”

“How?”

“You will find a way. Do not pretend ignorance, as you value your green hide. His illness is arcane in nature. As his assistant, you must have received instruction, learned what to do in the event of an accident or emergency. You will use that knowledge now.”

There was no immediate reply. Zirriz advanced to the bedside, studied Innesq’s blue-white face, then took up one lax hand to examine the fingertips at some length.

“Need leech-man.” The Sishmindri laid Innesq’s hand down.

“No. The doctors are charlatans, they know nothing. The responsibility is yours. Save Master Innesq’s life and you’ll be rewarded. Fail, and I will lock you in a small iron cage where you will starve to death at leisure. Now get to work.”

Zirriz stared, his thoughts—if any—unknowable. At last he replied, “Need dust.”

“Then get it. There is plenty to be had.”

“Cure. For sickness. Magic.”

“An arcane restorative? Good. Where is this to be purchased? I’ll pay any price.”

“Made. In workroom.”

“Did any of this dust survive the fire?”

Zirriz’s brow ridges flexed. Clearly he did not know.

“Go and see.” Aureste controlled his impatience with difficulty.

Zirriz made for the exit.

“Halt.” The command was obeyed, and Aureste’s hand sketched a gesture encompassing the corpse on the floor. “You will remove this carrion.” He felt the weight of unspoken questions, and his mind sped. Drocco carried the plague, whose discovery consigned Belandor House and its inhabitants to the deadly limbo of the quarantine. And yet—a quick glance served to confirm—nothing in the victim’s outward appearance revealed contagion. His death wounds were gapingly apparent, their red testimony sufficient unto itself. Prompt disposal of the corpse should guard the potentially catastrophic truth.

The amphibian was staring, his comprehension open to question.

“The fool was roaring drunk,” Aureste found himself explaining. “He drew his weapon and suffered the consequences. Now get him out of here. Cart his carcass to the nearest dunghill, or to the Allwights if you prefer, and leave him there. In any case, get rid of him. Do it now.”

“Cannot,” the Sishmindri replied, unbelievably.

“What do you say to me?” Aureste’s gaze roved in search of a whip.

“General Order Fourteen.”

Of course. Governor Uffrigo’s infamous decree, with which Aureste had reluctantly familiarized himself in recent days. General Order Fourteen, which imposed an early curfew upon Faerlonnish nationals and their Sishmindri chattel alike. General Order Fourteen, which mandated the confiscation of any Faerlonnish-owned Sishmindri found out upon the streets after the hour of ten. In the event of discovery, the dead guard—a person of no importance—could be explained away with relative ease. But the Taerleezi authorities would immediately seize the amphibian, a commodity too valuable to sacrifice.

“Very well.” He released the concession grudgingly. “Carry him hence at dawn, then. In the meantime, summon such assistance as required and have that thing removed from my brother’s chamber.”

Zirriz stooped to inspect the corpse and reported, “Not dead.”

“What?”

“Still moving.”

“You are lying or dreaming.” Mastering vast repugnance, Aureste approached to stare down into the dead man’s face. Drocco’s eyes were wide open, and the lids twitched perceptibly. Apart from that minuscule motion, he was rigid and motionless, held fast in Innesq’s arcane toils. Could such bonds ever break? Did the—he groped for the term his brother had used—did the Overmind look upon him through those staring eyes?

He suppressed a thrill of almost superstitious horror. There was no cause for fear. Innesq’s intangible restraints would hold firm until the guard’s body turned to dust.

“It is a final spasm of the muscles, nothing more,” he decreed. “He’s finished.” He paused, daring contradiction, of which there was none. “Now do as you are bid, and keep me informed of your progress.” Averting his eyes from the embarrassment on the floor, Aureste departed, making his way through the smoke-blighted corridors of the north wing to the chamber now serving as his makeshift study. As he went, the signs of the recent fire were everywhere about him: blackened frescoes and hangings, cracked and wounded stained-glass windows, empty mirror frames, moldering waterlogged carpets, gilt-peeling furniture, broken porcelains—and all of that was here in the north wing, whose damage was minor compared with the devastation of the central section and the south wing. Belandor House, site of privilege and grandeur, his own house, had suffered a blow from which it would be slow to recover, if it ever recovered at all. But the building and its contents were feathers weighed in the balance against the attack upon Innesq—an attack that might yet prove fatal.

Aureste repelled the thought, expertly substituting tastier objects of contemplation, chiefest of which was vengeance. The author of the outrage, or at least its principal perpetrator, presently languished in prison—a circumstance offering boundless opportunity to the creative enemy.

Mere minutes earlier, Innesq Belandor had explained the urgent necessity of establishing a truce with Vinz Corvestri. The cleansing of the Source, whose imminent reversal threatened the Veiled Isles—and perhaps the lands beyond—with uncanny catastrophe, demanded the combined talents of some half-dozen arcanists. Corvestri was an indispensable member of this group, his contribution essential. And Aureste had accepted the truth of this, even at the cost of unusual remorse. For once he had genuinely repented his own actions. The rush of guilt and shame was still fresh in his mind, but already it was beginning to recede. Perhaps Innesq had exaggerated. Perhaps sickness and exhaustion had clouded his intellect, or maybe he had simply been mistaken.

Reaching his study, Aureste shut himself therein and commenced a tigerish pacing. His eyes, shadowed with sleeplessness and heavily bloodshot, reflected reddish glints. The accumulated fury, fear, and frustration of recent days burned along every nerve. A leisurely vivisection of Vinz Corvestri offered some hope of relief, but this solace was denied him. For now.

For now, he would seek distraction in labor. Seating himself at the plain, small table that now served as his desk, he attempted to fix his attention upon the catalog of domestic damages compiled by his brother Nalio.

Nalio had been so proud of his precious lists, and not without reason. Beyond doubt, the youngest Belandor brother displayed a true talent for minutely detailed clerical work. Such painstaking skills were needed in the world and deserved their credit. Accordingly, Aureste strove to apply himself, but the endless review of ruination failed to hold his attention.

Two faces filled his mind’s eye—the only two that mattered. Innesq’s, lately so alive with purpose, but now blue-white and empty—perhaps forever. Beside it Jianna’s, so nearly found, but now lost again—perhaps forever. The rage with which he habitually deflected fear and grief threatened eruption then, and he focused it all where it belonged—upon the soft-bellied form of Vinz Corvestri. With whom he was now required to cobble some sort of truce.

It was absurd. Corvestri was marked for death by slow torture. No truce was possible, now or ever.

But Innesq had insisted. Make peace … Or all is lost, he had declared, leaving little room for argument. Well, should he ever emerge, faculties intact, from this latest coma, then his wishes would be granted. Until that time Vinz Corvestri remained imprisoned, preferably in the darkest, coldest, rankest dungeon that the Witch had to offer. His miserable life was safe for the present. In the event of Innesq Belandor’s death, however, Vinz Corvestri’s stay of execution lapsed. Nor would his arcane skills save him, precious though they might be to the world and everyone in it. There would be no trial, no judicial delays and nonsense. Corvestri would die at length, in the manner of Onartino Belandor. And this time, Aureste would relish the spectacle.

The prospect was less consoling than he expected. Innesq’s gasping whisper haunted him. Adepts must gather. Work together as one … We need them. The voice was not to be excluded, but might be disregarded, superseded by other matters. Aureste bent a blind gaze on the paperwork before him. In his imagination, he walked the Alzira Hills in search of Jianna. She was alive. He forced himself to believe it. He could see her face, he could almost hear her voice. She was out there. Somewhere.
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“We must put an end to the Governor Anzi Uffrigo,” observed Celisse Rione calmly, as if stating the obvious, and her listeners eyed her in silence. “The Viper should have been removed years ago. We’ve been remiss, and it’s time to correct our error.”

Jianna wondered if the others shared her own amazement. Her gaze swept the circle of individuals seated on the logs positioned about one of the various small cookfires dotting the Ghostly encampment. Beside her sat Falaste Rione, his face visible to her in profile, his expression, if any, impossible to gauge. Next to him, was Trox Venezzu—youthful, scruffy, with a bowl of stew in his lap, his spoon suddenly stilled on its way to his mouth. Similarly motionless and watchful sat all of the others, with the exception of Poli Orso, leader of this rustic branch of the Faerlonnish resistance force, and master of the camp. Orso, an elder of the group at age thirty-two, was short and stocky of build, with a broad face, blunt features, unhurried countrified speech, and an expression of bovine serenity suggesting untroubled digestion. Anyone meeting him for the first time might have taken him for a slow-witted yokel. It had taken Jianna but a very brief term of residence, however, to recognize the respect that Poli Orso commanded among his followers, and to note the sharp intelligence lurking behind the dull façade.

Orso swallowed a mouthful of stew without haste, then replied tranquilly, “Not real, my girl. Fancies. Just like it was the last time you pushed for it.”

“Things have changed,” Celisse returned.

“Have they, now?”

“You know it. You know what the Taers did at Ironheart. The guilt lies with Uffrigo. His crimes can’t go unpunished forever. It will destroy Faerlonnish spirit.”

“So now you’re talking for the whole population, eh?”

“Our friends, the allies of the resistance, were slaughtered without mercy.” Celisse ignored the other’s barb. “Torture was employed. The stronghouse was destroyed, and I’m told that the Magnifica Yvenza was forced to witness the murder of her two sons, then driven out of doors to shift for herself in the wild. The magnifica is one of the greatest and most generous allies that we have ever known. She’s true to our cause, she has shared all her resources and offered our wounded the protection of her stronghouse for years. Now she’s been violated and despoiled. Our debt to her is great, and it’s time to pay. The magnifica must be avenged and supported; she’s owed no less. I suggest that we send word to her, offering her refuge and a home among us.” Turning confidently to her sibling, she observed, “Brother, I know you will agree. And surely you must serve as emissary to Yvenza Belandor. She’ll listen to you.”

Jianna’s amazement sharpened to alarm. Potential disaster had materialized out of nowhere. One moment she had been peaceably spooning her stew, imagining herself secure; the next, she confronted utter ruin. Yvenza Belandor’s arrival would instantaneously blast the persona of “Noro Penzia” out of existence. Falaste Rione’s female assistant of vague origins would stand revealed as Jianna Belandor, daughter of the notorious Magnifico Aureste. Perhaps she would be lucky and they would only hold her for ransom. More likely they would kill her, and ship her remains home to Vitrisi in a bucket. Beyond question, Yvenza would urge them to it. She’d demand Falaste’s blood as well; certainly she hated him now. She would see to it that every Ghost within sound of her voice learned that Falaste Rione had chosen to betray his great benefactress for the sake of Aureste Belandor’s daughter. She would contrive to suggest that he had conspired with the Taerleezis, somehow personally engineering the downfall of Ironheart. She would limn him as a traitor in league with the enemies of Faerlonne, and by the time she finished, the Ghosts would be ready to rend their erstwhile beloved physician limb from limb.

Jianna felt the color drain from her cheeks—an alteration camouflaged by the shade of early evening, and the ruddy glow of the cookfire. She kept her face and hands still, but could not control the instinctive jump of her eyes back to Rione’s profile.

Nothing revealing there; not the slightest hint of discomfort or guilt. His manner was easy, the soothing quality of his voice particularly apparent as he replied, “It’s a generous thought that does you credit, sister, but the magnifica will never consent. She’d view the offer as charity, which she’d die rather than accept. She might even take offense. You know this. You know her.”

“I do.” Celisse reflected briefly, then replied, “I’ll grant your point. She won’t live with us, now or ever. But the other thing’s a different matter. She’ll want justice, in pursuit of which she’ll accept our support gladly. And this you know.”

“Ironheart is gone, along with the Taerleezi force that destroyed it. For the moment at least, the true culprits stand beyond reach of justice.”

“The true culprit is the Taerleezi governor,” Celisse informed him. “Not the easiest target in the world, but scarcely beyond reach. It is simply a matter of planning and preparation.”

The words and sentiments were so much at variance with her girlish appearance that Jianna’s wonder deepened.

“You hold one man personally responsible for all Taerleezi crimes?” Rione inquired politely.

“I’m not that simple. But he is foremost among the Taerleezis, the most visible, the embodiment of their authority. His destruction carries symbolic weight. It will demonstrate their vulnerability, and for that reason, among many others, it must be accomplished. It shall be accomplished. Our cause demands this.”

Jianna regarded the siblings in turn. The facial similarity between the two of them was striking, and they shared certain traits of mind and character as well. Intelligence, obviously. Resolve, great energy, dedication, selflessness. But their differences were equally pronounced. Celisse possessed a certain icy inflexibility of will most unlike her brother’s open-mindedness. It was also becoming apparent that she owned something else that he lacked—ruthlessness.

“Celisse, stop and consider consequences,” Rione advised. “Should the Taerleezi governor fall prey to a homegrown assassin, Faerlonne will suffer vicious reprisals. I don’t know how many of our people will die, nor yet how many more will lose all they own, to end destitute and facing starvation. Uffrigo is a swine, but the cost of his slaughter outweighs the value.”

“Not so.” Celisse’s voice was crystalline music, her face sculpted in marble. “It is something that must be done, and no price is too high. Those who lose their property or their lives are martyrs to the cause of Faerlonnish freedom, and their sacrifice will never be forgotten. True patriots will pay the price gladly. Those who hold back, grudging the cost of liberty, are no friends or patriots, but creatures of the enemy, whose loss we need not mourn. Here there can be no argument.”

“There can be plenty,” Rione countered. “Difficult though it may be for you to believe, trust me when I tell you that a host of very good Faerlonnishmen would rather see their families safe than see the Governor Uffrigo dead.”

“Good Faerlonnishmen place Faerlonne first. Fortunately for all of us, the decision doesn’t belong to you.”

“But I might have a word or two to say about it.” Poli Orso reentered the conversation. “You paying attention, Celisse? Or have you grown too important to waste time listening?”

“I’m listening,” Celisse returned expressionlessly.

“Then you should hearken to your brother, he’s talking good sense. We’d all of us like to see the last of the Viper, but now’s no time to make the move. Too many of our own folk would pay too dear for it. Patience. Our chance will come, never fear. Until that day, there’s other matters to keep us busy.”

“What other matters?” Celisse did not quite sneer. “We’ve sat idle in this glade for weeks. There have been no ventures, no accomplishments, no progress. This inactivity amounts to failure. It’s a disgrace to us all.”

“It’s no disgrace that half our company’s taken sick with the hot heaves.”

“The sickness is falling off now. My brother will soon conquer it altogether.”

“I hope so, but his work’s not done yet. Use your head, girl. You want to stage a raid on the nearest Taer tax collector, with every other of our lads stopping along the way to spew? That what you want?”

“What I want,” Celisse stated with chill clarity, “is to serve the cause of Faerlonnish freedom by any and all available means. What I do not want is to see that cause undermined by the weakness and timidity of irresolute men.”

Jianna caught her breath. There was no discernible limit to this young woman’s effrontery.

And it seemed that even Poli Orso’s apparent placidity had its breaking point, for his eyebrows drew together into an uncharacteristic frown, and his voice was unwontedly sharp as he warned, “Enough of that. I’ll not have morale ruined by a green girl with big ideas, a big mouth, and little common sense.”

“I am no green girl, as all here well know. I’ve fought and more than earned my right to be heard.” Celisse almost appeared pitying. “And I’m sorry that the truth offends you, Poli Orso. Perhaps if you were true to the cause, honest with yourself and with others, then you could hear the truth without flinching.”

“Your truth is filtered through cheesecloth dyed the color of your own choosing.” Orso shook his head. “And you don’t even know it. But know this. You’re a good girl with a brave heart, and everybody sees it. But that gives you no right to run folk down, stir things up, make trouble where nobody needs it. You’re doing more harm than good. If it’s so bad here, then maybe you’d best be off on your own, where you can have everything your own way.”

“And if I should choose to leave,” Celisse returned deliberately, “how many of our group would elect to follow me?”

“Why not ask ’em?” Orso invited. “Take a vote, if you’re minded. The answer might teach you a good lesson.”

“One of us would learn. But don’t worry, Poli Orso—I won’t weaken our force by splitting it. For now, I merely state a clear and indisputable fact—that it has become necessary to eliminate the Governor Uffrigo. I trust you will consider it.” Straight-spined and ice-faced, she departed the firelit circle.

A low hum of uneasy conversation arose in her wake.

“Where’s she going?” Jianna whispered.

Rione shrugged.

“Is she in trouble now?”

“No.”

“She can talk to the commander that way? Without punishment?”

“The Ghost Army hardly maintains traditional military discipline,” he replied in a low tone meant for her ears alone.

His smile warmed her more effectively than the fire, and there was no obvious reason for it. There was nothing so very extraordinary about his smile. It made her think of summer sunshine kindling life in a garden, but there was nothing remarkable in that. Nevertheless, she suspected that she would never tire of watching his expressions.

“She won’t do anything—rash?” she inquired, less in true concern than in simple desire to hear more of his voice.

“There’s little she can do. Orso spoke truly. These men won’t follow Celisse’s lead. She’s respected, but she’s young, female, and her zeal is accounted extreme, even among the Ghosts.”

“She was right, though, when she said that you’ll soon put an end to the sickness. The Ghosts will be back about their business in a matter of days, wouldn’t you say?”

“Some of them, yes.”

“And they’ll want to change their campsite, won’t they? They’ve tarried in this place too long as it is. They’ll want to move?”

“As soon as they’re fit to travel.”

And then you can take me back to Vitrisi. She did not dare to speak the words aloud; it would somehow bring bad luck. He would take her back home—he had to. There was nobody else. She could hardly travel on her own through the Alzira Hills. Without a guide or protector, without money or a weapon, she would be picked off within hours if not minutes. Of the healthy and ambulatory Ghosts, none would take the time to escort her. She did not want any of them, anyway.

As for Falaste Rione himself, since the afternoon of his arrival, his attention and energy had focused exclusively upon the care and treatment of his patients. He would never dream of leaving those in need, and that sense of duty was one of his many attributes that she admired. She even shared it, to a certain degree.

Those sad invalids, with their fevers and chills, their agues, regurgitations, and bloody fluxes—not to mention their endless catalog of ordinary injuries and maladies, the fruit of their hardscrabble existence—they were surely to be pitied. And all of them were so appreciative of the care they received, so grateful for the smallest act of ordinary kindness. The thanks she had received for simply distributing dippers of water had brought the tears to her eyes more than once. No, she did not wish to abandon them, not so long as they truly needed her. More to the point, she did not wish to abandon Falaste Rione, so long as he needed her; or, honesty compelled her to admit to herself, so long as she was genuinely useful to him. Her indispensability was open to question, but her usefulness was indisputable.

And so she had changed dressings and cleansed open sores, mopped vomit and emptied bedpans throughout the recent days and nights, temporarily banishing thoughts of home and family. But it would end soon, as she had known that it must, and now she could afford to let her mind fly back to Vitrisi, with all its vitality, color, and meaning. Belandor House. Home. Family. Father. His grief on her account must be terrible, but very soon she would be with him again; he’d see that she was safe and well.

And then? Her expectations beyond the point of reunion were fuzzy, but they included living in Vitrisi for the rest of her life, and somehow or other Falaste Rione would be there too, perhaps as the Belandor family physician, like his father before him. Yes, that would do very well. But she would have to get him there first, and—given his devotion to the welfare of his patients—frustrating delays were inevitable, unless she could manufacture some compelling persuasion.

And then, quite abruptly, an amorphous uneasiness hovering about the edges of her mind solidified, and she did not need to manufacture anything. It was real and too immediate for comfort.

“I need to talk to you. Alone,” she told Rione quietly.

He looked into her eyes and his brows rose. He nodded.

Rising, she walked away from the fire and he followed, both oblivious to the knowing smiles of their companions. When they were out of earshot of the others, they halted, and she turned to face him. They had reached a small stand of trees at the edge of the campsite. She could discern Rione’s outline by starlight, but the night masked his face. The breeze carried the aroma of the Ghosts’ stew pots, but her appetite had died.

“I’m worried,” Jianna announced without preamble. “You remember, the night we fled Ironheart, you told me that we’d be safe from pursuit among the Ghosts. So far as that goes, you were right. When the news came that Ironheart had been destroyed, Yvenza dispossessed, and Onartino and Trecchio killed, I felt safe. I fancied that neither of us had anything more to fear—as if Yvenza were as dead and silent as her two sons. I wasn’t thinking.

“But tonight, your sister opened my eyes. She spoke of bringing Yvenza here, and we both know what that would mean. You quickly shot arrows into that idea and I was relieved for a matter of seconds, until I realized that it doesn’t matter that Yvenza isn’t actually here. She’s alive out there, she still has a voice, and she’s certain to use it. She’ll tell the world what you did for me, and she’ll make it sound like a crime—your crime rather than her own—and people will believe her. I don’t know how long it will take, but sooner or later the word will make its way to this camp. Even if the camp moves, the news will find it, one day. That’s ruin for both of us.”

“Yes. I’ve been wondering lately how much time we have left.” His voice was unruffled as always.

“You never spoke of it. You meant to spare me the worry?”

“No need to speak of it. I knew that you’d see it for yourself, all too soon.”

“It took me long enough. But now I know, and we both see that we can’t stay here. It’s time to go, time for you to take me back home to Vitrisi. Please, Falaste—I want to go home.”

“I know. And so you shall, but we can’t leave quite yet. Some of the boys are still too sick. They rely on us, there’s no one else.”

We, he had said. Us. It was music, but even so—

“Yvenza,” she objected.

“No immediate threat, I believe. You don’t know her as I do. The magnifica does not strike carelessly or at random. She’ll wait for a strategic moment, and she’ll want to be present, if possible, to witness the results.”

“What a disaster that woman is!”

“Not entirely. But she can be very hard, and my betrayal has angered her deeply.”

“You did nothing wrong, you only offered help where it was much needed. She’s the criminal.”

“The magnifica is unlikely to view the situation in that light,” he replied drily. “I think it safe to assume at this point that I’ve supplanted you as the chief object of her wrath—a distinction I’d happily forgo.”

“You may not need to.” The words popped out of their own volition. Jianna was aware of some confused impulse to console him. He stood silently awaiting enlightenment, and there was no choice but to continue. “There’s something that you don’t know. Remember when Trox came with the news of Ironheart’s destruction, and he spoke of a Faerlonnish presence among the Taerleezis? He even mentioned stories of a Faerlonnish commander. And I’ve heard those same stories repeated several times since then.”

“So have I, but I haven’t placed much faith in them.”

“You should, though. They’re true.” Unconsciously she lowered her voice. “It was my father.”

“Where have you heard this?”

“Nowhere. Nobody had to tell me. I knew.”

“How?”

“Because I know my father. Throughout the days I spent at Ironheart, I always knew that he’d come for me. I was surprised and worried that it took him as long as it did, but I never doubted his will, and I was right. He was late, but he finally came. And he made them sorry.”

“I know that was what you longed for night and day, but how likely is it? To begin with, how could he have known where to look for you?”

“He’d have found me, somehow. Perhaps Uncle Innesq helped. Uncle Innesq has the knack, you know.”

“I’ve heard something to that effect. But even so—Ironheart was assaulted by Taerleezi troops, very well armed, even equipped with artillery. No Faerlonnishman could gain access to such resources—not even the Magnifico Belandor.”

“He’d have found a way. Once he’s set his course, nothing stops him. Perhaps he needed to spend a lot of money, but he’d have done that—for me.”

“That last I believe.”

“So you see, Yvenza will be so busy hating my father, and my father’s daughter, that she won’t have that much hatred left to spend on you. Unless I underestimate her supply.”

“I reserve judgment. Still, if you’re right, one detail of the account is clarified. We’ve heard that Onartino and Trecchio were tortured. If so, what information was sought? The Taerleezis had little to gain, but Aureste Belandor would have demanded the whereabouts of his daughter. There’s an explanation.”

“But not the right one. My father would never countenance the use of torture, not even upon such a pig as Onartino. He’s a good man; it’s not in him to do it.” There was no answer, and Jianna was impelled to insist, “If it actually happened at all—and we don’t really know that it did—then the Taerleezis were responsible. We’ve both seen their handiwork. I tell you, my father had nothing to do with it.”

His silence continued and, for the first time, she felt doubt gnawing at her heart. Before she could analyze the unfamiliar sensation, he answered, rather slowly, as if choosing his words with care.

“You’re right, we don’t know exactly what happened. We hear these stories at second hand, and they’re bound to contain distortion. Let’s consider instead the matter at hand. We agree that it won’t be safe for the two of us to remain in this place for very much longer.”

“You’ve lost the friendship of Yvenza because of me, and now I’m about to compromise your position among the Ghosts as well. You’ve saved my life, and I repay you by destroying yours. How you must wish you’d never met me!”

“Stop driveling, woman. My decisions were entirely my own, and I regret none of them.”

“You don’t? Really?”

“I’ll take you back to Vitrisi,” he changed the subject calmly. “All the way to Belandor House itself.”

“Oh, Falaste, thank you! I can hardly believe it! When can we go? Tomorrow morning? Early!”

“Slow down a little,” he advised, and she could hear the smile in his voice. “Remember the sick lads. Let’s give them a few more days. We can afford it, and they need it. When the contagion is fully contained, we’ll go, I promise.”

He had promised, and his word was gold. She was going home. The hope and happiness that filled her were almost frightening. Foolish tears prickled her eyes.

“A few more days,” she agreed, and swallowed hard. But her gain represented his great loss, and he must surely feel it. Still driven by the urge to console or encourage him, she observed, “And you know, when we reach the city and my father hears all that you’ve done for me, he’s going to be vastly indebted. He’ll want to—” Reward you, were the words that popped into her head, but they struck the wrong note, turning her rescuer into a servant or hireling. “He’ll want to demonstrate his gratitude. I do hope you’ll allow him to do something for you. Really, he could do a great deal.” He could offer you a permanent position at Belandor House, she elaborated mentally. And he will, I promise.

His reply astounded her.

“I won’t meet the Magnifico Belandor.”

“What? But of course you’ll meet him. You must.”

“That isn’t possible.”

“But he’ll want you to,” observed Jianna, as if this settled the matter. “And I want you to.”

“No.”

“I don’t understand. Why will you not?”

“To seek out such a man as Aureste Belandor—to be received into his home, to exchange courtesies and pleasantries with him—would damage my standing in the eyes of the resistance beyond hope of recovery. Once I’m perceived as the magnifico’s friend, guest, satellite, call it what you will—then their trust in me is destroyed, and that is something I don’t wish to sacrifice.”

“What kind of real trust is destroyed as easily as that?” Jianna demanded, scowling. “Are you saying that you can’t exchange a single word with my father, can’t even step over the threshold of our home, without fear of contamination?”

“Know that I don’t mean to pain or offend you. But your father is a great enemy of the Faerlonnish resistance—”

“He isn’t, he cares nothing at all about it! He just wants a pleasant, happy, comfortable life for himself and his family. Is that so wicked?”

“Depends on what he’s willing to do to secure it, but that’s a discussion for another day. For now, only understand this—when I leave you in Vitrisi, I must return to the Ghosts armed with some hope of finding a welcome among them.”

“Leave—” It came like a sudden slap. Surprised and unnerved, she floundered in search of sound objection. “But I thought you just agreed that you can’t stay here.”

“You can’t stay here, and we must see to your safety. But I can still make my peace, and I mean to do so.”

“Can you, though? Will these paragons of moral purity pardon your crime of assisting Aureste Belandor’s daughter?”

“I believe so. I’m of some use to them,” he returned equably. “At least I hope so, for it’s more than the plight of the Ghosts that draws me back. I must keep an eye on my young sister.”

“You sound worried.”

“You heard her just now. When she holds a strong conviction, it fills her completely, leaving room for nothing else. At such times, she knows no limit or restraint. There’s nothing in the world that she wouldn’t risk or sacrifice for the sake of her beliefs.”

“But you said just now that there’s little she can do.”

“Little in terms of disrupting the camp or splitting the force, for the boys won’t follow her. But she could take it into her head to attempt something on her own.”

“Attempt what? She’s only a young woman, without rank or noble kin, money or influence. What could she do on her own?”

“Destroy herself, I fear. I’m her older brother and her only family. It’s my task to offer such guidance and protection as she can be persuaded to accept.”

“I suspect she doesn’t accept a great deal of either.”

“You are right. But she does pay me the courtesy of listening, and sometimes she can be swayed, or simply calmed. She needs my influence now, I believe, and so my sojourn in Vitrisi will be brief.”

Perhaps, thought Jianna.

“In the meantime,” Rione mused, “I can only hope that nothing will happen to touch off one of her explosions.”

[image: ]

It was high noon, but the streets of Vitrisi were dim and discolored, veiled in winter fog laced with heavy smoke. The smoke and the meaty odors that it carried were pervasive these days, masking the ordinary scents of the city, overwhelming the salt tang of the sea. Swelling the dark breath of the great funeral pyres that burned night and day was the smoke of innumerable incense burners and herbal fires employed to ward off the pestilence. The utility of these secondary blazes remained unproven, but their contribution to the general atmosphere was undeniable. Everywhere, the sharp prophylactic perfumes mingled uncomfortably with the airborne remnants of the dead.

The pungent miasma infiltrated every cranny and crevice of the city, from the twisted narrow lanes of the Spidery, to the respectably sedate parks and courtyards of the center, to the elevated mansions of the august Clouds, and then went even farther, pushing beyond the warehouses and taverns of the waterfront, out into the harbor to shroud the colossal figure of the Searcher, obscuring his bronze features and dimming the light of his great lantern. All Vitrisians, both human and other, seemed to bend beneath the atmosphere, whose weight and sad density lent them the insubstantiality of ghosts. Sound was likewise smothered beneath the charcoal pall. The rumble of wheels and the clop of hooves on cobbles, the sigh of the sea breezes, the tolling of bells, the clank of hammers on anvils, the crackle of fires great and small, the screeching of gulls and Scarlet Gluttons, the barking of dogs, and above all, the vocal babble of humanity—all was suppressed in volume and oddly remote. The air was harsh and cold, but riddled with unexpected pockets and puffs of warmth, carried from the insatiable pyres.

There was no escape from the smoke. Respecting neither power nor privilege, it pressed its weight against the walls and windows of the Cityheart itself, seeping in through invisible breaches to claim the stronghold of the Taerleezi conquerors as its own. The adjoining Plaza of Proclamation and its tributary avenues were likewise swathed in grey, their inhabitants veiled in deep anonymity.

And therefore, the eccentricity of two dim wavering figures initially went unnoticed. They were similar in size, shape, and slightly hunchbacked posture. Their skulls were flat and hairless, their golden eyes prominent, their air sacs flaccid. Both were identically liveried in purple velvet heavily embellished with gold, these colors identifying them as property of the Governor Anzi Uffrigo’s household.

The two Sishmindris were making their way across the plaza toward the Cityheart, their owner’s residence. A commonplace sight; many liveried amphibians traversed the area at all hours of the day and night. This particular pair, however, were distinguished by their curiously unsteady gait. Both wobbled and staggered for all the world like drunken human beings. But they were not drunk. It had never been necessary to pass a law officially forbidding Sishmindris the pleasures of wine; no power in the world would induce the creatures to swallow alcohol.

On they pressed, stumbling, now clinging to one another for mutual support, great eyes vacant and seemingly blind. And still they attracted little attention, for the human world was frequently unseeing, until one of them faltered and fell. For a moment he lay motionless, then his limbs began to twitch and jerk, his head thrashed from side to side, and a spray of blue-green froth bubbled upon his lipless mouth. At sight of this, his companion raised a croaking outcry, easily recognizable even to those unfamiliar with the amphibian tongue as an expression of distress, and the interested citizens began to gather.

“Rabies,” opined an onlooker.

“Or worse,” came the ominous reply.

As if in confirmation of unspoken collective fear, the fallen Sishmindri began to tug at the purple velvet garments that seemed to be suffocating him. Presently he managed to tear them away, exposing a dry-skinned, feverish body marked with distinctively tri-lobed dusky carbuncles; the signature of the plague.

A gasping agitation stirred the circle of human witnesses, for this evidence offered absolute proof of a truth long suspected but never before verified—that the amphibian Sishmindris were susceptible to the human disease. They could contract the plague and presumably spread it. There was an instinctive shrinking withdrawal from the potential source of contagion.

The glazed golden eyes of the standing Sishmindri roamed from face to frozen face as in search of aid. A fervent but unintelligible chain of syllables rasped out of him. He stretched forth a web-fingered hand, and the nearest humans backed away. Throwing back his flat-topped head, he loosed a delirious croak that rose to the level of a scream, then tottered and fell prone beside his companion. His body commenced to jerk.

For a long moment the staring citizens stood frozen. Action was called for, but dangerous, and nobody ventured to approach. Soon, however, some pragmatic individual found a way. There was a speeding blur of activity, a couple of sounds better unheard, then a cheap taped hilt protruding from a heaving greenish chest. Some decisive individual blessed with good aim had thrown a knife. Within the space of as many seconds, another half-dozen knives followed, and three of them hit their targets. The wounds appeared mortal, but the plaguey amphibians refused to die.

The supply of immediately available blades was exhausted, but there were other weapons to be had. The Plaza of Proclamation was kept indifferently clean, these days. Refuse and rubble lay strewn everywhere. Stones, brickbats, and broken bottles came readily to hand. In an instant, these missiles were pelting the Sishmindris.

The flying rocks did their work, and the doleful outcry subsided to a feeble croaking, inaudible above the fierce shouts of the citizens. The uproar drew the attention of the guards stationed at the nearest Cityheart entrance, and a pair of them approached to investigate. Thrusting their way to the center of the human clump, they caught the gang of Faerlonnish nationals vandalizing the governor’s property, and drew their swords at once.

“Clear off, you lot,” one of the Taerleezis bellowed, making himself audible above the din. “Out of here, or face charges.”

Vociferous protest followed, but the overlapping, sometimes incoherent attempts at justification fell on deaf ears. The Taerleezi guards saw only a pair of valuable Sishmindris, clothed in the livery of the governor’s household, fallen victim to senseless Faerlonnish violence. The wretched creatures—glistening with blue-green fluid, cut, bruised, swollen, and maimed almost beyond recognition—still stirred feebly, but appeared unsalvageable. Even as the disgusted guards looked on, a rock flew from the crowd to strike a greenish head. The Sishmindri quivered and went still.

It was outright mutiny, and it had to be quelled. Turning to the nearest citizen, a stout and threadbare laborer, one of the guards dealt a sweeping backhanded blow to the face with the flat of his sword. The victim dropped to the pavement. He had not flung the most recent rock, but he was identifiable by his manifest poverty as Faerlonnish, and for the moment that was enough.

Protest roared; stones and bottles flew at Sishmindris and Taerleezis alike. One of the soldiers went down, bleeding from a head wound, at sight of which his companion thrust steel through the nearest set of Faerlonnish vitals, whose owner was young and female. At that instant the gathering of outraged citizens coalesced into a mob. A dark roar thundered through the Plaza of Proclamation, and set the Cityheart windows to rattling. A boiling human tide overwhelmed the two Taerleezi guards, and the pent rage of decades found murderous release. Moments later the guards at the Cityheart entrance were likewise annihilated. Still seething, the tide flung itself against the heavy door, which was locked and barred.

For some minutes longer they remained there, some screaming threats and imprecations at the Taerleezi governor immured within, some flinging rocks and refuse. It ended when a sizable squadron of helmeted Taerleezi soldiers rounded the edge of the Cityheart and marched into the Plaza of Proclamation. The wiser among the Faerlonnish rioters immediately retired. The foolishly heroic stood their ground.

The Taerleezis issued neither warning nor command to disperse. Advancing smartly in close formation, they cut down all in their path. Attempted resistance was inexpert and ineffectual. Within moments, some ten or twelve Faerlonnish lay dead on the pavement. The rest fled for their lives.

It was not to be supposed that so flagrant an affront to Taerleezi authority would go unpunished. Two hours later Taerleezi troops in full battle regalia descended upon Rookery Grove, a neighborhood of modest homes and shops adjacent to the Plaza of Proclamation. Taken by surprise, the residents offered little opposition as the invaders burst in, taking tenement after tenement by storm, and herding male Faerlonnish above the age of ten out into the street, where all were systematically butchered and decapitated. Some two hundred bodies were left in the street for the locals to dispose of as they saw fit. The heads were mounted on poles and arrayed in neat rows at the southern end of the Plaza of Proclamation, to serve as a reminder to all.
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