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Epigraph


As for the poem, one dragon, however hot, does not make a summer, or a host; and a man might well exchange for one good dragon what he would not sell for a wilderness. And dragons, real dragons, essential both to the machinery and the ideas of a poem or tale, are actually rare.

—J. R. R. TOLKIEN,
 “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics”

He is at once a stratum of the earth and a streamer in the air, no painted dragon but a figure of real oneiric power, one that can easily survive the prejudices which arise at the very mention of the word “dragon.”

—SEAMUS HEANEY
 Introduction to his translation of Beowulf
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Chapter One



Francesca did not realize she had used an indefinite pronoun until it began to kill her patient.

Someone, no one knew who, had brought the young woman into the infirmary with an unknown curse written around her lungs. Francesca had cast several golden sentences into her patient’s chest, hoping to disspell the malicious text. Had it gone well, she would have pulled the curse out of the woman’s mouth.

But the curse’s style had been robust, and one of Francesca’s mistakenly ambiguous pronouns had pushed the curse from the girl’s lungs to her heart. There, the spiteful text had bound the once-beating organ into silence.

Now plummeting toward death, the girl bleated a final cry.

Francesca looked around the solarium and saw only white walls and a window looking out onto the city of Avel. Voices of other medical spellwrights sounded from down the hallway; they were also working to save patients wounded by the recent lycanthrope attack on the city walls. Both the infirmary and the neighboring sanctuary were in crisis, and so Francesca was alone.

To her horror, Francesca’s first reaction was relief that no one had seen her mistake.

She turned to her patient. The girl’s wide green eyes had dilated to blackness. Her distended neck veins betrayed no pulse.

Francesca’s fingers tingled. This couldn’t be happening. She never made mistakes, never used indefinite pronouns.

The patient had been able to whisper her name when the curse was still on her lungs. Now Francesca addressed the young woman: “Deirdre, stay with me.”

No response.

Francesca could not see the curse; it was written in a language she did not know. But the golden countercurse she had cast now visualized the malicious text that spellbound the young woman’s heart.

Invasive action was needed.

Spellwrights created magical runes in their muscles; presently, Francesca used those in her left forearm to write a few silvery sentences that glowed on her skin. With her right hand, she pulled the spell free. It folded into a short, precise blade.

Francesca moved with confidence. She was a remarkably tall woman, lithe, clothed in a wizard’s black robe and cleric’s red stole. Both her long hair and wide eyes were very dark brown, making her pale features more striking. An illiterate would think she had maybe thirty years. A spellwright would know she had twice as many.

With her left hand, Francesca tore off her patient’s blouse. Deirdre’s smooth olive complexion, small chin, and raven hair indicated her youth. Yet there was something mature in the creases around her eyes.

Just then the floor shook and the wooden rafters chirped—a small earthquake possibly, or the blast from another lycanthropic attack. Somewhere in the infirmary or the adjacent sanctuary a man wailed.

Francesca laid her left hand on Deirdre’s shoulder. As a physician, she shuddered—cold, and full of doubt. Then she leapt into the safety of action.

After a few steady cuts, she lifted Deirdre’s small breast upward to expose the lattice of bone and muscle. The next cut ran between the fifth and sixth ribs, starting at the sternum and traveling around to the spine. The blood that flowed was bright red. Encouraging. Darker, slower blood would have confirmed death.

Francesca pried the ribs apart and extemporized a spell to hold them open.

The distant wailing grew more urgent.

“Deirdre, stay with me,” Francesca commanded as she slipped her hands into the girl’s chest and found her heart. Francesca held her breath as she pulled off the malicious sentences.

The floor shook again. A second and then a third voice joined the wailing.

Francesca bit her lip and unraveled the curse’s last sentence. The heart swelled with blood but did not beat. Francesca began to rhythmically squeeze the organ with her hand. She was about to call for help when the heart began to squirm.

It felt like a bag full of writhing worms.

“God-of-gods,” Francesca whispered. When a heart was denied blood, its once-coordinated action might expire into a chaos of separate spasms.

She continued to compress the heart. But each time she squeezed, the writhing lessened. The muscles were fading into death.

Francesca did not stop, could not stop.

More voices had joined the wailing, which rose and fell in an eerie tempo. Though almost musical, the wailing was wholly unlike the devotional songs the Spirish people sang during daily worship.


Some new crisis was sweeping through the infirmary or the sanctuary. Perhaps more wounded citizens had come in from the lycanthrope attack. Perhaps one of the lycanthrope spellwrights had even breached Avel’s walls despite the daylight.

But Francesca didn’t care about any of that. Her hands had gone cold. Her legs trembled. She was leaning on her patient. The world dissolved into a blur of tears.

The girl’s heart was still.

“Creator, forgive me,” Francesca whispered and withdrew her hands. “I’m sorry.” A painful tingling now enveloped her fingers. “I’m so … so sorry.”

She bowed her head and closed her eyes. Time became strange to her. She’d always been proud of her ability to prognosticate—to look forward into patients’ lives and anticipate their chances of cure, their moments of danger. But she had not foreseen Deirdre’s death; it seemed to jolt her out of time, out of her own body.

For a moment it felt as if she were someone else, as if she were standing in the doorway and looking at the physician who had just killed her patient. In this dissociated state, she felt both safe and profoundly numb.

But then she was back in her own body, blinking through tears. She had not wept before a patient, alive or dead, for time out of mind. But now she had used the wrong word, a damned indefinite pronoun. Now her carelessness had killed.

Hot self-hatred flashed through her. She bit down on her lip.

Then, as suddenly as it came, her anger vanished, and she remembered her last day at the clerical academy in Port Mercy. She had asked her mentor for parting advice. The ancient physician had smiled tightly and said, “Kill as few patients as possible.”

The young Francesca had laughed nervously.

Now, standing beside the first patient she had killed, she laughed at the memory, could not stop laughing. The strange hilarity was like gas bubbling out of her. Kill as few patients as possible. It was suddenly, terrifyingly hilarious.

Gradually her laughter died, and she felt hollow.

Around her, the infirmary resounded with wailing. She took a long breath. Other patients needed her. She had to counterfeit composure until true composure came. By extemporizing a few absorbing paragraphs, she cleaned the blood from her hands.

The floor shook again. “Is he loose?” someone whispered.

Startled, she looked toward the door. No one was there.

The whisperer spoke again, “Is he loose already?”

Francesca turned around. No one was in the solarium, and nothing but minarets and the alleyways of Avel were visible out the window. The hallway? Empty.

A weak groan. “He’ll be here soon. Help me up.”

Suddenly Francesca understood who was speaking, and her own heart seemed to writhe like a bag of worms.

She looked down at Deirdre, at the being she had mistaken for a mortal woman.

“You’re an avatar?” Francesca whispered. “A member of the Celestial Canon?”

“Avatar, yes. Canonist, no,” Deirdre corrected, pulling her bloody blouse over her now miraculously intact and scarless chest. “Sacred goddess, I forgot the shock of coming back.”

Francesca stepped away. “What the burning hells is happening?”

The immortal woman looked at her. “A demon named Typhon has invested part of his soul into me. He won’t let me die.”

“Won’t …” Francesca echoed, “… let you die?”

The other woman kneaded her temples. “I’m Typhon’s rebellious slave. The bastard can control most of what I do unless I find a way to kill myself. Given my restraints, self-assassination takes a bit of ingenuity. But if I can off myself, I win roughly half an hour of freedom after revival.” She smiled at Francesca. “Today, my creative method of suicide was you.”

Relief swept through Francesca. “You set me up? It was impossible to disspell that curse on your lungs?”

The other woman pressed a hand to her sternum and winced. “Not impossible; a few master clerics have managed it over the years. I’m always heartbroken when they save my life.”

The hollowness returned to Francesca’s chest. Failure. She had killed a patient after all. Despite sacrificing most of her life to medicine, she still wasn’t a master.

Deirdre closed her eyes and quirked a half smile. “It’s sweet to be free again. Almost intoxicating.” She shivered as if in pleasure but then opened her eyes and grew serious. “Now that I’ve come for you, so will he.”

Francesca took a step back. Nothing felt real. She laughed in disbelief. “I’m sorry … but … could you excuse me for just a moment? I’m punishing myself for killing you by going completely out of my bloody mind.”

“You are Cleric Francesca DeVega?”

“Oh, I was a cleric until a moment ago when I went as crazy as a spring hare.”

Deirdre frowned. “Have I pushed you too far? Forgive me. I shouldn’t be so glib. You have a reputation for … bravado.”

Francesca laughed. “To hell with ‘bravado’; I’ll tell a superior he’s an arrogant hack if he’s harming my patient. But now that my shoddy prose has killed, I—”

“Cleric,” the other woman interrupted. “You were meant to fail. If you hadn’t, I wouldn’t be free. I’m sorry I pushed you. But right now, I need to break the demon’s hold on you. Around your left ankle there is a fine silver chain. Show it to me.”

Francesca blinked. “What?”

“On your left foot, there’s an anklet. Show it to me.”

“My lady avatar, with all due respect, I don’t even own a God-of-gods damned anklet.”

“Just show me your left foot,” the woman said and pointed. “Now.”

“You can’t seriously … oh, what the hell, here look.” She pulled off her leather slipper and wool sock before lifting up her leg. She wore nothing on her foot but a few freckles. “See, my lady, there’s nothing on WHAT IN THE BURNING HELLS IS THAT?”

Deirdre had reached out and unclasped a thin silver chain from Francesca’s ankle. The semidivine woman now held it out. “I’m not a spellwright. I don’t know how, but it prevents its wearer from sensing it. Typhon was using it to keep you in Avel. If you had tried to leave the city, it would have rendered you unconscious. Or maybe something worse. I’m not sure. Here, take it.”

Francesca stared at the anklet as if it were a viper. “This can’t be happening. And … and what would a demon possibly want with me?” Her voice cracked on the last word.

Deirdre grimaced. “He wants to use your skills as a physician to help force a powerful spellwright to convert.”

“Convert to what?”

“To the demon’s cause. Look, I’ll explain what I know as soon as we are somewhere safer, but now hurry and take the anklet.” Deirdre was still holding the silver chain out. Her arm was trembling. “I haven’t yet regained my strength. There’s a nonmagical anklet on my left foot. Put it on your own foot. That way if a demonic agent catches you, he might think you are still bound.”

Francesca started. She took the offered anklet, tucked it into her belt purse, and then found an identical one on her patient. After removing the chain, she fastened it around her own left ankle and discovered the skin around her ankle had grown calluses where the chain would have rubbed against it. In a few places, she had small scars where the anklet’s clasp might have cut her. She must have been wearing the undetectable anklet for a very long time. For years perhaps.

Deirdre cleared her throat. “Do I have your attention now, cleric?”


“More than anyone else ever has,” Francesca answered faintly.

“Good. I have an agent waiting on the street to take that anklet and hide it …” Her voice trailed off as the floor trembled and the wailing surged. “Damn it all!” she swore.

“What is it?” Francesca asked. Suddenly, orange flashes speckled her vision. Again the floor shook. This time the ceiling rafters chirped and the wailing grew even louder.

Deirdre’s dark face paled. “He’s never gotten so close so fast.” She beckoned Francesca to come closer. “Carry me. Quickly now, the aphasia’s begun. My agents on the ground will be compromised. This is horrible. We must go before the beast arrives.”

“Before … whom … before who arrives?” Francesca found it difficult to speak. The ideas were clear in her mind, but the words for them escaped her intellect. The orange flashes dancing before her eyes were growing brighter.

“Hear that wailing?” Deirdre asked. “He’s touched those minds. They have thoughts but not words. It’s called aphasia. You’re beginning to feel it; you’re slightly aphasic already. Now, unless we flee before he arrives, you may never speak a clear word again.”

“H-him?” Francesca stuttered at the bedside. “The demon?”

More voices joined the wailing and began to rise and fall in an eerie cacophony of call and answer.

“Not Typhon, another slave. One I wanted to trap with that anklet. But my agents on the street are as good as dead. The beast has never moved this fast before. Damn me! We must flee before he enters the infirmary.”

With difficulty, Francesca lifted Deirdre from the table. Her eyes could not focus. Deirdre wrapped her arms around Francesca’s neck. The cater-wauling rose into an ecstatic crescendo and then fell dead silent. The ground shook.

“Goddess, defend us,” Deirdre whispered, tightening her arms around Francesca. “He’s here.”








Chapter Two



Suddenly conscious, Shannon dropped the text he had been holding. It fell to the wooden floorboards and shattered.

Strange.

He frowned at the scattering golden runes and then yawned so powerfully his jaw cracked. Wincing, he rubbed his temples and wondered why he had awoken standing up and holding a spell. Even more disconcerting, he had no idea where he was.

Looking up revealed a circular room with white walls and rows of bookcases. Bright sunlight poured in through an arched window that looked out onto a small sunlit city.

Stranger still.

The city’s many sandstone buildings huddled so tightly that in most places only alleys ran between them. Only a few wide streets were cobble-stoned. Tall, crenellated walls divided the city into different districts. Everything was wet from a recent rain.

The closest districts boasted an abundance of gardens—squares filled with flowering vines, walkways flanked by palms and cypress, tiled courtyards with leafy trees, almond and orange.

Farther districts were filled with dilapidated buildings and sprawling shacks. A portion of the farthest district seemed to have recently burned down.

Along the city’s edge ran massive sandstone walls crowned with brass-roofed watchtowers. Beyond the city, green savanna rolled away under a lacquer-blue sky.

All this indicated that Shannon was in a city of Western Spires. But which one?

It was too small for Dar. There was neither ocean nor steep mountains nearby, so it couldn’t be Kara. Avel, then? The gardens and savanna suggested so.

But how in the Creator’s name had he come here? He rubbed his eyes and tried to think straight. Thoughts moved through his mind with strange speed, as if he were dreaming.


The last thing he remembered was living a hermit’s life in the Heaven Tree Valley hundreds of miles away in the Pinnacle Mountains. He had been training his pupil, who was named … was named … It was hard to remember. Did it start with an n?

He knew the boy’s name, to be sure. But the memory of it was buried in his mind. His pupil’s name was … It was  …

In the distance, voices began to wail. It was a quavering sound, haunting, not quite musical. Perhaps a chant? Shannon frowned. He was in a tall Spirish building filled with something that might be devotional song. A sanctuary?

Shannon nodded to himself. He had to be in either Avel’s sanctuary or the infirmary built next to it. Either way he was in a building sacred to the city’s ruler, the canonist Cala.

But what in the Creator’s name was a canonist?

He had to think hard to find the memory: a deity could invest part of its soul into a human to create an avatar. But if a deity placed all of its soul into a human, the result was a canonist, a demigod more powerful than an avatar but weaker than a freely expressed deity. Only Spires had canonists because … because the sky goddess Celeste maintained a list, a canon, that named all the demigods she allowed in Spires. She did that to … Shannon knew it had something to do with the Spirish Civil War. Hadn’t he fought in that war?

Another yawn popped Shannon’s jaw. Exhaustion was making him stupid. Things would make more sense after a nap.

He turned, looking for a place to lie down, and was surprised to discover a large redwood door and table. On the table lay several cloth-bound books, the nearest of which had been splattered with red ink. A square of paper lay on its cover. Something had been written on it in black ink. Shannon leaned forward to read. It was difficult to make out. There was a red blotch on the paper, then the thin spidery words “our memories are in her” and another blotch. No punctuation or capitalization.

Despite his growing confusion, Shannon yawned once more and blinked. He examined the note again, and his breath caught. The blotches weren’t stains of red ink.

They were bloodstains.

A thrill of fear ran through him. Remembering the dropped magical text, he looked at the floor for the rune sequences. They had been written in Numinous, a magical language that could alter light and other magical text. To those fluent in the language, Numinous runes shone with golden light.

The distant wailing was growing more insistent.


Despite his fear, Shannon’s eyelids grew heavier as he examined the scrambled spell. It had broken into two heaps of rune sequences. He must have been holding two sentences, each of which had formed its own small mound.

Pieces from the larger pile had scattered farther, some disappearing under the door.

He turned to the smaller pile first and pushed the fragments into a line.

When translated, they would read: gain eea ’red Youcans use beca you ead.

Another yawn. He shook his head and tried to focus. The period behind ead meant it should come last. The capitalization in Youcans indicated it should come first.

Youcans lacked spaces and so would likely become you can s or maybe you cans. He paired this capitalized fragment with others that might follow. Youcans’red? No. Youcansuse? No. Youcanseea—

He froze. Youcanseea? He inserted three spaces: You can see a …

Shannon looked up again at the walls, the window, the city, the sky. “Creator, save me!” he whispered. “What’s happened?”

Though some of Shannon’s memories seemed hidden, he knew he was supposed to be blind. Decades ago, he had looked at a forbidden text; it had destroyed his mundane vision. Since that day, he had seen only through the eyes of his familiar, a parrot named Azure. But now he beheld the mundane world with his own eyes. How in the Creator’s name was this possible?

He turned back to the runes and added the gain, beca, and use to the translation.

You can see again because

His fingers shook so badly he couldn’t pick up the remaining sequences.

But it didn’t matter.

He already knew how the sentence would read. The last three fragments—you, ’red, and ead—were already in order.

You can see again because you’re dead.








Chapter Three



High up in Avel’s sanctuary, Nicodemus crouched in a dark hallway and waited for the sound of footsteps. If this raid on Typhon’s library was timed correctly, he would shatter the demon’s mind as if it were a stained-glass window. For nearly ten years, Nicodemus had waged clandestine war against the demon. It was almost time to end that war.

But the attack had to be perfect. He needed to catch all three librarians together and unaware.

So he crouched in the dark and waited for footsteps.

None came.

Nicodemus checked the spells tattooed in violet and indigo runes across his arms and chest. He checked the grip of his hatchets. He looked back at his five kobold students. In the dark, only the skinspells on their inhumanly broad shoulders were visible. The party had one more man, farther away, keeping watch on their backs. Everyone held perfectly still.

It was almost time.

Abruptly the floorboards shook. A small earthquake. Not a concern. The demigoddess Cala, the city’s canonist, had built her sanctuary and infirmary with her godspell. The buildings could withstand any earthquake that struck Western Spires.

From somewhere lower down, a few voices wailed. Likely something had tipped over or fallen off a shelf. Slowly the voices quieted.

But no footsteps sounded.

So Nicodemus closed his eyes and waited. It was almost time.

He hadn’t always been so patient, so focused. Ten years ago in Starhaven, he had been Magister Shannon’s anxious apprentice, a cacographer who misspelled most any text. When a creature named Fellwroth had begun murdering male cacographers, Nicodemus discovered that Typhon had arranged his birth to reconstruct an imperial bloodline of people capable of learning Language Prime, the language from which all living things were derived.

Typhon had stolen Nicodemus’s ability to spell and placed it into the Emerald of Aarahest. With this gem, the demon sought to spellwrite a dragon that could cross the ocean and reanimate the dread god Los.

With the help of an avatar named Deirdre, Nicodemus and Shannon had defeated Fellwroth. However, Typhon had taken possession of Deirdre and escaped with the emerald.

Nicodemus, Shannon, and the weakened goddess Boann had retreated to the Heaven Tree Valley, where Nicodemus learned that he was not disabled in the kobolds’ languages. Convinced his struggle against Typhon was part of their prophecy, several kobolds had followed Nicodemus out of the valley to hunt Typhon.

Presently two of the kobolds behind Nicodemus tensed. Their hearing was inhumanly sharp. So Nicodemus leaned forward and strained his ears. There it was: a distant but steady plodding. Footsteps. The last of the three librarians was nearing the point of ambush. It was almost time.

The footsteps grew louder until they sounded not ten feet away. They stopped. Two men whispered in the manner peculiar to librarians. Then came the creaking of someone sitting in a chair.

It was time.

Nicodemus barked the attack command and broke into a dead sprint. In the next instant, he burst into Typhon’s private library and threw a hatchet at the three men sitting before a table covered with loose sheets of paper.

The room was long, narrow, lined with bookcases. Several windows above the shelves let sunlight pour down through the mote-filled air.

Nicodemus’s axe spun through beams of light before striking a librarian’s shoulder. The man went down without a sound, but his neighbor rose and, with a cry, pulled a blaze of silver prose from his book and hurled it. Nicodemus sidestepped the extemporized attack.

The third librarian stood and stumbled backward. Several glass flasks were slung around his neck. He had to be an Ixonian hydromancer, a water mage. Nicodemus threw his second hatchet at the man, but his companion knocked the axe away with a silvery paragraph. Meanwhile the injured librarian rose from the ground, his left arm soaked with blood from the axe wound.

The floor shook more violently than before. A few books fell from their shelves. An aftershock. Behind Nicodemus, the shadows moved as if alive. Somewhere below, men began wailing again.

Nicodemus focused on the librarians. All three were disguised as devotees of the canonist Cala, wearing white linen shirts and blue longvests. As one, they looked up at the windows. They knew that the spells tattooed on Nicodemus functioned only in darkness. Reassured, they looked back down.

With a snarl, one librarian cast a silvery plume of cutting prose. Nicodemus sprinted left, avoiding the lacerating words and hearing them cut into the hide-bound books behind him. Something glass shattered on the floor to his right and then detonated with enough force to knock him against the bookcase.

Somehow Nicodemus kept his balance and kept running. The distant wailing grew louder. He turned and saw the water mage cocking his hand back with another glass vial. The man must have charged the solution with aqueous runes to render it corrosive, poisonous, or explosive.

But before the man could hurl the linguistic concoction at Nicodemus, a beam of sunlight winked out. Then another. The librarians looked up to the windows.

Nicodemus’s five kobold students, hidden under light-bending subtexts, had climbed the bookshelves. The sunlight had burned off their cloaking spells to reveal their dark blue skin and blond hair. As planned, the librarians had been too distracted by Nicodemus’s attack to notice their ascent. Three more windows went black as the kobolds covered them with cloth.

The water mage pulled his arm back to throw his vial, but Nicodemus peeled a tattoo from his forearm and cast it with a flick. The indigo runes frayed in the half light, but the textual missile maintained enough coherence to strike the hydromancer’s vial, detonating it and knocking all three librarians flat.

The last sunbeams disappeared, plunging the library into blackness. A kobold yawped in victory. Nicodemus recognized the voice. It was Vein, his eldest student.

One librarian cast a comet of silvery sentences toward the windows, but in the dark he aimed too high and the spell shattered against the ceiling and fell as a coruscation of pale sentence fragments. In the dark, the librarians were far outmatched.

Nicodemus allowed himself a moment of savage satisfaction and edited the spells tattooed around the keloid scar on the back of his neck.

Typhon had given him that scar when he placed part of Nicodemus’s mind in the emerald. Unless shielded from each other, the scar and emerald communicated with each other as they tried to re unite. Back in Starhaven, the communication between scar and emerald had given him prophetic nightmares and inadvertently revealed his location to his enemies. Since fleeing the wizardly academy, Nicodemus had shielded his scar with sentences tattooed around it. Now, for the first time in years, he weakened the spells around the scar.


Suddenly he knew the emerald was at the other end of the library, just beyond a metal door that would open into Typhon’s study. Through the emerald, Nicodemus sensed that the demon had deconstructed his mind for research. Nicodemus had planned this raid to coincide with both the lycanthrope attack and this brief hour of Typhon’s vulnerability.

A faint light shone in the library. Nicodemus turned and saw the hydromancer had activated a vial of lucerin. The liquid glowed faintly blue. A second light began to shine: this one a thin, flickering flame. It seemed the spellwright that Nicodemus had hit with the hatchet was a Trillinonish pyromancer. Despite his wounds, the fire mage had cast a few flammable sentences in hopes of generating enough light to ward off the kobold’s spells.

It was no matter. A dark object—a hatchet or maybe simply a book—struck the vial of lucerin, shattering the glass and splattering the glowing liquid onto the floor. Another projectile snuffed the pyromancer’s flame. Darkness was again complete, and Nicodemus’s students were climbing down the bookshelves. Their skin blazed with sentences of violet and indigo.

A librarian called out for help, his voice quavering. But the man was a demon worshiper. This had to be done. The other two librarians began to yell. One begged for his life. The young kobold named Jasp replied with a murderous war cry.

Nicodemus turned away. In the next instant, all voices stopped. The demon worshipers had been silenced perhaps by a sentence, perhaps by a hatchet. It didn’t matter.

Nicodemus walked toward the emerald until he stood in front of the study’s large metal door. A demon and the missing part of himself lay on the other side. Once he brought this barrier down, a decade of fighting would be over. He raised his hand and was about to press on the door when the floorboards shook violently. Far below, many voices rose in a long, undulating cacophony.

A chill of recognition moved through Nicodemus. He cursed and listened again. The voices grew louder, began to rise and fall.

It was true then.

The wailing meant that the sanctuary was now reverberating with a force more dire than any earthquake.

Somehow the Savanna Walker had returned.

Nicodemus swore. He had thought it impossible. The lycanthrope attack should have kept both the Walker and the canonist occupied for hours.

Nicodemus put his hand against the door and felt a yard of protective spells. Hacking through it would take half an hour at least. No good. The Walker was too close, and inside the sanctuary the beast would be too powerful to fight.

Nicodemus, his blood heated by shame and anger, rewrote the tattooed sentences around his scar, breaking communication between the two parts of himself.

Suddenly the raid was a failure. If the Walker caught them in the sanctuary, it would be a massacre. The building shook again and the wailing fell silent. Nicodemus turned and sprinted through the dark library. “Vein and Dross to me,” he called to his students. “The rest follow right behind. We run.”








Chapter Four



With Deirdre in her arms, Francesca charged up the eastern stairs. Her ability to speak had returned, but orange spots still swam in her blurry vision.

As she climbed another flight of steps, Francesca allowed herself to feel burning fear and confusion. Then she forced herself to relax. It was time to fall back on the oldest of physicians’ tricks: when inner composure was unattainable, its semblance must be worn like an actor’s costume and cosmetics.

“You know, my lady,” Francesca said as coolly as she could between breaths, “you might have found a way to improve medical training by making me run you up to the roof.”

Deirdre frowned. “How’s that?”

“When most clerics blunder, all they have to do is attend a funeral.”

Deirdre grunted. “But if we made physicians carry their mistakes up six flights?”

“We’d enter a golden age of near immortality. Only the very skinny would be allowed to die.”

The avatar sniffed with amusement. “Magistra, are you implying I’m fat?”

“A tiny little thing like you? Never. I could fit two of you in my belt purse.” Francesca repositioned her grip around the other woman as she turned up another flight.

“So now you are implying I’m short?”

“No, my lady, I wouldn’t dare offend an avatar.”

“Magistra, you’re an overly bold woman who’s mocking a superior to make light of a grave situation. If we weren’t fleeing a fate worse than death, I might become very fond of you.”

“I might become very fond of you too, my lady, especially if you weren’t so short and fat.”

Deirdre laughed. “I almost feel bad for dragging you into this mess.”

“And what mess would that be, exactly?”

Before Deirdre could answer, the stairwell began to reverberate with wailing; then came the distant sound of someone running up stairs. Deirdre’s expression hardened. “Hear those footsteps? That’s one of the beast’s devotees. If he catches up to us, you’ll have to kill him.”

“Kill? I can’t; I am a cleric.”

“You’ll have to kill him before he kills us,” Deirdre hissed. “Or at least stun him. In fact, start writing a stunning spell now.”

Francesca’s affected composure began to crack. She tried to pump her legs faster while composing a netlike stunning spell in her arms.

Deirdre became quiet as the pursuer’s footsteps grew louder. Francesca reminded herself that she’d trained most of her life to write spells in life-or-death situations … the problem was, this time the life or death in question wasn’t her patient’s; it was her own.

“I finished the stunning spell,” Francesca said as they topped the next flight.

Deirdre nodded. “Hopefully we can outrun him. But keep it ready.”

Francesca’s thighs ached. “Why are we headed to the roof?” she asked. “I don’t know the hierophantic language. I can’t use the kites.”

“The beast chasing us, he came here faster than I thought possible. I’ve placed agents on the street, but now they’ll be aphasic or made into his devotees. Until I know the beast’s true name, I dare not chance an encounter with him. And we can’t let the demon know I took that anklet off of you. So it’s on to my contingency plan: find the new air warden. I know he’s aloft now. From what I’ve learned, he’s our only chance.”

Francesca charged up the last few steps and burst into daylight.

A break in the rainy-season clouds revealed the wide, brilliantly blue Spirish sky. A gust of frigid wind nearly snatched the red cleric’s stole from her shoulders.

The infirmary’s roof was built of tawny sandstone. It supported five twenty-foot-tall minarets. More impressively, up from the chamber at each minaret’s crown arched thick chains that climbed nearly two hundred feet before ending in the massive lofting kites.

Deirdre pointed at the centermost minaret. “The warden’s kite will be closest to that one.”

Francesca set off. “The orange flashes are gone from my vision now.”

Deirdre nodded. “We’re farther from the other slave. The closer he comes, the worse your aphasia and vision will become.”

“Lovely,” Francesca grumbled while ducking into the minaret’s base. She discovered a hollow space with a metal ladder.

“Put me down,” Deirdre ordered. “I’m feeling stronger.”

Francesca obeyed.


The avatar teetered on her feet, but once she reached the ladder, she easily climbed onto its thick rungs.

“What is this other demonic slave who is chasing us?” Francesca asked as she grabbed the ladder.

“I can’t entirely tell you,” Deirdre replied as she continued to climb. “It’s impossible to think about what he truly is unless you have a special spell cast around your mind.”

“You’re talking about quaternary cognition, about thinking through a magical text?”

“I believe so. There are stories about the other slave. The city people call him the Savanna Walker.”

Francesca thought she misheard. “What?”

“The Savanna Walker—you know, the creature that drives men mad in the Deep Savanna.”

“But that’s an old wives’ tale!”

“Oh, dear,” she said with obvious enjoyment, “it seems old wives know something our learned cleric doesn’t.”

Francesca muttered, “Then you should’ve gone to an old wife with your bloody cursed lungs and bloody monster chasing—” She stopped as the rung in her hand vibrated.

Deirdre swore and began climbing faster. “The Walker’s closing in.”

Francesca focused on putting one hand above the other and keeping her boots from slipping.

They reached an octagonal room at the minaret’s crown. Eight broad windows opened onto upsloping ramps that blocked everything but the sky. Folded lofting kites sat before all but two windows. From both empty spaces, thick chains rose into the sky. The place echoed with the clicking and chirping of iron chain links.

Deirdre hurried to one of the bundled kites while Francesca panted. Suddenly a man’s wailing voice sounded from farther down the minaret. Deirdre turned around. “It’s the beast’s devotee.”

Francesca peered down the shaft and saw a dark figure climbing the ladder. He let out a ragged scream and started climbing faster. Something was in his hand. A knife?

“Get back,” Deirdre ordered. “As soon as his head appears, hit it with your stunning spell.”

Francesca stepped away from the shaft. Her heart racing, she examined the golden sentences in her forearm and then looked up. Deirdre had found a length of iron chain and had assumed a fighting stance.

The man’s screams intensified. Deirdre spoke loudly, evenly. “The Savanna Walker creates his devotees by spellbinding and destroying much of their minds. The poor soul in the shaft is already as good as dead. Once the Savanna Walker finishes an attack, he does something to his devotees, swallows them into his body or devours them or—”

Just then the man emerged from the minaret’s shaft. He was in his thirties, skinny, wearing a ragged longvest. He was holding some kind of crude club. With a shriek, the man climbed into the room and lunged at Deirdre. She danced back, avoiding his club, and then brought her chain around. It struck his face and he stumbled backward.

With a cry, Francesca cast her stunning spell. The net of golden sentences wrapped around the attacker’s head. Instantly he collapsed.

Light-headed, Francesca sat heavily on the stone floor.

Deirdre laughed in triumph. “Francesca, come here. We have to use one of these kites to get out …” Her voice died as she looked at the stunned man. “No, wait. I have an idea.” She nodded. “It’s perfect. We might still fool the demon. The Walker has consumed other artifacts in the past. Francesca, do you have that anklet—the one I took off of you?”

“Yes,” Francesca said firmly, even though she felt tremulous. “It’s in my belt purse.” Her hands were shaking.

“Quickly, come here. We need to put that anklet into this poor bastard.”

“I … d-don’t understand,” Francesca stammered as she got to her feet.

“The Walker has been known to steal and consume powerful objects; we’ll use that to weaken him. Come here. The anklet needs to be in this man’s body. It can’t be around his ankle or in his hands or clothes. It needs to be inside of him so the Savanna Walker won’t notice until it’s too late. Can you cut him open? Put the chain in his stomach and then sew him up?”

Francesca now had the anklet in her hand. She shook her head. “It’d be simpler to textually pass it down his throat into his stomach.”

“Do it,” Deirdre said. “Quickly.”

Francesca wrote several silvery paragraphs in her biceps and then connected them into a long, thin, flexible tube of prose. Then she wrote a paragraph at its tip to hold the anklet.

“Roll the patient onto his side,” Francesca ordered. “Pull his head back and his jaw down.” Deirdre obeyed.

Francesca knelt beside the stunned man. Now in the safety of practiced actions, she was focused and calm. With a few deft motions, she inserted the spell into the man’s mouth and down his throat. By inspecting his neck from different angles, she could see her prose shine through his skin and ensure it didn’t enter his trachea and so his lungs. Expertly, she manipulated the spell through his esophagus, so that it snaked left and curled around inside his stomach. With a tight smile, she edited a sentence at the base of the spell; at the tip, a paragraph deconstructed and released the anklet into the stomach.

“It’s done,” she said and removed the spell from the poor man’s mouth. She checked to make sure he was still breathing and his pulse was strong. No sign of coughing or vomiting. “It went perfectly.”

A distant voice began to wail, and the calm Francesca had cultivated in action began to dissolve. A spray of orange dots spread across her vision. She had to sit down.

“Excellent,” Deirdre said and went back to one of the bundled kites. “Now we just need to get out of here.”

Francesca tried to focus on the other woman.

“Are you all right?” Deirdre asked without looking up.

“Oh, I’m cheery as the kitten who ate the cream,” Francesca said as casually as she could, “but my eyes won’t … won’t …” She couldn’t think of the word that started with f and meant “concentrate” or “direct” or “converge.”

Deirdre swore and grabbed Francesca’s hand and made her walk across the room. “Stay calm. You’re aphasic. The Walker is closer. Here, we need to get this harness on you.” She draped something around Francesca’s shoulders and waist. Francesca couldn’t see well enough to tell what it was, but it smelled of leather.

The floor shook again, and then the room filled with nonsensical shouting. Another voice was echoing up the minaret.

Francesca tried again to look at Deirdre, but the woman appeared little more than a dark blur. The orange flashes were getting worse. “What do you know about the magic of lofting kites? The kites change shape, yes? They take whatever shape is needed to fly?” Deirdre asked while seeming to strap into a harness of her own.

Francesca shook her head. “I just know there’s a … a … sail or chute written with hiero … hierophantic language, which can move air. A chute covered with wind spells … called a jumpchute. It blows out air and pulls the—” She screamed.

Something was bubbling up out of the minaret’s shaft. When she tried to look at it … she couldn’t. It was as if she went blind as she looked at the tendrils of twisting nothingness. She stumbled backward.

Deirdre’s hands gripped her shoulders. “Francesca! You need to stop screaming.”

The tendrils of nothing swirled around their legs. “Blindness! In the air … blind air,” Francesca stammered while she struggled to get free, but Deirdre’s arms felt as strong as iron.


“Only an illusion!” the other woman said. “It’s your reaction to the beast’s proximity. He’s spellbound the part of your mind that sees.”

The vapor swirled up to cover their heads. The world melted into blindness.

“I think I found a jumpchute,” Deirdre said over the wailing. “Could this be it?”

Something rough and round pushed into Francesca’s hands. “It’s cloth. Hierophants store … their language … only on cloth.”

“How do I cast the spell?”

Francesca shook her head. “Need a hierophant … to move sentences within cloth … and cast the spell in—”

Without warning, the wailing woman’s voice echoed loudly around Francesca.

“Damn!” Deirdre swore. “Wait.” Boot heels clicked on stone. Something was being dragged. Then came a clanging. It was loud at first but then quieted. The wailing stopped. A muffled bang. Then a stranger cacophony: two voices yelling.

Deirdre’s hands returned to Francesca’s shoulders. “I think I woke him up from your stunning spell.”

“Woke … who up?”

“The man we put the anklet into. I dropped him on the devotees climbing up. He didn’t fall straight down, more tumbled. It knocked them down to the bottom of the minarets, maybe broke a few bones, but they won’t stop until they’re dead or we are.” She paused. “Listen.”

The wailing was growing louder.

“So what do we do?” Francesca blurted.

“Escape with the kite. There’s a cloth ribbon around the jumpchute. It has the wind marshal’s emblem on it. What happens if I tear it?”

“Don’t you bloody dare!” she cried. “Tearing a magical manu … manu … page sets its sentences free. You don’t know—”

“But it might activate the jumpchute?”

Panicked and blind, Francesca reached out and tried to grab the other woman to punctuate her next point. “It might blow both of us into—”

Three more echoing voices joined the other.

“We don’t have time!” Deirdre shouted. “There are too many of them down there.”

“Damn it, even if there’s a whole bloody legion down there, you’d be mad to—” Francesca started to yell.

But then she heard the loud whisper of tearing cloth.
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